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      "How the hell did we end up in Peru? And not even the good part, down in Lima where the locals think we’re marines,” Jordan asked, shading his eyes from the sun’s relentless glare as he peered over the helicopter’s console at the wide valley below. It was flanked by high peaks, some of the tallest in the Andes. At eleven thousand feet, it was a place none of the locals ever came willingly.

      “Is shit,” Yuri agreed, the Russian’s face hidden behind a large pair of aviator glasses and a thick black goatee. The wiry pilot eased the yoke, tilting the copter forward to afford a better view of the scrubby hillsides. “Should be in jungle. Is pretty there. Birds. I like birds.”

      Why were they here? The team had been put together with incredible haste, dispatched from a dozen different countries to the Peruvian city of Cajamarca where they’d been given one day to acclimate to each other. They’d been dispatched here, given four old Boeing AH-64 Apache helicopters—the type that had been mothballed back in the 1980s after serving since Iran Contra.

      “Commander, are you seeing this?” a female voice crackled over the com. It was either Savinsky or Jewel, but having just met them Jordan couldn’t readily identify which was speaking.

      A massive chunk of stone broke loose from the southern face of one of the mountains, plummeting to the valley floor with a crash so loud he could hear it over the rotors.

      “Pretty tough to miss,” Jordan replied, studying the cloud of dust curling skyward. A smaller piece broke loose from a neighboring peak. Boulders began jouncing all over the place, bucking about like Mexican jumping beans. “Carter, this place isn’t seismically active, is it?”

      “Not even slightly,” Carter’s nasally voice echoed back over the com. “We’re nowhere near a fault line.”

      “Holy shit,” another voice broke onto the com. That one was definitely Jewel.

      A black spike bored out of the earth like the tip of some gigantic drill. It was nearly as large as the peaks surrounding it, a jet-black pyramid unlike anything he’d ever seen. Jordan’s eyes widened as the structure approached. “Pull up. Pull up.”

      Yuri yanked back on the stick, guiding the Apache up and away from the approaching structure. Savinsky wasn’t so lucky. Evidently she’d been distracted or maybe just surprised by the structure’s momentum. The pyramid slammed into the Apache, unleashing a fireball of flaming wreckage as it continued its ascent.

      “Get clear,” Jordan roared. The other three copters veered safely away, hovering around the strange pyramid like angry wasps. Up and up it went, until it towered over their comparatively tiny copters. He turned to Yuri. “What’s our current elevation?”

      “Nine hundred seventy-five feet above valley floor,” Yuri said, jaw still hanging open as he gaped at the pyramid. “Is taller, so structure eleven hundred feet. Give or take.”

      The pyramid finally stopped moving, its jet-black slopes covered in patches of dark soil. Jordan had a million questions. How old was it? Who’d built it? Most troubling, how had their employer known it was going to appear? That they’d been dispatched to such a remote location at the precise moment this thing had appeared was no accident.

      “Carter, are you getting any readings from that thing?” he asked, tightening his sunglasses. The structure seemed to drink in the light around it, reflecting none of the midday glare.

      “Nothing,” Carter’s voice crackled back. “And when I say nothing, I mean nothing. It’s not sending back radar. It just absorbs the ping. It’s eating the signal somehow. Never seen anything like it.”

      Something like a heat shimmer appeared around the structure. At first Jordan wasn’t sure what he was seeing, but eventually his eyes widened. The entire thing was vibrating. The dirt clinging to the sides slid off, like butter on Teflon, falling away until the structure was as pristine as it was on the day it was built, whenever that was. Great piles accumulated around the base of the structure. They surrounded the entire thing except one place where the dirt was conspicuously absent.

      “Carter, check out the center of the western face. What do you make of it?”

      “There’s definitely something strange there, sir,” Carter said, a rare note of uncertainty in his voice. “There’s an area in the exact center of the wall that’s devoid of debris. If you use magnification, you can see that there are poplar trees scattered all about, but their branches stop at the edge of the clearing as if they were sheared through with a really sharp plane. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “All units, make your approach. Prepare for field recon,” Jordan ordered, filling his voice with authority and confidence he didn’t feel. What the hell had they been sent into?

      Yuri eased back on the yoke, and the whirring of the rotors slowed. The craft descended smoothly, drifting to the edge of the ring of dirt now surrounding the pyramid. The copter set down just beyond, between a still-standing poplar tree and a cluster of boulders.

      A hawk wheeled overhead, screeching a challenge as the whir of the rotors finally died. Jordan pushed open the canopy over the craft’s rear seat. Intended more for combat than transport, it was just large enough to hold two people. An intimidating machine gun had been bolted under each stubby little wing, along with a boxy missile launcher on the right. Hardly the sort of hardware you’d send to scout unless you were expecting serious trouble.

      Jordan slid from the cockpit, dropping to the dry earth with a puff of dust. The high desert made his eyes water beneath his sunglasses even though the wind was bitterly cold at this elevation. He withdrew his pack from the boot, the harness jingling as he buckled it at his waist and chest. The black nylon was compact enough to not restrict movement and still contain the basic supplies they might need on such an op.

      “We’re going in hot. No sense in taking chances,” he said into the sub-dermal microphone that Mohn Corp. had so graciously provided. It was state of the art, picking up words people right next to him would miss. Jordan buckled his sidearm, an M-411 smart pistol, into place. The weapon fed targeting data to his goggles, making combat nearly as easy as your average video game.

      “Is very strange,” Yuri said, dropping to the dirt beside Jordan. His gaze was fixed on the pyramid, or more specifically, the clear space in front of the wall some fifty yards from where they’d set down. He could tell the break in debris was clearly something the builders had intended, because it lay directly outside a gap in the structure. It was as if a square section had been cut away, allowing visitors to enter a tunnel that led inside.

      “Carter, what can you tell me?” Jordan said, turning toward the third helicopter as the short, sandy-haired tech fell awkwardly to the ground. He got up quickly, dusting off his pants and trying to act like he wasn’t as clumsy as they all knew him to be.

      The tech trotted over, taking a sip of water from the blue hose leading into his pack. “I ran a full scan on the valley. We use sonar imaging to build maps, which the satellites confirm. Only there’s gaps in my model, gaps caused by that thing. It’s eating the signal, sir. That shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Yeah, you mentioned that in the air. What else can you tell me?”

      “Not much,” Carter admitted, turning to face the structure. He withdrew a bulky black box from his belt and aimed it at the tunnel. It beeped and hummed for several seconds before Carter turned back to face him. “Sir, this is damn odd. That tunnel is emitting ELF.”

      “Ee el eff?” Jordan asked. Carter would speak in nothing but obscure abbreviations and acronyms if allowed to do so.

      “Extremely low frequency waves, sir. A very special type of signal we used back in World War II to transmit codes. It’s slower than most signals, so you don’t see it much today,” Carter explained, adjusting his goggles as he watched the pyramid. “They’re also given off by power plants. Nuclear power plants, for the most part. It’s possible there’s a power source inside, or maybe whoever built this place is using them for communication. No way to know without checking it out, sir.”

      “Then that’s exactly what we’ll do. Yuri, take Carter down that tunnel to see if you can find a way inside. If there isn’t one, then make it. No chances. If you run into anything, topside. If you have a question you can’t answer, topside. Back in ten minutes,” he ordered. Jordan could have sent a larger team, but with Savinsky’s team gone there were only six of them and he didn’t want to risk any more personnel than he had to—one tech and one experienced soldier to keep him alive.

      Yuri fished his M4 rifle from the cockpit, the smooth-bored weapon menacing as he propped the barrel up over his shoulder. The weapon was standard issue, but in the hands of a crack shot like Yuri, it could devastate a battlefield.

      The Russian trotted toward the pyramid, bringing the stock of his rifle to his shoulder as he scanned the oppressive darkness that so neatly blended with the structure’s dark surface. Carter trotted a little ways behind, replacing his bulky black box with a smaller green gizmo. Jordan was good with technology, but he had no idea what either device did. He doubted anyone other than Carter could tell him. The tech was always tinkering, and the gadgets were both things he’d cobbled together in his spare time.

      The pair began to disappear into the darkness, though Jordan could still make out their shapes. They stopped perhaps ten feet into the strange tunnel, a perfect square that could have been bored with a laser. Jordan shaded his eyes, watching as Yuri leaned a shoulder into the massive stone door and shoved. To the Russian’s apparent surprise, it gave easily, spilling him to the ground as the door slid soundlessly open. Damn. That kind of engineering could barely be accomplished today. How many tons did that door weigh?

      Jordan began to pace, his right hand settling on the grip of his pistol. Ten minutes. Such a short span of time, but it crept by. What was happening inside? Something echoed from within. Gunshots. He resisted the urge to order another pair inside, instead gesturing at both sides of the entrance. The squad moved to flank it, each soldier leveling an M4 at the opening. Long seconds passed.

      At nine minutes, sixteen seconds they heard the slaps of booted feet on stone as something approached. Yuri’s form emerged first, bent low, arms pumping as he hauled ass back into the sunlight. There was no sign of his rifle. Carter’s form trailed behind, the lanky tech clutching his side as if he had a cramp. Only it wasn’t a cramp. His black uniform was soaked with blood, and his face was ashen as he limped forward.

      “Jewel, get the medical kit,” Jordan bellowed, jerking the stock of his rifle to his shoulder as he scanned the darkness. The rest of the squad did the same, including Jewel. The weapon suited the tiny blond, despite the fact that it was nearly as large as she was. She lowered it reluctantly, trotting back toward the helicopter. She was the closest they had to a medic.

      Carter stumbled, sprawling to the ground just past the thick shadow provided by the tunnel. Yuri didn’t even stop to help. What the hell had spooked him so badly he didn’t stop to help a wounded squad mate?

      A third figure moved in the darkness. It was tall. Too tall. Maybe seven or eight feet, if the glittering amber eyes served as indicators. Then it stepped into the thinner shadow near the end of the tunnel, providing Jordan with far more detail than he’d ever wanted to see.

      The creature looked like some sort of dark-furred Egyptian god, with a head that clearly belonged on a wolf. Sharp white fangs bared over black gums, and the long claws on one massive hand still dripped blood—Carter’s blood. The creature wore some sort of golden necklace, a torque, Jordan thought it was called. Its clothing was cut from shimmering white cloth, something like a Roman toga.

      “End that thing,” Jordan roared, aligning the crosshairs in his goggles with the thing’s chest. He squeezed off three rounds, the gun bucking in his hands as it belched gouts of flame. Echoing fire came from all around him as the squad reacted instantly, every last member a veteran of one war or another.

      The thing didn’t move. In one moment, it was standing in the center of the corridor. In the next, it stood next to Carter. The rounds they’d fired found nothing but stone, ricocheting down the tunnel. The beast knelt, savaging the back of Carter’s neck with those wicked teeth.

      Jordan adjusted his aim, firing again. So did the others. This time the thing jerked backward, raising a hand to its shoulder. Its amber gaze touched Jordan’s for an instant; then the beast disappeared.

      “Behind us,” Jewel roared. Jordan spun to see her drop the med kit. She jerked her rifle up, but it was too late. The beast raked its claws across her throat, showering the dusty earth with her blood.

      “No,” Jordan roared, sprinting toward the downed soldier as he squeezed off several rounds. None hit, but they did draw the beast’s attention. It blurred across the space between them, looming over Jordan like a linebacker over a toddler. Its claws descended, death’s embrace plummeting toward Jordan’s face with impossible speed. Jordan dropped to his back, bringing his rifle into alignment with the thing’s midsection. He didn’t take time to aim, just squeezed the trigger.

      The beast stumbled backward under a withering hail of fire, face twisting into an all-too-human expression of frustration. Then it simply vanished. Jordan scrambled to his feet, spinning around as he scanned for a target. Nothing. How did it move so swiftly? It defied reason. Yuri approached, offering Jordan a hand. The big Russian helped him to his feet.

      “Is crazy. Not paid enough to fight fucking werewolves,” Yuri said, shaking his head. He was staring at Carter’s corpse. There was no way the tech had survived.

      Jordan wanted to correct him. There was no such thing as werewolves. But he’d just seen one. How the hell was he going to explain this to Mohn? Maybe he wouldn’t have to. Perhaps this is exactly what they’d expected.
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      Commander Jordan eyed the hangar thoughtfully. The silver dome was out of place, nicer than either of its neighbors. That didn’t fit Mohn’s low profile imperative, so who’d authorized this place? He’d never met the woman in charge of the Panama facility, though he’d seen her at a distance when he deployed to Cajamarca just a few weeks ago.

      Taxis and buses flowed down the road behind him, ferrying passengers to one of the busiest airports in Central America. He slipped through the gap in the fence, walking briskly to the door near the south corner. Jordan withdrew his cell phone, speed dialing the Director. The phone clicked several times and then rang once before it was picked up. He recognized the commanding voice immediately.

      “Have you arrived?”

      “Yes, sir,” Jordan replied. Director Phillips was all protocol, and even though they weren’t officially military they wore the same trappings.

      “Good. Review the weaponry and ensure that it will meet your needs,” the voice on the other end said. The words were clipped, efficient.

      “With respect, sir, I don’t know what our needs are. That thing took everything we had to throw and kept on coming,” Jordan said. He didn’t want to be insubordinate, but command needed to know what they were facing.

      “I realize that, Commander, but your own reports said that you hurt it. That was with more conventional ordnance. The weapons we’ve prepared should be considerably more effective,” the Director said.

      Jordan watched traffic rumble by, so damn normal.

      “Sir, we’re fighting a god-damned werewolf that crawled out of a pyramid with no right to exist. We don’t know what will be effective. I’ll take the added firepower, but what I really need is more men. That thing carved through my squad like a Thanksgiving turkey,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to keep the heat from his voice.

      “That takes time, and you damned well know it,” the Director snapped. Jordan was shocked. He’d never heard the Director lose his composure before. “We’re working on replacements, but they’ve only had two weeks training. If I send them in now, I’m as good as pulling the trigger myself.”

      “What about mercs, sir? There has to be an off-the-books option,” he offered. Mohn Corp. had ties with a number of black ops organizations that specialized in wet work.

      “That could bring unwanted attention,” the Director said, sighing heavily. “I just got off a call with the Peruvian president. They want to know what the hell we’re doing up there and why we’re bringing in so much hardware. I can’t afford any more scrutiny, and that’s exactly what sending in cowboy mercs will do. You’re just going to have to make do with the personnel you have. Review the weapons and get your ass back to Peru.”

      “Yes, si—“ Jordan began, but the phone beeped as the call ended.

      He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. Damn, this place was hot. Such a contrast to the frigid Andes. He resisted the urge to see if anyone was watching, and instead pounded the hangar’s door three times with his fist. The hollow booms were swallowed by the road noise, but the door opened almost immediately. A hard-eyed man in full Kevlar opened the door. He carried an unfamiliar rifle, front hand resting on the underside of the barrel, with the other over the trigger guard. In one fluid motion he could snap it to his shoulder to fire. His face screamed drill sergeant, though he bore no insignia except Mohn’s standard green triangle on his shoulder. The guy could have been R. Lee Ermey’s shorter, angrier brother.

      “Jordan?” he barked, leathery face set in what Jordan guessed must have been a permanent scowl. “Get your ass inside. This isn’t the goddamn shopping mall.”

      He opened the door just wide enough for Jordan to slip through, slamming it behind them the instant they were clear. The place was pitch black except for a pair of stand lamps overlooking narrow tables lined with weapons. Behind them stood a skinny, nerdy-looking guy with a thick mustache and small tinted glasses. He wore a flannel shirt under a polyester vest, not exactly standard-issue gear. The guy reminded him of Carter, summoning a memory of the dead tech’s lifeless eyes. Jordan had seen a lot in his time, but that memory was one of the worst.

      “You’re here to get some real firepower,” Sarge said. A made-up name helped because it was the only one Jordan was likely to get. Mohn ops were anonymous. You never knew more than you had to about the people you were working with.

      Sarge walked over to the tables, gesturing at one of the rifles. “Your last op used the M4, right?”

      “Yeah. Lacked stopping power though,” Jordan replied, crossing to stand next to the table.

      “The M4 is great,” the skinny guy broke in. Jordan decided to call him Lester, after a character from a video game he’d played back in the ‘90s. “It’s one of the most ubiquitous military firearms on the modern battlefield. Definitely the most familiar rifle to your mercs…er…soldiers.”

      “A lot of operatives,” Sarge corrected, “use the Russkies’ AK. Cheaper than the M4.”

      “Yeah, uh, operatives. Anyway, the AK’s great too, but I like the M4, and that’s what we’ve got here, a typical M4,” Lester said, patting the stock lovingly. “The locking bolt gives a more stable ballistic chamber and, thus, a more accurate shot than an AK.” He picked up the rifle, thumbing the switch near the trigger to full-auto. “Even fully automatic, your first three or four shots are dead on.”

      “Yeah, and that’s why we love it,” Jordan agreed. He knew the rifle’s internals intimately. “But, like I said, it didn’t have enough stopping power. The 5.56 round just isn’t enough.” He picked up a long brass bullet from the table to illustrate.

      “Yeah, I’m not surprised,” Lester said, grin spreading. “The round is only twenty-two caliber, even if it is high velocity. You’ll core soft targets, but it doesn’t do squat against anything with armor. Even a car windshield will stop a round. The bullet just punches through your target without much expansion. That’s why it lacks the stopping power you’re after.”

      Jordan folded his arms. “I didn’t come here to talk about what didn’t work. I came here to get something that will. If we’re going to take down my target, I’m going to need…”

      “…A bigger bullet,” Sarge and Lester finished in unison.

      “Not just any bigger bullet. Something special I invented,” Lester said. Jordan hadn’t thought the kid could get any more perky, but somehow he did. He patted a sleek black rifle a little larger than the M4. “I modified the M4 to fire a thirty-caliber Blackout AAC. You keep the same shell base, thus same bolt carrier group, magazine, etc. All that is needed is a barrel and chamber change, and voilà: stopping power and penetration of a heavier bullet without changing the familiarity of your weapon. I call it the XN8.”

      “That might give us the edge we need. How many can I have, and when will they be ready?” Jordan asked.

      “We have a demonstration ready and—”

      “That’s not necessary. You’ve explained how the gun and the round work. This is what I need. Can I leave here with a case? I need to get back on-site for my op,” Jordan replied, cutting Lester off. The kid clearly wanted to say more but gave a heavy sigh instead.

      “All right. We can skip the demo. I guess the pig would appreciate that, if no one else,” Lester said, offering Jordan the XN8. “You can take this one with you now. I’ve got another crate of eight I can have loaded on your departing flight. Was there anything else you needed?”

      “Yeah, some luck,” Jordan replied, accepting the rifle. He set it gently in the rectangular case, settling the weapon into the foam before snapping the case shut. “Thanks, guys. These weapons are going to save lives.”

      Jordan hoped that was true. He’d never seen anything like the monster in Peru. M4s hadn’t even slowed it down, though they had driven the creature off. That meant it feared pain and could probably be killed through conventional means. Guess Jordan was about to find out, assuming the thing came back to the pyramid. He walked back to the door, case in hand.

      Jordan withdrew his smartphone and called the Director. “It’s done.”
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      2,600 BCE. Blair wrote the words out laboriously, fingers cramping around the tiny nub of chalk. He underlined the date, turning to face rows of disengaged freshmen. Santa Rosa JC’s finest. The back rows shot clandestine gazes at smartphones under their desks, either not knowing or not caring that Blair could see. If today’s lesson didn’t grab them, they’d be the ones who dropped.

      “Why is that year significant?” He asked, pausing for a full three seconds as he scanned the room. Curiosity lurked in a few corners, but no one ventured a hand.

      “That’s the approximate date the Great Pyramid of Giza was built,” Blair said, taking a step toward the front row. He began to pace. “You’ve seen it in movies. It’s the most well-known wonder of the ancient world, a masterpiece that has endured for millennia. It’s visible from space, forty-five stories tall, and has fascinated every culture from ancient Greece through the United States. Today you’re going to learn how and why Pharaoh Khufu built it.”

      Several hands shot up, the most enthusiastic in the front row. It belonged to an Asian girl with long, black hair and a pink backpack. Jesus, these kids were young.

      “Yes, Miss…”

      “Samantha. You can call me Sam,” The girl said, all but bouncing in her seat. Probably her first semester. The boys were just as bad, worse if their voices cracked during questions. “You said it was built by a pharaoh, but how do we know that? I saw this show, and it said that the Pyramids were built by aliens. It makes sense. I mean, how did cave men move those giant stones? They would have needed, like, cranes and stuff.”

      Every semester, it was the same. A misguided student, or six, parroted the drivel they’d read on Google or seen on Netflix. Not that he could blame them. If the Internet said it, it must be true, right?

      “Was it the one with the guy’s hair that gets crazier every season? Looks like a bird that got on the wrong side of a hurricane,” Blair said, fanning his fingers out in parody of the host’s incredible hair.

      “Yes,” she said, eyes widening as she straightened in her seat. “That’s the one. That guy is crazy, but like, brilliant, too.”

      “Yeah. Here’s the problem with that show. It’s bullshit,” Blair said, crossing his arms. Had he just gotten chalk on his sleeve? Damn it. “We know who built the Pyramids. We know when. We even know how. That’s what—”

      A cell phone went off, obnoxiously loud. He seriously doubted anyone else was using the Game of Thrones ringtone, which meant he’d just broken his own phone rule in class. He glanced at the desk drawer. If he answered it that would legitimize students doing the same for the whole semester. He ignored it.

      “That’s what we’re going to discuss today. I promise by the end you’ll agree the only thing alien on that show is that guy’s hair,” he said, pausing for a few polite chuckles. The phone stopped. Thank God. “I’ll begin by passing out—”

      There it went again, somehow more obnoxious. Snickers rippled through the class. He was losing them. “You know what, guys?  I don’t know about you but I could use some coffee. Let’s take a fifteen-minute break. Go grab a Starbucks and get back in here.” The stampede began.

      Blair walked over the desk, jerking the drawer open and fishing out his phone. He almost dropped it when he saw the caller. It was Bridget. He was paralyzed, a deer about to be run down by a careless driver. Fuck. He sagged into his worn leather chair.

      “Hello,” he said. Somehow the phone had found his ear.

      “Blair?” a trembling voice asked. He recognized it immediately. How could he not? “Listen, I know this is out of the blue, but my God, you’ve got to see what we’ve found. It’s enormous, bigger than Giza, older than Göbekli Tepe, at least thirteen thousand years from the sediment covering the structure. How soon can you be here?”

      “Bridget?” he asked, chair creaking as he leaned back. He removed his wire-frame glasses and set them on the desk. He’d need his full attention or she’d have him agreeing to some crazy plan before he even knew what she was talking about. “I haven’t heard from you in almost three years, and our last conversation wasn’t exactly friendly. I don’t even know what country you’re in. Slow down and explain.”

      “Peru. Blair, we’ve found a pyramid unlike anything ever discovered. It’s at least thirteen thousand years old. Thirteen, Blair,” she said, pausing long enough for the implications to sink in. “The hieroglyphs don’t match any recorded style. They’re not Incan, and they’re more advanced than the Mayans’. Steve is completely baffled.”

      “Ahh,” he replied, surprised by the depth of his bitterness. Blair rose from his chair, pacing back and forth as he watched the last student trickle from the room. “So that’s why you called. Steve ran into more than he could handle, and you need me to bail him out. Then, assuming I can somehow help, he takes all the credit. Again. Is that it?”

      “He doesn’t even know I’m calling. Leave him out of it, just for a moment. Don’t you want to be a part of this?” she asked, plunging forward with the conversation like an implacable wave, as always. “Think of it. This could completely redefine our understanding of—”

      “Let me stop you there,” he interrupted, cradling the phone with his ear while he shoved the day’s quizzes into his briefcase. “I’m not interested, Bridget. I have tenure. I live in Wine Country. Things are good for me here. Besides, I don’t want to play Indiana Jones anymore. The pay is shit and the hours suck. I like sleeping in a real bed. You know what I like even better? Not having to see you on a daily basis.”

      “I deserved that,” she said after a long pause.

      Her contrite tone didn’t seem feigned. She must need his help badly. “Blair, you’re too young to be a stuffy professor. Don’t cheat yourself out of this because you’re angry at me. This could make your career. Think of what we could learn. This could be your chance to—”

      “I mean it, Bridget. I’m not budging on this one,” he said as firmly as he could manage. It was difficult to deter her once she had decided she wanted something.

      “I understand your reservations. I get that. Things didn’t end well, but please don’t let my mistakes make you miss this. You’ll never forgive yourself once you understand what we’ve found. It’s beyond amazing,” She said, tone suffused with her usual passion.

      There was a long pause that stretched until he thought maybe she’d hung up. “Besides…I’m scared. I’ve never seen Steve like this. He’s obsessed, more than usual. He won’t eat, and he barely sleeps. All his time is spent down in the temple’s central chamber.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Really,” Blair answered dryly, grabbing his keys and trotting up the stairs to the door. He almost flicked off the lights before remembering the students would be returning in a few minutes. He left them on, slipping into the cool evening. “If you want to send me some pictures, I’ll take a look. That’s the best I can do. I’m not flying six thousand miles to bail Steve’s ass out. Again. I have forty tests to grade.”

      “All right, all right. I’ll leave you be, for now. Just remember that I don’t fight fair,” Bridget replied, giving one of those throaty little laughs he’d so loved when they first met. It sliced through the intervening years.

      The phone beeped its melancholy disconnect. Blair threaded past clusters of students as he crossed the lawn, toward the south lot. A handful of cars still dotted the parking lot. At least he wasn’t the only one desperate enough to teach night classes. The extra pittance mattered more than he’d like to admit.

      He fumbled in his pocket for his keys, opening his Ford’s door with a reluctant groan. Blair tossed his briefcase in the back, dropping onto the sheepskin seat cover he’d added to hide the battle scars. If only he could do the same to this thing’s tragic paint job.

      Damn Bridget for knowing him so well. The oldest known pyramids in the Americas had been built, what, 2,600 years before Christ? Around the same time as the Egyptian ones, though the ones at Norte Chico were little more than large mounds. In both cases, the structures had been the center point of an entire culture. The implications of one existing six millennia earlier were monumental. That meant that there had been an older culture that had left almost no trace of its existence.

      Who were they? Why had they disappeared? What had knocked their descendants down so hard that recovering even a fragment of their culture had taken eighty centuries? It was just the sort of mystery he’d always dreamed of solving. Discovering a common parent culture meant leaving a legacy that would endure as long as mankind continued to record knowledge. More than that, it might answer his own questions. What had come before the Egyptians and the Sumerians? Who built Göbekli Tepe? Why was it buried?

      He smothered his enthusiasm. Was it worth leaving Santa Rosa, knowing he’d have to deal with Bridget and Steve? No, no it wasn’t. He turned the key, and the Ford revved to life. “Fuck her and fuck Steve.”

      His phone buzzed in his jeans pocket. Blair fished it out, thumbing the home button and checking the notification. He swiped the screen and peered at the image that sprang up. It had been taken from the bottom of a ravine and angled steeply upwards along the slope of a jet-black pyramid. Calling it massive was like calling a Siberian tiger a kitty cat.

      Blair turned off the car. Nothing in the Americas—hell, nothing in the world—rivaled it. From the context, he guessed the height at more than three hundred meters, over twice as large as the Great Pyramid of Giza. The structure was carved from obsidian or maybe polished slate. Did they even have obsidian in the Andes? Even if they did, how had they gotten it there? The seams between the blocks must be incredibly fine for them to not show up in the photo.

      “Clever Bridget,” he said, slouching into his seat. She definitely wasn’t fighting fair, but he wouldn’t take her bait. It was an amazing discovery, but not amazing enough to deal with her cheating ass again.

      His phone vibrated. This time the picture was darker, probably a shot of an interior wall. It showed highly stylized hieroglyphs with more complexity than anything ever exhibited by a Mesoamerican culture—or African, for that matter. That wasn’t what caught his eye, though. The glyphs could have been painted yesterday. They were a riot of colors the equal of anything Photoshop might churn out.

      The dense script contained thousands of symbols. That would make deciphering their alphabet impossible. Blair couldn’t even hope for a Rosetta stone. Modern societies shared no common language with a culture this old. No wonder Steve was baffled. Blair opened his recent calls and tapped Bridget’s name. The first ring hadn’t even finished when she picked up.

      “How soon can you be here?” she purred.

      “I can’t just walk out on my job, Bridget. I have rent,” he replied.

      “If that’s the hang-up, I think we can reach an agreement. How does a hundred and fifty thousand dollars for eight weeks of work sound?” She said. He could practically hear the smile.

      “That kind of money is too good to be true. Way too good,” he replied, but he’d already made his choice. Sometimes, you walked into the trap even though you knew it was there.

      “I know, but it’s true. If you’re in, I can have the funds wired as soon as you sign your NDA and contract,” she said. “We’ll even arrange for a call from the president of Peru to arrange a leave of absence. So what do you say?”

      “If you’re on the level? I’d say I’m in,” he replied, turning the car back on. This was going to be the most memorable mistake he’d ever made.
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      Liz’s hand shook as she tamped out the cigarette in the chipped ashtray. She stood up, eyeing the phone on the table like a black widow that might attack at any moment. The bamboo floor creaked as she paced the short length of the drafty cottage, threatening to give way beneath her at any moment.

      Why was she so afraid? Trevor was her brother. He’d never judged her. Quite the opposite. He’d always been supportive. Maybe she was just afraid of disappointing him. He’d always thought so highly of her, and she was about to cop to the most chicken-shit thing she had ever done.

      She darted over to the table, seizing the phone and swiping the screen. A moment later, the phone was ringing as it clicked past Peru’s local network and winged its way all the way to sunny San Diego. Trevor picked up on the first ring.

      “Yeah?” he said, distracted. She could hear fingers flying across a keyboard.

      “Trevor, it’s Liz,” she replied.

      There was a pause. “Wow. Okay. Hold on a sec, Liz. I’ll be right back.”

      Sound ceased. She’d been put on mute. She waited, almost as terrified about him coming back as she was about the fact that he might not.

      “I’m back. I just had to tell David to watch something for me. We’ve discovered a solar flare—a big one. Maybe the biggest anyone’s seen in our lifetime,” Trevor said, reverting to the excited kid Liz had grown up with. He was always dreaming.

      “That’s awesome, Trevor. Tell David I said ‘hey,’” she said, relieved to talk about another topic, any other topic.

      “I will,” he said. His tone was different now, more somber. Uh oh. Here came serious Trevor. “Liz, you know Ernesto’s been calling me, right? Like six times a day. The guy’s in a complete panic. He thinks you’ve been kidnapped. Where are you?”

      “I’m in Peru. I left him a note,” Liz said, maybe more defensively than she’d intended.

      “A note? Liz, it says ‘I can’t do this.’ That’s it. Not even goodbye or a signature. He’s not even sure it’s your handwriting.”

      “Yeah, I know it was shitty,” Liz said, walking to the window. She opened the shutters, staring out at the muddy road leading up the mountain. It was going to rain again soon.

      “Don’t you think he deserves at least a phone call?” Trevor asked. The question was harsh, but the tone sympathetic.

      “Yes, but I can’t, Trev. He’ll push me and push me until I tell him where I am, then he’ll fly down here,” she explained, horrified because she knew it was true. “I can’t deal with him. It’s like kicking a puppy, Trev. He’s a great guy, but I needed to get out of there. To breathe.”

      “To breathe? Liz, you flew all the way to Peru. You could breathe in California. Mom and Dad would be happy to see you. You flew down there for that woo-woo bullshit, didn’t you?”

      “It’s not bullshit, Trevor. Shamans have used Ayahuasca for millennia to help people. It’s a psychological aide. Besides, the village needs someone to run the clinic. I—”

      “Liz, I get it. I really do. This is important to you, and clearly Ernesto isn’t the one,” Trevor said. That floored her. She thought he’d liked Ernesto. “The thing is, you can’t just let him twist like this. He’s got to get closure. You owe him that.”

      She knew he was right. It was the fair thing to do. “I’ll tell you what. I will write him a real letter. When he calls you next, tell him that.”

      “Will you actually write it?”

      She hesitated. How important was this? Could she make it a priority, or was she going to agree only to let herself and her brother down?

      “I’ll do it today. I promise, Trevor,” she said, the words as close to a vow as she was willing to make.

      “Awesome. Liz, listen. I gotta go. What we’ve discovered is big. I have to get my report ready for the dean. Call me in a few days?”

      “Yeah, I’ll do that. Thanks, bro,” she said, smiling. She hung up, turning back to the window.

      She’d been dreading that call for days, putting it off as if doing so would make it easier. Calling had only gotten harder as her awkward silence had stretched. But in the end, she’d laid the issue to rest with a single phone call and an hour with a pen. She could finally move on.

      Liz turned back to the desk in the corner, fully intending to sit down that instant. She hesitated as a shrill horn shattered the sleepy morning. She peered out the window, gawking as a trio of mottled green jeeps rumbled into view. They didn’t look like the Peruvian National Police, but the black-clad men inside each vehicle carried what appeared to be assault rifles.

      That would have been unusual in the U.S. Here, it was unheard of. There was nothing resembling an organized military force in the area—not that she knew of, anyway.

      The trio of jeeps rumbled past the clinic. As the third one passed, she spotted a pair that stood out almost as badly as she had at her prom: a man and a woman, late twenties, maybe early thirties. He was handsome, with wind-tousled hair and a pair of wire-frame glasses. She was on the shorter side, even sitting down. A stunning brunette with wavy hair. Both Americans. Liz was sure of it.

      Liz opened the door and stepped onto the porch. She shaded her eyes, studying the cloud of dust as the caravan made its way up the narrow path the locals insisted was a road. There was nothing up there, just barren mountain peaks and a village even smaller than this one. So where the hell were they going?
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      Blair seized the leather seat ahead of him as the jeep bounced up a narrow trail that no sane person would call a road. They were in the last vehicle in the caravan, which helped lessen the terror. He could see the two jeeps ahead making the same trek, and the logical part of his mind said that if they made it, then he would too. At least he wasn’t driving.

      That fell to the beefy soldier with the Russian accent. Yuri, he’d introduced himself as. His silver sunglasses made him look like some emotionless android, the pistol strapped to his thigh making it very clear that he was the threat in most situations. Blair had never seen anyone like him anywhere near a dig. People like that with equipment like this were expensive. Nobody spent that on science. Nobody.

      “Towns like this are so small they don’t even have names,” Bridget said, resting a hand on his forearm to get his attention. He resisted the urge to pull away. Blair would be damned if he was going to let her know how much she still affected him. “They might have a car that the whole village uses, or a few motorcars.”

      “They’re farmers,” he said, realizing it as he spoke the words. Fields of corn covered most of the ground where the few buildings did not. The stalks were shorter than the ones back home. “All the way up here. I can’t even imagine how much work that must be at this altitude.”

      “It’s amazing what they get by with.” Bridget gave him a warm smile. She hadn’t removed her hand. “They’re extremely self-sufficient. In fact, they export food into Cajamarca. They live below the poverty line, but the whole community helps ensure no one goes hungry. It’s remarkable.”

      A flock of sun-darkened children sprinted alongside the vehicles, laughing. They waved enthusiastically, one boy with a crooked smile meeting Blair’s gaze. He found himself waving back, smiling in spite of himself. He really did have a lot of be grateful for, not the least of which was the massive deposit that had shown up in his bank account the night before. He’d paid off twelve thousand dollars in credit card debt this morning, finally freeing himself from years of not quite making ends meet.

      “How much further to the site?” Blair asked. He didn’t want to admit it, but the three-hour trek from Cajamarca had been devastating to his back. If he never saw another road like this, it would be too soon.

      “About a half hour to base camp,” Bridget answered, finally removing her hand. She gave a softer smile, a child who’d gotten away with something. “The jeeps will stop at the camp. Then we need to hike down into the ravine where the pyramid was discovered.”

      “That’s not too far from this village,” Blair said, pointing up at the ramshackle structures perched even higher up the hillside, “or the smaller one I can see up that way.” The place was about half the size of the village they’d just driven through. “How do these people not already know about the pyramid? I can’t imagine word not leaking out if it’s as large as the pictures indicate. Everyone should know about it.”

      “Steve made me promise not to tell you specifics. He wants to see if you can determine why this place was never discovered until now,” Bridget said, her smile becoming more of a smirk. She’d always known exactly how to play to his ego, and that he wasn’t going to let Steve show him up yet again.

      “Okay, keep your secrets for now. I guess I’ll just have to figure it out for myself,” Blair replied, shifting his gaze out the window. The foliage had thinned as they gained elevation, but stunted trees still dotted the roadside. Like the corn, they were smaller than they would have been near sea level. Flocks of bright-green parrots perched in many of them, as numerous as the pigeons back in the states. That, too, surprised him. He’d expected them near Cajamarca, but he didn’t think they’d be tenacious enough to live up here.

      The sky was an unrelieved grey. Those clouds almost felt close enough to touch, which made sense. He’d bet the high peaks of the Andes trapped them in the same way the Sierras did back in California. Unwilling to glance at Bridget, he stretched the silence as he studied the terrain.

      “Blair,” Bridget finally said, dropping her gaze as he turned to face her. “Listen. I know it isn’t fair asking you to help Steve. I know how you feel about him and his role in how things…ended. But I didn’t know who else to turn to. I’m scared. You’ve always been so dependable—”

      “Dependable? Seriously?” Blair snorted, breaking into laugher. It felt good. He wiped a trickle of sweat from his forehead. “I can’t believe you led with the reliable friend card. You’re a shitty salesman, Bridget. Steve was my friend way before I introduced the two of you, and while he might be the world’s biggest ass, he’s also brilliant. He’s contributed a lot to our understanding of Mayan culture, and he might do even more at this site. I want to be a part of it because I think you’re right when you say we’re about to make history. That’s why I came. Not for you, and certainly not for him. So drop the whole remorseful ex thing. You’ve got more class than that.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t realize how bad that sounded until the words were out. I know you didn’t come for me. I’m sorry,” she said. Her shoulders slumped and hair screened her face. It was possible she even meant it.

      “Don’t apologize. I don’t want to hear it. If this is going to work, it needs to be strictly professional. Why don’t we start with you telling me what the hell is going on? How about some details instead of cryptic hints? What’s wrong with Steve?” he asked, dropping his voice as he glanced at the soldiers in the front seat. Neither seemed aware of them.

      “I’ll start at the beginning,” she began, finally meeting his gaze as the jeep labored up a particularly steep incline. Blair’s stomach lurched, but he stubbornly ignored it. “We were approached by the Peruvian government. They sought out Steve because of his work at Tikal and Norte Chico. They figured he was the best qualified to lead a team and gave him a blank check. We were told we could bring whoever we wanted as long as we got them here within three days.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Just under a month,” Bridget admitted, eyeing him sidelong from under the protective screen of hair.

      “You waited a month to bring me in?” Blair asked, suppressing the surge of heat in his gut.

      “Steve wasn’t willing, at least at first,” Bridget said. Finally, she looked directly at him. “He still respects you, but he doesn’t think very highly of your current career path. He wasn’t sure we’d need you.”

      “So he thinks I’ve lost my edge. What changed his mind?” Blair asked, eyes narrowing.

      “I did,” Bridget replied. She waved her hand to dispel some of the dust wafting through the window. “I reminded him that the three of us worked better together, that you think of things everyone else misses. Steve is stubborn, but when he realized he wasn’t ever going to be able to open the room in the central chamber, he finally admitted he needed your help.”

      “Central chamber?” Blair asked, straightening in his seat. “What have you found in there? Is there writing, or is it purely utilitarian like the Great Pyramid at Giza?”

      “There are symbols everywhere, Blair. The kind left by an advanced culture, one which knew more than anything else in the ancient world, despite predating it by millennia. Hell, they may even know more than we do. We don’t know why they disappeared, much less what they knew at the height of their culture. All that remains is this one structure,” she said, eyes shining with the same wonder she’d had whenever they’d discovered something. It drove a knife through his innards. Damn. He missed this part of her.

      “On the phone, you said Steve was acting strangely,” Blair said, shifting the topic. He couldn’t handle the old Bridget, not right now. He needed to focus on business. Stay professional.

      “I’m getting there. We spent several days exploring the outer structure before we descended to the central chamber. Like you pointed out, the pyramids at Giza are completely barren on the inside, no writing of any kind. This one couldn’t be more different. Every wall is covered in elaborate hieroglyphs like nothing we’ve ever seen. They’re more Egyptian than Mayan but don’t really belong to either. Steve thinks this is the history of their entire culture. Though, of course, we can’t be sure until we translate it. If his theory is correct, we may have just found the parent culture that could have given rise to legends of Atlantis. They could have inspired the Egyptians, or might be responsible for Angkor Wat.”

      “He may be right, at least about this being a record. If the glyphs from the pictures you sent cover the interior, we could be looking at centuries of their recorded history,” Blair agreed, grabbing the seat again as the jeep lurched over a rock that would have broken the axle on his Ford. “It’s too soon to theorize about them being a parent culture though. This isn’t the X-Files, Bridget. I seriously doubt aliens are behind this…any more than they are the construction of the Egyptian pyramids.”

      “You’re only saying that because you haven’t seen it,” she teased, shooting him a wink. “This place is going to blow your mind.”

      “I’m sure it will,” he said, still off balance, and from more than the bouncy ride. How was it that she could still affect him like this? Anger and sadness boiled up, but he pushed the awful mix right back down into his stomach. Stay. Professional. “You were telling me about Steve.”

      “Sorry. I got distracted. Anyway, Steve became convinced the key to understanding it all lay in the central chamber,” Bridget continued, the leather seat creaking as she shifted. “He started spending entire days down there, hours and hours. That’s when I first noticed the strange behavior. Steve has always been very…attentive. But he started ignoring me. Unless I went down to that chamber, I didn’t see him at all. Even then, he barely even looked at me.”

      “You didn’t consider that he might just be excited about a monumental discovery?” Blair asked. Was she that narcissistic? He remembered her being better than that.

      “It’s more than that, Blair. I know it sounds like I’m overreacting, but I promise you, I’m not,” she protested. Her gaze rose to meet his as her mouth tightened. “He was excited, sure. Especially in the beginning. Who wouldn’t be? But he barely eats or sleeps. Or bathes. All he’s done for weeks is work. His mood has deteriorated to the point that he snaps at anyone who interrupts him. That isn’t like Steve and you know it. I’ve seen him driven, but this? It’s obsession on a level I can’t even begin to understand. I know this is going to sound odd, but it feels…unnatural…like he’s a drug addict or something.”

      “Unnatural? Bridget, I don’t understand the problem or what you think I can do about it. Steve and I aren’t exactly on good terms, and even if we were, what do you want me to do? Offer therapy?”

      “You’re taking this lightly, but you haven’t seen him. You’ll understand when we get there,” she said, face going pale. She crossed her arms over her chest, huddling down into her seat as she stared out the window.
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      “Holy mother of God,” Blair wheezed. It was the only appropriate reaction when confronted with, well this, regardless of his lack of religious beliefs. The structure dominating the valley below was otherworldly, a stately matron next to the uncouth mountain peaks that flanked it. The pictures had failed to capture the majesty, the foreboding. This place had been the center point for an entire civilization. He was certain of it. It was a focal point that must have taken generations to construct.

      The smooth black slopes dipped down at a precise angle, absolutely perfect. Each jet-black slab was unbroken. There were no visible cracks or seams. Hell, the entire thing might have been carved from a single block of stone. The jet black had a mirrored sheen, kind of like the banks of solar cells springing up on houses all over California. The thing drank in the late afternoon sun, a gaping black hole in the center of the ravine below.

      He took a cautious step closer to the edge, the frigid updraft almost mocking. It was such a long way down—a two-thousand-foot drop to the valley floor, itself nine thousand feet in elevation. Its effects were palpable, and not just the vertigo or the animal inside of him screaming to flee. The trembling of his legs and the rapid shallow breaths that just couldn’t quite get enough oxygen were constant reminders both of the altitude and his fear of it.

      None of that mattered now. He slid forward another foot, kicking a puff of dust over the edge. “I just can’t believe it. That has to be, what, a thousand feet tall?”

      “Eleven hundred,” Bridget corrected with a smile, joining him at the ledge. She threaded her ponytail through the back of her cap, donned a pair of sunglasses, and then turned back to their escort. Two of the three jeeps had already moved off to the base camp erected on the south ridge, but the third idled nearby. “Thanks for the ride, Yuri. You can head back to camp. I’ll bring Blair down to the site and introduce him to everyone.”

      “Is good,” the beefy Russian said with a nod. He romped on the gas, and the jeep shot away in a cloud of dust, leaving the two of them at the mouth of a very narrow trail threading down into the valley. It ended near the base of the pyramid. Bridget was right. The structure was more advanced than anything in premodern culture; yet, if the dating from the sediment was correct, it had been constructed in the Mesolithic. Before man had learned to farm or write. Before they’d formed anything beyond primitive tribes. Its existence destroyed everything modern anthropology took for granted. The accepted theory of Egyptians being the world’s first pyramid builders had been shattered. The whole field would be in chaos for years.

      “What is it made out of? The Egyptians used limestone, but that’s too dark to be any variety I know. Shale? No, that would be too soft. The rain would have eroded it. Obsidian, maybe? No, that would have flaked off,” Blair muttered, shaking his head. He removed his sunglasses and cleaned them on his shirt.

      “The outer surface is solid marble. Black marble is rare, but it exists in a few corners of the world. We’ve just never seen something of this size,” Bridget said. She waved away some of the dust left in the wake of the jeep.

      “The weight must be incredible. How would they have gotten it this far up into the Andes? There’s no source of marble for fifteen hundred miles. Even if there were, how could they have moved it?” he asked, glancing at her.

      “Let’s see how long it takes you to figure it out. Steve got it right away,” Bridget taunted, elbowing him in the side with a playful grin. He was too awed by the pyramid to be baited.

      “They must have quarried it from one solid block—a piece that was already here. That’s why it’s built in such a remote location. They just carved it where they found it. It’s the only possibility that makes any sense,” Blair said, grinning in spite of himself. It was good being back in the field. He’d missed the wonder of exploration, of seeing the remnants of ancient peoples and trying to piece together their lives.

      “First try. That’s why you’re so amazing,” she said, kneeling to tighten the laces on her hiking boots. He glanced down the trail, skin turning to gooseflesh. He knew he needed to go down, but did it have to be right this second?

      “I still think the location is odd, if we use any other pyramid-building culture as a template,” he said, caught up by the majesty of the gleaming structure below. “The mountains around the ravine shield it. It could only be seen from the air or by pilgrims who could handle the hike up here. Every other pyramid was built as a monument. Kings wanted them to be found. Why hide this one?”

      “Maybe they feared equally impressive tomb robbers, or maybe this was the only chunk of black marble they could find. Perhaps that material was important for some reason. In either case, the culture that constructed this place was clearly advanced,” Bridget said. She hefted her pack from the rock where Yuri had left their luggage, the wind tugging at her loose cotton shirt, exposing a simple black strap over her shoulder. Didn’t she feel the cold?

      “Advanced? In what ways?” he asked, prying his gaze from the pyramid and dragging it back to Bridget. He grabbed his pack, grunting as he fit the straps over his shoulders. Why had be brought so many books? He had a damn tablet on his desk at home.

      “The structure is in perfect alignment with the cardinal directions, just like those at Giza. There are pictographs on the lowest part of the base that perfectly mimic our solar system. They’re just like those at Teotihuacan, and they include all eight planets,” Bridget explained, approaching the mouth of the trail.

      “That’s incredible. We didn’t even find Saturn until Galileo in the sixteen hundreds. How the hell did they look that deep into space? They must have had an advanced telescope,” Blair theorized. The question was maddening because, barring the discovery of such a device in the structure below, they might never know how the ancients had observed the night sky.

      Astronomy was the hallmark of every ancient culture. The more advanced their astronomy, the better their math. Every advanced culture mankind had discovered had been fascinated by the cosmos. This culture was as far removed from predynastic Egypt as Egypt was from the present, and yet they’d shared that same love of the cosmos, passing it on to their descendants for over thirteen millennia.

      He had to get down there and see it, so he took a step down the trail. The rational part of his mind knew it was a good three feet across, but the terrified kid still remembered the episode in the Grand Canyon. “Jesus, you didn’t tell me I was going to have to climb down a goat trail to get there. How many people did you lose on the way in?”

      “Take my hand and stay close to the wall. I know you don’t do well with heights, but you’ve been through worse. Remember China? That little cliff we had to jump? This isn’t nearly so bad,” Bridget said, offering an encouraging smile. That smiled dimmed when he ignored her proffered hand.

      “I can handle it,” he replied, pushing past her with all the resolve he could muster. He would be damned if he’d trail after her like some wayward puppy. He had too much self-respect for that.

      “Fair enough. So the pyramid raises a lot of questions, don’t you think?” Bridget asked, trotting after him as if they were strolling through a park rather than picking their way over a granite face that straddled the trail. “It could represent a common ancestor to both Egypt and Mesoamerica. If that’s true, it will change the world’s understanding of history forever. Hell, this culture might have even been responsible for Cambodia, too.”

      “It’s possible, but that’s a little too alien conspiracy to me. Clearly, this thing is advanced, but that doesn’t mean that this was a global empire. It could have been localized to Peru or maybe South America,” Blair countered, trailing his left hand along the granite wall and avoiding any step that took him too close to the edge.

      “Skeptic,” she teased. She was wielding her throaty laugh like a weapon.

      “Scientist, you mean. What are the mounds of dirt around the structure’s perimeter?” Blair asked, finally taking in the area surrounding the structure. It resembled a gopher mound with the pyramid at the center.

      “There was a seismic event here that we’re guessing revealed the structure. That’s how this place was originally discovered. The university in Cajamarca catalogued the event,” Bridget explained, pushing back the brim of the battered cap. “The pyramid was somehow entombed under layers of sediment. Either the earthquake pushed it to the surface—”

      “—Or the pyramid pushed itself to the surface, triggering the quake,” he finished dryly.

      “Don’t be so dismissive,” she said, rolling her eyes. “The pyramid is at the epicenter for the quake. The exact epicenter.”

      “That’s one hell of a coincidence,” Blair admitted. He glanced into the ravine. “If this thing was buried, why aren’t the slopes covered in dirt? Did you spend time cleaning it?”

      “We found it like this—pristine—like it was constructed yesterday. No erosion, no discoloration. No damage of any kind,” she said. Blair winced as his foot landed within inches of the trail’s edge.

      Before they’d made it a hundred yards down the trail, Blair regretted wearing such a thin cotton shirt. His teeth chattered as he struggled for breath. The seasons were reversed on this side of the equator, but summer hadn’t reached this elevation. Bridget seemed unfazed by the chill, her khaki shorts bouncing in time with her ponytail as she ducked past to his right.

      “Are you crazy?” he asked. His voice rose at least half an octave as a stone bounced down the trail.

      “You know I am,” she shot back with a grin, pace increasing.

      Blair yanked his gaze from her, like a child touching a hot stove, and instead turned it to the trio of pavilions below. They’d been erected on the pyramid’s south face, just a simple work camp. They would never erect a full base camp anywhere near the pyramid since it was impossible to know how far underground the site extended. There could be more structures right under the camp.

      Several figures congregated around a collapsible table. He couldn’t make out much detail from this distance, but he thought he recognized one of them.

      “Bridget, is that Sheila?” he asked, steadying himself against the rock wall as he navigated a particularly terrifying stretch of trail.

      “Yep,” Bridget replied, pausing to beam a radiant smile over her shoulder. “We were lucky to land her, especially on such short notice. She just finished a dig down in Norte Chico.”

      “I thought she was an Incan scholar. What was she doing all the way down there? Norte Chico predates the Incans by at least two millennia.”

      “She thinks that there’s a connection between the ancestors of the Inca and the tribes that built Norte Chico,” Bridget replied. A spray of dirt tumbled down the cliff as she continued her daunting pace. He was starting to lag behind. “Given what we’ve discovered thus far, I’m betting she’s right.”

      “Who are the other two?” Blair asked, focusing on his footing as they continued. The cliff was harrowing, but—thankfully—their elevation was dropping as they approached the valley floor.

      “Dr. Roberts is a geologist from Cal Berkeley. He’s handling the quake investigation, obviously. The man with the curly hair is Alejandro Rodriguez. He’s an artist from Mexico City who did some amazing sketches of what Mayan culture at Teotihuacan might have looked like. We’re hoping he can do something similar here.”

      “That’s a pretty impressive roster, especially on such short notice. How did you pull it off?” Blair asked. They both knew exactly what he meant by “pull it off.” An operation like this took months or even years to get funding, and when it did, they weren’t paying anthropologists six figures to excavate.

      “Steve was approached by a representative of the Peruvian government and asked to investigate the pyramid. They let us put together a dream team, though we were all required to sign the same NDA you did,” Bridget answered with a simple shrug. Her eyebrows knitted together though, a sure sign that something about this made her less comfortable than she was willing to admit.

      “Why do we need soldiers, especially ones that well armed? I counted at least six at base camp.”

      “They mostly keep to themselves, and we’re happy to let them. The only one we talk to is their leader, Commander Jordan. He’s the type of guy that can kill you with his bare hands, and just uses guns as a courtesy,” she said over her shoulder, still moving confidently down the trail. At least they were nearing the bottom.

      “You sound like you’re happy they’re here,” Blair said, more than a little surprised. There was a longstanding feud between the military and almost every group of scientists. If they were funding a dig, it always meant strings were attached.

      “The government’s worried that someone else will find the site, and they want to be able to protect their interests.”

      Bridget’s words were practiced, as if she were parroting back a message she’d been taught.

      “You have to admit this place is pretty unique. What we find inside could be very valuable to them,” she continued.

      “Makes sense, I guess,” he conceded, though not without reservations. “They paid me enough that I probably should just leave well enough alone. Am I the last one to arrive? Or did you manage to get Connors on board?”

      “With you here, I didn’t think we’d need him,” she said, pausing at the base of the trail. She lowered her cap to shade her eyes, face growing somber. “Besides, Steve refused to even consider it. He got…violent when I suggested it.”

      “Steve?” Blair asked, finally catching up to her. A hundred pounds of stress melted away now that he was on more or less flat ground. “There’s no way. Steve’s the most non-confrontational person I know. He’ll avoid you for weeks just to prevent a minor argument. Violent?”

      “I know. Completely out of character, right?” She turned back to the trail, setting a dogged pace.

      Blair let the silence stretch as they approached the pavilions. He didn’t like all the cryptic hints about Steve, but now wasn’t the time to interrogate Bridget. The people at the makeshift camp had spotted them, and Sheila was moving in their direction. She wore her self-created uniform: khaki pants with a flannel shirt covered by bright-blue suspenders. A wide-brimmed leather hat that covered a shock of black hair worked with a pair of thick glasses to complete the outfit. He doubted he would even recognize her without it.

      “Blair Smith, is that you?” Sheila said, dipping backward in mock shock. Her exaggerated southern drawl made him smile. Sheila had been born in Los Angeles. She’d never been near the south. “I haven’t seen you in ages. I heard a nasty rumor that you took a job as a professor. I must have heard wrong. Though I guess that would explain the beer belly…”

      “Wine belly. It happens when you live in Wine Country. That zin isn’t going to drink itself.” Blair hefted her tiny frame in a fierce hug. “I missed you too, by the way. Even if you did get old. What are you, like forty now?”

      “Forty? I’ll show you forty. God, it’s good to see you, Blair.” She returned the hug just as fiercely.

      She leaned in close and whispered the rest. “We should talk in private when you have a minute.”

      What didn’t she want the rest of them to know?

      Blair set her down, giving her a quizzical look. She shook her head slightly and resumed her smile as she led him and Bridget toward the pavilions. Neither woman acknowledged the other. Guess he shouldn’t be surprised, given their history.

      He was thankful the moment he stepped beneath the blue canvas, because someone had the foresight to set a large space heater near the center. A pair of men stood next to the collapsible table, a black plastic top with aluminum legs. The map atop it was an aerial survey.

      “When was this taken?” Blair asked, stabbing the center of the map with a finger.

      “Boy, you get right to work.” The shorter of the two men laughed. He had a dark complexion and an easy smile. His accent had probably landed the man a lot of tourist girls. “I’m Alejandro, and this dour fellow behind me is Dr. Roberts. That’s his first name, Doctor. I’m convinced of it.”

      “Ignore the artist. He doesn’t appreciate the rigors of science,” the taller man droned, glancing up from a thick textbook. Seismic Wonders was emblazoned on the cover in blocky red letters. The man placed an arm over the cover when he realized Blair was staring. His face sported a bristly black beard badly in need of shearing. “I’m Dr. Roberts and prefer to be addressed as such. To answer your question, that survey was done three months ago. It’s a Google Earth satellite image, and as you’ve deduced it shows no trace of the structure behind me. That’s why I’m here. To determine where it came from and how it appeared. If I understand correctly, you’re here to tell us who built it.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Blair said, offering Dr. Roberts a hand. The man’s grip was surprisingly firm. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Blair offered Alejandro his hand, but the man swept him up in a hug.

      “We are beyond handshakes, my friend. Together, we will unlock a world not glimpsed in thousands of years. We are more than friends. We are family.”

      “Uh, nice to meet you too. So where’s Steve?” Blair asked, disengaging from the strange little Latino. There was no sign of his former friend among the makeshift pavilions. He scanned the area around the pyramid but saw nothing else of note. Perhaps there was another set of pavilions on the far side?

      Everyone looked pointedly at Bridget, who dropped her gaze. Jesus. Given how uncomfortable everyone looked, Blair thought maybe she wasn’t being melodramatic about Steve’s condition.

      “Blair, why don’t I show you your tent?” Sheila said, trying to fill the lengthening silence.

      “I’d appreciate that. It would be good to drop this pack and get settled in. Afterwards, maybe you can show me the site.”

      Bridget raised a hand as if about to say something, and then she let it fall limply to her side. She turned to examine the aerial photo, though he seriously doubted she saw any part of that map. He’d seen that expression before. She wasn’t concerned. She was terrified.
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      Crouching atop the tree’s limb many feet over the jungle floor, Ahiga knew despair. The strangely armored warriors with their deafening armaments had driven him from the Ark. The fight had been brief but bloody, and he had fled when his energy waned. True, he could have stayed and likely slain them all, but at what cost had he failed? His role was vital. If he did not wake the Mother, this new world would be naked before the coming storm.

      He kicked off the limb of a capirona, vaulting from the arboreal crown to a perch in a neighboring tree no unblooded could have climbed. The sounds of the jungle washed over him, an island of familiarity amidst all the strangeness of this new world. The harsh cry of the macaw and the chattering of monkeys were familiar things, a precious remembrance of what had once been. These things had drawn him here, a place to contemplate, to plan, several days from the Ark.

      If the Mother’s predictions were correct he’d slept for time beyond counting. Two full ages, nearly half the longest count. It was long enough for time to scour away all knowledge of his people. What had survived? Was there some fragment? Everything depended on the seeds they had planted.

      Ahiga leapt again, seizing a thick limb and using it to renew his momentum. He lost himself in the rhythm, leaping from tree to tree as he traversed the jungle. His people had used the dense foliage to harry the ancient enemy whenever they were foolish enough to invade these shores. Champions could ride swiftly through the jungle even in their human forms, as he was now.  The shelter of the trees allowed them to fall upon the unsuspecting deathless wherever they were found.

      The jungle thinned to mighty kapok trees, so distant from each other that each leap taxed even his abilities. There. A great river, dark with mud and vegetation. Its course had shifted from his day, but it was unmistakable. The River of Life bisected much of the continent and had been thick with the unblooded in their ungainly canoes during his time. If man had survived, they would be near the river, still drawing from its bounty.

      Many leaps later he paused atop a sprawling root tree near the shore, its tendrils disappearing into the dark waters. In the distance a single plume of smoke wound skyward, all but disappearing into the thick grey clouds clotting the sky. He studied the area beneath the plume, though most of it was blocked by a knot of trees on the far side of the river. Several crude structures crouched near the water’s edge, each cut from weathered planks. Only one figure moved amidst them.

      Ahiga channeled a quick pulse of energy, infusing his eyes with far greater clarity than they normally possessed. The dark-skinned man knelt on the edge of a dock, tying off a frayed rope that led to a small boat cut from the same timbers used in the buildings. An odd bulky box was affixed to the rear of the boat. What purpose might it serve?

      Ahiga leapt skyward, angling his flight high above the river. He dove into the muddy depths, the force of his flight propelling him through the water. He channeled another spark, this time into his limbs. It gave him far greater strength than any man had, allowing him to traverse the water more quickly. He swam toward the structures, careful not to break the surface lest the figure see him. The brief glimpse had certainly been less intimidating than the strangely armored warriors, but there was no way of knowing if this man possessed abilities he’d never encountered. It was best to be cautious.

      He burst from the river near the dock, landing with a hollow thud just behind the man. The stranger spun, uttering what Ahiga took for a curse. His clothing was odd, a dark pair of breeches cut just over the knee and a white shirt with colorful red markings. He reached for a long knife sheathed at his belt, but Ahiga gave him no chance to defend himself. He seized the man’s wrist in a vice-like grip, forcing the stranger to his knees, where he belonged.

      “Quien es?” the man sputtered, but the words were gibberish to Ahiga. He would correct that.

      His second hand shot out, locking around the man’s neck. Ahiga stared deep into the man’s eyes, activating his dwindling supply of energy. The world around him disappeared, replaced by a swirling vortex of memories. He sifted through them, gathering information as he journeyed through the unblooded’s mind. He absorbed many things, more than he could process quickly.

      The language was called Spanish and was spoken by many of the natives in this land. The land itself was Peru, though he was near the border of another land known as Ecuador. Beyond that was a more massive nation called Brazil. Through the man’s mind, Ahiga glimpsed vast cities, cities of millions, and they weren’t the only ones. There were other lands on other continents. The most powerful were on the continent to the north, the continent of his birth. He continued his exploration, dimly aware of the man’s trapped consciousness fluttering like a caged bird in his iron grip.

      Interesting. The world contained scattered myths with grains of truth. Werewolves, a crude but accurate description for champions. Though much of what they knew was wrong, they even remembered the ancient enemy. The man’s knowledge painted a romantic picture of the deathless. Was that the enemy’s doing? Perhaps they had modified the genetic memory of their unblooded just as the Mother had done. If so, it did not bode well.

      Shock shivered through Ahiga’s mind as he discovered the root of the technology the people of this world had employed. They used signals indiscriminately, blanketing the world to deliver messages to their communications devices. They did so in ignorance, unaware of the tremendous abuse such a network could allow. Of how it could be employed to shape their minds and even their bodies.

      Ahiga retreated back to his own mind, releasing the unblooded. Miguel, he called himself.

      “What did you do to me?” Miguel rasped, rubbing at his neck with a calloused hand. He no longer reached for the knife.

      “Such information is useless to you,” Ahiga explained in the tongue he had stolen from the man. He released Miguel’s wrist and took a step closer to shore.

      “Why?” Miguel asked, clearly still dazed from the experience.

      Ahiga wasn’t surprised. Sifting a mind disoriented the target.

      “Because you are about to die. All who draw breath in this village are about to die,” he answered calmly. He channeled a spark of energy into his right hand, extending the claws that were his birthright. They gleamed wickedly as they flashed for the man’s throat. Miguel collapsed in a spray of blood, and his body toppled into the water with a muddy splash. He didn’t even have time to give alarm to his fellows.

      Ahiga turned toward the village, making his way between the ramshackle huts. There was grisly work to be about. Important work.
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      “Wait till you see the inside of this place,” Sheila said, boisterous enough that even coming from her the words sounded a bit forced.

      Maybe Blair was just being paranoid, but he wasn’t so sure. He paused a moment as she unzipped a tall domed tent and ducked inside the white canvas. Blair followed and was surprised to find that he could stand at full height. Despite how thin it was, the fabric warded the worst of the chill.

      “You guys have some great friends,” Blair said. “We never had anything like this on any of the digs you and I were involved with. You remember the debris huts we had to make ourselves? This place is paradise.”

      “Yeah, and that’s what I want to talk to you about.” Sheila lowered her voice. Her dark eyebrows furrowed. “Listen, I don’t know what we’ve gotten ourselves into here, but I don’t like it. The way the Peruvian government found us is too convenient, and they definitely have more resources than any government I’ve seen, especially Peru. Take Jordan, for example. He’s the bully they left to babysit. You know what? I don’t think he’s military at all. He reeks of corporate money. No military I’ve seen has access to so many high-tech toys. Like this little satellite dish he sets up every morning. And the pair of little black drones that circle camp.”

      “Who cares about the funding? We’re diggers, Sheila. We’re here for the knowledge, and if we have to kiss a little corporate ass to get it, that’s part of the gig. You were the one who taught me that. There’s no way I’m looking this gift horse in the mouth, not when we get to both be part of history and line our wallets for once. I just paid off my house.”

      “I care and you should too. They know something about this place they aren’t telling us. They put together the team in an awful hurry, and they’re not sparing any expense. No one does that for science,” Sheila countered, biting her lip as she stared in the direction of the pavilions. She knelt and zipped the tent shut in one smooth arc.

      “So they sell off all the artifacts and make a tidy profit. Isn’t that always the case? Pure research is dead. Besides, our names will still be in the history books even if we don’t make another dime.”

      “Keep your voice down. This goes much deeper than profit,” she whispered, locking gazes with Blair. “Commander Jordan drove Steve to get into the central chamber as soon as possible. He hounded him to work long hours down there. Here’s the really scary part. He didn’t seem concerned or surprised when Steve’s behavior began to deteriorate.”

      “Deteriorate? What the hell does that mean?” Blair whispered, finally catching a bit of her paranoia. If Bridget and Sheila were both worried, there was genuine cause for alarm. They disagreed about everything on general principal.

      Sheila’s jaw snapped shut, trapping the unspoken words he could read in her gaze. Footsteps crunched outside.

      “Knock, knock.” Bridget’s voice came from outside the tent flap. She unzipped it, revealing a tentative smile. She looked ready to bolt, especially when she saw Sheila. “I hope I’m not interrupting. Blair, I figured you’d be eager to see the pyramid. Do you want a tour of the site? I can come back if this is a bad time.”

      Sheila bristled, eyes narrowing as she sucked in a breath. It would soon birth one of her legendary tirades, sending Bridget packing and raising tension for days. As much as Blair shared Sheila’s anger he wanted them focused on solving this thing.

      “Sheila was just telling me a bit about the site,” he interjected, rising to block Sheila’s view of Bridget. “I’d love a tour, though. Sheila, do you want to join us?”

      Both Bridget and Sheila stiffened, but neither objected. The two had been inseparable once, just like he and Steve had been. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

      “Of course I’ll come. Bridget can barely tell the New Kingdom from the Old. You need a proper guide, not a jumped-up grad student. She can tag along though. Might even learn something instead of riding her boyfriend’s coattails.”

      Bridget replied as if Sheila hadn’t spoken. “We should start with the lowest level. There are stunning passages of hieroglyphs. The colors are mind boggling.”

      This was going to be a very awkward tour.

      “It could take years to decipher their script, but the sheer volume of symbols will yield the key. It has to be here somewhere. I simply cannot wait to find out what they’ve been waiting so many millennia to tell us,” Sheila said, clapping Blair on the back with one of her calloused hands.

      “We’ve got the best team in the world,” Bridget agreed, beaming one of those smiles his way. It stung, but having seen several similar ones so recently dulled the impact. “There’s a Rosetta stone in there somewhere. There has to be.”

      “It took five different scientists a half century to unlock the Mayan language. I seriously doubt they left Ancient Peruvians for Dummies,” he said. It was far more likely they’d merely catalogue everything here, and that the translation, if it ever came, would be made by someone decades from now.

      “They didn’t have Google. Or image analysis. Our benefactors provided a computer that can read images and find common sequences,” Bridget said, with a bit less enthusiasm. She was short enough that there was no way he could miss her cleavage. Was the low-cut top for his benefit, or was he reading too much into things? “Steve has already done a lot of work with it, so you’ve got an incredible foundation to work with.”

      Blair slipped passed her, ducking through the flap and back into the keening wind. Apparently, Northern California’s warm winters had softened him more than he’d thought. Hopefully he’d adjust quickly.

      Bridget and Sheila ducked through after him, still glaring at each other. Blair stifled a sigh, wondering who’d thought it a good idea to have the pair on the same dig. Things were worse between them than he’d ever imagined. It was disconcerting to see the pair at each other’s throats. Their words were friendly enough, but the underlying tone had been nasty. When Bridget and Blair had been together, they were like mismatched school girls, always gossiping and whispering. He knew why that had changed, but it still saddened him.

      “We’ve excavated a small portion of the wall on the northern slope and another on the southern,” Bridget explained, adjusting her ball cap to provide a bit more shade for her eyes. She wore sunglasses as well, but the glare of the sun was intense. “We wanted to see if the symbols along the lowest part of the face extended all the way around. We’re not positive they do, but we’ve found them everywhere we’ve cleared.”

      “Can you show me?” Blair asked, intensely curious. “The Mayans carved symbols into their pyramids, but the Egyptians left the outside blank.”

      “These symbols aren’t carved,” Sheila broke in, starting toward the pyramid. She threaded through a neighboring group of tents, plunging past the pavilions and toward the structure itself.

      “Not carved? How did they get there, then? If they were painted, they would have flaked off millennia ago, especially if the pyramid was covered by soil. The acid would have eaten away at the ink,” Blair said, hurrying after her. He peered up at the massive structure, such a baffling enigma.

      The trio picked their way around the mound of dirt, the pyramid filling the sky above. Its gleaming ebony surface was blinding under the sun, a beacon that could have been seen for hundreds of miles if not sheltered by the peaks forming the ravine it rested in.

      Sheila plunged ahead, making for a break in the wall of dirt. The team had excavated a twenty-foot section of the pyramid’s base, revealing incredibly detailed hieroglyphs. The multicolored symbols covered a six-foot swathe, but it was neither their complexity nor their beauty that caused Blair’s jaw to drop. The symbols could have been laser etched. They were absolutely pristine. Whatever dye had been used caught the sunlight, causing the hieroglyphs to glitter and flow as if alive.

      The glyphs had similarities to both Mayan and Egyptian writings. They used clear logarithmic symbols to represent words. That brown one was clearly a mountain. The white, clearly a cloud. Animals of all sorts dotted the panels. Most were recognizable, though some were long-extinct species or fantastical imaginings of the glyphs’ creators.

      “What do you think?” Bridget asked, sidling up next to him. She seemed amused, though he’d bet she’d had a similar reaction when she’d first seen this.

      “I can see what you mean about the builders being incredibly advanced. I’m not sure we could replicate this today,” he admitted, moving closer to the wall. The symbols were even more impressive up close. Though he couldn’t read them, he was left with the impression that they were not mere symbols but rather whole words, much like Japanese Kanji.

      “I think the scope is what gets me,” Sheila added, touching a vibrant red fox. “The entire interior is covered in symbols like these, and it seems likely the whole base is as well. How long must that have taken, and how did they do it? We tried scraping off a sample, but steel didn’t so much as scratch it. We’ve placed an order for a diamond-tipped drill.”

      Something caught Blair’s eye. He wasn’t sure what he found to be wrong, but something was definitely there. He scanned the area they’d excavated, particularly the place where the pyramid disappeared into the dirt.

      “Have you dug down to find the base? I don’t see the bottom of the marble here. What if it goes deeper?” Blair asked, kneeling in the dirt to scrape some of it away from the marble. The stone radiated heat from the blistering sun.

      “Commander Jordan de-prioritized it,” Bridget said, kneeling next to him. She rested her hands on her knees, watching as he scooped away dirt. “We were curious, but he insisted we focus on the symbols in the central chamber.”

      “What are you thinking, Blair? You’ve got that look,” Sheila asked, resting her back against the hot stone.

      “The structure could be even larger than what we’ve uncovered so far. There’s no way to know how deep it goes,” he said, finally giving up on shoveling dirt with his hands. “We’d need better equipment.”

      “You’ll have anything you need, Dr. Smith. Just get a requisition form from Dr. Roberts, and I’ll see that it’s taken care of.” A deep voice startled Blair from behind. He spun to face the speaker.

      The man towered over Blair. His tree-trunk arms were bare to the sun, and a form-fitting black t-shirt covered his chest. Dirty-blond stubble and a shaved head made him look very much like a pit bull—an angry one. The dark sunglasses and black cap added to the effect. The man himself was far more intimidating than the holstered pistol at his side.

      “And you are?” Blair asked, already suspecting the answer. He thought he’d spied the man over at the soldiers’ camp.

      “Commander Jordan. You can call me Jordan if that’s easier. I’m a representative of the Peruvian government, empowered to look after their interests here. We’ve invested a great deal in this operation, and we want to make sure everything is handled according to…policy.” He delivered his speech smoothly, too-white teeth glinting as a predatory smile slid into place. “We’re eager to see your collaboration with Dr. Galk. You should consider heading down to the central chamber rather than wasting time up here. I think you’ll want to examine your colleague’s findings. I’m told they’re quite revolutionary.”

      “I’ll get to it after I’ve mapped all the exposed panels along the outer surface. I want to see if there are any discernible patterns or if there are any stylistic differences between these and the ones inside,” Blair replied. He immediately distrusted the man, and not just because Jordan had probably beat up kids like Blair for their lunch money. This man held secrets like Fort Knox held gold.

      “I really must insist, Dr. Smith.”

      “Just Mister. I never finished my doctorate.”

      “Mr. Smith, then. Time is very much of the essence. We’ve paid you a considerable sum and expect prompt results,” the commander said. He flexed his hands as a subtle reminder that he could break Blair in half.

      “What’s the rush? This place has been here for thousands of years. Another day or two isn’t going to make much difference. We’ll do this faster with less interference,” Blair argued, tensing as the man clenched his fists. Despite the casualness of the gesture, Jordan looked a hairbreadth from violence.

      “It’s unlikely that we are the only interested party in such a discovery.” Jordan’s smile was frigid as his right hand wrapped around the hilt of a very large knife strapped to his thigh. It had the look of a reflexive gesture, but it was damn unsettling. “We need to gather all the data we can before the media circus begins. That’s all. I regret intruding on your methodology, but time is the one resource we cannot provide you.”

      “Yeah, sure…I’m eager to see Steve,” Blair agreed with a nod. He turned to the two women. “Maybe we can tour the rest of the outer structure later? Most of what I’m going to need is in the central chamber. Besides, I want to talk to Steve about his initial findings.”

      “If you’re going to head down, I think I might see about some dinner,” Sheila said, a look of distaste flitting across her tanned face. “Why don’t you drop by my tent after you come back up? I’d love to brainstorm some of the glyphs with you.”

      “I’ll do that,” Blair said, turning to Bridget. “Will you show me to the central chamber?”

      “We may as well get that out of the way,” she said, with the reluctant determination of a soldier girding for war. “It’s this way. The tunnel entrance is on the western slope.”

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” Jordan said, giving another one of those dangerous smiles as he turned to leave. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Smith.”

      “We’ll catch up over dinner, Blair,” Sheila said, giving his shoulder a squeeze. She delivered a pointed look as she walked off, though he wasn’t certain what it meant. It felt like a warning, but of what?

      “Shall we?” Bridget asked. Her smile was back in full force.

      “Lead the way,” Blair said, falling into step beside her as she headed around the northern face of the structure. Commander Jordan watched them go, a predator studying its next meal. Blair waited until the man was well out of earshot before continuing. “So, why was that guy so insistent that I head inside? I got here less than an hour ago.”

      “Because this stuff is just window dressing. What you’ve seen so far? That’s nothing,” Bridget explained as they rounded the corner of the massive structure. He could see the gaping darkness of the tunnel mouth, wide enough for ten men abreast.
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      Blair was surprised to find a familiar black-clad soldier waiting just inside the massive marble doors. The hulking man had been their driver on the way from Cajamarca. The Russian. Yuri, his name had been. He bore a decidedly lethal-looking rifle, and his eyes were still obscured by those silver sunglasses, despite the fact that he stood in the shaded entryway.

      “Taking Smith to central chamber, Bridget? Is expected,” he rumbled. His face was an impassive mask, especially behind those sunglasses.

      “I’m bringing Blair to review Dr. Galk’s findings,” she explained, gesturing in Blair’s direction. She beamed one of her best smiles, one that Blair had fallen prey to many times, but the Russian seemed unmoved. Carved from stone, apparently.

      “I’m Blair. We weren’t introduced earlier,” he said, stopping before the man and offering a hand. The soldier stirred, accepting the handshake with a half smile shaded by a few days’ stubble. His grip was firm but not painful, though Blair was sure it could have been.

      “Yuri,” he rumbled, releasing Blair’s hand. The name sounded like yoo-ree. “Is very much pleasure. Be careful on stairs. Slick.” He gestured down the hallway.

      Stepping through the towering doors was entirely too much like entering the throat of some great beast. Blair was immediately conscious of the tens of thousands of tons of stone above. The fear that they might suddenly come crashing down wouldn’t be banished. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but the scope of this place was unnerving.

      “It’s a straight shot for a while,” Bridget said, her voice echoing dully from the walls. Her form was difficult to make out in the thin shadows of the headlamps. “It’s about three hundred meters to the central chamber. Most of it involves gradual descent through corridors that switch back on themselves. Some are filled with statues that strongly resemble the Egyptian pantheon. We’ll see those later.”

      Bridget set a brisk pace that he had trouble matching, not due to elevation but to the hieroglyphs covering the walls. Every inch of them. He knew he could study them later, but it was impossible not to spend at least a little time examining them. The passage was wide enough for three people to walk side by side and tall enough that he couldn’t reach the ceiling even when he jumped.

      “Bridget,” he called, hurrying after her. “Does Steve have any theories on why the tunnel is so large? I could see making it wide, but why so tall? That has to be nine or ten feet up.”

      “No idea. The hieroglyphs go all the way up. They even cover the ceiling. That’s a lot of extra space just to add a little more room to write. I’m guessing there was some sort of religious significance to the size, though damned if I know what it is.”

      “I hadn’t considered that. Religion drives a lot of strange customs,” he replied.

      The passage sloped upwards, eventually ending at a set of broad stairs that descended back into the darkness. Each was just a little too tall for a man to comfortably step up.

      “Do you think the builders were just taller than we are? Australian aborigines are shorter. Maybe these people were extremely tall.” Blair used his hands to assist himself down the stairs.

      “That’s a possibility, though the people of the Americas aren’t really known for their height. I find it hard to believe their descendants would have changed so dramatically in height, even over that many centuries. We’re only as tall as we are today because we have such an abundance of food. If this place was built when we assume, it would have been during the final glaciation of the last ice age. Food would have been scarce,” Bridget said, pausing on the stairs to examine a hieroglyph-covered wall. “Anyway, take a look at this section. What do you make of them? Steve was absolutely baffled by the imagery, and I haven’t the faintest idea either. It’s the first time they break from their more traditional glyphs, which are largely uniform in size. This imagery includes larger figures.”

      “Hmm,” Blair said. He removed his glasses and cleaned them with his shirt before examining the pictographs in the light provided by their lamps. “This is interesting. See these red figures here? They’re lying down as if sleeping or dead. But then in this next pictograph, they rise and begin fighting. These brown figures are driven back to what I’m guessing is this pyramid. Maybe the dead represent a foe they thought they’d defeated?”

      “Or a foe that can’t be killed,” Bridget added, leaning closer to examine the next panel. “What we don’t get is this next part. Take a look.”

      The next panel was odd. The red figures, the ones that had risen, had surrounded the pyramid. A few of the brown figures stood at the very top, and on the stairs loomed a prominent silver figure that Blair could only describe as a monster. It had elongated claws, was covered in what he guessed was meant to be fur, and had a mouth full of vicious fangs.

      “I think this is some sort of champion or war god,” he said, dropping to a crouch and shining his lamp on it. There was something maddeningly familiar about the figure. “I think I’ve seen it before, or something very much like it.”

      “Really?” Bridget asked, crouching next to him. “Who, or what, does it remind you of?”

      He considered for a long moment, taking in the wolf-headed figure. “If it was male, I’d say it was an exact likeness of Wepwawet, one of the sons of Anubis. He was worshipped in Lycopolis, the Egyptian city of wolves. The ruins are still there, though they’re in a bad enough state that we aren’t sure what the place was used for.”

      “Interesting that the gender is different,” Bridget replied, pressing against his side as she leaned closer to the image. “It is clearly female, though.”

      “Gender aside, our wolf-headed friend here appears to be protecting the people from the red figures,” Blair interpreted, touching the figure with his index finger. Like the pictographs outside, it had no texture and a much higher level of detail than anything he’d ever encountered. The archeologist in him railed at the idea of marring the ink with the oils in his skin, but he couldn’t help himself. “I want to study these in detail before offering a hypothesis, but I’m betting this figure is central to their culture. Perhaps the best warrior was dressed in special trappings that make her appear to be a beast? It might be similar to the Mayans and their belief that warriors could channel the power of the jaguar. It would have terrified their enemies.”

      “That’s a connection we hadn’t thought of,” Bridget admitted, resting her arm on his shoulder. “See? I’m already glad we called you in.”

      He rose stiffly, letting her arm drop as he took a step back and turned his lamp on the other wall.

      “Look at this,” Blair said. His momentary irritation was quickly forgotten. “The champion is standing at the apex of the pyramid, these brown figures being led up to her. It looks like she’s sacrificing them. But why?”

      “We’re not sure. It could be some sort of cultural ritual. The Mayans would sacrifice their enemies to gain their strength,” Bridget offered, shining her headlamp on the same panel Blair was examining. “That was Steve’s theory, anyway. I’m not sure I agree, but I didn’t have a better one. What do you think?”

      “The Mayan connection is a good one, but I don’t think that’s what we’re seeing here.” Blair leaned so close that the beast’s claws felt almost life sized. Each was tipped with a dab of red, and a victim lay prone at its feet. Its mouth was awash with blood as well. The figures were stunningly detailed. “These don’t appear to be enemies she’s sacrificing. They appear to be the same citizens from the first panel. If they were enemies, I’m guessing they’d have been bound in some way. I think she’s killing her own people. They’re going to their deaths willingly.”

      “That’s bizarre. Take a look at the next panel. I’m curious what you think.”

      Blair did as he was asked, shining his lamp on the panel closest to the doorway. The champion was helping one of the figures who’d been sacrificed to his feet. The victim was now silver as well.

      “It seems to be a ritual,” Blair mused, scratching absently at the hair at the base of his neck. It was thick with sweat. “Perhaps this champion isn’t killing the citizens. Maybe she’s putting them through a test that wounds them, and if they pass, they are elevated to champion. It could have symbolized some rite of passage men underwent at a certain age.”

      “Or women,” Bridget corrected, accidentally blinding him with her lamp. He blinked away spots as she continued. “I guess we should head down to see Steve. He’ll want to hear your theories. Listen, when we get down there…well, you’ll understand.”

      She began to descend, and Blair trailed after, his vision still recovering. He moved slowly, glancing at either side of the hallway to see what the pictographs contained. He wanted to stop for closer examination, but that would come later. For now he needed to focus on Steve. Besides, it would be worth skipping this for a look at the central chamber.

      “Watch your footing,” Bridget cautioned, pausing to shine her light in his direction. “The stones are remarkably well preserved, but some of them are slick. Alejandro twisted his ankle a few days back.”

      “Wouldn’t that be embarrassing?” Blair said, imagining tumbling to the bottom with a broken leg.

      “You’ve always been clumsy, but not that bad. Alejandro can trip on flat ground,” Bridget said with a too-quick laugh. He knew her well enough to know when she was preoccupied.

      They climbed in silence up perhaps another hundred steps before the hallway leveled off. The floor now sloped downwards, but the decline was very difficult to notice unless you’d spent a lot of time underground. Fortunately, Blair had.

      “The central chamber is just around the corner.” Bridget’s voice echoed off the stone.

      A faint sliver of light splashed the floor ahead, proving the truth of her words. They quickened their pace, eventually reaching the light and rounding the corner. Blair could do nothing but stop and stare. The hallway continued for about fifteen feet, but what lay beyond was what had captured his attention so completely. He’d seen the inner chambers in nearly every pyramid on this continent, but nothing rivaled the room ahead.

      The light from his headlamp barely touched a ceiling that had to be at least a hundred feet above. At each cardinal direction rested an enormous obelisk, like miniature versions of the one in Washington DC. Each probably weighed forty or fifty tons.

      A fifth, larger one sat in the very center of the chamber. Blair guessed its height to be fifty feet, and it looked to be solid, black stone. Obsidian perhaps?

      There was only one other feature of note, a perfectly carved replica of the wolf-headed goddess from the first panel. It stood against the far wall, palm raised in what appeared to be a gesture of friendship. It had nobility to it, majesty even. Every strand of fur was sculpted to perfection.

      “It’s tough to make out unless we turn on the generators, but the walls are covered in hieroglyphs. The ones near the obelisks are the most exquisite in the entire structure. You’re going to wet your pants when you see them,” Bridget teased, though he could tell the behavior was forced.

      “Blair?” a voice called, cracked from disuse. A figure hobbled into the light of Blair’s headlamp; apparently Steve had been resting in the shadow of the central obelisk. “Blair, is that you? You’ve come at last. I need you, my old friend. We must find the way down. She’s in there, waiting. She needs us. Blair, we have to get in.”

      Blair’s eyes burned from a sharp odor when his old friend emerged fully from the shadows. Steve had always been muscular, the athlete all the girls loved. That was gone. Soiled khakis and a polo shirt hung from his emaciated form. His dark hair was disheveled, and his skin peeled in patches, as if it had been subjected to bad sunburn. The glasses were familiar, but the man who wore them couldn’t possibly be Steve. His eyes held a feverish glint that made Blair tense defensively.

      “Steve?” he asked, aware of Bridget’s hesitant form on the step behind him.

      “Yes,” his friend answered, voice wavering. It was a bit more steady than it had been a moment ago. “I’m so glad you’ve come. The rest of these fools don’t understand, but you do. You can help me get in. You can, can’t you? Promise me. Promise!”

      The last was delivered in a shriek that echoed through the cavernous chamber. Spittle flew from Steve’s mouth, and his eyes leaked hatred. He lurched forward, seizing Blair’s shoulders. The madman’s gaze locked with his, and to his horror, Blair could find no humanity lurking there. Not a shred.

      “Of course, Steve. I promise. I’ll help however I can. It’s going to take some time though. I’ll need access to your notes,” he said, speaking slowly and calmly like he would to a wild dog.

      “Notes? Yes. Yes, you’ll need those,” he said, releasing Blair and scurrying to a folding table that had been erected in the shadow of one of the obelisks. He began grabbing loose sheets of paper and arranging them into a ragged stack. “Here, you can study these, but you must hurry. The end is coming. We must get inside before it’s too late. We must, or the world will burn.”
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      Blair shivered as he left the sun’s thin embrace for the shadowed pavilion. A fistful of now-familiar faces clustered around the portable heater next to the folding table. Blair set his coffee cup down, thankful for the gloves Bridget had insisted he bring. They had conductive fingertips, so he could use his smartphone without braving the cold.

      “Good, Blair’s here. We can get started,” Sheila said, nodding at him from across the room. Her southern drawl was so faint it threatened to disappear entirely. This must be serious for that kind of lapse. Sheila prided herself on her Georgian heritage, though her family hadn’t lived there since she was three.

      Blair followed her gaze to the pair of guards on the ridge and then watched as it roamed the lot of them.

      What was going on? Everyone else looked as mystified as he felt.

      “I called you all here because I want to address what we’re all thinking. Whatever we’re all too afraid to say. Something dangerous is going on in that pyramid. In the central chamber, specifically.”

      Silence reigned. Bridget stared fixedly at the map on the table while Alejandro splayed his hands over the heater. The only sound was the wind as it tugged at the pavilion’s blue canvas. Blair had only been on the team three days. Should he speak up? No, it wasn’t his place.

      “You’re not wrong,” Dr. Roberts finally said. He crossed his arms, eyes staring out from the bushy beard that covered his face. “I’ve compiled the seismic data from three separate sources. The pyramid caused the earthquake; I’m certain now. It chose to reveal itself…for reasons we can’t begin to guess. But that’s not the terrifying part. My data strongly suggests that what we’re seeing is, quite literally, the tip of the iceberg. The structure goes deep into the earth possibly a mile or more.”

      “That dovetails with Steve’s notes,” Blair said, taking a step closer to the table. All eyes were on him now. “He believes we’ve only discovered the entryway to this place. What we assume is the central chamber might be nothing more than an antechamber at the top.”

      “It doesn’t surprise me. Not one bit,” Sheila said, drawl back to full strength. She leaned into the table as she speared them with her gaze. “Why else would they spend millions of dollars to explore this place? We have an escort that’s three times as large as the science team. I don’t know much about guns, but what they’re armed with is more state of the art than anything we should find in Peru.”

      “I do,” Bridget broke in, drawing everyone’s attention. He knew why she knew guns, and he wasn’t surprised she was still embarrassed about it. “Your average infantry are typically armed with an M4. It’s good for both close quarters and medium range, and the rounds are common all over the world. Did anyone see Black Hawk Down? That’s the gun they were using. These guys? The rifles are about the same size as an M4, but I’m unfamiliar with the body or that scope they’ve got mounted on top.”

      Bridget’s father was a colonel, and she’d grown up living and breathing that stuff. She’d dragged Blair to the opening night of everything from Saving Private Ryan to the aforementioned Black Hawk Down. She’d spent countless evenings playing Call of Duty and waiting in line every time a new game came out.

      “So, what?” Alejandro finally spoke up, glancing up from the heater. “Is this not a good thing? There are very many men protecting us, and they have lots of fancy guns. Not only do we not pay for this, but they pay us a fortune to become pivotal figures in the legends that will spring from this place. We are the few who will see the world’s understanding of the past change forever. We will shape that change. Are you not honored to be here?”

      “You have to be alive to enjoy that, Alejandro,” Dr. Roberts said quietly. His gaze softened. “We’ve all seen Steve. The man is suffering. I’m no medical doctor, but he has severe burns all over his skin. The kind found after Hiroshima or Chernobyl. That’s saying nothing about his behavior. How many of you has he attacked now? Sheila, I know he came after you with a trowel last week. We’ve all seen the bruises Bridget tries to cover up. The man is melting down in there, maybe literally. What in the hell could cause that?”

      “We already know that place eats signals. If you bring your cell phone in, the battery is drained in minutes. That can’t be a coincidence,” Blair said. “Dr. Roberts believes this place thrust itself from the earth. That takes power. Enormous power, I’d wager. It has to have been dormant for a dozen millennia, given your dating, yet it has a reservoir of power that somehow survived that long.”

      “There’s only one type of power that could last that long, at least any power source we’ve discovered,” Bridget said, eyes widening as the group put the pieces together. “Steve has radiation poisoning.”

      “Maybe, but we don’t have a medical doctor, so there’s no way to be sure,” Sheila said, seizing the conversation once more. “What we are sure about is that the people who brought us here know a lot more about this place than they’re letting on. Either they were expecting this place, or they move faster than any company I’ve ever seen. They had base camp set up within twenty-four hours of this place appearing. They know the central chamber is dangerous, but they’ve forced Steve inside, and now they’re forcing Blair. How long until he starts exhibiting the same symptoms?”

      “I haven’t felt any adverse effects yet,” Blair said. The idea of the madness being somehow infectious had already crept into his mind, and Blair had spent the last several days practically having minor heart attacks every time he imagined a symptom.

      “Are we willing to risk it without more data?” she asked. “I mean, come on, it’s our lives at stake here. I’m happy to explore this place, but if there are dangers, we need to be aware of them.”

      “I agree,” Dr. Roberts said. “We’ve signed their NDAs and contracts. It’s not like we can tell anyone anything, but if our lives are at risk we deserve to at least have all the facts.”

      “What do you propose we do?” Alejandro asked. His sharp tone made it clear he didn’t share their fear. “Should we run to them and demand answers? They owe us nothing. We signed forms agreeing to this. We are paid very handsomely not just for our expertise but also for our discretion. If knowing what they know would help us unravel the mystery of this place, I have no doubt they would share. Is there some risk? Perhaps. Is this not always the case when exploring a new frontier?”

      “Typically, that risk doesn’t result in your skin melting,” Sheila retorted. She glanced back up the rise, and Blair followed her gaze. It had settled on Commander Jordan’s tent, perched like a hawk on the ridge overlooking camp. “I’m not expecting you to do anything. I just need to know where everyone stands. If we present a united front, we’re far more likely to get some answers. They might be able to replace one of us, but replacing the entire team would take weeks or even months. I’m betting they don’t want to spend that time.”

      “I am deeply sorry, but I will not be a party to this. Do as you will,” Alejandro said, shaking his head. He wore the expression reserved for a child that has done something extremely disappointing. The normally jovial man picked up his coffee and left the pavilion, moving off toward the ridge.

      There was a long silence as the group eyed each other uncomfortably. Dr. Roberts finally leaned in and drew their attention.

      “He’s free to make his own decisions. Do the rest of us have a consensus that something should be done?” Dr. Roberts asked. Sheila nodded immediately of course, and then Bridget followed suit a moment later.

      “We have to do something,” Blair said, crossing his arms. “I don’t want to think anything ill of our benefactors, but all we’re asking is a little more information. I do think we need to approach the matter delicately, though.”

      “That, we can do,” Sheila said, darting a glance over her shoulder. “I’ll give it some thought, and we’ll come up with a way to approach Commander Jordan tomorrow.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            Answers

          

        

      

    

    
      Jordan checked the slide on his .457, inspecting the heavy pistol for debris of any kind. Basic weapon maintenance was the first thing every soldier learned. If your equipment failed in combat, you died. It was that simple.

      Satisfied with the weapon’s condition, he slammed the slide home and slid the weapon into the holster strapped to his thigh. The matte-black gun was larger than any he’d ever used, and he was still getting used to it. Even after Jordan spent countless hours at the gym, it kicked like a mule. He much preferred a .45, which could be fired one handed in a pinch and was incredibly accurate at close range. But then he’d never had to fight a werewolf before. If that thing returned he’d damned well be ready, and that meant his sidearm needed all the stopping power he could get. That thing had gotten up after having over a hundred rounds emptied into it. He didn’t have room to play around.

      Footsteps approached outside the tent. There was a muffled exchange of voices, Yuri’s thickly accented Russian and a softer male voice. It was most likely one of the scientists. Jordan snapped the nylon holster strap over the pistol’s grip and exited the tent into the late-morning glare. Jordan found it so odd that the high desert was both so bright and so cold at the same time. He slid on his sunglasses, giving his eyes a moment to adjust.

      Alejandro’s diminutive form stared up at the Russian, expression guiltier than a kid caught red-handed at the cookie jar. Jordan liked the little Latino, maybe because he wore his emotions so openly. There was no subterfuge to the man.

      “What can I do for you, Alejandro?” he asked, stepping up to join them. He gave a smile as warm as he could muster, given the constant vigil. That thing could return at any time. He prayed it would come during the day, if it did.

      “Oh, Commander. There you are. I am so sorry to disturb you, but I come with troubling news,” Alejandro said, shifting his attention from Yuri.

      “Was going to wake you,” Yuri rumbled with a shrug, raising an eyebrow.

      “I wasn’t sleeping. It’s six thirty. I’ve been up for two hours,” Jordan replied. Sleep had been elusive since his encounter with that thing. “Why is it you want me to see, Alejandro?”

      “The others are gathered below. They are angry and feel you are withholding information from us.”

      Jordan considered the situation carefully. It was hardly surprising. The scientists were all intelligent, particularly Smith, though he was both the last to arrive and the only one among them without an advanced degree. It made sense that they were piecing things together, even with the limited information they’d been provided.

      What was surprising was Alejandro coming forward about this meeting. The smaller man was loyal to a fault, and breaking ranks seemed out of character. He was always trying to keep the peace, not make waves.

      “I appreciate you coming forward, Alejandro. You’re risking the enmity of your peers by doing so,” he finally replied. Jordan glanced away from the man and at the cluster of figures in the pavilion below. They were near enough that he could make out faces but not expressions.

      “I know. I regret having to do so, but I wish to contain this situation before it gets out of hand. It is my hope that you will accompany me back to the group to address their concerns. I realize you can tell us very little, but if you give them something, it would calm the others, and work would proceed uninterrupted.”

      “And if I don’t, I’ll have a mutiny on my hands; is that it?” Jordan asked, turning his gaze back to Alejandro. The man’s dark face paled.

      “I don’t know that it would go that far, but people will not do their best work if they are afraid,” he replied, shifting from foot to foot like a child needing to pee.

      What the hell should he do? Jordan couldn’t reveal the entire situation; the Director would flay him alive. But if he let the situation fester, the scientists would drag their heels. Some might even try to leave. If that thing were still out there, they’d be easy prey.

      “You did the right thing, Alejandro. Let’s see what we can do to allay their fears,” he said, squeezing the man’s shoulder in what he hoped was a comfortable manner. Alejandro flinched.

      “Escort?” Yuri asked, raising an eyebrow over his sunglasses.

      “No, I don’t want them to feel more threatened than they already do,” Jordan replied, shaking his head. “I’ll go down with Alejandro and get this sorted out. Keep the men away from the camp for now.”

      Yuri nodded. Jordan turned for the camp, setting a brisk pace that Alejandro had trouble matching. The shorter man scurried along, slightly out of breath from the elevation as they closed the gap to the pavilion where the scientists had gathered. It didn’t take them long to spot his approach, and the assembled group closed ranks like a herd of elephants protecting a calf from a lion.

      They said nothing as he strode into their midst.

      “Alejandro tells me that you’re unhappy with the lack of information provided,” he said, letting his gaze roam the assembled group. Bridget and Roberts dropped their eyes immediately. Sheila held his stare for a moment, but then she, too, looked away. Only Smith met Jordan’s gaze without difficulty.

      “I can’t say I agree with him approaching you like this, but Alejandro is right. We want to know just what the hell is happening down in the central chamber. You know a lot more than you’re telling us,” Smith said. Jordan still had a hard time thinking of him as Blair.

      “Yes, we do,” Jordan admitted, matter-of-factly and without a hint of either reproach or guilt. “I don’t want to trot out tired clichés, but all information about this dig is need-to-know. We’ve ensured that each of you has the data needed to do your job.”

      “What about our health, Jordan? We’re no good to you dead. You know that place is killing Steve,” Dr. Roberts said, taking a step toward the giant soldier.

      The scene was comical to Jordan, really. Roberts was a Chihuahua yipping at his heels.

      “That is a definite concern,” Jordan said, sighing softly. “My men are spending time down there too, albeit in more limited quantities than Dr. Galk. Be that as it may, we all have a job to do, and you accepted the risks when you signed your contracts. You’re free to leave at any time, and you will keep your retainer, provided you adhere to the NDA you signed. We’re not holding anyone against their will.”

      Blair looked shocked, and Jordan understood why. The scientists undoubtedly expected him to be cagey and antagonistic, to imprison them for questioning the situation. Wasn’t that how the plot of every sci-fi movie went, with the evil military arrogantly withholding information?

      “So are you going to tell us what you know about the central chamber? Why it’s dangerous?” he asked cautiously. The others perked up as they awaited his answer.

      “No, Professor Smith, I am not,” Jordan replied. Smith wasn’t a professor, but Jordan had seen the way the other scientists respected him, so he granted the honorific anyway. “We all answer to someone, and my boss has restricted that information. You have my deepest sympathy, but I cannot tell you anything beyond what you already know,” Jordan said, giving an uncomfortable shrug. “I will say this, though. The faster you complete your work in the central chamber, the less exposure we’ll all have to the dangers that place poses.”

      “What about Steve?” Bridget asked. She picked up her coffee, hand trembling. She didn’t meet his gaze. That wasn’t surprising, given the body language she displayed around Smith. There was a lot going on under the surface there.

      “It’s my sincere hope that Dr. Galk recovers from his ordeal, but if not, his sacrifice is not just for science but for all of humanity. You’ve been inside. You know this place changes everything,” Jordan said, removing his sunglasses. He exhaled heavily. “I know you want more answers. I wish I could give them, but I can’t. Accept that and stay, or pick up your marbles and go home. Decide. Right now. Am I ordering a transport to take some of you home?”

      His gaze raked the lot of them, blue eyes icy. One by one, they dropped their gazes. It seemed the crew weren’t willing to miss this, even though it might cost their lives.

      “Excellent, I’m glad we understand each other. Now, I’ll get out of your hair so you can get back to work,” he said, keeping his tone mild. It wouldn’t do to gloat. He needed them to feel like they mattered, not like they were being bullied.

      “About that…” Smith broke the silence. “I may have found a way into the rest of the structure.”

      Jordan smiled. This man was definitely smarter than the rest of the uppity scientists the Director had assembled. Well, most of them were uppity. Bridget wasn’t half bad. At least she talked to him like a human being.

      “Excellent. Let’s get down there. I’ll have an escort prepared.”

      “Not just yet,” Smith said, a predatory smile growing. “If you want inside, then I want a little information first.”

      “You’re on dangerous ground, Smith. You’ve been paid quite handsomely, and I expect you to obey the terms of your contract,” he replied. “If you know how to get inside, then you’re obligated to share it. Otherwise you’re wasting my time.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can get us inside. It’s taken a lot of study, but the civilization that built this place left clues, if you know where to look. With Steve’s deteriorating health, I’m the only person within four thousand miles that can solve this,” Smith said, glancing at Bridget. Perhaps for support? Interesting.

      “Professor Smith, we’re both professionals. Let’s grant each other professional courtesy. Yes, you’re the only man who can get me inside. Yes, I need to get in as soon as humanly possible and don’t have time to hunt for a replacement to solve this mystery of yours. You clearly want something over and above the enormous compensation we’ve offered. What are you after?”

      “We want to know what the hell is going on down in that central chamber. Tell us what’s happening to Steve and whatever else you know about this place, and I’ll open the door,” Smith said.

      Jordan paused, reaching for a pot of coffee and filling a blue plastic mug. “Okay.”

      “That’s it? Okay?” Smith asked. The archeologists, once again, looked shocked. Jordan suppressed a smile. He wasn’t doing a very good job as the evil military commander keeping the noble scientists in the dark.

      “Yeah, that’s it. I’m here because I’m very good at sizing up tactical situations, Professor Smith. You have something I need. You will not give it to me unless I give you something in return. You want answers. Ask.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us everything you knew about this place?” Smith asked, without hesitation.

      “I know it sounds trite, but we’ve kept you in the dark because the information is on a need-to-know basis. The Director, the man I report to, felt knowing the full extent of the truth might disrupt your focus.”

      “Knowing everything about this place is the whole point, isn’t it?” Sheila hurled her words like spears.

      “Your employer knowing everything is the point, yes,” Jordan countered. Sheila was tall and straight-backed, with a fire most crusading teachers had long since abandoned. He respected her, though he was almost positive the feeling wasn’t mutual. “You were not the first team on site. We swept this place within twelve hours of it appearing. Our first team found several very curious anomalies. First, this place eats signals, as I’m sure you’re aware by now. There is one spectrum it seems to allow, one that it also seems to be broadcasting. Something we call ELF—”

      “Extremely low frequency waves,” Dr. Roberts interrupted, wiping powdered eggs from his beard. “There have been some very interesting experiments involving ELF on human DNA. Apparently, if you have two test tubes within several inches of each other, one with DNA and the other with the correct proteins to synthesize it, the first test tube will use ELF to assemble DNA in the second, despite the fact that they have no direct contact.”

      Jordan would have to mention that to the Director. That might be worth following up on. Maybe they could bring in the person who’d conducted that study.

      “Very succinctly put, Dr. Roberts. We have no idea what the ELF are used for, but we know two things: First, that they emanate from the central chamber. Second, it would require a very unique power source to continue broadcasting for as long as we believe it has.”

      “We already figured that part out. It couldn’t have tunneled out of the earth without some sort of power. That room is full of radiation, isn’t it?” Blair asked, setting his coffee down on the folding table.

      “Yes,” Jordan replied. There was no point in denying it, not when they’d clearly puzzled out the truth. “We believe that to be the cause of Dr. Galk’s deteriorating health.”

      “Yet you’re sending us in there anyway?” Bridget asked. “Steve could die. We could die.”

      “That’s a risk all of you were aware of when you signed your contracts, as was I.”

      “Don’t pull that legal bullshit with us,” Sheila snarled, poking him in the chest with an outstretched finger. “You owe us more than that. If that place is dangerous, you should get us hazmat suits, or—”

      “They wouldn’t help,” Jordan said, cutting her off with a wave. “This radiation isn’t the most friendly variety. It pierces cloth. It pierces metal. If you’re down there, you’re going to be exposed; it’s that simple. That means some, or maybe even all of us, might die exploring this place. That sacrifice is necessary.”

      “Why?” Blair asked.

      “Because of who built this place. We know nothing about them, but their technology could exceed our own. This place returned on a very specific date, and if my employer has any idea why it’s above my pay grade. For all we know, it could be a giant bomb. Until we know otherwise, this thing is a threat, and you’ve been hired to help us neutralize that threat,” Jordan explained. The Director would be furious that he was revealing so much of their mandate, but what choice did he have? These people were going to mutiny if he didn’t give them something. Even if they didn’t, Smith could withhold the information he desperately needed.

      “He’s right,” Smith said, drawing surprised looks from his colleagues. Only Bridget seemed of like mind, reaching up to squeeze his shoulder. He flinched, just slightly, but enough for Jordan to catch the pain in his eyes. “We have to get inside, have to learn how or why this place was built. That’s worth the risk. Besides, I think I can get us in. We only have to be down there for a few hours more. Hopefully that much exposure will be safe.”

      “Excellent, Professor Smith. I’m glad you understand. How do we proceed?”

      “How the hell could you possibly know how to get inside? We’re nowhere near understanding their language,” Sheila said, rounding on Smith.

      “We don’t need to understand their language. Many of their glyphs are highly detailed pictographs that tell a story. I’ve spent a great deal of time studying the passages in the south corridor, the one Bridget showed me when we first went inside,” Smith explained. His eyes were alight, and the others seemed to pick up on his enthusiasm. “We assume it’s some sort of rite of passage. This wolf-headed goddess raises up champions to help battle whatever the red figures depicted are. In every case, the ritual begins with her grasping their hand. This symbol is repeated over and over.”

      “Oh my God,” Sheila said, her oatmeal tumbling to the floor. “The statue in the central chamber. It represents the wolf goddess.”

      “Right. So if we grasp the hand, I’m betting we’ll initiate whatever rite of passage we see depicted in the glyphs,” Smith said, grinning now. He was clearly proud of his discovery, and he had a right to be. Jordan was impressed.

      He fished his radio from a vest pocket. “Yuri, assemble Alpha. Have them set up all four turrets in the central chamber. Also, send a priority message to HQ and let the Director know that Professor Smith may have found a way into the inner structure.”
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      “I have never been so terrified in my life,” Sheila murmured so faintly Blair could barely make it out. She was crouched behind him in the shelter of the doorway. He couldn’t blame her. The longer he spent in the central chamber, the less he trusted it. That was before Jordan had revealed the truth about the radiation. The wondrous had become the sinister.

      The ramp descended into deep shadow, completely swallowed around halfway down. The room was more brightly lit than he’d ever seen it. Fuel for the generator was sparse, and not because of money. Their employers had no lack of that. No, the logistics of carting hundreds of gallons of gasoline made supply an issue.

      The stand lamps in each corner fought a losing war with the darkness, but they gave shape to the room. Blair had seen the obelisks with his headlamp, but this was the first time they had any real context. They sat at perfect cardinal directions, the one in the center nearly twice as tall as the others.

      Below each obelisk sat a boxy turret that would have been at home in the movie Aliens, each about waist height with a broad body atop a tripod. They clicked and hummed as they scanned the darkness, a bright red beam shining from each.

      “Steve?” he called into the darkness. In spite of the better illumination, there was no sign of the man. Somehow, that made sense.

      As he took a step down the ramp, a wave of dizziness overcame him, a flash of something bright robbing him of sight. It was an image, a stern but beautiful woman with silver hair and commanding eyes. She held a golden staff clutched in one hand and wore regalia that wouldn’t have been out of place in Egypt.

      “Smith, are you all right?” Blair heard in the distance. He blinked, turning slowly to face Jordan. The man looked…Was that concern?

      Blair turned to face Jordan, the soldier filling the space beside him like some movable wall. “Do you feel that? It’s almost like a humming in the air.”

      “Is right. Yuri feel it too,” the Russian rumbled, emerging from the shadow of one of the smaller obelisks. He held aloft a small tablet that displayed a fluorescent green graph. “Readings increase forty percent in last hour. If continues, all dead in four hours.”

      “Readings?” Blair asked. The dizziness was passing.

      “Radiation. This place is getting more dangerous by the minute. Let’s get this done,” the commander said, striding boldly down the ramp without waiting for a reply, not that Blair had one ready. How could one respond to that?

      “Blair?” came a raspy voice from the shadows near the southern obelisk. A figure moved in the darkness. Jordan had a pistol out and aimed before Blair even registered the fact that he’d moved. Another gun cocked behind him, probably Yuri’s.

      “Blair, did you solve it? We have to open the…” Steve mumbled, lurching into a pool of light. His dark hair was matted to the side of his face, greasy with sweat. The clothing draping his skeletal form was crusted from weeks of wear, and the pungent odor of the long homeless wafted through the room.

      Steve’s gaze focused as he noticed Jordan, Bridget, and Sheila. His face twisted, spittle flying as he roared, “Why did you bring them? They’re not of the blood. They don’t belong here. Their very presence taints this holy place. The whelps will be punished for this insolence.”

      He lunged for Blair, hissing like a snake. There was nothing left of the man he’d known, only a shell of rage and madness. Blair stumbled backward, shielding himself with his arms. Then Jordan glided forward, jerking the butt of his pistol down on the back of Steve’s skull. He collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut, falling limply at Blair’s feet.

      “Steve,” Bridget shrieked, her headlamp bobbing as she hurried down the ramp. She knelt next to Steve, raising two fingers to his throat. She turned a glare at Jordan. “He’ll live, but I’m betting he’s got a concussion. We should carry him up. He’ll need medical attention.”

      “He’s dying of radiation poisoning. A concussion is the least of his worries. Yuri, restrain the man in case he’s still agitated when he wakes,” Jordan ordered, dismissing Bridget with a wave as he holstered his pistol. Sheila gave a squawk of protest as she finally entered the room, but Jordan silenced her with a look. “I’m not in the habit of explaining myself, but as I still need your cooperation, I will make a final exception. We’ve entered a combat situation. Dr. Galk was a threat to Professor Smith. Professor Smith is our best chance of finding this secret chamber, so I eliminated the threat. I will do the same to any other threat without hesitation. Now, let’s get in and out as quickly as possible. Unless you all want to end up just like the poor doctor.”

      Yuri knelt next to Steve, rolling him onto his stomach. The Russian gave a snort of disgust, removing a white zip tie from his pocket and binding Steve’s wrists together. He repeated the process with the ankles leaving Steve trussed and bleeding on the marble. Part of Blair was horrified, but he mostly felt relieved. Whatever Steve had become terrified him.

      Blair moved to the floodlights that had been carted in, flipping the heavy red lever to crank the generator from medium to high. It read Aziz in bright green letters, shiny enough that the thing could have been made yesterday. Light flooded the chamber as the generator roared to life. The stench of gasoline and carbon monoxide belched from the motor, but the chamber was large enough that airflow wasn’t a problem.

      The light didn’t quite banish the shadows, but it did reveal the reason they’d come. A nine-foot statue stood at the far side of the room near the south wall, its right hand extended in a gesture that might have been friendly had it not been for the statue’s bestial countenance. The nobility, the exquisite detail with which the obviously feminine features had been crafted, once again struck Blair. It made the Egyptians’ finest work look like the macaroni pictures hung on your fridge. The statue also confirmed his earlier observation. Except for the gender, this was Wepwawet. An indisputable connection to ancient Egypt, on a continent thousands of miles away.

      Blair strode through the lingering darkness, standing beneath the magnificent statue. He glanced behind himself as booted steps echoed dully. Jordan stepped up next to him, with Bridget and Sheila just a few paces behind. Yuri scanned the darkness, rifle in a death grip.

      “So how do we activate it?” Jordan asked. He stood coiled, like a snake ready to strike. Blair was strangely comforted by his presence, though he doubted anything he did here would require armed intervention from the soldiers.

      “I don’t know,” Blair said. He placed his palm against the statue’s. “There might be a lever or a way t—“

      The statue’s hand tightened around his, locking it in an implacable grip. The hand didn’t grind or move like stone. The way it twisted had been just like a living person’s.

      “Smith?” Jordan asked, raising an eyebrow as he inspected the statue.

      “The grip isn’t painful, but my hand is stuck. Hold on a sec; the stone is getting warm,” he explained. An odd blend of curiosity and unease settled over him.

      “Yuri, do you have the bolt cutters?” Jordan called over his shoulder.

      “Hold on; let’s not be hasty,” Blair said, waving his free hand. “We want to get inside, don’t we? This might be part of the process.”

      “Or it could be a trap,” Bridget countered, moving from Steve’s side to inspect the statue. She shot him a worried glance. “I don’t see a way to loosen it. We’ll have to break the hand off. Jordan is right about the bolt cutters.”

      “You might be right. It’s getting hot now. Really hot,” Blair grunted, tugging as hard as he could. The statue held him fast. He gave Bridget an earnest look. “Just be careful. I write with this hand.” Sweat flowed freely down his face. The generator’s acrid exhaust stung his eyes. His nerves were jagged glass, like the early stages of a migraine.

      “Have bolt cutters, but stone too thick,” Yuri explained, gesturing with a two-and-a-half-foot tool. “Explosives, maybe. Or bullets if desperate.”

      Jordan moved behind the statue, examining the wrist. “I can shatter this with a few well-placed shots. Marble is tough, but it can’t handle this kind of ordnance.”

      “Are we that stupid now?” Sheila said, muscling her way past Jordan to the statue. “If you fire at that arm, the bullet will ricochet through the room. Even if it didn’t, it’s going to send chips of high-velocity stone right at Blair. Not to mention damaging the most priceless archeological find in history. No, what we need to do is—“

      The statue grew hot, as if it had been left in the afternoon sun for the weight of the day. Blair twitched and flopped, fire flowing up his arm and into his chest. It surged through his body like flame over gasoline, obliterating all except the pain, a deep, white agony. Even his eyes were thick with it.

      In the first instant, he longed for death. What felt like an eternity later, he knew death had betrayed him, unwilling to free him from the pain. So he endured. The inferno rampaged through him as though he were a dry forest. When its fury was finally spent, he found himself huddled at the base of the statue.

      “Commander, south wall. Ten o’clock,” Yuri barked, ducking behind an obelisk.

      “Handle it,” Jordan called back, looming over Blair with outstretched hands. The Commander’s eyes had widened. So odd, that tiny gesture. The man had a level of control Blair had never witnessed, yet something he’d just seen had rattled him. The soldier was shocked. Shock. Blair was in shock, wasn’t he?

      “Blair?” Bridget called. She seemed a hundred miles away. She knelt next to him, her clean fragrance a welcome balm to the echoes of pain haunting his limbs. “Look at me. I think you’ve just been electrocuted. Can you tell me your name?”

      She seized his chin, forcing him to look her in the eye. Such pretty eyes. Pools of brown. Some of his happiest memories dwelt there.

      “Gash. Abnat,” Blair said, shaking his head to clear it. A distant part of his mind recognized the aphasia, but he was powerless to articulate that.

      “Jordan, how quickly can you get a doctor out here?” Bridget asked, looking up at Jordan.

      Something rumbled behind him, but Blair was too weak to find out what. The best he could manage was to loll his head to the side. Instantly alert, Jordan and Yuri snapped their rifles up. Sheila had stumbled backward, both hands clasped over her mouth. Clean white light burst all around Blair, overpowering the sad stand lamps.

      Bridget squatted next to him, squeezing his shoulder. “You’re going to be all right. We’ll get you out of here.”

      “No,” Blair croaked, pausing as he gathered another breath. “I want to…to see. Show me.”

      “Jordan?” Bridget called. Her voice was further away now. “Jordan, can you carry him inside?”

      Inside? Inside where? Jordan’s daunting arms were suddenly around him, hoisting him effortlessly into the air. Blair’s vision spun, finally coming to rest on a wide chamber where the wall had been moments before. It was the single greatest discovery in history, more momentous than the cave paintings the Cro-Magnon left in France thirty millennia earlier. It changed everything.

      The clean white light emanated from the room’s ceiling, clearly illuminating the brilliant hieroglyphs lining every wall. Unlike the others, these were quicksilver, each symbol flowing and alive. Seven sarcophagi radiated around the room from a central point, each a pure block of glass inset with rubies and emeralds and diamonds. Pulses of light flowed between the gems in precise lines.

      Only one sarcophagus was occupied, yet Blair couldn’t make out much about the occupant. Darkness ate at the edges of his vision. His heartbeat had slowed, awarding a grudging beat every few moments. Every breath was a battle, a ragged gasp for whatever oxygen he could find.

      “My God,” Sheila said, staggering toward the sarcophagus. She planted her palms against the glass, ignoring the pulses of light that flowed around her. “It’s not possible. She’s breathing. This woman is alive.”

      Blair fought for another breath, but this time his lungs refused to obey. He waited for another thud, but his heart was stubbornly silent. He wasn’t a medical doctor, but he didn’t need to be to understand the darkening of his vision. Blair was dying, poisoned by whatever the statue had done.

      “Blair? Blaaair!” Bridget screamed.
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      Jordan compartmentalized the situation, allowing his training to take over in the face of the incomprehensible. He knelt swiftly, laying Smith on the ground just outside the chamber they’d discovered. Blair’s eyes were closed, his chest unmoving. Jordan feared the worst. He applied two fingers to the man’s throat, giving a long count to ten. Nothing.

      “Yuri, get the scientists topside. Radio HQ and tell the director we’re initiating containment protocol. We need a team here ASAP,” he barked, shrugging out of his windbreaker and laying it gently over Smith’s limp body.

      “What are you doing?” Bridget shrieked, dropping beside him and yanking the jacket away. “Blair? Blair, can you hear me?” She shook the man, but there was no response.

      “Yuri,” Jordan barked, shooting the man a glare.

      The beefy Russian gathered Bridget in a tight grip, hauling the woman to her feet and away from the body. She resisted violently, fists beating against Yuri’s chest as she raged. “Let me go. You can’t do this!”

      “He might still be alive,” Sheila pleaded, eyes shining with unshed tears. “There might be something we can do.”

      “You know there isn’t,” Jordan countered, replacing the windbreaker. Smith deserved some peace. “We have no idea what killed him, but make no mistake. This man is dead. I understand he was a friend and colleague, but that doesn’t change my job. I have to protect the rest of the team. Whatever killed him could be contagious.”

      “Then we’re all exposed,” Sheila roared, balling her fists. “We should all be quarantined, which means there’s no reason not to stay down here and see if we can do anything for Blair.”

      “You can’t just give up on him,” Bridget said, finally calming. Yuri still held her, but his grip had relaxed.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Jordan replied, shaking his head. “The radiation was bad down here before. Opening that chamber dramatically increased it. Right now we’re facing an unknown threat, and that calls for a tactical retreat. We’ll have a containment team here in twelve hours, and then we can find some answers.”

      “Blair will be dead by then,” Bridget said, eyes flashing. It was the first time Jordan had seen her truly angry. She hadn’t shown nearly so much emotion for Dr. Galk.

      “He’s dead now. I understand you don’t agree with my decision. I don’t care. You can grieve topside,” he said, seizing Sheila by the arm. He shoved her toward the ramp leading to the surface. “Move. Now. I’d rather leave you your dignity, but I’ll throw you over my shoulder if I have to.”

      “What about Steve?” Bridget asked.

      Jordan considered his answer carefully. Dr. Galk was dying, his mind deteriorated past use. There was no point in wasting resources trying to save him. “He’s already received a lethal dose. We don’t have to be doctors to see it. Even if he hadn’t, I can’t risk spreading a potential contagion. It could be radiation, but if whatever’s killing him is communicable, we’re all in danger. He stays down here.”

      Sheila and Bridget looked at each other, apparently coming to a silent understanding. Neither resisted as they were herded up the ramp, Yuri in front and Jordan bringing up the rear.

      Jordan paused at the edge of the central chamber, giving the new room a final look. If that woman really was alive, she’d survived for ten millennia or more. These people possessed technology that vastly eclipsed their own. What the hell had they unleashed on the world when they’d opened this place? More importantly, what had happened to the creature they’d found within?
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      Ahiga leapt skyward, seizing a granite outcrop jutting into the naked sky. He dangled there, sucking in deep breaths as he gazed down at the lush jungle a dizzying distance below his mountain perch. The darker green vein of the River of Life wound through the lighter trees, snaking off into the distance. He’d spent many precious days locating villages along its banks, performing the grisly work that might shield the world from the coming darkness.

      A sudden gust of wind dried the sheen of sweat coating his brow, drawing a cool sigh. Climbing was harder than it should have been. Partly that was due to the weak moon, bereft of the life-giving energy he’d known in his day. Yet the greater part had been stolen by the most cunning thief of all, time.

      He leapt again, powerful arms propelling him to another outcrop near the mountain’s peak. Mother willing, the going would be easier when he reached the leeward side. He’d forgotten just how massive this continent was, how long it took to travel between jungle and mountains.

      Picking up a strange metal canister corroded by rain, Ahiga knelt. What had its purpose been? The memories he’d pilfered allowed him to decipher the odd writing. Coke. That was the word formed by the glyphs used by these moderns. The word meant nothing. He dropped the can with a clink, shaking his head. Mankind had spread like a cancer, leaving refuse in their wake. That would come to an end soon, for good or ill.

      Ahiga shielded his eyes from the sun’s harsh rays. Wispy clouds danced below him, wreathing the mountain as if paying homage. He stared past neighboring peaks, toward the distant valley where the Ark lay. He’d managed to brew such a troubling predicament. He must return and wake the Mother. Yet, getting inside would mean battling the soldiers. His strength had waned during his long hibernation. Did enough remain?

      A sudden tremor brought him to his knees, spilling his limp body on the ground mere inches from a fall that would kill even him. Ahiga struggled to pull himself away from the abyss, but his body refused to obey. Energy raged through him, a bolt of lightning in reverse. Instead of striking, it departed. A beam of silver poured from his mouth, streaking through the sky, toward the distant Ark. It moved so swiftly that in a single heartbeat it had passed beyond his enhanced vision.

      Ka-Dun, it cannot be. The voice of the beast inside him carried more alarm than Ahiga’d ever heard, despite being bonded for centuries. He shared the panic, for the impossible had occurred.

      “It cannot, yet it is. Someone has taken the access key,” he said, hot shame pushing back the chill wind. His failure was complete.

      Only one of the blood could have wrested the key, and then only if they knew the ritual.

      “It is so,” Ahiga agreed, finally rising to his knees. His body felt like a wrung-out wraf. “Someone was found worthy. I am no longer guardian.”

      There was only one course now. He must return and find this new guardian, or the Mother would never awaken. This strange new world would burn.
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      “We shouldn’t have just left him there,” Sheila said. Her hot tears rained on the dry soil. She knew she was hysterical, but didn’t she have a right to be? Blair was dead.

      “I understand that,” Jordan replied, his tone thick with uncharacteristic patience. Damn, she hated the man. He rested a comforting hand on her shoulder. “We didn’t have a choice. We don’t know what killed him. What if it turns out to be an airborne pathogen? Pulling back was the right thing to do. I’ve already arranged for a team to investigate, and quarantined us from the rest of the soldiers until we know we’re safe to be around. We’ll have you back in the inner chamber inside of forty-eight hours.”

      “Is that what you think we care about?” Bridget hissed, rising from her blue canvas camp chair and glaring at the big man. “Blair is dead. We don’t know how or why. He was more than a friend…to all of us.”

      “You have my sincere condolences. Professor Smith was a brilliant man, and we all feel his loss. Keenly. I’m not trying to trivialize that. At the same time, I still have a job to do. That job is protecting the living,” Jordan replied, removing his hand from Sheila’s slumped shoulder. Its weight had actually been reassuring. Jordan shook his head, turning from the group and striding off into the night.

      Bridget rested in a neighboring chair. Her legs were pulled tight against her chest, and her head was down so her hair screened her face. Alejandro and Dr. Roberts sat at the far side of the pavilion. They conversed in low tones and significant glances. Were they worried that she or Bridget might do something crazy? Good. Let them know a shadow of the pain she labored under. It wasn’t okay.

      “I’m going for a walk,” Sheila announced, rising suddenly to her feet. She just couldn’t be around these people and their lingering looks.

      “Can I go with you?” Bridget asked hesitantly, glancing up with swollen eyes.

      That took Sheila aback. The two hadn’t been friends for almost three years. They weren’t active enemies, but their decade-old friendship had died the moment Bridget betrayed Blair. The man had never been the same. Right up until the end, she’d seen the pain in his gaze whenever it landed on her former friend. Horrible bitch.

      “Why not?” Sheila agreed, surprising herself. Maybe she just didn’t want to be alone. Or maybe she wanted to be with someone who knew Blair as well as she did. Or, maybe, she just wanted to get Bridget alone so she could choke the smugness out of her.

      The pair left the pavilion in silence, neither speaking of a destination. It wasn’t long before they found themselves on the western side of the pyramid. The ancient structure was bathed in moonlight and would have been beautiful under other circumstances. Almost luminescent, the stone drank in the light. The workmanship was incredible, as were the pictographs, all fantastic colors and bold symbols. Yet it no longer held any joy for her.

      “I want to go back inside,” Sheila said, not sure if that would help but desperate for anything that might salve the wound. She started forward without waiting for Bridget’s reply.

      “Sheila, wait.” Bridget grabbed her shoulder. She pointed at the mouth of the tunnel leading into the pyramid’s cavernous depths. “Jordan left Yuri to guard the entrance. He isn’t just going to let us inside. You know that.”

      “Sure, he is,” Sheila growled, plunging forward with quick, deliberate strides. No ignorant soldier was going to stop her.

      The shorter woman fell wordlessly into step beside her as they stepped beneath the oppressive stone tunnel. Yuri lurked in the darkness near the doors, arms clasped behind his back. His submachine gun dangled from a strap over his shoulder, and he still wore his sunglasses. Who wore sunglasses at night? Especially when they were on guard duty.

      “Should not be here,” he rumbled, taking a step toward them as they approached. A slight red glow came from behind his glasses. Apparently they were more than they appeared. “Return to the camp site. Pyramid off limits.”

      “No it isn’t,” Sheila said, moving around him, toward the doorway. He stepped into her path, raising a hand to stop her. Sheila batted his hand aside, taking a step backward. “Don’t touch me. I’m going inside. So is Bridget. You might be able to stop one of us, but not both. Not unless you’re willing to shoot us. Are you?”

      Yuri looked decidedly uncomfortable, raising a hand to adjust his glasses as he considered the answer. “Is dangerous inside. Why go?”

      “Because our friends’ bodies are down there, discarded like garbage. Steve and Blair deserve better than that. They deserve a funeral,” Bridget interrupted, stepping up to join Sheila. She thrust a finger up at Yuri. “If you want to run back and tell Jordan, go right ahead. We’ll be inside, but unless you’re going to physically restrain us, you can’t stop us. We know this is a signal dead zone, so it’s not like you can use a radio.” Bridget plunged past him into the darkness, leaving the bemused soldier in her wake. Sheila smiled grimly and followed.

      “Wait,” Yuri called. Sheila paused, turning to face the man. “Ten minutes. Get down, find bodies, come back. Smith was good man. You’re right. Deserved better.” Maybe he was human after all.

      The air was slightly warmer inside, making the hair stand up on Sheila’s arms for some reason. Something was different. The air was charged, like the night sky just before a bolt of lightning, or just after. What did it mean? She considered asking Bridget, but anger kept the words firmly lodged in her throat.

      “You hate me, don’t you?” Bridget asked, bracing as if she were expecting a blow as they advanced up the corridor. Their footsteps echoed dully around them, the only sounds as Sheila considered her reply.

      “Yes. I hated you before, and I hate you more now that he’s dead,” she admitted, eyeing the shorter woman’s silhouette in the shadows cast by the headlamp. Bridget winced. Good. “Does that surprise you? Do you even know why?”

      “I can guess.”

      “Then guess. I want to hear it from you,” Sheila demanded, burying her grief in anger.

      “You always liked Blair. I mean romantically,” Bridget whispered, hair screening her face. It was an image the men loved.

      “God, no. You couldn’t have it more backward. I had a thing for Steve, especially in the beginning. You remember how confident he was, how he kept court in the lecture hall during lunch,” Sheila said slowly, to keep the anger in check. “When you chose Blair, I figured I had a shot. We actually started to get close for a while there, spent a lot of time together.”

      “Then I ruined that, just like I do everything else.”

      “Yeah, you did. Good thing for me, though. I guess I dodged a bullet. I had no idea what Steve was really like,” Sheila said. She wasn’t going to sugar coat this. “I still remember when you had the affair. You two did it right under his nose. He was the very last to know. Why, Bridget? Blair wasn’t enough for you?”

      “You have no idea what it was like,” Bridget said, meeting Sheila’s gaze with a sudden ferocity. She paused, headlamp casting odd shadows in the corridor. “He was completely wrapped up in his work. He didn’t come to bed. I barely saw him for months. Steve was there. Whatever I needed, he dropped his work to make it happen. One day…well, it just sort of happened.”

      “Happened to destroy Blair,” Sheila barked, starting down the corridor again. Bridget could come or not; she didn’t care. “He was never the same. You know you’re the reason he quit fieldwork, right? And that he hasn’t been in a long-term relationship since?”

      “I didn’t,” Bridget answered, sudden fire apparently sapped by guilt.

      “You broke his heart and took away his best friend in a single day. What did you think was going to happen? Then you show up here and start fawning over him, acting like Steve is dead. Did you really think you could have them both? God, what the hell is wrong with you?” Sheila said, finally having an outlet for the anger that had been building for three years. “What did you think your flirting with Blair would do? Did you even stop to think how it might affect him? Or Steve?”

      “You’re right. I’m a horrible person,” Bridget said so softly the soft wind whistling through the tunnel nearly stole the words. “I never meant for any of it to happen like it did. I loved them both, you know. I feel like I’ve lost them.”

      “You didn’t deserve either of them, you miserable bitch,” Sheila hissed. She was lashing out, but damn if the woman didn’t deserve it.

      “Don’t you think I know that? Blair only came on the dig because I asked him to. He’s dead because of me, Sheila. I killed him as much as anything in that pyramid,” Bridget said, voice cracking as tears blazed a trail down her dust-caked cheeks. She sagged to her knees in the middle of the corridor, sobs wracking the tiny woman.

      Sheila couldn’t explain why she did what she did next, but she sank to her knees and gathered Bridget into her arms. She let Bridget sob into her shoulder, and before she knew it, she was crying too. They poured out their grief in a cathartic release, trembling and crying as they clung to each other. Somehow it bridged the gap between them, beginning the healing that might mend their friendship.

      It made Sheila vulnerable, and she almost confessed her secret to Bridget, that a disease was eating away at her. Every day the HIV made it harder to get out of bed.

      The moment was broken as a feral and panicked shriek echoed up from the bowels of the pyramid. The sound rolled down her spine with icy fingers, reaching into the primitive animal that ruled all mankind. Run, it said. Run fast and far, and do not look back.

      “What was that?” Bridget asked. They pulled away from each other, touching gazes under the thin illumination of the headlamps.

      “It must have been Steve. We should go see if he’s okay…” Sheila trailed off as a bestial howl rolled up from the depths. It was raw and visceral, like that of a wolf circling its prey, only much, much deeper. As if it were coming from the throat of a considerably larger creature.

      “Run,” Bridget screeched, lurching back the way they’d come. She stumbled, head careening into the wall. Bridget’s headlamp clattered to the stone, casting crazy shadows as she scrambled back up the corridor.

      Sheila froze. She wanted to follow, but she couldn’t move. Some corner of her mind cataloged and labeled the emotional response. Her brain’s limbic system was cutting off the flow of blood to her pre-frontal cortex. Her animal instinct had taken control and was tending to her survival. It knew that if she moved, she might advertise her presence. But Sheila knew it was wrong. She had to move.

      Her breath came in shallow gasps, and she began to tremble. Something was moving down in the darkness, in the central chamber. She’d been in enough tombs to sense such things, to feel the flow of the air. The thing was moving quickly. Sheila scanned her immediate surroundings with her headlamp. The walls were lined with large statues, anthropomorphic gods from a bygone age. It was her only chance.

      She dove at the wall, huddling beneath the protective arms of a statue. Her trembling hand rose of its own accord, switching off the headlamp and plunging the corridor into near darkness. All that remained was Bridget’s discarded headlamp some twenty feet closer to the exit. The lamp cast a steady beam of light against the wall next to it, creating a puddle of illumination.

      Something clicked against stone with a steady cadence, tapping its way closer. Movement. A massive shadow flitted by her hiding place. Sheila wanted to squeeze her eyes shut, but even that small freedom was denied her by the terror. She couldn’t even breathe. The noise might be the end of her, slight as it would be. With the grace of a predator the shadow landed near the headlamp.

      It had to be eight feet tall. Its frame was heavily muscled and thick with dark fur. An alarming mix of wolf and man shaped its head, adorned with an elongated snout but clearly human eyes. A word existed to describe such a creature, but her mind refused to allow it. This wasn’t a movie.

      The creature picked up the headlamp, examining it with terrible purpose. It seemed puzzled by the light, shining it up and down the hallway. The beam splashed within a few inches of Sheila’s right foot. She shrank in on herself, becoming a part of the wall. Lack of oxygen was making her lightheaded, but she didn’t dare breathe.

      The beast stared in her direction, scanning the darkness, searching. Its grey fur made it eerily similar to the Egyptian god Wepwawet Blair had mentioned, the wolf-headed warrior son of Anubis. But this was far, far more terrifying than any hieroglyph or statue. The blood and gore slicking its neck and chest gave voice to that fact.

      The audible click of the headlamp’s switch being flipped ushered the hallway into sudden darkness. Heavy breathing broke the silence, broken by a few huffs as the creature sought a scent—her scent. How much longer could she hold her breath?
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      The beast stirred from the sleep of ages, reborn into a time far removed from its own. It rose gracefully on powerful legs, uncurling fur-covered limbs corded with muscle. Clawed fingers flexed experimentally as it tested its new body. This vessel was suffused with power, far more than it should have contained this early in the cycle. That could only mean that its host had lingered near a source.

      The beast was aware of the host’s consciousness, fluttering like a trapped bird. It would grow stronger with time, but for now the beast's control was total. It had the freedom to accomplish the tasks for which it had been created, uninterrupted by whatever morals or confusion its host might be afflicted with.

      A careful survey of its surroundings revealed the Mother’s rejuvenation chamber. It was in many ways the very heart of the Ark. Her slumbering form was still shielded by the rejuvenator, which emitted wave after wave of energy from the array of gems scattered across its surface. The beast basked in their glow for several minutes, filling its reserves until its fur nearly glowed. It had no idea how abundant such energy would be outside the Ark, so every scrap could be vital.

      The beast raised its muzzle, drinking in a dozen interwoven scents through wet, black nostrils. Unblooded had been here recently, perhaps a half dozen in total. One scent overpowered the others, thick and pungent. It was masculine but sickly. That would make sense if the fool had been in the antechamber for any length of time. The energy here was many times more intense than the trickle provided by the moon. An unblooded would die in a matter of weeks from prolonged exposure.

      The beast stalked through the doorway into the much larger antechamber, padding silently past the dormant obelisks despite its incredible size. Such grace came naturally, a gift from its creator. The room was cloaked in shadow, but the beast's keen vision spotted a huddled form in the far corner. This wretch was the source of the stench. The fool’s hands and feet were bound. Had it been left as a sacrifice? That seemed unlikely. The beast flexed both hands. It unlimbered claws that itched to rend.

      “Blair?” a scratchy voice called. The beast plucked the word from the sheaf of memories fluttering through its host’s imprisoned consciousness. The word was significant. It was the host’s name. Perhaps the limp form was a friend or colleague of the host. Not that it mattered. The pathetic mortal was in the final throws of energy sickness, mere hours from an agonizing death. “Is t-that you? Have you seen the inner chamber? It’s wonderful. The Mother, she’s beautiful…so beautiful. We must wake her…”

      The beast rose to its full height, looming over the pitiful wretch. The man’s gaze cleared like the sky after a storm as he twisted in his bonds to stare up at the instrument of his execution. In a moment of lucidity, he seemed to realize exactly what he was looking at. The light of understanding filled his gaze.

      “Champion,” he whispered, wiggling into a prostrated position. He pressed his forehead to the cool marble floor. “I am ready for the sacrifice. Judge me.”

      Interesting. The beast had not expected any supplicants. How was such a thing possible? It considered for long moments, squatting next to the sacrifice. If this poor fool had lingered near the Mother for any length of time, her mind could have imparted memories. She was that strong. That must be it.

      It was a pity there weren’t more like him, but the beast hadn’t expected there to be. That would have been far too easy. No, he would have to hunt them. He would find their villages even if they were buried in the heart of the jungles choking much of this continent. Then he would blaze through them in a raging inferno. They would resist, of course, but that would merely hone long-dormant skills in preparation for the true battle.

      The beast seized the man by the neck, claws sinking into his soft flesh. Hot, coppery blood rained to the floor as he hefted the supplicant. The beast’s mouth filled with saliva. It hungered. The man let out an ear-piercing shriek that echoed through the chamber. Apparently, his faith was a flimsy thing in the face of pain.

      The beast lunged for the man’s throat, ending the tortured shriek. It bathed in the sweet, tangy blood as it tore loose head and spine. The limp form slumped to the ground, blessedly silent. The beast let out a low howl of victory, reveling in the coming slaughter. Then it fed for the first time.
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      “Commander,” Yuri panted, skidding up to the pavilion in a shower of dust. His chest heaved under his bulky black Kevlar vest, but he didn’t let that delay his report. “Yuri disobeyed orders. Allowed Sheila and Bridget to enter pyramid.”

      “You let them in?” Jordan growled, rising from his perch on the edge of a large black crate. He set his tablet down, forgetting a half-written message to the Director. “You had strict orders. No one inside without my direct authorization.”

      “Is true, but Yuri ordered not to use force against noncoms. Women go inside unless Yuri stop. Besides, they wish to retrieve Smith. What they do is right. Smith deserves burial,” Yuri said, snapping to attention. He wasn’t offering excuses, just reporting the facts. He knew he’d be punished, but he reported his own crime anyway. The man had such an odd sense of honor.

      Jordan would probably be forced to mete out something unpleasant since a direct order had been disobeyed. That would come later. For now he had to recover those women. “How long ago?”

      “Four minutes, twenty-four seconds,” Yuri answered. His breathing had eased, but his pale face was slick with sweat.

      Jordan considered the best tactical response. They had no idea how Smith had died or what potential risks had been unleashed. He didn’t believe in curses, but he did worry about a virus or disease that modern humans had no resistance to. It was unlikely, but if he was wrong, the cost could be more lives than he’d be able to overcome losing and still sleep at night.

      Going back in presented the significant risk of spreading a contagion. Should he write the women off? He stowed the human drive to protect, forcing himself to consider only logic. They were experts in their field, and that made them the best chance of learning more about this place. Losing such skilled assets would be painful, but replacements could be found.

      “Commander, what’s going on?” Alejandro asked from his tense perch in one of the folding chairs at the neighboring pavilion.

      “Sheila and Bridget went back inside the structure,” he admitted. No sense hiding the facts. “We’re going to quarantine them there. No one else will be allowed to enter or exit until Mohn’s science team arrives.”

      “And how long will that be?” Dr. Roberts demanded. He rose from the chair next to Alejandro’s, crossing to Jordan’s pavilion like he was spoiling for a fight.

      “I’m going to guess tomorrow afternoon sometime. They’ll arrive by chopper. It will be a team with hazmat suits to scan every inch of that chamber. A field lab will be constructed on-site, and they’ll begin processing data within hours,” Jordan replied, rising and taking a single step toward Roberts. He loomed over the stubborn geologist, but the man didn’t seem deterred.

      “How many of us will be dead by then? We don’t even know what killed Blair…or what’s going on with Bridget and Sheila. We should be sending your men and their guns down to find them, not sitting here waiting for them to die.” He met Jordan’s gaze.

      The commander had seen this sort of defiance before. It wasn’t going to be quieted short of violence, but he had to try.

      “Heeeeelp!” A woman’s shriek echoed through the ravine. Bridget. Jordan spun to face the pyramid. There was only one thing he knew of that could evoke that kind of terror. That thing had come back, or there was another one in the pyramid.

      “Yuri, get the men set up with the heavy ordnance. I want the western side of the pyramid under lockdown. If it isn’t our girls, and it moves, I want it dead,” he ordered. Yuri snapped a salute, sprinting off toward the soldiers’ camp.

      Jordan crossed the pavilion to a long black case he’d hoped that he wouldn’t have to open. He knelt, using his thumb on the scanner set into the front of the black plastic. It snapped open, rising of its own accord. He reached for the pieces within, assembling the rifle he’d acquired in Panama with practiced ease. Assembly took only moments, but for Jordan an eternity had passed before he slipped the strap over his shoulder and slammed the clip home.

      The sniper rifle had been modeled after an old-school Barrette, but it was newer, sleeker, and—most importantly—it was automatic. It was far larger than the modified M4s the rest of the squad would be using. That made it worthless at close range, but it might let him get the drop on this thing.

      “What about us, Commander?” Roberts asked. Some of the fire had gone out of him, but his stance was defiant.

      “You and Alejandro head east. Get at least a hundred yards from camp and hide in the boulders,” he ordered, pulling his sidearm from its holster. He offered it grip first to Alejandro. “Take this. It’s a .457 so you’ll need to hold it with both hands when you fire it. All you have to do is flip the safety, point, and pull the trigger. Can you do that?”

      “I can do that.” Alejandro nodded, taking the pistol gingerly in both hands. “It’s heavy.”

      “Dr. Roberts…” Jordan said, reaching for the 9mm he kept tucked into his boot.

      “I’ve never fired a gun in my life, and I’m not about to start now. She could simply have encountered a spider for all we know. You’re overreacting,” he replied, crossing his arms and leaning against a crate.

      A low, deep howl echoed from the depths of the pyramid and up the ravine. It was otherworldly. Terrifying. Jordan had heard something similar in Alaska, but this was deeper and more primal.

      “Run. Now!” he barked, giving Roberts a little shove. The man rounded on him, about to protest. Jordan cut him off. “Didn’t you fucking hear me? Move. Fucking MOVE.”

      Alejandro was already in motion, eating up ground like a rabbit fleeing a fox. Dr. Roberts watched him go, and then turned and lumbered into a run as well. That was the best Jordan could do for them right now. His priority was downing that werewolf. More than just their lives could depend on it.

      Jordan cradled the heavy rifle, sprinting into the dusk. The moon hadn’t risen yet, but he could already make out the faint glow on the horizon. He hoped it wouldn’t make the thing stronger. He circled wide around the structure’s southern face. Going this way would take longer, but he didn’t want to risk getting close. He’d seen how quickly that thing could move, and if it got the drop on him, he was done. That meant more than his life. If his team couldn’t bring the beast down, the thing could kill with impunity. The village of Villa Milagros was just a few miles north.

      “Deploying now, Commander,” Yuri’s voice crackled over the com. “In position, forty seconds.”

      Bridget’s petite form burst from the darkness just as Jordan rounded the southwest corner. She staggered forward a few paces, and then her ankle folded and she spilled into a dirt mound. She tried to struggle to her feet but wasn’t making any real progress. Exhausted from her flight out of the pyramid, she was helpless.

      Jordan’s training took over. He dropped to one knee and set the rifle’s stock against his shoulder. He sighted down the scope, hoping Mohn’s toy had a way to track the werewolf. Night vision revealed nothing. The shot was going to be hard at this range. He wished he had another hundred yards between him and the target, but he’d just have to trust his reflexes.

      “Come on, you bastard,” he muttered, conscious of Bridget’s flailing as she sought to regain her feet. He considered the options for a split second, weighing her usefulness as bait against the risk to an entire village. He didn’t have a choice. She was expendable.

      Something large blurred into the scope’s field of view and then out again before he could squeeze the trigger. The creature was just too fast. His scope didn’t catch up to the beast until it paused, looming over Bridget’s cowering form like some avenging god. He didn’t waste time wondering what it was. The creature had a discernible anatomy. That was a head. He bet it needed that.

      Jordan’s finger slid over the trigger, already depressing it when his brain registered what he was seeing. The beast lunged so swiftly that his finger couldn’t complete its arc in time. Blood fountained as Bridget’s shrieks were finally silenced. BaDOOOM. A foot-long streak of white tore a line through the side of the beast's silver head, lifting the entire creature and launching it into the darkness in a spray of gore. The beast didn’t rise.

      Was it dead? He didn’t know. He could try approaching and helping Bridget. He didn’t like leaving her out there, but even at this distance, he knew she was beyond saving. The lowlight vision revealed a slowly spreading pool underneath her, and her neck was bent at an unnatural angle. He swung the scope back into alignment with the patch of shadow where the beast had fallen.

      “You can’t be fucking serious,” Jordan said, refusing to accept what he was seeing.

      The beast was back on its feet, form half revealed by the moonlight. Its head was completely whole. There was no sign of a wound other than a smattering of blood on the creature’s fur. Even more alarming were the thing’s eyes. They were human, glittering with intelligence as the beast searched the darkness for threats. It was looking for him. Methodically, like a trained soldier.

      Jordan centered his sights on the creature’s thick torso. He had no idea if the beast could even be killed, but killing it was his only hope of saving his team and the villagers. He needed to do massive damage to this thing. Jordan stroked the trigger, sending a gout of flame from the muzzle and a boom through the ravine. The bullet punched through the creature’s torso, inflicting damage no living creature should survive. Most of its internal organs should have become pulp. But it didn’t fall.

      The beast's gaze locked on him. He’d given away his position with the muzzle flare, and the creature had instantly capitalized on that. Jordan stroked the trigger again, but the beast flashed upwards and the shot splintered marble instead. The animal bounded out of sight, disappearing up the same trail they’d taken down into the ravine.

      “Yuri, fall back to the jeeps. That thing is getting away,” he said into the com. His voice was calm in spite of his pounding heart.

      “Acknowledge,” Yuri said. Jordan watched the four men who’d been skulking through the shadows to his west pivot and head back to base camp.

      “Also, set up the sat link. The Director needs to know just how screwed we are.”
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      “It hurts, Dr. Liz,” Emilie whispered, a single tear sliding down the child’s cheek. She used the back of her free hand to hurriedly wipe it away, as if embarrassed by the sign of weakness. It was a sobering action for a six-year-old. They grew up so fast here.

      “I know,” Liz said, deftly severing the stitch’s loose end, though she’d never done anything like this as recently as a few months ago. She reached for a cotton swab and dabbed it with alcohol before returning to the child’s wound. Emilie would have a scar, but that was a small price to pay. She could have lost the finger. “We’re almost done. Just a little bit more, and you can go home. You’ve been so brave. I’m very proud of you.”

      Liz dabbed the wound, drawing a wince from the child. Emilie’s lips were tightly drawn, but she didn’t complain as Liz finished cleaning the wound. Liz wrapped the hand in clean gauze, hoping the child wouldn’t go digging in the fields for a few days. She’d have to speak with Emilie’s mother, though she doubted it would do any good. Harvest was coming, and the family needed every hand, even the wounded ones.

      “There we go. All finished.” She tousled the child’s hair. “Tell your mother I’d like to speak to her, all right? She can—”

      “Dr. Liz?” a male voice called from the street outside. The bell above the door chimed as Rafael entered the clinic. “Jefe says he needs you right away. Very important. He says come now.”

      “Did he say why?” she asked, removing her latex gloves and dropping them into the waste bin. She hated the residue they left behind. The white powder made her feel like some nerdy doctor, which, regardless of the title they gave her, couldn’t be further from the truth. She slipped on her prescription sunglasses. Her regular ones had broken almost three months ago, but being in a remote Peruvian village made replacing them nearly impossible. At least she could see outside. During the day at least.

      “No, but he asked Rufi to gas up the jeep,” Rafael said, holding open the door for Emilie as the child darted through. “Esperanzo came down from Villa Milagros. He was white, like he seen something bad. Don’t know what. Jefe ain’t told nobody.”

      Liz followed him out to the town’s one road, muddy furrows from the rare car still drying from the storm that had passed through sometime the previous night. The black clouds blanketing the southern horizon threatened to do the same tonight. She and Rafael hurried up the side of the road. A battered Ford truck bulging with chicken cages rumbled by so close they had to press themselves flat against the adobe walls of the clinic.

      “Slow down, chupa,” Rafael yelled at the vehicle’s retreating form. He gave up with a half-hearted shake of his head. “Old fool’s going to kill someone one of these days. Michela needs to take his keys away.”

      They picked their way down the muddy road, past a dozen familiar buildings. The street was hardly crowded, but there were perhaps twenty other villagers, from old Tia to a few children chasing a soccer ball. The pace was so much slower than it was in the states, neighbors chatting and people enjoying the afternoon from battered wicker rocking chairs on porches.

      “Dr. Liz, when you gonna stop by?” Sanchez called from the back of his mule on the far side of the street. His grey hair fluttered in the wind like an overgrown hedge as he delivered a gap-toothed smile. “You can try my tequila. Best in Peru.”

      “She’s not interested in your tequila, or anything else you’ve got,” Rafael said, interposing himself between Liz and the skinny old man. “Jefe needs her right away. We got business, you old letch.”

      “What kind of business?” Sanchez asked, jerking the reins of his mule to get it to slow. The mule had other ideas. It kept plodding down the road, unconcerned with its master’s insistence on turning it around.

      Liz couldn’t help but chuckle as they quickened their pace and left the old man behind. He was one of the reasons she loved Villa Consuelo. Everyone here had such personality, and they all knew each other. This place painted life back in the states with an impersonal brush. In the states, you could feel like you were alone even when surrounded by people. This was community.

      They passed Luca’s Café, the town’s only restaurant and the last structure before the north road. Jefe was waiting in the jeep. He wore his signature uniform, a pair of faded blue jeans and a black leather jacket. His salt-and-pepper hair was slicked back, reminding Liz of The Fonz, from that old show Happy Days.

      “Liz. Get in, please. We have much to discuss. Rafael, go down to the station and tell them I want a patrol sent north. Turn back anyone heading up to Villa Milagros. No access. Tell them it’s quarantined,” Jefe commanded. She’d never met someone with such a confident air. His demeanor was something the entire village relied on. He was part mayor, part police chief.

      “Yes, Jefe,” Rafael replied with a quick bob of his head. He hurried back into town at a fast walk while Liz slid into the passenger side of the battered jeep. The door gave a groan of protest as it slammed shut, spattering her white shirt with mud.

      “Great.” Liz flicked off what dirt she could.

      “You’ve heard I served in Desert Storm, right?” he asked as the jeep lurched up the dirt track. The locals called it a road, but Liz disagreed. Roads were paved. This was more like a goat trail, and calling it that was being generous. It jounced them about like a horse trying to shake its rider.

      “Yes, I’d heard that,” she called back, over the roar of the engine. Jefe hadn’t ever discussed his past with her. Something big must be going on for him to let his guard down even this much. “Is that why your English is so good?”

      “It is,” he admitted, resting a commanding gaze on her before shifting back to the road. “I saw a lot of really bad things there, things I won’t ever talk about. This is worse. I must ask your forgiveness for showing you this horror, but I don’t have any idea what killed these people. I need you to tell me what did this.”

      “Killed?” Liz repeated, numb from the weight of the words. Her hair whipped in the wind as the jeep reached an alarming pace. “People are dead? How many? How did they die?”

      “All of them. Except one,” Jefe replied flatly. The man was stone, as unconcerned by the hazardous drive as he was by the murders. “He’s still alive, and we don’t know why. We haven’t been able to wake him. I’m hoping you can, because if you can’t I’m not sure we’ll ever know what happened. I think he’s an American, maybe European. Blond hair.”

      “What can you tell me? Is it sickness?” she asked, unaware of any disease that could wipe out an entire village in so short a time, unless some sort of chemical warfare was involved.

      “No, not sickness.”

      “But you told Rafael that Milagros is quarantined,” she said. The jeep ground over a steep rise, nearly toppling backward. Jefe just kept driving.

      “Because I don’t want anyone seeing what really happened. These people were murdered, Liz. Violently,” he explained. His tone was as dispassionate as if he were counting bushels of corn.

      “By who?” she asked so softly she wasn’t sure if he heard. The jeep jounced another fifty paces before he finally answered.

      “No by who. By what,” he said, gunning the engine. The muffler belched a cloud of acrid exhaust as it labored up the trail, burning her eyes. “It looks like some sort of animal, like a bear or a lion.”

      “But we don’t have either here. There isn’t anything capable of killing a man, let alone an entire village. There isn’t even a zoo for a couple hundred miles,” she replied, her mind working furiously to conjure something that could have killed so many.

      “You begin to see why I brought you. Nothing I’ve ever heard of could do something like this,” Jefe said, shifting into a low gear as the jeep angled up a slope no sane man would attempt to drive over. She clenched her eyes shut, gripping the seat for all she was worth. This was the spot Liz hated the most on the road to Milagros. “If it is an animal, then we must find and kill it. If it is a man, then we must find him, though I do not see how such a thing could be possible. No man could do this, no matter how evil.”

      They fell into silence as the jeep lumbered up the hill, dense foliage pressing the trail from both sides. A cloud of green macaws burst from one of the trees, winging their way north in a riot of noise and color. The birds were beautiful in a way she knew she’d never find back home in California. She wished she could share the sight with Trevor. He was so serious most of the time, but she knew the flock would have brought out one of her brother’s boyish grins.

      “We’re nearly there,” Jefe said, rather unnecessarily. She could clearly see the ramshackle houses in the distance. Villa Milagros was even more poverty stricken than Villa Consuelo, and she always had a difficult time coming up here.

      Normally both parents and children would be in the cornfields by now, weeding and pruning to ensure the best harvest possible. The rows of corn on three sides of the little town stood empty, untroubled save for the slight summer breeze. There was no sign of anyone moving between the homes, in and out of the town’s shops, or even around the bar. Marta’s little Honda Civic was parked outside her house, and Sandoval’s tractor stood idle next to his field. Until she got closer, Liz thought the place looked deserted. Then she saw the shattered doors hanging in frames, the spatters of blood on dirty windows. There were furrows in the mud where something heavy had been dragged.

      Jefe parked the jeep just outside town, close enough to see where the carnage had apparently taken place but far enough away to not smell the blood. It was still closer than Liz would like, and she was thankful that the breeze was coming from the south, blocking whatever unwelcome odors filled the town. No longer caring about the mud spattering her t-shirt, she exited the vehicle. Mud seemed so trivial in light of the tragedy that had befallen these people.

      “Gonzalez has been gathering the bodies into a grave,” Jefe said, his voice subdued for once. He started up the road, pausing long enough for her to catch up. “I’d like you to examine them before they are buried. Just to see if you can identify the wounds. Then we will take you to the survivor and see if you can wake him.”

      The pair walked in silence as they navigated the dirt road through the town. Like Villa Consuelo, the town only had one road, so they passed every house and business as they walked. All had been damaged. Doors kicked in or a window shattered. A few had bullet holes, though those were rare. Who had been shooting? And at what?

      “Over here,” Jefe said, leaving the road to pass through rows of corn.

      Liz followed, growing increasingly nervous about what horror might lie waiting. She’d seen a dead body once, but the woman had died in her sleep. It wasn’t at all the same thing. She steeled herself as they finally left the corn, emerging near the clearing the village used as a graveyard. Gonzalez stood shirtless in a hole that came to his waist, shoulders flexing as he heaved another shovelful of dirt from the mass grave he was digging.

      Next to him lay neatly stacked bodies, dozens of them. Men, women, and children. All were covered in blood. Some were missing a limb, others a head. A few had been torn entirely in half. Most had been partially eaten. The gore was more than Liz could take, and she dropped to her knees, retching the remains of her breakfast onto the damp soil.

      “Take your time, Liz,” Jefe said, resting a calloused hand on her shoulder. “I am sorry you have to see this, but we must know what caused these wounds.”

      Liz wiped her mouth with the back of a hand and wobbled to her feet. She approached the stack of bodies, which had already attracted a thick carpet of flies. The corpses stank, cloying and acrid at the same time. She knelt next to one of the bodies, a partially eaten man.

      “Jesus, I need a cigarette. You know I’m not a real doctor, right? Everything I know about forensics comes from TV shows,” she admitted, when she could finally speak.

      “I know. You’re all we have, Liz.”

      “I’ll do what I can. I’m guessing the jaw is canine, from this bite,” she said, voice quavering but as steady as she could make it. “I don’t see any obvious claw marks, not the sort you’d expect from a great cat. It might be a bear, but the wounds are the wrong shape for that. This is like a dog attack. Or a wolf, maybe. Something with a muzzle.”

      “If it was, then it must have been a really big dog,” Gonzalez said, pausing to wipe sweat from his forehead. He didn’t meet Liz’s gaze.

      “So, a dog then. Perhaps a mastiff or a large pit bull?” Jefe asked.

      “Maybe, but I doubt it. Look at this. The arm has been crushed, like in a vice. This thing must have had one hell of a grip,” Liz said, strangely fascinated by the carnage. What had attacked these people?

      “Is there anything else you can tell us?” Jefe asked, placid calm back in place.

      “No, not without a real autopsy. That’s not something I’m qualified to perform, anyway.”

      “Very well,” Jefe said, moving to the far side of the grave. He squatted near the base of an enormous sycamore tree, its wide canopy providing the only shelter from the sweltering sun. “Come and take a look at this. I have never seen the like.”

      Liz followed Jefe, picking a trail through the thick mud. She knelt next to the area he’d indicated, understanding immediately why he wanted her opinion. The track was far too large to be that of a wolf or a dog. It might even be too large to have been a bear, but she suspected the markings might be around the right size for a grizzly. The shape was all wrong, though.

      “What do you think?” Jefe asked after allowing her to study the track.

      “From the size, I want to say it’s a bear, but the track is too long. It’s more what I’d expect to see of a primate, like a gorilla,” she mused, picking up a stick that had fallen from the sycamore. She used it to illustrate as she spoke. “But see the front end of the foot? It has four pads just like a dog. I have no idea what it is. Maybe we can take a picture and send it on to the university at Cajamarca?”

      “I’ll get my camera from the jeep, but first we have business to attend to,” Jefe said, rising to his feet. “It’s time to wake the survivor and see what he knows.”
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      Blair returned to consciousness by degrees. His own deep, sure breaths were the first things he latched onto. They felt so different from the ragged gasps he last remembered. Then came his heartbeat, strong and steady. He shivered, eyes opening as he remembered his heart stopping. It was the last thing he remembered. Should have been the final thing he remembered. Dying.

      He raised his head and examined his surroundings. That was something else he shouldn’t be able to do. Where were his glasses? He was all but blind without them, or at least he should have been. Yet he wasn’t blind. He could see with a clarity not even his glasses had afforded him. Details leapt out at him: the rust spots on the metal counter, the worn plastic of the four chairs arrayed near the door, the faded lettering on the stoppered bottles in the wooden cabinet across the room. Penicillin. This place must be a clinic.

      A detached part of his mind guessed that the team had flown him to a hospital, but the rest was latching onto the obvious. Not only was he alive, but he’d also been changed. Changed by whatever had happened with the statue. The incident paralleled a number of bad movies, really. The mousy scholar inherits super powers from a long-dead alien race, or in this case, a vanished culture.

      Blair looked down and realized that he was naked save for a thin white sheet. Well, not quite naked. There was a handcuff around his right wrist, and it was chained to the bed’s ancient metal frame. What the hell? That wasn’t all he noticed. His carefully cultivated wine gut was gone, replaced by abs Hugh Jackman would envy. Prehistoric Aliens—even better than the gym.

      It is part of the change, Ka-Dun.

      He froze, unable to process the voice that had just echoed in his own head. It was deep. Powerful. And it could hear his thoughts. Before he could answer, his neck whipped around, toward a new sound.

      “He is inside. Doesn't seem hurt, but he won’t wake up,” a gruff voice said from outside the warped wooden door in the front of the small clinic. Footsteps were approaching, thundering in his ears. Three distinct sets—two heavier and one, either a woman or a child, lighter.

      “It could be a concussion. Head wounds sometimes cause trauma, and if there’s swelling in the brain, it could prevent him from waking up,” came a muffled female voice. Was that a Californian accent?

      The door groaned open, the top hinge very nearly pulling free from the wall as it did so. The breeze that accompanied it made Blair aware of just how stifling the room was. He was drenched in sweat. He relaxed, feigning sleep while watching the door’s warped reflection on the metal cabinets beneath the counter.

      Two blurry figures entered the room while a third cast a shadow across the doorway from somewhere outside. The first wore a leather jacket and was definitely tall. His companion was a shorter woman with long copper hair. He couldn’t make out much from the reflection, but tan shorts exposed long, creamy legs.

      “We think the killing happened last night. Gonzalez found the bodies this morning, and this man was unconscious, covered in blood. Gonzalez cuffed him to the bed in case he goes crazy when he wakes up,” the man explained. Who the hell were these people? And why were they worried he might go crazy?

      “He’s already awake,” the woman said, circling the bed. She kept carefully out of his reach. “His back is too tense, and I can see him watching our reflection in that metal cabinet.”

      Blair rolled over slowly. No sense in hiding anymore. He pulled his knees to the kind of chest he’d always envied, stifling questions as he took a better look at the pair. The woman’s hair fell just past her shoulders, and she wore the sort of large sunglasses Audrey Hepburn had made famous. She had a mud-spattered t-shirt and khakis that revealed shapely legs. Very shapely.

      Her companion had slicked-back hair and eyes like flint. His gaze seized Blair, weighing him on some invisible scale as he took slow steps toward the bed. Blair could glean nothing from the man’s expression, but the way his hand rested on the gun belted to his side spoke volumes.

      “Who are you?” the man asked, looming over the bed. His breath stank of tobacco.

      “Who are you?” Blair growled back, taken aback by a surge of anger. His shoulders squared almost of their own accord, and he held the man’s gaze without flinching. “Where am I? Why am I cuffed to a bed? And why the hell am I naked?”

      Silence grew. The man reached into his jacket and withdrew a pack of cigarettes. He offered one to the woman, who seemed on the verge of taking one before finally shaking her head. The man turned back to Blair.

      “Most interesting. You are angry and confused by your predicament. And why not? You awake naked and chained to a bed. Not a position to envy,” the man drawled, tapping the pack against his palm. “We, too, have a predicament. We are distraught over the slaughter of this entire village. Let us put emotions aside and try to reason this out. Why don’t we begin with names? I am called Jefe. This is Dr. Liz. The man you can’t see outside is Gonzalez. And now it is your turn.”

      “All right, I can be reasonable. My name is Blair Smith. Professor Blair Smith,” he said. He emphasized the title Jordan had given him, thinking it might make him sound more legitimate than a teacher at a junior college. And right now, he needed any credibility he could muster. He was acutely aware of his nakedness. It was unsettling. It made him feel trapped. Anxious.

      “Very well, Professor Blair Smith,” Jefe continued, dragging a plastic chair toward the bed and turning it to face Blair. He slouched down into it, slipping out of his leather jacket and allowing it to wrap over the back of the chair. The pack of cigarettes was still clutched in one hand. “Why don’t you tell me what you remember last?”

      The woman he’d identified as Liz pulled up a chair of her own, though she kept it much further from the bed. He didn’t blame her for being cautious. Naked American teachers were probably a pretty rare sight.

      “I was at a dig site up in the mountains, someplace called Cajamarca. There’s a pyramid there. A very old pyramid,” he said, fumbling through the fog in search of memories. “We found a way into the inner chamber, but the door was trapped. I was poisoned, I think. I thought I was dead.”

      “You had companions with you? People that can verify this dig site?” Jefe asked, posture straightening as his gaze intensified. Blair got the sense that his next words were very important.

      “I had a team with me, but I don’t know where they are. I guess it’s possible they could have brought me here for treatment,” Blair reasoned, glancing at the doctor. He couldn’t read her with those sunglasses on. “You know, you probably know more than I do. Why am I cuffed? And what was the point of taking my clothes?”

      “You were naked when we found you,” Jefe said, finally tapping a cigarette out of the pack. He cupped the end with one hand and lit it with a lighter fished from another pocket. He took a long drag before continuing. “We cuffed you because everyone in this village is dead. Everyone except you.”

      Blair collapsed against the bed, strength deserting him even faster than Steve and Bridget had. Everyone was dead? What about Bridget? Or Sheila? Were they dead too? If they were, how had he gotten here? And what had happened to these people?

      “Look at his reaction,” Liz broke in, rising from her chair and taking a step closer to the bed. “You can see from his expression he’s as shocked as we are. He doesn’t know anything.”

      “Maybe,” Jefe said, blowing a lungful of smoke in Blair’s direction. “Maybe not. He could be a good liar. Or he could be crazy. What if he doesn’t remember what he did?”

      “Let’s give him a chance,” Liz demanded, staring hard at Jefe over the rim of her sunglasses. It was Blair’s first glimpse of her eyes, shockingly blue, like a patch of sky just after a storm. “Blair, we’re in the Cajamarca region of Peru. Can you describe this dig site? Where was it?”

      “It was in a ravine between these two large mountains. One of them looked like an old man with big eyebrows,” he said, doing his best to recall any other significant features. “I know the closest town was supposed to be Villa Milagros.”

      “See?” Liz said, tone challenging as she focused on Jefe. “His story checks out. He’s talking about Yanacocha. That’s just a few miles further up the mountain. There was that caravan of jeeps a few weeks back. Maybe he was with them.”

      “He could be making it up,” Jefe growled, leaning forward in his chair and skewering Blair with his gaze. “Are you lying? If you are, the truth’s going to come out. We can verify your story about the dig. If that valley’s empty, we’ll know you killed these people. If that’s the case, I won’t hesitate to execute you.”

      Sudden rage crashed over Blair. He was the one naked and chained for no reason he could see. What gave this bastard the right to sit in judgment over him?

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” Blair roared, a wave of heat surging through him. Jefe’s eyes widened, and his hand fell to the pistol holstered at his side. “You’ve got me chained to a bed against my will even though I haven’t done anything. So let me make this very clear. You will release me and let me have my clothes back.” That last part came out as a growl.

      “I will do nothing of the kind,” Jefe retorted. He’d recovered his composure, staring dispassionately at Blair. “First we will investigate your story, and then we will see what to do. Gonzalez will take the jeep up to Yanacocha. He can be back in just a few hours. That will give us plenty of time to discuss your story.”

      “Can’t we at least get him some clothing?” Liz asked, drawing Jefe’s gaze. Blair could tell the man had a soft spot for her, and it wasn’t hard to understand why.

      “I will find him something,” Jefe agreed, taking a step toward the door. “Do not get too close to him. Do not let your guard down. I know he seems innocent, but appearances can be deceiving. This man could be a killer.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Liz agreed as Jefe left the clinic. She turned to face Blair, sinking into a plastic chair and pulling it a bit closer to the bed. She was still out of reach.

      “Well, this is awkward,” Blair said after several moments of tense silence. “I’m sorry you have to be involved in this. Though, honestly, I’m not sure what ‘this’ is. I can’t even imagine how I ended up here.”

      “You don’t remember anything? About coming here?” she asked, moving to one of the chrome drawers. She opened it and removed a wad of bandages. She moved to the bed, eyeing him warily as she began to roll it around his chest. He glanced down, noticing a six-inch slash that had already scabbed over. The edges were an angry red, though it didn’t hurt like any infection he’d ever had. Where had that come from?

      “I…” Blair began, realizing that perhaps he did know something. Fragmented images danced just out of reach. Scenes from a nightmare. Screaming, people dying. “No, I don’t. You said those people are dead. How many? I mean I know that’s morbid, but I just…I need to know.”

      “Almost thirty,” Liz answered, still wearing those dark sunglasses. Her voice was soft, subdued. “What were you digging for? There aren’t any ruins around here.”

      “There are, actually. Ruins like you’ve never seen,” Blair said, repositioning himself on the bed in an attempt to get comfortable. The cuffs made that difficult. “The pyramid we found predates any culture on this continent by at least six thousand years. What’s more, the structure was built by an advanced civilization, one we’ve never encountered before.”

      “Next you’re going to tell me about aliens,” Liz replied. He could sense the eye roll even if he couldn’t see it. She finished winding the gauze, applying a pair of butterfly clips to cinch it in place. “I hope, for your sake, you’re telling the truth. If you killed those people, the penalty here is death. Jefe won’t be shy about meting out justice. I doubt he’ll even wait to get you to Cajamarca. He’ll do it himself.”

      “If I’m the killer, he’d be right to do it,” Blair said, unable to suppress a sigh. “I know you don’t believe me, but I honestly have no idea how I got here. I’m just a teacher trying to make ends meet.”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Her tone was skeptical enough to alarm him. He had to do something.

      “Think about it,” Blair said, hoping she’d see reason. He needed an ally, however flimsy that alliance might be. “If I killed these people, why would I have stuck around? Why lay here apparently naked and covered in blood?”

      “Maybe Jefe’s right. You could be crazy.”

      “Maybe, but he said you’re a doctor, right? Use Occam’s razor. What’s the simplest explanation? Let’s examine the facts. How were these people killed?”

      “By some sort of animal,” Liz admitted, dropping back into her plastic chair now that her work was done. “I’ve never seen wounds quite like these.”

      “That alone should clear me,” Blair continued, though somewhere in the recesses of his mind fangs flashed. He remembered the taste of raw flesh, hot and wonderful. “If it was me, I must have needed some sort of weapon, right? Where is that weapon? I bet you didn’t find one. So what’s the simplest explanation?”

      “That the people here were killed by an animal. For some reason, it didn’t kill you.”

      “Good, you can see reason. Listen, I don’t know what killed these people. I don’t even know how I got here. But that’s not the real question you should be asking.”

      “What should I be asking?” Liz said, sarcasm not lost on him.

      “Where is that animal now?”
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      Sheila was too numb to be terrified, emotions wrung out of her like so much dirty dishwater. She sat atop a rock, watching the flurry of activity engulf the camp around her. None of the soldiers scurrying about paid her any mind, though they had to be aware of her. There were over two dozen now, most erecting new tents around the large jeeps that had come in just before dawn.

      A few more clustered around one of four new helicopters. Three were the larger types that had disgorged a seemingly endless supply of crates and men. The last was sleeker, smaller. It had a pair of deadly looking guns slung under short, stubby wings, and a cockpit designed to seat two.

      Yuri sat in one, wearing a headset that covered his ears alongside his ever-present sunglasses. Commander Jordan stood a few feet away, a similar headset clutched in one hand. The other held a tablet, which had been handed to him by one of the black-clad techs moving between the soldiers.

      “Commander,” one of the techs called, trotting over from a hastily erected tent. “We have the results. The DNA is a match, sir.”

      Jordan looked up slowly from the tablet. Large bags under eyes seemed to bear the weight of the world. “So, let me see if I understand this. Professor Smith rose from the dead, then killed most of the scientists?”

      “So far as we can tell, sir,” the man said, adjusting owlish glasses. He winced as the rotors on the helicopter began to spin. Slowly at first, but gradually picking up speed. “The DNA from the wounds on the bodies is a perfect match. That thing, whatever it is, used to be Smith. There’s more, sir. There’s an irregular pathogen in the saliva. We haven’t been able to identify it.”

      “Is it communicable?” Jordan asked, tensing.

      “We don’t know, sir,” the tech shrugged.

      “For the time being, we have to assume it is. Requisition whatever you need to study it and have a report on my desk in two hours. Have you gotten the satellite photos I asked for?” Jordan asked, tucking the tablet under his arm and putting on the headset.

      “Yes, sir. You’ll find them on the tablet. It’s linked to the copter’s Wi-Fi, but you may not be able to access it until you’re away from the pyramid,” the man replied, glancing uneasily at the structure.

      “Sum it up for me then,” Jordan said drily. He turned to the copter and tossed the tablet onto the rear seat. Yuri shifted slightly as it sailed by but kept his focus on the dashboard. How the Russian remained so calm, Sheila didn’t know. She envied him.

      “The citizens of Villa Milagros are all dead, sir. The bodies have been gathered into a mass grave. As of two hours ago, there was one civilian digging a grave outside and a heat signature in one of the buildings.”

      “Acknowledged,” Jordan said. He waved dismissively, and the tech trotted away.

      Jordan turned in Sheila’s direction, stalking over to her rock like a panther. He stood there for a long moment, heavy eyes studying her. “Sheila, are you all right?”

      “No,” Sheila replied, shaking her head slowly. “No, I’m not. Have you found any sign of Alejandro or Dr. Roberts?”

      “The creature caught up with them last night,” Jordan said, a brief expression of pain flitting across his features. “I’m sorry, Sheila.”

      Just like that, she became the sole survivor of the science team. Blair, dead. Steve, Bridget, dead. Now Alejandro and Roberts. Shouldn’t she feel something? Grief? Anger? She must be in shock.

      “We’re going after it,” Jordan said, reaching out to squeeze her shoulder. The gesture was oddly human coming from the man she’d thought of as a corporate robot. “It’s slaughtered a village not far from here, and it could do the same to others if we don’t stop it. We’ll be back in a few hours. Why don’t you get some sleep in the meantime?”

      “That’s a good idea,” she mumbled, dropping her gaze to hide the lie. She wasn’t sure she could ever sleep again. If she did, she knew what she’d find lurking there—those terrible eyes.

      Sheila was vaguely aware of the crunching gravel as Jordan turned and headed for the helicopter. The whirring of the rotors grew more high-pitched. She hoped he’d give that thing some payback.
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      Liz wobbled to her feet, plastic chair clattering to the floor behind her. Fear sank deep roots, cunning and insidious. The man on the bed eyed her, something unreadable in his gaze. His muscles tensed, chest and shoulders rippling as he straightened.

      She knew he was probably trying to manipulate her, but he’d spoken sense. She wasn’t a vet and didn’t know a lot about forensics, but the wounds did appear to have been inflicted by an animal. If that was the case, then it was still out there. It might even be watching them. Waiting. Stalking.

      “I have to talk to Jefe,” she said, shouldering open the stuck door and half stumbling from the stifling room. Blair said nothing as she exited.

      Jefe was ambling back toward the clinic in that nonchalant way of his, placid as a still pond despite the horrific situation. He carried a pair of jeans and a ragged white t-shirt under one arm, waving as Gonzalez’s jeep roared up the road behind him. It made for the pass above, a narrow track leading to Yanacocha, where Blair’s story could be verified.

      “He tell you anything?” Jefe called as he approached, a thin streamer of pungent smoke rising from the cigarette clutched in his right hand. Liz closed the distance before answering.

      “What if he isn’t the killer?” she asked, words jumbled together just like her thoughts. She must sound hysterical. “If an animal attacked these people, then it’s still out there. What if it comes back? You have a gun, right?”

      “Yes.” Jefe nodded, placing a calloused hand on her shoulder. “If there is a beast and it comes back, we will deal with it. But I do not believe there is one. A man killed these people, and I believe he is in that room, cuffed to the bed.”

      “What makes you think it was that guy we’ve got chained in there? Those wounds look like they were inflicted by a large predator, not a man,” she said, convinced Jefe was wrong. Blair lacked the means to do this, much less the motive. “Besides, those bodies were partially eaten. No human could have done that, especially not so quickly. These bodies are fresh. Probably from last night, or maybe yesterday.”

      “Those are interesting facts, but I have cause to believe it was the work of this man. Walk with me and I will show you,” he said, guiding her up the road and toward a cluster of ramshackle houses. Each stood atop short stilts to avoid the thick mud that came with the rains. The late afternoon sun made them appear forlorn, especially in the absence of their owners. “Do you see that house over there? The one with the red door?”

      “I see it,” she replied, studying the structure. It looked the same as the other houses, at least as far as she could see.

      “Look at the door,” Jefe said, eyeing her as if waiting for her to realize something obvious.

      The paint was faded and cracked, but there was nothing out of place with the door. It stood closed, looking none the worse for wear after the previous night’s attack. What was she supposed to be seeing?

      “Oh my God,” she said, looking at three other nearby doors. All had been shattered. “This door wasn’t broken. Why not? What’s different about this house?”

      “It’s the first one in the row,” Jefe explained, turning to face her. He used his forearm to wipe sweat from his forehead. “If you were to enter town from the north, this is the first house you’d encounter. If you were looking to kill everyone, you’d sneak into the first house…”

      “…But after that there would be no need to be quiet,” Liz reasoned, suddenly understanding. She approached the house with Jefe, voicing her suspicions. “If the people in the first house screamed, the rest of the village would know they were being attacked. So shattering the doors would make sense, because you’d no longer have the element of surprise.”

      “Exactly. Bravo, Dr. Liz. You would make a fine soldier,” Jefe said, giving her an affectionate smile. He approached the door and turned the handle, pushing it open slowly.

      The door creaked as it exposed the interior of the house’s single room. Blood had soaked the packed-earth floor, but the bodies had been removed. Shelves dotted the walls around an iron stove that had to be fifty years old. Most held cooking implements, though she spotted a dog-eared Bible on one of the shelves. It hadn’t saved the occupants.

      “See over here?” Jefe asked, holding open a curtain that led into the small sleeping chamber in the corner. “The attacker waited for the first person to come through the curtain. He killed them right here, then moved in to kill the others. It was too methodical to be an animal. An animal would have torn the curtain down. This was done by a man.”

      “I think you’re right,” Liz admitted, feeling nauseated. She needed to get outside.

      She pushed the door open, barely able to contain whatever was left of breakfast as she left the acrid smell of blood. She leaned forward, resting her hands on her khakis as she took slow breaths. Calm down, Liz, she admonished herself. Panicking and getting sick weren’t going to help anything. Besides, if Jefe was right, they’d already caught the killer. So what was there to worry about? They’d know soon enough, when Gonzalez returned.

      Liz glanced up the road to see if she could still spy the jeep. There. It was picking its way up a ridge most goats would avoid, nearing the top of the pass. It would be out of sight soon.

      “It is a lot to take in, I know,” Jefe said, emerging from the horrible house. “I am sorry that I had to show this to you, any of it. But you can see why I asked. Why I need your help.”

      “Yes, I can see. Bringing me was the right thing to do,” she said, still focused on the retreating jeep.

      She was completely unprepared for what happened next. As Gonzalez crept up the hill, she spotted movement on the other side of the peak. A helicopter came into view, the whup-whup-whup echoing down the mountainside. It hovered like an angry wasp, spinning to face the jeep. Then one of the massive black guns under the wings began to spin. A moment later a deafening roar filled the valley, projectiles streaking from the horrible weapon. Crack after crack thundered down at her, impossibly loud despite the distance.

      Bullets punched through the jeep, spinning it like a block kicked by a child. Gonzalez hunkered down in the driver’s seat, using the vehicle for cover. It didn’t help. More and more bullets rained down on the jeep, which careened off the trail and plummeted into the valley. Liz watched in horror as it fell, impacting on the valley floor in a ball of flame and debris. She’d known Gonzalez since the first day she’d arrived in Villa Consuelo. He had a baby goat he fed with a bottle.

      “Jefe!” she shrieked, spinning to face him. Her heart thudded heavily in her chest as she tried to get her mind around what had just happened. “Who are they? What the hell is going on?”

      “Run,” he hissed, grabbing her roughly by the shoulder and shoving her in the direction of the clinic. “I don’t know who they are, but they are here to silence us. I begin to believe there may be something up at Yanacocha. Something these people would kill to protect.”

      They ran fast and low, darting between fence posts and through front yards. Jefe reached the door to the clinic first, holding it open long enough for her to slip through before slamming it shut. Blair sat upright on the bed, whole body more tense than any spring she’d ever seen. He craned his neck, struggling to look out the window in the direction of the gunfire.

      “What’s going on?” he demanded, shifting his gaze between the two of them. “I heard gunshots. A lot of gunshots.”

      “Be quiet,” Jefe hissed, slamming the door and jumping into a crouch next to one of the windows.

      Liz crept to the window, staring out as much as the dirty glass would allow. She couldn’t see the helicopter, but its angry buzzing was growing closer.

      “What if they start shooting at us?” she asked Jefe, careful to keep her voice low.

      “Then we die,” Jefe answered, rubbing dirt from the cloudy glass. He peered outside, pulling a pistol from inside his jacket. “Those miniguns fire fifty-caliber bullets. Our only chance is that they did not see us. If they have, they will descend on this village and wipe us out. I do not know why, but they wish to silence anyone who saw whatever they found.”

      “They’re coming for me,” Blair said so softly Liz barely heard. She wasn’t sure if he was speaking to them, or just out loud. His gaze was far away. “Something happened in the inner chamber. They want to know what. And how. They’re coming for me.”

      “Who is ‘they’?” Jefe asked, voice like a whip. He left the window and dropped the full weight of his gaze on Blair.

      “Mohn Corporation,” Blair growled, eyes wild.

      “The private army? That Mohn?” Jefe asked, looking back out the window. “Then we are truly dead.”

      The whup-whup of the helicopter was directly above now. The walls shook from the wind it kicked up as the dark shape descended into their view through the dirty glass. It spun to face them, like some predator discovering cornered prey. A high-pitched hum began as the guns that had killed Gonzalez began to spin again.
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      Time slowed to a near stop, advancing frame by frame as Blair watched the helicopter’s black profile descend into view through the grimy windows. A high-pitched whirring kept terrible counterpoint with the deeper whup-whup of the rotors as the gigantic barrels set under the wings began to spin.

      He lingered in eternity. The worst part wouldn’t be his death. As far as he was concerned, he was already dead. He’d died back in the pyramid, and that made every moment after borrowed time. The same wasn’t true of Liz, or her angry companion. Neither had asked to be here, yet both were about to die because of him. Guilt, anger and shame warred within him.

      The power is there if you but take it, Ka-Dun, the strange voice said, echoing through his mind for a second time. Prepare yourself. There will be pain.

      Blair’s body went rigid. Fire flooded his limbs, liquid agony much like what he’d experienced when he’d touched the statue. What the hell was happening? His back arched, throat constricting to strangle a scream. Muscles spasmed, rippling and tugging under his skin. They writhed like snakes, growing larger and more defined under his horrified gaze. Beneath the agony, part of him realized that what he was seeing wasn’t possible. Yet his eyes bore witness to the terrible miracle.

      Pain ceased. His legs were thicker than any athlete’s, his arms and chest like something out of a superhero movie. There was no time to ask how or why. Answers could come later, assuming he lived through this. Blair wrenched the wrist bound to the bed, and the cuffs’ links exploded, steel fragments burning thin lines in his chest. But he was free.

      The high-pitched whirring grew more urgent as time returned to its normal flow. Blair moved. He glided across the room with bestial grace, soaring into Liz and bearing her roughly to the dirt floor. She landed on her side, his body between her and the wooden wall that offered nothing against the horrible roar behind him.

      The room exploded. Splinters of wood, flecks of plaster, and broken bottles burst around them. Jefe was caught in the crossfire, arms covering his head as if that might offer some protection from the maelstrom of debris. For a moment it seemed like that scant defense might be enough, but then a streak of fire from the weapon outside caught him in the chest. He was lifted like a rag doll, flung against the back wall with such violent force that he punched through and out of sight.

      Blair pulled himself further atop Liz, who thrashed like a wild thing in an attempt to dislodge him. Fire blossomed in his back, ripping him from her and sending him careening through the room. He slammed into the bed’s metal frame, right arm snapping with a violent crack. Behind him Liz screamed and crawled toward the hole left by Jefe’s form. She didn’t make it.

      A round punched through her back, driving her into the ground with such force that she slid all the way to the wall. She didn’t rise. Blood covered her back, and the wound was horrible to look upon.

      She may yet be saved, the voice thrummed in his head. But you must relinquish control to me. Are you willing, Ka-Dun?

      “I’ll do whatever it takes. Save her,” he grunted through clenched teeth. The corona of pain from his wounds ate at the edges of his vision.

      First we must heal the injuries you have suffered. Will it so.

      Blair had no choice but to trust the voice. It was impossible, of course, but so were a great many things that had happened in the last few days. Something flowed through him, liquid and vibrant like life itself. Touching it was like touching the face of the universe. His shattered forearm began to vibrate. Then an audible crack split the silence left in the wake of the massive gun. His arm twisted into place of its own volition, bone knitting together with incredible speed. His skin rippled around the wound, rapidly covering the bloody carnage. Within moments, it was whole. Even his hair had grown back. He flexed his arm in wonder, awed by what had just happened.

      Hurry. That was merely their opening volley. Your foes will come in earnest now. Their weapons cannot kill you, but healing will tax you. You can spare neither time nor strength.

      “How can I save her?” he asked, rising to a crouch behind the bed’s twisted metal frame. It wouldn’t protect him if the gun started firing again, but at least it hid him from anyone who might be looking in from outside.

      Surrender to me. Give in to your rage. I will slay the interlopers and, Mother willing, I will save your she.

      “I don’t know what that means,” he barked. There was movement outside the window. The helicopter was beginning to rise out of sight. Were they leaving? Perhaps they had assumed everyone was dead.

      They have raised arms against you. Your she lies dying. I will redress these wrongs, if you give me leave.

      It was right. Mohn was killing innocent people. His gaze settled on Liz’s limp form, awash in blood and shrapnel. She was already dead. She had to be. They were responsible. They would pay. Pay in blood.

      “Whatever it takes. Kill them. Kill them all,” he growled, adrenaline surging through his system. Rage enveloped him in a furious inferno, burning away all other emotion.

      It shall be so, Ka-Dun.

      The agony returned, but this time Blair welcomed it. His entire body spasmed, back arching as lightning seared every nerve. The change that had begun in his limbs continued, more violently and far more terrifying. His fingers elongated, thickening as they grew. He cried out as sharp claws emerged from his fingertips, rending his flesh as easily as they would their victims’.

      Every pore burst open, silver fur forcing its way from his skin. It grew and writhed like a sea of tiny snakes, enshrouding his body. His jaw broke, unhinging as it sprouted thick rows of fangs. His nose popped and cracked as it grew into a muzzle more at home on wolf than man. His chest grew still thicker, muscles undulating as they had before. Bones snapped from sockets as his body rearranged itself. He was taller. Stronger. Faster.

      He could hear the men above, chattering into their radios. He could hear their heartbeats, slow and confident. They smelled of sweat but not fear.

      They do not yet know that they are prey.

      Black nylon ropes dropped into view through the shattered windows. With rifles slung over shoulders, soldiers in midnight body armor descended into view two at a time. They moved with military precision, each with a patch on his or her right shoulder. The patch depicted a large green triangle with a smaller silver one set inside it. Mohn Corp.

      Sleep, Ka-Dun. I will bear your will to the interlopers. They will know your terrible vengeance.

      Blair relinquished control, falling into darkness.
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      The helicopter didn’t so much as buck as both squads rappelled out the sides. Jordan had only worked with Yuri a short time, and the man’s piloting skills continued to impress him. The Russian was tight-lipped about his past but seemed awfully comfortable in Vietnam-era American hardware.

      Jordan waited for both squads to reach the ground before he stabbed a blue button on the console. The winches set into the cargo bay spun, retracting the nylon ropes the men had used to descend. “Yuri, pull us up to fifty meters.”

      The Russian expertly guided the craft skyward, rotor elevating in pitch to match their altitude. As they rose, the canopy tilted to afford a view of the ramshackle building below. Jordan couldn’t see anything through the now shattered windows, thanks to the cloud of dust from the fifty-caliber rounds they’d filled the building with.

      They’d seen two figures enter when they’d first crested the ridge. Neither looked anything like the beast, but Jordan couldn’t take any chances. There could be a contagion at work here, and even if there wasn’t he knew exactly what the Director’s orders would be. Silence anyone who might leak word about the pyramid. Jordan wasn’t sure the man would be wrong to give those orders, given what they’d found. The very idea of werewolves being real had taken a potshot at his reality, but the fact that a woman might have survived for over ten thousand years was even more terrifying.

      “Alpha, take up defensive positions in the street. Use the cars for cover. Bravo, get to the rear of the building and watch that cornfield. If it gets in there, we’ll lose it,” he ordered, shifting his attention to the large tablet hastily installed in the center console.

      The touch screen lived amidst the dials and buttons in the antiquated aircraft, the old mingling not so seamlessly with new. The weld housing the tablet definitely wasn’t pretty. Not that it mattered. The burnished console around the screen was unfinished, built for function rather than aesthetics. All the old hardware was like that. It came cheap though, or at least cheaper than anything made in the last two decades. The helicopter was one of the few pieces of equipment Mohn had employed that wasn’t state of the art. It seemed oddly out of place for a company that spared no expense. For anything.

      The tablet displayed all eight helmet-cams, Alpha on top and Bravo on bottom. The men’s points of view added up to a fairly detailed picture of the situation below. It supplied him with tactical data while keeping him relatively safe. That was paramount, and not just because it meant he got to live. Getting footage to base camp was vital. The troops had to know what they were dealing with.

      “Alpha in position,” Williams barked, his men sprinting into cover behind the battered vehicles the villagers in Peru favored. They set up a crossfire on the building’s front, ready to cut down anything that emerged. The new XN8 rifles they used were compact but close enough to M4s that the troops had acclimated quickly. If they’d be enough remained to be seen.

      The troops moved with an efficiency any modern military would have envied, because every soldier there had served in one army or another. There were eight men and women from as many countries, each with a different background but a similar set of skills. They were the best he’d ever worked with.

      “Bravo in position. I don’t like this, sir. We’re too exposed out here. There’s no hard cover.”

      “Noted, Corporal,” Jordan said over the mic jutting from his helmet. He studied the building below. If the creature was inside, it could be biding its time, waiting for them to make a mistake.

      “Orders, Commander?” Williams asked after a precise sixty seconds. His troops were wound tightly. They couldn’t hold that focus long.

      “Put a gas canister in the building and see what that flushes out. Be ready. This thing moves faster than anything I’ve ever encountered,” Jordan replied, flicking off the mic. How high could that thing jump? “Yuri, take us up another thirty meters.”

      The Russian tilted the stick, obligingly carrying them higher.

      “Alpha, weapons hot. Make sure the target goes down before it reaches cover,” Williams ordered, his camera bobbing as he sprinted to another car.

      “Roger that,” his squad chorused.

      “Fire in the hole,” Williams shouted.

      Jordan watched Williams’s feed as he lunged from cover long enough to lob a silver canister through the hole where the window used to be. Chalky smoke billowed from all sides of the building, obscuring any view of the interior. It was a calculated risk. They wouldn’t see anything until the creature emerged, but the grenade should, quite literally, smoke it out.

      The ceiling exploded outward in a shower of plaster and wood. A terrifyingly familiar figure landed on the southeastern corner of the roof, its silver form shrouded by the smoke pouring from the hole the thing had created. Jordan studied it as the beast took in its surroundings. Its head swiveled from man to man, pausing on each long enough to assess it. This sort of eloquent body language was exactly what he’d expect from a highly trained soldier. It wasn’t at all what one would see from a Hollywood monster.

      “It’s on the roof,” Jordan barked into his mic. They weren’t moving fast enough.

      “It’s too fast to track,” Williams shot back, voice on the ragged edge of panic.

      He was right. The beast had already vacated its perch. It dropped silently to the ground, bounding toward Bravo. Jewel was its first target. She fought to align the barrel of her rifle, but the beast was too swift. It raked her chest with wicked claws that sent the tiny blond woman spinning away in a fountain of her own blood. Her body was still airborne when the beast leapt, twisting over the rest of the squad and landing in the thick rows of corn. They rustled briefly, and then it was gone.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God, Jewel is down. It’s in the corn. Watch the corn,” Tarkus called, backing away from his companion’s body as he slowly walked his rifle over the wall of corn.

      Jordan knew with cold certainly that the man was about to break, training or no. This was going south. Bigger guns didn’t mean shit, just like he’d told the Director.

      Yuri angled the helicopter without needing to be told, drifting over the corn as they scanned for the beast. It was in there somewhere.

      “Sit tight,” Williams’s voice crackled. “Alpha, circle north. Let’s see if we can flank this thing.”

      Williams’s group broke cover and sprinted through the wide alley between the clinic and the neighboring house. They emerged near the cornfield, breaking left in a staggered formation. The maneuver was executed with textbook precision and gave them command of the entire western edge. It was exactly the right call.

      The creature burst from the corn, closing the distance to Tarkus in three massive bounds. It planted its shoulder against his midsection, tackling the hapless soldier through the building’s rear wall. The corporal’s weapon clattered to the ground as the pair disappeared from view. The smoke had dissipated, but enough haze remained that Jordan couldn’t make out the interior. He reached for the touch screen, tapping Tarkus’s display. It filled the screen, revealing nothing but odd shapes in the darkness. Then a face appeared. It was all wolf, that face, all but the eyes. They glowed with amber malevolence, examining the camera with all-too-human intelligence.

      The screen went black as the feed died. Jordan tapped the screen, returning to the entire squad. Not focusing on the black spot where Tarkus’s feed had been was difficult. Jewel’s camera was tilted at a crazy angle, by some chance having landed on her mangled form. He compartmentalized it, focusing on the larger situation. No distractions.

      The creature was already moving. It punched a new hole through the clinic, emerging in the alley behind Noelo, the last member of Alpha. The former marine spun and unloaded a burst from his XN8 into the creature’s head. It roared in pain, face a mask of blood. Then it seized the beefy man in both clawed hands, sinking a maw full of fangs into his throat. It ripped loose a huge chunk of meat, wolfing it down before discarding Noelo. The last member of Alpha tumbled to the ground like a cigarette butt, limp and lifeless. The beast blurred back to the corn, vanishing like sleep after the crack of thunder.

      “Bravo, be advised Alpha has been eliminated. You’re on your own,” Jordan announced, nodding to Yuri. The Russian eased back on the stick, gaining elevation. No sense in taking chances. “The creature has reentered the cornfield. Get some distance and watch your six. It can cover fifty meters in about two seconds.”

      “Roger that. You heard the man. Let’s move, people,” Williams ordered, impressively calm despite the carnage. Ever the professional, that one.

      His team fell back, putting seventy-five meters between them and the field where the creature lay waiting. The move would buy them reaction time at the cost of accuracy. They formed a rough triangle, setting up an overlapping field of fire. It was textbook perfect, as always.

      Ninety seconds passed. One twenty. Nothing stirred in that corn except the wind.

      “Command, is this Bravo. Any sign of movement?” Williams’s voice crackled over the com. He was starting to fray, and his men were probably in even worse shape.

      “Negative,” Jordan replied, scanning as the helicopter slowly circled the field. The corn was still as the dead.

      The men stood frozen, each at the edge of action. Ready in the truest sense of the word.

      “Request instructions. Commander, should we withdraw?”

      “Negative. Hold your position,” Jordan answered, a bead of sweat trickling down his cheek. Where the hell had the creature gone?

      The beast came at them sideways, bursting from cover exactly where it had entered. It blurred in a zig-zag pattern, scooping up Tarkus’s XN8 and flipping atop the clinic’s smoky roof. It crouched to minimize its profile and then looked straight at Jordan. The beast brought up the muzzle of its newly acquired weapon, smoothly aiming with one outstretched arm.

      The rifle barked a hail of rounds in Jordan’s direction. They punched through the canopy, stitching a line toward his face. Horrible pings echoed through the canopy as the rounds came closer. He held his breath, wincing in preparation for the bullet. It never came. He darted a glance over the now shattered canopy. Holy shit. The beast had withdrawn the clip and appeared to be looking around for more. Jordan wasn’t sticking around long enough for it to find one.

      “Get us out of here,” he ordered Yuri, tuning out screams as the helicopter limped toward base camp.
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      The beast sifted through the Ka-Dun’s memories, plucking relevant details. The strange weapons the warriors wielded were known as guns. The Ka-Dun understood them in a conceptual sense but had never had need of them. He was a scholar, not a warrior. This denied the beast the skill to use them effectively, but they were not complicated. The gun proved remarkably easy to control, as he’d learned when attacking the angry black bird in the sky. The helicopter, his Ka-Dun knew it as.

      He’d driven the machine from the field of battle, which left four warriors to deal with. That and the cleansing of the Ka-Dun’s she. That she would join the great pack was unlikely, but nothing was lost in the attempt. It must be done quickly, yet doing so would leave him vulnerable. These warriors were skilled, and while he didn’t fear their weapons, he was aware of the cost of the wounds they might inflict. Conservation of energy was critical with the sun so early in the cycle.

      He sank into a crouch, testing the cool air in the alley with powerful nostrils. The troops were approaching slowly. They smelled wary. He cocked an ear, waiting for them to betray their presence. There. A boot crunched on a piece of adobe blown loose during the battle. He glanced at the building next to him, a crude structure long exposed to the elements.

      A pair of wooden shutters stood open, revealing the shadowed interior. It was nearly devoid of furniture, save for a single rickety table and a set of plastic chairs around it. Interesting. He probed memories until he understood plastic. A superb material.

      “Does anyone have a visual?” a voice crackled from around the corner, next to the inner wall of the house. It came through the communication device used by the warriors. Radios. Useful, but such a dangerous folly to play so ignorantly with signals.

      “Negative,” another voice crackled back. All but one had been male so far. Strange, but fortunate. She’s were the fiercest, cunning and deadly.

      The beast gathered on its haunches, leaping over the lip of the window and rolling to its feet on the dirt floor inside. Its eyes adjusted instantly to the dim light, and it cocked its ears as it prowled toward the wall. Crunch. A boot fell just on the other side of the wall. The warrior’s body was pressed against it. A fatal mistake.

      It lunged forward with all its considerable strength, punching a hole that belched a cloud of plaster into the hapless warrior’s face. Before the man could recover, the beast's hand closed around his helmet, wrenching him back through the hole the creature had created. The violent motion widened the hole, ripping away much of the wall as the warrior thrashed in the beast's grip. The effort was futile.

      The beast clenched its fist, crushing both the black helmet and the skull beneath. The twitching stopped. It seized the corpse with both hands, ripping loose a hunk of flesh from the neck and shoulder. It lacked the time to feed properly, but even small morsels would fuel its strength.

      The beast was already moving before the corpse tumbled to the floor, gliding soundlessly through the front door onto the muddy track outside. Even the Ka-Dun didn’t consider this a proper road, though his memories showed many places in the world where such a primitive way of life held sway. The world had changed much. Lost much.

      The beast darted across the mouth of the alley, making it to the ruined face of the clinic without incident. The other three warriors would be cautious, and that would give it the time to cleanse the Ka-Dun’s she. It ducked through the gaping hole in the front of the clinic, rolling over debris and landing near the she’s limp form.

      She was covered in blood and plaster, the life having already fled from her. Time was fast vanishing. The beast knelt next to her body, gently exposing her shattered neck. Bone jutted from ruined skin. The wounds were hideous. No matter.

      The beast fed. Even if the she did not rise, her flesh would provide sustenance.

      “Target acquired,” a voice crackled at the edge of its hearing. The beast rose, but it was too late.

      Bullets punched through the walls, tearing into its thigh and shoulder. The wounds throbbed, but the pain sharpened its senses. It rolled backward, dropping prone amidst the dirt and debris. Energy flowed to the wounded area. Within moments both bullets were expelled from its flesh, falling to the ground with tiny clinks. The wounds sealed, and the beast was whole.

      “Is there movement?” another voice crackled, closer than the one before. They were approaching. It would show them movement.

      The beast leapt straight up, through the hole it had created earlier. It landed lightly atop the corner of the structure, wooden beam groaning under its considerable weight. The three warriors were in a triangular formation, already bringing their weapons to bear.

      It leapt toward the closest, clawed feet punching through the man’s chest. The beast bore the warrior to the ground, crushing the fool before he could cry out. The other two warriors spun to face it, one quickly enough to align his weapon. The black rifle expelled a hail of slugs, ripping into the beast's midsection and sending it staggering backward.

      The beast roared its pain and anger, leaping nearly a dozen feet into the air. It landed behind the warrior who’d attacked, raking him across the throat with razor-sharp claws as the man spun to face it. The warrior was flung violently backward in a fountain of his own blood, limp body rolling across the ground to land at the feet of his companion.

      The final warrior stared, trembling. His will was broken. He turned and ran. It would not save him.
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      Blair heaved another body into the pit, already brimming with butchered villagers. He leaned against a stunted poplar tree, but not because he was winded. It was the weight of all those deaths. Neither the frigid wind nor the rapidly sinking sun accounted for the deep chill that coursed through him.

      Those people had been slaughtered by the strange consciousness imparted by the statue; he was convinced of it. He stared down at them, the ragged remains of the living, the once vibrant natives. Dozens of them. The pile now included eight soldiers, all with the grey and green triangle emblazoned on the shoulder of their rumpled black uniforms. The same uniform Jordan had worn. Mohn Corp. It gave Blair something to hate. A target. The resulting rage was the only thing keeping him moving. It smoldered within him, warm and vigilant.

      He dropped the last of the soldiers into the pit, surprised at how little exertion it took, especially because he’d been at this for hours. That seemed a solid estimate based on sun’s position just over the western peaks. He was stronger now. Tougher. Both were tied to the thing inside him, though he couldn’t begin to understand how or why. It shouldn’t be scientifically possible, not based on his admittedly limited understanding of genetics.

      He needed room to think, to study this and get his mind around it. Unfortunately, he still had work to do. One body remained, one that he hadn’t been able to force himself to move. Liz. Despite giving its word to save the pretty young doctor, the beast had savagely murdered her and then fed upon her corpse. Just like it had every other person it encountered. He’d been a fool to trust it, but there had been no other option. What could he have done against trained soldiers armed with state-of-the-art weaponry?

      You accuse me unjustly, Ka-Dun.

      Blair froze. He’d heard the same voice just before the chaos of combat. He’d been too busy to really think about it then, but now he had nothing but time.

      “What are you?” he asked, studying the pile he’d assembled next to the pit. There were eight matte-black rifles with thick stocks and short muzzles. He had no idea what they were called or what sort of bullet they fired, though he was confident he could learn to use one if he had to. Next to them was a smaller pile of pistols, also matte black. They were metal, as he’d imagined, but lighter than expected.

      I am a part of you, Ka-Dun. Imparted by the Mother’s blessing when you accepted the Mantle of Champion.

      Blair’s lip curled up at the irony. “Champion? You murdered an entire village, and you used my body to do it.”

      Necessary work, Ka-Dun. We must prepare for what is to come.

      “You said you were going to save her,” Blair hissed, a single tear sliding down his cheek. It was the first he’d shed since the day he’d found out about Bridget and Steve.

      I have honored our accord, Ka-Dun.

      “Get out of my head,” Blair snarled. “If you can’t do that, then at least be silent.”

      As you wish, Ka-Dun.

      Blair wasn’t sure how he knew, but something told him the beast had retreated. He was left in awful solitude, alone to contemplate the horror before him. He needed to add Liz’s body to the pile, but how could he face those lifeless eyes? Knowing he was responsible for her death made that unbearable. He knew almost nothing about her, save that she was American and had come here to investigate the grisly murders he was inadvertently responsible for. Where had she come from? Would her people send someone to look for her and the men she’d been with? What would they do when they arrived? He shouldn’t be here when that happened. Otherwise, those people would probably die too.

      Blair turned from the pit, already under assault by an endless army of buzzing black flies. There was probably more he could or should be doing, like planning his escape from the area. Maybe gathering supplies or looking at a map. Right now he just needed a drink. Surely there must be a bar in this little town, assuming it had survived the chaos and blood of the past day.

      He picked a path through the debris, back to the dirt track masquerading as a street. His hands were tucked in the pockets of the tattered grey overalls he’d found after he’d awoken. They were too large, as was the bright red shirt. He felt like a scarecrow in them, especially with the length of cord he’d used as a makeshift belt. The clothing was far baggier than it would have been the day before, except in the arms and chest, where it was tighter than it had a right to be. That shouldn’t be possible, but then neither was being turned into a werewolf after opening a pyramid from the Mesolithic. Mummy curse, eat your heart out.

      The sun sank behind the jagged western peaks, painting the sky with reds and golds. He wondered if Liz would have thought it beautiful. A particularly morbid thought.

      “God, but I need a drink,” he muttered, casting the woman from his mind as diligently as he’d done with Bridget. It was becoming a habit.

      Blair stood in the middle of the road, studying the cluster of buildings around him. The trouble with Peruvian villages was that they didn’t label buildings properly. He was used to homes and shops being clearly defined, but these people didn’t seem to differentiate. They were just as likely to sell corn cakes out a side window as they were to have dinner in the same building. They didn’t distill alcohol that he knew of, but where there were people, there was booze. He’d just need to find it.

      He scanned the row of ramshackle houses, looking for anything that stood out. A squat building was wider than most of the others. Its shutters had been repaired recently. Some of the slats were lighter in color, as if they had just been added. Maybe the owners had a bit more money than their neighbors, and if that was the case, there might be something to drink inside. If not, maybe he could scrounge some food. That was probably important too, though he felt strangely satiated despite not having eaten since the previous morning. He refused to consider the reason why.

      Blair picked his way up the path to the doorway, a simple set-up covered by a grey blanket with embroidered red edges. It, too, was new, probably a recent and treasured addition. He pushed it aside and ducked into a single large room. Nearly a dozen chairs were arrayed in a horseshoe around a ring of stones used as a fire pit. A metal spit charred black by repeated use straddled the stones.

      Long shelves lined opposite walls. They were made from older wood, bowed in the middle from crockery, bottles, and a wide assortment of kitchen tools. One of the shelves had a half-dozen dark bottles. The unlabeled glass wasn’t familiar, but the wax-sealed corks certainly were. Someone had a taste for wine, quite surprising in this part of the world. He’d expected beer or perhaps stronger liquor, but certainly not wine. It had probably travelled a long way to end up here. That didn’t matter. Whatever it was would do nicely.

      Blair shuffled across the dirt floor to the shelf, hefting one of the bottles. Dark liquid sloshed inside. Red of some form. He preferred that to white at the best of times, and given the circumstances, its resemblance to blood seemed fitting.

      “Now to open you,” he muttered, scanning the gloom for a corkscrew. It stood to reason there would be one. How else would they open their wine?

      His search revealed a pitted iron corkscrew on the bottom shelf, just under the wine. It was stamped with a JR, probably a long-dead maker’s mark from when the thing had been cast decades ago. The tip was stained, a battle scar from opening hundreds of bottles.

      Blair sagged into one of the chairs, strength flowing from him as the weight of events pressed down on his shoulders. How the hell had he ended up here? Where was here, exactly? And where was he supposed to go now? How could he even begin to quantify what had happened to him?

      He set the bottle between his legs and began twisting the corkscrew. It bit eagerly into the cork, which pulled free with almost no effort. That was going to take some getting used to. He’d never been strong, but now that he was, he rather liked it.

      Blair lifted the bottle and savored a mouthful of the dark liquid. It was harsh. Not quite ready to be consumed, probably a Cab or some similar cousin. It didn’t matter, though. He gulped it down like it was water after a trek through the Sahara. It washed down his chin and neck, staining his newly acquired clothing. Again, he didn’t care. All that mattered now was obliterating his consciousness, even if only for a few hours.

      “Arrrrrroooooooooo!” The otherworldly howl tore through the twilight. The bottle tumbled to the earthen floor, forgotten.

      The cry was close. Terrifyingly close. He recognized it instantly, though it had been years since he’d gone to Canada. He and Bridget had gone to hear the wolves, and their song had been amazing. This was a deeper, more primal version of that same song, as if it had been born in the throat of a much larger animal. There was only one thing he could think of that might make such a sound. It was a werewolf. But if he’d just heard the howl, then that meant he couldn’t be the werewolf, didn’t it? Maybe he wasn’t responsible for all these murders.

      Sudden relief washed over him, lessening the guilt he’d been wrestling with. If he wasn’t the werewolf, someone or something else was. Then it hit him. That something would be hunting for the closest prey it could find. Him. The wine was already fogging his mind, making him sluggish.

      Should he hide? Would it even matter? Wolves could track by scent. That meant the beast could find him if he remained here. But was running a better option? If he fled, the beast would hear him. It would be on him within moments if he left the safety of the house. No, remaining was his only option. The beast might find him if he remained. It would definitely find him if he fled.

      Blair crept to the shutters facing the street. He held his breath as he gently pushed a slat, moving it just enough to peer into the gloom. Night had not truly fallen, but the mountains denied the village the last of the sun. Anything could be moving out there, and he’d never know it. Was the beast listening to his heartbeat even now? After experiencing the things he’d experienced, he knew that was possible.

      Wait. Maybe he could tap into that now. Part of him resisted, for acknowledging the changes meant accepting what he’d become, accepting that he was the monster that had brought these people to their end. But if there was another werewolf, didn’t that mean it might be responsible? That triggered more questions. Where had it come from? Had it been unleashed in the pyramid somehow?

      Thump, thump. Thump, thump. He could hear the beast’s heartbeat now, low and heavy. Slower than he’d have expected but also terrifyingly powerful. It was approaching.
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      Blair froze. The creature was out there in the gathering darkness, hunting him. He could feel it, somehow. There was more than just the heartbeat. There was a scent. Powerful. Earthy. Feminine in some bizarre way, though why that would matter he couldn’t possibly imagine. Just the ramblings of a mind desperately seeking escape from a situation over which it had no control. What the hell was he going to do?

      He peered through the slats in the door, out at the road, the squat houses now nothing more than looming shapes. The sun had fully surrendered, leaving fading scarlet in its wake to the west. The moon wouldn’t rise for hours. That too, he could feel. It was an itch between his shoulder blades. He could point to the exact spot the moon would rise over the jagged peaks to the northeast, though such knowledge didn’t help his immediate situation.

      Something moved in the street, not more than a dozen paces away. It was large. Taller than a man and far, far broader. Blair silently cursed the darkness. This creature might mean the end of him, but if that were the case he wanted to at least see the architect of that end. He wanted to know what he could about it before it tore him apart and feasted on his corpse.

      Blair stared through the wooden slats, unable to look away from the figure. Something glittered in the darkness. Eyes, pale and yellow, like tiny reflections of the moon. There was no source of light to reflect, no illumination of any kind, yet they glowed with their own amber malevolence. Another mystery he wouldn’t live to solve.

      “Arrrrrooooooooo,” the beast howled a second time, raising its head skyward and unleashing an eerie song that was at once beautiful and terrible. It called to him in a way he didn’t understand, and for an eternal instant he longed to join it, adding his voice in a terrible choir.

      Somewhere in the distance another howl answered. Then another. Then a third. They mingled and flowed, a melodic choir that froze his blood and quickened his heart. It was powerful. Mesmerizing. Yet it didn’t quiet the sudden terror. How many of these things were there? Where had they come from? Had they been trapped in the pyramid, freed when he touched the statue? No, some part of him sensed that wasn’t the answer. So where did they come from?

      The howl ended, and the amber eyes turned on his hiding place once more. The beast whiffed the night air with powerful nostrils, surely tracking his scent in the same way he picked up hers. That awful gaze locked on him, and he knew with terrible certainly he was about to die.

      It bounded forward on powerful legs, clearing twenty feet in a single jump. Two more hops brought it to the rubble-strewn yard outside the building, a mere handful of feet from the door he cowered behind. The beast tentatively sniffed again, as if it were seeking something. But what? She—he was sure it was a she now—seemed confused by his scent.

      Then her eyes narrowed. Midnight lips rose as she bared ivory fangs. The beast lunged, arm punching through the shutter with blinding speed. It shattered into splinters, peppering his face and neck with tiny wounds as he tumbled backward. Only his newly acquired reflexes saved him. Claws rent the air mere inches from his face as he scrambled back, desperate to avoid the horrible monster. The werewolf, a part of his mind admitted.

      It leapt through the window, landing heavily on the dirt floor next to him. Blair rolled, barely avoiding another swipe as the creature advanced. It blurred toward him, a terrible and ancient god that moved faster than any mortal could possibly react. Yet react he did. He narrowly avoided another swipe, flipping to his feet and leaping over a tree-trunk arm covered in scarlet fur. The beast lunged again, powerful jaws snapping shut on the space his neck had just vacated.

      Blair dropped to his knees, rolling forward between the beast’s legs. It pivoted, faster than he could scramble away. Lines of fire tore into his back as a swipe finally landed. He could feel the hot blood fountain from the wound, smell its metallic tang as droplets hung frozen about him in the air. The moment stretched, just as it had when the helicopter appeared. Everything but him slowed a crawl, including the werewolf.

      It lasted only an instant, then time sped up and the blood hanging in the air splattered to the dirt. A detached part of him knew the wound wasn’t fatal, but it was enough to slow him. That meant death, especially given that he wasn’t fast enough even before he’d been wounded. But it didn’t mean he was going to go quietly. There had to be something he could do.

      He shot a quick glance around the room, taking in every detail. The shelves lining the walls provided nothing of use. The plastic chairs were no better. Four wooden pillars, each about eight inches thick, supported the roof. He didn’t recognize the dark wood, but that hardly mattered. Even if they’d been cut from oak, the beast would shred them like paper. He could use that to his advantage.

      Time returned to its normal flow. Blair stumbled to his feet, charging the nearest load-bearing pillar with the beast in pursuit. Claws raked the air behind him, the force of the blow fanning his back with a slight breeze as it sailed by. He dove for the pillar, grabbing it with a well-muscled arm. His new strength still surprised him as he swung around the pillar, positioning it between him and the werewolf. The creature barreled into it, snapping it like kindling.

      The roof groaned above them; then plaster and timber rained down from above. A beam slammed into the beast’s back, knocking it atop Blair and pinning them both to the ground. A cacophony of splintering wood and tumbling shingles drowned out his agonized scream as the beast’s full weight pressed down on his wounded back. Fire surged through him, just barely preventing him from passing out from pain.

      Then there was silence. Was the beast dead? Could it have been that easy?

      No, Ka-Dun. She lives and will be upon you in moments. It is wise to flee from an enraged female, but she lacks the energy for sustained combat. If you are canny, you will best her.

      The werewolf stirred, knocking aside the beam that pinned it as easily as a parent could heft a sleepy toddler. Rubble shifted, partially burying Blair as the beast rose to its feet. There was no fleeing, no escape. She was faster and much larger than him.

      He could feel her tensing above him and sensed the blow an instant before it landed. That foreknowledge didn’t save him. The beast’s clawed fingers punched into his back, ripping past his spine and emerging from his chest in a spray of gore and pain. She hefted him into the air as life bled from him. All he could do was stare at the bloody clawed hand protruding from his chest, fur slicked with his blood. It was a bad way to die. Fuck that. He wasn’t going out, not like this.

      Yes. Channel your rage, Ka-Dun.

      Something rippled within him. Something bright and potent and heady lay within his grasp. Blair seized it, channeling the rage until heat suffused his entire body. His muscles were suddenly aflame, swelling as they had just before the helicopter had cut down Liz. The memory of her being flung against the wall like a discarded doll compounded the rage, drawing it into a single point—the fist protruding from his chest.

      No. He was not impotent. If he was going to die, he would sell his life dearly. The beast had destroyed his life, his career. Murdered an entire village. Possibly killed his oldest friends and colleagues. It was going to feel a tiny fragment of the pain it had inflicted.

      The energy rolled through his body. Muscles swelled. Silvery fur burst from his skin, writhing like a million tiny snakes. His face throbbed as bones cracked and popped. Fangs burst from his jaw as a muzzle forced itself free of his face. He knew what was happening. The change was the same as before, but this time it came much, much faster.

      Even as the process continued, Blair attacked. He gathered his legs under him, planting his feet against the beast’s belly. He kicked off with all the force his new muscles could muster, legs tensing like powerful springs. The beast’s clawed hand ripped free of his chest with a squishy pop, and Blair tumbled into the rubble near its feet.

      The area around the wound burned, and a quick glance revealed muscle and skin knitting back together with shocking speed. He didn’t have time to revel in the miracle.

      Blair seized the end of a thick beam with both hands, heaving it skyward with the incredible strength imparted by the strange metamorphosis. The oak connected with the beast’s shocked face, its expression comically human as it watched Blair struggle to his feet. The force of the blow lifted the female off its feet, despite its massive size. It flung the beast in a long arc, knocking it free of the rubble and into the street some thirty or forty feet away.

      He wasn’t done. Blair bounded forward in the same manner the beast had used. The fury inside him was a living thing, fed by all the pain, shock, and stress of the last few days. This thing was the reason for all of it, and if he could eradicate it, then perhaps the pain and rage would vanish.

      Well done, Ka-Dun. Few master the change so quickly. You are strong. It bodes well for your species.

      Blair ignored the voice. It was responsible for Liz’s death, or at least it hadn’t prevented it as promised. A distant part of him knew that was irrational, but he brutally repressed it. There was only rage right now. This beast would die at his hands. Maybe he couldn’t kill the voice in his head or change what he’d become, but he could ensure that the thing in front of him didn’t kill anyone else.

      You do not understand, Ka-dun. This IS your she. I have done as you asked.
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      Jordan steeled himself as he ducked inside the lofty command tent, raising the zipper on his jacket until it covered his neck. His stomach roiled, and his forehead was beaded with sweat despite the frigid Peruvian morning. The sun hadn’t cleared the eastern peaks around the pyramid’s ravine, but scarlet streaks foretold its coming.

      He’d rarely experienced this type of trepidation, the fear of confronting one’s superiors. But then he’d never failed quite so spectacularly as he had with this operation, particularly in Villa Milagros, where he’d allowed the creature to not only slaughter his men but also drive him from the field of battle. Jordan straightened, squaring his shoulders. He had to take responsibility for what was ultimately his screw up. He could make excuses, but he’d been commander of a failed operation.

      He strode boldly between banks of laptops on tables manned by white-clad technicians. He made for the cluster of people at the far side of the tent. The outer ring consisted of white-coated scientists flanked by black-clad soldiers. All were focused on the pair of men standing before a gigantic flat-panel monitor that currently displayed a map of the Cajamarca region sprinkled with alarmingly red dots.

      “What are you telling me?” the taller man rumbled, each word clipped for efficiency. The Director stared down at a quailing scientist, his silvered widow’s peak transforming him into the bird of prey. “Are you seriously going to stand there and say that you have nothing?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” the smaller man shot back, defiantly adjusting his glasses. “I know you want to get into that sarcophagus. We all do. But wishes aren’t going to change anything. We don’t even know what it’s made of, much less how to open it. Or even what the power source is. We’ve tried everything from explosives to laser torches. Nothing has even scratched it. All we do know is—”

      “Shit!” the Director roared, silencing the man with a swipe of his hand. “What you know is shit. You’re supposed to be the top minds in your field. You have every resource money can buy. I need answers. I need them now. If we can’t get inside that thing, hundreds of thousands of people could die. Millions. Isn’t that what you told me? If you need more equipment, we’ll get it. If you need more people, we’ll find them. Now find me a way to get inside that sarcophagus, or get me someone who can.”

      Slipping past the last few tables to the empty area surrounding the large screen, Jordan moved closer as the tongue-lashing continued. Nervous technicians hunched over glowing screens as they analyzed data, doing their best to ignore the Director’s tirade. Thick black cables snaked from the tent and toward the pyramid, which explained how so many of the screens displayed feeds of its hallways and chambers. Hard lines were the only way around the signal dead zone.

      It really underscored how little they knew about this place. The room was littered with Ivy League scientists, men and women from across the world. Scholars with resumes that boasted dozens of languages and degrees he didn’t pretend to understand. Yet the pyramid and its contents baffled them. What did that say about their society? Just how much more advanced had the builders been?

      “Get out of my sight until you have something useful to report,” the Director growled. The knot of figures surrounding him wilted under his gaze, all clearly wishing they had anywhere else to be. Jordan cursed his height as the Director’s gaze settled on him. “Commander Jordan. I have to admit I’m surprised you came back. Most men have enough instinct for self-preservation to flee after they have fucked up as monumentally as you have. Get your ass up here.”

      Jordan didn’t flinch under the weight of that gaze, though he certainly wanted to. Instead he cut a path through the crowd, their relieved faces slipping eagerly out of his path as they realized he was the Director’s next target. Only one showed sympathy, one he was surprised to see. Sheila had donned a white coat like the rest of the scientists. She gave him a tentative smile and a squeeze on the shoulder as he passed. It helped more than she knew.

      “The report I received an hour ago can’t possibly be correct, can it?” the Director barked, eyes so hot they threatened to ignite the very air. “They claim you not only let Subject Alpha escape, but that you lost two of our best squads doing it. Can you even begin to comprehend the magnitude of that fuck up, Jordan? Answer me. It’s not a rhetorical question.”

      “No, sir,” Jordan gave back evenly, stopping next to the Director.

      The man lapsed into his famed silence, like the eye of some implacable storm. He gazed fixedly at the monitor with hands clasped behind his back. Anyone who didn’t know him might have called the stance languid, yet Jordan recognized it as the deceptive pose of a lion about to pounce. The Director’s midnight suit was pressed and crisp despite the heat and humidity. His tie was perfectly centered at the nape of his starched white shirt, shoes glowing under the halogen lamps on tall titanium tripods.

      “This could be the end of everything. They’ll say that your failure today marked the beginning of the end, the moment when humanity lost the battle for its own survival,” the Director began, voice low and calm despite the gravity of his words. He gestured at the map. “There are seven instances, all within twenty miles of Villa Milagros. Seven, Jordan. Do you see them?”

      “Yes, sir,” he answered, studying the map. The points formed a clear dispersal pattern with the village at the center. They were spreading. Fast. “Do we have eyes on the ground?”

      “No, we don’t fucking have eyes on the ground. You were the eyes on the ground, before you tucked tail and ran. What we do have is a panicked populace who have no idea what you and your team have unleashed on them. Specialist Gage, put up some media feeds for Commander Jordan,” the Director growled over his shoulder, gaze flicking back to the screen as he waited to be obeyed.

      The map flickered and disappeared, replaced by four panels. Each displayed a local news feed, and although Jordan didn’t speak Spanish, interpreting wasn’t hard. They were all variations of the same grisly scene. In one, a blond reporter spoke outside of what appeared to be a local bar. The door had been shattered in its frame, and a bloody handprint streaked the wall. The woman’s face was pale under her tanned skin. Her eyes held a haunted look, and her tone was somber.

      Each of the other three were similar. Ghastly murder scenes spattered with blood. Numbers flashed across two of the screens. Seventeen. Twenty-four. If they were accurate, over a hundred people had died, and this was only the beginning. How many more would be slaughtered in the days to come?

      “I can see you’re beginning to grasp the situation,” the Director said, voice pitched low. He turned from the screen and caught Jordan’s gaze. “At least three more of these creatures originated in Villa Milagros. Whatever plague we’ve unleashed spreads as these things kill. It’s too early for accurate projections, but ops guesses roughly one in twenty killed will come back as one. Five percent of the victims rise as another monster, spreading this thing.”

      “My God,” Jordan gasped, sudden realization crashing down on him as he did the math. “Sir, if they reach a sizable population center, we could be facing hundreds. Thousands. Two of our best squads couldn’t even kill one.”

      “You’re thinking too small,” the Director said, loosening his tie. His shoulders sagged, a tangible sign of exhaustion. Not in all the years they’d worked together had Jordan seen him unbend even that much. “If we can’t contain this, we’re looking at the extinction of the human race. Gage, put the projections up, please.”

      “Yes, sir,” the white-coated tech said. The news feeds disappeared, this time replaced by a global map. Red dots bloomed across South America, beginning in Peru. They surged through Central America and into the United States. Dots appeared in Europe and then on every continent. By the end of the sixty-second simulation cancerous red covered the world.

      “We stop these things here, or we don’t stop them at all. The next few days are critical. We need to learn everything we can about them: their weaknesses, how they can be killed, how they hunt. Most importantly, we need to understand how the disease is transmitted,” the Director explained, a little of his fire returning.

      “Understood, sir. What’s our next step?”

      “I want you to meet with the science team for a debriefing. They’ll explain what we already know. Then we need to locate Subject Alpha. He’s the source of the contagion, so studying him might be our only hope of understanding what we’re dealing with. We’ve got ops working around the clock and have feelers out to the Peruvian government, offering them help in containing the spread.”

      “Sir, do we have any way of knowing which of these attacks could be him?” Jordan asked, already considering options for finding Smith. He studied the map on the screen, keenly aware of the gravity of his failure.

      The Director was silent for a long moment. He squared his shoulders, turning to face the room full of busy technicians. They worked diligently under the halogen glow, processing data and no doubt looking for the shred of evidence that would deliver their quarry. They were the best, but what they were searching for was tantamount to a black grain of sand on a white beach.

      “No. We have to hope he makes a mistake. Uses a credit card. Ends up on camera somewhere. We’ve already arranged taps for his families and associates, and I’ll alert you if anything comes of it. In the meantime you’re going to have to think like him. We assume he’s probably trying to find a way back to the States,” the Director replied. He turned his gaze back to Jordan. “I understand I’m asking a lot, but you need to find him, Jordan. Quickly. Don’t fuck up this time. We won’t get another chance.”
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      Liz had to pee. Urgently. Her teeth chattered as a breeze caressed her bare back. She blinked away sleep, pushing herself into a sitting position. There were mountains to the east. A surf pounded somewhere in the distance. Where was she? And why was she naked? Her heart nearly stopped when she realized there was a well-muscled arm draped over her legs. What the hell was going on? She scrambled away from the strange man, pain spiking through her left foot as it came down on a jagged rock. She careened off a tree that had somehow snuck up on her, barely catching herself on the sycamore’s lowest limb. She was trembling violently, and not just from the chill.

      Her heart thundered, and she could only manage shallow breaths. What was the scarlet mess all over her neck and chest? The dried ichor flaked when she brushed it with her index finger. It was blood. She raised her hands to her cheeks. They were covered with the stuff. Where had it come from? What had she done? She remembered dimly lit dreams, horrible and dark. She remembered rending. Ripping. Rutting like an animal.

      Her head whipped toward the stranger as she caught a flash of movement. He scooted sleepily into the spot she’d just occupied, scratching a mop of dirty-blond hair. He had an angular face that might border on handsome had it not been covered in gore. A chest wide enough for the cover of a trashy novel bore tendrils of tattered medical gauze—familiar gauze. She dimly recalled the clinic in Villa Milagros. Yes, he was the unconscious stranger. What had his name been? She’d lost it in the chaos. Apparently she’d lost a lot more than just that.

      She scanned the beach to the west. A two-lane road dotted with gas stations paralleled it. To the north lay a smattering of buildings maybe twice as large as Villa Milagros. There would be a phone there. Maybe even police. The hike was a good ten miles, most if it through thickly tangled bushes or over rocks that would soon grow intolerably hot. Wonderful.

      Hot, coppery anger flooded her. She didn’t even have shoes. It was time to get some answers.

      “Hey,” she said, steeling her courage and hobbling toward the man. She prodded him roughly with a foot and then hopped to a safe distance. “Wake up. I said wake up.”

      “Wuzzat?” the man asked, drowsily sitting up. He patted the ground next to him as if he were searching for something. Glasses, probably. Liz knew what that was like. Speaking of which, where were hers? And how could she see so clearly without them?

      “Wake up,” she demanded with all the authority she could muster. It wasn’t easy when naked, lost, and covered with blood. “Where the hell are we? How did I get here? There’s plenty of rocks, and I’m going to start aiming for your head if I don’t get some answers.”

      His deep brown eyes blinked into focus as he drank in her legs and ever so slowly lifted his gaze to her chest. He was blushing by the time he reached her face. In other circumstances she might have welcomed the attention, but right now the behavior only stoked her anger.

      “I, uh, I don’t know. Look, I know this has got to be confusing,” he said, averting his gaze as he rose gracefully. At least he had manners. “Your name is Liz, right? You’re a doctor too? A medical one?”

      “No,” she snapped, hackles relaxing slightly. There had been such strange nightmares, but they grew more distant as the sun picked skyward through the clouds.

      “No? I could have sworn that Jefe guy introduced you as Dr. Liz. Anyway, my name is Blair Smith. I’m an anthropologist—well, a teacher with an anthropology degree, anyway. How much do you remember from the clinic?” He spoke gently without looking at her, as if placating a wild animal. Did she really look that hysterical? Maybe she was.

      “I…” she trailed off, tugging at the thread of memory. “Jefe drove me up to Villa Milagros. The villagers were dead. Killed by…” Killed by what? Fangs flashed in the jumbled corners of her mind.

      “Killed by me,” the man interjected, heavy eyes finally returning to her. His face was stone. “Or by something inside me. A monster. The same one inside of you. I realize how crazy that sounds, but it’s true. We’re dealing with something I can’t even begin to comprehend, much less explain.”

      “Yeah, great. Monsters. Got it. How did we get here? Why did you kidnap me, and for the love of God, where are my clothes?” she growled, anger surging as the tirade gained momentum. She didn’t know what was happening, but this man was at the heart of it. She fished a rock from the ground and hurled it at his face. Much to her surprise, it hit, snapping his head back as his mouth filled with blood.

      “Oh my God,” she said, horrified by her own actions. It didn’t matter what he’d done. This wasn’t like her. She looked around the brush-covered hill for anything to staunch the flow.

      Blair’s face twisted, and he took a threatening step toward her.

      “Don’t. Do. That. Again,” he said, taking another step forward. He was taller than her and obviously stronger, but she didn’t budge. There was a curious lack of fear. “Whatever happened to me also happened to you. Where do you think all that blood came from? Look at yourself. Take a long look, Liz. You might not be a doctor, but you’ve been to college, right? Examine the fucking situation.”

      She did. She was naked, but so was he. He was covered in blood, but so was she. Whatever was going on had affected him just as it had her. If he’d wanted to kidnap her, he’d be clothed and would probably have a gun. He’d also have bound her. The anger ebbed, leaving exhaustion in its wake.

      “Tell me what you mean by monsters. Explain everything. Talk slow, like I’m stupid,” she said as calmly as she could manage.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “So uncomplicate it. How about something simple? Where are we?” she asked, anger returning in a sudden surge. She actually took a step toward him. They were inches apart now, each refusing to back down.

      “I don’t know,” he growled, glaring down at her. “I was just woken up, remember? How the hell do I know where we are? And what is it you think I did, exactly? Carried you naked down a mountainside and rolled you around in some blood?”

      Liz didn’t have an immediate answer, and that just made the anger worse. She wanted answers and he didn’t have them. Yet he was the only target for her rage. She seethed silently.

      “Listen, I know this is all a lot to take in, but we don’t have time for you to get hysterical. Think you’ve got it bad?” he blared, voice thundering over the waves. “I’m in a foreign country. I don’t speak the language. I’m naked. I have no money. My friends are dead. Oh, and I’m a fucking werewolf.”

      She just stared, counterargument dying unspoken. His lip was knitting itself back together, the flesh literally closing before her eyes. Blair started to cough, raising a hand to his mouth. When the hacking ceased, he showed it to her, palm up. There were two broken teeth, clearly expelled from his mouth. In their place were two brand new replacements, clear and white in stark contrast to their neighbors.

      “Wha-what just happened?” she asked in a tiny voice, though she was positive she didn’t want to hear the answer.

      “You can probably answer that better than I can. That isn’t the only thing. Look,” he tugged at the remains of the bandage around his midsection, exposing smooth, pale skin. “If that isn’t proof enough for you, think back to that clinic. Do you remember the helicopter? Your friend dying, the guy in the leather jacket?”

      “Jefe,” she muttered, mind tangled in what she’d just witnessed. Spontaneous regeneration happened in starfish, not people. Even then, reforming a limb took days. The amount of energy required to do it instantly was nearly incalculable. It was impossible, but she’d just seen it.

      “Yeah, Jefe,” Blair continued, seemingly oblivious to her stupor. He started pacing the rocky terrain, studying the area below them. “You know what they sent after us. Soldiers. Why do you think that is? Why do you have no memory of coming here? I’ll bet you had nightmares. Violent ones. Deny it, if I’m wrong.”

      The fire inside her sputtered out, smothered by the weight of his words.

      “I can’t,” she admitted, hating him for the truth. She sank into a crouch, hugging her chest to her knees. “What I just saw is impossible. And I did have nightmares.”

      “That’s something, I guess,” Blair said, hopping atop a small boulder. She tried not to watch him, but even given the circumstances they were in, it was hard not to notice the way the muscles bunched in his legs. Such an odd thing to feel at a time like this. He turned a steely gaze on her. “I was called in to a dig site a few weeks back. Up in the mountains, near a mine.”

      “Yanacocha,” she said, staring him in the face. It made ignoring…other things easier. He seemed to be doing the same, eyes focused on her face. “It’s the largest goldmine in South America.“

      “Okay, Yanacocha. We were studying an enormous pyramid, bigger than anything ever discovered on this continent or any other.” He shaded his eyes against the sun. He watched the town to the north. “We have no idea who built it, and the structure demonstrates command of a technology we can’t begin to understand. It changes our whole understanding of the ancient world.”

      “So let me see if I have this straight,” Liz broke in, fanning an ember of her earlier anger. She gently stoked it into indignation. “You want me to believe that you were studying some pyramid built by aliens? If this thing is so gigantic, why wasn’t it discovered before? Some random kid in Georgia would have found it with Google Earth.”

      “Why do people always assume it’s aliens?” Blair rolled his eyes. “We don’t know what culture built it, but it was humans, not little green men. I don’t know much about them yet, or why they disappeared. What I can tell you is that they designed a pyramid that can cause earthquakes.”

      “And werewolves,” she added, answering his eye roll with one of her own. “So our mysterious lost people of Atlantis made werewolves? Seriously? What next, sparkly vampires? I believe in some things people think are pretty out there, but come on.”

      “Listen, lady. You do whatever the hell you want. I’m done trying to convince you,” he said, sliding off the rock and moving toward the town in the distance.

      “Where are you going?” she called, rising and trotting after him. She didn’t trust him, but she also didn’t want to be alone. Especially alone and naked.

      “To that village. I need clothes. And a phone.” He paused, turning to face her. “I don’t know what’s happened to us, but I intend to find out.”

      “Exactly how are you going to do that?” she asked, planting her hands on hips, like weapons. “Are you a doctor? Can you sequence DNA? Because if you can’t, you’re going to fail.”

      “I’m guessing you can? I thought you weren’t a doctor,” he countered, turning a glare on her.

      “Grad student. I’ve had a lot of training, and I understand how DNA works. If we can get to a lab, I might be able to get us some answers.”

      “Great. First we’ll get some clothes. Then we’ll find a lab,” he said, turning back toward the village and setting a ground-eating pace down the rocky hill.

      She hobbled after him, favoring her right foot and abruptly realizing she didn’t need to. The pain was gone.

      “My foot,” she said, lifting a leg to inspect the sole of her foot. “The wound. It’s gone.” She ran a hand over smooth, unbroken skin.

      “I told you. Whatever this is, we’re in it together,” Blair said, neither turning to face her nor slowing. “The faster we reach that town, the better. We can be there by nightfall, but we’re both going to look like lobsters. Wish I had some sunscreen.”
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      Blair dropped into a low crouch in the deep shadows next to the salt-weathered fence. He rested a hand on one of the rough slats, peering at the ramshackle house and the deserted highway behind it. A wan glow came through what he took for a kitchen window, thick with the kind of filmy grime that built up near the ocean. The rest of the place was dark, and the only sound was the pounding of surf in the distance. Even the wind was barely audible, though he felt its salty caress. They were cloaked in darkness, save for the fat sliver of moon just above the horizon. He stared up at it, fixed on its surface, iridescent like he’d never seen before.

      “Yeah, I feel it too. Makes me itch for some reason,” Liz said, settling in next to him as she peered up at the moon. They were still naked, though the darkness mercifully obscured certain details.

      The hike had been difficult, and not solely because of the blistering sun. She was beautiful. Long copper hair and…And he needed to focus.

      “Wish I understood what the hell is going on. Nothing makes sense anymore,” he said, unsure if he meant the attraction or the moon. Perhaps both.

      “If my brother were here, he’d have some sort of theory, but I haven’t the faintest idea why I can close my eyes and point straight at the moon. I mean, I get that we’re werewolves so it sort of makes sense. I just don’t get why. Anyway, I don’t see any cars coming. Do you think we should knock?” Liz asked, rocking back and forth on her heels in the soft sand. It had the appearance of a nervous habit.

      “You know more about local customs than I do. If this was California, the owners would either call the police or come out with a shotgun. How will they react to a pair of naked strangers on their doorstep? How do we explain what happened?” he asked, voice pitched low even though there was little risk of being heard over the waves.

      “I’ll tell them we camped at the beach and were robbed while swimming,” she replied, evidently having given the matter thought during their mostly silent hike. Liz rose to her feet and started for the front door. “Come on. I doubt they’ll answer with a shotgun, and even if they do, what choice do we have? It’s getting chilly this close to the water, and I don’t like the idea of another night outdoors.”

      “All right,” he agreed, loping after her through the thick sand. At least it was better than the rocks. “I’ll let you handle the talking. Just be ready to run.”

      They rounded the fence, crossing the cracked cement walkway. It led past an old pickup truck to a shadowed porch. He wished he knew what time it was. Eight? Nine?

      “Maybe we shouldn’t do this,” Liz hissed, turning as if to go.

      “We have no choice,” he hissed back, threading a way up the driveway and past the truck. “Come. On. I can’t do this alone. I need you to translate.”

      She froze for several agonizing heartbeats and then followed Blair up the driveway. He stepped aside just before the porch so she’d be the first to reach the door. She gave him a tentative glance, somehow visible despite the near darkness. Then she seemed to find her courage, and she gave the plywood door three sharp raps. A tense breath later, light flared within. A muffled Spanish voice called out and was answered by a woman. Footsteps approached, two sets.

      The floor creaked on the other side of the door. Then a bolt clicked. The door creaked open, revealing a bleary-eyed man topped by a greying rat’s nest that hadn’t seen a brush in years. He flicked a switch next to the door, and the porch light flared to life. Blair blinked away spots as the old man studied Liz’s naked form. He gave a little frown and then called something in Spanish over his shoulder.

      A portly woman in a floral dress advanced up the hall, calling something back to the man Blair assumed to be her husband. She stared suspiciously at Liz, gaze darting to the man as if to confirm he wasn’t enjoying the sight. The man opened the door a bit wider and turned his attention to Blair, face hardening as he did so. Not surprising. Finding a lone naked woman on your doorstep is more curious than disturbing. Add a man into the mix, and that whole impression changes.

      There was a rapid exchange in Spanish between the old man and Liz, and then he stepped aside and gestured for them to enter. Whatever she’d said had worked. The woman’s expression went from hostile to sympathetic. Liz bobbed her head gratefully as she ducked inside. He moved to follow, but he found the man’s arm blocking his path. The old man’s face was harder than granite, and he raised a finger first to his eye and then to Blair. I’m watching you. Great.

      To make matters worse, the itching between Blair’s shoulder blades had gotten worse. He didn’t need to turn around to know that was the part of his body being caressed by the moonlight. Well, why not? If he was a werewolf, then it made sense. The scientist in him demanded answers, though. He wanted not just to know how a werewolf could exist, but also how or why the moon would matter.

      The old man finally moved his arm and waited patiently as Blair ducked under the door. The floorboards creaked as he made his way up the hallway and into a tiny kitchen. Liz was already seated at a table just large enough for two, with a frayed grey blanket wrapped around her shoulders. That hadn’t taken long. An old thirteen-inch television droned quietly on the counter behind them, featuring an attractive Latina reporter in front of some store.

      The husband thumped down the hall, passing Blair and heading into the house’s one, small bedroom. He emerged a moment later with a thin green robe that Blair gratefully accepted. It only hung to his thighs, and it itched, but at least he wasn’t naked any more. The old woman scurried across the linoleum, grabbing him by the arm and hustling him to the chair across from Liz.

      “Gracias,” he said, exhausting his supply of Spanish.

      “De nada,” the matronly woman replied with a smile, turning to rattle off another flurry at Liz.

      “She says we can stay the night. Tomorrow she’ll bring us to the police station so we can tell them we were robbed,” Liz replied. Blair heard her heart speed at the word “police,” and he couldn’t help but shiver when he realized what he was doing—hearing heartbeats.

      “Mira. Mira,” The old woman said, face going pale as she gestured at the television. Blair didn’t need to understand Spanish to get the gist of what the reporter was saying. She was gesturing at a storefront. The metal bars outside the door had been bent and the door itself ripped off its hinges. Something massive had broken its way inside the shop.

      “Oh my God, Blair. You don’t think?” Liz whispered, eyes finding his.

      “Maybe. Ask them where that is,” he replied grimly, still watching as the reporter solemnly relayed a story he feared he would understand all too well.

      Liz obligingly spoke to the woman in Spanish, but it was the man who answered. His voice was hostile, and he gestured accusingly at the pair of them. His wife reacted, blinking rapidly as though seeing them for the first time.

      “Blair,” Liz began, heart racing as she prepared to bolt. She pulled the blanket tighter as if that might offer some protection. “They want to know why we’re not sunburned if we spent all day walking. He says we’re lying, and I don’t think I can convince them otherwise.”

      Now that she’d called attention to it, Blair realized he wasn’t burned. Neither was Liz, and her skin was fair enough that there was no way to explain it. Their mysterious new ailment was the only answer. Werewolves healed their own wounds; perhaps they could heal sunburns too.

      The man darted across the kitchen, reaching into the nook next to the ancient white refrigerator. He emerged with a shotgun, which was promptly leveled at Blair’s chest. Blair tensed but was careful to make no threatening gesture.

      Slay him, Ka-Dun. He is less than nothing. His weapon cannot harm you.

      The voice shocked Blair, and he jerked erect without thinking. It was a mistake. The old man stroked the trigger, and the gun roared. Acrid smoke burned his eyes as a cloud of pellets took him in the chest. The force of the blow hurled him backward, knocking the table into Liz and sending him sprawling. He couldn’t draw in a breath, but he managed to roll onto his stomach. He was still struggling to his feet when he heard the growl.

      Liz had been knocked from her chair, but she flipped to her feet so rapidly that only his new senses allowed him to see more than a blur. The blanket was pooled at her feet, and her entire body began to tremble. Her eyes were malevolent pools of amber, bestial and enraged. She tilted her head backward, canines elongating even as a deep howl burst from her like the vengeance of the damned.

      It shook the room, sending the old man staggering back into the refrigerator. His hands shook as he snapped the shotgun open and tapped out the shells. He fumbled at a drawer that probably contained more rounds as his wife ran shrieking from the room.

      Liz continued her transformation, auburn fur bursting from every part of her body. It raced to cover her nakedness as her body swelled. She grew taller, more muscular. Claws burst from each finger. Bones broke as a wolf’s muzzle replaced her face. It all happened so fast, no more than a few heartbeats. Then a nine-foot monstrosity stood where the beautiful woman had been.

      The beast lunged, wicked claws punching through the man’s abdomen with a sickening crunch of bone. The shotgun clattered to the floor as one of her furry arms hefted him effortlessly. Hot blood rained to the linoleum, and the man’s heart raced like a rabbit. Blair staggered to his feet, wanting to stop her but knowing it was impossible.

      Not so, Ka-Dun. You are a shaper. Impose your will and she will obey.

      “How?” Blair cried, staring in horror.

      It was too late. The beast sank her fangs into the old man’s neck, nearly severing his spine as she tore violently at his flesh. Blood painted the room, fountaining across her auburn fur until she resembled an avenging demon Hollywood would envy. The old woman bolted down the hall, barreling out the front door with a shriek that wouldn’t end. The beast took a step as if to follow.

      Blair wasn’t sure what he did, but something surged within him. It was the same fire he’d felt when he first changed, a crackling energy that threatened to burst from him. He grabbed at it, using it to fuel something.

      “Stop,” he roared. Power suffused his words, lending a palpable authority. The beast paused and then turned to face him. Blood dripped down a chest recognizably human, even under all that fur. Every muscle strained to reach him, claws flexed in anticipation. She wanted to destroy him. He could feel the malevolence, feel her struggling against his will. How long before she broke free and killed him?
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      Liz was terrified. She stared down at Blair through alien eyes, powerless to control the actions of the monstrous body she now inhabited. She was not alone. A palpable presence lurked within her, exposed now that she’d somehow unleashed it. The thing was all rage, wrapped in a fury so potent that it frightened her even more than her helplessness. Below her Blair glared upwards, blood-speckled shoulders squared and face locked in grim determination. Something lurked in the recesses of those deep brown eyes, a power and authority he’d lacked before.

      “Stop…fighting me,” Blair said, taking a step closer. His face hardened, determination and anger etched there. “I know the beast wants you to kill. I know that better than anyone possibly could. But I also know you can fight it. You can control it. Fight the beast, Liz. Take back your power.”

      He is a shaper, Ka-Ken. His witchery is all that keeps us from rending his frail little body. Join your will to mine, and we will slay this impudent male.

      No! she railed, screaming within the confines of her head. Frustration and anger formed an alloy of resolve. She wasn’t helpless. I will not help you murder him. Give me my body back.

      We are one, Ka-Ken. If this form displeases you, then change it. But first let us deal with the shaper. Let us smash his witchery and feast on his flesh.

      I said no. He’s the only one who knows what’s happened to me, she shot back, girded in a grim armor of determination. Why don’t you flee back into whatever corner of my mind you were hiding in? Go. Away.

      This one will stop us from killing the unblooded who fled. She will alert warriors that we lack the energy to fight. She must die.

      No. I won’t let you kill her. Now give me back my body, she roared, voice echoing in her mind. She had to regain control before anyone else died. Her will strained against the beast’s, wrestling for dominance. The beast was strong, implacable. Yet so was she. She marshaled all the fury, all the humiliation, all the pain and confusion. No more.

      Your will is strong, Ka-Ken. I relinquish control, but be wary. His kind are treacherous. They lack honor.

      Just like that, the struggle ended. The voice, whatever it was, receded into the shadowed recesses of her mind. She became aware of her body, suddenly in control of the hulking form. It was unfamiliar but dizzyingly powerful. She possessed a strength she’d never imagined. Her senses were alive. She could taste the blood on the walls, smell the family of mice under the floor boards. Blair’s heartbeat thundered around her. Yet none of that power would enable her to move so much as a muscle. Whatever Blair was doing had stopped everything but her breathing and heartbeat.

      Liquid fire roiled within her. She hurled it against her captor, unsure of what she was doing or why. A burning desire for freedom blazed within. Panic mixed with indignation. It was far worse than claustrophobia, something she’d wrestled with her entire life.

      “Fine. You want me to let you go? I will,” Blair said, heartbeat slowing. He still glared up defiantly. “Just remember that her death will be on your hands. Can you deal with that, Liz?”

      Blair took a large step back, tensed muscles finally relaxing. The force holding her vanished. It didn’t fade. It was just gone. Sudden fatigue washed over her as the fury dissipated. She just wanted to sleep. To hide from what happened to her, even if it was only for a few hours. She sagged to her knees, muzzle resting against a chest covered in gore-slicked auburn fur.

      Her muscles spasmed violently as something receded within her. Every part of her skin itched as fur slithered back within her body. Bones cracked and popped as her body reorganized itself. The pain was immense, but it was fleeting. Within moments she lay naked on the linoleum, ragged sobs bursting out. Several moments later, a blanket settled over her, covering her from the neck down. It was a small kindness, but an important one. She wasn’t alone.

      “I just killed a man. Ripped him apart in front of his wife. I murdered him.” She tasted the words, looking for the emotion they lacked. Why didn’t she feel anything? That was going to catch up with her.

      “Do you drink?” Blair asked.

      The question bewildered her. It was too normal.

      “Let me see what I can find,” he continued as if she’d answered. His form moved behind her, and a moment later the refrigerator door creaked open. “Aha. Beer.” Bottles clinked; then she heard the familiar hiss as he popped the tops. She rose into a sitting position, clutching the blanket to hide both her nakedness and the remnants of the murder she’d committed. Blair turned from the counter and offered her a Corona. She took it numbly.

      “I’m struggling to get my mind around this too, but we have to focus on what we can do now. We have to get out of here. Someone must have heard that shotgun blast and probably the screams. Liz, we can’t stay.”

      “Let me think for a minute. I just need a sec,” Liz replied, taking a long swallow. The cool liquid slid down her throat, tangy and familiar. She stumbled to her feet, careful to drop neither the beer nor the blanket. The TV still droned in the background. The scenario was shockingly normal. “The wife will run to her closest neighbor, and they’ll call the police. It will probably take some time for them to respond, but you’re right. They’re coming. We have to get out of here. But where do we go?”

      “Should we see if they have any money? Maybe some clothes?” Blair suggested, gaze filled with something unreadable. Did she look that horrible? She probably wouldn’t have been able to look at him either if their roles had been reversed.

      “You’re right,” she agreed with a tight nod. Gulping down the rest of the beer fueled her resolve. It was liquid courage. “I’ll search the bedroom for clothes. See if you can find some money in the kitchen. Most people don’t trust the bank here, so they usually keep something stashed. It could also be in the bedroom.”

      She didn’t wait for a response, setting the empty bottle on the counter and heading for the hall. Exhaustion pulsed through every muscle, leaving her a trembling wreck. She threaded the wreckage in the kitchen, ignoring the sweet smell of blood and choosing to focus on the familiar tang of the beer. The hallway was dark, but she had no problem making out the picture frames on the wall, and the dark carpet that muffled her steps. It led to a small room at the back of the house, cluttered with dark, bulky shapes and the musty scent of mildew. Liz fumbled a hand along the wall near the doorway, probing until she located the light switch. She gave it a flick, revealing too much about the couple who’d called this place home until her arrival.

      The room was dominated by a queen-sized bed draped with a floral-print comforter and enough pillows to supply a Boy Scout troop. The bed was flanked by mismatched nightstands, one holding the brass lamp that had sprung to life when she’d flicked the light switch. The other held a tattered bible and an old green rotary phone. It also held two drawers that were as good a place to start as any. Liz sat heavily on the bed. She slid open the top drawer, revealing a pile of old pictures. Near the back of the drawer was a small black wallet, the sort her grandfather might have used.

      Hating herself, she plucked it from the pictures and checked the contents. A small wad of multicolored bills stared back at her. It wasn’t a fortune, but it would get them away from here and maybe hire a boat to take them to Mexico. Hot tears rained down on the bills. This had to be a nightmare. She wasn’t a killer. Werewolves didn’t exist. She was going insane.

      A floorboard creaked behind her.

      “I couldn’t find any money, but there are some clothes in the hall closet,” Blair said, appearing in the doorway. He seemed reluctant to enter. “Hey, we should get moving. Did you find anything?”

      “Money,” she said, sudden rage surging. She held the wallet up, hot tears still streaming. It was too much. “That’s enough to hire a boat. To get us to Mexico at least.”

      “I get it, Liz. This all sucks. Monumentally,” he said, buttoning an awful Hawaiian shirt. “We have no idea what we’ve become, or how. Mohn wants us. The police will be after us now too. The best thing we can do is get out. That will save lives. You saw what happens when we’re threatened. If we want to protect people, we have to keep moving. Then maybe we can piece together what’s happened to us. Maybe even find a cure.”

      “I just need a minute,” she whispered, refusing to look at him.

      “All right, I’m going to pack some food and get dressed. Make it quick,” he said, disappearing back up the hallway. She envied his composure in the face of mythological monsters.

      On a whim, Liz picked up the phone. She held the hideously green plastic to her ear. The dial tone brought her a small piece of sanity in an ocean of impossibility. Trevor would know what to do. She dialed the number methodically, waiting as the dial reset after each digit. There was a series of clicks as it routed her to the United States, and then it finally began ringing. What time was it? That probably didn’t matter. Her brother was a night owl. He always had been.

      “This is Trevor,” he answered, his voice a rock she clung to.

      “Thank God. I was so worried I’d get your voice mail. Trevor, I’m scared,” she said. Suppressing a sob of relief took everything she had. She stood from the bed, clinging the phone’s base to her chest as she faced a cracked full-length mirror. She needed clothes. “I’m in trouble. People are dead. There’s blood everywhere. I don’t know what to do.”
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      Blair closed the bedroom door, affording Liz the privacy he’d have wanted were the roles reversed. Unfortunately, his new hearing made that impossible. Her ragged pulse beat a staccato against his temples. The voice on the other end of the phone cracked like thunder.

      “Liz? Hey, it’s gonna be okay,” he said with empathy. “Calm down. Start at the beginning. Whatever it is, we’ll get through it. Where are you?”

      “I don’t know. Somewhere in north Peru, near Cajamarca,” she explained, sucking in shallow little breaths as she fought for control. Her heartbeat slowed. “I’m traveling with a…man. I don’t really know him. There are men chasing us. Men with guns.”

      “Guns? Liz what the hell happened?” Trevor fired back, voice exploding through the receiver. “Is he holding you against your will? Can you go to the police?”

      Blair strode up the hallway, toward the kitchen, wishing he could turn off his hearing.

      “I don’t think they can help. These men, they’ve got rifles and military gear. There was a helicopter. They work for a company called Mohn Corp.” Liz‘s voice softened despite the gravity of her words. “This man I’m traveling with, Blair, he’s an anthropologist. He found something, and these soldiers want it. They’ve tried to kill us both. They did kill my friend. Listen, Trev. How I got involved isn’t important. I’m scared, and I need to find a way home. Can you help me?”

      “Of course, Liz. Just tell me what you need me to do.”

      Blair entered the kitchen and cracked open the fridge door. It stopped after just a few inches, blocked by the still-warm corpse Liz’s alter ego had just slain. After all that had happened, he was simply too exhausted to react in any sort of rational way. He reached in and grabbed another beer, popping the top with his thumb. It was a fear he couldn’t have managed just a few days ago. One of many changes he couldn’t explain. He needed to find answers and find them quickly. What had he become? What kind of psychopath would have left such a plague?

      You insult the Mother, Ka-Dun. The Ark is the vessel of your salvation. The champions are the slim shield staving off your species’ annihilation.

      He jerked violently around, spilling his beer as he searched the kitchen for the speaker. There was no one, of course. The voice was in his head, but it still rattled him. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it was coming from behind him, even though there was no direction in his mind.

      “What are you?” he asked aloud, partly to muffle the conversation in the bedroom. “What do you want with me?”

      I am your guide. It is my duty to shape you into the weapon that will defend your people.

      “Thus far all you’ve done is slaughter everyone around me. Who are my people? And what am I defending them from?” he asked. This was the most forthcoming the voice had been. Blair leaned against the counter, sipping his beer in deliberate protest of the carnage.

      I have killed because you do not yet have the will to do so. It is your purpose, your reason for existence. You must cull the unblooded before it is too late. The enemy’s return is imminent. The sun will soon enter the next phase of the cycle.

      “The enemy? No more riddles. No games. I want answers,” he growled, wishing the beast had a physical form he could attack. He recognized the feeling as something that would have been out of character just a few days ago. The realization chilled him. “Why are you talking to me, anyway? You’ve been silent for days.”

      The moon provides sacred sustenance when she is large in the sky. Her energy gives us strength. Without this I must sleep. This leaves you vulnerable. This is why you must husband your strength, why you must learn.

      “Who are you talking to?” Liz asked from the doorway. Her sudden appearance startled him. How had she snuck up on him like that?

      “You know who. The voice,” he riposted, setting the half-empty Corona on the counter. “You’ve got one too, don’t you? Like a whisper in the back of your mind. Something that takes control when we sleep, that turns us into that thing.”

      “Yes,” Liz answered, pausing for an eternity before taking a tentative step into the kitchen. “It’s there, lurking. I can feel it slithering through my mind. Watching even when I’m in control. It’s especially bad tonight. Stronger. Do you think that has something to do with the moon?” Her words were an eerie echo to the beast's.

      “It must be. Every myth about werewolves ties them to the moon, especially the full moon. Maybe it’s some sort of radiation, or…well, shit. I don’t know a lot about physics or astronomy, but there must be some scientific explanation,“ he rambled, letting the ideas flow as he considered the ramifications. He met Liz’s gaze. “I need to get back to the pyramid. If I can get access to my notes and some of the photos, I can figure out who left this and why they did it. The answers to whatever we are now are up there. I know it.”

      “We both know what we are now,” Liz shot back unflinchingly. She righted one of the chairs and sank heavily into it. The ankle-length skirt and the baggy white blouse she now wore must have come from the bedroom. “Let’s face facts. We’re werewolves. No more ‘what we’ve become.’ Just call us what we are.”

      “Fine, we’re werewolves. I’ll stick to that. So, are you willing to help me get back to the pyramid?” he asked, immensely relieved to have someone to discuss the situation with. He moved to the second chair, sitting just a few feet away.

      “Are you crazy?” She gaped at him like he’d gone insane. Maybe he had. “If we try to get back there, Mohn will kill us. I bet they have a whole army by now. There’s no way we’d even get close. Blair, we have to run. To get somewhere that we can investigate what’s happened to us. Maybe if we understand that, we can reverse it.”

      “You’re right,” he agreed, wishing she weren’t. He rose to his feet. “You said something about testing our DNA. What do you need to perform those tests?”

      “We need a real lab, something back in the States. Somewhere with both the resources to do the tests and people that can help us interpret the results. My brother can probably get us access to a lab at SDSU,” she replied. Apparently he’d missed that part of her phone conversation.

      “All right, so how do we get to San Diego?” he asked, relieved that they had something close to a plan. He turned on the faucet and used the sponge to dab the blood away from his neck and face. “There’s no way we can board a plane or even a boat without a passport, right?”

      “This isn’t the United States. Customs is corrupt. When I got here, they charged something called ‘La Multa,’ the fine. It’s an open bribe. Any captain will take it. We just need to find a boat that will take us to Acapulco. My brother has a copy of my passport just in case I ever lost mine. He can ship it there, and pick it up when we arrive,” Liz explained, rising. She made for the hallway.

      Blair turned off the faucet and followed.

      “That will help you, but what about me? I don’t have a backup, and I doubt Mohn is going to let me pick it up from the pyramid,” Blair said as he trailed after her. She made for the door but glanced over her shoulder to indicate she was listening. “Do you have a plan to get me on a plane in Acapulco?”

      “Yes, and we’ll talk about it on the way. Come on, we have to get out of here,” she replied, cracking the door and peering outside. “I don’t see any lights on out there. The neighbors are probably too afraid to get involved, but I’m sure they’ve already called the police.”

      “Let’s get moving, then. We can run along the beach. There shouldn’t be anyone there, and the waves will wash away our trail,” he said. Liz darted down the porch and into the night. If not for his new senses, he would have lost her. Even as it was, he could barely track her form as she sprinted across the road, toward the pounding waves.

      He trailed after, low and quiet. Here and there he detected a heartbeat, low and steady as if its owner were asleep. That surprised him. He’d expected the quiet little town to erupt like a kicked anthill after the shotgun blast and the wife’s screaming. Still, he wasn’t one to question good fortune. He sprinted after Liz, closing the gap shortly after his newly acquired sandals began to crunch the sand.

      “You asked if I had a plan,” Liz said, half of her face illuminated by the heavy moon above. “We won’t be able to get you on an international flight, but we can probably convince them you lost your passport and to let us fly to Tijuana or Ensenada. From there it’s easy to get you across the border into San Diego.”

      “Guess we don’t have much choice. Let’s hope that it…” He instinctively turned toward the foothills they’d traversed the day before. He wasn’t sure how, but energy pulsed through him. His eyes grew warm. Thin moonlight now lit the land like dusk. Shrubs and boulders leapt at him with impossible clarity, as if he were gazing through a powerful set of binoculars.

      In the distance a four-legged figure stood atop a rise. It was a wolf. A very large wolf.

      “What is it?” Liz asked, scanning the horizon in the direction he was facing.

      “There’s something out there, and it’s watching us,” Blair said, a chill working it’s way down his spine. “Liz, it’s a werewolf. I’m sure of it.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            31

          

          

      

    

    







            One Who Fights

          

        

      

    

    
      Ahiga seethed with indignation, pacing back and forth across the rocky outcrop as he gazed at the tiny village next to the ocean. His heavy lupine body tingled with power from the moon above. The trickle of energy was thin, but he drank it in eagerly.

      Impudent and powerful as only the Mother’s direct progeny could be, the interloper who’d usurped his link with the Mother glared defiantly back at him from the distant shore. In time the whelp might eclipse even him, must eclipse him if he were to fulfill the duty he had unknowingly usurped. It was a mantle that must be borne now, though there was no way the whelp could be prepared in time, or at all, if Ahiga couldn’t even reach him.

      What moments remained were vital. The unblooded must be culled. The tainted must be eradicated before they began spreading their vile plague. Yet he could not do these things. He must train the whelp and awaken the Mother. It was a slender thread of hope that bore the weight of an entire world.

      “Where do you run to, little cub?” he mused, studying the strange buildings clustered along the shore. A road stretched into the distance, made from some strange black substance. Alien, like much of this place.

      The whelp moved along the shore instead of using the road. Why? Perhaps he fled the soldiers who’d conquered the Ark, or maybe he sought passage to another land. Perhaps both. There was a way to know, but Ahiga’s soul cried out at the crime of it. He could force his way into the whelp’s mind and pilfer his destination. Yet such an act against the blooded was the worst sort of violation. The Mother would be ashamed. But what cost if he did not? What if this fool fled to the far corners of the world, leaving the Mother to slumber through the coming apocalypse? Ahiga waged an internal war, each side marshaling its forces. What should he do?

      The whelp trotted up the shore. He would be out of sight soon, breaking the visual link Ahiga needed to invade his mind. He must act quickly if he were to act at all. Would this betrayal haunt him later? Could the whelp accept him as a teacher after such a violation? It didn’t matter. He must learn where the whelp was going. He reached deep into the well of power within himself, pulling forth a thick surge that resonated through him.

      Ahiga channeled his will into a spike, focusing upon the whelp to the exclusion of all else. Then he struck, piercing the whelp’s pitiful defenses and slipping into his mind. The world disappeared, replaced by a flowing sea of memory. Experiences flitted by like birds, fluttering about in a multicolored storm. He ignored most, sifting through the mass to reach the most recent.

      Something flashed by and he snagged it between two fingers, pausing to examine the memory. It showed a female shifting. The whelp wasn’t alone. Why hadn’t he spotted the female? Had she already mastered the shadows? Ahiga sifted more memories. Liz, that was her name. Blair, that of the whelp. They were running, hard and fast like prey before the hunt. Just like prey, running would mean their destruction unless he somehow intervened.

      Where were they going? Ahiga sifted again, this time latching onto a snippet of conversation. Acapulco, a city to the north. They planned to travel by ship. Very well, he could do the same. He would catch them in Acapulco. The whelp would return to the Mother no matter the cost.

      Who are you? a voice thundered. The memories scattered, leaving Ahiga standing on an obsidian slab stretching to the horizon. Above him loomed the host he’d invaded. The whelp’s eyes glittered with righteous rage, and he stood ready despite his ignorance. Even the whelp’s instincts might be dangerous in the confines of his own mind. He held all the advantages here.

      I am Ahiga. It means one who fights, he explained, sketching a bow. Respect was the only thing that might salvage things. Please accept my sincere apologies for touching your mind without permission. The need is dire enough that I have broken one of our greatest taboos. You must come to me, Blair. You have set great events in motion and time grows short. The Mother must be awakened.

      You’re talking about the woman in the pyramid, aren’t you? he asked, stance softening just a little.

      Yes, and she can only be awakened by one who shares a link with the Ark. A link you forged when you touched the Mother’s hand, Ahiga explained, reaching for words Blair might grasp. He sank into a cross-legged position and gestured for Blair to do the same. Please, there is much you need to know. I cannot maintain this link long. Sit. Join me.

      Even if I wanted to wake her, I can’t, Blair explained, ignoring the proffered spot. She’s surrounded by soldiers. Going back would get me killed.

      It will be dangerous, but you do not grasp the severity of the situation, Ahiga replied, anger bubbling up. He struggled to keep it from his voice, with limited success. If we do not wake the Mother, the world is doomed. Countless unblooded will fall to the enemy, each victim increasing their strength. If you continue to flee, this fate is inevitable. Can you live with that, whelp? It will be your fault.

      My fault? Blair thundered. His beast must have sunk deep roots for him to be able to summon so much rage this soon after his bonding. You’ve turned me into a monster. I’ve slaughtered women. Children. Not an hour ago, Liz killed a man whose only crime was helping a couple of strangers. I don’t know what you did, but I’m going to find a way to undo it. Tell me, if I help you wake this Mother, can she cure me?

      Cure? Are you mad? Of course not, Ahiga replied. He rose gracefully to his feet. There was no reaching the whelp.

      Then I want nothing to do with you, the whelp thundered. A sudden gale sprang up, whipping at Ahiga with incredibly fury. It picked him up, hurling him from the whelp’s mind.
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      Jordan shook his head, marveling at the three-story structure squatting at the base of the pyramid’s exterior. It hadn’t existed the previous morning. An army of black-uniformed Mohn employees had used a gigantic 3D printer to construct pieces. Like toddlers with Legos, they then assembled their field headquarters. They’d even found time to erect a small array of satellite dishes atop the roof. The dishes were aimed at the angry black clouds blanketing the sky. A storm was coming. How appropriate.

      “Sir,” one of two gate guards said. Both snapped to attention as Jordan ducked under the doorway and into Ops. It was far more organized than the pavilion had been, with techs hurrying between machines. They were analyzing all the data gathered thus far. They’d learned nothing significant from what he could tell.

      Jordan wove through rows of tables, angling for the one furthest from the door. Sheila hunched over a desk, open manila folders scattered everywhere. He picked up a photo from the one closest to him. It was some of the vivid hieroglyphs discovered in the main chamber. “This is Professor Smith’s work. Have you had any luck with his notes?”

      “Some,” Sheila drawled in her peculiar yet endearing way. “I don’t have a true translation since we lack their alphabet, but the fact that they used pictograms is helpful. Blair laid the groundwork for a few dozen symbols, and I’ve expanded on that. I’ve focused mostly on the inner chamber, and I don’t like what I’m learning. I’m starting to suspect why this place was built, but I’m not confident enough to share the research with the team. I need more data.”

      “What does your gut tell you?” he asked. Science was great, but it was intuition that had kept him alive.

      “That we’ve stumbled into something we don’t understand,” she said, spinning her chair around to face him. She straightened her glasses. “This place is massive. It’s clear from the sarcophagus chamber that this place is much bigger than we initially guessed. We have no idea how deep underground it goes. Building something like this would take the concerted effort of nations to duplicate today, assuming we could even do it.” Her face paled. “I’ve also realized something, and it scares me. We dated the pyramid by the sediment it was buried in, but the truth is we have no idea how long it was buried. This thing’s true age could be much older than the thirteen-thousand-year-old sediment layer.”

      “How much older?” he asked, unsure why she was alarmed. To him old was old. What did a few millennia matter, give or take?

      “I don’t know. What I do know is that they clearly intended for it to awaken at a specific date and time. The question is why. What was significant about that date?” she asked, though he sensed the question was rhetorical. Obviously she had a theory. Sheila plowed on. “You have to have heard all that garbage about 2012 being the end of the world. What a lot of people don’t know is why that year matters so much. It marks the end of the long count in the Mayan calendar. According to their mythology, it marked the end of the old world and the beginning of the new, and they weren’t the only ones to leap to that conclusion.”

      Pieces clicked together in Jordan’s head. It wasn’t accidental that Mohn had sent them to an empty ravine just moments before the pyramid had appeared. Somehow his employers had known to expect it. That suggested they knew something about Sheila’s mysterious date.

      “Have you ever heard that old song, ‘The Age of Aquarius’?” she asked, humming the name of the song to a very familiar melody. Jordan’s mother had loved the musical Hair, so he’d heard the song often, growing up.

      “Yeah, I know it,” he said, stroking the stubble he hadn’t had time to deal with. “What does a bad song from the ‘60s have to do with this ancient culture?”

      “The Age of Aquarius is supposed to begin soon, or to have already begun. Scholars hotly debate when we’ll enter it. It’s part of something called the Galactic Procession, divided into thirteen parts. Each corresponds to a Zodiac sign,” she explained, bouncing in her chair excitedly. “Each sign lasts about two thousand years, which means we complete a galactic rotation once every twenty-six thousand years. The Mayans knew that. So did the Greeks. So did a lot of ancient cultures. What if that knowledge trickled down from this ancient culture? What if the pyramid came back at this time for a reason? It could have been programmed, for lack of a better term, to return when the new age began.”

      “It clearly had a trigger of some sort, but why come back now? What exactly happens when we enter a new age? And why leave a trap that turns people into werewolves?” Jordan asked, leaning against her desk and crossing his arms over his chest. “There are dozens of sightings already. From Mexico to Argentina. There was even an attack in Texas at a clinic. The media had a field day with that one.”

      Sheila paled at his last words, avoiding his gaze. She seemed to collect herself after a moment.

      “I have a theory about why the werewolves were created,” Sheila said softly. She looked shaken. “Blair’s notes mention some sort of ancient enemy. What if the werewolves were engineered to fight something?”

      “Like what?” he replied, chilled at the possibility of an enemy that required such a ferocious creation.

      “I don’t know. Blair was still working with that part, and I haven’t had a lot of luck. But the answer is in there somewhere,” she said, brow furrowing. That simple gesture said more about her level of frustration than cursing would. “I wish I had some help. There’s just too much ground to cover. I wish Blair was here. Or even Steve.”

      “What if I could get you that help?” he asked. It was a gamble the Director might not like, but if it gave them answers, it would be worth it.

      “Then I’d say get it. I don’t know that you’re going to find someone as good as Blair though,” she replied, turning back to the files on her desk.

      “Sheila, come with me,” he said, resting a hand on her shoulder to get her attention. She was already engrossed in her work again.

      “Hmm? Where are we going?” she asked, finally looking up.

      “I have something to show you. I could get in a lot of trouble for this, but I think it might provide the answers you need,” he said, voice low so none of the surrounding techs could hear. “Come on. Follow me.”

      He offered a hand and helped her to her feet. The pair threaded back through the desks, unnoticed by the small army of drone-like techs. They had been assigned unrealistic workloads that would consume their attention entirely. Jordan and Sheila reached the exit without being noticed. The guards snapped to attention but said nothing as they passed.

      “Where are we going?” Sheila hissed, darting a nervous glance back at the guards. “I’m not supposed to leave without authorization.”

      “Are you willing to take a risk?” he asked, slowing his pace to give her time to think.

      “Yes. I’m not getting anywhere, so if you have anything that might help, I want it. I’ll take the risk.” She delivered the words with a tight nod.

      “Good. We’re heading into the stockade,” he said, steering her toward the squat black building. It lacked windows and had one shiny metallic door. “They’ll let me in, and I doubt they’ll ask about you. If they do, you’re here to examine the prisoners, all right?”

      “Prisoners?” she asked, brow furrowing again as she considered his words. The mannerism made her resemble an owl. She snapped her fingers in sudden understanding. “You caught one of them. We have a live specimen, don’t we?”

      “You’ll see soon enough,” he replied, striding boldly up to the pair of guards at attention outside the stockade. These were more alert, assessing his threat level even though they recognized him, as their training demanded. He stopped before the pair. “I’m accessing the prisoners in cell six. I expect to be inside for no more than twenty minutes.”

      “Yes, sir,” one guard barked, words clipped as tightly as the man’s shaved head. “Per regulations, all visitors must be logged. Please sign this.” He offered a clipboard, which Jordan signed after a cursory examination. He handed it to Sheila, who added her signature. That would be damning evidence later.

      “You’re clear, sir,” the soldier said, taking a step back and opening the door with a sharp hiss. He gestured inside.

      Jordan plunged forward, shoulders squared with every bit of the authority he could muster. Sheila followed behind, clearly nervous. He hoped they’d chalk that up to the idea of examining werewolves. The door snapped shut behind them, sealing itself with a series of clicks. Inside lay a single long corridor that stretched the length of the building. It was lined with doors at ten-foot intervals, each set with a two-way mirror to allow the captors to observe their prisoners without their knowledge.

      He strode boldly down the hall, noting Sheila’s gaze as it swept between the cells they passed. All were empty, save for the last one at the end of the hall. That’s where Jordan finally stopped, gesturing at the mirror to allow his companion to study the occupants. Sheila adjusted her glasses as she peered into the featureless cell. Two figures sat on the padded floor. They were at opposite ends of the room, clearly trying to stay as far from one another as possible.

      “Is that? Jordan, it can’t be. What am I seeing?” Sheila asked, her weight sagging against him as shock overcame her.

      “Exactly what you think you see. That’s Bridget. And Steve,” he explained, supporting her. Both the occupants wore plain white hospital gowns, but their faces were unmistakable. She had to recognize them. “They rose the morning after the initial attack. Steve was easy enough to take down, but Bridget took out three of my men before she could be contained. Our initial findings suggest females are larger and a great deal more violent than males, though we have no idea why.”

      “I…Why are you showing me this?” Sheila asked, finally supporting her own weight. She was still watching the prisoners.

      “You said you needed help. This is it. They can help you solve the language problem, to find out what we’re dealing with,” he said, leaning over to push the red button next to the door before she could protest. “Steve, I’m here with Sheila. She has a request she’d like to make.”

      At the sound of Jordan’s voice, Steve leapt to his feet so swiftly Sheila stumbled back from the door. He was a different man than he had been at the initial dig site. More confident, calm, and self-possessed. He emanated strength. Bridget didn’t react at all, just huddled in the corner with her head pressed against her knees.

      “Hello, Jordan,” he said, tone that of a dinner party host welcoming his guests. He took a step closer to the window. “Hello, Sheila. Are you trying to open the Mother’s sarcophagus? If so, you’re out of luck. It’s genetically locked to the person who bonded the Ark. No Blair, no Mother.”

      “Why would we want to wake up whoever’s in there?” Jordan countered. “Thus far, the people who built this place have managed to unleash a plague that could wipe out our civilization unless we find a way to stop it. Do you really think waking up the woman who might have caused it is a good idea?”

      “More importantly,” Sheila said, breaking in before Steve could reply, “who is the Mother, and how do you know anything about her? Or that Blair is the one who can open her sarcophagus? What the hell is a genetic lock?”

      “She told me,” he said, predatory grin spreading. It took a lot to rattle Jordan, but this guy did it. “She touched my mind. She’s still asleep, but even now her will is so powerful that it bleeds out and touches everyone around her. Have you had dreams lately, Sheila? I know you have…”

      “Commander Jordan, this is Ops. We have a situation. Are you on the line?” the radio at Jordan’s side blared, breaking off all conversation. He snatched it from his belt and thumbed the receiver.

      “This is Jordan. Go ahead,” he replied, thumbing the red button to kill the feed into the cell.

      “We just intercepted a local police call in a small town near the Peruvian coast. A woman claims two foreigners turned up on her doorstep in the middle of the night. One turned into a monster and killed her husband,” the voice explained. It was a balding tech named Sandoval.

      “How is this attack any different than the dozens of others?” Jordan asked, irritation leaking into his voice. He eyed Steve through the mirror. He was certain the man, even in a sealed cell, knew he and Sheila were still there.

      “Sir, they described the two people. One of them is Subject Alpha.”
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      Blair stared down at the white-tipped waves, hands braced on the ship’s chrome railing. Thick spray washed over him, smelling of salt and brine. It felt wonderful. It tasted of freedom. He inhaled deeply, smiling up at the moon’s thickening crescent. There was movement behind him.

      “I’m sorry.” Liz’s voice was soft enough that he might have missed it if not for his augmented hearing. “About the other day, when we woke up. I mean, how I reacted.”

      Blair turned to face her, reply lost. He couldn’t help but stare. The moonlight polished her eyes to brilliant sapphires and painted her river of bronze hair into platinum. She was a wholly different person than he’d met what felt a lifetime ago but was, in reality, a handful of days. The change was not just physical, though she’d changed dramatically in that way too. Soft curves had transformed into the toned muscles of a lifelong athlete, just as his own body had transformed.

      The changes went deeper though. The determination and borderline hostility in her gaze had softened, hinting at a vulnerability he doubted she’d ever willingly show him, or anyone for that matter. Though he’d only known her briefly, he had the sense that she prided herself on being self-sufficient. She’d have to be to travel South America as a lone foreign woman. That took a mix of courage and savvy.

      “For pelting me in the face with a rock?” Blair said, flashing a grin. He leaned back against the railing, exalting in the spray as another wave crashed against the bow of the freighter. “Can’t really blame you for that, given that you woke up naked next to a man you didn’t really know.”

      The moonlight hid her blush, if there was one. She momentarily averted her gaze before replying. “Still, I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. You’re just as much a victim of this whole thing as I am.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Blair said, snorting as she moved to the railing next to him.

      Silence stretched as she stared out over the waves, wind playing with her hair in a way that made his hands twitch. He wondered what it felt like. Blair glanced up to the higher deck, but other than the bearded captain steering the boat  they were completely alone. He was out of earshot, giving them as much privacy as they could really expect.

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” she said, glancing at him as she spoke. She brushed away a lock of hair that had blown into her face, “about what we’ve become and how it happened. About this pyramid and why it might have come back now. Have you ever wondered about all the myths about werewolves and elves and vampires? I think there’s more truth in them than we ever could have guessed. What if our legends are half-remembered stories?”

      “I think that’s a bit of a stretch,” Blair said, caught a bit off guard by the question. During all the running, he hadn’t thought much about the origins of the werewolves. “Not the werewolves, obviously, but vampires or elves. I haven’t seen anything to suggest either exist.”

      “You have to wonder at least. This pyramid turns everything we know on its head. If werewolves exist, why not other mythological creatures?” she said, delivering a slight smile. “There’s a lot more to the universe than most people are willing to admit. Do you know why I was in Peru to begin with?”

      “I’ve been wondering,” Blair admitted. He turned around, resting his forearms on the railing as he turned his gaze to the ocean. It glittered under the caress of the moon, like a field of carelessly discarded diamonds.

      “I came to meet with a shaman, a spirit guide who helps the locals,” she admitted, eyeing him sidelong as if waiting for a reaction. He said nothing. “I took ayahuasca. I went on a spirit quest.”

      “So you believe in all that supernatural stuff then?” he said, before he could catch the words. Her face hardened, mask back in place immediately.

      “Yeah, I believe in that woo-woo stuff,” she shot back, tone heated. “You can make fun of it if you want, but there’s a lot more to it than just superstition and mumbo jumbo.”

      “Next you’re going to tell me you think the pyramids were built by aliens,” Blair said, rolling his eyes. He didn’t want to slight her beliefs, but he’d dealt with this uninformed crap for too many years.

      “Who’s to say they weren’t? Or if not aliens, then something modern people would consider to be magic,” Liz said, brushing her hair from her face again.

      “History,” Blair countered, moderating her tone. If he wanted her to listen, he couldn’t be an ass about this. “We know when and how the pyramids were built. We’ve even found a complex built by Pharaoh Khufu to house the workers who did it. We’ve been able to piece together their lives, from the beer they drank to the games they played. The Egyptians were very meticulous in their record keeping.”

      “What about Abu Gorash?” she asked, eyes alight with triumph.

      Blair was taken aback. Very few people knew about Abu Gorash, the pyramid atop a mountain, so remote that almost no tourists visited it. The stonework was so fine that it appeared to have been machined.

      “I watched a documentary on the pyramids, on Netflix. It said that the pyramids were used as a power source and that you can still feel the electrical charge at their tips. Even if that wasn’t true, how did the Egyptians get all those stone blocks to the top of a mountain?” she said, clearly enjoying herself now. “Magic, or something we’d consider to be magic. We haven’t had any proof that it exists, at least until now. You said the pyramid you discovered is larger than the Egyptian ones and that it caused an earthquake, right? How much more proof do you need?”

      “That’s true,” he admitted, considering the notion. Could she be right? It just wasn’t possible. There was too much proof showing that the Egyptians had used conventional labor to build their monuments. “It’s possible the Egyptians were aping an earlier culture, but their work is elementary compared to what we found in those mountains. Clearly this culture had technology so advanced we might call it magic, but if the Egyptians did, why was their work so primitive in comparison? Why did future cultures not use this ‘magic’?”

      “Maybe some of them did,” Liz said, giving a pleased smile. “The Mayans built pyramids. The Celts built Stonehenge. What about the moai statues on Easter Island? There’s evidence all around us.”

      “Okay, let’s say you’re right. You’re not—we have too much evidence to the contrary—but let’s say, for the sake of argument, that all these places were built with magic,” Blair allowed, crossing his arms and giving a smile of his own. He had her now. “What happened to the magic, Liz? Why did these cultures stop using it? Why don’t we use it today? People all over the world call themselves magicians or shamans, but not a single one anywhere can demonstrate anything concrete. They’re not throwing fireballs or conjuring demons. They’re not healing the sick or levitating twenty-ton stone blocks through the air. Why not, Liz?”

      She was quiet for a long moment, staring up at the moon while she bit her lower lip. Then she straightened suddenly, eyes alight as she turned back to him. “This pyramid came now, of all the times it could have appeared. You remember all those 2012 prophecies, that the world was going to end? It was based on the Mayans; their calendar ended in 2012.”

      “I’m familiar with it. They called it the long count,” Blair said, quirking an eyebrow. “I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

      “The Mayans believed time was circular, that it flowed in a great cycle. So what if magic is a part of this cycle, that it comes and goes,” she said, as excited as Blair had ever seen her. Liz’s energy reminded him a little of Bridget. “Maybe magic has been gone for a really long time, thousands of years. We have legends about it, but people today can’t duplicate it because it’s been gone for some reason.”

      “And you think it’s back now?” Blair asked. He wasn’t sure what to think. On the one hand, it sounded crazy. It was just the sort of rationalized pseudo-science that he’d contended with his entire career. On the other hand, he’d turned into a werewolf, and a pyramid from the Mesolithic had appeared all on its own. Like magic.

      “Exactly. Maybe it’s been building up slowly and we’ve hit some sort of tipping point,” she said. It was obviously a topic she was passionate about, and that passion made her even more beautiful. “If it’s cyclic, maybe the magic got weaker, and that’s why by the time the Egyptians built the pyramids, they had to do a lot of it with conventional labor. That explains the evidence you said we’ve found. It could also explain why they built them to conduct energy. Magic.”

      “If you’re right, if there is some sort of energy we’d think of as magic, then that makes a kind of sense,” Blair said. He didn’t like where this was going, but he couldn’t fault her logic. “If it was fading away, then the Pyramids could have focused what remained. Maybe it was a last gambit to keep their magic alive. The Pyramids were built during the fourth dynasty, what we call the Old Kingdom. Maybe they worked for a little while, but by the time the Middle Kingdom rolled around, they were just lumps of stone. That could also explain why they don’t have any adornment inside. The Egyptians love to decorate their monuments, but the insides of the Pyramids are completely bare. If they were functional, not decorative, that would make sense.”

      “We’d have to rethink history,” Liz said, with a genuine smile. “Every ancient civilization has their myths about magic. Atlantis. King Arthur. Ancestor worship. Gaining strength through human sacrifice. What if all those legends are based on something real? They were real in the beginning, but as magic faded, all the miracles stopped. That’s why no one believes in it today.”

      “This is an interesting theory, but I’m not comfortable calling it magic,” Blair said, shaking his head. The boat creaked as it crested a wave. He squinted. There were city lights on the horizon.

      “Then what do you want to call it?” Liz asked. She leaned against his shoulder. It wasn’t a cold night, but her warmth was welcome for other reasons.

      “Something the beast in my head said. Shaping,” he said, wondering exactly what the word meant.
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      Ahiga laboriously placed the last stone, as large as a man’s head. He added it to the growling spiral, hot sand kissing his bare feet as he completed the spiral’s third revolution. It was far larger than the ones he’d created in ages past, but power was thin, and he needed all the focus the stones could provide. It was the only way to accomplish what he must.

      He shaded his eyes against the harsh sun, large in the sky over the western horizon. It nearly touched the water, its yellow brilliance already fading to orange. Soon it would become red; then it would vanish into the ocean, like some slowly cooling ember. Already, the moon hung in the sky, the fat crescent pale and weak. Drowned out by the sun’s lingering majesty.

      Ahiga took slow, deliberate steps across the sand. He followed the spiral inward, his breathing shallow as he approached the center. When he reached it he squatted, knees out-thrust slightly with his forearms resting against his thighs. He closed his eyes, crouched at the exact center of the spiral. The apex of the power it could provide.

      “What are you doing?” a voice said, the high shrill of a young child.

      Ahiga’s eyes snapped open, and he turned his gaze on the unexpected interruption. The beach was empty save for a small girl of perhaps six or seven. She wore a bright-blue bathing suit, and her long, dark hair sent runnels of water down her bare shoulders. Too young to fear a stranger and armed with all the curiosity such a young child could muster, she watched him with large, dark eyes.

      He scanned the beach and spied two figures in the distance. A bare-chested man sat on a bright-red blanket while his mate emerged from the deep-green waves. She wore tiny white garments that barely covered her chest and crotch, highlighting bronzed curves rather than hiding them. The child bore a strong resemblance, the same hair and heart-shaped face.

      “I am gathering power,” Ahiga told the child, turning his attention back to her. She was too young to accept the gift.

      The child’s parents are of the age, his beast rumbled, voice echoing through his mind. They could be slain quickly.

      He considered that option; then discarded it. Imparting the gift would cost both power and time, and he had precious little of either. He would need all that he possessed for the ritual he must enact. He had to know how quickly the champions were spreading. More importantly, he had to locate the whelp, or all would be lost.

      “No, you aren’t,” the child said, planting her hands on hips. “You’re just playing with rocks.”

      He blinked, taken aback. Few among the blooded questioned his word. None among the unblooded would dare. Yet here was this simple child doing just that. Ahiga leaned his head back and laughed.

      “I am, child. These stones help to focus my power. They will enable me to perform a ritual of great power, one that will send my consciousness winging across the sky. Higher than any bird can soar,” he said, though he knew she couldn’t possibly understand what he was doing.

      “The rocks are going to help you fly?” the child asked, her tone dubious. “People can’t fly. Not like birds. We have to take an airplane.”

      Ahiga didn’t need to pluck the concept from her mind to understand. The strange silver birds in the sky were conveyances, carrying people from land to land with shocking speed. He’d already puzzled that much out.

      “I will show you,” he said, closing his eyes. Establishing a link to the child’s mind took a bare trickle of energy compared to the vast expenditure required by the ritual.

      He focused on the first stone, feeling the weight and substance of it with his mind. Then the second. Then the third. Faster and faster, he touched them, working his way outward across the spire. The world faded away, the crashing of the waves and the hot sand gone as he rose from his body and into the sky. He could see pinpricks of light dotting the world beneath him, dozens of them.

      They radiated out from the Ark, like the arms of an octopus. One arm curled down into the River of Life and the vast jungle that surrounded it. The rest snaked through the mountains, toward the ocean, growing wider as they reached the strangely sprawling cities. Excellent. Many had reached large population centers, and that meant the champions could spread swiftly.

      The lights closer to the Ark pulsed strongly, while many of those in the cities were weaker. Each indicated the relative strength of a champion. None were potent enough to be the whelp he sought, but then he hadn’t expected them to be. Ahiga cast his will north, across the waves. He followed them until he found a pair of lights in the vast ocean of darkness. They blazed like the full moon, both potent. The whelp and his direct progeny.

      He studied the ocean around them, casting his will still further north until he located the land they would arrive in. It had housed a great empire in his day, but the climate had shifted dramatically over the millennia. Arid plains were now choked with jungle, and only a few cities dotted the land. That was good, in a way. It limited the destinations the whelp could be seeking. The tall structures dotting the beaches must be this Acapulco he had plucked from the whelp’s mind. Their vessel crawled sluggishly toward it, perhaps a day or two away from the crowded port.

      It would cost him, but Ahiga could move far more swiftly than they. Wolves were strong swimmers, especially when fueled by the power of the moon. He would reach this city on the heels of his quarry. Ahiga released the vision, returning to his body with a dizzying sense of vertigo.

      He opened his eyes, unsurprised to find the child slack-jawed and gaping at him. Her chin quivered, eyes even larger. She backed a step away, turned abruptly, and started sprinting across the sand to her parents. She began to wail, terrified by the vision he’d shared with her.

      Ahiga smiled and then rose from the spiral and strode toward the water. He hated swimming, especially across such a vast distance. Would that he possessed a slipsail. He chided himself for the thought. There was no sense lamenting what he did not have.

      Ahiga dove into the water, energy flowing through his body as he began the change.
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      Blair peered through the filmy cab window as it rumbled to a halt outside the Crowne Plaza, a towering structure with sloped sides, a little too reminiscent of a pyramid. Palm trees decorated with streams of hanging lights blazed away on the walk outside the building, which perched in opulence on the boardwalk along Av Costera Miguel Aléman, the main artery running through Acapulco. A 747 dipped across the sky, disappearing somewhere to the north.

      “This is it,” Liz said, squeezing Blair’s arm. She leaned forward to speak to the driver. “Cuánto te debo?” The two had a rapid exchange. The driver seemed angry, and Liz had gone tense. Blair wished again that he’d paid a little more attention in his high school Spanish classes.

      “He says it’s thirteen pesos for each of us, and he won’t take the money we brought from Peru. He will take American currency though,” she explained, opening the cab door and slipping out. She leaned her head back into the car. “I’m going to run inside and grab the package my brother sent. Then we can pay the cab and get our room. I told him you’d stay here.” She slammed the door, hurrying up the walk and disappearing through the glass doors into the hotel.

      Slay this wretch, Ka-Dun. He should be honored to render service for the blooded. If he will not serve in life, let him serve in death.

      “I’m not going to kill the man to save a few pesos,” Blair whispered under his breath. The driver had sharp ears, his gaze shooting up to the rearview mirror when Blair spoke. The man probably thought he was crazy. He might not be wrong.

      They waited in silence for an eternity, just Blair and the driver. The cab had been considerably more crowded, but apparently theirs was the man’s last stop. The system was an odd one. The cabs just kept picking up passengers until they were full, more like a bus than an American taxi. Of course, they were also really cheap, which was a very good thing for people with limited means. What little cash they had wasn’t going to get them far, unless Liz’s brother had sent them enough to afford airfare to northern Mexico. Staying at the Crowne Plaza seemed an unnecessary waste, but because Liz’s brother was paying for it, Blair supposed he shouldn’t complain.

      He lost himself in the drone of car horns and the steady stream of drunken tourists winding their way down the boulevard. This city had a reputation for never sleeping, and from what he saw of the clubs they’d passed, he found the reputation to be well earned. Hundreds of bikini-clad women and bare-chested men clogged the streets as far as the eye could see, most cradling brightly colored plastic glasses. It reminded him a great deal of the Vegas Strip, though most of the people were darker skinned and probably didn’t speak much English.

      Within minutes a familiar heartbeat approached. Blair looked up to see Liz, her bulky white blouse and matronly skirt decidedly out of place amidst the frolicking tourists. She clutched a rubber-band-wrapped bundle in one hand, pausing to withdraw a twenty-dollar bill as she stopped next to the cab’s now open window. Blair popped open the door and joined her on the curb as she settled their fare with the driver. He handed back a wad of brightly colored Mexican bills and then sped off before Liz had a chance to count them. The battered cab left a cloud of acrid exhaust in its wake, disappearing into the cacophony of the busy thoroughfare.

      “How much did your brother send us?” Blair asked as the two headed up the walkway, toward the lobby.

      “A thousand dollars,” Liz answered, pausing to thread around a cluster of drunken teenagers. “That should be enough to get us some new clothes and tickets to Tijuana. Trevor will meet us at the border into San Diego. From there we should be able to find a lab and hopefully get some answers.”

      “You think it will be that easy?” Blair asked, dropping his voice as the sliding glass doors closed behind them. The lobby was like a library compared to the oppressive noise outside. “I’m still not sure they’re going to let me on a plane without some sort of identification.”

      “You’ll find that Mexico is quite a bit different than the states,” Liz said, beaming a grin at him. It was the first time he could remember her smiling. “The corruption here is more or less the same, but they’re a lot more blatant about it. If we slip the clerk some cash, they’ll overlook your lack of ID, at least as long as we’re only flying within the county. I do think it will be that easy. Mohn has no idea where we are. We’ve got money, and we’ve got a plan. Things are going to work out.”

      Blair returned the smile, though privately he still had his doubts. He trailed after Liz as she strode boldly to the concierge. He was a short, wiry man with slicked-back hair and a neatly trimmed goatee. His clothing was in sharp contrast to the tourists’, a white dress shirt with the first two buttons undone and a pair of tight-fitting black slacks. He leaned forward on the marble countertop, ready to serve as they approached.

      “Good evening, Ms. Gregg,” he said with the grace of one well trained to serve. He gestured toward the elevators on the far side of the lobby. “I’ve taken the liberty of preparing your room. Take those elevators to the seventeenth floor and turn right. You’re in 1706. Is there anything else I might provide to make your stay more enjoyable?”

      “Is there a place we can pick up some clothes? I know it’s late,” Liz asked, gesturing at her travel-stained blouse.

      “Of course, Ms. Gregg. The hotel gift shop is open until eleven p.m. You’ll find suitable attire there. Toiletries are available in the room, and if you need anything further, please don’t hesitate to call the front desk. We’re happy to provide you with whatever you require,” he said, clearly admiring Liz’s figure. Not that Blair could blame the man.

      They walked to the center of the marble floor, traffic flowing around them as they got their bearings.

      “There it is. I’d kill to get out of these clothes. Let’s see what we can find,” Liz said, heading in the direction of a large shop with wide windows. Through the glass, he could see an array of t-shirts, stuffed bears, and all the other crap one would expect of a tourist trap.

      Fifteen minutes later they boarded the elevator with an armload of bags. Blair had selected a black shirt with palm trees and the word Acapulco emblazoned across the chest. A pair of sandals and comfortable swim trunks completed his purchases. All the other bags belonged to Liz, who’d bought two full changes of clothing and a green bikini that he hoped she would have a chance to wear. The elevator dinged, and the doors slid closed. It rose smoothly, numbers ticking by until it stopped on the seventeenth floor. They exited onto a plush green carpet that could have been installed the day before.

      Blair picked out a sign that indicated their block of rooms lay to the right. They wound up the hallway, too exhausted to speak as they passed the last fifty feet to relative safety. He could scarcely believe it when they reached the matte-black door with a bronze placard that read 1706. Liz slid in the white keycard, and a green light above the lock flared. She pushed the door open, revealing a spacious room with two queen-sized beds. Blair tossed his packages on the floor near the closest bed, flopping onto the floral comforter and relaxing against the pillows. Liz sat heavily on her bed, massaging her neck as the door clicked shut behind them.

      “I can’t believe we made it,” Blair said, rising restlessly to his feet. They were here; why couldn’t he enjoy it? He crossed the room and pulled open a white curtain to reveal a narrow balcony with two patio chairs and a small glass-topped table. The city blazed beneath them, thousands of tourists completely unaware that a pair of werewolves had just arrived in their midst. “So, your brother is going to meet us in Tijuana, right? Have you told him about our…situation?”

      “Sure, I told him we’re werewolves,” Liz said, rolling her eyes. She removed her hand from her neck and rose to join him at the balcony. He slid the door open, and they stepped into the balmy night. The city flowed below them, and they took in the noise of car horns and laughter. Neon lights and people flirting. “How would you react if someone told you that? Trevor is the consummate scientist. He’s even more of a skeptic than you are. He’ll believe it if I can show him proof, but if I told him now, he’d just assume it was the ayahuasca.”

      “He knew why you went to Peru?” Blair asked. The way she’d described her brother, Blair expected him to be straight laced and anti-drug. Most of the academics Blair knew were like that, at least the ones involved in the hard sciences and higher math. A few were okay with marijuana, but they wouldn’t be caught dead near anything more exotic.

      “Yeah, and he isn’t much surprised. Trevor is no saint either. Besides, in this case he knows it wasn’t for recreational use. I came down to get my head on straight,” she said, trailing off. Her eyes narrowed, back straightening as she turned to face the door to the hallway.

      Blair cocked his head, listening. What had she heard? There it was, footsteps approaching. It was possible the passerby was just some hotel guest finding the right room, but they’d both seen too much to assume that to be the case. Besides, whomever it was moved with near silence, breathing and heartbeat measured. Controlled. The footsteps stopped outside their door. Liz and Blair both jumped when three sharp raps sounded.

      “Should we run?” Liz mouthed. She pointed over the balcony, clearly contemplating the impossible. Seventeen stories. Their healing was miraculous, but could they recover from something like that?

      “No one knows we’re here except your brother, right?” he whispered. She nodded her agreement.

      Another series of raps. Blair steeled himself and crossed the room to the door. He stared through the peephole, intrigued by the figure on the other side of the door. It was a tall man in his late fifties with long silver hair and weathered features. His eyes were a sharp, clear grey and held the weight of ages. He’d seen those eyes before, but he couldn’t recall where.

      “Please open the door. I know you’re standing there,” the man said, words precisely clipped as if they weren’t in his native tongue. Blair couldn’t place the accent.

      He rested his hand on the knob, hesitating before turning it. The door clicked open, and he stepped back to get a better view of the man. There was something infuriatingly familiar about him, but Blair just couldn’t place it.

      “May I enter?” he asked, sketching an odd little bow.

      “Who are you?” Blair demanded, tensing and readying to shift if need be. He doubted the man worked for Mohn, but trust was a precious commodity. He was aware of Liz behind him. Her heart beat swiftly as she moved closer to the door.

      “My name is Ahiga,” he said, delivering another shallow bow. “I am a champion, like you. What you know as a werewolf.”
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      Blair shifted his gaze to Liz, arching an eyebrow. She gave a tight nod, standing on the balls of her feet as if prepared for a fight. He turned back to Ahiga, opening the door wide and gesturing for the old man to enter. The old man moved with the grace of a predator, stalking a path to the plush chair in the corner.

      Atop the chair, the old man drew his legs underneath him as Blair and Liz each sat on their respective beds. He took several moments to compose himself, avoiding eye contact until he’d finished. Then those piercing grey eyes flashed up, hard as ice.

      “How did you find us?” Blair asked, seizing the initiative. The old man’s gaze tightened as he discarded whatever he’d been about to say.

      “With great difficulty,” he admitted, a frown creasing his weathered face. “I have spent nearly an entire lunar cycle chasing you. This is a delay we can ill afford. Events spiral out of control. We must wake the Mother so preparations can begin.”

      “Yeah, you said pretty much exactly the same thing back in Peru. When you got inside my head,” Blair shot back, spearing the old man with his gaze. He crossed his arms, leaning back into the pillows. “We’ll get to that. First, answer my question. How did you know how to find us here?”

      “I plucked the destination from your mind,” the old man explained. His expression softened, just for an instant. “What I have done brings me great shame, yet I had no other choice. I had to find you, Blair Smith. Through happenstance, or perhaps fate, you have become the locus of events. The arbiter of the future, to either usher in an age of darkness or be the last guttering candle sheltering mankind from its black embrace. Melodramatic, I realize, but true nevertheless.”

      “You’ve been here about two minutes, and I’ve already had enough of this Yoda crap," Liz interrupted, snatching her purse from the bed as she stalked to the balcony. She withdrew a pack of cigarettes she’d bought in the gift shop, tapping one into her hand. It was the first time Blair had seen her smoke. A nervous habit? “I’ll accept that you're from the past, some immortal werewolf or something. What I don’t buy is that you have some benevolent purpose. You've turned us into killing machines. We slaughter relentlessly. Without mercy. Why? What could they possibly have done to make you want to kill them so indiscriminately?”

      “I understand that it is difficult to understand. Your culture clearly places a high value on life, something that I would normally say is laudable,” the man said, crossing his arms as he stared dispassionately at Liz. Blair got the sense that he was annoyed, though he seemed like he was struggling to contain it. “You cannot possibly understand what is coming, why our kind were created, or what we shield the world from. I will answer all your questions, but all you need understand right now is that every moment is precious. We must return to the land you call Peru. We must go now.”

      Blair leaned forward, catching the old man’s gaze. “If waking this Mother is so important, then convincing me to help you is critical, right? You want my help? Then you’d better become a whole lot more talkative. Answer our questions; help us understand what we’ve become. How to control the thing inside us. Then maybe, just maybe, talk about helping you. Right now we don’t know you, and we certainly don’t trust you. You could be lying to get us to wake this woman so she can end the world. Hell, it seems like we’re already off to a good start, and we haven’t even woken her up yet.”

      “You are right,” the old man replied, heaving a sigh. He wore the weariness of a man assigned an impossible task with an unrealistic deadline. “I have gone about this badly, but I was woefully unprepared for such a turn of events. When the Ark opened, I was to wake the Mother from her slumber. It was my purpose, the reason I was left as guardian. I spent countless centuries meditating, drawing upon the Ark’s latent energy to fuel my body. Even still, time has ravaged me. My survival was a near thing.

      “When the Ark finally initiated itself, I made the gravest of errors,” he said, expression portraying self-inflicted agony now. “I crept to the surface to have a look at this new world. I wanted to see what remained. I told myself I’d wake the Mother upon my return. Yet when I reached the surface, the soldiers of Mohn were already there, waiting. Somehow they knew of the Ark’s return before it happened. I wished to stay and fight, to drive them from the Ark, but my body bears the terrible weight of years. I fled, ceding control to them.”

      “So you were locked in the pyramid from the very beginning? That must have been thousands of years,” Blair asked once the man paused. He leaned back into the bed, relaxing slightly. He didn’t trust the old man. The story sounded plausible, but it did nothing to explain why they’d been transformed into werewolves or why they were compelled to slaughter everyone around them.

      “Yes, thirteen thousand by your calendar. Half of the longest count,” he said, running bony fingers through his hair. “It was a terrible price to pay, but someone had to be there to wake the Mother. The Ark was damaged, you see. It no longer possessed the capacity to steward the Mother. It needed a living caretaker, one who could activate her rejuvenator at the proper moment.”

      “Great, so you don’t need us,” Liz said, leaning back against the balcony. She took a long drag from her cigarette, blowing the smoke over her shoulder. “Just head back and do your job. Wake this Mother and let her do whatever it is that you feel is so important.”

      “I cannot,” he growled, eyes smoldering as a glimmer of life returned. “When this whelp grasped the Mother’s Hand he bonded with the Ark. That link overrode my own, and I am too weak to forge another. Only he can deactivate her rejuvenator.”

      “Okay, so that explains how you found us and what you want from us,” Blair said, back stiffening at the bite of the man’s words. What right did he have to be angry? He wasn’t the one who’d been turned into a killing machine against his will. “Now let’s talk about what we want from you. We need to understand what we’ve become. What happened to me when I touched the statue? Obviously it changed me, but how? Into what?”

      “We lack the time for me to relieve you of your ignorance. Suffice it to say that you were given a great gift which allows you to draw on the light of the moon,” Ahiga explained. “This energy fuels your shaping, to suffuse your body with the strength of the wolf. In the case of males, it also allows us to shape our surroundings. You have probably already experienced this at least once. If you haven’t, you soon will.”

      “What you’re describing sounds like a virus,” Liz interjected, tamping her cigarette out on the railing. “It infects the host and modifies our DNA somehow.”

      “I do not understand this word, ‘virus,’” Ahiga said with a shrug, clearly irritated by the idea of not knowing something. “The Mother created the gift. She understands much that I do not. You speak as she does. She, too, is a healer, a learned one.”

      “What about the voice in our heads?” Blair asked. “It’s taken control of me at least once. Will that keep happening?”

      “We call it the beast,” the old man explained. He rose smoothly to join Liz at the balcony. “It is imparted by the gift. The Mother imbued it with what she called racial memory, though I do not fully understand what she meant by that. The beast is a part of you, both servant and protector. It may seize control in the beginning, but as your will grows, it will yield. Its knowledge can help protect you, if you are wise enough to listen.”

      “Wise enough to listen?” Blair snapped, surging to his feet and taking a step toward the old man. “It used me to slaughter an entire village. Dozens of people. That’s what you think we should listen to?”

      “Their deaths are insignificant if they birth the champions we need to protect us.” The old man rose smoothly to his feet, now just a step away from Blair. His acrid breath stank of decay. Of age.

      “So that’s what this is about,” Blair said, finally understanding. His eyes narrowed. “You want us to make more werewolves. A certain percentage of people killed come back. But most don’t, right? What is it, one in ten that survives? The rest just die. That’s it, right?”

      “More like one in twenty. Less for those killed by weaker bloodlines,” Ahiga confirmed. Something unnatural smoldered in his eyes, something Blair could feel. “It is a price we pay gladly, for the alternative is unthinkable. If we do not cull them, the enemy will subvert them, increasing their own strength. Of course, you cannot know these things. You have no understanding of the horrors to come. You speak from rationality, wrapped in ignorance of the world’s true nature. Make no mistake, whelp. The ancient enemy is coming, and its will is terrifying.

      “Already, you can feel its touch on your world,” he continued, shifting his attention to Liz. “You are a healer. Tell me, do you know of a disease that attacks the body’s ability to defend itself? It would have appeared within the last two or three generations, probably on the continent across the eastern ocean—the birthplace of the ancestors.”

      “HIV,” she answered without hesitation, straightening from the balcony. “You’re talking about HIV. The first case was discovered in the late nineteen-sixties. It came from South Africa, and the vast majority of the world’s outbreaks are on that continent.”

      “This disease, this HIV. Let me tell you about it,” he growled, taking a step away from Blair to face Liz. “Before I do, I raise a question. How could I possibly know so much about this disease having so recently wakened? Ask yourselves that as I tell you of this disease. It is transmitted through blood or semen or saliva. It weakens the victim so that they are more susceptible to other sickness. Then, after months or even years, the victim finally dies. Does this sound like your HIV?”

      Liz gave Blair a worried look; then she turned back to the old man. “It does. It sounds exactly like HIV, right down to the place of origin. So how do you know so much about it if you’ve been asleep?”

      “Because the disease is older than your entire civilization,” he answered, raising his arms for emphasis. “It is older even than I. The Mother knows of its creation, though she seldom speaks of it. Ask yourselves, if this disease is so ancient, why did it only just now appear? What is now different about the world?”

      “There are a lot of differences,” Blair countered angrily. “Whatever you’re getting at, just tell us. We don’t need this cryptic bullshit. Why has the virus suddenly come back?”

      “Plants require the sun for nourishment. Your science tells you this, does it not?” the old man asked, infuriatingly calm as he settled back into the chair.

      “You’re talking about photosynthesis,” Liz interjected from the balcony as she tamped her cigarette out on the railing. “Yes, we’re familiar with it.”

      “This disease is much the same. It requires the sun to survive. It absorbs energy, using it to fuel the destruction of the host. The stronger the energy, the faster the death,” Ahiga explained. The old man glanced out the window, in the direction Blair knew to be the moon. “Imagine if the energy from the sun, the lifeblood of this virus, were to suddenly and dramatically increase. What might happen if the disease accelerated? What if it could kill every last host in a single day?”

      “That’s horrible,” Liz said, her concerned glance sweeping the pair of them. “If that’s the case, every HIV patient in the world could die. We’re talking millions of people.”

      “You do not yet grasp the full horror, girl. What if the afflicted became a tool of the ancient enemy? They are called deathless for a reason, for after the death of their host they will continue on. A vast army of undead corpses intent on wiping out all life. I can tell you with certainty this will happen, though I know not when,” the old man said with a deeply troubled sigh. “The day must be near, or the Ark would not have initiated itself. We will see a gradual shift for a lunar cycle. Perhaps two. Then there will be a sudden explosion of light from the sun. The disease will flourish. This is why we must awaken the Mother. The champions must be there to oppose the enemy, and she must be here to lead us.”

      “So let me see if I understand this correctly,” Blair said, voice heavy with sarcasm. “The sun is going to go into overdrive, and that will kill every HIV patient in the world. Their bodies rise as zombies, becoming some sort of evil army. You want to make a bunch of werewolves to fight them, slaughtering your way though the populace to do it?”

      “That’s the heart of it, yes.”

      “Get the fuck out of our hotel room,” he growled, close enough to violence that he knew Liz could feel it. He shot her a glance.

      “Get out, before we throw you out,” Liz hissed, taking a threatening step toward the old man. “Or you’re going to regret making more werewolves. We might not know as much as you do, but we can still use our claws.”

      “You fools!” Ahiga roared, shooting to his feet. He bared his teeth in a snarl and raised a single hand.

      A dazzling wave of silvery blue light burst from his palm. It washed over Blair, sinking into his muscles like acid. He screamed, long and loud, until no more breath would come. Then he collapsed bonelessly to the carpet, paralyzed. A moment later, Liz thudded to the floor next to him. Ahiga squatted next to Blair’s head, grabbing his chin roughly in one hand. “You know nothing, whelp. Now we are going to have a talk about manners and about priorities. Yes?”
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      “You do not have the luxury of obstinance, whelp,” Ahiga hissed, hauling Blair’s limp form up until their noses nearly touched. “You lack the time to adjust to your circumstances. I am the teacher, you the student. You will learn, whether you wish it or no. You will stifle your impertinence, and you will listen. I have much to teach and precious little time remaining to teach it. So while you lie there, consider the wealth of powers I command, the myriad of things you cannot possibly understand. In my age, we respected our elders, even if we despised them.” He released the pup, allowing Blair’s body to crash to the floor.

      Ahiga rose and strode purposefully to the door, pausing to turn with his hand resting on the handle. “I give you this simple gift, whelp. Investigate the disease. Study the sun. Learn the truth of my words. If you are honest with yourself, you will have no choice but to accept that the ancient enemy is coming. That everyone and everything you know is on the brink of destruction. When at last you accept these things, your beast will help you seek me out.

      “Do not meander in this quest,” Ahiga continued, shaking from the strain of keeping them both paralyzed. If it weren’t for several recent nights under the moon, he’d have been forced to release them. “If you tarry too long you will force my hand. If needed, I will find and kill every last thing that you love. Your family. Your friends. Whatever it takes, whelp. That goes for you as well, female. Help this whelp find wisdom, or I will see that your worlds burn before everyone else’s.”

      The door clicked open, and he exited the room. A heartbeat after the door clicked shut behind him, Ahiga collapsed against the wall, spent from the energy required to overpower the impudent whelps. It underscored just how frail he was now, how much he had lost during his long slumber. He was weaker than he should have been, even given his low reserves. There was only one possible cause. Age. When he’d taken up stewardship all those millennia ago, he’d been a young man in the prime season of power and life. Yet the centuries had leeched that vitality from him, had pushed him to the very end of a life span all others would call eternal. The sacrifice had been necessary. Someone had to remain behind, to awaken the Mother when the time came.

      Ahiga staggered to his feet, weaving like a drunkard down the plush carpet. He already knew where the pup would go next. A city called San Diego. There was much to prepare before meeting him there, where he would stand ready for Blair to accept his duty. If he did not, the fool would learn that Ahiga made no idle boasts.
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      “Sit down, Jordan,” the Director ordered, tone lacking its usual steel. He gestured to a nylon camp chair across from his plastic desk. The room was a hastily erected caricature of the man’s San Francisco office. It was flanked by identical white file cabinets, all of which were sheltered by an unadorned dark canvas pavilion. It was exactly his style, out in the open where everyone could reach him quickly.

      Jordan did as ordered, waiting patiently as the older man shuffled through a ream of file folders. Most probably detailed recent attacks, but he studiously avoided looking. The Director scrubbed fingers through manicured hair that had more salt than pepper. Jordan remembered when it had been the other way around, just a handful of years ago.

      “You know why I called you here,” the Director said, eyes watery as they met Jordan’s. He looked so weary. “Allowing Sheila access to Subjects Beta and Gamma was an inexcusable lapse in judgment. They are both considered compromised, so sharing our limited intel with them could have catastrophic consequences. What if they can communicate with others of their kind, spreading word of our ignorance and weakness? What if Beta had gotten loose and killed the both of you? We’d have lost a command officer and our best remaining scientist. For what? It was a bad call, Jordan.” Then he fell silent, waiting.

      “It was the right call,” Jordan replied unapologetically. He leaned forward, placing his hands on the desk’s cool plastic. “We’ve learned more about their language in the last week than we did the four prior. Steve has been invaluable, and Bridget’s been pulling her weight. That knowledge could be vital to stopping this thing.”

      “What happens when Bridget goes berserk and tears Sheila apart?” the Director barked, slapping the desk and shooting to his feet. He was silent for a moment, eyes promising a venomous death if Jordan uttered a word. Then the Director quietly placed his palms on the desk in a rough parody of Jordan. His voice made the high altitude chill even frostier. “We know nothing about them. What they are. What they can do. That’s why they’re in isolation. Can you imagine what might happen if they got access to the pyramid? There could be weapons of mass destruction in there. It might even be that we’ve already found it. Or rather her.

      “These visits with Sheila stop, now. I know you disagree. I don’t care. You’re putting the welfare of the human race in the hands of unknown variables,” the Director said, gaze steady. His voice was still calm, despite the gravity of his words. “I’m going to tend to that situation personally. To cover up for your lapse. I want two words, Commander.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jordan agreed placidly, fuming inside. Arguing would change nothing.

      “Good, because we have work to do. Are you up to speed on the spread?” he asked, nodding at the global map. A new pin had been added to London. Another in Dubai. The steady march of red covered far too much of South and Central America. It had begun to bleed into North America as well.

      “Yes, sir. I’m up to speed. We’re not going to get a handle on this, not without a whole lot more firepower,” he said, hating how much it resembled an excuse. He straightened in his chair, holding the Director’s gaze. “These things can devour a squad, taking shot after shot and not going down. We’re just outclassed. Even if we weren’t, if we could take them down without losing a fistful of men, they’re just spreading too quickly.”

      “I know.”

      The simple admission was deafening. It staggered him.

      “We’re losing, Jordan. There are too many of them and not enough of us. We only have one chance. Find Subject Alpha. So that’s what you’re going to do. I’ve pulled in every resource I can. R&D has created some pretty amazing toys. There aren’t many, but what we have is going with you,” he explained, stepping out from behind the desk and leaving the pavilion’s temporary shelter from the heat. “Follow me. I’d like your assessment of the new hardware.”

      Jordan followed mechanically, still shelled from what he’d just seen. He knew things were bad, but this…

      The Director set a brisk pace across the packed dirt path. His tie fluttered in the wind, and his form was nearly obscured by the dust kicked up from a passing jeep. He strode past Ops, ignoring the steady stream of black-clad soldiers filing in and out. They left the smoother path for the rougher terrain that had been set aside for troop maneuvers. The Director’s goal seemed to be a blue canvas pavilion that had to have been erected in the last twenty-four hours.

      Several men in black tank tops and matching fatigues were unboxing unfamiliar ordnance. It looked like something straight out of a sci-fi movie. Yuri was the center of the activity. He’d stripped down to his fatigues and was seated atop a pile of small crates. His legs were already covered in sculpted matte-black body armor, and two men were lifting a chest piece into place.

      “What are they working on?” Jordan asked as they closed the distance to the pavilion. He ran a hand across his brow, removing a sheen of sweat that the brisk breeze had neglected to remove.

      “Something you’ll be very interested in, I think. It’s the centerpiece of our new arsenal,” the Director answered, keeping his measured pace. He was unaffected by the chill. “It’s the X-12 personal body armor created by R&D. I brought in the two prototypes we’ve created. They quadruple a man’s strength, allowing you to bend steel. Top speed of forty miles per hour. They have induction coils that slowly recharge through skin contact. If you don’t tax them too heavily, they’re powered almost indefinitely.”

      “What kind of ordnance do they pack?” Jordan asked, assessing the armor as they neared the pavilion. It was bulky enough to throw off a man’s center of gravity. That could probably be compensated for with practice, but the armor would require an experienced pilot to be of real combat use. Did something this new even have pilots?

      “Each one has a shoulder-mounted Raptor missile launcher with four rounds,” the Director explained, pointing to the unit mounted to the armor’s right shoulder as they stepped under the pavilion. A small space heater mitigated a bit of the cold. “Each wrist is equipped with a pair of twelve-inch titanium spurs for close combat. Beyond that, the armor is designed to carry handheld weaponry. The rifle of choice is a .50 caliber, and the armor can fire it while running.”

      Jordan gave a low whistle. A .50 caliber rifle could core a tank, but they usually needed to be anchored in place to be fired. Snipers normally stuck to stationary vantages, making them vulnerable. If the armor could fire accurately at a run it would be a formidable weapon, maybe even one that might have a chance against the werewolves shredding his forces.

      By the time they reached the pavilion, the pair of soldiers had encased Yuri in armor. The arms were less bulky than the chest and seemed to provide a full range of movement, while the helmet was a featureless black faceplate. The corporal rose from the pile of crates, taking an experimental first step. He wobbled but kept his footing. An armored arm snapped into a salute when its owner noticed Jordan and the Director. His two companions rapidly joined him; their boyish grins faded into surprise when they realized the base commander had snuck up on them.

      “At ease,” the Director said, waving dismissively. He crossed to an open case, hefting the large rifle cradled in black foam. It was similar to the one Jordan had used when Subject Alpha first escaped the pyramid, but it was heavier and had a longer barrel. Too heavy for a man to fire without breaking his collarbone. The Director offered it to the corporal, who seized it awkwardly in one armored hand, something Jordan wasn’t sure even he could manage. “Yuri, why don’t you show the commander what the armor can do? See that hawk circling the ridge? Take it out.”

      The Russian flashed through the dust, leaping into the air and landing with a crunch on a boulder nearly thirty feet away. He cradled the rifle effortlessly in his right hand until he snapped the stock up to his shoulder and sighted down the scope. He tracked his target for roughly two seconds; then the rifle boomed. A two-foot gout of flame erupted from the muzzle, but Yuri’s shoulder barely moved as the projectile turned its target into a cloud of greasy black feathers nearly two hundred yards above them.

      “Impressive,” Jordan admitted, stepping back under the pavilion’s welcome shade. “I’m curious to see how it performs against a real enemy, though. The werewolves are fast, strong, and nearly un-killable.”

      “Let’s find out,” the Director replied, turning to the black-clad soldiers who’d helped Yuri don the armor. “Get the commander set up in the second suit. Give him the rundown on its use.” He reached for the radio at his belt, depressing the talk button. “Ops, this is Director Phillips. Send a squad to escort Subject Gamma to the firing range.”

      “Sir?” Jordan asked, shocked by the move. The Director had to know how dangerous letting Steve loose would be. Slaughtering a squad would be effortless if he shifted.

      “Just get the armor on, soldier,” the Director ordered, steely gaze settling on Jordan with the weight of determination. “You wanted a test. You’re going to get it.”

      “But sir, we should—” Jordan began.

      “We don’t have time,” the Director snarled, turning a heated glare in Jordan’s direction. “The reports on Gamma are clear. He knows more than he should. He’s admitted to being in some sort of telepathic contact with the sleeping woman. We have no idea if our security measures are adequate to hold him. We also need to know how that armor performs in a live-fire exercise against a real target. I want two words, Jordan.”

      “Yes. Sir,” Jordan said, through gritted teeth.
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      “See this symbol here, the one that looks like a pyramid with two lines coming out the top? It repeats at odd intervals throughout the first, second, and seventh stanzas,” Sheila said, tapping a symbol near the center of the sheet of paper. She slid it across the padded floor toward Bridget, who picked it up in both hands. The petite woman had little choice because the silver cuffs wouldn’t allow her hands more than three inches apart. A similar pair was clamped around her ankles, though its chain was eight inches long to allow a shuffling walk.

      The manacles weren’t just silver in color. They were silver. Mohn had run some very early tests on their prisoners and had found the substance to be effective. Sheila didn’t know why that was, something about silver being toxic if mixed into their blood. If Bridget attempted to shift, her wrists and ankles would swell in size, and the restraints would slice off her feet and hands.

      Steve wore an identical set, but his hands were in his lap. He pointedly ignored the two women. He lounged against the white padding lining the cell, eyes closed, though Sheila knew he was listening. He’d stopped helping days ago when Sheila had refused to listen to his arguments about waking the strange woman he called the Mother. She got the sense that he knew more than he was willing to share with her or Bridget, that he could read the strange language just as easily as she could read English.

      “Yeah, I know it’s significant, but I haven’t the faintest clue what it means,” Bridget responded, eyes on the paper Sheila had handed her. “At first I thought it must represent the structure itself, but I think it’s more than a reference to this place. It shows up too often and in too many different contexts. It’s maddening.”

      “I have a theory,” Sheila replied, unable to suppress a grin. She knew she was on to something, and it thrilled her, because she knew Bridget would be just as excited. Just like she had been in the old days. “What if the symbol is a type of building? What if this pyramid is just one of many, if that symbol isn’t saying this place, but rather this type of place? What if there are other pyramids, either here or in different parts of the world? Why, it could mean that…”

      She trailed off, glancing behind her at the sharp hiss that heralded the door opening. Was it already time for the guards to collect her? She should have another two hours, unless something had gone wrong. Had they found Blair? The door swung outward, revealing two black-clad soldiers armed with lethal rifles and matching expressions. One leveled his weapon at Steve, the other at Bridget.

      “There’s no need for those,” Sheila said, rising slowly to her feet. The men ignored her, keeping their weapons trained on her friends. “Where’s Commander Jordan? And why are you interrupting? Our work is important, and I was told th—”

      “Dr. Steven Galk,” the lead soldier barked, ignoring Sheila. He was a freckled youth not much more than twenty, yet his gaze was steady. Confident. “Rise slowly and keep your hands down. Proceed down the hallway with your eyes down. Any deviation from these instructions will be met with terminal force.”

      Steve sat silently for a long moment and then raised his head languidly. His eyes opened, piercing blue shards landing on the man who’d spoken. Steve watched the soldier coldly as he rose to his feet, smooth and graceful, like the predator he was. The guards tensed, fingers tightening on triggers as they prepared to sell their lives.

      Death would be quick for them if Steve somehow broke free of those restraints. Sheila had seen what a werewolf could do and just how little they feared bullets. So why had the powers that be sent only two guards? It seemed reckless. Jordan would undoubtedly have an answer, probably pointing out that there was nowhere for Steve to go. If he killed these guards, he’d face dozens of others outside the building who would mobilize the instant a shot was fired.

      “As you wish, soldier,” Steve said. His words were soft but distinctly audible over the uncomfortable silence. He shuffled toward the door, hands obligingly low in front of him.

      “Where are you taking him?” Sheila asked, surging to her feet. Whatever they intended couldn’t be good.

      “Respectfully, that’s none of your business, ma’am,” the freckled soldier shot back, eyes never leaving Steve. He and his companion backed out of the room, allowing Steve to exit behind them.

      “I’m not a prisoner.” She bristled, stepping into the hallway next to Steve. “You don’t have a right to keep me in there.”

      Bridget finally rose to her feet. Her stance was timid, but her expression showed a hint of steel. The timing was incredibly bad, but Sheila was glad the woman was recovering. Recent events had hit her hard.

      “Where are you taking him?” Bridget demanded, taking a short step toward the door. The taller soldier snapped the butt of his rifle to his shoulder, muzzle aimed straight at her face.

      “It’s all right, Bridget,” Steve called into the room. His voice was calm, as if this were all perfectly ordinary. “Don’t make a scene. I’m sure they just have a few more tests they want to run. I’ll be back shortly.” Bridget’s expression showed how unlikely she thought that prospect was, but she said nothing as the soldier quickly closed the door, leaving her in the featureless white room.

      “Walk slowly, and don’t make any sudden moves,” the freckled soldier ordered. Steve started up the hallway, trudging toward the exit as if he were striding through a park. Sheila wondered what he knew that she didn’t. He seemed so…resigned.

      The motley little group exited the hastily constructed building, passing another pair of guards as they stepped into the chilly afternoon. A few clouds stubbornly dotted the sky, a patch of shade drawing a shiver from her as it passed over them.

      Sheila fished her oversized sunglasses from a side pocket of her khaki shorts, donning them to keep the glare at bay. The soldiers gestured for Steve to leave the trail and head across the rougher terrain. They threaded past boulders and around scrubby little bushes, toward a stand-alone black pavilion.

      None of the soldiers at any of the newly erected buildings paid them any mind. If the prospect of having a werewolf loose among them was disconcerting, they certainly didn’t show it. Either they knew something she didn’t, or they were prepared for anything Steve might try.

      As they approached the pavilion, she made out a knot of men enjoying its shade. Two wore the uniforms she was familiar with, but two others wore bulky black armor complete with faceplates. The equipment was new and definitely strange, but she’d never cared much for such things. She was far more interested in the last figure, a man she knew by reputation but had never spoken with—the Director, whose title was so powerful that a name wasn’t even needed. He wore a light-grey Armani suit set off by a deep-blue tie of the finest silk. Somehow, even standing amidst armored soldiers, he made it look perfectly natural.

      He stood talking to one of the armored figures, nodding in the group’s direction as he became aware of their approach. The Director stepped from the shade, raising a hand to shield his eyes despite wearing a pair of dark sunglasses. The man studied them like a flat-eyed reptile, no hint of his thoughts touching his expression.

      “Sir,” the freckled soldier called. Now that they were close enough to be heard, he trotted ahead of their group, leaving them in the care of his silent companion. He paused next to the Director, offering a tight salute and saying something low enough that Sheila couldn’t hear it.

      One of the armored figures stepped forward, looming over the Director. He said something, voice carried away by the wind. Whatever it was caused the Director’s face to tighten.

      “Reckless? Is that what you think? Commander, we are out of time. If we can’t beat one of them now, on our own ground, what choice do we have in the field? Private, give me your sidearm,” the Director barked, turning toward the freckled soldier. He studied Steve through those dark black lenses. The soldier drew the weapon without hesitation, offering it grip first to the Director, who took it in his right hand.

      He flicked the safety off; then in one smooth motion, he raised the gun and aimed at Steve. The weapon coughed, ejecting a shiny brass cartridge that flashed in the sun as it spun over the Director. The acrid smell of hot gunpowder stung Sheila’s eyes even as the round punched into Steve’s chest. It picked him up, flinging him backward in a tangle of limbs.

      Sheila could do nothing but stare in shock, unable to process the event. The Director had just shot Steve. Why? It didn’t make any sense. If the Director wanted Steve dead, why not have the soldiers take care of it back in the cell? Why drag him all the way up here?

      “All right. Commander, it’s time to see what that suit can do,” the Director said, turning to face the armored figure who’d questioned him a moment before. The Director lowered his weapon. “My guess is you’ve got about ten seconds before he shifts. Once he does, I want you to take him down. Hard. Yuri, back him up, but don’t intervene unless the commander fails to contain the situation.”

      Commander? The man in the closest suit must be Jordan. That he was a part of this travesty, the killing of a man as some sort of test, galled her. Yet he was a soldier, and although she doubted he’d agree with the Director’s method, he was unlikely to disobey orders.

      She shifted her horrified glance to Steve’s writhing form. The man twisted and groaned on the ground, cuffed hands clutching at the scarlet stain spreading across the belly of his white hospital gown. His back arched and his eyes became unfocused. He mewed pitifully, fighting to draw in a breath.

      Then the change began. The process was shockingly rapid, fur bursting from every pore even as Steve’s bones popped and broke. They rearranged themselves, allowing for the sudden swell of muscle as he increased dramatically in size. Two sharp pings sounded as the cuffs exploded from his wrists and then from his ankles. So much for the silver. Within moments Steve the man was gone, replaced by a black-furred werewolf. The amber eyes glittering over that canine muzzle held alarming intelligence. How much of that was still Steve?

      “Sheila, get back,” Jordan ordered, stepping between her and Steve. His form was obscured by the armor, but his voice was unmistakable. “All of you, get clear now!”

      Everyone but the Director took several hasty steps backward, fleeing for the illusory safety of the pavilion. That left the two combatants eyeing each other like strange cats, circling slowly as if seeking an advantage in their as yet silent struggle.
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      Jordan’s breath thundered in his ears, echoing in the tight confines of the armored suit. He instinctively dropped into a combat stance, feet sliding apart for better balance. The suit reacted instantly, the faceplate overlaying a head-up display over his vision. The HUD provided a variety of useful information, from his elevation to the current count of his Raptor missiles.

      Bright-red crosshairs appeared over the creature that had been Dr. Galk just moments before. Jordan wondered idly how the suit identified enemies, but the thought skittered away like butter on a hot pan as the creature began its first attack. It blurred forward, moving so quickly even the suit had difficulty tracking it.

      The only thing that saved Jordan was the foreknowledge of just how fast these things were. Jordan leapt backward, the suit exaggerating the motion and carrying him forty feet. He landed heavily, thrown off balance by the unexpected power of the movement. Jordan rolled over backward, tucking his limbs and coming back to his feet.

      The werewolf was already after him, but this time it was merely inhumanly fast instead of impossible to track. Jordan readied himself, popping a set of matte-black claws from one wrist. He lunged forward with all the power he could muster, aiming for the werewolf’s throat. The wickedly sharp weapons hummed through the air as they whooshed through the spot the werewolf’s neck had just occupied. The beast danced backward, incredibly nimble despite its size.

      Steve, if he could still be called that, responded with a vicious downward slash. Ebony claws every bit as sharp as their metal counterparts descended toward Jordan’s face. He dropped into a crouch, shifting slightly to the right as the claws sailed harmlessly by. The shift left him open to a sudden kick from the werewolf, the force of the blow hurling him back across the rocky ground in a cloud of dust and debris.

      The armor protected him from the worst of the hit, but it still hurt like hell. Jordan rolled to his feet, knowing he had only moments before his opponent was on him again. The werewolf possessed the advantages of speed and size. Jordan would have to outthink it if he was going to have a prayer of winning. That was problematic enough. Dr. Galk was incredibly intelligent, and Jordan had a feeling that whatever he’d become could draw on that intellect. Worse, the thing seemed to draw on the kind of battle-honed instincts that could only be earned through a lifetime of combat.

      Jordan looked up to find the werewolf in the air above him, furry arms spread wide as it brought down two sets of claws in one incredibly vicious strike. He managed to block the first with a raised forearm, but the second sent up a shower of sparks as claws skittered across his chest plate. The metal held, but the claws carved furrows in their wake. The force of the blow knocked him back a step, metal servos whirring as the armor fought to keep him in place.

      Metal was pitted against flesh, and Jordan knew there could only be one outcome in a contest of strength. He had to use finesse. Jordan went limp, allowing himself to fall flat on his back. The sudden move caught the werewolf off guard, and the beast stumbled forward, toppling in his direction. Jordan was ready. He planted his feet against the creature’s gut, kicking with all the incredible force the power armor could muster.

      The move launched the beast into a high arc, almost thirty feet into the air. Since its feet were no longer touching the ground, all that muscle meant nothing. It flew in a predictable pattern, powerless to change the direction of its flight. Jordan led the target, making a gesture with his left thumb to activate a Raptor missile. There was a deep clunk from the launcher on his left shoulder and then a sudden burst of recoil that even the armor had a difficult time suppressing.

      A white contrail snaked from his shoulder as a thumb-thick missile streaked toward its target. It had to be moving several hundred miles per hour, yet despite that, the werewolf somehow had time to tuck into a fetal position. It turned in midair, presenting its right shoulder to the blow. Jordan’s jaw dropped as he grasped his opponent’s logic. If the missile struck a leg, the beast wouldn’t be able to move and the fight would be over. Take a missile to the back or torso, and it would lose vital organs, with the same outcome.

      Instead, the creature took the missile in the side. A concussion of light and sound erupted, momentarily turning the suit’s HUD white. When it cleared a moment later, it showed a huge cloud of dust and smoke. There was no sign of the creature. Jordan scanned the area, but apart from soldiers and scientists scurrying away, there was no sign of movement.

      The beast emerged from the thickest bellow of smoke, its fangs bared in a snarl of rage. One arm was simply gone, shoulder ending in a ruined mass of flesh charred black. It raised its remaining hand, fingers spread wide as they pointed in his direction. Jordan tensed. What the hell was that thing doing?

      He tried to reach for the rifle slung across the armor’s back but found himself unable to move. His entire body had gone rigid, as if he’d stuck his finger in a light socket and the flow of electricity had paralyzed his muscles. Jordan strained against his own body, yet his limbs refused to obey

      “Director, I can’t move,” Jordan’s panicked voice boomed, amplified by the suit’s speakers. “Everyone, get clear. Get clear now.”

      The werewolf blurred. One moment it stood thirty feet away, the next it loomed over him. The beast wrapped its remaining clawed hand around Jordan’s neck, squeezing until the metal began to buckle with a hideous metallic scream. It hoisted him into the air, Jordan’s limbs dangling like a broken doll’s. The creature brought the armor’s faceplate close to its own, showing its fangs as it stared directly at him with the terrible gaze of an avenging god.

      If he was going out, then by God, he was taking this thing with him. Jordan concentrated, willing his thumb to move. He waged a silent battle, fighting with everything he had to get that one digit to disobey the paralysis this thing had somehow inflicted. The metal groaned again, tightening around his throat. Breathing became difficult.

      Jordan’s thumb finally broke free. He jerked it three times, each motion causing another clunk from the missile launcher. Three separate streaks leapt from the boxy launcher into the beast’s chest just a few feet away. The rapid explosions hurled him into the air, and the last thing he saw was the ground rushing crazily up at him.
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      “This is never going to work. Not with our luck,” Blair said, sweat trickling uncomfortably down the back of the purple Hawaiian shirt he’d picked back at the Tijuana airport. The heat was bad, but the stench of sweat and urine filling the tunnel around him was worse. There were too many people too close together, a hundred heartbeats he couldn’t tune out.

      Liz gave a long look over the rim of her newly acquired sunglasses. “It’ll work. We’re obviously Americans, and I have a passport with a photo ID.”

      “That gets you out of trouble, but what about me? You know we can’t let them take us. Mohn will know about it in hours,” Blair replied, scanning the line of bored tourists packing the narrow bridge. It was enclosed in steel and concrete, straddling the four-lane artery connecting Mexico to the United States.

      “They’ll let us through. Listen, we’re obviously American, and I’ll just tell them you lost your wallet. They’ll buy it. It happens all the time,” she said, nudging him with an elbow. She smiled gloriously up at him in a way that would have thrilled him in any other circumstances. “Fifty more feet and we’re home free, Blair. We’ve made it. My brother will get us to a lab, and we’ll finally get some answers.”

      “I hope so,” he grunted, lowering a hand to his side. Something hot flared in his belly, the second time since this morning. He suppressed a groan, inching forward against the knives in his side as the line moved. It was suddenly so cold. Blair raised a trembling hand, staring fixedly at the disobedient fingers that swam across his vision. What in the hell was happening?

      “Are you all right?” Liz asked from somewhere miles away. She leaned in close, blue cotton shirt pressed against his bare arm. Suddenly her arm was around him, supporting his weight. “You just turned white. Like too white. You look like you’re going to keel over. Lean on me. I’ve got you.”

      “I…” he croaked, staggering forward as the line moved again. “I’ll be fine.”

      You must feed, Ka-Dun. The voice rang through his mind, familiar and unwelcome.

      “Just give me a straight answer for once. What’s wrong with me?” he muttered, hoping no one heard him. Talking to yourself made people think you were crazy, and crazy people drew attention.

      Your body brims with power. The flesh cannot contain so much fury. You must feed to sustain yourself. There is prey before you. Consume them. You will gain strength, and others will rise to aid our cause.

      “Why do I even bother?” he said, leaning against Liz as she helped him forward. A few neighbors darted curious glances, but only an elderly Asian woman seemed genuinely interested. Their eyes touched, and she glanced hurriedly away, blanching at whatever she’d seen.

      “You’re talking to it, aren’t you?” Liz whispered. She was supporting almost all of his weight, and it seemed effortless.

      “Yes,” he replied, suddenly warm again. The pain faded to a dull smoldering. “It wants me to feed. Something about being full of power. You know how cryptic they are.”

      “I do,” she replied, inching forward again. There were still at least a dozen people ahead of them, but they were close enough to see a pair of tables. People handed across their identification and were waved forward. “It makes sense that we’d need to feed. The things we do have to consume an enormous amount of calories. Can you suppress it for now?”

      “Yes,” he replied, forcing himself to straighten. A sheen of new sweat soaked through his shirt, but fortunately that was hardly out of place among the press of bodies. He wouldn’t give in, not here and not now. If he did, all these people would die. “I will. I have to. I’m not going to murder these people, no matter what the voice says.”

      Ka-Dun, your control is admirable, but you must feed. Soon. Your body demands it, and if you do not heed its wishes, I will be forced to assume control.

      “I won’t give in to you,” he hissed, voice pitched low so only Liz could hear. She darted an alarmed gaze at him, her grip tightening around his waist.

      “Blair, what’s it saying?” she asked, scanning the crowd around them. He could feel the tension in her body. She knew he was losing control. If that happened, the slaughter would be horrific.

      “More of the same,” he grunted, forcing a step forward. He probably looked drunk, but with the number of returning college students in the crowd, that wasn’t anything out of place either. “Listen, beast. That’s what the old man called you. You say you’re here to advise me, right?”

      Of course, Ka-Dun. I am a part of you, created to aid you in battle.

      “Then fucking aid me. Give me an alternative. I’m not killing these people,” he barked, catching a wide-eyed look from a chubby ten-year-old with a chocolate stain on his shirt. Blair glared at the boy, who spun back to face a mother with enough arm hair to be mistaken for a werewolf herself.

      There is another path, a foolhardy path. If you refuse to feed, then you must deplete your reserves of energy. Burn it away and so, too, will the hunger burn away. I must counsel against this course. It will leave you vulnerable, weak before the coming storm. You will need your strength.

      “I’m not killing them. How do I burn it away?” he asked, forcing another step. Deceptively small and just inches away, Liz stood ready to catch him.

      Use your higher abilities. Touch the minds around you. Or shift into a beast. Your instincts will guide you. Trust them.

      Blair turned to Liz, meeting her gaze with a steadiness he’d lacked just moments ago. Touch others’ minds. It sounded so sci-fi, but wasn’t that exactly what the old man had done to him back on the beach in Peru? He’d seen a wolf miles away, a wolf he’d known was a man. That man had reached into his mind across an incredible distance. So why couldn’t he?

      Liz, can you hear me? Blair thought, somehow pushing toward her. Something electric crackled between them as her eyes widened.

      “Did you just?” she asked, releasing him as she clutched both hands at her chest. It was a defensive gesture, and he couldn’t blame her. He’d told her about his experience with Ahiga, and she’d felt the old man’s power back in Acapulco. She was putting the pieces together with dizzying speed. “Can you do it at will? What am I thinking now?”

      Blair concentrated, staring deep into her eyes. What had it felt like when Ahiga entered his mind? How could he duplicate such a bizarre feat? At first he felt foolish, so close that Liz’s heady scent was almost overpowering. It was awkward and intimate, but he forced himself not to break eye contact. This release of energy was vital. If he failed, if the voice could be believed, he might fly into a rage and kill everyone around them. Blair pushed, straining against something. It was like trying to move a car up a hill by himself, and he began to pant despite the fact that he hadn’t moved or physically exerted himself in any way.

      Females possess an implacable will. They cannot utilize shaping, but piercing their minds is extremely difficult. Your will must be honed, a slender dagger to pierce her psyche.

      He suppressed the questions that bubbled up. Exactly what was shaping? Why couldn’t females do it? That didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was finding a way inside Liz’s mind. It wasn’t a should or a maybe. It was a must. So he pushed. And pushed. He gathered his will, trying to focus it into a slender dagger as the voice had suggested. It felt like molding putty, especially since he was so unsure of what he was doing. He pictured a steak knife, pouring all his will, his need into it. Then he thrust, shoving with all his might. Liz gasped, eyes widening. The world vanished.

      Blair was lost in a sea of darkness, unsure of where or why. Then he became aware of something twinkling in the distance, a tiny pinprick of golden light. Others joined it, a sea of stars all around him. It was if he lay at the center of a hollow globe, looking out into space. Was this the inside of Liz’s mind? One cluster of lights was much closer than the rest, so Blair moved toward it. The sensation felt like swimming, or perhaps this was what flying was like. As he neared the golden cluster, each dot resolved into a separate globe with images dancing within. He saw people and places he was unfamiliar with, and he sifted through them until he finally found one he recognized. It was him, wearing the same clothing he’d purchased at the airport. Standing in the same crowded walkway. He was seeing himself through Liz’s eyes.

      A shadow loomed behind him, and Blair spun to face it. There, in the distance, stood an impossibly tall monster. The auburn werewolf he was coming to know so well. Its hackles were raised, teeth bared. Its gaze had settled on him. She was coming for him. Blair panicked, unsure of what might happen if he stayed. So he fled, far and fast, away from the lights. There was a sudden shock, and he staggered backward, suddenly in his own body again. Liz darted forward, catching him before he collapsed into the chipped stone wall to his right.

      “It’s all right. I’ve got you,” she said, easing him back to his feet. Her hands were cool despite the heat. “What happened? Did you see something?”

      “I saw inside your mind,” he replied, raising a trembling hand to his temple. His head throbbed, but the hunger had abated at least a little. “There were a million stars. Memories, I think. I was able to sift through them. To see things you’ve seen.”

      “You went through my memories?” Liz asked, eyes turning dangerous. “Did you see anything I need to know about?”

      “No. I saw…me. Me through your eyes,” he admitted, still feeling dizzy as they inched up the corridor with the rest of the cattle. “Then there was this giant werewolf. Your beast, maybe? It came after me, so I ran. The next thing I knew I was standing here.”

      “I guess that’s what I get for asking you to read my mind,” Liz replied, gaze softening. She took another step forward. They were only a few people away from the uniformed immigration guards waving people past. “Remember, just let me do the talking and we’ll be fine.”

      Blair wasn’t so sure. He was coated in sweat, weaving like a drunk.
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      Liz sucked in a deep breath as she stepped into the space vacated by a leathery-skinned man in a 49ers t-shirt, gagging from the stench of grease and beer he’d left in his wake. The overpowering sense of smell was one of the downsides of her newly acquired senses.

      A bored-looking woman squatted in an uncomfortable metal chair at the head of the line, the sweat-stained fabric of her blue uniform straining to contain her bulk. It was a battle the garment threatened to lose at any moment. Pinned to the top of the uniform was a lopsided brass tag that read Brenda. Brenda’s gaze roamed up and down Liz, apparently classifying her as nothing worthy of attention. She accepted the passport Liz offered, flipping open the blue leather cover and inspecting the image inside.

      “Welcome to the United States,” she said in the plodding way reserved for those doomed to repeat the same phrase thousands of times a week. She shifted her gaze to Blair. “Passport or driver’s license, please.”

      “My boyfriend lost his wallet,” she interjected as Blair shot her a nervous glance. He was drenched in sweat, his Hawaiian shirt so sodden he looked to have been dunked in a pool. Perspiration plastered the garment to his chest, showing off the wall of muscle underneath. The blond stubble and mussed hair gave him a rumpled look, but that wasn’t out of the ordinary in the steady flow of hung-over tourists.

      “No ID?” the woman asked, mouth tightening as she adjusted her bulk. The chair creaked alarmingly. “I’ll have to call over a supervisor. Step off to the right.” She gestured at a painted red square a little ways apart from the flow of tourists.

      Blair shot her a look, every muscle tensing. He reeked of impending violence. She put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head. Not right now, she thought. Hopefully he could hear that. If so, he didn’t respond, though he did relax ever so slightly. They hurried over to the area the woman had indicated, standing alone as people threaded by.

      Several moments later a tall black man with a shockingly pink scar on his chin approached. He wore the same uniform as the other bored workers, but his complemented broad shoulders and thick arms. Like those of a bird of prey, his clear brown eyes studied them as he approached. He was clearly used to every flavor of bullshit border crossing. His name tag read Bruce.

      “I’m given to understand that one of you doesn’t have any form of identification. Is that correct?” he rumbled, voice like a landslide. He raised an eyebrow. “I’m also given to understand that one of you looks like death warmed over, but now I’m thinking that was an understatement.”

      “That’s right,” Liz broke in before Blair could speak. She hoped he’d keep his mouth shut and over-zealous Bruce would just assume he was whipped. “My boyfriend lost his wallet on the beach, and to top it all off, he has food poisoning. Bad shrimp down in Ensenada. We just came down for a weekend vacation. That’s not a problem, is it?” She kept her tone light and shot the man her best smile. He wasn’t impressed.

      “What’s your name, sir?” he asked, gaze fastening on Blair. The silence stretched uncomfortably.

      “Blair Smith,” he finally said, scowl deepening. “Listen, I’m sicker than a dog. More than a little hung over. I’m tired, and I really want to lay down. You can tell I’m an American. People must lose their wallets all the time. Just let me by.”

      It was a great mix of confrontation and entitlement, just the sort of thing an upper-middle-class tourist might say when returning to the states. Liz breathed a silent sigh of relief. He was playing along instead of giving in to the beast.

      “I understand your discomfort, sir, but it’s my job to make sure we don’t allow terrorists into the country. Do you have any way to substantiate your identity?” he asked, unmoved by Blair’s apparent ire.

      “I guess we could call the university I work at. You could talk to one of my coworkers,” he offered with a shrug. Liz could kick him. If the man obliged, Mohn would know about it within minutes.

      “Is that really necessary? I can substantiate his identity. I’m his girlfriend,” she asked, leaning a bit closer and resting her hand on the officer’s forearm. “Listen, Bruce, I know you’re just doing your job, but we’re in kind of a hurry. We have to meet my brother for dinner, and we’re already two hours late. I don’t suppose you could just let us through? I know your time must be valuable.”

      He gave her an appraising look, which darkened when he turned to Blair. “You’re lucky your girlfriend has some manners. I’m within my rights to detain you until your identity is ascertained. Now get out of my sight before I change my mind.”

      “Thank you,” Blair said, visibly relaxing. Liz seized his hand and dragged him past the man before anything else could happen.

      They entered the second half of the bridge straddling the traffic-clogged freeway, picking their way past slower families as they made for the red spiral staircase leading down to the parking level. It was ringed by thick metal bars and made Liz uneasy, despite having made the crossing before. It reminded her too much of a cage.

      “Looks like you were right,” Blair admitted once they were out of earshot. “Thank God that’s over. Now what? We meet your brother?”

      “Yeah, we meet Trevor and head back to his place. I’ll tell him we need to do a blood test and we’ll see what he can arrange. Either we’ll have him bring a kit home, or maybe he’ll take us to SDSU where his office is,” she answered, squinting at the sudden brightness as she entered the stairwell.

      “I’m hoping you come up with something,” Blair answered, following her down the concrete steps. They were black with grime, discarded gum, and other things she couldn’t identify. “I want to know how we’re able to change. And how I’m able to read minds. I don’t believe in magic. There’s got to be an explanation.”

      “I do believe in magic, but even that has to be based on sound principles. I have a theory. We’re surrounded by signals everywhere these days, right?” she asked, pausing to slide around a mom leading her two-year-old down the wide stairs.

      “Yeah, cell phones and Wi-Fi are everywhere now,” Blair said, following just a step behind.

      “So one of the websites I spend some time on claims that these waves could be altering our behavior. I know, I know…It makes me sound like a conspiracy nut. But if you’d said the same thing about werewolves and ancient super-powered civilizations a few weeks ago, how would people have reacted?” Liz asked, pausing to catch Blair’s gaze. People tended to react badly if she brought up some of the sites she frequented, especially people in academia. She’d never so much as mentioned them to her brother.

      “So you think that I’m using a signal to establish some sort of link with someone’s brain? That could explain what Ahiga did to us. He sent out some sort of pulse that paralyzed us both,” Blair theorized, brow furrowed in thought. He was quick. “Wouldn’t that take some sort of power source?”

      “The brain is just a complex electrical system. I don’t see any reason it couldn’t act like a receiver, picking up signals that you broadcast. Waves bounce, so the same waves would return back to you. I bet that’s what establishes the link,” she answered, growing more excited. The theory made sense. “That doesn’t explain the gender difference, though. How is it you can do this shaping thing the beast talked about, but I can’t?”

      “That part is easier to get my head around,” Blair replied, dodging a puddle of something viscous as they neared the ground level. “We’re a sexually dimorphic species. Men are generally taller and stronger. Women are more resistant to pain, and in my opinion much better looking. We have different chromosomes and different hormones, like testosterone. It makes sense that whatever this virus is could affect us differently. What I’m wondering is if there’s a way to test our hypothetical signals? That might grant some insight about our abilities.”

      “Not that I can think of. There’s a lot we don’t understand about signals in general, even though most of our technology is based on them. Maybe your ancient civilization did, but if they left us any clues, they’d be in that pyramid,” Liz said, stepping out of the stairwell and onto the asphalt. She shielded her eyes as she scanned the parking lot for Trevor’s Land Rover.

      “If only we could get back inside. Given time, I could learn their language and get us some answers,” he replied, joining her on the curb. “I’m still not sure how to explain how we change forms, and I’m betting they left some sort of user’s manual. If nothing else, the woman inside must know.”

      “You’ve mentioned her a couple times. Keeping her alive that long should be impossible,” Liz said, biting her lip as she scanned the incoming traffic for Trevor.

      “So should being a werewolf or reading minds. We’d be smart not to underestimate what these people might have been capable of. The woman was breathing,” Blair said, more than a bit defensively.

      “I believe you. It’s just the scope of that…Well, it’s hard to accept, even for someone like me. Just give me a bit of time, all right?”

      “Are you going to tell your brother the truth?” Blair asked. It was a question she was still struggling to answer. Would doing so put her brother in danger? What if Mohn came after them? He was a bit of a gun nut, but these people way outclassed any concerned citizen, even one as militant as her brother.

      “I don’t know,” she replied, a bit surprised at her honesty. Showing vulnerability was difficult at the best of times, and Blair was a relative stranger. Maybe the shared experience was what made her more comfortable, or maybe it was some inexplicable twist of genetic manipulation now that they’d both been infected with the same virus. “Let’s keep quiet about it for now. We’ll go with the story we discussed on the plane. You were at a dig in Peru, and Mohn wanted whatever you found there. We’ll just leave out the whole werewolf part.”

      “All right,” Blair agreed with a shrug. His shirt was finally starting to dry, but it all but pulsed with his scent. “It’s your brother. I’ll do my best to play this off, but how are you going to explain the tests you’re running?”

      “I’m going to tell him the truth eventually, I just need to figure out how,” she replied, rising to her tiptoes. There it was. A forest-green Land Rover slid into a spot a couple rows over. She couldn’t help but hop up and down when a familiar shock of red hair appeared outside the driver’s side door. Trevor was the stereotypical ginger, just like her. “There he is. I’m going to go meet him. Give us a sec before you head over.”

      She trotted through the parking lot, pausing to let a blue Camry pass before entering the row where she’d seen Trevor’s SUV. Trevor caught sight of her, lighting up with a big grin as he strode toward her. His goatee had a couple grey hairs, and there were a few more lines around the eyes, but other than that he looked just like he always had.

      Liz couldn’t help herself, bursting into tears as she sprinted into a rib-crushing hug.

      “God, I’ve missed you,” she sobbed, all the pent-up emotion finally finding release. “Thank you so much for coming, Trev.”

      “Of course, Wizzer. You know I’m always here for you,” he said, tousling her hair just like he had when they’d been children. There was something so comforting about her older brother, even in the face of all that had happened.

      “Don’t call me that,” she said, unable to suppress a grin.

      “I won’t say it in front of this Blair guy, but you’ve got to give it to me straight. I don’t need to know what trouble you’re in, at least not yet. But do you trust him? Your phone call sounded frantic, and if he’s got some sort of hold over you, I can deal with it.”

      She disengaged reluctantly, turning as Blair approached. “He’s a friend, Trev. He’s saved my life more than once over the last few weeks. I trust him. Whatever we’ve fallen into, we’re in it together.”

      “Later we’re going to have a talk about what that is,” Trev said, his smile melting. He’d gone into business mode.

      “You’ll get the whole story, I promise,” she mouthed, gesturing at Blair as he darted around a battered pickup with a tentative wave. “Trevor, this is my friend Blair. Blair, this is my brother, Trevor.”

      Trevor renewed his smile as he offered a hand to Blair. “Welcome to San Diego. Sounds like it’s been a hell of a trip.”
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      Ahiga stopped next to an odd metal conveyance the locals called a car. They were larger and much more ornate than those found on the southern continent. The sapphire hue on this one was strange to him, its unnatural sheen something that would have been near impossible to fabricate in his own time. He pretended to be opening the door, fumbling with the keys he’d taken from his last victim. The whelp and his female seemed unaware of his presence as they met with a fiery-haired man near a larger vehicle of the deepest green.

      He’d known a moment of worry when he’d stood so near the whelp in the press of bodies seeking entrance to this nation. Fortunately, the stench of the clothing’s previous owner had masked his scent, particularly the red shirt emblazoned with the word 49ers. It had indicated the owner’s loyalty to a particular tribe of warriors, if he understood the garment’s purpose. He’d shaped his face into an exact replica of the man who’d worn it, and that subterfuge appeared to have worked. His presence was still secret.

      Where was Blair going? Frustration boiled in him as he considered the bare handful of days remaining. He understood that the whelp must find his own acceptance of the powerful new body he’d suddenly been thrust into, but time was a luxury they could ill afford. Yet he could do nothing to sway the whelp. His own energy was all but spent, and the female would tear him apart if he attempted another direct confrontation.

      Ahiga reached for the fiery-haired man’s mind, slipping past his rudimentary defenses like wind through a forest. He plucked the man’s destination with a deftness earned through centuries of practice. It was a town known as Bonita, nestled near the edge of this strange, sprawling sea of concrete and pollution. He would follow them and make one final plea to the whelp.

      He must convince him, must show him the rudiments of shaping. If the whelp could not be prepared, all of them would pay the price.
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      Trevor slid into the driver’s seat, yanking the heavy door shut with its comforting metallic groan. The tan leather was cracked and faded, but the Land Rover was as reliable as the sunrise. He buckled the frayed seat belt, adjusting his wire-frame glasses as Liz slid into the passenger side. Her companion hopped in the rear passenger side, buckling his belt over a wide chest that spoke loudly of time in the gym. Trevor used the opportunity to study this Blair through the rearview mirror, taking in the sweat-stained shirt and stubbly face. Strangely haunted eyes darted around the parking lot, probably scanning for some sort of pursuit.

      What could possibly be worth chasing them all the way from Peru? He glanced again at Blair. Putting that kind of fear into someone took a special kind of people, the sort who didn’t balk at leaving bodies.

      “So, uh, Trevor, what do you do for a living?” the man asked, shifting uncomfortably under Trevor’s gaze. He eased the Rover out of its spot and into the line waiting for the on-ramp to 5 North.

      “I’m a helio-seismologist.” Trevor said, waiting for the inevitable confusion. He was used to it.

      “Helio-seismologist. Sun vibrations?” Blair asked, straightening in sudden interest. That was certainly a surprise. “How does that work, exactly? I’d think it’s too hot to get any sort of accurate measurements.”

      “That was the prevailing belief for a long time. It’s part of why helio-seismology is such a young science. We only recently discovered that the sun has many different layers. By analyzing the P-modes and G-modes, we learn about the composition and density of those layers,” Trevor explained. Most people couldn’t care less about what he did.

      He eased onto the on-ramp, flicking his turn signal as he maneuvered into the flow of traffic.

      “So why helio-seismology? That’s an oddly specific field,” Blair said. Trevor was aware that Blair was steering the conversation away from himself, but that was fine for now. There’d be time to find out the circumstances surrounding their flight from Peru after they were safely back at his place.

      “When we were kids, my sister Jessie and I called Trevor Spaceboy. We still do. He’s always been an astronomer,” Liz interjected. Leather squeaked as she craned her neck to give Blair a smile. Something significant passed between them, a look that said don’t talk about it. That Liz would keep secrets bothered him, regardless of the circumstances. He’d always assumed she’d trust him with anything.

      “I’ve always loved the night sky, but I found helio-seismology in junior high. I was in seventh grade waaay back in 1989—you know, before rocks were invented? Anyway, I saw a news story about how six million people in Canada were without power after a solar event called a coronal mass ejection,” Trevor explained, weaving into the fast lane as the Rover roared to a triumphant eighty miles per hour. “I was a big sci-fi buff, and it seemed so post-apocalyptic to me, the idea that we could all suddenly be without power. I wanted to know what had caused it, so I spent most of that summer in the library. Are you familiar with coronal mass ejections?”

      “No, but I can take a stab at what they are from the name,” Blair mused. “Some sort of mass ejected from the sun’s corona?”

      “That’s it exactly,” Trevor replied, unable to suppress a grin. Except for his sister and a few professors, he didn’t often get to have conversations like this. “The sun sends out two bursts, the first traveling at the speed of light. It hits our magnetosphere, warning us that the mass of charged particles will be arriving a few days later. Those particles wash through the magnetosphere too, and if they’re strong enough, they surge through our atmosphere like they did back in 1989. There was an even worse event back in 1859, one many times stronger. We didn’t have the kind of instrumentation to track it like we can today, but from what we understand, something like the Carrington Event could be catastrophic if it happened today.

      “These events wreak havoc on electronics, and if a wave were strong enough, it could probably knock power out to most of the world. Since replacement transformers only come from a couple different places, it could take the world months to recover. I did my thesis on that possibility, and it got the attention of not just the federal government but a private corporation called HELIOS. They recruited me to a research team that monitors solar flares and other activity; we’re tracking a big one right now, actually. If we see a large enough wave, we’re hoping we can warn the world to turn off the lights before power grids get fried. It’s pretty scary stuff. So how about you, Blair? You seem pretty sharp. What do you do?”

      “I’m an anthropologist. I study Meso and South American cultures. You know, pyramids and that sort of—“

      “Trevor, I’m starving,” Liz cut in, glaring over her sunglasses at Blair. It was uncharacteristically blunt of her, an obvious attempt to steer the conversation.

      “We’re only ten minutes out. I’ve got some venison steaks ready for the grill,” he said, wondering what it was she didn’t want him to know. “So, Blair, you study pyramids and ruins? Is that why you were down in South America?”

      “Trev, don’t grill him. We just got here, and it’s been a really stressful couple of weeks. Can we maybe talk about this after dinner?” Liz asked, slumping in her seat. She looked like she’d been through hell.

      “It’s all right, Liz,” Blair said, leaning forward until his face was even with her headrest. “Yes, Trevor. I study pyramids. That’s what I was doing in Peru. I don’t want to give you the whole story right now, but we found something that some unfriendly people want very badly.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the attacks down in Peru?” Trevor asked, praying the answer was no.

      The question seemed to catch the pair totally off guard. Neither answered. Nor would they look at him. If he didn’t know better, he’d say Blair was eyeing the door as if he were considering the risks of ejecting himself into traffic. The silence was damning.

      “Well, does it?” Trevor asked again, tone firming. He switched on his blinker and glided into the slow lane.

      “Listen, Trev, now really isn’t—“ Liz began. He hit his hazards, jamming on the breaks and pulling onto the shoulder in a spray of gravel.

      “Think very carefully about your next words, Liz,” Trevor said, his voice as soft as death. “I sent you a big chunk of my savings along with that passport and picked you up at the border, knowing you’ve likely committed some sort of crime. I will not be toyed with or kept in the dark. It’s me, Liz. Let me in on this and I’ll help.” He locked eyes with her, reaching over to give her hand a squeeze.

      She was silent for a long moment, face betraying signs of her inner battle. The fact that she even had to think about it suggested whatever she was involved in was worse than he could possibly imagine.

      “Blair, we have to tell him. Everything,” she said, not breaking eye contact.

      “Liz, there’s no way he’ll believe us. He’s going to think—“ Blair began, raising a hand to his door lock.

      “He’ll believe us,” she said, quietly but with the determination Trevor had always loved about her. “I trust him more than anyone. He’s my brother. Look what he’s already done for us.”

      “All right,” Blair said, lowering his hand. “Trevor, I don’t know your sister well yet, but I’ve come to trust her. If she thinks you’ll listen, then I’ll tell you the truth, but you’re not going to believe it.”

      “Try me,” Trevor said, shifting to face Blair as best he could from the driver’s seat. “We’re not going anywhere until I at least know how you’re connected to those killings.”

      “You want to do this, or should I?” Blair asked, turning to Liz. Then the oddest thing happened. Their gazes locked over the rim of their respective sunglasses. Something crackled between them, static electricity, maybe? He had no idea what to make of it.

      “It’s your story,” Liz answered, electricity dissipating. She turned to face him. “Trevor, everything he’s about to say is true. You know I wouldn’t lie to you. Hear us out.” She turned back to Blair. “Go ahead.”

      “I was called in to study a pyramid in Peru, the oldest ever found anywhere. It appeared all by itself about two months ago,” Blair began, slouching back into his seat. The tension bled from him, as if telling his tale set him free somehow. “The people who built it are far more advanced than anything we’ve ever seen. And before you go there, no, there was no evidence of aliens. No gate with a wormhole to another world. But these people accomplished things we can only guess at.”

      Trevor quietly turned back to the road, flicking off his hazards and turning his blinker on. He waited for an opening and then gunned the engine. The Rover roared back into traffic as Blair continued.

      “I was called in to find a hidden central chamber the Peruvian government suspected was there. They were backed by the Mohn Corporation,” he said, pausing for a reaction.

      “I’ve heard of them. Private mercenaries. Contractors, they call themselves.”

      “Mercenaries with an agenda,” Blair gave back. “They were the ones running the show, not the Peruvian government. They knew about the pyramid before anyone else and had already checked the place out before they brought my team in. They held back a lot of important information, like the radiation coming from the central chamber. I watched a good friend wither into a madman.”

      Trevor stayed in the slow lane, angling toward the 805 exit. The man seemed earnest thus far, but Trevor had a feeling there was still a bomb to be dropped.

      “When I finally solved the puzzle, I sprung a trap. I was injected with something. Something lethal,” he continued, pace slowing as he neared a topic he clearly didn’t want to discuss. “Trevor, I died. My heart stopped. When I woke up, I was in a clinic with your sister. We were attacked by Mohn, but we got away—”

      “Bullshit,” Trevor said, drifting past a black Mazda and back into the fast lane. “You don’t just ‘get away’ from Mohn, particularly in a backwater like Peru. If they wanted you dead, they’d have killed you. So how did you ‘get away’?”

      “You asked how we were linked to the attacks. Whatever I was injected with turned me into something. It altered my DNA, if your sister’s theories are right. Mohn didn’t let us get away. I tore them apart and they ran,” he finished, turning to stare out the window as if waiting for condemnation.

      Silenced reigned for a long time as Trevor considered the story. It was implausible for a lot of reasons, but it didn’t sound like a lie. It couldn’t be a lie, because Liz wouldn’t lie to him, not once he’d confronted her like this. She was scared in a way he’d never seen.

      Then there were the attacks, grisly murders that reporters couldn’t explain. Like animal attacks but on a scale that made no sense. As outlandish as Blair’s tale was thus far, it could explain them. Still, something bothered him.

      “So you turn into some sort of creature,” Trevor allowed, glancing over his shoulder. “Did you kill all those people, then?”

      “No,” Blair said, a little too quickly. “A percentage of those killed come back as the same kind of creature. That’s how the attacks are spreading, at least that’s our best guess.”

      “So what kind of creature is this, exactly?”

      “Trevor,” Liz interrupted, squeezing his hand in exactly the same way he’d done. “This is the part you aren’t going to believe.”
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      Bridget rose to her feet and began to pace again. It was a precise twelve steps from one corner of the unrelieved white wall to the other, twelve shuffling steps forced by her manacles. The room wasn’t tiny, but it was completely barren. No decorations. No furniture. Nothing to entertain a mind that had grown desperate from boredom.

      The only thing she had to stare at was the black serial number etched into the thick manacles binding her wrists. 2746891. The silver sat atop some sort of rubber compression bands, noticeably stronger than the originals. If she stretched or flexed, they moved with her, ostensibly to prevent her from tearing them off if she shifted.

      Mohn Corp. had performed extensive tests of her abilities after Steve had disappeared, and she’d been warned that the manacles were tough enough to withstand her incredible strength. She didn’t care to test the theory. Where would she go even if she could somehow break free? The place was, no doubt, ringed with soldiers, and even if she got past them, there was nowhere left for her.

      Blair might live if he’d risen in the same way she had, but she had no way to find him. What would he say if she did? Steve hadn’t returned after the horrible day where they’d removed him, though in a way that had been a relief. He’d ignored her, refusing to speak no matter how many times she approached him.

      Could she blame him? Not really. She’d grown attached to Blair again after his arrival. All the old attraction had come flooding back, and even in Steve’s deranged state, he must have been aware of it. Steve had been dead to her. He’d wasted away, a shell of his former self. A man who’d fawned over her for years was suddenly cold, angry, and even violent. Yet that changed nothing. She’d been horrible, both to him and to Blair.

      It was funny, really. Here she was, in the midst of the worst personal crisis of her life. She’d become a mythological monster and was locked away from the world, probably never to be released. Yet what really haunted her was her treatment of the only two men she’d ever really loved. If she had to do it over again, what would she do differently? Nothing. That was the truly agonizing part. She was trapped in a web of emotions, one of her own making. She loved them both.

      Bridget froze, head cocked toward the door. Footsteps echoed in the hall outside. Two pairs were approaching, a soldier to escort and one real visitor. But who were they allowing to see her? Or was it time for her execution? More tests, maybe? The possibilities danced before her as she squatted down into the least threatening position possible.

      The seal around the door hissed as it popped open to reveal one of the black-clad soldiers, a bearded man with dark skin. His eyes were glued to her chest through the embarrassingly flimsy gown they’d given her. She’d grown used to that reaction, but that they couldn’t be more professional still irritated her. Were there really that few women in camp?

      The soldier held the door open, eyes still fixed on her breasts as Sheila stepped into the room. She looked so odd in her black fatigues and white tank top. Were they mandating uniforms even for the research team now? And why had she come?

      “Make this fast,” the soldier said, finally prying his gaze from Bridget’s chest as he stared disapprovingly at Sheila. “I’ll be right outside. If you’re not out in three minutes, I’m dragging you out.”

      “I understand,” Sheila answered, patting his arm. “Thank you so much for this. I’ll be quick.”

      The soldier slipped from the room, shooting Bridget one more leer before the door snapped shut with another hiss. Sheila met her gaze, nodding to the camera. Then she stepped forward, gathering Bridget’s much smaller frame into a hug.

      “They can’t know you have this,” her former friend whispered, pressing a small bundle into her hands. Bridget slipped it inside her gown, dropping into a crouch to further hide it. It was small but thick. A book, maybe?

      “So you’re probably wondering why I came to see you,” Sheila said, much louder for the camera’s benefit. She leaned against the wall next to the door. She ran the back of her hand across her forehead, cheeks still flushed from the cold. Bridget had almost forgotten how wintery it was outside.

      “I’ll admit I’m surprised,” Bridget replied, pressing her back against the wall and cradling the book under her gown. “I know we worked together for a while when you came to see Steve and I, but all that stopped. I thought you were done with me. You said you hated me.”

      “I did. For a long time, I did,” Sheila said, her back sliding down the wall as she settled opposite Bridget. “You know why. Not just what you did to Blair, but also what you did to Steve.”

      “So why come, then? Nothing’s changed there. I can’t erase the sins of the past.”

      “Perspective, that’s what changed,” she said, scrubbing a hand through dark-brown hair that had recently reached her shoulders. It looked much better long. “I started thinking. What would I have done in your shoes? If Steve had wanted me, I’d have taken him. But what if Blair had wanted me too? What if I’d been the pretty one? The one all the men fawn over.

      “I can’t honestly say I’d have done anything differently than you. Maybe I’d have been you if our roles were reversed,” she continued, seemingly unable to make eye contact. “When you died, I really questioned my actions. Should I have cut you off, or tried to understand you? Then you came back. I had a second chance. I watched you closely while we were working together, the way you were around Steve now. You genuinely feel guilty, don’t you? I can see it weighing on you.”

      “Yes,” Bridget replied without hesitation. “It eats at me. I was weak. I’ll admit it. I liked the attention, from both of them. And I love both of them. How fucked up is that? I can’t pick. I want them both. Now I have neither.”

      “I’m sorry for that,” Sheila said, finally meeting her gaze.

      “You mean that, don’t you?” Bridget asked, utterly shocked by the statement.

      “You made a real mess of things, but we were friends for over a decade. You’re not a horrible person, Bridget. Maybe a little self-centered, but no one deserves what you’ve been through.”

      “I—Sheila, I don’t know what to say. What changed your mind?”

      “My health is deteriorating,” Sheila said, as if talking about the weather. “This was probably going to be my last dig, no matter what.”

      “Cancer?”

      “No, HIV. I’ve had it almost three years,” she admitted, using the wall to help her back to her feet. “I’m not going to die or anything, but the disease has really made me question my own mortality. My symptoms were mild until about six months ago, but since then they’ve been getting steadily worse. I can barely get out of bed a lot of days.”

      “Sheila, HIV is treatable. You can get help,” Bridget said, eyes tearing up. She’d just regained her friend and felt like she was already losing her. “Can’t you talk to Mohn? There must be something they can do.”

      “I’ve been to all sorts of doctors, tried all the latest medications. It does provide a lot of relief, but I’m tired all the time,” Sheila said, pausing. She cocked her head and gave a warm smile. “I’m not going to be able to do field work forever. I want to spend what time I have left doing the things I love. Learning and discovering, just like we always have. So that’s what I’m going to do. I just needed someone to know, and despite everything that’s happened, you’re still my best friend.”

      “That means more to me than you’ll ever know,” Bridget said, overcome with emotion.

      The door hissed a third time, popping open to reveal the soldier again. “Come on. I could get in serious trouble for this. You’re done here.”

      Sheila turned to the man with a nod, one teardrop sliding down her cheek as she exited. She didn’t look back as the door closed, leaving Bridget in silence.

      Bridget glanced up at the ever-present camera, shifting against the wall until she faced away from it. She carefully removed the bundle from under her gown, making very sure to interpose her body between it and the camera.

      It was a pocket-sized leather-bound book, the sort of journal Sheila loved to use. A small letter was tucked inside. Bridget carefully removed the yellow paper, quickly scanning the contents.

      
        
        Bridget,

        I came to make peace today and hope I was able to do that. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find the words, so hopefully I did. That wasn’t the only reason I came to see you. I’ve learned some truly frightening things since we last spoke.

        Using Blair’s notes and our work with Steve I have a pretty good understanding of the inner chamber now. I believe I’ve puzzled out why this exists. Something horrible is coming. I believe it’s tied to the Galactic Procession. Every 13,000 years something strange happens with our sun. I don’t know what or how, but this ancient culture warned that it could end all life on the planet.

        They believe that werewolves were our only chance of survival. They refer to them as champions and that they’re our only defense against whatever catastrophe is coming. That’s why I had to see you. You’re one of them now, and if the ancients are right we’re going to need your help.

        I’m doing my best to get you out. I’ve grown close with Jordan and am hoping to persuade him to aid in your escape. Until then sit tight, but be ready to move. In the meantime I’ve included all my research notes in case they’re useful. If nothing else, hopefully it will alleviate the boredom you must be feeling.

        I’m sorry for everything that’s happened between us. I hope we get a chance to start over after all of this is done.

        

        Your Friend,

        Sheila

        

      

      Hot tears rained on the page. Knowing that Sheila had forgiven her felt wonderful. Maybe she would have a chance to start over, assuming she survived whatever impending apocalypse was coming.
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      “You still take sugar, right? It’s in the cupboard above the coffee maker,” Trevor asked her, leaning against the island in the center of the kitchen. Liz nodded absently in Trevor’s direction, admiring the dark wood as she opened the cabinet.

      “These are new,” she said, fishing out the small bag of white sugar and dumping a liberal portion into the heavenly black liquid filling her mug. “Did you install them yourself?”

      “Yeah, I got tired of looking at the old ones. Pour me a cup too?” he asked, withdrawing his wallet and keys and dropping them on the counter. “I’ll fire up the grill. Coffee and venison isn’t exactly conventional, but given what you’ve told me, I’m guessing we’ve got a long night ahead of us.”

      Blair entered the kitchen from the broad hallway leading to the front door. Liz could smell the soap from the bathroom on his hands, mingled with the pungent scent of sweat.

      “Trevor, do you have a computer I can use?” he asked, oblivious to the conversation he’d interrupted. “I’d like to do some research on the glyphs in the pyramid.”

      “Sure, my office is through that door on the right. Computer’s on the desk,” Trevor replied, accepting the mug that Liz handed him. He paused long enough for Blair to enter the office before turning back to her. “So, give it to me straight. What exactly do you think happened to you guys? Virus? Disease of some form?”

      “We’ll have to get some blood work done to know for certain, but my gut says virus,” Liz said, leaning heavily on the counter behind her. Her vision swam, just for a moment. The feeling faded, sending a shiver down her spine as her skin itched the way it had in Peru, under the moon. She ignored it.

      Trevor considered her words for several moments, sipping at his coffee. The soft hiss of an air conditioner came on behind him, quietly battling the warmth that had accumulated in the home over the last few hours. “Whatever it is seems to have altered your DNA at a fundamental level; it would have to in order to make the things you describe even possible. I’m guessing if we sequenced your genome, we’d find that it’s rewritten entire segments. But I have no idea how it inserted a wholly separate consciousness into your heads. That’s way beyond anything modern science has achieved. Into that woo-woo stuff you and Mom love.”

      “Yeah okay, Agent Scully. You used to love it too,” Liz chided, sipping her own coffee. “Besides, doesn’t look so much like woo woo anymore, does it? Blair can read minds. If that isn’t woo woo, I don’t know what it is.”

      “Okay, okay, you have a point,” Trevor said, delivering one of those boyish grins. “You and Mom owe me a big ‘I told you so.’ Listen, I have a friend that runs a small startup in San Francisco. They make microscopes that attach to your smartphone, and Erik owes me a favor. I can probably get him to send me one so we can do a blood test without the risk of bringing you guys out into public.”

      “Thank you,” she replied. “That would be a huge help.”

      “I’m hungry. How about you?” Trevor asked, setting down his coffee and replacing it with the platter of steaks. “Shall we take this outside while I grill?”

      Liz had a moment of worry when she looked at the generous slabs of meat. Every horror movie she’d ever seen said that she should crave raw meat. She rose to follow him, leaving her coffee on the counter. The instant she stepped outside, something hot and angry flared in her belly, like cramps, only far, far worse.

      The porch light came on, illuminating the back deck. The wooden planks had been stained the same color as the cabinets, and was now ringed by a newly installed fence. It stood nearly seven feet tall, enough to screen them from neighboring houses, had there been any. They were surrounded by shrub-covered hillside extending beyond the house. Her brother had the most precious commodity in Southern California—privacy.

      Trevor opened a chrome grill large enough for an entire cow, setting the plate with the steaks on the platform built into the grill’s right side. He grabbed a tightly bristled brush and began scraping it along the grill.

      “So you think it’s some sort of virus that was engineered by a prehistoric culture somehow advanced enough to understand genetics,” he said, glancing at her as he used a pair of tongs to move steaks onto the grill. “If that’s true, their choice of animals seems odd. Why wolves? Why not bears or tigers or something? Wolves are predators, but they’re hardly the most successful hunters in the animal kingdom.”

      Liz’s freshman biology class supplied the answer. “At a guess? Canines have the most malleable DNA of any mammal. Almost every breed of dog was created in the last two centuries. You can radically alter a dog in just a couple generations,” she explained, pulling one of Trevor’s folding chairs toward the grill. She collapsed heavily into it. A tingling itch spread across the back of her neck. It wasn’t hard to figure out why. The moon’s fat crescent hung low over the eastern horizon, nearly touching a mountain in the distance.

      “That’s plausible,” Trevor said, clicking the igniter. The grill lit with a soft whoosh. He was studying her the way one might an animal at the zoo. “So you mentioned that you could feel something in the moonlight. Do you feel it now?”

      “Yes. It’s almost painful, like standing in the sun long enough to burn,” she said, glancing up at the offending ivory crescent. Was she experiencing the same sort of overload Blair had faced back at the border crossing? It would make sense.

      Yes, Ka-Ken. You must feed, and soon. The voice startled and chilled her in equal measure.

      “Now that’s definitely interesting,” Trevor said, pulling a Star Wars apron their sister Jessie had given him for  Christmas around his neck and tying it behind his back. “All light is just a certain bandwidth of radiation. Plants use it for photosynthesis. We use it for solar power. There’s no reason whatever this virus is couldn’t use it as a power source. I suspect Erik might find chlorophyll or something very similar when we do your blood work. That still leaves the question of why moonlight instead of sunlight. Have you felt anything odd during the day?”

      “Not so far. Neither has Blair. It always happens with the moon,” she replied, fidgeting in her chair. She just couldn’t get comfortable, and she was starting to feel nauseated. The symptoms were alarmingly close to what Blair had described. “That seems odd. Sunlight is a lot more plentiful than moonlight. If I were going to design a virus, sunlight would make more sense.”

      “Every ray of light has a certain wavelength. Light reflected off the moon would have a different signature than that of the sun,” Trevor mused, deftly flipping the steaks. “You’re right that sunlight is a lot more constant than moonlight, but I think I might understand why moonlight would work better. If you absorbed sunlight, it would risk overload if you stood in the sun all day. Have you ever seen what happens to a battery you let charge too long?”

      “Yeah, it melts,” Liz said, almost certain she was about to share the same fate as the hypothetical battery. She wobbled to her feet, right hand using the lawn chair for support. “I think I’m going to wait inside, out of the moonlight. I’m not feeling too well.”

      “All right,” Trevor said, giving her a worried look as she stepped inside. She felt immediate relief, though she was still sick to her stomach. Her brother followed her to the doorway, tongs still clutched in one hand. “Here’s the thing. The light we see reflected from the moon is only one bandwidth. There are others we can’t see. Those can still reach you even indoors. So that will help, but it isn’t going to protect you entirely. If we need to, we can get you into the panic room. That should shield you from the bandwidths we can’t see.”

      “I think that might be a good idea,” she said, doubling over in sudden agony as fire spread through her gut.

      You MUST feed, Ka-Ken. Slay this one. If he is strong, he will rise to join you. If not, you spare him a fate worse than death.

      I won’t, she thought back, leaning heavily against the wall just inside the sliding glass door.

      You must. The male can bleed his energy with shaping. You cannot. If you do not feed, you will relinquish control to me whether I will it or no. You brim with power, and it must find release.

      “Trevor,” she began, voice quavering. She was shaking uncontrollably now. Sweat poured from every pore, drenching her shirt in seconds. “Trevor, you need to get into your gun safe and lock the door, now.”

      “Gun safe?” Trevor asked, stepping closer to the door. “Liz, you look like you need a hospital. You’re white as a sheet. Are you okay?”

      “I think I’m going to shift. The last time that happened, I killed a man,” she said, sagging to her knees and cradling her gut. This couldn’t be happening. Not again. “Trevor, I can’t control myself when I shift. Please, get away. Quickly. Before it’s too late.”

      Trevor flicked the knob on the grill, killing the heat. Then he darted inside, undoing his apron as he moved. He knelt next to her, placing a hand against her forehead. She could see in his eyes that he still didn’t quite believe that she was going to turn into a werewolf. Who could blame him? It was still an implausible story as far as he was concerned.

      “Trevor, please,” she begged, back arching as the transformation began. Fire flooded her body as the beast seized control.

      His eyes widened as he finally realized what he was seeing. Trevor rose unsteadily to his feet, pausing to watch her as the change took hold. Didn’t he understand how dangerous this was?

      “Trevor, run!” she shrieked.
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      Trevor was transfixed by the sight before him. Liz’s back arched, bones cracking and snapping as a low, horrifying wail burst from her throat. It warbled and changed, deepening into a howl. Her blouse and skirt split at the seams as her body expanded and changed, fur bursting from her skin like bad special effects in some B movie. It didn’t even look real. But it was.

      He’d seen enough horror movies to know what came next. She would become a rampaging monster that would tear everyone and everything around her apart. If Trevor was still here when she’d finished her transformation, he was going to die. It was time to run, despite the fact that none of this should have been possible. He discarded logic, giving in to the primitive limbic system that had kept mankind’s ancestors alive for over three million years.

      Trevor bolted up the hallway, past the office where Blair was working. He didn’t bother warning the anthropologist, because he figured Blair was safe. After all, Blair could just turn into a werewolf and fight back. Trevor didn’t have that luxury.

      He skidded to a halt in front of the reinforced door leading to the garage, cursing himself for keeping the deadbolt locked. His keys were in the kitchen. He reversed course back up the hallway, skidding across the linoleum. He’d have fallen if he hadn’t caught himself against the wall with one arm. There, on the island. The slender ring with five keys, two for the house, one for the walk-in safe, and one for each vehicle. He seized them triumphantly, already turning when something large rose from the spot Liz had just occupied.

      Covered in thick auburn fur, it stood on tree-trunk legs. The creature slouched, but its back and shoulders still knocked a shower of plaster from the high ceiling. Beady eyes of alarming amber landed on him, and he was shocked to see how human they appeared. The creature bared its fangs at him exactly the same way a dog would; then it flexed massive hands tipped with ebony claws. He was going to die if he didn’t move.

      Trevor bolted back down the hallway, skidding around the corner past the refrigerator as the thing bounded after him. Each footfall tore furrows in the hard wood, but its enormous weight prevented it from finding solid footing. It careened into his refrigerator with a tremendous bang before he lost sight of it.

      Several precious seconds later Trevor reached the door to the garage. Trembling fingers fumbled at the lock, and he breathed a sigh of relief when the key slid home. He jerked the handle, pushing the door open and slipping inside the garage. A quick glance up the hall confirmed every nightmare he’d ever had.

      The werewolf charged forward, ripping free another shower of plaster as its head smashed into the ceiling. It bounded toward him, and he barely had time to slam the heavy door before something massive crashed into it.

      He inserted the key into the deadbolt, twisting it with a satisfying click. Would that even slow the thing down? He couldn’t assume that it would, though he certainly hoped so. The frame was reinforced steel, just like the front and back doors. A lot of his friends thought he was paranoid, but when you lived in such a remote place being targeted for home invasion was common. Even a SWAT team with a battering ram would take time to get through that door.

      Now what? He surveyed the garage for options. The white ‘65 Mustang he’d spent the last two years restoring dominated one side. Several workbenches occupied the other. There were tools over there, from heavier hammers to a machete he’d brought with him on a hunting trip. None of that would slow down a rampaging werewolf.

      Gun safe, maybe? It ran the entire length of the garage and was walled off with steel-reinforced concrete, a narrow steel door standing open at one end. His ex had demanded he build it because she’d been uncomfortable with the idea of guns in the house.

      He’d designed it to keep things in, not out. It was a combination door, so even if the werewolf was smart, it wouldn’t have easy access. Once inside he’d be trapped, though. Would there be enough oxygen? He didn’t know. Trevor hesitated for an agonizing moment as something heavy thudded into the door behind him. The door shivered in its frame but held. He was running out of time.

      Trevor darted into the gun safe, flicking the light switch just inside the door. Fluorescent light illuminated a gun collection he’d accumulated over his adult life, each weapon complete with the memory of both acquiring it and learning to fire it. He scanned the wall, considering which option might save him in the face of a life-threatening werewolf. Another hollow boom came from behind him, this one accompanied by the tortured shriek of metal. Shit.

      He considered the H&K USP .45 caliber, but the pistol would take too long to load. Most of the rifles needed more room than the garage would afford. That left either the Remington pump-action shotgun or the Browning A5 his dad had given him for his sixteenth birthday. He settled on that one, its wooden stock familiar as he removed it from the wall and grabbed a box of shells.

      Trevor poked his head through the gun safe’s door. His jaw dropped when he saw the ruined door leading into the house. The frame had held, but the werewolf had battered the center portion until both metal and wood were giving way. A large hole gaped in the middle, not large enough for a person but certainly getting there.

      He slid a trio of shells into the side of the shotgun, cocking the bolt after each one. The motion was automatic, learned over thousands of hours of shooting. It was the gun he was most familiar with, and it packed one hell of a punch at short range. Trevor tipped the box’s remaining shells into his jacket pocket, advancing slowly toward the door as he prepared to defend himself.

      Maybe falling back into the gun safe right now would be the smartest thing, but this was his home, damn it. He wasn’t going to give up without a fight. Besides, his sister was still inside that thing somewhere. Maybe she could fight it for control. If not, he just prayed he’d be fast enough to retreat into the safe. The idea of being trapped in an airtight box wasn’t appealing, but if he needed to retreat that would be better than dying.

      The beast’s monstrous head and shoulders plowed into the door, ripping steel as it forced its way through. Trevor didn’t think. He brought the stock smoothly up to his shoulder and sighted down the barrel, aligning it with the beast’s face. The gun coughed, kicking into his shoulder as the acrid smell of gunpowder filled the garage.

      The beast jerked backward, one eye exploding into ruined gore. The furious howl it gave was deafening as it went berserk, tearing apart more of the door in an attempt to reach him. Trevor fired again. The beast’s other eye disappeared, the howl going from furious to agonized. Tough to fight when you’re blind.

      Then his jaw sagged. Flesh and bone vibrated as the thing’s face began to knit back together. Both eyes scrunched shut, and when they opened a moment later, the beast glared furiously at him through both eyes. The only trace of the damage was the blood-matted fur covering its face.

      The beast roared, bursting through the remains of the door in a shower of metal fragments. Trevor recoiled, shielding his face as the shrapnel whirled past him. Something bit into his arm, but he ignored it. He was already moving toward the gun safe, conscious of the enormous form so close behind him that he felt hot breath waft over his neck.

      Trevor went low in a baseball slide, flipping onto his back and aiming the shotgun at the thing’s knee. He fired, a momentary surge of triumph filling him as the beast’s knee exploded. It stumbled, catching itself with ungainly arms. That only bought him seconds, but he hoped it would be enough.

      He scrambled inside, staggering to his feet and yanking the door. The heavy metal closed slowly, inching inward as he strained against it. The gap closed to just a few inches. He pulled harder, willing it shut. Furry claws appeared, grabbing the door the very instant before it would have slammed shut. They arrested the door’s momentum, and it began to swing open.

      Trevor darted a glance at the wall full of weapons, but they may as well have been miles away. He’d never have time to load them. He was going to die.
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      Blair sat down in the leather-backed computer chair, swiveling it to face the twenty-seven-inch iMac dominating the cherrywood desk. He’d always preferred PCs, but Macs were more common in the academic world, so he had no problem firing up the machine and launching Safari. He typed, “Mayan glyphs” into the search bar and then browsed the top several results.

      The first link showed the glyphs at Tayasal, a small island in Guatemala that had once served as the capital of the Mayan empire. He studied the style of the glyphs with an eye for the patterns he’d seen on the pyramid in Cajamarca, noting distinct similarities. The language was certainly less complex, but there were similar markers in the same way that Latin words had crept into English. The similarities were hardly definitive but suggested that the Mayan language might have its roots in the language of the ancients.

      He leaned back in the chair, absently running his fingers through his hair as he studied the images. What was the connection? The pyramid had been buried, and the two were separated by a dozen millennia. How was it even remotely possible that the Mayans knew anything about the ancients? The question was maddening because to even approach an answer would take a team of scientists months of research. Months he didn’t have.

      Be wary, Ka-Dun. The Ka-Ken stirs.

      His concentration shattered as an all-too-familiar howl sounded from the kitchen. Blair shot to his feet, spilling the chair onto its side. Trevor’s form flashed by the doorway as he pounded toward the garage. Blair was still deciding what to do when Trevor barreled the other direction, back into the kitchen where the howl had originated. There was a clatter of keys; then Trevor sprinted past again.

      A moment later a hulking auburn form pounded past with murderous intent. Blair was sure she was going to kill her brother unless he did something.

      She is suffused with power, Ka-Dun. You will not find it easy to invade her mind this time. Shaping will be of little use. You must best her in combat if you seek to save this unblooded, and that is nearly impossible against a raging Ka-Ken.

      “She’s larger, stronger, and faster. I can’t win that fight,” Blair said, hurrying to the door and peering down the hall. The floor was littered with plaster, and the linoleum had been scored in many places by sharp claws. The werewolf beat at the heavy door Trevor had managed to close behind him, but it didn’t look like getting through would take her long.

      Larger and stronger, yes. You can be faster than any female if you will it so.

      “Faster, how?” Blair asked, wincing as Liz-wolf’s fist punched through the door leading into the garage. At least she hadn’t noticed him yet.

      You must blur. The ability enables you to move faster than the eye can see. It is taxing, but when facing a female in combat, it is our only hope of victory. You have already tasted the power, though you still lack conscious control.

      “Worth a try, I guess,” Blair replied. He was tempted to ask the beast how to activate the ability, but he knew all he’d get back was some cryptic Yoda crap. He stepped into the hallway and took a deep breath. The werewolf didn’t even glance at him, instead shattering the door into kindling as she burst into the garage.

      Blair shifted. It came easily now, his body tearing through his clothing with shocking speed as it rearranged itself into a now-familiar lupine form. Damn it, he should have taken his clothes off first. Oh well.

      He had to admit that he enjoyed the rush of strength, the sharpened senses. He felt invincible. Could he be killed? He’d never seen a werewolf die, but he reasoned that if one took enough damage, it could be killed.

      We can die, Ka-Dun, if we lack the energy to heal or if we suffer grievous-enough injury.

      “Great,” Blair said, imagining what the much larger Liz-wolf could do to him. He peered around the corner again in time to see Liz-wolf’s head and shoulders disappear through the remains of the door. A shotgun roared in the garage. The noise was deafening to his augmented hearing, and he stumbled backward with a wince.

      Liz-wolf’s head rocked backward, but that was the only visible effect. A second shot came a moment later, resulting in a similar jerk. Then Liz-wolf went berserk, tearing through the doorway and into the garage. Her nails skittered across the concrete as she chased Trevor out of sight.

      Blair followed, pausing in the ruined doorway to survey the garage. A pristine white Mustang from the ‘60s was flanked by a number of workbenches. On one of them, a black car-sized tarp sat neatly folded next to a can of wax and a white rag. A third shotgun blast roared, drawing his eyes to the far side of the garage. Liz-wolf tumbled to the ground in a spray of blood and a crack of bone as Trevor scrambled through a narrow doorway with a steel frame set into the concrete wall.

      He reached out and yanked on a thick metal door, frantically struggling to pull it shut as Liz-wolf regained her feet. She bounded forward, seizing the edge of the door just before it could slam shut.

      If she got it open, Trevor was a dead man. Not only would they lose their only ally, but Liz would never forgive herself for the attack. Blair had to stop it, for both their sakes. He sprinted forward, willing himself to move faster. He had no idea what he was doing, no idea how to harness the strange abilities he’d been cursed with.

      Perhaps it was his need, or conviction or just damned luck. Regardless, his limbs filled with liquid warmth. It was like the fire of the change, but instead of pain, he felt something akin to massive adrenaline. It was heady. Powerful. And with it, he moved like the wind. Or rather the world slowed to a crawl.

      He had an eternity to study the situation, to decide what to do. Blair was moving normally, but the rest of the world was bathed in molasses. Liz-wolf’s muscles tensed, and the door inched open with agonizing finality. Blair sized up the room again, forming a plan.

      He blurred forward, the world slowing still further as he seized the tarp and leapt into the air. He unfolded it, roughly forming a bag. Then he slammed it down over Liz-wolf’s upper body. It came down to her waist, obscuring both her arms and murderous fangs.

      He landed nimbly and then delivered a vicious kick to the same knee Trevor had shot just a few moments before. Liz-wolf toppled to the ground, tangled up in the tarp. Blair leapt into the air as she began to rise, coming down on her back with his considerable weight. She was off balance from her wounded leg and what he hoped was unexpected blindness, and the move knocked her into the wall so hard that cinder blocks shattered under the blow.

      Blair clung to her back, arms encircling her over the tarp. A sharp tearing sounded, and Liz-wolf’s head tore free from the tarp. Murderous amber eyes gazed back at him over her shoulder as her lips came up in a snarl.

      “Uh oh,” Blair said, panting now. He felt like he’d run a marathon, limbs trembling from the exertion of the blur.

      Liz-wolf gave a furious roar, leaping to her feet with Blair still on her back. Her arms strained against his, flexing with incredible strength. Then she gave a sudden burst, ripping from his grasp and tearing away the remains of the tarp. He tumbled to the garage floor, his elbow coming down painfully. Before he could rise, Liz spun, raking at his chest with wickedly sharp claws.

      What fear for one’s life could do was amazing. The blur returned, sending Blair straight up. He seized her suddenly sluggish wrist with both hands. He twisted in mid-flight, maneuvering behind her and raking into her back with his own claws. The wound sent forth a stream of blood and knocked Liz forward a step. She recovered quickly, turning to face him as he danced backward to gain room to breathe. He was more agile than her, but he’d delivered his best attacks and she didn’t seem even slightly phased.

      She launched a flurry of swipes, claws touching nothing but air as he flowed desperately around each attack. Frustration lit Liz-wolf’s features as she fell back a pace, dropping into a low crouch. She studied him, slowly circling. Every few seconds, her gaze would dart to their surroundings, scanning the garage as if seeking a weakness she could exploit. Was she trying to flee?

      Then she vanished, body melting into the deep shadows cast by lonely halogen lights Trevor must have turned on when he’d entered the garage. Blair froze, straining to catch a hint of her heartbeat. It should thunder in his ears, but instead he heard nothing. There was the cry of a bat somewhere high above. A neighbor’s dog barked in the distance. There was nothing else.

      The massive metal door swung silently open, drawing Blair’s gaze. Trevor emerged with a rifle slung over his back, a black pistol belted to his waist, and a pump-action shotgun cradled between his arms. He snapped the shotgun to his shoulder. Just a few feet from Blair’s face, the mouth of the barrel was huge.

      Trevor’s finger began to tighten on the trigger. Blair blurred. He rolled forward, coming to his feet behind Trevor as the shotgun roared. The blast rang Blair’s ears like a gong as the stench of gunpowder renewed.

      “Trevor,” he roared, voice deep and bestial. It was the first time he’d spoken as a werewolf. “It’s Blair. I won’t hurt you. I can help you stop Liz.”

      Trevor spun, already bringing the shotgun to bear. Blair was faster. He seized the barrel in one furry fist, aiming it at the ground.

      Trevor began to reach for the pistol holstered at his side but hesitated. His gaze held fear, but it was steady. Every part of his body was loose. Relaxed. It was the same way Jordan had moved, back in Cajamarca. He sounded calm despite the fact that his sister and her houseguest had just turned into monsters. Definitely not your average astronomer.

      “How do I know you won’t tear me apart the second I let my guard down?” Trevor asked.

      “Because we’re talking right now. If I wanted to kill you, then you’d be dead,” Blair replied, releasing the shotgun and taking a step backward. He raised his hands in what he hoped was a placating gesture, palms out. “Liz is out of control. Her body is full of too much energy. Radiation, I think. I experienced something similar, but I’m in control now. She will be too if we give her time to burn off that excess.”

      She does not burn her reserves nearly so quickly as you do. Be wary, Ka-Dun. Such feats of speed are costly. Your strength wanes. You must conserve it for the trials ahead.

      The beast’s logic made sense. How much juice did he have left in whatever metaphysical battery powered his abilities? How quickly could the moonlight recharge him? The answers were essential to his survival.

      “All right,” Trevor said, lowering the shotgun. “What do we do?”

      “We survive,” Blair said in a low growl, stalking to the doorway of the house. He scanned the garage, but nothing stirred. It was far too quiet, the stillness just before a predator strikes. “Liz disappeared somehow. I have a number of abilities I don’t fully understand, so it stands to reason that she does too. There’s a division between the sexes. We can cover the specifics later, but the bottom line is I don’t know what she’s capable of. I do know she’s larger, stronger, and just about impossible to kill.”

      “I almost took her face off with a shotgun, and she was fine just a few seconds later. We need to incapacitate her, but I have no idea what that’s going to take. She can grow back an eye. Can she regrow limbs?” Trevor asked, putting his back to the wall near the door leading into the house. It gave him a vantage of both doors, probably a smart move.

      Any wound can be healed, no matter how grievous, so long as you expend enough energy.

      “As long as she has energy, she can knit herself back together. I’m not sure we can kill her,” Blair rumbled, shifting his attention to the shattered door leading into the house. It gaped ominously. Everything was still, other than their heartbeats. No cicadas. No bats. Nothing. The whole yard outside was holding its breath, fervently attempting to avoid the notice of the predator lurking in its midst.

      “Regenerating takes time though, right? At least a little. If we can disable her long enough to restrain her, we can give her time to regain control,” Trevor said. It made sense.

      “Now we just have to find her,” Blair growled.

      “We won’t have to. She’ll find us,” the wiry man replied, feeding shells into the shotgun.
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      Liz railed within the confines of her own mind, helpless to stop the beast from slaughtering those she cared about. She’d hurled her will at the thing when it first pursued Trevor, to no avail. It had batted aside her attempts to wrest control, like a parent controlling a child’s tantrum. Later, when the beast had been about to enter the gun room, she’d tried again. This time she’d reached into reserves she hadn’t known she possessed and had managed to force the beast to pause. It had bought a few precious seconds, seconds during which she could have killed her brother.

      Then Blair had attacked and the beast had regained control. She’d watched helplessly while it attempted to kill him, cheering every time he melted away from an attack with inhuman speed.

      The beast was patient, though. It had somehow melded into the shadows, wearing them like a cloak. It slinked back into the house. Watching. Waiting. Studying. It now lurked in the hallway just beyond the shattered door leading to the garage, massive body invisible in the gathered darkness. Even Blair’s heightened senses seemed unable to detect it. If only she could do something to betray the beast’s presence.

      It cannot be, Ka-Ken. We must feed, and soon. The male will give us the greatest strength, but the unblooded will suffice. He could prove a valuable ally if his blood is pure. He is near kin to you. The danger is less.

      She considered reasoning with the beast but discarded the notion as foolish. It respected strength. The only way she was going to regain control was to take it by force. If it could be cunning, so could she. Liz offered no protest, merely watching. The beast would be distracted when it attacked. She could make her move then and, hopefully, wrest control.

      The beast whiffed the air, inhaling deeply as it sorted the myriad of scents. Sweat. Fear. Gunpowder. It flowed to the doorway, wrapping the shadows more tightly about it. They clung to its fur, blotting out all light. It was an incredible ability, and even amidst the horror of her situation, she couldn’t help but marvel at it. How was it done? Her brother would probably talk about refracting light or some other equally scientific explanation. He might even be right.

      The beast studied the room’s two occupants. Blair’s furred form slouched against a waist-high red toolbox, the wheeled kind that held more tools than a person could ever possibly hope to use.

      Do not be deceived by his posture. Every part of him strains to detect us. He is powerful. And dangerous. He must be dealt with first.

      Her brother stood with a shotgun in hand, a rifle slung across his back, and a pistol holstered at his side. He scanned the very space they occupied, but his gaze roamed past them without any hint of recognition.

      “We won’t have to. She’ll find us,” he said, adding more shells to the Remington. She remembered when Dad had bought it for him.

      The male is vulnerable. He dies.

      Blair had turned to face Trevor, leaving his back to the doorway where the beast lurked. She felt it gather its weight on powerful legs and then leap into the air. Their form rose silently, descending toward Blair’s unprotected back with incredible speed.

      Somehow he saw it coming, already spinning toward them. It was too late. The beast tackled Blair’s smaller form, pinning his arms as its jaw latched onto his throat. It bit down in a spray of blood, hot and coppery and wonderful.

      The beast seized Blair’s wrists, yanking his arms in opposite directions until they popped free of their sockets. Blair gave a gurgling scream, marred by his ruined throat. The wounds were mortal, at least on a human. The assault was a savage one, designed to cripple a foe before it could react. It worked perfectly. Blair sagged weakly, eyes rolling back into his head. He was dead unless she could do something.

      Liz poured everything into seizing control of her arms, just that one part of her. She would not allow this to continue. The beast would be stopped. She was in control here.

      No, Ka-Ken. You know not what you do. He is vulnerable. We can claim his strength. He is the Mother’s direct progeny. We will become much greater, gain strength to combat the evil to come.

      She was horrified. The beast wanted her to devour Blair. She could feel its thoughts, and they made her furious. She was tired of being the victim, of letting this thing commit atrocity after atrocity while wearing her skin. Never again would she allow this. It was time to put a collar on this fucking thing. Her body grew rigid, no longer pulling Blair’s arms. She could feel. Those were her hands. Her toes.

      Then a shape loomed to her side, something metallic flashing in the garage’s wan light. Pain struck like an adder. She watched in shock as her right wrist was severed in a spray of blood. She released Blair, seizing the severed stump with her other hand. Liz could only gape at the sight of her brother already raising the machete for a second strike.

      The beast charged from the back of her mind, seizing control once more. It shot out the whole arm, grabbing Trevor around the neck and hoisting him into the air. Then it began to squeeze. Her brother’s eyes bulged in agony. He was a hairbreadth from having his larynx crushed. He seized the machete in both hands, bringing it up in a tight arc. The weapon bit into the beast’s wrist, severing a tendon.

      Trevor dropped to the floor, dropping the machete with a clatter as he rolled backward and came to his feet. He drew a huge black pistol from the thigh holster, both hands wrapped tightly around the grip as he brought the muzzle into alignment with her belly. She tried twisting away but was too late. The gun bucked once, twice, and then a third time. All three rounds caught her in the gut, searing into her vital organs and forcing her to take staggering steps backward.

      The beast went wild, battling her with an intensity she’d never imagined. Liz clung to control, maintaining the tiniest grip in the face of the assault. She had to buy them time to kill her, because the alternative was unthinkable. Trevor was her brother, and while she’d only known Blair a short time, he was the only one who understood what she was going through.

      Hairy arms wrapped around her neck, yanking her from her feet. Blair tightened the crook of his arm around her throat, every muscle straining as he cut off her air supply. The beast sought to dislodge him, bucking wildly and nearly tossing the smaller werewolf away. Blair clung like a spider, refusing to let go.

      “Kill me, Blair,” Liz roared, forcing her arms to drop to her sides. “Do it. Quickly. I won’t fight you.”

      His grip tightened. Blackness ate at her vision.
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      Ahiga studied the house below. A structure suitable for a large family, set by itself atop a squat hill. The place was a welcome relief from the mad clusters of buildings he’d passed to get here. People living on top of each other, filling every available space. Dwellings so tightly clustered had been unheard of in his time but seemed common in this new world of pollution and appallingly crowded cities. Yet the structure was larger than many he’d seen. Did it mark the home’s owner as a man of prestige or power? If so, this man could make a potent ally for the whelp’s fledgling pack. One they would sorely need in the days ahead.

      The house was bathed in the light of the gibbous moon. A steady light burned in what Ahiga took to be the kitchen. He’d learned that term from one of the hosts he’d consumed. During his own time food had been both prepared and eaten in the same area. The idea that one needed separate rooms for each task was wholly alien, but then so were the size and opulence of these dwellings. The homes he’d known were both smaller and less ostentatious than those possessed by even the lowest of the unblooded he’d seen.

      Several shapes loped through the darkness, ranging the rocky ground as they sought field mice or rabbits. Ahiga had called the coyotes to his service, and they recognized him as their alpha. They would serve as additional eyes and ears, and could even aid in combat if needed. He’d have preferred the ferocity of wolves, but one made due with the tools at hand.

      Ahiga glanced at the moon, mood souring. It was the second cycle since he’d awoken, and he’d still neither revived the Mother nor convinced the whelp to do so. What would the Mother say when she finally woke? She wasn’t known for her temperament and had occasionally destroyed those who failed her. What would she do to someone who’d failed as monumentally as he?

      It spurred him to action. Ahiga concentrated, using a surge of energy to make his body malleable. He shifted, but not into the powerful werewolf his kind had become known for. No, this required more finesse. Ahiga became a small brown wolf, one that an observer might mistake for a very large coyote. In many ways the form was more familiar to him than that of a man.

      He trotted through the darkness, winding past scrubby bushes and boulders of various sizes. His path brought him closer and closer to the house, allowing him to hear the trio of heartbeats within. All beat slow and steady. They were confident. Or at least not immediately afraid, not like they had been mere hours ago when the female had gone berserk in an energy rage. Both Blair and their new human companion had been lucky to survive that encounter. An enraged female was nothing to trifle with.

      Ahiga found a boulder not far from the window where the strange boxes they called computers were kept. The whelp’s newest ally sat in front of the box, holding a small black communication device to his ear. Trevor, that was the man’s name.

      “Thanks, David. I appreciate you covering for me. Has anyone asked why I wasn’t there today?” his host asked. He paused for a moment as he listened to the response. “Hey, are you following the data we’ve been tracking on that sun spot?”

      There was another pause. Ahiga could hear a voice on the other end of the speaking device, but couldn’t make out the words.

      “I’ve been a little busy,” Trevor replied. The lack of context was maddening. Another pause.

      “Yeah, well, they’re going to want to make time for this. If this thing keeps growing, it could release a CME bigger than the Carrington Event. That could do catastrophic damage to the world’s power grid,” Trevor said, tone somber. Ahiga was pleased that the unblooded seemed to understand the magnitude of what was to come. A part of it at least. “Have you notified the Director?”

      “Are you kidding?” The voice on the other end said, finally loud enough for Ahiga to make out words. “The Director doesn’t take calls from me. I’m just your sidekick. You want to notify the guy? You’re going to have to call him yourself.”

      Ahiga left his perch, circling the house until he was near one of the other heartbeats. It was low and strong, familiar. There. Blair stood in the backyard, eyes closed, presumably so he could focus on his hearing. He was studying his surroundings but had not yet found Ahiga. The whelp was learning in spite of himself. Ahiga could not help but revel in the sight. It was a tiny ember of hope, but it was more than he’d had just moments ago.

      He retreated back up the hillside, loping on four legs at a ground-eating pace he could maintain for hours. Soon it would be time to present himself, but first Blair and his pack must have the time to discover the truth. Only then could Ahiga hope to sway them to his cause.
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      Blair inhaled deeply, eyes closing as he savored the nectar of the gods—coffee. He opened them, sipping at the scalding liquid as footsteps padded into the kitchen behind him. The first hint of sunrise touched the eastern horizon, almost banishing the horrors of the night before.

      “So, uh, sorry for ripping out your throat,” Liz said, rubbing at sleep-tousled hair as she entered the kitchen from the hallway that led back to the bedrooms. She didn’t meet Blair’s gaze.

      She wore a thick white bathrobe that fell to her ankles. Trevor had supplied one for Blair as well, and the warm fluffy fleece was heavenly. He took another sip of his coffee as he considered a response. The rational world had died back in Peru. How screwed up was it when getting your arms pulled out of your sockets was perhaps the third most notable thing that had happened to you on a given evening?

      “Now, that’s not something you hear every day. I’m sorry I put a bag over your head and tackled you into a wall,” Blair replied, lowering his mug and shooting her a grin.

      “I’m not sorry for shooting you in the face,” Trevor said, expression deadpan. Until Liz smiled, Blair didn’t understand he was joking. Trevor stood at the stove, frying up some scrambled eggs in a huge cast-iron skillet. “I mean, you did tear apart my garage, and it’s going to take the next few weeks to fix the holes you put in my ceiling.”

      “Trevor, I don’t even know what to say…” Liz said, trailing off as she stared up at the wide furrow in the dining room ceiling. Bits of plaster still dusted the carpet, the trail leading into the kitchen where they stood.

      “I’m totally telling Mom,” he said, but his lips quivered at the edge of a smile. He removed his glasses to clean them on the SDSU t-shirt he’d emerged with just after Blair had awoken. “You’re going to be grounded for weeks, and don’t think that ‘but I’m a werewolf’ thing is going to hold any weight with Mom.”

      “I take it back. I’m not sorry for tearing your house apart,” Liz said, grabbing a blue mug from the cabinet and pouring some coffee. She took a moment to slug Trevor in the shoulder before adding sugar. “All joking aside, I have got to find a way to control this.”

      “You will. Blair has, if what I saw last night is any indication,” Trevor said, turning the gas off and ladling the eggs into a large bowl. He had already set out orange juice and toast. “It’s just going to take some study. All three of us are scientists—well, two of us, anyway. I think your belief in woo woo disqualifies you, Liz. You’re one of those hippie liberal arts scientists.” Trevor grinned, setting the bowl of eggs on the table and sliding into one of the blocky chairs.

      “Environmental conservation is a real degree,” Liz growled, though with no real heat. She took the chair to Trevor’s right, folding her legs underneath her as she ladled some eggs onto her plate. “Listen, I know this is a lot to take on. We didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Liz, you’re family. Even if you weren’t, this is bigger than you,” Trevor said, setting a piece of toast on the edge of his plate. “These attacks are spreading fast. Faster than anything we’ve ever seen. They’re all over South and Central America, and there’ve been a few incidents in Los Angeles too. If we can’t get a handle on this, the human race is in real trouble. Do you remember when we were kids and we talked about the Aliens movie? What would happen if one of those things got loose down here? Liz, this is the same thing. It’s already out of control, and given what I saw last night, there’s no way even the military is going to be able to contain this.”

      “I think it’s even worse that that,” Blair said. He set his fork down meticulously and then folded his hands in his lap. “We were stalked by a werewolf that came out of the pyramid. He claimed to be inside the whole time that thing was buried, and from what I’ve seen I believe it’s true. He claims some sort of ancient enemy is coming. That we’re all in terrible danger. He says werewolves were created to serve as champions. So even if we do manage to contain this, there’s something worse coming.”

      “Something worse?” Trevor asked. He took a liberal swallow of his juice. Blair didn’t know the guy well, but considering the subject, he seemed far too calm.

      “Yes,” Liz interjected. She rested her elbows on the table, gesturing at Trevor with her fork. “We don’t know what, exactly. This werewolf claimed that the HIV virus was the key. He says it’s not new. He says it existed thousands of years ago. Many thousands, apparently.”

      “If HIV is so ancient, why did we just discover it a few decades ago? Wouldn’t it have been there all along?” Trevor asked. He dabbed at his goatee with a napkin, a bit of egg spoiling his serious demeanor.

      “That’s something you might be qualified to answer, actually,” Blair said, wolfing down a mouthful of eggs. They were hot but incredibly good. “Ahiga—that’s the old man—claimed that the virus thrives on sunlight. He compared it to plants. He says that we’ve entered a new age and that the sun is changing. He also said that a more massive change is coming soon. That we’re running out of time.”

      “Shit,” Trevor said, setting his fork down. The blood had drained from his face.

      “What is it?” Liz asked, laying a concerned hand on his forearm. Blair went cold. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what came next.

      “Well, he’s definitely right about the sun changing. We’ve seen more activity in the last six months than in the previous two years. And the previous two years were more active than the previous ten. About six weeks ago a sunspot began developing. Normally they blow after a few days, maybe a week. This one is still growing,” Trevor explained, leaning back in his chair. “If this Ahiga is right, he could be talking about a coronal mass ejection far, far worse than the one back in 1989. If that’s the case, our power grid will be in shambles. It would be the perfect time for this ancient enemy to make an appearance. Or for an ever-growing army of werewolves to spread across the globe.”

      “So if that’s the case, what can we do about it?” Blair asked, setting his fork down. He’d lost his appetite. “Is there a government agency we can warn or some emergency backup plan we can get them to activate?”

      “Sort of. I can try contacting the agency I report to, warning them about what’s coming,” Trevor said, finishing his juice. He set down the empty glass, and he shuffled eggs across his plate. “The government definitely won’t listen. The group I’m a part of monitors CMEs, but we don’t have a plan in place for a massive event. Even if I did, we don’t have hard data to show them. Getting it is a serious problem just due to the nature of CMEs. They come in two parts. The first wave will hit earth about eight minutes after it leaves the sun. The second wave, the dangerous part, will arrive two to three days later. No one in the government will take a warning seriously until we see the first part. The best I can do is monitor for that.”

      “The whole HIV thing will sound even more far-fetched,” Liz said, leaning back in her chair as she brushed a lock of hair from her face. “Those poor people have been persecuted for decades. Even if Ahiga is right, we have no proof. It will just sound like another unjustified rant from the religious right.”

      Everyone was silent as they considered the implications. They knew what was going to happen but couldn’t convince anyone of the truth.

      “So what can we do?” Blair finally asked.

      “Hmm,” Trevor said. His face lit up a moment later. “Technically, I work for the government, but most of our budget comes from a grant from a private corporation. The government won’t listen, but they might. They make power substations. If there’s even a chance that a lot of their assets will be damaged, they will definitely want to know about it.”

      “Until then we can try to determine if this werewolf thing is viral. Maybe understanding it will help stop it,” Liz said, nibbling on a piece of bacon. “That’s something people will listen to. Every government in the western hemisphere must be panicked about the attacks. If we can offer help understanding the cause, at least some of them have to listen.”

      “After breakfast we’ll get cleaned up and head into town to get you some clothes,” Trevor said, picking up his plate and bringing it to the sink. “In the meantime I’ll call my friend Erik. I’ll see if he can overnight one of those CellScopes his startup makes so we can do some blood work. He works with a network of doctors, so if we upload the data Erik can probably have it analyzed pretty quickly.”

      “All of that’s helpful, but we still need to decide on a long-term plan,” Blair said, wiping his mouth with a napkin and dropping the crumpled ball onto his plate. He couldn’t believe he was about to say this, “I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I think we need to return to Peru. Every answer we need is in that pyramid. Maybe even a way to stop the werewolves and this ancient enemy.”

      “That place is still a death trap,” Liz said, standing to bring her plate to the sink where Trevor had begun washing dishes. “We’d still have to deal with Mohn.”

      “I know,” Blair said, bringing his own plate. “But it’s the last thing they’d expect, right? We’ll have surprise on our side, plus the use of the new abilities we’ve been learning. Ahiga will help too, if we can find him.”

      “You two want to go up against a fortified Mohn installation?” Trevor asked, shutting off the water and wiping his hands on a dishrag. “Liz is right. That’s suicide unless you get a whole lot more firepower than we have right now.”

      “I think we should focus on learning what we can about the virus,” Liz said. “If it is a virus. That and whether or not we can prove that a solar event is coming. That doesn’t necessarily tell us what we need to do, but it’s something we have control over right now. We can at least get some answers, and then hopefully a solution will present itself.”

      “That’s pretty much all you guys,” Blair said, suppressing a sigh. “There’s not much I’ll be able to contribute without access to the temple itself. I guess I’ll start compiling information on the attacks. At least we can figure out how quickly this is spreading and get some idea of what areas are affected.” It wasn’t the most valuable research, but it could prove useful. Doing that was better than sitting around.

      “That could be important,” Trevor agreed, dropping the rag and heading toward the hallway. “I’m going to go call Erik.”

      Trevor and Liz filed out of the room, voices fading down the hall. Blair sat at the table for several minutes, allowing the magnitude of the situation to wash over him. It was all so much to take in. He was lost and didn’t mind admitting it. The answer was the same as it had been every time he’d been overwhelmed in his life. Find something he could do that would move him toward his goal; then do it. When it was done, do something else. Complete enough small tasks and eventually he would reach that goal.

      Unfortunately, for that method to work, he needed to know what his goal actually was. What did he want? Wake the Mother? Then what? The uncertainty was horrible. He simply didn’t know enough to make an informed decision.

      If only Ahiga were here. Blair was finally ready to listen to the old man.
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      Jordan unbuckled his pistol and dropped the sidearm atop the hastily erected desk, dropping onto the cot without bothering to kick off his boots. The sound of the rapidly expanding military base thrummed through the thin plastic wall, troops drilling overpowered by the whine of rotors as a helicopter landed. He didn’t care. That wasn’t going to keep him from sleeping.

      Exhaustion didn’t even begin to describe the malaise that had crept into his body over the last few days. It had dulled his reaction time enough that he’d finally decided getting a few hours of sleep was all right. The world was unlikely to self-destruct any more than it already had in the next four hours.

      A timid knock sounded at the door. For fuck’s sake, he’d only been out of Ops for five minutes.

      “What?” he roared, the single word imbued with all the hell he was about to bring down on the head of whomever had chosen this particular moment to bother him. He hoped it would be enough to scare them into coming back later. No such luck.

      “Jordan?” a soft female voice called.

      He forced himself into sitting position and reached over to yank the door open; then he dropped back onto the cot. “What do you want, Sheila?”

      He’d grown to like the feisty scientist. There was more steel in her than almost every soldier in his command. Not even the Director seemed to intimidate her. Sure, her ire was focused on him more often than not, but her honest criticism was brutally refreshing.

      She entered his tiny quarters, closing the door with a soft scraping and dropping into the folding chair next to the cot. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I needed to speak to you alone, and this is the first time I’ve seen you outside of the CIC.”

      “It’s Ops,” he rumbled, not opening his eyes.

      “What?”

      “It’s Ops, not CIC,” he said, massaging his temples with his index fingers. “A CIC is found on a ship.”

      “Okay, Ops,” Sheila corrected herself. The chair creaked as her weight shifted. She was silent for a moment. That got his attention. Sheila wasn’t one to hedge. She spoke her mind and didn’t care who heard.

      Jordan opened his eyes and sat up, giving her a worried look.

      “What’s going on, Sheila? You still upset about Steve?” he asked, the thought needling at something in the back of his mind. Something didn’t feel quite right about how that situation ended, but he couldn’t put his finger on what was wrong. Not precisely. The memory was fuzzy somehow.

      “I checked NPR this morning,” she said, ignoring his question. Her hair was tousled from the wind, her overalls caked with two or three days worth of grime. “The attacks are everywhere. People are posting videos. It’s all over the news.”

      “Yeah,” Jordan admitted with a defeated sigh. “It’s past the point of containment. There are reports of attacks all over the southwest, from Texas to California. Even a couple in Europe. I’m not really sure what we’re going to do now. Our only real hope is finding Smith, but I’m not sure even that would help.”

      “It might. I’m not a geneticist, so I don’t know,” Sheila said, pursing her lips. “That’s not why I brought it up, though. I think the attacks are building toward something.”

      “Building toward what?” he asked, running a hand over a face that felt like sandpaper. He was good about removing the stubble, but even that effort had slipped over the last few days.

      “You remember me telling you about the Galactic Procession?” she asked, withdrawing a dusty handkerchief and blowing her nose. She looked like hell, now that he thought about it.

      “Yeah, you thought the pyramid was programmed to come back at a certain time, but you weren’t sure why,” he said. He was still skeptical about that, but Sheila was damned smart and he was learning to trust her opinion.

      “I’m more sure than ever, and I think I finally know why. There is a lot of sun symbology in the inner chamber. I think it corresponds to a calendar. If I’m right, the symbols show the sun changing somehow,” Sheila explained. She stuffed the handkerchief back in her pocket. “That makes a lot of sense. We know that climate has varied dramatically throughout the past. In fact we’ve only been in the current epoch for about twelve millennia.”

      “That’s about how old you said the sediment covering the pyramid was, right?” he asked. He could see where she was going with this, and he was positive he didn’t like it.

      “Exactly,” she said, straightening in the chair. A ghost of her fire returned. “Thirteen thousand years ago, Egypt was more grassland than desert. The Andes, where we’re standing right now, was a field of glaciers. Sea levels were three hundred feet lower. The world was a radically different place. Then it all changed in a blink of an eye. The previous epoch, the Pleistocene, lasted for two and a half million years.”

      It was a lot to take in. He mulled over her words for long seconds before replying. “So what, you think this ancient culture predicted the change? What does that have to do with what’s going on now?”

      “The Pleistocene wasn’t just one long ice age. There were warmer periods and cooler periods. It changed many, many times. I think the pyramid came back now because we’re about to go through another one of those changes,” Sheila explained.

      Jordan tried to process it. Either he was more exhausted than he thought, or he was missing something. “So they predicted global warming and decided to get ready for it?”

      “Something like that, yeah. If the previous epoch is any indication, it went from cold to colder. I’m betting that this epoch, our epoch, will go from warm to hot,” she mused, raising a hand to stifle a cough. Her skin had gone pale. Apparently he wasn’t the only exhausted one. “But believe it or not, that’s not why I came to see you—well, not the only reason.”

      “Then why?” he asked.

      “Jordan, as I understand it, you were here at the exact instant the pyramid appeared,” she said, expression suggesting he should infer something obvious from her words.

      “So?”

      “So how the hell did Mohn Corp. know that the pyramid was coming back? If they knew that, then what do they know about what’s coming?” she asked.

      The words kicked him in the gut, and he grunted at the near physical blow. She raised an excellent point. He’d wondered since the day they’d found this place how Mohn had known, but he’d missed the obvious. What else did they know? If Sheila was right and some big change was coming, they probably knew about it. The Director probably knew about it. And he hadn’t said a damn thing, not to the senior-most officer on-site.

      Jordan tensed as his radio chirped. He hadn’t taken it from his belt when he’d lain down. A few calming breaths later, he plucked it from his side and spoke. “Go ahead.”

      “Commander Jordan, we’ve got a hit,” came the excited voice of a communications analyst. Sooner or later he’d have to learn their names.

      “I’m going to need more than that,” he growled with a bit more heat than he’d intended.

      “Sir, do you remember the attack on the Peruvian coast? The one where Subject Alpha was spotted?” the voice said enthusiastically.

      “Yeah,” he grunted, tugging at the neck of his tank top. The tight black fabric clung to him like a second skin, which wasn’t an accident. Tight clothing made it harder for an opponent to get a grip.

      “We traced a phone call from where the attack took place. It was made to a residence in California. The same number just called in a report to HELIOS,” the analyst explained. Jordan was familiar with the division. It was a shell company Mohn used to fund scientific research at several of the top universities.

      “What was the gist of the report?” he asked, straightening. The analyst might be on to something.

      “Dr. Gregg claims that a sunspot has been growing for the last six weeks. Preliminary research confirmed the findings. He believes it could cause a global event.”

      “Have you notified the Director?” Jordan asked, rising to his feet.

      “Not yet. We weren’t sure if it was worth bothering him,” the analyst said, a note of unease entering his voice.

      “It is. Prepare a full report on this Dr. Gregg. Find out who he knows in Peru that might have called him. Also, I want an assault team prepped,” Jordan ordered. He picked up his sidearm and buckled it around his thigh. “Then radio the Director and tell him that I need to speak to him immediately.”
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      Liz jumped as the computer began chirping an odd melody. She staggered backward in a panic before she recognized it as an incoming Skype call. Trevor’s computer chair tumbled to the floor, the tan carpet thankfully muffling the clatter. She took a deep breath and then righted the chair. Liz reached for the mouse and tapped the little blue icon. It was a 510 number, and the contact had a picture of a smiling man in his mid thirties. Even though she’d been expecting the call her heart still galloped.

      “Hello?” she said, sinking back into the chair. A video feed sprang to life, taking up most of the screen. It showed the man from the pictures, dark haired with an enthusiastic smile. He wore a bright blue t-shirt with  the word CellScope emblazoned across the chest in white.

      “Hi, Liz?” he asked, cocking his head to the side. In the background she could see several people moving between desks in a spacious office. The man continued before she could respond. “I’m Erik. Trevor said you were expecting my call.”

      “Uh yeah, that’s me,” she answered, giving a shy smile. She knew it was shy, because the chat program showed a miniature feed of her in the corner. Sometimes she hated technology. What was wrong with using a phone?

      “Did you get my package?” Erik asked. A short blond woman entered the corner of the screen. She offered Erik a sandwich wrapped in white paper with a red Jimmy John’s logo. Erik nodded his thanks before turning back to face her.

      “Yes, it arrived this morning. Trevor had to head out on an errand, but he set it up before he left,” she replied. Liz glanced at the far side of the table where the odd device lay. It was roughly the size of a loaf of bread, with a tray on top where the user could insert a microscope slide. A black plastic housing had been built into the blocky base, which held Trevor’s iPhone. The name CellScope definitely made sense.

      “Great,” Erik answered, his smile infectious. “Trevor says you need a blood sample analyzed. He says it could be an entirely new disease. Have you taken the sample yet?”

      “Yes, I have several of them,” she said, moving her hand to a row of covered slides she’d laid out near the base of the CellScope.

      “Insert the first slide. Then tap the CellScope app. Once the slide comes into focus, the camera will automatically begin recording,” Erik explained with the practiced ease of someone who’d delivered the same speech hundreds of times. “It will record for forty-five seconds. Then it will stop and upload the video to our server. You don’t have to do anything.”

      “Okay, I’m inserting the first slide now,” she said, picking up her own sample and sliding it into the CellScope with a satisfying click. She tapped the blue and white app icon, and a moment later the camera came into focus. She stared intently as it began to record.

      She knew enough about biology to recognize the pile of red blood cells, each shaped like a donut with a depressed center. That part was normal. What wasn’t were the lime-green veins running through each cell. It was a vibrant neon, unlike anything she’d seen or heard of outside the X-Files.

      A moment later the red recording light clicked off and a progress indicator began filling up. It raced along, chiming when it finished.

      “Ahh, there we go,” Erik said, glancing at something off-screen. His eyes moved back and forth, gaze intent. “Give me just a sec. I’m reviewing the video now. I’m mostly used to reviewing ear images, so it might take a minute.”

      He was silent for several tense moments and then turned in her direction. The enthusiasm was forced now, a thin veneer over perhaps nervousness. “Liz, where did you get this sample?”

      She thought hard over what Trevor had told her. He trusted Erik and had told her she could too, but that didn’t make talking about their situation any easier. She closed her eyes, bracing herself. “I drew the vial of blood from myself this morning.”

      Erik glanced off-screen and then back at her. He seemed to weigh his words very carefully before speaking.

      “Liz, I’ll be honest. I’ve never seen anything like this. I’m not qualified to diagnose it. I’m not sure any more than a handful of people in the world are,” he said, the veneer gone. It had been replaced by sober candor.

      “That’s fair. What can you tell me about it?” she asked. Her hands had begun to tremble.

      “Well, let’s see,” Erik began. He trailed off, squinting as he read something. “I can at least give you my observations. Red blood cells carry oxygen to the entire body. The green striations are only grafted to red blood cells, so whatever they’re doing has to be related to that mechanism. They carry something to every part of the body that requires oxygen.”

      “That’s pretty much everywhere, isn’t it? All the muscles, and the brain?” Liz asked. She wished she had a stronger foundation in biology, but at least she understood the basics.

      “That’s right,” Erik confirmed. He paused and then continued. “Between time index thirty-four and thirty-seven, the striations move to another red blood cell. Whatever this thing is spreads like a virus. Have you noticed any symptoms?”

      Liz barked out a harsh laugh that threatened to turn into tears. “Yes, I’ve definitely noticed symptoms.”

      Erik was silent for a long moment. “I don’t want to press if you’re not comfortable talking about it. Were there other samples you wanted me to review?”

      “We have three more,” she said, wiping a hand across her eyes. It came away wet.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and send them? I don’t need to stay on the phone for that. I’ll analyze them and send your brother an email with my observations,” he said, tone empathetic.

      “Thank you, Erik,” Liz replied. She wasn’t sure what else she could add.

      “It’s my pleasure. Even if I didn’t owe Trevor, what we’re looking at is fascinating. I’ll have an answer shortly,” he said. He reached off-screen, and the video feed disconnected.

      Liz picked up the second slide in a trembling hand, mechanically inserting it into the CellScope. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected to find, but she’d known guys like Erik when she’d been getting her master’s. Brilliant and ready to change the world. If he was confused by this, that couldn’t be a good sign.

      The house’s front door opened, and voices drifted up the hallway as footsteps approached.

      “So I’m thinking we can use the GPS on my smartphone to track how fast you’re moving.” Trevor’s voice preceded him down the hall. He was clearly excited. That lifted some of the darkness, drawing a faint smile from Liz. Leave it to her brother to find the silver lining. “I don’t know how accurate it is, but that will give us a ballpark on your top speed. Things like that will be really important, especially if you find yourself in a fight.”

      Blair and Trevor shuffled into the office, Trevor wearing a pair of khaki shorts and an XKCD shirt that said, Stand back, I’m going to try science. His copper hair and wire-frame glasses gave him a scholarly look, though she knew that was misleading. He loved to claim he was as much redneck as he was scientist.

      Blair’s trip to the mall had apparently been fruitful, because he now sported a black North Face shirt that complemented his heavily muscled frame. A pair of tight-fitting blue jeans and a pair of hiking boots completed the outfit. He’d also let his stubble go and now bore a thin beard along the jawline. It gave him a rugged look, one she definitely liked on him.

      “Hey Liz,” Trevor said, dropping into the room’s second chair. He spun it to face her, plopping his feet up on the corner of the desk. “Did Erik call?”

      “Yeah, I just spoke with him,” she said, feeding the third slide into the CellScope. The second slide had been Blair’s blood. This one was another vial of hers, one she’d exposed to the moon for several hours last night. “He looked at the first sample. I’ve got the video if you want to review it.”

      Trevor tapped the iPhone’s screen, swiping until he found the Photos app. He scrolled through the list until he found the video she’d sent Erik. Then he tapped it once. The strange blood cells filled the screen. He gave low whistle. “Ho-lee crap.”

      Blair leaned over his shoulder, staring down at the phone’s screen. “This is good news, right? I mean, we were expecting our blood to be different, and now we know for sure that it is. It means that this isn’t some mystic mumbo jumbo. There’s a scientific explanation for what’s happened to us.”

      “I guess so,” Liz replied, without any real enthusiasm. Processing all this was going to take some time.

      “What else did Erik say?” Trevor asked once he’d finished watching the video.

      “He pointed out that these are red blood cells. Since they carry oxygen, whatever that green stuff is must be tied to the same process,” she explained. Liz picked up the fourth sample. This was one of Blair’s that had also been exposed to the moonlight.

      “That makes a certain amount of sense,” Trevor mused. Then his eyes lit up. “You said that the ancient werewolf guy said that this virus acted like chlorophyll, right? What if the green mutation conducts energy? That could explain how you use moonlight to change, or blur, or whatever else you can do. It’s your fuel in the same way plants utilize the sun.”

      “I thought of that,” Liz said, proud that she’d thought of something science-related before her brother. “The first and second samples were taken directly from Blair and I, just regular blood. I left the third and fourth out under the moon for three hours last night. If I’m right the virus will be more advanced in those samples.”

      “That’s brilliant,” Blair said, gawking at her like she’d grown a third eye. Did he really think that little of her abilities? She wasn’t sure whether to be offended or pleased with the compliment.

      “Erik said he’d email us back with the results. Given how quickly he looked at the first one, I doubt it will take him very long,” she replied, crossing her arms and giving Blair a self-satisfied smile. He might have started this whole thing, but she’d done more than he had to help them understand what had happened. “Guess maybe all that woo-woo stuff you guys tease me for believing might not be so far-fetched after all.”
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      Trevor maneuvered the eyedropper over the slide, carefully squeezing the black ball until a tiny drop of silver nitrate fell onto the blood sample. The liquid spread instantly, giving the entire slide an odd sheen. He set the dropper aside and then closed the slide, popping it into the tray near the top of the CellScope.

      Erik’s findings had been incredible. He’d shown that the samples exposed to moonlight had more advanced instances of the virus, and he had theorized that the samples themselves probably contained some source of energy absorbed from the light. That had prompted Trevor to set up his experiment.

      “Is it ready yet?” Liz asked, poking her head into the office. He’d made her and Blair wait in the kitchen until he was ready. Trevor didn’t often give presentations, but when he did, he admitted privately to being a bit of a showman.

      “All right, all right. You two can come in,” he said, waving his sister forward. She came in, dropping into the chair next to him.

      Blair trailed after, arms folded across his chest. He moved to lean against the wall by the door, sour and silent. He’d been that way since he’d watched a news report this morning. The attacks had spread across the southwest, and isolated incidents had made it all the way to Canada. Trevor got that Blair blamed himself for everything. It was understandable, since technically it was his fault. Not that anyone could have done any better had they been in his position.

      “So what are we looking at?” Liz asked, nodding at the video Trevor had up on the computer.

      “Erik sent me the results of his tests. According to him, the samples exposed to moonlight have a more advanced instance of the virus. The green striations are more vibrant, and larger. Erik thinks they may contain some sort of energy, which is what prompted me to set this up,” Trevor explained. He tapped the play button, which showed the same red donut-shaped blood cells but with larger green swathes coating most of them. “This is Blair’s sample, the one exposed to moonlight. Watch what happens after I add silver nitrate.”

      Trevor brought up the CellScope website, logging in as Erik had shown him. He navigated to recent exams and brought up the video that had just loaded.

      “My God,” Blair said, unfolding his arms and taking a step toward the computer. “The green is just gone. It looks completely normal. This happened after you added silver?”

      “We’ve all heard legends of werewolves, and other than the moon, the most common theme is silver,” Trevor explained. He brought up a web browser that showed a Wikipedia entry on silver. “I saw a documentary on Nova a few years back. Silver was used by wealthy nobles as a blood purifier. It wasn’t just superstition. It actually removes toxins from the bloodstream. So I started to wonder. What if the energy in your blood can be leeched out with silver? That could explain why legends say it’s lethal to werewolves.”

      “That’s good to know,” Liz said, though her tone revealed that she disagreed. “How does that help us? I mean, it’s good to know our limitations, but how does figuring out how to kill ourselves help?”

      “Because it isn’t just about killing yourself,” Trevor shot back. He propped an elbow on the desk, staring smugly at his sister. “Polio can kill you, but if you dilute the dose enough, it becomes…”

      “A vaccination…” Blair finished. He ran a hand through his hair. “Even if it doesn’t make us immune to silver, it could bleed the energy from our systems. If we start going berserk, we could just take a hit of silver nitrate.”

      “Think about how much it could save me in home repairs,” Trevor said. Liz shot him a venomous glance.

      She reached for the little brown bottle, examining it closely before looking up at him again. “So I’d need to get it directly into my bloodstream. That would mean an injection. Do you have a syringe?”

      Trevor nodded.

      “Then I want to give this a try. I’ll take five milligrams tonight, just before the moon comes up,” Liz said. Her tone was even and her back ramrod straight, but Trevor could see the fear hiding in her eyes. He said nothing. He was proud of her for facing it. He wasn’t certain he could do the same in her place.

      “We need to talk about the attacks and how quickly they’re spreading,” Blair said. He’d moved back to his position against the wall near the door, as if leaving himself room to escape.

      Trevor swiveled the chair to face him. The statement seemed to have cost Blair something, but his stance was resolved. Both he and Liz were clearly tired of running. They urgently needed to take a stand, to do something to combat their circumstances. He admired that about them, though he wasn’t sure what they could do outside of a futile gesture of defiance.

      “Okay,” Liz said slowly. She set the bottle down and looked at Blair. “We know they’re spreading rapidly. Too rapidly to stop.”

      “That’s right,” Blair said, heaving a sigh. “There’s nothing any military or government in the world is going to be able to do. This will keep spreading. Look how far it’s come in just the last month. In another couple it will surge across every continent. Werewolves will be everywhere, and the few survivors will be huddling indoors, trying to stay alive.”

      “So what do we do about it?” Trevor asked. He was a part of this now, regardless of what he wanted.

      “I’ve given it a lot of thought. No more running. It’s time to wake the Mother,” Blair said, tone thick with resolve.

      There was no hesitation. It was the most confident Trevor had seen him, and in that moment Trevor understood Liz’s attraction to the man.

      Blair continued. “She’s the key to all of this. She can explain how and why she created this virus and what we’re here to fight. She may even be able to stop the spread somehow.”

      “We’d still have to deal with Mohn,” Liz countered, shaking her head. Trevor privately agreed, though he didn’t voice his concern. It would be suicide. “Nothing about them has changed. If they’re using the pyramid as a base of operation, we’d need to fight our way in. How are we going to do that?”

      “We come up with a plan. We’re werewolves. I can move faster than the human eye can track. You can melt into the shadows,” Blair replied, fists clenching. “Trevor has more guns than the friggin’ marines. We find Ahiga and learn everything he can teach us. Then we sneak into the pyramid and find a way to wake the Mother. I know it won’t be easy, but we have to try something. Trevor, where do you come down on this?”

      “Mohn has a nasty reputation,” Trevor began, buying time to consider as he cleaned his glasses on his shirt. “They’ll have an array of trained personnel, state-of-the-art weaponry, and military precision. They’ll be entrenched and ready for any conventional assault. That said, I doubt they have any real idea what werewolves can do. If we go in quiet, we might have a chance. I’m willing to risk it. Liz?”

      “I don’t like it, but I can’t offer any alternatives. Either we watch the world burn, or we do something stupid like send a doctor, a teacher, and an astronomer to fight heavily armed soldiers. It’s a bad choice, but I’m game if you two are,” she said.

      “All right,” Blair replied, standing a bit straighter. “Now we just need to find a way to get there. Trevor, I’m assuming you’ll want to bring your weapons. That rules out conventional flights, even if Liz or I could get past  airport security with Mohn watching for us.”

      “I have a friend with a cargo plane,” Trevor offered. He didn’t like the idea, but it was probably the only option. “He flies down to Mexico to bring back shipments of marijuana. I can probably convince him to fly us. He owes me.”
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      “This is a forty-five,” Trevor explained, picking up a heavy black pistol from the row of weapons on the table along the wall of the garage. He offered it grip first, and Blair accepted it. “Feel the weight. You never want to try firing that with just one hand. You won’t break your wrist or anything, but your accuracy will be shit.”

      Heed him, Ka-Dun. These weapons are potent. Their use requires no energy. They are the perfect supplement to your abilities.

      “How far away can my target be?” Blair asked, sighting down the barrel.

      “For a beginner? I wouldn’t aim for anything further away than fifteen yards. This is a close-range weapon. If you want something with more range, there are a couple other options,” Trevor explained, picking up a rifle from the table. It had a polished wooden stock and a long black barrel. It was the bigger and nastier cousin to the sort of rifle he’d seen hunters use. “This is a .338. If you’re using the scope, you’ll probably be accurate up to about two hundred yards. Further, if you’re good. It’s got a hell of a kick though, so expect a bruised shoulder if you fire more than a shot or two.”

      “How do you load it?” Blair asked.

      Trevor slid back a bolt on the right side of the gun. “You slide your rounds in here. It can hold up to six. Bring the slide back to cycle to the next round. Here, sight at the target on the garage door there. That’s it. Rifles like this are great for hunting or even limited sniping. If you’ve got cover and can keep moving, they’ll let you take down an enemy without ever giving them a chance to hit back.”

      Blair sighted down the scope at the target some thirty feet away. He could make out the grains of ink on the target. This thing would be great at range, though he had no idea how accurate he’d be when firing. His suite of werewolf powers didn’t seem to offer anything that might help.

      “Honestly, I don’t think either weapon is really suited to you, though. You remember when Liz attacked me the other night?” Trevor asked, with an amused smile. What kind of man laughed at a life-threatening werewolf attack? The kind crazy enough to help them.

      “Kind of tough to forget,” Blair replied sardonically. He handed back the rifle. Trevor accepted it and added it back to the line of weapons.

      “I used this to defend myself,” Trevor said, picking up the shotgun at the end of the row. Like the rifle, it had a wooden stock, but the barrel was wider and there was no scope. “This is a Remington twelve-gauge shotgun, sometimes called a room sweeper. It’s a close-range weapon with a lot of stopping power. You can take a man off his feet with this, and all you have to do is aim in their general direction. The downside is accuracy. You’re good in a room this size, but if someone is much further away, you’re likely to miss. This rifle holds six rounds though, so at least you get more than one shot to correct your aim.”

      He handed the shotgun to Blair, who planted the butt against his shoulder and aimed at the target again. “It’s much lighter than the .338. This is definitely the one that feels most natural so far.”

      “If you had to get good with one rifle, this would be my recommendation. You can find ammo just about anywhere, and the learning curve isn’t very steep,” Trevor explained. He picked up a revolver from the table. “If you need something smaller, this is the pistol of choice. It’s a .357, the little brother to the gun Dirty Harry used. The ammo is also easy to find, and it’s very much point and shoot. It’s got a kick, but it’s manageable. It will core a man, though it won’t knock him from his feet. You’d want the forty-five for that.” He handed the pistol to Blair, who traded him back the shotgun.

      “So what would you use if you had to pick?” Blair asked. Why did an astronomer need so many guns? Trevor was such a mass of contradictions.

      “If I’m in close quarters, I want to knock an opponent down, so I’d use a forty-five. That gives me the time to line up a kill shot,” Trevor explained matter-of-factly, as if he’d already given this a lot of thought. “For a rifle, I’d keep the .338. It requires more skill than a shotgun, but it’s got much better range, and you can still use it up close if you’re good. There is a more powerful rifle, but I haven’t gotten it out. It’s a Barrett fifty-caliber sniper rifle. You can core a tank from over a mile, but the gun weighs almost forty pounds. It’s bulky and difficult to move and set up. Definitely not something I’d want to travel with, but if I was fighting a foe with superior firepower, that’s the gun I’d want. Of course, the rounds are five bucks a pop, so if they didn’t kill me, the bill probably would.”

      The door leading to the house swung open, revealing Liz in a blue blouse and a tight pair of jeans. Blair had no idea when Trevor had found the time to fix the door. He’d cleaned up the plaster as well, though the ceiling still bore the scars of the werewolf attack.

      “I’ve taken a dose of the silver nitrate. It made me feel queasy for a minute, but other than that I haven’t noticed anything,” Liz said as she entered the garage. Blair tried not to stare at the curves the blouse hinted at. “Have you heard back from your friend with the plane? The sooner we leave, the better. I just finished watching footage of a werewolf tearing up a theater in La Jolla. They’re talking about martial law.”

      “Not yet,” Trevor replied, setting the shotgun back on the table and gesturing for Blair to hand him the .357. “He’ll get back to us by the tomorrow morning, I’m sure. I doubt he’ll have an issue with—“

      Blair stopped listening. He heard something in the distance. An all-too-familiar whup-whup-whup that brought him back to Peru. “There’s a helicopter approaching.”

      “I wouldn’t worry much about it. We’re pretty close to the flight path between downtown San Diego and Los Angeles. Military helicopters go by all the time,” Trevor said, turning his attention back to the guns. “I’ve got a few more weapons to show you. Then we can get packed up.”

      “Wait,” Blair said, straining to identify what he was hearing. “There’s more than one helicopter. Maybe three or four. They’re coming from different directions.”

      “Should we lock ourselves in the gun safe?” Liz asked, gripping Blair’s arm.

      “No, we’d be trapped. It’s the first place Mohn would look,” Trevor said. He ducked into the gun safe and emerged with a rifle easily as tall as he was. That must be the Barrett. It looked a lot like the .338 but was much larger and made of flat black metal. The barrel and stock were scored in dozens of places. This thing had been around the block. “I’m going to prepare a distraction. Blair, get our stuff into the Rover.”

      “The Rover?” Blair asked, grabbing the shotgun. “Won’t they just gun us down if they have helicopters?”

      “I didn’t say it was a good plan, but if we stay here, the ground team will wipe us out. If we’re lucky, I’ll get a couple shots off with the Barrett to give them something to think about. Liz, can you get out there and scout with that invisibility trick you do? We need to know what we’re dealing with,” Trevor said, strapping an empty holster to his right thigh and sliding the .45 home.

      “All right,” Liz said, peering out the garage’s only window. “It’s dark out there now. I’ll see what I can find. If you guys make a break for it, I’ll link up with you.”

      Blair grabbed several packed duffel bags near the garage door and started stuffing them into the back of the Rover.

      “We’re relying on you, Liz. See if you can identify a leader. Then let us know as soon as possible,” Trevor instructed. The approaching helicopters were deafening.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Liz said. The shadows flowed around her, clinging to her limbs like black tar. Within moments she was just…gone.

      “Blair, follow me into the house, and keep your head down. They let us know they’re coming, so I’m betting they’re coming in hot,” Trevor said, striding up the hallway, toward the kitchen. Blair tossed the last duffel into the Rover and followed.

      Trevor crouched behind the island in the kitchen, keeping the thick counter on one side and the island on the other. Blair dropped down next to him, wondering how much cover that would provide. Better than nothing, he supposed.

      “There will probably be an initial burst of fire to soften us up,” Trevor explained. “Then they’ll deploy tactical teams. We can’t be here when that happens, so as soon as the initial fire ends, you and I bolt through that back door. You got it?”

      “Got it.” Blair shot back. He was damn glad Liz had chosen San Diego. They’d be lost without Trevor.

      “Incoming,” Trevor bellowed.
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      The kitchen exploded, windows shattering inward in a deadly hail of glass and wood. Flecks of plaster, bits of tile, and other fragments of Trevor’s life blasted in every direction as bullets screamed by. They were more pressure than actual sound, and sharp pain flared in both ears with every blast. He kept his head down, covering his ears with his hands while he waited for the chaos to end. The whole thing lasted an eternity, though he doubted more than five or six seconds passed between the time the guns began their awful whirring and the time the death stopped.

      His house had been gutted. Every window had been shattered. Fist-sized bullet holes scarred every wall. Stuffing fountained out of several tears in the couch, like tendrils from some cottony octopus. Thousands of hours gone in an eye blink. But he was still alive. If he wanted to stay that way, it was time to move. He used the Savage .338 rifle as a crutch to heave himself to his feet, but he let it clatter to the ground as he sprinted for the gaping hole once occupied by his sliding glass door. It would slow him down too much, and he doubted he’d have time to line up a shot.

      Instead he yanked the H&K .45 from his thigh holster. The soldiers about to invade his house would be wearing Kevlar at the very least, so it wouldn’t kill them. That couldn’t be helped. Nothing he had was going to down them in one shot, but then he didn’t really need to kill them. He just had to knock them down. Blair could handle the rest.

      “Blair, bring your big friend out to play. We’re going to need him,” he shouted, leaping through the wreckage where the doorframe to the back patio had met the walkway circling around the side of the house. He didn’t wait to see if Blair followed. Either he would, or he was dead, werewolf or not. Trevor couldn’t help in either case, so he just kept moving.

      Part of him felt crazy for running into the kitchen and then outside only to loop back toward the garage. He knew it was necessary, though. Mohn would definitely use thermal imaging, so they’d known exactly where in the house to focus their fire. If Trevor and Blair had been in the garage the vehicles would have been jeopardized, and he needed both the Mustang and the Rover if his plan was going to work.

      He ran low along the side of the house, pausing behind the tall wooden fence that separated the walkway from the driveway. It was a good thing. Two soldiers in black body armor were rappelling into the street on the other side. Their lips were moving, but the words were sucked away in the gale created by the helicopters. Both bore combat rifles he wasn’t familiar with. The guns were bulky and resembled MP5s but were sleeker and had slightly longer barrels. The weapons probably contained a lot of stopping power. Exactly the sort of weapon you’d want if fighting a werewolf.

      Trevor dropped a hand to his right thigh, drawing his .45. He moved quietly toward the gate, more from habit than need. If he was quick, he might be able to get the drop on them. He paused when he reached it, peering between two of the slats. The pair of soldiers hustled up the driveway with grim precision, moving swiftly for his position. They didn’t seem aware of his presence.

      He waited until he could hear them on the other side of the gate and then started firing. Four rapid cracks, all at chest level. There was an agonized yell from the other side of the gate. Trevor kicked it open, the heavy wood slamming into the second soldier. It knocked the woman backward and off balance, but she still had time to raise her rifle. It swung into alignment with Trevor’s face.

      Something roared behind him, taxing his already damaged hearing. The soldier’s knee and upper thigh ruptured, spilling her toward Trevor. The woman’s rifle sprayed a trio of rounds into the driveway, spurting concrete shrapnel from the craters they created. Then Trevor’s .45 swung around for an easy shot. He steeled himself, squeezing a round into the back of the woman’s head. He was unprepared for the gore, gagging at the sight. He’d hunted and skinned animals, but this was different. He’d just killed a human being in close quarters.

      Blair’s hulking form emerged from the shadows behind him, eerily silent despite his size. He cradled the shotgun, barrel still leaking a wisp of smoke. His voice was guttural and low. Trevor was terrified, if he was being honest. “There are two more soldiers in the house, and two just entered the backyard. Those two sound strange. Heavier than the others,” Blair said.

      “Great,” Trevor growled, scooping up the soldier’s modified MP5 as he hauled open the garage door. The din swallowed the clatter as the door revealed the inside of the garage. It had been savaged by gunfire, like the rest of the house, but the gun safe had stopped many of the shots.

      The Rover had taken a round through the windshield but looked otherwise untouched. Trevor breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the Mustang, miraculously intact. Two years he’d labored on that thing.

      He darted to the Rover’s rear driver-side door, the sound of the helicopters and gunfire abating slightly as he entered the garage. Trevor holstered his pistol and then tapped the clicker on his keys to unlock the door. He jerked it open, depositing his newly acquired rifle on the floor. It probably still had a full clip, minus the burst into the driveway.

      He glanced at the gun safe. The plan was crazy, but it might work. He turned to the hulking shadow next to him that had entered the garage. “Blair, you need to hold them off for about sixty seconds. Can you do that?” Trevor yelled the words, but he wasn’t sure they were audible over the fight outside.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Blair roared back. The sound came from low in his chest, reverberating through the air around him. His eyes narrowed, and he handed the shotgun to Trevor. “I’ll need my claws for this.”

      “Just keep them off balance for a few seconds. You can pick out the sound of a car engine in all this, right?” Trevor shouted, cupping one hand to his mouth as he set the shotgun in the back of the Rover.

      Blair nodded.

      “Good. When you hear the Mustang start up, get back here as soon as you can. I want you to get into the Rover’s driver seat and haul ass out of here. They can’t find Liz out there, so she’s fine. We, on the other hand, are in a world of hurt.”

      Blair looked confused for a moment as if he wanted to ask why, but he swallowed the words. He glanced up at the night sky where the helicopters lurked. Then he turned back to give Trevor a nod. Good. There wasn’t time to answer questions.

      Then Blair blurred into the darkness, disappearing into the backyard. The gut-thumping sound of automatic fire split the night, bright flashes in the backyard visible through the new holes Mohn had decorated his house with. Trevor slammed the Rover’s door and sprinted for the gun safe. This had better work.
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      Liz leapt silently atop a boulder on the hillside behind Trevor’s house, drawing shadow around her like one might clutch a jacket on a cold night. She studied the two men in their bulky midnight armor as they whirred and clicked their way toward the yard. They looked like something out of a Terminator movie, scent and heartbeat both muffled by the metallic shells. Each bore a rifle she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of, but if she played this right, they’d never see her until it was too late.

      Yes, Ka-Ken. Strike and melt into the shadows. Such has always been the way of the wolf.

      The urgent staccato of automatic weapons fire echoed through the valley, no doubt terrifying Trevor’s distant neighbors. Instead of lights going on, though, the few she could see were switching off. People didn’t want to be involved in violence of this scale. She did, however, spy a few people peeking through windows. One more way her new senses could prove useful.

      Focus, Ka-Ken. There is death to attend to. Mother’s will, your pack will be safe. The male is strong, as is your blood kin. They must hold until we can assist them. Kill these two; then go.

      “So you aren’t going to try making me kill them anymore?” Liz asked, low and under her breath. Did she even need to speak? This thing could hear her thoughts.

      No longer, Ka-Ken. You have made your will known. I will acquiesce, though if the energy sickness comes again, your kin will not be safe.

      “I’ll remember that,” she mouthed, making no sound.

      Liz leapt from the rock, bounding silently through the shadows. She avoided the large shrubs or any patch of dirt. The impact could make noise or send up a cloud of dust, betraying her presence even in the darkness. How did she know that?

      We are one, Ka-Ken. I grant the gift of memory. Through me, you bear the wisdom of ages.

      Liz only half-listened, already focused on her target. One of the armored suits crouched in the shadow of a large boulder, mostly invisible except to her eyes. Its rifle was aimed at the house, and two boxy missiles jutted from a box on its left shoulder. She didn’t know what kind of hell they could unleash, but it was best if she never found out.

      Let me guide your hand. Move as I move. I will teach you.

      Liz relinquished control. She would trust the beast, at least until it gave her reason not to. Her body glided forward, circling behind the rock until she was one with its shadow. She lurked mere inches from her prey, yet it was unaware. She uncoiled like a spring, one arm wrapping around the soldier’s neck in an implacable grip. The other splayed her fingers outward, claws aligned like the teeth of some vicious saw. Her hand jabbed forward with incredible strength, piercing the soldier’s armor and driving into his spine just below the neck. Hot, squishy blood covered her fingers.

      Just like that, the soldier was dead. She eased the body noiselessly to the ground as they melted back into the shadows. Liz’s abilities both awed and terrified her. These armored suits were so new she wasn’t even sure the military had them, but she’d dropped one with almost no effort. And there were hundreds of werewolves just like her out there now? It was chilling.

      The other soldier had finally noticed his companion’s body. He paused, scanning the darkness. This one moved more carefully than the last. He seemed aware she was in the shadows somewhere, gaze never resting as he slowly walked the barrel of that massive rifle through her vicinity. Would the same trick work again? One way to find out.

      Liz crept through the shadows, circling the armored soldier. He had his back to a large shrub, legs slightly bent and ready to move. She could still get the drop on him, but the bush would prevent her from attacking him from behind. He’d hear her moving in the bush before she reached him, giving him a chance to react.

      So a frontal assault, then? she thought. The beast undoubtedly had a plan.

      Of course, Ka-Ken. This one feels our full fury.

      She pounced, leaping thirty feet and coming down atop the armor. Their combined weight flattened the bush and sent them tumbling. Liz recovered first. She flipped up, knees pinning the soldier’s blocky shoulders as her claws wrapped around his helmet. She gave a roar and pulled with every ounce of her new strength. The metal groaned, but it didn’t pull free.

      Then she was tumbling backward as the soldier’s legs wrapped around her neck. He used the incredible strength in his armor to hurl her against a neighboring boulder. The rock shattered, and she dropped to the ground, the wind knocked from her.

      The soldier flipped to his feet, a trio of wicked-looking blades springing from each gauntlet. He lunged forward, stabbing once, twice, a third time into her back. She felt organs rupture. That had been a lung popping. She collapsed to the ground in a shower of blood. Her insides were filled with hot glass.

      Yet the healing had already begun. Liz scythed her legs around, knocking the soldier from his feet. She grabbed his calf, hurling his helmeted head into the same boulder she’d just rebounded off of. The armor gave a shower of sparks, but amazingly it held. Liz lunged forward, seizing him around the chest in a one-armed bear hug. She used the claws on her free hand to pry at the fissure between the helmet and the shoulder. Slowly, inch by agonizing inch, she twisted it open to reveal a man in silver sunglasses, with a goatee.

      The familiar staccato sounds of a weapon sounded behind her. Pain flared in her back and leg as bullets punched through her. She staggered forward, dropping her quarry and disappearing into the darkness. She was bleeding badly. How much more could she heal before she ran out of energy?

      Your strength wanes. Leave these fools and rejoin your pack. They will be in need of your aid. We are the protectors, Ka-Ken. The males are lost without us, children before the storm.

      To leave the fight galled her. She burned with the need to kill the man she’d just fought. He was vulnerable without that helmet. Yet she had to find Trevor and Blair. She scanned the area around his house. A haze of smoke from the near constant spurts of gunfire pooled around the still-functional lights on the back porch. The haze lent the house a muted odor like that of a funeral shroud.

      She had to get down there.
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      Wonder and terror mixed in equal parts surged through Blair. The indefinable wave crashed over him, jarring but incredible. He was more. Greater. A vast array of instincts overlaid his senses, a set of tools honed through hundreds of generations. He knew how to fight. How to kill. He became one with the beast for the first time, mingling his consciousness with that of the strange presence he had resisted for so long.

      Blair blurred, whipping down the pathway next to the shattered house. His passage kicked up a wind that rustled rose bushes and gravel, thankfully drowned out by the whirring rotors of the helicopters and the occasional bark of gunfire. He couldn’t disappear like Liz did, but he stuck to the shadows with the grace of a practiced predator. Prey no longer. That distinction was important because it took away the fear. He would kill these soldiers, not run before them like a startled rabbit.

      He dropped into a low crouch, sifting through heartbeats in the thick cacophony. Two in the house. Two more approaching from beyond the fence, somewhere out in the darkness. The latter were strangely muffled somehow, though neither he nor the beast understood why. It didn’t matter. They were still distant. That gave him at least a little time.

      Blair blurred into the air, time slowing as he leapt through the space that the window over the kitchen sink had once occupied. He twisted his furry body, bringing his legs around so he could land in a crouch on the linoleum. A soldier stood within arm’s reach, mouth open comically as his eyes widened. The soldier made the next move in slow motion, the barrel of his rifle inching down toward Blair’s face as if the air had become thick jelly.

      The man probably had thousands of hours of training, and he bore the physique of a devoted athlete. Blair’s hand shot out, seizing the soldier’s neck and slamming the man’s head into the refrigerator with a sickening crunch and a splatter of warm blood. A hot rush of need surged through Blair, fueled by the surety that feeding would increase his strength. That could come later. There wasn’t time.

      Blair jerked the corpse away from the refrigerator, positioning it between him and the second soldier. This one was slightly shorter, with wide blue eyes and a smattering of freckles. Her rifle spun into position, coughing a trio of rounds in his direction. They impacted against the corpse’s Kevlar vest, sending vibrations up his arm.

      A contemptuous growl rolled from his throat as Blair slowed time even further. The fourth bullet left the muzzle in a hot flash of burning powder, two inches of brass moving toward him like a rock tossed by a toddler. Blair’s free hand shot out, cupping the bullet in his palm. It was uncomfortably warm, but he only held it for an instant. Then Blair hurled the bullet in an underhanded throw.

      It caught the woman in the knee with nearly the same velocity it possessed when fired, shattering bone and cartilage and spilling her to the kitchen floor. Blair tossed the corpse of her companion atop her, kicking her rifle away from her as he prepared to feast on the helpless soldier.

      Light flooded into the kitchen from the backyard. Blair shielded his eyes with an arm as he squinted out. He crouched low, nostrils flaring as he sought the data his eyes couldn’t provide. The strangely muffled heartbeats were close now, four of them. The way the lights moved made what he was seeing clear. There were four of them, each affixed to one of the figures advancing into the backyard.

      One of those figures took a further step forward, raising an arm. The lights vanished, plunging the yard into near darkness. Blair could still see his opponents clearly under the light of the moon. Each wore a bulky armored suit straight from Heinlein’s Starship Troopers.

      Clearly the leader, the figure with the raised arm was a bit taller than the other soldiers. His faceplate locked on Blair. Then a familiar voice boomed from some sort of amplifier. “This needs to end, Professor Smith. We’ve already caused too much collateral damage, and I know you don’t want that. It’s time to return to Peru. This only has to be as difficult as you want to make it.”

      Blair would know that voice anywhere. Commander Jordan. A torrent of emotion raged through him. Yet curiously the one he’d most expected was absent. Fear.

      “I know you’re just doing your job,” Blair roared back, flexing his claws and taking a step closer to the window’s shattered frame. “You don’t have all the facts, though. Werewolves were created for a reason. Something bad is coming, Jordan. Leave now, or the lot of you are going home in body bags.”

      “I like you, Smith. I don’t have any doubt that more of my men will go home in a box if we keep this up. Thing is, we’ve got you covered from the air, and I have even more backup on the way. There’s nowhere to run. I’m holding all the cards. Be reasonable. Why don’t you surrender, and we’ll head down to Peru and talk about it with the Director? If you have facts we need to know, then share them,” Jordan said, tone hardening as he moved the rifle resting against his shoulder into both hands. “You don’t want to make us come in there, Professor. I respect you. I don’t want to embarrass you in front of your new girlfriend. Liz, right? That’s her name, isn’t it? Liz Gregg, a medical doctor you infected.”

      Blair’s resolve hardened. Jordan had brought her into this intentionally, hoping to goad him into rash action. A part of him very nearly obliged, wanting to leap out the window, heedless of the danger. The rest of him reined in. He didn’t suppress the fury, but neither did he give in to it.

      “I respect you too, Jordan. You’re just trying to do the right thing, but ‘thing is,’ you’re inadvertently threatening the human race’s survival. I know you aren’t going to walk away, so let’s get this over with.” He said, pausing to give a low, deep howl. It reverberated through the night with all the power and fury he could muster. A war cry, fierce and undeniable.

      Blair blurred, twisting through the window with feral grace. Motes of debris danced lazily through the air, spinning crazily under the weight of the rotor-driven wind. He landed next to the soldier on the far right, by the squat palm tree in the corner of Trevor’s yard. Posture was hard to read through the rigid suits, but this soldier was the most relaxed of the lot, clearly waiting for what he considered to be cornered prey. It was a fatal mistake.

      A fierce bolt of clean blue energy arced from Blair’s hand, coruscating around the figure’s helmet. Blair had no true understanding of what he was doing, but he trusted the beast as it guided his actions. Only a very small part of him was surprised as he slipped past the man’s defenses and into his mind. Blair was the soldier. He could feel the man’s thoughts and memories, his horror at being a bystander in the passenger seat of his mind. It was a horror Blair understood intimately. He experienced a moment of guilt at inflicting such helplessness on another but tossed aside the regret.

      The soldier spun to face his companions, rifle unleashing a hail of slugs even as the caps to the launcher tubes popped open. All four burst into the yard on fiery contrails, still faster than a baseball pitch even with Blair slowing time. The closest suit took the brunt of the damage, missiles blasting it into the closest companion. That actually worked in the second suit’s favor, providing a measure of protection from the blast. The pair landed in a heap, billowing smoke from the missiles mostly obscuring Blair’s view.

      Only Jordan was able to react in time, somehow launching himself backward and landing in a roll as the detonation hurled his armored form through the fence and into the field beyond. Somehow Blair had expected it.

      The poor soldier Blair mind-rode shrieked impotently in the chambers of his own head, horrified by his attack on his own companions. Blair reached up with both hands, forcing the man to key in the code that removed the helmet. Then Blair released him. He returned to his own body, blinking rapidly at the sudden shift in perception as time returned to its normal flow. The horrified soldier hadn’t reacted yet. Perfect. Blair seized the armored shoulders in both hands, lunging for the man’s throat. He tore it out in a wash of hot blood.

      A sharp hiss triggered a surge of alarm, the instinctual reaction one has to a coiled serpent. Blair’s conscious mind took a moment to catch up, and he went cold when he identified the sound. It was the same sound his victim’s missiles had made when fired. Blair tried to spin, tried to blur, tried to do anything. It was too late. Four missiles streaked in his direction, and he was helpless as they found their target. Him.

      The first pair detonated against the unfortunate power armor Blair still gripped, but the latter found their mark. The first caught him in the leg and unleashed a wave of fire and pain. A second caught him in the shoulder. The combined explosion picked him up like a terrier, hurling him across the yard and through the fence in a rough parody of what he’d just done to Jordan. Bones cracked with the impact, and the scent of his own burned flesh competed with white-hot agony for his attention. He lay there broken, unable to even contemplate rising.

      We have reached the end of our power, Ka-Dun. I can aid you no further. I must sleep.

      Blair couldn’t make his body work. It was simply too broken. He struggled with everything he was, everything he had become. All that effort, and he barely managed to roll onto his stomach. It wasn’t much, but at least he would die facing his killer.

      Jordan’s armored form strode boldly through the hellish yard, passing through flaming bits of debris where the palm tree had once stood. He aimed a wickedly large rifle at Blair’s face.

      “I’m sorry it had to come to this, Smith. Your DNA is needed in Peru. Know that it brings me no pleasure to end your life. I’d prefer to capture you, but you’re just too dangerous to live,” Jordan said, surprisingly somber. The statement was much more honest than he’d have expected from the man. It sounded…respectful.

      Jordan raised the rifle, finger tightening on the trigger. Blair closed his eyes, ready for what would come next. He’d done his best.
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      Ahiga’s final hour had begun. He knew this was so, knew it with a calm certainty that elicited mild surprise from himself. The moment provided another glimpse of the Mother’s wisdom, and he recalled a conversation he hadn’t understood in his youth. The Mother had explained to her pupils that the day might come when they needed to sacrifice themselves, to give their lives in exchange for a necessary outcome.

      At the time he’d argued vehemently against such a course. Champions were so long lived that they were effectively immortal. Given that, survival at any cost made sense, for surely their worth to the world was greater than anything that might be purchased with their deaths. Only now did he finally understand the truth of her words. Some goals were worth the cost.

      Blair must reach the Mother, no matter the cost. Ahiga closed his eyes, touching the minds of the coyote pack he’d gathered. Dozens of feral minds were united in purpose, each coyote cunning and silent as they prowled the night. They were less powerful than wolves, smaller and not so bold. Yet they were what he had.

      Harry the men with guns. Nip. Then fall back to the shadows. Keep them from following the whelp and his pack.

      Howls and yips came from all directions as the coyotes leapt to obey. Like wolves and foxes they were social animals, and they were thrilled at the inclusion in so large a pack. It gave them a purpose greater than before, a unity they’d likely never experienced and would never experience again. Though, Mother willing, perhaps they might now that the champions had returned.

      The pack flowed down the hillside, bursting into Trevor’s yard through scorched gaps in the fence. The tiny creatures leapt at the men in their powerful armor, nipping and dancing away. They did the same to a group in the front yard who were prepared to storm the house. The pack could do nothing about the helicopters, but at least the men who reached the ground would be confused and slowed. It would buy time for Ahiga to do the real work.

      He blurred down the ridge, wind tearing at shrubs and kicking up dust as time slowed. He leapt over the fence and rolled to his feet in the charred wreckage of what had been a lush garden just hours before. Of the four men clad in strange armor, two still fought. Both were focused on Blair’s shattered and broken body lying in a heap near the smoldering remains of a palm tree. Neither was aware of his presence.

      Ahiga dipped low as he sprinted, grabbing the closest foe by an ankle with both hands. He swung the man around in a powerful arc, increasing the blur for a split second to increase his momentum. Then he flung the man with all the considerable might he could bring to bear, flinging him toward the closest helicopter. The confused warrior accelerated wildly through the air as Ahiga released his blur. Sporadic gunfire drowned out a harsh scream. Then he impacted with the pane of glass at the front of the vehicle, peppering the pilots with shrapnel and the mass of the soldier’s own armored form.

      The helicopter tilted drunkenly, dipping low before it descended from sight to the front of the house. Moments later a fireball mushroomed into the sky. The remaining helicopters gained altitude, scattering like startled birds as their weapons silenced. Recovery wouldn’t take long, but at least the explosion gave them pause. The soldiers knew they were vulnerable now.

      The remaining soldier spun to face Ahiga so swiftly that he could have been blurring. Once, Ahiga would have easily dodged such an attack, but he’d grown old and weak during his slumber. Burning so much energy so quickly taxed him mightily, and he lacked the strength to blur away from the rifle as the ugly black barrel came up. He staggered away, rolling out of the path of the bullets as they barked from the muzzle in little puffs of flame. One tore through his shoulder, pulverizing bone and shredding flesh. It burned like the sun, but he forced the pain down.

      He staggered to his feet, weighing his options. The whelp was paramount. So Ahiga made his choice. He gestured at the mangled body, forcing much of his remaining strength toward the whelp in a crackling arc of silver light. That energy wouldn’t be enough to fully heal him, but it would return him to consciousness and allow him to flee.

      The choice cost Ahiga dearly. Black blades, each wickedly sharp and as long as Ahiga’s forearm, snapped from the soldier’s wrists as he tossed aside the rifle. The blades lashed out in a pair of vicious strikes. The first carved scarlet furrows into Ahiga’s chest, sending him stumbling backward to one knee. He caught the second, wrapping both hands around the armored wrist. He used the man’s momentum against him, throwing himself to the ground and flinging the soldier through the remains of the fence and into the shrubby hillside beyond.

      “Flee, whelp. I will delay them,” he roared, flipping back to his feet. Already he ached from the fire of a dozen tiny wounds, but he must persevere just a little longer.

      To his shock, the whelp used a sending, something he’d thought beyond the inexperienced champion. Ahiga felt the whelp’s gratitude for the rescue and his shame for rebuffing Ahiga’s teachings back in Acapulco. Also determination. The whelp would escape. He would find the Mother. He would set this right. Ahiga swelled with pride and relief. The whelp accepted his responsibility. The world had a chance.

      There was movement at the edge of his vision, two men in the house, each training weapons on him. A coyote leapt from the shadows, ruining the first soldier’s aim even as his gun belted a hail of death. The shots went wide, ricocheting off one of the fallen suits of armor. The second soldier fired uninterrupted, but Ahiga was ready. He blurred, just for a moment.

      The motion carried him to the roof, affording him a vantage of the combat. Would that he could walk the shadows like a female. He felt exposed up here despite his crouching in the haze unleashed by the strange warriors and their never-ending hail of death. Such wishes were futile, of course. He must work with what he had.

      Ahiga watched as the whelp sprang to his feet and bolted into the house, disappearing from view. Ahiga shifted his gaze to the soldiers massing in the front yard. The loss of the helicopter and the sudden attacks by coyotes had forced them to be cautious, but already they were regrouping.

      Movement from the yard. Ahiga turned back to see the last suit of black armor leap to its feet and sprint toward the house, where the whelp had disappeared. The man in that suit was the gravest threat. He must be stopped.

      Ahiga fell from the sky like a bird of prey, tackling the armored soldier and sending them both into a rolling tangle of limbs. This opponent was faster than the others, cleverer and more willing to adapt. He must be their leader. Their champion stabbed down with those wicked blades, pinning Ahiga’s foot to the ground. He rammed the other set of claws into Ahiga’s groin, flooding his manhood with shards of fiery agony.

      Ahiga battled past the pain, for hesitation was death. He needed to buy Blair more time. He could not set down his heavy burden, not just yet. Ahiga wrapped his opponent in a tight embrace, ignoring his wounds as he summoned the energy for a blur.

      The silvery energy moved sluggishly, mostly gone after his gift to speed Blair’s healing. Yet enough remained for what he intended. He blurred away from the combat, carrying the soldier up the hillside. He bounded over boulders and around shrubs, eating up the distance and carrying the primary threat far from the whelp.

      His opponent quickly realized what was happening. He struggled to free himself from Ahiga’s grip, but Ahiga refused to let the man free. So the man scissored his legs, tripping Ahiga and sending the pair sprawling to the ground.

      This time the soldier was the first to recover. He rolled to his feet, leaping immediately upon Ahiga’s back. Metal claws plunged into his back again and again, shredding his organs and draining what little strength remained.

      He knew he was dying, but there was one more task to complete. Ahiga must show Blair what he was to fight against. He must impart one final gift of knowledge to prepare him for the trials to come.

      Ahiga closed his eyes, abandoning the combat. He sent to Blair with all his remaining strength, inviting the whelp to mindshare. It was his final act, but if it succeeded, he could go to death’s embrace comforted because he’d made amends for his mistakes.
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      Blair staggered forward, bursting through the kitchen and down the hall toward the garage. He kept his feet, but it was a near thing. Trevor’s Mustang idled in the garage, the white paint job gleaming under the halogen light that had somehow survived the apocalypse the rest of the house had succumbed to.

      Trevor crouched next to the open driver-side door, a large brick in one hand. He looked up sharply as Blair entered the garage. “About damn time. Get in the Rover. I need you to drive. I’m going to send the Mustang into the street to draw their fire. Once they focus on it, I’ll man the Barrett through the moonroof. You get us the hell out of here, and I’ll keep the helicopters off our asses.”

      Blair hobbled toward the vehicle with a nod, agony burning through his right leg with every step. Whatever Ahiga had done to help him heal had gotten him moving, but his body had still suffered catastrophic damage he lacked the strength to fix. The beast remained silent, and for the first time Blair missed its presence.

      He slid into the driver’s seat, noting that the keys were already in the ignition. Blair turned the key, foot firmly on the brake as the engine roared to life. The garage door began to rise. He turned to see Trevor’s crouched form rising from the Mustang. The muscle car shot down the driveway, toward the highway in the distance, leaving dark rubber streaks as it picked up speed. The smell of burned rubber mingled with gunpowder, blood, and dust.

      Trevor sprinted toward the Rover, diving through the still-open door into the back seat. He yanked it shut behind him, grabbing the stock of the huge Barrett and pushing the barrel through the moonroof as he leaned against the back of the passenger seat. “Wait for them to take the bait.”

      Take it, they did. The Mustang roared forward, already threatening to careen off the driveway and down the rocky hillside. It never had the chance. Two opposing streams of bright tracer rounds lit up the night. They converged on the car with chilling accuracy, coring the engine block and turning the car into a pillar of flame.

      “Now,” Trevor snarled.

      Blair didn’t need to be told twice. He romped on the gas, and the Rover rumbled out of the garage. The instant they cleared it, Trevor pushed his torso through the moonroof. Blair struggled to keep the vehicle steady, knowing that would affect the accuracy of the Barrett. He needn’t have bothered.

      The gun roared as they raced past the smoldering remains of the Mustang. Blair winced at the deafening boom, pressing hard on the accelerator as they reached a straight section of driveway. His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror as he picked up movement. A helicopter canted crazily, slamming into the house in a shower of flame and metal.

      “God damn it,” Trevor snarled, ducking back into the vehicle. His hands moved with practiced precision, ejecting the spent cartridge and slotting in another one. “I should have fucking known. Not bad enough they blow up my dream car and shoot up my house, but I have to finish the job.”

      Then he was out the moonroof again, apparently lining up another shot. Blair focused on the road, swerving to the left as a coyote leapt out of the way. They were everywhere, it seemed, ruling the darkness as they terrified soldiers. Bless Ahiga for the distraction.

      “Speed the fuck up. The last two helicopters are closing!” Trevor shouted from above.

      Blair obliged. The tires smoked as the Rover fishtailed up the last of the driveway and onto the highway’s rough asphalt. He floored it, silently thanking a god he didn’t believe in that no other cars were on the road. He almost had a heart attack when the passenger door opened.

      It shut immediately after, and just like that, Liz’s naked and bloody form huddled in the seat next to him. She was shivering violently, and he doubted it was from the cold.

      “You okay?” he asked and then winced as the Barrett roared again.

      “Shit,” came Trevor’s voice. He slithered back into the Rover to reload. “Missed. Try to keep to a straight—oh shit—Liz, where the hell did you come from?”

      “Saw you guys leaving,” she panted. Blair focused on the road, gliding smoothly into the fast lane. Then the world began to fade. The vehicle slowed just like if he were in a blur, but he lacked the strength to do that even if he’d wanted to. Jesus Christ, what now?

      Blair, my time is nearly gone. Share your mind with me. There is much you must know before I can rest.

      The voice was unmistakably Ahiga’s, though it sounded distant and weaker than the other times he’d communicated telepathically. Blair instantly knew the reason why. Ahiga was dying. Blair had only one choice, even if it meant allowing the Rover to crash. He must learn what Ahiga could teach. He accepted the older werewolf’s probing touch, lowering his defenses and opening his mind.
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      The world disappeared. Blair found himself in darkness, save for a roaring fire in a ring of rocks. It was surrounded by several tree stumps, each low enough to serve as a comfortable seat. A figure sat on the far side of the fire, silver hair pulled back into a simple ponytail. The weathered lines of Ahiga’s face were somehow deeper in the firelight, etched into unmistakable resignation.

      “Come. Sit. There is much to discuss and little time in which to do so,” the old man rumbled, gesturing to a neighboring stump. Blair sat, accepting the reality of this place, though he didn’t understand it.

      “Where are we?” he asked, glancing around at the sea of darkness surrounding the small island of light.

      “We are in a construct of my mind, a place between us where we can communicate much more rapidly than speech allows. Only a few moments pass for your body, though it will seem much longer here,” Ahiga explained, a comforting smile slipping into place. “In the world of men, I lay dying, yet here I have time to tell you what I must.”

      Ahiga’s death was Blair’s fault, and he knew it. Where would they be now if he hadn’t been so stubborn? He should have listened, but instead he had fled in the other direction and refused to take up the responsibility only he could perform.

      “I am so sorry, Ahiga, about before when you met with us in Acapulco. I was scared and didn’t know who to trust,” Blair admitted, hating how pitiful the excuse sounded. He sat on the stump the old man had indicated. The heat from the flames warmed him despite his knowing they weren’t real.

      “The mistake was mine. I expected you to show me the respect an elder deserved and in my arrogance forgot that you knew nothing of my world or its ways. You were adrift in an ocean of change, seeking only to keep from drowning,” Ahiga said. A pipe appeared in his hand, already giving rise to a single wisp of pungent blue smoke. Marijuana. “I have gone about this badly, but I would not speak of past mistakes. Our time is short. Let us turn to important things.”

      “I have so many questions,” Blair said, closing his eyes as he considered. If time was limited, he might only get a question or two. What were the most important answers he could receive? “Tell me about the ancient enemy. Who are they? What form will they take? How can they be fought?”

      “I cannot explain in the time remaining. I must show you. Are you ready?” Ahiga asked, smile fading. His face grew pained.

      “I am ready,” Blair said with a tight nod.

      His perspective changed.

      Ahiga was a child, playing at the banks of a river. A little girl splashed and laughed nearby, his sister Nori. She wore white swaddling that Blair didn’t recognize, but it seemed normal for the children.

      Behind him stood a row of huts made from woven grass, similar to ones Blair knew from the Miwok tribes of California. The village seemed peaceful, dozens of dark-skinned people living their lives. Mothers suckled babes. Grandfathers carved spear shafts. Children ran and laughed. It was a world completely unfamiliar to Blair, one he expected no one had seen for many millennia.

      A figure staggered from the nearby pine trees, a woman with dirty hair and a torn dress similar to those of the villagers. She weaved drunkenly toward his sister. Blair watched curiously, wondering if he should seek help. He turned to yell back to his parents but stopped when he heard a low hiss behind him.

      The strange woman fell on Nori, knocking her on her back in the shallow water. She seized his sister’s face, leaning close in a horrifying parody of a kiss. Nori screamed as the woman bit her neck and then began to chew. Ahiga stumbled backward, fleeing for the safety of the village. But there was no safety. More and more figures emerged from the trees, some with gaping wounds no man could survive. The dead walked, just as the Singer’s stories claimed they would.

      He ran fast and low into the forest, fleet as a deer. How long he ran, he didn’t know, but Ahiga didn’t stop until he was far from that place of death. Only then did he realize he was alone.

      Blair’s consciousness returned to the fire. Ahiga wept openly. Blair fought for words to comfort the old man but could find nothing that might dull the ache of that horrible scene. “Those were your memories, weren’t they?”

      “Yes, my own childhood. The first time I encountered the ancient enemy. The deathless. They killed most of my people. I, alone, was saved by a champion, though not for many more moons. I fled before the deathless, always pursued as they sought to add me to their number,” he explained, making no move to clear away the tears. “After the champion slew them, I begged for the culling, praying that I would rise to protect people that could not defend themselves, people like my family.”

      “Those monsters, the ones you showed me,” Blair began, unsure if Ahiga would understand what he had to say next. “We have a word for them, the one I mentioned in the hotel back in Acapulco. We call them zombies. The walking dead. There are movies, books, and even a whole subculture of people preparing for an imaginary zombie apocalypse. How is that possible? How could we have ‘guessed’ at the nature of an enemy you say hasn’t been seen in nearly thirteen thousand years?”

      “That is the Mother’s doing,” Ahiga explained, puffing on the dark wooden pipe as the fire dried the last of his tears. “It was she who created what you call the ‘virus.’ She understood humans to their core, the bits that make us what we are. You name this DNA. Genetics. One of the tools she used to prepare humanity was the addition of memory. She ensured that your people would remember the ancient enemy, even if only through myths or stories. That way, when the enemy appears, your people will know their weaknesses and stand a greater chance of survival.”

      Blair was stunned by the revelation. The idea of passing knowledge through human DNA seemed so fantastic. It was an ingenious way to ensure preservation of knowledge. Wherever people propagated, the knowledge of this ancient enemy would survive.

      “The zombie craze is a relatively new thing. It’s really only hit its stride in the last few years, though they’ve been making movies since the sixties. Why now? Why did our people suddenly start to remember this?” he asked, though he was fairly sure he knew the answer.

      “The Mother created triggers for many of the changes she wrought, including the return of her Ark. They were all tied to the sun. When the old age ended and the new began, the sun changed. This process began two or three generations ago and only now accelerates,” Ahiga explained, enjoying another long pull from the pipe. “More changes are coming. The most staggering will be upon us soon. This is the crux of your answer, about who the ancient enemy is and what the danger to your world will be. There is more I must show you.”

      Blair’s perception changed again.

      He hovered over modern day San Diego, just high enough to see people moving about the streets. The sun flared behind him, growing impossibly bright. Then the sky was aflame. It was as if the aurora borealis had somehow come to Southern California.

      Below him, chaos erupted. Figures burst from buildings, attacking those around them. One became two; two became many. Zombies were tearing apart the people below as the sky burned. It spread, more and more of them rampaging across the city. Most moved in a slow shuffle, though more than a few sprinted toward victims. The fast zombies from more recent movies.

      Blair’s perception zoomed out to space, and he observed the whole planet at once. These outbreaks occurred everywhere, all at once. Zombies rampaged across the planet, increasing their numbers through slaughter. As he watched, lights everywhere winked out, the guttering candle of humanity’s technology fading to darkness. People couldn’t communicate, couldn’t warn each other or band together. They were helpless in the face of an implacable enemy.

      “My God,” Blair breathed, returning suddenly to the fire. “The apocalypse you keep talking about. It’s the zombie apocalypse. And werewolves were created to protect people from them. That’s why you wanted us to slaughter as many people as possible, to increase our numbers and cut down on the number of zombies. Ruthless, but I finally understand.”

      “It was the best way,” Ahiga said, eyes flashing with a shadow of his anger from back in Acapulco. “But I understand why you were loathe to embrace it. You did not understand the ancient enemy. You still don’t. What I showed you, this zombie apocalypse, as you call it, this is merely the beginning. My guess at what the first day might be like. There is far worse to come.”

      “Worse? What comes next?” Blair asked, aghast. The flames seemed to grow brighter.

      “I lack the time to reveal all. Focus on your task, rather, and worry not for tomorrow. You must seek out the Mother. She helped birth the deathless. She can give you the knowledge and weapons to fight them. Will you seek her out?” he asked, eyes pinning Blair in place. The urgency weighed tons.

      “I promise, Ahiga. I will wake the Mother, somehow.”

      “Excellent,” Ahiga said, wide smile spreading as he puffed again from his pipe. “I will not live to redeem my failure, but if you undertake this task, the disgrace staining my memory will be washed away. I will be redeemed.”

      “You saw the men who attacked tonight, Mohn Corp. They hold the pyramid, and their forces are likely to be stronger there than they were here,” Blair said, summoning a pipe of his own. He hadn’t smoked marijuana since college. “Can you tell me anything that might give me an edge? Any special powers I can use to get past them?”

      “You need allies,” Ahiga replied, gesturing with his pipe. “These come in two forms. You may recruit other werewolves. Most will recognize your strength, and if you tell them of the Mother’s plight, they will aid you. You can also summon a pack of wolves or foxes, just as I did with the coyotes tonight.”

      “Will that work on dogs?” he asked, taking an experimental puff from his pipe. It tasted like smoke, giving him a light, heady feeling.

      “I believe so, but I must warn you. These dogs you mention, they are an abomination. One that will enrage the Mother,” Ahiga sighed, shaking his head. “Yet I believe you are correct. You can call them to your aid, and they will come. If such a tool must be used, then use it.”

      “What about the differences between males and females,” Blair began. “Why are we different? Why—“

      “My time grows short, whelp. Death wraps me in her embrace. I must leave you,” he said, but the insult had a fondness to it. Ahiga’s form became translucent. “Gather your allies. Free the Mother. She will aid you in what comes next.”

      Just like that, Blair was back in the car, struggling to right the wheel before he collided with the center divider.
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      Jordan strode through flaming wreckage, kicking aside a sharp-edged hunk of rotor that blocked his path. The air around him was choked with ash and grit, but the suit’s environmental scrubbers protected him. Of course they also made it hotter than hell, and his entire body was slick with sweat.

      The adrenaline had faded, but the suit had injected him with some sort of chemical cocktail to stem the tide of his injuries. They left him fuzzy, but that seemed a small price to pay in exchange for keeping upright. Jordan shook his head. His mind was wandering.

      He scanned the wreckage until he found a pair of legs jutting out from under what appeared to be a large section of the helicopter’s console, most of the dials shattered and worthless. He seized it in both armored hands, heaving with the suit’s considerable strength. The move flung the console off the prone figure, its armor dented and scored from the combat.

      The helmet had been nearly ripped away, revealing Yuri’s familiar face. His goatee had been burned away, and his flesh was raw pink, but one of his eyes was focused on Jordan. “Time for raise. And vacation.”

      Jordan smiled inside his suit, offering a hand to the beefy Russian. The man took it, and together they pulled him from the wreckage. He was able to stand, though he clearly favored his right leg.

      “Can’t help you with the raise, but after this fiasco I have a feeling we’re about to get a permanent vacation,” Jordan said, reaching up to tap the release code into his helmet. It popped open with a hiss, and he removed it. The night air was cooler than he had expected, given the conflagration raging on the house’s remains just a few dozen yards away.

      “Not our fault,” Yuri said, coughing weakly.

      “No, but that hardly matters. Why don’t you limp over to the other survivors? Extraction is already inbound. I need to call the Director,” Jordan said. He waited for Yuri to begin moving toward the terrifyingly small cluster of survivors before moving in the opposite direction himself.

      Several of the men were scanning the darkness with flashlights, and he couldn’t blame them. Coyotes had come out of nowhere, and more than one soldier had lost a tendon. A few had even had throats ripped out.

      Jordan strode far enough away that he wouldn’t be overheard. Not that there was much risk of that. Anyone not in power armor must be at least partially deafened from the combat. Thankfully, Jordan’s own hearing had been preserved. He could still hear the occasional cry of bats high above, now that the combat was over.

      He pulled his smartphone from a secure compartment and dialed the Director. It rang once before the screen resolved into a face like granite. The Director’s eyes were hard. He already knew.

      “Alpha escaped. Eleven casualties. Two suits destroyed, one more barely operational,” Jordan explained with clinical detachment. He’d known some of those faces, but this was war, and in war you compartmentalized emotions or you broke.

      “Acknowledged,” the Director replied. His features were impassive, and although his eyes smoldered, Jordan wasn’t positive it was anger he read there. Frustration maybe? The Director continued. “I’ve arranged a flight to Panama. Pick up a suit and tie when you arrive. You and I have been called to account. The old man wants a face-to-face.”

      “Awful long way to fly us for an execution. Why Panama?” Jordan asked.

      “Every senior department head has been summoned, but none of us have been told why,” the Director said. He shook his head, clearly frustrated. “I do know that your op has been terminated. We’ve given up on fighting the werewolves, but I have no idea what the contingency plan is or what the old man has planned. Knowing him, it will be something none of us expect. You and I may even survive this debacle. Then again, we might not. Either way, get your ass on a plane.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jordan said. The screen went black. Jordan was too tired to be curious. If they were going to crucify him for his actions, so be it. At least he’d face it on his feet.
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      The strange little man blinked out at them from a thick, bristly beard, like some lawn gnome with a hangover. He stood next to a small cargo plane that could have been lifted straight out of a bad ‘80s movie. The paint was peeling, and there was actual duct tape in more than one place. The thing fit the airfield, which was nearly deserted save for several similarly sized planes at a few of the other hangars.

      “So let me see if I get this. You want to fly to Peru, where all those attacks started, so you can wake up some Egyptian hottie who can tell us how to stop the world from ending?” Garland said, setting the brown paper bag on the Tarmac with a clink, the same clink magnums of beer made. It wasn’t even 10 a.m.

      Blair hadn’t the faintest idea what to make of the man. His bushy hair hadn’t been touched by a brush since Metallica had rocked the mullet, a mullet this guy had never given up. The beard grew like a hedge ignored for a decade and he wore a faded black t-shirt with what might have once read Poison. It was hard to say with so much of it worn away. His jeans hung uncomfortably low and bore dark stains in more than one place.

      All of that, Blair could handle. What he couldn’t was the stench. This man was the foulest thing Blair had ever encountered, and having new senses only made that worse. Unsurprisingly, Liz looked ready to gag too. At least they were suffering together, though he doubted Trevor was escaping the experience entirely. Still, the man was his friend, so he must have found a way to tolerate the funk.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much it. You fly us to Peru, and we try and stop this thing,” Trevor replied with a shrug and a sheepish grin.

      “How much are you paying me for this adventure?” Garland asked, eyeing the bag of beer longingly.

      “Uh,” Trevor said.

      “You can’t even fucking pay me?” Garland asked, goggling at Trevor as if he’d just been told the world was about to end. Which he had, now that Blair thought about it.

      “Maybe when we get back, but I can’t really take a side trip to an ATM. We need to leave right now,” Trevor said. He seemed genuinely embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Garland. I know this is a big ask. I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Did you bring your own weed?” Garland asked with a sigh of defeat.

      “They blew up my house, Garland. The whole fucking thing.”

      “I have to smoke you guys out too? That really sucks, Trev,” he replied, though with no real heat. Blair suspected he was just happy to have people to smoke with. The lawn gnome clapped Trevor on the shoulder. “You know I like you, but I gotta eat. I can’t afford to front the gas down to Peru. Can’t run a business that way, you know?”

      “Garland, I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess you’ve tried a few drugs before,” Liz interjected, giving Garland a smile that might have been a little friendlier than strictly warranted.

      “Drugs? I’ve got some opium if you want. We can smoke that once we’re up,” he shot back, warming at Liz’s attention. “Goes great with a little beer. Just the right mix of mellow and mellower.”

      “Have you ever done ayahuasca?” she asked, pitching it low like a secret.

      “Nah, that shit’s almost impossible to get ahold of. You have to know a shaman and…”

      “I know a shaman, Garland. If you take us down to Cajamarca, I’ll get you ayahuasca. You can even do it with a real shaman,” she offered. His eyes lit up as though he were Indiana Jones being told where to find the Holy Grail.

      “All right, I’ll cover gas. But I want one more thing, or it’s no deal,” he said cagily, though bits of a smile threatened to surface.

      “What’s that?” Trevor asked, wary but looking hopeful. He folded his arms across his chest, shifting his weight as a plane taxied in the distance behind him.

      “Your hot sister has to ride up front with me.” He grinned, giving Liz an obvious wink.

      Trevor turned to his sister. She closed her eyes in weary resignation and then gave a tight nod. Blair couldn’t blame her. It was going to be a very long flight for them, but it would be longest for Liz. She was definitely taking one for the team.

      “Sure, Liz would love to sit up front with you. You can tell her all those stories about when we worked at Computers for Everyone together,” Trevor said. They all laughed, except for Liz. She was not amused, as evidenced by her sour expression. “We’ve got some stuff to load up. Listen, we’re not going to get inspected, are we? They’re, umm, not street legal.”

      “Man, if they inspected me before I flew out, they’d have impounded Henrietta and dumped me in Guantanamo,” Garland said, slapping the side of the dilapidated aircraft with a metallic thud. He grabbed the handle of an oval door, yanking the metal open with a groan of protest. “Stow your stuff in the back, and take seats close to the front. That will help balance the load. Liz, why don’t you help me do preflight? I’m sure they can handle it.”

      Liz gave a shrug and a sheepish smile in Blair’s direction. “At least it gets me out of work, I guess. Have fun carrying luggage.”

      Garland gestured chivalrously at the door, and Liz ducked inside, heading for the cockpit. Trevor nodded back to the luggage they’d piled on the Tarmac. Fortunately, Trevor had stowed two green nylon packs in his Rover for camping. They’d used them to haul what little they’d salvaged. Next to the packs was a pair of long blanket-wrapped bundles containing the few guns Trevor had managed to rescue before they’d made their escape.

      Blair waited for Garland and Liz to disappear inside the plane before he broke the silence. “How reliable is this guy?”

      “Garland? Incredibly. I know he looks like a roadie who never left the ‘80s, but he’s a hell of a pilot. He’s flown under the influence of every drug you can imagine so many times that it’s all instinct now,” Trevor said, bending to heft one of the packs.

      “Where do you know him from?” Blair asked, genuinely curious. The association was a strange one.

      “We were both techs at a computer store back in the mid-nineties. I’d just started school and spent all my time smoking weed and playing video games at the store after hours,” he explained, picking up the lighter of the two gun bundles. Blair hefted the heavier with almost no effort. “Garland was the ‘old man’ back then. He knew all sorts of things the other techs didn’t. We all learned from him. Not everything computer related. He used to do lines of white powder off his hand in the back of the shop. I still don’t think he realizes we all knew. Anyway, he fixed computers all day long and was high the entire time. Piloting is the same for him.”

      “You’ve vouched for him. That’s enough for me. Besides, if you’re wrong, it’s not like we’ll be around to complain,” Blair said, hefting the remaining pack in his free hand. They started for the plane. “Sounds like you’ve got a hell of a lot of stories. You’re a fascinating guy. I’m glad we met, and not just because you’ve saved our asses repeatedly.”

      Trevor gave him a wide-eyed look and then a sudden grin. “Honestly? This is the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me. There’s no way I would have missed this. If the world’s going to end, I want to be in on the group that tries to stop it.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Blair said, ducking inside the plane. The dimly lit room smelled of sweat and stale smoke. He dropped the guns and the pack in the rear corner next to a pair of battered bucket seats. “Listen, we haven’t had a chance to talk about the Mohn attack.” He glanced into the cockpit where Liz and Garland sat. The faint sounds of their conversation drifted back.

      “I figured we’d discuss that together once we’re in the air,” Trevor said, dropping his own packs. He slid into one of the seats. “No sense doing it now just to have to explain it to Liz later.”

      “It’s not Liz I’m worried about. I saw something horrible, Trevor. I’m not sure how Garland will react,” he said, settling into the seat next to Trevor. The stuffing in the cushions had been compressed into what felt like concrete, and the cracked leather smelled like Garland. “Can we trust him with everything? Or do we want to keep some things back?”

      “I think we can trust him, but now you’ve got me worried,” Trevor said. He took the seat across from Blair. “What the hell happened back there that you haven’t told me?”

      “We didn’t escape on our own,” Blair admitted. He buckled the frayed seatbelt. “Ahiga showed up. He saved my ass from Jordan, the commander of Mohn’s forces back at the pyramid. It was Ahiga that took down the first helicopter, and he’s the reason those coyotes attacked. He held Mohn off long enough for us to get away. They killed him for it.”

      “That’s shitty, Blair, but not ‘keep it from Garland because he might freak out’ shitty,” Trevor said, clearly expecting more.

      “As he died, he initiated something he called a mindshare. He showed me things. Trevor, he showed me the end of the world,” Blair said, seizing Trevor’s gaze. “The ancient enemy we mentioned? They’re zombies, Trevor. The virus was engineered, just like the werewolf virus. Only it creates zombies. Zombies just like the ones you’ve seen in movies. The ones on The Walking Dead.”

      “Holy. Shit,” was all Trevor had.

      “Here’s the thing. This is going to happen when the virus gets enough energy to ‘wake up.’ It gets its energy from the sun. Ahiga says there will be a massive solar event and that it will happen soon. He described a CME, Trevor, just the sort of thing you warned us about. When it hits, anyone suffering from HIV is going to die, but they aren’t going to stay dead,” Blair explained.

      “My God,” Trevor said, blood draining from his freckled face. “So the zombie apocalypse is going to start right after most of the world loses power? All those contingency plans. Theories about people using social media to spread the word if it ever happened. None of that will work.”

      “That’s why what we’re about to do is so important,” Blair said, inwardly cringing at how long he’d fought waking the Mother. How many people could have been saved if he’d gone back sooner? “Every town, every city…they’re all going to be cut off from each other. Some people will live, those with guns and in remote areas. But the rest are in real trouble unless they have help. Unless werewolves can somehow stop the zombies. To do that, we need to wake the woman who set this all in motion.”
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      Jordan was decidedly uncomfortable in a suit. It wasn’t that the charcoal pants didn’t fit or that the matching jacket was too confining. The suit had been expertly tailored for his broad frame and had probably cost more than his mortgage payment. What bothered him was the lack of proper pockets. No place for a weapon or anything other than a pair of keys and maybe his wallet. It was the uniform of a businessman, not a soldier.

      Yet as he stepped into the elegant ballroom, he knew it had been the correct choice. The Director had been right. Jordan glided down the impractically plush carpet, starting up the wide marble steps to the Plaza’s second floor. At least the place was air-conditioned. Panama was humid, and it was hotter than shit out there. The last thing he wanted was a sweat stain.

      Jordan crested the stairs and headed to a pair of tall doors on the right. They were cut from some sort of dark-brown wood, not stained oak. Mahogany, maybe? What kind of trees did they even have down here?

      A pair of men in black suits flanked the doors. Each had the telltale bulge under the arm of his jacket. They pulled the doors open as he approached, nodding for him to enter. Jordan swept past them and into the conference room, trying to keep his confidence. He’d never been to a meeting like this. Had anyone?

      The room contained about sixty chairs arranged in a giant horseshoe. A row of narrow tables followed the line of chairs, most of which were empty. Light from the setting sun streamed through the tall windows lining the western wall. Perhaps two dozen men stood in small clusters throughout the room. Every last one wore a suit.

      “Jordan, over here,” the Director’s familiar voice called. He stood in a tight knot of greying men who probably controlled more power and wealth than most nations. Jordan recognized only one, and his legs turned to jelly. That was Leif Mohn himself, the old man. The founder. He shared Jordan’s height but looked much more at home in his immaculately pressed suit. His hair had been perfectly styled, so blond it was almost white. It gave the man an indeterminate age, which only fueled the rumors. He’d been CEO since at least the mid-‘80s, but he could be anywhere from his late forties to his early sixties.

      Most of the men drifted away as Jordan approached, leaving only the Director and Mohn. Jordan kept his shoulders squared, posture stiff. He wasn’t going to be intimidated. He’d done everything a man could be expected to do, but the situation had grown beyond one person. This wasn’t his fault.

      “Mr. Mohn, I’d like you to meet one of our best operatives. This is Commander Jordan, the man who led the first team into the pyramid,” the Director said, gesturing at Jordan as he stepped up to the pair.

      “He’s also the man who let Subject Alpha wipe out a village, then elude him again in San Diego,” Mohn growled. He ignored Jordan’s proffered hand, staring icily with those grey eyes. “You may have directly ushered in the end of the human race. You realize that, right?”

      “Me? Who sent me in with too little intel and even less firepower? I’m betting it was you that signed that order,” Jordan shot back, struggling to keep a leash on himself. He failed. “You weren’t there. You didn’t watch friends die. You weren’t asked to fight mythological, almost un-killable creatures with no intel on their capabilities. We did the best we could, but we were outclassed. Even if we’d caught Subject Alpha, there’s no guarantee that would tell us anything. So keep your fucking opinions to yourself. You don’t like the job I’m doing? Maybe you should come out of that goddamned ivory tower once in a while, and do it your goddamned self.”

      Jordan didn’t give the man time to respond, stalking away and taking a seat near the far edge of the U. He studiously ignored both Mohn and the Director. He was done being a punching bag, done apologizing for failures he couldn’t control. If they wanted his resignation, they could have it.

      “That was one hell of a stunt,” the Director said, settling into the chair next to Jordan. “I’ve never seen anyone stand up to Mohn before, not even the board. He rules them like a tyrant.”

      “How did he take it?” Jordan asked sullenly. Lashing out had felt good, though he knew there’d be a price. There always was.

      “He smiled,” the Director said, adjusting his glasses. “That’s something we almost never see, so I’d say you made an impression.”

      “He was happy I was insubordinate?” Jordan asked, finally turning to face the Director. His salt-and-pepper hair was immaculate, suit pressed to perfection. But Jordan could also see exhaustion.

      “I didn’t say that. I said he smiled,” the Director replied, shaking his head as if Jordan were truly dense. “The last time that happened, a multibillion-dollar corporation went bankrupt, and there was a trail of bodies from Iraq to Venezuela. You want my opinion? The only thing that might keep you alive after that show is a world-ending werewolf apocalypse. Thankfully we happen to have one of those. I told him you’re the best. We just can’t afford to lose you right now. So I guess if you had to fly off the handle, your timing was impeccable.”

      The lights flickered on and off three times in rapid succession, indicating everyone should take a seat. He’d never seen so many powerful people scurry before. The few women still managed to make it look graceful, a testament to how high they’d risen in what was unfortunately very much a man’s world. People at this level held on to old ideas hard. Sexism was alive and well in the lofty halls of power.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a man’s British voice called from the back of the room, “please find your seats. Each of you will find a tablet on the table before you. All relevant research and statistics have been loaded in the Mohn Crisis Management app. Feel free to follow along with the presentation. Be aware that a vote will be taken afterwards.”

      “A vote on what?” Jordan whispered, leaning toward the Director.

      “I don’t know. They called us last night and said to get everyone here. People came from as far away as London. I’ve never seen this sort of urgency before. Whatever it is, I think we’re about to find out,” he replied, crossing his arms and slouching in his chair. Bad posture was probably the most overt show of defiance he was willing to make. The Director didn’t reach for the iPad, so Jordan followed his lead. He could study whatever it contained later. He wanted to stay focused on whatever theatrics the board had come up with.

      The lights dimmed, and a multicolored world map sprung up on a massive screen in front of the U, perhaps forty feet across. Jordan hadn’t even realized they made screens that large. Then the presentation began to play. A pin appeared in Peru, labeled first incident. As a calendar advanced on the upper-right-hand corner of the screen, more pins began to appear. The whole thing took maybe forty-five seconds, beginning with January 7 and ending on March 4. Two months and a sea of tags covered South and Central America, as well as Mexico. A crosshatch also covered the southwestern United States with outbreaks appearing sporadically throughout the rest of the country.

      Europe, India, and Asia had their share as well. Africa was curiously empty, with only two outbreaks. Both were labeled contained, leaving the continent completely free of the werewolf menace. That didn’t make any sense. The military forces in Africa weren’t equipped to deal with werewolves, which should have torn through large population centers. Yet they hadn’t. What was Africa doing that the rest of the world wasn’t?

      “As you can see, now is not a good time to be a citizen of the Americas, and soon the same will be true of the rest of the world,” the polished British voice explained. “This is what the world will look like in another sixty days.”

      More pins began to fall, much more quickly now. South America became a sea of them. Then Mexico. The United States made it thirty days before it too was completely covered. Canada began to fall. At the same time, Europe was overrun. Asia and India fared better but were still over eighty percent covered. Africa had sporadic pockets of red as well. Jordan wondered who’d come up with these numbers.

      The lights came up. A man in an electric wheelchair zoomed smoothly to the center of the U, commanding everyone’s attention. “Ladies and gentlemen, the world is coming to an end. We simply cannot contain the outbreak. Conventional warfare is useless. Our enemy can hide among us, completely undetectable until they strike. Even our top-tier teams have lost engagement after engagement.”

      Eyes shifted to Jordan. He glared back defiantly, daring someone to say something. No one did.

      “All of this is dire, but it doesn’t mean the world has to end for us. Our illustrious CEO has created an oasis of technology, a place where we can gather in comfort and strength,” the Brit explained. Then he rose from the wheelchair, a few people gasping in surprise. More than one looked angry at the subterfuge. “That chair was my prison for nearly a decade. Now I can not only walk but also run far more quickly than I could in my younger years, all because of the technology we control. The new world is coming regardless of what we want. The only question is, will we be consumed by it…or will we rule it?”

      A short, hairy man with dark skin and smoldering eyes stood. He had a faint French accent. “Your presentation is quite impressive, but what exactly are you proposing? You mentioned a vote but have yet to elaborate.”

      “A valid question, Mr. Rutger,” the Brit retorted smoothly. He walked to the hairy man’s seat. “I am proposing that the board move all assets and all relevant personnel to Syracuse. Most of our research and development is done there, and it is remote, making it the ideal location to start over.”

      Jordan had heard enough. These people had unleashed a plague on the world, and now they were tucking tail and running, abandoning everyone. Nearly seven billion people. He wasn’t going to stand for this. He found himself on his feet, hands balling into fists. “So you’re just giving up, then? You’re letting it all go to shit. The people on your special list get saved, and everyone else dies. That’s what I’m hearing, right?”

      “Yes, Mr. Jordan. That is precisely what you’re hearing,” the Brit gave back with a smug smile. “The world is ending. That is a tragedy without equal, but this company is in no position to change that fact. We did try, as you know better than anyone. Had you succeeded, things might have been different, but now we need to face reality. A reality you had a direct hand in crafting, I might add.”

      “And what do you plan to do about the pyramid?” Jordan said, voice carrying even though he hadn’t shouted. “What happens if these werewolves get in there and wake up the woman we found? We can’t even begin to imagine what she might be able to do. Will you be safe in your little oasis then?”

      That gave the man pause. He cocked his head, gaze sweeping the room. “The commander raises an excellent point. Leaving that place to the enemy could have catastrophic consequences. It must be dealt with—permanently. The board should authorize one of our nuclear assets to be detonated at the site. In the meantime we will increase our contingent of troops there to ensure we hold it until it can be destroyed.”

      “You’re going to irradiate Peru?” Jordan asked, even though he knew he was ending his career by speaking further. They might have forgiven his temerity because he pointed out a threat, but that granted only so much leniency, leniency he’d just exceeded.

      “Yes, Mr. Jordan. We will irradiate the single largest threat to the world, which happens to be located in Peru. Far away from any population centers. The damage will be minimal. And you, yourself, suggested the threat needed to be dealt with. Do you have a better suggestion? A permanent garrison, perhaps?” he asked, scorn ripping into Jordan. The whole room shared the hostility, all save for the Director. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but the goal of war is to destroy the enemy’s ability to wage it, isn’t it? Didn’t you just tell us this pyramid could be their greatest weapon?”

      “I don’t have a better plan, sir,” Jordan said, deflating. The man was right. What else could they do? They had to prevent that pyramid from falling into enemy hands.

      “Then you’ll have whatever you need to hold the site until our full tactical response is ready to be delivered,” the man said. Then he turned back to the whole council. “That is, assuming the board is willing to vote on such an action. Is anyone willing to make a motion?”

      “Not just yet,” the Director’s clear voice rang out as he rose to his feet. He gazed around the room, defiant and regal. “I believe we need all the facts before making any decisions. What we do here could shape the future of our entire species.”

      “A reasonable request,” the Brit said, clasping his hands behind his back. “Ask your questions, Director Phillips.”

      “This company had a response team waiting when the pyramid appeared. How did we know it was going to?” the Director asked, leaning on the desk with both hands as his gaze all but burned into the Brit.

      “I’m afraid we’re not at liberty to discuss that, even with the board…” the Brit began. He trailed off as Leif Mohn rose from the table.

      The old man circled the table, coming to stand next to the Brit. He stared calmly at the Director. “I sealed those records personally, but Mark’s question is valid. As of right now, I’m unsealing them. It’s time you all had the truth.”

      Jordan didn’t know what shocked him more, Mohn’s candor or the fact that Director Phillips had a first name.
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      Jordan wasn’t any sort of orator, but even he recognized when he was in the presence of a master. Mohn’s words had stunned the audience, shocked some of the most powerful people in the world. He’d dangled information that many had probably spent years trying to acquire, and he seemed to be asking nothing in return. It was without a doubt an ambush of some sort. Jordan had walked into enough to recognize the signs.

      “This,” Mohn said, tapping a button on his tablet and turning to face the gigantic screen, “is Gobekli Tepe, in what is now Turkey. The ruins were constructed in the tenth millennium BC. This is nearly five millennia before ancient Egypt or Mesopotamia, long before archeologists claim we discovered agriculture, which would have been required to create such a vast complex.”

      He paused to allow them to study the screen, which showed a number of simple stone monuments. Many had to weigh multiple tons, and construction must have taken decades.

      “The entire complex was buried roughly two thousand years after it was created,” Mohn continued, drawing most of the room’s eyes back to him. “We don’t know why, but that act is part of what preserved the ruins long enough for us to discover them.”

      Mohn tapped the screen of his tablet again, and the giant screen showed a new image, this one far more recognizable. “All of us have seen this one, many in person. The Sphinx. College textbooks will tell you it was built during the fourth dynasty of ancient Egypt, by Pharaoh Khafre, the man who built the second of the three Great Pyramids. There are two problems with this theory. First, Khafre never claimed credit. Pharaohs loved to claim credit, and a structure like this would have been recorded all over the annals he created. It wasn’t.”

      The old man paused dramatically, delivering a wolfish smile. “That’s not the only problem with the theory. Any modern geologist will tell you that the Sphinx and its entire enclosure appear to have suffered thousands of years of water erosion. Egypt hasn’t seen enough rain to cause that since at least ten thousand BC.”

      “Is this history lesson going anywhere?” a woman’s voice rang out, clear and melodic. The room’s attention fixed on a statuesque woman in a simple black dress.

      “Yes, Marlene, it is,” Mohn said, eyes narrowing slightly. He stalked over to the table and set his tablet down in front of the woman. “The point of both stories is simple. Mankind’s understanding of our past is incomplete. There are entire cultures we know nothing about, cultures that have disappeared entirely. The pyramid that appeared in Peru belongs to a culture that predates even those.”

      He turned from her and returned to the spot near the Brit. Then he turned again to face the room. “My grandfather knew this. He devoted his life to finding evidence of this culture. In the 1920s he found it. Tell me, ladies and gentlemen, how many of you believe in magic?”

      Polite chuckles sounded through the room. Jordan was awed. Mohn held the emotions of the people here in the palms of his hands, sculpting them like an expert craftsman might a block of stone.

      “A few of you have heard rumors of Object Three and the recent tests we’ve run on it,” Mohn said, unbuttoning the top button of his white dress shirt. He withdrew a simple golden pendant with a scarlet gem in the center. Even at this distance, Jordan recognized the stylized Eye of Ra. “This is Object One, the evidence my grandfather found. It looks innocuous enough, doesn’t it? At the time my grandfather found it, the object was anything but. The ruby glowed with its own inner light, and the pendant was reputed to bestow a number of abilities. Abilities my grandfather verified.”

      Whispers rustled through the room, but Mohn held up a hand to forestall them. “I know what you’re thinking. If such objects exist, why has the existence of magic been disproved in every test, every magician proved to be a charlatan of some form or another? Let’s suppose you are an ancient culture with technology not unlike what we have today.

      “Your technology is based on solar power. Not just any solar power, but a specific wavelength of light emitted by the sun. This wavelength comes and goes in millennia-long cycles,” Mohn explained, allowing the chain to swing back and forth. All eyes were on the pendant. “Your astronomers warn that the energy your entire culture is based on will soon fade. It will be gone for thirteen thousand years, during which none of your fabulous technology will operate.”

      Jordan’s jaw dropped as he began to understand. The pyramid suddenly made sense.

      “If you were the rulers of this hypothetical culture, might you consider building Arks to preserve your way of life? Much like biblical Noah? Places where your culture could survive until the energy you depended upon returned,” Mohn said, a predatory smile slipping into place. He knew he had them. “When I first came into possession of this pendant, it still possessed power. I watched that power drain away as I used it until it was nothing but a dormant hunk of metal. Then, one day in 1987, I woke up to find the ruby glowing faintly again.

      “The next day, I took the wealth my grandfather had bequeathed me, and I founded this company,” Mohn continued, striding toward the wide bay windows. The setting sun bathed the carpet on that side of the room. “I did it because I realized that the power this ancient culture had depended on for so long was returning, that our sun was changing. I set up HELIOS to monitor it. I built a global empire to gather archeological data.”

      He held up the amulet, and it shone in the sunlight, gleaming richly in a way normal gold could never match. After several seconds the ruby began to glow. “Each of you helped me in this process. Aided Mohn Corp. in finding pieces of the puzzle. No single one of you understood our true purpose or what it was we faced, but all of you were participating in a war you didn’t even know existed.”

      He lowered the amulet, tucking it into his pocket and crossing back to the space next to the slack-jawed Brit. “Before we call this vote, I will lay out the facts very simply. I learned that a catastrophe was coming, and that Arks like the pyramid in Peru will begin to return. I don’t know how many there are, only where the first would be. I also know that our sun is about to emit the largest coronal mass ejection in known history. This wave will devastate the world’s power grid. Only those very close to the equator will be unaffected, a green zone, if you will.

      “Every satellite orbiting our world will be destroyed, except for the twelve that Mohn has launched in the last three years,” Mohn explained, expression now grave. “We will be blind and confused, naked before the onslaught of an enemy we cannot understand. I didn’t understand the nature of this enemy until the first werewolf attack, but we all understand it now. Mankind has only us to shield it, something we can only do if we husband our resources and strike from a position of strength. That can only occur if we retreat temporarily, hiding our existence in our Syracuse facility. There we will watch and plan, saving who and what we can of our world.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I call for a vote. Will we be the saviors of mankind, or will we squander our strength in a vain attempt to stave off the inevitable?” he roared, looking every inch the conquering king. The applause was thunderous.
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      The whine of the propellers softened to a lower pitch as the plane dropped from cloud cover, weaving a tight arc toward the Tarmac below. The windows were instantly spattered with rain as the storm buffeted them about. Liz hated small planes to begin with, but they were even worse during a storm.

      She leaned forward in the seat to get a better look at the city below. She’d spent two weeks in Cajamarca, taking an advanced Spanish class, and she still remembered how hard adjusting to the altitude had been. Cajamarca was at almost nine thousand feet, as high as Half Dome, back home in Yosemite.

      A sea of tightly packed buildings surrounded the airport, mostly obscured by the rain. Here and there, the steeple of a church jutted over the rest of the buildings. The locals took their religion seriously and had for centuries. It took Liz several moments to realize what was wrong. The streets were largely empty. No people. Very few cars, and none of them moving. This place was deserted. A city of over two hundred thousand people.

      “Ahh shit,” Garland muttered, tapping at the fuel gauge. The red needle had been hovering a bit above the E, but his tapping knocked it down below. “Sometimes it sticks. Henrietta likes to play games with me.”

      “We’ve got enough to land, right?” Liz asked, bracing herself against the console with one hand, and the chair with the other. She knew this thing was a death trap.

      “Oh, sure. We’ll be fine. I could probably coast in with no fuel at this point,” he said, taking a swig from the dregs of the forty he’d been working on for the last hour. He offered her a swig and then shrugged when she shook her head. “We’ll come around in one more turn to put us on a straight shot down that runway. Probably a little slick from the rain, but it’s designed for much larger aircraft. We’ve got all the time in the world to slow down.”

      The plane tilted sharply, moving Liz’s window so it was almost parallel with the ground. She fought off vertigo as her knuckles went white. She felt metal bend under her hand as her fingers sank into it. Oops. The plane righted itself, and then it began to drop sharply in elevation.

      “Make sure you’re buckled up back there,” Garland yelled over his shoulder. He gave Liz a friendly smile and waggled his eyebrows. “Gonna be a bumpy landing, but I promise we’ll be just fine. Still, if you want to give me a kiss for luck, I won’t turn it down.”

      Liz just gave him a deadpan stare. Adjusting to the smell had taken hours, though at some point she’d stopped noticing it. The bad jokes and mostly incoherent stories had been much harder to deal with. To his credit, Garland hadn’t tried anything more than light flirting, but she had newfound respect for her brother. Working with this guy must have been excruciating.

      “Here we go,” he said, eyes finally focused on the rapidly approaching runway. He brought the nose up at the last moment, allowing the rear wheels to touch down first. The plane fishtailed wildly, but somehow Garland fought the motion and kept it in a mostly straight line.

      Then the front wheels were down. The whole plane shook as it rattled down the runway, but an eternity later the plane shuddered to a halt. Garland unbuckled his seat belt and polished off the bottle. He cracked open his window and hurled it out into the rain, where it shattered.

      “Woooo,” he yelled, giving Liz a maniacal grin. “Hell of a ride. Told you we’d make it. Now let’s see about finding that shaman of yours.”

      An eerie howl sliced through the wind, low and deep. Then another. It became a chorus, coming from all directions. Some howls distant, some alarmingly close. Liz resisted the urge to add her voice to the chorus, unbuckling her seat belt and ducking through the cockpit’s narrow door into the cargo area.

      Blair and Trevor had already left their seats and were shouldering packs. Trevor knelt next to a blanket-wrapped bundle and removed his Remington, glancing up at her as she entered. “Looks like our entrance drew some attention. Don’t suppose one of you can give the werewolf howl-ee handshake to call them off?”

      “If anyone can do that, it will be Liz. Werewolves are a matriarchy. There’s a reason females are larger and stronger,” Blair said, moving for the door. He turned the wide metal handle, and the door opened with a heavy thunk. The wind immediately swept a sheet of water inside.

      Great. So not only had she been consigned to throwing her life away trying to rescue this Mother she’d never even met, but now she was also expected to lead this lunacy.

      “I’ll do what I can, but we aren’t exactly given a manual when we’re, uh, recruited,” she said, following Blair out into the rain. She hopped to the Tarmac, shivering as the rain sluiced over her. She’d never even considered the need for a jacket when leaving San Diego.

      Trevor hopped down after her, tugging on a green Yosemite cap to shield his face from the rain. He turned to face the plane, cradling his shotgun as Garland’s bushy face appeared in the doorway.

      “New plan,” the pilot said, cracking a nervous grin. “I’m gonna wait here. I’ve got two cases of beer, and I figure that will last me about three days. If you can make it back in that time, you’ve got a ride back to the states. If not, Henrietta and I are going home.”

      “What about your ayahuasca?” Liz asked, shielding her face with an arm. It didn’t help much.

      “You didn’t tell me I had to be an extra in The Howling if I wanted to get it,” Garland replied. He pulled the door most of the way closed. “I might be crazy, but I ain’t stupid.” The door jerked closed with a thunk.

      “Guess we’re on our own,” Blair said. His hair was already plastered to his head, and water dribbled from his chin. “The howls have stopped. My guess is we’re about to meet the welcoming committee.”

      He was right. Beyond the keening wind and the splatter of raindrops, Liz heard feet. A lot of feet. Shapes began to emerge from the rain, a wide cluster maybe a hundred yards away, near the fence bordering the Tarmac. Most of the shapes were four legged, a variety of dogs in all shapes and sizes. Three were two legged, the largest a midnight-furred female.

      She paused for a moment to study them and then arched her neck in a howl that rolled over them like thunder. It was unmistakably a challenge. The small blond female behind her and a grey-furred male remained still as the midnight approached at a slow walk.

      “Guess that’s my cue,” Liz said, slipping out of her shirt and shucking out of her jeans. She’d lost enough clothing to the change. This time she was going to strip first.

      Liz let her bra fall to the ground, shivering in the rain as she removed her panties. She was conscious of Blair’s eyes all but burning into her, though her brother looked studiously away. She suppressed a brief twinge of embarrassment, taking a step toward her apparent rival as she began to shift.

      It came quickly now, a welcome warmth that pushed away the chill as fur erupted from her skin. In the space of three steps, she was half again as tall as she had been. She strode confidently toward the midnight until the gap between them had closed to perhaps twenty feet.

      “Why have you come to my city, little girl?” the female called in Spanish, voice a low rumble. She flexed her claws, hackles raised.

      Liz considered her answer carefully. If Blair was right about the whole matriarchy thing, then she was supposed to act like an alpha female. That meant showing no fear and a great deal of testosterone-driven bluster if action movies and frat boys were any guide.

      “That’s my business,” she roared back, flexing her own claws. She took a step closer. “You can either get out of my way and leave me to it, or I can humiliate you in front of your pack.”

      That did it. The midnight’s nostrils flared. Then she began a lumbering run toward Liz. The move surprised Liz, but not because it made any tactical sense. She was used to Blair’s blurring and Mohn’s troops firing missiles. This seemed almost quaint by comparison.

      She is strong, Ka-Ken, but not nearly so strong as you. Her lineage is further removed from the Mother, your progeny’s progeny. Her mastery of our skills is wanting. Use that to defeat her.

      The female leapt into the air, coming down at Liz in a mass of claws and fangs. Liz vanished, pulling the shadows close as she rolled to the right. The midnight came down in the spot Liz had occupied, spinning as she tasted the air with her nostrils. Her eyes scanned ceaselessly, but they found nothing.

      Liz waited until her opponent’s back was exposed and then lunged from the shadows. She wrapped an arm around the female’s throat, plunging the claws of her other hand into the small of the female’s back. She let the beast guide her, slicing muscle until her hand settled around the lower spine. Then she snapped it with a crack that echoed across the Tarmac.

      The female fell limply to the asphalt, paralyzed from the waist down. It was a calculated move, nonlethal but humiliating and a swift end to the fight. The gamble was that her opponent would be able to heal from it. If they were going to rescue the Mother, they needed allies, not more corpses.

      The midnight surprised her, sweeping an arm around and seizing Liz’s ankle. The next thing she knew, she was on her back. Her opponent’s wet, furry body crashed down atop her. Fangs savaged her shoulder, drawing a cry of pain. Fury surged through her. She could have killed her opponent. This would end. Now.

      Liz seized the midnight’s head in both hands, jerking it away from her. She held the jaws apart and used her legs to launch herself and the midnight into the air. She had superior mobility and used it to great effect, landing on the midnight’s back as they came down hard on the Tarmac.

      “Yield, or I’ll tear out your goddamn throat,” she hissed, meaning every word. Her opponent went limp.

      Liz rose and took a step back. She flexed her right shoulder, which was already beginning to heal. The midnight hobbled to her knees and turned to face Liz. She kept her head down. “You’ve bested me. Control of the pack is yours.”

      “I don’t want your pack,” Liz shot back. The pain was fading, but the dull ache had soured her mood. “Give us a place to stay, and we’ll be out of the city tomorrow.”

      “Where are you going?” the midnight asked, peering up at her with amber eyes that mirrored Liz’s own. She rose shakily to her feet. Apparently the spinal injury had healed.

      “We must wake the Mother, the woman who gave birth to our entire species,” Liz growled. She looked around, taking in the faces of everyone around her. There was a mixture of awe…and fear, especially in the midnight’s companions.
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      Blair’s tenth-grade Spanish was no match for the dark-furred female’s outburst, but he recognized the tone. This was a challenge, pure and simple. Winner takes all.

      It is so, Ka-Dun. Females are ever the pack leaders. We males are shapers and advisors, gifting them with our wisdom. We guide and reason, but the rule is theirs.

      The gender roles were reversed from Western society, but they made perfect sense. The reversal provided a natural set of checks and balances. He wondered if the virus’s creator had intended that. Of course she had.

      He was shocked at the speed and brutality of the combat. There was very little finesse, just raw power as Liz-wolf casually stepped into the shadows and then emerged to rip out her opponent’s spine. Her poor opponent put up a little resistance after that, but the auburn werewolf batted her down as though she were a kitten tussling with a mountain lion.

      Just like that, it was over. The black-furred werewolf assumed a submissive pose, and the two shared a brief conversation, again in Spanish. Blair understood exactly one word—donde. Where. He assumed the black-furred woman was asking their destination, but that was the limit of his frustratingly inadequate knowledge.

      The two werewolves who’d arrived with their beaten leader began to approach. The first was a small blond female, still a head and shoulders larger than Blair but almost a foot shorter than Liz. She was hesitant and kept her distance. The male’s fur was similar to Blair’s, but where Blair’s was silver the newcomer’s was more of a smoky grey.

      The grey made a wide circle around Liz and her defeated opponent, clearly picking a path in Blair’s direction. A small army of dogs trotted in his wake, complete with everything from a Chihuahua to a pair of Rottweilers. Blair could dimly sense their minds, though he made no move to engage them. That might be construed as hostile. Instead he too moved in a wide arc, meeting the newcomer forty or fifty feet from Liz.

      Blair brushed the sodden hair from his face, thankful that he no longer wore glasses. There was no way he’d have been able to see in this rain. Instead, the downpour was merely annoying. He peered up at the grey male, surprised by how little intimidation he felt. Here he was, in human form, a little shy of six feet, confronted with a seven-foot werewolf with a good two hundred pounds on him.

      It is natural, Ka-Dun. Your lineage is pure. You are the Mother’s direct progeny. None stand higher. This one is a pale shadow, four or five generations removed from your own. Even now he trembles in awe and fear at your strength. Such is both right and proper, a measure of your higher birth.

      That might have been the most the beast had ever spoken, so Blair lent the words great weight. A werewolf’s pedigree must be of utmost importance in determining status. It probably also determined relative strength, if the fight between Liz and the black-furred female was any indication.

      “Me llamo Adolpho,” the grey rumbled, giving a slight bow. A white terrier hurried forward to sniff Blair’s foot.

      A fresh surge of frustration heated Blair despite the chill of the air. He was going to have a very difficult time functioning here without speaking the language.

      Take the tongue from this one’s mind, Ka-Dun.

      Blair’s jaw fell open as the implications hit him. I can learn Spanish from his mind?

      Just so. Give me control, and I will guide you.

      So Blair did. Invisible and intangible but no less real, a tendril of humming energy stretched from his mind. It caressed the grey’s mind. At first the male stiffened, fists balling as he looked about him as if in search of an assailant. Then he relaxed. Blair’s probe slipped through the grey’s permeable defenses and into his mind. Up to that point he was more or less in control and understood completely what was happening.

      Then Blair’s will exploded into hundreds of tendrils. Thousands. They slithered past colorful memories, latching onto some while ignoring others. The densest collection plunged deep into the man’s past, revealing images of classrooms and first steps. The places and moments he’d likely learned most of the language he now used.

      Each tendril sent pulses of light flowing back into Blair, faster than he could track or comprehend. They came faster and faster, a burning heat inside his skull. He scrunched his eyes shut, sagging to his knees as he cradled his head in both hands. He had no idea how much time had passed when he found himself panting in the rain.

      Blair looked up to find the grey, Adolpho, in a nearly identical pose. He too had fallen to his knees. He peered up at Blair with frightened, watery eyes. “What did you do to me?”

      “I, uh…Are we speaking Spanish?” Blair asked lamely, staggering to his feet. Adolpho followed, just as shakily.

      “Yes, it’s the only language I know,” he replied. Some of the earlier warmth had left his voice.

      Blair was being an asshole. He’d just violated the man’s mind without asking, something Ahiga had implied was taboo among werewolves. Blair offered a hand. “I’m sorry about whatever just happened. I’m still learning about our abilities. My name is Blair.”

      Adolpho’s furry hand engulfed Blair’s, but the handshake was gentle enough. “I understand. Every day, the beast teaches me something new. It was only recently I learned to command my pack.”

      The mention seemed to open a floodgate, and dogs of every size approached, tails wagging as they sniffed at Blair. He couldn’t help but laugh. He hadn’t owned a dog since he’d been a kid, but he’d always had a soft spot for them.

      “That’s amazing,” he said, kneeling to scratch behind the ears of a golden retriever. “How do you do it?”

      “I just…do.” Adolpho shrugged. He dropped to a knee, putting his face closer to Blair’s. “The beast tells me that you are strong, that you are near to the Mother, and I should obey you.”

      “Mine said pretty much the same thing. It also suggested I could learn Spanish, so that’s why…well, sorry again. About invading your mind without asking,” Blair said. The scent of wet dog was overpowering, but rather than finding it repulsive, he found it comforting.

      “It is, as I understand it, your right to do so,” Adolpho shrugged. Then he shifted, shrinking down to a mousy man just over five feet tall. He had wide hazel eyes and a tangle of dark hair, which the rain quickly plastered to his scalp.

      One of the dogs, the small white terrier, pulled over a backpack and deposited it at Adolpho’s feet. The mousy man reached inside and pulled out a bright yellow poncho that he quickly shrugged into. It probably didn’t keep him warm, but it kept the rain off and covered his nakedness.

      “Handy, having a clothes caddy,” Blair said, unable to suppress a smile.

      “So who are your friends? The red female is the strongest I’ve ever seen,” Adolpho asked, gesturing toward them.

      Blair turned to find that both Liz and the black-furred female had returned to human form. The female was  a tall brunette, just over six feet. She too had donned a poncho, and was offering one to Liz. She pulled it on gratefully, though it left most of her creamy legs exposed. The blond werewolf finally approached, shifting as she did.

      By the time she reached the other two women, she was a short, tanned Brazilian with blond hair that spilled down to the small of her back. She was gorgeous, walking with the sensual grace of a dancer. The Brazilian crouched next to the pack where the ponchos had originated and withdrew one. Her next words caught Blair completely by surprise.

      “Hello, Liz,” she said, smiling up at the tall redhead. She pulled the poncho over her shoulders and stood up. “It’s been a long time. You look well. I guess we both do.”

      Blair turned back to Adolpho. “The woman is Liz, though I’m sure you just heard that. Looks like your friend already knows her.”

      “That’s Cyntia,” Adolpho said, nodding toward the blond woman. “She used to be dumpy and shy, but after she changed…well, you know better than anyone what it does to our bodies.”

      “Yeah, I can see that,” Blair said, giving the man a conspiratorial grin. The mousy man shared it.

      “So who is the scary-looking man with the rifle back by the airplane? He doesn’t smell like a wolf,” Adolpho said. He was peering at Trevor, though the earlier smell of alarm had faded. Trevor, on the other hand, still smelled wary.

      “That’s Trevor, Liz’s brother. He’s just as scary as he looks, werewolf or not,” Blair explained. He began to walk toward Liz and gestured for Trevor to do the same.

      Trevor sized the situation up for a moment longer. Then he slung his rifle over his shoulder and picked up his pack. He trotted over, reaching Liz and her new companions about the same time Blair and Adolpho did.

      “Blair, Trevor, this is Elmira and her pack. The blond woman is Cyntia, but I haven’t met the man with Blair yet,” she said, pointing to each person in turn.

      “Adolpho,” Blair supplied, nodding in his direction.

      “You must be Trevor,” Cyntia said, beaming a smile in Trevor’s direction. Blair had seen a lot of crushes in his time, and this was one of the worst. Cyntia apparently already knew Trevor. However, judging from the confused look on his face, he had no idea who she was.

      “Yeah, and you are?” he asked, rubbing at his goatee with one hand as he peered down at her over his glasses. His hat had kept them mostly dry, but they were starting to fog up.

      “I’m a friend of Liz’s,” she said, offering Trevor her hand. He took it, and her smile widened. “We used to study together, and sometimes we’d go out to clubs.”

      Liz smiled at the two of them, evidently pleased by the interaction. “Cyntia Facebook stalked you, Trevor. She made me promise to bring you down to Brazil so we could go dancing.”

      Trevor turned scarlet, even in the rain. Cyntia just managed to look horrified, dropping her gaze and Trevor’s hand. Blair suppressed a laugh. It felt good. The interaction was the most normal he’d seen in days, despite the epic werewolf combat just minutes before.

      “I, uh, hate to be a bad guest,” Trevor said, turning toward Elmira. He was still blushing but obviously pretending he wasn’t. “My smartphone doesn’t work here, and I really need to check my email. It’s very, very important. Do you guys have Internet access?”

      “Yes, back at our home.” Elmira nodded, the gesture more regal than any made by her companions. “Please, come with us. We will give you shelter and food, and you can tell us more about this Mother you seek to rescue. You will have our aid if you wish it.”
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      Bridget itched. She could feel it between her shoulders, on her calves, along her scalp. It had begun days ago, and though she was denied any way of knowing the time, she sensed that night had fallen. She felt the moon, even inside this cell.

      It had made her strong, stronger than she’d have believed possible. Bridget no longer feared the manacles. She could snap them, high tech compression bands or no. She could also tear the sealed door from her little white prison, bursting into the hallway and surprising the guards.

      So why didn’t she? Bridget itched for battle, for the blood of those who’d imprisoned her. The feeling was primal, bestial, and yet it felt so natural. Was that a part of her transformation? What had she become?

      She didn’t know. Bridget resumed her pacing, careful to keep her most prized possession hidden under the humiliating white gown with the open back. The book Sheila had sent was the only reason she was still sane, the only thing to occupy her mind through weeks or maybe months of captivity.

      She’d poured over the glyphs for hours every day, studying patterns and making guesses. Sometime after the first few days, the language had begun to coalesce, and she finally had a working translation. If only she’d had a pen to record her findings. For now such knowledge had to live in her head, though very soon it would be useful.

      She paused her pacing, grabbing her belly with a sharp groan. She leaned against the wall with her free hand, sweat breaking out on her brow. This was the second time today, and the third in the last two days. It would pass in a few moments. At least, it had before.

      Agony faded to a dull ache, and Bridget gave a sigh of relief. What was happening to her? The pain was getting worse, and the episodes were longer, albeit still just a few seconds.

      Ka-Ken, you must feed. Soon the energy will overwhelm you, and I will be forced to assume control. That will be messy, as I will be driven to kill indiscriminately. It will be easier if you select a target, perhaps one of the warriors outside your cell.

      “Kill?” she murmured. Other than the night she’d first shifted, she’d had little experience with the beast and certainly hadn’t killed anyone. The prospect horrified her, yet there was also a part of her that found it exciting. She wanted to kill, to take her anger out on a target. “What if no one comes in? Will I go mad or burn up or something?”

      No, Ka-Ken. When the energy overwhelms you, I will shatter this cage like kindling. The warriors outside will be the first to die, though certainly not the last. I will tear through this camp like a whirlwind, bringing death to those who dare imprison us.

      “How long do I have?” Bridget asked. This could be perfect. She wanted out badly, but she was no killer. Not yet, anyway. The beast could do it for her, get revenge for Steve’s death and her imprisonment all in one blow.

      Another moonrise, no more. Then I will be forced to assume control.

      “Can you get me inside the pyramid?” she asked. She wasn’t sure what she could do there, but now that she understood the language, she could study the writings in the inner chamber. Who knew what that could reveal or allow her to do?

      I sense your need. You will not be able to wake the Mother, but you can draw on energy from the Ark. If you must fight these warriors, your best chance of victory is battling them there. When we escape I will draw them there and then cede control back to you.

      Knowing the alien consciousness that lurked in her head could read her thoughts was bizarre. Yet she treasured it. The beast had been her only companion over the last few weeks, and after she’d recovered from her initial fear, she’d spent long hours learning from it. She’d gained a much better understanding of exactly what the werewolves were and more of what they were capable of. She was just scratching the surface of that understanding.

      Someone approaches, Ka-Ken.

      The beast was right. She heard footsteps approaching, up the hall. Too measured to be Sheila. But who else would visit her? More soldiers? That made no sense, not unless they’d thought of something else they wanted from her.

      The door gave its customary hiss, admitting a familiar black-clad man built like a mountainside. Jordan had a sidearm belted around his waist but was otherwise unarmed. The soldiers who’d been allowed in the room thus far all bore wicked-looking rifles. Yet he didn’t smell afraid. Of course, a rock was more likely to be afraid than he was. He probably frightened death.

      The close-cropped stubble along his scalp had given way to a knot of curly blond. It softened his appearance, though only by a hair. It was a good look for him.

      “Hello, Bridget. I was hoping we could talk for a few minutes,” he began, reaching into a pocket and withdrawing a white piece of paper that had been folded in half. “I’ve come with a message from Sheila, among other things. She seems to think this will mean something to you and said you could pass a response back through me. She’d have come herself, but the Director has forbidden her access.”

      He passed the paper to Bridget, who took it hesitantly. It was difficult not to scramble backward from the man. She still remembered when he and his team had taken her down after she’d shifted. Utterly without mercy.

      Bridget examined the paper. She expected more glyphs from the inner chamber, perhaps some bit that Sheila was struggling with. To her shock, she saw a line of Egyptian hieroglyphs. They took her back almost a decade, to the days when she and Sheila had passed messages back and forth using such notes.

      He does not know this message’s true nature. The day will come soon when you will be free. I will help you.

      That was only a rough translation, of course. Hieroglyphs were less precise than that. But they had a spin on them that Bridget and Sheila had cooked up, a way to tweak the basic meaning of a glyph to include more modern context. They had created the system back in college as a kind of prank. She’d never expected them to use it again.

      “Tell her I’ll need some time to consider this but that most of the message is clear to me,” Bridget said, handing the paper back. They’d never let her keep it. “Was there another reason you came?”

      “Yes,” Jordan said, nodding at the camera. “For starters I wanted you to know that the camera is off for the duration of this discussion. I’ll catch hell for it, but I’m past caring.”

      “So anything we say is private. Why risk the Director’s wrath? This seems a lot like aiding the enemy, and I can’t imagine they’ll go easy on you,” she said.

      “It is aiding the enemy,” Jordan agreed. He sighed heavily. “At this point I’m not so sure that’s a bad thing. Sheila is convinced some sort of apocalypse is coming. I faced Professor Smith in San Diego recently, and he said much the same, that the werewolves are our only chance.”

      “You saw Blair?” Bridget asked, trying not to sound too eager. A surge of elation passed through her. He was alive, and Mohn didn’t have him. Otherwise Jordan would have said captured, not faced.

      “He’s alive and well. And has some damn-scary friends,” Jordan said, cracking the first genuine smile Bridget had ever seen him give. “My team came home empty handed. He got away, but I’m almost positive he’s coming here.”

      “To wake the Mother,” Bridget said. She could hug Jordan, though she doubted he’d react well to that. “He’s always been resourceful. I’m sure he’ll make it back here somehow, and I doubt you’ll be able to keep him out of the pyramid. He’ll find a way.”

      “I have a feeling you’re right,” Jordan admitted. He didn’t look terribly concerned. “When he comes, we’ll do everything we can to stop him. You know that, right? He was seriously wounded in San Diego. He might not survive an attempt on the pyramid. Especially not with all the ordnance that Mohn has moved in. We’re prepared for war, Bridget. And I’m the guy they’ve put in charge of the battle. I can’t let him get to the Mother. I know you and Sheila disagree with that, but I’ve been given a job and I have to do it.”

      “So you never question orders, then?” she asked, wielding the accusation with the expert skill she’d learned first dating Blair and later, Steve.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” Jordan growled, though she wasn’t sure if he was angry at her or with himself. “I don’t know if stopping Blair is the best decision, but that’s the job I’ve been tasked with, and I’ll do it to the best of my abilities. Mohn isn’t some soulless corporation. We believe we’re doing the right thing. Sheila has me questioning things, but if we’re in the wrong here, it’s through ignorance, not malice.”

      “Then why are you here?” Bridget asked. Then she hurriedly raised a hand to forestall him. “Not that I’m not grateful. I haven’t had any company in weeks. It’s just that if you’re so determined to stop Blair, and you know I want the same thing he does…well, I guess I just don’t understand your motivation.”

      “I promised Sheila I’d deliver that note,” Jordan explained, darting a nervous glance at the door. “Beyond that? I think you’ve been given a raw deal. I like you, Bridget. You’re smart and capable and you get results. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, and now you’re suffering for it. Me? I think you can be trusted, and I think it’s the worst kind of idiocy to lock you away. I’ve seen what female werewolves can do. You could shred this place like paper if you really wanted out.”

      “You’d be smart to kill me,” she said, shocked by her own honesty. But Jordan was being honest. Didn’t she owe him the same? “You know I’ll help Blair if given the chance. So if you think I can break out of this place, doesn’t that make me a threat?”

      “Absolutely,” Jordan admitted, smiling again. It looked good on him, and it almost gave her hope that they could be friends. “But I’m drawing a line in the sand. I’ve had to compromise on some pretty core issues since working for Mohn. This isn’t an area I’m willing to budge in. Like I said, I like you, Bridget. I hope we don’t end up on opposite sides of this. That could be messy.”
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      The ancient wooden chair creaked alarmingly as Trevor lowered himself into it. He banged a knee tucking it under the narrow desk, stifling a curse at the sudden pain. Calling the ‘office’ a closet would have been generous back in the states. Harry Potter had more room under the stairs at the Dursleys’.

      The center of the desk bowed under one of the massive CRT monitors that had been phased out nearly a decade ago. Stacks of unpaid bills flanked it, and a huge black tower competed for space with his legs under the desk. Trevor stabbed the power button on the bulky machine, the noisy fan firing up like a jet engine as the thing whirred to life.

      “You are a dangerous man, Trevor,” a voice purred from behind in heavily accented English. The floor creaked, and a soft hand rested on Trevor’s shoulder. “Liz used to tell me stories about you.”

      Conflicting emotions bounced about in his head like marbles in a blender. On the one hand, he was preoccupied with the end of the world. He needed to know if the sunspot had burst yet. The CME’s first wave could already have happened, and if that was the case, they had no more than two days before the second knocked out most of the world’s power.

      On the other, it had been a very long time since Trevor had enjoyed the touch of a woman, particularly one as gorgeous as Cyntia. He knew almost nothing about her, though she seemed to know a great deal about him. The Windows ‘98 logo appeared on the computer screen as the system booted, and he took the opportunity to face Cyntia.

      “Dangerous to a six pack of Guinness and an unlucky trout, maybe,” he said, giving her a wry smile. He wasn’t very adept at flirting.

      Cyntia was gorgeous, in the same way a tiger could be called gorgeous. Short, voluptuous, blond, and dark skinned. Yet, like a tiger’s, her beauty was somehow calculated, lulling a man into a stupor just before she struck. She gave a throaty laugh as if he’d just said the funniest thing she’d ever heard.

      “There are pictures of you with guns on Facebook. Pictures of you hunting large beasts. Even if that were not so, I saw you on that Tarmac. I would not have wanted to fight you,” she purred, resting on the arm of the chair. He was all too conscious of her leg pressing against his arm. “Were there more room, I’d sit on your lap, and you could scratch behind my ears.”

      A very awkward situation began to arise. Trevor glanced down at his crotch and then past Cyntia to the living room, where Blair and Adolpho were chatting. He looked up at Cyntia with his best grin. “If there was enough room, maybe I’d let you.”

      The desktop finally appeared, giving Trevor an easy escape from the fire filling his cheeks. He scanned the sea of scattered icons, horrified by the mess. Eventually he found the little blue E. Not his favorite browser, but it would work. He opened it, waiting far too long for it to load. When it did, he browsed to Gmail and opened his account.

      “You’re very tense,” Cyntia murmured, hands kneading his shoulders. It was heaven. “What are you looking for?”

      “Nothing, I hope,” he muttered back.

      The browser was agonizingly slow, but eventually his email occupied the screen. He scrolled through advertisements and a few joke emails, praying he wouldn’t see anything from David. Oh shit. About midway down the page was an email with the subject First Wave. His heart sank. It was from yesterday morning.

      “You just tensed even more. Whatever it is cannot be so bad,” Cyntia murmured. She was really good, but even her magic hands were not going to take his mind off this.

      Trevor clicked the email, holding his breath as the screen loaded. It was brief and to the point. First wave detected. Based on initial readings, this is the largest CME in recorded history. Have warned Washington, but gotten no response. Second wave within 48 hours.

      “Cyntia, we need to get everyone together. We’re in deep shit,” Trevor said, turning to face her. She seemed to pick up on his anxiety, rising from the arm of the chair.

      “I’ll tell Adolpho and Elmira you wish their attention,” she said, squeezing past him and back into the living room. He was fairly certain the squeezing had nothing to do with the cramped quarters, but far be it from him to complain.

      He trailed after her, into a room cracked and faded from too many years of use. There were a few white spots where pictures had probably lived, but the place was bare now. He didn’t want to know the circumstances that had led to the werewolves taking this apartment. He seriously doubted they were the original owners.

      Adolpho and Blair were involved in a rapid exchange of Spanish that flew completely over Trevor’s head. Blair sat on a ripped recliner, while Adolpho occupied the edge of the couch closest to it. Trevor settled onto the far side of the couch, its cushions long since compressed into flat squares about two shades less comfortable than concrete.

      Cyntia disappeared into the bedroom, appearing a moment later with Liz and Elmira in tow. Trevor followed Liz’s gaze, which landed on Blair as she entered the room. She gave a slight smile, and he knew her well enough to know why. She liked the guy. The idea of them together made him happy. They were both good people, and he had the feeling Blair would treat her right. He didn’t think either would admit it, but there was definitely a spark there. Sooner or later they’d slow down long enough to act on it.

      “Cyntia says you have urgent news,” Elmira growled as she stalked to a brown recliner. She sat delicately, a queen granting audience to her court.

      In contrast, Liz plopped down on the couch next to Trevor, elbowing him in the gut. “Has it happened?”

      “We’ll get there. Blair, maybe you should start by explaining why we’re in Peru. Otherwise what I’m about to share won’t make a whole lot of sense,” Trevor offered, turning to the anthropologist. Blair gave a short nod and licked his lips before speaking.

      “I was the first person to be turned to a werewolf,” he began, gaze roaming about those assembled. “It happened in an ancient pyramid that we just recently discovered. This pyramid was left behind by a culture we don’t even have myths about. They predicted a coming apocalypse, something that would wipe out mankind. They created us to serve as champions, to hold back an ancient enemy, and to save those we can.

      The room was silent, all eyes on Blair. Trevor gauged their reactions carefully. There was no disbelief, only curiosity. Cyntia didn’t even have that. She crossed the room silently, settling on the arm of the couch next to him. She rested a hand possessively on his shoulder. He wasn’t really sure how to react, so he didn’t.

      “The person who prepared all this is called the Mother. As far as we know, she’s the first werewolf, the literal mother for our entire species,” Blair explained.

      “Is? Not was?” Elmira interrupted, hands gripping the arms of her chair as she leaned forward. Her eyes glittered with an intensity Trevor expected from CEOs or judges.

      “Yes, is. She’s still in the pyramid, in some sort of stasis chamber that’s kept her alive for many thousands of years. Possibly tens of thousands. That’s why we came,” Blair explained, his hand finding Liz’s. That drew a smile from Trevor. “We’re going to wake her before this apocalypse arrives. She might be the only hope of mankind’s survival.”

      “This ancient enemy,” Elmira said, eyes narrowing. “What are they, and why have they not revealed themselves?” That she seemed to accept the Mother’s stasis surprised Trevor, though in light of them all becoming werewolves, perhaps that was to be expected.

      “The dead will walk. They’ll attack every last living thing, killing us all if they aren’t stopped,” Blair said, eyes daring anyone to laugh.

      “Zombies?” Adolpho said with a snort.

      “We’d have said the same thing about werewolves not so long ago,” Cyntia retorted, hand tightening on Trevor’s shoulder. “The world is not the same. If we exist, why not zombies?”

      “The question still remains,” Elmira broke in. “Why has this ancient enemy not appeared?”

      “That’s where it gets even stranger,” Liz interjected, releasing Blair’s hand as she spoke. “The zombies are created from a virus, a virus all of us know. HIV. Apparently it’s lain dormant for thousands of years but has become active again over the last few generations. Soon a solar event will occur that will activate this virus. When it does, every last person with HIV will die. Their corpses will rise as zombies, tearing apart cities across the globe.”

      The room was silent save for the ticking of the wall clock. Elmira merely stared at Liz, expression unreadable.

      “This is all very difficult to accept, even with everything that has happened,” Adolpho said, completing the first sentence in English that they’d heard from him. He seemed skeptical but also wary of offending them.

      “Trust me, I know how crazy it sounds,” Trevor broke in. He was uniquely suited to understand their reaction, having come late to the whole ‘the world is going to end’ party. “It sounds like the plot of some low-budget movie, right? But it’s true. That’s why I called everyone together. The solar event Liz mentioned has begun. It’s called a coronal mass ejection, and it’s going to wipe out power to most of the planet when it hits. I received word that the first wave occurred yesterday, around 11 a.m. Pacific standard time. That’s the weaker wave, the baby one before the real threat arrives. We have somewhere between twenty-four and forty-eight hours before the end of the world as we know it. Maybe less.”

      “Let us assume you are correct,” Elmira said, eyes distrustful. She brushed a lock of midnight hair from her face. “What is it you wish of us? What can we do to stop this terrible calamity?’

      “You can help us wake the Mother,” Liz said. She made it sound so simple.

      “If this ancient enemy has yet to appear, why do you need our help?” Elmira asked, gaze weighing Liz. “Why not simply wake her yourself? You’ve demonstrated incredible strength and fantastic powers. Far more than any of us.”

      “There’s a catch,” Liz said with a heavy sigh. Trevor noticed her grip tighten on Blair’s hand. Did she even realize she was doing that? Her tone was resolved. “The pyramid is held by a private army. They have state-of-the-art military hardware, no shortage of soldiers, and a strong desire to keep us from waking the Mother.”

      “We’ll almost certainly take casualties getting in,” Trevor announced. It was only fair that they knew what they were getting involved in.

      “And this Mother will help us fight this ancient enemy?” Elmira asked, looking pointedly first at Liz and Blair. She paid almost no attention to Trevor. Werewolf racism? He suppressed a smile.

      “She has all the answers. She created us and knows all about this ancient enemy,” Blair explained. He seemed more confident than when they’d met, though it had only been a few days. “You’ve seen that some werewolves are stronger than others. I believe that’s based on the strength of your virus, which is in turn related to how far from the source you are. If I’m right about that, the Mother will be much, much stronger than we can begin to imagine. She can teach us abilities we can’t possibly predict. We need her.”

      “If this Mother is our creator, then I would see her free,” Cyntia said, her leg pressed against his arm on the edge of the couch. Her sudden interest was more than a little odd, but it was difficult to question the attentions of a gorgeous woman.

      “It sounds like we have little choice. If we do not help, we’re defenseless when these zombies arrive,” Adolpho said, also directing his argument at Elmira.

      “Then it is settled,” Elmira said, rising gracefully from her recliner. “We will help you rescue this Mother, though our own lives may be forfeit. We will need to obtain vehicles and sufficient weaponry. How soon do you wish to leave?”

      “How far is it to the pyramid?” Trevor asked.

      “About four hours,” Liz said.

      “We leave now, then. Let us hope we are not too late,” Elmira said.
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      Blair crept up the last few feet of the ridge, dropping prone and pulling himself through the dirt until he was next to Trevor. The Barrett sniper rifle had been set up on a bipod, thick scope angled at the camp that now sprawled around the pyramid. How had they built it so quickly?

      Blair willed a bit of energy to enhance his vision. The camp leapt into sharp focus, the gibbous moon illuminating the valley as brightly as the sun could. The soldiers had created semi-permanent structures, and at least several dozen troops moved between them. More probably slept inside. There were eight jeeps parked near the center of camp, guarded by a pair of soldiers wearing the power armor the soldiers in San Diego had worn. More would probably appear like wasps from a kicked nest if they were discovered.

      “Do you see those cables?” Trevor whispered. A row of thick black tubes snaked from the three-story building near the center of camp and into the pyramid. “That’s probably how they’re keeping the place lit and under surveillance. Cut that and the whole place goes dark, giving you the advantage once you’re inside. If you’re quick, you can probably reach this central chamber of yours before the people inside even know what’s going on.”

      “I’ll remember that,” Blair said, filing it away for later. The frigid wind howled up the ridge and ruffled his hair. His teeth chattered audibly, but he resisted the urge to shift. That would take energy, and he wanted to husband his strength. “How many soldiers do you think are in those bunkers?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Trevor said, raising his voice to compete with the wind. “If you’re discovered and those troops come into play, it’s over. They’ve got enough ordnance down there to wipe us all out. We’ll do some damage, but they’ll overwhelm us.”

      “Lovely. That means our only choice is waking the Mother and hoping she can help. Otherwise this is going to be a real short rescue,” Blair said, glancing back at the others. They waited a little way down the ridge, a tight knot of dark forms blending with the scattered rocks. The group was surrounded by over a dozen smaller shadows, the larger dogs who’d accompanied Adolpho.

      Liz was nowhere to be found, of course. She’d attempted to teach the other females her trick with the shadows, but they hadn’t taken as readily to it. Either they were still mastering the ability, or they were just not as comfortable using it as Liz was.

      “You’re not going to make it inside without being seen,” Trevor said, rifle scope slowly scanning the camp. “You can probably make it to the outer buildings, but the pyramid is well lit and out in the open. You might be able to blur inside, but there’s a good chance you’ll be seen. Maybe you can send the girls in? They can use that shadow trick.”

      “That doesn’t help,” Blair called back as he continued to scan the camp. “I have to be the one. Only I can wake the Mother, and I’m not even sure what I have to do to accomplish it. They’ve got to get me inside. I’ve got an idea about that, though.”

      “Idea?” Came Liz-wolf’s low, guttural voice. She couldn’t be more than a foot or two away, but Blair saw nothing. Smelled nothing. Damn, that was creepy.

      “You remember I told you that Ahiga did a mindshare with me at the end?” Blair asked, turning to face the patch of night her voice had originated from. “I saw his memories. One of them was crossing the border into San Diego. He was right there, and we never knew it. A guy in a ‘Niners shirt, right ahead of us in line. He changed his face, his scent, everything.”

      “That’s brilliant,” Trevor said, finally looking up from the scope. He had a dark-green hat on, with a clip that attached it to the collar of his jacket and kept it from blowing away. “You can pick off one of the soldiers and take his place.”

      “I can take care of that part,” Liz said, an ominous growl thrumming deep within her chest. “I’ll take Elmira with me. Cyntia and Adolpho can stay here with Trevor. If things go south, your attack should catch them off guard so we can get away. Blair, blur your way down to that patch of boulders there, behind that big mound of dirt. Once we have the uniform, we’ll bring it to you, and the three of us can head down to wake the Mother.”

      How comfortable she was giving orders amazed Blair. And how comfortable the group seemed taking them. No one questioned Liz, accepting her leadership as a matter of course. Was that some supernatural werewolf trick, or just good sense?

      “I’ll take a vantage on this ridge,” Trevor said, pointing at the base of the cliff below. “I’m going to send Adolpho and Cyntia down there to the base, in the shadows. You werewolf types can scale that cliff, so if you do make it out in a hurry, you can come back this way. I doubt Mohn will expect that. We’ll keep it clear until you can reach it.”

      “I’ll inform the others,” Liz rumbled, her form suddenly appearing as she loped down the ridge.

      “I’ll come to terms with the whole werewolf thing, but I will never get used to how she does that,” Trevor said, shaking his head.

      Blair shrugged out of his jacket and removed his shirt and pants. By the time he had his underwear off, he knew he must be turning blue.

      “I’m going to make for those rocks,” Blair said, voice deepening as he shifted. His senses sharpened still further. Most notably, he detected the scents of the soldiers below. They reeked of complacency, though a few bore the sharp tang of wariness. Those would be the ones who’d actually fought a werewolf and knew exactly what they were facing.

      “Good luck, Blair. If we don’t survive, I just wanted to say you’ve become a real friend, man,” Trevor said, clasping Blair’s forearm. “Even if you do look like Chewbacca and shed all over my Rover.”

      Blair gave a low chuckle that was, thankfully, masked by the wind. Then he released his friend’s hand, crouching atop the ridge-line. “You’re a hell of a guy, Trevor. And you know what? Garland isn’t the only one who thinks your sister’s hot.” Then he blurred, hopping from boulder to boulder as he picked a path down the mountainside. The feat would have paralyzed him with fear a couple months ago, but now he found it exhilarating. He knew his limits now, and this trek was trivial.

      He landed in a small puff of dirt, turning to gaze back up the mountainside several hundred meters above. Trevor was shaking his head but looked like he was laughing. Blair grinned like an idiot. Maybe it was the adrenaline or just the fact that he was finally doing something, but he’d never felt more alive, more confident.

      He peered over the lip of the dirt mound he’d sheltered behind. The camp was quiet save for a few soldiers moving between structures. They moved with purpose, heads bent to whatever tasks they’d been assigned. That boded well. They weren’t paying much attention. Blair shifted his gaze to the pyramid, scanning the narrow entrance. A pair of guards waited outside, bored but alert.

      “Hot sister, huh?” Liz rumbled, materializing from the shadows next to him. She was close enough to have taken his throat had she wanted to. That made her wolfish grin all the more unsettling.

      “You heard that?” Blair said, trying not to appear disturbed by her sudden appearance.

      “No, Trevor totally ratted you out,” Liz said, giving a decidedly ominous giggle. Elmira appeared next to her, ending the moment. Liz turned to her. “Follow me. We’ll head to the western edge of camp and pick off a soldier, ideally someone who looks like they have some rank. I’ll carry the body back. You cover me.”

      Elmira’s fur blended into the night even without the shadows. Only her amber eyes gave her away. “Let us move swiftly. I do not like being so close to this many enemies. If we are discovered, it will go badly for us.”

      The pair disappeared, leaving Blair with nothing but time. He glanced back up the ridge. Locating the barrel of Trevor’s rifle took several moments, and Blair only achieved that because he had heightened senses and knew where to look. It was the only sign of Trevor’s location, which would prove very valuable if things went awry. He dropped his gaze to the base of the cliff, scanning for Adolpho and Cyntia.

      Adolpho crouched behind a boulder, shielding him from nearby buildings. Blair wished he’d had time to teach Adolpho a few more things, especially the ability to blur. Maybe if he survived the coming battle. From the sound of it, he’d be needed for the imminent apocalypse. His pack was still trapped up on the ridge. They could circle down eventually, but that would take a while.

      Cyntia appeared to have mastered the shadows, because there was no sign of her. He felt better having her guard Adolpho and Trevor. Females were truly frightening, weak blood or no. If the three of them could avoid detection, they’d make a hell of a distraction if, and when, Blair was trying to exit the pyramid with the Mother.

      He turned his attention to the closest building, a flash of movement having pulled his gaze. A single black-clad soldier had stepped into the shadows, unzipped his fly, and begun to relieve himself against a rock. It was a monumentally poor decision. Fanged death materialized from the shadows, clamping a furry hand around his mouth to smother his scream. In one sharp jerk, his neck snapped. Then both werewolf and soldier disappeared into the shadows. Liz could extend her cloak to others? That was new.

      Blair held his breath, praying no one would notice the soldier’s disappearance. Long moments later Liz and Elmira appeared at the base of the mound. He scrambled down to crouch next to them, waiting as Liz stripped the man’s clothing.

      “I’m not sure how well it will fit. He’s taller than you,” she said in a low voice as she unbuckled his belt and yanked his pants free.

      “I can reshape my body to be the right height,” Blair said, certain he could do it even as he uttered the words. The beast spoke to him less of late, but he also had more thoughts that were not his own.

      We have truly merged, Ka-Dun. I will always be separate, but less so the longer we are together.

      Blair began pulling on the uniform, shifting back to human form as he did. The pants were definitely too long and the shirt too narrow for his newly muscled shoulders. He concentrated, drawing on the beast’s knowledge as he willed his body to change. His legs grew longer, and his shoulders narrowed, enough that the uniform fit tolerably well. Then he studied the dead soldier’s face, willing his cheeks and nose to match. The process was painful, but they snapped into the desired position.

      “How do I look?” he asked, turning to face the hulking werewolves.

      “That’s amazing,” Elmira said. It was the first time Blair had seen a shocked expression on a werewolf’s face.

      “If that doesn’t fool them, I don’t know what will,” Liz said. She turned to face the pyramid. “Just walk slowly to the entrance. We’ll be right next to you the entire time.”
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      Jordan ducked out of Ops and into the brisk night air. It was a welcome relief after he’d spent hours poring over reports in the stuffy confines of the hastily erected building. Mohn had given him everything he’d asked for, a full company of soldiers, all the proper ordnance, and ten suits of the new X-12 power armor. It was enough firepower to topple a government, but would it be enough to keep this place safe from a sea of rampaging werewolves? Maybe in the short term. About half of the material was already on-site, and the rest would arrive over the next few days.

      “Commander,” Yuri’s synthesized voice called from his X-12. He stood some thirty feet away, breaking from his patrol to trot over to Jordan. He’d really taken to the armor and wore it almost everywhere. “Have you heard Mohn scuttlebutt? Is mothballing every site except this one.”

      Jordan was surprised word had already made it to the line troops, but then, rumors always moved faster than command anticipated they would. He fell into step with the Russian. “You didn’t hear it from me, but we’ve lost the war. Mohn is pulling back to Syracuse, setting up their own little kingdom.”

      “What about us?” Yuri asked, unreadable beneath his faceplate.

      “We’re the last line of defense. If the werewolves wake the woman inside, Command believes she’ll unleash devastation that will make what we’re currently facing look like a bad Monday at the office,” Jordan confided. They wound around a hastily constructed Quonset hut housing one of the new divisions.

      “Smells like stalling tactic, Commander,” Yuri said, giving Jordan a sidelong look. “What’s real play?”

      “They’re going to nuke the pyramid. The package arrives in two days. All we have to do is hold off until…” He trailed off, staring at the pyramid.

      “Sir?” Yuri asked, turning to see what Jordan was staring at.

      “I gave strict instructions that no one was to be given access to the pyramid,” he said, pointing at a soldier being challenged by the guards. “Who the fuck is that, and why are they trying to gain access?”

      “Will check,” Yuri said, taking a step closer to the pyramid. “Gate Guard One, is Yuri. Request confirmation. Who is visitor?”

      There was no immediate answer. The figure was admitted to the pyramid, disappearing into the tunnel as both guards returned to a state of relaxed vigilance.

      “Don’t like this. Why no answering?” Yuri asked.

      “Because that wasn’t a soldier they just admitted. I want you to assemble every X-12 as quietly as possible,” Jordan ordered, cursing himself for only stationing two guards at the entrance. He didn’t know what trick Smith had just pulled, but he knew without a doubt it was Smith. He must have fooled the man’s eyes, somehow. “We’ll rendezvous at the tunnel entrance in five minutes. Go.”

      Yuri was already moving, sprinting toward the barracks. Jordan trotted toward the new armory, where the suits were housed. He’d be needed in this fight. “Ops, this is Jordan. Notify the guards inside the central chamber that they’re about to have company.”

      “Roger that, sir,” an unfamiliar voice answered. They’d shuffled quite a few personnel, and he’d had no time to learn their names.

      Jordan strode through the black plastic door, making for the stall containing his power armor. The little setup really was ingenious. Each piece of armor was attached to robotic arms along the inner walls of the stall. There was just enough room for a person to squeeze inside. He did so, stabbing a red button near eye level. It flared to life, and the stall began to whir.

      The robotic arms aligned each piece of armor, snapping them together first around his legs and then his chest. He extended his arms, allowing the stall to do its work. The helmet came last, settling over his head and snapping into place with a sharp hiss as it sealed the environment within.

      The new HUD R&D had installed came to life, giving him a wealth of information. Battery charge was at eighty-seven percent. All four missiles were loaded. No damage had been detected, although a small yellow alert near the bottom of the screen claimed that the seal on the right knee was in need of maintenance.

      Jordan stepped from the stall, moving for the rack of rifles on the far wall. He drew one of the J-9s, the latest weapon Mohn had sent. It fired high velocity .338 rounds, something command called a Black Lotus. They weren’t as devastating as the .50 calibers, but he could squeeze off thirty to a clip with minimal recoil, and anything he hit generally stayed down.

      Soldiers began filing in behind him, moving into their assigned stalls with practiced precision. He strode past them, exiting the bunker and waiting outside, where he had a better view of the pyramid. There was nothing to see, at least not outside. If he wanted better intel, he’d have to ask Ops for a direct feed. The request might distract them at a critical moment, so he waited impatiently for the squad to assemble.

      They emerged one after another, filing into two neat rows of four behind him. Yuri’s X-12 already waited at the tunnel entrance. Jordan turned to the squad. “Let’s move like we have a purpose, people. We get in and take down the intruders, no matter the cost. Collateral damage is authorized. Do whatever it takes to eliminate the enemy.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            72

          

          

      

    

    







            Jedi Mind Tricks

          

        

      

    

    
      “Halt, soldier,” one of the guards barked, snapping his rifle to his shoulder. The barrel was aimed at Blair’s chest. The second soldier mirrored the motion. “You know you’re not supposed to be here. What the hell are you doing away from your post?”

      Blair briefly considered his options. If he tried to lie his way past the guards, they would see through his bluff almost immediately. If he killed them, the rest of the camp would be on him in seconds.

      “Wait,” the second soldier said suspiciously, taking a step closer and aiming his rifle at Blair’s chest. “Is that blood on your uniform?”

      Blair had only a moment to act before things spiraled out of control. But what to do?

      Force your will upon them, Ka-Dun. Make them accept your words. I will guide you.

      Blair took a deep breath and just went with it.

      “That’s the blood of the last grunt who gave me this kind of lip,” Blair growled, forcing authority he didn’t feel. He stepped up to the first soldier’s barrel, allowing the weapon to poke him in the chest. Energy moved within him, infusing his next words with something. He knew the name of exactly one officer here, and he hoped it was the right one. “Commander Jordan ordered me down to the central chamber to inspect the cabling. We’ve lost two monitors, and he doesn’t like the blind spot. You’re going to let me past, and you aren’t going to give me any more grief about it. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” both men assented in unison, lowering their rifles as they snapped to attention. They stepped aside, clearing a path into the pyramid.

      Blair blinked for a moment. Could it have been that easy? Guess he was due for a break. He hoped his luck would hold for the rest of the trip down.

      He advanced past them, down the tunnel that, given how tight the corners were, he guessed may have been bored into the rock with a laser. His heart thundered as he strode away half expecting them to turn and shout at him to stop. They didn’t. He made it to the massive doors, which stood open to the night. The black cables snaked past them, and he briefly considered severing them. Not yet.

      Blair entered the pyramid for the first time since his brief taste of death. This was a wholly different experience. When he gazed at the hieroglyphs covering the walls, he understood them as if he were reading English. If only he had the time for study. What knowledge must they contain?

      “Did you just Jedi mind trick those guards?” Liz rumbled from the shadows, softly to avoid being detected by the cameras or the guards he’d just bluffed. “Wait till Trevor hears about this. He’s going to crack up.”

      “We weren’t the droids they were looking for,” Blair said, forcing a smile.

      Blair wished he shared her enthusiasm. Now that he was finally confronted with the reality of the situation, he was terrified. What sort of opposition would they face reaching the Mother? It couldn’t be as easy as what they’d encountered thus far. Would they be able to escape? Could he even wake the Mother at all? So many unknowns.

      They continued down the corridor, eventually reaching the spot where he and Bridget had paused to study the glyphs that very first day. He stared up at the beautifully scripted wall, understanding it in a way he couldn’t possibly have then. It was so clear. The tide of undead washing across the world. The champions standing against them. Citizens coming willingly to their deaths because they knew there must be champions to save the rest of them.

      Even this place was described, an Ark. Not the Ark. An Ark, one of many. This place held so many secrets, but he’d bought understanding at the cost of an even more precious commodity. Time. He just didn’t have it. Blair hurried forward, aware of Elmira’s form flitting from shadow to shadow. There was no sign of Liz.

      He made his way deeper, eventually reaching the final slope that led into the central chamber. He remembered Steve’s shattered husk, the broken remains of a great man. He remembered long hours with Bridget, her presence inspiring the same lust it always had, despite her betrayal. Most of all, he remembered dying, just a few hundred steps from where he stood now. Would he die again today, this time more permanently?

      “Listen,” Elmira hissed, flitting to the shadow next to one of the statues lining the corridor. “Do you hear that? Up above. The way we came.”

      Blair listened. He heard a clatter of metal boots on stone. A lot of boots. Too many for him to make out their number. Those boots were still distant, but they were getting closer. That had to be an armed response. Soldiers would be here soon. He dropped to one knee, reaching for the cables. “They know we’re here. Liz, I’m going to cut the power. We’re out of time.”

      “Do it. I’ll get down to the central chamber and scout their position. Blair, do that mindshare thing with Elmira and me,” Liz commanded, still shrouded in shadows. “Once we know what we’re dealing with, we’ll formulate a better plan.”
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      Bridget awoke with a gasp, scrambling backward as she wildly studied her surroundings. She’d been dreaming about a different world, one covered in ice and snow. The pieces melted through her fingers, leaving nothing but ephemeral images. She lay against the wall of her cell, nightgown soaked through with sweat.

      A hurried set of footsteps and the rapid heartbeat they belonged to ran down the corridor outside. They stopped outside of her cell, which opened with a hiss and revealed Sheila’s wide brown eyes. She wore an ill-fitting soldier’s uniform, complete with a matte-black helmet.

      “We have to get you out of here,” she panted, chest heaving. She darted a glance behind her and then turned back to Bridget. “If you can break your restraints, now is the time. I spiked some coffee and gave it to the gate guards. We have maybe five or ten minutes before someone notices something.”

      “Sheila, what are you doing? They’ll kill you for helping me,” Bridget replied, rising to her feet as gracefully as the restraints would allow her to.

      “Only if they can catch me,” she said, leaning on the doorframe as she caught her breath. “Jordan let slip that Blair is coming, and given the fact that every soldier is grabbing a gun, I’m guessing he’s arrived. I’m hoping you can get me up to the ridge above camp, then come back and help him do whatever he needs to do.”

      “Of course, Sheila. Stand back,” Bridget said, closing her eyes. She summoned all the fury, all the helplessness she’d experienced these past weeks. It was finally time to fight back.

      She opened the cage, allowing the beast free rein. It came surging forward, but instead of repressing her conscious mind, the beast’s mingled with hers. They were one blended being, united in their need to escape this place, to right the injustices that had been inflicted on them.

      Bridget sucked in a deep breath and let out a howl that shook the walls. It grew deeper as she changed, muscles writhing as fur burst from her body. By the time the howl ended, the transformation was complete. She stood hunched in the cell, her back and shoulders pressed against the comically low roof.

      The restraints had grown to accommodate her larger form, but no matter how strong they were, they had a breaking point. Bridget strained, pulling her wrists apart with as much strength as she could muster. Her arms burned with exertion for long seconds. Then the restraints gave way in a shower of broken metal. She repeated the process with her ankles, stepping into the hallway to join Sheila.

      “Let’s go. Run for the ridge. I’ll be behind you, in the shadows. If anything tries to stop you, I will deal with it,” she snarled.
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      Trevor watched in horror as floodlights burst to life throughout the camp. Eight armored figures sprinted for the tunnel leading into the pyramid. They moved with military precision, in two columns of four. He remembered them from San Diego. How could he forget? He, Liz, and Blair had been forced to run then, and they’d only had to deal with four. Now there were twice as many and who knew what defenses inside the pyramid. They boiled out of the camp as though they were ants scrambling from a struck anthill, moving to encircle the pyramid’s western face, where the entrance lay. This whole op was going to hell very quickly.

      He moved his scope to the closest building, the one just beyond Adolpho and Cyntia’s hiding spot. A figure burst out, but unlike the others, she darted away from the pyramid, toward the cliff. She kept shooting glances over her shoulder, scrambling across the rocky ground with the sort of desperation reserved for those who know their lives depend on running.

      “No, no, no,” Trevor murmured, dropping the scope and surveying the area around the fugitive. His fears were confirmed. At least two dozen soldiers had taken notice. Their training wouldn’t allow them to ignore someone fleeing during a combat op. They’d be compelled to investigate. If the person had simply walked away calmly, she might have had a chance.

      The Mohn soldiers took up the hunt like a pack of hounds, fanning out as they moved in her direction. Trevor’s jaw dropped as a patch of darkness sprouted claws, rending the soldier at the rear of the group. Trevor glanced down at Cyntia’s hiding spot, but she was still there. Another female werewolf had joined the fight, but he had no idea who she was.

      Adolpho broke from cover, pointing at the soldiers and barking something that the wind snatched away. A half dozen shapes loped through the darkness, those dogs that had managed to find their way down to him. There were far fewer than he’d arrived with, maybe five or six. The soldiers reacted instantly, several dropping to firing positions behind rocks as they brought their weapons to bear.

      The layered staccato of multiple rifles split the night as bullets pinged and whined below. Some found their targets, and three of the dogs dropped. One of the survivors, a burly Rottweiler, tackled one of the soldiers who’d fired. The pair went down in a tangle of limbs.

      Other soldiers were stopping now, lining up shots as they adjusted to multiple opponents. The stranger materialized behind one of them, tearing out his throat before disappearing again. Trevor had a better look this time and could clearly see silver fur. Blair was the only silver werewolf that he knew of, but this was clearly a female.

      The fugitive continued her mad dash, bounding over rocks as she made her way to the base of the ridge. That gave Trevor a moment of pause. There was no way the person could have climbed it unaided, not without the help of a werewolf or a jet pack. She must be working with the strange new werewolf.

      He compartmentalized the situation, settling his cheek against the rifle as he peered through the scope again. Enemy of my enemy and all that. What mattered right now was downing those soldiers so his people could live. He found his first target, a tall man taking shelter behind a boulder. He ducked from cover and loosed a volley from his assault rifle. Trevor couldn’t see the man’s target, so he had no idea if the shots hit.

      He cleared his mind, settling the crosshairs over the man’s throat. Then he stroked the trigger. A thunderous crack echoed across the valley as the man’s head evaporated into gory mist. Trevor glanced up from the scope, surveying the battle for more targets. There was an abundance of them. The last few dogs had already gone down.

      Cyntia had apparently melted into the shadows with the newcomer, which left Adolpho and the fugitive. The fugitive had been smart enough to take cover between the large boulders at the base of the ridge, leaving Adolpho as the only viable target for almost twenty soldiers.

      A withering hail of bullets lanced into him, knocking him back like a hurricane would a plastic bag. He rolled behind a boulder, probably buying himself time to heal. Then Cyntia appeared, disemboweling one soldier and then immediately slashing the throat of another. The silver seemed to take that as her cue, and she leapt from the darkness and into a trio of soldiers.

      That still left over a dozen, with overlapping fields of fire. They lit Adolpho up, peppering the grey with a withering storm of bullets. He tried desperately to hide behind the rocks, but there was simply nowhere to go. Werewolf or not, his body was still flesh and blood, and Trevor watched in horror as Adolpho fell limply to the ground. The hail didn’t slacken, more and more bullets sending up gouts of blood and gore as they tore the body apart.

      Trevor closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He couldn’t help Adolpho, but he could avenge him. He opened his eyes and found another target. Then another. Reload, aim, kill. He picked off four more before he ran out of targets. Cyntia and the silver crouched next to Adolpho’s corpse, talking.

      The silver put a hand on Cyntia’s shoulder and then sprinted for the base of the ridge. She scooped up the fugitive like a toddler and began to bound up the steep hillside like a mountain goat on speed. Cyntia stayed with Adolpho for long moments before she followed.

      Trevor rose to his feet and took a step back from the cliff. He rested a hand on his .45 and waited as calmly as he could. Not long after, the silver bounded over the lip of the ridge, landing heavily several feet away. She set the fugitive down. The woman had short brown hair and was wearing a Mohn uniform. Her face was pale and drawn, and she seemed to fight for breath, though he wasn’t sure if that was from exertion, fear, or altitude sickness. Maybe all of them.

      “Who are you?” Trevor asked, pointedly ignoring the silver. He was totally not terrified of the nine-foot werewolf just a few feet away.

      “My name is Sheila. I’m part of the team that’s been studying this place. We’re the ones who started this whole thing, who unleashed the werewolves,” she gasped, clutching at her chest. She looked like she might keel over at any moment, pausing to breathe in several more sharp lungfuls of cool night before she continued. “You don’t seem all that surprised by the sight of a werewolf. You’re here with Blair, aren’t you?”

      “You know Blair?” Trevor asked, removing his hand from his weapon. “Yes, I’m with him. He just took a team into the pyramid.”

      “Oh, thank God,” she gasped, leaning heavily against the granite. She turned to face the silver. “We may actually have a chance. You should get down there and help him.”

      “Not until I’m sure you’re safe,” the silver rumbled, fixing Trevor with a baleful stare.

      “If you threaten him, I will rip out your heart and eat it,” Cyntia rumbled, stepping from the shadows just a few feet from Trevor.

      “We don’t have time for this,” he said, stabbing a finger at the pyramid. “Blair and Liz are down there. They’re going to need whatever help we can provide. Both of you furry types should get your asses down there and help. I promise Sheila will be safe. She looks like death, and she probably needs to get to lower elevation, or she might get pulmonary edema. I’ll get her back to the car where she can rest. Is everyone happy with that?”

      The silver nodded grudgingly. Cyntia looked like she might argue, but when the silver bounded over the cliff and down the ridge, she trailed after. That left him with Sheila.

      “So I’m guessing you know all about our impending zombie friends?” he asked, relaxing enough to turn back to the camp. He didn’t trust her yet, but if she couldn’t breathe, she wasn’t much of a threat. Besides, if she was on the level, Blair might need her help deciphering everything in the pyramid. Assuming they’d live.

      “Zombies?” she asked, obviously confused.

      “I’ll explain on the way. Let’s go,” he said, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and helping her down the path back to the car.
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      Liz draped the shadows around her, prowling the darkness as she loped down the corridor and into what could only be the central chamber. She paused at the entryway, surveying the room before her. Several chrome stand lamps provided a modicum of illumination. She assumed they must run on some sort of batteries, because they’d apparently survived Blair cutting the power.

      The lights revealed five obelisks, one in each corner and a larger one in the center. They’d clearly been constructed by the same culture that had built this place, and they clashed sharply with the more recent additions. A pair of bulky black turrets atop tripods sat on opposite sides of the room. Each had a wicked-looking barrel and a small red dot that ceaselessly scanned the darkness for targets. They passed right over her seemingly without notice.

      The hall opposite the doorway she stood in had the most obvious modifications. A wide semicircle of concrete had been erected, with a narrow steel door set in the center. Four slits had been left in the stonework, probably to allow people to fire out at targets without exposing themselves.

      On either side of the stonework stood a guard in the same armor she’d fought in San Diego. They too watched the darkness for targets, the faceless masks they wore probably allowing them to see in darkness, somehow. Their vigilance was hardly surprising. Dousing the lights had no doubt alerted them.

      Liz considered the situation. Blair had to survive to reach the Mother, no matter the cost. Then, if they were very lucky, the Mother would help them deal with Mohn. If not, all of this would be for nothing. The pyramid only had one exit, so everything Mohn could bring to bear was about to come down on them like an avalanche.

      They had to get inside before reinforcements arrived. They’d have to deal with the turrets, kill the armored guards, and then break down that steel door. It was a tall order whether they were werewolves or not.

      Liz, can you hear me? Blair’s voice echoed in her mind.

      “I can hear you,” she whispered, almost soundlessly. “Can you see what I’m seeing?”

      I can, Blair’s disembodied voice said. Let me deal with the turrets. When the guards come for me, you and Elmira deal with the guards and get that door down.

      “Got it,” she murmured, moving silently down the ramp into the chamber. She circled to the far side, maybe twenty feet from the armored guard on the right. She could be on him in a heartbeat as soon as Blair had the man’s attention.

      Liz held her breath as she realized she needed to pee. That almost drew a hysterical laugh. It was just so incongruous to the situation. But she gritted her teeth and waited. She didn’t have to wait long.

      Blair’s silver form appeared in the doorway for just an instant before he blurred to the middle of the room, near the central obelisk. He was directly between the pair of turrets. She wanted to drag him into the shadows but resisted the urge as both turrets swiveled in his direction. They moved more quickly than the guards, though each armored form had begun to react as well.

      Her heart leapt into her throat as the turrets began to chatter. A stream of brass shells ejected from the top of each as bright gouts of flame erupted from each muzzle. The rounds streaked toward Blair faster than the eye could follow. He moved even more quickly, blurring away in a roll that carried him to the far side of the obelisk. That would shelter him from the guards, at least.

      What he’d set in motion took a moment to register. Blair had been directly between the turrets. Once he’d moved, the rounds they had fired continued forward and into the turret on the opposite side of the room. Both boxy contraptions exploded into sparks as they were knocked onto their sides, severely damaged from the friendly fire.

      She turned her attention back to the guards, who’d already begun a flanking maneuver to get a line of sight to Blair’s hiding place. Liz had a perfect view of the closest guard’s back, and she used it to devastating effect. She leapt forward, tackling the armor to the ground with a screech of metal. She slammed the helmet against the marble floor as hard as she could once, twice, and then a third time. The faceplate cracked but didn’t shatter. Damn, these things were tough.

      Before she could do more, her opponent reacted, twisting his body to get an arm free. He extended his metal claws, scything them through the tendon of her right leg as he bucked his entire body. The move sent her toppling to the floor and allowed him to roll away. He came to his feet, pausing for a split second to eye the rifle he’d dropped when she tackled him. She knew he’d never make it, and he seemed to reach the same conclusion, cracked faceplate swiveling back to her.

      She rose to her feet, baring her fangs and willing the injury to heal as she rested her weight on her good leg. The soldier didn’t give her time, launching himself at her with both sets of claws. She caught his arms, but he came down on her with all his weight. Her bad leg gave way, and they fell to the marble, both straining for the upper hand.

      Liz twisted suddenly, rolling on top of her opponent. She brought her face down in a vicious head butt, finally shattering the faceplate. The man within was in his early thirties. He had a thick black goatee and silver sunglasses. It was the same man she’d fought in San Diego. He snarled up at her. “Is time to die, little wolf.”

      She had just enough time to think he was overconfident before she realized her mistake. With her body atop his, she made a perfect target for the slits set into the man-made bunker Mohn had constructed. Automatic weapons’ fire thundered through the room as pain blossomed all over her body. Liz scrambled off her opponent with a shriek, rolling back into the shadows in desperate flight.

      Be calm, Ka-Dun. These wounds will heal, though more slowly than you might wish. Had you not injected yourself with poisonous silver, it would happen more quickly, but we cannot change the past.

      Great, an ‘I told you so’ from a voice in her head. Liz gritted her teeth and limped to the base of an obelisk as she sized up the room. Elmira was wrestling with the other armored soldier. One of her arms hung limply at her side, but she used the other to grab her opponent’s armored arm and hurl his body into the door. The impact made a sizable dent, but the door had clearly been made to withstand worse.

      Elmira leapt on the soldier, pinning him to the ground with her good arm as she savaged the armor around his neck with her fangs. It was an intelligent move because it put her in a blind spot the weapon slits couldn’t reach. Unfortunately Elmira didn’t seem to have taken Liz’s opponent into account. The man with the goatee rolled to his feet. His armor rocked backward as four missiles streaked from the boxy launcher atop his shoulder.

      They corkscrewed into Elmira’s back, all four detonating in a wave of light and sound that blinded Liz as it launched her backward. Her ears rang painfully as she shook her head and tried to get back to her feet. The explosion filled the room with smoke and debris, but she could still make out the destruction.

      Two of the obelisks were nothing but rubble now, and Mohn’s bunker was scored and battered, though the door still held. There wasn’t enough left of Elmira to identify her, and Liz realized with cold certainty that Elmira was dead. The blast had also caught her opponent, who was struggling weakly near one of the intact obelisks.

      Rage overcame Liz. She ignored her wounds, charging across the room and toward the downed guard with the Russian accent. She planted her wounded leg atop his back, ignoring the pain as she ground his chest against the floor. Then she seized his leg with both hands and ripped. It came off with a metallic pop and a spray of blood.

      The man gave an agonized shriek and started thrashing wildly, but Liz leaned heavily atop him. She kept him pinned as she prepared to deliver the killing blow.
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      Blair came to his feet behind one of the obelisks, surveying the room in horror. This place was of incalculable worth, with both historical and practical value. Mohn had just destroyed it with automatic weapons’ fire and frigging missiles. Much of the room had been reduced to rubble, yet the bunker the soldiers had erected was still a barrier.

      Elmira was gone. Of that, he was sure. Even if he hadn’t seen the explosion, he could no longer feel his link to her mind. Liz was still there, a ball of rage as she leapt atop the sole surviving guard and ripped off the poor man’s leg. That instant, Blair recognized Yuri. He felt a twinge of pity, but it was only a twinge. The werewolves hadn’t chosen this war. Mohn had.

      He turned his focus back to the bunker. How the hell was he going to get inside? A pair of grey-green eyes peered out through one of the gun slits, falling on Liz. Blair blurred, accelerating both body and mind. In an instant those eyes could be replaced by a gun, so he had to strike now.

      A spike of pure will shot across the intervening space, glowing with faint blue light as it struck the owner of the grey-green eyes. Then Blair was that woman, Corporal Yasmin, a twenty-six-year-old who’d joined Mohn for the money after a stint in the Marines.

      With her eyes, Blair surveyed the inside of the bunker, taking in the other three soldiers. All three bore familiar-looking rifles, each barrel inches away from the slits cut into the stone. None of them said anything as Blair stepped behind them. He calmly pressed the barrel of Yasmin’s rifle to the skull of the nearest soldier and fired.

      The man went down in a spray of blood, and before either surviving soldier could react, she fired again. This time she sent a hail of bullets, which lanced into both targets. The second was knocked from his feet, and Blair continued firing until both stopped moving. Then he walked Yasmin to the dented bunker door and threw back the metal bar holding it closed.

      He pushed it open and dropped his rifle, stepping into the central chamber. He felt a dim surge of fear from Yasmin’s trapped consciousness as she saw Liz’s bloodied form just a few feet away. Liz-wolf’s fangs flashed, and the auburn wolf was on Yasmin. Blair fled her mind and returned to his own.

      Blair lumbered into a run, shaking away the vertigo from so rapidly changing his perspective. He sprinted past Liz, trying not to watch as she tore Yasmin apart. He sprinted through the doorway and into the bunker, not bothering to close the door after him. He had no idea if it would serve as any kind of barrier when Mohn’s reinforcements arrived, and there were only a precious few seconds left.

      He lurched to a halt as he entered the sarcophagus chamber, gasping as he had his first real view of the room’s majesty. He’d been dying when he last saw it, unable to fully appreciate the marvel of it all. Seven clear sarcophagi radiated from the center of the room like spokes on a wheel. They were covered in an array of gemstones, rubies and emeralds and diamonds. Pulses of light flowed between each at irregular intervals, flowing from gem to gem on invisible pathways.

      The walls were a pristine white, covered in a sea of flowing silver glyphs that rearranged as he watched. The substance was similar to marble but with its own inner light. It provided soft illumination that pulsed in time to a heartbeat. The heartbeat of the Mother, he’d be willing to bet.

      He crossed the room to stand next to the only occupied sarcophagus. The room was beautiful, but it all paled in comparison to the woman within.

      The woman was slender and petite, perhaps five feet tall. She looked tiny in the massive sarcophagus, which probably could have held a full-sized female werewolf. She lay on a bed of her own silver hair, waist long and lustrous despite millennia of stasis. She had delicate features that made her appear childlike, though she might very well have been the oldest living person in the world.

      Her clothing was exquisite, like nothing he’d ever seen. She wore a clean white wrap around her breasts and a matching skirt that fell to her thighs, each embroidered with silver runes. Her neck, wrists, and ankles were all adorned with a variety of jewelry. Each piece was made of gold, most containing rubies or diamonds, though there were a few emeralds as well. Were those gems significant? The colors matched the sarcophagus. Any one would make a man rich.

      “Moment of truth,” he muttered, wondering exactly how to wake her. He should have asked Ahiga when he’d had the chance. Surely the old man would have said something unless the method was blindingly obvious.

      There are a pairs of rubies near the center of the rejuvenator. They are the largest gems. Do you see them?

      He did. Each was fifty or sixty karats, possibly the largest of their kind in the world. They were so large that placing his hands on them didn’t quite cover the gems.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      Close your eyes and use your will to probe the rejuvenator as if it were the mind of another. Once you’ve touched it, you will understand.

      Blair suppressed the lingering fears about Mohn’s impending arrival. He gave himself completely to the task, focusing his will and pushing into the sarcophagus. There was a moment of resistance. Then he tumbled through, into another place.

      He stood in an empty room similar to the Mother’s chamber, but the walls were lined with gemstones and veins of gold. It looked like the control nexus of a starship from some space opera. He glanced around wondering exactly what he was supposed to do now.

      “Who are you?” came a melodic voice from behind him. He spun to find the woman from the sarcophagus, standing before him. She was breathtaking. The Mother in all her glory, or her consciousness anyway.

      Piercing green eyes studied him as she repeated the question. “Who are you? What has become of Ahiga?”

      He wondered idly how it was he could understand her language, but with their minds touching perhaps she’d already learned English. Or he’d learned whatever she was speaking.

      “I’m, uh, Blair,” he answered lamely. What did one say to the progenitor of an entire culture, a woman tens of thousands of years old? “Ahiga is dead. He died protecting me and sent me in his place to wake you.”

      “Has the enemy returned, then? Are we too late?” she asked, eyes widening in alarm. She took a step closer.

      “Not yet, but their return is imminent. I don’t know if you understand astronomy the same way we do, but the sun has sent out a coronal mass ejection, the thing we believe will wake the enemy. It could happen in the next hour, or in a day. Two at most.” He answered as honestly as he could, trying not to gawk at the woman before him.

      The Mother looked relieved, posture relaxing as she took another step closer. She was close enough to touch now, or whatever would pass for touching here. “Then all is not lost. Still, time is short. I must know of this new world. Will you mindshare with me?”

      “I—what does that entail, exactly?” he asked, remembering the mindshare with Ahiga. That had been brief because the old man was dying. Would this be similar?

      “I would taste your memories. All of them. Walk the footsteps of your life, seeing all you have seen,” she explained, stretching forth a delicate hand. It hovered near his cheek. “In exchange, I will grant you a portion of my own memory, a fragment of it. Ask one question, and if it is in my power to show you, then I will.”

      “What is this place? How did you build it? Why?” Blair asked, all in a jumble.

      “That is three questions,” she said, giving him a tolerant smile. “The answers are complicated, but I will show you my discovery of the First Ark many, many millennia ago. Lower your defenses. Share your mind with me.”

      “Okay,” he said, steeling himself as her hand brushed his face. There was an immense heat that began where her fingers brushed his skin, and surged through his entire body like a bolt of lightening. He could feel her rummaging through his thoughts like so many folders in a file cabinet, sifting and weighing as she learned about his world.

      Then the world winked out. He was elsewhere, as he’d been with Ahiga. But there was no campfire, no looming darkness. He was inside her memories, seeing what she had seen. A glimpse of the world as it had been in another age.
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      Seeing through the Mother’s eyes was a fascinating experience. It was a bit like controlling Yasmin had been, except he could do nothing but observe. The Mother huddled in a small gully with several other figures, shivering beneath layers of crudely stitched fur. Fat flakes of snow fell from the sky, and judging from the thick dusting the figures wore, he assumed they’d been there for at least a little while.

      “How much longer will that take? We cannot be here when night falls, or we will leave nothing but our own corpses for our pursuers,” a short, stocky man growled. He had thick, bristly black hair and a beard to match. His eyes were set deep into his skull, beneath a heavy brow, and he cradled a flint-tipped spear in one hand.

      The man he’d spoken to looked up calmly with grey eyes. His hair was also dark, though it was more brown than black. His beard was shorter but just as tangled as the other man’s. He held a pair of rocks in his hands, one a small striker and the other something that made Blair gawk. That was a core.

      Blair had spent a summer learning primitive survival skills back in high school. They’d used the same Stone Age technology as the Cro-Magnon of France, and Blair had spent maddening afternoons attempting to create workable stone axe blades from cores much like the one this man held. Based on the technique he employed, Blair could at least guess the rough moment in history when this memory had occurred. Somewhere between twenty and twenty-two thousand years ago, during one of the world’s harshest glaciations.

      The man’s quick, sure strikes made a mockery of Blair’s pathetic attempts, quickly shaping the stone into a sharp wedge that would no doubt be affixed to the four-foot yew shaft propped against the rock face next to him. “If Set and his followers catch us and we are unarmed, then we will be just as dead. My last blade was lost saving your life, Sobek.”

      Both names tickled at the back of Blair’s mind. They were familiar, but he wasn’t sure where he’d heard them.

      “Patience. We have time yet,” the Mother said. Having words issue from a throat Blair had no control over was so odd.

      “Precious little of it. They’ve dogged us for many days now. I still do not understand why Set is so persistent,” another woman said, rising from a bundle of furs piled between two rocks. She towered over the Mother’s comparatively tiny form, long red hair bound with a simple leather cord. She too carried a spear. “Osiris, you are chieftain now. We will follow where you lead, but Sobek is not wrong.”

      “I know, Sekhmet,” he said, without looking up to meet her gaze. “That is why you will head to the top of the ridge and see if we are still pursued. Silently, like a cave lion.”

      If Blair had a mouth, he’d be gawking openly. Sekhmet. Osiris. Sobek. The names were soberingly familiar. All three were figures in the Egyptian pantheon.

      The redhead scrambled up the hillside in near silence, kicking loose little drifts of snow as she ascended. She was out of sight in seconds, moving with the grace of a life-long hunter.

      “You know as well as I that our pursuers have not given up. What did you not wish her to hear?” Sobek rumbled. He folded his arms and stared a challenge at Osiris.

      Osiris didn’t answer, didn’t address the challenge in any way. He turned to the Mother, staring her directly in the eyes. Blair’s natural inclination was to look away from that haunted gaze, but of course he couldn’t. He was merely an observer here.

      “Isis, you speak for the spirits. The Valley of Hidden Voices is close. Will the spirits protect us if we enter?” Osiris asked, striking a final flake from his new blade and then affixing it into a notch cut in the top of the spear shaft. He applied a thick amber-like substance to it and then wrapped the shaft in a leather strip.

      “You cannot mean to enter,” Sobek hissed, eyes narrowing as he took a step toward Osiris.

      Osiris uncoiled like a viper, the tip of his new spear resting against Sobek’s throat before the smaller man could react. “I am chieftain now, Sobek. Not your rival. Not your far brother. Your chief. You will abide by my decision, or we will take your meat to sustain the tribe.”

      “I am sorry, Osiris,” Sobek said, shrinking away from the newly made stone blade. Blair remembered just how sharp they could be. “But surely there is another way. If we go there, we will be damned. No one returns from the Valley of Hidden Voices. It is cursed.”

      “Yes,” Osiris said, pulling his weapon from Sobek’s throat. He began wrapping furs around himself, clearly preparing to depart. “Isis, I would hear your words on this.”

      He turned to address the Mother. Isis, the fabled wife of Osiris. She spoke. “The spirits will offer us no protection. If we enter the valley, we do so at great peril.”

      “If we do not, then we are all dead,” Osiris snapped. He seemed to be on the verge of saying more, but Sekhmet’s silent form dropped into the camp.

      “They pursue us still. They will be upon this place not long after the sun sleeps,” she said. She studied Osiris’s preparations for departure. Then she began gathering her own furs.

      “All of you need to decide right now if I am truly your chief,” Osiris said. He straightened, gaze roaming their assembled faces.

      “We go where you go,” Sekhmet said simply.

      Isis answered by reaching up and squeezing Osiris’s arm. Blair could feel the cool flesh. He could feel his own heart beating, or rather Isis’s heart beating.

      “You are my chieftain,” Sobek snarled. He seized the last of his furs and threw it about his shoulders. “If you wish to doom us with this madness, that is your right.”

      The long, low trumpet of a horn split the gathering dusk, from a mile or two away. That silenced the assembled group. They moved into a loping run as one, departing the gully and winding their way between two hills. How long they ran, Blair wasn’t sure. Since the experience was a memory, he had the sense that some details were skipped.

      Clarity returned when the assembled group reached the crest of a tall hill. Isis turned in a wide circle, looking out over a frozen wasteland in a way that provided Blair with a wealth of information. There were no mountains to speak of, just a few hills and the occasional glacier. If his observations were right, these people had originated somewhere in France, and they were heading northwest. That could put them somewhere in modern-day England, though he was by no means certain of his conclusion.

      “Spirits below,” Sekhmet breathed. She raised a trembling finger, and Isis’s gaze followed it.

      A familiar pyramid stood in the valley below, ringed on three sides by glaciers. It was conspicuously free of both snow and ice, which probably accounted for the clear discomfort evidenced by Isis and her companions. They had a right to be superstitious.

      Osiris began picking his way down the icy slope without a word. The others followed, with Isis bringing up the rear. Blair could sense her emotions, the memory of intense fear she’d experienced from her first sight of the pyramid. He didn’t blame her. She’d probably never seen a structure more complex than a crude debris hut, but now she was confronted with something that, in her mind, could only have been created by a god.

      They reached the valley floor swiftly and headed toward the pyramid. As the last light of the sun fled the sky, the moon cut a hole in the clouds. It provided enough light to see, but the dim light made the pyramid even more foreboding. Blair wasn’t entirely certain he wanted to see what would come next.

      Osiris had stopped near the mouth of the pyramid’s entrance, which was identical to the one he’d walked through just minutes before, back in modern-day Peru. These Arks appeared to be identical, at least on the surface.

      Sobek and Sekhmet drew up short next to Osiris as Isis forced herself forward. The young shaman finally drew even with the others, but Blair could feel her desire to run. She nearly did when the shadows at the mouth of the tunnel stirred and a figure emerged.

      It was roughly the same height as Isis but much broader of shoulder and had a heavy brow that overshadowed its eyes. Thick, dark eyebrows gave it a brutish look, and Blair realized with shock what he was seeing. Isis and her companions were modern-day Homo Sapiens. The figure that had emerged from the Ark was not. This was a Homo Neanderthalensis, commonly known as the Neanderthal.

      Modern history taught that they’d gone extinct roughly forty thousand years ago, which was quite a bit earlier than what he assumed he was seeing. Either science was wrong, or this memory took place further into the past than he’d believed.

      The Neanderthal approached slowly, raising a hand to beckon them forward. Its other hand clutched a golden staff that shone in the moonlight. The head of the staff bore a large ankh, a clearly Egyptian symbol despite the fact that this memory predated Egypt by fifteen millennia or more.

      Osiris was the first to move, taking several steps closer. He clutched his spear tightly, keeping himself between the Neanderthal and his companions. “Greetings, Old One. Your kind is rare. I have not seen one such as you since I was a child.”

      The Neanderthal said nothing, instead taking several steps back into the pyramid and beckoning for the others to follow him. Osiris did so, and the others followed.
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      “Fan out and set up a kill zone,” Jordan barked. Both squads of armor trotted down the last corridor, leaping off the sides of the ramp as they entered the central chamber.

      By the time he reached the doorway, his troops had already assumed defensive positions in a rough line to either side of the opening. Their weapons swept the room as the soldiers looked for any opposition. There was none.

      The room had been on the losing side of a war. Ancient stone was gouged and broken. Two of the massive obelisks had been shattered. He knew Sheila’s heart would break if she saw the devastation. This place would never be the same.

      Bodies littered the room. Most were his men, two armored guards and Yasmin’s blood-soaked body. Jordan crouched next to the closest form, one of the armored guards, minus a leg. It was Yuri. In theory, the armor would have self-sealed the wound, so he was possibly still alive. “Evans, carry Yuri to the surface. Get the chopper warmed up, and get him to Panama. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” Evans said, shouldering his rifle. He knelt, scooping up Yuri’s mangled armor. He trotted back up the ramp, heading for the surface. The move didn’t make tactical sense. It removed one of his soldiers from a combat situation. But Jordan was done throwing away lives. Yuri deserved a chance.

      He turned his attention back to the scene before him, trying to piece together the battle that had occurred.

      One of the corpses was a badly mangled monstrosity with black fur. Her body was shattered, bones jutting out at odd angles and huge rents marring her flesh. Sightless eyes stared vacantly at the ceiling, and she was missing three limbs.

      At the far side of the room lay the entryway to the bunker. The door stood open, which could only have happened from the inside. Ice filled his belly. Somehow Smith had tricked the soldiers into opening the door. A bright white light pulsed from within the battered bunker. Jordan wondered if it had done that the last time he was here. Or had Smith already entered and started whatever process would wake that woman?

      There was no sign of opposition, but all his men were down. The werewolves had won the skirmish, and if that was the case, there was only one place for them to go.

      “Teams of two, cross the chamber and rush that room. Kill anything moving inside,” Jordan ordered, still scanning the central chamber as his men moved to obey. Something wasn’t right here. This was too easy.

      He crossed the room slowly. He was about midway when the first pair of soldiers reached the doorway to the bunker. Something roared from the darkness, huge and terrible. It came at them sideways, just like it had back in the cornfield. A silver female tore into one of the men behind Jordan, shredding armor like tissue and tearing out his throat. He’d expected auburn, the color of Smith’s new accomplice, Liz Gregg.

      The last thing he’d expected was for Bridget to show up. Even knowing she could have broken free of her cell at any time, his mind just couldn’t wrap around the fact that she was here now. How had she known about Smith’s arrival? He felt a brief twinge of guilt for Adams, the soldier she’d just killed. He could have done something to neutralize Bridget, but he had left her where she was, knowing she was a threat.

      Jordan was still processing the attack when another form flashed from the darkness, this one completely unfamiliar. A blond female picked up Cortez and hurled the man face first into the central obelisk, where he landed with a crunch of stone and metal. How many targets were they dealing with? It didn’t matter. What did was stopping Smith from getting inside that room.

      “Form a defensive perimeter around the bunker. Ureksav, Brody, get inside and terminate anything that isn’t us. The rest of us will keep them off you,” Jordan barked, already sprinting toward the bunker.

      The trouble with fighting these damn werewolves was that they could vanish at will. How the hell could he fight an opponent that he couldn’t track?

      He walked his rifle over the darkness, placing his back against the bunker’s battle-scored edifice. The rest of his men took up similar positions as Ureksav and Brody squeezed through the door.

      The silver werewolf lunged from the darkness again, this time armed with a rifle taken from one of his fallen men. She pressed the barrel against the back of a helmet, stroking the trigger before anyone could offer warning. The man’s head exploded through his faceplate. His now headless body collapsed to the ground, leaving the werewolf open.

      Jordan and two other men lined up shots, filling the air with high-pitched whines as their bullets tore at the darkness. Bridget let out a yelp as she rolled back into the shadows, the kind a dog made when it had been hurt. There was no way to know how badly she’d been wounded, of course. Or really if she had been at all, since she might be able to heal any wounds they could deal. It was so hard to know how much punishment a werewolf could take before they could bring it down.

      He needed a way to flush her and her companions out. What did they want in this situation? Him and his men dead, obviously. But there was more to it than that. She was protecting Blair, giving him time to finish his work. “Everyone inside the bunker. Now!”
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      Blair experienced a moment of vertigo. Then he was back within the strange control room construct, a sort of psychic waiting room. The mental construct hadn’t changed. He stood exactly as he had before, as did the Mother. Or Isis, if he were to use her real name. She stood before him, eyes smoldering with fury.

      “Seven. Billion. People,” she said, voice quivering with what rage. “Do you know what you’ve done? You are like locusts, infesting every continent. Seeding the world for the ancient enemy’s return. The deathless will slaughter your people, giving them billions of willing slaves. Our world will burn, and there is nothing I can do to stop it. Yet even that is not the greatest crime.

      “You have destroyed the great pack itself. It is bad enough that you hunted wolves to near extinction,” she roared, eyes flashing. “You’ve twisted their DNA, creating cruel mockeries. These dogs your people have bred. They are a sad remembrance of the majestic creatures that stood with us against the ancient enemy in ages past. We have great need of the pack, but you moderns have eradicated them. It is as if your kind knowingly sought the worst ways in which to ensure your own destruction.”

      “I couldn’t possibly—” Blair began.

      “Silence,” the Mother thundered. Blair tried to get a word in, but her gaze silenced him more than her words had. “You are fortunate that I do not burn your mind to a cinder for your own crimes. Had you woken me when Ahiga first asked, he might still be alive. We might have had months to prepare, instead of hours. Yet you waited. Waited until it was too late.

      “Then there is the matter of the Ark itself. You have destroyed two of the control rods and severely damaged another. You witnessed my memories. You know this place is older than even I can understand, yet the damage you have wrought has turned it into nothing more than a stone monument,” she hissed, leaning in close enough that he could feel the heat radiating from her. “We lie naked before the storm. Our champions are scattered and leaderless, their numbers too few. Ahiga is dead. The Ark is in ruins. The enemy is upon us, and he is legion. Why even wake me at all? Why not let me go to my end in ignorance?”

      “You know what? Fuck you. You don’t get to take this out on me,” Blair snapped, leaning in until his nose nearly touched hers. After all that he had sacrificed, all that he had been through, she blamed him. “I didn’t ask for this. I knew nothing about your world or about this ancient enemy. I’ve been chased, shot at, and nearly killed more times than I can count. I’ve seen friends killed. Hell, I’ve killed friends. All because of you. Because of the preparations you left. Lady, I get that you’re pissed off, but this is not my fault. I woke you up so you could help us deal with this ancient enemy. Can you do that? Because if not, you’re wasting my time.”

      “You have the temerity to lecture me, little whelp?” she hissed, those emerald eyes growing dangerous. “I will deal with the pitiful wretches that assail your pack. When I am done, I will return, and we will speak of your insolence. Spend the time learning humility, for if you speak to me that way again, I will tear out your spine and hang your skull atop this place as a warning to fools everywhere.”

      The world exploded into a billion tiny pieces. Blair staggered backward, suddenly back within the sarcophagus room. He caught himself against the wall, weakened by whatever he’d just experienced. The rejuvenator began to hum. Then that hum grew to a whine. The rejuvenator shimmered, and the Mother’s body began to rise, passing through the translucent material until she rested on the surface.

      She flipped to her feet, shifting in midair. The process was unbelievably rapid, occurring in an eye blink. She stood, nine feet of silver fur and infinite rage.

      A pair of armored men pounded their way into the room, drawing her gaze. She blurred toward them just like he would have done but far, far faster. The move shook him to the core, because it completely changed the rules as he understood them. Apparently Isis could use the powers of both sexes.

      She seized both suits by the head, dashing them together like a pair of melons. She dropped the now headless corpses and turned to face him.

      “We will speak when the slaughter is finished. Remember what I have said,” she roared, and her hot, fetid breath washed over him. “Humility, little whelp, your life depends on it.”

      Blair wasn’t proud of what happened next. Warm wetness spread around his crotch as his bladder released itself of its own accord. Yep, she had, quite literally, made him wet his pants.
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      Liz staggered away from the armored soldier, clutching at the new wound in her side. The arm spurs were sharp enough to sever limbs, though thankfully she’d danced away before he’d been able to puncture anything vital. She knew she was at the edge of her abilities, chest heaving as she bled from a multitude of wounds.

      Gathering the shadows was like hefting boulders. She staggered into the darkness, collapsing against one of the undamaged obelisks. She was exhausted. Maybe she should just lie down. No, Blair still needed time, and as long as she could buy that, she couldn’t stop fighting.

      “Let me handle this,” a voice growled from the shadows next to her. That must be the silver werewolf who’d shown up out of nowhere, just in time to delay the soldiers seeking to stop Blair. Without her, Liz would already be dead. “You’re in bad shape. If they get a clean shot at you, I don’t think you’ll survive.”

      “You’re not doing much better,” Liz panted, nodding toward the severed arm across the room. A new one had grown back, but it still hung limply at the silver’s side. “I don’t think either one of us is going to make it out of this, but it doesn’t matter. We have to give Blair the time he needs.”

      “To wake the Mother, I know. I’m Bridget, by the way. I was on Blair’s team. He might have mentioned me,” the woman said, rising shakily to her feet. The hope in her voice drew a surprising surge of jealousy. Was this Blair’s girlfriend?

      “I’m Liz. He never mentioned you, but he didn’t really talk about the team,” she said, grunting as she regained her feet. “We’ve been dodging Mohn for weeks with hardly a moment to catch our breaths.”

      Bridget’s disappointment was brief, quickly buried under a mask of purpose. Her amber eyes glowed. “We need to attack again, keep them all from getting inside that bunker.”

      Liz was too tired to answer with more than a slight nod. Bridget melted back into the shadows, and Liz did the same. The effort left her lightheaded, and she had to clutch the obelisk or risk falling. A roar sounded from the far side of the room as Bridget’s silver form barreled into an armored soldier. She grabbed an arm, yanking with all her might. It came loose with a tortured shriek of metal that battled the agonized shriek of its owner.

      An answering hail of fire came from the several suits remaining, now inside the bunker and using the firing slits. One appeared in the doorway long enough to launch its missiles. Bridget dragged the still-screaming soldier in front of her, using his body to block the explosion. His scream cut off abruptly, replaced by one of Bridget’s as she was launched backward and into the wall. She tumbled to the ground and didn’t rise.

      Liz tried to hobble back into the fight, but the moment she released the obelisk, her balance failed. She sprawled onto the ground in a heap. She struggled feebly but was forced to admit that further action was beyond her. She was done with this fight, regardless of her wishes.

      Two soldiers moved in her direction, red dots seeking a target as they scanned the ground near her. She was about to die, and Bridget didn’t look like she was faring much better. They’d done everything they could against tremendous odds. She should have been proud of that, but all she wanted to do was sleep.

      Stone and metal burst apart in a shower of debris as the bunker simply ceased to exist. Several armored figures were part of that debris, slamming into obelisks or the wall with bone-shattering force. Something massive and beautiful came striding out of the cloud of dust, a silver female perhaps a foot taller than Bridget.

      Four armored soldiers were still moving, all wounded but obviously still in the fight. The silver could only be the Mother, and she ricocheted between them faster than the eye could follow, cutting down first one and then another. It was the same ability Blair used, the one he’d claimed only men could do. How was that possible?

      The third managed to pepper her with missiles, which detonated in a now familiar explosion of shrapnel and debris. The Mother roared with fury, seemingly unaffected by the blast. She blurred through the cloud of smoke, grabbing the soldier by the neck and dashing his faceplate against the wall so many times that nothing recognizable was left.

      One soldier remained. His missile tubes were empty, and he’d apparently realized his rifle was useless, because he tossed it away in a clatter. “Come on, you bitch. You might kill me, but I’m going down swinging.”

      “You,” the Mother thundered, taking a step toward the audacious soldier. “You are the leader of these fools, the one responsible for damaging the Ark. For hunting the pathetic whelp who waits within my chamber. You have accelerated the doom of our world, helping to usher in an age of darkness.”

      She blurred forward, seizing the soldier’s wrists in one of her massive hands. She hoisted him into the air, until his face was even with her own. She delivered a wicked head butt, shattering his visor and revealing a hard face framed by blond hair. Commander Jordan. “Your price goes beyond death. First, you will know the damage you have wrought. Allow me to show you.”

      The Mother peered deep into his eyes for long moments. Then Jordan began to scream. It went on and on until it finally trailed off into a whimper. “I—I didn’t know. Dear God, what have we done?”

      “You have been judged, Commander Aaron Jordan. I find you lacking,” she growled. Her jaws opened, enveloping the man’s throat. She bit down in a spray of blood and metal, savaging his flesh with the brutality of a predator. Then she discarded his body as though it were a fast food wrapper, forgotten just as easily.

      She turned toward Liz, striding across the floor until she towered over her. “Be at ease, little sister. I will destroy this offal, and then I will return. If you possess the strength, tend to your sisters. Know that there will be a redress for the wrongs done to you.”

      Then the Mother blurred, disappearing up the tunnel to the surface.
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      The Mother called upon the watchful eye of Zopolote to extend her senses. Scores of hearts beat frantically outside the mouth of the Ark’s exit, a sea of ignorant rabble come to silence a voice they could neither understand nor contain. Her voice.

      Not since the days when she’d helped deliver such terrible power to the deathless had she felt this kind of fury. Millennia of planning were washed away by the foolish decisions of a handful. Why had Ahiga not woken her the moment the Ark had activated? Why creep out to see this new world, endangering everything?

      He’d been such a curious boy, and that had not changed when he came to manhood. His actions here should bring no surprise. Yet she felt the sting of it keenly. This young one, Blair, had some excuse for his behavior. He’d grown up in a decadent world without the horrors her people had faced. But for Ahiga, there could be no forgiveness. His dalliance had cost them everything.

      The Mother blurred from the mouth of the tunnel, leaping skyward. She soared into the air, weightless for an endless moment. Then she plummeted into the ranks of her enemies, like a star. They brought their curious weapons to bear, these guns. Such weapons allowed the unblooded to think of themselves  as warriors, but the weapons conveyed neither discipline nor skill.

      She danced among them, tearing out throats and ripping off limbs. At first the multitude rushed toward her. They fired their weapons, wounding only their allies as she flowed around each attack. More and more fell, cut down as she glided through their ranks.

      The Mother lost count of the number she’d slaughtered, instead focusing on the thrill of the hunt and the taste of hot blood and warm flesh. On and on she killed, leaving a sea of bodies in her wake.

      Then they broke, scrambling in all directions for the imagined safety of the hills. She shattered their illusions, teaching the fools the folly of their actions. She blurred from target to target, slaughtering with all the fury she could muster. All her anger, her frustration. All her disappointment, her despair. She channeled them into death, burning them away as she killed.

      After a time, her pace slowed. There were very few foes now, scattering into the night like rabbits before the wolf. Yet she could see far more keenly under the moon than they realized. They could not hide. They were too slow to run. The few remaining would-be warriors stank of fear and panic. They were broken, yet she gave them no mercy. They had to die, every last one. Not just for their sins, but because more champions would be needed. More were always needed when the deathless came.

      She leapt atop the southern slope of the Ark, scanning the horizon. Four figures had reached a narrow trail leading to a ridge above. She would deal with them first. Two more hobbled away from the lip of a ridge that had been covered in ice during the Mother’s time.

      One was dressed in the same uniforms as the rest of the soldiers. The other, she recognized from Blair’s memories. Trevor, their ally and a respectable warrior for this age. He would need to be culled eventually, but not this night. He would be accorded much honor when his time came, not be part of such a tasteless slaughter.

      She blurred to the bottom of the trail the four frightened rabbits fled down, peering up at the nearest soldier. The man had dropped his rifle and smelled sharply of urine. She blurred again, disemboweling the wretch. Before his body could fall, she did the same to the second and then the third. The fourth had turned before she took his throat.

      The Mother scanned the area around the Ark. Incredibly that had been the last foe. She’d slaughtered them all, every last unblooded mongrel. Relief flooded her. The Ark was again hers, despite the tremendous cost. Now it was time to return and see what could be salvaged, both of the Ark and of her new Ka-Dun.
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      Blair emerged from the tunnel in time to hear Jordan’s final scream, slack-jawed as the Mother ripped out the Commander’s throat. She savaged the armor like it was cloth, wrenching away a mouthful of flesh and metal. Jordan’s sudden death crashed into Blair, knocking him to his knees. He could only stare.

      For what felt like months, Jordan had been a bogeyman dogging his every step. The Terminator sent to track him down. Bare minutes ago that very man was converging on their position with an unstoppable army. Blair  had been certain the werewolves were going to die, though no one had given voice to that belief. Yet now the man that had driven them to despair had, himself, been killed. Effortlessly.

      The Mother paused near Liz, speaking in a tone decidedly friendlier than the one he’d received. Then she blurred back to the surface. He almost felt bad for the Mohn soldiers. How long would they last? Three minutes? Five, maybe? He only hoped that she’d leave Trevor alone. Not that he could stop her if she decided to take his life. He doubted all of them together and in top form could do that.

      “Liz, are you all right?” Cyntia’s thick Brazilian accent came from just a few feet away. She materialized in human form, unabashedly naked. The woman crouched next to Liz, cradling her head with a surprising tenderness.

      “Well, my intestines were blown all over the walls,” Liz wheezed, not attempting to rise. “I think I’ll live, though.”

      “Not sure I can say the same,” Blair said. He put his back to the obelisk near Liz and Cyntia, sliding down into a sitting position. He was too tired to appreciate that both women were naked. “Pretty sure I may have pissed her off, and I don’t think that’s going to do anything good to my life expectancy.”

      “If she comes after you, she’ll have to go through me first,” came an unexpected voice. He looked up to find Bridget before him, also naked. She was covered in blood and soot, her hair matted to the side of her face.

      “You know,” he said, feeling a little light headed, “this is starting to look like the intro to a bad porn film.”

      Bridget sat heavily a few feet away, rolling her eyes as she did. “I’m too tired to slap you.”

      “I’ll do it as soon as I can get up,” Liz called weakly.

      A chorus of screams began in the distance. The Mother had begun her grisly work.

      “I almost feel bad for them,” Blair said, staring at the tunnel that led to the surface.

      “I don’t,” Cyntia said, tone sour. “They deserve what they get for killing Adolpho and Elmira.”

      “Oh, God. I’m so sorry,” Liz said, lifting her head from Cyntia’s lap. Cyntia forced it gently back down.

      “We are at war. Death happens, and I must become accustomed to it,” Cyntia replied, lapsing into a sullen silence.

      “Bridget, what happened to Steve and Sheila?” Blair asked because he wanted to change the subject and because he was genuinely curious.

      “Steve…didn’t make it,” Bridget said, avoiding his gaze. She looked back after a moment. “Sheila is fine. It was her that got me out of where Mohn was holding me. She’s with your friend. Trevor, he said his name was.”

      The screams above were less frequent and more distant. Tension thickened. No one mentioned the reason why. The Mother would be returning soon.

      “She’s alive. That’s wonderful news,” Blair said. It was a bright spot among all the horrors they’d faced. He caught Liz’s eye. She was watching him curiously. “Sheila was part of my research team. She’s also one of my closest friends.”

      Everyone turned toward the tunnel as if some silent signal had been given. No one dared speak. The terror of a single question silenced them. What would the Mother do when she returned?

      Then she was there. The Mother stepped from the shadows near the central obelisk, just a few feet from their little circle. She’d returned to her human form, so innocuous at first glance. That illusion faded the moment anyone met her ancient gaze. Not only had she not torn her clothing during her transformation, but also the strange garments were completely clean. Not so much as a single spec of dirt or blood disgraced her image.

      “The dawning of the next age is upon us,” the Mother said, looking to Liz. She didn’t even glance at Blair. “Our sun changes, beginning the next phase of the cycle. It will remain this way for years beyond counting, fueling the strength of the deathless. Even now they rise among every people across this world. You must be prepared to face them.”

      “I’m in no shape to walk, much less fight,” Liz said, though not forcefully enough to suggest a challenge. Blair doubted anyone else was stupid enough to speak to the Mother the way he had.

      “Impertinent for one so young. I like your spirit,” the Mother said, with a wolfish grin. She settled into a cross-legged position not far from Liz and Cyntia. “Your pack needs time to recuperate. Let us use that time wisely. You must have a great many questions. Ask, and I will answer as I can.”

      “I think Blair should be the one to ask the questions,” Liz said, nodding in his direction. Her gaze held a respect that made him sit up straighter. “He’s the one who discovered this place and learned your language, the one who risked everything to make it back here. I think you owe him answers, not me.”

      “You’d defer to this male?” the Mother asked, eyebrows rising. Then she gave a slight smile, one she shared with all of them. “This truly is a different time. Your ways are strange, but in this I will honor them. Ask your questions, Ka-Dun. Hear them answered.”

      “Your memories. That was you discovering an Ark, wasn’t it? One somewhere in Europe,” he asked, keeping his tone as humble as possible. He was talking to a survivor from a past age, one who could answer so many questions about the origin of man. Assuming she didn’t kill him out of hand.

      “I did. My people were being exterminated by a rival tribe. We fled and had no choice but to seek shelter in the Valley of Hidden Voices, a place our shamans had long said was cursed. There we found the Ark, as you saw. We were ushered inside, where I learned the secrets of the place,” the Mother explained. She heaved a heavy sigh. “I lack the time to tell you the full story, but it was there that I made my greatest mistake. I helped craft the evil that would become the deathless.”

      “Why?” Blair asked, aghast.

      “To save the man I love, the man from my memories. Osiris,” she explained.

      Bridget gave a low squawk of recognition, eyes like saucers as she met Blair’s gaze. He nodded at her and then turned back to the Mother. “What are the Arks?”

      “I do not believe anyone can fully answer that question. We do not know how old they are, or who built them originally. But each contains a vast store of knowledge and incredible power,” the Mother said. She began toying with a lock of her hair. The gesture was childlike, completely out of place on what was, for all intents and purposes, a goddess.

      Then she rose abruptly, glancing at the tunnel. “Do you feel that? It begins.”

      Blair did feel it, a tingling that washed over his entire body. It could only be one thing. “It’s the second wave. Our world is ending.”
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      “Well, I guess they succeeded,” Trevor said, still processing the slaughter in the valley below. A silver werewolf who moved faster than Blair and hugged the shadows even more tightly than Liz flowed between soldiers. Wherever she passed, people died. Some tried to fight, but it didn’t save them.

      “She’s terrifying,” Sheila said, leaning heavily on the rock she was using as a seat. Even under the thin moonlight, she looked paler by the minute. “That is the most terrifying thing I have ever seen. Those men don’t have a chance. Trevor, what if she comes after us?”

      He considered the question for several moments. “Then we die. There’s no way we can outrun her, and we certainly can’t fight.”

      “Out of sight, out of mind. I’m ready to head down to that car you were talking about,” Sheila suggested, a pleading note creeping into her tone.

      “You aren’t getting an argument from me,” Trevor agreed. No sense in drawing this Mother’s attention. He picked up his Barrett, offering his free hand to Sheila. He doubted she’d be able to make the walk by herself, especially in the dark. “Here, take my arm. I’ll guide you. It’s not very far, just a few hundred yards. We’ll be there in no time.”

      Sheila nodded gratefully but saved her breath for walking. Picking their way down the mountainside in the dark was agonizingly slow, but it was still better than the alternative. Long minutes later they finally reached the little dirt track Liz had jokingly called a road. The battered pair of pickup trucks waited in the moonlight. Despite how tiny the vehicles were, compared with their testosterone-fueled American equivalents, they were almost as wide as the path.

      “There you go,” Trevor said, helping Sheila into the passenger seat of the closest truck. She gave a relieved sigh as she settled into the torn seat. Maybe it was the light coming from the cab of the truck, but she looked whiter than any sheet.

      “Thank you, Trevor. I couldn’t have done that on my own on a good day, and this is not my best day ever,” she said, panting rapidly. He felt the altitude himself, but he was in pretty good shape.

      “Wait, do you see that?” Her attention had turned to the southern horizon. Her eyes widened.

      Trevor spun to see what she was looking at. “My God. It’s started.”

      Yellow and scarlet ribbons of fire veined across the sky, spiderwebbing their way closer with incredible speed. It was like the Aurora Borealis on an indescribably massive scale but much, much more dangerous. They were nowhere near the poles, so they would miss the brunt of the radiation, but electronics the world over were about to be destroyed.

      Sheila began to thrash and shake. It looked like some sort of epileptic seizure. Crap. She might bite off her own tongue and bleed out if he didn’t get something between her teeth. He glanced around until he spotted a dead branch from a scrubby bush. That should work. He picked it up, breaking off both sides until he held an eight-inch length.

      He leaned on Sheila’s lap, pinning her as best he could while he tried to force the stick into her mouth. She thrashed wildly, making the task incredibly difficult. “Come on, Sheila, don’t fight me. This is for your own good.”

      Sheila began coughing. White goop oozed from her mouth. What the hell was that? A gob landed on his arm, and he gagged in disgust.

      Then Sheila struck like a snake, seizing his hand in her mouth. She bit down hard, ripping off a hunk of flesh between his thumb and forefinger. He jerked away from her, pulling a length of gauze from his cargo pants. The sky bathed them in a hellish undulating glow, brighter than full noon, though the color was off. Everything was too white.

      “What the goddamned fuck, Sheila?” Trevor growled. His hand was on fire.

      Sheila staggered jerkily to her feet, lumbering in his direction. Her eyes were milky white, arms outstretched. She looked just like a…fucking zombie. Trevor acted with reflexes honed in preparation for just this occasion. He ripped his combat knife from its sheath around his calf, dancing on the balls of his feet as Sheila closed.

      As soon as she was close enough, he grabbed her arm, jerking her toward him. She tripped, falling heavily to the ground. Then he was on her, jabbing the knife into her skull. He twisted it, jerking the blade free and staggering back. She flopped to the ground and twitched once before she lay still.

      He punched the hood of the pickup. Sudden rage flooded him. This couldn’t be happening. Not to him, of all people. He’d spent years preparing for something like this. “Are you fucking serious?” he shouted to the universe. “The zombie apocalypse starts, and I get bitten in the first thirty seconds? Really?”

      Trevor’s hand began to tremble. He held it up near the light inside the truck’s cab. Black veins had already begun crawling up his wrist.
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      Irakesh shook the chill rain from his cloak, handing it to the pale-faced thrall by the door. The frail old man gave a bow, leathery skin sagging around sunken eyes. Such an embarrassment. The worthless servant was a stark contrast to the majesty of this place, one of the oldest structures in the world. Ptah’s temple predated all others save the Ark, or so Irakesh had been taught.

      He strode up the wide marble entryway, ignoring the handful of thralls who peered anxiously around columns. None were brave enough to challenge his passing. Not that he expected them to. They were not warriors and the na-kopesh riding at his hip was a warrior’s weapon. A Sunsteel sword, one of only a handful in existence. An honor no other deathless his age had ever been accorded.

      Irakesh moved confidently down a side passageway, idly gazing upon the elaborate murals depicting their creator’s earliest feats. Such a pity that Ptah’s greatest works were long behind him. The ancient deathless should have had the grace to take his own life, rather than fade into obscurity. Yet it was to Irakesh’s benefit that he still lived, if their existence could be called life.

      He finally stopped before a wide chamber with a low stone table. His target sat alone, hunched over a faded bronze chalice. Irakesh sat down across from him, surveying his target. Ptah’s dark-skinned face was made for scowls. Excessive unibrow, crooked nose. His shimmering white cloak was rumpled and the golden lion clasp needed time with a rag and polish. His thralls were doing a poor job attending to his appearance, though from the look of the wretches they themselves were just as worn.

      From the way Ptah leaned into the table, he’d already enjoyed several cups of fermented blood. He didn’t even glance up when Irakesh sat, though Irakesh could have been an assassin dispatched by a more powerful deathless.

      Yes, he could see why this once great man had fallen from the lofty heights of power. Deathless Ptah, a man older than he by millennia, yet one who’d never managed to accumulate a power base. He was forever trapped at middling rank, his monumental creations little more than ancient  tales, eclipsed by those like Irakesh, who were bold enough to take risks at a young age and thus catch the attention of more powerful masters.

      Careful, my host. Do not underestimate him. He is old but cunning. The Risen’s voice buzzed like a fly in the corner of his mind. Irakesh ignored it.

      Ptah looked up from his chalice, swirling the thick scarlet contents. “What do you want, boy? Let me enjoy this age’s final weeks in peace.”

      “My apologies for the intrusion, mighty Ptah. I’m hoping our meeting will be both brief and profitable,” Irakesh assured him, all smiles. He rested a friendly arm on the stone table. “Ra asks your cooperation.”

      Ptah paled, setting his cup on the table with more force than he’d probably intended. Its sticky contents sloshed over the side, adding to the layer of grime on the pitted stone. He gave Irakesh a sidelong glance. “Ra? I refuse to grant her that title. What could Sekhmet possibly want from me? I have no power. No influence. No one will grant me a place in an Ark.”

      “Ra may,” Irakesh corrected, horrified by the man’s use of his mother's true name. Such usage was forbidden, punishable with an excruciating death. He gestured to the thrall standing behind Ptah. The woman scurried over with a second chalice, squeezing a tiny spigot placed in her wrist. The wooden cup filled with her warm blood, potent with the alcohol that she’d imbibed. It was the fastest and most enjoyable way for a deathless to get drunk, something it appeared Ptah knew intimately. “If you aid me, there could be a place for you in the Ark of the Cradle.”

      “So Sekhmet dangles the carrot then,” Ptah snorted, eyeing him suspiciously, as expected. Ra controlled the Ark and would make the final selections. Those she favored would live to see another age of the world thirteen millennia from now. A full half of the longest count. Those she didn’t would wither and die when the sun went through its change, denying them its life-sustaining energy. That momentous event was nearly upon them.

      “She’d add me to her pantheon then?” Ptah asked, a glimmer of hope flitting across his features before he brutally repressed it. “Not without a high blood price, I’d wager. What does she wish of me?”

      “You are a man of little influence, Ptah. We all know that,” Irakesh said, a slight smile slipping into place. He might be enjoying this just a little too much. “What you do have is an incredible talent for shaping helixes. We owe much to your discoveries. Ra asks that you shape mine in a very specific way. You were one of those responsible for the discovery of the Ark of the Redwood, were you not?”

      “It was my hand that shaped that Ark’s access key, yes. I did it at Isis’s direction, but I hold no loyalty to her. I am neutral in this eternal squabble,” Ptah said, eyes growing dangerous. Like a rat who’d been cornered.

      “Peace, Ptah. I’m not accusing you of anything,” Irakesh said, holding up his hands in a gesture of friendship. He savored a sip of blood before continuing. “I care nothing for your loyalties. Only for your ability to shape.”

      “What is it you desire? Speak plainly, boy. I’ve no patience left for games,” the man growled, picking up his cup and downing the contents in one defiant swallow. He stood higher than Irakesh, but that was overshadowed by Irakesh’s matron. Everyone feared Ra. Even Isis.

      “I need to fool the access key to the Ark of the Redwood. It must believe me of Isis’s bestial get,” Irakesh explained, then took a small sip of his own beverage. It was warm and tangy, not up to his usual standards. Hardly surprising in this forgotten corner of the world.

      “You what?” Ptah asked, slack-jawed. Then he began a dry wheezing laugh. It went on for long moments before he calmed enough to continue. “Boy, you are wasting my time. Even if I could do the shaping, there’s no way you’ll ever lay hands on that access key. It’s protected by Isis herself, deep within her stronghold on the jungle continent.”

      “How I lay hands on the key is my business. Can you do what I ask?” Irakesh demanded, leaning over the table and resting his hand on the hilt of his na-kopesh. Ptah’s flat smile seemed more amused than threatened.

      “I taught Sobek to become one with the crocodile. Gave Anubis the blood of the jackal. Of course I can shape your helixes. It’s a trivial matter,” Ptah allowed, throwing back his cloak to expose broadly muscled shoulders. The physique surprised Irakesh. It seemed that he had some pride remaining. His gaze became calculating, though still fogged by drink. “If I do this, I want more than some vague assurance about a place in the Ark of the Cradle. Tell me your plan and if it amuses me, I may do as you ask.”

      “That’s a dangerous question, Ptah. A deathless could be concerned that you intend to sell this information to Isis,” Irakesh said, tightening his grip on the hilt of his sword. He doubted that he’d need it, but one could never be sure. Even Ptah might attack rather than be taken for interrogation. Irakesh was one of the finest swordsmen in the world, but who knew what hidden powers Ptah might possess?

      “There’s no time left for that,” Ptah scoffed, slamming his empty chalice down with a metallic clink. “I want to know, because if Isis catches you, she’ll know that I did the shaping that let you take the key. What do you think will happen to me then? Not very forgiving, that one.”

      “If you’re in the Ark with Ra? Nothing. She’ll protect you,” Irakesh answered smoothly. The man’s concern seemed legitimate, but something about it rang false. He’d probably been working with Isis for centuries, quietly passing secrets and betraying his own kind. “Very well, I’ll share the plan. Assuming you can do the shaping right here. Do your work and you’ll have the entire plan, my word as a deathless.”

      Ptah studied him carefully, then gave a tight nod. No deathless with a shred of honor would break their word. Besides, Ptah must know that Irakesh could haul him before Ra, if needed. That would be unpleasant for them both.

      “Very well, give me your palm,” Ptah demanded, extending a leathery hand with his palm facing up. Irakesh obliged, laying his palm against Ptah’s. It was clammy, a decidedly undeathless-like trait. “Hold still. There will be pain.”

      Fire flooded up through Irakesh’s hand, spilling into his arm as it raced through his entire body. It was agony, the sort that could crush a lesser mind. Fortunately, Irakesh had endured far worse. His mother had seen to that. For him this was a pleasant diversion, a reminder of his own power in the face of pain. He allowed the waves of energy to course through him, gritting his teeth but refusing to cry out.

      The entire process lasted perhaps a dozen heartbeats. By the end, a sheen of sweat had broken out on Ptah’s face. If he were still capable of breathing, the man would have been panting.

      “It is done. The key will accept you as one of Isis's get,” he said, releasing Irakesh’s hand and leaning heavily against the table. It was an impressive feat, showing a glimmer of the power that the man had once possessed.

      “Very well, you have done as asked. I will live up to my end of our bargain,” Irakesh said. He was ambitious and willing to cut corners on his rise to power, but even he wouldn’t break his oath. Without his word, man was no better than beast. “I am going to slipsail to the jungle continent and sneak into the Mother’s Ark. I have already arranged for an ‘accident’ to cause significant damage, so she’ll be occupied with repairs when I enter. I’m quite skilled at shadow dancing, as you’re well aware.”

      “Ha,” Ptah snorted, waving at the thrall to refill his cup. “It won’t save you. That will get you inside and if you’re lucky she won’t notice you using one of her rejuvenators. But what of waking? When the longest count ends and the Ark returns to the world, you’ll have to not only sneak past Isis to steal the key, but then escape and flee across two continents before you can use it.”

      “The rejuvenator will wake me one week after Isis’s slumber ends,” Irakesh explained, voice pitched low so not even the thrall hovering over Ptah could hear. Many dismissed thralls, but Irakesh knew that they had ears. He’d purchased the services of many. “By that time, she will have assumed that her Ark is safe. She will emerge and begin consolidating her holdings. I will wait for her to leave, then simply steal the key and run. She might be able to catch me, but if her Ark is damaged, she won’t be able to leave it. She’ll have no choice but to stay and defend, while I claim the Ark of the Redwood.”

      “A bold plan. One that might even work,” Ptah allowed. He downed the contents of the fresh cup, rising from his stool as he set the empty cup on the table. He swayed like a man newly at sea. “I’ve lived up to my end of our little bargain. See that you do the same. I want a place among Sekhmet’s pantheon.”

      “You’re lying,” Irakesh said, rising smoothly to his feet and drawing his na-kopesh. The curved blade caught the sun glinting through the high windows. “You have no intention of joining Ra. You’re off to report to your real master. To tell Isis of my plan.”

      If he was correct, Ptah would try to kill him, confirming his suspicions. If he was not, then Ptah would protest his innocence loudly and longly. Either way he needed to die. He was no longer of any use and if he found out that Irakesh was acting on his own, he’d warn Ra. That would end badly for Irakesh.

      Ptah wrenched a bronze dagger from its belt sheath, aiming a clumsy strike at Irakesh’s heart. Irakesh flowed backwards, casually allowing the blade’s point to touch his tunic. Then he lunged, ramming his blade through Ptah’s chest in a parody of the same strike the man had just attempted. It was the ultimate insult. Ptah’s chest began to smoke and smolder as the blade did its work, bright pulses of sickly green essence flowing up the blade and into Irakesh.

      The once-great god glared hatefully at Irakesh as his second life faded. “Isis will stop you.”

      “Not so,” Irakesh said, shoving Ptah’s smoking body heavily to the ground. He wiped his na-kopesh on the rumpled cloak, though Sunsteel never needed cleaning. “I will steal the key. The Ark of the Redwood is mine and you’re the one who gave it to me, Ptah.”
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      Jordan awoke screaming into the frigid morning, a harsh series of ragged cries. The phantom pain of his arms being torn off was still very real, though a quick glance showed that both were intact. He scrambled to his feet, whirling as he tried to understand where he was and what had just happened.

      The last thing that he remembered was dying in the Ark. He'd been torn apart by the Mother, an ancient being that was for all intents and purposes a god. She was the progenitor of the werewolves, and his entire mission had been to curtail their spread. They murdered innocent people, who rose and murdered more people in turn. Yet he'd failed utterly to stop them, and Professor Smith had led his companions into the Ark and successfully woken the Mother.

      He looked down at himself. Jordan was covered in blood, most of it dried into thick, flaky patches. He was also naked, and it was damned cold. A quick glance around showed that he was at the base of one of the Ark's sloped sides. The pyramid towered above him, stabbing into the sky like a too-smooth mountain. The place was deathly silent, and other than the cry of a wheeling hawk, the wind was his only companion.

      Not your only companion, Ka-Dun. I am here.

      Jordan whirled again, reaching for the pistol no longer belted at his side. "Who the fuck are you?"

      The words were strange. They were inside his mind somehow.

      I am your beast, Ka-Dun. I serve as guide and protector. Turn towards the Ark's mirrored finish. Study your reflection there and I will show you the truth of things.

      Jordan knew he wasn't going mad, though he wished he were. He was alive when he should be dead. He was naked and covered in blood. He had no memory of coming to this place, because he'd died within the Ark. All of that painted a very disconcerting picture.

      He did as the beast asked, turning to face the pyramid. As the voice had said, he could make out his reflection in the dark stone. He looked like hell, close-cropped blond hair now matted with dirt. His entire body was a mass of dust and blood.

      Watch, Ka-Dun, the voice said.

      Jordan felt something stir within him, a tingling energy akin to static electricity. It flowed down his body, beginning in his chest and moving outwards through his limbs. The tingling grew hotter, becoming a torrent of very painful fire. Then the change began. It wasn't the agony that really bothered him; it was the knowledge of what he was seeing.

      Bones popped and limbs elongated, even as blond fur sprouted from every part of his body. His back arched, body contorting at the mercy of the change. A lupine muzzle burst from his face, his teeth lengthening as it did so. He grew taller, now nearly eight feet as fur covered the last of him.

      The reflection staring back at him was unmistakable. He'd become the enemy. Jordan was a god-damned werewolf. Part of him was thrilled at still being alive, but most of him was horrified. In a way he'd sold his soul, had become the very thing he'd sworn to fight. For what? And what could he possibly do about it?

      Prepare yourself, Ka-Dun. It begins.

      Jordan wasn't sure what the voice meant, but he felt something all around him. A gathering energy like the moment before a lightning strike. Then tendrils of fire veined across the sky, lighting the valley as if it were noon. He didn't know what it was, but he could feel that energy. Draw strength from it. Part of him sensed that whatever it was would forever change the world.

      It is the great change, Ka-Dun. The sun-sign that shows that we have entered the next age. Your powers will increase, and you will need them. For in the wake of this cleansing fire, the ancient enemy will rise again.
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      Director Phillips ignored the whispers rustling through the knots of technicians as he stepped off the elevator onto the lowest public level of Mohn Corp.’s Syracuse installation. They found excuses to scurry off on whatever business they were supposed to be about, taking great care to avoid his gaze. He abided his side of the social contract, ignoring them as he would ants. Was it wrong that he’d grown used to doing that, used to thinking of himself as the Director instead of just Mark? He wore the title like a mask, a very powerful mask.

      He passed under the high ceilings with their halogen lights, by the impersonal concrete walls and the watchful eyes of security cameras. None of the Kevlar-clad security guards challenged him as he passed through checkpoints, though policy said they should. They too avoided his gaze. In a way it was as if he didn’t exist, a ghost surrounded in this tomb of an installation. Until he chose to be noticed.

      A precise seven minutes after exiting the elevator he finally arrived at Ops, a fishbowl of a room flanked by wall-sized windows on three sides. Banks of monitors lined stations within, each manned by a white-garbed tech monitoring a stream of information that he’d deemed critical. The room’s far side was dominated by a monitor larger than the aquarium he’d visited in Monterey the previous summer. It was dark now, waiting for his arrival to spring to life.

      “Get me feeds on the twelve primaries,” the Director barked before the glass doors had even finished sliding open. Dozens of heads swiveled briefly in his direction, then dropped back to their respective tasks as he strode boldly between the yellow strips marking the pathway to the pit.

      They looked haggard and more than a little terrified, and he couldn't blame them. Their world was about to end, and they were no doubt wrestling with a mixture of fear and guilt. Here they were in the only secure facility left in the world, the one place where technology would survive the sun's fiery wrath. If any of his personnel had family outside this place they'd almost certainly never see them again.

      The people would be fine, so far as they knew, but the CME would devastate the world's power grid. There would be no internet, no cable. No food being transported in daily. No modern conveniences. That would lead to a very scared, very aggressive populace and every one of his people knew they were exempted from that chaos. They'd be safe while the rest of the world tore itself apart.

      By the time he’d descended the three steps and entered the spacious ring at the foot of the massive wall display a dozen feeds had already sprung to life. He barely noticed as an Asian woman slipped a tablet into his hand. It was the control interface not only for the display, but for the entire complex. Using the simple device he could find data, issue commands or even shut down power. The biometric sensor was keyed to his thumb, of course.

      He took a moment to survey each of the twelve feeds, a brief twinge of satisfaction rising as the low hum of conversation resumed behind him. His command crew were the best at what they did, far too professional to allow a superior’s arrival to intimidate them for long. They had jobs to do and every one of them knew failure could cost countless lives. Most probably took solace in the work, focusing on it rather than on what they were about to witness.

      “What am I seeing on number six?” he barked, tapping the feed on the tablet and swiping to the data screen. “These metrics are outside tolerance. Get it locked down. Seconds count, people.”

      Eleven of the twelve satellites were in the final phases of lockdown, the feeds showing enormous clam-like shells that were slowly covering their vital components. Those components would be cooked instantly if exposed to the fury the sun was about to unleash on their world. Number six, on the other hand, sat perfectly still. Its feed was still being received, but the protective casing remained retracted.

      “Sir,” one of the techs piped up, a sandy-haired kid who looked as though he should be serving french fries. “Number six has a damaged servo. Time to repair is just under two hours.”

      “Noted,” Mark shot back, turning his attention back to the tablet.

      He pinched the IRIS feed, dragging it open to cover the entire screen. The deep-space satellite belonged to NASA and had been designed to study the sun. It had been deployed a bare handful of months before, a timely addition to their data-gathering abilities. Gasps sounded behind him as some of the technicians saw the feed he’d pulled onto the main screen. He couldn’t blame them, even if they were supposed to be professionals. No one had ever seen anything like this, at least no one in the last thirteen thousand years.

      A fiery wave blanketed space, hurling towards the camera with incredible speed. It drowned out the sun behind it, a glob of plasma that undulated and pulsed as it approached. The image provided no real context, but Mark knew that the coronal mass ejection was many times the size of the earth. That made it far larger than anything in recorded history, and he prayed that their projections of the catastrophic damage it would wreak to the earth's power grid were wrong.

      “Get me an estimated time of impact,” he bellowed, pivoting to face the sea of technicians. Most typed furiously on their keyboards, but a few shot him terrified glances. One woman was crying, a young blonde with close-cropped hair and swollen eyes. "Now, people.”

      “Eighty seconds until it hits satellite six, sir,” an Asian woman with wireframe glasses spoke up, rising from her desk so he could meet her gaze. It was the same one who'd given him the tablet. Benson, the name tag read. “We have another forty before it reaches us here. It will blanket the entire planet in just under four minutes.”

      “At least one of you is competent,” the Director growled, attempting to suppress the irritation at how powerless he felt. “Keep six broadcasting and record all data. If we’re going to lose it, let's at least get what we can. Shut down all monitoring as soon as it goes dark.”

      He strode from the pit towards the wide glass desk on the far side of the room. It was slightly elevated over the others, giving him a commanding view of the technicians. It had been placed there to further reinforce his authority, though it did little to help his mood. He slid into the high-backed leather chair behind the desk and keyed in a sequence on the silvered keyboard. His monitor flared to life with the lime-green connecting icon.

      “What is it, Mark?” a familiar voice answered almost immediately. The picture showed a stocky blond-haired man with piercing blue eyes, hands steepled on his desk as he stared at the camera. Leif Mohn himself, a man even Mark found terrifying.

      “The second wave will be here in three minutes. We’re going to lose satellite six, but the other eleven are protected,” he explained, pausing while he awaited a response. Mohn’s face revealed nothing.

      “That’s a shame. Six is responsible for north Africa, isn’t it?” Mohn asked, tone neutral.

      “It is. We can bridge the gap if we alter five and seven to cover a wider radius, but that leaves thin coverage in all three areas,” Mark replied. It wasn’t the best solution, but it was the best they had.

      “As soon as the wave is over, have the artifacts brought below. I want to see if the wave has any effect,” Mohn instructed, reaching for something off-screen. He turned back to the camera. “Do we have an update on the situation in Peru?”

      "No, sir,” Mark admitted, though he hated doing so. It made him look incompetent for trusting subordinates. “Last we heard, Commander Jordan was in place and awaiting the package, but he hasn’t reported in since this morning. That’s unusual, but given the impending wave we couldn’t send a team to investigate.”

      “Inform me if anything changes. Also, I want to be notified the second we’ve compiled footage from the aftermath of the wave,” Mohn said. He didn’t bother awaiting a response, simply terminating the feed.

      If the Old Man had been upset about losing an eighty-billion-dollar satellite moments before they were knocked back into the Stone Age, he certainly didn’t show it. Mark compartmentalized the conversation. He had to focus on the situation. Time was critical.

      “Sir, wave impact in fifteen seconds,” Benson called from her desk. She’d be one to watch in the coming days. She seemed to be keeping it together better than most of the techs.

      Mark rose from his desk, watching the feed from six on the giant screen. The wave had blotted out everything, leaving the screen filled with the sun’s fiery wrath. Had the first civilization witnessed something similar thirteen thousand years ago? Or had they lacked the technology and simply been eradicated? He would give anything to know more about that civilization. Mohn had gleaned so little from the pyramid in Peru and even less from Göbekli Tepe. The only solid information they had came from the artifacts, and that was extremely limited.

      The screen went dark. Satellite six was gone. The room fell utterly silent, save for the low hum of computers. No one spoke or even tapped away at a keyboard. They all knew that when the feed returned, when the wave was over, they’d find themselves in a strange new world. There was no way of knowing just how it would affect them.

      They had projections, of course. The world’s power grid would be severely damaged, though there was no way to predict the exact magnitude of that damage. People would be left in a dark aftermath, fighting for food and possibly shelter as the civilized world tore itself apart. That would leave them unable to respond to the true threat, these werewolves that had begun appearing several weeks after they’d explored the pyramid.

      Had that been their true plan all along? Start the plague just before the world faced its worst calamity in recorded history? If so, it was utterly devious. It would give the werewolves the time they needed to spread unopposed. Mohn Corp. would resist, of course, but how much resistance they could offer remained to be seen. They had less than three thousand personnel in Syracuse, and every other installation lacked the elaborate shielding they had here. The other facilities would suffer severe damage from the wave. They hadn’t the faintest idea as to the werewolves’ motives and were woefully unable to respond to the threat.

      The lights flickered for a split second and then came back on at a slightly reduced intensity. It was the only sign that they’d switched from the local power grid to their own nuclear reactor. That switch was intended to be permanent, since they had no idea how long it would take for the local government to rebuild, assuming that it even survived the disaster.

      “Sir,” Benson called. She waited for his attention before continuing. “Satellites are beginning to redeploy. We’ll have feeds in sixty seconds.”

      “Excellent,” Mark replied, leaving the desk and heading back into the pit. He studied the black screen for nearly a full minute before it flickered back to life.

      It now showed eleven feeds, with a conspicuously black spot where six should have been. He tapped a series of commands on the tablet and watched as each of the satellites altered their cameras from the sun back to the earth. The feeds revealed familiar images showing every continent. Those in daylight time zones looked exactly the same, but those on the far side of the earth were dark, save for a thin band of lights around the equator. Every city outside that belt had been extinguished. Power was gone in the blink of an eye leaving them, so far as they knew, the only organization in the world with both satellite access and electricity.

      The latter would return in time, but no nation would be able to recover satellite access. Every last one, save for those belonging to Mohn Corp., had just been obliterated by the coronal mass ejection. The world was blind, naked before whatever apocalypse the ancient myths had tried to warn them about.

      “Give me points of interest, people. What can you show me?” he asked, folding his hands behind his back. It galled him to know so little, but there was nothing for it but patience.

      “Sir, feed five is making a pass over northern Africa. Cairo was listed as a potential point of interest. I think you’re going to want to see this,” a young man with a shock of black hair and a cleft chin said. Mark was close enough to read the name tag. Jacobs.

      He called up feed five, which dominated the main screen. The camera was aimed at the Giza plateau and provided a spectacular view of the Pyramids and the Sphinx. The ground shook and trembled, sending temple columns and a few stones from the Pyramids tumbling to the earth. Odd, since Egypt wasn’t seismically active.

      Then a jet-black point jutted from the earth between the first and second Pyramids. It grew larger and larger, boring up through the earth just as the one in Peru had. Only this one was far, far larger. The ground around it roiled and bucked as it continued its ascent. Eventually, the structure hit both the first and second Pyramids, knocking them out of its path like children’s blocks. Five thousand years of human history were obliterated in the blink of an eye, leaving nothing but rubble at the feet of what must now be the largest man-made structure in the world. Assuming it was man-made.

      Only the Sphinx had survived the destruction, now perched at the very foot of the newly arrived pyramid, as if it had been made to sit there. Odd that. The pyramid’s obsidian surface was different than its counterpart in Peru. It was decorated with elaborate golden hieroglyphs as large as a man. Thousands upon thousands of them. What did they mean? Who had created them? There were so many damned questions and precious few answers.

      “Sir,” Benson barked as she shot to her feet. “There are more of those things. One in Australia. Another in Cambodia. There might be others but those are the ones that we’ve identified thus far.”

      The Director walked back to his desk and called the Old Man.
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      “Director Phillips?” a voice blared from somewhere outside the dream. Mark struggled awake, sitting up in bed. He glanced at the clock. 2:43 AM. He'd only been out for about forty minutes. It was more than he'd expected.

      An insistent red light flashed at the base of the wall screen. He tapped it.

      “I’m awake. Report,” he said, still groggy but already processing. If they’d woken him this quickly after he'd left Ops, something monumental must have happened.

      “Sir, I’m piping you the footage from satellite five now,” a female voice said. It was the Asian tech. Benson. “I’ve concatenated the most important parts, complete with our initial analysis.”

      He was impressed. She hadn’t apologized for waking him, which most other techs would have done. If it was important enough to wake him she was smart enough to realize no apology was needed, because she was simply performing the duty he’d assigned her.

      Mark picked up the tablet from the nightstand and propped the pillow up against the wall. He leaned back, swiping to wake the device. It took a few moments to browse to the footage Benson had indicated. There were four videos, one from Cairo, another from London, the third from Berlin, and the final one from Paris. He started with London.

      It was a top-down view of downtown, just outside a hospital. Police stood in the street, directing crowds of people. Abandoned vehicles clogged the street and thousands of people streamed between them. It was his first look at a large city after all power had been lost, but beyond the expected chaos he didn’t see anything remarkable.

      A figure staggered out of the hospital. Then another. Then a third and a fourth. They lurched drunkenly towards the crowd, where they began to attack people. At first most of the crowd barely noticed, but then some of those attacked rose and began attacking others. The violence spread like wildfire, ripping into the crowd in several places.

      People were finally aware. They began stampeding away from their attackers, more than one poor soul trampled as people flooded past. The camera zoomed in, focusing on the spot where the violence had begun. Several figures knelt over the fallen. Were they…feeding?

      A window popped up on the far side of the screen, listing behavior observed over the next two hours. Extreme violence. Immunity to pain or injury. Inability to speak or reason. Extreme and lethal aggression. Benson had included a great deal of data but drew no conclusion, though it was obvious to any observer. He’d just witnessed a scene that could have come from a Romero movie. Those people were zombies.

      Mark turned off the tablet, setting it on the pillow beside him as he considered the implications. He could assume the other three videos showed similar incidents. That suggested this might be global, though he couldn’t confirm that without more evidence.

      The Old Man had hinted for years that some sort of apocalypse was coming, but Mark had assumed that it must be the CME. It was only recently that he’d modified that hypothesis to assume that the werewolf outbreak in South America was somehow part of a master plan set in motion eight millennia before their recorded history began. What if he wasn’t seeing the whole picture? What if this zombie outbreak was the real apocalypse? Who had set it in motion and what did they stand to gain from it? How did the werewolves figure into it all? Most importantly, how much did the Old Man know and why wasn’t he sharing that knowledge?

      Mark turned the tablet back on and browsed to the Cairo video. The pyramid was significantly larger than the others and the fact that the world’s oldest known pyramids had been built virtually on top of it was suggestive. Were the ancient Egyptians the distant descendants of the people who’d built that pyramid?

      The footage was from a higher vantage than London, showing pandemonium sweeping the streets of Cairo. Some people ran, some fought, and others huddled on top of buildings. Those in the streets were pulled down by growing hordes of shambling corpses, soon rising to join their attackers. It chilled him, but what came next was even worse.

      As one, the corpses froze. Thousands of bodies all at once. Then they began a slow orderly walk towards the massive black pyramid. He sped up the footage, watching as they marched like ants towards the base of that structure. An army of the dead in neat, even rows. Waiting, but for what?

      It was time to alert the Old Man. He swiped to his contacts and tapped the connect button next to the Old Man’s dour picture. The tablet beeped twice and then went to voice mail. Mark checked the time. 3 AM. Mohn would have picked up, unless he was on a call. Who could the Old Man be talking to?

      Mark logged into the admin panel, delving down into the call logs. Odd. The Old Man had placed six calls to London in the last four hours. Who the hell was he talking to in the middle of the night? The London facility was small and held little tactical value right now. The woman in charge there wasn’t even a top-level executive. In fact, Margery probably knew less about what was happening in her own city than Mark did. So why would Mohn be calling there?
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      The dead ruled Cajamarca. Blair gazed down at the moonlit city from his perch atop the steeple. The church sat midway up a hill at the city’s edge, looking down on a sea of churches, skyscrapers, and homes. Not a single street light or friendly glow from a residential neighborhood could be found. Whether the people had lost power when the second wave hit or were merely trying to hide, no one seemed willing to advertise their presence with so much as a flashlight.

      Yet they were down there. He could smell a dozen competing scents, all tinged with fear. There were survivors and they’d wisely chosen to hunker down and wait for help to arrive. Blair was that help.

      “Look, down there by that grocery store,” Liz said, materializing next to him. Her copper hair was bound in a tight ponytail and she wore a pair of black yoga pants with a matching jacket. Simple night camouflage. “Something moved in that window.”

      “You know, I hate it when you do that,” Blair said, eyeing her sidelong. She’d taken to using a new trick the Mother had shown her. Something she called shadow riding. That usually meant she was lurking in his shadow. Literally. “It could have been a zombie. Or a pet.”

      “Maybe, but it’s worth a look,” Liz replied. She turned to face a neighboring apartment building, beckoning.

      A figure blurred into view, crossing the distance between them in three quick hops. A tall man in a black t-shirt and dark canvas pants landed on the roof below them, his blond hair covered by a tactical helmet with a glass visor. He cradled an assault rifle in his arms, scanning the darkness for threats. Part of Blair still panicked at the sight of Commander Jordan, memories of fleeing Mohn’s chief executioner still fresh in his mind. No. That had all changed.

      The Commander was on their side now. He’d risen just a few hours after the Mother had torn him apart, a blond werewolf a good six inches taller than Blair’s silver form. Not that Jordan wore his bestial form often. The soldier definitely preferred conventional weaponry to claws, but he seemed just as effective without them. They could use their increased strength and speed while in human form, and Jordan utilized both with terrifying lethality.

      “Sit rep?” Jordan asked, all business. Blair still didn’t trust him. It was hard trusting a man who’d blown up houses to hunt you down.

      “Movement down there in the grocery store. Blair and I will check it out. I want you and Bridget to wait here,” Liz ordered. Blair was amazed at how easily command came to her now. She’d already adopted the Mother’s doctrine of the Ka-Ken being the battlefield commanders. The role fit her.

      “We can do that,” Bridget said, emerging from the shadows behind Jordan. She was comically short beside him, though those roles would reverse if she shifted. Bridget wore the same black yoga pants as Liz, with a black tank top that left her pale shoulders exposed. She caught his eye. “Be careful, Blair.”

      “It’s probably nothing, but we have to check,” he said, shrugging. He turned towards the building, eyeing the route in between. “Four jumps. You going to hitch a ride, Liz?”

      “Sure, faster that way,” she said, flowing into the darkness like inky mist. Damn, it was eerie. He couldn’t feel anything, not the slightest hint that she was in his shadow. Yet he was positive she was there.

      He bounded down the slope, drawing on the moon’s strength to fuel his blur. The wind whipped at his clothing, blowing his hood back and plastering the jacket to his body. He landed just outside the grocery store in the middle of a near-empty parking lot. He raised his nose, examining the scents. Soap. Sweat. Urine.

      “You were right. There’s someone alive in there,” he whispered, moving to the door in a low crouch. He peered through the glass, scanning the dark aisles. A normal person would be blind, but the thin moonlight lit the place like day for his eyes. He could clearly make out several figures. “Look, crouched there in the produce section. Four of them.”

      “Shall we introduce ourselves?” Liz’s disembodied voice asked, still wrapped in shadow.

      “Okay, I’ll go inside. Stick to the shadows unless I get into trouble. We don’t want them to feel threatened,” he replied, rising to his feet. He rapped lightly on the glass.

      Two of the four figures drew together, whispering. He couldn’t quite catch their heartbeats, but the words were plain. A young man was speaking in Spanish. “We should let him in. He could die out there.”

      “We barely have enough food as it is,” an older woman hissed. Mother maybe? “Besides, what if he’s been bitten by those things. We can’t take a chance.”

      “I’m letting him in,” another man said, this one older. He rose and started walking towards the door. Blair did his best to look harmless as the man approached. He stopped at the door and turned the bolt, then heaved until the glass slid open. He peered out at Blair. “Get inside and be quick about it. Those things can show up at any moment.”

      Blair ducked inside, waiting near the grocery carts while the man slid the door shut. He hurried back to the produce section, gesturing towards Blair to follow. The man led him to the back where the other three figures all squatted in darkness.

      “I’m Miguel, this is Yvessa, her son Juan, and that's Carlos,” Miguel explained. He leaned forward, the moonlight illuminating the left side of this face. “Listen, you ain’t been bit, have you? By those things.”

      “No, I haven’t,” Blair replied.

      “How did you get past them then? They’re everywhere,” asked the woman Miguel had introduced as Yvessa.

      “You wouldn’t believe me and it’s not that important. My friends and I are doing our best to clear the city, but like you said those things are everywhere,” he said, unsure how much he should reveal. He wished they’d discussed what to actually say before approaching survivors. Too late now.

      “You’re one of those wolf things, aren’t you?” Juan said, a bit louder than the others in his excitement. “I told mom that I saw one of them fighting the zombies. She didn’t believe me, but it makes sense. Everyone just sort of forgot all the werewolves when the zombies came, but they’re still out there. A lot of them. They stopped killing us and started killing zombies. Guess they hate them even more than they hate us.”

      “Yes, I’m one of them,” Blair admitted. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest move, but they were going to find out soon enough. "Listen, I know the werewolves went crazy and a lot of people died. That’s over. Werewolves will kill the zombies and protect you.”

      “You expect us to believe that? You eat people,” Yvessa screeched, voice echoing through the store.

      Everyone froze. They waited for several long heartbeats, but there was nothing. Maybe the zombies hadn’t heard.

      “I know you’ve got no reason to trust me, so judge me by my actions. There’s a church up on that hill with a tall gate around the grounds. We’ve already cleared the zombies there, and we’ve stockpiled guns and food. If we can get you inside, you should be safe,” Blair explained, praying they’d accept his help. “If you stay here, sooner or later they’ll get in. We can’t protect humans everywhere, so we’ve got to get you to where you can protect yourselves.”

      Silence reigned for several moments as the people eyed each other in the darkness. No one seemed willing to make a decision until Miguel finally spoke. "My brother was killed by those werewolves. Hell, for all I know, it could have been you that killed him. I'm not going anywhere with you."

      “So what do you suggest?” Juan asked, glaring up at Miguel. The little kid had spunk. "If we stay here, we're going to die. Besides, if he wants to kill us, what are you going to do about it?"

      “He’s right,” the quiet one finally said. Carlos, that was his name. He stood, hefting a backpack and settling the straps over his shoulders. “There were six of us yesterday. Ten a week ago. We’ve got to do something or in a few days there won’t be anyone left. What’s your name, mister?”

      “Blair. Blair Smith,” he said, offering Carlos a hand. The man had a firm grip. “My friends can be a little frightening, but I want to remind you that we’re here to protect you. Follow me.”

      Blair moved confidently to the door, hoping that Liz wouldn’t reveal herself just yet. He’d just gotten through to them, but his control was tenuous. One sudden shock and these people would scatter like a flock of birds.

      They made it into the parking lot, a dim expanse of cracked asphalt bordering a two-lane road that led back to the church. Getting there was going to be a lot harder on foot with refugees in tow. Blair turned to face his charges. “I’m going to start by introducing one of my friends. Her name is Liz. Don’t be startled when she appears. Liz?”

      Liz shimmered into existence, stepping from the shadows. It helped that she’d remained in human form, a beautiful redhead in tight clothing was a lot less intimidating than a nine-foot werewolf. She gave their new friends a warm smile. “Hi there. Like he said, my name is Liz. I’m going to help you get to safety. Just stay between the two of us. Move quickly and quietly and we’ll all get through this.”

      They gave her the deer-in-headlights look, all except Juan, who was just old enough to be ruled by hormones and therefore far more interested in Liz’s figure than the fact that she’d just stepped out of thin air. Blair found himself liking the kid.

      “This way. Quickly,” Blair said, moving up the middle of the street. Juan filed after him immediately, the others a few moments later. Liz brought up the rear as they wound around a low squat building that looked like a school. The road grew steeper until they rounded a block of apartments and finally spotted the church.

      Blair scanned the roof until he located Jordan. Line of sight was a limitation for his abilities, as was distance. This was within range, though. He concentrated, sending a thought towards the beefy soldier. We’re coming up the main thoroughfare. Send Bridget to meet us, but hang back with your rifle and pick anything off that gets too close.

      Blair didn't wait for an answer. Jordan was having trouble adapting to his mental abilities, and hadn't learned to send responses yet. He kept moving, slowing a bit as the breathing behind him grew more labored. Sometimes he forgot how much being a werewolf had changed him. Blair had never been in great shape, but since the change things like this were effortless. He could sprint uphill for miles without growing winded. He glanced over his shoulder to see Juan helping Yvessa up the hill. Carlos and Miguel seemed to be faring better, the pair darting nervous glances into darkened apartments.

      Something screeched in the distance, followed by the slap of bare feet on pavement. Blair leapt to the top of a neighboring street light, catching the metal with one hand and flipping on top of it. He scanned the dark park between them and the noise.

      “Zombies,” Blair muttered, scrubbing a hand through his hair. “Why did it have to be zombies? The ancient enemy couldn’t have been lawn gnomes or something?”

      A mob of pale figures was sprinting in their direction, far more quickly than any zombie he’d seen so far. Damn. A number of movies used fast zombies, but he’d hoped that was just enthusiastic storytelling and that the garden-variety slow walker was all they’d have to deal with.

      “Incoming,” he called down to the group. Liz looked up to meet his gaze. “There are at least six of them, all coming this way.”

      “I’ll intercept them,” Liz called, loping off in that direction. She paused behind a tree to strip off her clothing. Juan wasn’t the only one staring.

      “Blair,” Yvessa screamed, pointing behind him. “There are more of them.”

      He dropped from the street light, landing in a crouch. A dozen figures emerged from a shattered store front, these ones moving more slowly than those he’d seen in the distance. They were still a threat, though. Blair blurred, starting with a tourist in a Hawaiian shirt on the far left. He severed the spinal cord, then charged a desiccated woman wearing only a single sock. A quick swipe dropped her as he moved on to the next target. The work was swift but grisly.

      Yvessa’s screams continued unabated, though he could hear Juan pleading with her to be quiet. More and more zombies emerged from buildings. Some drifted out from under the trees in the park. There had to be at least a hundred, maybe more.

      Then the runners came into view, too-white bodies barreling through the park in their direction. Liz disappeared into the shadows, reappearing directly behind a runner in the back. She leapt on the pale creature, bearing it to the ground and crushing both skull and spine under her weight. Blair fell back to the group, watching in horror as the other five runners approached. They were so fast, too fast for him to take the time to shift into wolf form.

      Liz leapt on top of a second one, bringing it down. There was no way she’d be able to stop them all. A gunshot cracked and a runner’s head exploded. Then another. Suddenly Bridget’s nine-foot silver form was there, dismembering another. The last one was almost upon them, but Blair glided forward to meet it. Its scarlet eyes glared hatefully at him, and its razored teeth sent a chill coursing down his spine.

      Blair blurred, dodging to the right and then back to the left. The move caught the runner off guard, and he seized its head between his hands. A quick jerk snapped the neck and the thing dropped bonelessly to the ground.

      “Nooo,” came a shriek from behind. Blair spun to see a group of walkers surrounding the refugees. Miguel stabbed a walker with a long knife that he'd pulled from somewhere, but he was too slow to reach Yvessa. One of the creatures had seized her arm. It bit down on her shoulder, clinging there like a bulldog as it gnawed her flesh. Her shrieks split the night around them.

      Blair finally shifted, destroying his clothes as he grew taller and stronger. Fur erupted from his skin as his snout elongated. Then he leapt forward, decapitating the zombie with one blow. He barreled into the next and the next, a single second stretching as he blurred through a sea of zombies. Then it was over, the refugees left amidst islands of bodies, with Bridget, Blair and Liz standing in a protective triangle.

      “We all know what happens next,” Miguel said, gesturing at Yvessa. “She’s going to become one of those things.”

      “Not like this,” Yvessa moaned, sinking to her knees. She cradled her mangled arm in her lap. “It can’t end like this. There must be something we can do…”

      “Don’t look,” Liz said, gathering Juan and moving him away from the group.

      The boy began to struggle, straining to reach his mother. “No, there has to be something we can do. There has—”

      Liz’s hand clamped around his shoulder, pulling his face into her chest. “Shhh.”

      Blair knew what he had to do, and it had to be done while Liz was comforting the boy. He stepped forward and snapped Yvessa’s neck before she was even aware he was moving. It came more easily than he’d expected, the first time he’d ever had to kill a defenseless person. Was that the beast’s influence, or had he changed more than just physically?

      Juan spun away from Liz, giving a shriek as he dropped to his knees next to his mother’s corpse. Blair hated himself, but what choice was there?

      None, Ka-Dun. His beast rumbled, somber and subdued. It didn’t speak often these days, not since they had truly joined.

      They’d been gone from the Ark too long and they needed to get back.
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      The shambling corpse had lost his name. It hovered just out of reach, as distant as the stars. It bothered him, this lack of a name. Bothered him a great deal. Almost as much as his imprisonment, an unwilling passenger in a body that seemed to have its own agenda. That body shambled forward, weaving through the deserted street. It passed unfamiliar houses, odd structures set atop two-foot stilts. They were different than the houses the nameless corpse knew, with thinner walls and thatched roofs. It would have been interesting to inspect them more closely, but his body shambled forward with no regard for his orders.

      It staggered, tripping over a shape in the darkness. His body looked down at the obstruction. A corpse, or what remained of one. The flesh had been meticulously stripped clean. The bones cracked, already drained of marrow. The tide of hunger rose, threatening to overwhelm him as it had so many times over the last week. It never abated unless he was feeding, resuming the very instant he stopped chewing.

      His body turned its gaze back to the town, studying the line of houses. The flickering light of a candle came from a window four houses down on the left. The darkness obscured any differences, making the house identical to its neighbors. His body shambled towards it, slow and awkward. That frustrated him too, though he didn’t know any other way of walking. It felt…wrong.

      His leg shook violently as he raised a foot, but he avoided toppling as his body set it on the first step. The worn wood creaked loudly under his weight, but it held. He attempted the second. Then the third. A fourth step carried him to the door, faintly illuminated by the glow in the living room window. A gasp came from inside. The light winked out.

      He listened. Breathing came from behind the door. There were heartbeats. Two of them. Both rapid. Should he be able to hear heartbeats? No, he was positive that was wrong. Different. New.

      His body raised a trembling hand to the door handle, wrapping a weak grip around it. It turned with a click, the door creaking open with a little urging. Shouldn’t they have locked the door? Or at least blocked it with a dresser or bed?

      His body staggered inside, gaze sweeping the room. It was gathered in darkness, except for the patch of bamboo planks in the pool of moonlight. The heartbeats were more frantic now, thundering from the corner of the room. He could just barely make out a pair of shapes huddled against the wall. One taller, sheltering the smaller one. A woman and child. Horror bloomed, giving way to panic. Every fiber of his being yearned to warn them, to scream that they should run. All that emerged was a low wail, the first time that he’d been able to force his body to do anything.

      It shambled across the room, moving towards the doomed family. Why didn’t they run? They could probably make it past him. He was slow, ungainly. Yet they cowered there, praying he wouldn’t notice them. His body crossed the gap in three awkward steps, then lunged at the larger figure. An old woman with short white hair. She flinched, but made no attempt to run. Instead she shoved the smaller figure forward. “Antonio, corre!”

      The little boy shot to his feet, bolting across the bamboo floor like a deer as he burst from the room into the night. The nameless corpse turned to watch the boy’s flight, then turned back to his prey. He seized the woman’s arm, biting savagely into her shoulder. His weight bore her to the wooden floor with a hollow thump as he began to feed. At first she screamed and thrashed, but that grew weaker as he tore loose mouthful after mouthful. The hunger faded for the first time in days. In its place came clarity. He remembered.

      There had been a pyramid, surrounded by bright lights. Men with guns. Werewolves. That couldn’t be right, could it? There were no such things as werewolves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            The Ring

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair scrubbed a hand through sweaty hair as he trudged towards his chamber, somewhere past exhausted.

      “Blair,” Bridget called from behind him. He turned to find her hurrying down the passageway. She gave a dazzling smile when he stopped and waited for her. It brought back so many memories, most of them unwelcome. “I’m too keyed up to sleep after that mess in Cajamarca. I was thinking maybe we could do a little sparring.”

      “You mean you’re looking for a punching bag,” Blair said. He returned the smile, focusing on one of the better memories. It was nice to relax, just a hair. He’d been on edge since the second wave hit—hell, since he’d first come to the Ark almost three months ago.

      Being forced to leave behind survivors didn’t help. He knew no one was happy about that, but he’d been the one to argue for it. The Mother was right. They couldn’t get bogged down by a small group. They had to think big picture, as much as it killed him to do so. “I always get my ass handed to me. I’ve never been able to catch you with any of my tricks. Guess I’m not much of a Jedi.”

      “You’ll never win with that attitude. I’ve never known you to give up. Isn’t your manhood at stake being beaten by a girl?” she teased, linking an arm through his as they strolled towards the sparring ring the Mother had none too subtly demanded that they practice in daily. He knew he should disengage, but damn if it didn’t feel good. He deserved a little gratification. She smelled heavenly, familiar and warm.

      “Being beaten by a girl? You mean having my throat torn out by a nine-foot werewolf who can vanish at will?” Blair asked, shaking his head. “Trust me, my manhood is intact. It’s not a fair fight. Girl werewolves shouldn’t hit boys.”

      Bridget laughed, jeans clinging to her like a second skin as she skipped ahead into the sparring ring at the center of a cavernous chamber. It was a fascinating invention. A glowing white ring bordered a wide black swathe of obsidian, raised about two inches above the surrounding room. The moment Bridget entered it the ring began to pulse in time with her heartbeat. She crouched at the far side, a predatory grin on her face. How stupid was he, doing this yet again?

      Bridget pulled off her shirt and dropped it on the stone just outside the ring. The bra came a moment later, followed by the jeans. At least there were some perks to this. He pulled off his own shirt, adding garments until they both stood naked. That had been the most awkward part the first few days, especially when they all sparred together. Now he was used to the nakedness, no longer embarrassed. It was hard to be, after the werewolf virus had reshaped his body into something any gym rat would envy.

      “All right, let’s get this over with,” he said, forcing himself to take the final step into the ring. It flared brightly, veins of light running inward towards the center of the ring.  He shifted as he moved, the change like breathing now. In the span of three spaces he gained two feet of fur and muscle, the silver mirrored in Bridget's coat as she shifted too.

      Then Blair was elsewhere. There was no ring, just a vast jungle. The Amazon this time. He hadn’t seen this level before, but he couldn’t waste time gawking. Bridget would already be studying the ring, learning the terrain. She’d find the best place to ambush him and then strike, when he least expected it. It always began this way. How could it not? He couldn’t hide from a female and she could effortlessly fool his senses. The only advantage he had was speed.

      Blair blurred to the top of a wide, bowed tree with thick drooping fronds. He’d never seen it before, but then he’d also never been to the Amazon. The bark was leathery against his bare feet. It smelled bitter. There was flash of movement in the corner of his vision. He spun, leaping to another branch to get a look at the cause. A pair of squirrel-sized monkeys chittered quietly on a branch. Their black and white fur and drooping mustaches lent them a dignified air.

      Macaws shrieked from neighboring trees, a counterpoint to the intermittent drone of insects. In the distance a jaguar roared. The jungle flowed around him, unaware of the predators in its midst. Maintaining that advantage was critical. If the animals fell silent it would alert Bridget to his presence, whereas he’d get no such warning. The animals were simply incapable of detecting a shadow-dancing female.

      Blair blurred forward, grabbing a thick branch with both hands. He swung, using his momentum to carry him to a neighboring tree. He cushioned his landing as much as possible, but the monkeys in the neighboring tree still fell silent. Hopefully Bridget hadn’t heard that. He scanned the surrounding jungle, layers of shadow obscuring the jungle floor. Only a few rays of sun broke the canopy, isolated pools of light in a greater shadow.

      He released the limb, dropping silently onto a fern below. It cushioned his fall enough that the droning insects continued uninterrupted. He dropped into a crouch, back planted against the tree. There had to be a way to detect her. He couldn’t see or smell her and he couldn’t probe her mind, at least not effectively. Her defenses were too strong. So what were his options?

      Shaping had to be the key. It was his one advantage. The Mother wouldn’t have left an entire gender defenseless, so there must be a way to compensate for a female's stealth. Hmm. He couldn’t pierce Bridget’s mind when he probed her, but he could feel resistance when he tried. How could he use that? Maybe he could somehow broadcast his will in all directions like a sonar burst. A sort of ping.

      This is possible, Ka-Dun. Dispersing your will weakly in all directions. Ingenious, the beast rumbled. It spoke rarely these days, now that they'd joined fully.

      Disperse his will. He considered the problem for a moment, blurring to another tree trunk, then another so quickly that he hoped Bridget couldn’t follow. How could he do that? Visualization. That seemed to be how all their powers worked. Blair imagined his will as a giant balloon, slowly filling as he pushed harder. It grew larger and larger, bulging around him in a shimmering wave he suspected only he could see. He pushed harder, straining until it was as large as he could make it. Then still further. Finally it burst, spraying bits of his will in a blast around him. It washed harmlessly through the jungle in every spot. Except one.

      He met resistance in a neighboring tree, just a few feet behind him to the left. Blair blurred, diving into a roll as Bridget’s claws raked the space he’d just occupied. He flipped to his feet, spinning to face her as Bridget melted back into the shadows.

      “That’s the first time you’ve anticipated one of my attacks,” her disembodied voice came from the shadows. “What did you do differently?”

      “Trade secret,” he replied, grinning as he repeated the trick. There.

      He lunged at the darkness, his swipe connecting ever so briefly with flesh. His claws came back tinged with blood, but there was no sign of Bridget.

      “Clever, whatever it is. You can find me now. And here you didn’t want to spar,” she teased from the shadows.

      Furry arms shot from the darkness behind him, wrapping around his midsection as Bridget’s much heavier body bore him to the ground. He struggled briefly, but now that she had a hold of him there was no escape. She was much, much stronger.

      Then she began the worst form of torment, the kind she knew better than anyone how much he dreaded. She tickled him. He thrashed back and forth, struggling to free himself as he wheezed out laugh after laugh.

      “A-all right,” he panted, going limp. “I yield.”

      The jungle vanished, replaced by the obsidian ring with its bright border. Bridget’s form wavered, shifting back into a very naked woman. Her impossibly soft breasts pressed against his back, her face buried against the fur behind his neck.

      Blair shifted too, rolling onto his back. Bridget snuggled up to him, draping an arm across his chest and nestling her head on his shoulder. It brought him back to countless mornings in bed, long conversations about interesting topics after hours of lovemaking. The longing warred with the pain of betrayal. Part of him recognized this as an invitation to more pain, but he stayed where he was. Her scent was overpowering.

      “I’m sorry, Blair. For everything. I hope you understand that,” she murmured, burying her face against his shoulder. It actually sounded sincere. Maybe it even was. People could change, couldn’t they?

      “It looks like the ring is already in use, though not for sparring,” Cyntia’s thickly accented voice came from the doorway.

      “We’ll just have to wait our turn,” Liz replied, tone dry as the Sahara.

      Blair scrambled to his feet, blushing in embarrassment and guilt, though he wasn’t sure why he should. It’s not as if he were dating Liz, though they’d certainly grown close during their mad flight from Peru. Bridget leapt to her feet, snatching her shirt from the ground and covering her chest with it. She refused to meet Liz’s gaze. He was a little ashamed of standing there naked, but he squared his shoulders anyway.

      “We just finished,” Blair offered. Lamely.

      “I’ll bet you did,” Liz muttered, expression unreadable.

      “Blair learned a new trick,” Bridget said, obviously attempting to change the subject. She glanced down at her nakedness, blushing scarlet. “He can find us even when we’re hiding in the shadows.”

      “Interesting,” Liz said, striding purposely towards the ring. She’d already regained her composure and if she was angry, she certainly didn’t show it. “How do you do it, Blair?”

      “I send out a sort of 'ping.' Like radar,” he explained, exiting the ring and meeting Liz and Cyntia near the edge. He picked up his shirt, but didn't put it on yet. He’d be damned if he was going to act embarrassed, no matter how he felt. Bridget stood a few feet away, still avoiding Liz’s gaze. “I can’t easily invade your minds, but I feel the resistance when I try. If I send out a weak ping in all directions I can sense where you are.”

      “Impressive,” Cyntia said, crossing her arms over a more than ample chest. The gesture seemed deliberate, so Blair studiously avoided looking. He was already in enough trouble, though he wasn’t sure why he should be. “Did you discover this technique, or did your beast reveal it?”

      “It was my idea. The beast seemed rather surprised,” he replied, eyeing the safety of the door. “I’m going to go grab a shower. I’ll see you all at dinner.”

      Bridget started to follow, but Liz touched her arm. “Would you stay, Bridget? I was hoping we could spar.”

      Bridget’s creamy face paled. She shot Blair a worried look and then turned back to Liz. “Of course. There’s still a lot you can teach me.”

      “Great. Cyntia, why don’t you help Blair get dinner started? We can spar later. Bridget and I need some time alone.”
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      Liz stepped across the glowing line into the circle, dropping her sports bra onto the stone outside, along with the rest of her clothes. She rolled her neck, unlimbering for the fight. Then she shifted, marveling in the miracle of it.

      The process still hurt. How could it not? Bones snapped and popped as her body rearranged itself, limbs lengthening and muscles swelling. The worst part was definitely the muzzle splitting her face, and she teared up briefly in the same way she had when a girl had broken her nose back in the fifth grade.

      When the process was complete she'd gained over three feet in height, and a thick auburn pelt covered her nakedness. That had been a mercy when she first started, but constant combat and the burdens of leadership had burned the embarrassment out of her.

      She paused, turning to face the shorter woman. Bridget had dark wavy hair, beautiful eyes, and a dazzling smile. There wasn’t a wasted ounce anywhere on that perfect body. She could see why Blair was interested, but it still stung. Liz felt frumpy beside her.

      "I'll be the target," she said, walking to the middle of the ring. The lights began pulsing in time with her heartbeat.

      Bridget shifted as well, becoming a majestic silver just a few inches shorter than Liz. She stepped into the ring, but the scenery didn't change. That was a first.

      The ring senses purpose, Ka-Ken, Liz's beast rumbled. You seek a direct confrontation, a battle of strength. Trickery is not needed, and so the ring offers no distraction.

      Was she really picking a fight over a man? Maybe. It seemed like exactly the sort of thing she'd have chastised her brother for doing, a fistfight over a girl. Her desire to do exactly the same thing was testament to how much the virus had changed her.

      "So have you known Blair a long time?" she asked, turning to face Bridget as the smaller wolf wrapped the shadows about her. She was gone a heartbeat later, undetectable save for her disembodied voice.

      “Yes, for a long time now. We went to Stanford together. Him, Steve, Sheila and I,” Bridget's voice explained. It circled slowly around Liz as Bridget moved. “We dated for three years, most of it spent at school or later at a dig site in China.”

      There was a moment of silence and then a flash of silver as Bridget lunged from the right. Liz flowed into one of the combat forms the Mother had taught her, catching Bridget's neck with one hand and her right arm with the other. That left one of Bridget's arms free, and she raked Liz's chest in a spray of blood.

      Liz responded by slamming Bridget's face into the obsidian, then rolling away and disappearing into the shadows. Now it was her turn to attack from the shadows. They'd alternate until they grew tired, the idea being that they could practice both attacking and defending. Liz had taken to the exercises with a surprising fervor. She really enjoyed losing herself in the activity, the primal joy of combat. Usually she did, anyway.

      “But you broke up?” Liz asked, circling Bridget. Her opponent shifted slowly, ears twitching as she sought Liz.

      “A long time ago, yes,” Bridget said, dropping her gaze to the stone. If werewolves could have blushed, Liz had the feeling that Bridget would be. “Steve was his best friend, and Sheila was mine. Blair took a job heading up a dig and it took all of his time. He didn’t come to bed. Didn’t eat with me anymore. I didn’t see him for months. Steve…”

      A wellspring of rage bubbled up in Liz as she understood where Bridget was going with this. She lunged from the shadows behind Bridget, wrapping one arm around her to pin both arms while the other tore out Bridget's throat. Liz shoved Bridget to the stone and then rolled back into a crouch while she waited.

      “You slept with his best friend?” Liz asked, more than a little satisfied by the amount of blood. What a mind fuck. That explained so much of the subtext, why Blair seemed interested in Bridget one moment and angry the next. “I’m amazed he still speaks to you.”

      Bridget struggled to her feet, the terrible wounds healing almost instantly. Her ruined throat knitted itself back together as she slipped into the shadows.

      “So am I,” Bridget agreed, sounding embarrassed as she circled Liz. “I don’t deserve it. I cheated on him. The worst part is that when he came to the dig…I abandoned Steve. We’d been on the rocks for a while, but that’s no excuse. He was dying from radiation sickness, and I ran to Blair for comfort. I didn’t deserve either of them. I still don’t.”

      “But you’re pursuing him anyway?” Liz asked. She kept her tone even, but was willing to bet that Bridget sensed her disapproval.

      “I shouldn’t, but Liz, I can’t help it. I love him. I always have. Even when I was with Steve I never stopped loving Blair. If he told me to leave him alone I would, but he hasn’t. You can’t blame me for trying,” she said, voice still moving as she continued to circle. Liz got the sense that she was looking for some sort of absolution, but she wasn’t the one who could offer that. “I know it’s wrong. I know I should just let him go, but I feel like I have a second chance. To be a better person. The woman he deserves. He’s an amazing man.”

      "A man you don't deserve," Liz growled, flexing her claws. "If you hurt him again, there will be hell to pay. I promise you that."
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      “You are a very stupid man, Blair Smith,” Cyntia said, nose slightly upturned like some South American parody of a Valley girl. The statement was made while she filled a battered pot with water, then set it gently on top of the Coleman camp stove they’d liberated from the installation outside. The Mohn Corp. soldiers who'd occupied it were all dead, slaughtered by the Mother in her seemingly infinite fury.

      “You won’t get an argument from me,” he agreed, opening the dented cabinet that they’d used to store their dwindling supply of food. Well, processed food anyway. They could always go hunting, but that still felt incredibly odd despite the fact that Blair enjoyed it. “How about beef stroganoff tonight?”

      Blair picked up a large packet and tore the seal. He set it on the marble next to the camp stove, marveling at the veins of gold that shot through the rock. Its value was incalculable and it could be found throughout the Ark.

      The powdery substance inside the packet smelled like preservatives, but at least it was better than the smell of his own sweat. He would have made time for that shower, except that he had a feeling Cyntia would have insisted on joining him. She had an odd idea about what constituted boundaries.

      “Do you know why you are a very stupid man?” Cyntia asked, unperturbed by his attempt to change the subject.

      “I have a feeling you’re about to tell me,” Blair said, suppressing the sigh. It was like a bad anime show, one male character surrounded by women. There was Jordan of course, but somehow he managed to sidestep this crap. Blair missed Trevor.

      “You are a fool because Liz desires you. She is a much better match than that little vixen with the shifty eyes. Liz is strong. You need a strong woman, Blair Smith,” Cyntia explained, lowering the temperature on the camp stove as the water came to a boil.

      “I’d love to hear you call Bridget weak to her face,” Blair retorted, pulling the mouth of the packet wide so that Cyntia could pour in the water. Once it was full, he used the strip at the top to reseal it. It would cook for the next few minutes, but the others would arrive long before then. Their enhanced senses allowed them to smell cooking anywhere in the Ark.

      “You dance about with words. Do not play such games. You know I am right,” she said, giving him a measured glance. She began setting bowls around the wide marble table. It was flanked by a pair of benches cut from some sort of foam. There was enough room to seat twenty, so they only took up a very small corner.

      “You’re right,” Blair admitted, surprising himself. He picked up the packet of stroganoff by the top edges and carried it to the table. “Bridget is bad news. I know that."

      Cyntia stopped, turning slowly to face him. She gestured with a fistful of plastic spoons. “Then you have no business cavorting with her. She is a harlot. You should tell her you will never be with her again.”

      Realization struck like a bolt of lightning. He’d never told Bridget to leave. Or even to leave him alone. He’d accepted, even welcomed the attention. Why? It wasn’t fair unless he wanted to get back together with her. Did he?

      “Stroganoff again?” Jordan boomed as he strode into the chamber. He was almost as menacing in human form, all muscle and stubble. “What I wouldn't give for a sixteen-ounce cut of prime rib.”

      “You are a stupid man too, Aaron Jordan,” Cyntia said, a grin slipping into place. She sat languidly at the table, placing the last spoon next to her bowl. “But you are very easy on the eyes. Not so easy as Trevor, but he would not mind me looking, I think.”

      “There you go again,” Jordan said, sliding his massive frame onto the bench across from Cyntia. He shook his head, giving her a warm smile. “You’re a passable soldier, but you’re not at all my type.”

      “Stroganoff again?” Liz said, striding into the room with the grace of a panther. She really was beautiful, in a wholly different way than Bridget. Liz’s long copper hair was more honest, her sapphire gaze something he could imagine waking up to. That said nothing of her figure, even wrapped in the baggy green fatigues that Mohn had unintentionally provided. She was a lot taller, almost eye level. That had really grown on him.

      Bridget strolled in afterwards. She darted Blair a shy smile, then quickly looked away.

      “Yes, it is just about ready. Sit and I will serve you,” Cyntia said. She took the role of hostess very seriously, something that could almost never be said of her. She popped open the packet, using a large plastic spoon to ladle the steaming stroganoff into bowls. It smelled heavenly despite being freeze dried, but it didn't satisfy the primal urge for meat that he'd been saddled with since his transformation.

      Liz and Bridget dropped onto the bench next to Jordan, so Blair slid in next to Cyntia. He picked up his spoon, but it would be several minutes before the food was cool enough to eat. “It’s been a week now. I wonder what things are like back in the States.”

      “Bad,” Jordan said. He shoveled a spoonful of stroganoff into his mouth. “Oww. Hot. Yeah, it will be bad. The power would have gone out even without the second wave. It takes people to run power plants and zombies would have made that impossible. So you’ve got isolated groups everywhere because no one can communicate. Food will be a serious issue. So will medicine. Not to mention the zombies themselves.”

      “I could have told you that. I watched The Walking Dead, too,” Bridget said with a little smirk.

      “The writers of that show were wise men,” Jordan replied, shoveling a second spoonful.

      “I have to wonder how far the werewolves have spread,” Blair added. He took his first tentative bite. Still hot, but good. “Peru was the epicenter and we still have problems with zombies. There were less werewolves in the United States, especially the east coast. They’ve got to be in bad shape.”

      A figure glided into the room, snuffing the conversation like a candle. The Mother had returned. Her ivory garments were spattered with blood but were otherwise undamaged. He still hadn’t figured out how she shifted with her clothes. Was it the garment or some power? A waterfall of silver locks flowed down deceptively delicate shoulders, framing an oval face set with emerald eyes. She was both breathtaking and otherworldly.

      “You still insist on eating that goop,” she snorted, sitting cross-legged on the bench next to Blair. She slapped a haunch of meat from what he guessed might be a goat on the table before her. “We are carnivores. We eat meat. You need to hunt.”

      She seized the haunch with both hands, ripping off a mouthful and chewing blissfully as the rest of them gazed on in a mixture of horror and jealousy. His stomach rumbled.

      She opened her eyes and blinked twice. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “It’s not important,” Blair interjected, surprised again at the vast gulf between the Mother’s culture and their own world. “We found survivors in Cajamarca and did our best to set up a sanctuary for them. While we were there we ran into something strange. Zombies that were faster and stronger than the others. A more evolved version of the walkers.”

      “Evolved,” the Mother replied, cocking her head as if tasting the word. She picked a piece of fat from between her teeth before continuing. “That doesn’t quite fit. They have fed upon the flesh of others, which gives them strength. The more they feed, the stronger and smarter they become. This is why they were a more challenging opponent than the shamblers you first encountered."

      “How large can they get?” Liz asked.

      “I’ve seen a deathless 30-spans high, this one a primate from the Cradle. It took Ra two millennia to grow it and me another six to destroy it,” she said. Blair’s jaw dropped at the cavalier way she discussed such a time span.

      “Mother, I know this might be rude but how old are you?” he asked, bracing himself for a possible explosion.

      “I have seen the length of an entire longest count, roughly twenty-four millennia,” she said, continuing her meal.

      Blair’s wasn’t the only amazed face. “We must be like children to you. The oldest living human is barely a century. Our entire recorded history is around five thousand years. You’ve seen nearly five times that amount of time.”

      “Not truly,” the Mother replied between mouthfuls of raw meat. “I was only awake for eleven millennia. I slept for thirteen between ages, when the sun was dim and cold. But enough of me. Tell me more of your journey. You say you’ve helped these survivors find sanctuary? How many are there?”

      “We only located a handful, but there are almost certainly others,” Liz interjected, eyeing the Mother as she waved steam away from her bowl. “We wanted to stay and find more, but you insisted we return. I’m still not sure I agree with that. We should be out there protecting people, but instead we’re back here relaxing.”

      “I understand your feelings,” the Mother said, heaving a sigh. She stopped eating and divided her attention among them. “You want to protect and that is to the good, but you must learn to take a longer view. I’m afraid I do see you as children, though there is no insult in that. You think in years or perhaps in decades. I ruled this continent and the one to the north for sixty centuries, and spent another fifty in the land you call Africa. I have learned the ugly patterns of our race. The people in this city are important, but not nearly so important as your learning to hone your abilities. I cannot risk you being overwhelmed when you are untrained. That is why I needed you to return, why you are not there protecting those who cannot protect themselves.

      “Fear not, though. On the morrow we will return to Cajamarca and I will create champions from those willing,” the Mother explained. “They will help protect the city as you watch over this Ark.”

      “Can’t you watch over the Ark?” Bridget asked, eyeing the Mother sidelong. “I mean, you’re stronger than all of us. We could help the city while you protect this place.”

      “Would that I could,” she said, heaving another sigh. “The central chamber is damaged nearly beyond repair. I must create new control rods and I can find the material I need in only one place. There is an island to the east, far out to sea. I must find a ship and journey there to obtain the stone. We will need the Ark’s full strength in the years to come. Tomorrow I will return to Cajamarca. Liz and Blair will remain. The rest of you will accompany me.”

      “Mother,” Cyntia said, clearing her throat before continuing. “I wish to search for Trevor, the friend we lost during the second wave.”

      “This is the one you fear may have fallen prey to the deathless?” the Mother replied, smile melting. She rested a sympathetic hand on Cyntia’s shoulder. “It is possible the man you knew still exists, but that is extremely unlikely. You are most likely to find a shattered husk with no memory of the man he once was. If you must seek your lover then do so, but steel yourself for what might come. The path you choose is difficult to walk.”

      “Thank you, Mother,” Cyntia replied, eyes falling to her bowl.

      “So you want me to go with you?” Jordan asked. It was the most uncomfortable Blair had ever seen him. Not surprising. The Mother had ripped his arms off just a few weeks before.

      “Yes,” the Mother said, giving a mischievous smile. “I can smell your fear, but you contain it well. I know you remember well our last encounter, but rest assured, you are one of my children now. I would have you serve as Ka-Dun to Bridget. Ka-Ken need the support of a Ka-Dun and I believe Liz has already laid claim to Blair.”

      The table fell silent. Blair’s cheeks heated and he suddenly found his stroganoff very interesting.
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      Jordan slung his pack over his shoulders, cinching the straps around his waist and chest. It carried perhaps two hundred pounds of ordinance, enough to make him the center of a massive fireworks display, should it come anywhere near open flame. He studied his reflection in the mirrored door. His close cropped hair was orderly, his black t-shirt comfortably tight. He looked the same. But he wasn’t.

      He’d died back there, torn apart by the Mother when she’d shredded Mohn’s forces. Curiously, of the two hundred people she’d killed he was the only werewolf to be found. There were many sets of tracks leading away, but he had no idea where the others had gone or why. Perhaps it was some animal instinct, some survival reflex that made them flee a predator like the Mother. One he apparently lacked.

      He touched the smooth stone door and it slid silently open, revealing the colorful corridor he was already growing used to. He strode boldly down the western passage, passing small diamond-shaped lights every ten feet. They afforded an excellent view of the hieroglyphs, though he appreciated them more for the tactical knowledge they might provide than any beauty they might possess. Many recounted battles with the zombies.

      “Jordan,” Blair called, trotting towards him. He pulled up a few feet away. “So you and Bridget are heading out with the Mother this morning?”

      “Back to Cajamarca, yeah,” he said, falling in beside Blair. The pair made their way towards their hastily erected mess. So odd to be walking next to someone he’d battled to the death only a week before. “Hopefully we can find more survivors and get them to the church. No idea if any will accept her offer, but I suspect a few will be desperate enough to try.”

      “Let’s hope so. We’re going to need all the help we can get,” Blair replied. They entered the mess to find everyone else already there.

      “Morning,” Bridget called, giving a little wave. She was sitting next to Liz, whose hair was loose today. It looked good on her. The Mother sat across from them, cross-legged on the bench. She ate nothing, eyeing the food distastefully. There was no sign of Cyntia, but Jordan could smell her. She’d probably just left.

      “Eat your muck swiftly,” the Mother ordered, gesturing to the empty seat next to her. A pair of bowls had been set out, the pleasant aroma of maple oatmeal steaming out of each. “We’ll leave as soon as you finish. I want to reach this city by midday.”

      “That’s not possible,” Jordan said, sliding onto the bench next to her. He picked up his spoon and stirred the oatmeal. Maybe it wasn't smart to contradict her, but the words were already out, so he forged ahead. “It took us two days to get there last time out.”

      “Just because you have not done it doesn’t mean it isn’t possible. I will teach you to blur over long distances. This ability is like a muscle and will get stronger through use,” she explained, crinkling her nose as Jordan took his first bite. He still found it odd that she survived solely on meat. He was as much a carnivore as any man, but one needed chocolate and coffee too.

      “What about Bridget?” he asked, nodding towards the petite brunette. “She can’t blur.”

      “She will ride your shadow,” the Mother explained, as if that settled the matter.

      Bridget paled and he could guess why. Liz had already learned that trick, but Bridget seemed slower on the uptake. Not that she wasn’t intelligent, but whatever gave them their power was harder for her to use. It was the same for him. Blair picked up all this shaping crap with ease, yet for Jordan it took concentrated effort to do things that Blair considered simple.

      “I’m ready,” Jordan said, dropping his spoon in the empty bowl. No sense putting it off. They had work to be about.

      “Very well,” the Mother said, rising lithely from her seat. Bridget stood as well, hefting her black nylon pack.

      She glanced at Liz and her eyes hardened with determination. Then she turned back to Jordan. Her whole body began to tremble, and a moment later she flowed into the shadows. Into his shadow, to be more specific.

      Jordan hefted his own pack, feeling more than a little uncomfortable that Bridget and her pack had vanished so completely. He rose from the bench and followed the Mother as she made her way up the northern corridor towards the surface. The Mother glided into a run, swift but not quite a sprint. Was this the pace she planned to set for the whole trip? It had that feel. Could he maintain it?

      Of course he could. He was a god-damn killing machine. He could run for days as a human. Now? Jordan pushed himself, bouncing past the Mother and into the lead. The Mother shifted, suddenly nine and a half feet of silver fur. She bounded off the wall, retaking the lead. He matched her shift, his shirt and pants shredded by the move. Damn it.

      Try as he might, he couldn’t catch her. She shot a grin over her shoulder. It was alarmingly childlike for a woman who’d lived forever as a goddess. They burst from the tunnel into the bright morning light, blazingly hot but pleasant nonetheless. They loped southwest, heading back the direction they’d just recently come. Jordan didn’t know what to expect, but if nothing else, this trip would be interesting.
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      Irakesh snapped awake, blinking rapidly as his eyes adjusted. Dim splashes of ruby and emerald danced on the walls, cast by the gems powering the rejuvenator that had carried him into this new age. The entire structure vibrated as the crystal became a thick viscous liquid that pushed him up through the top. It hardened underneath him, leaving him atop its warm surface.

      He dropped lightly to his feet as his gaze darted frantically around the secondary rejuvenation chamber. There were six other rejuvenators, none of the gems active. The silver door was sealed, the Ark glyph on its surface dark. Odd. That should have been lit, even if faintly. Had the Ark run out of power? That couldn’t be or he’d have never awakened.

      Perhaps he’d been detected and Isis had locked down the chamber. If that were the case he’d be dead in minutes, assuming he could evade her that long. If he’d had a heartbeat, it would be thudding frantically in his chest. He struggled to calm himself. She wasn’t going to catch him. He was as safe as he could be nestled in the very heart of his enemy’s stronghold. Irakesh had reservations for the first time since he’d concocted this mad plan. Could it be done?

      Such thoughts were useless. He was committed to this course now. If he failed, he’d die in the attempt and even if he somehow lived, Ra would flay him alive as an example of those who failed her. A harsh mistress, his mother.

      He padded silently on the supple soles of his boots, creeping to the doorway that led into the corridor beyond. All was dark out there, hardly a surprise given the sabotage he’d arranged just prior to the Ark’s internment. All sorts of systems would be failing, though he’d been excruciatingly careful to ensure that the rejuvenators were safe from his tampering.

      Irakesh channeled a bit of energy to his eyes, drinking in the near darkness as if it were lit by the full moon. He crept down the corridor, straining for the faintest of sounds. There was nothing this far down. He was on the Ark’s nineteenth tier, a full eight tiers beneath the surface. Either Isis hadn’t made it down this far, or had sealed it off after her exploration. There was no movement; not even the air stirred.

      He was completely sealed off. Had he needed to breathe, such a thing would have been the end of him. Ptah’s shaping ensured that the Ark would see him as a champion, which would normally mean life support. Yet he’d blinded the sensors in this area, so the Ark had no idea that someone was alive down here.

      Irakesh padded silently up the corridor, marveling at the fantastic hieroglyphs. They told a tale he was familiar with, that of Isis’s exodus from the Cradle. Yet there were many differences from the narrative Ra had circulated. These glyphs painted Isis as a savior of her people, the creator of champions who shielded the unblooded from the depredations of the evil deathless. How quaint. So near the truth and yet not.

      He reached a wide stairwell leading to the next tier. Each step was a struggle, because they’d been created for the much larger champions. The males topped seven feet and the females were even larger. Most deathless, like him, retained a near-human form. Some could reshape their bodies, though that was generally reserved for those much older than Irakesh and was a more permanent process.

      A wide silver door blocked the corridor, set with the glyph meaning Ark. He hesitated before placing his hand on the warm metal. This was the moment of truth, the time during which he’d be discovered or would know that he was still cloaked by the shadows and by his subterfuge. When the door opened it would trigger an alert. Anyone linked to the Ark would know that he was moving down here. If that someone was Isis, then his very short life was about to end.

      Irakesh pressed his palm into the silver, waiting an eternity as it opened. He blurred up the hallway, using some of his dwindling energy reserves to get some distance from the door. He stopped near a statue of Ka-Ket, the Mother’s favorite daughter. He’d never met her, but battle legends said she was an implacable foe. Often called Jes’Ka, or ‘eater of death’ in the old tongue. She towered over him, spear held in both hands. Beautiful. He wished he could have met her in person.

      He waited at her feet, listening for the sound that would herald his death. None came. Perhaps Isis had already departed and was securing the area. That had been the plan, after all. Something must be occupying her attention or she’d have felt his presence moving through the heart of her sanctuary and come to investigate.

      Irakesh trotted silently down the corridor, taking the most direct route across this tier. He repeated this five more times, gliding through silent rooms that hadn’t known the sun in thirteen millennia. It was a tomb, this place. He exited the corridor into the Ark’s central chamber. This would be the most dangerous place. If there was opposition, it would be here.

      He gathered the shadows thick about him, enveloping him like the womb of the very night itself. It wouldn’t stop Isis; she was too canny for that. But it would fool any of her Ka-Dun, had she any left in the Ark. Irakesh crept between the monoliths, gawking at the catastrophic damage around him. The entire chamber had been torn apart by some unknown weapon. Gouges marred walls and floor. The obelisks that powered the place were shattered, only three of five intact. This was why Isis hadn’t detected him. She’d been unable to. This Ark was damaged past usefulness. Unless she repaired it, one of the greatest wonders the world had ever known was little more than a fancy cave.

      Was this somehow his work? It couldn’t be. His sabotage had only damaged a few critical systems. This place had been through a protracted battle with a level of violence he’d never witnessed. Though it made his job easier a part of him cried out at the destruction. This place was more than priceless. It was power.

      He crept closer to the access key, a statue of Isis, life-sized and incredibly intricate. He could feel the power matrix within, thrumming with the life the Ark somehow still clung to. It was enough for his purpose. He reached for Isis’s outstretched palm, wrapping his cool fingers around the warm stone. It pulsed, sending a jolt shooting up his arm. It hurt, but he didn’t dare release the hand before it had done its work. Another pulse, then a third and fourth in rapid succession.

      Just like that it was over. He stared down at his hand in wonder. He’d done it. He’d stolen the access key for the Ark of the Redwood. If he could make his way to the northern continent he could finally show them all. He'd become one of the most powerful Ark Lords the world had ever seen.
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      If staring at a woman’s ass were illegal, then the police would already be on their way. Blair gaped openly as Liz bent over to pick up a stack of heavy plastic crates left behind by Mohn Corp. She wore a tight-fitting pair of black fatigues—not the sexiest clothes, but still impossible to ignore on a woman like her. He felt a brief twinge of guilt given his recent flirting with Bridget, but only a twinge. It’s not as if Liz even knew he was looking.

      She easily hefted three of the crates, each weighing sixty pounds or more. Liz began walking back to the Ark, peering around her burdens since they were taller than her head. Blair picked up two of the crates knowing the limits of his strength. He still found it odd that women were so much stronger than men, but it provided a strange sort of balance to the traditional world.

      “Let’s make this the last load,” Liz called over her shoulder. A sheen of sweat made her shirt cling to her back, highlighting the muscles as they moved. “We’ve been at this all day. There’s enough food and medical supplies down there to last us for months.”

      “You’re not getting an argument from me,” Blair replied, following after her. It was easier to go single file through the Ark’s confines, at least when carrying this sort of burden. “It looks like we’ve raided almost everything we can from their camp anyway. Pickings have been slim for the last few trips.”

      “Maybe we can actually relax for a bit after we finish,” Liz suggested, beaming one of those smiles over her shoulder.

      “I found a bottle of rum yesterday,” Blair said, shooting back a grin. “We ought to crack it open and celebrate. You realize this will be the first downtime we’ve had since we became werewolves? We didn’t even pause after the end of the world.”

      They entered the comforting shade of the tunnel, winding down into the Ark. It amazed him how differently he’d come to view it since the day he’d arrived. That had been less than three months ago, and yet the gulf was wider than any lifetime. The corridor sloped down as they passed the first row of antechambers.

      “So can I confide something?” Liz asked, slowing until he could walk with her.

      “Of course. After the things we’ve shared? You can tell me anything,” Blair replied, adjusting the weight of the crates.

      “I’m having trouble sleeping. I haven’t been able to since that day we woke up naked. The day I—well, shit, I can’t even say it,” she finished lamely, quickening her step again.

      “The day you killed that man when we were on the run,” Blair finished for her. He quickened his pace to match. “Liz, you’re a doctor. A healer. You’re kind and everything I’ve seen you do is aimed at helping the people around you. I get why this is hard for you, maybe better than anyone.”

      “Do you?” she asked, eyes sharp. “Blair, I wanted to heal people. Make the world a better place. Now I kill. Relentlessly. I’m a death machine, the ultimate warrior. That’s my lot in life now, to slaughter every day. To fight. It isn’t me, Blair. It isn’t fair. This isn’t who I was supposed to be.”

      He didn’t have an answer. They walked in silence until they reached the eastern wing. Then he cleared his throat, finally sorting out his thoughts enough to speak. “Liz, neither one of us wanted this. I was a teacher. You were a healer. We can still be those things. For you? Cleanse the land, Liz. Just like you said you wanted to. Kill the zombies. Wipe out the undead. Help a new and better world rise from the ashes. That’s your purpose now.”

      “How can you accept it so easily?” she asked, setting down her crates as they finally arrived in the mess. She turned to face him, ponytail swishing across her shoulder. “I just can’t get my mind around it. I can smell blood. Hear heartbeats. But what’s worse? I want to hunt, Blair. I want to kill. I want to let it out and slaughter everything around me. How do you reconcile that with the teacher in you? Because the doctor in me is horrified.”

      “Because I’ve come to understand that the world we lived in only existed because some had to sacrifice to make it so,” Blair explained. It was something he’d thought long on. He set down the crates before continuing. “Soldiers fought to secure oil so America would be wealthy. Our standard of living was paid for in their lives. We’re safe from fires because firemen put themselves in harm’s way. We don’t have the luxury of being doctors or teachers anymore. We’re soldiers now. Either we take back this world or the zombies snuff it out. Does it suck? Sure. But we don’t have a choice. I square the beast in me, because I need it to fulfill my role. To do the things no one else can.”

      “I hadn’t looked at it that way,” Liz admitted, moving to sit on the edge of the long table. “We really are necessary. I think about what would have happened without this place. What if Mohn had won and the werewolves were stopped? Where would the world be? Overwhelmed by zombies and out of power. You saw what those fast zombies did and the Mother says that’s just the beginning."

      Her expression softened and his mouth went dry as he stared into her eyes.

      “Listen, Blair. I wanted to talk to you about Bri—” Liz began, trailing off as he whirled to face the corridor.

      “We’re not alone,” Blair said, peeling off his shirt and dropping it to the marble. He shucked out of his pants as well. They were comfortable and he didn’t want to replace them. Again. “Someone is accessing systems in the central chamber. I can feel it, like something whispering in my ear.”

      Only one of the Mother’s near progeny could access the Ark. There is another champion within these walls, perhaps from the secondary rejuvenation chamber.

      “It’s another werewolf, someone like us,” Blair explained, turning to face Liz, who was also stripping. He tried not to stare. Focus. “I’m going to go delay her so she doesn’t get away. Get there as quickly as you can.”

      “Blair that’s—” Liz began.

      No time. He blurred, all the way up the corridor and down another. Blurred again to reach the central chamber, crossing the distance in a span of heartbeats. He leapt through the doorway, rolling down the ramp and behind one of the damaged obelisks. The room was empty, or at least it appeared so.

      “You’re not Isis,” a male voice called from the shadows. It was clearly amused, clipped with something akin to a British accent, though he knew that wasn’t quite right. “So she sent a single Ka-Dun? A poor decision on her part unless you are a good deal more powerful than you appear. Why don’t you tuck your tail between your legs and scurry away? I’ll let you live.”

      “Why don’t you come out where I can see you? I’d be happy to show you just how powerful I am,” Blair roared. Why couldn’t he hear a heartbeat? Or smell the intruder? He was perfectly cloaked, like a female.

      “Of course,” the intruder said, right behind him. Blair began to spin but even as he blurred, so did the intruder. Blair caught the impression of ebony skin and a shaved head, but what drew his attention were the smoldering green eyes and the razored teeth. The same teeth as the fast zombies.

      The stranger brought the palm of his hand up, mere inches from Blair’s chest. It glowed the same sickly green as the eyes and then discharged an arc of energy. The bolt took Blair in the chest, hurling him against an obelisk with a sickening crunch and a flash of agony. The blow shattered his back, erasing feeling below his waist.

      “I have appeared,” the man said. He loomed over Blair, grinning cruelly. His age was indeterminate, perhaps early thirties. He wore a shimmering white vest and flowing white pants similar to the Mother’s garb. Both wrists bore golden bracelets and he had an elaborate neck torque that could have been found in an Egyptian tomb. His skin suggested Nubian ancestry. “Where is this power you were going to show me? All I see is a pup with a broken back, yipping at something it cannot understand.”

      Be wary, Ka-Dun, this is not a champion. You face one of the deathless. They command the shadows as females do.

      He blurred too, Blair thought.

      Deathless possess many powers. They also possess a breed of shaping, different from your own but very powerful. That is the source of the bolt of unmaking he unleashed.

      “Lovely,” Blair muttered. He flooded his body with energy, healing his broken back and leaping to his feet. The deathless stood calmly, an infuriating smile still pasted on that too-handsome face.

      Blair blurred forward, dropping low and swiping at his opponent’s calf. The deathless flowed backwards, narrowly avoiding his claws. He ripped a strange sword from a sheath at his side, the golden blade oddly curved in a way Blair had never seen. The blade hummed as it came for Blair’s head. He ducked under the blow and raked the deathless with his claws, catching his opponent in the chest. His hand came away bloody as the man melted into the shadows.

      “Impressive. You’re quick,” the voice said, clearly amused. “I am Irakesh, of the Cradle. How are you called, young Ka-Dun?”

      Blair considered ignoring him, but the longer he prolonged this fight the greater the chance that Liz would arrive. “My name is Blair.”

      “You are of this new world then? Interesting. Isis has been busy. I hadn’t realized she would begin recruiting so quickly,” the voice said. It had moved to another section of darkness, somewhere near the central obelisk. “She left you behind while consolidating territory, and I can feel her access key within you. That should have been Ahiga’s responsibility, jumped-up urchin that he was. Does she trust you, or was she desperate?”

      Something flashed behind him again. Blair blurred forward but wasn’t fast enough. Claws scored his back, sending lines of pain through his entire body. Were they poisoned somehow? It didn’t feel like a normal blow. Why hadn’t the deathless used his sword?

      Irakesh vanished back into the shadows. “You’re outmatched, little wolf. Hamstrung by Isis’s paranoia. You cannot command the shadows. Do you know why that is? Because when she created your kind she didn’t want one person to have access to the full power at her disposal. So she segregated those powers, allowing only a fraction to be possessed by each gender. My kind has no such weakness.”

      Blair leapt on top of the central obelisk, its surface scored from the battle with Mohn. He scanned the darkness. Was this Irakesh lying? Or had the Mother really done as he said? It made a certain sort of sense. It made the sexes reliant on each other, forming an excellent check on the power of any one individual.

      “What will you do? You cannot find me, but I can easily find you,” the voice taunted. A green flash came from behind and to the right. This time Blair blurred away, narrowly dodging the bolt as it rippled across the obelisk. The obsidian absorbed it, seemingly undamaged.

      Blair rolled behind another obelisk, taking a moment to focus his will. He had to find the bastard or this game of cat and mouse was only going to end one way. He sent out a pulse, just like he’d used while sparring with Bridget. There, resistance a few feet to his left.

      He lunged, wrapping his arms around the patch of darkness. Something strong wriggled in his grip, but Blair fought to hold the deathless. He bit down hard, savaging Irakesh’s shoulder with a mouthful of fangs. The blood tasted sour, like wine turned to vinegar. He resisted the urge to spit it out, tearing further as he tried to sever his foe’s arm.

      A wave of green energy burst from Irakesh, washing over Blair’s entire body. He tumbled backwards, muscles spasming as if he’d been subjected to a massive jolt of electricity. His body lay there twitching, refusing his commands to rise and fight. It was similar to the power that Ahiga had used back in Acapulco, but much more painful.

      “Now that was truly impressive,” Irakesh said, clutching his shoulder with his good hand. The flesh was already knitting back together. “I didn’t know a male could find someone shadow dancing. That’s either a new talent, or a very closely held secret. I almost regret having to kill you without learning the answer.”
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            Hell Hath No Fury

          

        

      

    

    
      Liz sprinted down the corridor with the long strides afforded by her lupine form. Sweat trickled through her fur as she bounded off a wall, using her momentum to fling her around a corner. Yet as fast as she moved it wasn’t fast enough.

      In the distance she heard the grunts of combat, steel scraping against stone. Blair’s heart beat swiftly, his breathing ragged. He was fighting someone or something and she knew nothing about what they were dealing with. Damn him for running off. He was so damned impetuous.

      She redoubled her speed, running low along the corridor. The combat continued, Blair giving a pained yelp that echoed from the room ahead. She rounded the last corner, dashing down the ramp and into the central chamber.

      A bald man with dark skin stood over Blair’s crumpled form, his shimmering ivory clothing eerily familiar. The style and cut was too similar to the Mother’s to be a coincidence. The flowing white fabric draped over an athletic body, exactly the type of guy she preferred to date.

      “I almost regret having to kill you without learning the answer,” the man stated, his arrogant voice still somehow friendly.

      The ancient enemy, the beast rumbled, low and hostile. End him, Ka-Ken.

      Liz pounced, claws extended as the shadows gathered about her. She came down on the man’s back, bearing him to ground with the heavy crack of bone breaking. She pinned him in place with both hands, tearing out his throat then ripping into his face with a savagery she hadn’t known she was capable of.

      He screamed, his right eye punctured by one of her canines. Then he dissolved into a cloud of green mist. Not shadow, but something electric and insubstantial that made her fur stand on end as it flowed away from her. Liz spilled to the ground, clawing uselessly at the air. It dispersed the cloud, which flowed into the shadows and disappeared.

      Where had the bastard gone? She scanned the area, but there was no sign of him.

      Deathless are tricky, even more so than the Ka-Dun.

      “Blair?” she asked, turning to face him. He staggered to his feet, leaning heavily against the wall. At least he was alive.

      “I’m all right,” he panted. He didn’t look all right. Raw pink wounds dotted his fur where his skin had been burned away. “We have to stop him. He took an access key, one linked to another Ark.”

      “What is he?” she asked, scanning the darkness. There was still no sign of the intruder.

      “He’s a deathless,” Blair explained, rolling his neck. It cracked and popped as vertebrae reset to a more natural position. “I’m guessing he’s been hidden here the entire time. Sleeping just like the Mother. He must have just awoken. He was about to kill me when you showed up. Thanks. That’s another one I owe you. It’s becoming a habit.”

      “Yeah, well, just remember how much you owe me when someone has to wash the dishes tonight,” Liz said, giving him a half smile as she continued to scan the darkness for their new friend.

      “I don’t know where he went, but I doubt he’d stay here. If it were me I’d flee the Ark before the Mother returned. It can’t be accidental he waited until she was gone,” Blair said, hobbling towards the ramp leading back to the surface. His theory made sense. “Let’s see if we can pick up a trail. He can use the shadows, but I bet he still leaves footprints.”
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      Irakesh quickened his pace, blurring up the ridge line to its peak. The bare granite jutted up into the night sky, overlooking both the way he’d come and the route forward. Behind him lay the gleaming black surface of the Ark, massive and silent. Ahead was a gentle slope with a narrow dirt road. The hillside was covered in scrubby brush, a stark contrast to the fields of ice when he’d invaded this place all those millennia ago. Apparently the climate had changed dramatically, the first sign that he’d emerged into a different world.

      He studied the path, which wound down the hillside to a valley nestled between several hills. Beyond lay a wall of thick green vegetation. The jungle, where he could easily lose himself. Excellent.

      Something much closer drew his eye. A strange metallic shape caught the moonlight, perhaps a hundred yards down the slope. He studied it from a distance, but could make no sense of the thing. It looked like scattered debris, as if a slipsail had been dashed against the side of a mountain and this was all that remained.

      Irakesh blurred closer, blending into the shadows as he approached. Up close the place reeked of some unnatural substance, something sharp that burned his eyes. He’d never encountered anything like it. A four-foot section of a strange white material lay at his feet, the main body of the craft a few feet beyond. It was primarily metal, though parts were molded from a smooth substance he’d never seen.

      He picked up the long blade, amazed by its lightness. It was strong like metal yet far lighter. What could it possibly be? He dropped it and investigated the craft itself. The front had impacted with the hillside, crushing the area he presumed the pilot must lay. The slight stench of decay confirmed this, and as he knelt to examine further he saw a crushed hand jutting through a break in the strange transparent material that so closely resembled glass.

      Irakesh circled the craft, coming to the side where a large portal lay. He could smell more decay within, so he ducked inside. A body lay at his feet, clothed in strange green clothing with a weave far too tight to belong to a peasant or even a common soldier. He knelt next to the body, smiling when he realized it was primarily intact.

      He seized the corpse by the neck, dragging the head into his lap. Two claws in the ocular cavity let him pry open the skull, exposing the spongy grey matter within. It was old, but intact. He might be able to glean memories from this poor fool. Irakesh carefully peeled away the prefrontal cortex, devouring bite-sized morsels until it was gone.

      His eyes closed as the rush of memories washed over him. So much, all of it new. This man was an officer in the military of some house known as Mohn. He’d been second in command here, an observer dispatched to watch over the real commander and to report back to his masters. The craft he’d crashed in was a helicopter, which had been bound for a kingdom called Panama. Mohn possessed a stronghold there. A stronghold with powerful weapons.

      Wait, what was that? Irakesh focused on a recent memory, some sort of communication with this man’s masters despite the fact that he was thousands of miles away from them. He’d been ordered to retrieve a weapon of incredible power. The soldier didn’t understand precisely how this bomb worked, only that it split the atom and generated a massive burst of radiation and explosive force. Irakesh’s jaw fell open as he considered the implications.

      He must obtain this weapon. More, he could use the strange transports contained at the stronghold in Panama. They would allow him to travel far more quickly, potentially reaching the Ark of the Redwood in days instead of months.

      Irakesh rose to his feet, dropping the body as he exited the craft. He needed to be away before the Ka-Dun and his vicious Ka-Ken caught up with him, but first he’d leave a trap to occupy their attention while he gained room to maneuver. Irakesh smiled wickedly. He had just the thing.
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      Mark exited the elevator and strode briskly down the hallway toward the holding cell. Benson was already waiting, studying his approach as she removed a pair of blue latex gloves. They left a powdery residue on her hands, but if it bothered her she didn't show it. He found that sort of pragmatism attractive. She wasn't concerned with appearances, just data.

      That was further reinforced by her short black hair, cut just above the shoulders. It was all about function rather than form, and offered nothing an enemy could take advantage of.

      "Right this way, sir," Benson said, spinning on her heel in a way that suggested time in the military. He followed her up the hall, her heels clicking on the tile as they approached a wide window. It looked down into a well-lit room with a single figure strapped to a steel table.

      "You vivisected it?" he asked, peering at the still open chest cavity. The thing had once been a young man with dark, curly hair. The bloodshot eyes roamed the room, though his head was strapped to the table.

      "Yes, sir," Benson replied. She picked up a tablet from a cubby next to the window and handed it to him. "I've compiled all available data, but I'll give you the highlights. The body has been taken over by a virus. The flesh is necrotic, but the nervous system is still active."

      "The virus reproduces through a bite?" Mark asked, scanning the data on the tablet.

      "Or through any fluid exchange. Blood or saliva can transmit the virus as well," Benson replied, leaning towards the glass as she studied the figure. "The real mystery is the cause of the virus. We know that it activated when the CME hit, but we don't know its origin. Our assumption is that it's been present all along, dormant in the hosts. It may have even masqueraded as another virus, though we have no way to corroborate that."

      "We may never know," Mark said, frowning as he watched the living corpse. "Too much was lost in the chaos after the CME."

      "Sir, what do you want me to do with it?" Benson asked.

      "Have you learned everything you can from it?" Mark asked, glancing at her.

      "There's a chance we might learn more, but I think it's unlikely," she replied, giving a slight shrug.

      "Then I want you to put together a research team. Have them continue to document the subject. If needed we'll obtain others. I want a full profile prepared," Mark ordered. Benson merely nodded. "Once your team is operational, appoint an interim commander and come see me."

      "May I ask why, sir?" she said, pursing her lips.

      "I have something special I want you to look into, and I need you to handle it personally. Discretion is critical," Mark explained, watching her reaction closely. If she proved trustworthy she could be an enormous asset, one he was going to need in the days to come.

      If not, she'd need to be eliminated.
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      The corpse still lacked a name, but at least he knew that he was a he and not a she or an it. It wasn’t much, but it anchored him. It meant that he could learn, could become more than he was. It gave him hope that he wouldn’t always be a shambling monstrosity devouring the flesh of every victim he could lay hands to.

      His shuffling body moved more quickly than it had, taking sure steps up the dirt track leading down the mountain towards the jungle below. A cluster of structures sat on the edge of the massive trees and while there were no lights, there was at least some possibility that he could find food there.

      The hunger gnawed at his insides, demanding more fuel. Even if it hadn’t he would have sought food. Food made him smarter. Faster. Food made him greater than he had been.

      A strange sensation built, beginning at the base of his spine and tingling up to his brain. The pulse carried a command to rival the hunger. Come to me, it demanded. His body obeyed without thought, hurrying towards the strange sensation. It pulsed from the village below like some bright beacon. He must reach the voice. It was his sole purpose.

      All around him other zombies appeared. A ragged collection of butchered locals sprinkled with tourists. The shuffling horde flowed towards the same squat building, which was already surrounded by a throng of moaning corpses.

      He pushed forward, reaching the back of the throng. There, on top of that building. There was a black man clad in white with violent eyes of the most putrid green he could imagine, the kind lurking in children’s nightmares. This man wore an impossibly white smile, each tooth ending in a gleaming point as if filed. His head shone under the moonlight, shaven bare like an egg.

      How could the nameless corpse reach this man? He watched the throng. They beat upon the walls of the building to no avail. They lacked the strength to enter or climb. He would fare no better even if he could forge a path through their ranks.

      He must be stronger. Strength came from feeding. There were no humans around, no source of fresh meat. But there were zombies. So many zombies. He leaned forward, snatching a young man with a scraggly beard and vacant eyes. The man hissed, extending a black tongue like a twisted snake.

      He seized the young man’s head in both hands, snapping the neck with a sharp crack. The body slid to the ground, the thud muted by the moaning zombies. He knelt, grabbing the head with both hands. He slammed it into the ground in three brutal blows, the last splitting the skull. Then he pried away bits of bone to fish out the grey matter within.

      He devoured it, wolfing down chunks as quickly as he could extract them. The hunger abated. He fed more quickly, slurping up the remains. More. He must have more. The next to fall was an old woman, short and round in a pale dress stained with dirt and blood.

      “Stop,” the voice commanded. A voice that must be obeyed. He froze, gazing up at the figure atop the building. The nameless corpse’s hands were coated in gore, his face smeared with the same. That was bad. Wrong. People didn’t do that. He remembered a word. Decorum.

      The figure hopped from the roof, landing lightly next to the nameless zombie. He needed a way to refer to himself. Thinking in the third person was wrong somehow. Awkward. So much pronoun confusion.

      “You were feeding on these fodder,” the black man said, smile becoming a wicked grin as he stared down at the nameless corpse. “Can you understand me?”

      “Yes,” the corpse rasped from a throat no longer suited to speech. It was the first word he could remember attempting.

      “You possess speech,” the man gasped, giving a delighted clap and a still wider grin. “I can’t believe it. You’re far more advanced than anything I could have hoped to encounter. Give you a few weeks of feeding and you’ll be decent conversation. What’s your name?”

      “I—I can’t remember,” he said, voice still rough but marginally more understandable.

      “Nonsense,” The man replied, waving a dismissive hand. “It’s in there somewhere. You just need to reactivate that part of your brain, to recover those neural pathways. That will take time and food. Feed on these zombies. Feast on their brains and their spines. Go ahead, that one. The short man with the weasily face.”

      He turned to scan the zombies. There, that was the short man with the face like a weasel. He shoved a middle aged woman out of the way, seizing the short man by the neck. He threw him to the ground, dashing his head against a rock. Perfect. He knelt and began to scrape the contents from the skull.

      “Excellent,” the sharp-toothed man said. He seemed extremely pleased. The nameless corpse continued to feed, scraping until nothing remained. “Now then, what is your name?”

      “I—” he said, struggling to find a name. A face flashed. Red hair. Freckles. A goatee. He was shaving. That was his face. “I don’t know.”

      “Another then. Pick one,” the voice commanded. Sharp Teeth’s voice nearly thrummed with excitement.

      The nameless corpse turned to the throng, grabbing the nearest person. It was one of the tourists, a woman in a sundress. He slammed her head into one of the thick wooden posts supporting the house’s awning. Then he fed again, gobbling the sticky mass as quickly as he could get it into his mouth.

      “What is your name?” the voice thundered.

      He considered the question. Something danced just out of reach. A woman with red hair yelling his name. Liz. His sister. What was the name she yelled? “Trevor. My name is Trevor.”

      “Wonderful,” the sharp-toothed man laughed, throwing his arms skyward. “You may pick three more. I must send the rest south to delay our pursuers. Come. Feed quickly. Then follow me. I have so much to teach you.”
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      The Mother blurred down the narrow alley, severing the spine of a nascent deathless with a wicked slash. This one was an old woman, feeble before death but all too deadly now. The corpse toppled to the rubbish-strewn ground joining the bodies of the other dozen she’d just dispatched. Grim work, but necessary.

      She leapt three stories straight up, grabbing the lip of the neighboring roof and pulling herself atop it. From her vantage she could see most of downtown Cajamarca, a sprawling city by her standards. The strange buildings sat at the top of a series of rolling hills, stands of unfamiliar trees scattered throughout wide streets. It had probably been a pleasant place before the sun's recent change had woken the deathless. Moon willing, it would be again.

      The clash of combat came from two streets over. She couldn’t see Bridget, but had no doubt the growls and metallic clattering came from her. It was joined by the harsh crack of gunfire, something she was still growing accustomed to. The weapons were so impersonal. Even the smell they emitted when fired was horrible.

      Yet they were potent, as Jordan had proved. He’d adopted few of the powers that made Ka-Dun so deadly, yet he was nearly Blair’s equal in ferocity. It demonstrated just how potent the weapons could be, though his reticence to embrace the powers gifted by his blood limited him greatly. Blair’s command of shaping grew daily, making him the strongest Ka-Dun still living. Perhaps she should ask Jordan to teach him, and in the process have Blair teach Jordan to accept what he'd become.

      Bridget required no such supervision. She was still too timid, but took to her powers with nearly the same ease as Liz. It was too early to tell which would be the dominant Ka-Ken, though she suspected Liz’s determination would eventually overshadow Bridget. The smaller woman spent too much time batting eyelashes at men and not enough honing her ability to kill.

      A yipping from somewhere below drew her attention, the cry of a panicked creature. The Mother scanned the street, gaze roaming between motorcars and toppled waste bins as she sought the source. There. Several deathless were converging on an overturned boat next to a path leading into a park. A canoe, that was the word. Odd with no visible source of water around. What had the owner used it for?

      She dropped silently to the ground, blurring to the top of a blue metal vehicle not far from the canoe. Something moved under it, scooting as far from the grasping claws as it could. The poor creature’s heartbeat thundered.

      The Mother leapt to the ground amidst the deathless, snapping bones and shattering skulls as she blazed through their ranks.  She grabbed what had once been a child by its feet, slamming the corpse’s head into a middle aged woman who’d shoved her arm under the canoe in search of the frightened animal. Both skulls exploded, showering her with putrid gore. She ignored it, tossing the canoe aside and snatching up the animal in one arm.

      It had golden fur and was the size of a large coyote or small wolf. Like those animals, it possessed four paws, a tail, and a long muzzle. The similarities ended there. This was one of the twisted creatures that mankind had made from the noble wolf, the mongrels they called dogs. She nearly dropped the beast in revulsion, but it gave a timid whelp of pain.

      She examined it for the source of the pain. It bore a gash along its side, perhaps caused by scooting under the canoe. Perhaps inflicted by the claw of a deathless. If the latter was true the animal was doomed, but if not it might be saved. She stood in the road, twisted with indecision.

      The animal looked up at her with wide brown eyes. They stared adoringly at her, then the beast leaned forward and licked her wrist. The Mother cursed her own weak heart, but she couldn’t leave the animal to die scared and alone. It wasn’t the beast’s fault that it had been twisted by man.

      She blurred up the street, cradling the animal to her chest. It was so thin. Not quite starving, but only a day or two away from that plight. It had grown dependent upon human masters and couldn’t feed itself. Such a thing enraged her, but she reserved that for the people who’d created the animal. Not the animal itself.

      The Mother leapt onto the roof of a stone building venerating some imagined god. She sank into a comfortable crouch, cradling the poor beast as it gazed adoringly up at her.

      I am Yukon. My pack is dead. You saved me.

      The thoughts were simple, more so than a wolf’s. Yet they were earnest. This creature had a kindness and compassion that a wolf lacked, though she couldn’t decide if that would be advantageous in this new world.

      I am the Mother. Rest, Yukon. I will bring you to a place of safety.

      Then she blurred back to the temple where they’d gathered those they had already saved.
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      Liz leapt from her rocky perch, bounding thirty feet up the ridge. She seized an outcrop in one furry hand, flinging herself skyward again. This time she landed on top of a granite spur that jutted over the edge of the ridge’s crest. They’d made it to the top, and in record time. Well, record time for a female. Blair could have just blurred to the top in a matter of seconds, but they couldn’t afford to send him ahead. It would take both of them to bring down this deathless.

      She could simply have ridden his shadow, but it was still a new power and she wasn’t sure how quickly she could emerge or what potential counter attacks that might expose her to. Given how little they new about this Irakesh, playing it safe was the only sensible move. It still sucked. Even if that weren’t true, blurring took a lot out of Blair. What good would catching this guy do if they were too weak to take him down when they got there? She wasn't positive he'd healed entirely from his earlier confrontation with the deathless, in any case.

      Blair landed on a neighboring outcrop, dropping into a crouch to stabilize himself. He was majestic somehow, with his silver fur and amber eyes. He glanced in her direction. “I never dreamed we’d be able to do something like this. We just scaled an entire cliff face in less than a minute. Sometimes it still catches me off guard.”

      She couldn’t help but smile. Despite everything they’d been through he’d somehow retained his enthusiasm, something she needed desperately right now. Everything was going wrong, but there he was in the middle of it keeping despair at bay.

      “It still blows me away,” Liz admitted, turning to the moonlit trail threading its way north. She started loping in that direction at a ground-eating pace. Blair fell into step beside her. She glanced at him. “I think what gets me most is not knowing everything we can do. I feel like there are so many surprises still ahead of us. Especially if we’re really going to live for thousands of years.”

      “I know what you mean,” he replied, leaping over a fallen tree. “When we first saw Ahiga he’d transformed into a wolf. What else could he do? I feel like we haven’t even scratched the surface. I was hoping the Mother would teach us, but…”

      “But she’s too focused on saving the world to give two shits about us?” Liz finished, a deep, rumbling laugh welling up from her chest. It felt good.

      “Unfortunately,” Blair conceded, shaking his head. “I get the sense that she expected Ahiga to prepare me and with him gone, she doesn’t have a contingency plan. Which leaves me on my own. At least she treats your opinion with something approaching respect. A little less for Bridget and Cyntia, but still more than she gives Jordan or me.”

      “Her whole culture centered around the divide between the sexes,” Liz replied, bounding over a rise. A wide valley stretched below her. The trail led that direction, toward a ramshackle town nestled in the valley’s farthest corner. “I have to admit I do like that they were a matriarchy, and it’s kind of nice being the stronger sex for once. But it’s also interesting seeing her casually dismiss you as useless. I half expect her to tell you to get in the kitchen and make her a sandwich.”

      “You know I’d get in there and make it,” Blair replied, grinning wolfishly as he started down the trail into the valley. The wind surged for a moment, then faded to a low keen as they descended the ridge. “I’m actually okay with the way she treats us. I’m sure our culture must baffle her just as much as hers confuses us. Besides, shaping is pretty amazing and I never really cared about being bigger and stronger. I think men made out all right in this deal.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty happy with my end of it, too. Makes you wonder where the deathless come down on split powers. From the little the Mother’s told us, they came first,” Liz said, sending up a cloud of dust as she slid down the trail. “If that’s true, then they were the prototype for this virus. She may have modified it based on what she’d learned with the deathless. The culture she built here must have come later, along with the werewolves.”

      “That would make sense,” Blair allowed, dropping thirty feet to the next switchback. She leapt after, landing in a crouch next to him. He still seemed to be chewing on his ideas. “We need to know more about the deathless. The beast says their shaping is different. How? What exactly can they do? The green bolt Irakesh hit me with was agonizing, and the wound was difficult to heal. I’m wondering if there’s a theme to their powers, just like there is to ours.”

      “Theme?” Liz asked. The possibility that their powers had one hadn’t even occurred to her.

      “Shaping seems to focus on two primary areas. Mental powers, like fooling and controlling the minds of others,” Blair explained, sliding down the hillside to the next switchback. “The second is altering DNA. Changing my physical appearance, becoming a wolf. Possibly even altering the DNA of others.”

      “Whereas females focus on ferocity and stealth,” she added, landing next to him in a crouch. “I guess there are themes.”

      Conversation dwindled as they picked their way from switchback to switchback. Blair seemed focused on the village below, though she couldn’t say why. He seemed apprehensive, as if he expected to find something bad there.

      “Do you see that?” he asked, pausing on a switchback near the valley floor. He stabbed a finger towards the edge of the village.

      Something moved in the darkness. A lot of somethings. Dozens upon dozens of zombies shambled in their direction. A horde of ravenous corpses, all moving with the same driving purpose.

      “They haven’t acted like this before,” Liz said, flexing her claws.

      “They’re coordinated, like a swarm,” Blair growled, pacing restlessly as their foes approached. “This isn’t accidental. I can control minds, so it stands to reason that Irakesh might be able to do something similar. He left them to stop us. Doesn’t make a lot of sense, though. We can just go around them.”

      “We can’t, actually. If we circle around, they’ll head back to the Ark and trash it,” Liz said, suppressing a sigh. “He outmaneuvered us like children. They’re a threat and he knows it. This is a way for him to get ahead of us.”

      “So I guess we deal with them,” Blair said, leaping to the next switchback.

      There were perhaps two hundred zombies. Not insurmountable, but a definite drain on their energy. Exactly what this Irakesh had intended, no doubt. Damn the cunning bastard.

      “We’re going to be too weak to pursue him if we cut them all down,” Blair said, with a frustrated sigh. “We’ll need to retreat to the Ark and tell the Mother what happened. Maybe she’ll have an idea.”

      “How far away is he?” she asked, grinding her teeth. The last thing she wanted to do was face the Mother and tell her how badly she’d failed.

      “He’s farther north by at least a couple miles and moving quickly. We could probably match his pace if we followed, but I don’t know if we could narrow the gap,” Blair said, clearly as annoyed as she was. “How do you want to handle this?”

      Liz dove into the approaching zombies, rending and crushing a path. She vented her frustration, ripping off limbs and crushing skulls with powerful blows. Blair followed, cutting down any that got behind her as she tore a path through their ranks.
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      Director Phillips clasped his hands behind his back, watching dispassionately as the room echoed with amplified gunfire. The wall screen showed the perspective of a helmet cam, its occupant manning the side mounted gun in a DC-16 Mohn chopper. The weapon streamed death at a young tourist in a floral-print dress. Her auburn hair was matted with blood, and her pale shoulder bore long jagged scratches.

      The woman took a half dozen fifty caliber rounds to the midsection, which tossed her body back like a toy flung about by a retriever. Yet she rose to her feet, giving a screech of rage despite the hideous wounds. She began limping towards the camera. The gun fired one more time, this time obliterating everything from the neck up. The body toppled to the ground and lay sill.

      Then the camera tilted crazily, turning until it was focused on a soldier with a thin black goatee and haggard brown eyes. Yuri Filipov, Commander Jordan’s favorite subordinate. “Is shit, command. Cut them down, but zombies just keep coming. Don’t have many rounds left.”

      The Director was silent as he considered. So many unanswered questions, but the man was in a firefight.

      “Corporal Filipov, I know you’re in the thick of it, but we need a status. Where are you?” The Director said, arms falling to his sides. His fists clenched as he suppressed the urge to take a step closer to the screen.

      “Is Panama,” the Russian replied, glancing over his shoulder then back at the camera. “Peru status unknown, but bad when left. Werewolf tore off Yuri’s leg.”

      “Acknowledged. Yuri, is the package secure?” It was amazing that the man was still conscious, much less manning a heavy weapon with that kind of injury.

      “No. Is still in hangar,” Yuri replied. His head turned and the camera spun wildly. There were a flurry of gunshots, then his face returned. “Cannot breach perimeter. Is impossible. Have enough fuel to make Houston, but need extraction from there.”

      “Acknowledged. Get back in the air and get as much footage as you can in Panama. We’ll dispatch another team to secure the package,” the Director ordered, face dispassionate despite his roiling emotions. It was all going to shit so very quickly.

      Yuri gave a tight nod. Then the screen went black. The Director spun to face the room. “Get me viable extraction options. I want that package back in our hands and I don’t want to lose anyone doing it. Estimates and full brief in two hours.”

      Mark turned on his heel and strode up the center aisle, not pausing as he stepped through the automatic doors. He knew their timing to the millisecond and had made every motion as efficiently as possible. Many people would have laughed had they known it. Such a small thing, passing through a door at the optimum speed.

      Yet it was from the simplest actions that one’s core self arose. The standards you set. If you held yourself to excellence in the little things, you quickly realized that big things were just an accumulation of all those little things. So Mark made the little things count.

      He ducked into an elevator moments before it closed, eyes widening as he identified the car’s other occupant.

      “Heading to your quarters?” the Old Man asked. That nickname was most definitely at odds with Leif Mohn himself. He wasn’t an old man so much as he was eternal. His platinum hair and stern face hadn’t aged in the entire time Mark had known him. The bastard was even more timeless than Patrick Stewart.

      “Yours actually. We just received a live combat report from Panama,” he said. The Old Man always liked knowing as soon as data was obtained. “Peru sounds bad. The package was never delivered.”

      Mohn stabbed the button labeled 24 for Mark, then 26 for his own quarters. Mark had always wondered why he kept an entire level between himself and the senior staff, but he’d never asked. He wondered what the Old Man would say if he did. The man clearly valued privacy, but when the world ended, that kind of paranoia was just too expensive.

      “Where is it now?”

      “We have confirmation that the package is still in Panama. An extraction team landed, but faced heavy resistance from these walking corpses,” the Director replied, eyeing the Old Man sidelong as the car began to descend. “We haven’t created an official term for the creatures, though Z, zombie and zed have been suggested repeatedly.”

      “Draugr, Mark. They’re called draugr. I don’t care about the package. What I do care about are the Arks. I want a bird assigned to every one and I want hourly reports detailing everyone coming or going. That includes the one in Peru,” the Old Man ordered. The car slid smoothly to a halt and the doors opened. Mark made no move to exit.

      “What about the package? That’s a live nuke, sir,” he protested, surprising himself.

      “It’s in hostile territory. Recovery will cost us and we have twenty-one more.” Mohn gestured for Mark to exit the elevator car. “Focus on the Arks. We need to know everything.”

      “Arks?” Mark asked, stepping into the doorway, but not quite exiting. “You’re talking about the pyramids, right?”

      Surprise flitted across the Old Man’s face, the sudden realization that he’d made a verbal slip. Mark had seen it hundreds of times on just as many faces, the mark of a man who’d revealed information he’d intended to keep secret.

      “Yes, Mark, the pyramids. They’re the pinnacle of an entire civilization. If they’re all occupied like the one in Peru, we’re dealing with some very dangerous people. So focus our resources there and forget about the package,” Mohn ordered. His gaze hardened, but not before Mark caught something else there. Deception. The Old Man was throwing him off the scent about something. But why?

      He stepped from the elevator and turned to face the Old Man. “Of course, sir.”

      The doors slid closed.

      “Benson, this is the Director,” Mark said, the sound picked up by the sub-dermal microphone inserted into his throat. “Get two researchers, one on the word ‘Draugr’. The other on the word Ark, with a capital A.”

      "Yes, sir,” she answered instantly. “I’ll have reports compiled within the hour.”

      Mark didn’t bother replying. He headed up the corridor towards his quarters with slow, deliberate steps as he contemplated the unthinkable.
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      Cyntia raised her muzzle, tasting the night air as she sought Trevor’s elusive scent. She’d found it three times now, but each time it had vanished as quickly as she’d discovered it. Brief hints that the man himself was close, just out of reach. Each time a more conventional search had shown two sets of tracks making their way north.

      The familiar musk of sweat reminded her of leaning against Trevor back before the final assault in Cajamarca, one of the last times she’d seen him alive.

      Do you taste that, Ka-Ken? His scent is sickly. Tainted. He has become one of the deathless. Your quest is futile. Your He cannot be reclaimed, cannot be redeemed. He has become the ancient enemy, terrible and cunning.

      Cyntia ignored the voice, as she often did. It rarely told her anything useful, though it had taught her to track by scent. It had claimed that she was a tracker, one of the Ka-Ken gifted with supernaturally enhanced senses. That was proving useful, as she’d have otherwise lost Trevor’s trail long ago. Even still, the quest seemed futile and she understood why the others thought her foolish to pursue it.

      Their opinions of her ranged from ambivalence to disdain, perhaps because she was the weakest of the females. The omega of their little pack. She was comfortable with that role, or she would have been if she cared for any of them. Yet she did not. She’d joined their number because she and Liz had once been friends. The fact that Liz refused to join a search for her own brother showed just how divergent their priorities had grown.

      Trevor was a good man. Strong and intelligent. Capable. The sort who faced the end of the world on his feet, shielding those weaker than himself despite the sacrifice it might call for. It didn’t hurt that he had the kind of shoulders you couldn’t keep your hands off of. He didn’t deserve the fate that had befallen him, one she simply couldn’t accept.

      But was that a reason to go haring off searching for him? Not really. Cyntia understood her need for him was irrational, but it was all she had. So she searched.

      Cyntia knelt next to a boot print. The tread matched those she’d followed from the site of the motorcar where they’d found Sheila’s corpse. It might not be Trevor, but it was the best lead she had. She loped along the dirt track, following the bootprints.

      The moon rose, the slender crescent providing more than enough light to see as she continued her search. Hours passed as she fell into a steady rhythm, pounding along in the direction she hoped Trevor had gone.

      What would she do if she found him? What if he was a zombie, like the others? It was possible that there might be a cure, but she didn’t know of one. The Mother might, but Cyntia didn’t trust her. She’d probably kill Trevor on sight if he was one of the undead. So what could she do? Put him out of his misery? She just didn’t know. It was a special brand of agony, the uncertainty. So she put it from her mind. First she had to locate him, and then she would deal with what came next.

      Her journey took her over ridges and switchbacks, but the elevation gradually decreased as she neared the jungle. Was that their destination? She quickened her pace, fear spiking as she realized that she might not be able to track them through the dense foliage. There would be a million competing scents, and the jungle would swallow their footprints.

      There. Up ahead a small fire flickered between the trees. Someone had set up a camp and the tracks led in that exact direction. She crept through the trees, suppressing the wave of hope that surged within her. If it was Trevor, then the fact that he could light a campfire suggested that something of who he had been had survived. Mindless zombies didn’t need fire.

      She neared the camp, slipping from tree to tree with the shadows cloaking her approach. Only one figure sat in the firelight, a familiar green baseball cap and shock of reddish-orange hair poking out from under it. Elation filled her. She dropped the shadows, stepping into the firelight.

      “Trevor?” she asked, tentatively. Would he be happy to see her? She knew he’d been attracted to her, but he’d also acted as if she were a distraction most of the time. She’d hoped it was merely an act concealing affection similar to her own.

      The figure stirred, turning to face her. His eyes were glassy, but they focused on her. Trevor had no visible wound, but he was far too pale to be living. Yet there he stood, next to a fire it seemed he’d created. How could that be if he was a zombie?

      Cyntia felt a sharp pain as something grabbed her arm and twisted it behind her back. Claws settled around her throat, just barely pricking the skin.

      “Shift back to your human form, or I will slash out your throat. By the time you recover I’ll have severed your head, and trust me when I say there’s no recovering from that. Not even for a Ka-Ken.” The voice was male, cultured and friendly with an almost British accent. Incongruous when set next to the man’s actions.

      “All right,” she agreed, willing herself to shift back. She shrank, but the man’s grip didn’t slacken as her body changed. A few moments later she stood there naked. Her eyes pleaded with Trevor for help, but his glassy gaze returned to the fire. What had she stumbled into?

      “I will release you now, but know that if you struggle or attempt to attack me I will destroy you,” the voice said, releasing her as promised. She stumbled forward, turning to face her assailant.

      The stranger’s ivory clothing shone under the moonlight, his features shadowed. Only his eyes stood out, pools of sickly green that studied her dispassionately.

      “You are following me. Why? Are you one of those Isis has recruited? Be truthful and I may spare you,” the man commanded, his eyes narrowing as he awaited her response.

      “I was with them, yes. I left to find him,” she said, nodding towards Trevor. “He was one of our companions before the world ended. I…I care for him.” The admission was difficult.

      “You’ve found him. Let us assume I allow you to live. What then?” the man asked, raising a single eyebrow. His stance relaxed, though she had the feeling that he could still kill her before she could cross the distance between them.

      “I don’t know. I was hoping he was still alive, but he's…is there anything left of the man who used to exist?” she asked, her gaze shifting to Trevor. He stood placidly, seemingly unaware of their presence.

      “He is very nearly intact, a rarity even in my time. It can only happen when the individual accepts the change,” the man explained. He gestured at the fire. “Be seated. Let us discuss this like civilized people. I will answer your questions and you will answer mine. If those answers please me, I will allow you to live.”

      Cyntia did as she was bid, sitting on a sloped rock near the fire. The warmth of it was welcome. She gathered her knees to her chest, conscious of her nakedness, though the stranger seemed oblivious. Trevor sat as well, just a few feet away. His posture was wrong, and his head moved with jerky little twitches.

      “He gave his name as Trevor. In time he will recover more of his former self if he feeds often and well. Eventually he will remember nearly everything from his former life. He will closely resemble me, once he has fully awakened as a deathless,” the man explained, razored teeth flashing in the firelight as he spoke. He sat on a fallen log on the far side of the fire. “I hope that answer suffices. I am Irakesh of the Cradle. And you are?”

      “Cyntia,” she gave simply.

      “Well Cyntia, you have found this man you care for. You know that in time he will become much as he was before,” Irakesh explained, steepling his fingers as he studied her with that horrible green gaze. “Yet he will be deathless, the sworn enemy of your kind. We are on opposite sides of a war. What will you do if he attempts to kill you? Will you allow it, or seek to slay your mate?”

      “War?” Cyntia scoffed, waving a dismissive hand. “I fight no war. I seek only to live my life as I choose. If Trevor becomes the man he was, then I will help him remember.”

      “He will become so much more than he ever was,” Irakesh explained, gaze still weighing her. “In time he will grow powerful, a deathless of incredible strength. He will fight at my side, helping extend my rule through the northern continent. Standing at his side means standing at mine. Is this something you can accept?”

      “If you will help Trevor become the man he was, then I will follow you,” Cyntia said.
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      Jordan fell back as the Mother swept into the Ark like a force of nature. He trailed in her wake, while Bridget hung back just a bit further. The last time he’d seen that expression on her face, the Mother had ripped off his arms right before tearing out his throat. She’d worn it since the night before, when she’d told them they were leaving the newly fortified church where the refugees were holing up. She hadn’t spoken since and Jordan was smart enough not to be the one to break that silence.

      “What do you think happened?” Bridget asked, voice pitched low. They waited as the Mother’s form retreated down the corridor. It seemed wise to give her whatever space she needed right now.

      “I don’t know,” Jordan said, cinching the strap across his chest. The weight of the guns in his pack kept pulling it loose. It was possible he’d been over prepared, but what was the point of being so strong if you didn’t use it? “She just stopped mid-sentence while she was giving that ‘accept the gift’ speech. She must have felt something. Blair is pretty good with that shaping crap. Maybe he sent her a message?”

      “If he did contact her, she didn’t much like hearing it,” Bridget replied. She peered after the Mother, apparently not in any more of a hurry to follow than Jordan was.

      “We should warn the others about her mood,” Jordan suggested. This corridor was the fastest way to reach the mess, but he didn’t want to brave it yet. “No sense poking the antediluvian goddess when she’s upset. We should head to the mess and see what we can find out, then maybe we’ll send Liz down to talk to her.”

      Bridget gave a tight nod, but her attention was still on the Mother’s retreating form. She’d gone pale and he couldn’t blame her. The way the Mother acted, the power she displayed. She was a goddess in every way that mattered.

      After a few tense minutes Jordan steeled himself and started up the corridor. Bridget followed, breathing more relaxed now. They wound silently through the halls, relieved that they could no longer hear the Mother.

      “Jordan?” Bridget asked, shattering the silence. She touched his shoulder, giving a quick squeeze before releasing him. “I enjoyed this trip. You’re easy to travel with. Thanks for showing me how to shoot.”

      “I never envisioned gun-toting werewolves, but with our strength it makes sense to carry some real firepower,” he replied, happy to focus on something else. He grew more relaxed as they neared the relative safety of the mess. “I’d like to train everyone to shoot and see if we can’t get you to carry rifles at the very least. Handguns don’t make a lot of sense. If something is that close, we can just eat it.”

      They entered the mess, which was lit by a series of softly glowing diamonds set into the walls at regular intervals. Blair and Liz were hunched over the marble table, poring over what looked like a map. They didn’t so much as glance up when he and Bridget entered.

      Bridget sidled over to the table, slipping into the seat next to Blair. Her interest there was clear, though she’d flirted with Jordan more than once already. He liked Bridget, but he’d been around enough women like her to spot trouble before he got embroiled in it.

      “What are you studying?” Bridget asked, peering at the map. Jordan dropped down across from her, his bulk filling the space next to Liz. The map was local, a printout that they’d liberated from Mohn Ops.

      “You want to tell them?” Blair asked, setting down a black Sharpie he’d been using to draw with. He’d added a circle around a village to the north. There didn’t seem to be anything remarkable about it.

      “You have a better understanding of Irakesh. Besides, if I tell the story I’ll probably end up breaking something again,” Liz countered, scrubbing a hand through her long copper hair. She was more agitated than Jordan had ever seen her.

      “All right,” Blair said, turning to face Jordan. Bridget sat close enough that her shoulder touched his, but if he noticed, he didn’t show it. “While you were gone we found a deathless in the Ark. He gave his name as Irakesh, and he demonstrated powers we can’t even begin to understand. I don’t know what he was after or how he even got inside, but he escaped up the ravine to the north.”

      “We followed him,” Liz broke in, eyes narrowing. “He sent a couple hundred zombies to slow us down and by the time we’d dealt with them, he’d gotten away.”

      “Please tell me you guys have some good news to report,” Blair added, setting the marker down and massaging his temples. “We really need something to hold onto at this point. Trevor’s gone. Power’s out across the  globe, so far as we can tell, and zombies are everywhere.”

      “We do have a spot of good news,” Jordan interjected. He reached for a bowl of peanuts that someone had left, picking up a handful. “We’re up to fourteen refugees and the church is secure now. The faster zombies have probed the defenses a few times, but two of the refugees are werewolves and have kept them at bay.”

      “There’s bad news too,” Bridget said, looking up at Blair from under her long lashes. He seemed to eat it up. “The Mother sensed something happening, I think she felt Irakesh leaving the Ark. I’ve never seen her that angry. I wouldn’t recommend talking to her any time soon. I think she might seriously hurt someone.”

      “I’m going to go get packed,” Jordan said, tossing the handful of nuts into his mouth. He savored the saltiness as he picked up his backpack.

      “Packed?” Blair asked, raising a quizzical eyebrow.

      “An enemy operative invaded the Ark, got whatever it was he was after, then fled north. The Mother’s reaction suggests whatever he took is of vital importance.” He paused to chew before continuing. “She won’t be able to pursue him because she has to stay here and consolidate her power base. More cities need to be cleared and she has to contact every werewolf that she can find. But at the same time she can’t let this Irakesh get away. Someone has to go after him. Us. So I’ll be in my room packing.”

      They looked thoughtful as they digested his words, but no one said anything as he left the room and headed up the tunnel towards the quarters they’d taken for themselves. He took long deliberate strides, carefully considering the situation as he wound through corridors.

      Who was this Irakesh? What abilities did he possess? More importantly, what had he stolen? They’d need those answers before they began their pursuit, which meant someone would have to question the Mother. Hopefully one of the trio in the mess would be bold enough to take that on. He certainly wasn’t going to. He’d already been killed by her once and if it happened again it would be a lot more permanent.

      Jordan rounded the corner to the row of rooms where his quarters lay. He’d deliberately chosen one far from the others. It gave him solitude, and time to think was something he needed in abundance these days. His entire life had done a violent 180 and he didn’t know who he was anymore. A soldier, certainly, but what cause did he fight for? The lack of an answer bothered him more than he cared to admit.

      He dropped his pack next to the strange foam bed. The deep blue substance molded itself to his body, which was comfortable but also a little unnerving. He sat heavily, allowing the bed to form around his legs. Perhaps a nap was a good next step. He was exhausted from the trip to Cajamarca and he’d need to be sharp if they were dispatched to pursue this Irakesh.

      Beep beep, beep beep. The insistent chiming came from a bulky black box sitting on his makeshift desk. He had no idea what purpose the clear platform jutting from the wall had served, but it filled its new role adequately. He stood up, hand dropping instinctively to the .460 holstered at his side even though there was no real cause.

      It was his sat-link, a device Mohn provided all senior officers. It allowed them to send and receive messages from just about anywhere in the world, regardless of cell coverage. He’d assumed the device had burned out in the second wave, but clearly he’d been mistaken. It was very much active.

      He picked up the black plastic box, flipping the tiny screen open. It flickered to life, displaying a single mail icon. He touched the screen with his finger, heartbeat accelerating as he waited for the contents to be displayed. The message was succinct and demanding in typical Mohn fashion.

      Report situation immediately.
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      Blair just wasn’t very bright. He had to accept that. What other possible reason could he have for invading the sanctum of a twenty-five-millennia-old werewolf goddess furious enough to shred him into very tiny Blair pieces? Yet he didn’t have a choice. Someone had to talk to the Mother, to explain both what had happened and what the team hoped to do about it. Since he’d been the one to let Irakesh get away, that responsibility fell to him.

      He took a deep breath as he walked down the ramp and into the Ark’s central chamber. He expected the Mother to react instantly to his presence, blurring across the chamber to thunder her rage. The last thing he’d ever have guessed was to find her kneeling before the central obelisk, tiny hands gathered in her lap. Silver hair hung down her shoulders, head bowed. Her entire body shook, agonized sobs rolling from her.

      To his surprise a golden retriever lay curled up at her feet, his wet nose pressed against her knee in a canine show of support. The Mother didn’t acknowledge the animal, but neither did she push it away. The dog looked up at Blair’s approach, thumping his tail against the marble in greeting before turning back to the Mother.

      It was the most vulnerable he’d ever seen her. The implacable goddess was gone, replaced by a woman overwhelmed by all that happened. It called to the compassionate side of Blair and while he knew she might kill him for witnessing such weakness, he couldn’t help what he did next.

      He padded slowly across the warm marble, removing his fleece windbreaker and settling the garment around her shoulders. Then he sank down next to her and gathered her into a hug. To his shock she sobbed into his shoulder, loud wails continuing as she released her grief. It was long minutes before she finally stopped, looking up with those emerald eyes.

      “I’ve failed. Every preparation foiled, every plan in ruins. All my work undone. The world lays naked before the deathless,” she said, her voice a bare whisper. She pulled the fleece tighter, shoulders slumped.

      “Mother, I don’t understand. Who is Irakesh and why was he in the Ark? It sounds like he’s done something terrible,” Blair asked, choosing each word with deliberate care. He’d seen her shifts in mood and didn’t want to risk her flying into a sudden rage. Not that she could be blamed at this point.

      “He is a deathless from my time, the son of my best friend and greatest adversary,” she explained, regaining a shadow of her composure. Tears had carved paths through the dust coating her face. That and her diminutive size made her seem so young. “Irakesh must have smuggled his way into the Ark before I placed it in stasis. He was in a rejuvenator in my very sanctum, yet I was unaware of his presence. When he woke, I’m sure he lurked in the shadows until he was certain I was away. Then he emerged to steal the most precious thing he could. The access key to the Ark of the Redwood.”

      “Like the one I gained when I touched the Mother’s hand?” Blair asked, the confirmation of his suspicions like a physical blow. It confirmed the existence of other Arks, and it meant that their enemy was about to claim one.

      “Just so,” she replied, with a shallow nod. She wiped a tear from her cheek and rose gracefully to her feet. “It allows the bearer complete control over the Ark they are linked to. It also allows them to draw on the strength of the Ark, regardless of distance. Your own strength will grow, once this Ark is repaired and you’ve had time to master it. Irakesh already knows how to accomplish such a feat. Even now he races for the Ark of the Redwood. If he reaches it he will have a tool of incredible power, one that will allow him to reshape the northern continent into his own empire. An empire that serves his mother, Sekhmet.”

      “So I have this kind of power over your Ark?” Blair asked. The prospect was dizzying.

      “You would have, had the control rods not been so severely damaged,” the Mother corrected. The mask was returning, but at least she didn’t seem angry. “Until the Ark is repaired your control is limited and you will not be able to draw on the strength it contains.”

      “Irakesh will have to get to this Ark of the Redwood. I’ve spoken to the others and we’re prepared to pursue him. We can stop him, Mother. We won’t allow him to take an Ark, but if we are going to succeed we have to know what he’s capable of,” Blair said, pushing the conversation towards its true intent. The Mother’s gaze weighed him, then she delivered a rare smile.

      “Very well, I will allow you whelps to test yourselves against Irakesh. He is clever and his bloodline potent, but he is young and you may be able to defeat him if you demonstrate the same resourcefulness that allowed you to wake me,” she explained. The fleece jacket tumbled forgotten to the floor, revealing the same white skirt and blouse she usually wore. “I will tell you of the deathless, of their powers and how you might counter them.

      “I designed the champions to have their power divided by sex. Men are able to shape both their own DNA and that of others. As an extension they can touch the minds of others,” she explained, more forthcoming than he’d ever seen her. “Women are larger and stronger. I removed their ability to shape but gifted them with a powerful resistance to such forces. This will be vital to overcoming Irakesh, for his powers are also blunted by this resistance.”

      “It would be helpful to understand the nature of those powers,” Blair offered, encouraged by the half smile she wore. He wasn’t sure what he’d said or done to improve her mood, but he wasn’t about to question his luck. “What can the deathless do? Irakesh both walked the shadows and blurred. Then he hit me with a burst of light. It was the worst pain I’ve ever experienced.”

      “Deathless absorb the light of the sun in the same way we use the moon. They channel this energy directly,” the Mother replied. “This manifests in a variety of ways. They can remove light entirely, allowing them to shadow dance. This is accomplished differently than a female champion, but the end result is nearly identical. They can also use it to alter their appearance, but it is an illusion, whereas you can actually shape DNA. This light can be released in radioactive bursts, which is what Irakesh did to disable you. He cooked every part of your body at once and it took time to repair your muscles and blood vessels.”

      “How does he blur?” Blair asked. The rest made sense, but it didn’t explain that power.

      “The energy suffuses every part of his body, allowing it to accelerate. In this one way they are very similar to males,” the Mother answered, smearing the dust across her cheek with the back of her hand. “However, it is more taxing for a deathless to blur and they typically use it only as a last resort.”

      “Are they more powerful than we are?” Blair asked, afraid he wasn’t going to like the answer.

      “In some ways, yes. Their ability to shape is more versatile and better defined, and none of their powers are determined by their sex. However, they are physically weaker than champions. The average deathless is weaker than you and would be completely outmatched by a female,” she said, raising a single finger. “There is a caveat, however. Deathless gain strength by consuming the flesh of the fallen. If they consume enough they can become enormously strong. Irakesh has not lived long enough to achieve such massive strength, but other deathless you encounter may.”

      “There are other deathless? How many are out there?” Blair asked.

      “Only those who took shelter in a Great Ark could have survived. My own Ark was damaged, so I was unable to bring a retinue. Other Arks have two banks of rejuvenators.”

      “How many great Arks are there?”

      “We don’t know. Osiris, Sekhmet and I discovered one on every continent. To my knowledge the one in the land you call Antarctica was abandoned, but the other six are all functional,” she said, face growing pained. “The Ark of the Redwood holds my daughter Jes’Ka and her servant Lucas, but many of the others may possess a full pantheon. There are also lesser places of power that may have allowed their lords to survive.”

      “You speak of the Arks as though you discovered them alongside the deathless,” Blair said.

      Her eyes flashed, face hardening.

      “That is a conversation for another time, a mistake I’d rather not revisit. For now you must concern yourself with Irakesh,” she said, good humor evaporating. “You must race him to the Ark of the Redwood and you must wrest the key from him before he can use it.”

      “You’ve seen inside my memories, so you have access to global maps. Do you know where this Ark is?” Blair asked, happy to steer the conversation in another direction.

      “Much has changed, including the sea level, but it is on the western coast of the northern continent. The Ark was on the shore in my time, but now rests at the bottom of a bay, one that could correspond to the city you call San Francisco,” the Mother explained, cocking her head as she considered. “It is imperative that you find Irakesh before he reaches the Ark.”

      “How do we take the key from him?” he asked.

      “Kill him.”

      “When we pursued him just after the theft he sent a swarm of zombies to slow us down. He’s bound to try something similar. Is there anything we can do to counteract that advantage?” Blair asked.

      “Had your kind not shaped the mighty wolf into compliant little servants that might have been possible,” she said, though she reached down to stroke the golden retriever at her feet in spite of her words. Perhaps her opinion was changing. “There isn’t time for you to create a pack in any case. The animals you bond must be willing and the bond takes weeks or even months to be complete. Yet the sooner you start the sooner you will have allies.”

      “Bond?” Blair asked, intrigued.

      “There is much Ahiga should have taught you. You can assume the form of a wolf and can strengthen wolves in your presence, making them faster, stronger and more resilient to damage. Whether this same feat will work on the twisted canine bodies your kind have created I do not know.”

      “How can we track him?” Blair asked, sidestepping to a less sensitive subject.

      “Because you both possess a key, you are linked, in a way. You can feel his presence and he yours. You have probably already experienced this. The closer he is, the stronger the feeling,” she answered, striding towards the chamber that held her rejuvenator. “Tell the others they are to accompany you. Leave immediately. If you fail here, it will be the final failure. The world will belong to the deathless and the champions will be extinguished.”
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      Irakesh swatted his neck, crushing the tiny insect that had alighted there. He searched the memories he’d gained from consuming brain matter. Mosquitos they were now known as. They’d been called blood drinkers in his own time, reviled by everyone. Most insects avoided the deathless, but mosquitos were more than happy to drain his blood. They were quite capable of accidentally spreading the deathless virus.

      “Master,” Trevor called, voice pitched low enough that the buzz of the cicadas and rushing water nearly drowned it out. He crouched low along the bank of the Amazon, pointing through the brush towards a small group of figures moving in their direction. His expression was vacant, a sure sign that it was his Risen speaking and not the man’s true consciousness. That was likely still trapped, still trying to wrest control of his own body.

      Irakesh turned to study the figures, which were difficult to spot in the odd green and brown clothing. Camouflage, that’s what it was called. There were a half dozen, each carrying one of the wonderful guns he’d learned about from the officer in the House of Mohn.

      Cyntia prowled the jungle behind Trevor, hair bound into a simple ponytail. The Ka-Ken wore some of the clothing they’d liberated from the last group they’d encountered. Irakesh was still digesting that lot, but it was wise to take opportunity whenever it was found. Consuming more victims would not only increase his strength, but also afford more knowledge of this new world.

      He didn’t like relying on Trevor and still didn’t trust Cyntia. She was timid, but also calculating. The way she watched him was exactly the same as he might have reserved for a more powerful deathless, always searching for an advantage but playing the dutiful servant until the right moment. He’d considered killing her, but had not for two reasons. It might upset Trevor, and he was just beginning to make progress with his new vassal. Also, she could have enormous potential if he could turn her fully.

      Such a thing had been exceedingly rare in his own time. Even Ra had only turned a few champions, and that had required all of her considerable charms to accomplish. If he could do such a thing, it would win him much prestige in addition to a powerful ally.

      “Cyntia, circle around behind them. Trevor and I will approach. When they are focused on us attack from behind. I know you find the act distasteful, but you should feed on any you kill. It will increase your strength and help you protect Trevor,” Irakesh ordered, as reasonably as possible. The first step was getting her to feed indiscriminately. It would increase her power dramatically and would teach her to love feeding. He could use that eventually.

      Cyntia gave a nod, disappearing into the shadows. It bothered him that she could use something so similar to his own power, almost as much as her near immunity to his shaping. It made her dangerous, though that would be true of Trevor eventually as well. He’d already shown more independence than he should have been capable of, but also an ability to troubleshoot problems that would make him an invaluable advisor once he was properly trained. Such a dangerous dichotomy.

      Irakesh marched through the jungle, stepping over ferns and around the trunks of unfamiliar trees. He made no effort to disguise his progress, allowing the nearby soldiers to see him. Trevor trailed after, slipping through the jungle with the skill of a lifelong hunter. Where had he come by that? Irakesh would need to ask when the opportunity arose.

      “Hello,” Irakesh called, raising his hand in a friendly wave. The soldiers fanned out, shooting each other glances when they realized they’d been spotted. “You’re the first people we’ve seen in days. Thank god. We could use your help.”

      He drew up short in a small clearing, waiting as four men and two women lined up along the edge. They looked ready to flee back into the jungle, each cradling a rifle. Most had pistols at their sides as well. Those weapons would be exceedingly useful.

      “Who are you?” a beefy man asked, stepping fully into the clearing. He was bald, with a bandana tied around his forehead to block the sweat. His bearing screamed soldier, but he was too relaxed. Too sure that Irakesh was no threat because he wasn’t armed.

      “My name is Irakesh. The man behind me is Trevor,” he offered, taking a step closer. It had the desired effect; all six soldiers brought their weapons to bear, ready to gun him down if he did something that displeased them. He ignored the weapons, plastering a smile on his face. “We are deathless and we are hungry. Your group will satiate that hunger. When you are dead we will take your memories and your weapons. If there are others you hold dear, we will pry their location from you and visit death upon them as well.”

      It was a bit dramatic, but he’d always enjoyed such flourishes. What was the point of being deathless if you couldn’t terrify the unblooded?

      The man’s jaw sagged open, eyes widening. Irakesh grinned as Cyntia materialized behind one of the soldiers, a stocky woman with a pump-action shotgun. The  woman shrieked, drawing the attention of most of the others.

      The man who’d spoken and the other woman both had the presence of mind to fire at Irakesh. Unfortunately for them he was no longer there. He split his focus, triggering two powers at the same time. First, he blurred behind the leader so quickly that his passage kicked up a wind that swirled some of the large green leaves littering the jungle floor.

      The second was more difficult, but also more fun. Irakesh left a perfect illusion of himself standing where he’d been before blurring. Rifles cracked as the fools desperately tried to bring him down. The bullets passed right through his illusion, giving the impression that he was completely immune to their weapons.

      Irakesh extended wicked black claws, like a werewolf’s but smaller and more precise. He reached around to slash the leader’s throat, seizing the man’s rifle as he fell. The memories he’d ingested didn’t tell him what type of gun it was, but he understood that if he pulled the trigger it would belch a hail of small metal balls. So he aimed the gun at the next soldier and did exactly that. The man went down in a spray of blood, body jerking from multiple impacts as the gun roared.

      Trevor sprinted low across the clearing, slamming the woman on the far right into the bole of a tree. Her spine cracked, spilling her limply to the ground. Her shotgun tumbled away, caught by Trevor before it could hit the ground. He brought the stock smoothly to his shoulder, aiming at the next soldier. The man spun to face him but it was far too late.

      Trevor stroked the trigger and the gun roared. The force of the blow picked the man up, hurling him back several paces. He didn’t rise. The move impressed Irakesh and not just because it demonstrated that Trevor had the skills of a warrior. Most new deathless would have fed on their first target, unable to pull themselves away to focus on the rest of combat. Trevor had done so without hesitation, quelling his instincts in favor of tactical sense. He was strong willed, perhaps too strong.

      “Excellent work,” Irakesh called, surveying the bodies littering the clearing. A few still moaned, but none were any threat. “Now it is time to feed. We will need our strength for what is to come.”
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      “Which direction?” Liz asked, turning to face Blair. He wore a set of camouflage fatigues complete with a matching cap. They were a little too baggy, but choices had been limited. His eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, just like her own. They cut the sun to a manageable glare, though she still found herself squinting. Part of that was dealing with the cacophony of jungle sounds, so overpowering to her new senses despite being nearly a hundred yards away.

      “That way,” he said, nodding in the direction of the jungle stretching down the hill behind the village. It was the same one where Irakesh had left the horde of zombies to slow them. “The feeling is faint. I’m guessing he’s at least a day or two ahead of us. Maybe more. I was hoping we’d be able to pick up a trail too, but there are just too many competing scents.”

      “Yeah, all I can make out is monkey pee and flowers. Jordan, you’re a soldier. Any suggestions on how we can catch this guy?” she asked, turning her attention to the blond giant. He wore a very similar uniform, but it was tailored to fit his well defined frame. Where Blair was merely muscular, Jordan was a wall in clothes.

      “I’ve never been a jungle guerrilla, but I know warfare. You want to catch this guy? We need to figure out where he’s going and get there first. Following him allows him to set all sorts of fun traps and to lead us wherever he wants us to go,” Jordan explained, resting the barrel of his automatic rifle against his shoulder. Liz still had no idea what kind of gun it was, but she knew from her brother that it was a high caliber just based on the size.

      “So how do we catch him, then?” Bridget asked, peering around the village nervously. It was littered with the carnage from their battle. Liz didn’t blame the petite woman for being nervous. She was nervous herself.

      “We need a vehicle, but that will come later,” Blair interjected, already starting towards the jungle. “If he’s in there, then he’ll have to move at the same pace we do. Once we’re on the other side, somewhere in Columbia, we can find a jeep or a boat or something. We know this world better than he does, so that gives us a small advantage.”

      “Agreed,” Jordan said, striding after Blair. Liz trotted after, and Bridget brought up the rear. “There’s an airport in Panama where Mohn keeps some of its aircraft. There’s no way they had time to change security, so if we can get there I can probably find us a helicopter. Maybe even a jet. Assuming any of it survived the CME.”

      “That might work. If the Mother’s memory is correct, we’re looking at San Francisco, so if Irakesh goes by land he’ll have to pass through Panama. We can follow him that far, then fly north if we haven’t caught up to him by then,” Blair said as Jordan fell into step beside him. It surprised Liz how friendly the two had grown since Jordan had risen as a werewolf. He’d dogged their steps for months, even destroying Trevor’s house back in San Diego.

      Liz fell back a few paces to allow Bridget to catch up. She eyed the other woman sidelong, part of her irked by the woman’s perfect hair and creamy skin despite the humidity. It made her feel so, well, ginger. “Walk the shadows. Try to stay a little ways behind us. Paranoid maybe, but Irakesh might have left some surprises and if he did I want to be ready.”

      “All right,” Bridget agreed, giving a tight nod. The shadows enveloped the tiny brunette, covering not only the sight of her but also her scent. Liz jogged along the road, taking a sharp right into the jungle after Jordan and Blair. They were a good forty or fifty feet ahead, moving swiftly as they passed beneath the thick canopy. None of them knew the jungle well, but she hoped their new senses would alert them to danger.

      They moved north for several hours, marking the sun’s passage as it occasionally broke through the jungle to illuminate a patch of dim undergrowth. Blair moved unerringly forward, clearly focused on some distant goal none of the rest of them could see. Sometimes they travelled along a path; at others they wound through the thick undergrowth.

      Blair finally paused in a clearing, kneeling next to something. Jordan dropped back next to a tree, rifle cradled in both massive arms as he scanned the area. Ever the perpetual soldier. Liz glided into the clearing, crouching next to Blair.

      “What did you find?” she asked, pitching her voice low. It was swallowed by the cacophony of the jungle, monkeys chattering, water dripping, and a hundred other sounds.

      “There’s blood on these leaves,” Blair replied, holding up a scarlet-stained leaf for her perusal. “Someone was killed here. Maybe several someones. I think it happened as recently as yesterday, but I’m not a forensic scientist or anything. Just my gut call based on how it smells.”

      “What do you think—” Liz began, but the jungle exploded around them. Bullets ripped through the clearing, catching Blair in the chest. He was blasted backwards, rolling through undergrowth as the barrage continued. Liz dove for cover, huddling behind a tree. A bullet punched through the bark near her head, setting her ears ringing.

      “Liz, see if you can get behind them,” Jordan bellowed, popping out from behind the tree where he’d taken cover. He sighted down the barrel of his rifle, squeezing off a noisy trio of shots. Then he dropped back into cover. A woman screamed in the distance and a shape plummeted from a tree. The next time Jordan fired it came from the opposite side of the tree.

      Liz closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She summoned the shadows, feeling their cool embrace wrap around her. She glided silently through the jungle towards the gunfire. It came from at least four different places she could identify. There were probably more that she couldn’t. What the hell had they stumbled into?

      She leapt into the air, seizing a thick branch. She used it to swing herself atop a perch in a neighboring tree. It afforded her a great vantage. There were five opponents, each carrying an old carbine rifle. Those she recognized. They were .308s, the kind her brother used for hunting. Although they were incredibly accurate they didn’t hold many rounds and sucked at close range. They were also slow to reload.

      Their opponents were spread out along the jungle floor, which meant she now had the high ground. They seemed unaware of her. Perfect.

      Don’t kill them. A voice rang through her mind, powerful and clear. She recognized it as Blair, though the voice was much stronger than it had been even a few weeks ago. I will handle this.

      He must have sent the message to all of them. Bridget hadn’t attacked despite having time to get into position, and Jordan huddled behind his tree waiting. Liz relaxed, deciding to wait and see what Blair would do.

      He rose to his feet striding towards his assailants. His wounds had already healed. Another burst of gunfire lit the clearing, but Blair blurred to the right as the bullets ripped apart the foliage where he’d been standing. He blurred again, landing next to the root of a tree so thick that it blocked his body below the neck. What was he doing?

      Blair extended a palm as he gazed up into the trees, then closed it into a fist. Tendrils of blue light shot from his hands, very similar to the ability Ahiga had used on her back in Acapulco. All five assailants went limp, weapons tumbling to the jungle floor as their bodies followed. Blair walked forward, stopping in their midst. None rose, though she could still hear their frantic heartbeats. Bridget appeared near Blair a moment later, already having shifted into a terrifying silver beast. Great, she’d be naked later. Again.

      Liz leapt into the air, keeping her human form as she landed nimbly near Blair. It was getting easier to perform superhuman feats without needing to shift. That was advantageous. If nothing else it saved her from losing yet another set of clothing.

      “They’re Peruvian national police,” Blair said, staring fixedly at one of the men they’d captured. The man’s bearded face had landed in the mud, coating it in sticky brown goop. “This one is their leader. They were patrolling this area because someone wiped out one of their hunting parties here.”

      The man’s eyes widened and he began to quiver. The scent of terror was overpowering. Blair turned to face her as Jordan moved cautiously to their position. “The bodies were eaten. All they found were bones, and they looked like they’d been gnawed. They assume we’re deathless like Irakesh. Better to shoot first and I can’t say I blame them. It’s been bad from what little I glimpsed.”

      “You pulled all that from his mind?” Bridget asked. Liz didn’t think the awe was feigned.

      “I’m used to having to deal with you ladies when using my powers,” Blair explained, offering a genuine smile. Why did it bother Liz so much that it was directed at Bridget? “These guys have no defenses. None. I can just sort of take what I want. Speaking of which, they have jeeps. Six of them. Back at their camp. There are about thirty-five of them and they’re terrified. They don’t know what to do other than hide in the jungle.”

      “This one is the leader?” Jordan asked, slinging his rifle strap over his shoulder as he knelt next to the terrified man. “Can he understand English?”

      “He doesn’t speak it well, but that shouldn’t matter to you. You can learn Spanish just by pulling it from his mind,” Blair explained. His tone was dispassionate, as if he were talking about reading data from a computer.

      “You can’t do that,” Liz said, recoiling from Blair. “That’s rape, just in a different way. They’re not your playthings. Let them go.”

      “Liz, if I let them go, they’ll try to kill us and we’ll end up killing them,” Blair protested, turning his full attention on her. “If you ask me to I will, but I think it’s a bad idea.”

      “They aren’t going to kill us,” Jordan said, squatting next to the leader and withdrawing the hand cannon holstered on his thigh. “Just tell them we want to borrow a ride. They saw Blair do that Jedi magic shit. Bridget is a nine foot werewolf. They’re going to quietly do whatever we ask and hope we go away without killing anyone.”

      “We’ll cooperate. Just do not kill us,” the man protested in ragged English. It sounded as if he could barely move his face. He looked pathetic in the mud there. Liz felt horrible for inflicting this on the man, even indirectly. “You can take one of our jeeps. We’ll even give you a little food. Just go away and do not hurt us. That’s all we ask.”

      “All right,” Blair said. He gave a shrug and opened his fist. Their captives relaxed as one, suddenly in control of their bodies again. They scrambled away from Bridget as fast as they could, huddling near the giant gnarled roots of a capirona tree. “I do think Bridget should remain as she is for now. It might ‘incentivize’ them to follow through, and maybe it will mean I don’t need to poke around in anyone else’s head.”

      I’m letting this go because you’re the leader and I don’t want to undermine you. Blair’s voice echoed through Liz's mind. But you cannot allow this sort of moral quandary to keep you from making hard decisions. Remember when we ran from what we’d become? What if we’d stuck around and woken the Mother immediately? How many more champions could we have created?

      This is different, she thought back, struggling to suppress her anger. These are people, Blair. The people we’re supposed to protect. I know we’re fighting a war, but that doesn’t mean we use the same methods the enemy does. If we make that choice, what do we become? There are some lines I’m not willing to cross. You need to accept that.

      All right, he agreed, though she could sense his reluctance. We’ll play this your way, but there’s a reason the good guy usually loses, Liz. It’s because the bad guy fights smart and isn’t hindered by arbitrary rules.
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      Blair stifled his frustration as he followed the Peruvian police into their hidden rebel base, a series of crude tree houses built at the top of the mighty capirona trees common in this part of the jungle. Each had a trunk wider than his dining room table, some rising more than a hundred feet into the jungle’s thick canopy.

      Ropes had been strung over some of the wider branches, allowing people to flit safely between houses. It was ingenious, really. Staying off the jungle floor meant avoiding deathless, just as mankind's ancestors had once avoided predators back when they’d roamed the plains of the Serengeti. It also provided a vantage over the surrounding jungle, allowing them to spot intruders before they arrived.

      That’s exactly what had happened when their group had approached. The camp had erupted into activity, every member taking to the trees and arming themselves with a rifle. Each and every soldier glared down at them, ready to rain death if Blair and his friends proved a threat. More than a few shot terrified looks at Bridget’s lupine form.

      The center of the camp was a fire pit surrounded by logs set far enough back to serve as comfortable seating. It was ringed by the six jeeps he'd seen in the leader's mind, each battered vehicle painted with the same olive so many militaries seemed to favor. He wasn’t sure how they’d even gotten them into the jungle, but the jeeps must be nimble if they’d made it this far. That would prove useful, though he wondered if fuel would be an issue.

      “They are scared,” Rodrigo said, glancing up at his compatriots before turning back to Liz. His face was covered in mud but still noble somehow. Blair noticed that his hand never strayed too close to the pistol at his side. The rifle was slung over his shoulder, as non-threatening as he could make it. Having just been inside of the man’s mind, none of this surprised him. “I will not ask them to come down unless you insist. If all you wish is a vehicle, the sooner you take it the better for all.”

      “We’ll be away shortly,” Liz said, pointedly ignoring Blair as she walked next to the dark-haired leader. That irked him, though he understood her reasoning. Maybe she was even right about him being too callous. It was a fine line to walk, one he knew he struggled with. “We don’t have time to waste. We’re chasing the thing that killed your people.”

      “What did this?” Rodrigo asked, flinching when Liz reached up to comb her fingers through her hair. “We have run afoul of zombies, but there has been nothing else like the strangers who devoured our people. We heard the gunshots, but when we arrived they were all dead. They should have been able to reach the trees. Or at least run away, yet all of them were killed within just a few feet of each other. Their bodies were just…gone. It makes no sense.”

      “Blair?” Liz asked, pausing at the circle of jeeps to face him.

      “This was done by one of the deathless,” Blair explained, stepping forward to join them. He pointed up at the trees. “These defenses will work for now, because the deathless are still stupid and slow. That will change as they feed. They’ll get stronger and smarter. The thing that killed and ate your people was more advanced than the zombies you’ve seen. Much more. If we don’t stop him he’ll help his kind take over everything. Even if he doesn't you’re still going to face things you can’t deal with here.”

      Bridget’s silver form joined their little group, but Rodrigo refused to look at her. He’d gone even more pale.

      “How do we defend ourselves then? If we cannot hide here, we have nowhere else to go,” he explained, shoulders slumping. “Our people haven’t given up, but many are beginning to despair.”

      “You’re not going go be able to do it here,” Jordan rumbled as he joined their little group. He gave an expansive gesture toward the southern wall of foliage. “You can escape quickly, but since it’s so open your enemies can come at you from all directions. You need somewhere with choke points so you can manage the flow of enemies. I don’t know that you’re going to find it in a jungle.”

      “Even if we can, food is an issue,” Rodrigo admitted with a sigh. He leaned against one of the jeeps. “The jungle has enough of a bounty to sustain us, but many of our hunting parties do not return. Most went by themselves or as a pair. Yesterday we sent a larger party for the first time. As you know, they were killed by this—what did you call it? Deathless.”

      “There is an option, but it’s dangerous,” Blair offered. It was crazy, but it was the only option he could think of. “There is a mine up in the mountains, about two days from here. Yanacocha. If you go there you will find a pyramid. Inside is a woman of incredible power, one we call the Mother. If you approach her and ask for aid, she can protect you from the deathless and see that you have food.”

      “He’s right,” Liz agreed with a quick nod. Blair was genuinely surprised after their disagreement. “Getting there will be challenging, but if you treat her with respect, she’ll probably help you.”

      “I’m guessing she’ll take you to Cajamarca,” he added. Blair removed his hat, squeezing it like a rag to ring out the sweat. “We’ve started gathering refugees there and they could use the protection you can offer. If some of you are willing to take a chance, you may even accept the gift from her. You could become like Bridget over there, strong enough to protect your people.”

      “Whatever you choose is your decision,” Liz said, walking over to the jeep. “We won’t interfere, so long as you give us one of these. You offered food, but since it sounds like you’re struggling we don’t want to burden you further. We can fend for ourselves as long as you give us enough gas to get out of Columbia.”

      “You can take this one. It has a full tank, which will get you as far as Columbia,” Rodrigo explained, opening the door and gesturing to Liz.

      “How do we get out of the Jungle?” Liz asked, moving past Rodrigo and sliding into the driver’s seat.

      “Follow that trail to the north. It winds down a steep road, but if you are careful you will be fine until it levels out. You will emerge along the bank of the Amazon, just across the border into Columbia. It’s not an easy journey, perhaps five or six days if you drive all day,” he explained, visibly relieved when Liz slammed the door behind her.

      Blair removed his pack, moving to the far side of the jeep. He opened the rear door and slid inside. The pack fit neatly between his legs. Jordan jumped in the front passenger seat ahead of him, rolling down the window and positioning his rifle so he could fire if needed.

      Bridget picked up her pack in a massive clawed hand, reaching inside for a camouflaged shirt. She began to shift, pulling it over her head as she did so. By the time she was human, she’d slid into the back seat next to Blair, her bare legs tantalizing. She gave him a knowing smile as she caught what he’d been staring at.

      He stared at the back of Liz’s head, conflicting emotions raging between them. What the hell did he want out of all this? It was going to be a long trip.
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      Trevor stared at himself in the small shaving mirror he’d taken from one of the corpses he’d devoured back in the jungle. Parts of it were familiar. He was still a freckled ginger, even if his face was more pale than it had been. His goatee was exactly the same. The hair had stopped growing when he’d died, so at least there was no more shaving.

      He’d even retained the battered green baseball cap he’d brought when he, Blair and Liz had flown to Peru to wake the Mother. If someone didn’t look too closely, they might think he was the same man. That illusion was shattered the second he opened his mouth, especially if he smiled.

      Every last tooth now ended in a sharp point, a mouthful of fangs sharks would envy. The scientist in him knew why of course. They were the most efficient way to rend flesh. Human teeth were largely flat because they were omnivores. He’d become a carnivore and subsisted purely on flesh. The tastiest kind was living human.

      It amazed him how gratifying the simple act of staring at the mirror could be. For weeks now he’d been a prisoner trapped in his own body, unable to exert even rudimentary control. That had changed over the last two days, as he’d fed over and over. Each brutal act had horrified him, but the worst part was that feeding was already becoming normal. It revolted him less than it had yesterday. How long until he began to enjoy it?

      He glanced at the camp, sizing up his companions. Irakesh sat on a wide rock near their little fire, leafing through a pocket-sized copy of the King James Bible liberated from one of their victims. He turned each page with deliberate care, treating the battered thing with a reverence Trevor found surprising.

      Cyntia was curled up in a sleeping bag on the opposite side of the fire. Her heartbeat was slow and strong, breathing even and deep. She was asleep, thank god. He liked her and had things been different they might have become romantically involved. That was no longer possible, given what he’d become. Even if it were he didn’t like what was happening to her. Irakesh had encouraged Cyntia to feed often, and Trevor could already see it having an effect. Her gaze had grown wild, and she was more prone to violence. He wished he could tell her to flee, to get away from Irakesh.

      “Your world is a very strange place,” Irakesh began, closing the tattered black bible. It was the sort a soldier might carry into combat. Irakesh set it on top of the backpack he’d recently salvaged. “This tome contains such strange mythology. Do your people really believe this?”

      “A lot of them do,” Trevor admitted, unsure how to answer. Speaking still felt strange, but part of him was pleased that he could manage it now. “Or if not that book, then another book they claim is holy. I imagine you’d find them equally strange.”

      “Genesis in particular amused me. The idea that earth was created in a single day by some sky god in robes? It’s preposterous,” Irakesh scoffed, rolling his eyes. The gesture seemed too normal somehow, out of place on his master’s monstrous face. “The world is far, far older than your people can conceive.”

      “You might be surprised,” Trevor shot back, setting down the shaving mirror and taking off his hat. It was reflexive. He wasn’t sweating. He couldn’t sweat. “Our scientists estimate the world is about four and half billion years old. It will live another four to five billion before the sun goes out.” He squinted up at the brilliant orb, shading his eyes.

      “Why do you scrunch your eyes like that?” Irakesh said, shaking his head with an amused smile. “We are deathless, not humans. The sun is our ally. Staring into the sun for at least three minutes a day is actually good for you.”

      “Fuck,” Cyntia growled. Trevor glanced over to see her recoiling from the sun as she sat up in her sleeping bag. Had she just stared into it?

      “I guess the same isn’t true for werewolves?” he said.

      “Her kind rely on the moon,” Irakesh raised an eyebrow at Cyntia, delivering a look that bled contempt. “But I was speaking of your holy tome. This Bible. Did you know there is a passage that says…let me see." He picked the book up and thumbed to a slim page. “Ah yes, Timothy 2:12. My favorite absurdity thus far.” He cleared his throat, affecting a mocking pose. “'I do not permit a woman to teach nor to hold authority over a man; she must be quiet.' Do your people practice this? Isis will be furious.” He grinned like a mischievous frat kid who knew that a professor was about to be pranked.

      “Yeah, that part only flies with a very small part of the world,” Trevor argued, a bit floored by the passage. He’d never really studied the bible, but he’d never heard that part. “Women are equal to men where I come from, at least legally. There’s still a wage gap, but it’s a lot better than it used to be.”

      “You treated women as lesser beings?” Irakesh asked, looking at Trevor as if he'd sprouted a third eye. “They did not have all the legal rights of a man? I don’t understand how your society functioned.”

      “Not well. So your society was matriarchal?” Trevor asked.

      “Mine was, as were those Isis founded on this backward continent and the one to the north,” Irakesh said, shaking his head. “Not all were. Osiris ruled the sprawling continent north of the Cradle. There were others, though I had no dealings with them.”

      “Is there nothing of our world you like?” Cyntia asked, hovering at the edge of the conversation. Trevor hadn't heard her get up, but then he rarely did unless she wanted to be heard. She settled on a stump not far from Trevor as she rubbed sleep from her eyes.

      “Oh, yes, many things fascinate me,” Irakesh admitted, setting the book on a rock next to him. “It amazes me that nearly everyone possesses the ability to write. Very few learned in my own time, and most of those recorded religious texts or important history. We wrote on stone so our words would last. The idea of using this paper your kind discovered never occurred to us. For all of our advancements it seems your world has done things ours could not.”

      “Were you there to see the creation of the deathless? What are we exactly?” Trevor asked, picking up his rifle and checking the slide for the fourth time in the last hour. The question had been bothering him, but he’d been reluctant to ask as he was still feeling his way with Irakesh.

      “Ahh, I’ve been wondering when you’d find the courage to ask,” Irakesh said, a toothy smile slipping into place. He rose, moving to a tree stump near Trevor. “The deathless arose from the desperation of Isis. The woman you know as the Mother. In our time her lover Osiris lay dying. She sought a way to preserve his life, and after many trials and with the aid of my mother, she finally found or created the secret to eternal life."

      “The Mother was responsible for making the deathless? I thought she created the werewolves,” Trevor asked. The two seemed contradictory.

      “She created both,” Irakesh explained. He picked up a stick and sketched a shape that might have been Europe. “Isis, her mate Osiris, and my own mother Ra were born in this place.” He tapped an area near the northeast edge of the continent. Trevor wasn’t great at geography, but he guessed it was meant to be England. “They discovered the First Ark, the one with the greatest strength and largest store of knowledge. They were pursued by Set, a cruel and sadistic tyrant even I feared.

      “She pioneered a science you might call genetic manipulation, the shaping of human DNA. She created a virus that would allow one to live forever, but with the unfortunate side effect of killing you first.”

      “The zombie plague,” Trevor said, suddenly understanding.

      “Just so,” Irakesh replied with a nod. He seemed to really enjoy the tale, each part punctuated by grand flourishes. “Initially Ra was adamantly opposed to the creation of the virus, but in time Set’s strength grew. In order to stop him, she accepted the virus and became one of the most powerful deathless.

      “Isis tried to stop her, but the virus was potent,” Irakesh said, grin growing predatory. “It dramatically improved Ra's ability to shape. She was much, much more powerful than she’d been before. Where Isis had once been the undisputed master, now she was little more than an irritation. Ra could have killed her, but in honor of their centuries of friendship, she banished her from the Cradle. Isis fled to these shores, leaving Ra to rule. My mother forged a powerful army of deathless, using them to create an empire that spanned continents.”

      “That’s horrible,” Trevor said, aghast at the slaughter.

      “Is it?” Irakesh asked, raising an eyebrow. He seemed genuinely confused. “Why?”

      “I can’t speak for your time, but my world had seven billion people. Almost all of them are dead now because of what she did,” he explained. Irakesh merely laughed.

      “Seven billion people. I can see from the memories I’ve ingested that this world has been poisoned. The oceans are filled with your refuse and at the same time empty of fish. Thousands of species have been wiped out. Forests cut down. You’ve gutted this world, prying every resource you can from her dying body,” Irakesh said. He shook his head sadly. “Our kind are violent. Brutal. Yet we exist in harmony with our environment. We keep the population in check, and it is a good thing. Only through the virus will this world have a chance to heal. Those you call innocents are choking the life from her. So tell me, Trevor Gregg, which is a better world? One poisoned and robbed of resources, or one where the deathless rule over a controlled society? One that exists in harmony with its surroundings.”

      Trevor didn’t answer immediately. His heart said that the deathless were wrong. They were unnatural and shouldn’t exist. Yet Irakesh’s words made sense. Humanity had raped the world and if something like the zombie plague hadn’t come along, how long would it have been before they wiped out all life?

      “What about the werewolves?” he asked, setting his rifle against the rock. “They’re powerful enough to rule over mankind without spreading a plague to wipe out everyone.”

      “Ahh, you’re wondering if Isis presents a better way,” Irakesh said, giving a warm laugh. It seemed out of place coming from a mouth full of fangs. The scarlet eyes didn’t help, either. “She set up a class-based society. Only a handful killed come back as werewolves, making her champions very rare. Ra’s method gives anyone a chance to rise among the deathless. Take you, for example. In time you will learn shaping and become powerful and respected by your peers. If you’d been slaughtered by a werewolf, you’d probably be dead now.”

      “I guess,” Trevor said, though he wasn’t sure he agreed with that logic. He had many more questions about the ancient world, but needed time to digest what he’d learned. “So where are we going? I still haven’t figured out what your plan is. I know we’re heading north, but you haven’t said why.”

      “You are simply full of questions,” Irakesh replied, amused grin slipping back into place. “I must admit I am very pleased at how quickly you’re learning. It’s nice to have decent conversation. I wasn’t expecting that. My plan? I’m going to found an empire. I’ll use the Ark of the Redwood to control the northern continent.”

      “Ark of the Redwood?” Trevor asked. It sounded like the name of a bank.

      “Isis and Ra spent centuries exploring the world. They discovered many Arks. The one to the north is called the Ark of the Redwood. I stole the key from Isis, and we’re heading north to seize it,” Irakesh said. He rose from the rock, peering down at the river. “I will use that as my power base and will forge every deathless for a thousand miles into an army the likes of which this world has never seen. By the time Isis can turn her attention to me I’ll be too well entrenched to remove.”

      “So we’re going to walk all the way to North America?” Trevor asked. “That will take months. Longer if we encounter resistance on the way.”

      “I do not plan to walk. There is a port for the craft you call planes in the kingdom of Panama. It is there that we will find transport,” Irakesh said, arching an eyebrow. The grin was gone. Evidently he didn’t like being questioned.

      “How are we going to fly it?” Trevor asked. He’d never learned to fly, but he was willing to bet it wasn’t that hard. Garland had done it. Of course the learning curve was likely to be both steep and fatal.

      “We must find a corpse who possesses this knowledge. Surely there will be at least one between here and there. If not we will decide on another course of action,” Irakesh said, giving a shrug. The grin was back. “Either way we will escape our pursuers.”

      “You’ve mentioned these pursuers a few times,” Trevor said, scratching his goatee. “Who are they? Couldn’t we just turn around and ambush them?”

      “They’ve been sent by Isis to stop us. She has gathered a small pack of champions and sent them after us. It’s possible we could overcome them, but until I am certain I see no reason for a confrontation,” Irakesh explained. He turned back to face Trevor. “I fought a pair of them, a Ka-Dun and Ka-Ken. Both were powerful, though untrained. We will face them again, but before we do I must teach you the rudiments of shaping.”

      Trevor knew immediately who Irakesh must be referring to, but carefully schooled his features to neutrality. It was best Irakesh not understand his connection to Blair and Liz, or it might be used against him.

      Cunning, my host, the voice whispered, slithering through his mind. Keep such knowledge to yourself. Be a dutiful servant and diligent student. The day will come when you are able to best your master.

      “I can learn to shape?” Trevor asked. He remembered the fantastic powers Blair had demonstrated.

      “Of course,” Irakesh scoffed, waving dismissively at Trevor. “You will be one of the most powerful shapers of this age. Your ability to shape is dictated by three things. The strength of your bloodline, the strength of your will, and your imagination. Your bloodline is impeccable, only one step removed from the native virus. Your will is stronger than any I’ve ever seen, and you clearly possess the ability to think creatively. With training you will be an incredible force.”

      “Can we start now?” Trevor asked. So much had been taken from him, and he sensed that the key to his freedom lay in mastering shaping.
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      The Director picked up the clipboard attached to the door. So odd that with the level of tech Mohn had they still used paper charts for patients. Of course the medical industry was always the last to adopt anything, so maybe that shouldn’t surprise him. He scanned the contents, noting that the surgery had been a success and there were no complications. What's more the patient would be ready for active duty the following day. Excellent.

      He pushed open the heavy door, closing it gently behind him. The white-walled room was dominated by a wide hospital bed in an elevated position. Its occupant was pale but awake and alert. His normally well-trimmed goatee had grown into a scraggly black beard, and there were dark circles under his eyes. Yuri Filipov, looking considerably better than he had in the firefight in Panama. His legs lay on top of the sheets, both the flesh and blood one and the newly installed chrome cyber leg.

      “How are you feeling, Yuri?” Mark asked, pulling a metal chair to the side of the bed and sitting down.

      “Is good,” Yuri said, giving a wide grin through the beard. “Replaced Yuri’s leg. Better than new. Yuri cannot believe.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. I’ve read your report on the incident. In your estimation the pyramid is lost then?” the Director asked. Satellite footage had already confirmed it, but he wanted to hear Yuri’s assessment anyway.

      “Werewolves everywhere,” Yuri said, shaking his head. “Commander ordered extraction team to pull out after big red werewolf tear off leg. Commander’s position very bad. Did not see what happened after, but if commander survived would contact Mohn.”

      Despite the man’s brevity and incredibly thick accent he had a keen eye. It just took a little effort to tease out the details. In this case, it sounded as if he’d missed the end of the fight. “You said that the package was still in Peru?”

      “Is there,” Yuri replied, giving a tight nod. “Beacon still broadcasting. Could be retrieved with small team. Drop in hot, enter hangar, get back on runway. Give Yuri team of four and could be done.”

      “Can you do it quietly?” the Director asked, leaning in close to the bed. “Off the books.”

      Yuri gave him an unreadable look for a long moment before replying. “Is possible. Is cover story for return? Landing will be questioned.”

      This was one of many reasons the Director trusted Yuri. He didn’t ask why it was off the books. He didn’t even want to know. All he was interested in was accomplishing the mission he’d been assigned.

      “Let me worry about the landing. I’ll have a flight cleared for this evening. Head down to hangar six at 7 PM. Your team will already be assembled,” Mark said, rising from the stool. He walked to the door, then turned back to face Yuri. “The mission is critical. If the package can’t be retrieved, it must be destroyed. I don’t care if you have to detonate Panama. No one gets that weapon.”

      He stepped through the door and closed it behind him. This kind of flagrant disobedience would likely be the end of his career. In the past he’d been able to examine things with a clinical detachment, to make tough choices and commit unthinkable acts when needed. So why was he struggling here?

      Maybe because the whole god-damned world had ended. Mohn had a responsibility to protect the human race, and for the first time in Mark’s life, morality was overriding self-preservation. Maybe there’d be a clever quote about that on his tombstone.
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      The Mother surveyed the wreckage in the central chamber, a fresh spike of despair piercing her breast. So many centuries of labor to modify this place to suit her needs. It had required the full might of her empire for the entirety of that time. Now it lay in ruins around her, perhaps damaged beyond repair.

      A wet nose pressed into her leg. She looked down to find Yukon staring up at her adoringly. The strength of his loyalty pulsed from him. He was a simple creature, accepting that she was master and he just a companion. What surprised her was how content he found himself in such a role. It was something no self-respecting wolf would have accepted.

      Wolves could acknowledge another as alpha, but that was just first among equals. Yukon accepted that she was superior in all things and that she would take care of him, in the same way a child viewed a parent. It baffled her.

      “We’re going to embark on a journey,” she said, stroking his golden fur. He leaned into her leg, closing his eyes as she pet him. “We must head west to the ocean.”

      She must repair the Ark, not just to secure her power base but also to lend strength to Blair’s cause. The closer Irakesh came to the Ark of the Redwood the stronger he would become. If Blair was to have a chance he’d need to pull strength from her Ark, but to do that it must be repaired.

      In her own time she could have simply ordered her vassals to mine the necessary stone, then have it brought to another Ark or a place of power for imbuing. That was no longer possible. She’d have to mine the stone herself, and it must be done at a place of power. There were only two such places that might contain a charge this early in the cycle. One lay half a world away, but through luck or happenstance the other could be found in the ocean a few days west.

      All she need do is secure one of these mighty ships she’d plucked from Blair’s memory. This could be found in the city men had named Lima, somewhere to the southwest.

      The Mother turned from the chamber, extending her aura to encompass Yukon. They blurred through corridors until they reached the surface, bursting into bright sunlight in a swirl of dust.

      So fast, Yukon sent, giddy like a small child. Far more playful than any wolf would allow. I am strong near you.

      “Your strength will grow as we bond, little Yukon,” she said, smiling in spite of herself. She hated what had been done to the noble wolves, yet Yukon had proven brave and loyal. Perhaps there was more to these dogs than she’d been willing to admit.

      What was that? She shaded her eyes, studying a cloud of dust along the south ridge. A vehicle rumbled down the trail, approaching the valley. Who dared violate the sanctity of her Ark? She shifted, baring her fangs as she and Yukon blurred towards the interlopers.

      She charged up the trail, covering two miles in mere heartbeats. She landed on top of the hood of the jeep, which slammed on its brakes. There were four passengers, all wearing uniforms similar to the Mohn soldiers she’d so recently slaughtered.

      “Peace,” the man in the driver’s seat cried. He had scraggly black hair badly in need of a comb. “We’ve come in peace. We were sent by your, uh, Ka-Dun. He said we might find sanctuary here.”

      “Blair offered sanctuary?” she growled, flexing her claws.

      “Yes,” the man replied, nodding vigorously. “He said that the werewolves are champions. Please, we have little food and no place to go. The zombies are everywhere. We are willing to work to earn our keep, but we need help. Do not turn us away.”

      She considered. These men came as supplicants sent by her servant. If Blair had promised safety, then she was honor-bound to grant it. Was he wrong to do so? Very few had likely survived the deathless. They did need protection. He had done well, she decided.

      “Very well, but you will serve as I bid. How many are you?” she demanded, dropping to the ground next to the jeep. She shifted back to her human form. The man’s eyes widened as he stared at her through the jeep’s driver-side window.

      “There are about thirty of us. The rest of the vehicles are up the ridge, a mile or so back. I am Rodrigo,” he said, pale underneath his tan.

      “You may address me as Mother. Gather your people, Rodrigo. We journey west, first to Cajamarca and then on to Lima. You will aid me in my task,” she said, allowing a smile.

      Blair had done very well indeed.
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      Medellin 12km. Blair heaved a sigh of relief as they whizzed past the green sign. After days of slogging through jungles and backroads, they’d finally reached recognizable civilization. They were dirty, sweaty, tired, and more than a little irritable. Maybe they’d travel more quickly now that they’d reached real freeways.

      Then again maybe not. He peered out the rear passenger window at the cracked asphalt stretching before them. It was clogged with a sea of cars, more familiar Toyotas and Fords replacing the generic motorcars he’d seen back in Peru. Figures shuffled between those vehicles, zombies in various stages of decay. Most looked up as they approached, shambling towards them with hungry eyes and low moans.

      Jordan guided the jeep smoothly around them, his reflection in the rear-view mirror impassive. One of the zombies got a bit too close, a dark-haired woman in a white dress. Her face was bathed in blood, her eyes hollow and vacant as she lunged for the front of the jeep. Blair braced himself as Jordan romped on the gas. The vehicle jerked, bones snapping as they rolled over the woman. He focused on the horizon trying to ignore the stench of rotting flesh.

      The road wound towards one of the largest skylines he’d ever seen, massive buildings clustered together in the center of a city that sprawled across the high valley and the hillsides surrounding it. It reminded him a little of Los Angeles, though many of the structures had a definite Spanish feel. He got the impression that some of the smaller churches were centuries old. They contrasted oddly with the more modern skyscrapers, a sea of steel and glass looming over their sleepy companions.

      “This place was voted the most innovative city in the world just a few months ago,” Liz said. Her voice seemed too loud in the oppressive silence.

      No one wanted to speak or even look at each other. How could they? This had been a city with nearly four million people and now it was a tomb, a brutal reminder of the extent of their failure as the guardians of mankind.

      “Maybe some of them survived,” Bridget offered into the silence lingering after Liz’s statement.

      “I’m betting there are hundreds of survivors. Possibly thousands,” Blair replied, facing Bridget across the mountain of gear littering the backseat. “The smart ones will hunker down, but that will only last until food becomes an issue. I’d expect more than a few are holed up in grocery stores or more defensible buildings around them. Just like Cajamarca.”

      “Cut the chatter,” Jordan growled as the vehicle decelerated to a near crawl.

      Blair leaned out the jeep’s rear window into the hot wind to look for whatever Jordan must have seen. They’d entered a relatively clear part of the freeway, with only a few cars towards the edges. The center lanes were all empty, both of vehicles and zombies. It wasn’t hard figuring out why. The corpses were all occupied.

      A horde of zombies surrounded a pair of battered land rovers. They reminded Blair of Trevor’s vehicle, though both were white instead of the deep green Trevor had favored. Each vehicle had a sort of crow’s nest built on top, surrounded by sheets of metal that had been welded together. Each nest had three figures who held long chrome poles with machetes duct-taped to the end. They were dressed all in black with umpire’s masks obscuring their features. It must have been murder in the heat.

      All except one of them anyway. A white-furred werewolf towered over her companions. She was far too large to be male, corded muscles bunched under her fur. She wielded a spear much like the others, which she used on the gathering horde with impressive ferocity.

      She scythed through them, slicing spinal cords and severing heads. Her companions jabbed at any zombie who made it onto the vehicle, but left the rest of the work to her. Evidently she’d been at it for a while, because a large pile of bodies now surrounded each vehicle. Not that it stemmed the tide of zombies. At least thirty still attempted to overwhelm the defenders, with more drifting towards them with each passing moment.

      “They’ve seen us,” Jordan announced, slamming on the brakes. He used his left foot to push the e-brake into place. “How are we handling this? We need to decide now.”

      One of the men on top of the rovers pointed in their direction. Another on the rover without the werewolf ducked out of sight, returning a moment later with an assault rifle of some kind. An M-16 maybe? Jordan probably knew.

      “Blair, you’re with me. I want to try talking but if they get hostile, immobilize the humans. I’ll deal with the female,” Liz announced, opening her door and dropping to the asphalt.

      Blair opened his own door, back straight and shoulders square as he approached the rovers. A few zombies noticed them, but before they could pull away from the pack the man with the M-16 began picking them off with precise head shots.

      “Stay where you are,” the white-furred female roared. She leapt from the rover, landing behind the milling mass. She danced between them, claws sending up sprays of blood as she cut down most of the remaining horde.

      A pair of corpses moved towards Blair. He waited for them to approach, then blurred for a fraction of an instant. Just long enough to snap both necks. They collapsed to the asphalt, clearing the path for Liz.

      She waited patiently while the werewolf completed her grisly work. The white turned to face them, licking blood from her muzzle as she approached. She stopped just a few feet away, baring her teeth as she flexed her claws. “Who are you and why have you come to Medellin?”

      “My name is Liz,” she replied, stepping forward until she stood next to the towering werewolf. Her heart rate was steady, though Blair noted a sheen of sweat from the sweltering sun. “We’re just passing through on our way to Panama. I’m willing to exchange news if you’re interested, but then we’re moving on.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” the werewolf rumbled. An apologetic rumble. She pointed back towards the city. “We have a gathering there and our leader meets all travelers. Medico Roberto will decide what to do with you.”

      “I wasn’t asking,” Liz growled, beginning to shift. The camo shirt tore from her shoulders, while the cargo pants all but exploded. In the blink of an eye, she went from two inches shorter than Blair to two inches taller than the strange werewolf. “My pack has been trained by the Mother and we outnumber you. Maybe you should rethink the whole detaining us thing.”

      Blair was already moving. He needed to do something to impress these people, to cow them before the guy with the assault rifle did something stupid. He extended his hand, concentrating on the dozen or so zombies moving towards the rover. Blair split his will into a dozen spikes, like the heads of some giant imaginary hydra. It came easily now.

      He thrust at the zombies, pulling the milling mass away from the rovers. He forced them to gather into a tight knot about fifty feet away, making the gesture he used to control them as theatrical as possible. It seemed to work. The man with the rifle and his companions all gaped openly.

      "The Mother?" the White asked.

      “The one who created us. She's taught us to use our abilities. Abilities that you can't even begin to imagine,” Liz-wolf growled, looming over the white werewolf.

      The report of the assault rifle rang out every few seconds, each shot downing a zombie who was closing in on them.

      “I don’t want to fight. I am Diana,” she replied, giving a shallow bow. “Even if we could win, some of us would die and that benefits no one. Please, return with me to our compound. Meet Medico Roberto. If you seek to travel through our city he can help you. Surely it would be better to have us as allies. That is better than we few survivors fighting amongst each other.”

      What do you want to do? Blair thought at Liz.

      We’ll head back with them. She’s right about us not fighting. It’s foolish to fight amongst ourselves, Liz sent back. The subtext wasn’t lost on him.

      Stand down, he thought to the entire team. He could feel Jordan and Bridget relaxing from inside the jeep.

      “All right, we’ll go back with you, but if you betray us get ready for a lot of blood,” Liz-wolf growled. She gestured at their jeep. “My team will follow your rovers if you want to lead the way.”

      “There will be no betrayal,” Diana assured them. She walked back to her people, who’d already slid into their rovers and started the engines.
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      Jordan ignored his jagged thoughts, instead focusing on the two rovers they were following. They wove down a narrow corridor just wide enough for one car. It had been created along the main freeway by lining it with a row of SUVs and busses on either side, and must have taken hundreds of man-hours to move into place. A shrewd choice. It controlled the flow of zombies, channeling them into easily managed kill zones at the few intersections left open for people to enter the corridor.

      Metal screeched as one of the rovers mashed a stray zombie into the door of a yellow Pathfinder. The move sent a shower of gore onto the jeep’s windshield, cutting Jordan’s visibility to shit. He flicked the windshield wipers, but only succeeded in coating the glass with a thick pink film.

      “Fucking lovely,” he growled, leaning out the window to see. The wind provided no relief from the stench, only adding exhaust to the mix. None of it kept his mind from the dilemma.

      He’d been worrying at the same problem for days, ever since the sat-link had come online back in the Ark. Mohn Corp. was still out there. Despite the catastrophic damage that had crippled the world’s electronics they still had satellites. Somehow that wasn’t surprising.

      It meant they’d been far more prepared than they’d indicated. They probably had a sizable military presence in Syracuse and were obviously still gathering intel. What sort of resources did they have? If it included aircraft, they’d almost certainly make a play for Panama. They might even be there already. Did he still have a place with Mohn? Would he want it if he did?

      “There it is,” Liz-wolf called over the wind. She was right. They were coming up on a stadium parking lot. The inside of the chain-link fence was lined with SUVs, just like the corridor they were driving through. Whoever was in charge knew what they were doing, at least when constructing defenses with limited resources.

      The two rovers paused in front of a bus blocking their path. A figure appeared in the driver’s window, aiming the business end of a .308 in their direction. Not the best choice of weapon. He might kill his first target, but he’d never have time to acquire another before they returned fire. Even if he could, the weapon was terrible at close range. He should be using a shotgun or even a heavier caliber pistol.

      The man lowered the rifle, resting a hand on the wheel of the bus. It shuddered for a moment, then slid smoothly backwards with almost no sound. Was it powered by natural gas? There should have been more noise if it was diesel like most busses back in the states.

      The first rover maneuvered through the gap, quickly followed by the second. Jordan depressed the gas, allowing the jeep to follow at an unthreatening pace. They were allowed into a stretch of asphalt bordered by a tent city. The part near the center looked like a market, while those tents closer to the edge were residential. He’d guess there were perhaps three hundred people here.

      They looked ragged. Worn out. Most were dirty and avoided eye contact with each other. Children flinched when adults got too close. The unnatural quiet was painful. It was as if people were afraid of speaking, as if it might attract the same angry god that had visited the zombies and werewolves upon them.

      They are in need of protection, Ka-Dun, a voice rumbled in the back of his mind. It didn’t speak often, maybe because he almost always ignored it.

      The brakes squealed as Jordan pulled into a spot next to one of the rovers. So odd that they still had those brightly painted lines for parking when the rest of the city had gone to shit. He threw the jeep in park, setting the e-brake with his left foot. Then he turned to Liz, spearing her with his gaze despite how intimidating he found her wolf form. “Listen, I know you don’t trust me. I don’t blame you. But we’re about to walk into a potentially hostile situation and I need to know that we can count on each other. Can you and Blair shelve your squabble long enough for us to figure out what our play here is? We don’t have the luxury of infighting.”

      “We’re going to go see this Medico. If he’s a doctor, hopefully he’ll be reasonable. I’m sure he’ll send us on our way,” Liz rumbled, seemingly unimpressed by his gaze. She did dart a guilty glance at Blair.

      “And if he doesn’t?” Blair asked, throwing his door open and hopping out. Liz followed, unfolding from where the jeep’s passenger seat used to be. That poor seat was never going to be the same.

      Neither picked up a weapon and he was tired of trying to convince them they needed to carry guns. He rolled his eyes behind his sunglasses and exited the jeep.

      “Then we deal with the situation if it arises,” Liz said. Blair didn’t look happy with the answer, but gave a tight nod of agreement. It was more than he’d seemed capable of only a few days before. Whatever had gone down between them had left a scar. They were good fighters, but he missed the professionalism of Mohn’s elite.

      Jordan moved to the back of the jeep, swinging open the rear door and hefting the black duffle with the weapons. Bridget followed, so he handed her his holstered .460. “This is the most powerful handgun I’ve ever fired. Men have broken their nose from the recoil, but I’m betting you can handle it. You won’t find a better compact weapon.”

      He picked up a 12 gauge for himself, stuffing four boxes of shells into his cargo pants. If this came to combat it would be close quarters.

      “Thanks,” Bridget said, strapping the .460’s neoprene holster to her thigh. It was impressive how quickly she’d adapted to carrying a gun, especially compared to the others who were unwilling to even pick one up.

      The conversation died as the snowy werewolf approached. She was flanked by two of the men in their ridiculous umpire’s masks. The cost to their peripheral vision far outweighed any protection it might grant. It was a security blanket and a bad tactical one at that.

      “This way,” Diana rumbled. She gave Liz a deferential nod, gesturing for her to follow. Liz fell in beside her, smelling of wet dog and sweat. Jordan and the rest fell in behind her. The umpires kept a respectful distance, watching them warily but with the obvious terror of those who know they’re seriously outmatched.

      They were led through several rows of tents, mostly occupied by families, though more than one held tables with jerky or canned food. Only one had water and it had two guards with M-16s flanking it. He felt their gazes, giving a grin when their postures straightened. They knew a manageable threat when they saw one. Liz would tear them apart, so they left her to Diana. But they could handle a normal man and as far as they were concerned that’s exactly what Jordan was. They were the only non-amateurs in the plaza. Water must be in short supply for them to have been assigned guard duty.

      They reached the final row of tents, which butted up against the wall of the stadium. Diana stopped in front of large green pavilion of the type he’d seen at U.N. installations in Africa. It was perfect for a mobile command center, again if resources were an issue. Four guards waited outside, two linebacker types and an odd pair. One was a short, skinny guy with dark skin and wire frame glasses, from South India most likely. The other was a blonde in her early twenties with hard brown eyes and the best bitch face he’d seen in a while. The classic hot-girl defense mechanism.

      Neither was human. There wasn’t anything obvious, but they were too aware of their surroundings. Too unalarmed by the pair of nine-foot werewolves that ducked into the pavilion. Besides, the only way they’d have been left as guards was if they were more than they appeared to be. He gave them a respectful nod as he followed Blair into the tent. Bridget trailed after, hand never leaving the .460’s rubber grip. Jordan felt like a proud father.

      A smattering of plastic chairs surrounded several folding tables that had been pushed together to form one large desk. It was cluttered with piles of paper, books, and a map of the city with little green army men scattered at different locations. A bear of a man with a bristly black beard that grew like an untended hedge stood at the tables, peering at his map. He wore glasses with a thick black frame and a battered fedora Jordan would have recognized anywhere.

      “Dr. Roberts?” Jordan asked, stepping up between Liz and Diana. Both glowered down at him, but he ignored them.

      “Commander Jordan?” Roberts raised an eyebrow. He rose from behind the desk, crossing his arms. His voice was frosty. “You’re the last person I would have expected to see, though I shouldn’t be surprised. The pyramid started this whole mess and I’ve long suspected that Mohn must be at the heart of everything.”

      “You’re Medico Roberto? That's priceless,” Blair said, grinning with some of the enthusiasm Jordan thought circumstances had stamped out of him. It was the closest Jordan had seen him drift to the man he’d been when he first arrived at the Ark, before this whole messy op had started.

      “I can’t believe you’re alive,” Blair continued. “How did you get here? Did Alejandro make it?”

      “Smith?” Roberts blinked as he took in Blair. He stepped from behind the desk, offering a hand. “I guess it makes sense that you’d be alive. I’ve deduced that werewolves rise from the corpses of those they slay. Whatever killed you must have been the progenitor of the disease their bite contains. Fascinating. You’re the very first werewolf.”

      “You know these men, Medico?” Diana rumbled, eyeing them with renewed curiosity. She licked her chops, probably a reflexive gesture, since she didn’t seem hostile. It was damned unnerving, though.

      “Yes, Diana, it’s all right. Could you ask Daveed to bring us some water? We have a few things we need to discuss and it may take some time."

      Diana gave a shallow bow, then ducked through the tent flap and back into the sweltering heat.

      Roberts waited for her to go before speaking. “Now then, why don’t you all explain exactly what brings you to my city, and why I shouldn’t have you executed?”
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      Trevor threw the rusted-out Bronco into low gear, powering over the curb and onto the other side of the highway. Irakesh thumbed his way through a book written in Spanish about Christopher Columbus, seemingly oblivious to the rough ride. It was the third he’d devoured in as many days. His thirst for knowledge was insatiable and Trevor couldn’t really blame him. He had thirteen thousand years to catch up on, after all.

      “Did you catch that scent?” Cyntia purred into his ear, leaning forward and rubbing a hand along his shoulder. She reeked like a brothel, somehow managing to smell like sex. The fact that he was quite clearly dead didn’t seem to phase her in the slightest.

      That was just one of a number of signs that she was growing unstable. From the sly looks Irakesh shot her, Trevor was pretty sure the deathless knew why. If he had to guess, it had something to do with the either the frequency or the content of her feeding. She ate zombie and human alike, as often as possible. It had strengthened her. She’d gained at least two inches when in wolf form and was visibly stronger, but her once shiny blond fur had faded to a flat dun. Her eyes had changed to a terrifying scarlet when she shifted.

      It might even make sense from a scientific standpoint. The werewolf virus altered DNA. Eating zombies meant she was ingesting a rival virus. If the changes were any indication, both viruses were mutating. Into what Trevor couldn't say, but he bet Irakesh could. What he wouldn't give for one of Erik's CellScopes and fifteen minutes of the Aussie's time. He could analyze the blood and answer the question definitively.

      “No, what was it?” he finally answered, testing the air. His sense of smell had grown sharper, but it was his hearing that was truly amazing now. Yet there was nothing over the roar of the engine.

      “A familiar scent. There’s a female nearby, and a few humans,” Cyntia explained, resting her head against his shoulder like some needy cat. He ignored her as best he could, pity warring with distaste.

      “Which way?” he asked, scanning the roadway. The heat was oppressive, but since he no longer sweated it didn’t bother him the way that it used to. He was simply aware of it.

      “They are up ahead,” Irakesh broke in, closing his book. His eyes narrowed as he peered through the windshield. “See that large white trailer? A semi, I believe it’s called. They’re on top of it, lying flat. It looks like they’re clearing nascent deathless. There’s a pile of bodies around their vehicle.”

      Irakesh was right. Trevor could see the werewolf now, her black fur a stark contrast against the blue sky. She held a spear of some kind and was jabbing at the zombies clustered around the truck. Her companions were all humans in camouflage fatigues. Each had a rifle, but none were firing. Made sense. Bullets were going to become very scarce in the near future. Let the werewolf do the work unless they got into trouble.

      “Trevor, handle the men. Kill them and devour the bodies. Leave the Ka-Ken for Cyntia; she will gain great strength from consuming her,” Irakesh instructed. He turned that awful gaze Trevor’s way.

      “We could just pass them by. If we’re being pursued, confrontations like this could reveal our presence,” Trevor suggested. More to save these people’s lives than because he feared discovery. Hell, he welcomed discovery. The more time he spent with Irakesh the more certain he became that the deathless had to be stopped. If only he could do that himself.

      “It was neither a request, nor a suggestion. You will enact my will, thrall,” Irakesh growled, eyes flaring an evil shade of green. Trevor felt something hot wash over him, seeping into his nerves. The sensation was becoming all too familiar and it made him grind his teeth. Irakesh could yank him about like a puppet, working with the strange voice to keep Trevor a prisoner in his own body. “The strength we will gain here more than outweighs potential discovery. Besides, the time will soon come when you and Cyntia are powerful enough to help me destroy the Ka-Dun Isis sent after us.”

      For now he imposes his will on you through domination. In time your strength will grow and you will be able to resist his influence. He is well trained, but young. You will eclipse him, but you must be patient. He must not see you as a threat until it is too late.

      Trevor didn’t respond to the strange voice, instead nodding to Irakesh and focusing on the road ahead of him. He didn’t know what the voice was and it confused the hell out of him. One moment it was working with Irakesh, the next offering advice on how he could backstab the bald monster.

      He guided the Bronco to a stop near the semi. The people on top had noticed their arrival and were snatching up rifles. None made a threatening move. Cyntia gave a growl and began to shift. She planted both powerful legs against her door and kicked with all that incredible strength. The door popped off like a cork from a champagne bottle, slamming into a nearby Focus with a tremendous clatter.

      Trevor massaged his temples. “Couldn’t you have just opened it?”

      Cyntia leapt out, charging towards the semi before Trevor could even open the door. Why was he the one who’d ended up on team crazy?

      He flipped the latch and rolled out the door, coming up in a crouch. They hadn’t seen him. He dove forward, rolling into the shadow cast by the semi. Then he was gone, form melting into the mass of zombies still milling about the semi. He needn’t have bothered after Cyntia’s showy entrance. The men’s rifles vomited slugs in her direction, sharp cracks stinging his ears as they all fired. It was so different than when he had ear protection at the range. Especially with his dramatically enhanced hearing.

      Then Cyntia was gone, melting into the shadows just as he had. The black-furred female spun around, scanning the area for her opponent. Neither she nor her three companions seemed sure what to do. Perhaps they hadn’t encountered anyone who could shadow walk. Cyntia had received instruction from Liz and maybe the Mother herself. It afforded her an unfair edge against this poor werewolf. Pity. It all but guaranteed the midnight’s death.

      Your compassion is a weakness. Bury it. The Ka-Ken's death will bring your ally strength. If you wish to be free of your master, you will require her aid.

      Trevor dropped a hand to his .45, flicking the catch on the holster with his thumb. He eased the weapon from the black leather as he waited for Cyntia to appear. A moment later she burst from the shadows behind the poor female, shredding her throat with razored claws even as she bit down on the spine. Cyntia’s victim crumpled, drawing the eyes of all three men.

      Now.

      He leapt skyward, giving a slight forward spin to compensate for the recoil. Trevor sighted down the metal sights, aligning the barrel with the first man’s forehead. Then he blurred, constricting the trigger like a boa. It coughed a round, which punched through the bridge of the surprised victim’s nose. His weapon aligned with the second target and he constricted again. The second round took his target through the throat, exiting through the spine. The third target he cored through the heart, which beat loudly enough to make it an easy target.

      Trevor landed on the edge of the semi as all three men collapsed, twitching involuntarily as their bodies realized the truth. They were already dead.

      “Well done,” Irakesh called, stepping from the vehicle. An alarmingly predatory grin spread across his face. “Look. Cyntia has already finished her meal. It will make her strong.”

      Trevor turned towards her. There weren’t even bones left, at least not that he could see. Cyntia licked a piece of gore from her muzzle, giving him the single most alarming smile he’d ever seen. She was drenched in gore, eyes wild and bestial. Then she dropped to her haunches and began to feed on the first human. He wanted to be sick, but instead felt the most awful hunger.

      Trevor dropped to his knees and began to feed on the first man, face mercifully obscured by the bullet’s entry wound. He started with the brain, always the most important part. The man would have memories that could prove useful, and devouring his mind would strengthen Trevor.

      The rush came. Countless fragments stormed through him, bits of memory. A wife and child, brutally killed during the initial outbreak. A new friend, dead beside him. Wait, what was that? He chased down a distant image, an old thought. Expertly guiding a Cessna into an S-turn.

      “Irakesh,” Trevor called, wiping gore from his chin. “This is it. The man was a highly experienced pilot. I think I can fly us once we reach Panama.”

      “Excellent,” Irakesh said, a wide grin splitting his too-handsome face. “All we need do is ensure we are uninterrupted long enough to find this nuclear device and one of these wonderful aircraft I see in my new memories. You shall be rewarded, thrall. Watch with care. I would have you master this ability. It will serve us well in the days to come.”

      Irakesh blurred, suddenly standing next to Trevor on top of the semi. He closed his eyes, extending both arms, fingers splayed into the breeze. Trevor felt something. A gathering energy crackling just past the edge of sight, something electric he couldn’t quite see. It gathered around Irakesh and then pulsed outwards, a finger’s breadth beyond hearing or sight.

      Every shambling corpse stopped. They slowly turned to face Irakesh, then took a step towards him in unison. They shuffled towards the semi with single-minded purpose. Just the way he had on the day Irakesh had ensnared him. What was it that his master had just done?

      He sent out an energy pulse. The mindless will do anything to feast on such pure energy, so they seek it at all costs. Once they are close they will be within range of his blood and he will dominate them.

      I can do this, too? Trevor thought. The scientist in him was fascinated. It had to be signal based. Even light was a wave, which was just a form of signal. Irakesh was somehow broadcasting a powerful signal.

      It is a simple thing, easily mastered. One of the pillars of deathless power, the ability to gather an army. All deathless of note have many such thralls. With so many nascent deathless this power will be even more vital in this age. Learn it well, for once you have freed yourself you will need it to establish your own power base.

      At least twenty zombies had already gathered. More appeared from the thick trees on the side of the road. Still others down both sides of the road. They were coming from all directions. Hundreds. Maybe thousands.

      “What are you going to do with them?” Trevor asked. He was positive that he didn’t want to know, but he couldn’t bear not knowing, either.

      “I can feel the Ka-Dun in that direction, perhaps two or three miles away. I will send every deathless we encounter to stop him.”
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      Jordan eyed Bridget and Blair chatting in low tones in the corner of the pavilion. Bridget was giving one of those coy smiles, letting her hair screen her face. Four feet to their right a very agitated Liz-wolf tried to pretend she wasn't watching them.

      Yup, Jordan definitely missed Mohn professionalism. He shifted his attention back to Dr. Roberts, who thumped the table with each point in his tirade.

      “Mohn orchestrated the entire incident at the pyramid. They led us there like lambs to a slaughter; that cannot be denied. They allowed scientists and artists to explore a site that they knew to be dangerous. I watched Alejandro get torn apart. I was torn apart,” Roberts barked, eyes searing everyone. He leaned forward, looking right at Jordan. “You were the head honcho. The guy at the top. You knew what was going on there, knew about the werewolves and the radiation. All of it. You let our team get slaughtered for your personal crusade. Now you expect me to simply allow you to walk out of here as if nothing had transpired? I’m not going to do that, Mr. Jordan. I’m going to have you executed.”

      Jordan was still considering a response when Blair spoke.

      “No, you’re not,” Blair said, turning from Bridget to face the doctor. The words were quiet. So quiet Jordan might not have heard them without his enhanced hearing. He watched as Blair took three very deliberate steps towards the desk, eyes locked on Roberts. “If you try, we’ll have to resist and that will end very, very badly for your people.”

      “What the hell happened to you, Smith? You should be on my side. He betrayed us all. They murdered the world, man. How can you not see that? You, of all people,” Roberts asked, rising to meet Blair’s advance. This was going south. Quickly. Still, Jordan’s interference would solve nothing. Roberts might listen to Blair. Maybe.

      “I am on your side, Roberts,” Blair said, planting both hands on the table. Only a foot separated the two men now. “Mohn has a lot to answer for, more than you can possibly know. Jordan here hunted me all the way to San Diego and blew up the house of a very good friend. He fought to the end to keep us from waking the Mother and trust me when I say we very much need her if we’re going to save anything of humanity.”

      “You’re not helping his case,” Roberts snarled, jerking his head towards Jordan. “Hell, you’re admitting he’s the problem.”

      “Was,” Blair shot back, gaze unflinching. Jordan was pleased to see him showing some steel. “When the Mother woke she slaughtered three hundred Mohn personnel in a matter of minutes. Jordan was one of the first casualties. He rose from the dead just like we did. He’s one of us now, for better or worse. The fact is he’s been invaluable. His military expertise has saved our asses more than once and it’s very much needed if we’re going to stop the thing we’re chasing.”

      The angry-looking blonde ducked through the tent flap, looking directly at Roberts. “Medico, we’ve got a problem. Team four didn’t report back, so we sent out a team to investigate. They found traces of a fight. Shots fired. There was blood everywhere, but they said they couldn’t find any bodies.”

      “Did they have any other details?” Roberts asked, shooting Jordan a look that promised this wasn’t over. “Send the scout in. Now.”

      “Sure, I’ll grab him. One sec,” she said, ducking back out. She returned a moment later with a skinny teen in tow, baggy shorts stained black from use. “This is Fiero. He was the lead scout. Fiero, tell the Medico what you saw.”

      “It was awful, sir,” the boy said, ducking his head to avoid meeting anyone’s gaze. “There was blood all over the top of the semi. And these scratches, sir, like from claws. But there weren't any bodies. I think they were eaten, sir. Maybe by zombies, but that doesn’t make a lot of sense. They’d have gotten away. Yselda can kill a whole pack of zombies. She would have gotten away. She’d have gotten them out.”

      “Did this happen a little ways north?” Blair interrupted, looking directly at the boy. “Maybe four or five kilometers?”

      “Yes, about four, I think. Out there on the freeway. It’s the farthest north we patrol, towards the border with Panama,” he explained, darting quick glances at Blair as he spoke.

      “Did you find any shell casings?” Jordan broke in, leaning forward in his chair. He hoped the gesture made him slightly less intimidating.

      “Yes, sir,” the boy said, darting a single look Jordan’s way and then dropping his gaze. “We found three bullets.”

      “Did you find the rounds, or just the shell casings?” Jordan asked, steepling his fingers and resting his elbows on the table in front of him.

      “Both, sir. I’ve got them right here,” he reached into his pocket and extended a dirty hand. “Here you go, sir. I wasn’t sure what to make of them.”

      “Three bullets from a .45 caliber pistol,” Jordan said, examining one of the shells. He held it up so they could all see that the entire front had flattened. “This one probably fired into the skull, judging by the round. It punched through the bone and into the brain, killing him instantly. This second one might have been fired into the heart. See how it’s only flat on one side? Probably hit a rib on the way in. The third one looks just like the first, so probably another head shot. Someone executed those people with extreme precision at close range. Then they ate the bodies, because otherwise these bullets would still be lodged in their victims.”

      “That would account for the team with Yselda,” Roberts said, shifting his gaze to Jordan. He still wore his skepticism. “But how did they take her out? What could beat a female werewolf? She was one of our best. You know what did this, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, we do,” Jordan said. He turned to face Blair. “You should probably field this one, Professor Smith. I’m not sure he’d believe anything I said and even if he did I don’t know that I can explain exactly what it is we’re chasing.”

      “All right,” Blair said, giving a short nod. He removed his hat, dropping the sweaty thing on the desk. His hair was all askew, but somehow it didn’t detract from his air of seriousness. He'd changed so much since arriving at the dig site just a couple months back. In another couple, he'd be a damned good soldier. “I’m sure you remember the woman sleeping in the sarcophagus.”

      “Of course I do. All we did was wonder who she was, for weeks,” Roberts said, face tightening.

      “The woman you saw was the Mother, the progenitor of the werewolf species,” Blair explained. He used both hands in an unconscious attempt to tame his wild hair. It failed. “She created them to battle what you and I call zombies, something she referred to as deathless. I’m sure you’re well aware of what a threat the zombies pose, and since you’re still alive you know firsthand about werewolves. You’ve probably even spoken to the beast in your head. That was very deliberately created by the Mother to help guide us.”

      "Okay, let’s assume I’m willing to accept this narrative,” Dr. Roberts replied, expression anything but accepting. This was going to be a tough sell. “What does this have to do with my missing team? I’ll take a history lesson later, but right now I need answers.”

      “I’m getting there. Something else was asleep in the pyramid, what the Mother calls an Ark. This thing stowed away when The Mother put the Ark into stasis just over thirteen thousand years ago. He woke up and stole something very important,” Blair explained, sinking back into his chair. “His name is Irakesh and he’s a deathless. Not the typical mindless zombie, but something more akin to a vampire. He’s smart and powerful, with abilities we’re just beginning to understand. We’ve been chasing him all the way from Cajamarca.”

      “Chasing him where?” Roberts asked. He’d relaxed slightly, but was still scowling.

      “To Panama. This is the part that’s really going to piss you off,” Jordan interrupted, a bead of sweat trickling down his cheek like a stray tear. He had to own up to this, like it or not. “This is news to everyone, something that wasn’t relevant until now. Mohn was terrified of the werewolves. They were sending a nuke to blow up the Ark, but it never made it. I believe it’s at the Mohn airfield in Panama. It’s possible Irakesh is after that nuke and we have no idea what he’ll use it for. What we do know is his final destination. He’s heading for an Ark in North America, probably somewhere near San Francisco. If he reaches it before we do he’ll control every zombie for thousands of miles. He’ll wipe out the few survivors and set up his own little empire.”

      Everyone stared at Jordan.

      “So you were going to nuke the pyramid and wipe out Cajamarca. Millions of souls. Yep, sounds like Mohn. So let me guess: this Irakesh is who you believe took out my team?” Roberts asked, straightening. His gaze was unreadable.

      “We haven’t seen anything else that could do it, not with that level of precision,” Jordan continued. His posture was as slumped as he ever allowed it to get, almost ramrod straight. “We need to keep him from getting that nuke.”

      “All right, you’ve got my attention. I want to run this by my advisor before I make a decision,” he said, rising from his chair and crossing to the tent’s entryway. “Wait here. I’ll return in a moment.”

      He left before anyone could give an answer, leaving them sitting in silence. Jordan refused to make eye contact with anyone, fearing the condemnation he'd find there.

      He eyed Liz-wolf sidelong as she touched Blair on the shoulder. “Can you feel him?”

      “He’s close,” Blair said, staring up at her. “Just a few miles from here. This is the closest we’ve been.”

      The tent flap stirred, admitting Roberts and a man who must have been lurking just outside the tent somewhere. He was tall and handsome, with a neatly trimmed black beard and grey eyes. He wore loose black pants of something that might have been silk, and a tight-fitting black tank top that showed off impressively muscled shoulders. He screamed douche.

      “Steve?” Bridget cried, surging to her feet. She’d been so quiet Jordan had almost forgotten she’d been in the room. “My god, you’re alive.” She flung her arms around him, burying her face in his chest.

      Steve looked down at her distastefully, gently disengaging himself from her. “Hello, Bridget. Blair. Commander Jordan.”

      “How the fuck are you alive?” Jordan roared, slack-jawed. His .45 appeared in his hand, and he broke out in a cold sweat. “I killed you. We all saw it.”
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      Blair gaped at Steve. Bridget had told him how Mohn had executed him, though Blair had never heard that Jordan had been the one to do the executing. Steve pushed Bridget away, walking straight over to him. Blair rose, tensing as the man who’d once been his best friend approached. The last time he’d seen Steve the man had been in the throes of radiation sickness. His mind had deteriorated into madness to the point that he’d attacked Blair.

      The stranger before him couldn’t have been more different. He stood taller and wore a familiar confidence Blair had come to expect. Steve had always been cocky, yet this was more pronounced and less in your face. The quiet air of a man who knows how dangerous he is, but takes no pleasure from the fact.

      “Hello, Blair, it’s been a long time. I don’t really count the Ark, since I wasn’t in my right mind,” Steve said. He extended a hand. Blair stared at it. Steve had betrayed him, had taken Bridget and any chance he’d had at making it in the archeology world. It had knocked Blair all the way to the bottom of a wine bottle for the better part of three years. He’d spent a lot of evenings wallowing there, hating his old friend. Blaming him for the wretch he’d become.

      “Hello, Steve,” Blair finally replied, seizing Steve's hand just as he was starting to drop it back to his side. It was time to let go, to get over all the bullshit. To try, anyway. Steve had fucked him, but hadn’t he made mistakes, too? He was too tired to hold on to the anger anymore. “I’m glad to see rumors of your death were greatly exaggerated. How the hell did you end up in Columbia?”

      “And how are you still alive?” Jordan interjected, .45 still cradled in his hand as if he were considering whether or not to use it.

      “You believed me dead because that’s what I wished you to believe,” Steve said, giving Jordan a predatory smile. Then he turned back to Blair. Steve’s grip was just a bit too firm, not quite enough to hurt but enough to show it could. Yup, same old Steve. “I shaped the Commander's mind and those of the others gathered there. They believed I was dead, a necessary fiction if I was going to escape.”

      “There were several dozen of us watching. You shaped all of us?” Jordan interrupted. He raised an eyebrow, obviously skeptical.

      “Just the few of you close enough to see what had really happened,” Steve admitted, looking a trifle less smug. He walked over to one of the chairs and settled into it with the grace of a jungle cat, something he’d never possessed before. “Everyone else assumed I died in the blast and I blurred away before they could figure out otherwise. From there I made my way north. I was trying to make it back to the states when the world ended. I’ve never seen anything like the fireworks in the sky. After that I started looking for survivors and ran into Dr. Roberts and his group.”

      Blair was conscious of Bridget sinking into a chair on the far side of the room. He glanced at her, but she was staring at her feet. Her hair screened her face, the defensive mechanism he’d seen so often over the years. It still affected him, but much less powerfully than it once had. It had ripped the scab off his old wound when she’d run to Steve, though ironically he'd also felt a stab of pity. She’d been rejected and he knew exactly what that was like. He shouldn’t be involved with Bridget, shouldn’t open up his heart to her. Yet all he wanted to do was offer comfort.

      “I’m glad that we’re all acquainted,” Roberts broke in, sarcasm lathered all over the statement. He leaned against one of the poles holding up the pavilion. “The question remains: what are we going to do about this Irakesh. If he’s as big a threat as—”

      Someone screamed in the distance. Then someone else. A third. A chorus. People were panicking, somewhere to the northeast. Blair looked to Liz for instruction.

      “Let’s get out there and find out what the problem is. Maybe Irakesh has come to us,” she said, turning away from Blair.

      Blair stripped as quickly as he could. Everyone else had started to do the same, even Dr. Roberts. The only exception was Steve, who gave a sympathetic shake of his head as if they were all cretins. He shifted, clothing disappearing as he did. In his place stood a seven-foot black werewolf. There was no trace of the clothing. It seemed he knew the same trick the Mother used, but how had he learned it?

      Liz-wolf ducked through the tent flap, followed by Bridget. Jordan came next, his shotgun comically small in the meaty werewolf fist. Roberts had shifted into a grey werewolf, fur the color of ash the morning after a campfire.

      “After you,” Steve-wolf said, his lupine grin disconcerting despite the fact that Blair had grown used to such grins. He slipped into the moonlit evening that had descended while they were in the tent. It was still ungodly hot, but that was quickly forgotten when he saw the level of chaos. Cracks of sporadic gunfire came from all directions, as did the screams. They were under attack, but by what?

      Blair leapt atop a one of the tall markers at the end of each row of parking spaces. This one read B6 in faded red lettering, a reminder of a more sane world when this place would have been used for soccer games. He scanned the rows of tents, immediately spotting the threat.

      Zombies streamed through two holes in the row of SUVs blocking the northwest part of the parking lot. It looked as though they’d pushed through by sheer numbers. There were hundreds of them, most shambling but more than one sprinting towards targets. People were tackled to the ground where clusters of zombies began feeding on their still living victims.

      Helpless refugees stampeded away from the threat, pushing frantically towards the southern exit. A woman was shoved to the ground, her short scream terminated as person after person trampled over her. She wasn’t the only casualty. Children were separated from parents, some crushed under the weight of the crowd, while others were left sobbing in forgotten corners.

      “Blair,” Liz-wolf bellowed from the next row of tents. “We have to stop them. Bridget and I are going to drive a wedge in their ranks. Back us up.”

      She didn’t wait for a response, bounding down the row towards the zombies. The crowd parted before her, streaming around her as they continued their mad flight. There was no sign of Bridget, but Blair guessed she’d already taken to the shadows.

      “Steve, with me,” Roberts yelled from a spot not far below Blair’s perch. “We need to get to the southern gate. This might be a trap and if it is I don’t want those people to rush right into a bunch of zombies.”

      “Of course,” Steve said, unruffled by the chaos. He loped after Roberts as the pair headed for the southern gate.

      Blair blurred after Liz, rolling under a small pavilion and into the next row. Out of the corner of his eye he caught Jordan blurring down the next row. It was good to see him embracing some of his abilities.

      Then Blair was amidst the zombies. He tore and gouged, ripping through spines and tearing out throats. The thing that had once been a young woman loomed in front of him, dress torn down the front to expose a milky white breast splotchy with blood. Blair grabbed the side of her head, slamming it into the pavement with a sickening crunch and a spray of gore. Again and again he fought, struggling to stay near Liz and Bridget as they fought their way towards the breach.

      Zombies still flowed inside, a seemingly endless stream. They’d been joined by those unfortunates caught by the initial horde, and now there were more zombies in the parking lot than humans. The werewolves were making a dent, but it just wasn’t enough.

      He had to do something. But what? What would Ahiga have done? He’d have had some bullshit Yoda-like advice that would have amounted to ‘figure it out your fucking self, whelp’. Ahiga’s mental abilities had been more powerful, more developed than his own. Yet surely that strength had come from practice, from pushing his abilities. Blair had already proven he could stop a handful of zombies. He had to find a way to do more.

      He leapt into the air, grabbing a sign emblazoned with L2 and using his momentum to swing onto the top of the crossbeam, landing in a crouch. He surveyed the sea of zombies before him. How many could he stop?

      Blair shaped his will into a mass of spikes that surrounded him like a sea urchin. They wavered and then burst in a flash of pain. He shook his head to clear it. This time he shaped the spikes more slowly, concentrating on making each one a perfect stiletto. Only after he’d finished one did he attempt another. He built one after another in quick succession, but it wasn’t fast enough.

      Be calm, Ka-Dun. Power comes through deliberate, focused attention, the beast rumbled in the back of his mind. You possess the power to save these people, but you must block out the world and give yourself wholly to your task.

      People screamed below even as Liz and Bridget did their best to stem the tide. Jordan had entered the fray, dropping zombies with well placed shots from his shotgun or cutting down those who came too close with his wickedly sharp claws. Their effort seemed so pitiful in the face of that much carnage.

      Blair shaped more quickly, adding dozens of spikes. It tore at his brain, flashes of agony rippling through him as he struggled to sustain them all. Then at last he’d reached his limit. He knew if he tried just one more, the rest would unravel. So he closed his eyes, flinging the spikes in every direction. They sank into the zombies, gathering hundreds of disparate wills under his control.

      It was like trying to swim upstream against a waterfall, so many wills buffeting him. A cacophony of half-formed consciousnesses, each driven by the singular need to feed. Even though each was a weak-willed zombie, the sheer number made the task nearly impossible. Yet he persevered. He would not give up, not abandon the survivors below.

      Blair opened his eyes. Every zombie within a hundred yards had frozen, each turning their ruined faces at him. They glared hatefully, straining to reach the freedom he denied them.

      “Liz,” he roared, his voice echoing over the chaotic din. “I can’t hold them for long.”

      Liz and Bridget blazed through the captive zombies, cutting them down in a flurry of carnage. Nor were they the only ones. Jordan led nearly a dozen men and women into the fray. Most had knives or machetes, though a few emptied rounds into the helpless zombies. They joined the grisly work, mowing through the enemy with an intensity that made him proud.

      Each death made his work easier, the strain less. Eventually it became effortless, with only a dozen or so zombies remaining. Then those too were cut down, leaving Blair sweating and tired on top of his perch. He dropped to the ground, leaning heavily against the pole he’d been standing on.

      "Blair, that was amazing,” Liz cried, flinging furry arms around him. Bridget wasn’t far behind, joining the group hug. “I can’t believe you held them all.”

      “Always full of surprises, aren’t you Blair?” Bridget added. They disengaged as Jordan approached, leading the men and women who’d helped him defend.

      “Casualties are bad. At least a hundred were killed, maybe as many as twice that. We’ll have to see how things ended up with Dr. Roberts and Dr. Galk,” he said, voice revealing more emotion than Blair would have thought the man capable of.

      His joy turned to ashes when he turned to see the sea of corpses littering the parking lot.
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      Mark woke up with a start, the tablet tumbling from his chest to thud on the thick grey carpet. He rubbed sleep from his eyes as another knock came at the door. The digital clock’s numbers read 2:38 AM. Who the hell would bother him at this hour? An emergency might prompt a phone call, but someone knocking at his door? He’d have their ass scrubbing air ducts for the next month. He lurched to the door and tapped the lights before opening it. The door slid open to reveal the Old Man’s platinum hair.

      “Hello, Mark. I’m sorry for waking you. Can I come in?” he asked, plunging past Mark and dropping into the tiny room's single chair without awaiting an answer.

      “What can I do for you?” was all he could muster. Mark sat heavily on the bed, the only other place to sit. Even being the Director only afforded him so much space in a facility like this.

      “You can explain your actions. I wanted to hear it for myself rather than call a formal inquiry,” the Old Man said matter-of-factly. He crossed his arms, gaze boring into Mark.

      There was only one thing he could be talking about. Mark had known the instant he’d ordered the extraction in Panama that it would come to this. The Old Man was far too paranoid not to have him watched, and he kept himself apprised of everything that happened in the facility. He’d probably learned about the mission moments after the bird had launched, though clearly he’d waited until Mark was off balance to broach the subject.

      “We’ve worked together fifteen years, Leif,” he replied, taking a chance with the Old Man’s name. No one was on a first name basis with Mohn. Not even Mark. “In that time I’ve done everything you’ve asked. I haven’t questioned off-the-books activities you refused to explain, not even Project Solaris or your work with Object 3. I never once asked you for the whole picture even though I was well aware you knew things you had no right to know, things about some sort of ancient civilization and about the impending end of the world. I haven’t questioned you, because up until now I haven't had reason to.”

      “You feel that’s changed?” the Old Man asked, brows furrowing as he studied Mark. His gaze held a dangerous intensity.

      “We can’t leave a nuke sitting in Panama. I don’t care if we have twenty-one others. Besides, we need to know what’s happening in South America. You and I both know that’s the green zone. If we can reclaim Panama we have a chance at an outpost there. Even if we can't, it’s irresponsible to leave a weapon like that lying around.”

      “So you disobeyed a direct order. You had to know I’d find out. What did you think would happen after that?” the Old Man asked. He leaned back in the chair, though Mark knew the apparent relaxation was a ruse. The Old Man never relaxed.

      “I guess that depends. If the mission is a success I expect I’ll be reprimanded,” Mark replied. He forced himself not to break eye contact. “If it fails I expect you’ll remove me and put someone else in charge. Higgins maybe. He’s the most experienced section chief.”

      “He’s nothing but a sycophant and we both know it,” the Old Man shot back, fire in his eyes. Here came the anger. “I need you, Mark. I need you because I have no one else. You’re the glue holding this place together and I can’t have you questioning me, not this late in the game. We’re close to the realization of everything this company was founded to do. You have to trust me, Mark. Can you do that?”

      Mark considered for a long moment before answering. The pragmatic move would be to play the dutiful soldier and say yes. “You know I’m just as connected in the systems as you are. You had to know I’d find out about the phone calls to London. There’s nothing there that matters, not that you’ve told me about. Yet you seem to be orchestrating a massive operation, one you haven’t bothered to tell me about.”

      “I knew this would come up sooner or later,” the Old Man said, heaving a sigh as the fire died. He withdrew a ruby pendant on a gold chain, fingering the stone as he spoke. The same eye of Horus he’d used during his demonstration back in Panama when he’d announced the end of the world. “I can’t tell you what’s going on in Europe yet, not until I’m certain we’re secure. I see how my actions could have caused you to question my authority, but that has to stop now. You need to trust that I’m doing what’s best, both for this company and for humanity. If you can’t do that, you become a liability and as huge a loss as that will be, I’ll have to deal with you. I know you know that.”

      “I know,” Mark said. The room was a constant 67 degrees, but it felt like a sauna. “So where do we go from here?”

      “I overlook your lapse in judgement with Panama and you ignore my phone calls to London,” the Old Man said, rising from the chair. “I know you don’t like being kept in the dark. Neither do I. Let’s not let this become a habit.”

      “Understood, sir,” Mark said. “I’ll keep you apprised of the situation in Panama. In the meantime you might want to study the reports from the vault.”

      “I read the first one. The objects we brought up top absorbed radiation from the CME as expected. What else is there?”

      “The lesser objects in the vault also picked up traces of energy. Even the ones we thought completely inert,” Mark explained. The Old Man was smart enough to see the significance in that.

      “You were right to bring it to my attention. I’ll go over the reports.” He walked to the door and it slid open. The Old Man turned, already half outside the room. “Get some sleep, Mark. The next few weeks are going to be even worse than the last few.”
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      Irakesh was pleased. The dead ruled the tarmac below, thousands of zombies. Nascent deathless he would soon turn to his will, roaming about in little packs as they sought sustenance. He stepped away from the roof’s edge, still baffled by the strange black substance they stood on top of. It bubbled and sloped, uneven from years of rain no doubt. It was a flimsy material, ill suited to the task. The black substance clearly kept the rain from leaking into the building below, but it would have to be reapplied every decade or so. It lacked the permanence of stone.

      Metallic craft littered the runway, most lined up near several other large buildings. Terminals, that was the word. His new memories supplied many such things, though the words still tasted strange.

      Irakesh glanced to his right where Cyntia and Trevor stood. The champion was falling fast, much to his delight. She fed indiscriminately now. Deathless, human, or even her own kind. It had made her strong, perhaps the equal to the powerful Ka-Ken who’d so very nearly slain him back in the Ark. That would be critical when the confrontation came. It would come, of course. He could feel the Ka-Dun somewhere behind him along the road leading to the metropolis they’d so recently passed. So much metal, so little stone.

      He faced Trevor, his unwitting ally and very first thrall. The man was more promising than Irakesh could have dreamed, but that fact also made him exceedingly dangerous. For now Irakesh could dominate him, but in time his thrall would gain strength enough to resist.

      You risk much, my host. Perhaps he should be sacrificed during the confrontation with the Ka-Dun. There will be other thralls, more pliable and less troublesome.

      Irakesh ignored his Risen, studying Trevor instead. The man knelt next to the narrow lip at the roof’s edge, rifle cradled in one hand while he shaded his eyes from the midday glare. The gesture was reflexive, muscle memory left from his time among the living. That would fade in time, as both mind and body accepted his new abilities. Trevor bit his lip, eyes narrowing as he scanned the terminals.

      “Something has disturbed your Ka. Out with it. What do you wish to know?” Irakesh demanded. It happened often, this brooding. The change had preserved much of Trevor’s old identity, and that man had been burdened with a great many morals. Those would take time to break down.

      “You’ve driven us relentlessly to reach this place. What’s so important? You have to be after something,” Trevor asked, direct as usual. That part of his demeanor was quite refreshing. There was no subterfuge to the man, a near impossibility in his own age. Direct men died.

      “The first of the cattle I devoured knew a great many interesting things,” Irakesh replied. He decided to be magnanimous. Perhaps it would increase Trevor’s loyalty and if not, it cost nothing. “There is a device here that I desire. A bomb of incredible power that will discharge a fantastic amount of energy.”

      “Why?” Trevor demanded.

      Irakesh’s hands balled into fists, but he resisted the urge to chastise the man. If he wished Trevor’s cooperation, he needed to treat the man closer to an equal, no matter how much it galled him.

      “Unlike many of my contemporaries, I will allow you to ask such impertinent questions. Your curiosity is natural. Yet if I must explain my motivation behind every action I will have no time to act,” Irakesh said, forcing honey into the words. “You must trust me. If you prove yourself, as I have no doubt you will, then you will earn my trust. Until then I must ask your patience.”

      “I get that you don’t want me questioning every decision, but this has to be an exception. That bomb could annihilate a city. That concerns me. Humor me. Why do you want it?” Trevor asked, voice as dispassionate as ever.

      Cyntia loomed behind him, eyes burning with feverish intensity. A subtle reminder of where her loyalties lay.

      “I cannot. That knowledge could be used against me, should a Ka-Dun pluck it from your mind. In time I will teach you the proper mental defenses to prevent such an act, but for now it is enough to know my will. We have come for the bomb. Then we will find a craft to take us north. One you will fly,” Irakesh said, moderating his tone as much as he was able. “However, I do not wish you to feel you are being ignored. You may ask another question and I will answer it. Surely there are things you must be curious about.”

      “All right. How about an easier question, then. Why is your sword gold during the day but silver at night?” Trevor asked, stroking his goatee with a free hand. Such a casual gesture but it penned volumes about the man.

      “A clever question. Very few recognize the true nature of Sunsteel. I will give you a worthy answer,” Irakesh said, impressed again by his pupil. He eased his sword from its sheath, offering the na-kopesh to Trevor. “See how the blade is curved? That makes it excellent for decapitating an opponent. Or, if you wish to prolong their agony, you may disembowel them just as easily. A singular weapon, even during my age.”

      “Yes, but why does the blade change color?” Trevor asked, hefting the weapon experimentally. He gave a tentative slash, the air humming as he sliced it.

      “It reacts to the sun or the moon, absorbing energy from whichever light it basks in,” Irakesh explained, extending a hand. Trevor handed the weapon back, a bit reluctantly.

      “It absorbs light?” Trevor said, gawking at the blade. “How? Can you tap into that as a power source?”

      “Yes,” Irakesh replied, considering how much he dared reveal. All in this case. “The blade can draw on energy wherever it is found. Including the energy you or I possess. If you stab a foe with Sunsteel you can feast upon their life force, growing stronger through the act.”

      Be wary, my host. Imparting such knowledge will cause him to covet the blade.

      “If you wish, I will teach you to wield it,” Irakesh offered, slamming the blade home in its sheath. “Once we are in the air I will give you your first lesson. We will practice every day afterwards. Someday these skills may save your life.”

      “I…don’t really know what to say. I’d love to learn to do what you do with that thing,” Trevor said, a glimmer of eagerness leaking into his tone. He feigned a disinterested expression, of course. Trevor was eager for this knowledge, enough that he might even cooperate in the short term. “If we’re going to get this bomb, let’s do it. You said that Ka-Dun is behind us. I’d rather be out of here before his pack arrives.”

      “I know who it is,” Cyntia said, hackles rising as she bared her fangs. The fear was sharp. Pungent. She backed a step away from Trevor. “Liz. Liz and Blair are coming. They’ll bring Bridget and Jordan.”

      Irakesh covered his smile with a tiny cough. It was rare for Trevor to show emotion, and in this case it revealed much that he guessed the man would regret.

      “Jordan? As in Commander Jordan? The guy from Mohn?” Trevor asked, turning a sharp eye on Cyntia.

      “Yes, he was a soldier with Mohn. Do you know him?” she asked, pursing her lips.

      “He tried to kill us. Repeatedly. He chased us from San Diego to Peru and the last thing standing in our way when we were trying to wake the Mother,” Trevor said. His eyes narrowed, flaring green as he placed his hand on the barrel of his gun. “I owe that son of a bitch. He gutted my house with fucking missiles. He blew up my Mustang. I spent three years restoring that thing.”

      “Then I will gut him and feast on his innards,” she hissed, eyes narrowing in unconscious imitation of Trevor. The fear was rivaled by anger, sharp and acrid. “But Liz is strong. Bridget less so, but still more potent than I.”

      “Than you were,” Trevor gave, shaking his head. “You’re stronger now. A lot stronger.”

      “Trevor is correct, but the Ka-Ken is not the real threat. The Ka-Dun, this Blair. He is the threat. You must kill him before all others,” Irakesh demanded. They must not allow the Ka-Dun to get too close. He’d proven resourceful with his shaping, and that made him a threat.

      “There’s no way I’m doing that. That, you cannot force me to do,” Trevor said. He turned to face Irakesh, crossing his arms and glaring defiantly. Yet there were cracks in that defiance. Uncertainty. Fear that Irakesh could force him to do this act he so despised. “I won’t kill Liz, either. She’s my fucking sister, Irakesh. He’s a friend. Don’t make me do this.”

      “I can compel you, you realize that?” Irakesh asked, removing his hand from the hilt of his blade so he could cross his arms in imitation of his thrall. He felt less as his hand left the warm metal.

      “Maybe, but I’ll fight you,” Trevor said. A low growl came from Cynthia’s chest as she stepped next to him. The meaning was clear.

      “You will lose, both of you,” Irakesh said, matter-of-factly. “But if I force you to do this, you will never trust me, never work with me as a proper thrall should. Tell me. If I spare your sister and the Ka-Dun, will you agree to serve me without question? I’ll have your loyalty or I’ll have your sister’s pelt for a cloak.”

      Trevor’s eyes grew thoughtful.

      Give him a moment; let him mull this. If he assents, this one will likely keep his word, so long as you take care not to push him too far past the demands of his conscience.

      “If you leave them alone then I’ll serve you, but the moment that changes I will plant that sword in your fucking back,” Trevor growled, eyes flaring again. Cyntia coiled like a spring beside him, claws flexing.

      Should he strike now? Irakesh retained the advantage, but that would eventually change. No, he had time yet. He would use Trevor, then find a clever way to dispose of him, if need be. Cyntia would have nowhere to go, and her loyalty would almost certainly transfer to him. Assuming she retained some part of her sanity.

      “A bargain, then,” Irakesh said, extending his hand. It was the gesture of trust used by most cultures in this new age. Trevor hesitated. “We will get what we came for and be away from this place. If we do encounter the Ka-Dun and his pack we’ll delay them and then flee. There will be no killing unless we are forced to it. In fact, I have an idea. I will show you how to shape an Anakim. This creature will be powerful enough to delay your friends, but not so strong that they cannot overcome it. I will include a small horde to further delay them, so that we might avoid a direct confrontation. Does that suffice?”

      If he detects the lie, you must stand ready.

      Irakesh tensed as Trevor raised a hand, but it was merely to take his. His grip was firm and powerful, a shadow of Irakesh’s own.
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      Jordan trusted Steve even less than he liked the smug bastard. The man in question lounged in a blue canvas camp chair, leg up over one side and a plastic water bottle in one hand. A douchey smile ran counterpoint to the unquestioned superiority in his gaze. This despite the sea of carnage around them, hundreds of bodies that had recently been friends and family to the people who called this little sanctuary home. Or had called it home. All that had changed in a matter of minutes, but this guy was above it all. He was alive, so clearly that was all that mattered.

      “We’ll have to rebuild, but I don’t think we can do it here,” Dr. Roberts said, shoulders slumped and voice impossibly weary. A marked contrast to Steve. “The survivors won’t trust this place. Besides, with fewer of us we’ll need a smaller location to defend.” He removed his battered fedora, wiping the sweat from his brow before replacing it.

      “I’m afraid I have some bad news on that count,” Steve said, pausing dramatically to sip from his water bottle. This one liked being the center of attention, just like he had when he’d first shown up at the Ark with the original science team. The famous Dr. Galk. “I’ve decided I must accompany Blair. I hate to desert you, Dr. Roberts, but this Irakesh is a serious threat and must be stopped. As Blair and his friends have had trouble thus far, it seems clear that they’re in need of my help.”

      “We’re doing just fine on our own, thanks,” Liz said, tone dry and eye roll implied behind her oversized sunglasses.

      “We can use the help,” Bridget said, though there was a certain reluctance to the admission. She sat in the chair next to Captain Douche, though she hadn’t made an attempt to touch him since he’d rebuffed her advance earlier. Must be tough on her seeing the guy again, especially knowing that her newfound pack harbored such an intense dislike for him. “He’s been a werewolf as long as anyone except Blair and he has more knowledge of the Ark than any of us.”

      “Bridget’s right. He could definitely be an asset. You’re welcome to come if you’d like, Steve,” Blair allowed, donning his sunglasses as he left the relative shelter of the pavilion. If it could be called that. It was really just a tarp and some poles.

      Jordan frowned. Blair looked at this guy like a friend, but Steve's body language was all wrong for that.

      “I’d be happy to join you. Maybe I can teach you a few things about shaping,” Steve offered, magnanimous and smug all at once. Jordan wanted to pound that smugness out of him. He’d be damned if he’d allow Steve to undermine Blair.

      “I’d guess that’s the other way around,” Jordan rumbled, taking a step closer to loom over Steve. At 6’4” most people were immediately intimidated, but Steve stared up at him with an amused smile. “You saw how Blair handled that last fight. He caught and held over a hundred zombies. Can you do that, Steve? Because I didn’t see you do much of anything.”

      The man’s demeanor wavered, as uncertainty flitted across his face. It was gone in a moment. “I suspect I could if I had to. That’s far from my only trick, though. You’ve already seen that I shift with my clothes. Can any of you do the same?”

      Jordan fumed silently, not answering. He looked to Blair for support, but the man just shrugged.

      Steve’s smile grew still more smug. “I thought not. There’s much I can teach you if you can put aside your animosity and listen. Blair did the same for you, unless I am mistaken, Commander. Weren’t you an enemy not so long ago? I seem to remember you doing your damnedest to kill me and I suspect the same is true of Blair.”

      “I had orders,” Jordan growled, eyes narrowing. “I freely admit Mohn was in the wrong on this one, but can you blame us? We were trying to stop the spread of werewolves. We had no idea the zombies were coming. What the hell else did you expect us to do?”

      He looked to Liz for support, expecting her to break up the squabble. Instead, she stood there with arms crossed, watching.

      “I’ve heard about enough of this,” Blair said, rising to his feet. The fire had returned to his eyes. “We don’t have time for a pissing contest. Liz, do you have a problem with Steve coming with us?"

      “I’ll take all the help we can get,” Liz said, slinging her pack and heading for the jeep parked next to the pavilion. She did take a moment to shoot a distasteful stare at Steve over the rim of her sunglasses.

      Blair rounded on Steve, eyes challenging. “Jordan has been invaluable. Whatever beef you have with him, put it aside. He’s had my back through some rough shit and odds are good he’ll save your ass before the day is out.”

      “Blair? Is that you?” Steve said, uncoiling from his chair. He gave a sly smile, the sort you wanted to punch repeatedly until the guy doing it was unconscious. “I didn’t recognize you with a backbone. Have they put you in charge? Because you’re certainly acting like it.”

      “Quit being such an asshole,” Bridget interrupted, surging from her chair and shoving a finger in Steve’s face. “You’re jealous. It’s all over you. Blair did what you couldn’t. He woke the Mother. He controlled those zombies today. All of them. So what if you can transform with your clothes? You’re trying to act all mysterious and wise, but you don’t know shit. Just a few dribbles you stole from the Mother’s mind while she was sleeping.”

      Jordan couldn’t help but smile when he saw the effect the words had. Bridget had just called him out, and his expression said her assessment was spot on.

      “You’re taking Blair’s side?” Steve barked. He struggled for words, face going splotchy as his eyebrows drew together like thunderclouds. “Seriously? Bridget, you flirted with him for weeks while I was dying. You think I didn’t know? I was dead to you, but the second we were both captured you suddenly wanted me again. Because Blair wasn’t around. You’ll take whichever one is available, you unfaithful bitch.”

      Blair blurred. Jordan couldn’t track him, not even close. One instant he was standing near the edge of the pavilion, the next his fist was connecting with Steve’s jaw. The force of the blow flung Captain Douche tumbling across the pavement. It was the sweetest thing Jordan had tasted in weeks.

      Before Steve could rise, Blair was there, kneeling on his back. He leaned close, hands gripping Steve’s shoulders so the man couldn’t rise. “You’re right. She was unfaithful, but she’s also my friend. More than that, she’s an ally, Steve. A member of my pack. You are not. You? You’re the unfaithful bastard who cheated with my girlfriend right under my nose, despite claiming to be my best friend. So don’t go aiming for any sort of moral high ground here. You’re both in the wrong.

      “To answer your question earlier, no, I’m not in charge,” Blair continued, releasing Steve and standing up. “Liz is. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to sit around and tolerate your bullshit. You want to help? Great. Fall in fucking line or you aren’t welcome here. We clear?”

      “Crystal,” Steve said, rising gracefully to his feet. Blair turned on his heel and headed for the jeep. He missed the way Steve glared hatefully after him.

      Suddenly, Liz's silence made sense. She'd made Blair step up and defend the pack, strengthening his own position. Clever.

      Jordan tensed at the sudden vibration in his pocket. The geolocator. It was the first time it had done anything in days. Had Mohn sent another broadcast? He turned and bent next to one of the crates in the corner. He opened it, pretending to survey the array of pistols laid out on the thick grey foam. Then he deftly plucked the geolocator from his pocket. He bent low over the screen, scanning the notification.

      It was a transponder ping, sent from members of his unit at timed intervals. The little green arrow was pointing north. Someone was out there, but there was no way to know how far. The thing had over a thousand-mile range, so they could be in the next village or somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico. Whoever it was, they were coming closer, though. That much he did know.
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      “Observe carefully, Trevor,” Irakesh instructed, turning to face the throng of nascent deathless before him. They crowded the inside of the hangar, packing the area between the odd metal conveyances that these moderns referred to as airplanes. “I am going to create an Anakim, one of the most potent servants the deathless possess.”

      “A giant?” Cyntia rumbled, her blond fur barely visible in the near darkness.

      Irakesh was genuinely surprised. It should have been impossible for any memory of the Anakim to survive. “Just so. How do you know of them?”

      “From the Bible,” Cyntia explained, giving a furry shrug. “The Anakim were giants. My mother used to scare me with stories when I was little.”

      “You’re going to make a biblical giant?” Trevor asked, raising an eyebrow. He rested the barrel of a rifle against his shoulder, the weapon cradled with the same casual familiarity Irakesh exhibited with his na-kopesh.

      “A giant, yes. But I seriously doubt it will resemble anything from your silly book,” Irakesh said, turning back to the horde of nascent deathless. He scanned the crowd, looking for the best candidate to begin his work. “There. Do you see that one with the bristly hair? The tall one.”

      The deathless he’d indicated stood at least seven feet tall, an extreme rarity in his time. He was heavily muscled, probably a combatant in one of the games the moderns called sports.

      “I see him,” Trevor allowed, taking a step closer as his gaze landed on the deathless Irakesh had indicated. “What are you going to do?”

      Irakesh didn’t answer, instead raising a hand and aiming three fingers at the deathless. He concentrated for a long moment, gathering the energy until his hand began to glow. Emerald light banished the shadows as his hand grew brighter, the sudden illumination drawing every eye in the hangar. Each deathless stared hungrily at his hand, all sensing the power there and understanding on some dim level that it would make them stronger.

      A bolt of light shot from Irakesh’s hand, streaking into the large deathless’s chest. It played across his entire body, crackling like lightning as the change began. The deathless’s eyes flared green, and his teeth began to lengthen. Then he lunged suddenly, seizing the corpse of a slight woman like a wolf might a hare. He began to feed, as urgently as Cyntia in the throws of her most berserk fury.

      “What did you do?” Trevor asked. His eyebrows drew together as he studied Irakesh’s creation.

      “I have accelerated his metabolism,” Irakesh explained, using words that would be familiar in this age. He allowed himself a slight smile as the change continued. “For the next few hours the Anakim’s hunger will be even more insatiable than usual. He will devour every nascent deathless he can reach. Each one will make him larger and stronger. In an hour he will be taller than Cyntia.”

      Irakesh needn’t have bothered explaining, for the change was clear enough for any to see. The Anakim’s shoulders and chest began to expand, tearing apart the shirt that it wore as they grew larger. The creature took a step towards another victim, gaining several inches of height even as it did so.

      “If we had weeks I could make it strong enough to crush the Ka-Dun following us, but even this pitiful creature will be a threat,” Irakesh said, giving a low laugh. He turned to face the largest plane in the hangar, one near the wide doors leading to the runway. “Come, we have work to be about.”

      He strode deeper into the hangar, dimly aware of the Anakim growing larger behind him. Bones cracked and popped as it fed, low grunts growing deeper as the creature's strength increased.
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      Blair couldn’t help but grin as he wallowed in childish delight. He leaned back against the jeep’s cracked leather seat, throwing an arm over the back of Steve’s uncomfortable spot in the middle. A glower descended, clearly making Steve’s displeasure known. It warmed Blair.

      For so many years he’d trailed after Steve in college and then later grad school. It had always galled him how easily things came to Steve back then. Steve had the grades. He had the body. He had the women. So many women. He was notorious at parties from Stanford to Berkeley.

      Blair had struggled for his grades while gorging on too many late night cafeteria pastries. Steve’s dorky friend. It was embarrassing to think about, but at the same time liberating. He’d just proven to himself that he wasn’t that guy anymore. He’d grown and changed in so many ways. He was Steve’s equal. Hell, maybe his better if he hadn’t just gotten lucky back there.

      “Bridget,” Jordan called over his shoulder from the passenger’s seat. “I brought an extra couple clips for that .460 I gave you earlier. Might save your ass if we get into an extended firefight.” He offered a pair of heavy black clips over his shoulder.

      “Thanks,” Bridget called back, shifting in her place on the other side of Steve. She took the ammo, tucking the clips into her pants pockets. Blair was impressed by how naturally it seemed to come, the ammo and the weapon belted to her thigh. She’d been spending a lot of time with Jordan and it looked as though it had paid off.

      Blair’s hand lay tantalizingly close to the soft curve of her shoulder. He remembered her leaning into him while they stared out across Lake Sonoma or in front of the fire in their first apartment. He smiled, withdrawing his arm and dropping it into his lap to give Steve a little more room. It wasn’t smart treading over those memories, but for the first time in a while they didn’t hurt. Did that mean he’d moved on? To what?

      “Eyes front,” Jordan boomed. He unbuckled his seatbelt and leaned out the window, anchoring himself to the chair with his legs. Blair leaned out his own window and shaded his eyes as he scanned the road ahead. What had Jordan spotted?

      A vast airport equal to anything back in the States sprawled before them, curiously devoid of zombies. Not a single figure moved between the planes on the tarmac, or anywhere inside the wide windows on both floors of the terminal. That shouldn’t be possible.

      “This place should be crawling,” Blair said, ducking back into the car. Bridget and Steve were looking in his direction, but Liz was focused on driving. “Where the hell are all the zombies?”

      “We saw Irakesh control them before,” Liz said over her shoulder. The jeep rumbled down a steep hill maneuvering around a battered Volkswagen. She reached out and tugged Jordan back into his seat. The ease of it made Blair shudder. “Jordan, what would you do if you could control a horde of zombies and knew we were coming?”

      The taller man pursed his lips as he scanned the tarmac, wheels clearly turning as he assessed.

      “I’d concentrate most of them around my objective, as tightly as possible. I might send a significant force to delay the enemy, but only if I could do it without giving away my position. I’m guessing his objective is a hangar here, so that means if we go tarmac to tarmac we’ll find him eventually,” Jordan replied, turning to eye Blair over his sunglasses. “Can you give us a hint? I know you can feel him.”

      “Give me a sec,” Blair said, closing his eyes. He reached out, allowing his senses to roam the area. He sought a certain resonance, half feeling half intuition. There. A strong pulsing, like a heartbeat. It was stronger than it had been before and he’d picked it up much more quickly. Did that mean Irakesh was closer?

      It does, Ka-Dun. He is near. Be wary. That one is exceedingly dangerous.

      The beast’s voice was a welcome presence. It was truly a part of him now. He opened his eyes. “Over there, to the left. It’s one of those warehouse-looking buildings on the far side of the airport.”

      “Those are private hangars,” Jordan replied. He removed his glasses, delivering a sobering look as he turned to face the back seat.  “One of them is the Mohn facility I told you about. Where the nuke was stored. I’ve only been inside once and I didn’t see much, but the building houses a full Mohn facility.”

      Blair supposed even a man with a rank like commander wasn’t privy to everything. It was still odd seeing a gap in Jordan’s knowledge, though.

      “You think Irakesh is heading for it? How could he possibly know it even exists?” Liz asked, glancing at Jordan as she guided the jeep onto the road paralleling the airport. It led directly to the private hangars.

      “I can steal memories. What if he can, too?” Blair said, chilled by the thought. How old was Irakesh? If the deathless could plunder memories, how much did he know about the world? How many lives had he lived?

      “It’s possible,” Jordan allowed, turning to face the road. “There were three people at the Ark who knew about this place. Both were extracted when you attacked. Corporal Yuri Filipov and Major Sanders. Both left by helicopter. If either went down in the CME, I guess Irakesh might have found the wreckage. Maybe he captured one of them or has some other way of learning this location. Either way it seems unlikely he’d show up at the exact spot Mohn was storing a nuke unless he knew about it.”

      “So we assume he’s there and that the nuke is his objective,” Liz said. She romped on the gas, sending the jeep jolting forward. The hot wind whipped Blair’s hair about as he scanned the buildings ahead. “Whether it is or not, we go to the one Blair says. I’ll just keep driving until you give us a target.”

      Blair stared hard out the window, watching the eight-foot chain fence roll by as they passed the first of the hangars. There were roughly a dozen, lining both sides of the cracked asphalt. A few cars dotted the road, but the place was eerily empty. A tomb to mark the passing of an entire civilization.

      The sun hung low in the sky, threatening to sink into the vast Pacific that swallowed the western and southern horizons. It cast a bloody hue over the buildings, a fitting mood for the work they were about to engage in. What would Irakesh do if they finally caught him? What hidden powers did he possess?

      “There,” Blair called, stabbing a finger out the window. He could feel the pulse now, strong and clear. “That building on the right. Three down. He’s in there. I’m sure of it.”

      Liz gunned it, tires squealing as she jerked the wheel left. They shot through an opening in the fence, the jeep bouncing as a tire hit the curb. The air reeked of burnt rubber and exhaust as they rocketed towards the building Blair had indicated. There wasn’t a single plane, bus, or car in the vicinity.

      The wide chrome hangar grew larger as Liz gave the vehicle still more gas. Was she going to slow down? It didn’t matter, not to him. He was still thinking like a human, but he’d become far more than that. Blair blurred.

      Liz’s copper hair writhed in the wind like a mass of tiny snakes, fanning backwards on either side of the headrest to his place in the back of the car. Steve was just beginning to turn his head, mouth slowly opening. His chest expanded as he sucked in a breath to say something. Then Blair was gone.

      He opened the door, rolling onto the hot asphalt. The jeep lumbered next to him, a snail creeping along. It would take an eternity for it to reach the hangar. He blazed forward, wind ripping at his clothing as he crossed the distance to the small door set into the center of the hangar. Forty-six was emblazoned above it in crisp red letters, as if painted onto the blinding metal surface just the day before.

      Blair rolled into a crouch before the door, slowly standing until his face was even with the little window. It too was mirrored. That made sense, of course. Mohn wouldn’t leave an obvious way to see into one of their facilities, especially not one where a nuke was being held. No matter. He cocked his arm back, balling his hand into a tight fist. He blurred forward, punching it through glass in a spray of tiny shards.

      A cyclone of dust burst next to him as Steve’s black-clad form appeared in a crouch. “We should wait for the others. They can’t move as swiftly as we can and we don’t want to get overrun.”

      “Jordan can. Besides, the thing I’ve been chasing for weeks is right behind that door. He could be boarding an aircraft as we speak. You and I need to delay him until the others arrive,” Blair growled, planting his foot against the door. He shifted, kicking with all his might. The door was flung inward, rattling an erratic path across smooth concrete. The tattered remains of his t-shirt still clung to his furry shoulders.

      “All right,” Steve agreed, giving a tight nod. “But we’re telling the others this was your idea.”

      Blair grinned back, striding into the hangar’s dim silence. His eyes adjusted, revealing several massive shapes. Planes, all of different sorts. There were four of them. The closest was a Cessna about the same size as Garland’s. He paused, straining his senses. He heard nothing, but what did he smell? The cloyingly sweet stench of rotting meat.

      Shapes moved in the darkness, shambling towards them in a mindless mass. So many. A wave of low moans broke over them.

      “What’s your plan, Blair?” Steve asked, more than a little smug. He shifted, his clothing vanishing into his midnight fur. How the hell did he do that?

      “I can feel him that way,” Blair said, pointing towards the farthest of the bulky shapes. It was a massive cargo plane of the kind used in every military movie from the past two decades. Large and squat with four engines and a long ramp extending down the back. “He’s inside that plane. Right now. We just have to get there.”

      “That’s going to be a problem,” Steve said, grabbing Blair’s shoulder. He pointed into the darkness. “A big problem.”

      The ground shook as a massive figure pounded a path towards them. It towered over the other zombies, a good ten or eleven feet tall and wider than any linebacker he’d ever seen. The thing made Liz-wolf look like a puppy. The giant resembled the other zombies, pale flaccid skin and too-white, razored teeth. Yet where they wore dull, vacant expressions its eyes shone green with cunning. Where they shambled it thundered, massive muscles bunching as it surged towards them. It moved so swiftly, knocking shorter zombies aside like kindling as it approached.

      “Move,” Blair roared, rolling out of the thing’s path. It thundered past, leaving the stench of death in its wake. He shot to his feet, turning to Steve. “Get something sharp and stab it in the spine. I’ll distract it.”

      “Got it,” Steve shot back, blurring to the door of the Cessna. He yanked it open and disappeared inside.

      Blair turned his attention back to the huge deathless just in time to receive a meaty fist to the face. It shattered his jaw, sending bone fragments rattling through his skull. He blanked, coming to in a heap against a wall. There were gaps. Pieces missing. So many things danced out of reach. How badly hurt was he? The ground shook as something large approached. Damn him for a fool. Why hadn’t he waited for everyone?

      Give over to me, Ka-Dun. Your mind is damaged. This battle you cannot win.

      Blair let go, falling into darkness.
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      Trevor flipped each of the four switches in rapid succession, enhanced hearing picking up answering clinks from within the bowels of the plane. They were followed by a rush of liquid flowing down what he assumed must be fuel lines. He turned back to the manual in his left hand, scanning the next paragraph.

      “I do not understand,” Cyntia complained from the co-pilot’s chair next to him. Her arms were crossed, but left just low enough to frame a generous expanse of cleavage. He was supposed to look, both because of male instincts and because she wanted him to. He didn’t. “Why do you need the book? You said you’d learned how to pilot from the corpse you ate two days ago.”

      “He knew how to fly a Cessna,” Trevor answered, only giving her half his attention. He needed to concentrate, but if he ignored her she’d find increasingly annoying methods of getting his attention. That was a growing irritation as the feeding affected her mind. “This is a much larger aircraft and the startup sequence is radically different. I can figure it out, but I need a little time.”

      “You’ve run out of time, I’m afraid,” Irakesh said, slipping into the cockpit through the thick steel doorway behind the pilot’s chair. Trevor was willing to bet the door could stop heavy-caliber bullets or maybe even a rampaging werewolf, though he wasn’t eager to find out. Irakesh pointed through the canopy towards a sliver of light coming from the far wall. “The door has been opened and two Ka-Dun have entered. One possesses the access key, this Blair you’ve named him. The other is unfamiliar to me, perhaps an ally acquired during his journey. Either we leave now or prepare ourselves for combat. The thralls I’ve left will not delay them for long, not once his Ka-Ken arrives. Even the Anakim will be little more than a distraction.”

      “This thing’s been mothballed. I need at least a few minutes for the self-fueling to complete. I can’t rush this,” Trevor protested, eyeing a long blue cylinder that reminded him of a thermometer. The level slowly rose, indicating the active fuel level to the propellers.

      “We don’t have that time,” Irakesh growled, eyes flaring a sickly green. He turned to Cyntia. “Get out there and prowl the shadows. If they make for this plane harry them, but do not let yourself be drawn into a prolonged engagement. The goal is not to win, but to delay.”

      “And don’t hurt Liz or Blair,” Trevor added firmly. He swiveled the leather pilot’s chair to face Irakesh.

      “Trevor, do you need to be present to oversee this process?” Irakesh asked, nodding toward the array of gauges along the cockpit.

      “No, the fueling will take care of itself. It’s all automated,” Trevor replied, eyes narrowing. He didn’t like where this was going.

      “Then you will also delay our pursuers,” Irakesh ordered, gesturing towards the open door on the other side of the cockpit.

      “No, I won’t,” Trevor replied, meeting the deathless’s gaze. “Our deal is that I won’t fight Blair or Liz.”

      “Nor will you,” Irakesh growled. “You will fight their companions. They are sure to have brought them. I will deal with Blair. Cyntia can delay Liz.”

      “That’s not our bargain. You said you wouldn’t hurt them,” Trevor shot back, anger rising. He felt heat rising from Irakesh, pressing down on his will, a blatant reminder that he was the master.

      “The deal was that I would not ask you to hurt Liz or Blair, nor hurt them myself. You said nothing about asking Cyntia to do it,” Irakesh said, hand shooting out in a blur. He seized Trevor by the neck, hefting him from his seat. “You also said nothing about attacking your sister’s companions. We made a deal, you and I, and you will abide by it. The fact that you no longer care for this deal is immaterial. Either you cooperate or I will force you to kill your sister then feast upon your meager mind myself. Am I making my will understood, thrall?”

      “I will kill you for this someday,” Trevor growled. Today the deathless could jerk him about like a puppet, and all he could do was dance. Tomorrow would be a different story.

      “No, you will kill me for this,” Irakesh said, caressing the words as an ominous smile bloomed. He extended a hand, tips touching Trevor’s chest. Agony flooded him. His limbs were on fire, throat constricting. Trevor collapsed to his knees, hugging the chair for support. He was dimly aware of Irakesh’s smug voice as the deathless continued. “Calm yourself, Cyntia. I haven’t harmed him.”

      Trevor was aware of the dirty-blond form that had sprung into existence next to him. He hadn’t even seen her shift. She stood protectively over him, ready to attack Irakesh, though he could smell her fear.

      “What did you do to me?” Trevor asked, wobbling alarmingly as he struggled to his feet.

      “It will pass in a moment. Let’s just say I’ve assumed a more direct form of control,” Irakesh’s grin grew wider. He gestured to the cockpit door. “Don’t let me stop you. You both have tasks to accomplish, do you not?”

      What did he do? Trevor asked. He waited for a response from the voice. Nothing. Can you hear me?

      The voice was just…gone. Trevor’s gaze locked on Irakesh. The deathless gave a knowing smile.
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      Liz flung open the jeep’s door, kicking off the seat with enough force to send the vehicle skidding across the pavement. She landed in a crouch near the doorway her two companions had just disappeared through. Damn Blair and damn Steve for following him. If he wasn’t already dead she was going to kill him. They should have attacked as a group, but those two school kids had rushed blindly ahead.

      “Bridget, through the door to the right. I’ll go left. Jordan, follow and watch our backs,” Liz commanded, low voice rumbling like a semi.

      Bridget’s silver form leapt through the door, managing majestic if not beautiful. In contrast, Liz probably resembled a very large pit bull whose territory had just been invaded, ungainly but undeniable.

      She sprinted through the door, gathering the shadows close about her as she entered the dim. A chorus of familiar low moans echoed through the hangar, obscuring most other noise. The exception was the din of combat coming from somewhere near the center, the area obscured by two bulky planes. She heard the low grunts that were probably Blair and Steve, followed by a hollow boom as something empty was struck with massive force.

      It was too dark to see, too crowded to pick out individual noises in the cacophony. A haze of putrid death shrouded everything, making it impossible to track by scent. How the hell was she supposed to find targets in this?

      She was aware of Jordan’s shorter blond form entering quietly behind her, the butt of his rifle set against a furry shoulder as the thick barrel scanned the darkness. Sensing sudden movement a couple dozen feet to her left, Bridget lunged from the shadows tearing into a trio of zombies. They went down in a spray of gore, extinguished like candles as more of their brethren surged forward. They seemed endless.

      “Bridget,” Liz roared, pointing towards the direction she’d last heard combat. “Carve a path in that direction. Jordan, cut down anything that gets behind us. Let’s move.” She surged forward, unlimbering her claws. A corpulent zombie stood before her with a mop of curly hair and a cracked pair of glasses that had somehow clung to his face. She brought an elbow down to crush his skull, already moving to the next target.

      The trio flowed with incredible synergy despite having only worked together for a few weeks. Jordan mercilessly cut down the zombies trying to close ranks behind them, while she and Bridget mowed a wide path through the hangar. They rounded one of the planes, this one a mid-sized Cessna like the one Garland had flown. As she rounded the plane’s white nose she finally saw Blair, his silver body shattered and broken against the wheel of another plane.

      A huge zombie loomed over Blair, taller than her by at least a couple feet. The thing seemed consternated by the plane in the way, leaning back and forth as if unsure how to reach him. Its limbs were too long, chest too broad. The ungainly creature finally dropped to its knees and extended an arm under the plane. It patted the ground a few feet to Blair’s left, searching. It wouldn’t be long until it found him.

      Blam.

      A gunshot cracked behind her. Right behind her. She jerked around, expecting to see Jordan killing a zombie. What she found turned her innards to ice and constricted her throat with death’s black hands. Jordan lay in a pool of his own blood, both fanged face and furry chest an unrecognizable mess. That she might have been able to process, but it was the attacker that untied her like a pair of shoelaces. It was Trevor.

      For one tiny shaving of a moment she caught his gaze, eyes horribly green just like Irakesh. His teeth, too white and razor-sharp. Trevor was her brother, but everything in her cried that he needed to be destroyed. Then he vanished, slipping into the shadows just as she would have.

      She did the same, more instinct than conscious thought. There was no conscious thought, only reeling from what she’d just witnessed.

      “Liz, help me,” Bridget-wolf bellowed. Liz spun in time to see her silver form roll between the giant zombie’s legs.

      Bridget leapt onto its back, tearing at its throat in the same way a lion might tackle a bear. The creature was unimpressed, seizing Bridget by the arm and slamming her into the side of the plane with a horrible boom that thundered through the silence left in the wake of the gunfire. Metal buckled and glass shattered as her body sank into the plane.

      Liz glanced back at Jordan, scanning the darkness for Trevor. Dammit, why did she have to make choices like this? She spun to face Bridget again, bounding around zombies until she had a clear line of attack. Then she charged, aiming for the zombie’s knee. She caught it with her shoulder, spilling the thing onto its side with the sharp crack of bone. She rolled away, feeling the wind as one of its meaty arms slammed the ground where she’d just been.

      The giant zombie crawled towards her, face a twisted mask of rage. Hopefully it couldn’t heal that leg as quickly as she could, which might give her time to wear it down. She danced backwards, glancing around to make sure no zombies had gotten too close. Perhaps if she landed on its back she could—

      A fist emerged from her gut, furry fingers slick and red with her intestines still clutched between clawed fingers. She was shoved forward, into the reach of the giant zombie. It seized her leg, shattering her kneecap in a parody of the wound she’d given it. She shrieked, beating at the meaty fist that clutched her leg. She risked a glance behind her, but there was no sign of her assailant. It had been a werewolf; she was sure of that.

      Taste the air, Ka-Ken. What do you smell?

      It was a familiar scent. Cyntia. That fucking bitch. Liz roared, knifing both hands into her own leg just above the zombie’s hands. It sent a spear of hot flame up her leg as she severed it, but she was free. She scrambled backwards, gathering the shadows about her in a protective cloak.

      There was no sign of Cyntia. She lurked somewhere in the shadows, patiently waiting to strike. Why hadn’t she struck when Liz was vulnerable? She glanced at the dented plane. There was no sign of Bridget. She too had escaped to the shadows. That was why Cyntia hadn’t attacked. Her cowardice didn’t surprise Liz; hell, it was welcome. It meant she was predictable, and that might give Liz the advantage in their game of wolf and mouse.

      Searing heat surged down her leg as she flopped around like a fish. Being so vulnerable terrified her and a panicked part of her mind wondered if there was some way for either Cyntia or the massive zombie to find her in the shadows. She had to get control. Liz seized the knee just above the bloody stump, pinning it in place as a new tibia suddenly extended from the gaping wound. It was joined by a fibula, then a mass of muscles that writhed into place like a sea of scarlet snakes. The tide of agony threatened to pull her under, but she wouldn’t allow it. Couldn’t allow it.

      When the pain finally ceased she looked to the spot where Blair had lain. There was no sign of him, just a pool of blood. Good, he’d healed and probably found his way back into the fight. She needed to do the same. Liz scanned the darkness, assessing the combat to see where she might be of most use. There was still no sign of Bridget, but somewhere on the far side of the hangar she heard the ring of metal on metal. It sounded like someone fighting with a sword, at least if her memory of Lord of the Rings was any indication.

      A scuffle came from the far side of the plane, two large bodies grappling. She caught a flash of fur as the pair spilled to the ground, one of them the blond fur she recognized as belonging to Jordan. The other was a sickly version of the same color. Cyntia. Liz dropped prone and rolled under the plane, springing to her feet on the far side near the combatants. Jordan was getting the worst of it.

      He lay on his stomach pinned by Cyntia’s much larger form. His left arm was bent at the wrong angle and there was no sign of any of his ever-present guns. Cyntia bit down, savaging the back of his neck as she began to feed. She ripped loose a mouthful of fur and flesh, gulping it down greedily. She seemed unaware of the gore coating her face, already bending for another bite.

      “Get off him, you fucking bitch,” Liz roared, stepping forward and kicking with all her considerable might. The blow caught Cyntia in the chin, splintering her jaw and flinging her backwards with a sharp crack. Cynthia tumbled backwards, rolling into the shadows as she regained her footing and glared at Liz with hateful eyes, now the deep scarlet of a heart wound. When had they changed?

      Those eyes winked out as Cyntia fled back into the shadows. Liz looked about warily as she knelt next to Jordan and felt for a pulse. She’d never seen him so badly wounded, but knew that Blair had recovered from worse. Hopefully he was okay. She pushed through the fur until her fingers found the carotid artery. The pulse was thready, but at least there was one.

      Movement behind her. She began to spin, but too late. Cyntia lunged from the shadows, fangs painted red from Jordan’s blood. She seized Liz, yanking her throat forward even as her fangs descended. Fresh agony ripped through her as Cyntia bit into her throat. She couldn’t breathe. Everything was fire. She tumbled backwards, Cyntia’s once smaller form crashing down on top of her.
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      Blair came to with a gasp atop the wing of the Cessna. He was coated in something hot and sticky. Blood. His blood. Deafening peals of combat echoed over him like a gigantic church bell. Gunshots and crates smashing and metal bending. He rolled to his feet, taking in his immediate surroundings. The giant zombie lay twitching on the ground nearby, seemingly unable to rise. Its hand still clutched a furry leg. Auburn fur. Liz. Where was she?

      Rage surged through him as he surveyed the hangar, but she was nowhere to be found.

      Something tugged at him. Blair turned towards the far side of the hangar where he’d seen the biggest plane earlier. The one Irakesh was presumably inside, or perhaps had just emerged from since the link had grown stronger. He was in the darkness somewhere, waiting. There was movement near the plane, though he doubted it could be Irakesh. The deathless was too crafty to be spotted. So who was it?

      Blair blurred across the tarmac, leaping into the air and landing on top of the cargo plane with a hollow thud. It was much bigger up close, wide enough to hold a tank or a whole lot of troops and long enough to play volleyball inside. Something was clicking from the interior below, something that sounded an awful lot like a larger version of the fuel pump he’d had on his rusted out Pontiac back in high school. Were they getting this thing ready to fly? Of course they were.

      The figure Blair had spotted was Steve, prowling the darkness with that midnight fur. He crouched near the far wall, beneath two gigantic doors they would have to open to taxi the aircraft out. Blair needed to leave Steve out there as bait. It was callous, but also smart. Steve would probably approve.

      “Complacent,” a smug voice whispered from directly behind him, even as something hot spiked into his back. A glittering golden blade burst from his chest, slick with his own blood. “You perch up here watching the darkness as if you are the predator, but you’ve always been the prey, Ka-Dun. I led you here. I feel you even as you feel me.”

      Irakesh. Blair rolled forward, the blade making a wet pop as it slipped from his chest. The wound was excruciating, but he’d grown used to pain like that. What shocked him was the icy chill that passed through him, an almost living thing that stole the warmth from his blood.

      Be wary of the weapon, Ka-Dun. It is an ancient thing and very dangerous. Sunsteel leeches your strength, delivering it to your foe.

      Blair blurred, leaping from the plane and catching one of the ribbed supports lining the top of the hangar some thirty feet above. It was farther than he’d tried leaping before, but the blur gave him the momentum. He caught the cool metal in one hand, swinging himself on top of it as he scanned the darkness below.

      Irakesh was right. The deathless had the advantage here. He’d led Blair all the way from Peru and seemed to hold all the cards. Yet Blair’s allies still fought below. A shape materialized from the darkness behind Steve, but it wasn’t Irakesh. He’d recognize that close-cropped red hair and freckled face anywhere, even with the horribly sharp fangs. Trevor was working for Irakesh.

      The deathless planted the barrel of a massive-looking revolver at the base of Steve’s skull and pulled the trigger. It roared, barrel bucking as a short gout of flame erupted. Blood spurted as the wound exited Steve’s face in a shower of bone fragments and gore. Steve collapsed, rolling to the ground bonelessly. It would take long moments to recover. Moments Blair knew Trevor wouldn’t give him.

      Blair dropped soundlessly from his perch, swinging just a bit to angle towards Trevor as he fell. One former friend about to murder another. Life certainly had a black sense of irony.

      He landed heavily on Trevor’s back, bearing the deathless to the ground in a crunch of bone. Trevor’s revolver skittered away across the hangar’s concrete floor, but that didn’t mean he was unarmed. Each finger now ended in a thick black fingernail, sharp enough to carve flesh. His fangs were just as lethal, designed to rend just like a shark.

      Trevor struggled to dislodge Blair from his back, but Blair drove a knee hard into his spine even as he reached around to tear out the deathless’s throat. It helped to think of him that way and not as the man who’d so recently saved his life, who’d opened his home and risked everything to protect Liz.

      “Predictable,” Irakesh’s voice hissed behind his ear. The breath was cold and lifeless. “This is why my kind will always win.”

      Blair thought he was ready, already beginning to blur. It wasn’t enough. Irakesh’s golden blade punched through his chest, delivering a wound twin to the one he’d scored moments earlier. That one had mostly healed, though Blair could still feel it. Not good.

      The wound around the blade was ice and Blair could feel his life slipping into the silvery metal. It horrified him, but he couldn’t pull away. Moving took effort. Blurring seemed impossible. He was going to die.

      “Get off of him,” Bridget roared, materializing from the shadows and barreling into Irakesh. She knocked him off Blair, wrenching the awful sword from his back and spilling him to the concrete in a spreading pool of his own blood.

      Blair flopped onto his side, struggling weakly to his knees. Trevor disappeared back into the shadows but hopefully was too wounded to attack immediately. Blair focused his attention on Irakesh, smiling despite the agony. Bridget had an arm wrapped around his shoulder and was digging out his entrails with her other hand, ripping the stringy organs out as she bit down on his face.

      Irakesh struggled to free himself, but Bridget was far stronger. His sword was still clutched weakly in one hand, while the other clawed ineffectually at her wrist. Then Trevor appeared again, apparently having recovered his revolver. He unloaded three quick shots, each belching a round into Bridget’s head from close range. The stench of gunpowder battled the rich tang of blood, the blend overpowering in his weakened state.

      Bridget shrieked, releasing Irakesh and leaping away. She left a trail of blood behind her, but there was no sign of her as she vanished into the shadow’s waiting embrace. Irakesh did the same, as did Trevor. Only he and Steve were still there, struggling to rise.

      You must feed, Ka-Dun, and soon. Your strength wanes.

      I don’t have time, he thought back, staggering to his feet. He couldn’t recall having felt this weak even before he’d become a werewolf.

      He didn’t dare waste energy blurring, choosing instead to lope towards the plane he knew Irakesh would have to leave in. At least he knew his nemesis’s destination, though stopping him from taking what he wanted was another matter.

      The press of zombies had receded; so many had been cut down during the early fighting. There were still dozens remaining, though Blair paid them no mind. He could easily avoid them. They all could, assuming they weren’t so wounded they couldn’t move.

      Blair skidded to a halt next to Steve, sliding an arm under his shoulders and hoisting him to his feet, “Hang in there, Steve. I’ve got you. You’re damn hard to kill. I thought for sure you’d gone down for the last time when Trevor shot you in the head.”

      “You know him?” Steve looked shocked and more than a bit groggy. He held his hand to his forehead, which still leaked blood. He must be weak if his wounds were no longer fully healing.

      “Yeah, long story. He’s Liz’s brother. We have no idea how he ended up with Irakesh, but that’s bad for us. He was lethal before. Now? I’m not sure we can stop him,” Blair admitted, scanning the darkness. There was no sign of anyone near them.

      He did hear fighting on the far side of the hangar, a knock-down, drag-out brawl from the sound of it. It was probably Liz, though who or what she was fighting remained a mystery. He couldn’t focus on that right now.

      “We’re being hunted. Trevor and Irakesh can both hide in the shadows; that’s the bad news,” Blair said, helping Steve towards the aircraft. If they were on board Irakesh would have to kill them before taking off.

      “You’re implying there’s good news,” Steve said, pushing Blair gently away. “I can manage, I think. My head is starting to clear.”

      “There is good news, at least a little,” Blair said, scanning the darkness as they approached the long metal ramp leading into the cargo area of the plane. “Bridget is still out there, too. That’s the only thing keeping Irakesh and Trevor from killing us.”

      “Lovely,” Steve growled, eyes a bit more focused now. He too scanned the darkness. “So we’re out here as bait, basically. They attack us. She attacks them.”

      “Something like that. Irakesh will have to make a move soon. He can’t let us get into the pla—” Blair began. He was interrupted as Trevor materialized from the darkness, barrel aimed at Blair’s face. Blair blurred, ducking even as his friend’s finger stroked the trigger.

      It boomed, a round whizzing through the space his head had just occupied. Then a much larger shape burst from the darkness. Bridget. She tackled Trevor, the pair rolling through the darkness like feral dogs. They snapped and clawed at each other, nothing human in either face.

      Blair had a split second to consider. He knew Irakesh would appear any second now that Bridget was occupied. Use your mind, Ka-Dun. He cannot shape as you do. He can fool the eye, but you can fool the mind.

      That was it. Blair had invaded Liz’s mind. He’d plucked thoughts from other people. Ahiga had even invaded his mind. So why couldn’t he invade Irakesh’s? If he understood the deathless, they lacked the ability to either attack or defend on that front. It might be the one advantage he possessed.

      “So stupid,” Irakesh roared, appearing in front of Blair. He rammed his blade through Blair’s throat in a shower of hot pain and wet, sticky blood. Blair sagged to his knees, clutching weakly at the sword lodged in his neck. The pain was a living thing, eating at his vision like a cancer. “You should never have come, Ka-Dun. I’d have preferred not to kill you. I’d have preferred a truce. Yet you are forcing my hand. I cannot have you dogging my every step. I have work to do, so if you are so determined to harry me you must be put down like a rabid animal.”

      Blair glanced at Steve. Or rather at where Steve had been. Evidently he’d blurred away, because there was no sign of him now. Blair wanted to be angry, but he couldn’t force himself. He didn’t blame Steve for fleeing. There was nothing he could have done to help, only get himself killed. If Blair was to survive he’d have to save himself. He had one chance. If it worked he’d get the drop on Irakesh for once. If not, he’d be dead and it wouldn’t matter.

      “Why are you smiling?” Irakesh demanded, eyes smoldering as he yanked his weapon from Blair’s throat.

      Blair honed his will into a spike. It came easily now, even with the agony and exhaustion. He had almost no strength left, but Mother willing it would be enough.

      “Because,” Blair rasped through his ruined throat, gaze locking with Irakesh. “I’m in your head.”

      Then he struck, sliding past the deathless’s defenses with surprising ease.
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      Irakesh was escorted into the throne room, a cavernous chamber in the very heart of the Ark. A narrow red carpet stretched the length of the chamber, four massive glow bulbs hovering above. Each blazed like a miniature sun, though their soft ivory light left shadows in the corners. None of the brightly clothed sycophants lining either side of the carpet were careless enough to let their booted feet touch the plush velvet. Doing so would have been a gross breach of etiquette, one they may not survive.

      He strode boldly up that carpet, knowing he stood far above them all in position if not experience or age. It was a crowning moment, yet a disquieted part of his mind whispered that this was all somehow wrong. How was that possible? He was where he’d always been meant to be, the Ark of the Cradle. His mother, the goddess Ra herself, was resplendent in a bejeweled headdress and a shimmering white robe that plunged at the neckline. She lounged in opulence atop her golden throne on the raised dais. One bronzed leg was thrown carelessly over the side as she swirled the contents of her goblet. She surveyed the small army of cloaked sycophants, every last one scheming for a coveted rejuvenator when the Age of the Lion ended in a handful of weeks. She didn’t appear to have noticed Irakesh, though he knew that was an act. She’d sensed his approach hours ago, the moment he first reached her city.

      “What merit could such a strike possibly possess?” Ra asked, her melodic voice sweet but eyes glittering hard like diamonds. They promised a swift but merciful death, should the answer displease her.

      “What merit? We could overwhelm Isis now, right at the end. If nothing else, damage her Ark so that she cannot slumber away the millennia and live to fight us in the next age,” a bold-faced deathless explained, as if to a doddering idiot. His ill-chosen tone had likely signed his death warrant, though he seemed oblivious to his own mounting peril.

      Unsurprising. Irakesh thought it a minor miracle that Khonsu had lived this long. Even his fashion sense was lacking. A tightly bound side-lock of black hair dangled down the side of his face. His silver robes had gone out of fashion when Isis had departed centuries ago, yet he’d stubbornly clung to them because of his love for the moon.

      Khonsu plunged boldly ahead, hands clasped before him in something that was probably meant to be supplication. “You could assail her with lightning and death as a prelude to an assault, providing a distraction. The rest of your warriors could storm the central chamber and destroy the obelisks.”

      “Galu, how old are you?” Ra called as if Khonsu hadn’t spoken. She turned towards the diminutive figure perched in a high backed chair a mere two steps below the throne. Irakesh almost never noticed the child, as was intended. She so cleverly faded into the background unless Ra brought attention to her as she had today.

      “I have seen five cycles, most holy,” Galu said, voice so soft only their enhanced senses allowed them to perceive it. She gave a reverent nod, screening her face with dark curls that had no doubt taken her thralls hours to perfect. Her ivory robe was twin to Ra's.

      “Why do I keep you in my company at all times, Galu?” Ra asked, placidly. Irakesh stopped, not yet wanting to be the subject of his mother’s attention. Khonsu was doomed and he didn’t want even a passing association with such an event.

      “To ensure that any flaw a child could spot will be corrected before a plan is implemented,” the child answered, eyes low. She looked so tiny in that monster of a chair.

      “Tell me, Galu, what flaws do you detect in Minister Khonsu’s plan?” she asked, eyes growing a malevolent green as her attention settled on the subject of her wrath.

      “Such a strike has little chance of success,” Galu said, watching the minister as his long face purpled. Were it not for Ra's protection Irakesh was certain the fool would have attacked. It underscored how truly foolish the man was. “We have no knowledge regarding Isis’s defenses. Even if we did, such a strike would deplete our Ark, draining precious power. This power will be needed to preserve those of us who accompany Ra to the next age. If we use it now, we risk running out before we have arrived.”

      “Such a gamble is unlikely to use a significant amount of—” Khonsu began, face twisted in rage.

      “Silence,” Ra roared, rising from her throne and taking a step towards Khonsu. Gold flowed from her palm, coalescing into a long staff with a scarab head. A giant sapphire set in the middle of the beetle’s thorax pulsed with power. The sight of the legendary weapon invoked even more fear than Ra’s thunderous expression. Khonsu quailed before her, shrinking into his voluminous black cloak as if its shadowy folds could offer protection.

      “I could burn you to ash in a heartbeat and none would so much as note your absence. Yet such is my disgust that I will not soil my hands with your filthy flesh. Instead, I name you anathema. You are no longer welcome at this court, Khonsu. In fact, any who participate in your death will be named a friend of the gods,” she said, robe swishing as she swayed forward. She swept down the stairs, past the frenzied mob that formed around poor Khonsu. The man’s screams were quickly choked off as they began to feed. Her gaze fell on Irakesh, turning his bowels to water. “Attend me, my son. I would walk the gardens.”

      A silver shape lingered in the corner of his vision, but when Irakesh spun to face it directly, whatever he’d seen was gone. His eyes narrowed. Had it been a Ka-Ken spy? It wasn’t like their ancient enemies to make such a mistake. A Ka-Ken was never seen unless she wanted to be. So what had he just witnessed? Should he mention it to his mother? Surely if something were there, she’d have already detected it. She was the undisputed master of this place.

      “Irakesh, did you not hear me?” Ra called, the faintest note of disapproval creeping into her voice. Irakesh hurried after, following her down a wide marble corridor that led to the terraced gardens along the outer edge of the Ark.

      She glanced at him over a bare shoulder exposed by her robe. By design, of course. Ra had lost none of the allure that had led to her being declared the most beautiful woman in the world, her auburn locks flowing down perfect shoulders like a waterfall. Her face a pristine oval, eyes like glittering emeralds. Many deathless still harbored a very human lust for her, despite supposedly being removed from such mortal passions. She wielded that lust with the potent skill of one bred to manipulate. A skill he very much envied.

      “My apologies, mother. I thought I saw something. I’m sure I must have been mistaken,” he said, inclining his head respectfully. He avoided looking directly at her. It was safer that way.

      They strode down the corridor for several moments, a pair of seekers hanging respectfully back, but ready to spring into combat should a threat present itself. They were the very best death merchants in the entire Cradle and their reputation for lethality was well earned.

      “Tell me what you saw, my son. You are my direct progeny and must learn to assert yourself, even with me,” Ra said, the rebuke delivered with a rare smile. She paused to face him. Now he had no choice but to meet her gaze. She arched a delicate auburn eyebrow. “Show me.”

      “Very well,” Irakesh said, scanning his own memory for what he’d seen. “It was quite curious. It looked like a Ka-Dun, but vanished so suddenly it must have been a Ka-Ken.” He gestured to the hall ahead of them, concentrating as he drew the energy necessary to shape.

      A wavering illusion appeared, a silver-furred werewolf with amber eyes. It was majestic and powerful, but not nearly so powerful as a female. The Ka-Dun’s face was maddeningly familiar, but Irakesh had no idea why. Where could he possibly know it from? He’d never even met a real Ka-Dun, though he’d been in a battle and seen one die. At a distance.

      “You saw this one? A moment ago while we were speaking?” his mother asked, more surprised than he’d ever seen her.

      Something was dreadfully wrong. His mother would never show such a lack of composure, not even if Isis herself invaded. That wasn’t his mother. This might not even be the Ark of the Cradle. He could be a prisoner in his own mind, shepherded about by a clever Ka-Dun. But who? Or why? He would have answers.

      Risen, aid me, Irakesh commanded. Are my senses being fooled?

      There was no answer. That cinched it. His mind had been invaded. He could trust nothing. Not his senses, nor even his thoughts. He understood in that moment that he was being assaulted, but if he let it the Ka-Dun could redirect his attention and he’d once again be lost in the memory the bastard had conjured. He must act both swiftly and decisively.

      “Show yourself, Ka-Dun. I am not your plaything and I will not be taken in by your games,” he roared, drawing his na-kopesh. Had that been at his side a moment ago? It hadn’t. The memory the Ka-Dun had chosen had occurred before his mother had awarded him the weapon.

      “How does it feel to be the prey for once, Irakesh?” a voice said from behind him. He spun to face the intruder. Recognition brought a flood of memory. Blair. He’d been about to kill the Ka-Dun just before the clever fool had broken into his mind to prevent his own death.

      “You’re more resourceful than I ever would have imagined. I have never faced a more worthy opponent and I will not underestimate you again,” Irakesh said, sheathing his weapon. It would do him no good here. “You’ve managed to stave off your own death, but don’t think you’ve won. I have training, Ka-Dun. I can push you from my mind.”

      “Maybe, but I’ve already rifled through your memories,” Blair said, lopsided grin spreading across that smug face. “I can see where you’re going. I even know how you intend to get there. That and so many other things. You think you’re so superior, but your world is gone. Mine is still here and I know it better than you ever will.”

      “Perhaps, but your friend Trevor knows it just as well,” Irakesh gave back. He smiled when pain entered Blair’s gaze. “Yes, you begin to understand. Your friend is my thrall now. He does my bidding. Even while we wrestle within my mind he is killing your friend Steve. He will kill Jordan and Bridget as well before he is finished. You may have learned a few scraps of memory, but they will avail you nothing.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Blair said, coy smile emerging. He stepped towards Irakesh. “You took something that didn’t belong to you and I intend to get it back. That key belongs to the Mother. I’m not going to allow you to set up your own little empire. Seeing your memories, I’m not sure your mother will look too kindly on it either. Sounds like you might be doomed no matter what you do.”

      Rage thundered through Irakesh, largely because Blair was right. If Irakesh pulled this off, he’d be a rival and his mother would treat him as such. If he failed, she would do nothing to help him. At best she’d be indifferent, at worst an implacable enemy. For the first time since waking he doubted his choices.

      “You’ve overstayed your welcome, Ka-Dun. Let me show you what a disciplined mind can do,” he growled, closing his eyes. He envisioned his mother’s garden, where he’d spent countless hours as a child. Then he envisioned the wall around it, impossibly tall to his young eyes. He focused everything on that wall, leveraging the years of training as he strengthened his defenses.

      This was the first step, pushing Blair out of his innermost thoughts. It seemed to have worked, unless the Ka-Dun was far more powerful than he’d assumed. Now he must awaken to his current surroundings. When he did so time would be critical. He’d wasted too much time here. It was time to flee, time to take the others and go. He’d send a whisperer to each of them, then they’d be on their way.

      It would mean creating an illusion far more complex, far larger than any he’d ever done. Yet he must. He would. Irakesh opened his eyes, suddenly back in the hangar bay. He melted into the shadows even as Blair gave a half-hearted swipe in his direction.
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      Jordan clawed his way back to consciousness, staggering to his feet as he took in his surroundings. He’d never had a migraine, but he imagined the blinding agony must be something like this. He raised a hand to his temple, unsure how it might help but desperately needing the pain to stop. A bright corona surrounded his vision. He staggered to his feet, peering groggily around.

      The dead cluttered the dimly lit room. It reeked of gunpowder, blood, and the sickly rot of a thousand zombies left to ferment in this hangar. Underlying it all was the sharp smell of gasoline and the plasticky smell he’d always associated with large office buildings. Nothing moved near him, either through luck or the intervention of the others. Most of the zombies were down, though clusters still prowled the spaces between the planes in search of food. They hadn’t noticed him as of yet. The ones nearest him were shuffling towards a very loud fight taking place forty or fifty yards away.

      Two massive werewolves brawled, growling and snapping as they circled each other. He recognized Liz quickly enough, but the blond werewolf she grappled with was new. It reminded him of Cyntia, but she was larger than Liz, whereas Cyntia had been noticeably smaller. So who was it, how had she gotten here, and why the hell was she fighting against them?

      He compartmentalized the question. Priorities must be dealt with. He’d been incapacitated for an indeterminate amount of time. Someone had used the shadows to perform a close-range execution-style headshot. That meant either a female werewolf or a deathless. He seriously doubted Irakesh would stoop to using a gun, but that was probably more likely than yon female werewolf having used a gun instead of her perfectly lethal claws. A third possibility existed. There might be another deathless or another werewolf. He just didn’t have enough data to know.

      Jordan scanned the ground around him, eventually locating his weapon. He picked the rifle up, checking the scope and dropping the slide back to ensure a round was chambered. He dropped to one knee, sighting down the scope at the werewolves. Neither seemed aware of him as he tried to align the crosshairs over the blond female.

      It was incredibly difficult with them rolling around. The blonde seized Liz, slamming her face into the concrete in a spray of blood and broken teeth. He used the split second to align the crosshairs with the blonde’s face, then squeezed the trigger. The rifle bucked, kicking against his shoulder with incredible force as a deafening boom tore through the hangar. A gout of flame left the muzzle, hurling the bullet towards his intended target.

      It never hit. A figure blurred into view about midway between him and his target, a familiar man with red—almost orange—hair and a sea of freckles. As ginger as they came. His eyes were horrible pools of green and his teeth razored fangs, every bit a deathless. He ripped a hunk of metal from the wing of a neighboring aircraft, somehow managing to interpose it between the bullet and the blond werewolf. It impacted with a hollow ringing like some giant gong, knocking Trevor back a step.

      “I haven’t enjoyed anything since I was turned,” Trevor said, casually tossing the improvised shield to the concrete with a clatter. He took several unhurried steps towards Jordan, hand falling to a holstered weapon at his side. Jordan wasn’t sure what caliber it was, but he’d guess .45. A heavy round used for taking a man off his feet, perfect for a deathless as it could slow prey. “Not until now, anyway. I’m glad you didn’t die when I shot you in the head. I want you to see my face when I kill you. To know my name. You blew up my fucking house in San Diego; do you remember that? You tried to kill my sister. It’s time for some payback.”

      His grin was unnerving, but Jordan refused to be cowed. He considered what he knew about his opponent. Trevor Gregg, Liz’s brother and the man who’d accurately predicated the solar event that had forever changed the world. The man who’d held open the jaws of Mohn’s ambush back in San Diego, then led his friends all the way to the Ark where they’d stopped his team and woken the Mother. In a way Trevor was his antithesis, more so now that he was deathless.

      “When I came after you before, I was doing the wrong thing for the right reasons,” Jordan said, tossing his rifle to the concrete as he unlimbered his claws. "Now I’m doing the right thing for the right reasons. You’ve become a goddamn monster, Trevor, and I’m going to put you down like one.”

      “You’re going to try,” Trevor hissed, eyes flaring even as he faded from sight. Damn but Jordan hated the whole shadow walking thing everyone but him seemed capable of doing. It put him on the defensive, allowing Trevor to make the first move. To strike on his terms. That almost guaranteed he’d lose. So what could he do about it? Jordan blurred, zipping across the concrete and weaving between the few straggling zombies still on their feet. He rolled under an aircraft, coming up in a crouch on the far side. Nothing he’d just done would shake Trevor, but keeping on the move would make it harder for his opponent until he could come up with a way to even the odds.

      In the distance Liz continued her fight with the blond female, apparently getting the worst of the exchange. One of her eyes was swollen shut and she was missing teeth on her right side. Her chest heaved from exertion, each swing coming a bit slower than the one before. He wasn’t going to find help in that quarter. Hell, she was the one who needed help.

      He felt rather than saw a shape materialize behind him. Jordan rolled to his right, a sharp crack sounding as a bullet hummed through the space he’d just occupied. It punched into the concrete, sending up a spray of fragments that drew a line of pain down his cheek. That wasn’t a .45. It was too deep, too powerful. What the hell kind of rounds was he using? No wonder he’d gone down so hard when Trevor had first shot him.

      Trevor was gone again, melting into the shadows with that awful grin plastered on a too-white face. Jordan moved again, this time rolling to the left and coming up in a crouch. He sprinted low across the hangar floor towards a Cessna on the far side. This wasn’t going at all well and he wasn’t sure how to turn it around. Normally his response in a tactical cluster fuck like this would be to flee. If only that were an option.

      Jordan skidded to a halt next to the Cessna, spinning so his back faced it. Trevor would have to come at him from the front, but would that knowledge help? He might be able to dodge again, but sooner or later he’d be too slow and Trevor would pick him off. He needed some way to even the odds, and he needed to do it quickly. He scanned the hangar, hoping to find something of use.

      Zombies shuffled around most of the planes, but their numbers had been thinned by the beleaguered werewolves. Corpses littered the hangar, some in piles. There was even a massive zombie corpse, perhaps fifteen feet tall. It was sprawled near a far Boeing cargo plane, still clutching a severed leg with auburn fur.

      None of it helped. None of it provided an advantage against Trevor. He was outclassed and he knew it.

      Jordan tensed as something materialized before him, but it was far too late. Trevor’s fist blurred towards his chest, shattering his ribcage directly over the heart. Fragments of bone burst through his aorta, tearing his heart into useless slag. He tried to roll backwards, but Trevor had apparently anticipated such a move. The deathless leapt backwards, jerking the massive black pistol from its holster and gripping it with both hands as he sighted down the barrel. He squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession, each belching a round into Jordan’s already damaged chest.

      Jordan collapsed in a heap, strength deserting him as he struggled to rise. This was it. Trevor had proven the stronger combatant, using his deathless powers with expert skill. Perhaps if Jordan had embraced his with the same zeal he might have had a chance, but instead he’d relied on his training and his weapons. It had been a mistake. A fatal one. He stared defiantly up at his opponent as he waited for death.

      Something black and shiny swooped into view, landing on Trevor’s shoulder. It was a raven. A big one. The bird croaked something that might have been words into Trevor’s ear. Trevor turned a hateful gaze on Jordan as he holstered his weapon. “I’m going to let you live with this, Jordan. The knowledge that all your training and fancy military hardware didn’t mean shit in the end. That you lost to a redneck scientist who never spent a day in the military. Have fun with your new playmates.”

      Just like that he was gone, swallowed by the shadows like some horrible nightmare. Why hadn’t Trevor finished him off? It made no sense. Unless he knew something Jordan didn’t. New playmates? He struggled into a sitting position, planting his back against the Boeing’s large wheel. He was growing lightheaded, which made sense if his heart was no longer pumping blood.

      He could feel it knitting together inside his chest, excruciating as bits of bone were ejected from his tissue. They burst from his skin, coated in thick, sticky blood. Then his heart began to beat again. The lightheadedness faded and he was able to focus on his surroundings. He struggled to his feet, turning towards Liz and her strange blond opponent. Or rather where her strange opponent had been.

      Liz was alone, kneeling on the ground with shoulders slumped. She was a mass of blood and both eyes were closed, though even from this distance he could hear her shallow heartbeat. She’d clearly lost her fight, yet her opponent had vanished just as Trevor had. They’d been beaten, yet left to live. Why?

      Jordan used some of his dwindling energy to blur to Liz, wrapping an arm under her shoulder. He hauled her to her feet, conscious of the dozen or so zombies closing on them. Where were Blair, Steve, and Bridget?

      He was about to carry Liz to a corner when something roared by above the hangar. He knew the sound intimately. It was the thundering engines belonging to a B114 cargo plane, used exclusively by Mohn to deliver troops into combat zones. Several thumps sounded above as the roar faded.

      His augmented hearing picked up the squeal of rubber on pavement as the plane touched down outside. They were landing, but had probably dropped two squads on the roof to begin securing the hangar. Reinforcements would follow quickly, and they were in no shape to fight back.

      “What’s going on?” Liz croaked, raising her one good eye to look at him. He’d never seen her so exhausted, so battered.

      “We’re in a whole lot of trouble. Irakesh just pulled back,” Jordan explained, helping Liz towards the far wall.

      “Why? We’re losing,” she slurred, not healing nearly as quickly as he’d have expected.

      “Mohn is here,” he replied grimly.
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      Blair raised a hand to his forehead, squinting beneath the weight of the pain. The throbbing left in the wake of his forcible ejection from Irakesh’s mind staggered him, pitching him into the side of a plane’s huge rubber wheel. He blinked away tears, scanning the wreckage littering the hangar. Most of the zombies were down, minus the odd straggler. There was no sign of Bridget, though he could see Steve’s glittering eyes from where he crouched in the far corner of the room. Unmolested. Had he participated in the battle, or stood by to protect himself?

      It didn’t matter. There was still a battle to fight. Blair turned his attention back to the hangar, scanning for survivors. His breath caught, eyes tearing when he finally located Liz. Her broken body sagged into Jordan’s smaller form, threatening to collapse without his assistance. At least she was alive. Powerful relief flooded him, his body uncoiling as the tension ebbed.

      Cyntia had retreated for some reason. So had Trevor apparently. He knew Irakesh was gone. What were they planning? He turned his attention to the fat cargo plane. It hadn’t moved, though he could still hear the audible clicking as it fueled. They must be inside. If he was going to launch an attack he needed help. Who was still standing on their side?

      Jordan’s hulking form limped as he helped Liz towards the far wall. He wasn’t in much better shape than she was. Blair heard a grunt of pain from across the hangar, a rare show of emotion from the normally stoic ex-Mohn officer.

      Irakesh was going to flee; he was sure of it. But to where? Blair had no idea how the deathless knew what a nuke was, much less what the bastard had planned for it. Cities had become deathtraps full of potential new soldiers he could use. Why blow one up? If that wasn’t the purpose, then what was? Maybe he could use it on the Mother, though how he intended to deliver the weapon was a mystery. Pilot the plane all the way back? No, that wasn’t his style. Irakesh wouldn’t risk the Mother’s wrath. He knew he was outmatched, or why flee in the first place?

      Blair lurched forward, catching himself against the cool metal of a wing. He barely saw the aircraft, his attention focused on Jordan and Liz. The former Mohn soldier had picked Liz up, but seemed unsure where to move her. He glanced around the hangar, finally catching sight of Blair. Jordan started in his direction, then abruptly froze. His gaze went skyward.

      An engine screamed in the distance. A plane engine, one approaching very rapidly. It was the first aircraft Blair had heard since the world had ended. Who was it? Who had both the technology and knowledge to find this hangar, of all places in the world? Boots thumped on the roof above. There was only one group it could be, one thorn always in their side. Did Mohn know they were inside, or were they here for their nuke?

      The far side of the hangar erupted inward, launching zombies into the air like toys. Two smaller explosions sounded above as bits of metal rained down. Soldiers rappelled through the holes, even as a massive form appeared in the gaping rent now dominating the hangar’s south wall. It lumbered forward with a metallic pumping of pistons, a chrome behemoth even taller than the giant zombie Liz had slain.

      Familiar suits of power armor flooded in behind it, fanning out around the mech like foxes around a wolf. Lines of red shone from above, the laser sights attached to rifles. They were surrounded and in no shape to fight. Blast it. They were too beat up to take on both sides.

      “Blair, we have to go,” Bridget hissed from the shadows behind him. “We can’t fight them.”

      She was right and he knew it. He gave Jordan and Liz an agonizing glance. They stood in the pool of light cast by one of the holes in the ceiling. The mech was already making for them as a dozen barrels swung in their direction.

      “She’s right,” Steve whispered, appearing in a crouch next to Bridget. “We have to get out of here, Blair. We can’t help them, only die ourselves. If we’re lucky they’ll take care of Irakesh, but if we want to live we move. Now.”

      “Fine,” Blair growled, anger surging through him. There weren’t any other options, but he hated having to run. Again. “We’ll fall back through that rent. Bridget, stick to the shadows and meet us outside.”

      He blurred without waiting for an answer, following the shadowed wall of the hangar until he reached the hole left by the massive machine Mohn had brought. Two suits of power armor guarded it, but the hole was a good twelve feet high. He leapt, twisting in midair even as the pair spun to face him.

      Steve barreled into the back of the suit on the right, seizing the helmet in both hands and twisting with incredible strength. The armor’s arms shot up to stop him, but too late. Steve’s furred muscles tensed, and the armored helmet twisted. The man’s neck and skull were crushed, sending the armor toppling to the ground.

      Bridget materialized in midair above the second armored suit, landing heavily on its back and driving it into the pavement with incredible force. She brought both fists down onto its shoulders, crushing the armor like tinfoil. It was truly terrifying to witness, reminding him of just how much stronger females were. At least she was on his side.

      Something whined from behind him and to the right. Blair spun to see the aircraft Mohn had no doubt arrived in. It was twin to the cargo plane Irakesh planned to steal, save that it bore a pair of massive mini guns under each wing. Those guns had begun to spin, and were aimed in his direction.

      Blair blurred, rolling away as rounds streaked around him. Some bit into the pavement, others into the wall of the hangar. Only his speed saved him, as he flipped backwards away from the deadly weapons. The plane began to track his movements, but too slowly to keep up.

      “Circle the building,” he roared, already sprinting around the right of the domed building. Bridget and Steve followed, and within moments their retreat was mercifully obscured by the building. He dropped into a crouch, chest heaving as he caught his breath. Steve blurred into place next to him.

      “What now?” he asked, glancing at Bridget as she loped to a stop near them.

      “We—” Blair began, trailing off at the sight before him. “It can’t be.”

      A second plane taxied onto the runway, the same one he knew to still be inside the hangar. It moved through the still-closed doors, which rippled around it as if they were water. The plane picked up speed, already moving away from them. He could see Trevor’s form in the cockpit, his shock of orange hair unmistakable.

      “It can and is,” Steve answered, rising to his feet and taking a step towards the plane. “You said that deathless could manipulate light, that they used illusions. Irakesh fooled us all.”

      “That means Mohn isn’t aware they’re leaving,” Bridget said, resting a furry hand on Blair’s shoulder. “We’re the only ones who can stop them, and we have to do it now.”

      “What about Liz?” Blair asked, aware of the quaver in his voice. The high whine of jet engines and the stench of gasoline hung thick around him. He knew the answer, but someone else had to give it voice.

      “There isn’t any choice, Blair,” Bridget said, gathering him into a furry hug. He was a child enveloped by a parent. “We have to let her go. Maybe they won’t kill her. Maybe…”

      “If we’re going to do something, we do it now or not at all,” Steve interrupted, grabbing Blair’s shoulder and yanking him from Bridget’s embrace. “You said you came here to stop Irakesh. You know what’s at stake. Would Liz want you to give that monster a nuclear weapon? Control of the Ark you said lies somewhere north? Because if you go back for her, you’re handing him victory. Can you live with that?”

      Blair met Steve’s gaze, the same dispassionate gaze he’d known for almost a decade nested in that wolfish visage. The same visage he wore. He was a warrior now, a champion. Steve was right. If he didn’t stop Irakesh, no one would.

      “Bridget, see if you can catch the rear of the plane. Steve and I will blur to the front and punch through the cockpit. If we shatter that glass, they won’t be able to take off,” he said, voice firming even as he started towards the plane.

      It had reached the main runway and was accelerating. Act. Don’t think. He blurred forward without waiting for an answer, streaking across the tarmac.

      His fur whipped around him as he closed the gap to the cargo plane, or bomber or whatever it was. The plane accelerated, the space between it and the end of the runway quickly shrinking. How long until it was airborne and he could no longer reach it? He risked a glance behind him. Bridget loped along the runway, barely matching the plane’s pace. There was no way she’d catch it in time. Steve was closer, a midnight streak several meters behind Blair.

      He turned back to the plane, redoubling his speed. Even blurring, it was a near thing. The plane’s front wheel had already left the ground when he leapt, grabbing the back of the right wing. The roar of the engine was both powerful and deafening, its pull threatening to yank him inside. He dug his claws into the clean chrome wing, vaulting atop it. Blair slipped, tumbling backwards towards the inexorable pull of the engine.

      Then Steve was there, seizing his shoulder and heaving him towards the main body of the plane. Blair seized the edge of the wing, steadying himself as the plane left the ground and took the air. Now what? Steve was yelling something, but it was lost in the roar of the engines. He had to bring the plane down, even if it cost his life.

      The plane abruptly tilted, the wing dropping suddenly. Blair’s grip held, but he saw Steve tumble off. His midnight form tumbled towards the trees below, dropping nearly a hundred feet into the unbroken canopy. Fuck. Hopefully Steve had survived, but whether he did or not Blair had a job to do.

      He stared at the cockpit, a few dozen feet ahead. How could he reach it?

      Blur. If you hurl yourself with all your strength you can reach it, Ka-Dun.

      The beast was right. It was his only chance. Blair gathered his legs, focusing his energy. Then he blurred, pouring more into the power than he ever had before. He leapt, somehow moving faster than the plane. His body hurled through the air, as close to true flight as he’d ever know. His claws caught the lip of the cockpit, the point where glass and metal met. He found purchase, somehow clinging to the metal despite the insistent tugging of the wind.

      He could see into the cockpit, see Trevor just two feet away. His friend looked the same, until he turned and met Blair’s gaze. Trevor’s eyes were the same putrid green as Irakesh’s. His mouth opened in shock, exposing jagged rows of fangs used to rend flesh. Blair couldn’t bring the plane down, but Trevor could.

      Blair plunged into Trevor’s mind, forcing his way past the deathless’s defenses.
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      “Where are we?” Blair asked, turning in a slow circle. Thick flakes of snow obscured the looming pines surrounding the spacious cabin. He and Trevor stood on the back deck, fenced on two sides with a path leading up the hillside behind them.

      Trevor turned to face him, but didn’t immediately answer. His eyes were normal, the same hazel he’d gotten to know during their mad flight from San Diego back to the Ark in Peru. His teeth were mercifully normal. There was nothing to reflect the monster he’d become. Even his coat was a battered mess, warm and worn from years of faithful service. This was Trevor, not the monster he’d just seen. Or so it appeared, at least. Irakesh had already proven how deathless could alter appearances.

      “Mountain Camp,” Trevor said, crunching through thick snow to the railing near a large silver grill. He picked up the tongs dangling from the side, cocking his head to the side as he studied them. “It’s the nickname one of Liz’s friends gave the place. She grew up rich down in Monterey and this place seemed so rustic to her. To us it was just home. We grew up here, in Tuolumne. You ever been to Yosemite?”

      Blair glanced down at himself. He wore the same dark brown coat he’d worn to class every night, complete with the black stain on the right sleeve from his mishap with some soy sauce. It was glaringly normal, just like everything else around them.

      “Yeah, I’ve been. I only live a few hours away, a little north of San Francisco. I’ve never heard of Tuolumne though,” he replied, taking a cautious step towards the railing near the grill. Blair swept off an armful of snow, settling against the perch he’d created.

      “We’re about an hour north of Yosemite. Up in the foothills. Gold country once upon a time,” Trevor explained. He replaced the tongs, turning to study the house. They stood outside an office, a dusty old computer on a makeshift table that had been converted to a desk. A buffalo hide hung against one wall. The others held a variety of notes and pictures that must have accumulated over years. A sliding glass door led onto the deck where they stood.  “It’s so odd seeing it empty. My mom and dad still live up here. It’s never this quiet. They’ve always had dogs, sometimes a cat or two. That’s missing, like the world is empty somehow. Maybe this is the best you can conjure up with whatever it is you’re doing to me. I’m curious to see just how detailed this fantasy is.”

      Trevor crossed the deck to the sliding glass door, tugging it open and stepping inside. He removed his boots, gesturing for Blair to follow. Then he turned and exited through a door on the far side of the office, entering a wide linoleum hallway. It was flanked by a bathroom on one side and a faded brown door on the other. Trevor stopped in front of it, clearly waiting. Blair hesitated only a moment before entering the office. He slid the door closed behind him, crossing the worn carpet and joining Trevor in the hallway. A light from the far end illuminated Trevor’s face. It looked like it came from a kitchen.

      “This is Liz’s room. I wonder, do you consciously know what it looks like? Or would you have to enter it to have my mind reveal the memory to you?” Trevor asked, resting a hand on the door knob. Something burned in Blair’s throat, a palpable reaction to the vivid reminder of the friend he’d lost.

      “Trevor, we need to talk,” Blair said, crossing his arms to ward off the cold. He could see his breath now. Had that happened outside as well?

      “About what I’ve become,” Trevor said, giving a quick nod. He opened the door and stepped into the bedroom. “About why I’m with Irakesh. Why I’m working with your enemy and may have to kill you.”

      Blair followed him in, taking a moment to study the place where Liz had grown up. A queen-sized bed under a plain white comforter dominated the corner, with a plain oak dresser that had been recently varnished standing next to it. A small lamp and a dog-eared copy of a book entitled Ishmael sat on the table. He glanced up, noting an array of florescent stars dotting the ceiling. Each sticker was placed into familiar constellations. Orion’s belt. The big dipper. Others he didn’t know. The walls were covered in huge maps, mostly of South America and Australia. There were pins in Costa Rica, Belize, Peru, and a few other countries.

      “She’d kill you if she knew you were in here,” Trevor said, delivering one of those boyish grins that they’d shared just before the world had gone to shit. “I think she really likes you, which is odd. She has a thing for tall dark men from exotic places. Did you know that’s why she was in Peru in the first place? She was running from the last guy, Ernesto. She does that you know. Runs, sometimes.”

      “Trevor, we don’t have long,” Blair said, sitting lightly on the edge of the bed. It creaked under his weight. He glanced around the room again, crinkling his nose at the musty smell. That door must not be opened very often. “I know it has to be hard to face everything that’s happened, the horrors you must have endured. But I need you to. I need you to tell me what Irakesh is planning.”

      “That’s not why you invaded my mind,” Trevor said, crossing his arms and plopping into an old chair in the corner. A hint of neon green entered his gaze. “You want me to crash the plane, to stop Irakesh.”

      “How did you know?” Blair asked, conscious of the surprise he’d just betrayed. Could deathless read minds, too?

      “It’s all over your face. Besides, that’s what I’d do in your place,” Trevor explained, giving a slight shrug. He ran his fingers through his goatee, the gesture an instinctual habit Blair remembered well. “I would if I could, Blair. I’d do it in a second, kill us all to stop Irakesh. I don’t know exactly what he’s planning, but I can tell you it isn’t good. He’s ruthless and driven, the worst combination. He has powers I can’t even begin to comprehend and trust me when I say I don’t want to live in a world he has control over. I’m not even sure he’s the biggest risk. You remember Cyntia? She’s been corrupted. Irakesh has had her feed on everything. Humans. Zombies. Even another werewolf. The virus has mutated and it’s made her powerful, but unstable. She hates Liz, you know. She’ll kill her if she gets the chance.”

      “If you know all that why are you working with Irakesh? Trevor, this isn’t you. I know you’ve changed. Hell, I know that better than anyone,” Blair said, leaning forward. He studied his friend intently, searching for signs of the man he used to be. “The virus changed me in ways I still don’t understand. You must have undergone something similar, but whatever happened you can fight it. The fact that we’re talking is proof that you’re still you.”

      “You don’t understand the problem,” Trevor said, removing his glasses and cleaning them with his shirt. He avoided looking at Blair. “The deathless aren’t like werewolves. Werewolves are independent, but deathless can impose their will on those weaker than them. That’s how Irakesh can control a horde of zombies. It’s how he’s forcing me to help him. He can use me like a puppet and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it. Trust me Blair, I’ve tried to resist. Do you think I want to help him steal a nuke? Help him kill you and Liz? I’ve tried to fight, but there’s this thing inside of me. It’s like the beast you described, but Irakesh calls it a Risen.”

      “If it’s like the beast, then you can fight it,” Blair suggested. Cautiously. He stood up, crossing to the window and staring outside. Snow continued to fall, blanketing a steep driveway that disappeared into the trees down the hill. “It took both Liz and me a while to get control. You must be able to do the same thing. Fight it, Trevor. The world could be riding on your shoulders right now. You’re the only one who can stop Irakesh.”

      “Then the world is doomed,” Trevor said. Blair turned to face him, jaw dropping at the sudden transformation.

      Trevor’s eyes were the bright green of toxic waste, twin to Irakesh’s. The jagged teeth were back. He was very much the deathless now, though his voice was the same. Still, there was a sadness to his gaze, a hint of the man who had once existed. Then he lunged, blurring towards Blair with a speed nearly as great as his own. Blair toppled backwards onto the bed, rolling away from Trevor even as claws raked the comforter in the spot he’d just occupied.

      Blair released his friend’s mind, suddenly landing back in his own. The wind howled around him, and his arms ached from the effort of maintaining his grip on the edge of the cockpit. Trevor stared out at him, a pilot’s headset covering his ears. His gaze bore the same sadness as he raised a hand. Then sickly green light burst from his palm, washing over Blair in the familiar agony he’d felt when Irakesh had paralyzed him back in the Ark.

      The wind ripped him away from the cockpit, sending him tumbling through the air towards the jungle’s thick canopy hundreds of feet below.
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      Yukon trotted down the dock, largely ignored by the Mother’s new pack. They moved a variety of strange-smelling boxes and loud guns onto the very large boat where the Mother waited. Yukon knew he should be at her side, but she’d been preparing the boat for days and it was dreadfully boring just standing there.

      He hadn’t gone far, of course. The memory of the strange not-deads was still large and frightening. They’d tried to eat him, would have eaten him if the Mother hadn’t saved him. She protected him, just as he protected her in his own small way. She kept him alive and he went places that she could not, watched her growing pack to make sure none of them were dangerous. He guarded the door while she used the poop-stealing water chair, always watching. You could never be sure. Even if they smelled right, humans could sometimes surprise you in a nasty way.

      Yukon ducked between a pair of men hefting a wide wooden crate that looked heavy. He couldn’t smell any food, but he recognized the odd tangy scent of cans. Tasty things came in cans. He hurried past them, up a long walkway that led to the railing circling the huge boat. A cargo ship, Rodrigo had called it. He was the Mother’s new beta, a pleasant enough man who liked to scratch behind Yukon’s ears as though he were some mangy cat. Yukon tolerated it, of course, because he knew it was meant as a friendly gesture.

      “Ugg, wet dog,” one of the men said, crinkling his nose as Yukon slipped past. Yukon ignored him, though he knew the comment was meant as an insult. Was it his fault the rain continued to fall for the third straight day? Besides, he didn’t smell nearly so bad as that man had. He reeked of beer and sweat, with something less pleasant lurking underneath. Yukon didn’t even want to know what the last part was.

      He trotted up to the railing, pausing for a thorough shake to remove most of the rain, once he was under the shelter of the boat’s lowest level. It was covered by the floor above, which was covered by the floor above that. It continued like that all the way to the top, which was a long, flat surface now covered in stacks of big metal crates. Yukon had enjoyed running between them for a while, but it had grown boring with no one to play with.

      Yukon adjusted his grip on the purple dodo, an amusing little stuffed animal he’d found near the dock. The Mother was very tense and he hoped the present might make her smile, something he’d very rarely seen since she’d saved him. How long ago had that been? He didn’t know. He wanted to understand the human concept of time, but it was lost on him. It was day, or it was night. What did yesterday matter? It was gone and it wouldn’t come back. Tomorrow would get here soon enough. Why worry about it?

      He padded around the edge of the lowest level until he came to the steep metal stairs leading to the next level. They’d scared him at first. They had holes in them, not quite large enough for a paw to go through but enough that he still felt as though he might. Yukon ran up the stairs, almost tripping as he finally made it to the top. His heart was beating faster, but he moved on quickly and did not look back at the stairs. At least going up was easier than going down.

      He repeated the process several more times, finally making it to the level just below the top. It was the last with any shelter and some of the rain pelted him over the railing. It wasn’t bad though, just a little cold. He didn’t understand why humans were so offended by the idea of getting wet. Rain fell, you got wet. It was natural and you dried off if you lay down by a fire or with the rest of your pack.

      Yukon wandered through the narrow door, stepping over the strange lip and onto the cold metal sheet inside. Was the lip meant to keep water out? Only humans would bother. Of course, only humans were smart enough to build a giant house that floated on water. They were very handy in their own way and they took care of dogs, so he probably shouldn’t be so critical.

      Critical. Such a strange word for a dog. The Mother had warned him that he would begin to change if he spent time near her. Awakening, she called it. He wasn’t sure exactly what that entailed, but he thought it meant he was getting smarter. He was also a little faster and a little larger. That could be handy if he needed to protect his pack.

      “Yukon,” the Mother called warmly from her place next to Rodrigo. They stood in front of a strange wall full of dials and controls, like a car only more complicated. Above the wall sat a wide window, which showed the harbor in front of the boat. Yukon couldn’t see much of it unless he got up on his hind legs. The Mother had called it undignified, so he avoided doing that in her presence.

      The Mother patted her thigh, summoning him closer. It was a subtle acknowledgment, but enough to fill him with joy. She was his world and he would do everything in his power to keep her happy and safe. Yukon trotted forward, pushing the purple dodo at the Mother’s tiny hand once he reached her. She glanced down, surprise evident on her radiant face. Then her eyes twinkled and she delivered a rare smile. It was brilliant. Like the sun.

      “Thank you, Yukon,” she said, resting a delicate hand on his head. She never pet him like most humans. They saw him as a pet, a lesser animal to be praised like one of their pups. Not the Mother. She treated him with respect, as an equal. “You remind me of the gentleness that this world still possesses. Once again, you have humbled me.”

      You don’t smile enough. I wanted you to smile. He thought at her. Yukon was aware of a very confused Rodrigo standing a few feet from the Mother. He watched her uncomfortably, the way Yukon had once eyed the vacuum cleaner.

      “You’re right. I have been consumed by all that has gone wrong, but I must not lose sight of the reason I fight. To preserve the gentle parts of the world,” the Mother said, placing the dodo on top of the console. That was the word for the strange wall with all the dials.

      The Mother gave him another smile, then turned back to Rodrigo. If another human had done that he’d have known he was dismissed, but Yukon could feel the Mother’s mind. Gratitude swept over him even as she spoke with Rodrigo.

      “How soon can we depart?” she asked, absently stroking the tuft of crazy fur on top of the dodo’s head.

      “The men will be done loading supplies within the hour,” Rodrigo answered, giving a slight bow of his head. The man smelled of oil and wariness. “Alfonso used to run construction sites.  Big hotels and stuff. He knows about the equipment we’ll need to break up the rock once we reach the island. He says we can use jackhammers and we’ve loaded up a small truck to carry loads back to the ship.”

      “Well done, Rodrigo. Your efforts don’t go unnoticed,” she said, crossing her arms over the strange white garments she always wore. They weren’t like other people’s. They shimmered and moved like living things. “Have you given any more thought to my offer?”

      “I have, but Mother, I am afraid,” he said, scrubbing his fingers through the wispy beard he’d let grow on their way here. Yukon approved. It wasn’t quite fur, but it was the closest humans could get. “You say that I probably will not rise, but if I do I’ll be a great champion. I want to help you, but I don’t want to die.”

      “I understand. It is a difficult sacrifice to make, one very few are willing to attempt,” she said, reaching up to place a hand on Rodrigo’s shoulder. Yukon felt a little stab of jealousy. “There is no shame in serving as you are. I value your counsel. Please, make the crew ready. I will await your return.”

      Rodrigo gave a grateful nod, all but scurrying from the room. After his departure the Mother turned to the console, staring out the window at the open ocean. Yukon couldn’t see much, save the steel-grey sky blanketing the horizon. What was she staring at? He wanted to put his paws up on the console, but knew she’d disapprove. So he lay down at her feet and waited.
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      Awaken, Ka-Ken. You are in danger.

      Liz came to with a gasp, blinking away the grogginess. She sat up, or tried to, anyway. The movement was halted as she reached the edge of the motion allowed by the restraining straps. They were black and metallic, but woven somehow. Bands looped around her chest, arms, and legs, neatly pinning every limb against the metal bench. It was cold even through her clothes.

      She gave up struggling, choosing to study the inside of her cell rather than listen to the bubbling rage that accompanied the voice. It was a small room, perhaps six by eight. The narrow bench was molded from the same chrome as the rest of the room. It didn’t even have a cushion. Not exactly the Plaza back in Acapulco.

      The wall opposite her was clear like plexiglass, revealing a hallway that stretched in either direction and an identical cell across from her. The thin lighting came from twin tracks set into the hallway ceiling. The same type she was used to in places like airplanes that were trying to conserve power.

      Wait a minute. What was the deep thrumming? It reverberated through the walls, through her entire body. Powerful and deep, like a jet engine. Oh god.

      Had Irakesh captured her? Why would he have let her live instead of killing her immediately? Was he that much of a storybook villain, predictably stupid? Perhaps he’d captured the others too. She scooted up as far as the straps would allow, peering at the cell across from her. There was a dark shape on the bench in the other cell. Another prisoner. Liz tested the air, but there was nothing beyond her own scent. The room was completely sealed.

      The figure leaned forward, resting tree-trunk arms on top of his knees. Jordan was bare chested, with a pair of camouflage pants and familiar black boots. The light glittered in his hazel eyes, unmoved by their current circumstances. He opened his mouth to speak, then shook his head with a half smile. He must have just realized what she had; if the rooms were sealed, no sound would travel between them.

      Why wasn’t Jordan bound? Liz glanced at the bench next to him, finding a familiar trio of straps piled there. They weren’t frayed or broken. How had he gotten them off?

      Males are notoriously difficult to imprison, Ka-Ken. They have many such tricks.

      She latched on to the voice, hoping it could keep her afloat. She wasn’t alone. Not truly.

      Do you know where we are? she thought back.

      Yes, Ka-Ken. We are in the slipsail that the soldiers brought. They were not allied with the deathless, but have no love for us either.

      Not allied with Irakesh. A third party had intervened. At a Mohn facility. After the world had ended. Her eyes rose to meet Jordan’s, a satisfied smile growing across that chiseled jaw as he nodded at her. It was the sort that a proud father gave a child who’d just done something impressive. Or figured something out. But how could he know, unless…

      Can you hear me, Jordan? she thought at him, praying for an answer.

      None came. Jordan’s expression tightened and he began to pace back and forth behind the glass. Was he trying to reach her and failing? He’d shown neither the interest nor aptitude for the abilities Blair had taken and run with. Maybe he wasn’t strong enough to reach her.

      To her surprise he stopped pacing and began nodding vigorously. He pointed to his head, then back at her.

      If you can hear me hold up three fingers. She thought at him. Her back had begun to ache from the awkward position, so she settled back against the bench. She could still see Jordan. His hand shot up, three fingers extended.

      This was going to be tricky. She’d never been very good at charades. Hmm. If she stuck to yes or no questions she could at least get some answers.

      “Did Mohn capture us?” she asked, voice hoarse from disuse. She knew he couldn’t hear her, but hearing a voice helped. Even her own.

      Jordan nodded. So the beast had been right about that much, at least.

      “Were any of the others captured?” she asked, shifting again. Her neck ached.

      He shook his head, then his face grew uncertain. He gave an apologetic shrug. So maybe Mohn had more of them, maybe not. They could be in the neighboring cells. Or they could be dead.

      The Ka-Dun lived upon our capture. He and the spiteful one ran. I believe the other Ka-Ken may have accompanied them.

      Blair, Bridget, and Steve had escaped then. They could have been captured or killed after they’d fled, but she wouldn’t accept that. She needed to know they were out there, still trying to stop Irakesh or maybe coming to rescue her. She quieted the voice telling her they weren’t coming, that Blair would do his duty and stop Irakesh even if it meant sacrificing her.

      Her face blazed. Jordan could hear her.

      “How do I get out of my straps?” she asked, turning her gaze back to Jordan. She felt a tear slide free but ignored it. She had to be strong. There wasn’t any other choice.

      Jordan began pacing again, glancing at her occasionally. Clearly the answer was too complicated to be explained through mime. He paused, turning to face her. Jordan planted both hands against the glass, eyes boring into her. His face curled into a snarl, sweat beading his forehead.

      Liz!

      The voice crashed down around her like a rolling wave of thunder. Overpowering and more than a little frightening.

      “Can you think more quietly?” she asked, wincing at the ringing in her head.

      I’m sorry. His voice was still loud, but tolerable. I told you I’m not good at this shaping crap. The beast showed me how to escape. I just looked at the latches and wanted them undone. I could feel the locks, feel the mechanism inside. Then they popped open. The beast calls it telekinesis. Probably won’t work for you. Guess you’ll have to rely on brute strength.

      “What do you think they’re going to do to us? I mean, why are we alive?” Liz asked. Maybe Irakesh was the classic villain and prone to villainous mistakes, but Mohn certainly wasn’t. Everything they did was with a cold, methodical purpose.

      Study, Jordan thought back, finally retreating to his bench. I don’t think they had any forewarning about the zombies. They knew an enemy was coming somehow, but the Director assumed it was the werewolves. The sudden appearance of zombies threw everything they knew out the window. If it were me I’d bring us back and try to convert us into weapons. They can use us to make more werewolves, then use those werewolves as shock troops against the zombies.

      “So how do we escape? Do you have any allies we can turn to?” she asked, hoping he had a solution. She certainly didn’t. Liz shrank a bit within the confines of the straps. She so badly wanted to break into a hysterical crying fit. Horror bloomed as she realized again that he could probably hear her thoughts. She resisted slamming her defenses into place. She needed him in her head right now.

      I’m sorry, Liz. I don’t have a lot of good news on that front. I delved into their commander's mind sort of accidentally and it turns out it's someone I know. A guy named Yuri. So do you, actually. You tore his leg off back at the Ark, though he doesn’t seem too broken up about it, since Mohn has apparently given him a cybernetic replacement, Jordan explained, leaning forward into the light again. They’re probably taking us to the White Tower, the Mohn R&D facility in Syracuse, New York. We’ll be brought to the Director and he’ll decide what to do with us. Odds are good we’ll be interrogated, tested, and then either disposed of or converted into weapons for Mohn. Escape is…unlikely."

      Liz closed her eyes and stopped trying to hold back the tears.
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      Bridget pushed open the door to the bedroom with her back, balancing the napkin-covered tray in one hand and a dog-eared copy of Early British Trackways in the other. The book had survived the end of the world, survived the battle with Irakesh. Somehow that gave her hope that they might as well.

      The room was dim and musty, but she resisted the impulse to draw back the hideous yellow curtains. Blair’s face lay directly in their path, mouth open atop the fluffy pillow with its moth-eaten pillow case. Her new senses gave her more about his health than seeing his complexion would have, in any case.

      She deposited the tray on the nightstand next to the bed, careful not to make any noise as she retreated to the high-backed rocking chair in the corner. She was becoming quite familiar with it, even a little fond of the rasping sound it made as she rocked. It was blessedly normal after everything they’d faced, a tiny reminder of their old life that she could hold onto while waiting for Blair to convalesce. How long would that take?

      Not long, Ka-Ken, the voice rumbled, her truest friend in many ways. One that didn’t judge her for past mistakes. His reserves were depleted, but the moon has hung high these past nights and his strength returns quickly. He will wake this day, or perhaps the next.

      The days were long in Panama and it was still a good hour before dark. Did that mean she had at least that long before he woke? She rose from her chair, bending next to Blair. His hair was as wild as ever, dirty-blond curls plastered to his forehead. She brushed them aside, an electric thrill passing through her as she did so.

      “How touching,” a sardonic voice said. She spun to find Steve looming in the doorway. Why hadn’t she detected his approach? He gave her a smug smile. “Thought you might have a bit of alone time before I returned? It’s all right. If you need a few minutes, I’ll excuse myself. I wouldn’t want to interrupt you with your new man. Or is it old? I can’t keep track.”

      “You’re a real asshole, Steve,” Bridget said, bile rising in her throat.  Surprisingly, it wasn’t guilt that caused it. It was anger. How could she ever have loved that man, betrayed Blair to be with him? “Yes, I care about Blair. I never stopped caring, unlike you. You were all too willing to shatter his heart and cast him aside.”

      “Whereas you felt bad for sleeping with his best friend behind his back?” Steve countered, crossing his arms over the black tank top he’d found somewhere. She’d found those muscled arms so attractive once. “That makes you so much more compassionate than me. I’m sure it’s a real comfort to Blair that you feel bad about betraying him.”

      Bridget rose from the chair, ready to lash into him. Then Blair’s breathing changed. It accelerated from long, deep breaths to shorter shallow ones. He was waking up. The last thing he needed was the two of them fighting about his most painful memory. “Why don’t you go prepare the plane? You’ve been smug for two days about learning to fly. It’s wonderful you can steal memories from corpses. Why don’t you put it to use so we can follow Irakesh?”

      “Sure, why don’t I do that?” Steve said, with a predatory grin. He glanced at Blair, then back at her. “We wouldn’t want to disturb our patient with such an uncomfortable topic, would we? I’ll head back to the airport. If he’s able to walk, bring him. If you two haven’t shown up by morning, I’ll come back and carry him.”

      Fear stabbed into her as she considered the subtext to his words. He knew she and Blair had become friends, and also that she wanted more than that. This was a warning, not because he wanted her back. Because he wanted to demonstrate power. Classic Steve. Don’t fuck with him or he’d ruin any chance she’d ever have to mend the rift with Blair. He knew he had her, and he was right. A few choice reminders was all it would take to drive her and Blair apart again. He got off on having that kind of control over people.

      “Thank you,” she said, dropping her gaze and sliding it across the floor to Blair. “There’s stew on the stove if you’re hungry.”

      He stared at her for a long moment, either gloating or because he wanted to be sure she was properly cowed. Then he was gone, the house’s ancient floor still as death. How did he do that? He’d intimidated her before; now he was positively terrifying. He’d learned so much delving into the Mother’s memories as she slept.

      “Bridget?” Blair asked, scooting into a sitting position and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “How long have I been out? And where the hell are we?” He peered blearily around the room before his gaze settled back on her.

      “We’re in a small villa north of the airport. Someone’s private little castle, though there’s no sign of whoever owned the place. It’s not far from where we found you,” she explained, sinking back into the rocking chair. She clutched the book in her lap like a talisman. “How much do you remember?”

      “I remember attacking the plane,” Blair said, tossing the blankets back and crossing to the window. His boxers clung to well muscled thighs, a marked contrast to the bit of fat he’d had when they’d been together. She didn’t necessarily find it any more attractive, but the new body suited him. He yanked open the curtains, wincing at the setting sun. “Trevor was piloting it. I entered his mind and tried to get him to crash it, but I failed. He used that green light to knock me off the plane. I don’t think he wanted to, but Irakesh is controlling him.”

      “I gathered that much talking to Steve,” she said, hugging the book to her chest. “He said that your friend almost killed Jordan and tried to kill him. I know you were close, but it looks like he’s an enemy now, Blair.”

      “Maybe,” Blair said, turning to the tray of food. He twitched aside the napkin, picking up the thick bowl and the bent silver spoon. He kept talking between shoveled bites. “Thank you for the stew. It’s good. Anyway, I think Trevor is battling the thing in his head the same way we do. Eventually he’ll master it, just as we did. I just hope he does it in time to stop Irakesh.”

      “You have a lot of faith in a guy who almost killed you,” Bridget said, probably more harshly than she should have. This Trevor was Blair’s friend and no doubt he was wrestling with the grief. “He dropped you almost a mile. Every bone was broken when we found you. I don’t know how you’re still alive. You’ve been out for three days.”

      “Three days?” Blair said, choking on the stew. He set the nearly empty bowl back on the tray. “Irakesh could be there by now. I can barely feel him.”

      “Maybe he is,” Bridget said, rising from the chair. She put a comforting hand on Blair’s shoulder. “We can’t change how things happened; all we can do is decide what’s next. Steve is at the airport preparing a plane for us. Apparently he found a zombie that used to be a pilot. Steve’s learned how to pluck memories from their minds and believes he can get us to San Francisco.”

      “That’s good news, I guess,” Blair said, shrugging. “I don’t know what we’ll find when we get there, but we have to pursue him. Even if he’s reached his destination, there’s still a chance that we can find a way to get the key back. Did you see what happened to Liz and Jordan?”

      “Mohn took them,” Bridget said, releasing his shoulder and sitting on the corner of the rumpled bed. “I went looking for them while Steve searched for you in the jungle. I watched them take off and I could smell their trail leading into the plane.”

      “So Mohn has Liz and Irakesh got away. It’s good that we’re so far away from the Mother. She’d probably burn me to death with her laser eye beams,” Blair said, eyes twinkling. He plopped down next to her, picking up the papaya she’d cut for him. “I know I should be depressed, but you know what? I’m not going to let this get to me. We’re alive. Steve has found an amazing way to help us track Irakesh. I still have the Mother’s access key and we’ve got you to deal with Cyntia. Three of them versus three of us.”

      “You’ve changed a lot, you know that?” Bridget said, giving him a playful punch on the arm. “The old Blair would be brooding in the corner and cursing our misfortune. I like the new you.”

      Blair gave a dazzling smile and then looked down uncomfortably as if he’d just remembered something. It wasn’t much of a stretch to guess what. He cleared his throat, taking the book from her hands. “Early British Trackways? This is the first book written about ley-lines, isn’t it? I remember you reading this back at Stanford. You wanted to go to England to measure electromagnetic sites.”

      “You called me a starry-eyed pagan,” Bridget said, laughing. She tapped the cover of the book with her index finger. “Looks like I was right. The Arks store energy. Why couldn’t old ruins and sites do the same thing? The Mother said that she believed the Ark was built there because it harnesses the power flowing through the area. What if that’s where the greatest number of ley-lines intersect? Their whole society seems to have been built on the power of the sun and the moon. What if the ley-lines channel that energy?”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Blair conceded, flipping through the book. He looked up at her, grinning again. “You look shocked. I know I’m the diehard scientist, but it’s hard to argue with evidence. We’re using the power of the moon. Irakesh uses the power of the sun. The Ark itself absorbs energy. What if ancient cultures were aping their forebears, building pyramids and stone monuments to capture magical energy? If that power had stopped flowing from the sun, some of it would still be present on earth. What if all those monuments were trying to capture the last little bit of that energy, fueling dying cultures across the globe?”

      “That could account for a lot of ancient myth,” Bridget said, smiling now as well. She missed this side of him and it touched her that he was willing to share it again. “It could also explain why there’s no magic today, or at least there wasn’t any. If it gathered at places like the Great Pyramids or Tikal, then the people there would have used it until it was gone. Once that happened, those civilizations would have lost their power source and fallen apart.”

      “Maybe that’s why Irakesh so badly wants the Ark. If it’s situated right in a middle of a bunch of them, that would give him a whole lot of power,” Blair theorized, handing her the book.

      His fingers brushed hers. Her heart was beating so quickly. She met his gaze for an instant, shocked to find a hunger smoldering there that she’d thought extinguished forever. Bridget leaned forward and kissed him for all she was worth. It was warm and salty and right.

      Then he pushed her back onto the bed and there were no more words.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            48

          

          

      

    

    







            Skyhammer

          

        

      

    

    
      The Director marched down the corridor, flashing his badge at the in-wall scanner he’d ordered level seventeen be outfitted with. It shot a brief red line over the card, then the entire panel turned green and the twenty-four-inch titanium doors slid open. During that fraction of a second, the card had checked his DNA, his security clearance, and any dangerous pathogens he might be carrying. It was a miracle of modern medicine, one that would never again be found anywhere else. The factory that had manufactured them had gone dark, along with the rest of China.

      “Your stated business, sir,” the soldier standing beyond the door said, his ML-44 submachine gun leveled at the Director’s gut. The weapon could belch a dozen rounds in under a second, each smart bullet homing in on a different vital organ. This too was a precaution he’d instated.

      “I’m heading to cell F-4 on this block for a documented prisoner interaction,” he explained, choosing his words deliberately. The guard raised a quizzical eye at the last one.

      If he’d said interrogation that would have made sense, since that was how Mohn dealt with enemy combatants. But Mark had said interaction, which was voluntary on the part of the subject. It was more of a visit, and less an interrogation.

      "Yes, sir,” the guard said, snapping the weapon into a ready position and stepping out of his way. The beefy man’s Kevlar covered vital organs, while molded pads did the same for knees and elbows. Protecting the joints was vital. They were an easily exploited weakness.

      “The estimated duration of the interaction is eight to ten minutes,” the Director said, pausing to stare directly into the guard’s eyes. The man had missed a question. That sort of thing led to incomplete data and that too could be exploited. “We don’t break protocol this far down, Corporal. Ever. I don’t care if Leif Mohn himself comes down here. You always ask every question. Is that clear?”

      "Yes, sir. It won’t happen again,” the man said. Was he actually blushing? Who’d assigned this fool?

      Mark swept past the guard, passing the first two cells. Each sat behind two-inch plexiplate glass, a fun substance a subsidiary in Berlin had invented. It redirected kinetic and thermic energy throughout the entire pane, so long as it received a constant low-level charge. It made them almost unbreakable, something that was coming in very handy since the end of the world.

      The Director paused at the next set of cells, both of which were occupied. He began with F-3, studying the woman who’d wreaked so much havoc in San Diego. She was an unassuming 5’8” with copper hair and a smattering of freckles on pale skin. Pretty. The type of girl who didn’t usually get her nails done.

      The straps on the bench bound her, further reinforcing the image of the helpless woman and the mercy of the evil corporation. Oh, how the media would have a field day with it, if they’d survived the apocalypse and then somehow pierced Mohn’s security.

      She was a problem, but one he couldn’t deal with just yet. He turned to face F-4, the reason why he’d come all the way down here. The Director wasn’t surprised to find that Jordan had somehow found a way out of his restraints. He’d been a formidable operative before he’d become what R&D were now calling Homo Lupinus.

      The Director placed his hand against the plexiplate. It flared red, then an opening roughly the size of a dinner plate melted into the center. "Hello, Jordan. I’m glad to see you’re still alive. We feared the worst when you didn’t report in. For weeks.”

      “There were extenuating circumstances,” Jordan said, flipping a leg up on the bench and leaning back against the wall. “You already know what I am. I wasn’t sure I’d be welcomed back into the fold after what you did to Steve back in Peru. He’s still alive, by the way. Used shaping to make us think he was dead.”

      “You’re well aware that what happened with Dr. Galk was a necessary field test,” Mark shot back, ignoring the bit about Steve being alive. He wouldn’t be distracted. The Director leaned in, spearing Jordan with his gaze. “You could have contacted us at any time using your sat link. It was found in your pack when you were captured. You defected, Jordan, and that’s exactly how the Old Man will see it. How do you suggest I explain that? If you can’t be trusted the only use you serve is in the lab.”

      “Don’t,” Jordan said. Mark watched the man’s gaze move over his left shoulder, where he knew the camera sat. “We’re being recorded. Let this serve as an explanation. There’s a lot to fill you in on. Take an informal report and let the Old Man see it. If he’s going to damn me, let him damn me. I have nothing to hide.”

      “It’s your funeral,” Mark said, eyeing the camera before turning back to Jordan. “We know what happened up to the moment Yuri left the pyramid. I presume you allowed subject alpha to successfully infiltrate the structure and wake his target?”

      “I failed to anticipate their avenue of attack, because they demonstrated abilities we hadn’t seen. Blair altered his appearance to mimic our personnel. By the time we realized what was happening, they were already inside,” Jordan explained, not trying to hide from the blame but simply explaining circumstances. It was interesting that he’d called subject alpha by name. “They cut down our guards. We pursued in the X-11s, but they held us off long enough for Blair to get inside. He woke the Mother.  She tore me apart and slaughtered every last man under my command. It was violence on a scale I’ve never seen. The carnage was…impressive.”

      “So you woke up as one of these things and the other werewolves just accepted you as one of their own?” the Director asked, genuinely interested now. He was about to have one of the most troubling gaps in his data filled, and if the Old Man accepted those answers he might just get his best operative back.

      The latter was critical, especially given that Jordan was much more powerful now. The more Mark learned about the Old Man the less he trusted him. If a battle was coming, Jordan could be the game piece that delivered the checkmate.

      “More or less. They didn’t entirely trust me, but the whole zombie apocalypse thing caught us all off guard. It made sense to work with them to try to save who and what we could,” Jordan explained with a shrug. “I joined and we started clearing zombies. Werewolves—champions, we call ourselves—are very good at it.”

      “So that’s why the werewolf plague was released? To combat the zombies?” the Director asked, already deeply troubled by the probable answers. He’d had plenty of time to consider the situation and already suspected what Jordan was now confirming. They’d been blind to the facts and had seriously curtailed the spread of the werewolves, thereby ceding most of the world to the zombies.

      “Yes, sir. The woman who woke helped design both. She wasn’t very forthcoming, but I gather that she was atoning for what she felt was a mistake,” Jordan explained, toying absently with one of the straps. “A bad mistake. The zombies aren’t the worst of it, sir. They evolve into some pretty nasty varieties, but even they can be contained.”

      “There’s something worse?” the Director asked, bracing himself for yet another hammer blow.

      “Yes, sir. The zombies evolve as they eat. Some eventually gain intelligence and their own type of abilities to go along with them,” Jordan explained. He rose from the bench and approached the gap in the glass. “The Mother wasn’t the only thing we woke up. The evolved zombies are called deathless. They’re very much like vampires, but not the sparkly kind from shitty movies. The brutality and ferocity is like nothing I’ve ever seen. One of those deathless was asleep inside the Ark. I believe he’s the single biggest threat the world has ever faced.”

      The Director considered Jordan’s words. Ark. The Mother. Deathless. It was a whole new lexicon, one Jordan was obviously very comfortable with. He’d changed more than just physically. Was he still capable of being a part of Mohn, or had he gone native?

      “Explain,” he demanded.

      “His name is Irakesh. He has abilities even the werewolves had a hard time dealing with. He’s ancient, cunning, and a canny strategist. He’s got military training, though no military we’d know,” Jordan answered, expression hard. The Director sensed a lot more anger there than he expected. “We fought him at the Panama air base. Yuri’s unit arrived just as Irakesh left with one of our planes. The one holding the package you sent to Peru.”

      “You’re telling me that this deathless has one of our nukes?”

      "Yes, sir,” Jordan replied, breaking eye contact. Another anomaly. He was embarrassed. That took Mark aback.

      The Director fished his smartphone from his pocket, swiping to wake it. He opened a call to Ops, “Benson, are we still tracking the rogue bird heading north from Panama?”

      "Yes, sir,” she answered. He was quickly coming to rely on her. She too would play an important role if he needed to take a stand against the Old Man. “It’s over southern California. East of Los Angeles.”

      “Do we have a lock?” he asked, meeting Jordan’s gaze.

      "Yes, sir, target is locked,” the tech answered. He could tell she wanted to add more. She knew the cargo the plane was carrying.

      “Use the Skyhammer. Take it out,” he ordered.
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      Trevor engaged the autopilot, releasing his death grip on the controls as he waited to see what the plane would do. It continued a steady course, the yoke unmoving as it roared through the sky. “It worked. The plane will fly itself on the course I’ve locked in. It can’t land or take any sort of evasive action, but we should be safe at this altitude. It’s not like there are any other planes to run into.”

      “You continue to impress,” Cyntia purred, running a finger along his shoulder from her place in the co-pilot’s seat. She’d returned to her human form, but the corruption was visible even there. Her once shiny blond hair was dull and limp, her dark skin cracked and peeling.

      Trevor’s emotions had been muted since the change, but even now his heart went out to her. This was a woman he could have fallen for, were he still alive and she not falling deeper under Irakesh’s influence. He turned to face her, aiming his tone at neutral.

      “I’m going to go speak with Irakesh. Would you mind keeping an eye on things? I’d feel better having someone up here. I don’t trust the autopilot just yet,” Trevor asked, unbuckling his harness and rising to his feet. It was a lie, but one he hoped she’d accept. She seemed to like it when he asked her to do things, and he found it increasingly difficult to be around her.

      “Of course,” she said, shifting to provide a view of more than ample cleavage in her blood-spattered tube top. “If anything happens, I will come for you. Do not be long. I worry when you are alone with Irakesh. I do not trust him.”

      “Uh, sure. I’ll try to make it quick,” he said, pulling the heavy metal handle and popping the door open. He stepped through and closed the hatch behind him, heaving a mental sigh of relief.

      The hum of the engines was muted as he strode through the belly of the plane. It was domed with a cargo net above and wide rubberized tiles lining the floor. A huge chrome box sat in the center, covered in bold red warning labels. A nuclear weapon. Something that belonged in a bad Bruce Willis flick. Of course given what he’d become that shiny box was the most normal thing he’d seen all day.

      “Yes, Trevor?” Irakesh said. Trevor scanned the room, but there was no sign of the deathless. He must be cloaked in shadows. Perhaps near the back of the room? That’s where most of the books his unwelcome master had accumulated.

      “Our fuel is down to twenty percent, about three more hours. We’re going to have to set down soon. I need a destination,” he explained, walking towards the rear of the plane. He kept his tone even and his back straight. He’d be damned if he showed Irakesh how nervous he was.

      “Head north and stay near the coast,” Irakesh demanded, finally emerging from the shadows. He was in the corner where Trevor had assumed, still wearing the pristine white garments so out of place on such a monster. They contrasted sharply with his dark skin. “I don’t know where exactly, but I will feel it when we get close.”

      “How do you not know where it is?” Trevor asked, glancing at the nuke. Irakesh was a planner. It seemed so odd for him to leave something like this to chance.

      “The land has changed much since my time,” Irakesh admitted, running a clawed hand along his ebony scalp, utterly hairless save for thick, dark eyebrows. “Back then the oceans were much lower. The world was colder. The entire coastline I knew is underwater and I have never been to the Ark of the Redwood. I only have rough maps from my mother’s Ark. Not much use, I’m afraid.”

      Trevor was stunned. It was as straightforward an answer as Irakesh had ever given, and it revealed more about his past than anything else he’d said.

      The door behind Trevor groaned open. He turned to see Cyntia stepping through, lips pursed. “Trevor, there is a strange light blinking on the console. It seems urgent. What should I do?”

      “Deal with it,” Irakesh ordered, waving a hand casually towards the cockpit. “I have much to think on. Let me know when we are nearing the end of our fuel. I will tell you when—”

      A klaxon sounded from the cockpit, one reminiscent of the air raid sirens from the ‘50s. The dim lights running along twin tracks suddenly flashed red. Trevor spun, blurring into the cockpit and back into his seat. He studied the readout beneath the red button. Proximity alert.

      “Something’s locked onto us. It’s coming from above and it’s dropping fast,” he yelled over his shoulder to the belly of the plane. “Grab onto something.”

      He toggled off the autopilot, jerking the yoke to the right. The plane veered, but changing the direction of that much mass took time. Time they didn’t have. From above, he could see something twinkle, then it streaked into view like a wrathful star. It was a huge chunk of metal, glowing red from re-entry. A detached part of his mind identified it as something he’d read about in sci-fi books. All you had to do was position a huge chunk of metal in orbit. Release it over your target and gravity did the rest, obliterating it with the force of a many-kiloton bomb. Your own personal meteor.

      Trevor yanked harder, but he could see the inevitable. The streaking hunk of metal was ahead and above them and falling to match their course. The only reason he could perceive it was because he’d blurred, slowing time around him. It streaked towards them and he watched in horror as it sheered off the plane’s right wing in a hail of fiery shrapnel and screeching metal.

      His blur provided all the time in the world to study the explosion of fragments advancing on the cockpit. They’d puncture it, instantly equalizing pressure. Their forward momentum would war with the changing pressure to see if they were ejected, but no matter the outcome the plane was doomed.

      “Grab onto something,” he roared, releasing his blur.

      The cockpit shattered, peppering all of them with molten debris. Cyntia cried out in pain, but Irakesh endured it, face twisted into a rictus of rage. The deathless’s arm shook against the force of the wind as he forced it forward, seizing the back of Trevor’s chair. “We must secure the bomb.”

      “This plane is going down. You can die with the bomb, but that won’t save it,” Trevor roared back over the howling wind. It pressed him back into his restraints, tossing him about as the plane fell end over end. They’d be very, very lucky to survive this and that wasn’t going to happen if they wasted precious seconds trying to recover the bomb. “You want to try for it? Go ahead. I’m saving my own ass.”

      He waited for Irakesh to exert some sort of control, but the deathless merely hissed at him and darted back through the doorway into the belly of the plane. Now that was interesting. Why hadn’t he ordered Trevor to accompany him? Maybe it meant his control wasn’t as ironclad as the deathless pretended.

      Trevor undid his restraints and blurred again, seizing the lip of the shattered canopy. Shards of glass cut into his palm as he swung outwards, fighting the plane’s spin and the wind to get free of the dying aircraft. Then he was tumbling loose in the air, the plane’s wake hurling him into a frigid bank of clouds.

      He lost sight of the plane until a rush of hot wind boiled away the cloud. It was accompanied by a sound louder than god’s name, heralding the inevitable destruction Trevor had just predicted. Wreckage stormed through the sky around him, a two-foot fragment of wing humming past his head. The plane had dissolved into thousands of fiery streaks, radiating in all directions like some macabre firework.

      It covered hundreds of yards, probably a half mile or more. Trevor blurred again, feeling the drag as he reached deep into the well of power he'd accumulated from the sun. He scanned the sky, shrapnel slowing to a crawl with his enhances senses. There was Cyntia, incandescent and screaming as her fur and flesh burned. The howl hadn’t reached him yet, but he knew she was in utter agony. He wouldn’t wish that on any one, least of all her. Would she live? It might be better for her if she did not.

      A flash of movement caught his attention. Nothing should be moving that fast during the blur. A patch of pulsing green energy undulated beneath him, little motes of red and black dancing within the cloud. What the hell was that? It must have been something Irakesh had done. The green energy was identical to the light they used, and it felt familiar.

      Time sped up again as the blur sputtered out. Trevor had nothing left to give. He plummeted towards the dry brown landscape, Riverside’s chrome-dotted desert stretching out before him. He’d die less than two hundred miles from San Diego. That was fitting somehow, coming home at last. At least there’d finally be an end to it.

      Trevor gave in to the free fall, closing his eyes and stretching his arms and legs as the wind ripped at his clothing. It was an enormous relief. He’d feared the worst after Blair and Liz had failed, thought Irakesh was certain to win. He didn’t know what that would mean for the world, but he was certain it wouldn’t be good. Somehow a force powerful enough to nuke them from orbit had pinpointed their position.

      How had Mohn known where to find them? That would have required satellites and there was no way they could have survived the CME. It would have fried every satellite in orbit, and if it was as large as the data suggested it would have fried anything on the moon as well. So how had Mohn just fired something from orbit?  It made no sense, unless they’d somehow created a satellite with some very potent magnetic shielding.

      “Trevor,” a jagged voice thundered over the roar of the wind. He opened his eyes, shifting his flight to turn towards the speaker. The cloud of energy had matched his trajectory and speed exactly, pulsing just a few feet away. He could feel the power there, the enormous energy.

      The ghostly outline of a face appeared, jagged fangs and neon eyes set into a mask of determination. “Trevor, you can save yourself, but you must listen very closely.”

      He strained to listen, the words very nearly lost to the wind. Trevor sucked in a breath and roared back. “What do I do?”

      “Turn over control to your Risen. I will show it how to do as I am doing, to become energy rather than matter,” he shouted back, moving closer to envelope Trevor. His skin tingled, but he ignored it. He reeled from the sudden knowledge. Irakesh would survive the fall. Should he let himself die, denying Irakesh one of his strongest tools? Or should he survive and try to break free?

      Irakesh was so powerful and Trevor’s every attempt to resist had failed. Yet the logical part of him said that that would change eventually. Sooner or later he must be able to break free, as Irakesh had no doubt broken free from his former master. He closed his eyes, relaxing despite the rushing wind and the ground he knew was surging up at him.

      I will tend to this, the voice hissed in its oily drawl, back from wherever Irakesh had banished it. Surrender and we will both survive and grow in knowledge. The power he offers will serve us well.

      Trevor shuddered, though not from the frigid air around him. The devil within or the devil without. He made his decision, releasing conscious control over the situation. Something large shoved him down a deep well, black water pulling him under as the world disappeared.
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      Liz now had a pretty good idea what a caged lion must feel like. She sat up on her bench, giving a small smile of satisfaction at the pile of torn straps on the ground next to the cool metal. It had taken her hours of struggling, but she’d had nothing else to vent her rage on and eventually the straps had torn loose. It was a small victory, but an important one. It meant she wasn’t powerless.

      She glanced across the hall to the other cell, but Jordan hadn’t returned. They’d taken him last night, though where or why was a mystery. He’d given her a reassuring look and a shrug as the three soldiers had led him off. Had he been executed? Or was he being tortured? Liz rose to her feet, pacing back and forth in the narrow confines of her cell.

      There was movement down the hall. Liz pressed her face to the far corner of the glass, peering down as best she could. Two figures approached, one in a pressed black suit and starched white shirt. The other wore the black t-shirt and camo pants she was coming to know well. Jordan and the man he’d called the Director.

      The Director’s hair was jet black streaked with white. Lines creased his weathered face, yet there was a solidity to him as he approached her cell. This was a man not easily deterred, one who pursued a goal no matter the odds or cost. One who’d orchestrated the occupation of the Ark and had destroyed Trevor’s home and possibly his life when he’d come after her and Blair back in San Diego.

      He paused in front of her cell, cold eyes sizing her up as he rested a palm against the glass. She took a step back, trying not to look threatening. They’d never open the glass if they thought she was a threat. The area around his hand pulsed red and a narrow window oozed open somehow in the center of the glass. Not enough to escape through, but enough to get her arm around his neck if he was foolish enough to approach.

      “Good morning, Ms. Gregg. My name is Mark Phillips and I’m the director of this facility,” he explained, his expression unreadable. He turned slightly and gestured at Jordan. “I’m given to understand that you’ve spent some time with the commander. I’ve brought him as a show of good faith. Hopefully, that will engender at least a little trust.”

      “That’s asking a lot,” Liz said, wishing that she could take the words back. She wasn’t very good at playing meek. She moderated her tone. “You’ve been trying to kill us for months. Because of you, the world is burning and the champions who should be protecting it were never created.”

      “That’s hardly fair, Ms. Gregg,” the Director gave back, clasping his hands behind him. His calm was infuriating. “We caused neither the zombie nor werewolf virus. Those were set in motion in a distant past we’re struggling to understand. We did try to contain the spread of the werewolves, but much to our embarrassment we failed utterly. That said, you have every right to your animosity. But you have to ask yourself, what’s best for the world right now? We can’t change the past.”

      “So you’re what’s best for the world? The benevolent corporation helping to restore humanity,” Liz replied, her tone laced with venom. She took a step closer to the glass. “What is it you get from all this? A chance to rule the new world?”

      “You’ve seen entirely too many movies, Ms. Gregg,” the Director said, smiling for the first time. He took a step closer, within easy reach if she wanted to seize him through the tiny window. He had to know that. “No corporation is benevolent. A corporate entity exists for one reason, to look after the interests of its shareholders. But that doesn’t mean we’re all soulless suits who dump oil in the gulf and rig elections. Mohn isn’t perfect, but we do have humanity’s best interest in mind. We want to help the world recover from the greatest calamity in living memory.”

      “Let’s say I buy your bullshit,” Liz said, glancing at Jordan. His face betrayed the barest hint of concern, but she had no idea why. “What is it you want from me? I’m not interested in being your lab rat.”

      “I’d like you to stop Irakesh,” the Director said, breaking eye contact as he glanced at the camera above him. He turned back to her. “My superior isn’t convinced that can be done, so I want to show him it’s possible. I need your help to do that.”

      “Liz, he’s on the up and up. About this anyway,” Jordan broke in, joining the Director next to the window. “This would just be a simple training exercise. We’re not asking you to do anything that would compromise your safety or that of the team’s.”

      The Director shot him a sharp glance after that last part, and she wasn’t surprised. The way he said ‘the team’ meant he still considered himself part of their pack.

      “All right. I’ll play along for now,” she said, taking a step back from the glass. At the very least, the cooperation would get her out of this cell and might give her a chance to escape.

      The Director placed his hand against the glass again. It flared red, then flowed into the ground like a curtain of ice melting. The Director gestured down the hallway. “Right this way, Ms. Gregg.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked, resisting the urge to bolt as she stepped into the hallway. Jordan fell in behind them as she and the Director made their way past another pair of cells.

      “Up two levels to a training room. I’ve got something special to show you, something that might provide an edge against Irakesh,” he answered, nodding at the guard who waited next to a thick steel door. The guard made no obvious move, but the door slid open. He eyed Liz warily, clutching his rifle as she passed. What had they been told?

      They entered a wide hallway that led to an elevator. The walls were featureless grey, no decor beyond signs leading to a spiderweb of smaller hallways. The Director waved his hand in front of the panel next to the elevator, then turned to her as they waited. “What I’m about to tell you is known to only six people in the world. Well, six surviving people, anyway. Not even the commander had any inkling.”

      The doors slid open with a hiss and the Director stepped into the elevator. He waited for her and Jordan to enter. Then he stabbed a button marked 19. The door slid shut and the elevator moved smoothly upward. “Mohn knew a catastrophe was coming on or around December 21, 2012. You’re familiar with that date?”

      “Sure,” Jordan broke in, his scalp gleaming with sweat under his freshly shaved stubble. “Every crackpot X-Files fan knows that date. The world was supposed to end. We all thought it was horse shit, just like Y2k.”

      “It marked the end of the Mayan calendar, didn’t it?” Liz asked.

      “Yes, the end of their long count,” the Director affirmed. The elevator slid to a smooth stop and the doors opened. He stepped into a cavernous room lined with training mats. The walls were covered with an array of wicked-looking swords, axes, and spears. Many were crudely shaped obsidian, though a few were more modern blades. “Nor were they the only culture to come to that conclusion. The Egyptians knew it, too. So did the ancient Chinese and the aborigines of Australia. They all predicted the same approximate date.

      “It represents the beginning of the next age,” the Director explained, striding towards a raised dais at the far end of the room. Something golden glittered on top of it. He paused, waiting for them to follow. “The age that just began is called the Age of Aquarius. Your friend in the pyramid back in Peru went to sleep in the Age of Leo, so far as we can tell.”

      “That doesn’t explain how you knew all this was coming. Blair says our earliest recorded history comes from about four or five thousand BC,” she said, following him towards the dais. Jordan lagged a bit behind, staring curiously at the weapons on the walls.

      “Professor Smith is mostly right,” the Director admitted, stopping next to the dais. The glittering object was a wide-bladed sword. A broadsword, if her memories of Trevor’s D&D games were accurate. The Director picked it up by the hilt, holding the glittering blade aloft. “The history we know is recent compared to what must have existed, but there were many artifacts and quite a few ruins to suggest an older culture. There was Plato’s legend of Atlantis, given to his mentor Socrates by an Egyptian Pharaoh. There were tales of magic, tales of strange beings and of gods.”

      “So you believed all those old legends enough to prepare for the end of the world?” Liz asked, aware of the skepticism leaking into her tone. She didn’t care. Her gaze fixed on the blade. There was something familiar about it, like a half-remembered melody she wanted to hum.

      “We’d never have accepted them without proof,” the Director admitted. He offered the weapon hilt first to Liz. “This is part of that proof, one of three objects with inexplicable properties we’ve gathered. Each is incredibly powerful, but beyond that fact they are each unique. We also gathered a number of lesser objects, but using them drained their energy until they went inert. Each of those is on the walls around you. This one is different. Our scientists tell us it’s charged with the same energy as the other two objects, but the one man who attempted to harness it was burned to a cinder in the blink of an eye.”

      Liz took the proffered weapon, testing the weight as she gave an experimental swing. It felt right in her hands, as if it had been crafted for her and her alone. It was just the sort of cheesy magic sword she’d have expected in one of the fantasy novels Trevor loved so much.

      Ka-Ken, this is a weapon without peer. It is forged from Sunsteel, just as the na-kopesh wielded by your enemy. Through it you can gather energy, even from the sun. Even the Mother lacked the secret of their forging. This one may well be unique, and its lineage goes back to mighty Osiris and even before.

      “Where did you get it?” she asked, forcing her gaze back to the Director.

      “It was recovered from the bottom of a lake in England, one at the center of a great deal of mythology,” he explained, gesturing at the blade. “The runes you see carved there are no script we’ve ever seen, though they appear more Egyptian than European. More than one of our scientists have theorized this might be the weapon that gave rise to the legends of Excalibur, though that is mere speculation.”

      “It was designed for my kind,” Liz said, certain it was true, even as she spoke the words. “I could use this to take down Irakesh and that treacherous bitch Cyntia. I’m sure of it.”

      “Excellent. That’s exactly what I was hoping to learn,” the Director said, giving what appeared to be a genuine smile. “Now all I have to do is convince my superior to give you the most priceless weapon we’ve ever recovered.”
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      Irakesh drifted to the ground, green and black wisps crackling as he solidified. A large silver box coalesced next to him, prompting a sigh of relief as he saw his prize was intact. That more than anything would give him an edge over the other Ark Lords who had no doubt appeared in recent days.

      He gazed up at the steely grey sky, small black veins of smoke the only reminder of the wreckage that had so recently rained down from the heavens. It had been scattered all over the strange rocky landscape. The mountains around him were jagged and austere, the granite bones of the earth laid bare. It was unlike any place he’d ever been, brown and desolate. Only a few scrubby bushes dotted the surrounding area.

      The only other feature was a thick black road leading to a smattering of structures to the north. He searched his memories, but found nothing about this place. Yet another reason he must rely upon Trevor. It irked him, but he had little choice. Irakesh gazed skyward again, searching a moment before he found another crackling green and black cloud.

      It was smaller than his had been, but not by much. That alarmed him. Trevor shouldn’t have been able to pick up such advanced shaping so quickly. Yet he had. It presaged the powerful deathless he’d become.

      Trevor’s friends were still in pursuit; of that Irakesh was certain. The Ka-Dun hadn’t come any closer, but neither was he growing more distant. Odds were good he was marshaling his forces for another strike. By the time the Ka-Dun caught up, Irakesh would be at the Ark. Ra willing, he’d have time to detonate the bomb, as well.

      Trevor’s cloud approached rapidly, drifting landward as Irakesh had done only moments before. Trevor's Risen was still in control, though that would change as soon as the danger had passed. It was an interesting failsafe, the addition of a second consciousness for all deathless. He wasn’t sure he’d have made the same choice if he were crafting the virus today. The Risen was potent, but sometimes did as it willed rather than as the bearer wished.

      Hot wind swirled around Irakesh as Trevor’s cloud enveloped a shrub a few feet away. The green tendrils pulsed weakly, gathering into a tighter and tighter pattern until they coalesced into the man himself. Trevor blinked rapidly, sagging to his knees and bracing himself on a neighboring boulder. He looked both disoriented and a little ill. Unsurprising. Shifting your entire body to energy took much from the best shapers, and Trevor was still struggling to master the trick.

      “What happened?” he gasped, staggering back to his feet. His strange copper hair played in the wind, a reminder of how much the world had changed since Irakesh had begun his ageless slumber. His contemporaries had been dark skinned with dark hair and eyes.

      “I gifted your Risen with the knowledge of form shaping. You became pure energy, a taxing but potent ability,” Irakesh explained, studying the road stretching in both directions. The sun’s warm embrace trickled power into his depleted reserves, but more slowly than he’d like. He had to remind himself that it was early in the cycle and as such, it would be years before he had anything approaching his former power. “You should be able to draw on that knowledge now that you’ve used it, but I’d caution you not to use it too freely. More than one deathless has transformed back midair, plummeting to their untimely demise.”

      “Thank you,” Trevor said, rolling his neck with an alarming series of cracks. He eyed the silver box next to Irakesh. “You saved the bomb? That’s impossible. How did you get it to the ground safely?”

      “A great many things are possible for a shaper,” Irakesh replied, unable to suppress his grin. Saving the bomb had been extremely taxing. He’d very nearly failed. “Now we need to find a way to transport it. If Cyntia survived the fall, she’d be ideal for carrying the box. Neither of us is strong enough to move it quickly.”

      “If she didn’t survive we can find a four-wheel-drive vehicle of some kind,” Trevor suggested, squinting in the sunlight as he studied the road. Irakesh was quietly pleased; his thrall still seemed cooperative. Perhaps it was the man’s relief at Cyntia’s possible death. That didn’t surprise Irakesh, as Trevor’s growing distaste for the fallen Ka-Ken was obvious.

      The unmistakable cocking of a shotgun sounded from behind them. Irakesh turned to see a trio of men rise from the surrounding desert like a mirage made flesh. Each wore mottled tans and grays designed to fade into the landscape, with odd-looking goggles he was unfamiliar with. All three had rifles at the ready, the black barrels and dark wood unlike the previous guns Irakesh had seen. Their leader had a bushy white mustache and leathery skin, with a thick belly that suggested he enjoyed beer.

      He gestured at his companions to remain behind him, and then stepped forward with his rifle aimed at Irakesh’s face. “Just what the hell are you poor fuckers? Ain’t never seen anything like what you just did, and that makes me want to fill your pointy asses with lead. You got a reason why I shouldn’t?”

      “I can offer three,” Irakesh said, taking a step closer and raising a calming hand to Trevor. He didn’t want his thrall killing these men, not just yet. “Firstly, your pathetic little weapons cannot kill me. Try if you wish. But know that when you fail, tales of your death will echo through this new age.”

      “You got balls redder than a brick built shit house, so maybe you’re the fucking devil hisself in this new hell. Don’t mean I’m afraid of you,” the man shot back. He called back over his shoulder, careful not to look away from Irakesh. Smart. The speaker turned to a companion. “Roberto, either one of them so much as moves I want you to give 'em one of your special presents.” The man he indicated was almost as wide as he was short, but he moved well despite his girth. He gave a tight nod, reaching into a satchel hanging from his belt.

      “You said three reasons,” the leader said, turning his full attention back to Irakesh. “It’s dryer than a goddamn popcorn fart out here and I ain’t that patient to begin with. My finger’s starting to itch, so why don’t you finish your blustering so we can kill you and get back to something more interesting?”

      “Assuredly,” Irakesh said, grinning at the unnatural patch of darkness he spotted along the side of a boulder behind the men. “The second reason is that we can protect you from the things you call zombies.”

      “Don’t need protection. We’ve been taking care of ourselves pretty damn well, thank you,” the man said, finger tightening imperceptibly. Irakesh found his misplaced confidence endearing. He’d make an amusing thrall if he could learn obedience.

      “Very well. I believe you’ll find the last reason the most compelling. Cyntia, would you eat the man’s companions?  Start with the fat one,” Irakesh called, hoping he was right in his assumption. If not he’d deal with the matter himself.

      The patch of darkness detached from the rock, shifting into an eleven-foot-tall werewolf. She lunged with all the ferocity of a female, massive maw engulfing Roberto’s head, even as her meaty hands wrapped around his midsection. He gave a muted shriek that ended abruptly as Cyntia ripped his head and most of his neck free. Blood fountained to the dry dirt as she wolfed down flesh and bone.

      The second man, a tall, lanky fellow, turned to run. Cyntia didn’t even set down her meal, dragging Roberto’s remains by one fat arm as she leapt. She came down on the man’s back, driving him to the ground with a sickening crunch of bone. His rifle tumbled away, forgotten as she began savaging his shrieking form.

      The remaining man's jaw fell open as he eyed his companions' corpses.

      “Yup, third reason was definitely the best. You got me fucked in the ass like a prison yard bitch,” the mustached man said. He set his rifle slowly on the ground. “Name’s Wild-Cat Tom. Kill me if you’re gonna, but if not can we get out of this heat? I got a little ranch a ways north. Boys and I hunt pigs up there. Used to do it with tourists, but works just as well now that the world’s gone to shit.”

      “Very well, take us to this camp. Is there some form of transport there we can use to journey north? Oh, and Tom, from now on you will address me as master,” Irakesh said, grinning broadly. If Tom was disconcerted he hid it well.

      “Yeah, I’ve got a big Toyota Tundra. Uh, master,” Tom said, bending slowly to pick up his rifle. “It guzzles gas like a pig eatin' shit, but the roads are a mess and it will get us around the worst of it. Where is it we’re going?”

      “North,” Irakesh answered, turning to Cyntia. “When you are done feasting would you be so kind as to carry the bomb? At least until our new friend can load it onto his transport.”

      Cyntia glanced up at Irakesh, face coated in gore as she worried a piece of grizzled fat. She gave a low growl, eyes feral. Excellent. Her beast truly ruled now.
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      Blair peered out the right side of the cockpit as the plane soared over the moonlit bay glittering beneath them. It was a sight he knew well. He’d seen the Golden Gate Bridge often enough, because he lived a bare forty miles north. Yet even from this altitude he could tell that something was wrong. A myriad of dim blocky shapes were spread across the bridge, straddling lanes or pressed against the guard rail as if trying to escape, just as their human owners had no doubt attempted.

      Dozens of figures picked their way between the vehicles, their shambling gait all too familiar by now. Blair heaved a sigh, turning to Steve, “I didn’t really expect it to be any different than the other cities we flew over, but this is home. I guess I still held out hope that somehow it hadn’t spread this far north.”

      Steve turned in his chair, peering over a pair of black sunglasses he’d liberated from the corpse of the captain who'd once sat in that spot. His stubble could almost be called a beard, but had been cut fashionably short. “Being a pragmatic bastard sucks. I expected as much, but it does sting. The bay was home for both of us once upon a time.”

      For all three of us, Blair thought. Bridget was still in the back of the plane. She’d made herself scarce for the entirety of the eleven-hour flight. He knew her well enough to know that something was wrong, something that had to do with Steve. Was it guilt over what they’d done back in Panama? Maybe she felt like she’d betrayed Steve in the same way she’d once betrayed Blair. What did that make him?

      “Can you feel him?” Steve asked.

      Blair pointed out the co-pilot’s window to the area just south of the Richmond Bridge. He could feel something there, pulsing in a deep rhythm that might have been a heartbeat. “Oakland, maybe. Or Berkeley. Irakesh could be farther out than that, but probably not too far. He’s getting close. We should find a spot to set down.”

      “Yeah, that’s going to be a problem,” Steve replied, banking in a long, slow turn that carried them towards the ocean near the Golden Gate Bridge.

      “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like what you’re about to suggest?” Blair asked, scanning the bay for an answer. It was cluttered with boats of all sizes, from the massive ferry he used to take into the city to smaller sailboats.

      “The bridge isn’t an option and I doubt we’ll find a stretch of highway that will work. We don’t need the plane any more, either. If we survive this, we can get another one. It has to be a water landing. It’s the only way,” Steve gave back in that detached calm that Blair so envied. “I can take us north along the coast, maybe dump this thing somewhere near Stinson beach. We can hike up Mount Tam and into Mill Valley. That will put us just north of the bridge.”

      Blair thought hard, scanning the shadowed skyscrapers without much hope. He unbuckled his seatbelt and stood. “All right. I can’t think of a better idea. We’ll do a water landing. I’ll go let Bridget know. How long?”

      “Maybe ten minutes? Might be less. This thing moves almost six hundred miles an hour,” he said, glancing at Blair as the plane righted its course. “Grab what you think we need from the back. We’re going to have to get out the second we hit the water, or risk getting pulled under when this thing floods. I know we’re werewolves and all but I still don’t think we’d enjoy that.”

      Blair nodded, ducking through the door into first class. Bridget had organized the place, moving the green duffles Steve had loaded into neat stacks near the door. She looked up as Blair entered, her gaze darting towards the cockpit. There was fear there. He wasn’t imagining it. She perked up a bit when her attention moved to him, but he could tell she was still laboring under the weight of something she couldn’t share.

      “Are we there yet?” she asked, delivering a weak smile. Chestnut curls dusted the shoulders of a tight blouse she’d been wearing for the last couple of days. He let his eyes linger for a moment.

      “Nearly. But ‘there’ isn’t the airport. There isn’t any place to set down, especially without power. There are no runway lights and we don’t have enough fuel to wait until dawn,” Blair explained, dropping into the plush leather seat next to hers.

      “Oh, god. We’re setting down in the bay, aren’t we?” Bridget asked, hand resting on the edge of his chair. She wasn’t tall enough to actually reach his arm, so he leaned into her. It felt good.

      “Yup, water landing. Steve’s going to dump us right off the coast. He wants us to grab what we can. We’re going to make for shore and hike in,” Blair explained. A detached part of his mind realized just how crazy that plan sounded, but there wasn’t the slightest doubt in his mind they could pull it off. This was the easy part.

      “Okay. The three bags on the left of the door are probably the most important. Food, water, and weapons mostly,” she said, gesturing at the bags with a delicate hand. She wore the beginnings of a smile, shy enough that it might run back into hiding at any moment. “Blair, listen, I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I mean, I know this isn’t the best time, but I just want you to know…” She trailed off, words seeming to elude her. Her gaze shone with feeling. It said all the things she seemed incapable of.

      This is your She, Ka-Dun. Feel the strength of her bond.

      Blair’s mind went immediately to Liz. Was she okay?

      “Listen, I know things went south a long time ago. We both remember what happened,” he said, leaning over and taking her hand. He paused, staring into her eyes for long moments before continuing. “We’ve all made mistakes. I know you regret what happened, and looking back I think I can see why you did what you did. I’m not excusing it. It was horrible. But I’ve stopped hating you for it and you need to stop hating yourself. Let it go, all right?”

      The smile burst to life and she buried her face in his chest. Blair encircled her in his arms, stroking her hair. Hot wet tears soaked through his shirt. His chest grew warm, and he whispered into her ear, “We’re going to get through this. I don’t know what’s going on between you and Steve, but that’s not my business. What is my business is us. When this is over, we’ll sit down and have a long talk. I don’t really know where we stand. There’s a lot to sort out, but we’ll do it together, okay?”

      She pulled back, wiping her eyes as she smiled up at him. The gesture left streaks of black in their wake. He hadn’t realized she was still wearing makeup. She’d always been skilled enough in its application that he could rarely tell. Her posture straightened and her chin took on that set that told him she was about to do something she found terrifying.

      “Blair, you have to watch out for Steve,” she said, gaze more sober than it had ever been. She paused, glancing at the cockpit before those deep brown eyes found him again. “I don’t know what he’s planning, but it isn’t good. It’s the same way he acted just before he and I…well, before we did what we did to you. Only this time it’s worse. Blair, he hates you now, no matter what you might think.”

      “I won’t argue with that. I embarrassed him. He’ll never forgive that. Ever. But I don’t see what he’d stand to gain in screwing me over,” Blair said, leaning back against the leather. He’d expected a lot of things from Bridget, but this wasn’t one of them. How long had she been carrying this around, worrying about telling him?

      Your She speaks with wisdom. This rival Ka-Dun cannot be trusted.

      “Just watch yourself around him, okay?” she asked, resting an arm on his bicep as she rose to her feet. “Promise me you’ll be careful?”

      “I promise, but you’ll look out for me, right? Bridget, you’re a female. I’m not worried about Steve,” he said, giving her as warm a smile as he could muster. She was clearly worried and that suggested Steve had given her cause. Just what was the bastard up to? It didn’t matter. Blair needed him right now.

      “You two almost finished back there?” Steve yelled from the cockpit. The perfect timing suggested he’d been listening to their conversation and wanted them to know. Or wanted Bridget to know, anyway. What was he holding over her?

      “Yeah,” Blair called back, rising to join Bridget. “We’ll get the emergency door ready to open as soon as we hit the water.”

      “Might want to buckle in,” Steve yelled back, leaning over his chair so they could see his face through the cockpit’s open door. “This is going to be a rough landing. Surf’s pretty choppy from what I can see.”

      “You ready for this?” Blair asked, turning to Bridget.

      “Yeah, I’m ready. Just remember what I said,” she replied, rising to her tiptoes to kiss him. She broke it a moment later, giving an embarrassed smile as she knelt to retrieve one of the bulky canvas duffles.  “This bag’s the most important, but those two would be nice to have as well. I’ll grab another one after we hit the water. You can pick up the last one.”

      “One last thing before we go. Steve showed it to me while we were in the cockpit earlier,” Blair said, resting his hands on her shoulder. He stared deep into her eyes.

      I’ve got a gift for you. As much as I might enjoy it, I’m sure you’re tired of shredding your clothes when you change, Blair thought, extending his mind towards Bridget. He pushed the same memory Steve had shared, impressing it upon her mind.

      Bridget gasped, then gave one of the delighted smiles he’d so loved in their previous life. In the blink of an eye she shifted to a full nine feet of silver ferocity, her clothes disappearing into her skin as she did so. She gave a wolfish grin, “Thank you, Blair. This is an incredible gift. I can’t believe he shared it with you.”

      There was a loud whirring and a sudden clunk as the plane’s landing gear extended. Was that useful over water? Steve must think so. The plane descended sharply. Blair glanced at the windows, which revealed a shadowed expanse of green on a low squat mountain. Mount Tam, a place he’d hiked dozens of times over the years. Clusters of coastal redwoods dotted the top shoulder, leading down familiar trails into Muir Woods.

      The plane dipped to the side, revealing a thin strip of dark, dark blue. The unmistakably cold waters of the northern California coast. It bordered a thin strip of sand lined with clusters of buildings. Stinson Beach, the overpriced mecca so much of San Francisco fled to on the weekends. It was beautiful under the darkening sky, but growing closer at an alarming rate.

      The plane dropped sharply, angled downward. The roar of the engines softened as they slowed, the coast still whipping by but much less quickly now.

      “This is it,” Steve bellowed from the cockpit. Blair braced himself against the seat closest to the emergency exit.

      The plane shook as it impacted, tossing him forward as water sprayed up over the windows. He kept his footing, just barely. Bridget-wolf seemed unfazed, already shouldering the second duffle as she yanked on the long red bar labeled emergency. The plane had already begun listing to the rear, the sea visible through the windows in the back rows.

      Then the door opened. Blair expected water to rush in right away, but found they were several feet over the soft swells lapping at the side of the plane. For just a moment it looked like a large boat, but steam rose from the engines, dispelling the illusion. Steve rushed towards them from the cockpit, sunglasses still affixed to his nose.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here before this thing goes down,” he yelled.

      Bridget didn’t hesitate, diving into the water in an impressive arc of fur and muscle. The duffels didn’t slow her at all. Blair hoisted his own, diving after her into the frigid Pacific. The shock of it washed over him as he went under, but he kicked powerfully muscled legs. The motion carried him into the moonlight, and he began to swim for shore.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            53

          

          

      

    

    







            Sobek

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mother leapt to the prow of the strange vessel, a truly massive craft shaped from forged steel. She landed on the rusted metal, balancing on the balls of her feet as she enjoyed the salty wind.

      Such a marvel would have been impossible in her day. They’d never thought to construct things from so much metal. It seemed an incredible waste of a material that had been deemed precious in her time. Yet the people of this world used it everywhere, in buildings, conveyances, even toys.

      The ship cut through the waves under a sky that boiled with harsh grey clouds. It had rained the last seven days and would rain again before the sun left the sky. The thickest patch of clouds had gathered above an expanse of black rock that loomed out of the ocean. She recognized it, of course. The place these moderns called Easter Island had been holy during her age, the wide cliffs encircling a deep crater hidden from view. It was there that she’d find the rock she needed.

      They rounded the immense volcanic stone, which brought a beach into view. Stark blue waves crashed along the shore, but that wasn’t what drew her eye. Eleven rocks stood all in a row. They were too tall and thin to be natural, and though they’d been worn by wind and time they still resembled people.

      “Rodrigo,” she called, turning back toward the bridge of the vessel behind her. The tall windows were obscured by a salty film, but she could see his form within. Could smell his apprehension. It was always there around her, that lingering fear. “What are those things along the cliff?”

      “Those are the Moai statues, Mother,” he explained, bobbing his head. “The natives erected them centuries ago. They claimed they were full of mana and that they could use the energy to smite their enemies.”

      “So something of this place’s significance has survived the gulf of time,” she mused, directing her attention back to the tall man. “Make port. This is the place I have long sought. I would sup on the holy shore,  winds willing.”

      Yukon trotted to the rail she perched on, placing his hind paws on the edge so he could peer over the side. Such a simple, trusting creature. So unlike the mighty wolf, yet the dog was loyal and trusting, compassionate and forgiving. These qualities had no place in her world, but perhaps they were needed in this one. Yukon had much to teach her.

      “Mother,” Rodrigo called back, moving from the massive wheel that guided the ship. His dark form passed behind the glass until he emerged into the sunlight, the bill of his strange black cap shading his eyes. “Lorenzo spotted something on the northwestern side of the island. He's not sure what to make of it.”

      She whirled, scanning the cliffs. A bit of energy flowed into her eyes, sharpening the frothy waves dashing themselves against the porous black rock. Between a pair of outcroppings a small ship perhaps half the size of her vessel was moored to the base of the cliff. Several dark figures scurried down a rope dangling from the side with incredible speed, faster than any unblooded could track. They were blurring. The Mother did the same, expending more energy as she accelerated to many times their speed. Now the figures moved like falling feathers, while everything else around her appeared frozen.

      A trio of green scaly creatures with menacing snouts, each with blood-red eyes. It couldn’t be. Only one god used such minions, but he was in the Cradle. How could he have arrived so soon? She’d not delayed for more than a few days and had much less distance to travel.

      She dropped the blur, spinning to face Rodrigo. “Drop anchor, then get the other unblooded below decks. My foes have arrived before us. I may be able to barter with them, but your presence will inflame their hunger and they may not be able to control themselves. For your own safety you must flee.”

      In her own time her servants would have died rather than leave her side, but Rodrigo had no such compunctions. He ducked back into the cabin, diving for the lever that released the anchor. Then he seized the microphone, his voice booming across every deck. “Attention, everyone, this is Captain Rodrigo. All personnel report to the fuel storage room on deck six immediately. Go now. Drop anything you are doing and run.”

      Then he was following his own advice, dropping the microphone in his haste to scramble through the oddly shaped door at the rear of the cabin. Some might call the action cowardice, but the Mother was pleased by his obedience. He’d been an excellent servant, one worthy of the sacrifice.

      A warm nose nudged her thigh. Yukon’s liquid brown eyes peered up at her. He sent no thoughts, despite his newly awakened intelligence. He merely waited expectantly for her will. She smiled, stroking his soft golden fur. “Yukon, you may wait here. They will sense our connection and shall not harm you. But do not attack, no matter what happens.”

      Yukon laid down at her feet, licking an errant patch of fur on his hindquarters. Then he froze, hackles rising as he leapt to his feet.

      “Calm, Yukon,” she said, gripping the fur at the back of his neck so tightly she nearly pulled him from the deck.

      Her fears were justified a moment later when a figure blurred into place on the rail directly in front of her. A second appeared to starboard and another to port, but it was the one before her that she focused on.

      “Hello, Sobek,” she said, slowly releasing her grip on Yukon. She straightened and took a slow step towards the reptilian god. “You’re a very long way from the Cradle.”

      She was still horrified by his appearance, even all these millennia later. His once handsome visage had been twisted beyond recognition. He’d always been fascinated by the crocodiles that prowled the mouth of the River of Life where it spilled into the sea. They were patient, powerful killers that men had long feared. Even the occasional deathless had fallen to their jaws. Sobek had been so obsessed that he’d begged her and Ptah to shape him into their likeness, more reptile than man now.

      “Yes,” he thrummed, voice low and deep. His mottled green snout split into a toothy grin. “I did not seek refuge there. I slumbered elsewhere, somewhere far closer to the Pole. You are not the only deity to understand the significance of this place, nor to seek position in this age.” His long tail swished across the deck, a languid reminder that he could strike at any moment.

      “Do you really expect me to allow you to establish control over the Lesser Pole, a site so close to my own stronghold you could come upon me within days?” she asked, shifting as she spoke. By the time she’d finished, the words were low and deep, possessed of a violence to match his own. It was time to remind him who he’d accosted.

      “You mistake me, Isis,” he replied, chest rumbling out a low laugh. He dropped into a crouch. “I neither seek nor desire your approval. My master will have this island and it will aid him in dominating this new world. That does not mean I will attack you, but it does mean I will deny you this place.”

      The Mother’s mind raced, thoughts and connections forming as she considered all she knew from her millennia with the man Sobek had once been. He valued no one outside himself, save in that they could help serve his agenda. They were nothing but tools. But in that she found her answer.

      She blurred, far faster than even Sobek could track. A direct strike at him would avail her nothing, as even her mighty claws would find difficult purchase on that scaly hide. So she took one of his two thralls, grabbing the vassal around its wide neck. The other arm encircled its chest, pinning the beast’s arms.

      “Will you, now?” she asked, grip tightening still further on the beast’s neck. Bones popped. “How many such servants do you possess, Sobek? I see only two. You’re a cautious god. If there were more they’d be with you. I can kill this one and be on the other before you take a step.”

      “Isis,” Sobek said, extending his hands in a placating gesture. The long gray claws ruined the effect, but she paused to hear his words. “Surely we can come to some accord. This island is only valuable for its stone. I will quarry and deliver some of it to you. You must need it, or why journey here so soon after waking?”

      “Do you think me a fool, Sobek?” she hissed, claws drawing pinpricks of black blood upon the servant’s scaly neck. “You would betray me in the first century. The first decade, even. You’d be a dagger to my throat, one thirsting for my blood. To say nothing of this master you serve.”

      “Not so,” Sobek said. He licked the lips running the edge of his snout, reeking of apprehension. She’d chosen a wise tactic. He extended an arm, his hand beginning to vibrate as light flared in the palm. The Mother’s eyes widened as gold pooled there, flowing into a gleaming golden staff that she recognized instantly. It was tipped with a winged scarab, a large sapphire set in its belly.

      “Where did you get that? Sekhmet would never have given it up willingly,” she said, grip slackening slightly.

      “Who says she gave it up? I took it while she wasted time picking her pantheon, then fled for distant shores to secure my passage to this age. I know how strongly you desire it, for you better than any know the true worth of a Primary Access Key. Hear my offer, mighty Isis,” he said, bowing his head in supplication. His gaze shifted back and forth between his minions, as he seemed to weigh their relative value. “I will give it to you as a sign of goodwill, a proof that I intend no animosity between us. Surely parting with such a magnificent weapon shows I intend no confrontation. You would flay the flesh from my bones with such a weapon.”

      “Why part with it?” the Mother asked, eyes narrowing. Then it occurred to her.  There was only one way Sobek would part with such a treasure. Self-preservation. “You know Sekhmet will come for it. You want to rid yourself of it rather than risk her wrath.”

      “She hates that name, you know. Any who use it are flayed alive. I’d rather Ra focus on you, and you can make use of such a potent artifact. Besides, my master would not take kindly to Ra visiting war upon these lands. I would suffer mightily for such a slight. We both gain, Isis,” he rumbled, as close to embarrassed as a reptile could be. “I need time to build my strength, to recruit new followers. My master will rule the land this world calls Australia, across the great sea. Away from you. I require this place only that I may build weapons with which to secure his new empire.”

      “Very well, I will give you a decade. Ten years to mine and build,” she said, cocking her head to the side. She hurled the reptile from her, the beast tumbling into its companion against the bulkhead with a hollow boom. Both rolled into a crouch, ready to attack if called upon to do so.

      A low growl came from Yukon. She reached down to stroke his muzzle, turning back to Sobek. “In exchange, you will fill this vessel with stone. You will give me the Primary Access Key. You will send no vessels to my continent, or to the continent to the north. Have we an accord?”

      “I’d also have a mutual pledge that we will not attack each other during that time,” Sobek rumbled. He gave throaty growl as he extended the staff. “Do you agree, Isis?”

      “We have an accord,” she said, nodding resolutely. Then she took a step closer to Sobek. “If your mind should turn to betrayal, I would counsel otherwise. I sense an unseen hand jerking us about like puppets. A threat to both of us, to your master as well.”

      “What do you mean?” Sobek said, eyes narrowing as a troubled rumble burbled up.

      “Study this world’s history. Look especially to the land they call Egypt,” Isis replied, finally giving voice to thoughts that had troubled her for some time. “For thirteen thousand years we slumbered. The world should know almost nothing of us, just vague scraps and myths…”

      “Yet our names survive,” Sobek finished after she trailed off. He’d never been the smartest of their band, but that didn’t make him stupid. “They survive exactly as they were. Even genetic memory couldn’t do that. Someone woke early, and their hand guided this culture. Perhaps others.”

      “Or that someone never slumbered at all,” Isis countered. She raised a hand to forestall his protest. “I know, such a feat would have required an incredible store of energy, one we assumed could only be found in an Ark. What if we were wrong? None of us knew Set’s whereabouts when we entered the Arks.”

      “Set died in another age. There must be some other explanation,” Sobek replied, giving an agitated rumble. Still, she had placed the seeds of doubt. Enough that his attention would be divided in the coming years.

      Isis had chosen a dangerous course, but Sobek’s eventual betrayal was nothing beside the power of the staff. Now she could meet Sekhmet in battle on equal footing, could control any Ark in the world. She was once again a true Ark Lord.
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      Jordan tensed as the elevator doors slid open to reveal a wide auditorium with three rings of seats facing a massive screen. Every figure was focused on that screen, which showed a man of indeterminate age with blond hair and the beginnings of crow's feet. He had a hard jaw and even harder eyes, the kind of eyes that broke anything lingering too long under their oppressive stare. That stare shifted to Jordan, giant eyes narrowing.

      “Commander Jordan. The prodigal son returns to the fold,” the Old Man said. It was Panama all over again. Could he never escape this guy? The Old Man smiled, and it chilled Jordan to his very core. “Please, have a seat. You’re relevant to this discussion and I want your input. Director Phillips seems to think I should give you a squad and send you after a creature that’s the closest thing we know of to a god. He’s demanded I give you Object Two; what’s more, that I should put it in the hands of Ms. Gregg, a woman who hates us with an intensity we cannot possibly fathom. Tell me, what do you think?”

      Jordan swallowed, sifting through the different approaches he could take here. Fuck it. It was time for honesty. He strode boldly down the stairs and past the first two rings, the heads of the most powerful organization left in the wake of the apocalypse swiveling in his direction. Section chiefs and their top aides whispered quietly, clearly surprised by his arrival. Interesting. The Director must have kept his return quiet.

      “The Director is right. If we don’t stop Irakesh, he’ll seize control of a pyramid just like the one in Peru. It’s designed to harness the power of the sun and will amplify his powers,” Jordan explained, jaw set. He kept his posture rigid and looked the bastard right in his digital eye. If he was going to be crucified, he’d do it with dignity. “His powers are already immense. If we let him get a base of operations, he will become our primary competition on this continent. It will lead to war and that’s a war we aren’t equipped to win. Our infrastructure is critically damaged. Our communications with survivors near nonexistent. That isn’t the case for Irakesh. He can control the dead and hurl them against us in near limitless numbers while we struggle to save survivors. His army is endless. We have a chance to stop him…” The Old Man met his gaze, expression unreadable. “If we take the hit and succeed, we’ll have eliminated our primary competition. If we fail, we’ll have risked nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Mohn snapped, eyes smoldering. Then he struck, spittle flying at the screen as his face twisted. “You want us to deliver one of our most potent artifacts into his hands. To alert him to the fact that humanity still has a technologically advanced stronghold. Are you insane or just reckless? He cannot know about us, Commander, not until we are strong enough to defend ourselves. Right now we have the power of anonymity, a power you’d casually discard. We saw how things turned out on your watch down in Peru. What makes you think you’ll have any more success now?”

      “Because,” Jordan roared, beginning the shift. It came swiftly, his clothing shredded in the blink of an eye as blond fur exploded around his expanding body. His voice boomed through the room now, bestial and immense. “We have the forces capable of taking him down. Werewolves were created to fight his kind, the deathless. You have two of them. Give us a plane, a squad, and Object Two. We’ll take Irakesh down and end this. It’s worth whatever risk that might mean.”

      “If you’re successful,” the Old Man shot back, apparently unfazed by Jordan’s new form. The fury was still there, but the Old Man had reigned it in. A smart move, as it made him appear more reasonable in front of his underlings. “I will not trust the weight of the world on your shoulders, Commander. Not a second time. Not after the monumental disaster in Peru. That was our chance to hold onto South America. Do you know where that is, Jordan? In the middle of the green belt least affected by this disaster. The place where power grids weren’t utterly destroyed. The place where we could have re-established civilization.

      “You cost us that. If I trust you a second time it will jeopardize the little we’ve been able to save,” the Old Man continued, tone scathing. Jordan remained unbowed. The Mother represented a powerful ally, one with a knowledge of their enemies gathered over millennia. Waking her had been the right thing to do, though admitting that here would mean a swift trip to the lab. He wasn’t sure how he’d avoided it thus far.

      The Old Man weighed him for a long moment before continuing. “Commander, your new friends view us as an evil corporation. One hell bent on world domination. You know better. You know the truth. Am I a tyrant? You’re damned right. But my duty is to safeguard as many human lives as I can. I built this company to prepare for this day. We have to find survivors and get them back on their feet. We have to save what can be saved.

      “Even if Irakesh becomes a major threat, it will take him months or possibly years to solidify his hold on the west coast,” the Old Man argued, his gaze now taking in the whole room. All eyes were once again focused on him. “By that time we will have restored order to the east. We’ll save everything that can be saved and we’ll get humanity back on its feet. If I let you risk a strike and you fail he may come for us much sooner.”

      “He already knows about us,” Jordan growled, taking strength from his lupine form. That got their attention. All eyes settled back on him. “He stole one of our planes, the plane with a nuclear asset you meant for Peru. Deathless can ingest memories when they consume brain matter. There was only one way he could have known about Panama. He killed and ate one of our officers. He’s coming for us. The only question is: do we do something about it while we’ve got the upper hand, or let him become a threat we can’t stop?”

      “We used one of our Skyhammers to knock his bird out of the sky. He got up and walked away from that with the asset intact. It’s still broadcasting,” the Old Man replied, unmoved. The rest of the room was shaken, whispers rippling through their ranks.

      “That’s why we have to stop him,” the Director’s clear voice rang through the room, silencing everyone as he rose to his feet. He allowed the silence to stretch before speaking again, ever the master showman. “Leif, I’ve served you loyally for fifteen years. During that time I’ve backed every play, done everything to advance your agenda. I’ve done that because you’ve always been twelve steps ahead of me. Because you’re the finest strategist I’ve ever seen. But you know what? Even you make mistakes once in a while and it’s my job to call you on them. You’re wrong. If we take a swipe at the bastard and miss, at least we’ll have tried. If you don’t want to risk Object Two, don’t send it. But give the Commander a team and send him on his way.”

      “I’m sorry, Mark,” Mohn said, though his eyes said the words were a lie. They smoldered. He was clearly incensed at having been contradicted in front of so many, but was careful not to let his composure slip. “Ingesting brain matter? Even if it’s true, all this monstrosity knows is that Mohn existed and has installations all over the globe. He has no intel on which ones survived, because whoever he ‘ate’ in Peru didn’t know. I can’t risk that changing, not without a guarantee of success. You can’t give me that and you know it. This Irakesh is an unknown quantity. We don’t know what he can do and we do not want to be his top priority. Permission denied.”

      Jordan’s eyes narrowed as he studied the Old Man’s gaze. This wasn’t over. He would exact retribution on both Jordan and the Director. The question wasn’t if. It was when and how.
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      Blair picked his way up the last few feet of the trail, wiping sweat from his brow as he leaned against the damp bark of a coastal redwood. Being a werewolf gave him a lot more strength and endurance, but the duffel had to weigh at least a hundred pounds and he’d carried it all the way up Mount Tam, down into Muir Woods, and back up into Mill Valley. It was exhausting.

      Highway 101 stretched below him, running north to south under the steel grey sky. It was flanked by hills to the west and a view of the Richmond Bridge to the east. He’d driven it often coming home from the city. For just a moment he pretended the cars clogging it indicated normal rush hour traffic, but only for a moment. Every last one was eerily still.

      “Can you feel him?” Steve asked, pausing on the bike trail next to Blair. He carried a smaller duffel and didn’t seem the worse for wear, despite their trek from the coast. His eyes were sharp, calculating. As always.

      Blair turned to glance up the trail, about fifty feet down the hillside where it met a bike path paralleling 101. Bridget sat on a large rock, both duffels tossed absently beside her. She’d been avoiding Steve even more than she had on the flight, despite the fact that she’d found the courage to tell Blair he was plotting something. If only they didn’t need Steve for what was about to come.

      “Yeah,” Blair replied, staring up at the low wall of clouds dominating the bay just beyond the freeway. “He’s east of us, probably somewhere in Oakland. Coming closer from the feel of it. The Ark has got to be close, though honestly I haven’t the faintest idea where. Could be underwater, for all we know. The coastline was three hundred feet lower thirteen thousand years ago.”

      “Blair, listen,” Steve said, setting his duffel on the ground next to him. He shuffled back and forth, wrestling with whatever he was about to say. Blair stared hard at him. This wasn’t at all like Steve. He didn’t dither. He said what he meant. Steve looked up at him, eyes searching. “I have to ask you a hard question. I don’t want you to think of it as an attack, okay?”

      “Whatever you’re going to say, just say it,” Blair snapped, eyes narrowing. Bridget’s warning lurked in the back of his mind.

      “You’ve fought Irakesh twice now. Both times he’s handed you your ass. You’ve also said our only chance against him is the access key, because that puts you on even footing with him, right?” Steve asked. The words thrummed in Blair’s ears somehow. It was the oddest feeling, like standing too close to the speakers at a concert where you felt the sound more than heard it.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind the beast gave a low growl, then a whine.

      “Yeah, I haven’t fared so well, thus far. I’m still learning,” he shot back. It came out more defensive than he’d intended.

      “So why not let me do it? I’ve got more experience with shaping. I was able to draw on the Mother’s memories. I have the best chance of beating him,” Steve said, resting a hand against a neighboring redwood. Blair felt lightheaded, more than the hike should have justified. It was difficult to think. “Besides, he won’t be expecting it.”

      “Steve, I’m genuinely glad we found you and that you decided to help us against Irakesh,” he said, resting his weight against the same tree. God but he needed some sleep. “I’m not giving you the key, though. To be blunt, I don’t trust you. Even if I did, the Mother entrusted me with it. This is my responsibility.”

      Brief irritation flashed across Steve’s features, then his face was all compassion again. The expression looked so out of place.

      “Blair,” Bridget called from down the trail. He glanced down at her. She was pointing towards the bay. He couldn’t make out what she was indicating.

      “Let’s find out what she wants,” Blair said, shouldering his duffel and starting down the trail. He still felt lightheaded, but the feeling was receding. What was wrong with him?

      He reached Bridget quickly. She looked more excited than she had in days.

      “I can smell Cyntia. I’d recognize that scent anywhere,” Bridget said, pointing at the bay. Her finger indicated a spur of land just beyond the wide arc of the Richmond Bridge. Somewhere on the edge of Berkeley, from the look of it. “They’re coming closer. I’m betting they’re going to cross the bridge.”

      “That would put them on the other side of Larkspur, somewhere right around San Quentin,” Blair replied, nodding towards the prison perched on the far edge of the bay. He’d passed by it many times when taking the ferry into the city. “Fastest way for us to get there is to hike down 101 to Larkspur, then head east up 580.”

      “I don’t like it,” Steve said, shaking his head slowly. He frowned at Bridget just as she was about to speak and she subsided. Blair wondered what she’d been about to say. “Not during the day, at least. They’ve got all the advantages. We should wait for nightfall.”

      “I agree,” Blair said, nodding towards the dock in the distance. Several massive ferries were tied there, but also an array of smaller boats. Beyond it lay a small shopping center next to a stop light. “They’ll have to come up Sir Francis Drake Boulevard if they come this way and we’ve got a perfect vantage. I say we find a good hiding spot and wait.”

      “What if they stop before they get here?” Bridget asked.

      “I can feel him getting closer. If that feeling stops it means he has, too. When that happens, we go to them,” Blair said, clenching his fist as he gazed at the Richmond Bridge.

      “Won’t he feel you coming too?” Steve asked, eyeing Blair sidelong.

      “Yes, but I’ve got a plan about that.”
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      Trevor had been to the bay area a few times, but he’d never been to Larkspur before. The place reeked of money. The machines lining the gym could have arrived from the factory the day before. The TVs in front of the ellipticals were massive. There was even an olympic-sized pool. He stared out through glass at the luxury cars in the parking lot. There wasn’t a used truck or a beat up Toyota anywhere.

      “Why’d you pick this place, Trevor?” Tom rumbled. The tall redneck leaned against a squat rack next to a mirrored wall. He was a bit more dusty than when they’d first met. Dark circles marred his eyes. Yet he was still alert, his right hand inches from the .45 holstered at his side. This man was a killer, whatever he looked like. “I don’t get it. This place is opener than a squaw’s asshole.”

      “That’s why I chose it,” Trevor answered, gesturing at the wall of glass covering the entirety of the south wall. “See those boats and that big blue and white structure? That’s the ferry building. We’ve also got the 580 and the 101, so we can run in any direction if we have to. That might save our lives.”

      “Okay, I git that,” Tom admitted, stroking a grey mustache that drooped over his mouth. “But why this place? There’s a Starbucks around the corner. We could've had coffee and been a hell of a lot safer. This place has got two full walls of glass. Someone with a weapon comes up and it’s gone. We’re pissing right into that cock-shrinking breeze. We’re gonna get wet.”

      “You have no idea what we’re dealing with,” Trevor said, turning the full weight of his gaze on Tom. He gestured through the glass on the western side. “Somewhere out there is a group of killers every bit as nasty as us. You see how Irakesh is pacing over by those dumbbells? He knows what’s coming, and when it gets here, we’re going to want that commanding view. Brick walls wouldn’t even slow down what’s coming.”

      Trevor patted his rifle, a brand new .308 he’d pilfered from some redneck who hadn’t quite escaped the zombies chasing him. That could have been him. Hell, it was him, even if he was also a scientist. Fitting that he should take the guy’s rifle. It wasn’t as high caliber as he’d like, but not even a werewolf would enjoy being shot in the head.

      “I’m gonna get fucked like a one-legged girl at prom,” Tom said, giving a snort that might have been a laugh. He withdrew the ragged end of a cigar from his flannel jacket, rolling it around between his fingers.

      “You know Cyntia hates that smell,” Trevor cautioned, glancing to the corner of the room where the massive female was lounging. She’d accumulated a pile of perhaps two dozen spandex-clad corpses. She was slick with gore, about halfway through the stack. A ragged popping made him wince as she tore loose an arm. “I’d strongly suggest you not light that.”

      “Bitch doesn’t scare me,” Tom protested under his breath, hastily stowing it back in his pocket.

      Cyntia’s ears twitched. Then her muzzle swung in Tom’s direction. “Bitch, is it?”

      She gave a low growl as she barreled through the room, knocking an exercise bike out of the way with a casual swat as she came down on top of Tom. Trevor winced, expecting her to terrify the man. Instead she lunged, tearing out his throat and wolfing down a large mouthful of bloody flesh.

      Trevor took a slow step backwards, then another. Putting distance between them seemed wise, no matter what her feelings for him might be.

      Movement from outside the windows drew his gaze, along the path paralleling the 101 maybe a mile distant. It was only for a moment, but there’d been silver fur. He only knew one werewolf with silver fur. His face became a stone, as devoid of emotion as he could make it.

      You must convey this to the master, his Risen whispered, deep and low and powerful. It had been absent since he’d fallen from the plane.

      You’ve been silent for days. Why are you suddenly talking to me again? Besides, in the past you’ve encouraged me to screw him over. Why are you suddenly on his side?

      He must be told. You are all in danger, the voice continued, as if it couldn’t hear his thoughts. Or didn’t care. The Ka-Dun will kill you. In this your purpose should be united with the deathless you serve.

      An incredible pressure built in the back of his skull, heavier than any migraine he’d ever dealt with. Spots danced in his vision and he sagged against the rack, catching himself against the cold metal. An urge to reveal Blair’s presence spread like fire on a hillside, raging through him. It demanded obedience, demanded he confess.

      “Trevor?” Irakesh called. He ceased his pacing, apparently oblivious to the fact that Cyntia had slaughtered a servant mere feet from him. His gaze was even more calculating than usual. “Are you all right? You seem to be in pain.”

      Tell him. The pressure intensified, curling his toes inside his boots. Cramps shot through his limbs.

      “I probably just need to eat,” he said, through gritted teeth. He forced himself to relax, forced back the pain. “Seems like I’m always hungry, no matter how much I consume.”

      “Feed then, and quickly. I feel the Ka-Dun in those hills,” Irakesh said, nodding towards Corte Madera, the equally rich town directly south of Larkspur. “He was approaching, but has stopped. He can feel me, as I him. He knows we are awaiting his arrival and no doubt suspects a trap. It won’t take long for him to send one of his females to scout this place. Then he will attack.”

      A low growl rumbled from Cyntia and she bared her fangs at Irakesh’s approach. Irakesh merely raised a dark eyebrow. Trevor still couldn’t believe how large she’d become. She had to be twelve feet tall now, perhaps even larger. She looked like an adult sitting in a child’s treehouse. “I am loathe to interrupt your feast, but our enemies approach. There will be females of the purest blood for you to feast upon. Your strength will continue to grow, if you are able to slay them.”

      A deep booming howl rolled from her, surging through the room and thrumming through Trevor’s chest. The windows began to vibrate. The howl continued, still lower. Glass exploded outward, showering the sidewalk like lethal caltrops. Maybe they’d annoy their attackers.

      Cyntia rolled to her feet, rising into a crouch. Her back brushed the ceiling and she was nowhere near her full height. “I will feast on her while she still lives. I want to see the light in her eyes go out.”

      Trevor’s eyes widened as he realized who she meant. Trevor loved Liz. Cyntia didn’t want him to love anyone or anything but her, so Liz had to die. Something smoldered in his gut, begging to be released.

      Kill her. Feast on her corpse. Gain in strength and remove the threat.

      This time the voice was making a suggestion. It was insidious, slithering through his mind. Yet it had none of the demanding pressure that had come when he’d tried to hide information from Irakesh.

      “Ra’s breath, you crazy beast,” Irakesh roared, glaring up at Cyntia. “Anything within twenty miles heard your challenge. There is more than just the Ka-Dun and his pack in these lands.”

      “Let them come,” Cyntia sneered, leaning closer to Irakesh. She licked a piece of gore from the fur around her mouth. “I will kill them all. I’ll kill you too, if you get in my way.”

      Irakesh was shaking, his face splotchy. Trevor had never seen the deathless exhibit such a reaction before. “Be ready to carry the bomb, Cyntia. We may have to flee. You’re welcome to gamble with your own life, but will you risk Trevor’s? Can you protect him from a dozen champions? Or free-willed deathless?”

      Cyntia’s ears lay flat against her head and she turned a worried glance at Trevor. It made him sick to his stomach. She loomed over the silver case in the back of the room, as if protecting it meant protecting him.

      “Good, you can see reason. The Ka-Dun has not come any closer, but—” Something huge and silver flashed through the west window, vaulting over a nautilus machine and barreling into Cyntia’s even larger form with a meaty thunk. The two bodies rolled into the wall, shattering mirrors and knocking weights flying. Trevor was still reaching for his pistol when a set of claws slipped around his throat, shredding flesh and sending a gout of black blood down his chest. A foot was planted against his back and he went sailing into a curl machine, his left arm snapping with the brutality of the impact.

      By the time he rolled to his feet, his black-furred assailant was gone. Where the hell had he gone? Trevor knew it was a male, knew it was one of the men who’d accompanied Blair back in Panama. But there was no sign of him.

      “How?” Irakesh roared, dropping into a crouch next to Trevor. “The Ka-Dun is still distant. I should have sensed his approach.”

      “Blair’s smarter than you gave him credit for,” Trevor replied, snapping his forearm back into alignment. It hurt like hell, but pain didn’t affect him as it had in life.

      A 45-pound plate took Irakesh in the back, shattering his spine and knocking him on top of a treadmill several feet away. The black-furred werewolf had made a mistake, showing himself again so soon. Trevor ripped his pistol from its holster, leaping into the air as he took aim. A part of him rebelled at attacking Blair’s friends, but the larger voice forced him into action. He squeezed the trigger, the round punching through the werewolf’s shoulder.

      Trevor twisted midair, landing in a crouch behind the werewolf. It spun to face him, but Trevor dropped his gun and extended his claws in a knife edge. They punched into the werewolf’s tender midsection. He seized something wet and squishy, tearing out a fistful of intestines as the beast gave a cry of pain and rage. It roared, spittle bathing Trevor as he dropped backwards towards the wall.

      Trevor’s jaw shattered as something hit him with incredible force. It took him a moment to realize a new assailant had entered the fray. The fist was silver. Trevor flipped backwards, rolling behind a bank of exercise bikes as he sized up the new assailant. His eyes widened. Blair looked more intimidating than ever, seven feet of fur-covered muscle and scornful amber eyes.

      “Last chance, Trevor,” Blair growled, eyes narrowing. He took a threatening step forward as the black werewolf behind him stuffed his guts back into his body. “Shake off his control, or I’ll do what I have to. I’m done holding back.”
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      Trevor vanished. Blair knew reasoning with him had been a mistake, but he couldn’t kill his friend without one last try. He spun around, surveying the chaos in the gym in an attempt to locate Trevor. He found Irakesh instead, the deathless striding confidently towards him.

      “You’re too late, Ka-Dun,” the deathless said, exposing a mouthful of fangs in a hideous parody of a grin.

      Blair blurred, slashing at his ugly face. He stumbled forward, encountering none of the resistance he’d expected. His arm passed through the illusion. Dammit. Slippery bastard. He turned back to Steve. “Deal with Trevor. I’ll find Irakesh.”

      He just needed to get into the deathless’s mind, but to do that he had to find him first.

      A deafening crash sounded as Bridget’s form went sailing through the ceiling in a shower of plaster and metal. He tracked her flight through the hole, wincing as she landed on top of a black BMW in the parking lot several seconds later. The alarm began to blare, slicing the twilight. The heads of a hundred roaming zombies swiveled in their direction, slowly ambling towards the noise.

      Blair spun to face Cyntia. Bridget would need a moment to recover, so he was going to have to keep her occupied. The pale blonde didn’t seem interested in following up on the fight though. She’d already snatched the silver case containing the stolen nuke. The massive werewolf barreled straight through the wall, bounding across the parking lot towards the waterline to the south where the ferries lay. Blair blurred after Cyntia. She had the nuke, which meant that Irakesh wouldn’t be far behind. He couldn’t go after them alone, though. He leapt over a pickup truck, landing on the pavement near the BMW Bridget’s landing had destroyed. She was rising from the wreckage of the car, her silver fur marred by blood and debris. She moved more slowly than he’d have expected, shaking her head to clear it.

      “Cyntia hits hard,” Bridget growled, resting an arm on Blair’s shoulder as she pulled herself free. “How did she get so strong so quickly?”

      “My guess? Feeding. She’s eating zombies, werewolves, and, from the look of that gym, people.” Blair scanned the parking lot and the road on the far side. The ferry building lay a hundred yards past it, both huge boats still moored there.

      It carries a terrifying price, Ka-Dun. The She’s mind is already fragmented. The corruption will grow worse until she is a mindless, ravenous beast. She will attack anyone or anything around her, always seeking to sate her endless hunger.

      “Let’s get moving,” Bridget said, taking a step on her own. Bones popped and cracked as they flowed back into place. In a few moments there was no trace of the injuries, save the sticky black blood drenching her fur.

      “Retreat might be the wisest option,” Steve said, blurring into existence next to them. His right arm hung limply at his side. “Cyntia kicked Bridget’s ass and I didn’t do much better against Trevor. Blair, even if we can hold them off can you really deal with Irakesh?”

      Blair paused for a long moment, delivering a hard look. “I can and I will.”

      “Stay here, if you’re afraid,” Bridget growled, eyes flashing as she loomed over Steve. “Selfish prick.”

      Privately Blair agreed with her, but this wasn’t the way to win Steve’s aid. If they wanted his help, they needed to appeal to his ego. Blair rested his hand on Steve’s shoulder, his silver fur contrasting sharply with Steve’s black. “Steve, we need you for this. We’ve got no chance without you. You know that.”

      “You don’t have a chance with me,” Steve said, shaking his head slowly. He shrugged off Blair’s hand, taking a step towards the ferry building. “I’ll help, but we’re going to fail. If we survive the attempt, I want you to reconsider giving me the key. Will you do that?”

      “Okay, if we fail here, we can discuss my relinquishing the key,” Blair agreed with a shrug. There wasn’t a lot of harm. If they failed here, they’d almost certainly be dead. “Steve, hang back and engage Trevor when he shows himself. Bridget, do your best to contain Cyntia. Hit her and fall back into the shadows, if you need to.”

      “Okay,” Steve said, half facing away from them. He was already ready to run, but at least he’d agreed.

      “I’ll do my best, Blair, but she’s strong,” Bridget said, gaze searching. She seemed to expect his disapproval. He reached up to rest a hand on her shoulder. The fact that he was so much shorter in werewolf form still felt odd. He’d probably never get used to that.

      “We have to stop him,” Blair replied, squeezing her shoulder. It was like squeezing furry granite. “I know you’ll find a way, Bridget. Just keep her off balance until I can deal with Irakesh.”

      “If we’re going to do this, then let’s do this,” she said, clenching a fist and baring her fangs. She took a step towards the dock, silver fur ruffled by the wind. She looked majestic despite the matted blood.

      She leapt forward, crushing the hood of a black Mercedes as she bounded deeper into the parking lot. Blair loped after her, circling to the right. If he hugged the edge of the parking lot he could come to the shore neighboring the ferry building from the east side. That might let him catch Irakesh out in the open, and all he needed was a single glance to get inside his mind.

      He resisted the temptation to blur, knowing he’d need every bit of his strength for the coming conflict. He glanced at the sun, low and heavy along the western horizon. Maybe a half hour before it passed behind the mountains and another two until the moon was up. He’d have preferred to face Irakesh during the night, but they were out of time.

      Steve’s midnight form ducked between cars, perhaps a dozen paces behind Bridget. No doubt he’d let her engage, then decide whether the fight was winnable. If it wasn’t he would leave Bridget on her own, so Blair had to be quick with Irakesh. Take him down fast and hard. If only Ahiga had taught him more about his abilities, then he’d be more confident.

      Blair leapt over the chain-link fence, avoiding a pale zombie that had once been a middle-aged housewife, if the glittering diamond on her rotting finger were any indication. He went low, sprinting between SUVs towards the grassy patch that sloped down towards the water. The ferry building perched over the water to his right, both massive boats still moored to a metal contraption that allowed passengers to board. Was that Irakesh’s destination? Or was he after something else?

      He skidded to a halt, claws digging furrows in the grass as he came up short. Blair had no words. Irakesh stood on the shore, arms raised like an Egyptian god accepting the worship of his people. Trevor crouched next to him, rifle aimed in Bridget’s direction. Cynthia loomed protectively behind him, like a bitch watching over her pup. She had the silver box cradled under one arm, absently, as though it were no burden at all.

      The bay had begun to froth and churn. It began near the shore, then worked outwards in a wide line. Then the waters began to part, a thin gap forming between them as if some giant pane of invisible glass had been dropped into the San Francisco bay. Irakesh widened his arms and the gap between the walls of water widened.

      The ground quaked, tossing Blair to the ground. Something massive rumbled in the center of the bay, sending rings of waves racing towards the shore. A black structure glittered at the end of the gap in the water, massive and alien. A structure he’d seen before. The pyramid burst from the bay, sloughing water off as it rose into the sky. He didn’t know how much of the structure was above water, but it had to be seven or eight hundred feet at least.

      The crack of a gunshot brought him back to the present. Trevor was already cocking the rifle for another shot. Blair glanced towards Bridget, but she’d already disappeared into the shadows. Trevor must be firing at Steve, who was hidden behind a red SUV. That wasn’t going to stop Trevor’s rifle, but it might buy him time to think.

      Blair dropped to one knee, crouching behind a shrub as he studied Irakesh. This was his shot. The deathless was engaged in shaping Blair couldn’t begin to understand. He focused his will, gathering the strength within him. It was as much resolving to succeed as it was drawing on any energy the virus may have provided. He would do this.

      He thrust a spike at Irakesh’s mind, hurling it with more strength than any he’d been capable of before. The blow struck something, a potent shield that rebounded his attack back through his own mind like a towering wave in a disaster movie. He collapsed, fire searing every nerve. Blair lay there, panting as he waited for the agony to subside. Sweat poured from him, drenching his fur.

      Blair forced himself to his feet, legs trembling at the idea of supporting his weight. What the hell had Irakesh done?

      He has fully linked with the Ark, Ka-Dun. It shields his mind. Were you near the Mother’s Ark, you would gain the same protection.

      “You couldn’t have mentioned that before I made the attempt? How can I get through it?” he growled through gritted teeth. The pain was less, but still fiery.

      Only the strongest shapers could pierce a mind block. You could seek to test your strength again, but if you fail it could kill us.

      There had to be another way. But what could he do?  If he couldn’t attack Irakesh mentally, that left only one option: overwhelming force.

      Blair rose to his feet and howled, a throaty note that echoed over the water.

      Irakesh spun to face him, eyes alight with mischief. He met Blair’s gaze and smiled.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            58

          

          

      

    

    







            Sacrifice

          

        

      

    

    
      Bridget slid into the shadow left by one of the wide blue poles holding up the white awning over the ferry building. A hundred and twenty yards separated her from the shore where Irakesh stood, putting her in the very last place they’d expect. Two ferries rocked slowly back and forth in the harbor before her, empty save for a few gulls that occasionally darted in to snatch a piece of flesh from one of the shambling corpses.

      She’d originally planned to use those to leapfrog over to Irakesh, but thanks to whatever old world shaping he’d managed she no longer needed to. He’d literally parted the sea, and the gap that he’d created passed a mere forty feet in front of her. Bridget gazed over the railing into the resulting gap, jaw slack from the power Irakesh had displayed. The muddy path he’d exposed was littered with puddles, debris and all the other crap you’d expect to find at the bottom of a bay that saw thousands of commuters a day, everything from the cracked case of a Blackberry phone to faded Coke cans. Only one fish flopped around, a long silver thing she’d never be able to identify.

      Irakesh spun suddenly, drawing her attention. He faced the hill where Blair crouched, half hidden behind a shrub. Blair shot to his feet, arms splayed out and shaking as if he were being electrocuted. Then he fell bonelessly to the grass, flopping about as helplessly as the fish. She leaned over the railing, extending an arm.

      No. Blair had been very specific in his instructions. More than that he’d been right. They had to stop Irakesh. If she went to Blair now she’d reveal her position and squander her only chance to get the drop on Cyntia. That was the only way she’d come out on top in a fight with the hulking bitch. Cyntia crouched on shore next to Trevor like a loyal dog, the glittering box a toy given by her master.

      Ka-Ken, I must warn you. This one is beyond our strength. She has feasted upon the flesh of her own, the flesh of nascent deathless. The madness festers within her, but it affords her a fevered strength.

      “Can she be killed?” Bridget asked, hopping atop the railing and gathering her legs under her.

      Such a feat is possible, but exceedingly difficult.

      “Then I’m going to kill her,” Bridget said, leaping into the gap. The wind whipped around her as she fell, cool and damp and smelling of salt.

      She fell between twin walls of water, which grew darker as she plummeted. Shapes moved within them, the occasional fish and things she couldn’t so easily identify. Sharks maybe. Bridget turned her attention to the ground, which was rapidly approaching. She bent her knees, rolling with the impact. A tremendous geyser of mud fountained around her as she sank several feel into the sticky silt.

      She disengaged herself from a tangled piece of seaweed, shifting into the shadows afforded by the towering walls of water. Irakesh had begun moving down the path, walking boldly through the mud as if it were a plush carpet. Behind him lumbered Cyntia, her gore-coated snout elevated as she whiffed for a scent. Bridget’s stealth was complete though. Cyntia would find nothing, not until Bridget was ready to strike.

      Trevor remained on the beach, back facing the gap. He must be covering their retreat to slow Blair or Steve, if the latter was actually brave enough to enter the fight.

      Irakesh approached, with Cyntia just a few feet behind. Bridget melted deeper into shadow, pressing her back into the frigid water. It hit her like—well, like a bucket of ice water. She refused to move, to even breathe. Irakesh passed by, moving at a fast walk. His shimmering white clothing remained pristine, and the sword at his hip rode there as if an extension of his body.

      Then Cyntia was even with her.

      Bridget leapt, gliding into the air behind Cyntia. She extended her claws, dashing down in a quick set of blows that sprayed blood from the artery she had severed in Cyntia’s ruined throat. It wouldn’t stop her, but hopefully it would slow her. Bridget planted her feet on Cyntia’s shoulders, flipping backwards with a powerful kick that sent the larger female face first into the muddy ocean floor. Cyntia slid forward, the silver box slipping from her arms and sliding into the wall of water where it fell on its side.

      Bridget was tossed forward, staggered by a blow from behind. Something flared in her shoulder, and she raised a hand to probe the wound. It came back bloody. An instant later the crack of a gunshot followed the bullet, echoing through the strange corridor created by Irakesh. Trevor had entered the fight. That had to mean Steve was either dead or had retreated. Fucking coward. How could she ever have chosen him over Blair? As mistakes went she couldn’t think of a more legendary one.

      Bridget rolled with the blow, coming to her feet to the left of Cyntia. The larger werewolf was also rising to her feet, scarlet eyes blazing as she bared her fangs. Her blond fur was covered in a mix of blood and mud, painting her into an even more gruesome caricature of the noble creature she’d been just a few weeks ago.

      “I’m going to feast on your heart, you little bitch,” Cyntia roared, launching a swipe that very nearly took Bridget’s throat. She fell backwards, allowing the blow to pass over her. It saved her, but left her open for her opponent’s next attack.

      Cyntia fell on top of her, jaw snapping near her face as her tremendous weight pushed Bridget deep into the mud. Bridget seized Cyntia’s shoulders, forcing her back. The putrid breath nearly made her gag, and she could see bits of rotting flesh still stuck between teeth. Cyntia snapped again, nipping her cheek. It burned like acid.

      Bridget roared, flipping backwards as panic flooded her. The slippery mud negated Cyntia’s weight advantage, and she tossed the larger werewolf into the mud again. She didn’t hesitate, flowing into the shadows as Cyntia regained her footing.

      “Come out, you tiny little bitch,” Cyntia roared, dropping into a crouch and scanning the darkness. “You can’t hide forever. I will find you.”

      Then Trevor was there, the first time she’d gotten a good look at him. If you didn’t look too closely he looked like a redneck ginger, with a freckled face and a dirty ball cap. His eyes gave lie to that illusion though, deep putrid green just like Irakesh. He cradled a rifle loosely in his arms, joining the deathless bastard in his shimmering white garments that somehow remained untouched by travel or even the mud.

      “The black werewolf didn’t engage, but Blair is recovering. He’ll be here shortly. We should keep moving,” Trevor said, slowly panning his gaze over the dark water. He must know she was there, but didn’t seem alarmed. She couldn’t detect panic or fear in his scent, but then the same was true for Irakesh. Maybe they didn’t have emotions, or if they did maybe they weren’t detectable in the same way that human emotions were.

      “I agree. The Ka-Dun is no longer a threat, but I do not take chances,” Irakesh said, approaching the box. His garments flowed in the frigid breeze now winding through the corridor. “Trevor, carry the box. Cyntia will need her hands free.”

      “What about Bridget? I want to eat her heart,” Cyntia roared, taking a hostile step towards the deathless. Madness lurked in that awful gaze.

      “Follow Trevor,” Irakesh ordered, waving a hand dismissively as he started deeper up the corridor threading through the sea. “The Ka-Ken will come to you. I assure you this is so.”

      Cyntia roared again, slashing at a dark shape that flitted along the edge of the wall, just inside the water. She came back with a small white shark, ripping its throat out with the savage intensity she’d no doubt prefer to use on Bridget.

      Bridget peered back up the corridor towards the shore, still not too distant. Nothing moved. If Blair were able to come, he’d already be here. He might be wounded or even dying. That was the only thing that would have kept him away. He cared about her. She knew it. Maybe it wasn’t the love they’d once shared, but he was at least—what? Maybe fond of her? How stupid to even worry about such things right now. But there didn’t seem to be any other time. Everything was always a crisis.

      Bridget shook her head, turning back to Cyntia. Blair wasn’t coming. Steve certainly wasn’t. He’d leave her to die without a second thought. It had always been that way, though she’d been naive in the beginning. He had kept her because she was pretty and because she had a little clout in the anthropology community. Not because he loved her. Steve was too narcissistic for love. Fondness maybe. That fondness had evaporated over time, a little each day like a puddle drying up.

      She was alone. Should she run? Blair would tell her that it was okay if she did. He’d assure her she’d had no other choice, that she had to flee. There was nothing she could do. But somewhere in his gaze she knew what she’d find. Disappointment. She’d faced it once, the night she’d finally confessed her sins and told him she was leaving him. She didn’t have the strength to see that gaze again, not ever.

      Bridget dropped into a crouch, eyes narrowing as she stalked her prey. Irakesh moved at a fast walk, the water parting thirty or forty yards ahead of him as he advanced across the floor of the bay. Trevor trotted beside him, rifle now slung over his shoulder on a strap so his arms were free to carry the box. She recognized the weapon, a .308. Jordan had shown her how to use one.

      Cyntia lagged behind the pair, prowling back and forth a few feet away from Bridget. She let the gap widen, eyes sliding past Bridget as she whiffed the air for a scent. “Come out, Bridget. I’ll give you a quick death. You won’t feel anything, I promise.”

      Bridget’s heart thudded. She tried to remind herself that she was a nine-foot monster with sharp fangs and even sharper claws. It didn’t help. Cyntia turned her bowels to water. She towered over Bridget, her blond shoulders wider than the Civic Bridget had driven back in college. She healed so damned fast and she seemed flush with energy, as if she’d bathed in moonlight for weeks without expending anything.

      Bridget slid a foot backwards, gripping the mud. Her legs tensed as the crouch deepened, then she leapt. Her hands seized the side of Cyntia’s head, burying themselves in the thick blond fur. Her claws had already proven ineffectual. She had to try something else. Bridget wrapped her legs around Cyntia’s shoulders, then twisted with all her might.

      A sharp crack echoed through the corridor and Cyntia dropped to her knees. Bridget didn’t hesitate. She dug the claws into Cyntia’s eyes, gouging as deeply as she could reach. Maybe if she destroyed the brain she’d stop the body.

      Cyntia’s arms shot up, seizing her by the forearms. Claws tore into Bridget’s flesh, wrenching a scream loose. The pain was white, blotting out everything. Yet Bridget forced the claws deeper, drawing a low wail from Cyntia. Then the pressure began to mount. The muscles in her forearms were liquid fire as Cyntia shredded them. Bridget’s grip slackened.

      Cyntia’s grip tightened. Then she yanked Bridget’s arms apart, pulling her taut in the air above her. Bridget shrieked as bones popped and broke. Time seemed to slow as her mind fought to understand. She saw, but couldn’t comprehend. Her arms had torn loose, leaving jagged stumps in their place. Blood spurted from each, showering Cyntia. She was a cripple.

      The larger werewolf spun, seizing Bridget’s neck in one of her meaty hands. The other punched through Bridget’s belly like a pile driver, blowing her spine out her back. The blow had hollowed out her middle and replaced it with agony.

      “You have no idea how much I’ve been looking forward to this,” Cyntia growled, with a ghastly grin. She brought Bridget’s face closer until their eyes were only inches apart. “I’m going to eat you, Bridget. When I’m done, I’m going to find Blair and eat him too.”

      Then she lunged, tearing into Bridget’s throat. She wanted to howl, to scream. To warn Blair somehow, tell him to run far away and never look back. Find a quiet place and just be safe, away from Irakesh. Away from Cyntia.

      Blair, she thought, body going limp as she finally abandoned the struggle. I’m so sorry. For everything. You deserved so much more.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            59

          

          

      

    

    







            Rage

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair’s mind fragmented with pain. Coherent thought eluded him, hiding behind stray memories and raw, animal pain. He was rocked by incoherent flashes as he fought for control. Bridget the first time he’d laid eyes on her, a wide-eyed freshman watching the awkward teacher’s aide giving his first lecture. The way she’d looked at him had galvanized him in a way nothing ever had. Had spurred him to earn his master’s, to pursue a doctorate, and to write a thesis that had earned him immediate acclaim in the scientific world.

      Then he was in Santa Rosa, gazing through the kitchen window of his little two bedroom. Six empty wine bottles lined the counter next to him, all Ravenswood zin. It was the cheapest red he could stomach and also the guest every night for dinner. A single plate with a lonely fork sat on a clean dish rag. It ate at him, that memory. Brought him back to his lowest. Back to the man who’d given up and decided he wasn’t worth a damn thing.

      He heaved himself on his side, twisting to face the gap in the water. The pain was immense but he bore it. He had to make it down there, had to help Bridget and Steve deal with Irakesh. Failure wasn’t an option. But it was happening anyway. He struggled to stand, collapsing to the turf. It smelled of salt and brine and misery.

      Fight, Ka-Dun. Fight with the will the Mother gave you. Your body has been ravaged by deathless energy, but you are a shaper. You can undo the damage he has done. Fight, Ka-Dun. Fight, or all is lost.

      Blair planted his palms against the grass, hair framing his face as he panted into the grass. Shaping wasn’t magic. It was science. It was the application of will to manipulate energy. He could use that energy to heal himself. Repair the damaged cells, every last one. He envisioned his bloodstream, a bunch of red ovals flowing through myriad tunnels. His heart, thudding heavily in his chest. The very marrow in his bones. Blair reached deep within the well of power at his core, the place he’d saved for this very confrontation.

      It built within him, a rolling wave of silver energy that burst through every pore. He screamed into the heavens, arms extended as his body went rigid. He sagged back, slouching to the grass as he fought for breath. He felt better. Tired, but the acidic pain had been banished. He could think again, unencumbered by whatever Irakesh had inflicted. Blair rose to his feet, taking a cautious step towards the beach.

      He took another. Then another, staggering his way into the mouth of the watery corridor Irakesh had somehow created. He peered into the gloom, eyes adjusting to the near lack of sunlight in the distance. Shapes moved there, resolving into a pair of massive beasts. One was silver, noble. Majestic. The other a sickly blonde, twisted and feral. Cyntia crouched atop Bridget, who struggled weakly beneath her.

      Something broke, tearing loose a sob that had been lodged in Blair’s chest for nearly five years. He didn’t need Liz’s skill with medicine to know a fatal wound when he saw one. Bridget’s arms had been torn off, her neck and shoulder savagely rent as Cyntia tore loose another hunk of flesh.

      Blair. A quavering voice came to him, faint as if across a great distance. I’m so sorry. For everything. You deserved so much more.

      It was more than mere words. So much more. The thought was so heavy with emotion it staggered Blair. There was a thick blanket of love, warm and golden. Yet underneath was a tide of sadness, of guilt so acidic it had eroded Bridget’s very foundation.

      Bridget, I’m with you, he thought back, filling the words with all the warmth he could muster. I forgive you. For everything.

      He could almost feel her smile, feel the lightening of the pain. I love you. So much, Blair.

      Cyntia lunged, severing Bridget’s spine and burying her maw in Bridget’s corpse. There was a moment of lessening, then Bridget was gone. She slipped through his fingers, leaving a faint fragrance of love and loss.

      Blair sucked in a breath, trembling all over. He could only stare as the heat built within him, pure and righteous and total. He howled, low and deep. Cyntia looked up from her meal, ears pitched forward as she considered his challenge. He didn’t give her time to think. Blair blurred as he never had, crossing the muddy gap in the space between heartbeats. He was on her in a fury, gouging and biting and rending. There was no strategy, no plan. He was one with the beast and all that mattered was killing his prey.

      The vile one slew your She. She will not survive.

      Blair dropped low, jabbing his claws into her right thigh over and over in a blurring hail of silvered claws. He gouged the muscle, severed the tendons. Then he seized the femur in both hands, wrenching with all his strength. Cyntia’s leg tore loose in a shower of gore. He flung it into the water, already spinning for another blow.

      “Kaaaa-Duuun,” Irakesh shouted, his voice low and warbling like some ultra-slow recording. Blair looked up, catching sight of the deathless maybe a hundred yards down the ocean floor. He stood just outside of the tunnel leading into the Ark. “Iii hope yoouuu can swimmmm.”

      Blair knew a moment of absolute terror. He spun towards the shore, his worst fears confirmed. The walls of water were crashing together, accelerating in his direction despite the blur. He sucked in a breath, bracing himself as the rumbling wall crashed over him. The blow knocked him from his feet, dashing him against a rock and then up into the water. He lost sight of Bridget’s body, but saw Cyntia kick off towards the Ark with her three remaining limbs.

      That was the last thing he saw before his eyes succumbed to the enormous pressure, bursting with agonizing little pops he felt more than heard. Then his eardrums followed, leaving him in silent darkness. He released the blur, fire burning in his lungs as his body greedily sucked away the little oxygen he’d managed to grab. Not being able to save Bridget’s body ate at him, but if he didn’t get to the surface he was dead.

      Blair kicked hard, swimming in the direction he hoped was up. The frigid water numbed his limbs, but maybe that was a blessing as it muted the agony. The physical agony, anyway. He looked away from the anguish like a child who’d stared at the sun a moment too long, but spots of Bridget still danced in his vision. He swam harder, the pressure in his lungs mounting. The pressure lessened, suggesting he was going the right direction. Blair blurred for a split second, using his entire body to propel himself upward.

      The idea of diving had always seemed like a horribly suicidal idea. Especially when he lived in a place people referred to as the red triangle, due to the number of great whites. He was so numb he couldn’t tell if the water was getting warmer, but that mattered so much less than the pressure.

      Seconds passed as he pumped his limbs, clawing for the surface. Then he was free, bursting into the settling twilight. He sucked in for all he was worth, getting as much sea as he did air. He coughed and spluttered, scissoring his legs to keep himself afloat. Gentle waves rocked him back and forth. Without sight he had no idea where land was. Or did he? Blair sent out a ping, scanning the area. There, that direction. He sensed a familiar presence, perhaps a hundred yards distant.

      Blair swam. He tried to ignore the pain, the anchor of emotional loss threatening to drag him under. Somewhere in the middle his eyes began to burn, something warm and liquid flowing into the sockets. He lacked the breath to scream, accepting the pain with the despair of futility. Then there was brightness everywhere. He squinted into the settling twilight, scanning the shoreline. Steve was crouched there in human form, eyes darting about as he sought signs of an enemy. He met Blair’s gaze briefly, giving a simple nod before returning to his search.

      Blair swam harder, jaw clenched and body quivering with sudden energy. He heaved himself from the water, charging across the shore towards Steve. The smug bastard just waited there, arms crossed as he rose to his feet. His black dress shirt wasn’t even muddy. Blair seized him by the collar, lifting him with one hand. He brought Steve’s face to his own, giving a low, deep growl. “Consider your next words very carefully, you fucking coward. Bridget fought and died down there. Where were you, Steve?”

      “I know you’re angry,” Steve said, letting his arms fall limp. His whole posture slackened. No resistance at all. “Trevor had the beach covered. You were out of the fight. I didn’t even see Bridget move down there. Didn’t know she was there until I heard the fighting, just a few seconds before you. I’m sorry, Blair. I am. But there was no way I was going to rush in there unsupported. I saw what Irakesh did to you. What the hell chance did I have without the key? Maybe if you’d have given it up, I would have been down there. Did you think about that?”

      Blair opened his mouth to retort, but something tingled at the base of his skull. Was Steve right? He’d gotten his ass handed to him by Irakesh. Again. As though he were a small punt-able dog barking at the mailman.

      “You’re still a fucking coward,” he roared, spittle drenching Steve. He hurled Steve into a nearby Mercedes, shattering the windshield and shredding Steve’s shirt. “We need to fall back and plan, that is, assuming you want some payback. I thought you loved Bridget. Isn’t that what you told me when I confronted you for fucking her behind my back? That you loved her? Get up, you god-damned cockroach. Follow me or get the fuck out of my sight.”

      Blair spun, marching towards 101. He had no idea what to do now, but he was taking Irakesh down, no matter what it cost. Right after he snapped Cyntia’s neck.
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      Mark dropped into the black vinyl chair, setting the glass down with a clink. The world was eating itself alive and he still had ice. The universe certainly had a strange sense of humor. He held his fingers against the trackpad until it vibrated and the iMac’s screen came to life. He dragged a browser window onto the screen, navigating Mohn’s intranet until he found the wiki. It still impressed him, the audacity of it. They’d tapped into the world’s every communication for years, stockpiling data in facilities like this one. Each one took hourly backups of effectively the entire internet, which meant despite the sudden end of the world he could still use Google.

      “What have you been up to, Old Man?” he murmured, pulling open a console and typing in his authorization. He executed a simple script until a series of phone calls appeared. Each included a time, destination and number of parties. Six had occurred in the last four hours, all to London. A Mohn facility was located there, so that had to be who he was talking to. Who else had a functioning phone after the CME?

      Six phone calls in four hours. The Old Man hadn’t done that since the first pyramid had appeared. Mark had been in the loop on that one. Mohn had told him before anyone else and the two had discussed options. They’d birthed the plan together. Yet he’d said not a word to Mark about whatever this new event was.

      "Director, my ass. If you really trusted me, you’d have brought me in immediately,” he said, picking up his glass and enjoying a swallow of the amber contents. Good whisky was going to become rare very quickly, but his gut said he wouldn’t be alive long enough to enjoy it. A civil war was coming, one he’d likely instigate.

      Mohn had always kept things back, but he’d brought Mark into every project except the mysterious Solaris. The Old Man had even called him his right hand a few times. If he was freezing Mark out now, that could only mean one thing. The Old Man was going to move against him, removing him as director and probably executing him. The only question was, how soon would the hammer fall?

      There were people loyal to him, almost a third of the staff. Not enough to win, just enough to cripple what could be the last remaining bastion of human power in this crazy new world. If Mark fled though, it would mean abandoning the people who supported him. People like Benson. His people would be singled out, those most loyal purged. The rest would be under constant suspicion. The dilemma was maddening. He couldn’t flee, but if he stayed he was as good as dead.

      Then there was the matter of Irakesh. If they didn’t stop the deathless, he’d likely succeed in setting up a power base on the west coast. He had at least one nuclear weapon and, if Jordan’s reports were accurate, could control the tide of corpses sweeping the world. That made him the top threat to Mohn security. The Old Man saw that. It was inconceivable to think otherwise. At every juncture he’d outthought Mark. The Old Man’s gift for understanding the context of a situation was unparalleled.

      Mark leaned back in his chair, enjoying another sip as he chewed on the problem. If Mohn knew Irakesh had to be stopped yet was choosing not to, either the Old Man knew something about Irakesh’s capabilities that he hadn’t shared, or it meant that he was in league with him somehow. The first was quite likely, since Mohn had access to parts of the intelligence network even Mark hadn’t been granted. The second sounded ludicrous, but Mark was too meticulous to dismiss it out of hand.

      He withdrew his phone, swiping to his contacts and thumbing Ops. The red button flared twice, then shifted to bright green as he was connected.

      “Yes, Director?” Benson answered. Her tone was facilitating, but not simpering. She’d been an excellent choice. She’d go far, if she survived the next week.

      “Have viper six prepared for deployment. Send a team down to the brig and have detainees Jordan and Gregg brought to the tarmac,” he ordered, setting his glass down and rising from his chair. He moved over to the mirror, studying his reflection. The pressed shirt was immaculate, but the tie was looser around the neck than he liked. His fingers itched to pull the slender silk until it too was immaculate. He denied the urge.

      “Yes, sir,” Benson replied. “Shall I notify you when they reach the tarmac?”

      “Do that,” he ordered, grabbing his coat from the bed as he moved for the door. “Also, have Object Two withdrawn from the vault and brought to the tarmac. Give custody to Commander Jordan.”

      “Acknowledged,” she replied, then terminated the connection. That made him smile. He loved it when she took initiative.

      Mark waved his hand in front of the door, stepping through before it finished sliding open with its accompanying hiss. The hall was empty, unsurprising since only the highest ranking officers were allowed housing in section seven. He walked up the corridor, shoes squeaking on the concrete as he rounded the corner.

      He froze. A familiar figure stood before the elevators, a simple coincidence by all appearances. The Old Man’s icy eyes glittered as they studied Mark, his fair hair so blond it was almost white. Not the kind of white you saw in the elderly, but the lustrous white of the Nordic. Just how old was he, anyway? He’d barely changed in the years that Mark had known him.

      “Hello, Mark,” the Old Man said, gesturing to the elevator. “Going down to Ops?”

      “Yes, I was on my way there now,” he said, striding down the corridor in his best attempt at appearing confident. Mohn knew.

      The elevator chimed and the doors slid open, revealing a pair of black-clad security guards in full gear. Not his men. Mark stepped into the elevator, turning his back to the soldiers as Mohn joined him. The Old Man pressed the Ops button and the doors slid shut. He was silent until the car began moving.

      “I’m told you had Object Two removed from the vault,” he said, shifting to face Mark. His face revealed nothing. The tone was conversational.

      “And?” Mark asked, staring back with all the intensity he could muster. If the Old Man was trying for a confession, he’d be sorely disappointed. Mark wasn’t giving him anything.

      The elevator came to a smooth halt. Mohn didn’t answer, instead facing the soldiers. “Gentlemen, give us the room, please.”

      The doors slid open and both soldiers filed out. Mohn said nothing until the doors closed. “Mark, you withdrew an item of incredible power and put it in the hands of a god. How could you be that stupid? What if she hadn’t just given it meekly back? She could have torn through this facility like a hurricane and I promise you, nothing we have could have stopped her.”

      Mark heaved an internal sigh of relief. The Old Man was talking about the training session he’d allowed Liz, not the order that would end Mark’s career and possibly his life. He might not know that Jordan, Liz, and Object Two were on their way to the tarmac even now. “I believed she would cooperate. If she had resisted she may have done some damage, but we’d have contained her. Object Two might give her an edge, but it’s just a sword.”

      Mohn scrubbed a hand through his hair, obvious irritation flashing across his features. Mark had never been on the receiving side of that irritation, but it looked as if that was about to change.

      “I don’t think you heard me,” Mohn said, eyes skewering Mark. “A. God. As in a literal god, or something so close it doesn’t matter. What we’re seeing is just the beginning. In a year that young woman could tear through this entire facility with ease. In ten we wouldn’t even see her do it. We’d just die. Object Two fuels everything she is, Mark. You have no idea how powerful it is.”

      “If you do, then why haven’t you told me? What is it you know that I don’t? Because all the data we’ve collected on the sword say it’s a repository for energy with a sharp edge. She can kill people with it, but her claws already worked fine. So why don’t you enlighten me, Leif?”

      “You checked my log records. You know I’ve been speaking to London,” the Old Man replied, crossing his arms. He studied Mark for a long moment before speaking again. “You’ve never asked how I came by Object One, or how I know the things I do about the ancient world. Do you want to know how I know what one of them can do with an object like number two? Because I’ve met a god, Mark. Seen him in all his terrible fury. They are human if you want to get technical, but their lifespan is measured in millennia. They can modify their own DNA. Kill with a thought. Our ancestors worshipped them and they were right to.”

      “My god, you work for one of them,” Mark said, eyes widening. He took a step back, but there was nowhere to go. “Is that why you founded this company? To help one of them control the world?”

      “It’s far more complex than that,” Mohn replied, raising a hand to forestall Mark’s protest. “Hear me out. It’s past time I shared this with someone and I can’t think of anyone better than you. You are my right hand, Mark. And I’m desperate enough to gamble everything, if it will ensure your continued loyalty. I need you, Mark.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Do you remember when I revealed Object One to the board back in Panama?” the Old Man asked, touching his chest with two fingers.

      “How could I forget? That was the moment you galvanized the board into coming here,” Mark replied. He crossed his arms, still feeling trapped. “You said you’d received it from your grandfather, that it had some sort of powers.”

      “That last part was a lie. I didn’t receive it from my grandfather. I was my grandfather, Mark,” the Old Man explained, eyes searching. “I’ve faked my own death several times, so people didn’t suspect that I never aged.”

      “Come again?” was all Mark could muster.

      “I was born in 1838 in Helsinki. A woodsman by trade, if you can believe that. I hunted my own game and sold lumber. Didn’t make much, but I survived. One day I came into town with a haul of wolf pelts and there wasn’t anyone there. Everyone had disappeared. Doors were open. Fires still burned in hearths. But the people? They were just gone, Mark. Every last person I’d ever known. Gone.”

      Mark reeled, leaning his back against the smooth metal wall as he struggled to understand what he was hearing. Eighteen thirty-eight? That would make him, what? A hundred and seventy-five years old. Mohn could have passed for forty.

      “A patch of darkness detached from the night. It scooped me up and carried me into the old inn. Next thing I knew, I was plopped into a chair. Then he sat down across from me,” Mohn explained, eyes distant as he related the tale. “He had leathery skin and glowing green eyes. It was completely foreign to me. I’d never seen anyone like that before. Never seen anyone who didn’t look like me. Then he opened his mouth and showed me fangs that could chew the flesh from your bones. I was terrified, Mark. I knew what he was then. A draugr, a creature straight out of Norse legend. I also knew what had befallen my village. This thing had eaten them.

      “The draugr gave me a choice. I could serve it in life, growing powerful and outliving everyone around me. Or I could die a swift death. It wasn’t a difficult choice, Mark,” the Old Man explained, shoulders slumping. “I did things I wasn’t proud of. Helped it learn how the world had changed since it had last awoken. I spent the next year as a slave, doing whatever it wished of me. We traveled throughout eastern Europe visiting what he called sites of power.”

      “Did this monster have a name?” Mark demanded.

      “His name was Usir,” the Old Man replied. He paused for a long moment before continuing.

      “Traveling with him was horrific. We’d blaze through a town in a matter of hours, draining the inhabitants dry. His thirst was unquenchable. Mark, we gave rise to the legends of vampires in Europe. I’m sure of it. I even met Stoker, and his accounts were not far off the mark. Then the day came that my master told me he would return to his slumber.

      “He demanded that I prepare the way for his eventual awakening. That the day would come when he would emerge to reclaim his rightful place, and that I would be foremost among his servants,” he said, unbuttoning his purple shirt and exposing a gold chain. He withdrew the pendant, a clearly Egyptian Eye of Horus with a ruby set in the center. “Usir gave me this. He hung it around my neck himself. The draugr told me he could use it to find me. He also told me it would keep me alive until the world was ready for his return, and that if I deviated in my task, he would know. I’d seen his wrath, Mark. It terrifies me still, almost two centuries later.”

      “So you sold your soul to this thing?” Mark asked, hurling the words like spears. “This thing could be responsible for the zombie virus, and you’re following it?”

      “Let me finish,” the Old Man growled, eyes tightening. “I never said I agreed. After the draugr left I ran, fast and hard. I headed south, visiting libraries and sharing soup with wizened grandmothers willing to share old tales. There had to be some proof that I wasn’t crazy. It took years to find it. There were myths and legends everywhere, but almost nothing tangible. Except for me. I stopped aging, Mark. At first I just thought it was good luck, but when I hadn’t changed for a decade I knew.  The draugr’s amulet was proof of an ancient civilization we couldn’t begin to understand. I’d felt its power and beside it, we’re nothing. Yet my only chance of beating it lay in understanding it. I needed to harness the same power they used, what I considered magic back then. That was long before the discovery of signals.

      “So I used the years to my advantage. I cultivated wealth and influence, because I had the luxury of understanding time in a way very few people can,” he explained, pausing to lick his lips. “Mark, over the last two centuries I’ve gotten the briefest taste of what it’s like for them. What it’s like to be a god. But all I have is the immortality and a few paltry trinkets I’ve collected, not the raw power they wield. These things shaped empires that spanned continents. You know what a young werewolf can do. Imagine the power of a millennia-old goddess.”

      “You were going to tell me about how you weren’t selling out humanity,” Mark gave back, eyeing the Old Man critically.

      “After Usir left I didn’t have any compulsion to serve him, but at the same time I knew he’d return,” the Old Man explained, shaking his head. “So I went about learning the world. Learning as much about the past as I could. I founded archeological digs and visited ancient ruins. I was a big part of Egyptology back in the nineteen-twenties. I’ve spent time in South America and India. Always searching for our roots, for some proof of where this thing came from. I found his fingerprints everywhere. He manipulated cultures throughout history; I’m sure of it. From Chichen Itza in the sixth century to Egypt an ocean away. I think the audacious bastard even played Imhotep in third-dynasty Egypt. He taught Djoser how to make pyramids. Always he was found in a culture that created pyramids. Why? What was the significance to a timeless god about the specific shape of a pyramid? Why were they always made of stone?”

      Mark was shocked to his core. So much time to learn the world, to study patterns. If you knew what to look for, that is. So many of the company’s mysterious operations suddenly made sense.

      “My search for the answers led to the founding of this company. I came to understand the galactic procession, that the world would eventually return to the conditions that allowed these gods to flourish. I knew the time was fast approaching, but I hadn’t even guessed there might be something like the viruses they unleashed. I did suspect the Arks and even learned where the first one would appear.”

      “You’re talking about Peru,” Mark interjected.

      “Exactly,” the Old Man replied, shaking his head. “I had no idea what we’d find within, but I knew we had to learn all we could before my master returned.”

      The fact that the Old Man still called this Usir ‘master’ terrified Mark. “So what was your goal in the end? You’ve gathered all this knowledge. Now what? Are we going to fight them?” he asked.

      “I honestly don’t think we can fight them,” Mohn said, giving the first shrug Mark had ever seen. “But I’m going to try. We’re going to try. I hope you understand what an immense risk I’m taking in trusting you, Mark. I hope I have your continued loyalty.”

      The whole thing sounded good. Sounded plausible, maybe because of its implausibility. Yet a detail nagged at Mark. If the Old Man wasn’t serving this master any longer, why all the calls to London? Mohn was lying, trying to lull Mark into complacency.

      “Of course,” Mark answered smoothly, dropping his arms to his sides. The last few grains were slipping down the hourglass. Whatever the Old Man’s endgame was, Mark was certain he was about to find out. “We’re in this together.”
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      The Mother smiled for the first time in a very, very long while. She swept down the ramp into the central chamber, admiring the handiwork of the past several days. Each of the control obelisks shone with a faint inner light, a pale shadow of the energy the rods would one day hold. It wasn’t much, but it illuminated the glyphs she’d lovingly painted on the walls all those millennia ago.

      The labor had taken her nearly a century, each pictograph lovingly crafted. It was a diary in a way, the remembrance of the events that had led her here. The endless war with the deathless, the desperate struggle to keep them from the shores of this strange continent. Even loss and rebirth of Osiris and the struggle to wrest the secrets left behind by the Builders. She approached one of her favorite scenes, the very first she’d painted.

      It showed her standing atop a spire in a massive city. An alien city, one she’d never fully understood in the brief months she’d studied it before it sank beneath the waves. One of the few mysteries remaining to her back then. After all, the world had been her plaything. She’d been a goddess, worshiped by entire peoples under many different names in just as many lands. Isis. Pombo. The Mother. There were so many.

      She stroked the cool wall, fingers feeling a familiar electric rush as they brushed the stone. That was why they’d chosen not just stone, but this stone in particular. Quartz contained the energy better than nearly any other substance save Sunsteel. It was easily mined and plentiful throughout the world, making it ideal for the inner core. The outer core was cut from obsidian, etched smooth through shaping. That channeled sun and moon both, feeding the power into the Ark’s nearly limitless reserves.

      Those reserves were sadly depleted now. It would be years before the place was fully functional. Perhaps decades depending on how much power she used along the way. It was a dangerous time, a time when her stronghold provided far less than it someday would. Yet it was still an improvement over the ruin she’d found when she’d first awoken.

      “Where are they now, Yukon?” she asked, stroking her loyal companion’s neck as she strode through the inner chamber. It was a mystery she had no way of answering, save for attempting to contact the Ark of the Redwood. That might prove fruitless, or it might reveal the Ark’s new owner. Would that be Blair? Or Irakesh?

      If it had been uncovered, what of the most precious cargo within? What of her daughter, willful and stubborn and beautiful. Jes’Ka was ready for this new world, but was the world ready for her?

      The Mother strode through the remainder of the chamber, passing by the Mother’s hand and entering the heart. Its white walls pulsed slowly with energy, in time with her heartbeat. How many generations of man had passed while she’d slumbered here?

      She rested a hand on the rejuvenator, knowing that somewhere her daughter rested in a similar one. What should she do? She would meditate and pray that the small strength this place gave Blair would be enough to help the Ka-Dun secure the Ark of the Redwood so that she might be reunited with her daughter.

      The lights flickered and when they resumed, their illumination had lessened. She whirled, sensing movement behind her. A faint greenish glow came from the central chamber, a familiar glow. The Mother exited the rejuvenation chamber, shifting to her wolf form instinctively as she took in the figure before her.

      “By the gods,” she whispered, the words the same she’d uttered nearly twenty-five millennia before, when she’d first laid eyes on the shimmering figure. “Ka, how have you come here?”

      The translucent figure met her impassively, its flat, black eyes and long, thin neck too alien to be human. It had two hands and two legs, but each hand possessed only four fingers. Its skin was a deep green. Her own age had lacked a word to describe the figure, but this new age supplied it. Ka was a hologram.

      “Greetings, Ka-Ken,” Ka offered, inclining its head. The hologram flickered, and the lights dimmed further. “I must be brief. Accessing the systems here drains the little power remaining.”

      “I ask again, how have you come here?” the Mother asked, extending an arm. The reassuring weight of the Primary Access Key coalesced in her hand, its golden length held defensively before her. “You should be imprisoned in the Nexus.”

      “This was so, until very recently,” Ka said, giving another bob of its head. “A hominid recently entered the Nexus and accessed my systems. Doing so drained the primary battery, and the Nexus entered hibernation. When this occurred I was shunted to background systems.”

      “That doesn’t explain how you came to be here,” the Mother countered, eyes narrowing. “Explain. Tell me of this hominid.”

      “Assuredly,” Ka said, to all appearances the dutiful servant. The Mother knew just how deceptive that appearance was, memories of the First Ark large in her mind. Ka flickered again. “The Nexus sought to offload my matrix to the first available Ark. When you initiated repairs, the Ark rebooted, which removed the security preventing me from entering. When the Nexus detected this I was automatically shunted here.”

      “And this hominid?” the Mother asked, stomach twisting in knots. If Set had somehow entered the Nexus…

      “Three hominids, in truth,” Ka corrected, flickering wildly for a moment before continuing. “Their helixes had been shaped in a manner similar to the mutagen you and I crafted together.”

      “They’re deathless?” the Mother asked, taking a hostile step forward. She growled low in her throat.

      “No, Ka-Ken. Their helixes are different. In many ways they are weaker than either the deathless or the champions you have created,” Ka explained. It gestured at the air next to it and an image of three people appeared.

      One was male, young and handsome with impetuous eyes. He wore black clothing cut from this era, and his gaze lacked the green glow of the deathless. Behind him stood a pair of women. The closer was beautiful and of an age with the man, strong and confident much like Jes’Ka. Her hair was a river of brown cascading down her back, and her skin was darker than the man’s. A descendent of the people she’d once ruled on the northern continent?

      The last was little more than a child, an auburn-haired female on the eve of adulthood. Her eyes were wide with fear.

      “Who shaped them?” she asked. They appeared normal in every way, but then so did she before she shifted.

      “The progeny of the Builders,” Ka said, dimming until only a bare shade remained. Its voice was tinny and barely above a whisper now. “They have returned to this world, and their plans do not bode well for your species.”

      The Mother shifted back to human form, leaning heavily on her staff. She knew little of the Builders and nothing of their progeny. She glanced up to ask Ka another question, but the hologram disappeared as the lights of her Ark flickered and died.
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      Trevor’s hands clenched and unclenched as he paced back and forth just inside the Ark’s wide entryway. The massive recess cut into the stone was identical to the pyramid in Peru. An invisible plane held back the ocean, allowing him to gaze out into its black depths. The same depths where he’d watched Cyntia slaughter Blair’s friend and possibly Blair himself. Even if he’d survived Cyntia’s brutal attack, Blair had probably died when the ocean crashed over him. And it was Trevor’s fault.

      He hadn’t seen what had happened at the end. Just as he’d set the silver box down in the corner, he’d heard a tremendous roar. The ocean had filled the corridor Irakesh had created, obliterating all traces of their passage and leaving them protected within the Ark’s entryway. If there was any solace it was that Cyntia had mercifully perished out there somewhere.

      “This is the sweetest thing I have tasted in this new age,” Irakesh said, stepping up to the water and brushing it with an outstretched hand. “The journey was long, but now the true work can begin.”

      Trevor looked sidelong at his master, hating him with an intensity that he’d not realized himself capable of. The things he’d been asked to do were unjust in a way no one should ever ask of another. The depths of Irakesh’s cruelty continued to amaze him. Yet somehow it wasn’t personal or malicious. To Irakesh his victory was all that mattered and Trevor’s friends were just casualties. It was the indifferent malevolence of a cat toying with prey.

      “Do you want me to carry the nuke inside?” Trevor asked. He needed to escape. He just couldn’t be in the same room with this monster anymore.

      “No, leave it. Cyntia will carry it,” Irakesh replied. He turned a wicked grin on Trevor, ebony skull gleaming under a sheen of condensation.

      “Cyntia’s dead,” Trevor said, gesturing at the water. “There’s no way she could have survived that.” He was horrified by the alternative.

      “Are you so certain? We shall see,” Irakesh mused, raising a black eyebrow. He pushed past Trevor and into the corridor leading deeper into the Ark. “Come. Let us explore. I grew up with legends of this place, but have never seen the inside. This is the first Ark Isis ruled wholly by herself, though Ptah had a large hand in its discovery and reshaping.”

      Trevor trailed after, vaguely curious about these gods Irakesh had mentioned, but mostly consumed by the knot of rage that had been growing since he’d found himself enslaved to the bastard’s will.

      They entered a corridor with high ceilings, faintly illuminated by silvery glyphs where the walls met the ceiling. They revealed vast scenes of glorious battles between beleaguered silver figures and twisted black ones. The farther they passed the more the shape of those battles grew clear. At first the silver figures had been driven back, but eventually they had allied with four-legged creatures he took to be wolves. Then they had turned the tide, driving the black figures off a cliff and into the ocean.

      “Do you see that glow up ahead? That’s the central chamber. From there I have complete control over this place,” Irakesh said, nearly skipping in his apparent eagerness. It was the happiest Trevor had ever seen him. Like a child clapping its hands as it stood over the corpses of murdered parents.

      They entered a wide chamber with high-vaulted ceilings lost in darkness. Five jet-black obelisks dominated the room, one in each corner and a central one that was larger than the rest. Trevor could feel the power they hummed with, though it was so faint he had to strain to catch the echo they gave off.

      Beyond the obelisks lay a wide doorway flanked by statues, both female werewolves by the size. Through that doorway came a faint white glow, soft but brighter than the walls in this room or the corridor leading here. Irakesh strode boldly across the floor, clearly aimed at that room.

      Trevor followed, gawking at his surroundings despite the numbing horror of all he’d experienced in recent weeks. There was still beauty in the world, even if he could barely appreciate it. They entered the mysterious room, which was empty save for a series of long clear sarcophagi more at home in Stargate than anywhere in their world. They glittered with gemstones along the surface, rubies and emeralds and diamonds. Each held their own inner light, which pulsed and flowed like a heartbeat. The heartbeat of the occupants.

      Within the central one lay a black-clothed woman with lustrous blond hair and youthful features. She was beautiful, but something about her was both familiar and troubling. It was impossible that Trevor could know her, but there was something about her. Some sort of mental impression perhaps? His ignorance irritated him.

      “By the sun itself,” Irakesh breathed, dropping to a crouch next to the sarcophagus. He placed his hands against the amber substance, which glowed faintly at his touch. “Trevor, do you know who this is? Never in my wildest dreams could I have guessed we’d find such a treasure.”

      “Who is she?” Trevor asked, studying her sleeping face. Another immortal of some kind, one with powers and knowledge he could only guess at.

      “Jes’Ka, daughter of Isis. The one you know as the Mother,” Irakesh explained, rising and facing Trevor. His eyes were lit with a feverish gleam. “She slumbers because her mother did not trust her with a key. No doubt Isis planned to awaken her after she’d secured this land. Jes’Ka was proud, stubborn, and powerful. If she could be turned to our cause, we could rule this entire continent in a single generation.”

      “Isn’t she a werewolf?” Trevor asked, resting the butt of his rifle on the floor. He knelt to peer into the sarcophagus. He recognized objectively that she was beautiful but the part of him that might have felt anything had died when his heart stopped. “If you let her out, what’s to stop her from tearing us apart?”

      “I will,” came a low growl from behind him. Trevor spun, rifle snapping to his shoulder as he took aim at the speaker. Cyntia stood in her human form, naked and blue from the cold. She was drenched, which wasn’t entirely bad since she’d desperately needed a bath. She stood gingerly on her right leg, which was curiously whiter than the left. “Let the bitch out. If she wishes to fight I will gut her and feast on her entrails.”

      “Oh, Cyntia,” Irakesh said, delivering one of the condescending smiles he seemed so good at. “Jes’Ka would end your pitiful existence before you even knew she’d struck. If she wished it, Trevor and I would be dead soon after. She has had centuries to grow in strength, where you have had a bare handful of weeks. You have grown strong and show much potential, but this fight is beyond you.”

      “So I’ll ask again, what’s to stop her from tearing us apart?” Trevor asked, lowering the rifle. His finger itched to stroke the trigger, to shoot Cyntia between those fevered blue eyes. Something still held him back. He strained against it, grinding his teeth.

      “She has need of me,” Irakesh said, rising to his feet. He stared longingly into the sarcophagus and Trevor got the impression it was more than simple infatuation driving him. “I have the key to her Ark. Only a male can control such a structure—a male or the Mother. She cannot use the key and thus needs a male to administer for her.”

      “Couldn’t she kill you and give it to Blair?” Trevor asked, a warm sliver of glee surging through him at the fury that twisted Irakesh’s expression.

      “Not if the Ka-Dun is dead. If I am her only option then she will see reason. Jes’Ka was always pragmatic and while she generally obeyed her mother’s wishes, she was known to think for herself. She didn’t have the same blind hatred for the deathless many of her kind had. Perhaps because of her father, Osiris,” he said, stroking the glass-like substance.

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to work out,” Trevor said, eyes alighting on another rejuvenator. “She’s not the only occupant. This one has a male, Irakesh.”
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      Jordan tensed as he stepped from the elevator into controlled chaos. Dozens of techs moved between hundreds of vehicles, everything from helicopters like the X-408 he’d taken to Peru to sleek jets to all-terrain armored vehicles. The entire left side of the hangar was lined with huge crates containing stinger missiles, fifty-caliber rounds and a host of other nasty surprises Mohn could level at its enemies. So much hardware. It might have been at home on a military base, but the idea of a corporation possessing so much was mind boggling. Even for Mohn Corp.

      “Jordan, why did they bring us here?” Liz whispered, finally stepping from the elevator into the glow of the halogens. Her hair shone copper. She peered around warily, as if expecting an ambush. He wasn’t sure she was wrong to do so.

      “Honestly?” Jordan asked, scanning the immediate vicinity. “I haven’t the faintest fucking clue. We should have been escorted, at the very least. Even if they reinstated me, you’re still a prisoner and they don’t let prisoners just wander around. I can’t get a read on the situation. This isn’t at all like the Director.”

      “Commander Jordan,” a female voice boomed. He turned to see a group of black-clad soldiers trotting up. The one bringing up the rear was pushing a wide metal cart that contained a single black case about two feet wide and nearly six feet long. Sniper rifle? The leader of the soldiers approached, a pretty Asian woman with shoulder-length black hair. She extended a black tablet. “My name is Kristi Benson. Director Phillips asked me to deliver this to you. Please sign here, sir.”

      Jordan scanned the words on the screen, jaw dropping. “The Director ordered this?”

      “Yes, sir. Please sign, sir. I have to get back down to the vault,” Benson said, nodding at the tablet. She darted a furtive glance over her shoulder, which spoke volumes. Whatever the Director had set into motion hadn’t been blessed by the Old Man.

      Jordan used the attached stylus to sign the line at the bottom of the screen, then handed the tablet back. Benson accepted it, snapping a salute. “Thank you, sir. Your ride is on the south side of the hangar, sir, bay thirteen. Crew is waiting.” Then she and her companions trotted away, leaving Jordan and Liz standing next to the strange black case.

      “What is it?” Liz asked, squatting next to the cart.

      “Object Two. The Director sent us the sword, and according to that tablet we’ve been authorized to make a strike on San Francisco,” he said, kneeling and reaching for the twin clasps holding the case shut. He snapped them, flipping open the top. Sure enough, a wide-bladed sword lay on black foam, its golden blade gleaming even in the thin light. “That shouldn’t be possible. I attended a board meeting and the Old Man unilaterally denied this mission. Either he had a sudden change of heart or the Director is playing a very dangerous game.”

      “So that’s it? We just walk out of here? Just like that?” Liz asked. Jordan couldn’t blame her for being skeptical. He felt the same.

      “No, we fly out of here. The Director’s given us a pilot and a plane capable of getting us to San Francisco,” he explained, snapping the case shut. He picked it up by its handle, muscles straining from the weight. The case was heavy, the blade even heavier. He handed it across to Liz, who took it effortlessly. “Come on. Let’s get the hell out of here before they change their minds.”

      Jordan set off between the wide orange lines marking the area designed for walking. They passed a number of hangar bays on either side, each with a full crew servicing one of the aircraft or land vehicles Mohn had apparently stockpiled. They’d clearly been gearing up for war and had done so for years, if this place was any indication.

      They moved in silence, Liz keeping Jordan's brisk pace without effort despite her burden. Some feminist somewhere must be smiling at that turn of events. They made their way around a central area where four bombers squatted, each angled towards a single runway that led up a gentle slope into a tube that disappeared into darkness. That must be how they got to the surface.

      He passed a black number sixteen painted in huge block letters next to a hangar. The next read fifteen. He scanned down the row as they approached, going slack-jawed at what was waiting there. A sleek black jet, just over seventy feet long. It resembled a Learjet, but there were no windows and the engines hugged the body of the aircraft. It looked faster than diarrhea in Mexico.

      “Stop,” roared an authoritative voice.

      Jordan spun to see two dozen guards spreading out to flank them. All over the hangar personnel stopped what they were doing. Techs took cover, while soldiers looked at tablets as they urgently sought orders.

      “I guess this might be a little more complicated than I thought,” Jordan said, rolling his arms in their sockets as he unlimbered for combat.

      “It can’t ever be easy, can it?” Liz asked. She dropped to one knee and flipped the catches on the case, withdrawing the golden sword within.

      “Commander Jordan, I’ve been ordered to take you into custody,” a solider near the center of the line called. He didn’t approach though, which wasn’t surprising. They’d have been briefed on the whole werewolf thing. “Lie face down with your arms behind your back. Any resistance will be met with terminal force.”

      “How do you want to handle this?” Liz asked, rising into a crouch with the sword held loosely in one hand. She was focused on the soldiers, scanning them like a trained soldier. She’d come a long way.

      “Commander,” called a thickly accented voice from behind them. “Bay doors overridden. Slow attackers and Yuri can get craft airborne. Need sixty seconds.”

      “There’s your answer,” Jordan said, already moving. He blurred forward, not even bothering to shift.

      Gunshots cracked around him, but he was simply too fast to track, just like the werewolf back in Peru when this had all started just a few months back. Jordan skidded to a halt next to his first target, grabbing the man’s forearm as shell casings spun slowly end over end in the air above the rifle. He yanked it from the man’s grasp, slamming the butt of the weapon into the man’s groin. It spilled him to the ground and hopefully out of the fight.

      Jordan could have done something a lot more permanent, but these men were just following orders.

      Liz had no such compunctions, and he couldn’t blame her. After all, it had been him who had led the men that had assaulted her first in Peru then later in San Diego. She saw Mohn as the enemy and gave that enemy no quarter.

      The copper-haired woman vanished briefly, then abruptly reappeared in the shadow of the soldier who’d called for them to lay down arms. She too moved in slow motion, the blade of her new sword cutting a lethal arc toward the man’s throat. Jordan was both repulsed and a bit proud. Liz had correctly surmised that the best way to win was to remove their enemy’s commanding officer. That would leave them confused, making it easier to take out the rest.

      Jordan blurred to his next target, shattering the man’s jaw with a right hook. Then he glided forward to kick another man in the knee. By the time Liz’s sword claimed its victim Jordan had downed two more. He kept right on going, blurring through their ranks with non-lethal ferocity. If he could down them all, they’d live. Any he missed would fall to Liz.

      Just like that it was over, and Jordan was left blinking at a sea of groaning figures. All were in too much pain to fight, which was just as well for them.

      “My god, Jordan,” Liz said, trotting in his direction. “I’ve never seen anyone move like that, not even Blair. And you’re not even in wolf form.”

      “I guess I just needed incentive,” Jordan said, turning to sprint back towards the plane. The engines had already started their low howl. He turned to Liz as they ran up the back ramp into the cargo hold. “I wanted to save as many as possible. Not their fault they were ordered to fight us.”

      Liz eyed him curiously but didn’t answer as they darted up the gangplank into the plane. Then the gangplank folded up behind them and the vehicle began moving forward.

      “Let’s hope San Francisco is just as easy,” he muttered.
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      Blair stared out the wide bay window at the redwood-covered hills sprawling across the town of Mill Valley. It was beautiful, the towering trees with their thick canopies and the wall of mist clinging to the slopes of Mount Tamalpais. Even the homes were beautiful, a modernist architecture that had been sculpted to blend with nature rather than dominate it. It was exactly the sort of place he’d always dreamed of living, perhaps even in a mansion like the one he now stood in.

      Something drifted down the misty road. Or several somethings, to be more precise. A half dozen figures shambled down Miller Avenue towards the freeway. Oddly, they moved with single-minded purpose. That was new. Normally groups of zombies would shamble in roughly the same direction, but often veered off on their own. These walked in a single-file line.

      There was movement directly below the window, a flash of orangish red in the high grass. Blair leaned closer to the glass, trying to find the cause. To his surprise he found a large fox staring up at him, ears cocked in his direction. Its gaze met his unflinchingly. It was clearly aware of him and just as clearly fighting to get his attention.

      Flee. You must flee.

      Blair could only gawk. The idea that he could speak to an animal had never occurred to him. The fox met his gaze unflinchingly, its thoughts tinged with concern for a fellow pack mate. Did foxes even have packs?

      Flee. Run far and fast and low. They are slow but they do not tire. Many, many make for the sea, towards the bridge of gold.

      “They’re heading for the Golden Gate Bridge,” Blair muttered, expressing his thanks to the fox. It darted away into the underbrush, gone so quickly he questioned whether he’d seen it at all.

      “Did you say something?” Steve called from the kitchen. Blair turned to glance at him. Steve stood next to the marble-covered island with a long-stemmed wine glass in one hand and a hunk of sausage in the other. He took a generous mouthful of a dark red as he awaited Blair’s answer.

      “The dead, they’re all heading in one direction. Towards the Golden Gate Bridge,” Blair replied, crossing the hardwood floor and entering the kitchen. It was cold, but not unpleasantly so. This place had lost heat just like every other house, but at least it was well insulated.

      “So? Irakesh probably called them there for some reason. All the more reason to stay away,” Steve replied, setting his glass on the counter. He withdrew a wickedly sharp knife from the block near the corner, using it to slice the sausage into bite-sized pieces.

      “Maybe,” Blair said, turning away in disgust. He resumed his position near the window, watching as more undead moved down the four-lane street towards the bay. He counted dozens and this was one little part of Marin County. How many thousands were moving that way? How far did Irakesh’s influence extend?

      “Do you hear that?” Steve asked. He crossed to the window, wine glass back in his hand and napkin in the other so he could dab at his lips.

      Blair listened. There was a low hum in the distance. Familiar, but too distant to identify. “Is that a plane?”

      “Yeah,” Steve said, swirling the contents of his glass. “Something larger, but not quite a 747. Sounds higher pitched than the plane that got us here. It’s definitely approaching.”

      “So who the hell is it?” Blair wondered, sliding open the glass door and stepping onto the deck. It sat on top of stilts over a steep drop into the heavily wooded valley. “Irakesh is already here. No one else should have a working plane and even if they did, why come here? It’s too much of a coincidence.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Steve said, taking another mouthful of wine. He made the action refined. Classy. The bastard had always been able to do that. Steve stepped onto the deck. “We should go back inside. If it has anything to do with us we don’t want them to know we’re here.”

      “You can go back inside if you want,” Blair said, shifting. His skin tingled as his clothing disappeared. It came so easily now. He turned to stare down at Steve. “I’m going to find out who it is. If they’re an ally I want to link up with them. If they’re another enemy, we need to know about it.”

      “Blair, this is madness,” Steve said, looking up from his wine. His eyes were so intense, almost glowing. “What if you get killed? You’ll be handing whoever it is the key to the Mother’s Ark. Is that what you want? You have to be less reckless. Listen, if you’re going to do this you really should give me the key first.”

      Blair hesitated. His head ached. Was it reckless? What if Steve was right? If he ran into another enemy, maybe an ally of Irakesh, he might give up the key and lose another Ark. “You’re right. I’ll stay here. It’s not worth the risk.”

      “There you’re wrong,” Steve said, taking a step closer. He rested his hand on Blair’s arm. The touch was oily, but Blair didn’t pull away. “Investigating is a good idea. Bringing the key with you is not. Blair, we’ve been friends for a long time but I’ve got to level with you. You’ve been screwing up. Badly. How many times have we faced Irakesh and how many times have we won? First we lost Liz and Jordan, and now Bridget. I know you cared for her, Blair. If you had turned over the key, maybe she’d still be alive.”

      A wave of guilt crashed over Blair, and he briefly considered giving over the key. Was that the right choice? Then the beast gave a low, deep growl. There were no words, but the meaning was clear. Be wary.

      His gaze snapped up to Steve, and understanding bloomed. This wasn’t the first time he’d felt the pressure at the base of his skull. Not the first time he’d doubted himself in the wallowing way the old Blair would have done. Each and every time it happened when Steve was talking. More specifically, when Steve was asking him to give up the key.

      “You. Fucking. Bastard,” Blair snarled, lunging into a blur. He seized Steve by the neck, hurling him through the sliding glass door and into the side of the refrigerator with bone-crunching force. Steve slumped to the base of the fridge, shirt covered in blood and one rib poking out of the soft silk. “You’ve been shaping me the whole time, haven’t you?”

      “How could you think that?” Steve rasped, coughing up a little blood. The rib disappeared back into the shirt with a pop. “We’re allies, Blair. I’m just being honest and you’re being paranoid.”

      The tingling started at the base of Blair’s skull again, but this time he was prepared. He could see the faint spiderwebs of energy coming from Steve’s eyes, settling over him like a net. Blair concentrated and that net shattered into tendrils of light.

      “Get up,” he roared, taking a step towards Steve’s crumpled form. “Fight, you deceitful fucking coward. I’m not falling for your bullshit, not this time.”

      Steve looked sadly up at him, which didn’t surprise Blair in the slightest. He’d always used the lie-and-deny strategy, even after it was obvious that he’d been caught doing something wrong. This was no different.

      “I’m not going to fight you, Blair,” he said, giving a sigh as he rose shakily to his feet. “I know you’re grieving over Bridget’s death, but—”

      Blair blurred, gliding forward and balling his fist. He punched Steve in the side of the head with so much force that it rebounded off the refrigerator. Then he picked Steve up and hurled him through the plate-glass window onto the deck outside. Blair stalked after him, looming over Steve’s shattered and bleeding form.

      “You don’t get to say her name. Ever,” he growled, planting a foot on Steve’s back. “This is how we’re going to play things. I’m going to go investigate that plane. You’re going to wait here. If you try to flee I will hunt you down, and this time I’ll kill you, Steve. No more discussion. No more bullshit arguments. I. Will. Kill. You. Do you understand me?”

      The last words were breathed into Steve’s ear as he leaned down close enough to snap the bastard’s neck with his fangs.

      “Fine,” Steve rasped, not resisting in any way.

      “When I get back, we’ll discuss our next course of action, but make no mistake. We’re going after Irakesh and Cyntia. You’re going to help me,” Blair said, rising to his feet and stepping away from Steve’s body. “Am I making myself clear?”

      “That’s suicide,” Steve said, flipping onto his back and glaring up at him. He’d dropped the mask of civility, and Blair could see the hatred in his eyes.

      “That’s what you don’t understand, Steve,” Blair growled, baring his fangs. “You’re already dead. I should kill you right now, and if you don’t help me, I will. The only way you live through this is by redeeming yourself in the fight with Irakesh.”

      He spun without waiting for an answer. Blair leapt, bouncing off the trunk of a redwood with a blur-enhanced kick. He landed on top of a house, gouging the roof with clawed feet as he bounded again.

      It took several more such hops to cross Mill Valley and then another three to scale the mountain on the far side. Then he was looking down into San Rafael, a patchwork of forested hills broken up by residential neighborhoods. A sleek black jet had slowed and began a gradual descent. It was headed west, towards the oak-dotted hills that lay between the highway and the coast. There must be a runway there.

      Blair blurred, streaking down the hill to Highway 37. He followed it west, paralleling the plane’s course as best he could. It grew easier as he whipped down the road. The plane was slowing and he had a better idea of where it was going to put down. They’d entered a more sparsely populated area, with long driveways winding up hills. Some of them were flatter than others. One in particular was a good half mile of straight road heading up a gentle slope to a sprawling winery. That was it.

      Blair blurred again, leaping to the top of a mighty oak. It provided an excellent vantage of the winery, just in time for the plane’s final descent. The military aircraft came down fast and hard, slamming onto the asphalt with a scream of rubber and a shower of sparks. The plane fishtailed, but the pilot was skilled and kept the craft from careening off the makeshift runway.

      The stench of burnt rubber and jet fuel made his eyes water, but Blair held perfectly still as the plane rumbled to a halt in a cloud of dust near the rows of grape vines surrounding the villa. Moments later a small door behind the cockpit folded down to reveal three stairs. The first figure to emerge was shrouded in midnight body armor with an all-too-familiar M stenciled on the shoulder. Fucking Mohn. How did they always find him?

      Then a second figure descended, her copper hair fluttering in the breeze as she reached the asphalt. It couldn’t be, but it was. Liz wore simple black fatigues with the hilt of a golden sword extending over her right shoulder. She looked every inch the warrior princess.

      Blair dropped from the tree, trotting toward the plane. He made sure he was in full view, easy for the Mohn goons to spot so they didn’t panic when they saw a seven-foot werewolf approaching. Of course maybe that didn’t phase this lot, since they were letting Liz roam free. She cocked her head, then slowly spun to face him.

      “Blair?” she called when he was perhaps twenty feet distant. Liz lit up, a brilliant smile slipping into place. She ran toward him and he crashed into her, shifting back to human form as he hoisted her into a wonderful hug.

      “I can’t believe you’re alive. How did you get here?” Blair asked, setting her down and turning to half face her companion.

      “We had help on the inside,” the man said, removing his helmet. It revealed Jordan’s familiar chiseled jaw, with his clear blue eyes and blond stubble. “My old boss, actually. He was the only one to recognize the threat Irakesh poses, so he sent Liz and I to help you deal with the situation. Assuming it isn’t too late. We saw the Ark in the bay. I’m guessing that means he’s already inside?”

      “Afraid so,” Blair admitted, joy souring as he remembered how dire the situation was. “He quite literally parted the sea and let Trevor and Cyntia inside. So far as I know they’re still there. I believe he’s gathering zombies on the Golden Gate Bridge, though I haven’t the faintest idea why.”

      “So where are Bridget and Steve?” Liz asked, still wearing that brilliant smile.

      “Steve’s waiting back at the mansion we confiscated in Mill Valley. Bridget’s dead,” he said, voice cracking.
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      “Come in,” Mark called, swirling his glass. He leaned back in the chair, feet propped atop his desk as he watched the door slide open.

      A pair of black-clad soldiers in Kevlar were the first through, each leveling a submachine gun in his direction. They took positions at either side of the door, faces impassive as the Old Man stepped through behind them. He wore his usual black suit and matching tie, an armor of a different kind.

      “That’s the second day in a row you’ve been drinking Scotch,” the Old Man said, taking a seat on the corner of Mark’s bed. The tone was conversational, but his eyes were deadly serious. “One might think you were losing your edge.”

      “Or one could surmise that I’ve already accepted my fate and just want to enjoy myself a little before the end,” Mark shot back with an impudent smile. If he was going down, he’d at least tweak the Old Man’s nose a little.

      “Why don’t you pour me one as well?” the Old Man asked. Then he turned to the guards. “Leave us. I want some time alone with the Director.”

      “Sir?” the soldier on the right said, raising an eyebrow. The Old Man’s gaze tightened, and the soldier hurried from the room. His companion was only a half step behind.

      The Old Man waited until the door slid shut before turning back to Mark. He waited patiently as Mark poured a second glass and handed it to him. “You’ve put me in a difficult position, Mark. Disobeyed a direct order that the entire senior staff witnessed. Freed prisoners who killed one man and wounded eleven others, then stole a very expensive aircraft. All with your direct authorization.”

      “You left out the part about arming Ms. Gregg with Object Two,” Mark interjected, savoring a sip as he smiled at the Old Man. “I could probably add about another two dozen infractions you’re probably unaware even exist.”

      “This attitude isn’t like you, Mark,” the Old Man said, heaving a heavy sigh. “What happened between us? Where was it exactly that I lost your trust?”

      “You lost it the moment you cut me out of the loop, the very instant you started placing calls to London without telling me,” Mark said, slamming a fist against the desk as he leaned towards Mohn. “That made it abundantly clear just how little you trusted me. Then you revealed that you worked for one of these immortals. I know you made noises about betraying them and saving humanity, but I don’t buy that crap. Your soul was bought and paid for long before I was born.”

      “Astute to the end,” the Old Man said, downing the contents of his glass in a single swallow. “You’re right that I never intended to betray my master. It was an expedient lie, because I have no way of convincing you that serving Usir is the single best thing we can do for humanity. The only way our species survives the coming war.”

      “My god, you actually believe that,” Mark said, setting his glass on the desk. “You don’t see this as selling out the human race, do you?”

      “Of course not,” the Old Man replied, setting his own glass on the floor next to the bed. He withdrew the pendant from under his shirt. The ruby blazed, bathing the room scarlet. “It’s a pity, really. The actions you’ve taken are misguided, but they come from a desire to help your fellow man. I recognize that, Mark, though clearly I can’t condone them.”

      “Are you going to kill me with that thing?” Mark asked, nodding at the pendant.

      “Goodness, no,” the Old Man said, giving a coarse laugh. “Quite the contrary. I have important plans for you, Mark. Very soon, you’ll begin to see things my way, once I introduce you to my master.”

      The ruby flared, its light painfully bright.
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      Irakesh was dimly aware of his body’s primal response to immediate life-threatening circumstances, a vestigial reminder of his mortal beginnings. But he wasn’t a mortal any longer. The wall of water bordering the pyramid was thick and dark, alive with tiny shapes darting back and forth. The weight alone could crush a man, and if it did not, the cold and lack of oxygen would finish the grim work. Again, if he were mortal.

      Yet he need fear none of that. Not because he was deathless, but because he was master of this place. The ruler of an entire Ark, something only a handful could boast even in his own time. After so many millennia he was finally an Ark Lord.

      Not a drop of that water pierced the Ark’s protective field, though he knew it could not be sustained forever. The sun was yet weak and did not provide enough strength to charge the Ark. Given time the shield would drain the little power remaining and water would flood the inner chambers. Jes’Ka would die, never having known the wonders of this strange new age.

      A predatory grin spread across Irakesh’s face. Very soon now power would cease to be a concern. He would finally be a god, an equal to his mother. He turned to Cyntia, who crouched behind him with the silver box cradled in her arms like offspring she planned to whelp. Trevor stood behind her, eyes narrowed and aflame with hatred he no longer bothered to hide. That one was fast becoming a liability.

      Yet Irakesh needed him for the coming battle. If he was honest he’d admit he needed him for more than that. What point being a god if you had no one to talk to? It saddened him that Trevor would die today. The final compulsion he had laid would see to that.

      For so long he had suppressed the Risen, allowing Irakesh a direct conduit into the part of Trevor’s mind it would normally occupy. Every time Trevor struggled, Irakesh had to actively use his own will to stop him. The method was potent because Irakesh was stronger and thus always won. Yet if a struggle came during a critical moment Irakesh would be vulnerable. Such a link terrified him. Its very creation was abhorrent, because it had meant being constantly at risk for the first time in his life. The bond had been necessary to teach Trevor that struggle was futile. He simply could not win, could be made to go against even his most core beliefs. Kill friends or family at Irakesh’s whim, powerless to stop himself from committing such vile acts.

      In relaxing that control Irakesh was about to risk everything on a bluff. He’d severed the bond, but in its passing left an overriding compulsion within the Risen. Trevor would slay his family even if it cost him his own life. If he demonstrated the same resilience that he had against Irakesh, then he could break that compulsion, but Irakesh doubted he would even try. He’d done his utmost to break Trevor’s will, to teach him that he was helpless and that resistance was futile.

      Even if he did free himself, it would occur after he was embroiled in combat. By that point, it shouldn’t matter. He’d betrayed the Ka-Dun and his pack, and they’d pull Trevor down without the slightest hesitation. He had no choice but to fight.

      “Prepare yourselves. We make for the bridge above. An impressive structure, that. It seems your world has produced feats nearly as great as my own,” Irakesh said, turning back to face the water. He raised his arms, channeling energy from the Ark’s dwindling stores. The water parted, revealing a narrow passage that threaded across the ocean floor towards the bridge’s central pylon. “Tell me, Trevor. Why do they call it the Golden Gate Bridge? It is neither golden nor a gate.”

      “It’s the gateway to the bay,” Trevor replied. He gave no further words, merely stalked up the muddy trail a few feet behind Irakesh. Yes, his death was for the best.

      “Cyntia, walk with me,” Irakesh called, pausing until she was even with him. She was back in werewolf form now, dirty blond with deep green splotches. The corruption, they called it. It was thick upon her and grew thicker each day. Madness wouldn’t be far behind. Not the aggressive behavior they’d seen, but an all-consuming rage.

      She quickened her pace, drawing even with him as he stepped over a curved white chunk of metal. The keel of a boat perhaps. It was hard to know, since he’d devoured few memories of ships in this age.

      “What?” Cyntia growled, looming over him as she shifted the silver box to the arm farthest from him.

      “What comes next is critical. I can feel the Ka-Dun somewhere to the north. A short distance,” Irakesh explained, lifting his sandal as he stepped over a wide puddle of cold sludge. “He will bring whatever allies he has left. They are not strong enough to kill us, but when they try I want you to slay them and devour their corpses. Keep Trevor and me safe. Will you do that?”

      “Blair tore off my leg,” Cyntia roared, claws flexing. She bared her fangs, eyes wild. “I’m going to eat him, piece by piece. I’ll keep him alive, so he can watch me get fat from his flesh.”

      “Excellent. Visit the same fate on his pack, if he brings them,” Irakesh demanded. He expected some sort of protest from Trevor, but the fiery-haired deathless simply watched. Cold. Patient. That was a bad sign. He was marshaling his will, waiting for Irakesh to show sign of weakness.

      Just a little longer and neither of his companions would be a threat. No one would be a threat. He’d have the strength to dominate the entire continent, building a necropolis to rival the Cradle from his own lost age. By the time his mother learned of his existence he’d be a powerful rival, not an insignificant vassal.

      They continued through the sludge, still a shock to Irakesh. In his own time the oceans had been lower. This would have been a well-protected valley on the edge of a calm port. The perfect place to build an Ark that could both dominate the continent and enable passage to other lands. The Builders had chosen an incredible location.

      Now that it lay underwater it was even more so, for none of the interesting technical marvels produced in this time could remove the water. That made getting inside the Ark that much more challenging. Assuming it had the power to keep the ocean from flooding it.

      A sleek grey form, long and deadly, swam by in the wall of water to his left. The shark sensed that gap in the water and was curious. Excellent predators. He’d need to harness them in defense of this place in case his enemies found a way to plumb the icy depths and reach the entrance of the Ark.

      “You’re going to blow up San Francisco? Why? There can’t be any possible benefit to you,” Trevor said. The words dripped acid. Irakesh noticed Cyntia’s ears twitch, but she didn’t glance back. The madness was close, if even Trevor no longer motivated her. He’d been the lifeline to which her sanity had clung.

      A corrupted on the verge of the change. A powerful vassal on the verge of becoming a true deathless. Yet by the time the sun sank into the waves Irakesh would be the most powerful being to walk these shores in an age of the world. He must focus on the prize, not the risk.

      “What makes you think I intend to blow it up? This is the capital of my new empire, the necropolis from which I will rule this continent,” Irakesh stated. It was so, a certain future. He would allow no other possibility.

      “Then what is the bomb for?” Trevor asked, slapping the side of the case Cyntia carried. She glowered at him, baring her fangs and giving a low, menacing growl.

      Irakesh stopped, turning slowly to face Trevor. His next words were critical. He must allay at least one of his fears or Trevor could attack before the compulsion was even triggered. “Very well, you’ve earned an explanation. We’re going to detonate that bomb. I will use the Ark to harness that energy, drawing it in and filling the vast reservoirs that the ages have drained. It will become the most powerful Ark in the world. The others are all constrained by the weak sun. It will be centuries before they can draw fully from it and in that time I will use this Ark to dominate a continent. Neither Isis nor Ra will be able to unseat me. They’ll be too busy sniping at each other, as always.”

      “Are you sure you can control that much power? What if the Ark overloads?” Trevor asked. Irakesh was generally impressed with Trevor’s complete lack of emotion. If the enormity of Irakesh’s plan impacted him in any way, he didn’t show it.

      “If that occurs then the Ark will detonate and the land will be blackened for hundreds of miles,” Irakesh said, looking Trevor directly in the eye. “But it will not happen. The Arks were designed by the Builders to withstand the full fury of the sun at its peak, a state of the world you cannot even comprehend. Their reservoirs are nearly limitless.”

      “Do you know exactly how much power is released by the bomb you’re about to detonate? It was designed to annihilate cities,” Trevor protested, shaking his head. “Why do I bother? Even if that were a risk, you wouldn’t listen. Even though it’s your own life at stake. What do you think will happen to you if your plan fails and the nuke destroys this city?”

      “I will die,” Irakesh answered, again a simple statement of fact. He started back up the path. The wide copper pillar was just a hundred yards distant, its concrete base covered in thick algae. He glanced back at Trevor. “Yet if I succeed, you will have the ability to help shape the future of this land, second only to me. If we fail, then you will no longer have to endure this hellish existence. Look around you. I know the prospect of destroying so much pains you. You are a product from a world that pretends nature isn’t horribly vengeful. Yet look what’s happened. Those few who cling to life here are huddling in fear as their world gives its last gasp. Surely they’d welcome the freedom oblivion would bring.”

      Trevor opened his mouth to reply, but then his jaw clicked shut. He shrugged, glancing away from Irakesh. Was that a sign of acceptance? Or that he no longer regarded Irakesh as worthy of communication?

      They finally reached the massive pylon, extending hundreds of feet into the air where it met the odd bridge these people had somehow constructed. It rivaled any of the architectural marvels of his own age. How had they suspended so much metal over such a vast expanse of water? The genius required was impressive.

      Irakesh focused on his inner reserves, drawing deeply and infusing his entire body with energy. He began to vibrate, faster and faster until he achieved the proper frequency. Then he enacted a change on every molecule, every fiber of his being. He became a cloud of charged energy, a sentient representation of his will. He drifted skyward, admiring the sunset over the ocean.

      Cyntia seemed to sense what was required of her, leaping thirty feet up to catch the side of the pylon with her claws. She vaulted again, then a third time. Each leap took her closer to the bridge itself, which bulged above him from the weight of the countless minions he’d used the Ark to summon.

      Trevor paused behind him for a long moment. So long that Irakesh thought he might have to offer aid. Then he felt the change in Trevor, watching warily as his protege shifted into a similar cloud. He drifted after Irakesh, following him to the main body of the bridge. The pylon extended into the sky above, wide sweeping cables hanging between it and the next one. They were the color of clay from the deep desert. The builders had mixed copper in that metal. How much of that precious substance had been mined to create so large a structure?

      Irakesh allowed the waters to close beneath them once they were above sea level, drifting steadily skyward until he had a vantage of the bridge’s main causeway. Excellent. It was thronged with corpses, thousands upon thousands of writhing bodies pressed tightly between abandoned vehicles. There were so many that one was occasionally knocked from the bridge, plummeting to the icy depths below.

      “We’ll set down near the center, closest to the Ark,” Irakesh called over the low wind. He drifted towards the asphalt, willing the milling zombies back and creating a clearing.

      Trevor settled on the ground next to him, heavy pistol holstered at his side and a much larger rifle strapped to his back. Irakesh was still growing used to the weapons of this time, much preferring his na-kopesh. Even had it not been forged from Sunsteel, it would still be a weapon he’d wielded for decades. He’d spent countless hours dueling and still more honing his skills in battle.

      Cyntia’s ungainly form bounded over the side of the bridge, smashing a pair of zombies as she scanned around until she located them. A single bound brought her within the narrow ring Irakesh had created. She looked crazed, still cradling the silver box like her long lost pup. Unease crept up his spine, a cold spider seeking prey.

      “Cyntia, the time has come for you to gain your revenge. The Ka-Dun will approach soon and I need you to stalk them,” he said, hoping to appeal to her all-consuming rage. “Leave the box there in the center. I will have these minions tend to it while you deal with our foes.”

      She glared hard at him, no sign of intelligence left in those bestial eyes. Then she finally gave a low growl, setting the box in the center of the ring. She leapt to a nearby cable and scampered up into the fog. Trevor leapt a moment later, scurrying up a cable on the opposite side of the bridge.

      All was ready. In a few short hours he would be undisputed master of everything he surveyed.
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      Blair’s purpose had never been so clear. Cyntia needed to be put down, just like any other rabid animal. He leapt to the top of the hill, peering through shrubs down at the Golden Gate Bridge. The dead clogged the wide structure, so thick they covered abandoned cars like maggots on rotted meat. A dense patch of fog wreathed the top of the bridge and part of the bay, but its familiar red spires poked through.

      “Any sign of them?” Liz’s disembodied voice startled him from the patch of shadow to his right, between a mossy boulder and a small tree that had been shaped by the wind into a skeletal hand. The sun sank toward the ocean in the west, just an hour before twilight.

      “Near the center of the bridge. Do you see that mound?” Blair replied, gesturing towards a massive pile of bodies. It had to be thirty or forty feet high, a writhing mass that drew the eye. Putrid but fascinating.

      “I see them. What the hell are they doing?” Liz replied. It was eerie not being able to see her, but Blair had grown used to it. Her presence comforted him, though recent events had left him numb.

      “My guess? Irakesh is using them to protect the bomb. He knows we have to go for that first, and if it’s buried under zombies we’ll have a tough time getting to it. That will give him and Trevor time to strike from the shadows when we approach,” Blair said. His hackles rose as another figure blurred into existence next to him, but he was relieved to see Jordan’s familiar bulk.

      The heavily muscled man was still in human form, shrouded in that strange black armor. The woven fibers could swell to accommodate his wolf form. They even allowed his claws to poke through without damaging the material and included a harness for the arsenal he’d equipped for this fight.

      Jordan scanned the bridge and then gave a tight nod. “Blair’s right. That pile is where we’re likely to find the bomb. Or it’s a damned cunning decoy. Could be we search there and find nothing, leaving ourselves vulnerable without Irakesh ever risking the real bomb. Either way we don’t have a choice. We have to take his bait.”

      The high-pitched whup whup whup of Yuri’s craft sounded from behind. Blair turned to see it rising over the tree line, zipping between the canopy of two giant redwoods as it zoomed parallel with the hillside. The sleek craft was just large enough to hold one person, with rotors embedded in the front and rear like bicycle tires turned on their sides. A sleek black mini-gun was slung under the cockpit, with two boxy missile launchers to either side. The perfect one man fighter.

      Steve blurred into a crouch well behind the group, at the edge of the animosity emanating from Jordan and Liz. His midnight fur ruffled in the wind, amber eyes dangerous. It was exactly the sort of look grad student Bridget would have sidled up against, but warrior Bridget would have found disgusting. She’d changed so much in the time he’d known her, become great by the end. Blair clad himself in her loss.

      “Jordan, you’re the tactical expert,” Liz rumbled from the shadows. “How do you want to do this?”

      “There are a lot of unknowns, so we’ll have to be fluid,” Jordan said, still eyeing Steve with scorn. “We’ll send Blair in as bait. He'll head straight for the bomb. Either Trevor or Cyntia will attack him, maybe both. When that happens, I engage Trevor and Liz engages Cyntia. At that point, Irakesh may choose to engage. If he does, that’s when Steve makes his move. You attack Irakesh. We finish off our respective opponents and help you finish up yours.”

      “That’s acceptable,” was all Steve gave back.

      “What about Yuri?” Blair asked. He eyed the craft, trying to figure out what the best use might be.

      “Yuri will use the fog to hide a strafing run,” Jordan replied, gaze growing distant as he spoke. It was a familiar look, but one he’d never seen on Jordan’s face. He was touching Yuri’s mind. Blair was astonished. Yet proud. “He’ll focus on the pile of zombies, knocking off as many as possible.”

      “Doesn’t that mean firing a machine gun at a nuclear bomb? Are we that stupid now?” Liz’s voice came from over Blair’s shoulder this time. He could almost picture furry hands on her hips.

      “The casing was designed to be carried in an airplane,” Jordan replied dryly in Liz’s direction. “It can withstand a fall from several thousand feet. Crashing. In a plane. A fifty caliber bullet might knock it off the bridge, but it won’t detonate it. The best thing that could happen right now is for that bomb to end up on the bottom of the bay. If it’s not armed he won’t be able to use it, and if it is I’ll take any protection I can get before it detonates.”

      “Can’t we disarm it somehow?” Steve asked, taking a step closer. He was still in a crouch, just below the rise shielding them from the bridge.

      “This isn’t a movie, Steve,” Jordan growled. His hands tightened around the body of his rifle, fat black scope affixed to the barrel. “You don’t arm a nuke unless you’re planning to detonate it. If he’s armed the thing a chemical reaction has already started and that thing is going to blow up in the next half hour or so. Nothing we can do about it.”

      “Shit,” was all Blair could muster. “Let’s hope he hasn’t armed it. The guy is obsessed with power. I can’t imagine him blowing himself up or even risking the possibility.”

      “One way to find out,” Jordan said, stepping to the crest of the ridge. He was in plain view for anyone looking up from the bridge. “Liz, if we’re going to do this, we need to do it now.”

      “Then let’s do it,” Liz growled, hands balling into fists as she joined Jordan on the ridge.

      Jordan’s eyes took on that glassy look for a moment, then Yuri’s strange craft accelerated up over the ridge with a high-pitched whine. It hugged the hillside, dropping low along the grass as it zoomed towards the bridge. It was still nearly a mile distant when the gun slung under the cockpit began to spin. A hail of bright streaks lanced into the mountain of corpses, flinging body parts in all directions as they bored through flesh more efficiently than any drill.

      Blair blurred down the hillside, vaulting a boulder and landing near the tunnel entrance leading further north into Marin. The vista point, where countless tourists had snapped photos of the Golden Gate Bridge, was deserted, with not a single car or even a zombie. The latter were all on the bridge. Blair took his bearings and then knelt to blur again. He stopped when he spotted movement on top of one of the bridge’s arches. A figure drew a rifle to bear, sighting down a scope towards Yuri. He could make out a shock of almost orange hair and a battered camouflage jacket. The rifle bucked and a gout of flame erupted from the muzzle.

      There was a scream of metal as the front rotor of Yuri’s craft exploded. It spun wildly out of control, careening away from the bridge towards the Marin side. A second shot punched through the cockpit, shattering the glass just before the copter slammed into the side of the hill. Blair winced, expecting a Michael Bay-style explosion. There wasn’t any, just a scream of metal as the frame buckled and slid out of sight.

      Blair couldn’t see what happened to Yuri and didn’t have time to find out. He blurred into motion, leaping on top of one of the cables and running up it until he neared the middle of the bridge. It amazed him how quickly he crossed the distance, wind tugging at his fur as he entered the mist. Then he leapt, falling towards the mound of bodies.

      It had diminished considerably after Yuri’s attack, but still rose a good twenty feet. His feet sank into the shattered ribcage of an obese man, cushioning his fall. Blair rolled backwards, landing at the base of the mound. Then he began to hurl body parts away as he tunneled towards where he hoped the bomb lay.
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      Jordan’s eyes narrowed as he spotted movement on top of the bridge. For a long moment there was nothing, but suddenly a figure appeared with a rifle. God damned shadow dancers. He couldn’t make out the model, but that gun was large enough to give a tank pause. He already knew who held it; the red hair was unmistakable. Jordan winced as it fired, the gout of flame from the muzzle visible a split second before the thunder cracked over the bay. Damn but that thing was loud.

      Fiery fragments exploded from Yuri’s craft, sending it into a tailspin. Jordan desperately wanted to intervene, but forced himself to adhere to the rules of the engagement he himself had crafted. Instead he drew the stock of his own rifle to his shoulder. The Mohn crafted weapon was state of the art, heavy but reliable. He sighted through the large scope, settling the crosshairs over Trevor’s chest. Then he stroked the trigger.

      The rifle roared, kicking back against his shoulder like a bucking horse. He raised his chin, relying on his normal vision to ascertain the damage. Trevor had vanished, but the shot had done some damage. The pylon where he’d been standing was drenched in blood, and the rifle he’d been holding plummeted into the mist.

      At least Jordan had disarmed him, but that created its own set of problems. Blair was blurring his way onto the bridge and approaching the pile of corpses. If Trevor ambushed him it would be at close range now, and Jordan couldn’t react quickly enough. He needed to get closer. It meant deviating from the plan, but he had to gamble that Trevor would see him as a threat and engage if given the chance.

      Jordan blurred towards the bridge, shifting as he moved. By the time he reached the base of the bridge he was in full wolf form, eight feet of solid muscle and sharp teeth. He sprinted up one of the wide orange cables, vaulting over the hurdle-like obstructions every ten feet. In moments he’d risen into the mist, finally on even footing with Trevor. Neither one of them could see in this thick soup. Yet he couldn’t take advantage of stealth. He needed to be bait, to get Trevor to engage rather than attack Blair from the shadows.

      He continued his blur until he emerged from the mist, surrounded by the acrid tang of wet metal and new blood. He wiped the damp from the fur around his eyes, scanning the immediate area. There was no way he could detect Trevor, but it didn’t stop him from looking. It was possible Trevor had dropped below the mist and was engaging Blair even now, but Jordan doubted it. That would have meant abandoning the high ground and Trevor was too canny for that.

      Pain flared in his back as Trevor’s claws bit through the mesh. The armor muted the blow, or he might have had his spine ripped out. Instead it simply knocked him forward into the narrow rope-like cables that paralleled the much larger one he’d run up. He spun quickly, but Trevor had already disappeared back into the shadows.

      “I’m sorry, Jordan, about Panama. You’re one of the good guys now. I see that. You have to put me down if you want to stop Irakesh,” Trevor said from somewhere slightly below him. Right where the mists shrouded the wide cable.

      Was that some attempt at a trick? Not at all what he’d expect from previous encounters. Trevor was smarter than that.

      “Oh, I will, you ginger bastard,” Jordan growled. He flipped to his feet, ripping his .357 from its holster and squeezing off two rounds in the direction of the voice. The cracks were deafening, but he would have heard something if they’d struck home. Dammit. Where was the bastard? He had no choice but to wait for Trevor to engage. Maybe meeting him up here had been a bad idea. Maybe he should have waited for Trevor to attack Blair, but after what he’d done to Yuri Jordan couldn’t wait any longer.

      “Not like that, you won’t,” the voice was behind him again. Something struck him in the back of the knees, sending him tumbling from the main cable. Jordan blurred, just barely catching one of the thin ropey cables. He used that to haul himself up, landing in a crouch on the main cable again. Why hadn’t Trevor used the opportunity to finish him?

      “What are you playing at, Trevor?” Jordan growled, not really expecting an answer.

      “Irakesh is controlling me and I can’t stop him, but that doesn’t mean I want this. If you want to kill Irakesh you have to deal with me first.” The voice was above him. Jordan looked up, but too late. Trevor fell on him like a comet, claws raking his armor and the weight of the deathless driving him into the cable. It was all Jordan could do to hold on, to keep from plummeting into the mist.

      Jordan opened his jaw and lunged, but Trevor was quick. He ducked out of the way and Jordan’s teeth snapped shut mere inches from his throat. Then Trevor’s claws slashed at Jordan’s throat, tearing open the jugular. Jordan reached up to swat Trevor off, but the deathless batted the blow aside.

      “You can’t win if you can’t find me. You need an answer to my shadow walking,” Trevor said, tone maddeningly friendly, as if they were old colleagues discussing a paper. Jordan had had enough of being taunted. Enough of watching friends die and seeing the world burn.

      “How about fuck you? How’s that for an answer?” Jordan roared. He summoned the strange new power he’d discovered, this telekinesis the beast had told him about. He seized Trevor in an invisible grip, yanking him from the cable and hurling him out over the ocean. He jerked up his .357 and emptied three rounds into Trevor’s face, sending out a shower of gore. “Hope you can fly, motherfucker.”

      Trevor’s body arced slowly towards the water, but then something incredible happened. His body became vague and hazy, slowly becoming insubstantial as he melted into a cloud of green mist.

      “Are you serious?” Jordan roared. The bastard could fly.
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      Liz danced the shadows, sprinting along the rocky embankment and onto the wide concrete that led to the Golden Gate Bridge. She’d never lived in the Bay Area, but had crossed the bridge several times growing up. It was breathtaking, even given the situation. A modern marvel of architectural brilliance. One that might well hold the fate of the Western Hemisphere. Yet the entire structure seemed tiny next to the massive pyramid now dominating the bay near Angel Island.

      She shifted her attention to the throng of undead, their bodies clogging every visible space on the bridge. The stench was awful, the sight grisly even after all she’d witnessed. She briefly considered her options. Move along the railing or take to the wide suspension cables that led up into the mist?

      A howl split the dusk, drawing her gaze to the center of the bridge. Blair stood at the mound of bodies, arms drenched in gore as he let loose his anger and loss. It was beautiful and terrifying, a challenge if ever she’d heard one. A challenge that was answered. Cyntia’s towering blond form burst from the shadows behind Blair, looming like a linebacker over a grade schooler.

      Yet somehow he dodged her first attack, her claws rending the air where he’d been standing. One moment he was there, the next standing atop her shoulders. His claws plunged into her neck so quickly Liz couldn’t discern individual movement. Blood spurted skyward, drenching his face and painting him with a fiendish brush. Even at this distance her enhanced vision let her see the unbridled rage consuming his features. He snarled like a beast as he continued his assault.

      Cyntia reacted quickly, arms jerking upwards as she sought to grab him. Blair was too quick. He rolled backwards, landing in a crouch near Cyntia. He darted in, jabbing her in the gut with several strikes. Cyntia roared in pain and rage, bull-rushing Blair. This time she had more success, knocking Blair from his feet and coming down on top of him.

      “No,” Liz cried, the word freeing her from inaction. She leapt forward, bounding from corpse to corpse as she used the zombies like some unstable road. She had to reach Blair.

      Thunder rolled from the mist above. No, something louder than thunder. That was a gun being fired. A pistol, like her brother’s .357. Jordan had found Trevor. Or Trevor had found Jordan. She froze at the base of the bridge’s first pylon, a massive copper spire shooting into the mist on either side of the four-lane charnel house just below her perch on the railing. She glanced upwards, part of her dying as she considered her options.

      She could see Trevor, speak to him for the first time since she’d lost him. Maybe she could make him see reason. Make him join their side. If that wasn’t possible, if the unthinkable must be done, shouldn’t it be her that did it? She owed him that much. But there was Blair, embroiled in a fight he couldn’t win without her. It filled her with nausea in the way the stench of the dead never could.

      In the end there was only one choice. Stick to the plan.

      Liz leapt forward, drawing a gleaming broadsword out of English myth from her shoulder scabbard. Three more bounds took her within range. She grabbed one of the thick steel ropes connecting the suspension bridge to the road, vaulting into the sky above Cyntia.

      Blair was holding his own, tearing furiously at Cyntia’s face in a blur of claws and teeth. Yet she had a death grip on his right leg, massive claws exposing bone. It must be pure agony, yet it didn’t touch Blair. She was awed by what she was seeing, the true melding of beast and man. The only thing she had to compare was the Mother’s slaughter of Mohn Corp.’s garrison back in Peru when she’d first awakened.

      She came down with the long blade braced against her right leg, both hands gripping the grooved hilt. The move was instinctual, plucked from the beast lurking within her. The blade pierced the back of Cyntia’s neck, two feet of gold disappearing as it found bone. Cyntia roared in pain, glaring up at her hatefully from the eye Blair hadn’t yet gouged out. She seemed to weigh Liz’s attack, but lunged forward to seize Blair in a massive bear hug. Then Cyntia began to squeeze.

      Blair’s ribs shattered, his brief scream turned into a pitiful wail as Cyntia tightened her grip. Liz lost any semblance of rational thought, at one with her need to kill a woman she’d once called friend. She plunged the blade deeper, her roar echoing over the bay.

      A sickly green light burst from Cyntia’s wound, burning Liz’s skin like a long afternoon asleep in the sun.

      This is the true power of the blade, Ka-Ken. Purify her soul and claim it for your own.

      Liz tightened her grip on the blade, driving it deeper into Cyntia’s back until only the hilt was visible. Liz howled, funneling her rage into the blade. The sickly light grew brighter. Brighter still. Then it flared into the clear white brilliance, a liquid heat. The light began flowing up the blade in rapid pulses, each jolt like a shot of espresso after a long night studying. Strength flooded Liz. Power. Understanding. It was incredible.

      A portion of the strength she accumulated is yours, Ka-Ken. A gift from the blade. This is why the weapon is so kingly, so highly prized.

      Liz’s howl deepened. The sword was vibrating now, a living thing in her hands. Cyntia had stopped struggling, sagging to her knees and dropping Blair’s mangled body. He twitched weakly, dragging himself toward a nearby car.

      The pulse became a steady stream, a massive burst of something she could only describe as Cyntia’s essence. Part memory, but mostly a wash of emotion. Infinite grief but a rage to match it, a blend that could result in no other fate than madness. Liz was flooded with pity, finally understanding the awful struggle Cyntia had undergone; her friend had been driven mad by the death of her world. The only thing she’d held onto was her hope that Trevor could somehow save her. That faith had led her down an ever darkening road, one Liz herself could have walked had their roles been a little different. What she was doing here was a mercy, a last favor for her friend. Cyntia’s body went limp, an empty husk of meat and bone. It lay at the base of the pile of zombies, a final insult to her memory.

      Liz scanned her surroundings, taking in the relative silence. There were no more gunshots from above. There was no sign of Irakesh. Only the mound of bodies. Liz sheathed the blade. She knelt next to Blair, cradling his mangled body. He was breathing, but his eyes were closed.

      She didn’t know what he’d been through in their time apart, but it had left him with very little energy. It might be days before he healed enough to rejoin the fight.
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      Blair returned to consciousness by degrees, each shallow breath pressing a shattered rib into his lung. His vision focused and he realized that his body had been propped against the bumper of a Suzuki Swift.

      Liz-wolf stood near the mound of corpses lying about her with that golden sword as she danced between shambling bodies. Hundreds of them advanced, forcing her to spend more time dealing with them than she did digging into the mound.

      He wanted to help, but he couldn’t feel anything below the waist. His useless legs were still mangled, a femur jutting through the skin in his left leg. Experience told him that he’d eventually heal, but not in time to make a difference.

      “Blair,” a voice hissed from his right. He slowly turned his head to see Steve’s midnight form crouched next to the car.

      “Help Liz,” Blair wheezed. It took everything he had to force the words out.

      “I will. I’ll help all of us, but I need your help to do it,” Steve said, studying him with that calculating gaze.

      Blair’s mind was foggy, but he knew what Steve was after. The access key. He also knew why Steve had chosen this precise moment to ask for it. Irakesh had yet to show his hand. When he did their only hope was to counter him with the power of the key.

      “No,” Blair slurred, shaking his head. “I’m not falling for your damned tricks. I’ll die first.”

      “Then we’ll all die,” Steve hissed, leaning closer. “This time it’s no trick, Blair. With you incapacitated the rest of us are screwed. San Francisco is screwed. We aren’t going to be able to stop Irakesh, not without the key. I know you hate me, but are you willing to sacrifice everything just to spite me?”

      Blair glared at Steve, but didn’t reply. Not immediately anyway. Liz’s towering form still danced between corpses, but the fight was endless. For every one she cut down another filled its place, and there was an endless sea of waiting bodies. She could do this for days and not kill them all.

      “Let’s say I give you the key. We kill Irakesh, then what? You’ll be just as bad as he is,” Blair growled. Weakly, because it hurt like hell.

      “Now you’re just being dramatic,” Steve shot back. He glanced at Liz, then back at Blair. “Listen, make your damned choice, Blair. Give me the key and I’ll do everything I can to help us win.  Deny me the key, and I’m out of here. I’m not sticking around and dying because of your stubbornness.”

      Blair was torn. He knew giving Steve the key would be a mistake. Steve was the worst kind of megalomaniac, and if they survived this he’d have centuries to regret this moment. If they survived. That was the deciding factor. They needed Steve, if they wanted to have any chance of victory.

      It is a painful choice, Ka-Dun. I support you in this. If we do not give the key to the treacherous one, we will be overwhelmed by the deathless. We will likely be overwhelmed anyway.

      “Take it,” Blair snarled, extending his hand. The fur was matted with blood, and his arm shook badly as Steve grasped his hand.

      “You’re making the right decision,” Steve said, giving him a confident smile.

      “No I’m not,” Blair said, closing his eyes and willing the key to flow into Steve.
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      Trevor floated above the sea of carnage clogging the bridge, every molecule on fire both from the gunshots to the face and from the act of violently transforming his body to a gaseous cloud. The anguish went deeper, of course. He badly wanted to die, to have Jordan or Blair or Liz put him out of his misery. Yet he lacked the power to free himself, a prisoner in his own body.

      Trevor gazed beneath him at the mound of bodies, at Blair’s broken body and the black-furred werewolf who crouched next to him. At Liz, who was desperately attempting to clear the area around the mound of corpses. She flowed between zombies, hacking off heads as her golden sword hummed through the air.

      A shape plummeted past him, sliding down one of the metal ropes that connected the suspension cables to the road below. Jordan. The Commander kicked off the cable to land in a crouch next to Blair’s mangled body. To Trevor’s immense relief Blair’s body spasmed. His friend was still alive, though just barely.

      Enough. They are no longer your friends. They are prey and we will slay them.

      Trevor drifted silently towards the ground, powerless to control his actions as he stealthily approached. Light warped around him, cloaking him in darkness as he descended. The closest target was Liz, his kid sister. The girl he’d grown up protecting. The one who looked up to him, who believed he could do anything.

      He struck, body solidifying even as his clawed hand punched through Liz’s lower back. He seized her spine, twisting violently. Liz tumbled forward with a cry of immense agony that harmed Trevor in a way no physical blow could. He seized her golden sword in his free hand, yanking it away and pivoting towards Jordan.

      Jordan was fast, but Trevor had caught him in the act of reloading his pistol. The werewolf dropped the weapon and came at Trevor with his claws. It was a mistake. Trevor dropped low, blurring underneath Jordan and using the reach offered by the sword to draw a wicked slash across Jordan’s belly.

      The Commander yelped as he landed, rolling away from Trevor and coming up in a crouch. Even as he readied another attack, Trevor simply vanished, bending light to confuse his foe. Liz was staggering to her feet, spine already healed. Trevor gave her no quarter, ramming the sword through her back as he reappeared.

      “Getting tired of ill-mannered zombies. Give werewolf sword back,” a thickly accented voice said. Trevor had enough time to see a man with a metal leg striding in his direction, black armor torn and smoking. One lens of his chrome sunglasses had been shattered, and part of his goatee had been burned away.

      An unfamiliar pistol was gripped in both hands. The weapon barked and a round tore through Trevor’s shoulder. Then another ripped into his gut. A third punched through his chest.

      Allow me, my host, the Risen crooned.

      Trevor’s free hand came up of its own volition, gesturing at the Russian. A wave of sickly green energy burst forth and sent the man limply to the bridge’s cracked asphalt. He twitched and flopped like a fish.

      Now, my host, use the blade. Drink the Ka-Ken’s essence.

      He realized the sword was still embedded in Liz’s back, as she struggled weakly to gain her footing. A pulse of clear golden light surged up the blade, filling Trevor with strength. It was more than just energy. It was memory. Essence. He saw her thoughts, a sunny day in Costa Rica. A family trip to Yosemite.

      Each pulse brought a fresh memory, and a surge of strength. Liz withered, falling to the ground as he drained the life from her. Trevor exalted in the power, and he hated himself. He was killing his sister, killing what was probably the last living family he had in the world. All so he could serve a monster.

      NO. He wouldn’t allow it. Whatever he’d become didn’t matter. This wasn’t going to happen.

      You cannot fight it, my host. It is what we are.

      “It’s what you are,” Trevor growled, ripping the sword from Liz’s back. He tossed it to the asphalt in a clatter, taking a stumbling step back from Liz’s body. “I want no part of it."

      They will kill you, my host. You must take her essence, or she will take yours. Kill them.

      “No,” Trevor said aloud. The simple word had enormous power. It freed him from the need to obey the voice, from the need to obey Irakesh. He closed his eyes and forced the Risen into the shadowed depths of his mind. Then he opened his eyes to find the barrel of a .357 just inches away. It was held by a very pissed-off-looking Commander Jordan.

      “No,” Liz hissed, resting an arm on Jordan’s shoulder as she struggled to her feet. She stepped up to Trevor, peering down at him from that wolfish face with the eyes he’d known all his life. They might be set in a face covered with auburn fur, but this was Liz. His sister. “He could have killed me, but he didn’t. He dropped the sword, and he’s not resisting anymore. Let’s at least hear him out. What do you want, Trevor? Make no mistake, if it’s some trick I will kill you. I love you, but I can’t let you help Irakesh come to power. No matter what.”

      “You should kill me,” Trevor replied, every bit of him united in thought. “It’s the only way. I’m myself for now, but I don’t know if Irakesh can exert control again. Keeping me around is a risk you can’t afford.”

      “You don’t get off that easy,” Liz snarled, glaring down at him. “We can’t fight Irakesh alone and you’ve got a lot to atone for. You don’t have the luxury of death yet. Help us, Trevor.”

      Trevor smiled. “Same fire I remember.”

      “We can catch up later. Trevor, where is the bomb?” Jordan asked, raising an eyebrow. Trevor doubted the man would ever trust him. The feeling was mutual.

      “I can sense Irakesh shaping on the San Francisco side of the bridge. I’ll roam ahead and try to locate the bomb. Is this all we have left? What about the black-furred male with Blair earlier?” Trevor asked, looking around for their missing companion. There was no sign of him, at least on the bridge.

      “Steve?” Liz asked with a snort. She rolled her eyes. “We might be able to count on him, but I doubt it. It’s probably just us three. Blair isn’t in any shape to keep fighting.”

      “Shouldn’t we deal with these zombies?” Jordan asked, gesturing at the ring around them. The zombies hadn’t approached, though they shuffled around the edge of an invisible ring. A ring with Trevor at its center.

      “I can keep them at bay for now. Save your strength for Irakesh,” Trevor suggested. He faced the far side of the bridge, which descended towards San Francisco in the distance. “Let me go in first. When Irakesh attacks, and he will, make that opportunity count.”

      “Yuri will follow behind and look pretty,” the Russian said, retrieving his pistol from where it had fallen when Trevor had attacked him.

      Trevor smiled at that, the first honest one he could remember in a very, very long time.
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      Irakesh smiled as events unfolded before him. He perched on the roof of a small round building that sold gifts, just across the bridge on the side closest the strange city with its garden of towering glass spires. The sounds of combat competed with the low moans of the nascent deathless clogging the causeway onto the bridge.

      Cyntia’s death was timely, though its nature was troubling. Her growing insanity made her a threat, one he was glad to see eliminated. Particularly as it meant disabling the Ka-Dun Blair. That one no longer possessed the key, but he’d been a dangerous and canny opponent. One Irakesh was pleased to see removed from the battle. It would take several nights under a gibbous moon to recover from the wounds he’d been dealt.

      The arrival of the Ka-Ken and her Sunsteel weapon had been a shock. If he was not mistaken that was the blade of Osiris himself, the father of the world he’d left behind in the last age. How had she come to possess it? That seemed an unlikely coincidence. He did not trust such coincidences.

      The weapon’s origin could be investigated later. First he must complete his task. After that he could take the weapon from the Ka-Ken’s lifeless hands, claiming it for himself. If the rumors were true, it was even more powerful than his own na-kopesh. An Emperor’s weapon. He would have it and have this continent as well. He’d reached the apex of his plan, after which the rest was only a matter of patient, deliberate plotting.

      The sun touched the water to the west, the clouds obscuring its glory as it began its mythical journey through the underworld. Its fading light painted the bridge’s copper into burnished gold, and Irakesh finally understood the structure’s name. Perhaps that name was more apt than he’d have thought. It was a pity he was about to destroy it.

      Some of the mirth faded as he rose from his crouch. Trevor materialized next to the Ka-Ken, attacking viciously. His thrall tore into her pack, driving them back with incredible ferocity. It was an amazing display of power, and truth be told, Irakesh found it more than a little terrifying.

      Then, at the very moment of his triumph, Trevor discarded the Sunsteel sword and sank to his knees. Had Irakesh breathed he’d have held his breath, waiting for the blond Ka-Dun to kill Trevor. Then the Ka-Ken gave Trevor…a hug? Trevor had broken the compulsion, and been embraced.

      It didn’t matter. Irakesh would prevail. No one could stand up to the full fury of an Ark, not even Isis herself. Nothing could touch him when he was close enough to touch the Ark’s heart.

      A high-pitched whine began beneath him. Irakesh had never heard the like, and neither had any of the unfortunate souls he’d consumed. It was wholly alien, though not unexpected. It must be the bomb, finally ready to unleash its near-limitless energy. Irakesh concentrated, shifting into mist as he readied his will. This would be incredibly delicate work.

      The entire structure vibrated for a split second and in that moment Irakesh blurred, accelerating not just his body but his consciousness. He drew deep from the reservoir he rarely touched, gripping the hilt of the na-kopesh as he began to shape. Then the blast came, every molecule of the structure blowing apart like leaves drifting on a lazy wind.

      Irakesh harnessed that energy, funneling it towards the tip of the ark. It lanced into the dark stone, washing down the sides of the enormous structure and into the bay. Tendrils spilled out all around him, tearing into boats and houses with equal fury. The area around the building’s scattered atoms ceased to exist, torn apart by the unthinkable energy he’d unleashed.

      It washed towards the bridge, melting steel and concrete and flesh. The first quarter of the bridge was obliterated before Irakesh gained some semblance of control. He yanked that power away from the bridge, away from the city. It poured into the Ark in a river of liquid fire, the energy disappearing into the white-hot slopes of the ancient structure.

      How long the process went on, Irakesh couldn’t say. There was an eternity of fire and pain, an unending struggle to contain the uncontainable fury he’d unleashed. Then it was over. The fire was gone, leaving nothing in its wake save smoking ruins. A deep crater filled the area where he’d stood, and the now disconnected cables of the beautiful bridge sagged inward, slamming into the still smoking metal at the first junction with a thunderous crash. Miraculously it still stood, the last three quarters straddling the bay. Marvelous.

      Irakesh reached out, touching the power of the brilliant Ark behind him. It was immense on a scale he’d scarcely dreamed of, so far beyond what he’d expected that he understood now why Ra had considered him little more than a child. She’d wielded such power for nearly her entire reign.

      Irakesh drifted towards the bridge, an immense green cloud of barely contained fury. His opponents gaped in horror, suitably impressed and appropriately terrified. A late arrival sat near the back of the bridge, the midnight Ka-Dun who’d barely taken part in their previous struggle. The familiar pulsing of a rival access key emanated from the man. This was the one who’d wrested the key from the Ka-Dun Blair.

      More than that, the key was active now. The Ark it linked to fed it a small trickle of power, thin but steady. The Mother had repaired the immense damage wrought to her control room. Interesting. Irakesh briefly considered his options. He could eradicate the Ka-Dun with little trouble, but doing so would free the key. If he could instead capture the fool, he could imprison him within the Ark of the Redwood. Doing so would deny the Mother a Ka-Dun to watch over her Ark. That would leave her little choice but to remain close to it, shackled to the structure lest some interloper invade in her absence.

      One final obstacle remained, his former vassal and the annoying pups who’d yapped at him since he’d fled Peru. It was time to put them down.
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      Blair used the Suzuki’s bumper to pull himself to his feet. Breathing was agony. Moving beyond a broken hobble an impossibility. He’d never been this badly hurt, not even when he’d fallen from the plane back in Panama. That memory summoned an image of Bridget smiling, tending to him at his bedside. Of the brief time they’d shared together. He pushed it back, craning his neck to see over the milling zombies just beyond whatever safe zone Trevor was providing.

      There was no sign of Irakesh on the bridge, only more zombies. So Blair looked beyond it. A tiny figure crouched atop the odd round building just on the other side, the gift shop that sold tiny replicas of the bridge and postcards with catchy phrases. His familiar bald head shone in the setting sun, flowing white tunic and pants somehow miraculously free of dirt or blood.

      Blair had but a moment to watch before Irakesh dissolved into a cloud of sickly green mist with little arcs of lightning shooting through it. Then an enormous flash burst from the building, coming towards him faster than comprehension. He blurred, but even at such accelerated speed the explosion still raced towards him.

      Jordan’s neighboring blur vibrated the air around Blair, thrumming through him like the piano cord of the universe. The beefy blond werewolf leaped into their center, holding his arms aloft as if bracing an enormous wall. What was he doing? Blair had never seen anything like it, not even from Ahiga or the Mother. It looked as though he’d erected some sort of bubble around them, oily rainbows undulating along its surface where the fire burned hottest.

      The inferno raged around them until Jordan collapsed to his knees, arms trembling as he sought to sustain the shelter he’d created. Could he hold on? Blair wished he had strength to lend. Then Liz was there, crouching next to Jordan. She pressed the flat of her golden blade against Jordan’s knees. It began to glow, white pulses flowing from the tip to the hilt, each one making Jordan sit a little straighter.

      Blair watched as the bubble shrank, just barely covering them now. Sweat matted Jordan’s fur to his face, eyes fixed on nothing as he struggled with the powers he’d harnessed. He tilted to the right, only Liz’s arm keeping him erect. Then the fire was gone. Blair leaned on the hood, gaping as a river of light flowed into the tip of the Ark. The structure drank it in greedily, absorbing it and leaving the bridge’s smoking remains still standing.

      The awful scope of Irakesh’s plan was finally clear. He’d never intended to destroy anything. The bomb was a power source, and Irakesh had just leapt ahead of every Ark Lord in the world. It was brilliant. If a weakly powered Ark had allowed Irakesh to push Blair out of his mind like a misbehaving toddler, then what could he do with a fully powered one?

      “Prepare yourselves,” came a growl from behind Blair. He shifted atop the SUV to see Steve crouched on a commuter bus whose paint had been boiled away in the blast. He could still read Route 4 in the windshield. “Irakesh will attack and we have to stand together. If we don’t we have no chance.”

      “Steve?” Liz called, rising from her place next to Jordan and stalking towards the midnight werewolf. “You actually want to stay and fight? I was positive you’d tell us to run, if you hadn’t already left us all to die.”

      “I know you hate me, though I’ve never done anything to wrong you. I’m not a coward. I’m pragmatic and don’t throw my life away in futile gestures. If I didn’t think we had a chance, I would have run. But we do have a chance. A damned good one. Irakesh is strong, but there are four of us. Five, if you count Blair. We all want Irakesh dead and unless I’m a bigger fool than Blair that bastard is about to show us his end game,” Steve taunted, tone just as acid as Liz’s. Blair’s eyes narrowed at the insult, but he was in no shape to do anything about it, even if he’d not been a mangled wreck. “You want to stand here bickering, or get ready for a last stand?”

      “He’s right,” Jordan said. Yuri helped him regain his feet, but his chest was heaving as though he’d run a marathon. He used a paw to wipe the sweat from his forehead. “I don’t know how much that explosion took out of Irakesh, but as soon as he recovers, he’ll attack. We can’t afford to give him that chance. We need to go on the offensive.”

      “It’s too late for that,” a mocking voice came from above. The mist had boiled away in the blast, leaving half-melted spires jutting into empty air. Between them stood a familiar figure, the white-clad form of Irakesh. He drifted towards the ground, left hand resting on the hilt of his oddly curved sword. The dark-skinned deathless made no other aggressive gesture as he set down just a few dozen yards from the group. He waved a hand and the zombies behind him stepped back as one, leaving him more room.

      Irakesh delivered a triumphant smile, thick with a smugness Blair wished he could beat out of him. “I’ve won. The Ark is mine. The bomb has been detonated, giving me power beyond your limited comprehension. There is nothing you can do. No ability you can summon that will save you. Not even the Ka-Ken’s storied weapon poses a threat. I believe I’ll take that after I’ve incinerated the lot of you.”

      “You think it will be that easy?” Liz growled, slipping into the shadow of the bus.

      In that instant Jordan leapt forward, blurring as quickly as Blair had ever seen. He bounded upwards, wrapping his arms around Irakesh. Or attempting to. Jordan passed through the illusion and sailed beyond, catching himself on a blackened cable just above the wall of zombies. It snapped, dropping him into their midst. Whatever force that had held them at bay dissipated, and they fell upon Jordan as one. He came up swinging, dismembering the first and smashing the next pair’s skulls together. He danced away from them, which left him vulnerable. Blair could only watch as a bolt of eldritch fire, the same hideous green of the cloud he’d seen earlier, lanced from the air above Jordan. It caught him in the back, arching the Commander’s spine like a cat stepping on a live wire.

      Then Steve raised an arm, gesturing at the place where the bolt had originated. His voice thrummed with power. “Peace, Irakesh. There is no need for us to be enemies. I control the Ark to the south. Together we can…”

      “Your paltry shaping is nothing, Ka-Dun,” Irakesh cut him off. Blair couldn’t find the source of the voice. Until Irakesh appeared directly behind Steve. He jammed his hand through the back of Steve’s spine, jerking his fist with a hideous crack of bone. Steve’s legs went limp, spilling him to the ground like a puppet whose strings had suddenly been cut. “You cannot affect my mind. Even before I had the strength of the Ark, you were no match for me. But now? Now you are nothing. It is well for you that your life has some small worth to me. Lie there or there will be much, much greater pain.”

      An arc of green lightning shot from the air above Irakesh, crackling through his body in rolling waves. It knocked the deathless to his knees, much as he’d done to Jordan just moments before. Blair had completely forgotten about Trevor. He looked up to see a second green cloud, smaller and less distinct than Irakesh had been.

      Irakesh shot to his feet with a roar, snarling at the sky. “So you’ve thrown in your lot with Isis and her get. You could have been second only to me, a god in the new pantheon that will dominate this world. Yet instead you choose oblivion. Contemplate that as I unravel you.”

      A bar of solid green light erupted from Irakesh’s upturned palm. It shot into the sky, wider than the trunk of any tree. It obscured Trevor’s cloud for an instant, then continued its passage into the sky. Trevor’s now solid form dropped onto a Ford Focus with a tremendous boom. His body smoked and smoldered, the scent of cooked flesh overwhelming.

      Irakesh’s chest erupted as a golden blade burst through his heart in a shower of desiccated gore. He stumbled forward with a cough, blinking rapidly. Then his eyes glowed and he blurred. The movement was far faster than Blair could track. Irakesh slid off the sword, whipping behind Liz with his own blade in hand. It pierced her chest in cruel mockery of Liz’s own attack. She gasped, trying to slide loose from the blade jutting from her chest.

      Irakesh refused to let her. He blurred again, twisting his arm around her neck and pushing the blade deeper until nothing but the hilt showed. Blair’s teeth clenched as the rage built.

      “Ah, Ka-Ken, so much spirit. Would that I could convince you to join my cause. You’d be legendary, my wrath made manifest in this world,” Irakesh said, bending Liz almost double so her head was near his own. His eyes twinkled malevolently.

      There is no hope. As long as Irakesh holds the key, he is as a god, the beast rumbled, sadly.

      Blair’s eyes widened. What if he no longer held the key? The Mother had designed them. She’d been meticulous in her planning, to the point where she’d modified the racial memory of their entire species. Would she have designed the key so that it could be used by her enemies? Of course not. If Irakesh was able to use the key it must be because the key assumed he one of the Mother’s children.

      You are cunning, Ka-Dun. I grasp the heart of your plan. It may work. Shape his helixes. Change him, that the key will see the truth.

      Blair staggered from the hood of the car, using one partially healed leg to fling himself awkwardly in Irakesh’s direction. He nearly missed, straining so that his outstretched hand just barely grasped the deathless’s foot. The moment he touched it Blair blurred, accelerating his consciousness for the feat he was about to attempt.

      Relax your vigilance, Ka-Dun. Let me guide you. I will show you the way.

      Blair did. He allowed the beast to guide him, amazed as his perceptions shifted. He rode the signal his body somehow broadcast into Irakesh, so intricate that it penetrated his very DNA. It shifted and changed, proteins re-arranging as Blair somehow altered the deathless. Irakesh swung to face him, releasing the hilt of the sword he’d rammed through Liz. He reached for Blair, his eyes promising a swift death.

      Too late. Blair achieved some sort of critical mass, some change in the very fiber of Irakesh’s being. His electromagnetic signature, or maybe aura was a better word. It shifted from a pale blue to a deep, sickly green.

      “Nooo,” Irakesh shrieked, diving towards Blair. He never made it. Brilliant silver light burst from every pore in the deathless’s body, forcing Blair to avert his eyes. It washed over him, somehow familiar and comforting like a night’s rest after a day that refused to end.

      Blair shielded his gaze, watching in awe as the bits of light drifted skyward. They formed a bright orb about a foot above Irakesh’s head, pulsing and flowing like a miniature silver sun. Was that the key? It was breathtaking.

      The orb shot towards Blair, searing his chest and face as the energy penetrated him. The agony was incredible. Unforgettable. The only time he’d ever experienced something like this had been in Peru, when he’d first grasped the Mother’s hand. When he’d accepted the key to the Ark.

      The pain subsided. Blair couldn’t remember when he’d felt so alive. He looked down in wonder, finding his body whole and undamaged. Lurking somewhere at the edge of his consciousness was a vast reserve, an ocean of light that he could tap into if he just reached for it.
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      The lack of oxygen crowded Liz’s vision with black spots. That was hardly a surprise, given the two-foot span of golden steel jutting from her chest. It should have been slick with gore, but a detached part of her realized that the blade was pristine, somehow free of any stain.

      She was vaguely aware as the arm slid free of her neck, allowing her to topple onto the charred pavement. Liz pressed her chest against the ground, gritting her teeth as the point of the sword dug into the pavement. The blade was gradually forced from her body, eventually clattering to the ground next to her.

      A moment later her chest filled with the familiar fire of healing. Blood began to pump again, sluggishly but enough to keep her conscious. What the hell had happened? She’d been aware of Irakesh’s attack, but had no idea why he’d suddenly released her. She shifted her body, turning her head until she was forced to shield her eyes against a brilliant silver glow.

      It emanated from Blair, his silver fur composed of light. It should have been impossible to look upon, but the longer she stared the easier it became. Her hand dropped, no longer necessary to shield her eyes. The light was clean and pure, bathing the area in its wonderful warmth. She could feel the strength of it, how similar it was to the light that she’d just pulled through the blade when she had finally laid Cyntia to rest.

      He stood noble and majestic like some benevolent god come to heal the world. It was without a doubt the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Tears fell unheeded down her cheeks as she sat mesmerized. It took some time to notice the figure at Blair’s feet, a familiar dark-skinned man garbed in loose white garments. Irakesh shielded himself with his arms, covering his face and balling up into a fetal position. This was the villain they’d been afraid of for so long?

      Liz rose to her feet, still unsteady but markedly better now that the healing had begun. She glanced around, spotting Jordan’s crumpled form. He’d been bitten repeatedly by zombies, terrible wounds in his arms and back. Yet the zombies had fallen back, cowering at the edge of the magnificent glow coming from Blair. Jordan groaned, struggling into a sitting position. He was alive.

      She caught movement from the other direction, not far from Blair. Steve’s battered body lay next to what may have once been a luxury sedan, his face twisted into a mask of hatred and rage. He glared at Blair but didn’t seem willing to approach.

      Where was Trevor? She craned her neck, peering wildly around the bridge. There. His still smoking body had made an impact crater in the hood of a Focus. She rushed over, feeling his wrist for a pulse. There was none, of course, and she felt like a fool.

      “Did…did we win?” Trevor wheezed, tilting his head in her direction. His face was badly burned, the hair charred to ash. It was a miracle he’d survived.

      “We won,” she said, resisting the urge to put a comforting hand on his charred shoulder. It would probably be agony for him.

      “What’s that light?” he whispered, trying to peer in the direction of the silver glow. “It hurts.”

      She glanced in that direction in time to see Blair kneel next to Irakesh. He hoisted the deathless aloft with one hand, peering directly into his eyes. “You’ve killed my friends. Murdered innocents. All so you could seize control of this Ark and begin your unholy empire. But you failed. How does it feel, Irakesh? How does it feel knowing we beat you, that in the end all of your plans account for nothing?”

      “Just kill me and be done with it,” Irakesh spit on the ground at Blair’s feet.

      “I’m not going to kill you.” Blair gave a wicked grin, dropping Irakesh. “I’m going to delve your mind until I’ve gleaned every bit of useful information about this world. Then I’m going to turn you over to the Mother. It’s only fitting that she decide your fate.”

      Irakesh didn’t reply, instead glaring sullenly at the ground. He seemed to grasp the futility of his situation, yet Liz could take no joy in it. Not after everything they’d lost.

      Blair raised a palm, aiming it towards the zombies clogging the remainder of the bridge. A thousand tendrils of silver flame burst forth, flowing around her and the others. The light spun into the zombies with incredible fury, rivaling the bomb itself. When it faded, nothing remained save piles of ash. The remains of the bridge were completely free of zombies. Liz stared in awe as Blair walked over and picked up Irakesh’s sword, examining it for a long moment. Then the weapon melted, flowing up his arm and disappearing as their clothing did when shifting.

      Blair turned towards the group, taking them all in. His eyes held a weight she knew must be mirrored in them all. He cleared his throat, pausing for a long moment before speaking. “We’ve won and I think that entitles us to a little rest. I have a lot to learn about controlling an Ark, but some things have already been explained to me by the beast. Hold still. This will feel a little odd.”

      A pulse of silver light radiated from Blair, bathing them all. Her skin tingled, warm and prickly like static electricity. Then the flash grew brighter and there was a feeling of vertigo. She was blind. Her heart quickened. She’d always been a little claustrophobic and part of her screamed out to escape.

      When the light faded she stood in a wide chamber that mirrored the Ark in Peru, identical to the central chamber save that the statues and murals had clearly been created by a different hand. Blair had teleported them. Was that even scientifically possible? Just how advanced had the ancients really been?

      The others gaped openly, Jordan’s rifle clattering to the ground as he examined his surroundings. Trevor braced himself against the side of an obelisk, but kept his feet. Steve simply sat down with his hands in his lap. Yuri seemed less phased than the rest of them, removing a candy bar from his jacket and tearing open the wrapper.

      It was Trevor who finally broke the silence.

      “Listen, everyone. I know that there’s no way you can forgive me for everything that happened. I know what you have to do,” he said, staggering over to Blair and dropping to his knees. “Before you end it, just know that I’m sorry. For everything. I wish it could have been another way, that I could have fought with you.”

      “Quit being such a little bitch, Trevor,” Liz said, giving an exaggerated eye roll as she slugged her brother in the arm. It made her smile, just a hint of the camaraderie they’d shared during their trip to Peru not so very long ago.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            75

          

          

      

    

    







            Bad News

          

        

      

    

    
      Jordan allowed himself a smug smile as the thick bronze bars flowed from the ceiling, trapping Irakesh and Steve in the same cell. Energy crackled between the bars, little arcs of unfriendly blue and white lightning. He turned toward the others, all of them clad in shimmering white clothing. That had been a neat trick. Blair had simply willed their old clothes out of existence, and had replaced them with garments similar to those Irakesh wore. It made him feel like an extra in The Mummy, but damn if they weren’t comfortable.

      “You’re sure you want to leave them alive?” Jordan asked, turning to glance at their prisoners. Steve stared sullenly at them, but Irakesh had already slumped against one wall and refused to look at them.

      “They’re not getting off that easily,” Blair said, offering a satisfied smile. “I’m certain the Mother is going to want to have a word with each of them. Besides, their combined knowledge could be really useful. The Ark gives me a lot more power than I had before. I should be able to delve them easily enough, and I have a feeling we’re going to need what they can teach us.”

      “If it’s knowledge of the past you want, couldn’t you get it from the pair upstairs?” Liz asked, leaning against the wall next to the cell. That sword was really starting to look as if it belonged over her shoulder.

      “She’s got a point,” Trevor added, folding his arms. Jordan still didn’t trust the deathless, but knew telling the others that would be useless. “Can you touch their minds while they’re sleeping?”

      “Probably,” Blair replied, scrubbing at his hair as he considered. “Honestly though, I’d rather wait. I can use the Ark to contact the Mother before we decide anything. It would be nice having her here before we rush to any decisions.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Liz conceded with a shrug. “How soon do you think she’ll arrive?”

      “Now that this Ark is active we should be able to light walk to her almost instantly,” Blair replied. It was mind-boggling that they could cover thousands of miles in seconds. That kind of tactical advantage would be critical in the days to come. “I figure we head down there, explain the situation and then come back after she’s weighed in.”

      “All right, but I still think killing them both is the smart thing to do,” Jordan said. “A dead enemy is no threat. A live enemy has a chance to become one.”

      “Liz?” Blair asked, turning to the copper-haired woman.

      Jordan liked that she’d stepped so seamlessly into a leadership role. They definitely needed one. Democratic discussion got people killed.

      “It’s a risk, but I think you’re right, Blair. It’s a minimal one. I think we’ll be okay until the Mother arrives to deal with them,” she said, rising from the wall and eyeing the prisoners. Steve had sat down on the far side of the cell from Irakesh. He too was ignoring them now.

      Beep, beep. Beep, Beep.

      Jordan tensed, hand shooting to his breast pocket. He removed the smart phone Yuri had given him just after they’d escaped Mohn. Incoming call, number unknown. He answered it, blinking when he saw the Director’s face appear on the tiny screen. The phone was at an awkward angle, as if his hands were bound and he were propping the phone against a leg.

      “I don’t have long,” the Director said, glancing over his shoulder. “I still have a few people loyal to me, but that’s not going to save me.”

      Jordan went cold as the implications set in. “You’re a prisoner?”

      “The Old Man had me arrested. I’m being transported to London to meet his 'master.' Someone he calls Usir,” the Director explained, shooting another glance over his shoulder. He turned back to his phone. “I don’t know who or what he serves, but whatever it is this thing controls Mohn Corp. through the Old Man. Something big is going down in London, and I have no idea what.”

      “We’re not in a position to launch any sort of rescue,” Jordan replied, still reeling with the news. He was aware of the others clustered around him, totally silent as they listened to the conversation.

      “I’m not expecting you to. Apparently, this master is something called a draugr. It can control minds, and I don’t expect to be myself for much longer,” the Director replied. His face went grim. “From here on out, you need to consider me and Mohn as a whole the enemy.”

      “Acknowledged,” was all Jordan could muster.

      “One last thing. Other Arks have returned. The one in Egypt is the largest, and it’s also the center of a lot of activity. Whoever controls it is gathering a massive army of the dead,” he continued.

      There was the rustling of fabric, then the phone canted at a crazy angle. It tumbled to a metal floor, and went black for a moment before it was picked up again. When it stopped moving it showed a different face. A familiar face. “Ahh, Commander. I’m so pleased to see you survived your encounter with Irakesh.”

      “Mohn,” he growled, eyes narrowing at the triumphant smile on the Old Man’s face.

      “Mark is indisposed at the moment. You’ll have to try again in a few hours, after I’ve introduced him to…an old friend,” the Old Man said. His eyes twinkled, then the phone went dead.

      Jordan turned to the others. There was a moment of silence before Blair spoke. “Usir is a name I know. It’s ancient Egyptian, a synonym for the god of the underworld. Most people know him as Osiris.”
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      Steve waited until Blair and the other fools had stridden up the corridor before turning his attention to Irakesh. He studied the deathless, an unassuming black man about an inch shorter than he was. Well, unassuming if you didn’t count the razored teeth or glowing eyes.

      “I’m guessing you don’t want to be here when Isis arrives,” Steve said, rising to his feet. The deathless didn’t answer. He paused for a long moment, then continued. “I’m not eager to be here, either. So I’m leaving. You’re welcome to join me, for a price.”

      That got his attention. Irakesh’s head came up, eyes narrowing as he stared hard at Steve. “How exactly do you propose to do that? We’re locked behind a stasis field. Any energy directed at it will simply rebound back at us. There’s no way to escape.”

      “No way that you know of,” Steve shot back. He crossed to the bars, raising a hand to within inches of the crackling energy that surrounded them. “Humor me. Let’s just say that I had a way to get past the bars. Would you be willing to help me escape?”

      “Very well, I’ll indulge this folly,” Irakesh said, rising to his feet. He stalked to the bars, folding his arms as he stared up at Steve. “Let us say you have a way to open the bars. How would you escape the Ark? We’d be crushed by the ocean if we sought escape.”

      “Are you familiar with an ability called light walking?” Steve asked, giving Irakesh a sly smile. The deathless's eyes widened.

      “I know it, but only Ark Lords possess the ability. How do you even know of it? No one in this age should,” Irakesh asked, eyes narrowing again as he eyed Steve with a calculating gaze.

      “I am an Ark Lord, thanks to Blair,” Steve said. “I delved the mind of Isis while she slept, and learned a great many things. Blair is new and untrained. He has locked us in this cell, but if we light walk, then the bars won’t matter. We can bypass the stasis field.”

      “Why would you bring me? We’re enemies, you and I,” Irakesh replied, but his expression had softened. He was curious.

      What you suggest is madness, Ka-Dun. Repent, and the Mother will spare you. Continue with your mad plan, and she will hunt you to the last corner of the world. There will be no escape, his beast rumbled. Steve ignored it, as he often did. The creature was noble, possessed of a morality he simply didn’t share.

      “We were enemies,” Steve replied, smiling. “Now we are allies, like it or not. As you can see, Blair and the others are no friends of mine. Nor do I wish to be here when Isis arrives. I’m willing to take you with me, but as I said, there is a price.”

      The deathless was silent for a long moment before speaking. “Name it.”

      “Your mother rules the Ark of the Cradle in Egypt, does she not?” Steve asked. He knew the answer, of course, but Irakesh would be less reticent if he felt on equal footing.

      “She does, and I begin to grasp your plan,” Irakesh said, finally smiling. “You wish me to accompany you, so that my mother will not slay you upon our arrival.”

      “Precisely,” Steve replied, giving his most devious smile. It felt good not having to hide it. “This new world is a far different place than the one you came from. There is much I can offer the mighty Ra, not least of which is the key to the Mother’s Ark.”

      Irakesh blinked once, then extended a hand. Steve shook it. Blair thought he’d won this little encounter, but he was about to find out how wrong he’d been. Steve reached deep into his well of energy, and willed the two of them away from the Ark of the Redwood.
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      There are quite a few gods mentioned in this book, more so than either of the previous two. I’ve created a lexicon to explain who each one is, and how they relate to each other. Hopefully this will make it a little less confusing. Those readers familiar with Egyptian lore should see a lot of familiar names.

      

      Anubis- Also known as the Jackal. Husband of Anput, servant of Ra.

      

      Anput- Husband of Anubis, daughter of Osiris.

      

      Hades- Greek god of the underworld, companion to Vulcan.

      

      Horus- Eldest son of Isis and Osiris.

      

      Irakesh- Youngest son of Ra, and all around pain in the ass.

      

      Isis- Also known as the Mother. Wife of Osiris, mother to Horus.

      

      Nephthys- Wife of Set.

      

      Osiris- Husband of Isis. Father of Anput.

      

      Ra / Sekhmet- Mother of Irakesh, once a near-sister to Isis.

      

      Set- Brother of Osiris. Father of Wepwawet.

      

      Vulcan- Roman god of the forge, companion to Hades.

      

      Wepwawet- Son of Set, servant of Ra.
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      Osiris surveyed the assembled druids as he strode down the path and into the stone circle. Eleven of the most powerful men and women in his domain, each tending to one of the tribes. They were unperturbed by the steady drizzle, a near constant that had developed over the last few decades. It was one more sign the world was changing.

      The assembled figures encircled the raised dais as he stepped atop it, kneeling in unison as they’d done many times. The cowls of their hoods shrouded their faces in shadow, but he didn’t need to see them to know who they were. He’d selected each during their childhood for their talent in shaping, and he knew them as intimately as he did his own limbs.

      “The time has arrived at last,” he began, a rare note of sadness running counterpoint to the rain. “I must leave you, to slumber away the gulf between ages.”

      “Master,” Alaunus said, rising to his feet and throwing back his cowl. His long fiery hair was bound with a leather cord, not so very different from Osiris’s own. “My visions have failed me. I see little of the coming days. I do not know the way. What is to become of us?”

      The distress in his voice pained Osiris, but there was nothing he could do to forestall it. He owed them honesty, particularly Alaunus. The man had the sight more strongly than any servant Osiris had met in the last nine thousand years. “You will age and die. The power you draw from the sun is fading, and in a matter of hours it will vanish entirely.”

      No one spoke, save the rain. Osiris couldn’t blame them. How would he react to such news? Even having known it for so long, it still shocked him to his core. He possessed a link to the First Ark. He would continue on, slumbering away during the dark time, until the sun’s strength returned in the Age of Aquarius.

      “Is there nothing to be done?” Britannia’s clear voice rang out as she too rose to her feet. She raised delicate hands to remove her cowl, dark hair spilling down her shoulders as she met Osiris’s gaze.

      “The cycle turns,” Osiris said, wishing it were otherwise. “But all is not lost. Many places of power remain. These Sources will contain energy for a dozen generations. Hundreds, if they are not tapped too heavily. Some part of your power will survive with them, if you husband it. So too will artifacts survive.”

      He illustrated the latter by sliding the tooled leather sheath from his shoulder and offering his sword, hilt first, to Britannia. Her mouth fell open as she stared at the golden hilt, and shocked whispers broke out from many cowls. The weapon was Sunsteel, one of only a handful in the world. Its power was incalculable, and Osiris had wielded this one longer than these people’s civilization had existed.

      “My lord, I am not worthy of this. None of us are,” Britannia protested, yet she took the hilt reverently. She slung the scabbard over her shoulder, tears in her eyes.

      His gift made it all real to them. He was departing their world, and by leaving the weapon he was passing his stewardship to another. “The weapon’s strength is incredible. It may well last your descendants until the next age. Teach them. Let it become a symbol, a remembrance of the great power their ancestors wielded, and that they will one day wield again.”

      “As you say, my Lord,” Britannia replied, dropping to her knees and wrapping a protective hand over the golden hilt.

      “There is much you must prepare, and precious little time to—” Osiris began, but broke off as unexpected power stirred within him.

      It began as a low buzz, but quickly built to a crescendo of gathering energy. He lurched forward, barely aware of Alaunus as he rushed in to catch him. Power gathered within Osiris, much as it did whenever he shaped. Yet this wasn’t his doing, wasn’t his command. Whatever was happening was beyond his control, the strange power bubbling within him like a cauldron about to boil. Then silver light burst from his eyes and mouth, the fire of the universe searing his very consciousness as it departed.

      This cannot be, his Risen whispered, an odd mix of awe and shock.

      Osiris shuddered as the access key left his body, bereft of the Ark’s incredible power for the first time in many millennia. He lay against Alaunus’s chest, shivering in the rain as he struggled to understand what had just befallen him. There was only one explanation. Someone had bound the First Ark using a Primary Access Key. It should be impossible, but the proof was undeniable.

      “A terrible calamity has just befallen the world,” he said, forcing himself to his feet. The assembled druids watched him in silence, their expressions horrified. “The First Ark has been stolen. I must reclaim it, or I too will perish along with all of you. The thief will take its power into the next age, and the other Ark Lords will be unprepared when next they awaken.”

      No one spoke. What could they say? Osiris didn’t wait. He gathered himself, blurring north with all the speed and fury he could muster. The wind and rain whipped at his cloak as he bounded over hills and through valleys. He ran for long minutes, crossing the land he knew so well, faster than it had ever been crossed.

      At long last he arrived at the Valley of Hidden Voices, the place he and his companions had discovered so many millennia ago. Back during the last ice age when the world had been frozen and harsh. He stared up at the massive black pyramid, the First Ark. Its sleek surface was untouched by the rain, untouched by time itself. It hadn’t changed in any way since the first time he’d laid eyes on it, though the land itself was different now.

      A low thrum of power resonated through the land around Osiris. The Ark itself vibrated, then the structure began to sink, descending into the earth with alarming finality. Osiris understood what he was seeing, but he could scarcely believe it. Whoever had stolen the Ark was putting it into stasis, preparing for an age bereft of power.

      It was exactly what Osiris had been planning to do, but now he was trapped outside with no way to reach the safety of the rejuvenators. No sanctuary to weather the ravages of time.

      There was only one god who could have orchestrated this, could have found some loophole that allowed him to break Osiris’s bond with the Ark. Set. His treacherous brother had returned, and now controlled the most powerful of the great Arks.

      Did he know of the Well? What if he opened it? He could doom them all, and even if he did not he would possess an advantage over every other Ark Lord. The rest would slumber away the gulf of time, but Set would be able to wake periodically, to use the vast reserve of power to sustain his life. The others would have to husband their reserves, gambling that it would carry them forward to a day when the sun would again sustain the Arks.

      Not so Set. He would emerge more powerful than ever, and this time Osiris would not be there to oppose him. Could not be, for no matter how clever he was there was simply no way to survive for thirteen millennia without the aid of an Ark.
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      Trevor reflexively reached for his cell phone to check Facebook. Then he remembered Facebook no longer existed. Neither did his iPhone, or any other electronic device. They’d all been destroyed in the wake of the sun’s coronal mass ejection, or CME as it they’d come to call it. Had that only been eight weeks ago? How ironic that he should find that more strange than the fact that he was, for all intents and purposes, a walking corpse. His heart no longer beat. He didn’t need to breathe. His skin felt cool to the touch.

      Then there was the mouthful of razor-sharp fangs. Not quite as obvious as the black claws where his fingernails had been, but much more unnerving whenever he smiled. It was impossible to miss the almost palpable aura of fear he left in his wake as he passed through the encampment. It was a different flavor than that caused by his companion, despite the fact that both were mythological predators. People trusted werewolves—more so than walking corpses, anyway.

      He and Commander Jordan made their way past the last knot of refugees, finally reaching the top of Angel Island. The heavily forested little spur of land was just a few miles across, connected to Sausalito via a ferry that had stopped running when the CME had wiped out most of the electronics required to run it.

      Now the only way to reach the island was using one of the more conventional sailboats that ringed it, a vast fleet of them gathered from all over the bay. They bobbed up and down on soft blue waves, sails blindingly white in the afternoon sun. Trevor glanced up at the fiery orb, untroubled by its brilliance as he would have been while still alive.

      “We’re running out of room,” Jordan said, stepping up to join Trevor. The beefy man wore a black t-shirt and grey cargo pants, which somehow managed to look like a uniform despite the fact that he no longer worked for Mohn Corp. “Food isn’t an issue yet, but space is.”

      He was right. The entire island was dotted with small clusters of multicolored tents, most liberated from the REI store in Corte Madera. They were up to almost three thousand people, which was more than the island was able to support. Sanitation was fast becoming a problem, as was supplying the place with fresh water.

      “Maybe it’s time to start clearing the rest of Marin,” Trevor suggested. He turned to gesture at the blackened remains of the Golden Gate Bridge. A full quarter had been destroyed in the nuclear blast that Irakesh, the ancient Egyptian god, had unleashed a few weeks ago. “Thanks to baldy, the southern border is clear. If we can block the Richmond Bridge, all we have to worry about is any zombies that wander down from the north.”

      “How many can you control, do you think?” Jordan asked, peering at Trevor through unreadable sunglasses.

      “I don’t know yet,” Trevor replied with a shrug. He faced north, staring up the harbor towards Larkspur. Bad memories there. That was where he’d helped Irakesh kill Bridget. He wasn’t sure if Blair had forgiven him for that. He certainly hadn’t forgiven himself. “I’d guess a few hundred. At the very least I can set up a beacon to draw them to me. You and the others should be able to kill them.”

      “That’s going to take a long time,” Jordan said, shaking his head. The wind played through his hair. The military buzz cut had given way to blond curls, and it humanized him somehow. “There are hundreds of thousands of zombies that way, and more will come south every day. I’m not saying we shouldn’t try, but we could be at this for years before we get rid of them all.”

      “How’s the training going? It looks to me that you’ve got a couple dozen promising soldiers down there,” Trevor asked, nodding at a cluster of tents near the visitor center. It was patrolled by about a dozen men and women, each wearing black. They were all armed, most with rifles.

      “They’re not ready to deal with combat on this scale. Besides, that’s not why I’m training them,” Jordan said, scratching at stubble threatening to become a beard. Trevor no longer had that problem. His hair had stopped growing when he died, leaving him with a permanent goatee. “We’re going to need them to defend the refugees. A militia of sorts. If we want to clear the zombies we need to do it ourselves, at least until we find a safe place for the survivors to hole up.”

      “I thought that’s what this place is,” Trevor said, a bit confused. They’d worked hard to set up the island as a sanctuary.

      “It’s temporary at best. People can’t live here, not long term. The bay has been overfished for too long, and there’s no farmland. We need to reclaim Marin and Sonoma, set up military compounds where people can start rebuilding their lives,” Jordan replied, folding his arms as he stared north. The wind ruffled his hair, cool enough that it would have made Trevor’s teeth chatter had he still been alive.

      “You’re right,” Trevor said, returning his attention to the refugees gathered near the docks. “We’re going to have to do that sooner, rather than—”

      He trailed off, eyes narrowing as he focused on the soft waves lapping against the shore. The sun was sinking below the hills to the west, but there was still more than enough light. Especially to his enhanced senses.

      “What is it?” Jordan growled, taking a step closer to Trevor.

      “There,” Trevor replied, stabbing a finger in the direction of the water. Right off the shore. “Something moving under the water. Something big.”

      Big didn’t begin to describe it. A pair of hairy shoulders broke the water not far from the dock. The creature’s face was inhuman, with long incisors and too-large eyes. Those eyes flared green, twin to Trevor’s own. This thing, whatever else it was, was clearly deathless. Smaller shapes broke the water all around it, these ones far more recognizable as once having been human. They moved too quickly and with too much purpose to be simple walkers, though. Their eyes glittered with intelligence as they sought targets.

      “Get down there and see what you can do,” Jordan said, giving Trevor a shove.

      Trevor fought down the urge to clock the commander, but he did turn to face him. “And just what the hell will you be doing?”

      “Contacting Blair,” Jordan shot back, tone full of contempt. “We’re going to need help on this one, or people will die. Now get the fuck down there and stall. I’ll see if I can get Blair and Liz here to help.”

      He was right. Trevor gave a tight nod, then turned back to the dock. He summoned the reserve of power deep within him. It had been growing for days, fueled by the sun. That seemed to be one of the advantages deathless possessed over werewolves. He could gain strength daily, while they had to rely on the moon to fuel their abilities. It looked like he was about to need every bit of that strength.

      Trevor blurred, leaping down the trail toward the dock. He flew over rocks, bounded off pines. Faces peered up at him from in between tents. They were scared, but also curious. He ignored them as he rapidly approached the dock. The screams had already begun there, mostly from fear, but more than one shriek of pain. Trevor slid down a twenty-foot cliff, rolling back to his feet when he hit the bottom. He was near the water, close enough to get a good view.

      Careful, my host. You are dealing with true deathless now, not the nascent deathless you so often encounter. They may be every bit as powerful as you.

      “Great,” Trevor muttered, peering over a boulder as he sized up the attack. He’d known they’d eventually have to deal with greater threats than zombies, but he’d hoped they would take longer to show up.

      His Risen was right. The attackers were leaping through refugees much more quickly than a zombie could manage. They also attacked more intelligently, incapacitating without killing. He watched as a pale-skinned deathless in a black tank top and jeans shattered an Indian man’s leg. The man collapsed, clutching his knee with agonized grunts. The deathless kept going, downing another target as he moved on.

      They are gathering food. Once they have enough they’ll return and feed at their leisure, his Risen said, tone emotionless.

      Trevor was revolted, but also painfully aware of the rumble in his stomach. He badly wanted to feed, something he’d resisted as often as possible. He’d confined his meals to zombies, and even then he’d made sure no one saw him feed. If they found him disturbing now, that would only make it worse.

      A roar drew his attention, and Trevor’s mouth fell open now that he was close enough to see the larger figure emerge from the water. It was easily fifteen feet tall, and now that he was close he could clearly see it had once been a gorilla. A silverback, unless he missed his guess. He hadn’t realized other primates could contract the virus, but apparently they could. What’s more, this one had been feeding often and well to have already grown so large.

      Its meaty black fist closed around a middle-aged woman one of the other deathless had incapacitated. She gave a single shriek, which was cut off as the thing stuffed her entire torso into its maw. Trevor gagged at the horrible crunching sound, cringing as the woman’s entire body disappeared into the gorilla’s mouth.

      It would be wise to wait for aid, my host. That one is beyond your ability.

      “Maybe,” Trevor said, leaping over the boulder and blurring toward the gorilla. “But we don’t have time to wait.”

      He leapt into the air, landing on the back of the gorilla’s neck. Its thick fur gave him a solid grip as he swung one arm around to slash at its neck. A gout of cold black blood spilled to the ground, and the creature gave another bellow as its arms came up to seize Trevor. It was fast, but not blurring. Maybe it hadn’t learned that ability yet, if he was lucky. Trevor instinctively transformed to green mist as the boulder-sized hands passed through the space he’d occupied.

      He concentrated, summoning a wave of green light. It washed over the gorilla, cooking the thing’s skin and filling the air with the stench of burnt meat and hair. The creature slashed wildly through the air where Trevor’s cloud of energy hovered, its hands passing harmlessly through. It looked like he could hurt it, though the wounds closed as fast as he made them. At least it was no longer attacking refugees.

      “Why do you fight us?” came a low feminine voice from below and behind him. Trevor shifted to see an Asian woman in her mid-twenties. Well, she’d been in her mid-twenties before dying, anyway. Now she had the same black claws and hideous green eyes Trevor did. She licked her lips, exposing a mouthful of razored fangs. “You are one of us. You should be feeding, not defending these cattle. You have fantastic abilities. You could teach us much. Join us.”

      The other deathless had stopped their attack, and were returning to encircle him. Trevor drifted a bit higher, now out of reach of the still-enraged gorilla. What the hell could he do now? He couldn’t fight them all, and his experience with Irakesh had taught him that controlling the will of a sentient deathless was extremely difficult. So that was out. He needed backup, and he needed it now.

      Maybe he could keep them talking until the others arrived.
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      Blair floated several inches above the ground, legs locked underneath him in a full lotus he’d never have been flexible enough to manage before his transformation. He drank deeply of the Ark’s power, allowing his consciousness to flow through the entire structure. It was fascinating. Heady. In many ways he was the Ark, and could use it to extend his senses. More than that, he could capitalize on its senses, and the Ark had thousands of them. He could feel the ocean, feel the Ark’s connection to something deep in the earth.

      It was this latter that he focused on, trying once more to tease out the nature of the connection. Something powerful ran hundreds of miles into the earth, a sort of conduit. It was dormant, but he sensed it was capable of carrying enormous amounts of energy. That energy could flow both ways, which had piqued his curiosity. Where did it send the energy it gathered? If it could also draw energy, how and what did it draw that energy from? Blair understood conceptually that there was a network of Arks across the world, but how or why they’d been created remained a mystery.

      Blair. Jordan’s voice thundered in his brain. He winced, losing his concentration. That severed his connection to the Ark, and he fell heavily to the stone. We need you out here. There’s an attack. Not just zombies this time. Deathless. At least a dozen.

      We’re on our way. Just give me a minute to grab Liz, Blair replied.

      He concentrated for a moment, using the Ark to locate Liz. She was down in the training ring, where she spent almost all of her time. The ring displayed locales just like a holodeck, though so far as he knew the things it created were real. In this case, it had created a maze of black stone. Liz was prowling through it, golden sword extended. She wasn’t shadow-walking, which was probably some new form of training.

      Liz. He thought at her. She rolled backwards, disappearing into darkness before he’d even completed the thought. That didn’t sever the connection though. She could still hear him. I’m going to light walk to Angel Island. There’s an attack and Jordan needs us.

      “Acknowledged,” she replied aloud, emerging from the shadows once more. The ring wavered around her, stone walls disappearing.

      Blair willed the energy in the Ark to coalesce around each of them. It was more difficult than when he’d used it to transport them into the Ark after the battle with Irakesh, because he and Liz were in different locations. That was a good thing though. He’d been pushing his shaping, in the same way Liz pushed her combat abilities. They both had demons to battle, and each was atoning in their own way.

      The world vibrated around him, then beautiful, clear light flooded the room. There was a moment of weightlessness, and then he was simply elsewhere. He stood near the summit of Angel Island, Liz next to him in human form. She wore skin-tight black yoga pants and a matching tank top. Her hair was done up in the customary pony tail, a look he very much liked.

      They’d appeared in a ring of rocks that had been erected for just this purpose. Blair still wasn’t sure what would happen if they materialized in the same space someone else was occupying, so it seemed safest to designate an area they’d light walk to.

      “Sit rep,” Liz barked, stepping from the ring of stones. The golden blade of her sword rested casually against one shoulder as she approached Jordan. He towered over her, but if she was intimidated she didn’t show it.

      “Nine hostiles. One heavy,” Jordan said, turning to point to the dock. “Eight smaller ones that seem like full deathless. Like your brother, basically. The larger one might be like the giant we fought in the hangar back in Panama. I don’t know yet. They’ve stopped the attack for now. Looks like they’re talking with Trevor.”

      Blair didn’t like Jordan’s tone, but he understood it. Jordan and Trevor didn’t trust each other, and that was made worse when a force of hostile deathless stopped their attack to have a little chat with Trevor. What the hell were they talking about? He peered down at the dock, noting the cluster of deathless around the larger, hairy figure. Trevor hovered above them, using the green cloud of energy he’d learned from Irakesh.

      At least two dozen figures writhed on the ground, injured refugees no one was going to help. The militia was massing on the far side of a hill, under Yuri’s direction. Blair turned to face Jordan. “If Yuri assaults those deathless, the whole militia will probably be slaughtered. We need to get down there.”

      “We’ll blur,” Liz said, tone hard. “Blair, I’ll ride your shadow. When we get there, take down the smaller ones first. That will minimize the number of hostiles that can attack our people. Blair, see if you can use the Ark to deal with the larger one.”

      She didn’t wait for a response, instead shifting to wolf form even as she slid into his shadow. He had a brief impression of a massive auburn creature, then she’d vanished entirely.

      “Get your game face on,” Jordan rumbled, already shifting into a tall, blond-furred male. Blair followed suit, ignoring the brief pain as bones snapped and rearranged to make room for his larger wolf form.

      Jordan blurred toward the docks, hopping down hillsides and over trees. Blair matched his pace, kicking up a cloud of dust that spun lazily in the air around him as the world slowed. They bounded toward the dock, crossing the quarter mile in a dozen hops. It was difficult to measure time while blurring, but Blair guessed no more than five or six seconds passed.

      The commander barreled into the first deathless, an Indian woman in the tattered remains of a Fitbit t-shirt. She started to spin, but Jordan was far faster. He clamped his hands around her head, twisting with a sudden jerk. An awful crack echoed over the water, but the commander wasn’t done. He twisted further, the muscles in his arms bunching as he gave another jerk. The woman’s head came off with a pop, spraying desiccated gore into the air as her body collapsed to the sandy shore.

      The other deathless spun to face the commander, none noticing Blair where he crouched a few dozen paces away. Blair waited, turning his attention toward the larger figure. It was a fucking gorilla, probably liberated from the San Francisco zoo. He focused on the putrid green eyes, summoning his energy as he prepared to shape. He doubted it had anything like the mental defenses Irakesh had used, which meant he could probably bend its will fairly easily.

      He was dimly aware of Liz appearing behind another one of the deathless. Her blade pierced its chest, lifting the man into the air. He twitched and flailed as pulses of sickly green light flowed down the blade. Blair didn’t know how much strength Liz gained when she drank someone’s essence, but even having done it just a few times she was clearly stronger than she’d been when she first changed.

      Focus, Ka-Dun. His beast rumbled. Deal with the bestial deathless before it endangers your pack.

      So Blair did. He envisioned a dagger of pure mental energy, thrusting it into the gorilla’s neck at the base of the skull. It slid past the creature’s defenses with little effort, and just like that the world vanished. He appeared in the thing’s mind, immediately noting the differences between it and a human. Instead of the vast complex of neural connections he was used to, there was a more primitive network of thoughts. They were more primal, more focused on feeding to the exclusion of all else. This thing was a peerless predator, well equipped to feed and grow stronger in this insane new world.

      Blair’s consciousness swelled to fill the beast, and suddenly he could see through its eyes. He flexed its fingers experimentally, tasting the air with enormous nostrils as he observed the world around. Only a few moments had passed, and the combat flowed around the gorilla’s feet. Trevor had returned to the fray, grappling with one of the larger deathless. Jordan battled two more, a pair of women that were comically short, but devilishly fast. These two knew how to blur, even if some of the others didn’t.

      Three of the remaining deathless were bounding up over the hill. At first Blair feared they were fleeing, but then he realized they were heading for the militia. The crack of gunfire sounded around them, and the deathless saw a threat they could deal with. Blair forced the gorilla to lumber after them, crushing the spine of a deathless as the beast split the gathering evening with a thunderous roar.

      The remaining deathless spun to face the gorilla, clearly confused. They scattered as it charged them, nimbly dodging as the beast launched a few clumsy swipes. The creature was large and powerful, but ungainly. He couldn’t catch the deathless, but it might be able to keep them occupied.

      Ka-Dun, be wary. Something stirs within the Ark.

      That was all the warning Blair had. He was dimly aware of something stirring within the Ark’s deepest systems, and then enormous power flowed through the entire structure. The bay was lit like noon, as a trio of clear white pulses blasted into the sky. The energy draw made him dizzy, and Blair lost hold over the gorilla’s mind as he caught himself against a stunted tree. He felt weaker than he had in months, and a dozen alarms competed for his attention as systems failed all over the Ark. What the hell had just happened?

      He tried to focus, tried to make sense of the conflicting demands the structure placed on his consciousness. Blair was barely aware of the approaching roar. He could feel the ground shaking as heavy footfalls sent up puffs of dust. His vision focused in time to see the gorilla, its putrid gaze focused hatefully on him as it approached.

      “Oh, crap,” Blair said, staggering behind a larger tree. He wanted to blur, to leap away with the agility his form normally granted. But he couldn’t. His body was sluggish, his mind thick as molasses. It pissed him off. Why the hell couldn’t he ever get a straightforward fight? He was supposed to have the Ark on his side, not have it hamstring him at a critical moment. It wasn’t fucking fair.

      He cringed as a giant, hairy fist snapped the tree into splinters and continued into his gut. Ribs shattered as he was launched skyward, tumbling end over end into the dirt a good fifty feet away.

      “Oww,” Blair said, struggling to regain his footing. The gorilla was already charging again.
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      Liz stumbled forward, staggered by the blow from behind. Claws ruptured her kidney, hot pokers jabbing into her again and again. She gritted her teeth, rolling onto her back to see her attacker.

      The man standing above her had been an athlete in life, maybe a boxer or football player, judging by the broad shoulders. He had long, stringy, black hair, with a thick beard to match.

      “Not so tough, are you, little puppy?” he growled, eyes flaring toxic green as his grin widened.

      Liz considered a witty response, but settled on kicking a spray of gravel into his face. He winced, knocking the stones away. That bought her a moment, which she used to swing her sword in a low, tight arc. It hummed through the air, meeting brief resistance as it sliced through both his legs just below the knees.

      She rolled to her feet, planting the blade in his chest, and willed the weapon to drink his essence, bracing herself for the cold shock as the pulses of light flowed up the weapon and into her. Each one was like a shot of espresso, bringing strength and clarity, along with a small portion of the host’s memories.

      The latter were troubling, but she shrugged them off. She needed to focus on the combat. Being a female werewolf meant she was the only combatant on the field without the ability to blur. She was strong and she was stealthy, but she was also the slowest one here.

      “Liz!” Jordan roared from somewhere off to her right. “The militia’s in trouble. They need immediate support.”

      She glanced in the direction he was pointing, up the hill to a cluster of rocks just off the path. About a dozen men and women had taken shelter there, and were firing their weapons into a trio of deathless.

      Those deathless appeared unfazed by the assault, and all the militia had accomplished was drawing attention to themselves. She watched in horror as a deathless bounded into their ranks, disemboweling a woman with a wicked slash. It snatched up her rifle, and brought the stock down on the man next to her. His skull cracked in a spray of blood, and he collapsed onto the ground next to his companion.

      Liz was about to charge, but the ground began to shake. She darted a glance to her right, noting the massive undead gorilla charging at Blair. She’d expected him to have already dealt with it, but he wasn’t even looking in the creature’s direction.

      He was focused on the Ark, and a moment later she understood why. The entire surface glowed white hot, then a burst of light shot from the tip into the sky. Another followed, then a third. Liz had no idea what they were, but she was more concerned about their effect on Blair.

      He collapsed into the dirt, trying to pull himself to his feet as the gorilla approached. The creature shattered the tree he was sheltering behind, sending him flying through the air. Blair’s silver fur was matted with dust and blood, and he didn’t rise. She knew the blow hadn’t been enough to kill him, but he was clearly in serious trouble.

      “Liz,” Jordan roared again. She darted another glance his way. He was squaring off against two more deathless, who were driving him steadily backwards toward the water. “The militia. Now! People are dying.”

      She looked their way again. The trio of deathless assaulting them had done hideous damage. Over half the militia was down, and the rest were fleeing. Liz steeled herself, committing to the decision. She slipped into the shadows, charging the closest deathless.

      It was completely unprepared as she launched a two-handed swipe at its neck. Her blade sheared through bone and flesh, severing its head in a spray of gore. The creature’s headless body tumbled to the ground, but Liz was already cloaked in shadow once more.

      The second deathless had noticed the fate of its companion, and was spinning slowly in an attempt to find her. It apparently hadn’t learned to command the shadows, or it would already be hiding. That was good, because as long as it was looking for her it wasn’t killing militia.

      Liz bounded after the third deathless, who was chasing down a teen with an old carbine. The deathless blurred, darting forward and ramming a fist through the girl’s back. The carbine tumbled to the ground in a clatter, and the deathless gave a cackle any Disney villain would have envied.

      Liz saw red, baring her fangs as she leapt into the air. She came down on the deathless’s back, crushing its spine and grinding it into the concrete. She drove her sword through its throat, pinning it to the ground as she leaned in close.

      “I hope the last thing you feel is the same terror you inflicted on that poor kid,” she growled. Then she twisted the blade, and drank the deathless’s essence.

      She rose to look for her final opponent, but it had fled back into the water. It disappeared from sight, wisely fleeing from her wrath. Liz turned to face Jordan, but either he’d dispatched his foes, or they too had fled. He’d already moved to assist Blair, who’d regained his footing and was dodging clumsy strikes from the gorilla.

      Liz cloaked herself in shadow, sprinting up the hill in Blair’s direction. By the time she arrived, Jordan had already entered the fight. He darted in close, disemboweling the gorilla with wickedly sharp claws, then dancing backwards when it tried to retaliate. The blow didn’t faze the creature, but it did keep its attention.

      She used the moment to launch herself into the air, timing her strike with all the precision she’d earned through dozens of hours of practice in the ring. Her blade came down on the gorilla’s skull, splitting it cleanly in half and continuing down the spine. The blow continued all the way through the beast’s body, which collapsed into two separate piles. The right half twitched once, then lay still.

      “Blair, are you all right?” she asked, moving to his side. He looked dazed, his gaze glassy and unfocused even in wolf form.

      “I think so,” he said, cradling his head with one furry hand. “Something’s happening with the Ark. Systems are failing all over. We need to get inside and find out what the hell is happening.”

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Jordan snapped, grabbing her shoulder. He spun her to face him, and she let him. She was far stronger in wolf form, but she didn’t resist. “You’re a battlefield commander. You can’t afford to hesitate, Liz. Out here you aren’t Blair’s girlfriend. You aren’t a woman, or a friend. You’re a leader. People died back there, people you could have saved. You came up with the plan. Next time you need to goddamn follow it.”

      “I know,” she said, gritting her teeth. She wanted to yell at him, to say that Blair had needed her. But Jordan was right. Blair had been fine, and her hesitation had cost lives.
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      Steve sat up abruptly, cocking his head. Something thrummed through the Ark, deep and powerful. None of the driblets of information he’d pilfered from the Mother’s sleeping mind suggested a cause, but he sensed it was unusual. What was Blair up to?

      He rose from the bronzed bench, peering through the crackling blue energy net between him and freedom. Nothing stirred, not even the air. His companion hadn’t moved; the white-garbed deathless sat motionless on the bench on the far side of the cell.

      His dark skin suggested Nubian ancestry, something that tugged at the anthropologist in Steve. Perhaps his kind had been the ancestors of the Africans who had given rise to ancient Egypt, and its rival, the mighty Nubia. Of course those descendants lacked the putrid green eyes and razored fangs that revealed just what kind of predator Irakesh was.

      “If we go,” Steve said, breaking the silence for the first time in nearly two days, “we go now.”

      “Now?” Irakesh answered, uncoiling languidly. He rose from the bench, folding his arms as he peered at Steve. His expression was unreadable, probably a survival trait in the world he’d grown up in. “For thirteen days I have railed at you to keep your promise. We could light walk from this cell at any time, yet you’ve whined about caution and the right time. What has finally caused your cowardice to ebb?”

      Steve took a long, slow breath, schooling his features to conceal the surge of rage. Those had come often since his change, a legacy of the beast within him. “I can see why you lost, Irakesh. Why a half trained Ka-Dun that I manipulated easily was able to best you.”

      Irakesh staggered backwards as if struck. He caught himself on the wall, mouth working as if seeking the right insult to hurl. Then he straightened, jaw clicking shut. “I will not allow you to bait me again. They caught you just as easily, if you remember.”

      “Yes.” Steve smiled, knowing he was about to win another verbal sparring match. “But I came away from the encounter with an access key. I achieved my goal of becoming an Ark Lord. Did you?”

      Irakesh blurred, crossing the cell in the space between heartbeats. Steve could have matched his blur, but chose to conserve his energy. Let the deathless grandstand. A fist connected with his jaw, sending a jolt of pain through his face as he was hurled back into the wall.

      Kill him, Ka-Dun. Why suffer such an affront from this wretch? You could tear him apart. He has nowhere to flee, his beast roared, its outrage clear.

      Steve didn’t answer directly. He didn’t need to. The beast could hear his thoughts, and it knew why he didn’t fight back, why he affected the posture of a beaten dog as he rose to his feet. It knew why he hadn’t killed Irakesh, though he could have taken the deathless unaware days ago.

      “Do not push me, Ka-Dun,” Irakesh growled, chest heaving as if from exertion. Odd, that. Deathless no longer breathed, so the gesture was nothing more than a vestigial response from Irakesh’s days among the living. “You have dangled the carrot of freedom for too long. I’ll have it now, or this mockery of a partnership is at an end.”

      “Very well,” Steve allowed, wiping blood from his lip. “I’ve waited until now, because we need Blair to be distracted. I can light walk to the central chamber, but from there we have to reach a light bridge in order to travel to the Ark of the Cradle. If we are not careful, he will intercept us before we can escape. If I reveal that I can light walk, Blair will close that route and we’ll be truly trapped.”

      “So what is it that makes you think he is now distracted?” Irakesh asked. His expression was dubious, but curiosity lurked there.

      “A few moments ago a tremendous surge of power rushed through the Ark,” Steve explained, turning to face the lattice of energy bordering the cell. He took a step back from it, just in case. If he was too close, it might interfere with light walking. “I don’t know the source of that energy, but either it’s something Blair doesn’t expect, or he’s busy with something massive and delicate. That kind of shaping will take focus.”

      “Ahhh,” Irakesh allowed, giving a shark-toothed smile. “Either way, he will be distracted. Clever, Ka-Dun Steve. Perhaps I have underestimated you.”

      “Perhaps,” Steve said, extending a hand and grasping Irakesh tightly on the shoulder. “Come. Let us be away from this prison.”
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      Mark came to by degrees, gradually returning to consciousness. The room was bright, but he couldn’t close his eyes for some reason. Couldn’t blink. In fact, he had no motor control at all. His body lay limply on something cold and metallic, and he was staring upwards at a chrome ceiling. It was cold, but whatever muscle relaxant he’d been dosed with prevented him from shivering.

      A door to his right hissed open and a figure entered. He saw the movement, but couldn’t make out anything specific. It was frustrating, but he willed himself to stillness. If they wanted him dead, he already would be. If they wanted to interrogate him, they wouldn’t have used a muscle relaxer, because that would dull any pain they’d inflict. So they must be here to talk.

      “Good morning, Mark,” came a familiar voice, pleasant and cultured. Leif Mohn, the Old Man himself. The victor of the brief civil war Mark had instigated at the Syracuse facility. He had no idea where he was, but he knew it wasn’t Syracuse. He knew that installation, and this room wasn’t a part of it. “I trust you’re feeling more like yourself. It will probably take some time for the grogginess to fade. You’ve been in a medically induced coma for three and a half weeks.”

      “Why?” Mark tried to ask, but it came out as little more than a croak. He swallowed. Damn, but his throat was raw.

      “Here. Drink some of this,” Mohn insisted, moving into Mark’s field of view. He pressed a straw gently into Mark’s mouth. Mark sucked greedily, not caring about the water’s metallic taste. “Not too much now. Just a little at first.”

      Mark cleared his throat, then tried speaking again. “Why am I alive?”

      “Because you are Mohn Corp.’s most senior surviving director. The rank and file all but worship you, and in this new world that makes you a very, very valuable commodity,” Mohn explained. He dragged a plastic chair close to Mark’s bed, sitting with exaggerated care. He folded his trench coat over his knees, the grey fabric beaded with drops of rain. So a wet climate, wherever they were. “We’re facing threats most men can’t bring themselves to accept as real. Without strong leadership, the men will break, and mankind’s last shield will shatter. I cannot allow that to happen.”

      “You can’t possibly believe I’ll help you and whatever monster you work for,” Mark replied, trying to turn his head to face the old man. A strap held his forehead in place, but at least he could move his eyes now. “I rebelled for a reason. I’ve seen what these things can do. We need to fight them, not give them the fucking keys to the kingdom.”

      “I can understand why you’d believe that,” Mohn said, leaning back in his chair. He removed an ornately carved wooden pipe from the pocket of his trench coat, and a leather pouch from another. “When he first took me as a servant I believed much the same. I rebelled repeatedly. In my limited understanding, I thought he was some sort of demon, that he was trying to bring about an apocalypse.”

      “But at some point you sold your soul instead?” Mark replied. A thousand tiny pinpricks were making their way up his limbs as feeling began to return.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Mohn admitted. That surprised Mark. “It took three decades. During that time, I had the briefest taste of immortality, saw the world in a way few men do. I came to realize my master was guiding the fate of our species. Doing so requires many short-term sacrifices; it means individuals matter not at all. It has to be that way, if we expect to survive in this new age.”

      “Can you even hear yourself?” Mark snapped. “You sound like a Bond villain, justifying his poorly conceived plot.” He immediately regretted the loss of control, not because Mohn didn’t deserve it, but because right now his wits were his only tool. “What is it your ‘master’ wants?”

      “One of the many titles he wears is the Guardian of the West, the protector of mankind,” Mohn explained, adding a pinch of tobacco to his pipe. “It’s a responsibility he takes seriously, one he’s borne for a very long time. When the first pyramids were built in Egypt, he was there guiding them. Imhotep, they called him. When the Mayans built their civilization three millennia later he was there, guiding them. Cambodia. Stonehenge—my master was there shaping humanity, preparing us for this day.

      “Mohn Corp. is one small piece of his plan, a way to harness technology his contemporaries know nothing about,” the Old Man continued, finally lighting the pipe. He took an experimental puff. The stuff was pungent, but not unpleasant. “A war is about to begin, Mark. A war between gods who drew breath when the most complicated human tool was a stone hand axe. When we lived in caves and could only dream of writing. The winner of that war will decide the fate of our species. You assume my master is a monster, an evil to be stopped. Mark, he is the best hope we have. You know of Irakesh. There are far worse evils gathering strength even now. My master is the only one strong enough to oppose them.”

      “I get that you believe that,” Mark said, blinking rapidly. The smoke burned his eyes. “I don’t. I’m not going to sell my soul, Leif. I’m better than that. I’m loyal to humanity. I sent Jordan to deal with Irakesh. He’s the best of the best. He’ll deal with you and your master too, eventually.”

      “Will he now?” Leif asked, rising from the chair. “Osiris will be here soon, and I promise after you meet him you’ll feel quite differently about things. Not only will you serve the Master, but you’ll count yourself privileged to do it.”

      The Old Man turned and slipped from the room, leaving that cloying smoke in his wake. For the first time he could remember, Mark was terrified. These ancients possessed abilities they barely understood. One thing had been quite clear: they could control minds.
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      “Oh, shit,” Blair said, rising unsteadily to his feet. He blinked away spots, the afterimage caused by the glow the Ark had emitted. The massive structure had returned to a flat black, and was little more than a looming shadow now that full night had fallen.

      “What is it?” Liz asked, turning to face him. Her tone was hard. It had been since the fight, not that he could blame her. A lot of people had died.

      “Steve and Irakesh,” Blair said. He tucked his hands in the pocket of his windbreaker to ward off the chill. “What if the system malfunctions shorted out their cell?”

      “They’d still be trapped inside, right?” Trevor asked from his place in the shadows beneath a nearby pine. Blair started. He’d almost forgotten Trevor was there.

      “Maybe,” he said, directing his answer to the twin pools of green shining in the darkness. “I still don’t know everything the Ark can do, but at the very least it does have a light bridge. They might be able to use it to light walk out, though I’m not sure where they could go.”

      “Then you’re right. We need to get inside,” Liz said. She sounded so tired, her usual determination faded to a dull monotone. “Trevor, will you go grab Jordan? The three of you can investigate. I’ll stay to oversee the island until you get back.”

      “On it,” Trevor said, trotting off into the darkness. Blair could hear Jordan bellowing orders down near the dock, so not far.

      “It wasn’t your fault, you know,” Blair said, quietly. He approached Liz, giving her shoulder a squeeze.

      She wrapped an arm around his waist and leaned her head against his shoulder. It was as intimate as she’d been with him in a while, especially in the last few weeks. They’d never really returned to the close bond they’d developed when they’d been on the run from Mohn.

      “The attack wasn’t my fault,” she said, disengaging and meeting his gaze. “The moment of hesitation when I couldn’t decide whether to stop the deathless or help you was. I screwed up, and I cannot allow that to happen. Jordan’s right. Emotion can get us killed.”

      Blair wanted to trot out a counterargument, or at least say something to make her feel better. What would that be, though? He’d made a lot of mistakes in the last several months, most of them caused by giving in to one emotion or another. They had to be above that.

      Liz settled her arms around his waist again, soft curves pressing against him. It felt good, and he decided to enjoy the moment. They might not get another any time soon, at least if their track record for crises continued unabated.

      “I’m glad I met you, Liz,” he whispered. She didn’t reply, but she did squeeze him a bit tighter.

      Footsteps crunched on the gravel, approaching quickly. Liz released him immediately, her back straightening as she became the warrior once more.

      “Let’s move,” Jordan said, striding up boldly. “Trevor filled me in.”

      “Great,” Liz said, turning to face him. “Handle the situation, then get back here as quickly as you can. I’ll handle the defense for now, and see if we can recruit a few more people to replace our losses. Is Yuri still in command?”

      “He is,” Jordan said, giving a tight nod. “I’ve ordered him to organize the remaining militia into smaller squads for more coverage. You’re right, though; we need more people. Starting recruitment is a good idea.”

      “You’re wasting time,” Liz said, her tone frosty. Her eyes were fastened on Jordan. “If there’s a chance Steve has escaped we need to stop him. This time we listen to you. If he’s left that cell, he dies. No more imprisonment. He’s too much of a risk walking around.”

      Jordan nodded. His expression was…approving.

      “I’m going to initiate the light walk,” Blair interrupted, drawing everyone’s attention.

      It was harder than usual, perhaps because the Ark had less to give. Warning klaxons were still echoing in his mind, and he was aware of several hundred systems that were still offline. Whatever the Ark had done had taxed it to the edge of its abilities, even with the enormous infusion of power Irakesh had given it when he detonated the bomb.

      Blair used some of his own energy, closing his eyes and willing them to appear within the central chamber. There was a moment of resistance, then they were surrounded by clear white light. When it faded they stood in the central chamber.
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      The lights in the central chamber flickered, occasionally flaring brighter, yet never reaching their full illumination. The place reeked of ozone, though Jordan wasn’t sure what had caused it.

      “What the hell happened to this place?” Trevor whispered, spinning slowly in place.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Jordan said, fixing Blair with his gaze. “Can you detect whether the cells are still occupied?”

      “I don’t know,” Blair said, rounding to face him. He looked concerned. And angry. “I felt something, a surge of some kind.”

      “Like the pulses?” Trevor asked. Jordan noted the deathless had one hand around the .357 belted at his side. He might not like Trevor, but he respected his combat prowess.

      “Sort of,” Blair said. He spun slowly, one hand raised as if testing the air somehow. “Not quite, though. It was weaker, and it reminded me of something. It was just like whenever I light walk…”

      Blair trailed off, and his eyes widened. “Oh, crap.”

      There was a brief flash of light, then Jordan was elsewhere. He took in his surroundings once again, this time even more cautiously since he hadn’t been expecting the second light walk. They stood in an arched hallway with bronzed walls. Every few feet, a small room with no door broke the flow of the hall. The one they stood in front of had a crackling lattice of energy.

      “They’re gone,” Trevor said, pointing at the cell even as Jordan realized the same thing. There was no sign of Irakesh or Steve.

      “Irakesh is a master of illusion,” Jordan said, thinking out loud. “Is there any chance he’s using that to fool our senses?”

      “So we’d open the cell and let them out,” Blair said, cocking his head as he approached the crackling blue energy. “I don’t think that’s it. I’d be able to sense Steve at least. He can’t hide the presence of an access key, and I don’t feel anything inside. They aren’t here anymore.”

      “You said you felt light walking?” Trevor said. His words hung in the air as they all considered the implications.

      “How far could he go using that?” Jordan asked. It bothered him that he didn’t understand the tactical limitations of such an immense power.

      “Not far,” Blair said, shaking his head. “I think he’s still in the Ark somewhere. He might have made it as far as Angel Island, but I doubt it.”

      “Where would he go inside the Ark?” Trevor asked.

      “There are only a few tactical choices,” Jordan said, voice deepening as he shifted. His clothing disappeared, replaced by thick blond fur. He barely felt the pain. “He could be trying to wake the sleepers in those rejuvenators, or he could be trying to escape. Do you think he has some sort of power that would let him get through the bay?”

      “Possibly,” Blair allowed. He shifted as well, bones cracking as a muzzle sprang from his face. In the space of two seconds, he gained two feet in height, and his body was covered in thick silver fur. “There’s another option, though. He could be trying to use the light bridge.”

      “Light bridge?” Trevor asked. The deathless withdrew his pistol, cradling it in both hands.

      “No time to explain. I’m going to light walk us down to the light bridge. We’ll start there, and if we can’t find them we’ll widen the search,” Blair said.

      Then they were bathed in light again, and Jordan was elsewhere. Damn, but he was getting tired of this light walking shit.
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      Blair blinked twice, knees sagging as he gazed around him in wonder. He wasn’t sure where the sudden weakness had come from; perhaps it was the enormous distance they’d apparently traveled. Wherever they were, it certainly wasn’t anywhere near San Francisco.

      You have entered the Nexus, Ka-Dun, the Beast rumbled softly. Even the Mother does not understand it fully. Its age is incalculable.

      That surprised him. Gaps in Isis’s knowledge were rare, though she’d already admitted they did exist. Whatever this place was, it predated even her. He studied the architecture carefully, immediately picking out common patterns. The fluted columns could have been found in Fourth Dynasty Egypt, the scarabs and sphinxes the same style he’d grown up loving.

      The resemblance to ancient Egypt ended there. The walls were a familiar black stone, dotted with diamond-shaped crystals every ten feet. Those were a perfect mirror of the ones found in the Ark of the Redwood, reinforcing what he already knew. The Builders had created this place as well.

      Bridget would have loved it. Thinking of her was painful, but also freeing. They’d reconciled at the end, and in her final moments he’d learned just how much that had meant to her. She’d died content, and her sacrifice had not been in vain. He could finally lay her memory to rest, and move on to better things. Red-headed things.

      That brought his attention back to his surroundings. Irakesh had been directly responsible for Bridget’s death, even if it was Cyntia who’d done the killing. He and Liz had dealt with the crazed abomination, but Cyntia’s death did little to quiet his thirst for vengeance. Irakesh and Steve were going to die, even if it meant giving up vital knowledge.

      “This way,” Blair said, stepping down from the platform. It was a raised golden disk about a dozen feet across, surrounded by a triangle of black stone that sloped gently to the floor.

      Trevor disappeared into the shadows, while Jordan prowled ahead. His pistol was comically small in his huge furry fists, but Blair seriously doubted anyone would be foolish enough to laugh at the commander.

      They followed the corridor between the fluted columns, each diamond-shaped crystal flickering to life as they passed. They shed a wan illumination, just a pale shadow of the brilliance Blair had witnessed in both the other Arks he’d seen.

      “What’s wrong with the lights? This place is even worse off than the Mother’s Ark,” he whispered softly. It was for Trevor’s benefit. He was a master of the harder sciences, and far more at home with computers than Blair. If anyone understood what was happening here, it would be him.

      “This place has to run on power of some sort. I imagine it’s running out,” came a disembodied whisper to his right.

      Jordan made a sudden shushing motion, then glided into a chamber at the far end of the corridor. Blair followed, stopping in the doorway to gawk. The chamber was a large domed room, the ceiling thrusting some seventy-five feet into the air. It was perfectly clear glass, and it held what appeared to be an ocean at bay, the kind that was so deep light no longer penetrated.

      “We’re at the bottom of the sea,” he muttered, taking a step into the room.

      A flicker of light at the room’s center drew his attention. Several gemstones along the floor had flickered to life—a ruby, an emerald, and a pair of diamonds. They pulsed once, then a holographic form appeared above them.

      “What the fuck is that?” Jordan rumbled, aiming his weapon at the hologram’s head. Blair assumed the gesture was reflexive, as Jordan’s posture was too relaxed for real combat.

      “I think we’re looking at one of the Builders,” Blair said, taking several steps forward until he stood before the hologram.

      It was roughly six feet tall, with mottled green skin the color of summer-cut grass. It had large black eyes, like a shark’s. Its arms were a bit too long, its limbs a bit too thin. Each hand had four fingers.

      “Holy. Shit,” Trevor said, joining Blair near the hologram. “That thing is right out of the X-Files. Are you telling me the pyramids really were built by aliens?”

      “That assertion is incorrect,” the figure hummed, its voice digitized but still recognizable English. “The structures you refer to as pyramids were constructed by humans during the early Holocene. They were created by a culture you refer to as the ancient Egyptians, during the fourth dynasty. The first was constructed by pharaoh Khufu. The second was…”

      “He meant the Arks,” Blair interrupted. Part of him wanted to listen, wanted to ask how this thing knew so much about human history. It had been dead on about Khufu’s pyramid. What else did it know? If only they weren’t so pressed for time. Steve and Irakesh were getting away even now.

      “Ahh, the Arks were not constructed by aliens either,” the figure corrected. It flickered, fading a bit. A moment later it returned to full illumination. “They were constructed by the Builders, an early hominid that predated your species by six-point-four-million years.”

      Blair’s jaw sagged open. “So these Builders, they were born on earth then? How many years from the current date did they build the Arks?”

      He’d asked the question to see when this thing considered humanity to have begun. That could mean Homo sapiens, which was roughly 200,000 years old. Or it could mean Homo erectus, or an even earlier ancestor. If that was true, it would make the Builders over 10,000,000 years old.

      “Six-point-six-million years,” the being answered, cocking its head. “Your genus first appeared roughly 200,000 years ago, while your species is nearly three million years old.”

      “That’s great,” Jordan interrupted, finally joining them near the hologram. “Has anyone else passed this way recently? We’re looking for two humans.”

      “Ah, the Ka-Dun and the deathless,” the figure said, nodding. It focused its gaze on Jordan. “They departed this room three minutes and sixteen seconds before your arrival.”

      Blair stifled the urge to ask how this thing knew what a Ka-Dun was. “Where were they going?”

      “To the light bridge in the southeastern section of the Nexus,” it explained, shifting those flat black eyes back to Blair. “I believe they are seeking the Ark of the Cradle.”

      “Let’s move,” Jordan snarled. He stalked forward several paces, then turned a sheepish look to Blair. “Do you know which way the southeastern corridor is? I can’t get my bearings down here, and something is playing havoc with my compass.”

      “That way,” Blair said, starting towards one of the doorways leading to the room. He counted seven of them, now that he’d torn his gaze from the hologram. Each doorway had a slightly different Ark glyph above it.

      “Ka-Dun Blair,” the figure called as they started for the doorway. Blair turned, shocked that it knew his name. “Be aware that the Nexus has reached critical power reserves. If a conduit to a powered Ark is not restored within the next three hours, power will fail entirely, and this entire complex will be crushed by the ocean above.”

      “Lovely,” Trevor said, already moving for the doorway. He looked back at Blair even as he glided forward. “Can we trust this thing?”

      “I don’t know,” Blair shrugged, glancing at the hologram. It seemed benign, but appearances could be deceiving. “Either way we have to stop Steve and Irakesh. Let’s see if we can catch them before they reach the light bridge.”

      The race was on.
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      An unremarkable servant in plain white clothes led Mark into the sitting room, the kind of library with all mahogany furniture and the thick smell of tobacco. A fire roared in one corner. It was the only source of light, as the windows were covered by heavy curtains. A figure sat in the corner opposite the fire. His features were thick with shadow, but his hands revealed a great deal. Too-pale skin with long fingers. Each nail had been expertly manicured, and his forearms revealed the heavily muscled frame of an athlete.

      The door closed behind Mark. A floorboard creaked as the guard shifted outside. Then the figure rose, stepping into the light of the fire. His perfectly styled hair was dark. Not quite black, but something close to that. It bore the faintest hint of red, if that wasn’t a trick of the light. He wore a dark blue suit with a thread count as high as any Mark had ever seen. Armani, unless he missed his guess. This man could have swam with any of the sharks who ran the super-corporations springing up around the world. Until you reached his eyes. They glowed with a faint inner light, the horrifying green that conjured thoughts of Chernobyl. Those eyes made it abundantly clear this man wasn’t even remotely human.

      “Ahh, the legendary Director himself,” the man said, his voice reinforcing the polished appearance, his accent not anything Mark was familiar with. “I’d offer you a hand, but I doubt you’d take it. Please, have a seat. It’s time we talked.”

      The man, or whatever he was, sat back down in his chair. Everything but his horrifying eyes and charming smile were swallowed in shadow. He nodded at a plush armchair neighboring his. Mark hesitated for an instant, considering. If he sat, that would open a very small door. Agreeing to one task led to accepting another, then another, until it became natural to accede to the next one. That was a dangerous road, especially when the one guiding him down it was a creature reputed to control minds.

      If he remained standing, he might make it through a short audience, but even now his legs had begun to tremble. He’d been unconscious for days, maybe even weeks, and if he pushed it, his body would fail. Fainting during the middle of the meeting would throw him far more off balance than agreeing to a simple request.

      Mark sat. He leaned into the chair in spite of himself, letting out a more audible sigh of relief than he’d have liked. Then he waited as the silence stretched. This was the next test. Most people could not abide an uncomfortable silence. They’d say almost anything to fill it, often revealing things they’d never intended. Mark had used the tactic to great effect many times, and he wasn’t going to fall for it here.

      “What must you think of me?” the man began, leaning forward in his chair to catch the firelight. He reached up with one thumb and pushed at his upper lip until it exposed his teeth. His canines were elongated in a way Bela Lugosi had made famous nearly a century before. “I have fangs. Unnatural eyes. Your brain senses I am a predator, and every instinct screams to flee. Even now your limbic system is flooding your system with adrenaline. Given your weakened state, that will carry quite a price in seven or eight minutes.”

      He paused, giving Mark a chance to speak. Mark remained silent.

      “Worse, you know I am affiliated somehow with the virus which wiped out over ninety percent of your species, a crime greater than any committed in your recorded history. So far as you know, I have, in a way, killed more people than all other causes combined,” the man continued, leaning back in his chair so only his eyes were visible. The effect was eerie, and no doubt quite intentional. “If there was ever an embodiment of the word evil, surely it must be me. You long to destroy me, yet even now there is another emotion slithering through your mind: fear. Fear that I can compel you to serve me. Fear that I have an unnatural means of control.”

      He paused, placing his pipe between too-white teeth. Then he waited, no doubt studying Mark’s reaction. It was the smart tactic. Time was on this thing’s side, not Mark’s. The clock was ticking, and he had to find a way to gain some tactical leverage. “You know who I am,” Mark said, finally. “Why don’t you grant me the same courtesy?”

      “A fair request,” the man said, giving a half chuckle. He leaned forward again, eyes gleaming. “You’d know me under many names. I was Ah Puch among the Maya. Brahma among the Hindu. Usir is my current name, a mispronunciation of an ancient one. One you’ll recognize, I’m sure. Among the Egyptians I was called Osiris.”

      Mark swallowed, blinking rapidly several times as he sought to process what he’d just heard. Part of him knew the physical tells would be used against him, but that just didn’t matter. This thing had been multiple gods throughout history. The revelation was nearly unthinkable. This being had likely guided the human race since the Pleistocene, and possessed the accumulated knowledge of that entire span of time.

      “You’d like to ask about my motivations, I’m sure. What benefit could there possibly be in wiping out humanity? Why kill so very many people?” Osiris asked, giving an exaggerated shrug. He wore the type of smile that suggested he was enjoying this. “The situation is far more complex than that, I assure you, Director.”

      “If you’re just going to compel me, why bother with the recruitment speech?” Mark asked. It was uncharacteristically blunt, but he was losing ground and had few options. He reached up to loosen his tie before realizing he still wore his hospital gown. Another tactic to keep him off balance.

      “Oh, I’m not going to compel you, Director,” Osiris replied. He leaned forward again, his gaze deadly earnest. “I am so positive you will see things my way that I am simply going to give you all the facts. Once you know the extent of the situation, you can choose to stay and help, or I can have you flown to any destination in the world. Simply name it. Is that a fair enough arrangement, do you think?”

      Mark hesitated for a long moment. “Go on.”
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            Ark of the Cradle

          

        

      

    

    
      Trevor kicked off a wall, using the momentum to fling himself around a corner. He rolled past a column, the strange black stone pitted and scarred. Maybe that was natural erosion, but it looked more like this place had seen battle at some point, probably recently from the bits of stone on the floor.

      Lights flickered on as he passed, lending credence to the story the strange hologram had related. That alarmed the hell out of him, for a damn good reason. It was clear this place was at the bottom of the ocean, and just as clear it was ancient. Whatever power reserve kept it running was on the verge of running out, and if they were still here when it expired there would be no escape. They’d either starve or the ocean would crush that big glass dome and everything inside, including them.

      “We’re getting close,” came Jordan’s guttural voice, as an eight-foot-tall streak of blond passed Trevor.

      The commander’s furry form came to a halt outside a doorway that mirrored the one they’d come through when entering, though the glyph set above it was a little different. His enormous black nose sniffed, ears twitching as he listened. Trevor took the opportunity to drop back into the shadows, prowling to the edge of the doorway as well. Blair appeared a moment later, dropping into a crouch beside Jordan. They needn’t have bothered; their quarry was already aware of them.

      Two figures stood on the center of a raised golden disk, just like the one they’d arrived on. Irakesh wore a condescending smile, green eyes flashing as he folded his arms. His ivory garments caught the light, making his dark skin almost black in the dim room. The figure next to him was much more recognizable, perhaps because Steve was bathed in a silver aura. It was the same aura Trevor sometimes saw around Blair, presumably when he used the power granted by the Ark’s access key. It made sense, since Steve had stolen just such a key.

      The disk began to hum, a sound just beyond the edge of hearing. It was unmistakable, and Trevor knew what came next.

      “We have to stop them now,” Jordan roared, blurring into the room. His pistol was already in his hands, and it coughed several rounds in Steve’s direction.

      The time between deafening gunshots lengthened as Trevor began a blur of his own. There was a sort of doppler effect as his entire body accelerated. He leapt through the doorway, circling wide to the left as he watched events unfold. Irakesh had also begun a blur, carefully positioning himself between Steve and the rounds Jordan had fired. The bullets corkscrewed through the air, moving unerringly towards Steve’s face and chest. Each left a visible wake in the air, crawling towards their target as if in no particular hurry.

      Irakesh plucked them from the air one by one, then flung each one back at Jordan, but Jordan easily evaded them. He dropped his pistol, leaping into the air above Steve. It was a smart tactical move for several reasons. Steve was the one initiating the light walk, so if they could stop him then they could also stop Irakesh. If they failed, their opponents would escape. It also forced Irakesh to stay engaged in the fight. If they went after him he could simply vanish—or, worse, create an illusion to distract them.

      Trevor briefly considered drawing his own pistol, but decided against it. Firing it would give away his location, and he wanted to maintain the element of surprise. He glanced behind him, seeing Blair enter the room. Blair had a hand extended towards Steve, but whatever shaping he was doing was invisible. Trevor shifted his attention back to Jordan, who was descending towards Steve’s still human form. Then a bolt of green energy shot from Irakesh’s hand, catching Jordan in the chest and knocking him away from Steve.

      Now, my host, his Risen crooned. He didn’t need the encouragement; he was already in motion.

      Trevor intensified his blur, planting a foot against Irakesh’s face and launching himself at Steve. The move caught the deathless off guard, and he knocked Irakesh to the edge of the platform as he sailed into Steve. Trevor’s flying tackle knocked Steve prone on the disk. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to have broken his concentration. The deep thrumming intensified, and the room was bathed in familiar white light. A moment later they were elsewhere.

      Trevor gave it a once over, knowing he only had moments before combat resumed. The room, wherever they were, was dimly lit by the familiar diamond-shaped lights he’d grown used to back in the Ark of the Redwood. Fluted columns lined a pathway leading from the room, just like they had in the Nexus. The disk they’d landed on also mirrored the Nexus, which meant they were in another Ark. The Ark of the Cradle, if the hologram had been telling the truth. Trevor gathered that meant somewhere in Africa, where Irakesh’s mother ruled. Lovely.

      “Fuck,” Jordan roared, flipping to his feet and blurring towards Irakesh. His meaty werewolf fist sailed harmlessly through the illusion of Irakesh’s face.

      “Dammit,” Trevor muttered, leaping off Steve and back into the shadows. They’d failed to stop Steve from initiating the light walk, and it looked like Blair had been left behind in the Nexus. That meant the fight was two on two, more or less even. Except that Irakesh was older and more powerful than he and Jordan put together.

      Another bolt of toxic green energy lanced from the darkness at the edge of the room, briefly illuminating it. The bolt sailed into Jordan, picking him up again and hurling him into the wall with a sickening crunch.

      Trevor unleashed an eldritch bolt of his own, catching Steve in the face. The bolt knocked Steve from the platform, sending him slamming into the black stone wall where he collapsed. Right at Jordan’s feet.

      Jordan leapt on Steve, tearing and biting as the two males snapped at each other. Jordan had the twin advantages of size and experience, so Trevor turned back to combat.

      “Clever, my apprentice,” Irakesh’s voice whispered from the shadows. Trevor darted right, then left. He rolled behind a pillar. His evasive moments were probably unnecessary, but the last thing he needed was Irakesh getting the drop on him. The deathless had far better control of his powers, and centuries more experience. Trevor doubted he could take Irakesh on his own, but hopefully he could delay him long enough for Jordan to deal with Steve. “What will you do now, Trevor? We’ve arrived at the Cradle, and without Blair you can’t escape. Even if you beat us, you’ll still have my mother and her attendants to deal with. Surrender, and she may show mercy.”

      “Fuck you,” Trevor said, turning his attention back to Steve and Jordan.

      Steve was on the bottom, clearly getting the worst of the exchange. Jordan hadn’t come away unscathed though. His fur was matted with blood, and one of his eyes scrunched shut in obvious pain. The two were apparently more evenly matched than Trevor had expected. He could do something about that, though. Trevor blurred forward, planting a hand against Steve’s shoulder. He reached into his reserves, flooding Steve’s body with the same awful radiation he’d just used at range. The move caught Steve off guard, and he began flopping about like a fish.

      Jordan instantly seized the opportunity, ripping out Steve’s throat with his fangs. Then Jordan leapt to his feet, planting one furry foot against Steve’s chest as he seized Steve’s right arm with both hands. Jordan ripped with all his strength, tearing off Steve’s arm in a shower of hot, coppery blood. Trevor found himself licking his lips where some of the blood had splattered. A tide of hunger rose within him, but he forced it down as he dropped back into the shadows. Just in time. A bolt of green fire shot past him, catching Jordan in the shoulder. It knocked the commander back from Steve, though Steve didn’t seem in any shape to capitalize on it.

      Steve scrambled away from Jordan, finally pulling himself to his feet at the base of one of the columns lining the room. He clutched his severed stump with his remaining hand, but Trevor knew it would only be a minute or two before the limb regrew. They had the advantage, but only for a few moments. He had to find a way to capitalize on it, but what the hell could he do?

      Be wary, my host. A new danger approaches.

      Trevor rolled into a crouch next to a column, studying the darkness. There was no sign of Irakesh, and both Jordan and Steve were recovering in different corners of the room. He sensed nothing, so what had caused his Risen to speak?

      The head of a massive scythe erupted from Jordan’s chest. The haft shone gold, very much like the Sunsteel sword Liz wielded. The two-foot-long curved blade at the end was also gold, but had an enormous ruby set into the center. It gleamed cruelly for a moment, then it wrenched loose from Jordan’s chest. Jordan’s furry form collapsed to the ground, eyes glazed. He was totally unresponsive, possibly unconscious. What the hell had done that?

      Trevor kept perfectly still, waiting to see if the attacker revealed himself again. If he did, his likely target would be Steve, as he was the only visible person in the room. So Trevor watched him, waiting to see what would happen. A few moments later, the same golden scythe burst from Steve’s throat. He reached up to free himself; the axe jerked. The motion slammed Steve’s body into the column next to him with so much force all three remaining limbs shattered. His broken body tumbled to the ground, unmoving.

      It was a damn good thing Trevor neither breathed nor had a heartbeat. Either would have given him away. He stood there next to the pillar, waiting. Long moments passed, then a rolling wave of green energy burst from the center of the room. It came from the strangest figure Trevor had ever seen, much like a werewolf but with the head of a jackal. It wore golden armor, but he didn’t have time to see more before the energy burned his eyes from his face.

      He fell to the ground screaming, praying for the pain to end.
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            Stabilizing the Nexus

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair stared dumbly at the light bridge as the white light faded. All four figures had been whisked to wherever the bridge had taken them. If his theories about the glyph over the door matched the hologram’s claims, then that meant all four had just light walked to Africa. They were now in the stronghold of the enemy, locked in a fight for their lives.

      Take caution, Ka-Dun, his beast rumbled. You seek to protect your pack, but if you follow blindly you may share their fate. That would deliver not one, but two access keys into the hands of your enemies.

      The beast wasn’t wrong, but Blair still took a step towards the light bridge. Either he acted decisively and followed, or he accepted the fact that Trevor and Jordan were lost. They’d need an Ark Lord to guide them back to the Nexus, and there was no way they could coerce Steve to do that.

      “I have to go after them,” he decided, hurrying towards the light bridge.

      “That is inadvisable,” buzzed a cheery voice. Blair spun to find the hologram hovering not far from the doorway. Oddly, there were no gems projecting the light that formed the strange green figure. Somehow it had manifested on its own.

      “Inadvisable why?” he asked, stepping onto the light bridge.

      “Inadvisable, because as previously mentioned the Nexus is doomed unless you forge a conduit to the Ark of the Redwood,” the alien said. Blair couldn’t think of it as anything else, since it very much resembled the little green men that had so bedeviled Fox Mulder. “If you leave, the ocean will destroy this place. This act will isolate all seven great Arks. They will no longer have a shared connection, and light walking between them will be impossible.”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure I’m willing to buy what you’re selling,” Blair replied, taking several cautious steps toward the hologram. “It seems awfully convenient that this place is suddenly in trouble, right at this precise moment. Why now? Hasn’t it stood for millions of years?” The anthropologist in him was intensely curious. He’d always dreamed of discovering a lost culture, but an entirely lost species that had, in many ways, exceeded their own? That was beyond incredible. Yet he wasn’t willing to let his enthusiasm override his caution. This thing had its own agenda.

      “Indeed,” the hologram said, giving a jerky little nod. Its tone remained unfailingly cheerful. “The Nexus was created after the fifth Ark, four-point-eight-million years ago. It has stood the entire time, though its location has moved several times since its creation.”

      “So why is it suddenly in trouble now?”

      “The problem began nine millennia ago when the conduit to the First Ark was severed,” it explained, cocking its head to the side. “Until that time the Nexus was always sustained by a steady flow of energy, which kept it safe during the intervals when the sun produced less energy. Once the conduit was severed, the Nexus began losing power, and this process has continued until the present day. This process has greatly accelerated over the last few years, because several groups have used the light bridge to enter and leave. Doing so costs enormous power, and has taxed the Nexus to its final limits.”

      Blair closed his eyes, considering. “So this place ran off its own battery, and the First Ark recharged that battery. Since that connection is severed you need a new one. Basically I have to jump start the Nexus using the Ark of the Redwood. Is that about right?”

      “Precisely,” it said. Blair opened his eyes, staring down at the cheerful little alien. “Your arrival is quite fortunate. So far as I know the Ark of the Redwood is the only one with reserves large enough to sustain the Nexus.”

      “How much power will that take from the Ark?” Blair asked.

      “Approximately 63% of the Ark’s current power capacity will be required to sustain the Nexus. This percentage will drop as other Arks come on line and establish their own conduits,” It explained, blinking once.

      “You said the connection to the First Ark was severed. Who severed it?” Blair asked, changing gears. He wasn’t sure whether to cooperate with this thing yet, but at the very least he could learn as much as possible. Assuming it was telling the truth.

      “I do not know,” the hologram said, somehow managing to look troubled. “At first I suspected the progeny of the Builders, but they are unable to access the Arks or the Nexus.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Blair said, running his fingers through his hair as he considered the hologram’s words. “If the Builders created this place, why wouldn’t they or their progeny be able to use it?”

      “They lost access through my own intervention,” the hologram said, giving what sounded like a sigh. “I helped shape the helixes of the progenitors of what you know as the deathless, as well as those of your own sub-species. Your Ka, the entity you address as the Beast, is a shard of my existence. A copy, if you will. That is the reason for the name, as I am called Ka.”

      Blair was silent for a long moment, the revelation shocking. Ka was the Egyptian word for spirit, and he already knew that ancient Egypt possessed many markers that had to hail from an earlier civilization. It all made sense. Ka had been created by whoever or whatever the Builders were. Isis, the Mother, had somehow met Ka. Possibly right after the brief memory she’d shared with him. He’d witnessed her discovery of the First Ark, and it was quite possible that she’d met Ka inside.

      He didn’t let that derail him, though. As momentous as this new information was, he still needed to know who had intentionally cut this place off, and why. “So you helped Isis create the deathless. Why did that block the Builders and their progeny from using the Arks?”

      “Isis used the Primary Access Key to modify each of the Arks as they were discovered,” Ka explained. “She created secondary access keys like the one you possess. Prior to the creation of these keys anyone could use an Ark. Once the keys were created they became the only method to control the Arks. Since the keys are bonded to your DNA only a hominid with the mutagen Isis and I engineered can control an Ark. This prohibits the Builders or the progeny from seizing control.”

      Blair had about fifty million questions. Why would Ka help humans take control of the Arks? Why did it seem to be working against its creators? He stifled that line of logic, focusing on the current problem. “So if the Builders didn’t sever the conduit, then who did? And why?”

      “The identity of the saboteur is unknown,” Ka said, heaving a very human sigh. “As for motive, there can be only one. They sought the destruction of the Nexus.”

      “You’ve been here monitoring things the entire time?” he asked.

      “I have only been in the Nexus for a very brief interval,” Ka said, cocking its head. “I returned mere hours ago, as soon as I sensed the flow of power from your Ark. Before that I’d been shunted to the Ark on the continent south of yours, colloquially called the Mother’s Ark.”

      “Did you meet the Mother?” Blair asked, shooting to his feet.

      “Assuredly,” Ka said, nodding rapidly.

      “And?” Blair asked.

      “And what?” Ka asked, blinking rapidly. Another head cock.

      “And what did the two of you discuss? When was this? Is she all right?” Blair asked, all in a rush. This thing was maddening to deal with, like a computer program. It took exacting precision to talk to, and he’d never had the patience to do that. Not with computers anyway. What he wouldn’t give to have Trevor back here, even for five minutes.

      “We discussed little, unfortunately. Her Ark was also out of power, and I could not sustain myself there. I was shunted into backup systems until I was able to manifest here,” Ka explained. “Our brief conversation occurred approximately seventeen days ago. At that time she appeared in perfect health.”

      “Okay,” Blair said, beginning to pace. He studied the hieroglyphs lining the walls. Part of him wanted to begin recording them, but he knew there were more important things to deal with. “Let’s focus on creating this conduit, then. Is there any way for me to automate the flow of energy from my Ark, so this place doesn’t collapse? How can I do that if I can’t return there?”

      “Yes, such a feat is possible. I can guide you through the proper sequence, though you will need to grant me access to the systems in the Ark of the Redwood,” Ka explained.

      Blair hesitated. This thing seemed benevolent, but could it be trusted?

      “Before you decide, you should know that you are no longer alone in the Nexus.”
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      Set swept into the central chamber, backhanding a demon that got too close. The blow shattered its horned face, sending the ebony creature sprawling to the floor near one of the lesser obelisks. Other demons took note, pouncing on their doomed companion the moment they were certain Set wouldn’t visit the same fate upon them. He smiled grimly behind his dark armor, pleased at the palpable aura of fear his servants exuded.

      His steps slowed as he approached the black throne at the base of the central obelisk, which pulsed with its own inner light. He’d not yet allowed the Ark to surface, so power was drawn exclusively from the Well, deep within the earth. Unlike the other great Arks, his had an endless supply of power, keeping it well-fueled during the long ages when the other Ark Lords slumbered. That had allowed him to grow in both power and knowledge, and when he confronted his enemies they’d find he’d greatly eclipsed their limited abilities.

      Particularly in light of the powers bestowed upon him by his new masters. That term galled him, chafing like a collar. It was difficult acknowledging another as master, but the fact that these beings had created the Arks made swallowing such a bitter pill easier. They had immense strength, and if he wished to one day rule this world he would need to learn everything they had to teach.

      “What troubles you, my husband?” Nephthys hissed from the shadows.

      He glanced in her direction, noting the glittering red eyes in the darkness. Even she was wary of approaching him, though she stood higher than all others. “The Nexus should have fallen by now, crushed by the ocean.”

      “It has not?” Nephthys said, stepping into the faint light exuded by the central obelisk. Her features were hidden behind a truly horrifying helm, one he himself had designed. It closely mirrored his own, and he longed for the day when his irritating brother quailed at the sight of them. Osiris would recognize the power in the corrupted metal, and know despair.

      “It has not,” he snapped, turning from her to face the central obelisk. Her penchant for stating the obvious wore on him. “Someone or something must have forged another conduit, which I find most troubling.”

      “Osiris?” she asked, voice quavering at the name—rightly so. His brother’s name often sent Set into a rage, and who could blame him? He’d suffered countless injustices at the hands of his brother.

      “Possibly,” Set replied, sitting upon the black throne at the base of the obelisk. “Yet I do not think so. A conduit would require an Ark, and I robbed my brother of his. Either he has found an ally, or there is a new player on the board. Either way my spies will soon know the truth of it.”

      Set waved a hand, dismissing his wife. She crept back into the shadows, which writhed with the forms of many other servants. All were careful not to approach the light. The room was silent, save for the crunching and slurping that came from the corpse of the demon he’d slain.
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      “Can you show me a map of the Nexus?” Blair asked, wolfish ears twitching as he sought some sound of the intruder Ka had mentioned.

      “Of course, Ka-Dun,” Ka answered, gesturing with a translucent four-fingered hand. A second hologram sprung to life, hovering in the air not far from the construct. It showed a top-down view of the Nexus, which was much, much larger than Blair would have assumed.

      The few corridors he’d explored were just the topmost section. They radiated out from the room where he stood, seven spokes connecting to light bridges that linked the entire Ark network. Below that level were a number of thin passages that connected to outlying structures.

      Most of those outlying structures were pyramids, and there were perhaps a dozen of various sizes. If he used this room for scale, at least a few were the size of the great Arks, large enough to contain an entire city. The Nexus could house a million people. Maybe more. Just what the hell had the Builders been like?

      A red dot appeared near one of the light bridges. It was advancing up the hallway, coming for this room. Blair sank into a combat crouch, prowling to the edge of the room. He lurked near the door, trying to remain as silent as possible. The red dot was coming closer, but wouldn’t reach him for another minute or more.

      “Ka, when the intruder reaches this room, I want you to engage them in conversation,” Blair rumbled, as close to a whisper as he could manage in wolf form.

      “Assuredly, Ka-Dun,” Ka said, as cheerfully as it had said everything else.

      The next forty or fifty seconds took years to elapse. Blair watched the dot grow closer, and when it was close enough he focused his attention on the corridor where the figure would emerge. He heard nothing. Whatever it was made no noise.

      “Greetings, Ka-Ken,” Ka said, causing Blair to jump even though he’d been waiting for it.

      The instant a silver figure emerged from the corridor, Blair leapt, blurring as fast as he ever had. Time slowed, Ka’s too-wide mouth moving so slowly it might have been frozen. Blair extended both sets of claws, opening his jaws as he came down at the figure’s throat. He had time to register that it was a female werewolf, and that she looked familiar.

      Then she blurred, faster than he could perceive. A fist tightened around his throat, and he was jerked like a rag doll. The figure dragged his face close to her own, and he read death in her eyes. He dropped his blur and went limp, quite proud he’d managed to avoid wetting himself this time.

      “Hello, Ka-Dun,” Isis said in a low growl. “I’m pleased to see that—”

      Something golden flashed. It blurred, not nearly as fast as the Mother had, but still a blur. The figure barreled into him, and Blair felt teeth sink into his crotch. He gave a panicked yelp, struggling in the Mother’s grasp as something chewed on a part of his body he very much did not like chewed on.

      “Yukon, no,” the Mother growled.

      Yukon stopped immediately, releasing Blair’s crotch and backing away. He gave Blair a single growl, then turned those big brown eyes on Isis. He started wagging his tail, suddenly a harmless golden retriever—a golden the size of a North American wolf. Jesus. He was twice the size he’d been when Blair had seen him last.

      Isis relaxed her grip, and Blair tumbled to the floor. He caught himself awkwardly, scrambling back to his feet and backing away a step or two. After gaining control of the Ark of the Redwood he’d felt incredibly powerful, yet beside Isis he was still just a whelp.

      “I’m, uh, sorry about that,” Blair explained sheepishly, giving her a shrug and a grin. “I didn’t know who to expect.”

      “I was in on the ruse,” Ka interrupted, cocking its head. “I thought it might be interesting to see how the Ka-Dun fared against you. Not well, it seems.”

      “Be silent, Ka,” Isis snarled, giving Ka a baleful stare. “You’ve done quite enough damage. Don’t think I trust you in the slightest, and I’ll see that my progeny is aware of your deceitful nature as well. Do not speak unless one of us queries you directly for information.”

      Ka opened its mouth to speak, then closed it. The hologram gave a brief nod, lapsing into silence.

      Isis turned back to Blair. “I must know all that has transpired since last we met. Mindshare with me.”

      “Of course,” Blair said, though with quite a bit of trepidation. It wasn’t just that he was embarrassed by some of what had transpired. There were memories he’d rather not visit.

      Isis stretched out a furry hand, resting it on his forehead. There was a dizzying rush of vertigo, then he floated in darkness. Before him stretched a sea of glittering jewels, each playing a memory just like a different channel on TV. A moment later Isis appeared within his mind, this time in human form.

      Her otherworldly beauty struck him like a physical blow. She was a petite four-ten with long silver hair and glittering green eyes. Her creamy face was a perfect oval, the kind men everywhere would stop what they were doing to stare at. Yet the instant Blair saw her eyes any attraction died. That gaze had been hardened in a crucible twenty-five millennia deep. Isis was, in every way that mattered, no longer human.

      Open your mind, Ka-Dun, she thought, drifting towards him. Her eyes closed, and she came closer until her forehead pressed against his. There was a flash of heat, a rush of emotion. She was in his mind, replaying memories faster than thought.

      He saw the pursuit of Irakesh, the battle in Panama when he’d first realized Trevor was deathless. Being intimate with Bridget, and later her death in Larkspur. He saw the final battle with Irakesh, the detonation of the nuclear bomb. The energy being sucked into the Ark, and the lingering devastation in its wake.

      Blair felt a flush of embarrassment as the image of giving the key to Steve flitted through his mind, but it was replaced by pride when he accepted the key he managed to steal from Irakesh. His memories moved on, showing Isis the weeks after taking possession of the Ark. Their efforts to gather the survivors on Angel Island, supply runs into the city, and hasty training of a militia. Finally he showed her Steve and Irakesh escaping, the brief pursuit, and then meeting her here.

      Isis finally pulled away, drifting backwards into the blackness as her gaze held his. It was unreadable. Then the blackness disappeared and they were in the Nexus again. Isis was a werewolf once more, her ferocity terrifying even to Blair.

      “Much has transpired, not all of it bad,” she allowed, crossing her arms. “You did well, given your lack of training. I am less than pleased you relinquished the key to this treacherous Ka-Dun you call Steve, especially given that he delved my sleeping mind. Yet you managed to capture the key to the Ark of the Redwood, and Irakesh’s mad plan has ensured that it has the energy to give you an edge in the coming decades.”

      “So, uh, what do we do now?” Blair asked.

      “We prepare the conduit Ka has mentioned so the Nexus will not collapse,” Isis said. She barred her fangs, a low growl escaping. One Yukon mimicked. “Then we invade the Ark of the Cradle, and bring justice to the whelp Steve.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Sucker

          

        

      

    

    
      Mark’s gut clenched the moment he sat down. Osiris was already seated at the narrow mahogany table, filigreed porcelain china atop a scarlet placemat in front of him. He cradled a glass of red wine—probably a Cab, from the smell and color. A similar glass had already been poured for Mark, alongside identical china.

      “Hello, Mark,” the monster said, swirling his glass as he glanced at the wall-sized television hanging against the far wall. The screen was paused, showing a fanged teen sparkling in the sun. Mark recognized the movie, of course, though he couldn’t remember the name of the actor. Someone all the teen girls loved, no doubt. Osiris turned back to him. “The wine really is quite spectacular. That’s one of the things I most love about this new world. Our beer was palatable, but our wine was barely worthy of the name.”

      “What do you want?” Mark asked, slipping the napkin onto his lap out of habit.

      “A dinner companion. At my age, conversation is one of the greatest treasures left. It’s so rare to hear a different perspective, and few men are as openly hostile as you,” Osiris said, exposing a pair of too-sharp fangs as he smiled. “You know what I am, or have some idea at least. This age has some odd ideas about my kind. I don’t sparkle, but the term vampire was first coined to describe my progeny. While that may terrify you, the fact doesn’t govern your actions.”

      “I’ll play along then. What’s for dinner?” Mark asked, his heart thudding in his chest.

      “Filet mignon,” Osiris said, gesturing at a white-garbed servant in the corner. The man wheeled a tray over, flicking a latch with a hiss of air. The mouthwatering scent of beef filled the room. “Over the last several millennia I endured many hardships, so one of my rewards is dining well.”

      The servant, a middle-aged Indian man nearly as wide as he was tall, began setting plates before them. There were mashed potatoes that smelled of garlic, some of the most succulent steaks Mark had ever seen, and heavenly-smelling Brussels sprouts.

      Osiris picked up a small silver remote and aimed it at the television. The image of the sparkly vampire disappeared, replaced by a top-down feed over Stonehenge. Mark recognized it immediately as belonging to one of Mohn’s satellites.

      “Why is satellite five aimed at Stonehenge?” Mark asked. His stomach rumbled as the servant added a filet to his plate.

      “I’m sure you’ve guessed. Why don’t you share your theory?” Osiris asked, picking up his utensils. He sliced a generous morsel of beef, and popped it into his mouth. His eyes never left Mark as he began to chew. The whole thing was cultured. Refined.

      “You’re clearly waiting for something. Judging by the amount of attention you’re paying to this location, and by the fact that no other Ark has appeared in Europe, I’d guess you expect one to appear here.” Mark tasted the mashed potatoes, blinking in surprise. They were beyond amazing. They might have been the best thing he’d ever tasted.

      “Astute, as expected,” Osiris said, pausing for a mouthful of wine. “I’m not waiting for just any Ark. The one that will appear here is called the First Ark, because we believe it was the first ever created.”

      Mark picked up his wine glass, taking the tiniest sip. He watched Osiris thoughtfully, but said nothing.

      “Satellite five is watching for the Ark, because when it returns the war will begin.” Osiris set his wine glass down. “Every weapon Mohn Corp. has at its disposal will be launched at the force that emerges. It is a confrontation we are doomed to lose, and when we lose, the demonic horde will begin scouring the world of all sentient life. I can delay it by hurling the dead at it, but that is nothing but a stalling tactic.”

      Mark considered the statement very carefully. It didn’t sound like a lie. “So who is this bogeyman you expect to emerge? And why fight if you expect to lose?”

      “He is my brother, an ancient just as old as I am. You’d know him as Set,” Osiris explained, cutting his steak into bite-sized morsels as he continued his explanation. “As for why I fight? Because if I do not, then this world is doomed. You think me a monster, but you’ve never seen my brother. You have no idea what he is capable of. He will devour all life from this world, leaving us naked before an even greater threat.”

      “A greater threat,” Mark said, shaking his head. He heaved a sigh, setting his fork down. “You have to know you’re going to have to present some sort of evidence if you expect me to buy any of this. Right now it sounds like the plot to a Michael Bay movie. That means the plot sucks, in case you’re not familiar with Michael Bay.”

      Osiris laughed, a deep belly laugh that boomed through the room. He set his wine glass down without drinking. “Yes, I definitely like you, Mark. You have spirit, which will be needed in this age. You want proof, and I will offer it. Let us start with a few questions, shall we? Have you ever wondered who built the Arks? They are impossibly old, far older than Homo sapiens, older even than Homo erectus or Homo ergaster. If my theories are correct, the Arks were likely built during the time of Australopithecus. Possibly even before that.”

      Mark picked up his wine glass and drank deeply. Osiris’s statement rocked him to the core, because it gave voice to quiet doubts that had plagued him since Peru. Someone or something had created the Arks before the dawn of humanity, and that terrified him. Who had they been? Where had they gone?

      “You’ve often wondered about Project Solaris, I’m told,” Osiris continued, a wry smile slipping into place. He took a moment to spear another piece of beef, popping it into his mouth and chewing before he continued. “I created Solaris, and it was at my direction that the Old Man kept you in the dark. I wanted you ignorant, both because I needed you focused on the Arks, and because you were not yet ready to know the truth.”

      “So what is Project Solaris, then?” Mark’s appetite fled, despite the tempting aroma of steak.

      “The Builders, as we call them, have returned. They’ve been experimenting on humanity, and Project Solaris is the means by which we are fighting back,” Osiris said, savoring a mouthful of mashed potatoes. “Simply exquisite. Have you tried them?”

      Mark ignored the question. “So let’s say I’m willing to accept that these Builders are a threat. How does this Set figure into things? Why are we wasting men and materials fighting here, if you claim these Builders are the true enemy?”

      “The Builders may not return for decades, Mark,” Osiris said, shaking his head as he stared at the wall-sized view of Stonehenge. “Set is here now. We need the world united, but Set will never allow that.”

      Mark clutched at his stomach as a cramp sent a spike of pain through his innards. He gritted his teeth until it subsided. A side effect of morphine withdrawal? Maybe. Or maybe not. “Okay, so you need to stop Set. You said we lack the power to do that, so why squander what we do have in an attempt you know will fail?”

      “I don’t plan to,” Osiris said, steepling his fingers and resting his chin atop them. “I am gathering allies, something I’ll need your assistance with.”

      “Who?” Mark began, but the question was choked off by another cramp. He gritted his teeth again, groaning against the pain.

      This time it didn’t subside. He fell from the table, writhing on the floor as the creeping pain spread throughout his body. It engulfed his senses, and when the whiteness faded he found himself staring up at Osiris. The monster was smiling down at him, mere inches away.

      “Relax, Mark,” he whispered, eyes flaring green. “There will only be a few more moments of pain. When you awaken to your second life, I will make everything clear to you.”

      Oh, God. The bastard had put something in the wine. Mark flashed back to the Syracuse facility, to staring through a skylight down at an operating table with one of the zombies strapped to it. That was where they’d first isolated Virus A2493, which he’d just been infected with.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Audience

          

        

      

    

    
      Trevor awoke with a groan, hauling himself to his feet as he blinked away the grogginess. Where the hell was he? He scanned the room, a tiny eight-by-six cell that looked entirely too familiar. The bronzed walls were identical to the room where they’d imprisoned Steve and Irakesh, though this time he was on the wrong side of the crackling blue bars.

      He could see into the cell across from him. It was occupied by a very disgruntled-looking Commander Jordan. The man had returned to human form, and sat on the bench that ran along the cell’s back wall. Well-muscled arms were folded across his chest and he stared balefully in Trevor’s direction. That pissed Trevor off for no good reason, but he stifled the anger.

      You were attacked by a powerful deathless, my host. One fabled among our kind. The mighty Anubis.

      Trevor considered that, turning away from the commander and stalking to his bench. He sat down, swinging his legs up as he rested his back against the wall. He wasn’t very well versed in Egyptian lore, though he’d picked up a few things from Blair. The Mother’s Egyptian name was Isis, and they’d recently learned about Osiris taking control of Mohn Corp. Those were names he knew, as was Anubis. Unfortunately, most of his knowledge came from Stargate, and he had no idea how accurate any of it was.

      Heavy footsteps sounded in the distance, coming towards his cell with a deliberate cadence. Trevor rose from his bench, peering through the bars to see who might be approaching. The creature carried the same weapon that had been used to disembowel Steve and Jordan, a six-foot staff with a wide fan blade at either end. The figure who carried it didn’t look like he needed the weapon to kill, though. It stood a good eight feet tall, with either black skin or very short black fur. At first he thought it was a werewolf, but there were subtle differences. The muzzle was too long and a bit too thin. The eyes were a little too narrow. The teeth more numerous, and a bit smaller.

      The creature, whatever it was, wore the strangest armor he’d ever seen. Golden sandals were strapped to its feet, the straps winding their way up to the knees. A pair of thick golden bracers covered the creature’s wrists, each bracer containing an oval sapphire. A similar torque covered its neck, with a larger sapphire set there. The headdress it wore was familiar to every school kid in the world. It could have belonged to King Tut.

      The figure stopped in front of Trevor’s cell, sharp green eyes sizing him up. It barred its fangs, finally speaking. “Your name, pup—give it to me.”

      Trevor was silent for a moment, several thoughts competing for his attention. The color of this thing’s eyes were the same as his own, and so far as he knew those only belonged to the deathless. It also spoke English, despite the fact that it clearly came from the ancient world.

      “My name is Trevor. Trevor Gregg,” he finally said.

      “I am Anubis,” the creature growled, pressing one of the sapphires on its wrist. The bars disappeared. “You will accompany me. If you attempt to flee, or show mighty Ra even a hint of disrespect, I will dismember you and scatter your entrails across the great desert.”

      “That sounds unpleasant,” Trevor said, stepping into the hall. “I’ll cooperate.”

      A wise choice, my host. Anubis is ancient and powerful. If you can befriend him, he can teach you much.

      Trevor remained silent, falling into step as Anubis made his way back up the hallway. That too was familiar, a perfect mirror of the Ark of the Redwood. It was reassuring, since it meant he wasn’t totally lost. He glanced into Jordan’s cell as he passed. Unsurprisingly the commander glared at him, though he didn’t utter a word.

      Anubis led him through many corridors, eventually taking a series of stairs up to the central chamber. It was almost identical to its counterpart in Blair’s Ark, save that the decor was different. This one had clearly given rise to the Egyptian culture, with golden pillars dotted with a sea of hieroglyphs. A small flight of steps had been erected at the base of the largest obelisk, and they led up to the most ornate throne he’d ever seen. The chair appeared to be cut from one solid block of black marble, and was covered in golden hieroglyphs that glowed with their own inner light.

      Yet it was the woman sitting on that throne that caught his attention. She was gorgeous. More than gorgeous. She was breathtaking, if he’d had breath to take. She had long hair of the deepest scarlet, a more elegant version of his own. Her skin was perfect alabaster, and her eyes were the sharpest emeralds he’d ever seen. She wore simple white garb nearly identical to the Mother’s, and a golden spear was propped against the side of the throne next to her.

      It took several moments for Trevor to notice she wasn’t alone. Two figures stood at the base of the stairs, both familiar. Irakesh and Steve. Irakesh wore a triumphant smile, while Steve simply watched Trevor with that calculating gaze. A fresh shiver of fear rippled through him. He was well and truly in the house of his enemies.

      “I bring Trevor of the house Gregg, mighty Ra,” Anubis rumbled, his staff sweeping forward in a blur. The move caught Trevor behind the knees, knocking him into a kneeling position. Anubis sank to one knee next to Trevor, lowering his voice as he hissed. “Avert your gaze, you fool.”

      Trevor did exactly that, forcing his gaze to the black stone floor as he awaited Ra’s answer. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. According to his limited Egyptology, Ra had been a man. He knew she was a sun god, but that was about it.

      “Rise, mighty Anubis. Bring the pup forward, that I might examine him,” came a musical voice. Trevor couldn’t place the accent, but it was very similar to Irakesh’s. The closest he could come would be to call it English.

      A hand seized Trevor by the shoulder, hauling him to his feet and shoving him forward. He stumbled, recovering after a step, and marched forward, careful to keep his gaze averted as he made his way to the base of the steps. Anubis’s heavy feet clinked on the marble behind him, and he could feel the thing’s presence as they approached the throne.

      “Look upon me, Trevor of house Gregg,” Ra commanded. Trevor felt his gaze rise before he was even conscious of it. She was even more beautiful up close, though that beauty had the same stark austerity of the desert where he’d lived outside San Diego. “Why have you come to the Ark of the Cradle? What do you seek here?”

      “I came to kill that bastard,” Trevor said, nodding at Steve. He knew Irakesh was related to Ra, but she’d probably know if he was lying. So he told the truth. “If we were able to kill Irakesh too, that would have been even better.”

      Ra steepled her fingers, expression unreadable. She studied him for long moments before finally speaking. “The Ka-Dun I can understand. He is the mortal enemy of our kind, after all. But why seek the death of my son? He is one of your kind.”

      “I couldn’t care less about our ‘kind’,” Trevor spat, glaring at Irakesh. “Your son is a slimy coward who killed some of my friends. He forced me to do some pretty fucked-up things, and he enjoyed doing it. I bet he was the type of kid that pulled wings off of flies for fun.” Trevor shifted his gaze back to Ra. “Steve isn’t quite as bad, but he’s more intelligent and a lot more dangerous. Killing him isn’t personal. It’s just smart.”

      Ra began to laugh, soft peals that echoed through the room. She stopped after several moments, glancing down at Irakesh. “How would you answer his words, my son?”

      “If he wishes to kill me, let him come,” Irakesh spat, all sign of his earlier smile gone. His eyes narrowed, black eyebrows knitting together as he glared at Trevor. “He’s nothing but a half-trained kitten, easily dispatched. Give me leave and I will devour his corpse.”

      “Come and get it, baldy,” Trevor shot back. Not smart maybe, but he was willing to try his luck.

      “Silence,” Ra thundered. She rose from her throne, descending the stairs with a grace that drew the eye of every man in the room. She stopped before Trevor, a tall woman with the muscles of a lifelong athlete. She cupped his chin, tilting it one way, then the other. “You are well made, Trevor. And resourceful, if my wretch of a son is truthful in his accounts of his time at the Ark of the Redwood. I may let you live, if you please me.”

      “He will betray us, most holy,” Anubis snapped, taking a step closer. Trevor could feel him looming, though he couldn’t turn to face the jackal-headed god with his chin still cupped in Ra’s hand.

      “You speak out of turn, Anubis,” Ra snapped, her eyes flaring green.

      Metal rang on stone as Anubis sank to his knees. “My apologies, mighty Ra. I seek only to protect. This pup is from this new world. He keeps company with your enemies, Isis and her newly created pantheon.”

      “Perhaps, but he does so from ignorance,” Ra said, releasing Trevor’s chin. She returned her attention to him, gaze touching his. Had his heart still beat, Trevor was sure it would have been thundering in his chest. “You have heard all sorts of lies from Isis and her get. No doubt my son made matters worse, made you think our kind are nothing but malicious gods. Capricious and petty. Let me assure you, that is not the case. You are an immortal now, Trevor Gregg. As the decades blur by you will begin to see time as we do. You think us callous, but we are merely pragmatic. Decisions that seem harsh may in fact save the world millennia from now.”

      “So, what then?” Trevor asked, forcing the words out. “You expect me to join you? Just like that? A quick recruitment speech and I betray my friends. Again. Lady, you can shove that speech right up your ass. You may as well kill me now, because I will never work for you.”

      Trevor felt the rush of wind as something moved behind him. He had enough time to turn his head, but even blurring he wasn’t fast enough. Anubis’s fan-bladed axe arced towards his skull, and he was powerless to stop his death.

      The weapon froze.

      Ra had blurred faster than he could see, her right hand pinching the blade between two fingers. The weapon had stopped a hair’s breadth from Trevor’s face.

      “If I must chastise you a third time, you will feel my wrath, Anubis,” Ra said, her voice arctic. “This pup is mine to do with as I will, not yours. I know you do not trust him. I know his disrespect burns your honor. But you will hold your temper. Is my will clear?”

      “Forgive me, most holy,” Anubis said, dropping to one knee. Ra released the axe, and the weapon clattered to the floor. She turned back to Trevor, gaze cold now. “You have a choice, Trevor Gregg. You can swear to abide by my rule and learn our ways, or I can incinerate you where you stand. I know you have no wish to betray your friends, and I would not ask you to do so, not unless there is no other choice but to fight them. This leaves you in a difficult position, I realize. You risk having to fight your allies, but consider the alternative. If you die here you will never be able to aid them again. If you live, then who knows what the centuries will bring? What say you?”

      It wasn’t a hard choice.

      “I agree,” he snarled, unable to hide the anger. Here he was being forced into the servitude of another, yet again. Probably forced to kill his friends. Again. Yet it was better than immediate death. As long as he was alive he had a chance to correct matters.

      “Your words are insincere, and I know you will attempt to betray me,” Ra said, mounting the steps and sitting in her throne once more. “When that day comes I will destroy you, but until then I will treat you as any other vassal. You will learn to be one of us, one of the royal court of Ra. Before I dismiss you to begin your tutelage I have one final matter to discuss. This other Ka-Dun, the one you call Jordan. Tell me of him.”

      “Jordan used to be an enemy,” Trevor began, unsure what to reveal. Telling her the truth couldn’t hurt. She’d have learned all the facts from Steve anyway. “He’s competent, one of the best soldiers of our generation. He’s even stronger now that he’s become a Ka-Dun. He serves the Mother, and he’s loyal to her and her pack. You’ll never turn him, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Interesting,” Ra said, giving a half smile that chilled Trevor more than her earlier fury. She looked to Anubis. “Escort Trevor to Anput. Have him prepared for the banquet. As an equal, Anubis. Not a thrall.”

      Trevor glanced at Anubis, catching the hatred in the jackal’s eyes.
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      Isis swept down from the light bridge into the Ark of the Redwood. It was the first time she’d been here in thirteen millennia, yet it was hardly the joyous homecoming she’d wished for. Instead, she was awash in fury. Not at her surroundings, but at the circumstances. Nothing in this new age had gone as she’d planned. From Ahiga’s death, to Irakesh’s theft of the key, to this sudden news that the conduit from the First Ark to the Nexus had been severed.

      Only one person could have severed it: the Ark Lord who’d ruled the First Ark for millennia. Her estranged husband, the man she’d created the virus for. Osiris, the first deathless. Isis pushed the thought away, focusing on the task at hand.

      She shifted back to human form, turning to the Ka-Dun Blair as he too stepped off the raised disk. “Letting Ka enter the systems here could have dire consequences, but I do not see any other choice. Your beast can guide you through the process.”

      “Are you leaving?” Blair asked, blinking owlishly. He looked so harmless in his human form, a blessing whether he knew it or not. Other gods would underestimate him in the millennia to come.

      “No, but I have business to attend to. Use Ka to build a conduit from the central chamber to the Nexus, and do it quickly before the ocean claims it. Once you are finished, come find me on Angel Island,” she instructed, already exiting the chamber.

      Yukon trotted at her heels, patient in a way no wolf would have managed. He followed her through many passages, until they finally reached the central chamber. To the untrained eye it was identical to her own Ark, each obelisk in exactly the same position. Yet to her eye the two couldn’t have been more different.

      She ran her hand along the black stone wall, remembering the carving of every glyph. Her hands had sculpted the magnificent statues flanking the doorway to the rejuvenation chamber. One was her, of course. All her work bore such a statue, a signature of sorts. The other was unique, however, a tribute to her daughter Jes’Ka.

      It showed a fierce Ka-Ken armed with a golden spear. Her eyes blazed with fury, and her gums had been pulled back over a mouthful of impressive fangs. It was an expression Isis remembered well, one she’d both dreaded and loved. Dreaded, because it often accompanied a tirade from her strong-willed daughter. Loved, because it meant Jes’Ka had the same untamable spirit as her father, Osiris.

      The Mother swept past the statue and into the room beyond; she paused there, studying the two occupied rejuvenators. One held Lucas, the dark-skinned male a long time servant of her daughter. The other held Jes’Ka herself; proud, and stubborn, and beautiful. Her golden locks blanketed the bed around her, alabaster skin shining in the white light of the chamber. She looked at peace, though that would change when she woke.

      A rare moment of indecision washed through the Mother. Isis so badly wanted to wake her daughter, yet she knew it would be a mistake. She was about to embark on a dangerous quest to investigate the first Ark. For good or ill, Osiris lay at the end of that path, and if he’d truly manipulated history as she suspected he had, then he might very well have become her greatest foe.

      If it came to battle between them she wasn’t sure which side her daughter would choose. It was hardly fair to put Jes’Ka in that position, and more than that it was dangerous. If Jes’Ka supported her father the two of them would be more than a match for Isis. More than a match for Sekhmet, if she could even convince her near-sister to join forces. Together they’d be all but unstoppable.

      Isis turned from the rejuvenator and strode back into the central chamber. She could not afford to dally in such personal matters. She had work to be about. She closed her eyes, feeling the Ark around her. It was immediately clear why Steve had been able to escape. Blair had initiated none of the proper security measures. Any Ark Lord could utilize this place. She’d have to teach him to defend it, but there wasn’t time for that now.

      She reached into the Ark’s well, pulling in enough power to initiate a light walk. Then she was elsewhere, standing on a dock she’d plucked from Blair’s memories. It lay on Angel Island, the place where the Ka-Ken Liz was gathering her growing flock. That was to the good. Liz had impressed her, doubly so after combing Blair’s memories.

      The Ka-Ken was strong. Intelligent. More than that, she was bold enough to make hard choices, and that would make her an incredible leader. If she was given the time to learn.

      In the distance lay the ruins of a truly impressive bridge, painted gold by the waning sunlight. Beyond it lay a dense city, every bit as grand as anything from her world. She’d glimpsed skyscrapers in memories, and seen a few in Cajamarca. None like this. San Francisco was an impressive city. A city of the dead, unfortunately. Figures moved in the distance, most shambling between buildings. Enough to clog even the wide streets.

      Isis turned her attention back to her immediate surroundings. She scanned the dock, where a jumble of men were unloading metal boxes from a battered-looking boat. They ignored her, which made her smile. To them she was a girl just out of adolescence. Liz was smarter than that though. The Ka-Ken obviously sensed something, whirling to face Isis.

      “Hello, Ka-Ken,” Isis said, giving a warm smile. She opened her arms, taking a step forward to embrace Liz. “Your struggles have been difficult, and there are more to come. But I am proud of all you have accomplished.”

      Liz all but engulfed Isis in a hug. “I can’t believe you’re here. Thank God.”

      “Would that we had time to reminisce, but the situation is dire. We must depart this place within the hour,” Isis said, stifling a sigh. In a way, every Ka-Ken was her daughter, and she longed to comfort Liz. Yet doing so would be no favor. Liz needed to learn to stand on her own.

      “Leave?” Liz replied, taking a step back. She brushed a lock of hair from her face, staring in confusion. “We can’t leave. These people just weathered an attack by deathless. We drove them off and killed most of them, but a few escaped. They’ll be back, sooner or later.”

      Isis folded her arms, turning toward the setting sun. She was silent for a long moment, considering. “The crisis we face is more important than any single settlement, yet I’d not abandon even a single bastion. Yukon, to me.”

      The dog had been sniffing about several refugees, tail wagging as he made new friends. One of them was a girl about twelve, on the cusp of adolescence. She had long, dark hair, and a dirty face. Well, dirty until Yukon began licking it furiously.

      At her command he reluctantly abandoned his new friend, trotting over to Isis. She lay a hand on the side of his face, smiling grimly down at him. “This place is in great danger. The not-deads come in ever greater numbers, and without protection these people are doomed.”

      No. Yukon’s thought was loud and angry. We will protect them. We will slay the not-deads.

      “I must leave to face a graver threat, my friend. Will you stay and protect these people?” she asked. Isis was conscious of Liz’s tense form next to her. The Ka-Ken couldn’t hear Yukon’s responses, of course.

      Yes, but I am not strong. I cannot do it alone.

      “Nor will you need to, my friend. I want you to reform the Great Pack. Find other dogs, find coyotes, and foxes. Gather them to you. There is strength in numbers, and in time they will awaken as you have,” she explained, her smile growing warmer. “Will you do this?”

      I will do this thing, Yukon said, mind firm with resolve.

      “Isis,” Liz began, more timidly than Isis would have liked, “will a pack of dogs be enough to protect these people?”

      “No,” Isis said, extending a hand. The Primary Access Key flowed into it, a pool of gold that gradually elongated into a familiar staff with a winged scarab at one end. She turned to face the refugees, the sapphire in the scarab’s thorax flaring blue as it sent out a spiderweb of wispy blue tendrils. “We need champions as well.”

      “What are you doing?” Liz asked, her gaze following the tendrils.

      One found the girl Yukon had been licking, and it flared brightly, leaving a glowing blue mark on the girl’s forehead. Four others found their mark within the crowd, but that was all. So few.

      “Those with the mark have the greatest chance of returning from the dead,” Isis said, gravely. She faced Liz. “It is not certain, but their helixes bear the greatest likelihood of bonding with the virus.”

      “You’re going to kill them,” Liz said, clearly aghast. “Isis, she’s a child. You can’t.”

      “I’m not going to kill them,” Isis said, gaze catching the Ka-Ken. She took a step toward the larger woman. “You are. This is your domain, your pack. If you wish these people to survive your absence, you must provide them with champions. It is a difficult task, I know. Yet what chance do they have if you are too weak to do what must be done?”

      Liz’s face fell. Tears welled up as she looked at the child. Several moments passed as indecision warred across her features. In the end the battle was won, and Liz’s face hardened with resolve.
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      Trevor eyed Anubis warily as the jackal-headed god escorted him through a myriad of passageways. They probably corresponded to their counterparts in Blair’s Ark, but Trevor had never been in this area so he couldn’t identify the high-ceilinged hallways. They were black stone with golden hieroglyphs, which seemed to cover every available surface. Similar glyphs were present in Blair’s Ark, but fewer and in a different style.

      Anubis climbed a steep stairway, pausing at the top for Trevor to join him. He summed up Trevor with that awful canine gaze. “You are unworthy of existence, pup. Yet I am loyal to Ra, she who gave us all life. She commands me to give you into the care of my wife. Know this, however: If you speak ill of or to my wife, if you look upon her with lust, or if you offer her any offense, then I will destroy you. Not even memory of your name will survive.”

      Be careful, my host. Show no resistance, his Risen counseled. Unnecessarily. Trevor knew better than to pick a fight with something much stronger and much older than he was.

      “Listen, Anubis. It’s Anubis, right? I came here for one reason, and one reason only. To kill Steve,” Trevor explained, meeting the jackal’s gaze evenly. “I didn’t plan on any of this, but since I’ve been adopted into your little pantheon I plan to mind my manners. I won’t offer your wife any offense, and if I offer you any please give me a chance to apologize before you ram that axe through my chest. Remember—I’m ignorant of your ways.”

      “I promise nothing,” Anubis snarled, though he seemed mollified.

      The jackal stalked up the next corridor, eventually pausing outside the entryway to a large chamber. The chamber was roughly twice the size of the one Trevor had occupied back in Blair’s Ark, and, unlike his, had been heavily modified. Ornate rugs covered the floors, and statues of various Egyptian deities dotted the chamber. A massive four-poster bed dominated one corner, and the far side of the room even contained a pool-sized bath.

      A figure emerged from that bath, naked and dripping as she stepped onto the stone and picked up a towel. She made no move to use it, instead sizing up Trevor like a puzzle she was trying to solve. The woman was beautiful, no doubt about that. She had long, dark-skinned legs, and patient wide eyes. A river of black hair cascaded down her back, twisted into fine braids, each with a golden bead at the end.

      Trevor was about to look away, largely due to Anubis’s warning, when he noticed something hanging brightly in the air above her. It was a multicolored sigil of some kind, a stylized likeness of Anubis. He wasn’t sure precisely what it signified. Marriage maybe? Trevor dropped his gaze to the stone, waiting for either Anubis or the woman to speak. He noted that the woman looked completely human, no toxic green gaze, no razored teeth. That was an interesting tidbit to file away.

      “My wife,” Anubis rumbled, clicking his away across the floor until he towered over the woman. “Ra commands me to present you with this pup. He is a new god, from this strange age. She commands that you educate him in our ways. Know this, however: I have sworn to—”

      “Leave off, husband,” the woman said, placing a hand on Anubis’s forearm. His jaws snapped shut, though his gaze still smoldered. “I can tell already that you have no love for the pup, and you and I will discuss the reasons later. In private. For now, please allow me to discharge the obligation Ra has given me. The pup will learn nothing with you looming over him, ready to mete out violence. Leave us.”

      Anubis gave a curt nod, whirling and stalking past Trevor. He passed far closer than was strictly necessary, furry muscles gliding past Trevor’s face as if a reminder of how close to death he came.

      “How are you called, newling?” the woman asked, toweling the water from her naked body.

      “My name is Trevor. Trevor Gregg,” he amended, still trying to avert his gaze. The basic human needs for sex were supposed to be gone, but he experienced a very human lust. He hadn’t felt that way with Ra, despite the fact that the fiery-haired goddess was much more beautiful than Anput.

      “I am called Anput, wife of Anubis and daughter of Osiris,” she said, giving him a wide smile. Her teeth were perfectly white, and, as he’d noted earlier, perfectly straight. Illusion, perhaps? If that was the case he should have been able to detect her shaping.

      No illusion, my host. She is cousin to the deathless, but a wholly separate creature. She cannot be trusted. Your desire for her is unnatural, one of the abilities her kind possesses.

      “So, you’re supposed to teach me how to fit in here?” Trevor asked, mainly to fill the silence that lingered in the wake of her statement.

      “Just so,” Anput said, giving a soft nod. She reached for a sheer black shift and pulled it on, then moved to a high-backed wooden chair near a window.

      Trevor moved to join her, sinking into a second chair. They sat at the edge of a balcony, which overlooked the Giza plateau. The view was breathtaking, showing Cairo in all its glory. The city was huge, possibly bigger than Los Angeles. Yet it was also empty. He could see no movement there, not a single corpse or even a bird.

      “I have been tasked with teaching you to survive here, no easy feat given that you are an outsider,” Anput said, crossing one shapely leg over the other as she studied him. “To do that I must understand more of what you are. How did you come to be here?”

      “By accident. I was pursing a Ka-Dun who stole an access key,” Trevor explained. He wasn’t sure how much he should reveal to Anput, but right now he didn’t have many choices. She was the only thing approaching an ally he was likely to find here. “Your husband ambushed me and my companions at the light bridge. After he kicked our collective asses, I woke up in a cell. I was presented to Ra, and then escorted here.”

      “Interesting,” Anput said, resting her chin on the palm of her hand. She leaned her elbow on the arm of the chair, still studying him. “Anubis said you are of this age. Obviously you’ve had some training. Who sired you?”

      “If by sired you mean trained, then I guess that would be Irakesh. Though I have no loyalty to that bald bastard,” Trevor snapped, instantly regretting the loss of control.

      Anput cocked her head back and began a musical laugh. Her eyes twinkled when she stopped, and he noticed for the first time that she wore dark eyeshadow. It was so skillfully applied it could have been part of her skin.

      “You are refreshingly honest, Trevor Gregg,” Anput said, her expression suddenly unreadable. “If you wish to survive in the court of the mighty Ra, that must change, and change quickly. Here, honesty is a liability. It reveals your true intentions, and such predictability will allow your enemies to engineer your death.”

      “You’re implying some people aren’t my enemies,” Trevor shot back. He knew he was out of his depth. Politics weren’t his strong suit. Hell, social situations in general weren’t his strong suit. Before all this had begun, the happiest nights of his life had been spent observing the night sky at Palomar in San Diego. He had been completely alone, save for the data and perhaps one or two grad students interested in that data.

      “So you have a glimmer of intelligence then,” Anput replied, giving a coy smile. With anyone else Trevor might have assumed she was flirting. “Everyone here will seek to use you for one end or another, but that is not the same as being an enemy. Take me, for example. I’ve been given the task of making you presentable to the court. If I fail in this, I will lose status with Ra, and thus with the court. It is in my best interest to ensure that you are well groomed, that you have the tools needed to flourish here.”

      “And in so doing you earn my gratitude. I’ll owe you a favor, right?” Trevor asked, narrowing his eyes. He already detested this game, though he thought he’d learned the first rule.

      “Precisely,” Anput replied, giving him a warmer smile. “There is much to discuss, but before we begin you’ll need to quiet your mind. To do that we must first unburden it. I will permit you three questions. Choose wisely.”

      Trevor felt like he’d just rubbed a lamp. Fortunately, long years of Dungeons & Dragons had prepared him for just such an occasion. The mistake people often made with questions like this was trying to learn too much. Aim lower, and you were more likely to get what you wished for.

      “How can I make an ally of Anubis?” Trevor asked, giving Anput a wry smile.

      Anput merely blinked for long moments, then burst into musical laughter once more. “You are a bold one, aren’t you? Anubis is not easily swayed, not even by me. If you wish to earn his patronage, you must prove yourself in battle. He respects strength, and little else. It will also benefit you if you adopt our cause, and prove your loyalty to Ra. Does that answer suffice?”

      “It does,” Trevor nodded, considering her words. He needed a way to prove himself, but there was no immediate solution. One would present itself eventually, however. “For my second question, how can I convince Ra that I am useful enough to outweigh any threat I pose?”

      Anput reached across the space between them, resting a cool hand on his leg. She stared up into his eyes, her own half closed and sensuous. “I begin to believe you may survive here, Trevor Gregg. You may even thrive, if your third question is as inventive as the first two.”
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      Blair settled into a half lotus at the foot of the central obelisk. Ka floated next to him, a ghostly green hologram. Its translucent form appeared stronger here in the Ark of the Redwood than it had in the Nexus. He still found its alien appearance strange, as he did its command of the English language. “What do I need to do?”

      “It is simple, Ka-Dun,” Ka said, cocking its head. “Merely think of the Nexus, and envision its heart. Generate a flow of energy from the heart of this Ark to the Nexus, and the conduit will be complete.”

      Blair did as asked, though he found the process strange. So much of shaping was about visualization, which made sense from a scientific standpoint. The brain generated electrical impulses based on thought, and shaping tapped into those impulses. He envisioned a river of light flowing from the massive heart of power at the base of his Ark, the river snaking through the ocean until it reached the Nexus. A moment later an enormous shudder passed through the Ark. The lights dimmed for a split second, then returned at full strength.

      “It is done,” Ka said, giving a tight nod. It blinked with those too-large eyes, pools of unreadable black. “This conduit will be enough to sustain the nexus until other Arks are strong enough to add their own flows.”

      “Ka, can you tell me about those pulses earlier? The ones that shot into the sky? They shorted out hundreds of systems. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Blair asked, hoping the creature would both possess the knowledge and be willing to share it. The Mother had warned him to be cautious around Ka, but thus far the intelligence had been nothing but helpful.

      “Accessing logs,” Ka said, its eyes going unfocused. They focused again after a moment. “I see the event you reference, Ka-Dun. The pulses were a communication generated by all Arks on the network with sufficient strength to create them. Each fired a trio of pulses designed to alert the Builders to the current climate of this world.”

      “Current climate?” came a voice from behind Blair. He scrambled to his feet, abandoning the lotus.

      Isis strode toward him, with Liz in tow. The diminutive goddess crossed her arms, glaring at Ka through narrowed eyes. So much distrust there.

      Liz followed Isis into the chamber, looking dazed and more than a little ill. Blair caught her gaze, but she gave a slight shake of her head and looked away. Her eyes were red and puffy. What the hell had happened back on the island?

      “Yes, Ka-Ken. The climate of this world is warmer than it has been in over three million years. The age you refer to as the Pleistocene has ended, and the Holocene has begun. These conditions are perfect to support the Builders, who prefer a much warmer climate than humanity can tolerate,” Ka explained, cocking its head to the other direction. “The pulse the Ka-Dun referenced was a means of alerting the Builders to this new climate, so they can begin re-colonization of this planet.”

      “So this warning was generated automatically?” Blair asked.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Ka said, giving a very human sigh. “The energy required to fire such a pulse is more than any Ark is capable of mustering at this time, with the exception of this one. This required an external power source to fuel the bursts in those Arks unable to produce them. Only an Ark Lord could have done this.”

      “The Well,” Isis growled, taking a step closer to Ka’s translucent form. “You’re saying someone tapped into the Well to generate this pulse.”

      “Just so, Ka-Ken.” Ka nodded vigorously. “Someone was able to tap into the vast reservoir of power offered by the Well. This allowed them to send a message, one that will reach the Builders in approximately four years, seven months.”

      “And the Builders will return when they hear this message?” Blair asked, moving to stand next to Isis. “How long will it take them to return to Earth?”

      “Unknown,” Ka said, pursing its green lips. “When they departed this world, the Builders did so as pure energy, broadcast to their new home as light. This process was much like the pulse you just witnessed. During the intervening eons their technology has changed. They now use craft for transport, or at least their progeny do.”

      “Progeny?” Blair asked, blinking.

      “Yes. The Ka-Ken knows of their existence,” Ka said, nodding at Isis.

      “I know a little,” Isis admitted, looking at Blair. “Ka claims they’ve been here for millennia. Ka, what do you know of these progeny?”

      “The progeny have been orbiting this world for many centuries, possibly longer,” Ka explained, giving another cock of its head. “I do not know how long, precisely, as they did not transmit any signals until they were ready to begin exploration.”

      “Exploration?” Blair asked, raising an eyebrow. He did not like the sound of that. The idea that the pyramids really had been built by aliens pissed him off more than a little.

      “Yes, I believe they were sent as scouts by the Builders. Their mission was to measure the appropriate climatological data, and ensure that the planet was ready for their masters’ return,” Ka explained. “This process involved seizing control of the Arks, but my involvement in helping the Ka-Ken create the first mutagen has prevented this. All Arks are now occupied, so the progeny were unable to seize control.”

      “Apparently that’s changed,” Liz said, finally joining the conversation. She still looked a little nauseated. “How did they send a message? And what is this Well you spoke of?” Liz addressed the last question to Isis.

      “The Well is a source of enormous power,” the Mother replied, folding her arms. “The center of our planet is a molten ball, and the Well connects to the power contained there. It supplements the energy of the sun, but it is located in the heart of the underworld, and therefore is nearly impossible to reach.”

      “The underworld?” Blair said, blinking. “You can’t be serious. THE underworld, as in the one referred to by the ancient Egyptians and the Greeks?”

      “I am quite serious, I assure you,” Isis said, eyeing him frostily. “The underworld is described in your myths, though the true place bears little resemblance to your fanciful tales. It is located under our world, hence the name underworld. To our knowledge there are only two ways to gain entry, and the progeny of the Builders would have had to use one or the other. The first is beneath the First Ark, in what you know as England. The second is Olympus, the stronghold of a rival group of gods. You’d know them as the Greek pantheon, led by Zeus and his brothers.”

      Blair rested a hand against the central obelisk, steadying himself. It made sense, in a way. If the Egyptian pantheon was based on real people, why not the Greeks and Romans? Yet the sudden revelation still made him dizzy. He turned to face Isis. “So you believe these progeny are either in control of the First Ark, or have somehow used Mount Olympus to reach the underworld? That’s how they sent their message?”

      “Possibly,” Isis replied, frowning. “We have little to go on, other than the fact that a message was sent. That message would have required access to an Ark, or to the Nexus directly. I do not think such access could have been granted from Olympus, as it is not directly connected to the Ark network. However, it could still have been used as a method of entry. If someone got in that way they could have travelled through the underworld until they reached the Well under the First Ark.”

      “This hypothesis is correct,” Ka said. “Someone, or something, would have had to gain entry to the Underworld. Once there, they overrode the Ark Network’s security and forced it to send the message to the Builders. This is alarming, as the progeny of the Builders do not possess this ability. They would have needed the aid of a Homo sapiens to accomplish this. All Arks are genetically locked to your species, a side effect of the creation of the access keys.”

      “So how do we use this information?” Liz asked, pragmatic as always. She tucked a lock of copper hair behind her ear.

      “We must learn more,” Isis said, clearly irked by the situation. “If we can reach Olympus before Ra, we might be able to speak to Hades, or whoever controls the place now. If someone used that gateway to enter the underworld Hades will know of it.”

      “How do we get there?” Blair asked.

      “We use the light bridge,” the Mother said, her mouth tightening into a determined expression.

      “I thought the light bridge only connected to other Arks,” Blair said, thinking out loud. “If we use the light bridge, wouldn’t that mean we either need to come out in the Ark of the Cradle or the First Ark?”

      “That’s exactly what it means,” Isis agreed. “We will light walk to the Ark of the Cradle.”

      “Won’t that mean a fight with Irakesh’s mother?” Liz asked, paling.

      “It might, but we have to risk that. I will attempt to parlay with Sekhmet. Once she understands the threat she may be willing to work with us,” Isis explained. “She’ll want to learn the answers to the same questions we ourselves are asking.”

      “So you just want to walk into her stronghold? Won’t she have a pantheon of gods?” Blair asked. “I know you’re strong, but wouldn’t she be able to overwhelm us?”

      “Her servants are powerful, but none so old or powerful as me,” the Mother said. The Mother extended a hand and gold flowed up her arm. It coalesced into a golden staff with a winged scarab at the tip. The fist-sized sapphire in the thorax caught the light from the rejuvenation chamber on the far side of the room. “She has no idea I possess a Primary Access Key. This will even the odds enough that she’ll deal in good faith.”

      “You’re certain she doesn’t know you have it?” Blair asked, raising a dubious eyebrow.

      “Absolutely. There are only two, as I said. One is possessed by Osiris in the First Ark. The other was stolen from her by Sobek, who fled to the continent you call Australia. That means I have one, and she does not. With this I can wrest control of her Ark from her, and she’ll know that. I’m hoping she’ll be willing to parlay rather than risk battle,” the Mother reasoned.

      Blair had a hard time finding fault with her logic, but he was still nervous. Invading the Ark of the Cradle sounded like suicide to him.
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      Trevor’s quarters were all golden metal and black stone, just like the ones back in Blair’s Ark. That much was similar, but there were definite differences.

      A sea of hieroglyphs covered nearly every surface, and wooden furniture dotted the room. The nightstand next to the strange foam bed might have been mahogany, though he didn’t know a lot about wood. The statue on top of it was clearly Anubis, though. That probably meant something significant, but he had no idea what.

      Trevor flopped down on the bed, allowing the contours to form to his body. He didn’t feel exhaustion in the same way he had when he’d been alive, but sleep was still welcome. It allowed him respite from his new existence, allowed him to lose himself in dreams of being alive.

      His younger self would likely have been thrilled by the turn of events. After all, he was blessed with all sorts of crazy superpowers. But this was different than some Saturday night roleplaying game. He didn’t get to wake up on Sunday and return to normal life. He was dead. Immortal, sure. But still dead.

      “Get up,” a heavy voice rumbled from the doorway.

      Trevor blurred from the bed, dropping into a combat crouch. He reached instinctively for the pistol usually belted at his side. When he realized it was gone, he moved for the combat knife normally tucked into his boot. That was gone too, of course.

      “What do you want, Anubis?” he asked, eyes narrowing. He knew the jackal could kick his ass, but if the thing wanted a fight he’d at least go down swinging.

      The jackal didn’t answer, instead advancing into the room. He cradled that strange double-fan-bladed axe loosely in one hand, while the other rested on the hilt of a sword belted at his side.

      This sword was more like a traditional scimitar, narrow at the hilt and wider as it approached the tip. It had a slight curve to it, and the weapon was probably heavier than a na-kopesh.

      Anubis paused, unbuckling the leather belt that held the scabbarded sword. He tossed the weapon at Trevor with enough force to knock down a mortal. Trevor caught the weapon awkwardly, blurring slightly to do it.

      “What’s this?” he asked, holding the scabbard at the midway point.

      “Suspicious, are you?” Anubis asked, taking several heavy steps closer until he loomed over Trevor. “Perhaps there is something approaching sense in that head of yours, though I still remain doubtful on that count. That, young pup, is a sword. You have seen a sword before, have you not?”

      “Of course I’ve seen a sword,” Trevor snapped, glaring up at Anubis. “Why the hell are you giving it to me?”

      “Because you are useless in a fight,” Anubis rumbled, giving a very toothy smile. “Ra has asked me to remedy that. I have been given the monumental task of honing you into a soldier, though doing so may take more centuries than I have remaining to me.”

      Trevor’s first instinct was to attack, to show Anubis he was wrong. Unfortunately, indulging that instinct would only prove the jackal right. He’d lose. Again.

      “All right,” Trevor said, buckling the scabbard around his waist. “Teach me, then.”

      “I have already begun, you mewling, pathetic wretch,” Anubis roared, looming closer with bared fangs. He waited for a long moment as Trevor simply stared up at him, waiting. “Good, you can contain your anger. Perhaps there is a tiny sliver of a chance I can make something from you. Follow me.”

      Trevor did so, unsurprised that he recognized the path Anubis led him down. They wound through many corridors, arriving at a familiar room, one Trevor had used often in Blair’s Ark.

      It was a spacious chamber, with an enormous ring in the center. The ring was set about two inches above the rest of the floor, black stone with a gold trim just like in the Ark of the Redwood. Trevor had used it many times for training bouts against his sister. Liz had almost always kicked his ass, though he’d definitely improved through the experience.

      “Who’s that?” Trevor asked, nodding at a pale-faced deathless that knelt next to the edge of the ring. It was a man of perhaps sixty, or had been before he died and risen as a deathless. Now, alert grey eyes sized up Trevor from a rotting face as he approached.

      “I am Abdul Azked Akbar,” the man said, his voice hollow and raspy. He rose slowly to his feet, and Trevor noticed a scimitar belted at his waist.

      “Is this guy going to teach me the basics?” Trevor asked, turning to Anubis. The jackal watched him impassively.

      “In a way,” Anubis growled, blurring across the chamber so quickly Trevor couldn’t track the movement. The jackal reappeared next to Abdul, his fan-bladed weapon scything through the man’s spine with alarming ease. The man’s broken body collapsed to the stone, his eyes now dull and lifeless. “Abdul was barely more than a nascent deathless, but he retains something you are in grave need of. Knowledge. He spent a lifetime learning the sword, though I gather such knowledge was deemed of little use in this age.”

      “You want me to eat him,” Trevor said. It wasn’t a question, because he already knew the answer. He’d feasted on zombies before, but never one that could speak. It smacked of cannibalism. “And if I refuse?”

      “Refuse?” Anubis asked, kicking Abdul’s body to the ground outside the ring, near Trevor’s feet. “Why would you do such a thing?  If you wish to survive, you require this knowledge. We don’t have years for you to learn to wield a blade. You must gain that knowledge swiftly, and this is the only way for that to occur.”

      Anubis speaks wisely, my host. If you do not accept this gift he will think you weak. He will be right.

      Trevor hesitated, staring down at the corpse at his feet. Somehow this was crossing a line he knew he couldn’t uncross, though he couldn’t find any logical fault with feeding on a corpse specifically to gain memories. He’d done that, back in Panama, when he’d devoured a man’s mind to learn how to pilot an aircraft.

      He knelt swiftly, embracing the decision. Abdul’s body was nothing more than matter now, and feasting on it was no different than a normal human eating a steak.

      Trevor began to feed. It was quick, grisly work. Before long, a torrent of memories flooded his mind. A young man on the streets of Cairo, born in a time when survival meant quick work with a knife. That man had been adopted by a beduin, the last of a breed that still valued the sword. Decades passed, and with them Abdul’s mastery increased. He trained dozens of students, some idly, others going on to become masters in their own right.

      The knowledge of sword forms seeped into Trevor, first into his mind, and then into his body as muscle memory. Fascinating, but terrible. Part of Trevor cried out at the crime of it, but mostly he was grateful for the knowledge he gained. Only through strength could he ever hope to escape Ra’s court.

      “I am a blade master,” Trevor said, rising to his feet. He whipped his weapon from its scabbard, twirling it expertly as he tested the weight. It wasn’t identical to the scimitar that Abdul had known so well, but it was close enough that he was confident he could fight with the weapon.

      “Show me,” Anubis said, stepping into the ring. He beckoned for Trevor to follow as the ring flared white. The steady rhythmic pulse he’d grown used to was gone, perhaps because neither he nor Anubis had a heartbeat for it to sync with.

      Trevor entered the ring, which instantly shifted. There was a moment of vertigo, then everything changed. A deep, otherworldly cavern sprang into existence around them. Stalactites and stalagmites broke the room at uneven intervals, and the floor was slick with condensation. It was damnably hot, and a faint red glow came from the corridor leading into the distance. It played across the jackal’s golden armor, glinting off the fan-bladed axe. The rest of the jackal was lost in darkness though, his midnight fur blacker than whatever Trevor was allowing himself to become.

      “Where is this?” Trevor asked, circling a stalagmite as he assumed a combat stance. It felt so natural, something he’d been doing his entire life.

      “The underworld,” the jackal rumbled, also dropping into a combat stance. He began twirling his axe in slow arcs as he circled the same stalagmite.

      Trevor blurred, rushing the jackal. He came in low, aiming an upward slash at the jackal’s belly. There was a surge of elation as his blade closed in, apparently faster than Anubis could track. The instant the blade touched fur, the jackal exploded into green mist. Trevor’s weapon sailed harmlessly through the cloud, and he stumbled forward. It only took a fraction of a second to recover, but that might as well have been an eternity. Fire exploded in his back as the fan-bladed axe burst through his chest. Trevor toppled to the ground, dropping his weapon with a clatter.
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      Awaken, master.

      Mark tumbled from the bed, rolling to his feet with an arm extended protectively. He took several deep breaths as he attempted to calm his thundering heart. Or rather, he tried to. Only he wasn’t breathing. His heart wasn’t beating, not that he could feel anyway.

      It is part of the change, master. You are greater than you were. Beyond the ravages of time, or the need to draw breath.

      “Fuck,” was all Mark could manage. He straightened, drawing on decades of discipline to still the tempest of rage and loss. What the hell had Osiris done to him?

      He has imparted the greatest of gifts, master.

      “Do not speak, unless I direct a question at you. Do you understand?”

      As you wish, master.

      He remembered stories from Jordan about the beast in his head, and this thing sounded a great deal similar. That terrified him, because he knew it could hear his innermost thoughts. Yet he couldn’t change it, so that left only one option. He’d use it. Treating it like a virtual assistant was a good start.

      “Osiris slipped me the virus, or some version of it. Is that correct?” Mark asked. He squared his shoulders as he studied his surroundings. The room was small, containing a narrow metal bed with a stained mattress, and a single nightstand and lamp. It smelled like grease and dust.

      That is correct, master.

      “I’ve retained my memories. Why aren’t I like one of the zombies we saw just after the CME?” Mark asked, moving to a thick metal door with a slot set at eye level. He threw back the slot, peering as best he could into the hall. It was dimly lit, and empty.

      You are no paltry deathless, my host. The oily tone was layered with disgust. You have become a Draugr, what you would know as a vampire. We are more noble, more graceful. Deathless are brutes. We are artisans.

      “I see,” Mark said. There was still no movement in the hallway, not that he could see anyway. He reached down to the cool handle, turning it gently. Much to his shock it opened. “These vampires. How are they, we rather, different than the deathless?”

      All he knew of deathless came from Jordan’s reports of Irakesh, and from the brief studies they’d conducted on zombies back in Syracuse. That was precious little, other than the fact that they possessed fantastic abilities and were very, very difficult to kill.

      Vampires are always sentient, always retain the greater part of the master’s consciousness. We require less direct sustenance, and prefer blood over flesh. Blood contains the helixes of the host, giving us what we require without the need to kill. As I said, artisans.

      “Great,” Mark muttered, stepping into the dimly lit hall. There was a single lightbulb at the far end, which flickered dully. The walls were whitewashed concrete, and hadn’t been tended to in at least a few years. The place was also damp, as if they were underground. “So you’re saying I drink blood instead of eating people? That’s loads better, thanks.”

      In time you will understand the benefits, master. Our strength will be needed in the coming days. We feed upon the unblooded, but use that strength to protect.

      Mark moved up the hallway, rounding the corner. He passed two more doors and one flickering light before the hall ended at another door. He stopped in front of it, listening. To his amazement he could hear everything beyond. Heartbeats. Breathing. The clacking of keys, and the low hum of computers.

      He took a deep breath, then opened the door. The room was a low-tech version of the ops center back in Syracuse. Perhaps a dozen techs worked at hastily erected stations, each tapped into data feeds he recognized. Most were the satellites Mohn had launched prior to the CME, but several techs were doing simple data analysis.

      A familiar one looked up as he entered, her jaw dropping. She shot to her feet, snapping to attention. “Director on the floor.”

      The techs rose as one, delivering a hasty salute. His attention was reserved for the first woman who’d risen, though.

      “At ease,” he said, threading through the workstations until he reached Benson. “You’re looking well. I was worried you’d be brought up on charges for your role in my little coup back in Syracuse.”

      “No, sir,” Benson said, giving him a wide smile. It made her almond-shaped eyes crinkle in a way he found damnably attractive. Should he be able to do that now that he was dead? “I was detained briefly, then brought to London to meet with the Old Man. He explained that I’d be reassigned, and you’d still be my CO. He didn’t give me a lot of choice, but I’d have agreed to pretty much anything once I heard you’d still be in charge.”

      “Your loyalty is appreciated,” he said, giving her the warmest smile he could muster. She blanched, face draining of color. “What is it?”

      “Your, uh, teeth, sir,” Benson stammered, blinking rapidly. “They’re, uh sharp. The canines.”

      “Lovely,” Mark said, feeling his teeth with his tongue. Sure enough, his canines were elongated. Whatever monster Osiris was, he’d become the same. “I can’t change it, so I’ll have to adapt to it. Give me a sitrep.”

      “We’re observing points of interest, sir,” Benson said, clearly relieved to slip back into routine. She glanced at her computer, exposing a delicate neck. A vein thudded there, in time with her heartbeat. “Stonehenge was given a priority of ten, with Cairo at nine. Cambodia, San Francisco, and Peru are all listed as eights.”

      Mark processed that. Mohn Corp. was focused solely on London.

      “Flags?” Mark asked, focusing on Benson’s heartbeat instead of her neck. It was slow. Steady. She wasn’t alarmed by his condition. Part of him found that flattering, but the analytical mind knew it had to be deeper than that. If she wasn’t alarmed, then seeing monsters like him had become normal. She’d been working heavily with Osiris, in all likelihood.

      “We haven’t seen anything of note in London,” Benson said, gesturing at her screen as she pulled up several feeds. “Cairo has been the most interesting. Whoever or whatever is in control there has gathered an army, a large one.”

      The satellite feed showed a massive cloud of dust. Benson zoomed in, and he could see row upon row of figures. Dead figures. Someone clearly possessed the ability to control tens of thousands of zombies. Who? And what were they planning on using them for?

      “Noted,” Mark replied, filing the events away. He’d dissect them later. “How about the other targets?”

      “Peru has been quiet, for the most part,” Benson said, sweeping dark bangs out of her face. “It looks like whoever is in charge there is rebuilding Cajamarca. There’s a lot of traffic going back and forth, but beyond clearing the city of undead they haven’t made any notable advances.”

      “Interesting. San Francisco?” Mark would have held his breath, if he had any.

      Benson pulled up the feed. She was quiet for a moment as the camera focused. “We’re not entirely sure what happened—but, sir, look at that blast crater. It’s consistent with a nuclear detonation, but the devastation stops after just a few hundred yards. It’s too small to be one of our assets.”

      She was right. The first quarter of the Golden Gate Bridge had been melted to slag, but the latter section hadn’t been touched. The entire area around the San Francisco side was a charred hole, but that hole was far smaller than the hole the 500-megaton nuclear asset Irakesh had stolen should have created. A lot smaller.

      “Theories?” Mark asked, holding off on speculation until he’d gathered all available data.

      “None, sir,” Benson said, giving a very uncharacteristic shrug. “The energy had to go somewhere, but it isn’t clear where.”

      “Show me the Ark,” he said, pointing at the object at the corner of the screen.

      Benson zoomed in, revealing a massive pyramid twin to the one in Peru. It stabbed out of San Francisco Bay, not more than a mile from Angel Island. The bulk of the structure was covered by water, and there was no visible means of entrance. If it resembled its counterpart in Peru, the entrance would be under five hundred feet of frigid water.

      “What’s that?” he asked, pointing at Angel Island.

      “That’s the new settlement Commander Jordan has created,” Benson explained, zooming in on the island. She continued to zoom, past the clusters of tents and the small army of boats tethered to the dock. She didn’t stop until she reached a small cluster of men.

      The men were drilling, and the drill was a familiar one. As familiar as the man leading those drills. “My god. Yuri survived.”

      “Indeed he did,” came a polished voice from behind. Mark whirled to find Osiris just a few inches away. He could hear the creak of every shoe, yet this man’s approach had been completely undetected. It underscored just how new his abilities were, and how little he knew about them. “I’ve worked with Yuri in the past. I’m not surprised he found his way through the CME.”

      “Have we attempted to establish contact?” Mark asked, choosing not to react to Osiris’s arrival.

      “We don’t have the means,” Benson said, shrugging helplessly. “If they have a surviving sat phone they haven’t used it, so as far as we know they’re off grid. We’d have to physically send a bird to make contact, and we don’t have more than a handful left.”

      “Those birds are needed here, for the time being,” Osiris said, turning to Mark. “Will you take a walk with me, Director Phillips? I’d like to discuss your new condition, and your role here going forward.”
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      Jordan came to with a start. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but he wasn’t sure how long he’d been down here. It was difficult staying alert when you couldn’t mark the passage of time, especially when there was no apparent end to your confinement. That was no excuse, though. He couldn’t let himself get weak. Now, more than ever, he needed his strength.

      There is truth in that, Ka-Dun. Yet you cannot blame yourself for our current circumstances.

      “Who the fuck else is there to blame?” Jordan replied, rising from the bench and approaching the crackling blue bars to his cell. He knew roughly where he was in the Ark, and he also knew how to reach the light bridge where he’d entered.

      That knowledge was useless, though. Steve had been able to escape a cell like this one, but he’d been an Ark Lord and had used his ability to light walk. Jordan had no such ability, and that meant for the time being he had no method of escape.

      Heavy footsteps clinked their way on the marble in the distance. They were growing closer. Jordan tensed, moving to the far side of the cell so he had the best view of the hallway where the steps had originated. Long moments later, a familiar jackal-headed figure stepped into view. It carried the same golden staff, each end capped with a fan blade like some wicked doubled-bladed scythe.

      Jordan could immediately see the usefulness of the weapon, which capitalized on the wielder’s speed. You were always in a position to launch a blow at your foe, and the force of that blow couldn’t be countered with a conventional parry. If you hit your target, your target died.

      The jackal stopped outside of his cell, tapping a blue sapphire set into one golden gauntlet. The crackling bars of energy abruptly ceased. He said nothing to Jordan, instead gesturing at the hallway. The meaning was clear. Walk. Now.

      So Jordan walked. There was no point in resistance. Not yet, anyway. This thing had already mopped the floor with him, and if he got into another confrontation it would have the same end. He needed to bide his time until he understood exactly what this thing was. It had to have a weakness, and if Jordan had enough time he’d find it.

      The jackal shoved him roughly from behind, and Jordan stumbled forward. He regained his footing quickly, resisting the urge to round on his tormentor and attack. That was no doubt exactly what the jackal was goading him into. Jordan kept walking.

      Eventually they reached the central chamber. Jordan slowed his pace slightly, a play for a bit more time to study his enemies. Irakesh stood on the lowest step of a short stairway leading up to a massive throne. Below him stood Steve on one side, and Trevor on the other. Right now Jordan wasn’t sure whom he disliked more.

      A few steps above Irakesh stood a woman with long dark hair. To her left, another attendant to the throne, a wolf, but something was off about the creature. Definitely male, but he stood a good nine feet tall, on par with most females. As Jordan approached the throne, he caught a whiff of something rotting.

      That is no Ka-Dun. It is a dead wolf, shaped into being by the twisted deathless. Wepwawet, he is called. A vicious, cruel god.

      Then his attention shifted to the figure presiding over the court. A warrior goddess occupied the throne. Dark red hair spilled down well-muscled shoulders. Piercing green eyes studied him, exactly the way he was studying her. This woman was the veteran of a thousand wars, a soldier born and bred. She was gorgeous, long-limbed and pale skinned, but then so was his ex-wife.

      As she smiled he caught sight of the same razored teeth Irakesh and Trevor bore. Her eyes smoldered with green flame, reminding him she was every bit his enemy. A spear very similar to the dead wolf’s was propped against her throne, within easy reach.

      “Mighty Ra, I have brought the prisoner as you commanded,” the jackal rumbled. A huge hand settled over Jordan’s shoulder, forcing him to his knees. The jackal fell to one knee beside him, dropping his voice to a low rumble. “Avert your gaze, or I will take your eyes, whelp.”

      Jordan stared Ra right in the face, daring her to take some sort of action. The jackal’s gauntleted hand swept up in a backhand, but Jordan was ready this time. He blurred, catching the gauntlet in both hands. He summoned his telekinesis, using it to help lift the jackal. Then Jordan flung the creature directly at Steve and Irakesh, stripping the strange fan-bladed axe from its grip as the creature sailed past.

      Jordan settled into a combat stance as he scanned the room, searching for a means of escape before they recaptured him.

      The jackal was still in midair when the figure on the throne twitched. That was the only way Jordan could describe it. Her position shifted as if she’d blurred, yet it happened so quickly he couldn’t track it. He blinked twice, staring down at his hands as he realized his stolen weapon was gone.

      He looked up to see the jackal crash into Steve, knocking the man to the ground under his tremendous weight. Irakesh managed to dodge out of the way, though his feet never left the step he’d been standing on. Jordan glanced up at the throne again, jaw dropping as he saw that Ra now held the axe he’d stolen from the jackal.

      “I’ll devour your heart,” the jackal roared, leaping to his feet and blurring in Jordan’s direction. Even though Jordan blurred, he couldn’t avoid the attack.

      A gauntleted fist hit his jaw like a freight train, shattering bone as he was flung back twenty or more feet. He skidded along the marble floor, trying to roll to his feet. The jackal gave no quarter, and Jordan felt more than one bone break as blows rained down on him.

      “Enough,” Ra’s voice cracked. The blows didn’t slacken. “Anubis, your disobedience is becoming a dangerous habit.”

      That stopped the blows. He was aware of Anubis moving away; that was apparently the jackal’s name. The creature fell to one knee, facing the throne. “Forgive me, mighty Ra. I lost my temper. This whelp has embarrassed me in front of the court. Please, let me take his heart.”

      “Be silent, and contemplate your disobedience lest I take your heart,” Ra snapped. The jackal merely nodded, remaining in his kneeling position.

      Jordan took the opportunity to rise to his feet, snapping his forearm back into place. Two ribs cracked into position, and he couldn’t stifle the groan of pain.

      “Approach the throne, Ka-Dun,” Ra commanded, eyes smoldering. Jordan considered his options, then decided he had no choice. He walked painfully to the base of the stairs, stopping next to Steve and Irakesh. Trevor was lurking there as well, avoiding Jordan’s gaze. “I must decide what to do with you. Tell me, Ka-Dun, whom do you serve?”

      That was a harder question to answer than Jordan would have thought. Whom did he serve? Not Isis. He respected her, but he didn’t share her goals. She was too callous, too focused on things that wouldn’t occur for millennia. Blair then? No, Blair was more of an ally.

      “I serve the Ka-Ken, Liz,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “She leads my pack.”

      “I am unfamiliar with this Ka-Ken,” Ra said, rising from her throne. She swept past the wolf-thing, past Steve and Irakesh, until she stood before Jordan. She was his height, a rarity among women. “If this Liz could issue you an order, what would it be? What would she wish you to accomplish in my court?”

      “To kill that fucker,” Jordan rumbled, nodding at Steve.

      “Ahhh,” Ra said, raising a delicate eyebrow. “So this Liz serves Isis. Unsurprising.”

      She turned from Jordan, focusing her gaze on Steve. “What of you, Ka-Dun? Whom is it you serve?”

      “I serve you, mighty Ra,” Steve replied, sinking to one knee, as the jackal had. He kept his eyes downcast, and his tone was as deferential as Jordan had ever heard. “It was I who saved Irakesh and brought him here. I offer myself to your service, and I offer the key that I bear. The key belonging to Isis and her Ark on the jungle continent.”

      Jordan struggled against the urge to shatter Steve’s face, barely containing his fury. The betrayal had been expected, but to give the key to the Mother’s Ark to a woman who’d given birth to a monster like Irakesh? That was beyond stupidity.

      “I see,” Ra said, folding her arms as she stared down at Steve. “You are not the first to profess such loyalty, and I am not inclined to trust you. Why should I, after you betrayed your former master? You would do the same to me, like as not.”

      Steve looked up at her, fear etched in his features. “Mighty Ra, I have told the truth. I seek only to serve. To live and die in your service. Please, I know much of this age. I am a trained scholar, well-versed in our history. I can teach you a great deal. Even show it to you, if you’ll permit me to mindshare.”

      “Allow you to touch my mind?” Ra said, disbelieving. She threw her head back and laughed. Jordan was aware of Irakesh flinching behind his mother, and it wasn’t hard to guess why. The mockery in that laughter cut deeply. Eventually it stilled, and Ra turned to Irakesh. “Step forward, my son.”

      Irakesh did so, descending a step to stand next to his mother. He made no attempt to disguise his fear, not that Jordan could blame him in this instance.

      “Place this around the Ka-Dun’s neck,” she commanded, extending her hand. Gold pooled there, forming a perfectly round ring just large enough to fit around a man’s neck. Glowing glyphs like those lining the walls covered the surface.

      Irakesh took it, fear melting as he took a step toward Steve. He snapped the object around Steve’s neck with an audible click, and there was a brief flash of golden light. Then the collar sealed, now apparently one unbroken piece of metal.

      “He is your responsibility, Irakesh. If you train him well you will be allowed to keep him. If not….” She shrugged.

      “How do I control him, Mother?” Irakesh asked, the hunger in his gaze plain.

      “With this,” she said, offering a bracelet to match the collar. Irakesh all but snatched it from her hand, slapping it around his wrist. It snapped into place and a look of ecstasy came over him.

      “Lie down, dog,” Irakesh commanded, gesturing at Steve with his hand. The bracelet glowed golden for a brief instant, then Steve collapsed to the floor. Irakesh’s grin nearly swallowed his face.

      “Step forward, Trevor Gregg,” Ra commanded, turning to face Trevor. Jordan’s eyes narrowed, and he shifted to a combat stance. “Place this around your Ka-Dun’s neck.”

      She extended a similar collar, which Trevor took reluctantly. He met Jordan’s gaze, and Jordan saw something odd there. Was that pity? Trevor eventually took a step forward and gently slid the collar around Jordan’s neck. Jordan briefly considered batting Trevor’s arm aside, but what would that accomplish? Better to keep his dignity.

      “And the method of control,” Ra said, offering Trevor a bracelet to match Irakesh’s. Trevor placed it around his wrist, a look of distaste flitting across his features.

      “How do I use it?” Trevor asked, still looking at Jordan.

      “Simply will pain through the bracelet,” Ra explained, gesturing at Jordan. “The Ka-Dun will feel it for as long as you will it so. What’s more, any shaping the Ka-Dun attempts will be cancelled, unless you allow it. This includes shifting. He is nothing but a mortal unless you allow him to be more.”

      Jordan gritted his teeth and glared at Trevor.
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      Mark looked up from the narrow desk, surprised by the soft rapping at his door. He’d just left Osiris, and besides, the knock seemed too timid. Yet he didn’t hear a heartbeat on the other side. Interesting. He rose to his feet, pulling open the heavy steel door.

      A woman in all black nylon stood on the other side. It covered her from head to toe, even her face. She was short, maybe five foot three. Mark took a step back, concerned she might be some sort of assassin. Yet she produced no weapon, and hadn’t made any threatening gestures.

      “We can’t talk here,” the woman whispered, with a faint Irish accent. “Head down a level. Go to the storage closet at the south end of the hall.”

      Then she was gone. She didn’t step into the shadows, as Mark had seen with other supernaturals. She simply vanished, and somehow he knew it wasn’t an illusion. He sensed that she was gone entirely. Some new power? Perhaps the voice in his head knew.

      It is, master. Vampires possess the ability to instantly traverse space. The ability can only be used to cross short distances, but may save your life.

      Short-range teleportation, then. That was beyond amazing, especially if he could master it.

      Mark started up the hallway toward the door leading to the stairwell. He’d already decided to meet the strange woman, though he had no idea what her motives might be. Curiosity, cats, and all that.

      The door to the stairway was a single solid piece of steel, its pitted surface painted a deep brown. The place screamed bomb shelter, and he wondered briefly why and when it had been built. World War II? Mark opened the door, which creaked far too loudly in protest.

      No one seemed to have noticed, so he started down the narrow concrete stairs. The hallway was dimly lit by a single bulb, but his new senses made incredible use of the illumination. He could pick out the gradations of the concrete, the grease on the walls where thousands of careless hands had brushed.

      He hurried down one flight, stopping outside the next door. He took a deep breath, or rather mimed taking one. His body was no longer aerobic, and apparently it functioned without the aid of oxygen. Despite that, the muscle memory was powerful, and he could feel the air as he sucked it in.

      The door opened more easily on this floor, with only a slight creak. Mark stepped into the hallway, which was virtually indistinguishable from the one above. It too was lit by a single dim bulb, with a series of steel doors lining both sides.

      He hurried up the hallway, moving far more quietly than he’d have been able to manage in life. That was a curiosity. His loafers were the same, yet he didn’t hear a single scuff, despite taking no special effort to prevent them.

      This too is one of your abilities, master. You possess the ability to smother sound, much the same way a Ka-Ken does when shadow walking.

      Mark filed that away for further study later. He needed to learn more about his abilities, and he needed to learn it as soon as possible.

      The door at the far end of the hall was different than the others, this one cut from heavy oak instead of steel. Mark tried the handle, which turned easily. The door slid open silently, revealing a darkened closet filled with brooms, mops, and various cleaning supplies.

      He stepped inside, glancing up the hallway to ensure he wasn’t being followed. Nothing. Mark closed the door, plunging the room into darkness. A pair of sharp green eyes flared to life at the far end of the closet.

      They gave off just enough light to illuminate the stranger’s face. She was a young woman in her mid twenties. Blond curls dusted her shoulders, and her cheeks dimpled as she gave him a warm smile. It couldn’t have been more at odds with the hellish eyes.

      “I’ve come down here on good faith, but you’ve reached the limits of my cooperation,” Mark said, just above a whisper. He straightened his tie, then folded his arms as he waited for a response.

      “Thank you, Director Phillips,” she said, giving a gracious nod. It exposed a long, slender neck, which led down to a generous expanse of cleavage. Mark appreciated a beautiful woman as much as the next man, but he was shocked by the depth of the lust that simple glance provoked. “I know you have many questions, and I will answer what I can once I’ve explained why I called you here. You are a pawn, Mark. May I call you Mark?”

      Mark nodded brusquely. He was already tired of this game.

      “Osiris hasn’t sired progeny in over a century,” the woman said, licking her lips. That too, was sensual. “The fact that he would now is troubling, and my associates are quite concerned.”

      “Associates?” Mark asked, eyes narrowing. “I don’t even know your name. Who are you? Who do you work for?”

      “You can call me Elle,” the woman said, the Irish strong in her words. “As for who I work for, you’ll find out if you choose to meet them. We’re a faction of what you know as vampires.”

      “You’re clearly working at cross-purposes with Osiris, or you wouldn’t be doing all this cloak-and-dagger crap,” Mark interrupted, trying to speed things along. He could be missed at any time, and he didn’t want to have to explain his absence. “I thought he was the first vampire, which means he created all of you. So what’s with the familial spat?”

      “It’s far more than a simple argument,” Elle said, giving a heavy sigh. “Osiris is insane, Mark. He was left outside the Great Ark during the span between ages. He spent thirteen millennia scavenging enough energy to survive, and he did whatever it took to ensure that. It changed him. He’s not the same benevolent father we knew, and I fear what he intends for the world. You’ve already seen what happened, the zombies everywhere. You realize he’s responsible for that, right?”

      “Is he?” Mark shot back. He’d had time to think on it, and the move didn’t seem to be Osiris’s style. If there was anything he’d learned about the ancient god, it was that Osiris was ever the showman. Killing the entire world deprived him of an audience. “And even if he is, why should I trust you? What makes you any different?”

      “My people were left behind to care for the world,” Elle said, cocking her head as she studied him with those intense green eyes. “None of us are ancient, because we died off or slumbered as the power diminished. Yet some of us sired progeny, and passed down the legacy.”

      “Okay, so let’s say you’re on the level. What exactly do you want from me?” Mark asked.

      “We need to know what Osiris’s plans are. For whatever reason, he seems to trust you. If you value the few survivors and want to help humanity survive the next decade, then you’ll help us,” she said, gaze earnest. Mark sensed no deception, but didn’t discount the possibility that she could be using an ability to manipulate him. “Listen, Mark. I know you don’t trust me. You have no reason to. All I ask is that you agree to meet with my associates. Speak to them, and see if they can convince you. If not, then we go our separate ways.”

      Mark was silent for a long moment. He didn’t trust her, but then he didn’t trust Osiris either. What was the right side? Was either one better than the other, or were they two shades of the same darkness?

      “All right,” he agreed, giving a tight nod. “I’ll meet with them, as long as we can do it safely. But I’m going to want something from you.”

      Maybe he leered at her, or maybe she was just used to men looking at her in a certain way. She glanced down at her chest, then back up with a wicked smile.

      “Not that,” Mark snapped. “You’re going to teach me that teleporting trick. Do that, and I’ll meet with your masters. Deal?”
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      Trevor finished dressing and surveyed himself in the full-length mirror set into the wall of his new chambers. He thought he looked ridiculous in the shiny white vest and harem pants. His chest, though well muscled and hardened by combat, felt exposed…naked. Anput had insisted he dress the part if he wanted to fit in. All the court wore the garments, with the exception of Anubis. Trevor felt like frigging Aladdin. Now if only he had Robin Williams around to grant wishes.

      Footsteps sounded behind him, and Trevor turned to see Anput enter the chamber. She wore a flowing white blouse cut from the same fabric as his vest, though hers was trimmed in gold. Her makeup was as skillfully applied as last time, and she wielded a smile with the same degree of skill.

      “Are you ready for your first banquet, Trevor Gregg?” she asked, taking a step into his room. He noticed for the first time that she wore nothing on her feet. He’d expected some sort of expensive slippers, like she’d insisted he wear. Instead she walked barefoot, making no sound as she moved.

      “No, but I doubt anything else you can teach me in the next few minutes will prepare me,” he said, stifling a sigh. He glanced down at the golden bracelet around his right wrist. It seemed an unnecessarily cruel invention, one even worse than the slave collars he’d read about in the Wheel of Time. If Jordan hadn’t hated him before, then he certainly would now.

      “A fair answer. Follow me, and I’ll escort you. Do as I do, and avoid speaking unless spoken to,” Anput said, offering him her arm. Trevor took it, allowing her to lead him from the chamber. “These affairs are all about position. Others will attempt to spar verbally, those who win gaining favor with Ra.”

      “You called it a banquet,” Trevor said, unsure how to broach the subject. He took several more steps up the corridor before continuing. “What exactly are we eating?”

      “Ahh, I forget how little you know,” Anput said, shooting him a sly smile. “We will consume the hearts and minds of exotic thralls. This will gift us with potent memories, and we will share what we learn as we dine. It provides an easy method of conversation. Doubly so, since every memory is new in this strange age. Almost everything we learn is vastly different from our own time.”

      Trevor felt a moment of revulsion, but he stifled it. It was unlikely that the victims supplying their meal would be consumed alive. More likely they were already dead, zombies harvested for this grisly meal.

      You must set aside this squeamishness, my host. Power comes from feeding. Even were that not so, you are no longer human. You are deathless, and must consume the flesh of others to survive.

      He was still gnawing on the problem when they entered a spacious chamber. They threaded through row after row of dark wooden tables, probably a legacy of when Ra’s court had been far more numerous. Each was covered with an array of animal pictographs, though many were faded from simple age. He was amazed they still held the weight of Ra and her court.

      Anput leaned closer, whispering low enough that only he could hear. “The man seated to Ra’s left is Horus, son of Isis and Osiris. You already know Anubis, and you met Wepwawet briefly.”

      Wepwawet, the wolf-headed creature that so closely resembled a werewolf, now wore golden garments. There was no sign of weaponry on his person, though Trevor had no doubt he could produce one if needed.

      Anubis sat between Wepwawet and Ra. The jackal-headed god glared grimly at Trevor, though his earlier ire seemed muted. Perhaps because of Anput. Trevor glanced furtively at Ra, who lounged in her chair just as she had the throne earlier. She’d donned a sheer gown cut from a silky material Trevor had never seen.

      The figure on her other side, the one Anput had called Horus, was strange. He was a shorter man with black skin and a shaven head. He was also the only god Trevor had seen to wear glasses, something he hadn’t even known had existed during the previous age. Horus straightened in his chair, peering through the gold-rimmed lenses as they approached.

      “Irakesh has already seated himself across from his mother. He does this to steal prestige,” Anput said, guiding Trevor toward the table.

      Trevor considered for a long moment, then took the seat to Irakesh’s left. That put him directly across from Horus. Anput gave a tight nod of approval as if he’d done something intelligent, then settled into the empty seat to his left.

      “Welcome, Trevor Gregg,” Ra said, in that musical voice. He was once again struck by her beauty, though he did his best to suppress that. “I trust that Anput’s instruction in our ways is adequate?”

      “It is, mighty Ra,” Trevor said, ducking his head in what he hoped she’d take for a seated bow. “I have much to learn, and I hope I don’t embarrass her too badly. If I do so, it’s my fault. Not hers.”

      Ra raised a delicate eyebrow, and conversation ceased as everyone focused their attention on him.

      “You are an interesting creature, Trevor Gregg,” Ra said, straightening in her seat. She clapped her hands once, and a set of doors at the far end of the chamber swung open. Several zombies garbed in simple black robes pushed trays into the room. They began setting covered platters in front of each person.

      “It is unheard of for someone to preemptively show weakness,” Anput whispered as a platter was set before her.

      The servants removed the platters’ covers, revealing porcelain bowls containing brains, hearts, and stomachs. Trevor wanted to be nauseated, but a tide of hunger immediately filled him. He forced himself to watch the others, particularly Ra.

      She deftly picked apart each organ, savoring tiny morsels for long moments before she’d take another. He looked to Anput, who appeared to be the only person at the table with utensils. She used a knife and a two-pronged fork to cut thin slices of flesh.

      It was only when he saw her open her mouth to eat one that Trevor finally understood why. Anput had two sharp incisors, the kind of fangs you’d expect to see on a vampire. The rest were as flat as any normal human’s.

      She is a vampire, my host. A child of Osiris. They are quite different than the strange legends I glimpse in your mind.

      Interesting. Trevor turned his attention to his own food, forcing himself to rip off small bites. Each brought a small rush of memory, which revealed that his host had once been a tour guide. The man knew all sorts of things about Sakkara, the Pyramids, and the Sphinx. He’d spent countless days exploring them as a child.

      “Do you find the meal satisfactory, Trevor?” Ra asked, in that strangely musical voice.

      He looked up at her, forcing himself to focus past the rush of memory and emotion from a large morsel of the man’s prefrontal cortex. “More than satisfactory. This is the first food I’ve had in nearly two weeks.”

      “You did not eat when you were with Isis’s pack?” Ra asked, raising a curious eyebrow.

      “I didn’t want to alarm the humans we were protecting. They already distrusted me enough,” Trevor said, shrugging as he popped a hunk of heart into his mouth.

      “This is why we rule the humans, and not they, us,” Ra said, raising a delicate eyebrow in what Trevor took for gentle admonishment. “They live to serve, while we guide the world they live in.”

      Trevor wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so he shifted the topic of conversation. “I notice Anput is different from the rest of you. My Risen calls her a vampire. My people have myths, but I don’t understand how or why that’s different than the deathless.”

      “A shrewd question,” Ra said, nodding at Anput. “Tell him, daughter of Osiris.”

      Anput used her napkin to dab blood from the corner of her mouth, then set down her utensils before speaking. “In the beginning there were only the deathless, fathered by Osiris and my foul uncle Set. They were powerful, but my father felt they lacked control. He hated what he’d become, hated how his former tribesmen viewed him.

      “So it was that Isis led Osiris to the repository at the base of the Ark of the Cradle. The Ark in which we now stand,” Anput explained. The tale was clearly one she’d learned, rather than experienced. “She helped him shape the virus that had changed him, to remake himself into something more human. Something that could blend more easily among his human followers. Osiris became the first vampire, and after his change he was indistinguishable from a normal man.

      “My kind are blessed with the same gifts as a deathless, but we prefer to feed on blood rather than flesh,” Anput explained, wearing the same posture Trevor had seen on grad students defending their thesis. “This is why I use utensils, while the rest of you dine with your more…natural attributes.”

      “That is the heart of the tale, but Anput leaves out much,” Ra interjected, dabbing her own mouth with her napkin. “Osiris and his desire to be more human became a source of weakness for our people. Many chose to follow, diluting their bloodline with his newly modified virus. It caused a schism among our people, one that eventually erupted into war. At the end of this war I stood triumphant, and Osiris was banished to the frozen north to administer to his few followers.”

      “Are deathless and vampires all that different?” Trevor asked.

      “Different enough,” Ra shot back, something violent smoldering in her eyes. “It is not so much the change in physical appearance, but rather what it represented. Osiris sought the love of his people, but they’ll never love us. To them we are monsters. He sought to cloak that fact, to curry favor with the sheep. I realized we’d never have their love, so instead I take their fear. I show them my true face, so all know precisely who and what they pray to.”

      Something incredibly bright played outside the balcony window, slicing the night like the atomic bomb that had so recently detonated in San Francisco. Trevor rolled from his chair, diving under the table. A smattering of laughter echoed around the room, and Trevor’s cheeks heated in a very un-deathless-like fashion. He rose to his feet, the room full of mocking smiles.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked, glancing back at the balcony. The brightness was gone, like a flash of lightning. Something still crackled in the air though, an afterimage he could almost see.

      “The pup’s ignorance is limitless,” Anubis rumbled, broad muzzle splitting into a grin. “Calm yourself, boy. It was merely a sun flash.”

      “You have no idea. Believe me,” Irakesh muttered, mostly under his breath. He eyed Trevor sidelong, and something beyond hatred lived there.

      “Sun flash?” Trevor asked, sinking back into his seat.

      “Sun flashes herald a sunstorm,” Anput explained, resting a hand delicately on his shoulder. She withdrew it a moment later. “Sun storms strike without warning, cooking the unprotected.”

      “Unprotected mortals,” Ra interjected, leaning forward in her chair. She caught Trevor’s gaze, eyes flaring green. “Humans can be destroyed if caught in a sunstorm. We, however, can draw on their strength. Imagine drinking in the sun’s light for a week or more, but in an instant.”

      “What mighty Ra suggests is dangerous,” Horus said, his voice a high, lilting tone that contrasted with everyone else at the table. “Those who drink from sunstorms risk burning themselves up. The power is near limitless.”

      Trevor leaned back in his chair, shifting his gaze from person to person. He finally let it settle on Ra. “The event that finally triggered this new age was a coronal mass ejection. I was studying that event before it occurred, and I watched as it crackled across the sky. What you’re describing can only be more CMEs, each more violent than the one I saw.”

      Ra raised an eyebrow, eyeing him curiously. “You studied sunstorms?”

      “You might say that, yes. Before I became deathless I was a scientist,” Trevor explained. He turned to Anput, since he was more likely to get a straight answer there. “Am I right? Are the sunstorms more CMEs?”

      Anput didn’t answer him, at least not directly. She turned to Ra, giving a deferential nod of her head. “Mighty Ra, may I have permission to take the pup up to the observatory?”

      “You have an observatory?” Trevor asked, struggling to suppress his sudden excitement. The observatory at SDSU had been his second home and he’d clocked endless hours there, each spent studying the sun or other astronomical phenomena.

      “You may accompany us,” Ra said, dropping her napkin as she rose to her feet. She waved to one of the dead servants, who began to clear the dishes. “Come, pup. I would hear more of the science in this new age. Perhaps you have learned things even we did not know.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            Sun Study

          

        

      

    

    
      Ra swayed from the hall, shapely legs drawing Trevor’s eyes as he followed. Anput rose to join them, but the rest of the figures remained seated. Trevor caught Irakesh’s gaze on the way out, and if anything the hatred had deepened.

      His jealousy is palpable. You have gained much prestige, while he broods silently. Left behind like a child.

      That was definitely ironic. He’d gained prestige by diving under a table like a superstitious yokel. Trevor turned his attention back to Ra, following her from the chamber and up a dizzying array of halls. They climbed stairwell after stairwell, gradually making their way to the apex of the pyramid. The hike would have winded him had he still breathed. Instead, he felt nothing as he climbed.

      “Ahh, we arrive at last,” Ra said, cresting a final stairwell. She hurried up the black stone, entering a chamber that made Trevor gawk.

      Each of the walls was sloped, and they met in a single point at the top of the room. The floor was the same black marble, the walls solid gold. Unlike the rest of the Ark there were no hieroglyphs of any kind; the place was bare of any decoration.

      “This is an observatory?” he asked. The walls were opaque, which seemed to preclude any such observation.

      “Indeed,” Ra said, sweeping her arms out in an encompassing gesture. The walls faded to transparency, and they were suddenly standing in space. “Watch, and I will show you.”

      Trevor spun in a slow circle, marveling at what he was seeing. There was the moon, larger than it could have been anywhere on earth. The sun hung in the distance, impossibly bright, since there was no atmosphere to mute its brilliance. It was as if the Ark had linked to a satellite, and he was observing a holographic representation of whatever that satellite saw. Maybe it had. Maybe the Black Knight satellites were more than just a conspiracy theory.

      “This is incredible,” he whispered, truly awed in a way none of the rest of the Ark had been able to provoke. This place made the Kepler program look archaic. Hubble was nothing but an infantile experiment, clear proof of just how far modern science had lagged behind whoever had built this place.

      “You’ve not seen even a fraction of the capabilities the observatory possesses,” Anput said, giving him a warm smile.

      Ra gestured and a holographic sphere appeared in the center of the room; she stretched out delicate fingers, touching various points on the sphere’s surface. The room answered, zooming their perspective until they were much closer to the sun.

      Normally its brilliance would have been blinding, but their transformed eyes made it easier to see. He could make out massive flares all over the sun’s surface, far more numerous than anything in recorded history. At least four looked like they would result in coronal mass ejections sometime in the next several weeks.

      “Jesus,” he muttered, taking a step closer to the sun. “Four at once. We’ve never even conceived of that kind of solar violence. It’s a wonder the world is surviving at all. How does that not overwhelm our magnetosphere?”

      “Your words are strange, but I have tasted of several scientists,” Ra said, joining him near the edge closest to the sun. “What you refer to as the magnetosphere, we referred to as the shroud. It protects this world from the fury of the sun, but it is limited and easily depleted. The violence you see now is a tiny precursor to what this world will experience over the next dozen centuries.”

      “How will we survive?” Trevor asked. He knew far more than most about helio-seismology. There was no way the world could make it through that kind of prolonged exposure. “All life will be wiped out. Not even plants will survive.”

      “That would be the case, were it not for the Arks,” Ra said, resting a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see her standing closer than she had before. He was acutely aware of her scent, clean and intoxicating. “The network is controlled by the Nexus, which you passed to reach us here in the Cradle. Each Ark drains a portion of the solar storms, using that energy to cleanse the shroud. In short, life exists on our world because the Arks regulate our atmosphere.”

      Trevor wasn’t sure how to respond. The implications sent his entire world spinning. If the solar storms were cyclic, then only the creation of these Arks had kept the cycle of life moving. This explained the previous mass extinctions. The dinosaurs hadn’t been wiped out by a meteor. They’d likely been killed by the sun.

      “How does humanity survive?” Trevor asked. “There’s no way they could live on the surface, not if things get as bad as what you’re describing.”

      “You are an astute one,” Ra said, beaming a brilliant smile. For once the razored teeth didn’t bother him. “Humanity flees to the underworld. They take shelter in the bowels of the earth, waiting out the worst of the solar storms. Those storms will not be upon us for decades, but if humanity is not guided to safety by then, they will be annihilated.”

      Ra turned to face Anput, folding her arms across her chest. “Have you learned anything further about the burst of light?”

      “No, mighty Ra,” Anput said, dropping her head in apparent shame. “We have no idea what caused it. Something seized control of the Ark’s systems, and not even Horus understands how or why. He does not believe Ka was involved, as the creature would have left some sign of its passage.”

      “You’re talking about three pulses of blinding white light that fired up into the sky?” Trevor asked, with a sinking feeling.

      “Just so,” Ra said, shifting her attention to him. “You know of them?”

      “A little,” he admitted, combing his fingers through his goatee. “We experienced the same thing at the Ark of the Redwood. An entity we met in the Nexus, while pursuing Steve and Irakesh, claims the pulses were sent either by the Builders, or possibly something it referred to as their progeny. Can you show me the direction the pulses were fired in?”

      “Of course,” Ra said, closing her eyes for a moment. The perspective changed, showing a trio of pulses blasting into space from Northern Africa. It followed them into space, drawing a line in the direction they were fired.

      “That path looks familiar,” Trevor said, biting his lip. “I could be completely wrong, but they’re aimed in the rough direction of a habitable planet my people recently discovered. We call it Kepler 425B.”

      Trevor would have continued, but metal cracked on stone as something large approached up the stairway they’d taken to reach the room.

      “Mighty Ra,” Wepwawet’s towering form growled as he ducked into the room. “We are invaded. Isis has breached the light bridge with a small pack. Horus has gone to delay her.”
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      “Are you ready?” Blair asked, stepping onto the light bridge.

      “Ready,” Liz said, stepping up to join him. Her gaze was hard. Resolved. She’d come a long way from the timid doctor back in Peru.

      “Before we depart I must offer one last warning,” Isis said, stepping onto the disk. “When we arrive, whoever Ra has left in control will sense us immediately. It is my hope she will be willing to parlay, but we must assume they will respond with all the force they can muster. I will handle the greatest part of those enemies, giving you the time to reach the central chamber. From there you must light walk to Olympus.”

      “Yeah, I’m still a little unclear about that,” Blair said, shaking his head. “What happens when we arrive? You’re known to these Olympian gods, but they aren’t going to respect us.”

      “True, but you are resourceful,” Isis said, her features tightening. “I trust you to learn what we must know: whether the way to the underworld is open. If so, you must convince them to allow us passage. If not, you must find out why. Remember they will see you as standing higher than they. We are the true gods, they are merely sorcerers. They lack the virus, and are far weaker. Even an old god will think twice about attacking you.”

      “Why don’t you go with us? If we’re going to light walk I can grab you on the way out,” Blair offered. He didn’t like the idea of separating from Isis. They were dealing with incredibly ancient gods, and while he and Liz fought well as a team he doubted their ability to overcome gods who’d spent millennia learning to fight.

      “Would that I could,” Isis said, giving a sigh. She turned to Liz. “Keep him safe. I will join you when I can, but until then I must slow Ra’s march, first to Olympus and then to the First Ark, should it come to that.”

      “How will you do that?” Liz asked, folding her arms underneath her breasts. “You’re strong, but you’re only one against many.”

      “True,” Isis said, giving an encouraging smile. “But I will not be alone when I face Ra and her forces. I will turn one of her most potent weapons against her, a creature that devours entire armies. The Sand Kraken will not be enough to stop her, but it will force her to deal with it, or risk losing her army.”

      “And you can just control this thing?” Liz asked, more than a little dubiously.

      “Of course,” Isis said, blinking once. “I tamed it to begin with.”

      “You’ve made some really frightening things, Isis,” Blair said, heaving a sigh. “I don’t like anything about this plan, but I guess we don’t have a lot of choice. If we’re going to do this, then let’s do this.”

      “Begin,” Isis commanded. Blair met Liz’s gaze. She gave a tight nod, squaring her shoulders.

      He concentrated, willing the Nexus to activate the light bridge. There was a moment’s hesitation, then brilliant light exploded around them. A moment later they stood on an identical bridge, though the room itself was different. The hieroglyphs here were much more numerous, and clearly created by a different hand.

      Blair gawked openly at them. Egyptology had always been a passion, but his training in anthropology had carried him across the world. He’d worked with Mayan, Cambodian, Indian, and Welsh writing. He knew their stylistic differences, which was why he was so positive he was looking at the precursor to both the Sumerian and Egyptian languages. This room held proof that not only were the two cultures linked, but they had a common parent culture.

      “Blair, focus,” Isis’s voice cracked. She’d already moved from the light bridge, shifting as she did. In the blink of an eye she was ten feet of silver-furred muscle. “Liz, I’m going to teach you a new ability. You can use the shadows to cloak those around you for short period of time. That should keep you safe until we know how we’ll be received.”

      “I’d say it’s too late for that, Mother,” came a wry voice from the doorway. Shadows rippled, revealing a man of average height with a pair of golden spectacles. Well muscled with bronzed skin and a hawk-like nose, he somehow managed to look like a scholar.

      “Horus,” Isis said, stretching out a hand towards the newcomer. Her voice was thick with emotion, and Blair saw tears in her eyes. “You survived the gulf of time. I was sick with worry.”

      “Worried that Ra would leave me to wither and perish?” Horus asked, taking a step into the room. He extended both hands, and his golden bracelets melted and flowed into his hands. A moment later he held twin weapons like large pickaxes, but with three blades each. They resembled the enormous talons of some bird.

      “I don’t claim to know her mind,” Isis said, assuming a defensive stance. A look of infinite sadness passed over her face. She turned her head slightly toward Liz, but kept her eyes on Horus. “Draw Blair to your chest, then summon the shadows. Your beast will show you how. Be aware that the ability is taxing, so use it only as long as you must to reach the central chamber. I will tend to my son, with violence if necessary.”

      Horus blurred toward Liz, burying one of those massive talons in her gut. He flung her into the wall with bone shattering force, blood splattering his face. Blair saw red, shifting unconsciously even as he took his first step toward the strange deity.

      “No,” Isis snapped in Blair’s direction. “Tend to Liz. Get her to the central chamber. This fight is beyond you.”

      Blair restrained himself, blurring to Liz’s side. She’d already begun to heal, but he helped her to her feet anyway.

      “He hits like a Mack truck,” she grunted, spitting out a little blood.

      “Get in my shadow, you can heal on the way,” Blair said, watching Horus. The god stared cruelly at Isis, as the pair circled each other.

      Liz flowed into inky tendrils of smoke, her body disappearing as she slid into his shadow. It no longer bothered him as it once had. If anything, it was reassuring. If they ran afoul of another god, maybe Liz could surprise him.

      Blair blurred, as fast and hard as he could. He whipped past Horus, ducking under the casual swipe the god launched with one of his talons. Blair rolled out of the room, bounding off a wall as he blurred up the corridor. He knew the layout of this place intimately, having spent time in the Ark first in Peru, then later in San Francisco.

      Blair continued up corridors, blurring past several slow-moving figures. From their garb he took them for servants, slow and nearly mindless deathless he didn’t bother to dispatch. It was possible they could report to their masters, but he was hoping by the time they did he’d have activated the light bridge and carried Liz to safety.

      Or potential safety anyway. He still had no idea what to expect at Olympus. The idea that it wasn’t a mountain was exceedingly strange, and he found himself wondering again just what the place that had spawned so much legend was like.

      Focus, Ka-Dun. You must tend to your surroundings, or you risk being ambushed by your enemies. The learning of secrets is laudable, but we’ve other prey this night.

      Blair sighed, redoubling his pace as he leapt up a stairway in a single bound. The beast was right, but it still annoyed him to no end.

      At long last Blair blurred up a familiar hallway, slowing as he approached the doorway. Faint light shone from within, and his breath caught as he started down the ramp into the central chamber. The place was markedly different from either of the other Arks he’d encountered. For starters, the walls glistened with golden hieroglyphs, but it went far beyond that.

      Thick, plush carpet of the deepest scarlet led in a narrow path down the ramp to the base of a small set of stairs. The stairs led up to a throne that had its back set against the central obelisk, itself towering over both the throne and the rest of the room.

      “You must be the Ka-Dun Irakesh warned us to expect,” came a warm feminine voice. A figure melted from the shadows, coalescing into a pretty woman with dark hair bound in hundreds of tiny braids. She gave him a too-white smile, split by a pair of fangs. “Have you come to seize control of the Ark then, little wolf? A bold move, Ka-Dun.”

      She seemed friendly enough, but he knew she was likely lulling him into complacency. He’d have to deal with her if he expected to use the light bridge. That would take concentration for at least several seconds, and he doubted she’d allow him that time.

      “You know who I am,” Blair rumbled, circling the room to keep distance between them as he approached the central obelisk. “Do you have a name?”

      “I am called Anput. As I understand it some legends of me survive, though they mistakenly think me some meek little servant of my husband,” she said, taking several unhurried steps in Blair’s direction. The movement kept her close to the obelisk.

      “Your husband?” Blair blinked, recognizing her name. “You’re married to Anubis?”

      “I see you’re familiar with the imaginative tales of our exploits,” Anput said, giving a soft, feminine laugh.

      “Maybe more so than anyone else in this age,” Blair said, taking another cautious step toward the central obelisk. “I’m an anthropologist. I study the past, particularly legends of your age.”

      “Marvelous,” Anput said, sauntering closer still. She had an athletic build, and from the graceful way she moved Blair was certain she was a fighter. “I’ll be sure to visit your cell. We can talk often of these legends as we await Ra’s return.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to work out,” Blair rumbled, only a few steps from the stairs leading up to the throne.

      “And what makes you think you can stop me from imprisoning you, little wolf?” Anput asked, delivering a truly alarming smile that made clear just who was the predator here.

      “Because I didn’t come alone,” Blair grinned, ready for Liz to make her move.

      “Neither did she,” rumbled a voice from behind Blair.

      He turned to see the stuff of nightmares. The black-furred Jackal must be Anubis. The grey-furred wolf could be none other than Wepwawet, the stench of decay making Blair gag. Yet it was the woman behind them who turned his bowels to water.

      A fiery-haired woman with toxic green eyes stalked past the others, her gaze seizing Blair like a wayward mother scooping up a toddler.
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      Mark closed the door to his tiny room, listening for several tense moments to ensure no one was lurking outside. He’d spent the last two hours in the makeshift ops center Osiris had constructed here, ostensibly so he could learn the ropes enough to be placed in command.

      Osiris seemed to place a great deal of trust in him, and had given him leave to handpick his command staff from anyone in Syracuse. It was all a little too neat, and he sensed there was more at play here.

      Mark straightened his tie, then concentrated as Elle had instructed him. He’d practiced using the ability to move across the room, but he’d yet to try something as audacious as teleporting the three hundred yards to the surface.

      He could end up in the middle of a wall, or back in ops. Elle claimed the risk was low, but any risk was more than he liked.

      A wellspring of energy flowed up inside him, bubbling to the surface and begging to be harnessed. Mark guided that energy as he’d done previously, visualizing his destination. He picked a small stand of oaks just beyond the fence ringing the compound.

      There was a sharp pop, then he was elsewhere. He blinked several times, eyes rapidly adjusting to the reduction in light. It was a cloudy night with no moon, which meant the area was dark as pitch. The complex had no external lighting, which he’d have ordered if they hadn’t already been doing it. No sense letting enemies know anything of note existed here.

      Mark surveyed the nondescript warehouse, with cracked paint and dirty windows. The place looked like it hadn’t been used in years. Perfect camouflage.

      He turned on his heel, trotting into the darkness. Mark’s newfound powers ensured that he made no noise, and he found himself enjoying his rapid dash through the shadows. He had to be clocking at least twenty miles an hour, and it didn’t tax him in the slightest.

      “You came,” a voice came from his right, and he nearly yanked the pistol from his jacket before he realized it was Elle. She materialized from the shadows near him, playful smile visible despite the limited light. “Follow me. It’s not far. They’re waiting.”

      Mark fell into an easy trot behind her, loping through the wet grass as they climbed a gentle slope. Elle leapt over a chain-link fence, moving silently onto a residential street. Mark followed, carefully noting their path in case he needed to flee back the way they came.

      Long minutes later, they arrived in front of a two-story brick house with boarded-up windows. Elle rapped twice at the door, which opened immediately to reveal a scowling man with thick black eyebrows. He ushered them inside wordlessly, scowl deepening as he took in Mark.

      “Rest are downstairs. Bring the whelp, and be quiet about it,” he rumbled, closing the door and turning to peer through the peephole.

      Mark’s doubts grew louder. If their sentry was trying to keep watch through a peephole maybe these people weren’t as impressive as Elle had made them out to be.

      “Come on,” Elle said quietly, tugging at his trench coat. She led him to a narrow white door, which revealed steep stairs that descended into darkness. She started down, so he followed.

      They arrived in a spacious basement that was clearly the reason this house had been chosen. It had been cleared, and now held a half-dozen hastily erected card tables with mismatched computers. Several were in use, though the people using them were now staring fixedly at Mark.

      “So you managed to lure the progeny out of Osiris’s lair,” a gravelly voice rumbled from the back of the room. A man with thinning grey hair rose from one of the tables, clutching at a simple black cane. “Welcome, Director Phillips. We are pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “You know my name,” Mark said, licking his lips. “How about you share yours?”

      “Very well,” the man said, delivering a cold smile as he clicked across the concrete to stand next to Mark. He offered his free hand, which shook with age. “You may call me Acula. Dr. Acula.”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Mark said, raising an eyebrow.

      “I told you it was terrible,” Elle muttered, mostly under her breath.

      The man let his hand fall, giving an apologetic smile. “I thought that if I must use an alias, I might as well chose an amusing one. We can’t be too careful, until we’re sure where your loyalties lie.”

      “They aren’t with Osiris, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Mark said, folding his arms. He surveyed the room with a critical eye. “Not with you, either, if this is the best you have to offer. I don’t know what your plans are, but I can tell you they’re going to fail. Osiris is a professional. You lot are amateurs.”

      “A sadly accurate assessment, I’m afraid,” Acula said, frowning. He gestured at Elle with the hand Mark had refused. “Elle is one of our best—promising, but young. We lack resources, and are faced with an impossible task. We have to stop Osiris, before he destroys the world.”

      “I’d say you’re a little late for that,” Mark shot back, considering whether to start back up the stairs. He decided not to. Yet. “What’s your real name, and who are you people?”

      “Grandfather, tell him,” Elle said, tone sharp. “He’s going to leave if you don’t offer him a reason not to.”

      “All right,” the man said, adopting a shrewd look. “My name is Alaunus. Like you I was sired by Osiris, though my rebirth came a very, very long time ago. I served the man unquestioningly for centuries, until the world changed. When the sun robbed us of our powers, Osiris became a different man. Like the rest of us, he was forced to scavenge for power in order to survive, draining other gods and artifacts of their precious strength.

      “Somewhere along the way madness began to grow,” Alaunus continued, sadness sliding over his features. Mark wasn’t sure whether it was feigned or not. “Perhaps it was jealously of his brother, or perhaps he’s simply lived too long. Regardless, Osiris concocted a plan to wipe out all life on this planet.”

      “So you and the Brady Bunch here decided you were going to stop him?” Mark snorted. “Where do I fit into this grand plan?”

      “Osiris hasn’t sired progeny since the last age,” Elle said, resting a hand on Mark’s. “You’re his right hand. If you could feed us information, then maybe we can stop whatever he has planned.”

      Mark was silent for a long moment. Something didn’t add up. If Osiris had to scavenge power in order to survive, what had this Alaunus needed to do?  “I’ll think about it. Give me a few days.”

      Alaunus and Elle shared a very alarming look, and Mark sensed movement behind him.

      “Now that you know of our existence we can’t let you leave,” Alaunus said, straightening. All hint of the weak old man vanished. “I’m sure you understand.”
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      Isis stalked the shadows, prowling the edge of the room as she sought some sign of Horus. It was a delicate game she played. If she didn’t offer some sign of herself, then her son would likely assume she’d fled. If that happened, he’d head straight for the central chamber, very likely stopping Blair and Liz from light walking to Olympus. So she had to give him a sign.

      “I am still proud of you, my son,” Isis said, moving slowly through the shadows. “You have accomplished much, both in the last age and already in this one. Getting Sekhmet to carry you forward to the present is no mean feat, and it suggests she relies on your counsel. It gladdens me that you are a check on her rash behavior.”

      “Your opinion means little, Mother,” Horus snapped. The voice came from the far side of the room. “You abandoned us. Abandoned me. You should be the voice checking Ra’s violent nature. You should be guiding her and Father to a wiser course. Yet instead you fled to another continent and set up your own empire. You deserted us, and everything fell apart. Hypocrite.”

      It stung more than she’d expected, perhaps because she knew he was right. Isis could have stayed, could have argued longer and more loudly against the actions of Sekhmet, then later Osiris. Yet she hadn’t. She’d taken the easy route, giving up here and starting over.

      “I apologize, Horus. You are not wrong,” she admitted, taking a cautious step from the shadows. Isis lowered her defenses, waiting. “If you wish to kill me I will not stop you. Come. Vent your fury.”

      It was a calculated risk. She didn’t truly believe her own son would kill her, but the truth was she barely knew the god he’d grown into. There was every chance Horus would end her life now. Yet Horus was her own offspring. She could not kill him, could not even harm him.

      Long moments passed. Horus neither showed himself nor spoke. “Horus? My son, say something. I cannot bear this silence.”

      Nothing. Isis felt a moment of deep terror. Horus had tricked her. Even now he made for the central chamber; that had to be it. Isis blurred, leaping off walls and around corners as she desperately sought to reach the central chamber before her son.

      Faster and faster she moved, at last skidding into the shadows just outside the doorway to the central chamber.  Blair had reached it, but he wasn’t alone. He knelt at the base of the stairs leading up to the First Throne, the one Isis had commissioned so many millennia ago to celebrate her near-sister’s rule.

      The woman had changed little, her face proud as she stared imperiously down at the Ka-Dun. Rendering judgement, as always. Her court was scattered about the room, some of more concern than others. Anput would flee. Anubis would fight, as would Wepwawet. Horus was no doubt lurking in the shadows as well. She couldn’t fight them all.

      “Sekhmet,” Isis boomed, striding into the chamber. She shifted back, flowing into human form by the third step. Her pace didn’t slacken, and she ignored the others as she passed them. Her attention was reserved for her near-sister. “I call for parlay. What say you?”

      Sekhmet, or Ra, as she styled herself, looked up in shock. Her eyes widened, and her mouth worked silently as she stared down at Isis. Isis merely waited, folding her arms across her breasts as she waited for Sekhmet to regain her composure.

      “You send your pack to invade my Ark, not once, but twice. Then you have the temerity to ask for parlay?” Sekhmet said, leaning forward on her throne. She speared Isis with her gaze, and Isis knew a moment of terror. She quickly suppressed it. “Why shouldn’t I slay you and your impudent pack? I already posses the key to your Ark, as you are no doubt aware.”

      “I have asked for parlay out of remembrance of the friendship we once shared. I honor the woman you used to be,” Isis said, resisting the urge to shift. She extended her right hand, summoning the Primary Access Key. It flowed into her hand, strength welling up within her as it manifested. “I will say this but once. Accept parlay, or I will show you bloodshed the likes of which not even you have seen. You are a peerless warrior, Sekhmet. Yet you know I am the world’s foremost shaper. Do you really wish to see what I can do? Your key to my Ark is meaningless. I can use the Primary Access Key to take yours from you right here and now.”

      Gasps rustled through the room like a hot breeze. The tension thickened as Sekhmet’s court prepared themselves for battle. Younger members, like Irakesh, wore their confidence like armor. The older and wiser, like Anubis, grimly prepared for death. They’d heard legends of the weapon she held.

      “Very well,” Sekhmet finally said. She rose to her feet, descending the steps gracefully. “I grant your parlay, in remembrance of the woman you used to be.” Sekhmet stopped before her, resting one hand on each of Isis’s shoulders. She leaned forward, kissing one cheek, then the other.

      Isis tensed, but there was no subterfuge here. That pleased her, as it showed that some part of her friend remained inside the cold, undead shell.

      “The rest of you, leave us,” Sekhmet said, waving a hand dismissively.

      “What of the Ka-Dun?” Anubis rumbled, taking a threatening step toward Blair.

      A golden sword materialized from the shadows, its blade pressed against the Jackal’s neck. Liz leaned in close, growling loudly enough for the room to hear. “How about we leave him be, ’kay?”

      Sekhmet laughed, turning back to Isis. “Your latest daughter has spirit. I like her. Anubis, Isis and her pack are now under the aegis of parlay. They have full guest rights. Trevor, step forward.”

      Isis turned toward a figure she hadn’t noticed, perhaps because he’d been cloaked in shadow. The flame-haired youth walked guiltily into the light, refusing to meet his sister’s gaze.

      “Yes, mighty Ra?” he asked.

      “Escort the Ka-Ken and her Ka-Dun to your quarters. They may rest there until the parlay is concluded,” she ordered, turning back to Isis once more. “Now, near-sister, let us speak.”
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      Liz eyed Trevor sidelong as he led them through the Ark, letting the silence linger until they entered the room that must belong to him. It was well decorated, though it didn’t match her brother at all. Of course, neither did the strange flowing white clothing he wore, or the sword that now rode at his hip.

      “You’ve changed a lot. It’s only been a few days. What the fuck happened?” she asked, quietly in case there were other ears about.

      “Uh,” he said, more than a little sheepishly. “I’ve done what I had to in order to blend in.”

      “Mighty Ra?” Blair asked, his tone more than a little accusatory.

      “Listen. I didn’t have a lot of choice. It was either join the enemy camp and do what I can, or spend my time in a cell,” Trevor snapped, eyes flaring green. “That’s assuming they didn’t just kill me outright, which was a very real possibility.”

      “Where is Jordan?” Liz asked, keeping her tone carefully neutral. Trevor had a defensive streak, and if they both ganged up on him they’d get nowhere.

      Trevor avoided her gaze, pausing so long she nearly asked him the question again. He didn’t look up when he finally spoke. “They put a collar on him, and gave me the bracelet that controls it. It’s awful. He’s…basically a slave. They let him roam free, but he can’t shape or change. He answers to me, I guess.”

      Liz, he’s gone native. Or is going native, Blair’s voice echoed in her head. I’m not sure we can trust him anymore.

      “Did you speak up in his defense?” Liz asked, stalking to a chair and dropping into it. She tried to keep her tone level, but knew some accusation had crept in.

      “No,” Trevor said, hanging his head. He paused again, finally looking up at her. He was in anguish. “I can’t, Liz. My position here is tenuous at best. Ra is learning to trust me, and she listens to my advice. I’m in a position to do some good. If I tried to free Jordan it wouldn’t accomplish anything. They won’t let him get away, and it would just weaken my position here.”

      “Trevor, you’re a friend,” Blair said, sitting in the chair next to Liz. He folded his hands in his lap. “I’m not passing judgement, but you have to see how this looks. They’re assimilating you. You look different. You’re acting different. The choices you’re making aren’t in the best interest of our pack, and you know that. If they were, you’d be asking us about escape right now. You’re not. You’re ready to do whatever Ra asks.”

      Trevor recoiled as if struck, but didn’t reply. He looked helplessly at Liz, but all she could do was avoid his gaze.

      “Guys, I am different,” he finally said, sitting on the edge of his bed. “I know we don’t like to talk about it, but I’m deathless. I’m not a champion. Like it or not, these are my people. Maybe that means we’re on opposite sides of a war, but we are different species. If we’re lucky, Isis and Ra will hammer out some sort of agreement. If not, I’ll do everything in my power to help you escape. But I’m staying. I can do some good here. I’m learning so much, growing stronger every day.”

      Liz felt a tear slide free, and wiped it brutally away. She rose restlessly, pacing the spacious chamber. “Do what you think is right, of course.”

      Blair looked askance at her, but she shook her head. She didn’t want him delving Trevor’s mind, coercing him in any way. If Trevor wanted to stay, well, he’d made his choice.

      “You,” Isis snapped, sweeping into the chamber. The comment was directed at Trevor, who rose nervously to his feet. “Out. Find somewhere else to be. Maybe Sekhmet will have space in her bed. Wherever you go, make sure it is out of earshot. If I detect you anywhere near this room I will end your miserable existence.”

      “I get it. I’ll give you guys some space,” he said, giving Liz a nod as he departed. His sandals clacked on the stone, growing distant after a few moments.

      “You’re back already?” Blair asked, rising to his feet and peering down the hallway after Trevor. He returned a moment later.

      “The parlay was short. Sekhmet permitted a mindshare, providing I allowed certain safeguards. We communicated much in a short time,” Isis said, looking more than a little distracted. If she’d been a cat her tail would have been twitching.

      “So what happened?” Liz asked, listening to see if Trevor had remained. She seriously doubted it, as he hated eavesdropping. But who knew how much he’d changed?

      “I explained to Sekhmet what I knew of the Nexus. She was as alarmed as I that the conduit had been severed,” Isis explained, mouth going sour. “That was the end of our agreement. She, too, believes Osiris may be responsible. She wishes to marshal her armies and march immediately for Olympus, to recruit the gods there to wage war. I counseled caution. We do not know for certain Osiris is behind this, and even if he is we know nothing about his motives.”

      Isis shattered a porcelain vase with her fist, eyes flaring silver. “She called me a besotted fool. She thinks me unable to act, because of my feelings for Osiris. That led to a quarrel, and it did not end well. She suggested we continue in the morning, but I know her well enough to know that will accomplish nothing.”

      “Isis,” Blair asked cautiously. “Why do you call her Sekhmet when everyone else addresses her as Ra?”

      “It is a long tale, but I’ll give it to you in brief,” she said, obviously still agitated. “Sekhmet was part of my tribe, along with Osiris. We came to the Cradle many millennia ago, in pursuit of Set. When we arrived we found that a vast empire already existed here. They were called the Nubians, and they were led by a powerful god who called himself Ra. We didn’t know exactly how old Ra was, but he was thousands of years older than us. He was immensely powerful, but through many struggles we eventually defeated him.

      “Sekhmet adopted his mantle, changing her name and taking the Ark of the Cradle for herself. She set up her empire on the ashes of his, even continuing the same religion,” Isis explained, features contorted in disgust. “I was horrified, and that began the rift between us, though we did not split for many more centuries. I will not address her by Ra’s title, because she has no claim to it.”

      “I see,” Blair said, quietly. “Thank you for explaining.”

      “You’re planning on fleeing, aren’t you?” Liz said, stopping her pacing and settling her attention on Isis’s tiny form.

      “I am,” the goddess said, giving a quick nod. “We will follow through with the original plan. The two of you will light walk to Olympus, where you will contact Hades and learn where he and his brothers stand in all this. I will distract Sekhmet by seizing control of the Sand Kraken.”

      “Okay. I still don’t like the plan, but we’ll do as you ask,” Liz said. She took a deep breath. “What about Jordan? He’s here, and apparently Ra has enslaved him. Can we rescue him?”

      “We cannot risk it,” Isis said, shaking her head. “If we attempt it then Sekhmet will know what we intend. We must move swiftly. The Ka-Dun will have to fend for himself, at least for the time being.”
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      Mark took a single step backward, surveying the vampires encircling him. There were seven, all older and more experienced than he was. He couldn’t fight them, but he could run. Mark drew on the well of energy inside him, pulling up enough strength to teleport to the street outside. It built more swiftly than it had the last time he’d tried it, perhaps because of his desperation. Then the power shattered, evaporating like mist in the dawn.

      “Did you really think it would be that simple?” Alaunus said, gripping the middle of his cane in one hand. He used the other to pull a long, slender blade. “We’d never have shown you the ability if we feared you using it to escape.”

      “How did you stop me?” Mark asked, mostly to play for time.

      “You’re little more than an infant,” Alaunus sneered. He whipped the blade experimentally through the air. “It’s a pity you couldn’t be persuaded to join us.”

      “Grandfather, maybe we could give him another chance,” Elle said, biting her lip. “Asking him to trust us immediately is difficult. He may just need time to see what we’re about.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Alaunus said, shaking his head. His eyes narrowed. “We will not win his loyalty under duress, and if we keep him here to train him, then he’ll never be able to go back. Osiris will know he’s compromised, which would make him useless.”

      Mark considered arguing his case, but knew it was useless. So he attacked, launching a rabbit punch at the old man’s gut. Alaunus flowed out of the way, backhanding Mark with the hand that held the cane. The blow sent Mark rolling into one of the tables, spilling the computer to the ground in a shower of sparks. He expected the others to fall on him, but none moved to do so. Apparently they were allowing Alaunus to execute him.

      “At least I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing your cause is doomed,” Mark said, rising to his feet. He wiped blood from his mouth with the corner of his hand. “Your organization is pathetic, and I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before Osiris wipes you out.”

      “That might be more difficult than you think,” Alaunus replied, a predatory grin splitting his wrinkled face.

      “I doubt it,” came a rich tenor from the shadowed corner near the basement stairs. Dress shoes clicked on the concrete as Osiris stepped into the light, a silvery rapier clutched loosely in one hand. His eyes glowed with emerald power, and his mouth was tight with anger. “Director Phillips is right, Alaunus. Your organization is pathetic.”

      “How did you find us?” Alaunus asked, backpedaling toward the opposite wall as he glanced around the room in panic.

      “Why do you think I finally sired progeny after waiting centuries?” Osiris said, taking another step into the room. His stance was fluid, somewhere between a dancer and a soldier. “I created Mark so my enemies would see the opportunity, and attempt to turn him to their cause. I knew your group existed, though I confess I had no idea who was leading it. How did you survive, Alaunus? What did it cost you?”

      “You used me,” Mark snapped, stalking over to Osiris. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

      “Think it through, Director,” Osiris replied, his gaze never leaving Alaunus. “I had no way of ensuring your loyalty. For all I knew you could have chosen to join Alaunus, and I’d have had to wipe you out too. I’m pleased it didn’t come to that, but keeping you ignorant both allowed me to test you and guaranteed you’d give this lot a convincing performance.”

      “Grandfather, what does he mean about you surviving?” Elle asked, gaze shifting between Osiris and Alaunus. Mark stifled his anger, taking a step closer to Osiris.

      “Yes, grandfather, why don’t you tell her who you really are? How you survived into this age?” Osiris said, slowly circling the tables to a more open section of the basement. Mark followed, keeping Osiris between himself and the others.

      “A necessary fiction, Elle,” Alaunus said, glancing at her briefly. “I am much older than I pretended. I walked the earth during the last ice age, when Ark Lords like Osiris ruled us. I was one of the first progeny—”

      Osiris blurred, his sword carving a line of light in the air as he separated a woman’s head from her body. He glided through their ranks, carving like a butcher. The vampires scattered, some wearing a look of concentration. Alaunus was one of them. He eyes narrowed, and he gritted his teeth as Osiris carved through his compatriots. There was a sharp swelling of shadow around him, and then he was gone.

      “Blast it,” Osiris snarled, dispatching another vampire. Only Elle remained now. He turned his attention on her, then to Mark. “Can she be trusted?”

      “I don’t know,” Mark said, eyeing Elle critically. “I think so, but I can’t guarantee it.”

      “What do you have to say for yourself, girl?” Osiris demanded.

      Elle merely stood there, eyes wide as she surveyed the room full of bodies. “He abandoned us. I can’t believe he just left.”

      “Elle,” Mark snapped. That finally drew her attention. She looked at him, then paled when she turned her gaze on Osiris.

      “If I let you live, what will you do?” Osiris said, taking a threatening step forward.

      “I’ll flee,” she said in a small voice. “I won’t oppose you again. How can I? You’ve wiped us out, and Grandfather deserted us.”

      “Good,” Osiris said, giving a quiet nod. “Know this: I am not the monster he painted me to be. Leave here in safety, and try to find a place where you can weather the coming storm. I’d make it far from England, the further the better.”

      Elle gave a grateful smile, then swirled into the shadows as Alaunus had done.

      Mark was silent for a long moment before leaving. “Why did you let her live?”

      “Because I truly believe she’s innocent in this. Alaunus manipulated this entire nest, convincing them I was the true threat,” Osiris said, flicking the blood from his sword. He withdrew a white handkerchief from the breast pocket of his suit, wiping down the blade.

      “You let Alaunus go, didn’t you?” Mark asked. If Alaunus could block him from teleporting, then it stood to reason Osiris could have done the same.

      “I did,” Osiris said, eyeing Mark thoughtfully.

      “Why?”

      “Because he will report back to his true master, Set,” Osiris explained, resting the tip of his sword against the concrete. “He will tell Set he overpowered my shield, which may lead Set to believe me weaker than I am. Set will also assume that I believe I’ve purged my organization of spies. I haven’t, but it is best he not know that.”

      “So what happens now?” Mark asked.

      “We ready ourselves for war.”
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      Liz gasped as the shadows flowed around Blair, pulling him closer. They were colder than she’d expected, numbing her skin as they washed over her fur.

      “Well done, Ka-Ken,” Isis whispered from a neighboring shadow. “As I said, it will be taxing, but you can bring your Ka-Dun to the central obelisk undetected. From there you can light walk to Olympus.”

      “Won’t the Ark be locked?” Blair asked, his voice curiously disembodied.

      “I will unlock the Ark’s defenses. Sekhmet will sense that immediately, and send minions to deal with me. She may even face me herself,” Isis explained. Her voice was moving closer to the door. Liz trailed after. “Use that distraction to escape. Light walking will only take a moment. By the time she feels you it will be too late. But be swift, or risk losing the shadows before you arrive.”

      “We’re going,” Liz-wolf rumbled. She quickened her pace, sprinting up the corridor. Carrying Blair was taxing, and more than just physically. It drained her energy, the reservoir she’d been building over the last several weeks. So many nights basking under the moon, and all of it would soon be gone if she wasn’t swift enough.

      They crossed a familiar maze of corridors, passing silently by undead servants until they reached the central chamber. The room was dim, only the faint glow of the obelisks providing illumination. The throne was empty, its vast black expanse still somehow threatening. There was no movement in the room, not even the stirring of air. It appeared the place was deserted.

      “Okay, do your stuff,” Liz whispered, releasing Blair. He slid from the shadows, stumbling forward until he caught himself.

      “On it,” he said, weaving like a drunken sailor as he made his way up the steps toward the central obelisk. He stood on the throne, reaching above it to touch the obelisk.

      “You seek to depart already? Was our hospitality not to your liking?” a feminine voice said. A moment later Anput emerged from the shadows at the base of the throne, her wicked smile revealing a pair of fangs as she swayed her way up the stairs toward Blair.

      Liz disliked her immediately. She’d known other women like her, the kind that drew every male eye in the room. They knew it, too. Used it to get whatever they wanted. She felt a low growl growing in her chest, but stifled it. Anput didn’t know she was here. Yet.

      “And you’re here to stop me?” Blair said, turning to face her. His hackles rose, and he bared his teeth. Liz would never have a better chance.

      She darted forward, ramming her claws through the small of Anput’s back, while savaging the tiny woman’s neck with her fangs. Cold, brackish blood showered the marble, but a moment later the god melted into tendrils of dark smoke. She flowed into the shadows and was gone. Liz did the same, nostrils twitching as she hunted for a scent.

      Careful, Ka-Ken. This is no mere deathless. You face one of Osiris’s get. They are more cunning, more subtle than those you have faced.

      “Keep her off me,” Blair said, turning back to the obelisk. He planted a hand against it, closing his eyes in concentration. Liz didn’t know how long he needed, but she knew Anput would strike before he completed whatever he was about.

      “Wait,” came a melodic voice. Tendrils of smoke began flowing together, until a figure stood next to Blair. She wasn’t more than a few feet away, but hadn’t made a threatening gesture yet.

      Liz didn’t wait. She charged, bursting from the shadows in a whirl of fangs and claws. Anput vanished, her voice suddenly behind Liz. “Please. You’re accessing the light bridge. To do that you need an access key. The only way your key would be recognized is if someone had first disabled the Ark’s defenses. That can only be done with a Primary Access Key.”

      Blair didn’t stop, and Liz could feel energy gathering around him.

      “I can help you deal with the gods of Olympus,” Anput burst out.

      Blair paused, opening his eyes and staring at Anput. “What makes you think we’re going there?”

      “Neither Isis nor Ra would be foolish enough to march on the First Ark without first knowing the fate of Olympus,” Anput said, relaxing. “It makes sense that she’d send an emissary.”

      “What can you tell us of Olympus?” Liz asked, neither confirming nor denying Anput’s assumption.

      “During our age, Olympus was one of the few strongholds to maintain independence from Ra,” Anput explained. She peered at the shadows near Liz, as if searching. “Zeus was their leader, but it is Hades that Ra will seek. He was given charge of the underworld, which meant he was the only member of their pantheon with direct access to the Well. He will know why the conduit has been severed. He may even be the one who severed it.”

      It matches the little Isis has told us. Blair’s thoughts echoed in Liz’s head again.

      “I realize you have little trust for me, but please listen,” Anput said, straightening. She raised her hands, palms facing them. “I have nothing to gain in battling you. At best, I kill or subdue you. What then? I gain little prestige from defending Ra’s Ark. If I let you go, then I gain favor with Isis. That will very much please my father.”

      “Your father?” Liz rumbled. She knew she was cloaked in the shadows, but she moved after speaking anyway. It couldn’t hurt.

      “Osiris,” Blair interjected, taking a step closer to Anput. “The husband of Isis. It sounds like you have a complicated family history. You want to score points with Isis? Let us be about our work. We use the light bridge, and then we’re out of your hair.”

      “Done,” Anput said, giving a tight nod that set the beads in her hair to clacking.

      “Just remember, if you attack Blair while he is shaping I’ll scatter your damned entrails all over the Ark,” Liz rumbled. She summoned Excalibur, settling the flat of the blade against Anput’s throat.

      “Where did you get that weapon?” Anput said, gasping in obvious recognition.

      “Does it matter?” Liz said, pressing the blade a little tighter against the woman’s throat. “I have it. Let that be enough.”

      “Yes, it matters,” Anput hissed, eyes narrowing. “That is my father’s blade, bonded to him since time immemorial. He’ll come for it, I assure you. Take care, little pup. My father is not as forgiving as I am.”
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      Isis blurred through the Ark, passing through a seemingly endless array of dark stone corridors. She knew the place intimately, and arrived at the repository within seconds. The giant aquamarine dominating the valley below drew a pained breath from deep within her chest. The first virus had been concocted in a room just like this, so many millennia ago.

      “I knew you’d come, Mother.” Horus’s voice came from behind her, smug and angry all at the same time.

      She turned to face him. Emotion overcame Isis as she stared at her eldest son. It had been countless millennia since last she’d embraced him, but she still remembered his first tottering step. Still remembered how proud and amazed she’d been at the miracle of his birth. She and Osiris had labored for decades to change his physiology enough to have children, and Horus had been the fruit of that labor.

      “We do not have to be at odds, Horus. Step aside. Allow me and my pack to leave,” she rumbled, assuming a defensive stance.

      Horus merely watched her for long moments. His shaved skull still looked odd, as she remembered the thick mane of dark red hair he’d worn in his youth. His bronzed skin was the same, as were the tri-talons he wielded. She still remembered his discovery of the weapons, in the dark corners of Nubia.

      “By invading the Cradle, you have placed us at odds,” Horus snarled, eyes narrowing. He took a threatening step forward. “You agreed to leave these lands forever, to stay on the jungle continent to the south. We’d have left you to it, if you abided by the oath you swore to uphold.”

      “Things have changed, my son,” she said, softly. Isis took a step backwards, trying to appeal to his reason again. “The Well has been disconnected from the Nexus. We do not know who controls the First Ark, but whoever it is threatens us all. It may not be your father, whatever Sekhmet has told you. Even if that is not the case, you must surely have felt the surge of light that was broadcast from this place. Someone sent a signal to the Builders, and we need to learn the cause.”

      Horus cocked his head, considering. Then his gaze hardened once more. “If these things are true, you should have parlayed with Ra, yet instead you are sneaking away. You came for your own reasons, as always. I do not know what your true goal is, but I have sworn to defend this place, and I will do it. Return to your quarters, or I will do as I must.”

      “Oh, Horus,” she sighed, shifting into wolf form. She loomed over him, though she wasn’t foolish enough to believe her height provided much advantage to one with his peerless speed. “Please do not force a confrontation. I do not wish to hurt you.”

      “Hurt me?” Horus laughed. “You think because you can assume this bestial form you frighten me? I battled Set when you and Father were powerless to stop him. I was accorded the mightiest warrior of the final age, as you well know. You are powerful, Mother, but don’t think your sorcerous tricks will avail you here. This will be a test of combat, and you know you will lose such a contest.”

      “I am not the same woman you knew, Horus,” Isis said, the first pangs of anger stirring in her gut. She extended her left hand and commanded the staff to reveal itself. Gold flowed down her forearm, pooling as it extended into the Primary Access Key. “I have spent millennia fighting, since you last knew me. I am a stronger warrior than you or your father. As you are about to learn.”

      Horus leapt skyward, transforming as he did so. Isis blurred, taking a single step backward toward the bronze railing as she readied her defenses. Her son was fast, perhaps the fastest being alive. But he was also predictable. He’d grown too used to surprising his enemies.

      Feathers leapt from his skin, and there was a flash of gold as the tri-talons melded with skin. When the transformation was complete a massive falcon dived at her, six golden talons flexing as they sought flesh. She allowed them to find purchase on her shoulder—perhaps allowed was a generous term. She wasn’t fast enough to stop it, even blurring as she never had.

      The talons dug into her flesh, as Isis shot out her free hand. She seized Horus by his feathered throat, slamming his body into the black marble walkway with as much force as she could muster. Bones broke in an explosion of feathers and blood. Isis did not relent. The fight had just begun, and her only chance was overwhelming force.

      She swung the Primary Access Key down in a tight arc, the weapon humming through the air as it descended towards the falcon’s head. It struck stone as the bird hopped away, shifting back into a man on the third hop. Horus spun, circling her as his eyes narrowed.

      “You’ve grown stronger, it’s true,” he said, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth. His wounds were already healing. “Yet I am faster. Do not think the access key will save you. I will strip that lofty weapon from your corpse, Mother.”

      Isis blinked in surprise. It was in that moment she finally understood the stakes. If she hoped to survive, she’d have to kill her first born. So be it. She concentrated, summoning power from the Ark through her staff. Horus blurred, launching an aerial attack. He came down with both tri-talons extended, and she knew there was no way she could dodge. So she didn’t.

      Again, Isis allowed the weapons to find her flesh. They tore into her shoulders, biting deeply as they sought her heart. She ignored the pain, ignored the greater pain of what she was about to do. Isis summoned still more energy, pulling in as much as she could drink from the Ark. Then she released it in a blinding pulse of blue light. It exploded out from every pore, boiling away everything it touched. Flesh, stone, bronze—it all ceased to exist as the wave passed over it.

      Horus gave a single scream, so like the falcon he’d come to resemble. Then the light finished its work, and he ceased to exist. Isis fell to her knees, sobbing bitterly.

      Your pain is unendurable, Ka-Ken. Yet we have work to be about. We must wake the worm.
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      Jordan slipped on his sunglasses as he emerged into the wall of heat. He’d spent a long time in the gulf, so Cairo’s oppressive sun wasn’t anything new. He still hated it though, and it shocked him that this was supposed to be the cradle of humanity. It was a damnably hot place to have set up the first city. Hot and dusty. His lips were dry and cracked, his skin continuously burning in the blistering sun.

      “Come on. The army is departing soon,” Trevor said, starting towards a line of immense beasts clustered about fifty yards outside the Ark.

      The leathery-skinned creatures looked a great deal like mammoths, but instead of shaggy fur they had something closer to the thick hide of an elephant. They were far, far too large to be that, though. They towered over him; their tusks were easily a dozen feet of dense ivory. Each had a huge brown wicker basket on its back, outfitted with palm fronds for shade. Each basket was large enough to hold maybe eight people, and a rope ladder dangled from the base.

      Jordan started after Trevor, eyeing the sword now belted at the man’s side. It should have looked out of place, but it rode there like an extension of Trevor’s body. That wasn’t the only change, either. Trevor had abandoned his jeans and t-shirt, and now wore the strange flowing white garments favored by most of the gods in Ra’s pantheon. In short, the fucker had gone native.

      Jordan had tried experimenting with the collar the night before, but any attempt to remove it resulted in an electric shock that left him twitching on the ground. He could move of his own accord, but the farther he got from Trevor the more pressure built up in his skull. Anything beyond a few hundred yards, and he developed a splitting migraine. Of course, that might actually be worth it to avoid the stench of elephant dung mixed with rotting flesh.

      Trevor shimmied up the rope, pausing about halfway up. Jordan turned to see what had drawn Trevor’s attention, squinting at the glare even through his sunglasses. “Holy. Fuck.”

      Thousands upon thousands of corpses stood in neat, even rows. They covered the entire plain, from the Ark all the way to the muddy waters of the Nile. If they were anything like a modern army, he’d guess a dozen regiments or more.

      He turned back to the elephant, when a plopping sound came from his right. The beast had just deposited a pile of shit roughly the size of a Subaru near Jordan. Lovely. He held his breath, climbing the rope after Trevor. They’d nearly reached the basket when Trevor stopped and turned again. Jordan followed his gaze, and suddenly understood why Trevor had paused. A dozen massive zombies towered over their smaller brethren. They were misshapen and ugly, not quite human shaped any longer. Their mouths were too large, their eyes too far apart. Their skin was a hodgepodge of colors, as if they’d been made from hundreds of different people all glued together.

      “What the fuck are those?” Jordan muttered, mostly to himself.

      He was surprised when Trevor paused, leaning down the ladder to face him. His eyes were the same muted green as Irakesh’s, his teeth just as horrendous as ever. “They’re called Anakim. You encountered one, though it was a lot smaller. Remember the giant zombie in Panama? Irakesh made it to slow you down. Ra’s been growing these things for a lot longer. Let’s hope Blair and Liz don’t end up having to fight them.”

      Jordan didn’t answer, following as Trevor disappeared into the basket. It was interesting that Trevor was still thinking about Blair and Liz. That surprised him, at least a little. It didn’t change how he felt, though. Right now Trevor might be trying to stay normal, to be loyal to his friends. But Jordan had seen Stockholm syndrome. He’d watched troops gradually assimilate into foreign armies. It was a tactic Mohn had employed often. It might take time, but Trevor’s loyalty would shift to Ra.

      Not that it mattered, really. Even if Trevor was completely loyal to their pack, it was unlikely he’d be able to do anything to help himself, much less Jordan. They were watched constantly, especially by the Jackal. On top of that, Irakesh clearly nursed a singular hatred for Trevor, which meant he and Steve were watching them at all times as well.

      Take heart, Ka-Dun. Time flows on a scale you have yet to comprehend. Even if it takes years, you will have your freedom. The collar mutes your abilities, but it does not stop them entirely. You can shape, and the more you strain at your bonds the stronger you will grow.

      That drew a grim smile from Jordan. He’d simply treat this like working out. The time would come for him to make his move, and when it did he’d be ready. It wouldn’t take years, either. He’d be free before he knew it.
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      “Holy. Shit,” Blair said, jaw dropping open as he gaped up at the sky. A torrent of competing thoughts rushed through his mind, because what he was seeing explained so much of the history of the western world.

      “What the hell is that?” Liz asked, shading her eyes as she stepped up next to Blair along the trail. Each step sent up little puffs of dust, and Blair waved them away absently.

      “That has to be Olympus,” he replied, studying the shimmering city high above. It flickered and danced in the sky, maybe a mile above the stunted hills around them. The fluted columns and heavy marble architecture would have been at home in Rome, though this was clearly beyond anything the ancient Romans had created. Clouds boiled all around the base, shot through with veins of pink, gold, and red. It reminded him of a sunrise, though this particular sunrise was created by the floating city.

      He’d guess there were two or three dozen structures, ranging from temples to a colosseum. There were even houses—well, mansions, actually. If he were a god, this was definitely where he’d want to live. “How the hell is it hovering there?”

      “You’re the shaper; you tell me. It’s like the frigging cloud city from Empire Strikes Back. What was it called? Bespin,” Liz replied, fishing her sunglasses from her pack and sliding them over her eyes. She added a green baseball cap a moment later, tucking her hair through the back in a simple ponytail. “Why does it keep shimmering like that? It’s like a mirage.”

      “I don’t know,” Blair said, shaking his head slowly. He could feel something each time the city shimmered. It would disappear for a split second, and he would feel an absence. When it returned he could feel it, like the sunrise on his face. “A better question is: how are we going to get up there? I’m guessing that’s what Isis meant when she said Olympus.”

      “I thought it was Mount Olympus. Where’s the mountain?” Liz asked.

      “It is,” Blair said, starting up the trail. At the very least they could get to higher ground and get a look around them. A number of monuments had been unearthed and, given what he could see, Blair had a suspicion he knew exactly where they were. “The Greeks claimed their gods lived on Mount Olympus. It’s not even the highest mountain in Greece, but it is a real place. My guess is they created it in remembrance of this place. Their ancestors probably worshiped here.”

      They made their way to the top of the hill, and by that time the sun had plastered their clothing to them in a thick layer of sweat. It was definitely over a hundred degrees. It might have been a hundred and ten.

      “What’s that city?” Liz asked, pointing at a series of ruined buildings below them. None stood more than two stories, but the complex was massive. Far larger than man should have been able to construct before agriculture.

      “That’s Göbekli Tepe,” Blair said, scrambling down the trail as he made his way toward the ruins. He slid down some gravel, catching himself as he made it to even ground. “These are, so far as we know, the oldest human ruins in the world. They’re from about nine thousand BCE, well before man had learned to farm or build permanent settlements. The anthropological community teaches that we were nothing more than hunter-gatherer tribes back then. It was the tail end of the Pleistocene, the last ice age.”

      “Weren’t we cave men back then? Like the Cro-Magnon?” Liz asked, tucking her hat low to block the sun as she scanned the structures.

      “That’s what universities teach, but this place proves that theory wrong,” Blair replied, starting towards a pillar just a few dozen yards ahead. “See these animals? There’s a fox, a cow…that’s probably a raven. There are a couple I don’t recognize that are likely extinct. This kind of iconography shouldn’t have been possible, but clearly it was.”

      “So what do you think happened?” Liz asked, leaning close to examine the pillar.

      “Well, so far as we know, this complex was used for about two thousand years. Then in about seven thousand BCE it was deliberately buried. We don’t know by who, and we haven’t the faintest idea why,” Blair explained, walking slowly around the pillar. “It’s a good thing, though. Otherwise this place would never have survived.”

      “The fact that it sits right beneath a floating city certainly seems suggestive,” Liz said, peering back up at the shimmering city. “I’m not an anthropologist, but it doesn’t seem like the dates line up. From what we understand, the Arks submerged around eleven thousand BCE, right?”

      “I can see where you’re going with this, and you’re right,” Blair said, peering up at the city himself. “If the dating is accurate, this place was built two millennia after the Arks disappeared. If that’s the case, maybe they could still see that city. That would definitely explain why they went through so much effort to build it here. Can you imagine what that place would have looked like to primitive cultures?”

      Be wary Ka-Dun, we are no longer alone, the beast rumbled.

      Blair spun, looking for whatever had alarmed it. A figure stepped from behind one of the buildings, a man with long white hair in dark blue robes. He wore golden slippers completely unsuited to the hot gravel, and leaned heavily on a gnarled wooden stick a little taller than he was. If he’d been wearing a hat he would have given Ian McKellen a run for the part of Gandalf in the Lord of the Rings.

      “You are the first to come here since the sky turned,” the man called in a quavering voice. He started down the path towards Blair, tottering like he might fall at any moment. “Judging by your companion’s hasty departure, I’m guessing you’re either of Isis’s bestial get, or perhaps that of Osiris. Am I correct?”

      Blair realized for the first time that Liz had disappeared. Good on her. She’d probably gotten into position to attack, which very well might save their lives. There was no way this was just some kindly old man. No god they’d run into was benevolent, not even Isis.

      “We’re champions of Isis,” Blair said, shading his eyes as he moved to meet the man. He concentrated for a moment, feeling for the na-kopesh he’d taken from Irakesh when they’d beaten him. The weapon was there, melded with his body and waiting to be called. Blair didn’t really have much idea how to use it, but the sword still gave him comfort. “I’m Ka-Dun Blair. Who are you?”

      “I am known by many names,” the man said, giving a gap-toothed smile. Every part of him looked harmless, except for the steely grey eyes. “You would know me as Hades, I think.”

      Blair blinked a few times, considering the legends he’d heard. Supposedly Hades was bound to the underworld, though clearly that couldn’t be the case if he was standing before them. “Isis sent us to negotiate with you. We’re, uh, emissaries, I guess.”

      “I see,” Hades said. He gestured weakly at a neighboring building that might once have been a temple. “Perhaps we could get out of this hot sun? I enjoy it no more than you do.”

      That was an interesting tidbit. Deathless drew strength from the sun, and they didn’t sweat. Hades had a clear sheen across his brow, and seemed to be genuinely suffering in the heat.

      “Of course,” Blair said, following the elderly man inside the temple. It was a single story adobe building. One corner of the roof had caved in, and whatever drawings had once adorned the walls were long stripped by time.

      Hades stopped in a corner, sitting atop a large rock that had fallen from the roof. He propped his staff beside him, then wiped the sweat from his brow before finally turning his attention back to Blair. “So, you claim Isis sent you. Why did she not come herself?”

      How much do you think I should tell him? Blair thought at Liz. It wasn’t difficult pinpointing her location, just a few feet to his right in the shadow cast by the crumbling wall.

      Well, the Mother did tell us to strike a deal. I guess we should be honest about why we’re here and what we’re after.

      “An interesting trick, that,” Hades said, raising a thick snowy eyebrow. “You can communicate with the Ka-Ken despite not being able to see her. That’s something I haven’t seen before.”

      “Isis sent us to find out what’s happening with the Well,” Blair said, ignoring the god’s comment about his ping ability. “The conduit to the Nexus has been severed, and it is in danger of collapse.”

      “Interesting,” Hades said, folding his arms across his robes and leaning back against the wall. He coughed once, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth before continuing. “And just what does she think I can do about it?”

      “According to Isis, you’re one of only two gods with direct access to the Well,” Blair said. He looked about for a place to sit, but didn’t spot a comfortable perch. Damn, but it was hot. “From what I gather, there’s a portal here leading to a place she calls the underworld.”

      “Do you know what the underworld is, Ka-Dun?” Hades asked, clearly amused.

      “I have our legends to go by, but they’re clearly based on mythology. If there is any truth to them, the underworld is where souls go when bodies die. The Egyptians believed Osiris was the caretaker of the underworld. The Greeks believed you were.”

      “Both are right, after a fashion,” Hades said, rolling one shoulder as he massaged his forearm. “The underworld is the world under ours, hence the name. Spirits don’t go there. As far as I know, there is no such thing as a spirit. I suspect the legends arose from the armies of the dead that both Osiris and I accumulated over the millennia. Before he went mad, that is.”

      “Osiris went mad?” Blair asked, blinking.

      “Indeed,” Hades continued with a nod. “He was once the best of the gods, not just the first, but the most just and most powerful. After the Arks went into hibernation he changed. In a few centuries he grew callous, far more concerned with his own survival than that of his people or of the gods who would one day return. He began a campaign to seize the underworld.

      “I resisted at first. I am not without power, after all. Yet I was doomed from the first. Osiris had direct access to the Well, you see. He could use the First Ark to create endless soldiers. Demons of exquisite power. I was left with my paltry forge, manned by one of my few surviving companions. You’d know him as Vulcan, I think,” Hades explained. He paused, watching Blair. “Or perhaps Hephaestus?”

      “I’m familiar with both names. Vulcan is the Roman god of the forge,” Blair offered. He was less familiar with Roman lore, but he’d studied it for a semester once upon a time. “So you have a forge of some kind, and you were battling Osiris?”

      “Indeed,” Hades continued, immersed in the tale again. “Osiris encroached further and further upon the underworld. From the frozen north to the distant east, he launched a campaign of conquest. My army of the dead was shattered, as were those of every other surviving ruler. In the end my connection to the Well was severed, and I was left to my own devices. This occurred roughly four thousand years ago, and I have been losing strength ever since. That is what has brought me to the wretched state you see before you. Now that the true energy we thrive upon has returned, I am growing in strength, but it will be months before I am hale and able to fight again.”

      “So Osiris conquered the underworld, and you were stranded up here?” Blair asked, trying to digest the information. The idea that early human mythology was rooted in fact still floored him, and he wasn’t sure how close it lay to the truth.

      “He is a treacherous snake, and while I do not know what he intends for this new world, it is clear we will not enjoy it,” Hades said, offering a sigh. “Without the conduit to the Well, I cannot fully return Olympus to this dimension. Those of my brothers who took shelter there are trapped, if they survived at all once the conduit was severed.”

      That gave Blair pause as he considered the ramifications. If Osiris was truly trying to conquer, it made sense. Lock away the Greek gods and cut their power supply. Then your only competition would be the returning Ark Lords.

      Thunder rolled across the sky behind them, ominous and distant. Blair glanced through the hole in the roof, but the sky remained an unbroken blue.
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      Mark felt strange wearing the nylon body suit. It wasn’t at all like the tailored suits he preferred; it was too tight and far less professional. Seeing Osiris wearing a similar one was just as jarring. One of the few things they had in common, other than both being vampires, was their taste in clothing. Osiris had a wardrobe most billionaires would envy.

      “I’ve had basic combat training,” Mark said, shifting his stance as he prepared to launch another grapple. He glided forward, but Osiris flowed around the attack like a cat that didn’t want to be petted.

      “Indeed, but that training was for and against mortals,” Osiris said, tapping Mark on the chest with a finger. “You need to learn to think differently, to anticipate abilities other supernaturals will employ. Try again.”

      Mark did. He rushed forward, ducking lower and aiming a kick at Osiris’s knee. Osiris exploded into mist, solidifying the instant Mark’s blow had passed harmlessly through. He lunged, tapping Mark on the chest again. “Deathless, champions, and vampires all have their respective abilities. Some overlap, some do not. You need to learn each, and learn how to counter them. Again.”

      Mark gritted his teeth, but obligingly launched another attack. This time he sent a right hook at Osiris’s jaw. Osiris vanished, but Mark had expected it. He summoned his energy, willing himself to vanish. Mark reappeared behind Osiris, triumphantly kicking at the back of his knee. His foot passed through…nothing. It was an illusion.

      Osiris reappeared, tapping him on the back this time. “You are still thinking linearly, but that was much better. Let’s take a break.”

      “Are you sure?” Mark said, rolling his shoulder. The motion was instinctive. An old injury that bothered him in life. “I’m happy to keep going.”

      “Training is as much visualization as it is muscle memory,” Osiris explained, walking to the edge of the training mat. “The best way to learn is to study one concept, then master it. Spend time thinking about what we’ve discussed, then we’ll try again tomorrow.”

      “That’s fair,” Mark said, moving to join Osiris. He tugged off his gloves. “I just wish I was progressing faster.”

      “So do I,” Osiris sighed. “But we can’t simulate centuries of training, not in a few days anyway.”

      “The data we accumulated suggested that your kind, our kind I guess, has the ability to ingest memories,” Mark offered. There had to be a reason Osiris hadn’t suggested it, but Mark was too curious not to bring it up.

      “That’s a dark path, Mark,” Osiris said, frowning. “You can ingest the memories of others, but it muddies your personality. Changes you in small ways. I avoid it at all costs, and haven’t done it in centuries. Trust me, it’s a line you don’t want to cross.”

      That took Mark aback. He removed his knee pads, dropping them on the table next to his gloves. Osiris had done the same, and was tugging off his shirt. To Mark’s surprise his chest was littered with scars, dozens of them.

      “Earlier you mentioned going to war. I know you’re waiting for Set to make a move, but I don’t get why. Wouldn’t a preemptive strike make more sense?” Mark asked. He tugged off his own shirt, then shucked off the tight nylon pants. Once he’d added them to the pile, he pulled on his dress shirt.

      “It would, if it were possible,” Osiris said, shaking his head. He expertly tied his tie, a black silk affair that had probably cost as much as most people’s cars. “The Ark is all but impregnable, so we can’t make a move until Set comes out. He won’t do that until he thinks we’re vulnerable.”

      “Ahh,” Mark said. “That’s why you let Alaunus go.”

      “Precisely,” Osiris nodded. “Set will smell blood in the water, and soon he’ll come for us.”
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      “We must seek shelter,” Hades said, rising to his feet as he peered out at the sky.

      “Shelter from what?” Liz asked. She finally emerged from the shadows, still in human form. This god looked harmless enough, but they’d yet to meet someone from the old world who wasn’t both incredibly powerful and cunning beyond measure.

      You learn swiftly, Ka-Ken. This one is the kin of Zeus. It was they who overthrew the titans and laid dominion to these lands. Mortal sorcerers with unlimited ambition.

      “From the coming sunstorm. It will be upon us soon, and this one will be bad. It could last days,” Hades explained. He’d begun limping into the shadows, and for the first time Liz realized something was cleverly hidden there. A stairwell leading down.

      “Blair?” she asked, turning to face him. He looked just as puzzled as she felt. If anyone would know about these sunstorms it would be Trevor, though of course he wasn’t here.

      “Ra is coming here, if Isis is correct,” Blair said, directing the comment to Hades. “If we’re trapped for days, she’ll be on us when we try to leave. Assuming she doesn’t just follow us.”

      “Ahh, I should have known,” Hades replied, giving a low chuckle. He stopped on the top step, turning to face them. “You’ve few choices then. Does Isis seek to stop Osiris in his mad quest for power?”

      “I believe she does,” Liz said. She was certain it was true. From what she understood, Osiris had been Isis’s husband once, but that was millennia ago. Now it seemed like they were enemies, and if they weren’t before, they would be when Isis learned what he’d been doing in the underworld. “If he severed the conduit, then he’s the reason the Nexus is failing. She’ll want to stop him for that reason, at the very least.”

      “Very well,” Hades said, giving a sober nod. “Follow me. I will grant you access to a slipsail. It can carry you swiftly away from here, though in return I must ask a great favor. If you do not dally, you may beat the storm’s arrival, thus evading capture. I would advise that, as Ra is not known to be merciful to prisoners.”

      “What about you?” Blair asked, starting down the stairwell after Hades. “She’s coming here. She’ll be asking a lot of the same questions we are. Aren’t you worried?”

      “About Ra?” Hades asked, scoffing. “Bah, she’ll leave me be. The woman is power-mad, but she’s no fool. She’ll see the threat posed by Osiris, and will want to stop him at all costs. She might even be willing to make peace with Isis to do it.”

      They headed deeper and deeper, Hades  growing visibly tired as their journey continued. The only sound was the dripping of water, so odd below the desert. That, and their muffled footfalls scuffing the stone.

      “We are nearly there,” he said at last, pausing to rest on his staff. “In the next chamber we will find the slipsail dock. Have you ever used a slipsail?”

      “No,” Liz replied, circling Hades to get a look in the chamber beyond. Something silver glittered within.

      “I haven’t either,” Blair admitted, joining her at the entryway to a huge room. It was empty, save for a single ship. That ship was a sleek silver vessel, not more than fifty feet long. The surface was smooth metal, without a single rivet or bolt. It looked like one solid piece of metal, with nothing resembling a sail.

      “You’re just going to give us this?” Liz asked, trying to keep the mistrust from her voice.

      “Your surprise is proper,” Hades said, hobbling into the room. “This is one of the last slipsails in the world. By giving it to you, I am giving aid to Ra’s enemies, which could mean my death.”

      “Then why do it?” Blair asked, folding his arms as he peered suspiciously at Hades. Liz couldn’t blame him. The whole ‘old man bearing gifts’ trope was pretty played out.

      “You saw the city above, yes? Mighty Olympus?” Hades asked, pausing for a wet cough.

      “It’s pretty tough to miss,” Liz said, drily.

      “I currently lack the strength to pilot a slipsail. Only an Ark Lord or a being of incredible strength can do so,” Hades explained, giving them another gap-toothed smile.

      “I see where this is going,” Blair interjected. “We carry you to the city, you let us keep a ship you can’t use.”

      “Precisely. Besides, what happens in the coming days is more important than any bauble, even one so kingly as a slipsail,” Hades said, giving an exaggerated sigh. He approached the vessel, running gnarled fingers along the metal. “If Osiris is not stopped, the world is doomed. His army of demons will swarm the world, and all the gods of my age will be extinguished. Osiris will plant new gods in their place, dark gods bent on conquest. They will reshape this world into a hellish place, one I do not think you or anyone else wishes to see. You may be able to stop that, if I aid you.”

      Liz met Blair’s gaze. He raised an eyebrow. It all seemed a little too easy, but they couldn’t just say no. This could solve their immediate problems.

      “How do we pilot it?” Blair asked. His eyes widened when his fingers brushed the silver metal. Liz sensed more than saw a crackling energy pass between him and the ship. “Never mind.”

      “Ah, I see you begin to grasp the true worth of a slipsail,” Hades said, giving a chuckle as he clapped Blair on the back. He turned to Liz, sharing a warm smile as he explained. “Powerful shapers can bond with such a vessel. In many ways, they become the vessel. It is powered by sun or moon, and will carry you faster than the fastest bird can fly. I’m told you have the like, or had the like before the sun devastated your technology. It is much like one of your airplanes, though far more nimble.”

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, or something like it anyway. There was something off about it, like a gigantic sheet of fabric being ripped. It echoed and reverberated around them, and Liz raised her hands to her ears. “If it will carry us away from whatever that is, then I’m game. How do we board it?”

      Before she’d finished speaking, the silvered surface rippled, pulling Blair inside. Liz stretched out a tentative hand, laying it against the ship. A warm ripple passed over her hand, and the next thing she knew she was being sucked inside. She suppressed the hostile gut reaction.

      Inside was a comfortable chamber that looked a little like the inside of the Arks, save that the stone was white marble instead of black. It lined the walls, forming an inner shell the silvery metal must be bonded to. The decor was spartan, enough for a single person, or maybe a couple to live comfortably.

      The bed dominating the far side was smaller than the one in her chamber, but obviously cut from the same strange black foam. The sight of it reminded Liz how tired she was, but she refused to even think about that.

      Blair stood next to a strange obsidian pillar, with a diamond-shaped console at the top. It resembled the obelisks in an Ark’s central control room, though the glowing gems set into the console had a more advanced feel. Blair had already pressed his hands into two indentations that seemed made for that purpose. His gaze was far away.

      Hades’s wizened form slid through the same spot she’d entered, and he leaned heavily on the nightstand next to the bed.

      “Blair?” she asked, staring about her in wonder.

      “Sorry,” Blair said, blinking as his gaze focused. He turned to face her, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “This thing is amazing. Hades, you’re as good as your word. I can guide us up the shaft above us, and we’ll emerge above ground not far from where we entered.”

      “Excellent,” Hades said, clapping Blair on the shoulder. “Guide us to Olympus. Keep your distance, at least at first. We’ll need to sync with the temporal field in order to gain access.”

      “Temporal field?” Liz asked, more than a little alarmed. “That sounds dangerous.”

      “It’s a trivial thing for an Ark Lord,” Hades said, giving a shrug and an apologetic smile. “Your Ka-Dun should be able to manage the feat. The field is unstable, but predictably so.”

      “Maybe, but what is it, exactly?” Blair asked. His eyes were unfocused. There was a soft rumble, then the ship began to move.

      “The gods of Olympus knew we were weaker than your kind,” Hades admitted, though he looked like he’d swallowed something sour. “In order to survive the vast gulf of time, we needed to cheat. We decided the best way to do that was to slow time. For those trapped in Olympus, millennia would pass as years.”

      “Wow,” Liz said, blinking. “I’ve heard some pretty impressive things from Isis, but that sounds like a massive undertaking.”

      “It was by far Zeus’s most ambitious plan, but he had the full support of the pantheon,” Hades said, eyes growing watery. He paused before continuing. “Sustaining a field that powerful requires immense energy, the kind of energy only the Well could provide. I was asked to stay outside so I might protect the conduit, ensuring the survival of my brethren.”

      “Oh, God,” Liz said, catching herself as the ship lurched with sudden acceleration. “Osiris severed the conduit, and you want to return to see if your people survived.”

      Hades nodded, seemingly unable to find words.

      “We’re clear of the tunnel,” Blair said, voice distant. The front end of the ship flickered, then dissolved. She could see the sky around them, though she couldn’t feel the wind.

      Liz looked up, shocked by how quickly they were approaching the city in the sky. Olympus grew larger, and as it did her heart sank. The buildings were pitted and scarred, with more than one column toppled to the ground.

      There was no sign of movement, not so much as a bird. Olympus was a tomb.
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      Blair guided the ship higher, keeping the prow aimed at the floating city as he circled Olympus. He could feel the wind along the hull, the hot breath of the approaching storm. It was getting closer, though he guessed they still had an hour or two before it arrived.

      “Head for that platform.” Hades’s voice sounded muffled and distant. “Go in slowly. You’ll feel waves of energy washing over the ship. You need to match the slipsail’s modulation perfectly. Your beast can guide you.”

      He is correct, Ka-Dun. Allow me, and I will guide us.

      Blair relaxed his control, allowing the beast to surge through his mind. He studied what it did, feeling the strange pulses of energy from Olympus. They crackled blue as the slipsail entered, buffeting the ship far more than the wind.

      He began to panic as the waves grew rougher, but the beast took action before Blair had to. The slipsail emitted a series of counter waves, a split second before the temporal field. Each wave grew closer to the pulse, until they were in perfect sync.

      “Well done, Ka-Dun. Well done,” Hades said. Blair felt a hand on his shoulder, though it was far more muted than the senses coming from the slipsail. “Guide us to that dock, the white stone platform. We can set down there.”

      Blair did as asked, feeling a strain as he forced the slipsail the last few feet through the field. There was a sudden lurch, then they were free. He gazed in wonder around him, though gaze might not have been quite the right word. He sensed Olympus from the slipsail’s perspective.

      The city was perhaps a mile across, stretched across gentle, rolling hills. There were dozens of buildings, all shaped from the same white marble they’d glimpsed from below. Wide gardens stretched between them, or what had once been gardens. They were withered and brown, the skeletal branches of stunted olive trees dotting patches of barren soil.

      Some of the buildings looked like they’d been through a war. Scorch marks dotted their sides, and a few were now rubble. Most of those that were not still had damage, ranging from a single singed hole to entire missing walls.

      “What happened here?” Blair asked, guiding the slipsail into a landing. It hovered a foot or two above the platform, bobbing gently up and down. He released the vessel, returning to his own senses.

      “War,” Hades said, sadly. He wept openly, and Blair wanted to look away. “I can imagine what happened. For the first years all was well, but once the conduit was cut the flow of time grew much closer to that below. Years became decades, and my brethren’s strength failed them. They likely drained their batteries and artifacts dry, siphoning strength to stay alive.

      “When that failed them,” Hades said, voice cracking. He paused, mouth working for several moments before he could continue. “They turned on the last source of available strength: each other. The weakest probably died first, but in the end time claimed them all. The city is a graveyard. Osiris murdered my people.”

      “What will you do now?” Liz asked, resting a hand on Hades’s arm.

      “I’ll stay, and try to rebuild,” Hades said, clearing his throat. He wiped the tears away with the arm of his cloak, then turned to Blair. “My people are dead, but their sacrifice doesn’t have to be in vain. Convince Isis to ally with Ra. Tell her of Osiris’s evil. Do not let old loyalties trick her, or the world will pay a furious price. You have no idea the depths of Osiris’s depravity.”

      Blair gave a sharp nod, moving to put an arm around Liz. “We’ll do our best. If you’ll debark we’ll be on our way. It looked like that storm was about to start.”

      Hades gave Blair a guilty look. “I’m sorry, Ka-Dun. The temporal field is much weaker, but still potent. Hours have passed outside Olympus, perhaps days. The storm may have already passed, or it could still be raging.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Blair said, struggling to contain his anger. “We can’t change it. All we can do is get out of here. Let’s go, Liz.”

      Hades gave another apologetic nod, then started for the ship’s hull. Blair ignored the old man as he rippled through the slipsail’s wall. He focused on the console, willing the ship to depart Olympus and head back into the storm.
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      Hades waved at the departing slipsail, wiping at the tears on his cheeks. He watched as the vessel passed through the temporal veil, back into the boiling orange clouds on the far side. He hid his smile until it had disappeared.

      The first seeds had been planted, but a wise farmer scattered many, knowing not all would bear fruit. Schemes were much the same, and even if the Ka-Ken and her Ka-Dun convinced Isis to attack Osiris there was still work to be about.

      Hades cackled to himself as he made for the ruins of the central amphitheater. He knew his brother well, and if Zeus had met his end it would have been there. Eventually Hades would need to return to treat with Ra, but first he needed to recover the crown. It would be drained of energy, but that hardly mattered. He would expose it to the Well, and eventually it would brim with the power he needed to stand on equal footing with the Ark Lords.

      He cast aside the staff he’d been using. It was an effective prop, but he wouldn’t need it again until he returned to the surface to meet Ra. Gone too were his quavering steps, replaced with sure and powerful strides. Hades had been careful to retain his bedraggled appearance, knowing it would cause others to underestimate him. He could have bent light to achieve the same appearance, but there was too much chance that such shaping would be detected.

      Better not to cloak his true form, lest a powerful shaper pierce his illusion. He could labor as an old man for a few years more until his schemes were mature and his power unquestioned. Then he’d return to youth and vitality, when it wouldn’t matter what any thought of him.

      He trotted along the charred road, weaving around the worst of the pitted surface. It took only moments to reach the archway leading into the amphitheater, though he knew much more time was passing outside. There was nothing to be done about that, save being as quick as he could here.

      The archway was shaded, and it took his eyes a moment to adjust. He stepped over someone’s ribcage, probably one of the last to assail Zeus. Aphrodite, maybe. Or Poseidon. Hades couldn’t help but grin as he emerged into the amphitheater itself, rows of stone seats overlooking a simple stage.

      A single white marble chair dominated that stage, and his pulse quickened when he saw the flash of gold atop the skeleton’s brow. “Oh, brother, you poor fool. You waited here until the last, withering away until there was nothing left.”

      Hades trotted down the walkway, leaping atop the stage. He paused before the throne, grinning widely as he stared down at the slack-jawed skeleton. Zeus had been the mightiest. The most handsome. The most charismatic. He’d easily commanded their brethren, none of whom respected Hades. They’d feared him of course, but that was different.

      Now they were all dead, and only Hades remained. He plucked the crown from the skull and dropped it over his own brow. It settled there, instantly resizing to fit him. He felt the stirring of power within it, though it wasn’t enough to accomplish much.

      It would be enough. Hades took a deep breath, focusing on the energy he’d been gathering for the last several weeks. It would tax him to his limits, but he had little choice if he wished to escape the tomb Olympus had become.

      Hades concentrated, willing his strength to fill the crown. He tapped into one of its many abilities, envisioning his destination. There was a crack of thunder, then he stood in a wide cavern.

      “I’ve done it,” he cried, thrusting a fist into the air. The Ka-Dun had enabled him to recover one of the mightiest artifacts from the previous age, all without alerting anyone that he’d done so. Not even his master would know.

      He turned his attention to his surroundings. Most of the ground was covered by a bubbling cauldron of thick, viscous, black sludge. That sludge was equal parts oil and water, and it held a portion of the Well’s trapped energy. It was here that most of his more powerful workings took place, for without access to Olympus or an Ark it was the only means of achieving his mightiest shaping. Hades knelt next to the water, peering carefully at the far end of the cavern before beginning his work. The corridor on that side led to Vulcan’s forge, and thus far his compatriot was still ignorant of Hades’s true loyalties. The time was coming when he could end that deception, but for now it was still useful.

      A particularly vile bubble burst near Hades’s feet, splashing his dark boots with the noxious liquid. He could feel the horror and loathing in the boots, which brought a smile to his face. He’d shaped them from a man who’d once offered him insult.

      He knelt next to the sludge, thrusting his right hand beneath the dark surface. Deep within him the last reserves of stored energy surged, linking with that contained in this tiny pool of the vast Well. Hades created a swirling vortex around his hand, which rippled outward as it greedily drew in more power. It flared an unnatural green, easily the size of a man now.

      At last he released the energy, now that it was strong enough to be self-sustaining. Hades guided it, forcing the vortex to establish a link with a far away part of the Well. This distant part was in the far north, beneath the First Ark. It resonated as someone on that far end joined with the energy. Hades could feel that person, knew their resonance as well as his own.

      “I have news, my master,” he intoned, sinking to his knees in genuine supplication. The day might come when he could overthrow the mighty Set, but Hades doubted it. Not that it concerned him overmuch. He’d spent millennia in servitude to his brother Zeus, quietly gathering strength while Zeus dealt with the mind-numbingly dull minutiae of ruling. It was much the same now. Hades paid Set nominal tribute, and in exchange was left alone to rule his own kingdom.

      “Speak, vassal,” the voice rumbled back, thick and powerful. More powerful than when last Hades had heard it, which stirred a bit of fear. How had Set grown so much stronger so quickly?

      “I have spoken with the emissaries of your sister by marriage. Isis now believes the conquest of the underworld is the work of her husband. She is yet ignorant of your survival,” Hades explained, bowing his head.

      “Excellent. You have done well, vassal. What else have you to tell?” Set asked, voice tinged with dark pleasure.

      “Ra approaches Olympus even now. I shall sow further seeds of discontent. She will believe that Osiris is the true evil, and that Isis seeks to be in league with her husband. War will come, weakening those who might oppose you,” Hades explained, smiling in spite of himself. Oh, how he loved sowing discord. So much more effective than direct combat.

      “This is to the good, my vassal,” the voice said, still more pleased. “I would have you plant one further seed. Tell Ra the forces that drove you from the underworld have fallen back. You fear they are massing for an assault, and if she hastens to the First Ark she may find it undefended.”

      Hades immediately grasped the plan. Make her think Osiris controlled the First Ark, that he was taking his army to assault someone, thus leaving his stronghold undefended. “It shall be as you say, master.”

      “When Isis and Ra are disposed of, you will have the first of many rewards,” Set said, voice thrumming with power. “Tell me, mighty Hades, what would you wish of me?”

      “The Ark of the Cradle will have need of a new lord, my master,” Hades said, cautiously. Only those with a Ka had ever served as Ark Lord. He was only a lowly shaper, a sorcerer who’d grown strong through artifice and ingenuity.

      “Interesting,” Set replied, then was silent for a long moment. “And what of Olympus? When first you came to my service you desired to reign there. Is this no longer so?”

      “By cutting off the conduit to that place I have murdered my brethren. I would rule over a dead city, my master,” Hades offered, again cautiously.

      “True,” Set said, silent for a long moment. “I will grant you the Ark of the Cradle, the moment Ra is dead. You will have her key, and you will rule the vast desert continent.”

      Hades rejoiced inwardly. Better to reign in hell than to serve in heaven.
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      “So that’s a sunstorm,” Trevor muttered, leaning out of the howdah’s flap to peer at the northern horizon. It was a wall of billowing orange clouds, like a dust storm that stretched from the ground to the tip of the sky. It blotted out everything in that direction, as if the very air had ignited.

      “Forgive me for speaking, mighty deathless, but will Ka-Dun Jordan and I survive the sun’s fury?” Steve’s ingratiating voice came from behind him. Trevor turned around immediately, eyes narrowing.

      Steve had his head bowed deferentially to Irakesh. Trevor had assumed Irakesh was too cunning to fall for Steve’s crap, but it appeared he was wrong. Irakesh ate up the dutiful servant routine, acting as if it was only right for someone of his station.

      “You will survive it, as will the mammoths. Ra will erect a bubble of force over our camp,” the deathless replied, settling more comfortably atop his small mountain of pillows. He swirled the contents of a golden goblet, staring disdainfully at Trevor. “Trevor is a yokel, with no knowledge of such things. Let him gawk, but you needn’t fear the sun’s coming fury. It will be unpleasant, but it will pass over us quickly.”

      “You’d better hope so,” Jordan muttered from his place on the wall opposite Irakesh. He tugged absently at the golden collar, and Trevor gave a wince of sympathy. He hated what had been done to the man, and he hated his unwitting role in it even more. “If we’re going to buy it you can be damn sure we’re taking you with us.”

      “My queen,” a voice bellowed, so loud that Trevor was forced to clap his hands over his ears. He recognized the jackal immediately. “Wepwawet has found prey. In the skies above. A slipsail has emerged from Olympus, and is fleeing north.”

      A trumpet blew and the mammoth stopped. Trevor briefly debated asking Irakesh what was going on, but his former master was unlikely to give him a truthful answer. Instead he nodded at Jordan. “Let’s go see what this is about.”

      Trevor leapt through the flap, landing in a crouch nearly forty feet below. The stench of the mammoth was thick, making Trevor gag. It overpowered even the rotting army of undead that trailed in their wake. Jordan’s muscled form landed next to Trevor a moment later, his landing sending up a puff of dust. He was still in human form, and other than the golden collar looked exactly like the same man who’d blown up Trevor’s house back in San Diego. The camo pants and skin-tight black t-shirt were sweat-stained and dirty now, but they still belonged on the man more than any other uniform.

      “Looks like that’s what’s causing the commotion,” Jordan said, donning his sunglasses as he nodded at the horizon.

      Trevor turned to face that way, spotting the trouble immediately. The storm batted a silver ship all over the place, knocking it around like a plastic bag in a tornado. A bronze skiff had risen from the area near Ra’s howdah. It made its way cautiously into the air, much less affected by the growing storm. Wepwawet’s white-grey form hunched low over the skiff, which was slowly gaining on the silver vessel.

      The caravan had halted, a small cluster of figures gathering at the head. Trevor recognized Anubis, who towered over the others. Ra was unmistakable as well, her scarlet hair a spot of bright color in a sea of white clothing. Trevor began trotting in that direction, Jordan falling into step beside him. He hadn’t insisted Jordan follow his orders, or done anything to make his situation worse. Yet the man’s already sizable animosity was clearly growing. Trevor doubted that would ever change, nor was he sure he wanted it to. Even now part of him wanted to kill Jordan.

      Then do so, you’ll never have a better time to strike. It might deprive you of a tool, but it will also prove your strength to the other deathless.

      “Hang back a little,” Trevor told Jordan, slowing as he reached the knot of figures surrounding Ra. Anubis eyed him balefully, but none of the rest seemed to notice his appearance.

      “It seems clear Hades dispatched the slipsail,” Ra was saying, her attention focused on the vessel landing in the distance. “The question is why? He clearly saw our approach, but I cannot think he would abandon Olympus. If he desired to, he’d have fled to the underworld. So why dispatch so precious a tool into the maw of a sunstorm?”

      None of the figures surrounding her answered, but Trevor found himself speaking. “Because he wants us to pursue them.”

      Ra turned to face him, glittering green eyes sizing him up for long moments before she spoke. “And what makes you think you have the slightest inkling of the motivation of a god you’ve never met?”

      “I don’t have to know him to guess at his motives. If you’re right and he knew we were coming why else would he have sent the ship? If he wanted to hide someone, couldn’t he have them flee into the underworld? We’d never even know they existed. Sending them out in a ship he knows for sure we’ll see seems pretty stupid,” Trevor argued.

      “Obviously. Yet, sadly, you are the only one among my retinue to see it. You are one to watch, Trevor Gregg,” Ra said, giving a tight nod. “Anubis, make ready for battle in case this is some kind of trap. The rest of you….”

      The ground bucked wildly, knocking Trevor to the dust. Jordan fell as well, though the rest of the gods somehow kept their balance. A deep rumbling sounded somewhere deep beneath them.

      Trevor shifted into a cloud of energy, drifting a few feet off the ground in a cloud of crackling green motes. It was the best defense he could muster without knowing more. He peered around them. Ra’s army was in chaos, zombies flailing to regain their footing with little success, as the ground continued to quake. Only the mighty Anakim kept their footing.

      “No. No, no, no,” Ra wailed, spinning in place as if searching for something. A moment later, Trevor knew exactly what she’d been searching for, and why she seemed so disturbed by it.

      An enormous grey creature burst from the ground in the distance. Up and up it went, a titanic worm hundreds of feet thick, dwarfing anything found on Arikas. A tiny figure clung to the worm’s back, which gave it scale. Trevor couldn’t make out much, save a shock of silver fur. Uh oh.

      “She wouldn’t dare,” Ra whispered, as her minions scattered. The worm’s body plunged into the sky, then began to fall. Its passage kicked up a whirlwind of dust and gravel, and had Trevor not been transmuted to energy he would have been blown backwards by the gale that knocked deathless and zombie alike to the ground. Jordan had erected a telekinetic dome around himself, much like he’d used to ward off the nuclear blast back in San Francisco. “Anubis, fall back and protect the army.”

      “But, my queen, if we kill the Sand Kraken…” Anubis protested.

      Ra whirled on him, expression thunderous. “Do you think I do not realize the cost? If we do not kill the Kraken it will lay waste to my army. When it is finished, Isis will free the beast, and we’ll lose both the Ark’s chief guardian and my fledgling army. That’s no doubt exactly what Isis seeks here. It cannot be coincidence that it attacks us here, at this precise moment.”

      “What of the ship?” Anubis asked, nodding toward the silver vessel. It had made progress into the storm, but Wepwawet’s skiff was still gaining on it.

      A tremendous boom crashed over them as the worm’s body finally struck the earth. Hundreds of deathless were crushed beneath its mass, including two of the giant Anakim. The colossal white body began rolling and thrashing, crushing dozens more under its thick hide.

      “We have no time. The Kraken must die,” Ra snarled.

      Now is a time to gain much prestige, my host. If you aid in the killing of this beast, then you will secure your position here.

      Damn it. Trevor knew the voice was right, but helping Ra carried a heavy price.
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      Blair struggled to adjust to the massive volume of data rolling through his mind. He’d suddenly gained a dozen senses instead of five. He could feel the ship’s velocity and energy levels, and could perceive all directions at once. His breathing grew ragged as the ship passed through the temporal field and back into the storm on the other side

      Seek your calm, Ka-Dun. This is not unlike every other skill you have mastered. In time it will be as natural as breathing.

      Maybe the beast was right; he still wanted to panic. Enormous winds buffeted the ship, knocking it about like a kite. It was all he could do to keep it anything close to level, and he wanted to throw up from the vertigo.

      He focused primarily on his vision, looking around the ship for points of interest. He found more than he’d like, all bad from his perspective. He willed the entire ship to become transparent.

      “Liz, below us,” he roared, scanning the horizon to the southwest. “Do you see them?”

      Liz rested a hand on his back, the touch dimmed by his other senses. “Yeah, I see them. Looks like Ra is about to catch up with us. I see a bunch of elephants, and what I’m guessing are giant zombies like the one we fought back in that hangar in Panama.”

      “Shit,” Blair said, commanding the ship to zip skyward. “Doesn’t look like we have a lot of options. If Hades is right we need to find Isis, but I have no idea where she is. We need to find a way to deal with the storm.”

      “Maybe we can fly over it?” Liz asked, grabbing onto the control console as the ship picked up speed.

      “I’ll try, but we’re already over a mile up, and I can’t see the top of it,” Blair said. He felt a buzzing in his ear, and focused on it. It was some sort of alert. “Shit. We’re about to have company. There’s another ship approaching. It’s smaller, like a flying chariot. Is that—? It looks like there’s a werewolf on it.”

      “Isis?” Liz asked. Blair could hear the hope in her voice.

      “We’re not that lucky. The thing looks male, but it’s too large to be….” Blair realized what he was seeing. The sickly grey fur didn’t belong to a werewolf. This was something else. Unless he missed his guess, it was some sort of deathless that had been shaped into a wolf.

      “How long before it gets here?” Liz asked, resting a foot on the lowest rung of the ladder.

      “I don’t know,” Blair said, commanding the ship to sail faster. He aimed it north, deeper into the storm. He wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but he still had time to break off if he had to. Another buzzing in his ear. “Shit. Liz, those giant zombies? They’re throwing rocks at us.”

      Blair forced the ship to dodge right, narrowly avoiding a chunk of stone the size of a compact car. It sailed past with a hum, arcing back down to the ground almost a mile below. How strong did those things have to be to hurl something that big, with that kind of speed and accuracy?

      “Can you dodge them?” Liz asked.

      Blair didn’t answer for a moment, saving his concentration for flying. He dodged three more, increasing the ship’s speed as they sailed toward the storm. “Yeah, but it’s slowing me down. The skiff is getting closer. It will be on us in a moment.”

      “I’ll deal with him,” Liz rumbled. Auburn fur faded into the shadows as she disappeared out of sight.

      Blair hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but they weren’t escaping unless he did something drastic. He gauged the distance to the storm. Maybe thirty or forty more seconds to reach those angry orange clouds.

      You dance with death, Ka-Dun. Remember the words of the treacherous Hades. Such storms are not often survived, especially when flying.

      “So what’s your plan?” Blair growled, urging the ship to still greater speed. The skiff was approaching from below. He guessed it was no more than a few hundred yards away.

      I have none, Ka-Dun. I wish only to advise you of the danger.

      A bolt of eldritch fire, green and baleful, shot from the prow of the skiff. It struck the back of the slipsail, the energy playing across the silver metal like lightning. Pain rippled through Blair, and he clenched his teeth as he forced himself to focus on flying. The ship had slowed during his momentary lapse, and the skiff had taken the opportunity to narrow the gap.

      It fired another green burst, but this time Blair dodged to the left. The bolt sailed harmlessly by—but another, then another, shot by. Blair did a barrel roll, drawing on instinctual knowledge provided by the beast as he narrowly avoided the staccato of fire.

      It was only then that he realized what the skiff was doing. Each shot was timed to forced an evasion, and each evasion brought the skiff that much closer.

      Liz, he thought. We’re about to be boarded. I have to focus on flying. See what you can do to keep this thing off me.
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      Liz extended her right hand, summoning her Sunsteel sword as she scanned the horizon behind them. A moment later the skiff burst into view, a  jaguar pouncing. It closed rapidly, nearly touching the deck as a single figure leapt toward them.

      Blair had left the ship’s surface transparent, so Liz was easily able to position herself to intercept. Their attacker was the strange, dead wolf-thing from Ra’s court. Wepwajebus or whatever. His golden spear was cradled like a lance, stabbing into the hull as he landed.

      Ripples of golden energy spread from it, and Blair gave a cry of pain. Then the dead wolf passed through the skin of the ship just as they had when they entered. His stench came with him: rotting meat, and less pleasant things.

      Liz glided forward, bunching her muscles as she poured all of her strength into the thrust. She kept the blade parallel with her foe’s spine, bracing herself as the weapon pierced bone and flesh. She swept upward in a tight arc, slicing his spine cleanly in two from the small of the back all the way to the base of his skull. She whirled, reversing her strike as she decapitated her opponent in one smooth motion. The blade passed through his neck with almost no resistance, and the headless body toppled to the deck.

      “Impressive, especially for one so young,” rumbled a voice from behind her. She spun, bringing her sword up defensively. There stood Wepwawet, apparently unharmed. He raised a paw-like hand in a placating gesture. “Peace. Command your Ka-Dun to land the slipsail and there need be no violence. Resist, however, and I will not hesitate to slay both of you.”

      “You know we can’t do that,” she growled, assuming a combat stance as she slipped into the shadows next to the console. “Ra will kill us as soon as we land.”

      “You know her that well, then?” the dead wolf asked, giving an expression of surprise. “Two of your pack invaded the Ark. Yet both live. One was made a prisoner, the other a vassal of Ra. Both you and your Ka-Dun will be treated fairly, if you surrender. I will not ask again.”

      Liz hesitated, glancing behind her at the storm. They were getting closer, but it would be another minute or two before they got there. If the dead wolf could use the illusions of a deathless, as he’d just demonstrated, then he almost certainly had their ability to blur. He could kill Blair before she could stop him. Even if she could get away, where would she go? She couldn’t fly the ship, and even if she could she doubted Wepwawet would allow that.

      “Trevor is alive?” she asked, playing for time.

      “Alive is an interesting word to apply to a deathless, but he is no more dead than he was when he arrived,” Wepwawet said, shrugging. He started walking toward the ladder leading into the hold. “The Ka-Dun Jordan lives as well. He has been given to Trevor, and if Jordan pleases Ra she may eventually grant his freedom. Now convince your Ka-Dun to set the slipsail down, before I must engage in violence.”

      “All right,” Liz said. She dropped her voice to a tight whisper she knew his enhanced senses would still pick up. “Do as he says, Blair. I don’t think we can fight this thing and have any chance of living.”

      In answer, the ship began to descend smoothly. Liz tensed as the dead wolf shifted his weight, but relaxed when he rested his spear against the wall. He folded his arms, approaching slowly. “You have chosen wisely, Ka-Dun. I will see that you are both treated fairly when Ra boards this vessel.”
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      “What am I looking at?” Mark asked, staring at the feed dominating the main screen. It was tiny compared to the one in Syracuse, just a simple sixty-five-inch television that had been safely stored in an underground warehouse when the CME hit. He’d had it installed just the day before.

      He ignored the hunger gnawing at his insides, capitalizing on an iron will he’d cultivated over decades. He wasn’t going to kill one of his subordinates; he needed them. If he did have to feed, he’d speak to Osiris about options. In the meantime, he had an operation to run.

      “Sir, it looks like another CME,” Benson said, stepping up to the television to join him. “Preliminary research suggests it’s larger than the one that wiped out power. We should be safe down here, but anyone in the Middle East or Northern Africa is about to be hit with another wave. If our data is accurate, a third CME will erupt within a week. We don’t have telemetry yet, but we’re guessing it will hit somewhere below the equator.”

      “Wonderful,” Mark said, trying not to focus on the vein throbbing in Benson’s neck. “Do you have an update on the army leaving the Cairo Ark?”

      “Yes, sir,” Benson said, reaching down to tap her tablet. The feed on the TV shifted, now showing a cloud of dust. She zoomed in, showing towering undead figures. Mammoths lumbered along next to them, all heading in roughly the same direction.

      “Why have they stopped?” he asked, noticing that the figures were no longer moving.

      “We’re not sure, though it could have to do with the solar storm,” Benson theorized, panning out a bit to show the massive storm moving in their direction. “That much radiation could cook even those walking corpses. Maybe the army is battening down and waiting for it to pass.”

      “Maybe,” Mark replied, tapping his own tablet. He panned the camera around, stopping when he saw something erupting from the earth. For just a split second he thought it was another Ark, but the color and size were all wrong. Whatever this was, it seemed to be alive. A truly gargantuan creature with thick grey hide. Like a worm that had been growing for thousands of years.

      The creature began thrashing out, crushing hundreds of undead as it tore through the army that had departed from the Cairo Ark. “Get Osiris up here. He’s going to want to see this.”
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      Blair had rarely felt this helpless, even in all the fucked-up situations they’d had to deal with recently.

      “You have my respect, Ka-Ken,” Wepwawet rumbled. He addressed the patch of darkness next to the bed where Blair sat, roughly where Liz hid herself in the shadows. “You could flee, and we couldn’t stop you,” Wepwawet continued, addressing Liz. “Yet you choose to remain, to protect your Ka-Dun as best you are able. I will petition Ra to give you both into my care, much as the Ka-Dun Jordan was entrusted to the deathless Trevor.”

      “Exactly what does that entail?” Blair asked, rising from the bed. Part of him longed to fight, but he knew he was outmatched. There was no way they could take on someone as old as Wepwawet. Hell, they’d barely been able to take out Irakesh with their entire pack, and from what Blair understood Irakesh was considered a child in Ra’s court.

      “You will become my vassals, living or dying at my pleasure,” Wepwawet rumbled, taking a step closer. The strange orange light from the storm played over his grey fur, giving him a hellish look. “I am a harsh master, but fair. Not so lenient as Trevor has been with this Jordan, but neither will I treat you cruelly as Irakesh does the whelp Steve.” Wepwawet spat at the last.

      “Yep, looks like you’ve definitely met Steve,” Liz said, finally reappearing from the shadows. She was still in wolf form, but didn’t have her sword out. Ready to defend if needed, but clearly not interested in picking a fight. Blair followed her lead.

      “It doesn’t look like we have a lot of choice, but I’ll warn you: If you try to make us betray Isis, you’ll be sorely disappointed. I’d rather die first,” Blair rumbled, trying to look fierce. He had a feeling he more resembled a yapping puppy.

      “You have some fire, then,” Wepwawet rumbled, giving a toothy grin. “You remind me much of myself at your age. I was in a similar position, captured during the battle wherein my father was driven from the cradle.”

      “Your father?” Liz asked, raising an auburn eyebrow.

      “Set,” Blair supplied, folding his arms as he considered. “Brother of Osiris, also the enemy of Isis, Osiris, and Sekhmet.”

      “You are well versed in our lore,” Wepwawet rumbled, clearly surprised. “Are you a lore-keeper of this age?”

      “You might say that,” Blair  said. There was no easy translation for anthropologist. “So what happens now?”

      A fist erupted from Wepwawet’s belly. Before the wolfish god could react, a huge silver maw latched onto the back of his neck. A hail of teeth and claws rent his face and spine.

      Liz moved protectively in front of Blair with her Sunsteel drawn, ready should the fight require their involvement.

      The foes moved so fast, Blair blurred in order to track the fight, and still it was more than he could take in. It ended as suddenly as it had begun.

      Isis stood over Wepwawet’s broken body, her muzzle coated in his blood.

      “Isis,” Blair said, wanting to cheer.

      “Ka-Dun Blair,” Isis barked, eyes firmly fixed on her prey. “Take us into the storm. Quickly. Sekhmet approaches even now, and it will not take her long to deal with the distraction I’ve wrought.”

      “What have you done?” Wepwawet rasped through a ruined throat. He seemed to be healing, but slowly. There was a lot of damage, after all.

      “Be silent, nephew,” Isis snarled, leaning closer. “I’ve half a mind to end you right now, but in honor of the esteem your uncle holds for you I will not. For now. Do not make me regret my leniency.”

      “If you are leaving, I ask that you return me to Ra,” Wepwawet pleaded.

      “Liz, push him through the slipsail’s skin. Be gentle, if possible,” Isis said, turning back to Blair. “As for you, time is not on our side. We must be away, and quickly.”

      Blair merged his senses with the ship, quickly assessing their surroundings. Absolute chaos had erupted outside. A titanic worm slammed down into the earth, crushing a large swath of Ra’s army. The impact caused the ship to shake, and Blair urgently commanded it to rise.

      That didn’t improve things. If anything it made the shaking worse, as they were buffeted by winds from the storm. “Hold onto something.”

      Then all Blair could do was fight. The winds reached gale force. Stronger, if that was possible. He did his best to guide the ship into them, but it was like a leaf being tossed about by a hurricane. He had almost no control, and the only success he had was gaining a little altitude. Good thing, too. They passed perilously close to the ground more than once, and he had a feeling that kind of impact would destroy the ship as easily as it would a regular plane.
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      Trevor blurred, dodging around boulders and leaping over walking corpses as he evaded the worm’s titanic blows. Three times it had slammed its body into the earth, and three times it had crushed a large swath of Ra’s army. A couple more hits like that, and Ra wouldn’t have an army.

      “Jordan,” Trevor roared, rolling past a rock and coming to his feet not far from the blond werewolf. The golden collar caught the strange light of the storm that was nearly upon them, making it easy to find him. Even if that were not the case, Trevor could feel Jordan through the bracelet. “You’re with me.”

      Jordan gave a tight nod, blurring a dusty path towards Trevor. Trevor turned and started towards the storm, where the strange silver ship had landed. It shuddered for a moment, then lifted off again. The ship had reached maybe a hundred feet up when a body came tumbling out of the side. Wepwawet’s body.

      It impacted with a puff of dust, unmoving after the fall. Trevor blinked as the bronze skiff detached from the silver ship, zooming down to rest next to Wepwawet like a dog running to its master.

      “What’s your plan?” Jordan roared over the wind, following Trevor as he made his way into the fringes of the sunstorm. The heat increased, and energy crackled all around him, though it wasn’t painful. He hoped that didn’t change. If what he’d heard of these sunstorms was accurate, they could be lethal. The way the wind already tugged insistently suggested it was going to get far worse.

      “There,” Trevor said, nodding at a shape looming in the dust kicked up by the keening wind. Trevor blurred towards it, stopping next to the skiff Wepwawet had used earlier. “I’m pretty sure I can fly it if I have to.”

      “You know who was on that ship, right? We could escape right now. There’s no way they could chase us,” Jordan roared back. “Let’s get the fuck out of here while we can.”

      “Jordan, give me a hand with Wepwawet,” Trevor ordered.

      Jordan remained where he was, slowly drawing a holstered pistol. He aimed it at Trevor’s face. “You’re not going to go, are you? You’re going to stay with Ra.”

      “We can deal with that in a minute,” Trevor said, throwing Wepwawet’s body over his shoulder. He heaved himself to his feet, though it wasn’t easy. “Wep is in bad shape.”

      “Not as bad as you’re going to be in,” Jordan said. The pistol boomed, and Trevor’s face exploded in agony. He tumbled backwards as several more shots found his gut. He tried to fight back, but Jordan seized his arm and broke it. A kneecap shattered.

      The bracelet, my host. Use the bracelet.

      Trevor felt a hot surge roll through him, and this time it wasn’t caused by the storm. Jordan had been placed in his care and, while he hadn’t wanted the responsibility, he’d done his best to protect the werewolf. Now Jordan was turning on him. It was just too much, after everything else the man had done to him. The ’65 Mustang still loomed in the back of his mind—three years of work wasted when Jordan had blown it up.

      “Fuck you,” Trevor said, using the bracelet for the first time. He forced all the anger, all the resentment, into the gold band. Jordan’s  back arched as if he were being electrocuted. He collapsed to his knees, then dropped face first into the dirt. Trevor staggered to his feet, favoring his injured leg. It was healing, but it and about a dozen other wounds screamed for his attention. “Now pick Wep the fuck up and carry him onto the god-damned skiff. I’m about done with your insubordinate bullshit. You understand what a chain of command is; I know you do. You might not like it, but right now you fucking work for me.” Trevor was screaming by the end, completely overwhelmed by the rage. He didn’t care. “Get the fuck up.”

      Jordan staggered to his feet, hatred in his eyes. He scooped up Wepwawet and carried him to the skiff, dropping the wolf-headed god none too gently aboard.

      “You’re in control right now, you fucking traitor,” Jordan rumbled, glaring at him sullenly over the rail of the skiff. He watched as Trevor leapt aboard. “Sooner or later that’s going to change, and when it does I’ll be the one to put you down. Remember that.”

      “Yeah, because you’ve had so much luck before,” Trevor snarled back. “You only survived the bridge back in San Francisco because I let you. Before that, I kicked your ass in Panama. You want to try again? Give it your best fucking shot.”

      Jordan lapsed into silence, and Trevor moved to what he took for a steering wheel on the center of the skiff. He placed his hands on it, wondering what the hell to do next.

      Open your mind, my host. Allow the slipsail to bond with you. You will join with it, and you can use it as an extension of your body.

      So Trevor opened his mind. To his surprise, he found he could feel the skiff. Some quick experimentation allowed him to levitate a few feet off the ground. He stayed low, knowing that going any higher was an invitation to destruction. The storm was on them now, and the winds even more fierce. A sound like thunder cracked above, making it brighter than day for just a moment. Then the light faded back into a muted dusk, the boiling orange clouds completely obscuring what had been noonday sun just a few moments before. Thankfully the clouds didn’t seem to be pure flame at the edge of the storm, though if the baking heat was any indication, the center of the storm was pure death.

      Trevor zoomed the skiff towards the ruins dotting the area underneath Olympus. Göbekli Tepe, the place was called. That had been where Ra was making for, so that was where she was likely to go next. Assuming she survived her battle with the worm. He brought the skiff to a halt near one of the more intact buildings, then spun to face the worm.

      I know what you contemplate, my host. It is foolish in the utmost. Ra does not need your help.

      “Fuck you,” Trevor muttered under his breath. He turned to Jordan, raising his voice to a shout. “Take Wep into that building and wait there. If I’m not back shortly it means I’m dead, which ought to make your day.”

      Jordan didn’t reply, instead scooping up Wepwawet and carrying the unconscious deity off the skiff. What the hell had kicked his ass so thoroughly that he was still out of it? Trevor could only think of one god capable of that and, given that he’d been adopted into Ra’s court, that meant Isis was now an enemy. He sure hoped he didn’t run afoul of her any time soon.

      Trevor commanded the skiff to rise, then zoomed towards the worm in a spray of dust. He’d finally figured out what Ra was trying to do. Her attacks were designed to annoy, not kill. They’d agitated the worm into following her, and she’d led it away from the battle. Now it was chasing her, but even as fast as she was, he wasn’t certain she could evade it forever. It simply moved too fast, and didn’t seem to tire.

      If we must do this, my host, then I will aid you. The skiff possesses weaponry. It can focus your energy into a more potent blast, one that might get the beast’s attention.

      Trevor considered that as the skiff shot closer to the worm. There was something very close to a cannon strapped to the underside of the skiff, and he could somehow feel the weapon. If he fed his energy into the skiff and commanded it to fire, the weapon would apparently amplify the blast.

      “All right, let’s see what this thing can do,” he muttered, though the words were torn away by the wind. Trevor shot skyward, battling the wind as he raced for the worm’s head. Most of the attacks Ra had leveled had been aimed at the softer flesh inside the worm’s mouth. He decided to do the same.

      Trevor increased speed, circling up and away from the worm. Then he dove, curving earthward in a tight arc as he approached the thing’s mouth. It was beyond colossal up close, the largest thing he’d ever seen. This creature could probably devour entire skyscrapers whole, and had the breath to match. The stench was awful.

      He fed some of his energy into the craft, firing a quick trio of blasts into the creature’s open maw. A bellow, even louder than the wind or the cracks of thunder above, split the air. Trevor resisted the urge to clap his hands over his ears, instead twisting the craft in midair as the creature’s mouth snapped shut where Trevor had just been.

      It hurled its body at him, but he dodged to the left and poured on more speed. Jesus, the thing was just so damned massive. He urged the craft to maximum speed, biting his lip as the shadow grew larger over him. An instant before it struck, he juked left, narrowly avoiding the beast. Unfortunately, there was no way to escape the wake.

      The creature sent a roiling wave of debris in his direction, rocks and dust and bodies all bouncing off the skiff. Something heavy struck him in the back, and he was knocked from the craft in a split second of absolute terror. There would be no way to escape the worm without the skiff.

      Then a hand seized the scruff of his neck. He was back on the skiff, slammed down against the railing. Trevor clung to it instinctively, gazing up at his savior. Ra’s scarlet mane fluttered in the wind, dancing around her like a forest of tiny snakes. She seized the skiff’s control wheel, urging it up and away from the worm.

      “Clever,” she shouted over the wind, pivoting the craft until it was in front of the worm. “You’ve enraged the worm enough that we can lead it away from the others. Once it’s far enough away we’ll take to the skies, assuming we survive the storm. Then we can circle back.”

      “Won’t the worm just come back?” Trevor yelled.

      “No,” Ra said, shaking her head as they raced away from the worm, away from Göbekli Tepe. “It is incredibly powerful, but not very intelligent. Once there is no obvious threat, it will return to its hunting grounds, back at the Ark of the Cradle. A good thing, too. The Kraken is the most potent of the Ark’s defenses. Isis plays the game well. She knew I couldn’t let it die, but also that I couldn’t allow it to crush my army. So she delays me, and I can do nothing save follow the course she has led me down.”

      Trevor didn’t reply to that. Maybe he’d done the right thing after all. He’d proven his usefulness to Ra, but hadn’t interrupted Isis’s plan. Blair and Liz had probably made it to safety, though he had no idea where they’d go now. That was probably for the best. If he didn’t know their destination, he couldn’t betray them.
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      Jordan clenched his fist, growling as Trevor sped away. He watched as the skiff gained altitude, totally unsurprised when it began firing at the worm. The worm that had been crushing Ra’s army, but that was now chasing Trevor. The fucker had just saved their enemy from total destruction.

      “Gahhh,” he bellowed, shattering a nearby rock with his fist. He felt so damned powerless, not just because the collar prevented him from shifting. It was also because he couldn’t stop Trevor, whose loyalties were quite obviously shifting to Ra. That would make him an enemy again, one that even Jordan had to admit was damned formidable.

      “What troubles you, Ka-Dun?” a voice came from behind him.

      Jordan spun, reaching for the gun belted at his side. Except his gun was gone, knocked away during the fight with Trevor. He was unarmed, for the first time since he’d become a werewolf. An old man with long, stringy white hair and a sun-weathered face stood before him—hardly a threat, though, at least not an obvious one.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Jordan shot back, slipping into a combat stance.

      “I could provide a litany of names, but I suspect you are a man of little patience. Please, call me Hades,” the old man said, giving a friendly nod. He leaned heavily on a simple wooden staff. “How are you called?”

      “Name’s Jordan,” he growled back.

      Be wary, Ka-Dun. This one is old, and very powerful. A sorcerer who styles himself a god.

      “Well, Ka-Dun Jordan, I can see you have a problem. One I may be able to assist with,” the old man said, delivering a warm smile. It was somehow predatory.

      “What problem might that be?” Jordan asked, narrowing his eyes behind his sunglasses. Thankfully they were wrap-around, which was the only reason the violent winds hadn’t tugged them away. A particularly violent gust knocked him a step closer to the old man.

      “You’re wearing a collar of shi-dun. That means you are locked in human form, and are the plaything of the collar’s owner,” Hades said, shaking his head sadly. “If you pick up your companion and carry him below, then I will free you from the collar’s limitations.”

      Jordan looked back at Ra’s army. The worm was distant now, still chasing Trevor’s skiff. That meant Ra and her troops would be here soon.

      “All right, lead the way,” Jordan said, leaning down to scoop up Wepwawet’s unconscious form. The wolf-headed god gave a groan of pain, the first sign he’d exhibited that he might be returning to consciousness.

      Hades turned without a word, walking quickly into a neighboring building. He moved like a much younger man, the pretense of age falling away as he quickly gained ground. Jordan struggled to keep up. He hadn’t rested well in days, and it had been over a week since he’d seen the moon. That made his burden heavier than it should have been.

      They made their way deep into the earth, passing down stairways carved into rock caverns. It reminded him of a trip he’d taken to the Oregon Caves a few years back, the wet stone illuminated by a very modern flashlight Hades had withdrawn from his bedraggled robes.

      “How far is it?” Jordan grunted after a particularly treacherous stairwell. It was growing hotter, and he’d begun to sweat.

      “Not far,” Hades said, threading through stalactites as he crossed a wide chamber. He emerged into a room unlike any they’d passed thus far. This one had clearly been worked by human hands, far more than had been used to create the simple stairs they’d used to get down here.

      The walls were smooth and flat, seamless granite extending hundreds of yards into the distance. Below was a hellish vista, huge iron cauldrons full of molten metal. The air stank of sulfur, and Jordan’s eyes stung from the heat. Dozens of uniformly black figures moved about the room. Some worked at anvils that could have come from medieval Europe, while others worked on the type of machinery he’d have expected to see at a Mohn facility.

      It was an odd mix, and it raised some troubling questions. Modern machining was delicate work, and required massive factories to produce. The robotic assemblies and conveyor belts here must have been manufactured elsewhere. That meant they’d been created before the CME. How long had this place been in operation?

      “This way, this way,” Hades said, beckoning Jordan to follow him into the factory. “Welcome to the Forge. It has been used for thousands of years to construct countless wonders. Even now it labors to create even greater works.”

      Jordan followed, his arms burning from the strain of carrying Wepwawet’s heavy body. They threaded through the Forge, surrounded by a sea of pounding hammers and flying sparks on one side, modern robotic assemblies turning out recognizable pieces of power armor on the other. Eventually they reached the far side, where Hades finally paused. He stopped at a raised dais, where a single figure was working.

      “Holy. Shit,” Jordan said, depositing Wepwawet’s body at the base of the stairs so he could get a closer look. “That’s a modified X-11. Where the hell did you get Mohn power armor?”

      There were some differences, but the man-sized suit of armor was unmistakable. It was the same type he’d worn in San Diego, and later in Peru. Both times he’d fought werewolves, and both times he’d lost. That didn’t mean the suit wasn’t powerful, though. It turned a normal soldier into a formidable killing machine, and the idea that someone was still manufacturing them was troubling. Especially when that someone was a god with unknown motives.

      “I see you’ve some familiarity with my work,” a man next to the armor said, rising to his feet. He was bare to the waist, his bald head slick with sweat and soot. He turned to Jordan and gave a respectful nod. “I am called Vulcan, the smith. Who might you be, little Ka-Dun?”

      “Jordan,” he replied, turning his attention back to the armor. “You built the original X-11?”

      “No, I’d love to claim credit, but that goes to a man from this age. What I have done is dramatically improve upon his work,” Vulcan said, crossing tree-trunk arms as he beamed a smile at his work. He patted the black metal arm. “I’ve made the metal stronger and lighter, and I’ve also insulated the internals. Sunstorms won’t affect it, nor will bursts of electricity.”

      “That definitely sounds useful,” Jordan admitted. The traditional X-11s were worthless after the CME, unless Mohn had some mothballed somewhere. Even if they did, those suits could only be used until a sunstorm showed up. If they were exposed, their internals would be cooked almost instantly. “What else have you done to make it different?”

      “For starters, the metal can be charged with the same energy you absorb from the moon, or the deathless draw from the sun,” Vulcan explained. He removed his thick black apron, dropping the leather to the ground. “The metal is malleable when charged, which means it can shift with you. My new V-11 will turn someone like you into a one-man army. Even other champions or deathless would fear you. If you went up against someone like Anubis, I’d lay even odds a young whelp like you could take him.”

      Jordan studied the armor, daring to dream a little. It would dramatically enhance his combat abilities, allowing him to make a difference against Ra. It would make him far more than a match for Trevor, too. In short, it was too good to be true.

      “I feel like you’re setting me up to buy something,” Jordan said, folding his arms as he stared Vulcan down. “The armor seems amazing, but I have nothing to pay you with. How about we end the pitch, and you tell me what it’s going to take to get this collar off? That is what Hades here promised he could do.”

      Hades and Vulcan shared an unreadable look. Something significant passed there, but Jordan had no idea what it was. He wasn’t all that good at the double-dealing social arena the Director had thrived in. He was a soldier, not a politician.

      “It’s very simple,” Hades said, turning back to Jordan. “The collar cannot be removed, save by the person wearing the bracelet. However, its influence can be neutralized. Vulcan?”

      “He’s right,” the shorter god replied, giving a tight nod as he slapped the armor with his palm. “If you wear the V-11 armor, the armor will siphon power from the collar. This process will prevent the collar from restricting your abilities, while simultaneously ensuring that the armor functions for an extended duration. In short, if you wear the armor you’ll be free from the collar. You can shift and shape as normal, so long as you wear it.”

      “So I’m exchanging one prison for another then,” Jordan said, maybe with a little more hostility than he’d intended. “Let’s say I agree to this. What do you get out of it?”

      Vulcan cleared his throat and looked away. Hades, on the other hand, gave a too-friendly smile and wrapped an arm around Jordan’s shoulder. “Not more than three hours ago I met with a Ka-Dun named Blair. I believe he was a part of your pack. Blair and I share a goal. Are you familiar with the name Osiris?”

      Jordan knocked Hades’s arm from his shoulder and took a step back. He eyed the god balefully. “Yeah, I’ve heard the name. Is that where you got all this tech?”

      “Hardly,” Vulcan broke in. His glowered at Jordan. “We’re not lapdogs to that tyrant. We’ve been stealing his tech for two decades, and he’s none the wiser.”

      “What Vulcan means,” Hades said, his gaze clearly warning Vulcan to keep quiet, “is that we’re no friends of Osiris. He’s conquered the entirety of the underworld. In doing so he’s isolated our brethren in the city of Olympus. You probably didn’t see it in the sky above, as it was obscured by the storm. It is locked elsewhere, until we can restore our conduit to the Well deep within the earth. Osiris prevents that, which makes him our enemy. You are no doubt familiar with the phrase the enemy of my enemy is my friend?”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard it,” Jordan said. He didn’t like this, not one bit. “Osiris is an enemy, so far as we can tell. So maybe we have that in common. Walk me through your plan. I take the armor, then what?”

      “You take the armor, which makes you faster and stronger. It also frees you from the collar, so you can leave this place,” Hades explained, putting on another magnanimous smile. “You head north to the land known as France, where you will overtake your pack. You add your now tremendous strength to theirs, and aid them in stopping Osiris. Once Osiris is stopped, Vulcan reforges our conduit to the Well, and we free our sleeping brethren.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” Jordan said, though he knew it would be anything but. He nodded at Wepwawet’s unconscious form. “What about our wolf-headed friend here?”

      “Ra will be here shortly, as soon as she’s dealt with the distraction left by Isis. When she arrives, I will give him into her custody. You needn’t worry. Wepwawet will be fine,” Hades said, his tone all assurances. “Have we a deal?”

      Jordan was torn. There was more to this than Hades had explained, but he’d be damned if he could see the catch.

      “All right, I accept,” he said, offering his hand to Hades.
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      Hades stared after Jordan, grinning widely. That had gone better than he could have dreamed. Another seed planted.

      “I do not condone this, Hades. If not for the sake of our brethren, I would oppose you,” Vulcan said, frowning darkly as he hauled Wepwawet to his feet. “Giving that Ka-Dun a set of my armor is one thing. He is young, and his need is dire. He might be willing to pay the price the armor will ultimately demand, but this? We are forcing a god to don it without choice.”

      “I understand your reservations,” Hades said, as placatingly as he could muster. He breathed deeply, enjoying the hot stench of coal and metal. “Yet we do what we must. If we do not force Wepwawet to don the armor, then we have no way of knowing Ra’s movements. Doing so will be critical. If she is in league with Osiris we must know it, and if she is not then we can at least learn the answer this way.”

      “It is wrong, Hades. As is much you have asked me to do,” Vulcan said, snarling. Yet he pushed Wepwawet’s unconscious form onto the dock where the second set of armor lay. He propped the body up, and began the sequence that caused the robotic arms to mount the armor.

      “I don’t disagree,” Hades said, giving what he hoped was a genuine sigh. Would that he didn’t need Vulcan’s cooperation, but he was not yet ready to betray his companion. He had use for him still. “It is wrong. Yet so is what Osiris has done to our brethren. Do you wish to see Zeus again? Poseidon? If we do not overcome Osiris and restore the conduit, our family is lost forever.”

      “They may be lost already. How could they have survived so long without the energy of the conduit? They’d have been forced to turn on each other,” Vulcan said, his voice quavering.

      The robotic arms in the stall began to whir and buzz as they affixed armor to Wepwawet’s body. Hades couldn’t help but smile. Once the process was complete, Wepwawet would have no means of removing the armor. He’d be trapped, as surely as the unwitting Ka-Dun had been.

      “Haaaaades,” came a roar, louder than thunder. It suppressed even the din of the Forge, an impressive feat. The voice was both feminine and terrifyingly familiar. “Show yourself, you treacherous little weasel.”

      “Complete the process. I will stall her,” Hades snapped, whirling and heading towards the voice. He threaded his way back through the Forge, careful to avoid the numerous automatons carrying out Vulcan’s work.

      He was playing a very dangerous game. Ra had the power to kill him, and even if by some miracle he overcame her, Anubis wouldn’t be far from her side. He had to convince her both that he was no threat and that his actions had been in her best interest. Damn Set and his pride. Had he not required Hades to plant a spy with both Isis and Ra, then he wouldn’t be in this position.

      “Ahhh, mighty Ra,” Hades said, giving a low bow as Ra swept into the mouth of the Forge. She wore the same ivory and gold regalia he’d seen over a dozen millennia before. Her stark beauty hadn’t changed a whit, nor had the lethal way she twirled her spear. “I have been expecting you. I have much news to share, and I can even offer a potent new weapon.”

      “Where is Wepwawet? And what of the Ka-Dun Jordan?” she demanded, stalking forward until she stood mere inches from Hades. Hades was not a short man, yet Ra stared him in the eye, her lean body coiled, ready to strike.

      Hades licked his lips, eyes flicking to the figures with her. He’d expected Anubis, but there was no sign of the jackal-headed god. That surprised him. Ra usually brought her enforcer everywhere. In the jackal’s place stood a pair of deathless, one with red hair and freckles. The other Hades dimly remembered. Ra had a son, if he recalled. What was his name? Irakesh—yes, that was it.

      Behind Irakesh stood a Ka-Dun, one also ensnared by a collar of shi-dun. He waited in clear deference to Irakesh, a proper servant in every way. Interesting.

      “Apologies, mighty Ra. Follow me and you’ll have your answers,” Hades said, threading back through the Forge. Ra and her entourage followed. Irakesh appeared bored, but both the shifty-eyed Ka-Dun and the fiery-haired deathless surveyed the room with curiosity. Intelligence lurked in both gazes, though only the deathless had the bearing of a true warrior.

      Hades stopped at the platform where Vulcan waited, turning to face Ra. He clasped his hands, bowing low. “Vulcan has given Wepwawet a potent new tool. He wears armor crafted from the finest technology this age has to offer. It will greatly increase his strength.”

      “Wepwawet,” Ra barked, stalking up the dais and stopping before the wolf-headed god. His body was completely enshrouded by the armor and he didn’t answer.

      “It will be a few moments before the armor wakes him,” Vulcan said, stepping up to join Ra.

      If he feared her, he didn’t have the good sense to show it. That was alarming. Always Ra and her kind had stood above them, and they had never let Hades forget that his pantheon had once been lowly mortals. They lacked the raw power of Ra and her ilk, and relied on their weaker shaping.

      “What is wrong with him?” Ra snarled, turning to Vulcan. She appeared a hair’s breadth from violence.

      “He was attacked by Isis, mighty Ra,” Hades said, drawing Ra’s eye. “I do not know what prompted the fight, but the Ka-Dun Jordan was clear on this point. The fight rendered him unconscious, but the armor will help him recover from his injuries.”

      “What of Jordan?” Ra snapped, eyes flaring green. “I’ll crack his spine myself if he’s betrayed me.”

      “I released him, mighty Ra,” Hades said, raising a palm in supplication. “Please, hear me out. I did so for a grave purpose. I have dispatched the Ka-Dun to find Isis, for she must know the same news I am about to share with you.”

      “Speak, worm,” Ra growled, eyes narrowing. Hades knew he was one word from death.

      “Your anger is righteous, but when you understand my reasoning you will forgive me, I think,” Hades said, dropping to his knees. Ra wasn’t stupid, but she was also vulnerable to flattery. “Osiris has done much while you slept. The world is in danger, and our only hope lies in an alliance between you and Isis.”

      Ra relaxed half a hair, cocking her head to the side. “Explain. Quickly.”

      “After the Arks entered hibernation, Osiris awoke. He used the power of the Well to craft a potent army, one very similar to those once used by his brother, Set. Demons of the most hideous variety,” Hades explained. Now that the hook was set he’d use a piece of the truth, one she could verify. “His army stormed across the underworld, cutting off all conduits to the Well. All save his own. We were left powerless, growing old while he grew strong. Many gods perished, while Osiris did the unthinkable: he emerged to enslave and shape the nascent cultures of man. You can see his touch everywhere.”

      “This could explain much,” Ra said, pursing her lips. “I have seen his fingerprints across the globe. The culture known as Egypt clearly aped our own, as did several others on other continents. Tell me, if your tale is true: how did you survive? Without a link to the conduit, you’d never have had the energy to cross the gulf of time to this new age.”

      “It is a shameful tale,” Hades replied, hanging his head. His long grey hair screened his smile, or so he hoped. He adopted an agonized tone, one that part of him really felt. “Vulcan and I had no choice but to reverse the flow of energy from the conduit we forged with Olympus.”

      “That’s monstrous,” Ra snapped, eyes going wide. She rounded, stalking back and forth like a caged cat as if weighing his fate. Even her followers looked concerned, particularly the fiery-haired deathless. “You siphoned their energy to keep yourselves alive. You understand this means all your brethren are likely dead?”

      “We do, mighty Ra,” Hades said, real tears falling. He regretted what he’d been forced to do, though he’d do it again in an instant if needed. “My brother Zeus likely died cursing my name, yet what choice did we have? We are lowly sorcerers, unable to oppose someone with the strength of the deathless. We fought, but Osiris brushed us aside like gnats. Had we not reversed the conduit, my brethren would have died anyway. Vulcan and I would be dead as well, and you and Isis would have no knowledge of the treachery of Osiris.”

      Ra folded her arms, staring hard at Hades. A sudden clicking and whirring drew her attention, and Hades followed her gaze. Wepwawet’s now armored form staggered from the stall. Vulcan caught him before he could fall, using those powerful arms to hold up the god’s enormous weight.

      “Wh-what happened?” Wepwawet asked, his voice strangely mechanized by the armor’s voice synthesizer. His faceplate angled down as he raised an armored arm for inspection. “What have you done to me? And where am I?”

      “Peace, Wepwawet,” Ra commanded, turning back to Hades. “You have done what you must. I still think you are a treacherous snake, but I will take this gift in the spirit it is offered. I will even overlook you aiding my enemy. Sending a messenger to Isis may be to my benefit.”

      “Peace?” Wepwawet roared. “I will show you peace.”

      His armored fist smashed Ra in the chest, launching her backwards into the stall where he’d donned the armor. She rolled to her feet with cat-like quickness, but Wepwawet was already making for Hades.

      “You!” he screamed, a trio of black blades erupting from the fist of his gauntlet. He rammed them at Hades, his arm blurring too quickly for Hades to have any prayer of evading.

      Yet somehow Ra was there, interposed between Wepwawet and Hades. Her Sunsteel spear had blocked the blow, and she whirled it low, knocking Wepwawet onto his back with a terrible clatter.

      “Contain yourself, Wepwawet, or I will take your life here and now,” she yelled, sliding into a defensive stance. Her companions looked ready to join the fray, but as of yet had done nothing.

      “The armor is terrible,” Wepwawet snapped, climbing slowly to his feet. “I can feel it pressing at the edges of my mind.”

      It sounded like an apology, and it seemed to have the desired effect. Ra relaxed a hair. “If you raise arms against me again, your life is forfeit. Head back to the surface. Now.”

      Wepwawet stalked off, smashing an automaton with a balled fist as he passed by. Ra watched his passing until he was out of sight.

      “Thank you, mighty Ra,” Hades said, bowing low. He held his deferential pose for long moments.

      “Now, what other weapons have you created for our use?” Ra said. “It seems we are to go to war with Osiris, and I’d not fight it unprepared,”

      The seed was planted. Set would be pleased.
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      Jordan ducked as a boulder the size of a bus crashed down behind him with a deafening boom he could feel even in his armor. The wind screamed, whipping trees, rocks, and the occasional body around with equal ferocity. He’d never seen anything like it; the entire horizon was painted in violent orange, blotting out most of his immediate surroundings. Visibility was a paltry hundred feet, and even the armor’s vast array of sensors picked up little.

      Despite the life-threatening peril, he felt like a god-damned god. Jordan gathered his legs underneath him, the mechanical whirring of the armor audible even over the wind. Then he leapt skyward, over the crest of the hill and onto a boulder on the far side. What had that been? A hundred and seventy-five feet in one bound? His already incredible strength was vastly augmented by the armor, but it was more than that. He had limitless energy, as well. Jordan laughed exultantly.

      I do not trust this strange mechanical device, Ka-Dun. The beast rumbled. We’d be better served with our own abilities.

      “Maybe I’d ditch it, if I was able to get the collar off,” Jordan replied, leaping again. Four more leaps and he reached the valley floor, skidding a long furrow in the dry dirt. It was odd that it was dry during a storm of this magnitude, but hardly surprising when you thought about what the storm was made of. “As it is, we don’t have any choice. Even if we did, this dramatically improves my combat abilities. They even included missiles. All I need is a rifle of some kind.”

      He broke into a full sprint, glancing at the chronometer that overlaid his vision. Fifty-four fucking miles an hour. Holy. Shit. Jordan broke right, grabbing the side of an outcrop and flinging himself to the top of the next hill. Again and again he repeated the process, quickly eating up the ground as he moved away from the storm. Or tried to anyway.

      The boiling clouds shifted suddenly, moving in his direction. High above, lightning split the sky, and the orange clouds were thick with fire. He could smell burnt ozone, even through the suit’s air filters. A bolt traced the horizon in front of him, stabbing into the earth with incredible brilliance. It sent up a massive geyser of earth and stone. Could lightning even do that? Another strike, then another. They rained down all around him, though the few surviving trees were thankfully acting as lightning rods.

      The temperature gauge on his HUD read 118 degrees. Jesus, that explained why he was sweating so profusely. He blinked rapidly to clear his eyes, wishing he could touch his face. The armor prevented that, of course.

      Could the vegetation here even survive the kind of heat and fury he was witnessing? It wasn’t a god-damned desert, or at least it hadn’t been. After the storm, maybe that would be different.

      A little red blip lit the upper corner of the mini-map in the corner of his display. It showed the surrounding topography, and the dot was ahead and to the right. He sprinted forward, leaping up a hillside and dodging another lightning strike as he crested the top. The storm was growing more furious, and the wind was strong enough to toss him off-balance each time he leapt. If not for the armor’s internal stabilizers, he’d have been crushed against a rock. Or worse. Jordan kept moving, this time down to a wide plain.

      In the sky above him, he saw the silver ship disappearing on a northern course.
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      Blair heaved a sigh of relief, shaking from the aftereffects of adrenaline.

      “Blair, look at this.” Liz’s voice came from miles away. It took everything he had to raise his head and stare through the clear portion of the deck. He badly needed sleep.

      Blair gasped as he took in the view. Orange and red clouds blanketed the entire southern horizon, their roiling mass flashing with occasional bursts of lightning. No one from this age had ever before witnessed such immense, beautiful power.

      “It’s amazing,” Blair said, releasing the control pillar and moving to join her. “But honestly? I hope I never have to face one of those storms again.”

      “This one was mild,” came a soft voice. Blair started, seeing Isis to his left, sitting atop a chest carved from dark red wood. She’d returned to human form, her silver hair loose as she stared at the storm. She was so tiny, so forlorn. “A strong sunstorm will boil away all life where it passes, scouring the earth of everything. Fortunately such storms are rare, and the first will not come for decades. Centuries if we are lucky.”

      “Well, let’s just hope we don’t have to fly through one any time soon,” Liz said, her tone light and optimistic. She beamed a perfect smile his way, eyes twinkling in the strange glow of the storm.

      Blair wished they were alone, though he was grateful Isis had saved them. He blinked away those thoughts as Liz continued. “So now what? I know the whole plan was to find out what had happened to the Nexus. We know Osiris has something to do with it. Blair, do you want to fill her in?”

      “Not really, but I guess I have to,” Blair said, steeling himself. It wasn’t every day you told a goddess her estranged husband had become an evil overlord, apparently bent on world domination. “Hades said he was willing to give us the slipsail, because we had to be able to carry news to you.”

      “News of Osiris,” Isis said, brow furrowing. “Tell me.”

      “Hades claims that as soon as the hibernation began, Osiris launched a war,” Blair explained, trying to make sure he got it all right. “He created an army of what Hades called demons. I’m guessing you know more about those than I do.”

      “I’m familiar with their ilk,” Isis said, anger darkening her features. “The term was coined by Set to describe his minions. One of the chief uses Ark Lords put their Arks to is the creation of new life. They craft minions the way a potter makes vessels. Demons are black things, incapable of any emotion save hate. They are violence incarnate, the perfect servants with which to flood a battle field.”

      “Well, Osiris used these troops to conquer the underworld,” Blair continued. He turned to face the rail, gazing off at the storm. “They pushed Hades back, and eventually severed the conduit connecting Olympus to the Well. Hades also believed Osiris was severing all connections to the Nexus.”

      Blair trailed off as he looked to Isis. She was silent for a long moment, then finally turned to face them. Her green eyes sparkled in the storm’s fading light, and a single tear slid down one cheek.

      “If Hades is not deceiving us, then it seems my husband has done dark and terrible things during my long hibernation,” she began, slowly, as if the words were forced from her. “I do not want to believe it. Osiris was the best of us, a leader for uncounted centuries. The idea that he would sever the connection to the Nexus is unthinkable. That would mean the destruction of the Ark network. What motivation could he possibly have?”

      Blair looked at Liz, but she offered him no help. He turned back to Isis. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if Hades was telling the truth, but he certainly seemed scared. It also seemed like Olympus was stuck between dimensions somehow, for whatever that’s worth.”

      “That’s troubling,” Isis admitted. She shook her head slowly. “It should have returned when the sun changed. The fact that it has not means the Olympian pantheon may be dead. Even if they aren’t, their faction is lost to us. If Osiris has gone insane, then we’d have to face him alone. That is not a fight we can win.”

      “They’re dead,” Blair said, leaving it at that. He didn’t want to dwell on the strange, empty city. Or on Hades’s obvious grief.

      “So we’d have to find allies then,” Liz said. She looked determined, as always. “Lots of allies. If the Director was right, Osiris controls Mohn Corp. That gives him a lot of firepower, especially if he has an army of demons to back it up. How do you plan to fight him?”

      “There is only one way,” Isis said. The tears were gone now, blown away by the hot wind that somehow seeped through the slipsail’s skin. “We’d have to ally with Sekhmet, my near-sister. Only together would we have a chance, though even then our odds are slim. Osiris has had thirteen millennia to learn this world and to grow stronger. All that time he could have used the Well to create minions, and build weaponry.”

      Something about that tickled the back of Blair’s mind. There was something obvious here he was missing, but he wasn’t sure what. At least not yet. “Liz and I discussed places like ancient Egypt. We had a theory about the Great Pyramids. Is it possible structures like that were built to drain energy from sleeping Arks?”

      Isis blinked several times, then cocked her head. “It is definitely possible. I’ve never directly inspected these pyramids, but their placement and composition are consistent with energy retrieval.”

      “And since Osiris was awake while the rest of you slept, he’s the most likely person to have built these, right?” Blair asked. An idea was forming.

      “Most likely,” Isis conceded. “Where are you going with this?”

      “If Osiris had access to the near infinite power in the Well, why spend decades building pyramids to siphon a trickle of energy from the Arks? What was the point?” Blair asked, connections forming. “I mean, I get the reasoning behind influencing cultures. If you wanted the world to be a certain way when the Arks returned, it would make sense to shape it. But why all the effort to make structures like the pyramids?”

      Isis and Liz were both silent for long moments.

      Isis finally spoke. “An interesting question. The energy gained from such work would be minimal, useful only to the desperate or miserly. Perhaps Osiris sought to rob his enemies of strength.”

      “Maybe,” Blair said, shrugging. “The point is, we don’t know his motivations. We have nothing but supposition. We need more data before we commit to a course of action. I’ve had enough of rash plans and mistakes. Let’s do this—whatever this turns out to be—right.”

      “Agreed,” Liz said, giving a tight nod. “We paid a heavy price back in San Francisco. I don’t want to pay a similar price here, especially not with so much on the line.”

      “You speak with much wisdom, Ka-Dun,” Isis said. She reached out and squeezed Blair’s forearm, which nearly made him wet himself. She wasn’t cruel, but she’d made it clear she didn’t regard his opinion very highly. This was a definite reversal. “For now, I believe our course is clear. If Osiris is the enemy, then we need allies. The only ally strong enough to help is the very one we just fled. We will have to not only convince her of our intentions, but also make reparations for the hideous damage I wrought to her army.”

      “Yes, that giant worm thing was pretty messed up,” Blair said, giving a half smile. “I’d be pretty pissed if someone unleashed it on my army.”

      “What if Ra isn’t willing to work with us? If we wait for her, she could just attack and kill us,” Liz pointed out. She was biting her lip, a habit he’d first noticed back in Peru.

      “Trevor is with her,” Blair pointed out. “He’s not going to let her harm us.”

      “Your friend is powerful, but young. He would be nothing but a gnat to Ra,” Isis said, snorting as she gave a dismissive gesture. “If Ra seeks combat, it will come down to me and her. You two will have to do the best you can against Ra’s underlings. Pray that she does not bring Horus, Wepwawet, or Anubis.”

      “I don’t think he’ll have to fight her,” Blair said, giving a grin now. “Trevor hasn’t been enslaved and he hasn’t been killed. Wepwawet told us he’d been adopted into her court. Put yourself in Ra’s shoes. You’ve been asleep for thirteen thousand years and a guy who studies the sun is dropped into your lap. Trevor is a warrior, a scientist, and an all-around badass. I bet you this ship she’s taken him on as an advisor. Trevor will advise that she talk to us, at the very least. It isn’t much but, hey, I’ll take what we can get.”

      “You raise an interesting point,” Isis conceded, glancing to the glowing clouds in the west. “There is a place of great significance in the land you’d know as France. How far are we from there?”

      “I don’t know exactly; we don’t really have GPS,” Blair said. His tone drew a sharp glance from Liz, so he moderated it. “I know what direction it is at least. I’d guess our speed at about two hundred miles per hour. We’ll probably be there by morning.”

      “Excellent. I will use the time to meditate. When we arrive in the land of France, fetch me and we will discuss our next move,” Isis commanded, her imperious demeanor back in full force. She turned on her heel and headed for the far side of the cabin, leaving them in silence.

      “I hope you’re right,” Liz said, reaching out to squeeze his shoulder.

      Blair sucked in a breath, and summoned the courage to act on an urge he’d been suppressing for weeks. He put his arm around Liz and pulled her close as they stared at the sunset.
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      Trevor eyed Wepwawet with concern as their party exited the crumbling building, emerging back onto the surface. Thankfully the storm had abated, though a hot wind still whipped sand and grit into Trevor’s eyes. Still, it was preferable to being below.

      The underworld, what little he’d seen of it, wasn’t a place he’d like to visit again. It stank of coal and fire, and reminded him a little too much of depictions of hell. He’d been interested in the armor and weaponry Vulcan had been constructing, but not enough to spend much time there.

      “What course now, mighty Ra? I itch to do violence,” Wepwawet said in a strangely digitized voice, pausing next to Ra. If anything, he was even more intimidating in the strange black armor. It covered him from head to toe, with bulky contraptions around the right wrist and left shoulder. Those looked familiar. Too familiar. They brought Trevor back to San Diego, where Mohn Corp. had invaded his house. If this armor was similar, both the wrist and shoulder likely packed missiles.

      “Fetch Anubis. Tell him to begin marching northeast. We make for the First Ark. You will have your chance to kill soon enough,” Ra commanded. She strode up a hill, pausing at the top. The keening wind twisted her scarlet hair wildly around her.

      Trevor watched Irakesh follow her up the hillside, Steve not far behind. Steve always lurked in Irakesh’s shadow, and it wasn’t hard to guess his game. He was ingratiating himself, fading into the background until he saw an opportunity.

      Jordan’s departure worried Trevor, at least a little. It meant he was alone against Steve and Irakesh, and he doubted he could take them both. Steve definitely, but Irakesh was canny and powerful, and had more knowledge of his abilities than Trevor did.

      That left him alone in an enemy camp, of course. He’d been embraced here, in a way, but he had no illusions about how far he was trusted. Ra seemed to like him, but he’d seen her moods shift quickly. She could just as easily decide to kill him as elevate him in rank. That meant in many ways he was playing a political game, something he’d never been very good at.

      You’ve done well so far, my host. Yet you must exhibit more caution, or risk the ire of your more powerful brethren. Anubis is the greatest threat, though you are wise to fear Irakesh. We will overcome that one in time, but we are not ready for such a confrontation yet.

      Trevor started walking toward the base of the hill. The wind prevented him from hearing the conversation between Ra and Irakesh, but Irakesh looked angry, his mouth an animated snarl. Ra raised one hand, silencing him. The dark-skinned deathless turned on his heel, stalking away from Ra with the grace of a jungle cat. He glared hatefully at Trevor as he passed, Steve trailing in his wake like some housebroken puppy.

      “Trevor,” Ra called, beckoning him to approach.

      He did so, walking quickly up the hillside to join her at the crest. He didn’t say anything when he got there, instead waiting for her to explain what she wanted. Silence was a powerful weapon, one that came naturally to introverts like himself. Let the other person tell you what they wanted. Sometimes they revealed more than they intended;  even if they didn’t, at least you didn’t have to make awkward small talk.

      “I am deeply troubled by the events of the past day,” she finally said, turning those emerald eyes on him. Her gaze was searching, and also softer than it had been before. He wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Irakesh has asked that I punish you. Did you know that? He believes you should have kept a closer watch on the Ka-Dun Jordan, and he blames you for the escape.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Trevor admitted with a shrug. “I left Jordan to watch over Wepwawet. If I’d kept him with me, then he and Hades wouldn’t have met. He wouldn’t have escaped.”

      “Does his escape displease you?” Ra asked, raising a delicate eyebrow.

      “No,” Trevor admitted. “I didn’t like the fact that you put a collar on him. He’s a real bastard, but he’s a good soldier and he’s fighting on the right side.”

      “The right side being Isis and her pack,” Ra said, her tone curiously neutral. Perhaps dangerously so.

      “Yeah, exactly,” Trevor said, meeting her gaze. Thus far, honesty had worked pretty damned well, so he saw no reason to change that now. “I know I’m one of you. A deathless, I guess. But that doesn’t take away my ability to know right from wrong. Wrong is murdering the entire world. Wrong is turning everyone into a walking corpse.”

      Ra cocked her head to the side, eyeing him curiously. “I like you, Trevor. Your honesty is refreshing, as is your raw ignorance. It affords a different perspective than I am used to.”

      “Ignorance?” Trevor shot back, bristling in spite of himself.

      “Indeed,” Ra said, folding her arms and giving him a smile that dared him to press the issue. When he didn’t, she continued. “Try to look at this from my perspective. You are, among other things, a scientist, are you not?”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      “Patience, Trevor. It’s a quality scientists should possess, yes? I want you to imagine that you will live forever. This should be easier for you, since you will live forever. You understand biologically how your body has changed, and that you will progress through the millennia without aging,” Ra said, pausing as she watched him. She licked her lips, exposing a mouthful of inhuman fangs. “What if you saw countless generations rise, then die? Generation after generation, century after century, millennia after millennia. Always, people make the same mistakes. They are forever trapped in their narrow perspective of the world. They understand only what is important to them in this instant.”

      “I get what you’re saying,” Trevor said, shaking his head. “It doesn’t mean you should devalue life, though. Isis still values it, and she has the same perspective you do.”

      “Isis is weak,” Ra said, eyes glittering dangerously. “She makes foolish decisions of the heart. I use reason. The kind of logic you should understand, being a scientist.”

      “Okay, then explain to me why you murdered the world? I had a conversation with Irakesh a few months back, but his reasons for so much death were shit,” Trevor said, recalling his former master’s argument that the deathless were stewards not just of humanity, but also of nature. Keeping mankind in check also kept a natural balance, because otherwise man would do…exactly what man had done. Pollute the world and wipe out thousands of species.

      “No doubt they were. My son is many things, but a wise orator is not one of them,” she gave back, smiling cruelly now. “Listen to my reasons, and judge for yourself. What if you knew that enemies far worse than the deathless were coming? What if the only way you could fight them was to breed an army of incredible size? There are seven Arks, Trevor. You’ve met the lords of two, and, if I understand it, your companion has become the lord of a third. The remaining four are not kind, nor are they inclined to share. I assure you their plans for humanity are far more abhorrent than mine. You heard what Hades had to say about Osiris, and he is not the worst of us.”

      “So the ends justify the means then?” Trevor asked, clenching his fists.

      “Of course they do,” Ra said, raising an eyebrow as if he were a foolish child. “Win. At any cost. Because if you lose, nothing else matters. I have done as I have done to ensure that humanity has a future. If I took the timid path of Isis, there is every chance humanity would be obliterated, our entire race nothing but a memory of those who’d twist us to their own uses. You’ve never seen such enemies. Right now, I am the worst thing you have ever encountered, a monster in your eyes. Is this not so?”

      Trevor had a difficult time answering that question. Ra was beautiful. Oh, there was savagery to that beauty, like a lioness, but she was breathtaking too. Something he could stare at all day, simply appreciating. “Yes, I do think you’re a monster, at least by my standards. Maybe these enemies exist, and maybe they’re worse than you. The thing is, when you fight a monster, you risk becoming one. In your case you’ve made too many compromises, too many concessions to win. I’m willing to bet that’s why you and Isis don’t see eye to eye.”

      Ra began to laugh, a thick musical laughter. She smiled warmly at him. “Yes, I definitely like you, Trevor. Not a single one of my followers would have the courage to say something like that, but perhaps that is the kind of counsel I will need in the coming days. If that treacherous snake of a god Hades is telling the truth, Osiris is the gravest immediate threat. We must wrest the First Ark from him, but that is something I do not believe I can do without help. Especially since Sobek has stolen the Primary Access Key. Without it, my powers are limited.”

      “So what do you plan to do?” he asked, more than a little grateful the topic had changed. He’d been treading on dangerous ground, and the last thing he wanted was to piss her off to the point where she killed him. He might not like what he’d become, but he was definitely attached to being alive. Well, un-alive, to be accurate.

      “I’m unsure, a rare state for me. I need allies, but the only one who might possibly be of use would be Isis herself,” Ra said, brushing a lock of scarlet from her face. “Unfortunately, she is blind to the truth and does not see Osiris as a threat. He must be dealt with, so I will marshal my forces, and make for the First Ark. We will do our utmost to pry Osiris from its depths, and when we have dragged him into the light we will kill him.”

      She made it sound so easy, but Trevor heard something he’d never expected from the seemingly implacable goddess: fear.
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      “Set down there,” Isis commanded. Blair did as she asked, guiding the slipsail slowly into the valley. They were surrounded by high cliffs of bare white stone, broken by a smattering of green trees. More trees lined the valley floor, which had a wide, slow-moving river flowing through it. The place was familiar, though Blair wasn’t sure why, since he’d never been to southern France.

      The ship settled to a halt on a narrow ridge, about midway up one of the cliffs. He held his breath as it stopped, praying it wouldn’t tumble into the valley below. Several moments later, he finally released his link to the control obelisk. Isis and Liz had already passed through the ship’s skin to the rock below. Blair joined them, shifting as he did so. It was damn cold, more so than he’d have expected. Sometimes having fur was nice.

      “Where are we going?” he asked, looking around for any features of note. There was nothing about this place to suggest why they’d come here. No landmarks, and no structures of any kind. They were in the wilderness, the largely untouched south of France.

      “To a sacred place,” Isis said, trotting up the trail. She moved quickly, and they struggled to keep up. Long minutes passed as they wound up a narrow trail. Isis eventually stopped, though Blair couldn’t see any particular reason why she should have. She turned to face them, a wide, childlike smile lighting up her features. “We have arrived. It is still here, by some miracle.”

      “What is it?” Blair asked, stopping next to her. He followed her gaze to a hole in the ground, just barely large enough for an adult to crawl through.

      “Is that a cave entrance?” Liz asked, teeth chattering as she rubbed her arms. She hadn’t chosen to shift, for some reason.

      “Yes,” Isis said, kneeling next to it. “Let’s get inside and out of the wind. It will be warmer in there, particularly after we start a fire.”

      She moved to a nearby bush and started breaking off small branches, then quickly gathered larger ones that had fallen from a neighboring tree. Her movements were quick and economical, as if she’d practiced them hundreds of times. When she’d finished she ducked into the cave entrance, shimmying through with surprising familiarity.

      Liz gave a shrug, following her inside. Blair waited a moment longer, blinking a few times as he began considering where they were. He thought he knew why this place was familiar now. He’d seen a documentary about it. The Cave of Forgotten Dreams. If this was the same place, much of what the world knew about Cro-Magnon culture had originated here. Blair shifted back to human form, squeezing into the narrow opening.

      “Isis,” he called, rising from a crouch just inside. His eyes began adjusting to the dim, but he could still barely make out anything. “Where are we, exactly?”

      “This was my home, once,” Isis called back, her voice echoing from deeper in the cave. Liz was already disappearing into the gloom, so Blair followed. His vision was much sharper than it had been as a mortal, and the slight light from the cave entrance lit the place like day.

      He slid down part of the cave floor, catching himself against a stalagmite. This place couldn’t have been more different than the underworld. It was slick and damp, the sound of water dripping everywhere. Blair rose into a stooped crouch, inching past the low ceiling until he reached a place where he could stand. Liz and Isis stood before a wide wall. Both stared up at something painted there, and Blair’s jaw dropped when he saw what it was.

      “My god. We’re in Chauvet. See those brown lines on the rock above? That’s a wooly rhinoceros. This place is even older than you, isn’t it?” he asked, moving closer to join them.

      “It is,” Isis said, her tone reverent. “My tribe lived in the valley below. We hunted game when it was warm, and retreated here when the snows grew too fierce. I don’t know who painted those. They were created countless generations before my people. My grandmother taught me that they’d always been there.”

      Blair was beyond shocked. It was one thing to understand how old Isis was, another to see proof. The cave paintings of Chauvet came primarily from two periods, one called the Gravettian, about twenty-six thousand years before the present. The other was thought to be older, perhaps as old as thirty-two thousand years.

      “Most of the creatures drawn here are extinct now,” Blair said, leaning in close to study the art. A beast had been captured there, the towering predator taller than a man even on four legs. “This one is a cave bear. I bet those must have been fierce.”

      “Fierce enough, when we were mortals,” Isis said, giving a shrug. She turned to face him. “We never returned here after we changed. I wasn’t even sure it would still be here. But it is, and that gladdens me.”

      “Do you think Ra will come here?” Liz said. She ran a hand along the stone, tracing a horse drawn from some black material.

      “Definitely,” Isis said, giving a nod. Her smile vanished. “She and I were near-sisters, once upon a time. We made many fires here, shared many tales. She can feel the key Blair possesses, and as she gets closer she will track it to this location. It is my hope she will honor the sanctity of this place, and keep the peace.”

      “That’s a lot of trust to put in an enemy,” Blair said, more than a little skeptical.

      “Ra was and is honorable. We may not agree on much, but she can be trusted to keep her word if she gives it,” Isis said. She stood up and wiped her hands on her skirt. “I’ll set up a fire. You two see if you can scrounge up some game. We’ll likely be here for a day or two before Ra arrives.”

      “So we just wait for her. Then what?” Liz asked, tone more harsh than Blair had heard her use with Isis. “We’re trapped, and if she attacks us we’re done.”

      “I don’t know,” Isis said, eyeing Liz soberly. “It may be that we meet our end in this place. Fitting, as it is where it all began.”
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      Jordan slid down the cliff side, using the armor’s internal gyroscope to help keep his balance. He landed in a shower of rock sixty-three feet below the top of the cliff, on a narrow ledge with a few scrubby trees clinging to the white rock. Below, not more than a hundred feet distant, lay the ship he’d been pursuing ever since the storm. The hull had a silver sheen, despite the cloud cover. It appeared deserted, though it was possible the crew was below decks.

      “Guess there’s only one way to find out,” he muttered, leaping to a ledge some forty feet below. Two more leaps and he was standing on the wide area where the ship had set down. Jordan expected his beast to make some comment, either about caution or rejoining his pack. Yet there was nothing. The trip here had been extremely lonely, highlighting just how dependent he’d grown on having that inner voice at his disposal. With the beast, he knew he was never truly alone, and that kept despair at bay when he was going through the worst of the things he’d had to endure. Where had it gone? The last time he’d spoken to it had been the day he’d donned the armor.

      “Blair? Liz?” he bellowed, using the armor’s internal microphone to amplify his voice. It echoed off the surrounding cliffs, disturbing a smattering of crows who winged their way skyward. There was no other response. Jordan walked to the ship, unsure how to proceed. “Blair? It’s Jordan.”

      Nothing. He walked a full circuit around the ship, which was featureless. Not a single rivet, bolt, or discernible means of entry. Jordan knelt next to it, peering under the ship to see if there was a hatch. Nothing. He activated the powerful light above his right shoulder, panning the beam slowly across the bottom of the ship.

      Jordan was completely unprepared for his sudden flight. One moment he was kneeling there, the next he was soaring into the sky like a very ungainly bird. He twisted, facing the ship. A massive silver werewolf crouched there, amber eyes narrowed as she watched his flight. For a split second, Jordan thought he was seeing Bridget, then noticed this werewolf was larger. A terrifying memory of having his arms torn off leapt to mind, and he realized with a shudder that he’d just run afoul of the Mother. Again.

      He gathered the suit’s armored legs underneath him, landing in a crouch. The heavy armor pulverized the rock, sending a spray of gravel shooting out. He kept his balance, though. “It’s me, Mother. Jordan. I’ve escaped from Ra.”

      The Mother blinked twice, then slowly straightened. She stopped baring her fangs, and began walking toward him. Three paces later she was in human form, the shift happening all in a blur. She paused a few feet away, staring up at him. “You made enough noise to wake the slumbering dead. When I saw you, I feared the worst. What is that strange contraption you wear? I recognize it from your time among the house of Mohn, but this armor feels different. It smells…wrong.”

      “Hades gave it to me,” Jordan said, walking back to the ship, though he kept his distance. No sense getting any closer to the Mother than he had to. “If it smells wrong, you can blame him and his friend Vulcan. You’re right that it’s very similar to Mohn’s X-11. I don’t know where Hades got the design, and honestly I don’t care. I just wanted to get away from Ra. She collared me. I’m still wearing that collar, but the armor seems to have muted its influence.”

      “Collared?” Isis said, blinking. Then her mouth tightened. “That cruel bitch. She’s used one of the shi-dun.”

      “Two,” Jordan corrected. “She used a second collar on Steve. So far as I know he’s still playing meek servant for Irakesh, and still spilling every secret he can to Ra. Anything he knew about you, or about us, she knows now too.”

      The Mother’s scowl could have curdled milk.

      “That cannot be helped. Steve will be dealt with in time,” the Mother said, stalking up to Jordan. He wasn’t quite as tall in the armor as he’d have been in wolf form, but she was still tiny beside him. She stretched out a hand and touched the armor, then closed her eyes. She was silent for a long moment before speaking. “It is as I feared. This armor is tainted. Dark iron was used in its forging. The suit you wear is demon-crafted.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Jordan asked, genuinely alarmed.

      “On the one hand it means the armor is far more powerful than the simple steel used by Mohn to make its weaponry,” Isis said, folding her arms as she stared up at him. “On the other, it means your armor has a primitive consciousness. It is neither alive, nor dead precisely. That consciousness is linked to something greater, a master you might say.”

      “Wait, the armor is alive?” Jordan said, struggling to keep up. “Alive how? It’s just a piece of metal.”

      “Dark iron is imbued with the blood of a potent master,” Isis explained, clearly disgusted. “A god will shed his own blood during the forging. This creates a link between him and anything created from the metal. Such creations are always powerful, but come with an awful price. They were first created by Set, used during his long war with Osiris. If Hades has spoken truly, which I still doubt, then my husband has now adopted the same methods as his treacherous brother. That gives him a tremendous advantage in the coming battle.”

      “How so?” Jordan asked.

      “You are, in essence, wearing a part of the armor’s creator,” the Mother explained. “I do not know the extent of the influence that will grant, as you are a Ka-Dun. During our own age, those who wore armor or used weapons crafted from blood iron often fell under the influence of the item’s creator. They could be made to kill their family. Turn on their liege. For this reason its use was banned by most Ark Lords. Set was the exception, but when he was finally overthrown we thought all knowledge of dark iron had passed from the world. That is why I find the idea that Osiris might have adopted its use so troubling.”

      “Well, that’s just fucking lovely,” Jordan said, clenching an armored fist. “So my options are remove the armor and be controlled by the collar, or leave the armor on and worry that Osiris can seize control of my body at a critical moment. What the fuck do I even do with that?”

      “Take heart. Taint takes time. Months, even for those of weak will. Someone with strong will can resist for years,” the Mother said, giving a sympathetic sigh. “Why don’t we start by removing the armor? Then I will see what can be done with the collar. Perhaps we can remove both. It will be difficult, but the shi-dun were crafted by Ptah. I know his work well and might be able to find a weakness.”

      “All right,” Jordan said, through gritted teeth. He moved his thumb and forefinger in a very unnatural motion. It had been purposely chosen because it was something you’d never do on accident. That motion triggered the exit sequence. The armor would power down, and he’d be able to remove it.

      Or that was what should have happened anyway. The HUD stayed lit. He tried the gesture again. Nothing. Jordan roared in anger, slamming a metal fist into the side of the cliff. Shards of rock flaked away from the impact. “I can’t. The armor won’t deactivate.”

      “Clever. Clever and incredibly devious,” the Mother said, eyes narrowing. “I suspect once the armor has been donned it can only be removed by its creator. Such a measure makes you effectively a slave.”

      “A short-lived one,” Jordan countered, trying to calm his breathing. He wanted to kill something. Hell, he wanted to kill everything. “I can’t eat with this thing on. Sooner or later I’ll starve.”

      “That’s unlikely,” the Mother said, shaking her head slowly. The motion tossed her silver hair over her shoulder, exposing a pale neck. Jordan longed to wrap a gauntleted hand around that neck. “The armor will keep you alive. It works much like Sunsteel. It will absorb energy from the sun, and use that energy to sustain you. Unless we can get you to an Ark where I can experiment on the armor, you are trapped. Permanently.”

      Jordan closed his eyes, hanging his head. This was too much to bear, but with the armor he couldn’t even end it. Even suicide was denied him.

      So Jordan opened his eyes. He met Isis’s gaze. “Then I’m going to make Osiris regret making me into a weapon. I’m going to kill that fucker, and I’m going to do it slowly.”
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      “Sir,” Benson said, bursting into the room. Her heart was thundering, the blood pulsing through her neck in a way that pulled Mark’s attention from the ancient book. It took immense will to force his eyes up to her face, but he could still feel her heartbeat. She seemed to sense something, expression growing uncertain. “I apologize for the sudden interruption. It’s just that—”

      “What is it, Benson?” he asked, rising to his feet. He’d been at this for hours, to no avail. A lot of clues had been buried in human mythology, but the tome had yet to yield any great secrets.

      “You’re going to want to see this, sir.” She spoke more rapidly than usual. “There’s activity. At Stonehenge, sir.”

      “Show me,” Mark said, stalking to the doorway and following her up the corridor.

      The room he’d taken was tiny, with linoleum floors and cracked plaster walls. It had been a storeroom when he requisitioned it, and it stank of mildew despite the thorough cleaning that Facilities had given it. That didn’t matter. His personal comfort was secondary to quick access.

      Ops was only four doors up the hall, and he strode in briskly. People leapt to attention in a way they never had back in Syracuse. It wasn’t that they hadn’t respected him there, or even that they hadn’t feared him. Both had been true. No, the difference was one of degrees. Before, they had feared he might fire them. Now they feared he might devour them, and with good reason. He could smell their fear, hear the symphony of heartbeats. He wanted to feed, and the primitive part of their brains knew it.

      “What am I looking at?” Mark barked, striding to stand before the wall-mounted television. He missed the much larger screen in the Syracuse facility, but one worked with the tools at hand.

      “It looks like we’re just in time. We picked up seismic activity consistent with that in Peru,” Benson said, tapping a sequence on her tablet. The screen’s image changed, focusing on a moonlit field. The only recognizable landmark was Stonehenge itself, a tiny ring several hundred yards away from the field where the camera was centered.

      The ground began to shake, trees swaying, though he doubted there was any wind. Then something burst from the earth, a black spear tip that shot skywards. Mark went cold, recognizing the enormous structure that bored from the earth. It was just like the others, a jet-black pyramid visible only because of the moonlight. Up and up it climbed, emerging from the earth until the ground finally stopped shaking.

      Mark studied the image, noting that the Ark hadn’t destroyed Stonehenge the way the one in Cairo had the Great Pyramids. The ancient ring of stones sat at the foot of the Ark, just like the Sphinx sat at the foot of the Ark in Cairo. Was that significant?

      He watched, trying to focus on the image and not on the thunderous heartbeats around him. He smelled sweat now—that and more thick, tangy fear. These people were right to fear him. Mark knew that if his composure slipped for even a moment one of them would die.

      “Sir, movement,” Benson said. She pointed at the screen. “Something is emerging from the Ark.”

      Figures emerged from the southern face of the Ark, a steady stream of them, bipedal but otherwise inhuman, completely black, bursting forth like bats fleeing from a cave. If not for the moonlight, they’d have been invisible. They scattered, disappearing into the night.

      “Give me some data on these things. Telemetry. Size. What do you have, people?” Mark asked the room at large, but his gaze landed on Benson. Fear lurked in her gaze, but it was less than it had been the day before. Familiarity bred contempt after all. Even a monster became normal eventually.

      She brushed dark bangs from her face, almond eyes going unfocused as she examined the data feed the other analysts were gathering. “Sir, at a glance the trajectory of the creatures covers a wide radius. If I had to guess I’d say they’re scouting. If our read on their velocity is correct, they’re going something like forty miles an hour. That means that the first wave will reach London in two hours, assuming they don’t turn around.”

      “And you didn’t see any of these creatures return to the Ark?” Mark asked, running his tongue along one of the sharp new incisors he’d gained from his transformation.

      “No sir,” she confirmed.

      “Then these are almost certainly long-range scouts,” Mark theorized aloud. “Get six drones airborne. I want them combing the skies for these things. Go high altitude, and don’t engage unless absolutely necessary.”

      “Of course, sir,” she said, keying in commands on her pad.

      Mark turned back to the screen, surveying the Ark. What was inside? Osiris had dropped hints, but beyond painting Set as some sort of tyrant he’d said little.
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      Trevor hadn’t been this nervous since he’d defended his thesis. He was wracked by the same sense of being surrounded by people both more important and more powerful than himself, only this time there was also the foreboding that he was about to witness the most explosive battle ever recorded.

      Five of them marched west into a thickly wooded valley. Wepwawet had been ordered to remain behind with the army, so Anubis led the way, fan-bladed axe slicing through any bush or branch that might impede Ra’s path. Behind Ra trailed Irakesh, with Steve’s servile form lurking like a shadow in Irakesh’s wake.

      Trevor brought up the rear, mainly by choice. Apparently it meant he was giving up some sort of prestige in the endless political maneuvering, or Irakesh seemed to think so anyway. He followed Ra with great delight, occasionally darting self-satisfied looks in Trevor’s direction. Trevor was perfectly happy with the arrangement, though. He’d much rather be behind Irakesh and Steve than worry about a knife in the back.

      “Mighty Ra, above us,” Anubis rumbled, pointing up the cliff side. The strange silver ship that had escaped the sunstorm back in Olympus sat up there, apparently untended.

      “It is as I suspected, then,” Ra said, giving a sigh. A cool breeze came off the neighboring river, lifting a few strands of scarlet hair as she stared up at the ship. “It surprises me that she chose this place, though I believe I understand her reasons. It is here that we will complete a cycle that began twenty-four thousand years ago.”

      “Mother, is meeting her here wise? She has the high ground, and has had time to prepare any number of traps,” Irakesh said, stepping up to join her. “Could we not simply send in the Anakim to root her out, then attack in force?”

      “I hope I do not overstep my bounds, master,” Steve said, stepping up to Irakesh with a bow. “Such an attack would be costly, as Isis and her companions are likely to destroy much of mighty Ra’s army.”

      “A small price to pay,” Irakesh said, waving dismissively at Steve. Steve fell back, giving a low bow. Irakesh turned back to Ra, and he missed the hatred in Steve’s gaze. “Mother, let us end Isis once and for all. She has nothing but a small pack to aid her. Allow me to destroy Blair. I’m sure Anubis will relish killing the Ka-Ken, Liz. That will allow you to face Isis alone, as it always should have been. She will have no place to run, no hole in which to hide.”

      Ra was silent for several moments, and Trevor couldn’t help but smile as Irakesh started to fidget. The deathless was as self-important as anyone Trevor had ever met, even worse than some of the professors back in academia. The fact that Ra didn’t immediately respond must cut Irakesh deeply.

      “Tell me, Trevor,” Ra finally said, without looking away from the ship. “What course of action would you recommend?”

      “Send someone in to meet with her. Tell her you want to discuss…well, whatever you want to discuss,” Trevor said, stroking his goatee as he considered. It made him feel like a villain in a Disney movie, which was somehow fitting. “Ask her to come to a neutral place, one where neither one of you has an advantage.”

      “Folly,” Irakesh snapped, glaring at Trevor. “Why give up a powerful position for one of weakness? If we meet Isis, it should be on our terms, with overwhelming strength.”

      “She’s in a cave, Irakesh,” Trevor shot back, raising an eyebrow. “If we assault, she’ll just flee. You know she can walk the shadows, probably better than anyone alive. We’ll never catch her. What would that accomplish?”

      “The pup has a point, most holy,” Anubis rumbled, giving Trevor a rare nod of respect. “I do not like the idea of stepping into her trap, yet I also believe she will flee if forced to do so. She waited here for a reason. She seeks a true meeting, likely to discuss the treachery of Osiris. If you wish any chance at an alliance, then you will need to meet her in good faith.”

      “That is exactly what I plan to do,” Ra said, turning to Anubis. “You will return to our encampment. Go back now and see that the deathless are properly fed.”

      “What of you, mighty Ra?” Anubis flinched, as if fearing to contradict a woman who barely topped his waist. “I would not leave you undefended.”

      “I will wait here with my son and his slave,” Ra said. Then she turned to Trevor. “We will send this one as an emissary. In this way Isis will trust that the message we send is true. His companions trust him, and they will believe my intentions are honorable. Trevor, convince Isis to meet with me. Tell her I respect the sanctity of this place, and I will not enter it without permission. If she wishes to meet here, I will come. Yet I would prefer she come to my camp. If she does so, both she and her companions will have safe passage. Will you do this?”

      “Mother, you can’t—”

      Ra’s hand blurred so quickly it left a trail of light in its wake. Her fist slammed into Irakesh’s jaw, shattering it and sending him sprawling to the ground.

      “Can’t? Some words are never spoken, not to me,” Ra thundered, glaring down at Irakesh. “Boy, you go too far. Perhaps I have been too lenient. If you cannot hold your tongue, how can you ever hope to rule a district in my empire? Anubis, take him and his treacherous Ka-Dun back to camp. I will await Isis’s answer alone.”

      She turned to Trevor, her expression expectant.

      “I’ll, uh, go tell her you want to meet,” Trevor said, starting up the path toward the ship. He paused, turning to face Ra. “How do you know I won’t just join her and flee?”

      “Two reasons,” Ra said, meeting his gaze evenly. “Firstly, if you flee then Isis will not have the alliance she clearly wishes. Secondly, because you are honor bound. If you join Isis, then you betray your word to me.”
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      “Are you sure about this?” Blair asked, probably for the fifth time in as many minutes. He couldn’t help it. He’d tried to stay calm, but the bond with the ship revealed a great deal of data about the figures below. Ra had come with a powerful entourage, the most potent being a figure Blair recognized instantly.

      He’d never seen Anubis, but then he didn’t have to. He had both Jordan’s rushed description and his own knowledge of Egyptology. Anubis was an extremely common figure, and the god below was clearly the embodiment of that mythological lore.

      “Do not ask again, Ka-Dun,” Isis said, leaning over the cliff face as she stared at the figures below. “There, you see? They are not approaching. Most are departing, all save Sekhmet and the one she intends as emissary.”

      “How do you know she’ll send an emissary?” Liz asked, giving an experimental swing of her Sunsteel sword. She’d summoned it the instant Ra had entered the valley, though she was still in human form. One of the blade’s properties was that it always seemed the perfect size for her, regardless of what form she wore.

      “Because there are niceties to be observed. Ark Lords rarely approach each other without an intermediary. Too many have died as a result of treachery, and our memories are long. If she approached directly it could lead to combat, and if she wanted that she’d have attacked already,” Isis replied, emerald eyes fixed firmly on Ra.

      “I’ll bet you anything I know who the emissary is,” Jordan rumbled, his voice oddly digitized in the strange coal-black armor he’d shown up in. The commander hadn’t told them where he’d gotten it, and Blair hadn’t pressed this issue.

      “Who do you believe they’ll send?” Blair asked, genuinely curious.

      “Trevor,” Jordan shot back, as if it should be obvious. “It’s a power play. For one thing, we’re less likely to kill him, but more importantly it shows she’s converted him to her side. If she can convert one of our own, what chance do the rest of us have? Real Game of Thrones shit.”

      Sure enough, Trevor began walking in their direction. Ra stayed where she was, scarlet hair playing in the wind as she folded her arms over ivory garments very much like those Isis wore.

      “There’s no way she’s converted him,” Liz said, bristling at Jordan. “I know you don’t like him, and that’s fine. Just remember he’s on our side. If you try anything, I swear to god I’ll tear you out of that armor and give you a proper ass kicking.”

      “You’re welcome to try,” Jordan said, folding metal arms over the suit’s chest. “I’m not some meek little puppy, and I don’t give two shits about the sentiment you feel for the thing that used to be your brother. He’s deathless. Besides, you didn’t see him in Ra’s court. I did. He was perfectly at home there. They embraced him right from the first day. You want to turn a blind eye to that? Fine. But if he steps out of line, I’ll turn him into pink fucking mist, period. I don’t give a shit what you have to say about it, either.”

      “Be silent, both of you,” Isis snapped, shifting to wolf form in the blink of an eye. She rounded on them. “Yes, the deathless are generally the enemy. I will remind you that Osiris was deathless, and he was an ally for many millennia.”

      “Yeah? Where is he now?” Jordan asked, taking a step toward Isis. “Oh, that’s right. He betrayed us all, and now we have to figure out a way to stop him. I can see your point. Deathless are really fucking trustworthy.”

      Blair gawked at the commander. Isis’s eyes flashed, and a low rumble came from deep in her chest. She leaned closer to Jordan, her voice a bare whisper. “If you speak to me again—”

      “You’ll what?” Jordan interrupted. “Rail at me? Chastise me? Or kill me? Is that what you do—kill allies who disagree with you? Here I was under the impression you needed all the allies you can get. But if that’s changed, just say the fucking word and I’ll be on my way.”

      That cinched it. Jordan wasn’t acting like himself. He’d never been this aggressive, nor had he allowed emotion to rule him. Not ever. He was always in control, always making the best tactical choice. Goading Isis into attacking him was about as suicidal as he could get. Not the kind of move he’d make, unless something was very wrong.

      “Hey,” Blair snapped, stepping between the two of them. Both Jordan’s armor and Isis’s wolf form towered over him, but he didn’t let that deter him. “Both of you need to stand down. In fact, all three of you. Jordan isn’t going to do anything stupid, but you guys can’t casually dismiss his paranoia either. Trevor’s been an enemy. He’s also clearly earned Ra’s trust or she wouldn’t be sending him to meet with us. We don’t have all the facts yet, so let’s reserve judgement. If he’s an enemy, then we’ll deal with it. Until we know he is, we treat him like an ally. Everyone cool with that?”

      “Yeah,” Jordan said, a bit sullenly. What the hell was wrong with him?

      “You are correct in that I need you, Ka-Dun. For the moment. I will overlook your disrespectful tone, this time. Do not let it occur again,” Isis snapped, spinning to face the cliff. She shifted back to human form as she did so.

      Liz rested her sword on her shoulder, silent for a long moment before finally giving a tight nod. Fuck. Hadn’t they learned from the whole Irakesh episode that they needed to band together? Blair had made mistakes back then. Mistakes like arguing with friends and not trusting the right people. He’d be damned if he was going to let Liz and Jordan make the same ones now.

      “Why don’t you guys let me do the talking?” Blair said. He didn’t wait for an answer, instead leaping over the cliff to the rocky trail below. He waited there as Trevor approached.

      His friend had changed, outwardly at least. His t-shirt and jeans had been replaced by flowing white garments very similar to what Isis wore. He also wore a sword belted to his side, a long, curved weapon much like an Arabian scimitar. The blade rode naturally there, as if he’d practiced often with it.

      “Blair,” Trevor called, perking up as he approached. He gave a wide smile, which was more than a little unnerving given the razored teeth. “How the hell are you, man?”

      Blair rushed forward, embracing his friend. He clapped Trevor on the back, guiding him up the trail towards Liz and the others. “Eh, you know, on the run and outgunned as usual. You look, uh, different.”

      “Yeah,” Trevor said, glancing down at himself a bit sheepishly. “I’ve gone a little native I guess. I wish you’d been there. There’s so much I don’t understand, but from the little I do I think you’d be fascinated by Ra and her pantheon. It’s like witnessing all the history you’re always talking about.”

      “Assuming she doesn’t kill us all, maybe I’ll get a chance,” Blair said, laughing in spite of the dire circumstances.

      Blair leapt up, seizing the lip of the cliff and pulling himself over it. Trevor landed a moment later, garments fluttering in the wind as he straightened. He stared curiously at each of them, gaze finally settling on Jordan.

      “So, looks like Hades got to you too, eh, Jordan?” he said, his tone sympathetic.

      “What do you mean?” Jordan asked, with more than a little hostility.

      “Wepwawet donned a set of the armor too. They put it on him while he was unconscious,” Trevor explained, resting a hand idly on the hilt of his sword. The gesture looked reflexive. “He hasn’t been able to take it off. I’m guessing you can’t either?”

      That took Blair by surprise, especially when Jordan gave a tight nod of assent. So he was trapped in the armor. That explained why he hadn’t taken it off. How did he go to the bathroom?

      “Look, man. I’m sorry about how things have gone down,” Trevor said. He stood a step closer, turning to Isis. “Ra put this collar on Jordan. I’ve got the bracelet that controls it. Is there a way to remove it?”

      “Of course,” Isis said, stepping up to Trevor. “Give me your wrist.”

      Trevor offered it willingly, and Isis put her tiny hands on either side of it. She closed her eyes, and a moment later there was a flash of bright, golden light. Then the bracelet opened with a click, and she gently removed it.

      “Well, that’s one prison dealt with,” Jordan said, more than a little bitterly. “Thank you, Trevor. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I still think you’re a fucking pompous ass,” Trevor said, but there was no heat to the insult. “But I also know you have more reason than ever to think I’m a traitor, especially after what I’m about to say.”

      “Oh?” Liz asked, finally entering the conversation. She eyed Trevor coolly, which surprised Blair. He’d expected her to be more enthusiastic at her brother’s return. Maybe she’d just been burned too many times.

      “As Jordan has no doubt told you, Ra has adopted me into her court,” Trevor said, clearing his throat awkwardly. “I’ve chosen to embrace that role, for a good reason. Ra listens to my advice. I’ve been tempering some of her decisions. If I leave and rejoin you guys, I’ll lose that influence.”

      “Oh, my god,” Liz said, eyes widening. Then they narrowed, clearly disapproving. “Jordan was right; you’ve gone native. You’ve got a thing for her, don’t you?”

      “No,” Trevor shot back, just a little too quickly. “And by no, I mean yes. So what? It doesn’t make me an enemy. Ra wants an alliance with Isis, but she’s too proud to come herself. If we can seal that alliance then it means none of us have to be enemies, even if I stay with Ra’s court.”

      “I don’t like it,” Jordan growled. “Ra is callous and cruel. Her son is a petulant little shit, and he listens to Steve. That gives Captain Douchey influence over Ra, even if indirectly.”

      “That’s exactly why I have to stay,” Trevor said, heaving a sigh. “Listen, guys, it’s all very complicated, but here’s the gist. If I stay, I can be a moderating influence. I can counter Steve and Irakesh.”

      “The decision is yours,” Isis finally said. She’d been holding the bracelet pinched between two fingers, touching as little of the golden metal as possible. It was the same way Blair might have held a bag of dog shit. She looked at Trevor. “Like it or no, Sekhmet and her ilk are your people. I bear you no ill will, nor do I begrudge you seeking a place among your people. Your fate is secondary, however. What message did Ra send you with?”

      “She wants to meet,” Trevor said, squaring his shoulders. “She said she’s willing to come here, but she offered her camp as a better meeting place. She’s guaranteed your safety, and that of your pack.”

      “Are you fucking crazy?” Jordan said. He began laughing, a harsh, digitized sound. “Walk right into an enemy encampment with no support?”

      “That is exactly what we shall do,” Isis said, eyeing Jordan coldly. “Sekhmet—the one you call Ra—can be cruel. She can be callous. But she is a woman of honor. She’d sooner take her own life than allow harm to come to us while under an aegis of protection. We will be safe for the duration of the negotiations, and gods willing, we will reach an accord in the process. Osiris must be stopped, and we will need her help to achieve that.”
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      Isis strode boldly into the hastily constructed camp. She ignored the stench of death wafting from the army of deathless, their putridity an affront on the very land. She ignored the row of Anakim gathered near the mammoths Sekhmet was using for transport.

      It would probably be more prudent to think of the woman as Ra, not as her near-sister. Yet she could not. She and Sekhmet had discovered much together, had fought uncountable threats together. They’d birthed the first empire together, with Osiris leading them into battle. She understood why her friend had adopted the name Ra, but she could not bring herself to think it, much less say it.

      Isis stood tall, or as tall as she could. She was shorter than nearly everyone, especially the knot of figures waiting for her just inside the camp. Anubis was a good eight feet, taller even than Jordan in his tainted armor. Sekhmet was the same as always, a head taller than Isis and much more heavily muscled. Sekhmet’s son had inherited that height, the dark-skinned whelp standing behind his mother with a petulant expression plastered across otherwise attractive features.

      “Steve,” Blair growled, low in his throat. His eyes narrowed, and the Ka-Dun tried to surge past her. She raised a hand, gently squeezing his shoulder. It was enough. Blair subsided, eyeing her apologetically. “Sorry. I owe the bastard, is all.”

      “A fact that will be addressed today,” Isis said, eyeing Blair critically. He’d grown much, but was still far too impetuous. “Follow my lead. Do not speak, unless you are spoken to. That goes for the rest of you as well, especially you, Liz. It is possible Sekhmet may try to bait you into combat. Do not let her provoke you.”

      Liz gave a nod. She, at least, seemed calm. Jordan was a tangle of emotions, raging next to her like a bonfire. At least part of that came from the armor, though his own mind gave it fuel. The deathless Trevor was calm as well, walking next to his sister, just a few feet behind her and Blair.

      It was a ragged little pack. Each possessed power in their own right, but they were all of them young. Too young to be fighting such battles. Unfortunately, they were all she had. Sekhmet had brought members of her pantheon with her, as evidenced by Anubis’s presence. Would that Isis could have done the same. It almost made her wish she’d woken Jes’Ka, though after hearing about her father’s apparent treachery, not doing so had proven prudent.

      “Welcome, Isis,” Sekhmet called, voice clear and strong. It sent a shock through Isis, the familiarity of it. It had been so long since she’d heard it.

      “Hello, near-sister,” Isis said. It was the best compromise she could come up with. She could not call her friend Ra, but neither would she dishonor her by using a name she’d discarded. Sekhmet was well and truly dead.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Sekhmet said, her expression impassive. She wore her traditional garb, the flowing white garments very similar to Isis’s own. She bore no weapon save a belt knife, though odds were good she had a Sunsteel spear ready to summon. “Would you like refreshment before we begin?”

      “I would not,” Isis said, fighting to keep her tone even. She didn’t want to know what food Sekhmet would have offered. “I am eager to conduct our business. Time is precious, if Hades is to be believed.”

      Sekhmet’s face grew more grim, a darkness overshadowing her legendary beauty. “Indeed. I have prepared a tent for our use. I’d have my advisers close, unless you object.”

      She gestured at Irakesh, Anubis, and the Ka-Dun Steve. Isis considered a moment, then gave a nod. “I’d bring my pack as well. You’ve met the Ka-Dun Jordan. This is Ka-Dun Blair, Ark Lord of the Redwood. His Ka-Ken is Liz.”

      “Well met,” Sekhmet said, nodding graciously. She turned to the deathless Trevor. “Join us, my vassal. I’d have your counsel during these negotiations.”

      “Uh, sure,” Trevor said, eyes flicking between Liz and Sekhmet uncomfortably. Isis could understand why. She recognized the depth of feeling in his gaze. He was loyal to his sister, but felt a growing affection for Sekhmet. That kind of pressure could break a man, if he were forced to choose between them.

      Sekhmet turned for a large blue pavilion that had been erected in a meadow a little ways from the main camp. It had been set upwind, which mercifully cut the stench to a tolerable level. That had almost certainly been intentional, and Isis appreciated the subtle courtesy. It suggested that her friend still lurked in that undead body somewhere.

      Isis filed in after Sekhmet and her retainers, blinking a couple times to adjust to the reduced light. A ring of fluffy pillows had been set at the edge of a massive rug that dominated the floor. It was simple, harkening back to their mutual roots. She made for one side of the ring, sitting gracefully as Sekhmet did the same. The retainers on both sides took positions around the ring, all save two. Jordan didn’t sit, instead standing behind Blair with his metallic arms folded. A second figure moved on the far side of the ring, one who’d already been in the tent. He wore armor identical to Jordan’s, and Isis didn’t need to see his face to know she was looking at Wepwawet. She could smell the same taint that wafted from Jordan’s armor, and felt a stab of pity for the wolf-headed god. She’d always liked Wepwawet, and not just for their shared love of the noble wolf.

      Sekhmet waved her hand, and a vacant-eyed thrall moved about the tent with a pitcher of wine and a tray of bronze goblets. The thing was obviously dead, her stringy blond hair matted to the side of her face as she mechanically served them. Isis waited for the process to finish before speaking.

      “It is good to see you, near-sister. I hope that today, if we both find wisdom, we will somehow put aside the millennia of warfare and come together to face a common enemy,” she said, her voice competing with the flapping of the pavilion’s fabric from the wind outside.

      “That’s a title I wasn’t sure I’d ever hear from you again,” Sekhmet said. Her gaze was searching, the putrid green in her eyes still strange after all this time. “Before we can reach an accord that will satisfy both our people, perhaps we should discuss the nature of the threat. I’m willing to share what I’ve learned, if you grant the same courtesy.”

      The subtext wasn’t lost on Isis. Sekhmet believed Osiris was the threat, and was gently rebuking her for not agreeing.

      “A fair request,” Isis said. She turned to Jordan, motioning him forward. “The Ka-Dun Jordan had the tale from Hades. As I was not there, I can not speak to the truth of it.”

      Isis noted Irakesh’s reaction when Jordan stepped forward. The deathless’s face tightened, and he shot a hatred-filled glance at Trevor. Wepwawet also took a step forward, though whether to protect Sekhmet or support Jordan she wasn’t sure.

      “Not much to tell,” Jordan said in that strange synthesized voice. “Hades offered to help save Wepwawet, though he didn’t mention he was going to encase him in cursed armor that can’t be removed. He told me Osiris went to war on the underworld. Apparently he drove back everyone, and severed all conduits to the Nexus. Hades claims Olympus is trapped until he can reestablish the link, and he believes the only way that will happen is if the two of you work together.”

      “He gave me much the same tale,” Sekhmet said, meeting Isis’s gaze. “Osiris has been tinkering with demons for many millennia, while we slumbered. His strength has grown immensely during that time, and it’s likely his power base vastly exceeds our own. Even with our combined strength, it is unlikely we can overcome any army he has gathered.”

      “It’s worse than you know,” Isis said, giving a heavy sigh. “When your son had his most unfortunate confrontation with Ka-Dun Blair, we learned something troubling in the aftermath. Osiris controls a powerful house known as Mohn. This group has mastered the best technologies this world has to offer, technology not unlike the armor both Jordan and Wepwawet now wear.”

      “So he not only has an army of demons, the kind we fought when we finally overcame Set, but he also possesses the best this new age has to offer,” Sekhmet said, pursing her lips. “This is troubling in the extreme, if we can even believe what Hades has to say. Such a thing does not seem in keeping with Osiris. He was always sanctimonious, but he did what he thought was right. He considered himself a protector, not a destroyer or conquerer.”

      “Mighty Ra,” Anubis rumbled from his place at her left. “Time changes all men. Perhaps the millennia have warped his mind, made him more like his twisted brother. Or perhaps the darkness was always there, and grew within him as he aged.”

      “Isis?” Blair asked, his voice soft, though not timid. She nodded at him and he continued. “Ra, I noticed something that I thought relevant. If Osiris controls the First Ark, and if he had a link to the Well, then he’d have effectively infinite energy, right?”

      Sekhmet’s eyes locked on Blair, narrowing slightly. She’d ever been one for formality, and didn’t like a Ka-Dun of Blair’s lowly age using her title with such familiarity, that much was clear. Yet she gave a nod. “Indeed. He’d have near limitless energy, certainly enough to craft an army while the rest of us slumbered.”

      “Then that raises an interesting question. As I understand it, you and Isis seeded mankind with a sort of genetic memory, which is why we remember so many concepts from your age,” Blair began. He sat up straighter, clearly excited by the topic. Isis watched Liz watching Blair, and smiled. Those two belonged together, and the seeds they’d planted were finally blossoming. It was a small consolation amidst all the horror. “Yet that doesn’t explain why we know specifics like your name, or the history of your people. It would seem someone from your time guided our early cultures. You see proof of that in ancient Egypt, in the Mayan empire, and even in Cambodia. In each case the cultures built similar structures.”

      “Yes, the stone pyramids that aped the Great Arks,” Sekhmet said, nodding. “What of it?”

      “I’ve spoken to Isis, and we believe those structures were built at places of power to siphon energy,” Blair continued, leaning toward Sekhmet as he drove his point home. “Why would Osiris go to such trouble if he had a nearly limitless supply of energy?”

      “Because,” came a strong, masculine voice that chilled Isis to the core. She rose slowly, clutching her hands to her breast as she turned to the tent flap. A tall, dark-haired man stood there. His chiseled jaw and glittering green eyes were forever etched into her memory. “I needed that energy to survive.”
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      Liz shifted in the blink of an eye, dropping back into the shadows as she drew her blade. All around her werewolves were shifting, deathless were drawing golden weapons. Both Wepwawet and Jordan activated a familiar metallic whirring she recognized as the cover pulling back over their missile launchers. The only person in the room not preparing to fight appeared to be the man who’d entered. She’d never seen him before, and wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. Osiris, if that was who he was, was a handsome dark-haired man in his late thirties.

      If she’d learned anything since this whole ugly werewolf mess had begun it was: get in the first shot. Liz glided forward, shifting into wolf form on the second step. She maneuvered behind her target. The Sunsteel blade slid into the small of his back, drawing a wolfish smile as it met resistance. Part of her had feared he might be an illusion.

      Then Osiris vanished. It wasn’t a trick of the light. He didn’t blur. One moment he was there, the next he was simply elsewhere. She glanced at the tip of her blade, still covered in blackish blood.

      “I’d wondered where my sword had gotten to,” came the same cultured voice from behind her. She started to pivot, but it was far too late.

      A hand clamped around her sword hand like a vice, twisting until the weapon dropped from nerveless fingers. Even as it spun toward the ornate rug the man continued his attack. He launched a quick kick that shattered her right knee. It knocked her further off balance, and she tumbled to the carpet in a heap.

      Osiris caught the blade inches from the ground, pivoting smoothly to plant the tip against Liz’s neck. She read death in those hard green eyes, and knew nothing she could do would prevent it.

      “Husband,” Isis’s voice cracked through the room like a whip. Osiris blinked once, taking a step back. Both Trevor and Blair had moved to support Liz, but each had drawn up short, stopped by that single word.

      Osiris dropped the sword near Liz’s outstretched hand, walking calmly into the ring of pillows. He gestured with one hand, and the pale-faced thrall brought him a goblet of wine. Osiris drank deeply of it, then looked up at all of them in mock surprise. “I’m a little hurt that I wasn’t invited to this meeting, Sekhmet. There was a time when you called me chieftain. Don’t you think courtesy ought to have included me?”

      “An impostor?” the fiery-haired goddess asked, turning to Isis. Liz still wasn’t sure what to call her. Trevor said Ra. Isis said Sekhmet.

      “No,” Isis rumbled, flexing her claws as she sniffed the air with her muzzle. “It is my husband. I would recognize his scent anywhere.”

      “Even were that not the case, I can prove it,” Osiris said, extending his free hand in Liz’s direction. An odd vibration began from her sword, then the weapon flew from the carpet like a falcon, sailing into Osiris’s outstretched hand. Liz gaped in shock.

      The sword recognizes its true master, Ka-Ken. It has served that one for an age of history far beyond knowing, and the weapon’s primitive intelligence is happy to rejoin its master.

      “I didn’t realize the blade had even been found,” Ra said, turning to Isis with narrowed eyes. “Why am I not surprised one of your bestial get had it?”

      “Does it matter?” Isis shot back, turning to Osiris. “It’s back with its owner now, whatever we might wish.”

      Ra took a step closer to Isis, standing shoulder to shoulder with her. Well, shoulder to waist, since Isis was much taller in wolf form. “You’ve always loved grandstanding, Osiris. If this is an attack, it’s an ill-conceived one. What do you want?”

      “Want?” Osiris said, blinking once. Then he smiled. “I want the world to survive, Sekhmet. I want humanity to live beyond the next few decades. That, unfortunately, will not happen if events are allowed to unfold along their current path. Now, clearly you are surprised to see me. Just as clearly, both you and Isis bear me some sort of ill will. While I am thrilled to see the two of you speaking again, I’d rather not be the subject of your collective ire. So why not enlighten me on the cause of this animosity, and we’ll see if we can come to some sort of accommodation?”

      Osiris sank into a cross-legged position, lounging against a pillow. If he was alarmed by the sheer number of weapons aimed in his direction he certainly didn’t show it. Whether that was confidence or overconfidence remained to be seen. Either way, Liz was more than a little annoyed he’d snatched her sword. She was tempted to try to take it back but, given that he’d handled her like a puppy, that would end badly. She barely used the thing anyway, though losing it like that was still humiliating.

      “You play innocent, but you know quite well why Sekhmet and I have gathered here,” Isis said, stalking over to Osiris. She shifted as she moved, somehow managing to look more threatening as a five-foot woman than she did as a nine-foot werewolf. “Do not play games with us, husband. You’ve been charged by Hades with the use of demonic weaponry, and also with a sustained assault that has resulted in the near destruction of the Nexus. Were it not for Ark Lord Blair’s intervention, it would already have been destroyed.”

      “So the god Hades has charged me with these crimes, and you pronounce me guilty,” Osiris said, raising a dark eyebrow. “Wife, you know me far better than any here save perhaps Sekhmet. Does that sound like something I would do? If I wished to conquer, why resort to the use of demons? I prefer my progeny to have their own will and, as you well know, I allow them to serve me or not as they choose. I have always commanded loyalty through respect, not the domination my brother preferred. Ask yourself, who is the most likely god to use such tactics?”

      Isis snatched the goblet from Osiris’s hand, and dumped the contents over his head. It ruined his perfectly coiffed hair, dripping down the shoulders of his Armani suit. She leaned closer, eyes narrowing. “I do not appreciate being spoken to like a child, husband. We are in dire peril, and I remain unconvinced you are not the threat. If these deeds were committed by another—if it is your treacherous snake of a brother—then speak plainly. You might be able to stand against me, or perhaps against Sekhmet. You cannot stand against us both.”

      “Peace,” Osiris said, raising a hand defensively. He straightened his tie, apparently seeking to regain the smug superiority he’d exhibited when he entered the tent. “I’m sorry. I’ve gone about this badly. I like making a grand entrance. Maybe a bit too much. In my defense, I’ve been rehearsing this moment in my head for over a dozen millennia.”

      Osiris looked like a little boy who’d been caught stealing, and Liz had the sense his chagrin was genuine. Isis turned to Ra. “What do you wish to do, near-sister? This is your camp, after all.”

      “We have yet to reach an accord between us, Isis,” Ra said, sweeping across the rug to stand next to the shorter woman. “Yet whether the threat is Osiris or Set matters little. We must save the Nexus, and that means stopping whoever is in control of the First Ark. That will take both of us, perhaps all three of us. I’d even accept Sobek’s aid at this point.”

      “So what do you suggest?” Isis asked, glancing briefly at Osiris, then back at Ra. Liz held her breath, hoping against hope that the gods would see reason. They were a proud lot.

      “Give me your terms. What will it take to seal an alliance? I will give you the night to think about it. In the morning we will discuss terms, and hopefully reach some sort of an accord. Assuming we can do that, we’ll decide whether or not to include your wastrel of a husband,” Ra said, shooting Osiris a glance every child who’d angered their mother knew and feared.

      “Agreed,” Isis said, extending a hand. Ra took it, pulling Isis into an embrace. It went on for several seconds before the two broke apart.

      “I will give you this pavilion for the evening. If you have need of anything, send Trevor and I will have it seen to,” Ra said. She turned to Trevor. “You will be my envoy this evening. Stay with your pack, and see to their needs. Gods willing, we’ll all be allies come morning.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Ra said, turning to Osiris. “Do not think I trust you, Osiris. Do not think me weak, or stupid, because I allow you to remain with your wife. If you turn on me, or seek to turn her against me, then you will find me more than willing to fight such a battle. Anubis and Wepwawet watch your tent this night, and we are ready for war should you wish it. I can feel your weakness, my chieftain. That and that alone is why I allow you to remain unguarded.”
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      Blair waited as Ra and her companions filed from the tent. That left him, Liz, Jordan, Trevor, Isis, and the man they’d called Osiris. All eyes were on the latter two, who were eyeing each other with an unreadable jumble of emotions. Hardly surprising, given the vast gulf of time since their last meeting.

      “You and I will speak later. Be prepared to meet at dawn. Until then, I ask that you find your own lodging,” Isis said, her mouth a tight line. Osiris recoiled as if punched, and heaved a sigh before giving a quick nod. Isis reached up and squeezed his shoulder. “I am pleased that you yet live, and that Hades’s slander appears false. If Set still lives, you will have our aid in stopping him.”

      “He does, I assure you. Do not deliberate too long. Set has been one step ahead of me for millennia. Even now I am sure he’s set a dozen plans in motion,” Osiris said, then he turned to Liz. She blinked up at him, blushing lightly. Blair bristled, and not just because Osiris was incredibly handsome. “I am sorry for stealing your weapon, Ka-Ken. You are a vassal of my wife, and I should not have assaulted you.”

      Osiris offered the blade back to her, hilt first. Blair’s jaw tightened, and his hands clenched. The man was scoring points with Isis, but both she and Liz seemed to be eating it up.

      Liz looked at the golden blade for a long minute, then met the ancient god’s eyes. “Can you use it to fight Set?”

      “Without a doubt. The blade is powerful beyond measure,” he said, eyeing her curiously.

      “Then keep it, for now at least. If we survive all this, I’ll want it back,” she said, though there was no real heat in her words.

      “I like her,” Osiris said, giving Isis a grim smile. Then he strode from the tent, sweeping under the flap with a grace that made Blair grit his teeth. The man was the love child of James Bond and Antonio Banderas.

      “Gather,” Isis said, picking a spot near the center of the pillows. “We’ve much to discuss.”

      Blair settled in across from her, studying the others as they joined the circle. Jordan stood outside of it, and that felt like more than practicality. He must feel the outsider, for a lot of reasons. Trevor settled in next to Liz. Seemingly at home.

      “Well that whole thing was pretty damn surprising,” Liz said, breaking the tense silence. “How well do you trust Osiris?”

      “Not at all, Ka-Ken,” Isis said, giving a frustrated sigh. “I still love him, but his motives have always been his own. That will be more true than ever, now that he has spent countless millennia living on his own.”

      “That’s the real question,” Blair said, straightening as everyone turned to face him. “What is Osiris’s goal? If he’s on the level, it sounds like his brother Set is the real threat. That could even line up with what we learned from Hades. What if Hades works for Set, but was trying to turn us against Osiris?”

      “It’s a perfect strategy,” Trevor said, stroking his goatee absently. “The last three powers we know of are the champions, Ra and her court, and Mohn Corp. If Hades can get us all to fight each other then no one is left standing to deal with Set. He just sweeps in and cleans up the mess we leave.”

      “Which we cannot allow to happen,” Isis said. Blair saw something in her eyes he’d never thought to find. Terror. Not fear, which he’d seen occasionally. Not even despair. Stark terror. The certain knowledge that they faced something she wasn’t sure they could beat. “Set is evil on a scale you cannot possibly imagine. Even as a mortal he was cruel. As an immortal he is infinitely worse. He has always sought to rework the world in his own image, which means transforming all living things into demons. Each would be an extension of his will. In essence, we’d become one entity, an extension of Set.”

      “So our course seems pretty clear then,” Jordan said, finally entering the conversation. “All three factions unite, and we take the fucker on. He goes down, no matter what that costs.”

      “That is precisely what we must do,” Isis agreed, nodding at Jordan. “Tomorrow morning we work out the particulars of this alliance. We will need to establish a true leader, and we will have to hammer out the details of a truce.”

      “Isis,” Blair said, rising to his feet. He clenched both fists, forcing down a knot of anger. “There’s a stipulation we need to ask for. It’s non-negotiable.”

      “What is it you wish?” Isis asked, raising a delicate eyebrow.

      “Steve has to face justice for his crimes. He stole memories from you, stole a key from me, and he’ll work with anyone if it advances his own cause. He’s dangerous,” Blair said. He knew his voice was rising, almost to a shout. He didn’t care. “Too many times we’ve let him live and he’s gotten away. He’s betrayed us at every turn, and he won’t hesitate to do it again. If he thinks Set is the side likely to win, he’ll sell us out in a heartbeat. He’s got to go.”

      Isis was silent for a moment, head cocked as she considered. Then her gaze swept the room. “Do the rest of you agree?”

      “Fuck yes, I agree,” Jordan said, stepping onto the carpet with a massive metallic foot. “Steve is the worst kind of douche, self-serving and conniving. We should have dealt with him back in San Francisco. Let’s not make the same mistake again.”

      “They’re right,” Liz said, nodding.

      “I think we can convince Ra to give him to us,” Trevor said. “She doesn’t have any love for the guy, and she’s not going to jeopardize an alliance just to keep Irakesh happy. Let’s ask her, but I doubt she’ll refuse.”

      “Do we have any other demands?” Liz asked, scanning the room.

      “I don’t,” Blair said. If he could finally deal with Steve, that was enough.

      No one spoke for several moments, until Isis rose gracefully to her feet. “Then we have a course of action. Get some rest, those of you who can. I must meditate upon all that has happened. I will return before dawn.”
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      Isis left the tent, walking through Sekhmet’s camp with little attention for the myriad of deathless creations. She’d battled them all at one time or another, when her near-sister’s armies had invaded the lands now known as the Americas. They no longer held the same terror for her, and not just because they’d soon be allies. She could crush them all now that she once again possessed a Primary Access Key. That was a fact Sekhmet and Osiris might both be ignorant of. One she’d have to choose carefully whether or not to reveal.

      She made her way up the pathway that led back into the valley of the sacred cave, the place known as Chauvet in this age. It was no longer a place of power, but the images she’d crafted in the dark there all those millennia ago still gave her comfort. She remembered learning at her grandmother’s feet about the mysteries of the world, and her ordination as a shaman.

      They’d been wrong about so much, but in their own way her people had possessed more wisdom than any civilization that had come since. They’d lived in harmony with the world, living and dying as all animals did. It was only after the virus she herself had crafted that their species had changed, had begun dominating the environments they’d once merely lived in.

      Perhaps that would have happened anyway. Surely the discovery of agriculture would have happened without their influence. By the time the Egyptians and Sumerians had come to power, all memory of her people had faded.

      The cool wind stirred her hair as she mounted the pass, ducking under a narrow cliff as she entered the valley. The face of the land was a little different, but this place could have been the world of her childhood, if it were covered in snow. She pressed on, passing by oaks and a few pines as she climbed higher. Blair’s slipsail glittered in the distance, the ship a rarity even in her time. The fact that Hades had parted with it was troubling, but she’d detected no trap. If it existed, it was cunningly hidden.

      Isis climbed still further, eventually reaching the hidden entrance to the cave. In her own time, it had been a secret entrusted only to the shamans, those wise enough to guide chieftains. All of their prayers and meditations had taken place within its narrow confines, and it had been that way as far back as man had memory.

      The fact that this place had survived pleased her, and she couldn’t help but smile as she shimmied through the entrance into the darkness. She summoned her staff, extending her right arm as it flowed into her hand. Isis willed the barest hint of energy to the sapphire set in the thorax of the winged scarab at the staff’s head. The room filled with sudden brilliance, more than she’d ever seen when she’d been first acolyte, then shaman, of her tribe.

      The illumination showed her sights she’d never dreamed of. Thousands of tiny stalagmites dotted the ceiling and some of the walls, like tiny rain drops frozen by the breath of a god greater than her. Between them lay the magnificent cave paintings she’d known as a child. Some were drawn in black, those the work of the eldest tribes. Others were scarlet, traced using dye from berries she herself had mixed.

      She smiled at one of her own works, a stallion rearing on the southern wall of the cave. She’d labored for days to create it, agonizing over every line. At the time, she’d been taught if she made the image perfect she’d capture the spirit of the creature itself, and in so doing would convince the beast to return. Then her tribe could slay it, taking the gift of its life to sustain them through the endless winter.

      “Magnificent,” came a warm voice behind her. She turned to see Osiris standing in the cave mouth, his hair coated lightly with dust from squeezing through the entrance. It did nothing to diminish his attractiveness; if anything, that was increased by the light of wonder in his eyes. “I always wondered what the inside of this place was like.”

      “It is not for your eyes,” Isis said, more than a little crossly. She extinguished her staff, blinking at the sudden darkness. “This is a holy place, meant for shamans. You were a chieftain, and this place is forbidden you.”

      Sudden laughter echoed through the cave, warm and friendly. “Ah, my wife, I have missed you. You were always one for tradition, always mated so closely with nature, and with the old ways. I am chieftain no longer, as you are no longer a shaman. This is a new world, one neither of us is equipped to rule any longer.”

      That shocked her. Osiris had always been ambitious, had always believed in his divine right to rule. “Then you intend to step aside and simply allow a new generation to rule in our stead?”

      “Hardly,” he scoffed. A tiny ball of green energy appeared above the palm of his upraised hand. It cast hellish shadows over his features. “There are many threats the people of this world cannot face alone. They need us. But once those threats have been eliminated, then yes, I intend to step aside and allow others to rule. I’m tired, my love. I’ve spent countless millennia guiding the world, and it is a burden I wish to lay down.”

      She eyed him suspiciously. The Osiris she’d known would never abandon leadership, never give up his stewardship. That man had said the world would always need them, that he would always be there to protect it. “There will ever be more threats. You know that. Each time we vanquished one, another rose. It will be much the same in this age.”

      “You’re right,” he said, giving her a crooked smile she well remembered. “But in time there will be new champions to face them. I’ve made preparations in that way, just as you have. They just need time to find their footing, but once they do we’ll be able to retire knowing the world’s safety is in good hands.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by a scrabbling from the entrance. Osiris tossed the swirling green ball into the air and adopted a combat stance. She noticed that he’d reached for his sword, an instinctive reaction he’d likely never outgrow.

      “I’m not interrupting a tryst, am I?” came Sekhmet’s voice, as the scarlet-haired woman ducked into view. She, too, was coated in a fine layer of dust. “I do hate it when you two gaze so lovingly into each other’s eyes, though those episodes have been thankfully rare in recent millennia.”

      Neither she nor Osiris answered. Despite the cavalier tone, the tension was palpable. This was the first time they’d been together since they’d first founded their pantheon all those millennia ago. There had been so much war and strife since then, each championing their own view of the perfect world.

      “So this is the vaunted cave of the shamans?” Sekhmet continued, staring up at the ceiling in obvious wonder. “I always wondered what happened in this cave. I thought real magic happened here. Imagine my surprise when I finally unlocked the mysteries of shaping and realized that everything that happened here was nothing more than superstition.”

      “Not so,” Osiris snapped, with more ire than Isis would have expected. He’d never cared much for religion. Why had Sekhmet’s comment bothered him so? “I’ve learned much about mankind while you and Isis slumbered, much about what makes us whole as a people. We were at our best when we were in harmony with the land, and part of that harmony came from our mythology. Myth grounds us; while what happened here may have been superstition, it was integral to our identity as a species.”

      “The years have not been kind, Osiris,” Sekhmet said, giving him a cruel smile. “You were a warrior, once. It sounds like you’ve given that up to become a philosopher.”

      “And apparently you’re still a mindless brute,” Osiris said, voice heavy with weariness. “In the past I’d have let you bait me with insults, but I’ve seen things neither of you can really understand. Set is a grave threat, but we’ve even worse to deal with, assuming we can best him first.”

      “Worse?” Isis asked, fearing she already knew who he meant.

      “We’ve always wondered who the Builders were, where they might have gone,” Osiris replied, gazing at her with those serious eyes. “I’ve found answers while you slumbered. The Builders will return, and when they do, the war that follows will make our war with Set look like feast day games. Thankfully, we have years before that event occurs. Which is why I suggest we deal with Set first.” He turned back to Sekhmet. “I just want to make sure you understand the gravity of the situation. This cannot be like our past skirmishes, where we came together just long enough to complete a task. If we do not find a way to stand united, the world is doomed.”

      Sekhmet studied Osiris, expression unreadable. It was long moments before she spoke. “Perhaps you have gained a bit of wisdom. I have many questions about the Builders, but I agree that for now Set is the true threat. If we cannot overcome him, it won’t much matter what happens afterwards.”

      “Then you believe me when I say I was not behind the invasion of the underworld?” Osiris asked, gaze roaming between the two of them.

      “I believe you. I can feel your weakness. You are still gathering your strength, and had you been in control of the First Ark that would not be the case,” Isis said, nodding. “Besides, Hades couldn’t be trusted in the best of times. It makes sense that he’d agree to serve Set, though I am surprised Vulcan would agree to such a thing.”

      “I do not believe he has,” Sekhmet said, pursing her lips. “When I met with him, he was clearly uncomfortable, likely because of what he’d done to Wepwawet. I do not think Hades has shared everything with him, and Vulcan may not even be aware of who it is he really serves.”

      “So what do we do now?” Isis asked. It warmed her to be working with her tribe again, just as they had when they’d been mortal.

      “We gather our forces, and attack,” Sekhmet snarled, face growing feral as her eyes flared green. “Set will pay for his treachery.”

      “It isn’t that simple,” Osiris said, folding his arms as he watched them. “Set has grown powerful beyond measure. Developed abilities we cannot even comprehend. His spies are everywhere. My organization is littered with them, as are both of yours, I’m sure. If we wish to overcome him, it will take stealth and subterfuge.”

      “You have some plan then?” Isis asked.

      “I do,” Osiris said, grinning wickedly.
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      Jordan was more than a little irritable, partially because he now understood that the armor fueled his negative emotions. It made him angry, which made him angrier. It was a vicious cycle, one he’d have given just about anything to escape. In many ways, the armor was worse than the collar had been. He was more free, physically at least. Yet mentally he was trapped in a way he’d never experienced, and he hated it. Not breaking everything around him took every ounce of self control.

      He watched as everyone filed into the tent. It was like a state dinner, each side bringing their respective dignitaries. Ra, Trevor, Irakesh, and Anubis took one side of the tent. Behind them stood Steve and Wepwawet. The former was a servile little fuck, while Wepwawet exuded thinly-veiled violence. Jordan could feel the god watching him through a faceplate twin to his own. Was the wolf-headed god experiencing the same things he was? Maybe, if they struck a real alliance here, the two could find a way to help each other escape their respective prisons.

      Isis, Liz, and Blair dominated the other side of the tent. Jordan loomed behind them, trying to make up for Ra’s larger force. He wasn’t sure how much success he was having, but at least their faction was more impressive than the last one. Osiris sat by himself on another side of the circle, drinking from a cup of water and looking utterly unconcerned that he was the only one without backup.

      “The last of us have arrived,” Ra said, her melodious voice easily overpowering the wind outside. “We have come to discuss a treaty between the gods, a compact between Isis, Osiris, and myself. To this end, I’d suggest we discuss our respective terms. Assuming we can reach an accord, we will then nominate a leader for this alliance. Is this an acceptable format?”

      Both Isis and Osiris nodded. The whole thing felt very rote, as if the three had already discussed this at length and were now merely going through the whole thing for show.

      “Isis, why don’t you begin by giving us your terms?” Ra asked, leaning forward and resting her chin on her hand.

      “Our terms are simple,” Isis said. She straightened. “We are willing to work alongside you and Osiris to stop Set. We will put our forces at the disposal of the elected leader. In exchange, we ask the following. First, we will be given safe passage back to our lands once the deed is done. Second, the group will help re-establish a conduit to the Nexus. Third, the Ka-Dun Steve will be turned over to us, to face justice for his crimes.”

      Whispering rippled through the room at the last, though it was doused like a candle caught in the wind. Jordan watched Steve’s reaction carefully, and he couldn’t help but smile at the fear he read there. Steve had been playing a dangerous game for a long time, and seemed to realize he might finally have lost.

      “Osiris?” Ra said, shifting to half face him. “I would hear your demands as well before terms are set with Isis.”

      “My terms are simple,” Osiris said, setting down his goblet. He gave Ra a hard look. “After Set is overthrown, I am again made Ark Lord of the First Ark. If we recover a Primary Access Key, that key is given to me. In exchange, I offer the following. I will use the key to forge a conduit to the Nexus. I will also offer the full might of Mohn Corp., and I assure you it will be needed to win this battle. When the fighting is done, I will grant all parties safe egress from the land now called England.”

      Ra was silent for a long moment. “Very well, I have heard both your terms. Now hear mine. Osiris will be made Ark Lord of the First Ark, this I can agree to. Yet I will not give up a Primary Access Key, if one is discovered. I know all gods will seek such a powerful tool, so I’d suggest that whoever personally vanquishes Set may claim the weapon.”

      Now that was an interesting choice. Jordan privately agreed with it. It gave all three of them incentive to kill whoever this Set was, and it prevented whatever pointless bickering would no doubt erupt over who got the weapon.

      “As for your terms, Isis, I agree to them unilaterally. The Ka-Dun Steve will be turned over at the conclusion of our compact,” Ra said, raising a hand.

      Wepwawet seemed to know what she wanted, reaching out a metallic hand to seize Steve by the scruff of the neck. Good thing too, as Steve had already begun to blur. Fucking coward.

      “In light of Osiris’s request for the Primary Access Key, I’d suggest a compromise,” Isis said, rising to her feet. She extended a hand, and a moment later gold flowed up her arm. It coalesced into the familiar staff with its scarab head. “I already possess one of the keys, and I have no need of another. In exchange for foregoing my claim to the weapon, I—”

      Pain wracked Jordan. Fire shot through every nerve, and he began to twitch as if being electrocuted. The armor prevented him from falling, but he’d lost all muscle control. He felt woozy, as his bladder emptied of its own accord. The fire faded, but in its place left a heavy blanket smothering his entire body. He tried to shake his head, but found he couldn’t move, not so much as his jaw. What the hell was going on?

      A moment later his HUD flickered to life, entering combat mode. It began cataloguing people in the room. All were listed as enemies, and as he watched, each was assigned a priority. All save one. Wepwawet was painted blue, the only friendly in the room. The implications chilled Jordan to the core. He strained, trying to force movement from his flaccid body. Nothing. It refused to obey him, instead moving of its own accord.

      He could do nothing as the missile tubes on his shoulder opened, watching in horror as Wepwawet’s armor mirrored the action. Isis had been wrong about the length of time it would take for the taint to seize control.

      There was a small kick as both launchers delivered their entire payload.
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      A wall of flame ballooned outward from the exploding missiles, blowing shrapnel through anything in its way. Trevor curled his body into a ball as the blast hurled him through the scattering ash of what had been the tent. His internal organs were perforated, his spine broken. He landed in a heap, his one good eye aimed in the direction of the carnage.

      Jordan and Wepwawet stood in the midst of the destruction, with everyone else strewn around for a hundred yards, moaning, groping for missing limbs, clutching at bleeding heads.

      Ra stood first, with more grace than one could expect, though her body remained whole and her golden spear emerged like an extension of her arm. Her eyes smoldered, and her lips were drawn back in a snarl.

      Isis rose next, shifting into wolf form as she tore loose the tattered remains of her skirt. Osiris leapt to his feet immediately after, his suit nothing but a charred memory. Its absence exposed an athletic body criss-crossed with near-endless scars.

      Ra’s golden spear twirled in her hands even as she leapt into the air above Wepwawet. She thrust the weapon through the seam in his armor where the helmet met the chest plate. The Sunsteel passed through the armor like it was paper, punching through the back of the throat. Even as Ra’s feet touched the ground she reversed the stroke, using her momentum to fling the heavy power armor into the air. Trevor tracked its flight, eyes widening as he spied something behind and above it.

      Something massive, with scaly black wings. Trevor had long been a fan of fantasy. He’d spent countless hours devouring novels, watching movies, and playing Dungeons & Dragons. The thing in the air, the thing descending slowly in their direction, was without a doubt a dragon. Of course, the dragons he’d read about didn’t have fifty-caliber machine guns built into their backs.

      It was like a fucking T. Rex with wings, and even as he watched, awful green mist burst from its mouth. Trevor used the blur to scramble out of the way, rolling to the right as the mist sizzled a wide path where he’d been standing. That path continued toward the smoldering remains of the pavilion, where most of his companions were still reacting to the sudden betrayal of Jordan and Wepwawet.

      Fortunately, Osiris saw the danger. He sprinted forward, his passage so swift it kicked up a wind that tore at the remains of Trevor’s pants. Then he leapt, not a human jump, but something superhuman. The kick sent him into the sky like a comet returning to the heavens, and as he rose Osiris summoned the sword he’d taken from Liz. He spun it in a circle until it became a single blur, like a plane’s propellor. He used that to deflect the steady stream of bullets belching from the gun set into the dragon’s back.

      Then he was past the machine gun’s firing arc, moving faster than it could track. The gleaming golden point of his sword was held above him, and it punched through the underside of the dragon’s jaw with almost no resistance. There was an enormous crunch of bone, and the dragon’s head exploded as Osiris’s body impacted.

      Then the god turned to mist, hovering in the air as the decapitated dragon plummeted to the ground. It struck with titanic force, the box of ammunition on its lower back exploding spectacularly. The crash was loud enough to be heard over the din of explosions and painful cries arising throughout the camp. Trevor looked around him, realizing several things at once. There were three more dragons in the sky, and dozens of smaller bat-like creatures as well. There was also a wall of muscular demons tearing through Ra’s undead. It was a perfect ambush, and it was destroying their ability to fight before they even realized they were in battle.

      “To me,” Ra roared, launching herself into the air. Like Osiris, she hovered above the earth, a faint green glow suffusing her skin. Her hair whipped around her like a million tiny snakes, writhing about almost with a will of their own. “Gather to me!”

      Isis didn’t respond, instead seizing Jordan’s armor by one wrist. She whirled around as if throwing a discus, then released Jordan. He shot through the air towards a knot of demons nearly a hundred yards away. His armored form slammed into two, crushing both as he rolled into the dust. Trevor doubted Jordan was dead, but the commander didn’t rise.

      Liz had shifted as well, and held Blair’s mangled body protectively as she stood behind Isis. Blair was already beginning to heal, but it looked like he was out of the fight in the short term. Neither Irakesh nor Steve had emerged from the wreckage of the pavilion, leaving Anubis as the only other member of their party. The jackal drifted into the air, moving to join Ra. His fan axe scythed with an almost casual ease through any demons who came close. That seemed like the safest place to be.

      Trevor ignored the fiery pain of healing, instead willing himself to mist, drifting into the air to join them. He had no idea how they remained solid while hovering there, but now wasn’t a great time to ask. He positioned his cloud between Anubis and Ra, drawing shadows closely about him until he was hidden. He had no illusions as to his place on this battlefield. He, Blair, and Liz were puppies compared to the gods around them. The best thing they could probably do right now was just stay out of the way.

      “Sekhmet,” Isis roared. Trevor looked down to see Isis pointing at something in the distance. He looked that way and found a pair of truly frightening gods marching in their direction. Both were clad in black armor, more what he’d expect a knight to wear than the modern stuff Jordan was using.

      “It’s my brother,” Osiris called, drifting close to Ra. Isis leapt up to join them, hovering just like the others. He’d never seen a werewolf do anything like that, though it made a certain kind of sense. Jordan had used telekinesis. If Isis had the same power, maybe she was lifting herself.

      “There’s no way we can win against him, not here and not now,” Isis said, turning her attention back to the approaching gods. Set walked calmly in their direction, drawing an enormous black sword from a scabbard over his shoulder.

      “My army has already been devastated,” Ra said, nodding in agreement. “We have no choice but to flee, yet I cannot imagine how we’ll manage that. There’s no way he’ll allow us to get away.”

      “Only one thing will keep him from pursuing, mighty Ra,” Anubis rumbled, drawing the attention of the other gods. Trevor wasn’t sure what he meant, but the rest of them looked gravely at the jackal. “Set has ever been prideful, and long has he desired my death. If I stay, he will take time to kill me personally. That will give the rest of you time to flee.”

      “Doing so will weaken us,” Ra said, shooting a concerned glance at Set’s approaching form. They had only moments before his arrival. “I am almost tempted to make a stand here.”

      “That would be beyond foolish,” Osiris snapped, drifting closer to Ra. “We flee. Now. If we die here, then Set wins and the world pays. We must find safety and gather our strength. If that means losing one of our own to do it, then we must make that sacrifice.”

      “Very well,” Ra said. She stretched out a hand and squeezed Anubis’s shoulder. “Fight well, nephew. You will be remembered long after this age.”

      “Trevor,” the jackal said, turning those ancient eyes in his direction. “I will not have time to finish my teaching. Tell Anput why I must dishonor myself so, and see that she learns the nature of my death.”

      That surprised him. The idea that Anubis would trust him with anything seemed odd. The jackal had made it clear at every point that he detested Trevor, yet here he was asking a favor that would have been better left to Ra. These people were damned strange.

      “I’ll tell her,” Trevor said, dropping the shadows. “Good luck, Anubis.”

      Anubis nodded once, then glided to the ground. He casually dispatched a pair of the tall muscular demons, then turned to wait for Set.

      “Are we sure this is going to be enough for us to get away? What about Set’s troops?” Trevor asked. The dragons had finished with Ra’s army, and were heading their way.

      “Do not concern yourself,” Osiris said, giving him a crooked smile. “I have just the thing for the fodder.”

      Osiris looked skyward, and Trevor followed his gaze. Something twinkled above them. Whatever it was, it was getting larger quickly. At first he thought it was a meteor, but then he recognized it.

      “Holy shit,” Trevor said, looking at Osiris. “You’re using the Skyhammer, aren’t you?”
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      Anubis twirled his fan-bladed axe in lazy arcs as he waited for Set to approach. The ebony-armored figure walked slowly toward him, despite the fact that he could have blurred across the distance in the space between heartbeats. It was hardly surprising; Set loved theatrics.

      Dragons? Anubis thought with a chuckle. Seriously? Each took centuries to grow and consumed an enormous amount of flesh daily. They were notoriously difficult to keep and, while they were impressive in combat, a god of any decent age could best one easily. They were hardly worth the effort. Yet Set had a fondness for them.

      Anubis glanced up as a sudden downdraft tickled his fur. For a moment he thought one of the dragons was attacking, but all three had passed him in pursuit of Ra and her companions. The wind came from a strange glittering object that plunged from the heavens like a star.

      A molten hunk of metal the size of a small mountain screamed to the earth, catching all three dragons. The first creature took the full brunt of the blast and was crushed easily. The other two were caught in the wake, knocked spinning from the air like lions kicked by an elephant.

      Anubis laughed, a warm hearty laugh. Little had impressed him in this new world, but it seemed these moderns had invented at least a few interesting weapons. He turned toward Set, who’d paused in his approach to study the carnage where his dragons had been. Anubis couldn’t see his face, but he imagined it locked into a rictus of rage, and that pleased him.

      “How many more dragons do you have, Set?” Anubis taunted, walking slowly toward the demonic god. Ra was safe now. Set and his terrible wife Nephthys wouldn’t pursue so long as Anubis lived, and by the time Set killed him Ra would long since have fled.

      “Don’t goad me, jackal,” Set snapped, his armored visor turning to focus on Anubis. His eyes were twin pools of flat black, utterly alien. What had he done to himself? “Your death will be painful as it is, but if you push me I will keep you alive for centuries. I will make you eat your own entrails. You will beg for death, whimpering like the cowardly animal you resemble.”

      “We’ve battled before, Set. Have you forgotten? Perhaps if you removed the helmet occasionally you could see the scar I gave you all those millennia ago,” Anubis taunted, enjoying it perhaps more than he should.

      “Ah, I forget,” Set said, barking out a sudden laugh. He reached up with both hands, removing the demonic helm and tucking it under one arm.

      All mirth crumbled to ash. Set had been handsome once, perhaps the most handsome of all the gods, excepting only Osiris. The only thing marring that had been the single scar on his right cheek, a wound Anubis had the dubious honor of having given him. The scar was gone. Everything that had made Set human was gone.

      A bulbous head of ashen grey housed eyes of flat black, and Anubis found his death reflected there. Set smiled, a sea of shark fangs glittering as he spoke. “You’ve slumbered for thirteen millennia, jackal. I have not. See the changes the Builders have wrought. See what I have become, the power I now wield.”

      “What are you?” Anubis took a cautious step backwards.

      “You ask the wrong question,” Set said, stepping forward with a terrible smile. “What am I becoming? The progeny of the Builders have shared much with me. I am being shaped into their image, so that I might join the Builders when they return. All that I do, I do to further the return.”

      “As a slave?” Anubis growled, spitting in the dust at Set’s feet.

      “Oh, no,” Set corrected, taking a step closer. He waved a hand dismissively, and Nephthys retreated to a safe distance. “As an overseer. I will enslave mankind to my will. All will become demons, an extension of my mind. Those who do not will be slain. I will present a vast army to the Builders upon their return, to execute their will in reshaping this world.”

      Prudence said Anubis should have let Set come to him, that he should have waited as long as possible to prolong the battle. Yet he could not. Everything in him cried out to end the abomination before him. He charged, executing a hundred-blade attack.

      Countless images burst from him, each a perfect mirror, down to the fan-bladed axe. The images attacked from a hundred directions. Only one was real, but to deal with that attack the victim had to be able to pick out the real Anubis. It had been precisely this attack that had given Set the scar all those centuries ago.

      Set simply vanished. A hundred copies of Anubis struck nothing but empty air. He took a moment to regain his balance, then began to spin. Set was behind him, and he was already attacking. His gauntleted fist punched through Anubis’s chest, ripping out his heart.

      Anubis stumbled back, propping himself up with his axe. As a deathless he no longer had a heart that beat, but the blow still staggered him. He expected Set to press the attack, but instead the abomination began eating his heart. Slowly, as if relishing a great treat.

      Anubis roared, blurring toward Set in a fury. This time his attack was unsubtle, but as fast as he could make it. As expected, Set disappeared again. This time Anubis studied the movement. He wasn’t blurring. He was in one place, then he was in another. Just like a vampire.

      Again Anubis attacked, a powerful strike, as fast as he could make it. Again Set teleported, laughing this time. That laughter ended when Anubis drove his axe backwards, ramming the second axe head through Set’s chest. Armor crunched, twisting as the Sunsteel found flesh.

      He capitalized on the attack, swinging a clawed hand at Set’s still exposed face. He felt a moment’s elation, but then Set’s jaw distended. His mouth opened impossibly wide, and he struck like a snake, snapping his jaws around Anubis’s outstretched hand. There was a moment’s pain, then Anubis fell back with a roar as he stared at the stump where his hand had been.

      Set gave him no quarter, driving brutally forward. He slammed a gauntleted hand into Anubis’s jaw, shattering it and knocking him backward. Set snatched Anubis’s fan axe out of the air, whirling it over his own head once, then down in a low sweep. The move severed both Anubis’s legs at the knees, spilling his mangled body to the dusty earth.

      Anubis used his one good arm to pull himself backward, but it was a feeble gesture. He was about to die, and he knew it.

      “Not so, jackal,” Set said, leaning close with that bizarre, alien grin. By Ra, was Set in his head somehow? That was a trick for Ka-Duns, yet he’d clearly heard Anubis’s thoughts. He displayed powers from Isis, Osiris, and Ra. What did that mean? “Oh, yes, jackal. I can hear your thoughts. But what you will find more terrifying? I can control them as well.”

      Set plunged all five fingers of one hand into Anubis’s chest. White fire flooded Anubis’s body, and his back arched. He screamed and screamed, praying for death.
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      Irakesh came to with a groan, pulling himself from under a singed section of the pavilion. Everything ached, especially his head. He stared around dumbly, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. Smoke rose in little plumes, a whole sea of them. Each came from a cooked corpse, a mixture of humans, Anakim, and…worse things. One looked like a creature he’d heard of but never seen, one he’d longed to test himself against. A dragon. The corpse had no head, and its sickly green blood had congealed into a great stinking pool around its body.

      “Hello, nephew,” came a feminine voice from behind him. Irakesh froze, unable to even turn and face the voice. He recognized it from his early childhood, and it still terrified him. “Are you not happy to see me?”

      You must face her, and quickly, my host. Convince her you are her servant, or she will burn us to ash.

      Irakesh turned, painting a smile on his face. “Ahh, Aunt Nephthys. You are looking radiant. It would seem you and Mother had a bit of a disagreement.”

      “Not so,” Nephthys said, cocking her head to the side. She wore form-fitting black armor, a million tiny scales much like that of the dead dragon. The armor highlighted her generous curves, but one look at the inhuman face erased any beauty an observer may have found there. Ebony eyes, lacking an iris or cornea, latched onto him. Her skin was the pallid white of a new corpse, her head disproportionate to her body. Somehow the worst part was her hair, which had fallen out save for a few stringy patches of grey. “We were in perfect agreement. She ran like a frightened child, so I didn’t kill her.”

      “Ahh,” Irakesh said, feeling queasy in a decidedly un-deathless-like way.

      “Husband,” Nephthys called, her melodious voice at odds with that strange face. She turned to face another figure, one that would have made Irakesh wet himself were he still human.

      Set approached, face grim. What a face it was, too. It looked almost exactly like Ka, the servant the Builders had left behind. Save where Ka appeared harmless, Set was terrifying. It meant Set was shaping his helixes to match that of the Builders.

      Set carried a limp body in his hand, dragging it through the dirt as he approached. Irakesh blinked, recognizing Steve’s bloody form. Steve still breathed, but he hung there limply. Set had a hand around the back of Steve’s neck, his fingers curled around the golden collar, which he was using to carry the Ka-Dun.

      “Ahh, nephew,” Set said, tossing Steve at Irakesh’s feet. “I can see by the bracelet on your wrist that I’ve found something that belongs to you.”

      “Erk,” Irakesh said, staring down at Steve. He could tell the Ka-Dun was awake, but Steve lay there as if unconscious. Irakesh envied him that. He looked back up at Set. “Y-yes. The Ka-Dun belongs to me.”

      “I see,” Set said, wrapping an arm around Nephthys’s waist. His voice was warm and friendly. “Tell me, nephew. Would you like to continue your wretched existence?”

      “Of course,” Irakesh said, wiping soot from his forehead with the back of his hand. How was he going to get out of this situation? He looked around, but all of his allies were gone. He was well and truly on his own.

      “Excellent. I’m pleased to hear that,” Set said, giving him a truly alarming smile. “Swear fealty to me, accept the gift of the demon, and I will elevate you to a commander within my forces. You will answer only to me and your aunt. How does that sound?”

      Irakesh considered his options. Set was asking him to betray his own mother. More, he was asking Irakesh to allow Set to sink his hooks in. Those hooks would begin to erode Irakesh’s will, and someday would take over his mind. With each year Irakesh’s will would belong less to him and more to Set, until one day he was a mindless thrall.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Uncle,” Irakesh found himself saying. The words were strange. He didn’t know where they’d come from. Irakesh sank to his knees, and met Set’s awful gaze. “I suppose you’ll have to kill me. I won’t betray my mother, and I won’t give up my identity to be one of your servants.”

      Steve leapt eagerly to his feet, dropping the pretense of being unconscious.

      “I will.” He was bloody and battered, but his gaze was steady as he looked at Set. “Take me, my lord. I have no love for Ra, and even less for Isis. Give me power, and I am happy to assist you in killing your enemies.”

      “Interesting,” Set said, laughing. He stalked over to Irakesh, drawing an enormous black bastard sword from the scabbard over his shoulder. He gave a quick flick, severing Irakesh’s wrist. There was a moment of hot pain, but Irakesh ignored it as the hand with the bracelet clinked to the ground at Steve’s feet. He said nothing as Set turned to Steve. “I accept your offer, Ka-Dun. I will free you from the collar, and give you the gift of the demon.”

      Set gave Irakesh a truly wicked smile, one full of tiny razored teeth that made Irakesh’s own look harmless. “As for my quivering nephew here, he will be your first thrall. You may enslave him, just as he so thoughtlessly enslaved you.”

      Irakesh watched in horror as Steve approached. The Ka-Dun wore a gleeful smile, staring cruelly at Irakesh as he snapped the collar around his neck.
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      Blair stared back over his shoulder, but none of the demons approached. They’d blurred several miles, finally stopping at an empty freeway.

      “You were ready for this,” Isis said, gesturing at a massive jumbo jet parked on the road. The cargo hold in the back was open, a wide ramp beckoning for them to enter. A single figure stood there, waving frantically at them to board.

      Blair sprinted up the ramp. He was one of the last to board, joining the cluster of figures in the center of the little hangar.

      The man who’d been waiting had salt and pepper hair. He wore a deep blue Armani suit, one that matched the quality and cut of Osiris’s own—pre-dragon goop, anyway. Whoever it was had the faint green glow Blair had come to expect from the deathless, and his familiar nod to Osiris reinforced that judgement.

      “Where’s Commander Jordan?” the man asked, scanning their ranks as the wide ramp behind Blair began folding up into the plane.

      “I’m sorry, Mark. He didn’t make it,” Osiris replied, grimly. “He’s trapped in a suit of armor derived from our X-11s.”

      “Trapped?” the man asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes, trapped. Using tech stolen by Set’s spies,” Osiris explained, giving a sigh as he sat on one of the benches set into the wall of the cargo hold. Isis joined him, though Ra and Trevor remained standing.

      Blair looked to Liz, who seemed just as shell shocked as he was. He moved to her, wrapping an arm around her waist. She seemed a little surprised, but gave him a tentative smile. At least there was still something good, something to hold onto amidst all the chaos.

      “Okay, so they’ve stolen our tech. That’s alarming, but I don’t understand what you mean by Jordan being trapped,” the man Osiris had called Mark seemed agitated, and the flippant way he spoke to Osiris suggested he was used to being in charge.

      “The armor is tainted,” Osiris explained, accepting a silk handkerchief from Mark, which he used to clean grime and dragon ichor from his face. “It’s demonic. In essence, it makes Jordan a slave to the will of the person who created the demonic taint. In this case, that’s my brother, Set. Normally that taint takes months to seep in, sometimes years. Set managed to do it in just a few days.”

      “So, Jordan’s been compromised. Can they force him to work against us?” Mark asked, grabbing a bulkhead as the plane began to move.

      “I’d say so, Director,” Liz said, disengaging from Blair and approaching the man. “He fired a bunch of missiles into the middle of our gathering, and might have tried to do more if Isis hadn’t used him like a frisbee.”

      “Ms. Gregg,” the Director said, giving her a smile that revealed a pair of elongated incisors. Just like the ones Osiris had. “I’m pleased to see you’re still alive.”

      “Likewise,” Liz said, accepting his handshake. “Well, living-ish. It looks like you’ve become deathless.”

      “Something like that,” the man said. Blair finally knew who he was now. “Though I’m not a deathless, as I understand it.”

      “No, you’re not,” Osiris interrupted. He smiled at them, face finally clean. “Mark is a vampire, Ms. Gregg. One of my progeny.”

      Trevor and Ra had been whispering in a far corner, but she turned to look at Osiris as he spoke.

      “What’s the difference?” Liz asked.

      “Osiris couldn’t stomach what we’d become,” Ra said, walking a few feet toward them. The plane began to shake as the engines roared outside. They gained momentum quickly, and Blair was forced to grab the bulkhead. “He altered the virus so he would appear more human, and his children have the same lineage. They hide what they are. Deathless revel in it.”

      “We can argue the aesthetics of our respective bloodlines later,” Osiris said, turning back to the Director. “How did you know where we were?”

      “You asked me to follow Ra’s progress,” the Director said, shrugging. “It wasn’t hard to figure out this was where you’d go, so I kept an eye on things. When creatures began emerging from the Ark in England I thought it prudent to move material here in case this was where Set planned to hit. Looks like I was right.”

      “Your decision may have saved us all,” Osiris replied, nodding in apparent thanks. “Set will be after us soon. He’ll likely gloat over his victory for at least a small time, but we’ll need to prepare for the next attack.”

      “Next attack?” Blair asked, finally joining the conversation. “How will he know where we’re going?”

      “Because he has spies everywhere,” the Director said, picking a piece of lint from the arm of his suit. “If he knows where Mohn is headquartered in London, then that’s where he’ll strike.”

      “Then why don’t we just go somewhere else? Somewhere he doesn’t know?” Blair asked. It seemed foolish to walk into a trap you knew about.

      “Because Set knows we have no choice,” Isis said, heaving a great sigh. “We know his scheme now, which is nothing less than the destruction of the Nexus.”

      Blair was silent for a long moment, considering. “So you think Set will use the First Ark to get back into the Nexus, since his previous plan to cut off its power source didn’t work. I’ve restored a conduit to it, and for him to destroy the Nexus he has to sever the conduit. That about right?”

      The plane engines screamed, then the front wheels left the runway. There was a moment of weightlessness, then they were airborne.

      “Precisely,” Osiris said, giving a tight nod. “Had it not been for your actions, the Nexus would already be destroyed. I don’t know why its destruction is so important to Set, but the reason doesn’t matter, really. The Nexus is critical to our eventual defense against the Builders. Without it, we lose the Ark network, and they’ll be able to pick us off easily.”

      “I keep hearing the Builders brought up,” Liz said, folding her arms as her gaze roamed the elder gods. “I get that they made the Arks. I get that they’re a threat for some reason. How do they relate to Set, though? We have too many damned enemies, and I’m not even sure which is which anymore.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Trevor said, crossing to join Liz. Ra shot him a look as he moved, expression unreadable. Interesting. Blair wondered if there was something more going on there. “What does matter is our immediate actions. Maybe these Builders are a threat, but they’re a distant one as I understand it. The immediate problem is Set. We know what he wants. He knows we know. It sounds like he’ll bring everything he has to stop us.”

      “That he will,” Osiris said. He looked deeply troubled. “We don’t have the resources to resist him, either. You saw what he brought to bear back there. He’ll bring a stronger force to London, one we can’t stop. If he catches us we’ll be wiped out, and there will be no one left to oppose him.”

      “So we bring the battle to him then,” Ra growled, stalking over to stand next to Trevor. That made Blair smile.

      “Sekhmet is right,” Isis said, straightening. “We have to stop Set. We cannot run, or he wins by proxy. He destroys the Nexus unopposed.”

      There was a long moment of silence as everyone seemed to weigh their options.

      “Let’s blow up the First Ark,” Blair found himself saying, even as the idea crystalized in his mind. Everyone eyed him in shock, so he continued. “If we assault the First Ark, Set will have no choice but to stop us. Once he’s in the Ark we find a way to overload the reactor. Someone, or several someones, keep Set busy until it goes critical. The Ark detonates, killing Set along with it.”

      “There is a serious flaw with that plan,” Isis said, eyes boring into Blair. “The Arks are linked to the Earth’s magnetosphere. They use it to evenly distribute sunstorms during the height of the sun’s fury. It’s all that keeps the surface of our world from being burnt to a crisp. If you destroy one of the Arks, you risk destabilizing that network.”

      ‘What would that mean, exactly?” Blair asked.

      “A pole shift,” Trevor said, stroking his goatee. “That would be some nasty business. It could cause the continents to shift, meaning we’d see some of the worst earthquakes and volcanoes since the Late Cambrian.”

      “Does anyone have a better plan?” Liz broke in. She reached down and took Blair’s hand, giving it a supportive squeeze.

      Silence, until Osiris finally spoke. “Blair’s plan is workable. Set has to die; that much is clear. None of us have the power to kill him, and even if we did he still has an army of demons to deal with. That army will be centered in or under the First Ark. Blow up the Ark, and you wipe out that army.”
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      “I bet you have a really small penis,” Jordan said. He kept his tone light, matter of fact. It had the desired effect.

      Set, the pompous ass-wipe he was standing next to, turned toward Jordan. His expression was unreadable behind the dark, demonic helm. But Jordan liked to think he’d scored a point.

      A choking sound came from the freakish hag standing next to Set, and her all-black eyes blinked furiously as she stared at Set. She looked as if she wanted to run. Jordan guessed Set probably had some serious spousal abuse issues to effect that kind of reaction in his wife.

      Irakesh and Steve cowered in the corner. Jordan, Wepwawet, Set, and his haggish wife Nephthys stood near the control rod of the slipsail Blair had used to escape Ra. The room was spacious, but it suddenly felt cramped.

      “Can you give me a single reason why I shouldn’t incinerate you where you stand, whelp?” Set rumbled, taking a threatening step toward Jordan.

      “Because you’re a megalomaniac with a serious Napoleon complex. If you kill me, you’ll have to find another dog to whip—you know, since that’s the only way you can actually get hard.”

      “He’s right, you know,” Wepwawet said, surprising Jordan. It was the first time the wolf-headed god had spoken since he’d donned the armor. “You do have a small penis. Osiris spoke of it often, usually with a great deal of pity.”

      Set roared, grabbing Wepwawet and slamming his armored body to the deck. He rounded on Jordan, armor clinking as he trembled visibly. “I am not so foolish as you think. Death is a release, your only escape. I will make you suffer for a thousand lifetimes, each worse than the last. Your insolence will earn you nothing but pain. I’ll make you kill your family. I’ll make you—”

      “Blah, blah, fucking blah,” Jordan interrupted, grinning.

      A buzzing began in the back of Jordan’s mind, like a thousand cicadas on a hot summer night. The buzzing intensified, growing louder until he could hear nothing else.

      Every fiber of his being screamed that he should run, and his bowels emptied themselves. Jordan finally collapsed into a fetal position, drawing his armored legs against his chest as he prayed for the terror to abate.

      “I can make the terror permanent,” Set said, eminently smug. Just like that, the fear vanished. “I can make you lust for corpses, or fill you with hatred until you will beg me to kill your closest companions. Tell me, whelp, do you have any further insults you wish to offer me?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Excellent. You can learn, then,” Set said, leaning down next to Jordan. “See that you remember your place. If you speak again, for any reason, I will offer you a kind of torment far worse than anything you can possibly imagine. Do you understand?”

      Jordan almost said yes, but realized the trap that had just been laid. He nodded, rising slowly to his feet.

      “What of you, Wepwawet? Any further insults you wish to offer?” Set asked, shifting his attention to the wolf-headed god. Wepwawet rose slowly to his feet, shaking his head. “Wonderful. Ready yourselves for battle. In the morning, we invade the sanctum of your vaunted Osiris. Together we will kill him, his wife, and that awful bitch, Ra.”
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      Set waved a hand, erecting a shadow sanctuary around himself and the control obelisk. Neither light nor sound could penetrate it from without, though he could still see the rest of the ship. It afforded him the privacy he needed for the task he was about to undertake. It was unpleasant at the best of times, but circumstances would make it far worse than usual.

      He took a deep breath. He was wrestling with an unfamiliar emotion, one he was far more used to causing than experiencing. Fear. In his hundreds of centuries he’d almost never run across a being that could give him pause, especially the last hundred. With Osiris withering outside the Arks, and the rest of Set’s contemporaries asleep, he’d had little to fear.

      He’d subjugated the underworld, killed any god who resisted, and pressed the remainder into service. He had spies and vassals all over the world; his demonic taint spread far and wide. He’d touched dozens of powerful beings, and each now bore a shard of his existence, in much the same way he still bore a shard of Ka’s.

      Yet all his power, all his control, had left him ill-equipped to deal with the progeny of the Builders. In them, he glimpsed the Builders themselves. Their power was vast and incomprehensible. It had created the Arks, shaped entire species, and ultimately carried them from this world to one somewhere at the fringes of space.

      All the vast power they’d discovered in the First Ark was merely the leavings of the Builders. Who knew what abilities they’d discovered in the millions of years since they’d departed? Their progeny were terrifyingly advanced, which was why Set was experiencing such a base emotion.

      He withdrew a small golden triangle as thick as a finger. It had seven gems arranged across the surface, and as he concentrated they began to glow. A moment later, a tiny translucent figure appeared. It looked much like Ka, its head too large, and eyes too black. Yet where Ka’s skin was green, this being had a pallid grey. He still found it alien, despite having adopted the same disturbing visage himself.

      “Greetings, exalted one,” he said, bowing his head. The need to do so galled him, yet there was little choice in it. If he served the Builders, there was a place for him. If he did not, then he’d be annihilated alongside all other sentient life.

      The creature’s mouth didn’t move, yet it emitted an odd chittering. Set hadn’t been able to learn their language, but images appeared in his mind. They showed the Nexus, crushed by the ocean. They showed vast numbers of humans morphing into grey men through the use of the chrysalis the progeny had provided.

      Set glanced at the corner of the slipsail where the device sat, a coffin-shaped block of stone just larger than a man. The idea that it could change a being into a grey man was in itself terrifying. It was by experimenting with it, and with the heart of the First Ark, that he’d effected such changes on himself.

      “Soon, master,” Set said, bowing his head again. “The Nexus is being supported by a single Ark. Tomorrow I will kill its lord, and kill all the elder gods who would oppose us. Once they are dead I can remove the conduit, and the Nexus will collapse.”

      More chittering. More images. Mostly emotion, or what passed for it in the minds of the grey men. They were deeply dispassionate, yet they could feel anger. As this one did now.

      “Colonization can begin soon,” Set said, aware that he was almost pleading. It wasn’t dignified, but it was smart. “Once the Nexus is destroyed, I will begin linking the vessels Vulcan has created to the First Ark. My slaves will convert night and day. Then we can begin conquering other Arks to speed the process.”

      The chittering sounded almost mollified, then the image broke into fragments and disappeared. Set shuddered. He’d met the grey men in person only once, but that had been enough to cow him. Their ships were incredible—smaller versions of the great Arks. Smaller versions that could fly through the vast emptiness of space. Their power was considerable.

      Yet that wasn’t truly what terrified him. It was the knowledge that the few hundred grey men were merely forerunners. Countless others would come, and when they arrived the war would begin in earnest.
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      Trevor shifted his weight from foot to foot. The anticipation was killing him. They’d arrived in London two hours ago, and had hastily erected defenses throughout the facility. Trevor, Liz, and Blair had been assigned to guard something called Object 3—a teleporter, from the brief explanation the Director had provided.

      Their instructions were simple. Keep the enemy away until everyone could fall back, then use the teleporter to invade the First Ark. Only, Trevor doubted it would be simple. Heavy footfalls sounded in the distance. Far too heavy to be human, and the stampede was growing closer.

      “Incoming,” Trevor roared, sprinting down the tunnel back into the narrow hallway. He dove behind a stack of crates, rolling to his feet next to the machine gun emplacement. The woman manning the weapon wasn’t anyone he knew, which might be just as well. It was unlikely she’d survive the next few hours.

      “How many?” Blair asked, crouched in werewolf form across the hall, behind another stack of crates. There was no sign of Liz, but Trevor knew she was there somewhere, in the shadows.

      “At least a dozen, the big bruiser types,” Trevor answered, slipping into the shadows himself. “You want to fall back to Object 3?”

      “Not yet,” Blair said, shaking his furry head. “We need to make this believable, or they’ll know something’s up. That means making them pay for every inch they take.”

      The first lumbering figure emerged from the room beyond, pausing to bellow a challenge as it entered the narrow hallway. It was a little over eight feet tall, and had to stoop to enter. Both broad horns carved furrows in the ceiling, dusting its shoulders with white plaster.

      The woman next to Trevor opened up with the machine gun, ringing Trevor’s ears like gongs. The vibrations shook the floor as a sea of spent cartridges clattered to the ground around them. The stream of rounds punched into the demon’s chest and face, driving it backward. Most of the rounds ricocheted off, which showed just how tough these things were. A few punched through, sending out gouts of black blood. The demon answered with an angry roar, and tried to force its way up the corridor.

      The machine gun kept firing, until the creature finally collapsed in a pool of its own black blood. There was a moment of blessed silence, then a second demon tried to crawl past the body of the first. The machine gun howled death again, and Trevor covered his ears. The floor was thick with spent shell casings now, and the room reeked of gunpowder.

      The second demon stopped moving. A third tried clawing its way past, but was having a hard time managing the bodies of its companions. Then the demon disappeared back the way it had come. Trevor waited for long moments, praying for the ringing in his ears to fade. Nothing. No further attempts by the demons to gain the corridor.

      “Where do you think they went?” Liz called from behind him, her deep voice confirming that she was in wolf form, despite the fact that Trevor couldn’t see her.

      “Regrouping, maybe?” Blair asked, peering over the crates on the other side of the all.

      “I doubt it,” Trevor said. “We only killed two of them, and they have a whole hell of a lot more fodder.”

      “Then why did they—” Blair began, but a wall of flame and shrapnel erupted up the hallway. Trevor blurred, ducking behind the machine gun emplacement. The soldier wasn’t quite fast enough to get her head down, and took a face full of flame and pain.

      The rapid staccato of automatic weapons fire came from the far end of the corridor, and the crates that had survived the missile blast crumbled under a withering hail of high caliber bullets. Blair crouched across from Trevor, his fur singed, but seemingly unharmed otherwise.

      “Fall back,” Trevor roared, unsure if anyone could hear him beneath the deafening weight of the gun fire.

      Either Blair heard him, or had the same idea. He blurred up the corridor, disappearing into the room beyond. Trevor did the same, rolling through the doorway and scrambling to one side of it. A moment later, Liz emerged from the shadows. She swung the heavy iron door shut, dropping the kind of crossbar he’d expect in a medieval dungeon.

      “That’s not going to hold them for long,” she roared, spinning to face Trevor. “Did you get a look at whatever was firing?”

      “No,” Trevor said, shaking his head. The muffled roar of bullets finally ceased, but they still had to shout to be heard over the ringing in their ears.

      I did. Blair’s voice echoed in Trevor’s head. Or I felt the person, anyway. It was Jordan. He wasn’t alone either. Steve is out there too.

      “That will mean Irakesh. Maybe Wepwawet too,” Trevor yelled back. “All working for Set, you think?”

      Definitely. It doesn’t surprise me about Steve or Irakesh, and we already knew Jordan was compromised. Blair’s voice rang through Trevor’s mind again. That means we’re outnumbered, and likely outgunned. That might change the plan.

      Trevor looked at the platform dominating the room. Object 3, Osiris had called it. A triangle of black stone sloped up to a golden disk about six feet across. “Should we use that thing, then?”

      “We can’t,” Liz called back, shaking her auburn-furred head. “Not yet, anyway. We have to wait for Isis. There’s no point in going to the Ark without her, Osiris, and Ra.”

      “How long will it take you to warm that thing up, Blair?”

      “I don’t know,” Blair said, turning to face Object 3. “Osiris says it works just like a light bridge, but it feels a little different.”

      “He said this thing was built by the progeny of the Builders, right?” Trevor said, eyeing the thing uneasily.

      “Yeah, that explains the difference. It’s a more modern version of the light bridges. Let’s just hope it works like we expect,” Blair said, trotting toward the disk at the top. “I’ll see if I can get a feel for how it works. Just keep them from getting through that doorway.”

      “Will do,” Trevor said. He put his back to the wall on one side of the door, while Liz did the same on the other. They had to hold, whatever it took.
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      Isis seized one of the bulkier demon shock troops by its leg, then blurred as she swung it toward a neighbor. Bodies crunched together, slamming into a pile of large, wooden crates in an explosion of wood. She flinched as she was drenched with black ichor.

      Something flashed by on her right, and she rolled into the shadows before realizing it was Sekhmet. The fiery-haired goddess bounced between a half dozen more brutes, her golden spear piercing an eye on each target.  She vaulted off the last one, hooking a leg on the metal shelving that held an array of smaller crates. Sekhmet flipped up toward the warehouse’s high ceiling, then she too disappeared into the shadows, each of her victims collapsing bonelessly to the ground.

      “Show off,” Osiris yelled, striding through the warehouse with his blade held casually in one hand. The ancient Sunsteel contrasted with the thoroughly modern high-tech communications device he wore hooked over one ear. “You could have left one for me.”

      “It’s not my fault you’re slow,” Sekhmet shot back, stepping from the shadows to join Osiris. She wore a familiar smile, one that warmed Isis. It was almost like a journey back in time, back to when they’d been a real tribe. A family that fought together, no matter what.

      “I’m just saving myself for the real fight,” Osiris said, clapping her on the shoulder. He turned to the shadows. “Isis?”

      “I’m here,” she said, stepping into the light. She shifted back to human form as she did so, wiping ichor from her face. “Those things stink abominably.”

      “Just another way for Set to make himself feel superior,” Osiris said, rolling his eyes. He turned to the far side of the warehouse. The wall had several demon-sized holes in it, and most of the dirty windows had been shattered during the assault. “They’ll come again soon, I’m sure. Set is nothing if not cautious. He’ll probe our defenses at every point, then mass and hit where he thinks we’re weakest.”

      “Not here, certainly. He must sense us,” Sekhmet said, frowning.

      “Likely,” Osiris replied. He tapped the mouthpiece he wore, whispering into it. “Mark, give us a status update.” He was silent for several moments, listening. Then Osiris turned to them. “Set’s forces have hit us from below, as we expected.”

      “How do the whelps fare?” Isis asked, concern bubbling up. She hadn’t liked the plan. Leaving Trevor, Liz, and Blair on their own was dangerous.

      “They’re fine, for now,” Osiris said. Roars sounded in the distance, then perhaps two dozen demons rushed through the hole in the warehouse wall. “More fodder. Husband your strength. This is Set’s attempt to bleed us, so we’re weaker when he faces us himself.”
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      Mark wished, for the millionth time, that he was back in Syracuse. The London Ops center was cramped, understaffed, and under geared. Not the best place to orchestrate a battle, particularly one as violent as that about to take place.

      “Sir, falcon one and three are down,” one of the techs called. Mark watched the readout impassively, hands clasped behind his back.

      “We’ve lost warehouse six, sir. They’ve breached the perimeter on level two,” another tech called. Mark didn’t answer this one either. This was expected. Most of it had been his plan, in fact. They didn’t know that, of course. Didn’t know he’d agreed to sacrifice them all.

      “Benson,” he barked, glancing in her direction. She looked up, brushing her dark bangs from her face. “What’s the situation on level four?”

      “They’ve breached the loading dock,” Benson said, showing uncharacteristic concern. “Your, uh, team has fallen back to Object 3. If they breach the door, we lose the Object.”

      “Noted,” Mark said, fishing his smartphone out of his pocket. He tapped the button on the top of his ear piece, speaking in a low voice. “The situation has changed, sir. Object 3 is in trouble. If you don’t get down there in the next two minutes, we’ve lost.”

      “Understood,” Osiris shot back. The words were clipped, as if he was distracted. In the background came the sounds of combat. Demons were dying noisily.

      Mark turned back to the monitor. A large group of demons had entered the facility, directly above this room. That, too, had been expected. All command signals were being broadcast from this room, and Mark had theorized that Set would have a way to listen to them.

      The infernal god would have no choice but to crush Ops. It was too tempting a target. Doing so would cost Set time, time the other gods would use to reach Object 3. Then they’d spring the trap Mark had left, the reason they’d lured Set here.

      “Sir,” Benson called, clearly alarmed. “They’ve breached the elevator shaft. They’re on their way here. We should get out. Now.”

      “Take the techs and go,” Mark said, gesturing toward a metal cabinet that had been pulled away from the wall. Behind that cabinet lay a tunnel Mohn Corp. had dug for just such an occasion. He didn’t bother telling her there was no escape, that she couldn’t hope to outrun death.

      Benson didn’t wait for further instructions. She didn’t even try to convince him to go with her. Professional to the very end. “Move, people. In the tunnel, NOW.”

      Then she leapt through. The others followed her.

      Mark was left alone in the room. He pushed the cabinet back in front of the hole, then sat in his chair. He propped his feet up on the desk, interlocking his fingers behind his head as he waited.

      A few moments later, the heavy metal door exploded into the room, crashing into the wall with a deafening clatter. A figure in midnight armor strode through, six feet tall with a horned helm. His black eyes scanned the room, narrowing as they landed on Mark.

      “Where is he?” Set snarled. Mark didn’t answer as several demons ducked into the room. There was no sign of Nephthys. Unfortunate, but also expected. It was unlikely Set would have left the Ark entirely undefended.

      “Who?” Mark asked, giving Set an innocent smile. He knew it would show off his fangs, reminding Set that Mark was a child of Osiris.

      “My brother,” Set spat, taking a threatening step toward the desk. “He’s too proud to give command to another. So where is he?”

      “See for yourself,” Mark said, nodding at the monitor. It flickered to life, showing a dim view of warehouse five. Osiris stepped into the light, smiling broadly at the camera.

      “Hello, brother,” Osiris said, grinning wickedly. “As stupid as always, I see. Rushing forward without any understanding of the cliff before you, just like the mammoths we used to kill.”

      “I will tear out your heart, brother. I will turn your life to ashes. I will—” Set roared.

      By that time Mark had gotten his hand into his pocket and wrapped it around the detonator.
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      Blair closed his eyes, feeling the platform beneath him. Object 3 was unlike anything he’d ever encountered, more advanced than even the Nexus had been. Unlike the light bridge in the Ark, this thing seemed to possess its own primitive intelligence.

      It enjoyed being used, and was happiest when it served the needs of others. That manifested in sending them wherever they wanted to go. Doing so drew partially on the strength of whatever power source Object 3 was connected to, and partially on the person powering it.

      “Better make this fast, Blair,” Liz roared, an edge of panic to her tone. Blair opened his eyes.

      Deep booms sounded as demons pounded on the thick steel door. Dent after dent appeared, and the frame anchoring it to the concrete was beginning to give. Liz had her back to the door in an attempt to reinforce it, but wasn’t having much luck. Trevor struggled to assist her, looking comically small next to a nine-foot werewolf.

      “I can make it work,” Blair finally called, certain he could do so even as he said the words. “I think things are going to go south pretty damn quickly if we do this without Isis, though.”

      Your survival depends on your escape, Ka-Dun. The Mother will have to fend for herself.

      Blair refused to heed the beast, even if it was right. They had to give Isis as long as possible to reach them, right down to the very last second.

      The door exploded inward, fragments of metal bouncing from the walls. Liz rolled out of the way, vanishing into shadows. Trevor took a large section of door to the face. It knocked him to the concrete, and he was still struggling to rise when enemies began pouring through.

      The first was a brute, larger than the others they’d seen. It paused next to Trevor, driving a massive meaty fist into the small of his back. Bone cracked, and Trevor gave an agonized cry.

      Then Liz was there, snapping and biting. She savaged the demon’s throat, rolling back into the shadows as its corpse tumbled to the ground. Trevor exploded into green mist, which flowed into the shadows and was gone. Blair felt a moment of elation that Trevor had escaped, but then realized he was the only visible target in the room.

      The staff, Ka-Dun. Use the Primary Access Key.

      Blair had completely forgotten about the staff Isis had entrusted to him. He extended his right hand, willing the weapon to manifest. The sapphire in the thorax of the scarab throbbed with power. Several more demons flooded the room, and Blair aimed the staff in their direction.

      “Uh, kill them,” he said, willing the staff to incinerate his enemies. He knew shaping was all about visualization, so even though he didn’t know precisely how the staff worked he was hoping it would manifest some wonderful ass-saving ability.

      A wave of blue light flowed from the gem, a wide beam that swept the room. It washed over the mass of demons, and Blair understood on some deeper level exactly what it was doing. It was breaking the molecular bonds holding each creature together. Effectively, a ray of disintegration. All eight demons collapsed, and within moments were nothing more than a pool of black sludge.

      “Jesus,” Liz rumbled, appearing next to him. “That thing is crazy.”

      “Let’s hope it can keep doing that,” Trevor’s disembodied voice said.

      More demons rushed the room, but this time they weren’t alone. Two sets of familiar black power armor followed, spraying the room with bullets as they entered. Jordan and Wepwawet. Behind them, just past the doorway, Blair could sense Steve lurking. That probably meant Irakesh as well.

      “I’ll take the armor on the right,” Liz growled, disappearing into the shadows.

      “I’ve got the left,” Trevor replied.

      That left Blair as the target. Rounds tore through his legs, severing the right below the knee. More rounds punched through his back and shoulder, and he spilled to the surface of the platform with a cry of agony.

      Then Liz appeared, grabbing one of the suits by the right arm, and slamming it into the wall. It started to rise, but she stomped on the helmet, knocking it back to the concrete.

      Trevor appeared behind the second suit of armor. He seized the arm holding the gigantic rifle, and twisted it to fire at the mass of demons rushing Blair. The weapon cut them down with ruthless efficiency, until the suit was able to stop firing. By that time only one demon remained, and Blair downed it with a quick blast from the staff.

      He struggled into a sitting position, gritting his teeth in pain as his knee began to heal. Then a wave of familiar green energy burst from his right, washing over him like acid. He collapsed, dropping the staff. He had enough time to register Irakesh’s bald black head and mouthful of razored teeth before the deathless snatched up the staff.

      Curiously, Irakesh’s face was a mask of grim determination. There was no gloating, no twisted smile. None of the behavior Blair had seen when Irakesh had fought back in Panama, or later in San Francisco. Then Blair saw the golden collar around Irakesh’s neck, and suddenly he understood.

      “Give it to me,” came a familiar, cultured voice. Steve appeared next to Irakesh, blurring next to him from across the room. He extended his right hand, which bore a golden bracelet to match the collar. Irakesh passed the staff over to Steve, though the gesture was reluctant. Steve smiled, then looked down at Blair. “Beaten by your own pride once again. You should have fled when you had the chance, but once again you’ve made the wrong decision. Once again you—”

      Blair blurred, launching three separate attacks. First, he buried the claws of his right hand in Steve’s groin. That made Steve reach down to defend himself, which exposed his throat. So Blair tore it out with his fangs. Lastly, he seized the staff in his left hand, then planted his newly regrown leg against Steve’s gut. He kicked as hard as he could, hurling Steve from the platform.

      “I can’t believe I caught you monologuing. Didn’t you see The Incredibles?” Blair asked, aiming the staff at Steve’s broken body. He fired a wave of blue energy, but Steve blurred away and the energy washed harmlessly over the wall.

      Irakesh started to laugh. “I owe you a boon for that, Ka-Dun. It’s a pity that—”

      His words were choked off as he went pale. Blair turned to see Ra approaching the platform at a fast walk. She casually eviscerated a demon with her spear, then backhanded Irakesh so hard his jaw shattered. He was launched from the platform, landing in a heap on the far side of the room.

      Blair glanced back to see Osiris and Isis each battling one of the suits of armor. It was like watching cats play with mice. He actually felt bad for Jordan and Wepwawet.

      “Enough,” Ra called, her voice ringing through the din. “We must be away. Leave them.”

      Trevor limped onto the platform, and Ra moved to assist him. Liz appeared a moment later, her fur slick with black blood. Isis approached next, dropping a mangled suit of black armor and leaping onto the platform. She glanced down at Irakesh, then back at Ra. “You’re not going to bring him?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “He’s made his choices, and now he has to deal with the consequences. I cannot know if Set has tainted him, and we dare not risk it.”

      “Just as well,” Osiris said, finally stepping up on the platform. He paused as his jacket began to chime, then withdrew a smartphone. He set the phone to video, smiling at the screen. “Hello, brother. As stupid as always, I see. Rushing forward without any understanding of the cliff before you, just like the mammoths we used to kill.”

      He paused for a moment, as if listening. When he spoke again, Osiris wore a huge, predatory grin. “Enjoy the explosion, brother. As you survey the shattered wreckage of your army, know that I’ve outwitted you once again. The First Ark is mine.”

      Then Osiris hung up, turning to Blair. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Is there any chance he’ll die in the blast?” Blair asked, though he was fairly certain he knew the answer.

      “None,” Ra said, shaking her head. “Though the blast will destroy his troops. That’s some benefit, at least. If we wish to kill him, your plan is the only way.”

      Blair nodded, then focused on the platform. He willed Object 3 to teleport them, and they disappeared in a veil of brilliant white light.
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      Jordan was not having the best of days. A thick crack ran down the center of his HUD, and the left ankle of the suit screeched as servos groaned. Nor were those the only problems. The little paper-doll-style status icon in the bottom left of his vision showed a half dozen blinking lights, each indicating a problem of one kind or another.

      That was to be expected, of course. It wasn’t every day a werewolf goddess slammed you repeatedly into the concrete, and all things considered he’d made out far better than the last time he’d gotten on her bad side. At least she hadn’t torn his arms off.

      “Status report,” Steve said, sweeping back into the room with far more dignity than he should have been able to muster after having fled out of it just moments before. Jordan ignored him. So did Wepwawet, who was just climbing to his feet. Steve turned in a slow circle, his eyes narrowing. “I said, status report.”

      Neither of them answered. Steve’s response was to aim the wrist with the golden bracelet at Irakesh. He adopted a look of concentration, and a moment later Irakesh shrieked. Then he came to his feet, eyes narrowing hatefully on Steve. Jordan decided right then that he actually liked Irakesh more than he liked Steve. That was saying a lot, because Irakesh was very near the top of his shit list.

      “What happened, slave?” Steve barked, stalking closer to the still-groggy deathless.

      “I don’t know, master,” Irakesh hissed, infusing the last word with a healthy dose of scorn. That made Jordan smile beneath his mask.

      Metallic footsteps rang on stone from the hallway outside. Someone was approaching, and it wasn’t hard to figure out who it might be. Jordan was momentarily grateful he wasn’t in command. Hopefully if Set blamed someone it would be Steve. He’d love to see Captain Douchey taken down a peg.

      “You allowed them to escape?” Set roared as he stalked into the room. His flat black gaze fixed on Steve.

      “Yes, master,” Steve groveled, falling to his knees. Jordan expected Irakesh to do the same, and was genuinely shocked when Irakesh chose to remain standing. “I do not know where they have gone, but they used that object to light walk away.”

      “No matter,” Set said, gesturing behind him. A pair of brutes entered, carrying a familiar figure between them. Jordan blinked in shock, realizing he was looking at the Director. Or a version of him anyway. He was no longer human, as evidenced by the glowing green eyes and elongated canines. “You, where did they go?”

      “Oh, I’d be happy to sell out my companions,” the Director said, sarcasm thick. “Let’s see, where did they go? I’m pretty sure they went to the land of go fuck yourself.”

      “Release him,” Set ordered the demonic guards. They dropped Mark, who landed in a heap. His suit was shredded, and several bones were still broken. The fact that he hadn’t yet healed was telling. He was close to the brink of collapse. Set stalked over to him. “I will give you one more chance. Tell me where they’ve gone and I will grant you a swift death. Defy me, and I will turn you into a tool of destruction, one I will use to hunt your own companions to extinction.”

      “Hmm, let me think,” Mark said, seeming to genuinely consider the offer. “That does sound like a pretty good deal. I have a counteroffer though. How about I blow the fuck out of you?”

      Mark withdrew a hand from his pocket, and Jordan realized Mark held a tiny black cylinder with a single red button on the top. Even as Jordan recognized the detonator, Mark pressed the button. There was a series of distant clicks that grew closer. They were coming from the walls. Then everything went white as the walls around them exploded.
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      Liz-wolf stumbled on the uneven ground, catching herself against a giant standing stone. A moment ago she’d been standing atop Object 3, the strange teleporter Mohn had apparently liberated from the progeny of the Builders. Looking around, she realized she’d arrived at Stonehenge. It wasn’t unexpected, but it still caught her off guard.

      She’d traveled a lot of the world, but the sight of Stonehenge in the moonlight was unlike anything she’d ever witnessed. Of course, it would have been more impressive if not dwarfed by the massive, black Ark just a hundred yards away.

      “To me,” Ra called, her voice heavy with long-accustomed authority. Liz did as asked, moving to stand next to Blair. He looked up at her with a toothy smile, his silver fur catching the moonlight. She smiled back, resting a hand on his shoulder.

      Trevor emerged from the shadows next to them. A bit creepy with those hellish eyes and razored teeth, but there was still something of him in the boyish smile. Especially in his tone. “Get a room, you two.”

      “If we survive this, we will,” Liz said, shooting Blair a wink.

      “Silence,” Ra hissed. Liz turned to face her, resisting the urge to stick out her tongue. She knew Trevor liked the woman, but Liz was too loyal to Isis to feel the same. Ra moved to join them, beckoning at Osiris and Isis to do the same. The latter pair were off by themselves, sharing what looked to be a quiet moment between lovers. “Good, we’re all here. Osiris, are your forces ready?”

      “They are,” he nodded, looking up guiltily from Isis. “I’ve held back over sixty percent of Mohn’s local forces, including all our heavy armor and air units. We’ve also got the Skyhammer standing by. We’re a little light on the ground though.”

      “Leave that to me,” Ra said, folding her arms and leaning her back against one of the standing stones. “I’ve called every nascent deathless within five miles, and they’re shambling their way here now.”

      “Too late, I think,” Isis said. She’d gone back to human form, but still leapt nimbly to the top of one of the stones. “There, demons are approaching. I can see Nephthys at their head. She’s moving to engage us.”

      “Let’s not keep her waiting,” Osiris said, grinning. “I’ll order an initial artillery strike, then we can rush them. Sekhmet, your forces can pin them down after the initial attack.”

      Ra looked less than pleased that Osiris had assumed command, but she merely nodded.

      “What do you want us to do?” Liz asked, shivering even with her thick fur. She wished she’d brought a werewolf-sized jacket. It was funny the things your mind dwelled on right before you did something insane.

      “Your task is clear,” Isis said, leaping from her perch to land before Liz. “You must safeguard Blair to the heart of the Ark. We will keep Nephthys busy, and deal with Set when he arrives.”

      “All right,” Liz said. She had a feeling it wasn’t going to be nearly as easy as Isis made it sound.

      “I’ll watch your backs,” Trevor said, though his gaze went to Ra. Something passed between them, and Liz found herself softening a bit toward the harsh goddess. Ra wasn’t kind, but she clearly cared for Trevor and that scored her some points.

      Then the scarlet-haired goddess pressed her hand to Trevor’s forehead. She adopted a look of concentration, face tightening as her entire body began to shake. There was a flash of silver, then a series of sparks as something passed from her into Trevor.

      “What the hell was that?” Trevor said, blinking. He staggered, but Ra caught him.

      “A burden I must pass to you, Trevor Gregg,” Ra said, in a tone more tender than Liz had ever heard her use. “If I survive, you can return it. If not, then I can think of no one else I’d ask to sit my throne. Use the power well, should it come to that.”

      “I’m not really sure what to say,” Trevor said, pulling Ra a little closer. He gave a start, backing a step away when he realized what he’d done.

      “Would that we had more time,” Ra said, smiling at him. “You’d have made a worthy consort, I think.”

      “Incoming,” Osiris said, leaping to the top of one of the stones. His golden sword appeared in his hand, and Liz felt a stab of jealousy.

      “Liz,” Blair said, affecting a strange parody of a narrator. “It’s dangerous to go alone. Take this.”

      He offered her the na-kopesh he’d taken from Irakesh, and she accepted the curved blade. She got the feeling she was missing some sort of inside joke from the way Trevor giggled at the comment. She gave the weapon a few experimental swings. It was different than the heavier broadsword, but she thought she could make use of it.

      It looked like she was about to find out.
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      Isis watched the approaching mass of demons warily. She counted at least two hundred, and that didn’t include the winged ones circling above. It wasn’t anywhere near the size of the force that had devastated Sekhmet’s army back in the land now called France, but it was a substantial number.

      Still, Isis trusted Osiris. The thought of him drew her eye to where he stood, a little ways off from the stone monuments comprising the place these moderns called Stonehenge. He looked resplendent in his dark blue suit, tie fluttering in the wind. She didn’t know when he’d found time to change into a new one, but it didn’t surprise her. Osiris raised his golden blade skyward, then brought it down in a chopping motion.

      Chaos erupted. Several trails of fire streaked into the demon’s ranks, exploding as they impacted. Then something glittered above, falling like a comet. It landed in the central mass of demons, hurling black bodies into the night, each one melting like wax.

      The surviving demons scattered, not that she could blame them. Grouping together was an invitation to fiery death, and they knew it. The sudden chaos infusing their ranks seemed to enrage Nephthys, who was leading from the rear. Isis could hear her shrill voice barking commands, which it seemed the demons were ignoring.

      Then a wave of corpses emerged from the tree line, shambling their way toward the demons. They weren’t strong, and by themselves no single corpse was a threat. Yet they seemed endless, and at the very least the demons had to deal with them. That distraction was exactly what she’d been waiting for.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, knowing Sekhmet lurked in the patch of darkness at the foot of the stone pillar she stood next to.

      “I am. Let us end this,” Sekhmet said. Isis melted into the shadows, blurring across the field toward Nephthys. She couldn’t see Sekhmet, but knew her oldest friend was right beside her.

      Isis shifted as the gap between herself and Nephthys lessened. She almost tried to summon her staff, before realizing she’d given it to Blair. Her claws would have to do. Isis whipped past a few confused demons, then leapt into the air. She came down on Nephthys with the avenging fury of all the poor souls the woman had corrupted.

      Her claws bit deep, but Nephthys’s black armor was strong. Isis knocked the smaller woman on her back, but wasn’t able to deliver any serious blows. Nephthys planted a booted foot in Isis’s midsection and kicked with all her strength. Isis flew backwards, crushing a hapless demon with the impact. Several dull-eyed deathless stood around her, but wandered off to find easier prey.

      “It’s not like you to be so brave, Isis,” Nephthys said, flipping to her feet. She drew a long thin blade, forged from the same black metal as her armor. “You were always the weakest of us, until you adopted that furry form. Even now you’re but a shadow of the true warriors.”

      “It’s a good thing she brought one then,” Sekhmet taunted, her golden spear emerging from Nephthys’s throat, silencing the woman. “You talk too much, Nephthys. You always did.”

      Then Sekhmet spun back into the shadows. Isis gave a wolfish smile and did the same. “You’re outnumbered, and your husband isn’t here to protect you.”

      That last was designed to do more than anger her. She wanted Nephthys to panic. Her husband would feel that, and it would bring Set running.

      “You think I need his protection?” Nephthys rasped, her ruined throat already healing. The armor had begun to repair itself as well. That could be a problem. “Come and find out.”

      Nephthys spun in a slow arc, shifting on the balls of her feet. It was a warrior’s stance, and it drove home how right the woman was. She’d always been a better warrior than Isis, though Sekhmet was Nephthys’s equal. Or had been anyway. Who knew how strong Nephthys had become during the time the other gods had slept?

      A wave of green energy shot from the darkness, competing with the explosions from the artillery falling around them. Nephthys sagged to her knees, but immediately began struggling to her feet. Sekhmet didn’t give her any quarter, gliding forward and ramming her spear through the knee joint on Nephthys’s right leg.

      Isis bounded forward and seized the injured leg. She pulled with all her might, and gave a wicked grin when Sekhmet seized Nephthys and began pulling the opposite direction. The leg tore free with a pop and a spray of gore, drawing a shriek of pain from the black goddess.

      “You’ll pay for—” she began, but another form emerged from the darkness. Osiris rammed his sword through her breastplate. The weapon pierced the armor with a sickening crunch; before Nephthys could react, pulses of sickly black light began flowing out of her corrupt heart and up the weapon.

      “A bit anticlimactic, I know,” Osiris said, gritting his teeth as the flow of pulses came more quickly. “But we’re pressed for time. Just die, so we can do the same to your husband.”
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      Blair ran fast and low through the mist-coated grass. He moved with a light blur, but was careful not to expend too much energy. He savored the thin trickle of moonlight, though it wouldn’t provide much power before he reached the Ark.

      There was no sign of either Trevor or Liz, but he was confident they were lurking in the darkness near him. He wondered for the millionth time why Isis hadn’t given males the ability to use that power, as it left them at a great disadvantage compared to the other supernatural predators he’d battled.

      We have other advantages, Ka-Dun. If you wish more stealth, trust in me and I will guide you.

      He trusted the beast in the same way he trusted his arms or legs. It was part of him, and he ceded control willingly. There was a rush of heat through his entire body, then something like the change from human to werewolf. This change was different, though. Instead of growing larger, he grew smaller.

      Within a few steps he found he had four legs; instead of hands he had paws. His fur was thicker, his muzzle longer. He’d become a wolf, the same way he’d seen Ahiga do all those months ago back on the beach in Peru.

      Despite the dire circumstances and impending battle Blair felt better than he had in months. There was something harmonious about the wolf. It bonded him to the land, and he longed to surround himself with his pack.

      He loped through the darkness, bounding over a grassy knoll. It carried him to the base of the Ark, near the far corner, away from the fighting. Explosions and gunfire split the night, broken by cries from the dead or dying. He ran low and fast next to the Ark, and not a single demon turned in his direction. They were too busy getting shelled by Mohn’s artillery, or crushed under the orbital bombardment from the Skyhammer.

      Blair finally reached the mouth of the tunnel at the wall’s center. He slowed as he approached, carefully peering around the corner. Nothing. At first he thought it curious the place was undefended, but it quickly occurred to him why Set hadn’t bothered leaving more of an internal defense. He was the lord of this Ark, and even another Ark Lord couldn’t do much to harm the place. Unless they had a Primary Access Key. As he understood it, only two existed, and Osiris had theorized that Set possessed one.

      That meant Set only had to fear the remaining key, and what were the odds of a small pack sneaking into the Ark with it? Pretty damn high, as it turned out. Blair gave a wolfish grin, trotting up the corridor into the darkness. His enhanced vision allowed him to see, especially with the soft glow from the diamonds set into the wall.

      He wasn’t sure he wanted to, though. This place had a stench to it, layered decay that made him want to vomit. Refuse and worse had been smeared on the walls. It was as if this Ark had been inhabited by squatters for a very long time. His lupine senses allowed him to detect every nuance of the stench, and he found himself sneezing repeatedly. It was terrible.

      Blair tried not to notice the smell as he made his way deeper into the Ark. He was so focused on his progress that he leapt into the air with a yelp when Liz appeared beside him.

      “Sorry,” she whispered. She’d returned to human form, and was peering around at the walls. “What the hell happened to this place?”

      Blair shifted back to human form, sighing in relief as his sense of smell returned to normal. Now he just wanted to gag, instead of vomit. “I don’t know. Guess Set isn’t much for housekeeping. Maybe his demons haven’t been housebroken.”

      “Whatever the reason, this place makes me long for a shower,” Trevor said, shimmering into existence next to Liz. “Let’s do what we came to, and get the hell out of here.”
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      Jordan smiled grimly inside his armor as he stood at rigid attention behind Set. His armor was damaged in so many places now that the entire paper doll in his HUD was lit with red. He was still a prisoner, but if the armor were destroyed he’d be free. All he had to do was watch for an opportunity, and he could probably hasten that destruction.

      “Stop your groveling and gather to me,” Set growled at Steve, stepping atop the smoking remains of Object 3. “I will show you the kind of power the other gods only dream of.”

      The rest of them moved to the platform, though Steve was the first to reach it. Typical. To Jordan’s immense surprise, a faint white light came from the platform. Apparently it was at least partially functional. The light flared, then washed over the five of them.

      There was something like a clap of thunder, then he was elsewhere. His ears were ringing, and his head felt like he’d spent the last six hours drinking shots of Jäger. Or something even fouler.

      Irakesh and Steve looked just as bad, maybe worse. It was hard to tell with Wepwawet, as he was enshrouded in armor just like Jordan. Only Set seemed unaffected. His lip curled up in a snarl, as he stared at the battle unfolding before them.

      They’d arrived at Stonehenge, near the center of the giant stones. In the distance lay a sea of black, twisted bodies—Jordan guessed they were probably the remains of the defense force Set had no doubt left to prevent his enemies from gaining entrance to the Ark. In the distance, four figures battled. Jordan recognized Isis, who towered over a figure in ebony armor.

      “Steve, take this motley lot to the central chamber. Ensure that no one reaches the heart of this Ark. Do this, and I will reward you greatly. Fail, and I will give you to my wife as a plaything,” Set growled, not even turning to see if his order was heard.

      Set began to grow, gaining height as he knocked stones out of his path that had stood for millennia. His footsteps thundered on the turf as he began a loping run towards Isis, Osiris, and Ra, who were ganging up on Nephthys. It looked like she was getting the worst of it, too. Good on them

      “You heard him,” Steve snapped. He waved toward the Ark. “Move, if you wish to live.”

      Jordan’s armor started forward of its own accord. He considered resisting it, but this wasn’t the place to make a stand. That should happen when and where he could make a difference.
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      Isis’s wolfish ear twitched, angling toward a new sound—a savage yell of unparalleled ferocity. She half turned to face the sound, careful not to release her hold on Nephthys. The goddess wasn’t thrashing much now, but Isis wasn’t taking any chances. She’d hold her until Osiris finished siphoning her essence.

      A figure was sprinting toward them with impossible speed, the type of blur that could only be sustained by the eldest of gods. It would make it here before Osiris could finish his work, and she could see enough of the figure to realize the ebony armor belonged to Set. Their distraction back in London hadn’t bought them nearly as much time as they’d hoped.

      “Sekhmet,” Isis growled, meeting her friend’s gaze. “Hold Nephthys. I will deal with Set until she is no more.”

      Sekhmet nodded, and Isis released the black goddess. She slipped into the shadows, interposing herself between Set and Osiris. She began her blur, considering as she did so. Was Set using illusion? He could be approaching from an entirely different direction. She studied the grass in his wake, noting both mist and dew evaporated in his passing. It was possible that was illusion. Set possessed enough strength to create one of that size and detail, certainly.

      Yet she didn’t think so. Set had been a cautious god in his youth, but age had fueled his overconfidence. He was all too willing to engage his foes if he thought he had the advantage, which he very likely had here. Then there was his very real concern for his wife. Set was an evil, tainted bastard. Yet his affection for Nephthys had always been consistent. If he had anything approaching a weakness, that was it.

      Isis braced herself, praying she was right. She blurred as fast as she ever had, pouncing upon Set as he passed her. She wrapped a thick arm around his neck, using her momentum to arrest his. Then she flung him hard to the muddy earth, creating a deep crater with him at the bottom.

      She stilled her elation at having been right. It was Set and not an illusion, but now she had to deal with him. Alone, at least until her allies finished Nephthys. Set wouldn’t respond to taunts or threats, not while he was concerned with his wife. The only way to stop him was overwhelming force.

      Isis leapt into the crater, seizing Set’s arm and attempting to rip it from its socket. Set merely tensed, and she couldn’t move that arm even an inch, no matter how she strained. Set’s black eyes glared at her from beneath his twisted helm, and he struck back in a fury.

      His fist punched through her gut, exploding her innards and spine into the grass behind her. His other hand seized her neck, dragging her face close to his. “It ends tonight, Isis. There is no escape this time, no bringing Osiris back from the dead. I will kill you all, and consume your memories. Before you die, know this, little sister. If you’d not meddled, not created the virus, we’d all of us be dead. This world would be free. Because of your actions, I exist, and every crime I perpetrate can be laid at your feet.”

      Isis knew despair then, because Set was right. Had she left well enough alone, had she never entered the Valley of Forgotten Voices, they’d have died as humans. That moment of weakness had created a chain of events that led here, and she had only herself to blame. Yet she wasn’t dead yet.

      “So overconfident,” Isis choked out. She blurred, willing her body to shift as she did so. Faster than thought, she became a tiny fox, dropping from Set’s grip and rolling back into the shadows. A heartbeat later she’d gone back to wolf form, bounding out of the crater. A third shift brought her back to werewolf form, even as she spun to face Set.

      The black god had leapt to his feet, spinning in place as he sought some sign of her. He gave a roar, raising both arms to the sky. A pulse of black and green energy rolled out from him, a mixture she’d never seen before. It burst in all directions, and she was caught in the blast.

      The energy was pure pain, but that she could deal with. What filled her with terror was the energy’s residual aura. It clung to her like paint, exposing her in a way no ability ever had. Set had found a way to reveal her in the shadows, a way even more potent than that Blair had discovered.

      Set leapt from the pit, stalking in her direction. Isis turned and ran for the Ark, knowing she’d never reach it.
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      Blair took his first step into the repository. Words were insufficient to describe what he was witnessing, the majesty and complexity exhibited by the Builders. This stadium-sized room was the pinnacle of an entire civilization—the outgrowth of, he presumed, millions of years of technological advancement.

      “Wow, look at the size of the crystal in the center,” Trevor said, walking past Blair to lean on a railing that lined a walkway ringing the entire chamber. “What do you think it’s made out of? It’s too light to be a sapphire.”

      Liz walked past Blair as well, stopping at the railing next to Trevor. “I’d guess it’s a diamond from the clarity, but I don’t really know a lot about gemstones.”

      Blair finally moved to join them, still struggling to find words. The smooth walls below the railing sloped down to a platform holding the single largest gemstone Blair had ever seen. It had to be at least a hundred feet tall, and could have been two or three times that, depending on how large the room really was. It was difficult to say without anything to give it perspective.

      “It’s an aquamarine,” Blair said, absently. The walls leading to the stone were bare, but those leading to the ceiling were covered in gemstones that matched the one below.

      “Hey, Blair, I’m guessing that thing is important,” Trevor said, drawing Blair’s attention. He was pointing at a spot along the wall a couple hundred yards away. The railing was broken by a wide platform, with a roughly person-sized blue aquamarine in the center.

      “That’s the control locus Isis told me about,” Blair said, trotting along the railing. He needed to focus. This place was amazing, but he didn’t have time to study it. That killed him, as he knew he was witnessing the very thing he’d sought his entire life.

      He’d always wanted to know the origins of mankind, and many of those answers lay in this room. Yet if he was successful, in the next few minutes he’d be blowing it up, denying the world of all the precious secrets it contained.

      “Better speed this up,” Liz called, darting a nervous glance back the way they’d come. Her wolfish ears twitched. “I hear something behind us. I’m guessing whatever it is, it isn’t friendly.”

      Blair blurred down the walkway, crossing the gap to the control locus in a couple seconds. He skidded to a halt next to the platform, stepping onto it as he examined the crystal. There was a sort of socket at the base, one that looked about the right size and shape for the base of the Primary Access Key.

      Behold, Ka-Dun. This is the very place where the Mother brought our species into being, the place where she first crafted the virus that gave birth to the deathless. It is here that she became more than a simple woman, adopting the first Ka to become the first Ka-Ken.

      Blair extended his hand, summoning the key. He reverently placed the base in the socket with a satisfying click. There was a thrum of energy in the staff, which flowed down into the man-sized aquamarine. The gem began to pulse with light, and the giant counterpart in the center pulsed in time.

      He sensed a vast array of data, some of it incomprehensible, but much of it readily identifiable. In that instant Blair understood why this place was called an Ark, and why this room was called the repository. It was a genetic repository, and he was seeing every species this place had ever catalogued. Their DNA was stored here, to be drawn upon by a shaper like him. He could create entirely new life forms, or return ones that had been long extinct to the world.

      Yet that was only the surface of what this room could be used for. It tapped into every system in the Ark, and the enormous power reservoir driving the place lay directly under the giant aquamarine.

      “Blair!” He heard Liz’s frantic voice as if across a vast gulf. “We’ve got company. Whatever you’re going to do, you need to do it now.”

      Blair looked up from the staff, glancing at the entrance to the room. Several figures had burst in, and were charging along the railing in their direction. Several familiar figures. Jordan and Wepwawet were in the lead, then Irakesh, with Steve predictably bringing up the rear.

      “There’s no way I can finish before they get here,” Blair said, shifting as he spoke. “We’re going to have to deal with them first, then I can set this place to self-destruct.”

      “Guess it’s a fight then,” Trevor said, slipping into the shadows. “I’ll deal with Irakesh. Liz, see if you can keep the armor out of the fight while Blair deals with Steve.”

      Blair gave a grim smile, removing the key and aiming it at the walkway. He summoned the same energy he’d used back on Object 3, firing a trio of blue pulses at the lead armored figure. As expected, the armor dodged out of the way—but, also as expected, that left an opening for Liz.

      A nine-foot auburn werewolf burst from the shadows, seizing the first suit of ebony armor by one leg and flinging it over the side into the valley below. The second set drew a bead on her, but by the time a pair of missiles corkscrewed from the shoulder launcher she’d already disappeared. They detonated harmlessly against the wall, cracking several of the aquamarines and extinguishing their light.

      Blair blurred, sprinting along the narrow railing as he glided toward their enemies. Irakesh vanished into the shadows, but Trevor would deal with him. That left a clear path to Steve. Blair saw red.
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      Jordan tumbled off the railing, falling for what seemed like forever before crashing to the hard ground below. The blow caused warning klaxons inside the armor as still more red appeared on the paper doll. Several systems were now listed as nonfunctional, and many, many more were listed as critical.

      Above he could see the two sides squaring off against each other, Blair, Liz and Trevor engaging Wepwawet, Irakesh, and Steve. If this had been a movie the armor would have forced him to fight his friends, but he’d somehow have escaped at the last minute. The good guys would win, and the critics would lambaste the movie as being predictable. Particularly because Trevor had done the same thing back in San Francisco.

      Fortunately, Jordan had been planning for this for some time. The armor made him a prisoner. It could exert control over his nervous system, and would resist any attempt to remove or damage it. Even with all the punishment it had endured he still couldn’t override that basic control.

      So he did something the designers had probably never expected. Jordan concentrated, forming a skin-tight bubble of telekinetic energy around himself. It was a much smaller, more tightly controlled version of the bubble he’d used to save everyone from the nuclear blast back in San Francisco. Once Jordan had created the bubble, he began expanding it outward with all the strength he could muster.

      He gritted his teeth, pushing harder and harder. At first the armor refused to give. A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead, and he could feel the vein in his temple throbbing. He pushed harder. Harder still. There was a groan as a seam popped, then another. The groan became a shriek as multiple seams began to give. Metallic fragments sprayed out in all directions, littering the ground for dozens of yards. Jordan grinned like a fool, giving a whoop of joy.

      Well done, Ka-Dun. You have freed us from the armor’s demonic taint. You are a true warrior, worthy of your bloodline.

      “You know what? I actually missed having a psychotic beast in my head,” Jordan said, laughing out loud and giving another whoop.

      He reached up to feel the golden collar along his neck, probing with his fingers until he found the catch. The collar came loose, and he dropped it to the ground triumphantly. He was fucking free, and it was time to dish out some god damned payback.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            77

          

          

      

    

    







            Turning the Tide

          

        

      

    

    
      Trevor crouched in the shadows, waiting. He knew how this would go, because he could see the bracelet on Steve’s wrist. Steve was about to be attacked by Blair. He’d force Irakesh to intervene, and the second that happened Trevor would attack Irakesh. Irakesh had to know that too, and the real question was how would the deathless react? He was older and stronger than anyone else here, save Wepwawet. Trevor had no idea how old the wolf-headed god was, but that wasn’t his problem. Hopefully Liz could hold him until they could help her.

      Blair blurred past Trevor, kicking up a wind as he moved along the railing. He’d nearly reached Steve when a familiar green glow came from a spot behind Blair. Trevor blurred as well, launching himself at Irakesh. He caught his former master around the midsection, and they went down in a tangle of limbs.

      Irakesh gave off a pulse of green light, one Trevor had seen him use before. Trevor faded to mist, allowing the light to pass harmlessly over him. He phased back to solid form, swiping at Irakesh’s face with his claws…and his hand passed harmlessly through the illusionary version of his former master.

      Trevor wasn’t surprised when Irakesh’s fist emerged from his chest, or when a booted foot kicked him to the smooth metal walkway. He was surprised when no follow-up attack came.

      “Get up,” Irakesh snarled. Trevor heard the rasp of a sword leaving its sheath. “You’re wearing a blade. If I’m going to kill you, I’ll do it with steel. Come. Learn what a true master can do.”

      Trevor rolled to his feet, drawing his own sword. The long slender blade felt at home in his hand, more than a gun ever had.

      “No blurring, no illusions. You know I can best you in both those arenas anyway. I have every advantage. Die like a true deathless, Trevor,” Irakesh said, gliding forward on the balls of his feet. Trevor moved to meet him, blocking Irakesh’s probing strike. He parried a second and third strike as well, each coming more quickly than the last.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Trevor said, attempting a low slash at Irakesh’s knee. The deathless batted it casually aside. “I know you hate Steve. Serving your mother is one thing, but Set? Join us, Irakesh. We should be fighting on the same side.”

      For just a moment Irakesh faltered. Trevor saw doubt in that putrid gaze. He backed up a step, weapon at the ready. But then Irakesh flowed forward, striking like a viper. He rained blow after blow at Trevor, and it was everything Trevor could do to parry. Each one was more wild than the last, and finally Irakesh batted the sword from Trevor’s hand.

      Irakesh followed up immediately, burying his weapon in Trevor’s chest. Trevor felt a moment of terror, but then remembered the sword wasn’t Sunsteel. Irakesh couldn’t drain his life. Trevor planted both legs in his former master’s midsection, launching the deathless into the wall as the sword pulled loose with a popping sound.

      “Die. Just die, you worm,” Irakesh screeched, launching another attack. As Irakesh rushed toward him, Trevor saw something blond flash in the corner of his vision. A male werewolf landed on the railing. Jordan raised a hand, palm facing Irakesh.

      A wave of invisible force blasted Irakesh into the wall with a sickening crunch. Irakesh was pinned, the force remaining as Jordan hopped down and walked over to Trevor.

      “Get up, you lazy fuck. We have work to do.” The commander offered Trevor a hand. Trevor took it, allowing Jordan to help him to his feet.

      “Took you long enough,” Trevor said, smiling in spite of himself.
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      Wepwawet was both stronger and faster than Liz. His armor made him damn hard to hurt, and her only advantage seemed to be that the armor was hideously damaged. If it had been anywhere near full strength, she’d have already been dead.

      A metallic fist crumpled the railing next to her, and she rolled away from the follow-up blow as the other fist smashed a dent into the walkway where she’d been standing.

      If you wish to win, then you must use the blade, Ka-Ken. Your only prayer is draining his life essence.

      “And how the hell am I supposed to do that?” Liz growled, flipping into the air over Wepwawet. She gathered the shadows around her, bounding off the wall to change the angle of her flight. Good thing, too.

      A trio of wickedly sharp claws erupted from an armored fist, smashing several crystals in the wall where she’d have been if she hadn’t altered course. They flickered and died, creating more of the shadows that were her only advantage. Liz responded by summoning the curved blade Blair had given her, landing in a crouch as the weapon coalesced in her right hand. It was smaller than her previous sword but, because it weighed less, it was also faster.

      She lunged forward, ramming the weapon between the plates around Wepwawet’s elbow. He roared in pain, blurring. She never even saw the backhand that smashed her away from her quarry. Her jawbone shattered and her head rang from the blow. Liz shook her head to clear it, willing her face to mend and fighting desperately to retain her grip on her weapon.

      Through the heart, Ka-Ken. It is the only way.

      Through the heart. How the hell was she going to land a blow like that? Doing so would open her up to a vicious counterattack, and once those armored hands wrapped around her she knew she’d never escape. But maybe she didn’t have to.

      Liz gave a tight smile, launching a frontal assault. She batted one arm out of the way, then buried her sword right through the armored chest. Wepwawet might have been able to stop the blow, but as she’d expected he was more focused on catching her. Impossibly strong arms wrapped around her chest, crushing the air from her lungs as he drew her up against his metallic body.

      Black spots danced across Liz’s vision.
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      Isis fled, but she could feel Set gaining ground on her. Every step he took thundered in her ears, and no matter how quickly she blurred he was still narrowing the gap. It seemed he’d abandoned his quest to save his wife, and was now focused—to the exclusion of all else—on killing Isis.

      She leapt over a small knoll, barreling toward the entrance of the Ark. If she was going to die, she had to do it as close to the Ark as possible. Gods willing, she could lure Set inside.

      “Isis,” Set roared, so close she could feel his hot breath. “I will eat your heart. I will make Osiris watch as I visit the same fate upon you that he visited upon Nephthys.”

      It occurred to her that Set must be linked to his wife. Perhaps that was the reason he still gave chase. He already knew Nephthys was dead, so there was no point in going after Osiris.

      “Will you now?” came Osiris’s strong voice. He appeared ahead of her.

      Her husband swept forward in a combat stance, golden blade held high. Isis ducked under it, skidding to a halt behind him. She scanned the shadows, but saw no sign of Sekhmet yet.

      “At last,” Set roared, extending his left hand. A massive ebony claymore flowed into his hand, painful to look upon. It behaved like Sunsteel, but was corrupted somehow, just like the armor. “It’s time to die, brother. But before I kill you I will make good on my threat. I will force you to watch me consume Isis’s essence. I will do the same with—”

      “Sekhmet?” came a feminine voice from behind Set. A golden spear erupted from his chest. “Was that what you were going to say, Set? This isn’t the first time my spear has found your flesh, but I promise it will be the last. Your wife is dead. You will not survive the day.”

      The words were brave, but Isis knew the truth. Set was beyond any of them, and there was no way they could overcome the titanic strength he’d displayed. Still, Sekhmet’s words had the desired effect. Set roared in rage. He brought his sword down in a one-handed sweep.

      His blade sheered through Sekhmet’s Sunsteel spear, lopping the end off. The gold fell to the ground, melting into a shapeless mass. Set was already moving, spinning faster than thought to ram his weapon through Sekhmet’s face. She gave a choked cry, dropping the remains of her weapon and tumbling back in a spray of blood.

      Set pressed the attack, and Isis knew Sekhmet was doomed if she didn’t do something. So she charged, barreling into Set from behind. The blow knocked him to the dirt, and she continued forward, scooping Sekhmet up in both arms. She gathered the shadows close about them both, cradling her friend’s limp body.

      “It will be okay, Sekhmet. Rest. Heal,” she whispered, terrified at the hideous blow Set had inflicted.

      “Take the staff into the Ark, Isis,” Osiris roared, striding forward to meet Set. “I will deal with my brother. Take control of the Ark, and lock him out, just as he did to me all those centuries ago.”

      She could have kissed him. Set roared in rage, clearly buying into the deception.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            80

          

          

      

    

    







            The Fate of Captain Douchey

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair leapt from the railing, time slowing to a crawl as he gained altitude. Steve was blurring as well, tracking Blair’s movements with those heavy brown eyes. They shifted at precisely the same instant, Steve into a midnight-furred werewolf, and Blair into silver.

      Steve no doubt expected Blair to grapple—to claw, and snap, and rend like the beasts they resembled. But while they might possess a beast, a second consciousness, they were men. Blair decided to fight like one. Smart, and lethal.

      He came down with a leg extended, kicking Steve in the chest. The blow caught Steve off guard, flinging him back into the glittering wall. It didn’t do any real damage, and from the comically confused expression on Steve’s face, he thought it made absolutely no sense. All the better.

      The move put distance between Blair and Steve, just enough that Steve couldn’t close the gap. Blair raised the access key and leveled it at Steve like a rifle. He willed it to fire, and a trio of azure pulses lanced into Steve’s furry face.

      Steve collapsed into a heap, screeching through his hands as he raised them to cover the terrible wound. Blair fired again, but apparently Steve was less injured than he’d pretended. He leapt straight up, narrowly dodging the pulses fired by the staff. Steve landed on the railing, glaring at Blair through that ruined face.

      “Are you a fucking coward, Blair?” Steve growled, baring his fangs. “Too weak to face me in combat? I watched Bridget die, and I laughed. I robbed Isis of her memories while she slept, and betrayed her to Ra. Now I’ve given everything to Set. Doesn’t that infuriate you?”

      Blair smiled. A younger version of himself would have fallen for Steve’s very transparent ploy. Hell, even an older version of him had made mistakes. Had trusted Steve and gone running back to Bridget within days of being separated from Liz. He’d made mistake after mistake in combat, all because he was fighting with his heart, and not his head.

      “Yeah, it kind of pisses me off,” he replied, keeping the staff leveled on Steve’s chest. He was ready, hovering at the edge of a blur.

      “Then put down the staff, and let’s end this,” Steve said, a light of triumph entering his gaze.

      “Or I could gun you down with this handy Builder weapon,” Blair said, blurring as fast as he could. Time slowed, but Steve matched his movements perfectly.

      As expected, Steve leapt from the railing, aiming straight for Blair. Blair fired two blasts, each with a very specific target. The first was aimed at the clawed hand coming for his face. Not because he feared the blow, but because of the golden bracelet wrapped around the wrist. The blast incinerated bone and flesh, melting everything between his elbow and hand.

      The hand spun away in slow motion, no longer blurring. The second blast caught Steve in the crotch, incinerating everything that made him a man. Childish, maybe. But the fucker deserved it.

      Steve crashed to the walkway, dropping his blur. He stared up in pain and horror, mouth already opening to form some sort of plea. Blair didn’t give him that chance. He rammed the scarab end of the staff into Steve’s neck, choking off whatever the bastard had been about to say.

      Are you going to kill me? Steve asked, the thought echoing hatefully in Blair’s mind.

      “Nah,” Blair said, grinning wickedly. “I’ve never been very good at cruelty, and I want your death to be as painful as possible.”

      Steve looked confused, which only made Blair smile wider. “Hey, Irakesh, guess what? You’re free.”

      Steve suddenly understood. He struggled into a sitting position and stared in horror. Blair turned to face Irakesh, who was pinned against a wall.

      Jordan turned, sized up the situation, and gave a wolfish grin. He released Irakesh, nodding in Steve’s direction. Irakesh’s face twisted in fury, and he blurred to Steve. Irakesh flew into a flurry of blows, punching, kicking, and clawing as Steve desperately sought to ward off the blows.

      Then Irakesh finally picked Steve up, drawing his face close. “You are an honorless cur. A stain upon both your kind and mine. I have long considered Isis and her bestial get enemies, but the Ka-Dun Blair has my respect. He is a worthy foe. You? You are nothing. Contemplate that as you die.”

      Irakesh tossed Steve high into the air, the arc carrying him over the railing. Before he could plummet to his death, Irakesh fired a thick pulse of green energy, melting Steve’s legs. Blair added a trio of blasts from the staff, unraveling Steve’s torso. Just like that Steve dissolved, his scream abruptly cut off. Blair began to laugh.

      “Man, I hated that fucker,” Jordan said, glancing over the railing as all that remained of Steve splattered to the ground below. Blair felt something stir there, a familiar energy that resonated with the key within his chest.

      A streak of silver shot from Steve’s remains, crashing into Jordan’s chest. Every last strand of blond fur stood on end for a few moments, leaving Jordan looking like he’d just been through the dryer. Then the commander heaved a deep sigh, blinking in wonder. Blair knew what he was experiencing, the sudden link to an Ark.

      Blair turned to Irakesh. “You have a choice, now. Help us end this, end Set. Or meet your own end here. You know you can’t take us all. Jordan, Trevor, and I are all Ark Lords. Choose, and choose quickly.”

      “So be it,” Irakesh snarled. “There is peace between us, until Set is dealt with.”
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      “You can set me down,” Sekhmet said, though her gaze was a little unfocused. Isis did as Sekhmet asked, placing her friend next to the central obelisk. It was the first time Isis had returned to the First Ark in over twenty millennia, and she couldn’t help but shudder as she saw what had been done to the place.

      Set’s demons had defaced the walls, destroying both the glyphs she and Osiris had carved, as well as those left by the much older Builders. The place reeked of feces and worse things, a foul miasma that seemed strongest in the central chamber. That, more than anything else, showed her they’d made the right decision. Sacrificing everything to stop Set was the only possible course.

      “Listen,” Sekhmet said, nodding at the doorway.

      Heavy booted steps approached. Isis had expected the battle between Set and Osiris to last longer. It seemed they’d underestimated their foe. Just how powerful had Set grown? Would an explosion, such as the First Ark might make, even be enough to kill him?

      “Iiiiiiississs,” Set taunted. A moment later, his armored form strode imperiously down the ramp into the central chamber. All damage to his armor had been healed, and the black metal looked as if it had been forged that morning. “Ahh, there you are. I’ve brought you a gift.”

      Set reached back into the shadows, dragging forth a limp body. He tossed Osiris on the ramp ahead of him, grinning manically as her husband rolled to a stop near the base of the ramp. Then Set tossed something golden and metallic. It flashed through the air, landing next to Osiris.

      Osiris’s mighty blade had been shattered. The piece Set discarded was nothing more than the hilt and the first foot of the blade. The rest was gone, cut off cleanly just as Sekhmet’s spear had been.

      “Oh, don’t worry, little sister,” Set said, all mock sympathy. “I haven’t killed him, not like last time. There’s no need for you to craft a virus to bring him back. I want him alive, just as I want you alive. Your torment will last millennia. I will make you kill everyone and everything you have ever loved. You will not only watch this world burn, you will participate. And when at last nothing of our species remains, I will sacrifice you to our new masters.”

      Isis licked her chops, rising to her feet. She was a terrifying beast, yet it was she who quailed. She glanced at Sekhmet, who’d risen as well. Sekhmet looked exhausted, but she drew a small golden dagger from her belt. Isis gave her a quick nod, and the two turned to face Set.

      “Is that your plan?” Set asked, clearly amused. “Make me kill you? It won’t work. I’ll thrash you as I have your husband, but you won’t die. Not yet. Come, let us dance one last time.”

      Isis winked at Sekhmet, and her sister shot her a quick smile. They were all about to die.
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      Blair looked up from Steve’s remains on the valley floor with a grim smile of satisfaction. In so many ways, killing Steve represented atonement for Blair’s monumental fuck-ups in Panama and San Francisco. The job wasn’t done yet, though.

      He took a moment to survey the rest of the combat. The last active fight was between Liz and Wepwawet. Blair’s hackles rose and he began sprinting along the railing when he saw Wepwawet crush Liz to his chest. He blurred, crossing the space between them in a couple of heartbeats. Blair was fully prepared to tear Wepwawet’s armored form apart, but slowed to a halt when he got close enough to see what had happened.

      Liz had been crushed to the black-armored chest, and it looked like several ribs and both her arms had broken in the process. However, she’d rammed the sword Blair had given her through Wepwawet’s heart. As he watched, bright pulses of sickly green energy flowed up the blade, just the way they’d done when Liz had mercifully ended Cyntia back in San Francisco.

      Wepwawet twitched weakly, then lay still. Liz pushed his body off her, the armor tumbling to the walkway with a clatter as she rose to her feet. Blood matted her auburn fur, but her bones were already popping back into place. If anything she looked stronger than she had at the start of the fight, strengthened by consuming the essence of an elder god.

      “Oww,” she said, rolling her shoulder as it popped back into place. She turned to look back up the walkway. “So we won?”

      “Looks that way,” Blair said, shifting back to human form. Liz did the same, her black t-shirt and camo pants replacing thick auburn fur.

      Jordan shoved Irakesh up the walkway toward Blair. Irakesh looked like he might say something, but apparently seeing both Jordan and Trevor ready for a fight gave him pause. His shoulders slumped, and he marched up the walkway until he stood just a few feet away.

      “Thank you,” he muttered sullenly. Blair assumed the words were meant for him, though Irakesh didn’t meet his gaze. “You freed me from that pompous fool. More than that, you allowed me to exact revenge on the treacherous Ka-Dun. You could have claimed that vengeance yourself, but you gave me a chance to redeem my honor. I owe you a debt for that.”

      “Good,” Blair said, giving Irakesh a grin. “Don’t think I’ll forget it.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Jordan boomed. He’d shifted back to human form. “I’m guessing you guys have a way of dealing with Set.”

      “We’re going to blow up the First Ark,” Trevor said, leaning on the railing next to Liz.

      “Come again?” Jordan asked, blinking.

      “Are you mad?” Irakesh asked, jaw falling open. He looked comical, despite the razored teeth and glowing green eyes.

      “You guys explain it to them. I have work to do,” Blair turned back to the stone on the platform, inserting the Primary Access Key into its slot once more.

      He closed his eyes, thinking to his beast. Any advice?

      What you seek to do is beyond me, Ka-Dun. Beyond even the Mother, I think. You must draw upon your knowledge of this age, of technology. Perhaps there you will find an answer.

      “Thanks,” Blair muttered, trying not to be too sarcastic. He wasn’t much for technology. Sure, he could use a computer, but his geek-fu was weak.

      He focused on the system itself, a vast array of mental options sort of like a folder full of computer programs. After a little bit of study he thought he understood how the system worked, more or less. A conduit extended deep into the earth, like some sort of power line piping energy into the Ark’s enormous battery.

      It didn’t look like it would be possible to overload the battery, because it seemed to have a nearly infinite capacity. So how could he blow this place up? Why couldn’t there be some button labeled ‘self-destruct’?

      Another glance at the system revealed something interesting. The massive aquamarine in the valley below was designed to create life. It channeled huge amounts of energy to do so, and could make everything from a dinosaur to a twelve-legged dragon. But the gem had limits. There were safeguards put in place so a shaper didn’t channel too much energy.

      What if he removed the safeguards? Blair focused on the Primary Access Key, willing those safeguards to lower. They obligingly disappeared. Blair smiled, then he focused on pouring all the energy from the conduit into the crystal. The flow was immense, a torrent of power that rivaled the nuclear detonation back in San Francisco—only this flow was continuous, not the quick burst he’d seen there. Once the flow to the gem was stable, he disengaged from it.

      “What did you do?” Liz asked.

      Blair wasn’t sure what she meant, until he felt something begin to vibrate behind him. He turned to see the enormous gem in the center of the valley begin to glow. It gave off a brilliant blue light, emitting a high-pitched whine.

      “Uh,” Blair said, turning to face the others. “I have a feeling we’re not going to want to be here when that thing blows.”

      “I still cannot believe it. You’re detonating the Ark,” Irakesh said, grabbing the rail with both clawed hands. “This place is priceless, and you are destroying it.”

      “Yeah,” Trevor shot back, already starting up the walkway back to the passage that led out of the room. “Better we blow this place up and kill Set along with it than leave it here for him to use to enslave the world.”

      Irakesh still looked pissed, but he gave a nod and started after Trevor. Jordan came next, with Liz and Blair bringing up the rear. They ran for all they were worth, sprinting up the walkway.

      “Where to now?” Trevor asked, once they’d all reached the hallway.

      “The light bridge,” Blair said, taking the lead and darting up the corridor. “It’s not far from here. We can use it to get back to the Nexus before this place blows.”

      The high-pitched whine had grown louder, which was all the motivation Blair needed. He turned to Liz. “Ride my shadow. The rest of you get ready to blur. I’m guessing we’ve got under thirty seconds to get the hell out of here.”

      Liz flowed into his shadow, and Blair didn’t wait for the rest to respond. He blurred, zooming through corridor after corridor until he emerged into the chamber with the light bridge. It looked like a low-tech version of Object 3, just like the one back in his own Ark.

      Blair waited on the light bridge as the others appeared one by one. Trevor arrived last, and the instant he appeared Blair triggered the light bridge. Brilliant white light flared around them, but something was different. Blair could feel the power surging through the Ark, overloading every system at once. Including the light bridge.

      He struggled to control it, praying he could somehow master the flow. If he couldn’t, they were doomed.
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      Isis shifted back to human form, praying it would somehow lessen the pain. She was only half conscious as Set hoisted her body into the air. He stared at her with those flat black eyes, no trace of compassion or humanity lurking in their depths.

      “I’ve waited a long time for this, Isis,” Set purred, reaching up with his free hand to remove his helm. She flinched as he exposed his horrible face. The too-large head was like an evil, pasty version of Ka. It, more than anything else, showed that his humanity had been sacrificed on the altar of power. “You know, I’ve never really forgiven you for choosing Osiris. I wonder how things would have been different if you’d chosen me. Perhaps you’d never have gone to the Valley of Hidden Voices. Perhaps we’d never have discovered this place.”

      A high-pitched whine began in the distance, and Set cocked his enormous head. He seemed curious, but not alarmed. “It seems your companions are up to some mischief. Perhaps the Ka-Dun I recruited is less competent than I hoped. I may have to deal with this myself.”

      “I’d never have chosen you,” Isis said, drawing his gaze back to her. She had to stall, for just a few more seconds. If they succeeded in detonating the Ark the center of the blast would be here, in the central chamber. It would flow up the obelisks around her, obliterating them all. “Even if I’d never met Osiris. He wasn’t just the better man; he was the only choice. You were weak even then. Flawed. That hasn’t changed.”

      Isis spit in his face, smiling at the sudden rage. It didn’t matter what he did to her, not after what he’d already done to Osiris and Sekhmet. The pair lay a few paces away, neither moving. Both were still alive, though Isis knew if it were in their power they’d choose death over what Set had planned for them.

      Set hurled her into the central obelisk with bone-crushing force. Isis mercifully blacked out for a moment, but came to with his face mere inches from hers. He wore a too-wide smile with a million tiny teeth, ready to rend her psyche as well as her flesh.

      “That was unwise, Isis. You will have centuries to consider the wisdom of provoking me, I assure you.”

      “I doubt that,” Isis forced a smile. Every part of her hurt, but that didn’t matter. “You’re a fool, Set. Easily deceived. Now, it is you who will pay.”

      Set looked confused. The high-pitched whining was much louder now, and confusion became concern.

      Something rumbled deep beneath the Ark, then the loudest sound she’d ever heard split the air, split her ear drums. The entire room vibrated, until she was engulfed in painful white light. Her last thought was of Yukon.
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      Blair stumbled from the light bridge, catching the wall as he sought to right his center of balance. He was dizzy, though not sure why. That hadn’t happened during previous light walks.

      “Wh-what happened?” Liz asked, blinking as she lurched from the platform. Blair caught her, helping her into a sitting position. A moment later she emptied the contents of her stomach all over the floor next to the platform.

      The others were in the same state. Even Irakesh tripped, sprawling to the ground between Jordan and Trevor.

      “I don’t know,” Blair said, licking his lips. He felt more than a little queasy himself.

      “I can explain,” came a hollow, disembodied voice. Blair glanced toward the door to the chamber and found a holographic projection of Ka hovering there. “What you are experiencing is a type of distortion that was once theorized by scholars among the Builders. They called it temporal spacial displacement sickness, or TSDS.”

      “What’s the cause?” Trevor asked. Blair wasn’t surprised. Trevor would always be a scientist first, even if he did look like some crazy redneck vampire.

      “Theoretically, TSDS would be caused by the destruction of an anchoring Ark during transit,” Ka said, cocking its strangely oblong head to the side. The eyes were more than a little terrifying, especially after having seen Set. “The fact that you survived at all is a testament to the redundancies of the system.”

      “Wait a minute,” Blair said, weaving drunkenly across the chamber to stand before the hologram. “You said temporal. I get the spacial displacement; that makes sense. Temporal displacement is time. When are we?”

      Ka cocked its head the other direction, eyes flickering as if calculating. “It has been four years and eleven months since you last passed through the Nexus.”

      Blair sank to his knees. He felt Liz wrap him in a hug, but he was too numb to respond. Five years, just gone. What had happened in that time?

      “What happened to the First Ark?” Jordan asked, seemingly unfazed by the sudden news. “Was Set killed?”

      “Unknown,” Ka said, giving something like a shrug. “Observe.”

      A second hologram appeared, this one showing a view of earth from orbit, centered over the British Isles. A moment later something red and white bloomed in the south of England, working its way outward. It covered much of the island, and it wasn’t a stretch to imagine what it was.

      “My god,” Trevor whispered. “Look at the size of that explosion. There’s no way Set could have survived that. Most of England didn’t survive that. It might have taken Wales and Northern France with it too.”

      Blair rose to his feet, forcing himself to concentrate on the present. He couldn’t change what had happened, only move forward. “Has there been any sign of Set, Isis, Osiris, or Ra since the explosion?”

      “Negative,” Ka said, voice far too cheery.

      “Who controls the Ark of the Cradle?” Irakesh asked, pulling himself to his feet.

      “Unknown,” Ka said, turning to Irakesh. “If a new Ark Lord has arisen, they have not established a conduit to the Nexus.”

      “Ra could still be alive,” Blair said, cautiously turning to face Trevor. He knew Trevor had been close to her before the end.

      “It’s possible,” Trevor said, shrugging. His face shifted into a scowl. “There’s only one way to know, though. I need to go to the Cradle and speak with Anput. If anyone knows, she will. Besides, I have the key. I guess that gives me a responsibility.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Irakesh said, giving a magnanimous smile.

      “Like hell you will,” Trevor shot back. “You’d backstab me at the first opportunity, and we both know it. I’m wondering why you’re even still alive, now that I think about it.”

      “That’s a great question,” Jordan said, taking a threatening step toward Irakesh. “Why is he walking around free? Hell, why is he even still breathing? Or not breathing, I guess.”

      “It’s so nice to see you two getting along,” Liz said, beaming a smile their way. “Maybe you can bond by ending this pathetic twerp’s life.”

      “Wait,” Irakesh said, raising a hand to forestall them. He reached into a satchel hanging from his belt, and removed two golden items. The collar, and the bracelet. He offered the bracelet to Trevor. “If you need assurance that I won’t betray you, then use the collar to control me. It’s preferable to death, and my situation is still better than it was under Steve. You’ll treat me better than he did, and maybe someday I’ll earn your trust.”

      Blair was taken aback. “You’d go into slavery? Willingly?”

      “Of course,” Irakesh said, snapping the collar around his own neck. “Isn’t it preferable to the alternative? Death is very final. With life, who knows what will happen?”

      Trevor stared hard at the bracelet, then looked up. “Jordan, you wore one of these things. What do you think we should do?”

      Jordan looked surprised, then gave a shrug. “He won’t be able to escape. God knows I tried. It’s still possible for him to cause mischief, but if you keep an eye on him you’re probably safe. He might even be an asset, since you don’t know what you’d be walking into. If nothing else, he proved he had more honor than Steve. He refused to serve Set, even though it cost him his freedom.”

      “Liz? Blair?” Trevor asked, turning to them.

      “I say let him live,” Liz said. She turned to Blair as well.

      “I’d agree,” Blair finally said. “If it were Steve I’d say kill the fucker, right here and now. Irakesh is different. He’s evil, but at least he has some honor.”

      “All right then,” Trevor said, snapping the bracelet around his wrist. “Looks like I’ll be heading to the cradle. What about the rest of you?”

      “I need to find out where we stand with Mohn,” Jordan said, folding his heavily muscled arms over an even more heavily muscled chest. “The Director probably died in the explosion back in London. With him and Osiris out of the picture, that means the person most likely to be running the show is the Old Man himself. I need to find out if that’s the case, and what Mohn’s operational directive is now. Can I hop a ride with you two to San Francisco?”

      “What about the key to the Ark in Peru?” Liz asked, rising shakily to her feet. She took a big step back from the mess she’d made. Blair did the same.

      “Good point,” Jordan said, heaving a sigh. “I guess I have a responsibility too. The thing is, we don’t know what’s gone down while we were away. At the very least it makes sense that we stick together, in the short term anyway. I’ll head to San Francisco with you guys.”

      Blair gave Jordan a nod, then turned to Liz. “Of course. Liz, I assume that’s where you want to go?”

      “Yeah, we need to see what happened with Angel Island. Plus, you have an Ark to run. If possible, we need to rebuild there. They need leadership, and we can provide that. Not to mention, Jes’Ka is still asleep. We have to decide what to do about her,” Liz said, eyes taking on that determined cast.

      “When we get there, do you want to grab dinner?” Blair knew it wasn’t the right time, but was it ever?

      “Are you finally asking me on a date?” Liz brushed her hair from her face, looking away for a moment. Was she blushing?

      “Hell yes, I am,” Blair said. He wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “Yeah, I’ll have dinner with you. Just take me somewhere nice,” Liz leaned into Blair. It felt good. Damn good.

      “Ka-Dun, if I may interrupt,” Ka said, a hint of impatience leaking into its tone. Blair turned toward the hologram, giving it a nod. It bobbed its head once, then continued. “The signal broadcast from the Arks just prior to our first encounter has had time to arrive at its intended destination. The Builders are now aware of the state of affairs on this planet. They will be coming.”

      Dead silence fell as everyone took that in. Trevor took a step closer to Liz and Blair, Jordan joining them a moment later. Even Irakesh looked frightened.

      “In addition, this planet’s magnetosphere has been unstable since the First Ark’s detonation,” Ka continued, frown deepening. “I believe you will find much has changed in your absence.”
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      Mark came awake by degrees. He felt different, though it was difficult to say how, precisely. It was dark and moist, wherever he was. He reached out, fingers probing some sort of membrane. It gave a little at his touch, but refused to tear. A shiver of anger lanced through him, and claws burst from his finger tips. They were long and dark, much longer than they’d been when he transformed into a vampire. How was that possible?

      He used the claws to shred the membrane, gasping at the cool air that rushed into the strange cocoon. He tried to lean forward, but something on his back prevented the movement. He felt an odd tingling back there, and realized he could feel something he shouldn’t have been able to. An extra pair of limbs. He flexed them experimentally. Were those…wings?

      Mark scrambled from the chrysalis, clawing desperately at the membrane until he tumbled free. A slick substance coated him and made it difficult to grab onto anything. Mark fell heavily to a stone floor, dimly aware of a reddish glow in the distance. Where was he? Panic and revulsion warred within him as he struggled to understand.

      “Ahh, you’re awake,” came a gravelly voice. He squinted up at the speaker, an elderly man with a thick beard and long white hair.

      “Who—who are you?” Mark rasped. His throat felt strangely unsuited for speech.

      “I am called Hades,” the old man explained, kneeling next to Mark. “Do you know who you are, or where you are?”

      “I’m…Mark Phillips,” he said, the full name coming to him from the dim recesses of his mind. “I don’t know where I am. Or what’s been done to me. What the hell was that thing?”

      “Ahh, the chrysalis. Set sent you here to be reborn, one of his final acts. The chrysalis has changed you, made you far stronger than you were,” Hades explained with the tone of a concerned grandfather.

      It has also gifted you with me, Set-Dun. A deep voice thrummed through his mind. The voice was familiar, yet different. It didn’t sound like the Risen he’d been given when Osiris transformed him. This, whatever it was, felt darker. You have been elevated. You are the first to survive the transformation, the herald of our return.

      Mark didn’t respond to the voice, but he knew for damn sure he didn’t like it. He focused on the old man instead. “What happened to Set?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” Hades said, resting a hand on Mark’s goo-covered shoulder. He looked at that shoulder, eyes widening as he took in the smooth, black skin. It had the tough, marbled texture of a lizard’s hide. Mark shuddered, appalled by what he’d become.

      “I’m not sure.” Mark’s thoughts were racing. Where was he? What had happened?

      “What of Isis and Ra? Osiris?” Hades asked, betraying a bit of concern. His grip tightened on Mark’s shoulder.

      “I don’t know,” Mark replied. If the plan had worked, then England was nothing more than a crater, and they were all dead.

      “No matter,” Hades said, releasing Mark. He rose to his feet. “Come. You have much work to be about. Our enemies are many.”

      Mark took his first awkward steps with his horrifically deformed body. They emerged into a wide tunnel that passed between pools of lava. Mark found himself enjoying the unbearable heat. “Our enemies?”

      “Yes,” Hades said, turning to meet his gaze. “All sentient life on this planet. It must be eradicated.”
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      The Liwanu awakened slowly, warmth seeping into long unused muscles through the rock above. That rock had been cold for innumerable centuries, since the sun had changed and robbed the world of its true power. Now, it was warm again. The time had come. The world was ready for his return.

      He stretched, rising to his full height—well, his full height as a man, anyway. He’d slept in human form, as that had given him the best chance of surviving the long hibernation that had carried him to the present.

      The Liwanu’s shaggy black hair spilled down his back. His fingernails were long and unkempt. The furs he’d used for clothing had long since rotted away, leaving him naked.

      No matter. He’d danced in the snow during the heart of winter; this lesser cold could not touch him.

      The Liwanu yawned, walking sleepily to the mouth of his little cave. The entrance was still covered, which did not surprise him. He planted both hands against the warm stone, setting his feet against the floor as he began to strain. Pushing the boulder free was difficult—far more difficult than he’d have expected—but eventually, inch by agonizing inch, he forced it from its perch. It rolled free with a tremendous pop and bounded down the hillside into the thickly wooded valley below. The thunder of its passing resounded across the mountains, echoing into the distance.

      A flock of ravens scattered into flight, winging up and away as they observed the boulder’s passing. The sight of the agile birds winging through the redwoods drew a smile from the Liwanu. He knew the world must have changed greatly, but, whatever was different, at least that piece was the same.

      The wind, too, was the same: bitterly cold on his skin. It whistled over the valley, singing in the high places, and caressed his nakedness as he moved from the cave mouth. The Liwanu blinked in the thin sunlight, walking up the hillside toward Tissaack’s jutting granite crown.

      The mountain was unchanged, the face of the young woman shedding tears down her granite slopes. Yet there were differences. What was that affixed to the back side of the mighty mountain?

      The Liwanu leapt into the air, slinging himself from the tip of a great redwood. He bounded up the granite, landing in a crouch at the sub-dome beneath Tissaack herself. A pair of strange grey ropes extended up the back of the mountain, woven from something shiny. Every few paces a tree limb had been fashioned into a rung. It was a ladder, of sorts, allowing people to climb to the top of mighty Tissaack.

      The Liwanu roared, lunging forward and grabbing one of the cables. He pulled, wrenching with all the fury the desecration wrought in him. The strange rope groaned, then pulled free from the rock. He yanked again, and again. The third yank pulled the rope loose, and the entire cabling tumbled to the rock near the Liwanu’s feet.

      His initial ire was sated, but he still longed to find whoever had done this.

      The wind brought the scent of man: a whiff of long-worn leather. The Liwanu turned from the wreckage of the strange ladder he’d destroyed. A pile of strangely colored leathers lay not far from the trail. There were hundreds of them, mismatched and of all sizes. He approached, picking up a glove the color of a strawberry in summer. The glove was cunningly shaped, and far more supple than the leathers his own people had worked. The Liwanu slid his fingers inside of it, surprised by how well it fit. It protected his skin from the cold, so he fished through the pile until he found the matching one.

      Then he peered up at the mountain. “Forgive me, Tissaack. I will return to remove all traces of man from your holy visage. First, I must learn what has happened to the Ahwahnechee. I will return to remove this desecration.”

      The Liwanu bounded up the rock face, extending long claws that bored into the granite. He was slightly winded by the time he reached the top—an unwelcome surprise. His slumber had stolen much, it seemed. He slowed his pace, catching his breath as he reached the flat part of the mountain, then walked to the edge, peering down into the valley below as he had countless times during his youth.

      He had no words. Ahwahnee’s sacred beauty had been blemished. Sinuous black lines stretched across the valley floor like snakes. They were choked with strange boxy vehicles that belched clouds of filth into the air. There were many upon many, in a bedazzling array of strange colors. Were they some sort of slipsail, as Mother had used?

      The strange slipsails congregated around large structures, far bigger than any mud hut. Those structures were numerous, dotting every corner of the valley. Men moved in and out of those structures, their clothing a riot of colors. Some of those colors were new to him, the bright hues found nowhere in nature that he knew of.

      The Liwanu growled deep in his chest. He leapt from the mountain, shifting into an eagle as he fell. His arms became wings, nimbly guiding his body down into the valley. A few disinterested faces looked up, each dismissing him in the same way.

      The Liwanu glided to a perch atop a wooden post outside one of the largest structures. Strange glyphs decorated the sign. He wished Mother were here to use her magic. She could no doubt understand the glyphs.

      The Liwanu shifted again, back to human form, hopping to the ground. Many of the humans were staring. More than a few pointed in his direction. He studied them with puzzlement. Not a single face resembled his people. Instead, some had pale skin, and their hair came in colors he’d never seen. A few had golden locks, and one had the deep purple of twilight. Some faces were paler, some the color of dried mud.

      A woman in a dark jacket and dun-colored pants approached. She wore an odd hat with a wide brim. The Liwanu watched her approach passively. She smelled wary, but didn’t seem hostile.

      The woman said something, her voice rising at the end to indicate a question. He recognized none of the words, and simply shrugged in reply. The woman spoke again. This time he recognized a word: Yosemite. It was a more formal version of his name, the one used in early stories about his transformation.

      “My name has survived the sleep between ages?” the Liwanu asked.

      The woman seemed just as puzzled by his words as he was by hers, and her scent changed. There was more fear now. The people around him were growing restless, clustering closer. They were a confusing jumble of scents, and carried odd smells that burned his eyes and nose. He did not like them. They were all speaking at once, pressing closer.

      Someone touched his shoulder, and the Liwanu lashed out.

      He shifted back to his native form, dark fur sprouting all over his body. His hide toughened as bones popped and cracked. He grew in height, towering over the crowd of people. His face split into a broad, ursine snout. Black claws burst from his paws, and his teeth elongated into fangs.

      The humans began to scream and run.

      The Liwanu gave in to his rage, chasing down the closest. He knocked the woman who’d first spoken to him to the ground, pinning her with a massive paw.

      Then the Great Bear knelt to feed.
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      Yukon bounded over a rock, sending up a spray of snow as he dodged between two pines. Behind him the pack flowed: dozens of dogs, coyotes, and even a few foxes. They continued their ascent, making for the high places. Yukon paused, giving an encouraging howl to those behind him.

      The howl was taken up by the pack, and answering howls echoed from the hills on the far side of the valley.

      What news, brothers? Yukon thought at them. He shivered, his thick fur not even protecting him from the bitter cold.

      Sunfur. You’re Sunfur. It came in a dozen jumbled thoughts. They were tinged with awe and joy, something Yukon had come to expect when meeting new packs. Many had heard of the Great Pack, and longed to join it.

      I am called Yukon. My pack and I are fleeing from many, many notdeads. They fill the valley below, and we dare not go back that way.

      I am called Cloudrunner. The high places are not safe, thought back a coyote, an old matron, trusted by the others. He could feel her age, sense many seasons of memories in her mind. You must risk the notdeads. Those who go further into the mountains do not return. Even now, we are fleeing to plains west of us. Better to lay down in the snow than face the Liwanu.

      Yukon could feel her terror, the lingering echo of packs whose song had been silenced forever. He peered back the way they had come, down the slopes winding into the town the humans called Sonora. Tiny black figures writhed between houses and shops, a sea of ant-like notdeads. Beyond them, he knew, thousands more choked the forest. He’d never seen a horde this large. It stretched for miles to both the north and south, blanketing the land in hungry death.

      We cannot turn back. Yukon thought back, showing her what he saw below.

      I mourn for us all, then, brother. The notdeads will kill many. The Liwanu and his children will kill all.

      Yukon did not know that word, Liwanu—there were still many words he didn’t know, even after the Mother had awakened him—but he could feel the meaning behind it, something like the growl of a terrible bear.

      Yukon trotted a few steps in the snow, unsure what to do. Thank you, sister. We will move swiftly and try to avoid the high places as much as we can. We’ll follow the mountains, until the notdeads are left behind. Hopefully, we are gone before this Liwanu can find us.

      May we run with you, brother?

      Yes. Join our packmind. Be one with us.

      Yukon bounded through the snow again, following the ridge to the north. He set a ground-eating pace, loping through the snow with ease. The Mother had made him larger than any wolf, but the rest of the pack wasn’t so fortunate. The smallest was a Border Collie, panting as she rushed along in the trail Yukon’s passage allowed. He longed to slow, but dared not—not after Cloudrunner’s warning.

      The sun marched steadily across the sky until Yukon finally paused upon a tall hill. He stared down at the tiny town below, just a few structures near a lake that had been made by men. The water was thick with writhing black specks, and the shores teemed with them. This place was even worse than Sonora. How large could the horde be? Surely there was an end to it.

      Yukon plunged ahead, knowing that if he hesitated too long the rest of the pack would pick up on his unease. He needed to be strong for them, to keep them moving lest they give up hope. He plunged down a steep slope to a snow-covered road, then turned north again, pressing forward, feeling for more packs.

      There were none. The hills were silent, save for the wind. Even the crows were missing, and they never stopped talking. The pack sensed the change, and the occasional yips and barks were gone. They moved silently, flowing through the trees like ghosts.

      Yukon’s heart raced. Something was out there. Something large, and very, very old. He sensed it out there, somewhere—and he knew that it sensed him, too. There was a sameness between them. Whatever it was, it had also been awakened by the Mother.

      A lost brother?

      The snow next to a huge granite boulder exploded into the air. A black-furred grizzly towered over the pack, standing many times the height of a man. It lunged at a German Shepherd, snapping her up in its jaws. She gave a single whimper, then the Bear flung her body into a pine tree. She fell and did not rise.

      Yukon darted forward, barking at the Bear. Its gaze fell on him, and his pack sprang away. The larger members circled behind the Bear, while the smaller ones retreated into the trees.

      Blood dripping from its muzzle, the Bear gave a thunderous roar as it lunged for Yukon. Yukon darted backward, but not quickly enough. Claws punched through his side, and he yelped as the blow carried him into the air. It flung him across the meadow, and he rolled through the snow at the far side.

      Run, Sunfur. Run! Cloudrunner’s voice echoed through the pack mind. We will delay Liwanu, so you may live. The pack must live.

      Yukon knew despair. No. Please. Do not do this.

      The pack howled. They swarmed the Bear, darting in from every side. Yukon could feel their fierce determination, their knowledge that this was a foe they could stop. They would die, so Yukon would live; they were gladdened by this.

      Yukon hung his head in shame, turning from battle. Blood flowed freely from his side, leaving a trail he knew the Bear would be able to follow. He forced himself past the pain, running north along the ridge. He still couldn’t risk leaving the hills, not while any of the pack survived. Many voices had gone silent, yet many more remained.

      He redoubled his pace, running as he had never run. Alicia must be warned.
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      “Are we absolutely positive that splitting up is the best way to go?” Blair asked, leaning on his golden staff. The scarab-topped Primary Access Key hummed with power, comforting in the midst of so much chaos. He could feel it feeding pulses of energy into the Nexus, stabilizing its weakened matrix. The gems lighting the golden chamber glowed dimly, but it was better than it had been when they’d arrived.

      They made a motley group: a mixture of deathless and champions, the ragged survivors of the battle for the First Ark. Now that the crisis was over, Blair was already seeing the cracks start to form. Jordan stood apart from everyone, tree-trunk arms folded across his trademark black t-shirt. He hadn’t said much, but kept darting glances at Trevor and Irakesh. Trevor clearly knew it, frowning back at Jordan each time the big man darted a glance his way.

      Trevor stepped onto the light bridge, turning to face Blair. Trevor’s skin was a little too pale, his eyes an unnatural green—but sometimes Blair could almost forget that he was deathless. “We’ve been over this. Yeah, splitting up is incredibly risky. Odds are good that at least one of us is going to run into more than we can handle. But with Ka essentially blind, we have no idea how things have changed in the outside world. We need answers.”

      He beckoned to Irakesh. Irakesh bobbed his bald head submissively, then moved to stand behind him.

      Trevor smiled at Blair. “I can’t believe you get to hang out with Liz, and I get stuck with fucking Irakesh. I feel like I lost a bet.”

      “You realize I’m standing right here, right?” Irakesh asked, glaring at Trevor.

      “Let’s focus, people,” Jordan snapped. He walked to the edge of the platform, looking up at Trevor. “Keep your wits about you, and don’t ever, ever trust that twisted bald fuck. Stick to the plan.”

      “I get it,” Trevor replied hotly. “We’ll use the Arks to check in with each other in three days. If we’re unable to come physically, we’ll use the Arks to project a hologram. If we miss each other we check again in another seven days. It’s not a complicated plan, Jordan.”

      “Calm down, guys. The testosterone is making my eyes water,” Liz said, smiling. She poked Jordan in the ribs. “Trevor’s a big boy. He’ll be fine.” Then she darted onto the platform, wrapping Trevor in a fierce hug. “Be careful, bro.”

      Irakesh moved to join the hug, but Liz let out a low growl. Even in human form, it was menacing enough to make the deathless retreat.

      “I’ll be careful, Wizzer,” Trevor said, mussing her hair. He released her, and she moved to rejoin Blair next to the platform. “Just keep Blair out of trouble.” Trevor’s face grew more serious as he turned to Jordan. “Good luck in South America. If you see Dr. Roberts, tell him I’m sorry about Panama.”

      “Good luck, man,” Jordan said, extending a hand to Trevor. The pair shook, though there was clearly still tension between them. Trevor gave a nod, then the platform flared white. When the brilliance dimmed, he and Irakesh were gone—teleported thousands of miles in the blink of an eye.

      “Guess it’s my turn,” Jordan said. He started walking up the corridor, back toward the central hub of the Nexus, where they’d first met Ka.

      Liz lagged a little behind, still peering at the platform where Trevor had disappeared. Blair didn’t blame her. She loved her brother, but circumstances always conspired to keep them apart.

      Blair followed Jordan into the central hub, then up the passageway leading toward the Mother’s Ark, which was located down in Peru. Thinking of the Ark reminded Blair of the Mother, and the sacrifice she’d made on the world’s behalf. At least she was at peace now. She’d earned that.

      “I can’t believe you’re going back to the place this all started,” Blair said, eyeing Jordan as they made their way up the corridor. The walls were lined with glyphs, glyphs Blair could read now—not that he had time to study them. “I still remember Mohn’s last stand down in the central chamber, when we woke the Mother.”

      “The universe has a shitty sense of humor. Now not only am I a werewolf, but I’m the guy running her Ark,” Jordan replied. He shook his head, giving a sharp laugh. “It isn’t really my style. I’d rather be finding Mohn Corp. I can really make a difference there, with the Director gone. The Old Man might still be in charge, and he’ll need all the help he can get. I never liked him, but at least he wants to keep humanity breathing.”

      “You’ll make a difference in Peru,” Blair replied. “There are more champions there than anywhere, and a lot of the tech survived. Those people will need a leader, and you can do that better than anyone except maybe Liz.”

      “I can organize a military, but I’m never going to have the Director’s way with people. I’m not a bureaucrat, or a politician.” Jordan’s words were unapologetic. The man knew his strengths, and clearly didn’t consider leading to be one of them.

      “So don’t be either. Be an Ark Lord. I wish you could see it from my perspective.” Blair gave a genuine laugh. It felt damned good, dissipating some of the ever-present tension in his shoulder blades. “You seriously underestimate how scary you are. You were the terrifying hit man who blew up Trevor’s house and chased us all over the world. You headed up major ops for Mohn Corp. When I got tapped for all this, I was a teacher at a local junior college.”

      “Point taken,” Jordan said. He gave Blair a rare smile as he paused next to the platform. “I’ve just gotten used to taking orders, not giving them. Maybe it’s time for me to change that.”

      “Good luck,” Blair replied. He offered Jordan his hand, and the burly man shook it.

      “Jordan,” Liz said, hurrying into the room. She gave the commander a hug, just as she’d done for Trevor. “Be careful.”

      Jordan seemed more than a little taken aback, but after a moment returned Liz’s hug. “I will, Liz. You guys do the same.”

      He stepped onto the platform, and gave them a tight salute. Then the platform flashed, and he disappeared.

      “Our turn,” Blair said. He offered Liz his arm, and she took it. They walked in silence, enjoying each other’s company until they reached the platform leading to the Ark of the Redwood. He turned to face Liz, taking her hand in his. “You realize that we’re walking into more chaos, and we won’t have a moment of free time.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. I think we can find a little time,” she said, giving a delightfully wicked grin. She leaned a little closer—almost close enough to kiss. “The rest of the world has survived for five years. I’m betting it can survive for one more night.”
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      Nox shifted restlessly, the shuttle’s strange black stone flowing to fit the contours of his grotesque body. The chair formed in the stone had a low back that allowed his wings to rest comfortably behind him, and parted to make room for his tail. It was as comfortable as any chair was likely to be, but no piece of furniture could make a three-hour flight anything but tedious—especially in a craft that had been designed both by and for another species.

      The shuttle used the Builder’s iconic pyramid, and from the outside it could have been mistaken for a miniature Ark. Inside, it was dotted with small forests of black obelisks of varying heights, each giving off a different blend of signals. Nox couldn’t decipher them all, and he suspected that was part of why the grey men had given Hades the shuttle in the first place: it showed just how much more advanced they were.

      Nox wasn’t impressed. The shuttle was advanced, but not much more so than humanity had been before the fall. Flying across the world was something he’d done regularly, as the Director for Mohn Corp.

      The primitive airplanes you used were hardly the same, Set-Dun. They did not allow you to cross the world in minutes, nor did they allow you to journey to other worlds.

      The voice had a point. Nox touched the console, willing the holoscreen to show him the coastline they were approaching. A vast expanse of blue-green washed up against the South American coast. Beyond that shore lay a sea of impenetrable green, the largest rainforest in the world. How odd that he had returned here, to the place where the old world had truly ended. Back then it had been about containing the werewolf virus, a war they’d thought they could win.

      How naive he’d been, about so many things.

      Yes, about a great many things. You’ve started to think of yourself as Nox, just as I predicted. Your old life will become little more than a dim memory as the years pass.

      Nox ignored the voice, pivoting his chair to face the shuttle’s interior. Several dozen corrupted deathless, each with a sinuous tail and leathery bat wings, were perched among the obelisks. The differences between them were indistinguishable to the naked eye—but for one notable exception.

      Kali, a beautiful girl in her early twenties, was in human form. She had red-brown hair, and an easy smile. Almost everything about her screamed girl next door—including her Ugg boots and black yoga pants—with only one thing to spoil the image: her eyes were flat black, dangerous and unreadable, like a shark.

      She leapt to her feet the moment Nox faced her, hurried over to his side, and gave him a warm, friendly smile. “Looks like we’re almost there. You don’t mind if I kill Camiero’s family, do you? Nothing says ‘you work for us now’ quite like turning your wife and children to ash in front of you.”

      Other demons had begun to approach, roosting on pillars all around them. Unlike Kali, the other demons had all been corrupted by Nox. He’d obliterated their free will, leaving them no choice but to obey.

      Nox ignored them. “No,” he told Kali. He rose slowly, stalking toward her.

      Kali merely pouted at his approach, but the other pair of demons both flinched.

      “This trip requires subtlety,” Nox said. “If we do the job well, Camiero will serve us without the need for a demonstration. Remember, time is the resource we are shortest on. We need to work quickly, and we cannot do that if we antagonize this man. If he resists, you may dismember him and his family, and we’ll select another to rule here.”

      Kali grunted, studying her manicured fingernails.

      Satisfied that his orders were clear, Nox turned back to the holoscreen. They had broken from the clouds now, and a mass of lush green jungle dominated the western horizon. They were circling South America’s eastern coast, moving south toward the Brazilian city of Salvador. It sprawled across a triangular peninsula, shielding the bay behind it from the ocean.

      Sixteenth-century Spanish architecture huddled at the feet of massive modern resorts bordered by lush palms and wide white beaches. It reminded Nox a great deal of Hawaii, though the city was about a dozen times larger than Honolulu. Half the city sat at sea level; the other half was nearly three hundred feet higher. The two sections were separated by an escarpment, and linked by a series of elevators.

      One of those elevators was slowly rising, and Nox could see dozens of people packed tightly inside.

      “How do those still work?” Kali asked suspiciously.

      “This city’s proximity to the equator means it was barely touched by the CME, or the subsequent sunstorms. That makes it the perfect place for technology to survive.” He pointed at the line of cars snaking along the freeways. “That should tell you why controlling this city is so important to Hades.”

      Nox guided the shuttle toward a large manor house atop the largest hill in the city. It was exactly the sort of place you’d expect a petty dictator to choose: ostentatious and completely indefensible, without even a tree line to obscure the place. Anyone with a rocket launcher and a bad temper could blow the shit out of the entire house from any of three dozen buildings within a mile. A professional sniper could surgically remove targets at will, executing anyone or anything that emerged from that house.

      Nox shook his head, guiding the shuttle to hover just outside a bay window on the third story of the manor house. Deathless with assault rifles were scrambling now, blurring through the house in a panic. Nox willed himself to sink through the black stone floor, extending his wings as he left the craft. The black leathery membranes caught the warm tropical wind, and he glided toward the house. He immensely enjoyed flying; the feel of the wind along his scaly skin was a cool balm against the heat of accumulated sins.

      You are still far too squeamish, Set-Dun. You balk at the simplest of necessities, the ever-present voice rumbled, deep in the recesses of his mind.

      Again, Nox ignored it.

      Kali’s demonic form rippled through the shuttle’s hull, and she glided toward him. “Are you certain about not killing the family?”

      More demons rippled through the bottom of the shuttle, falling on the manor like deadly black leaves.

      “You may ‘encourage’ anyone that tries to leave this place, but do not kill them,” Nox ordered. He crashed through the bay window, scattering glass across an enormous living room as his clawed feet sought purchase on the marble floor.

      Several uniformed men took aim, letting out bursts of automatic weapons fire. Bullets ricocheted off Nox’s carapace, but he chose to ignore them as he walked toward a wide stairway leading down to the first floor. Camiero was somewhere below, probably surrounded by every bodyguard he could muster.

      “W-what are you?” a frightened deathless said, dropping his rifle and backing away as Nox passed him. He stank of decay and fear.

      The gunfire grew sporadic, as the deathless gave up attacking. By the time Nox reached the first floor, he could only hear it from outside—punctuated by a single scream, then silence.

      Nox’s eyes narrowed. Kali was pushing boundaries again.

      Hades views you the same way you view that girl. He knows you plan to escape. The tone was amused. Is it any wonder you see the same in Kali? She still serves her grey men masters; you have to know that. The pretense that she serves you only lives until we earn their displeasure. Then she will turn her flames on you.

      Nox spotted a stairwell leading to a basement, so he made for that. He paused at the top of the stairs, wincing as a flash of white-hot flame splashed the ground outside a window. He forced himself to ignore it, walking down the stairs.

      Below waited three bodyguards, all deathless. All were dark-skinned, darker than he’d have expected. Each held his gun like a talisman, and none employed any of the shaping that might have allowed them to escape, or possibly even to harm him. These people had little to no training. If these were the best Camiero could surround himself with, then Nox questioned the man’s usefulness. How had he maintained control here?

      “Tell your master that Nox has arrived,” Nox roared.

      The name still made him chuckle inwardly. He was the night; it made him sound like a bad comic villain.

      One of the guards disappeared through a doorway, while the other two continued to cower. Both had lowered their weapons, evidently realizing that they were unlikely to have any better success than their companions on the second floor. Those fools still lurked above, peering down at Nox from the landing above. It puzzled him that none used their deathless abilities. Those wouldn’t have worked, but these fools couldn’t know that.

      “Who—or what—are you?” a voice asked, speaking from a few feet away. The air shimmered, and a deathless stepped from the shadows. He was dark-skinned and impeccably dressed. He wore a suit of the finest cotton, the type Nox would had greatly enjoyed before his transformation. His goatee was neatly trimmed, his cufflinks buffed. His tie was even tied with a Windsor knot.

      This man, Camiero, had swum with the elite before the world ended. That could make this alliance much more palatable, and potentially fruitful—depending on just who this man had been, and who he had become in the new world.

      Nox took three unhurried steps closer to the deathless, then extended a clawed hand. “You may call me Nox. I’ve travelled a very long way to meet you, Camiero.”

      Camiero took the hand, shaking it firmly, then released it. He met Nox’s gaze. “You’ve invaded my home. You scuffed up the floor with your clawed feet, and shattered my window. You’ve murdered my guards, though thankfully not as many as you could have. Why have you come? What do you think you can gain from assaulting me?”

      Nox was impressed. The man calmly stated the situation, calling Nox out without insulting him. He didn’t threaten or posture, though both knew it could come to combat, depending on how Nox responded.

      “My entry was aggressive, but I needed to ensure that I have your full attention,” Nox explained. He folded his powerful arms, tail swishing behind him as he spoke. It coiled, ready to grab Camiero’s ankle if needed. “I’ve come to offer you power. I can give you demonic strength, elevating you above all other deathless on this continent. I can provide an army of demons to help you conquer all of Brazil—and eventually all of South America.”

      “An entire army, you say? And you will simply give it to me?” Camiero’s words were jovial, his half-smile friendly. There was steel underneath. “That is a very generous offer, but my mother had a saying: do not trust those bearing gifts, unless you understand what they seek to gain in giving them to you.”

      “Your mother was a wise woman,” Nox said, smiling in spite of himself. “I won’t sugarcoat this. Accepting this gift will mean serving me. You will be more powerful, but you will also be subservient. This entire continent will be yours to do with as you wish, but when I have need…you will accept my commands.”

      “I already have plenty of power.” Camiero pursed his lips and walked to the nearby bar, withdrawing a crystal ewer and pouring himself a glass of what Nox guessed was Scotch. He didn’t offer any to Nox. Swirling the contents of his glass, he seemed to gather his words. “That you are so open about the cost suggests that you expect me to accept your offer anyway, even though you know that I’ll eventually conquer this continent without outside aid. Why else would you have chosen me to make this offer to?”

      “You’re very astute. I’m glad you live up to your reputation.” Nox found himself liking the man. He walked to the far side of the room, staring through a wide bay window that overlooked the harbor. A body plummeted past, charred beyond all recognition. Nox winced. Kali’s antics would probably make this more difficult.

      Camiero joined Nox at the window, setting his glass down on a mahogany end table. “You’re very good at this, Mr. Nox. You enter my home like a brute, demonstrating your strength. You do not threaten my life, but you do bring a butcher so that the threat is implied: join, or be wiped out. Those are my choices, yes?”

      “Something like that.” Nox turned to face Camiero. “I would prefer not to kill you, but if you refuse to serve me I will simply approach the next candidate. I’ve identified a dozen. Eventually, one will accept. That one gets to live, and to grow in power. The others, as you’ve deduced, will be…removed.”

      “And what is it you want on this continent, Mr. Nox? I’ve been aware of you for some time, but in the last five years you’ve never come to South America. Why now? What is it you are seeking here?”

      Nox weighed the benefits of telling the truth. In this case, that seemed the most expedient method. Camiero was too intelligent to labor in ignorance. “I’m searching for something in the Amazon. To get it, I need the resources you command.”

      “You seek El Dorado, yes? The legendary city protected by the jungle? Yes, by your expression I can see that you do. Getting into the jungle will carry a high cost. The champions rule the trees, and they will destroy any deathless who enters. My best men are either slain or flee.”

      “Let me worry about the champions,” Nox said. He turned from the window, taking a step closer to Camiero. “I will provide you the weaponry with which your deathless can fight the champions. By tomorrow morning, a full battalion of my demons will arrive.”

      “I do not like conceding power, but I am no fool,” Camiero said. His gaze was heavy with acceptance. “To refuse is to die. I will agree to your bargain, though I’m sure it carries a much higher price than I wish to pay.”

      “Far higher,” Nox agreed. He extended his right hand, using a claw to slice open his palm. “Drink, and learn the cost.”
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      Liz dropped to a crouch, resisting the urge to gather the shadows around her. The platform they’d arrived on was well lit, a familiar golden corridor disappearing into the Ark beyond. The silence was total.

      Blair stood next to her, his eyes going momentarily glassy. It was creepy watching him bond with the Ark. Liz knew he could somehow see the world outside, and was probably scouting not just the Ark, but the entire Bay Area.

      The immensity of that power was humbling. Blair was, in most senses of the word, a god. What would he be like in a decade, or a century? The gods were supposed to live much longer than that.

      He is finally coming into his own, Ka-Ken, a voice rumbled in her mind. Liz blinked. The voice was different, familiar somehow.

      You’re not my beast, she thought. Liz wasn’t alarmed, not yet at least.

      Not so, Ka-Ken. I am very much your beast, though your recent actions have altered me, the voice rumbled. You drained my essence during the battle at the First Ark. Such feeding through a Sunsteel weapon carries a heavy cost. By consuming me, you have preserved a fragment of my mind. That fragment has bonded with your beast. I am a part of you now, Ka-Ken.

      “Wepwawet.” Liz was positive, even as she uttered the word.

      Indeed.

      “What about him?” Blair asked, blinking as he stirred from his trance. He scrubbed a hand through tousled blond hair badly in need of scissors.

      “Nothing,” Liz said, maybe a bit too quickly. She wanted a little time to figure out exactly what was going on in her own head before telling Blair about it. Otherwise he’d start probing, and they had more important things to deal with just then. “What did you find?”

      “I scouted the surrounding area,” Blair said. “There are definitely a few surprises. It’s easier if I just show you.”

      He rested a hand on Liz’s arm. She shivered, there was a flash of light, and then she was elsewhere. She wrapped herself instinctively in shadow, struggling to get oriented. It was dark, but a large moon hung in the sky above, reflected in the lapping waters of San Francisco Bay. She and Blair stood at the very top of the Golden Gate Bridge—what remained of it anyway. Blair gestured at the city itself, but there was no need. Liz was already staring.

      Most of the city was dark, but lights came from the skyscrapers in the financial district. Several cars even moved down Market Street, and she could make out a trickle of figures moving up and down sidewalks. The city didn’t look much different than it had before the world had ended. A casual observer would have no idea it was anything but a thriving metropolis.

      “So, what now?” Liz asked, fighting to be heard over the wind. It was cold this high up.

      Blair crouched on the rusted metal arch next to her, unblinking eyes fixed on the city. He shifted to werewolf form, the silver fur covering his body in the blink of an eye. Liz took the cue and went into warform as well.

      “Most of the activity is around the ferry building,” Blair called. “If you look across the bay, you’ll see lights in Oakland, too. Not as many, but there are definitely people there.” The wind howled, nearly drowning out his words. He closed his mouth, looking at her, and his words appeared in her mind. My guess is that the deathless have seized control. Based on the concentration of people, I’m guessing their leader lives near the ferry building. We can probably learn more if we get closer.

      What about Angel Island? Liz thought back.

      Blair’s face fell, and he shot an agonized glance at the shadowed island. A cluster of trees still dotted the familiar hills, not far from the bridge. There were no lights there, but Liz couldn’t see much else. Maybe that was a good thing.

      Empty, Blair thought. I don’t know where everyone went, but no one has lived there for a long time. I checked a little ways into Marin, and the place is a wasteland. There are some zombies, but I didn’t see any people. Not a single one.

      We need answers badly enough to risk going down there, Liz thought back, knife-sharp anger slicing her patience to ribbons. I’ll ride your shadow, if you take us down to the city. We were supposed to protect those people. Someone down there knows what happened to them.

      Blair nodded, his wolfish face somber. He probably felt the loss of Angel Island as keenly as she did. Give me a moment. With the Ark, I can scan on a much larger scale. I think I can locate their leader. May as well go right for the source.

      Her Ka-Dun closed his eyes, the wind rustling his fur. He stood there serenely, but only for the moment he’d asked.

      His eyes quickly opened, and he gave her a toothy grin. I’ve found her. Hop in. Let’s go get those answers.

      Liz flowed into Blair’s shadow, the familiar numbing cold washing over her as she vanished. Blair blurred forward, far faster than she could track. They zipped across the bridge, bounding into the air above the bay. The apex of their jump carried them over the charred crater where Irakesh had detonated the bomb, what felt like a lifetime ago.

      Blair caught a rusted streetlight near the crater’s edge, bounding from landmark to landmark as he crossed the city. He paused briefly atop the Palace of Fine Arts, then darted up Lombard Street. Liz didn’t know the city that well, but she could tell he was making for the cluster of lights in the financial district.

      The closer they got, the more deathless they saw. Most were inside buildings; without heartbeats, they were difficult to hear. But Liz could smell their putridity, lurking all around her. Hundreds of them—maybe thousands.

      The foot traffic grew heavier as they made their way up Market Street, especially as they approached the ferry building. Beyond lay the bay, dark and silent save for a few lights on the skeletal bulk of the Bay Bridge.

      “She’s inside,” Blair said, “holding court, it looks like. I probed a few minds, and they think of her as the Lord of San Francisco. They fear her, but they also respect her.”
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      “How do you want to do this?” Blair asked, crouching low atop the building. It was only four stories tall, but that was enough to shield them from anyone at ground level—especially in the dark. The city felt empty, and though there were some lights it was nothing like it had been before the CME.

      “These deathless are living their lives. It’s some semblance of society, and societies have laws. Let’s find out what theirs are.” Liz shifted back into human form. “It’s possible they might attack us, but I’m hoping you and your fancy key can evac us if things go south.” She shot him a crooked smile, then leapt off the building, falling four stories to land in a silent crouch. A few deathless turned to look curiously in her direction, but no one moved to investigate.

      “I guess we’re just going to walk in,” Blair muttered. He stepped off the roof, shifting to human form as he fell, and landed next to Liz, occasioning no more comment than she had.

      Liz slid her arm through his. “Shall we?”

      Blair gave a strained smile. Being here scared the hell out of him, despite the siren song of the Ark’s power. They were in the stronghold of their enemy, with no idea who or what ruled here.

      They joined a few figures as they flowed through the quartet of glass doors at the front of the Ferry Building. Blair could smell the deathless, and had little doubt that most could sense his true nature as well. A few looked alarmed, giving them a wide berth as they entered the high-ceilinged building. No one stopped them, though.

      Blair remembered this place well. He’d come into the city often when he’d been dating Bridget, and they’d usually taken the ferry. That summoned the ghost of one of her laughs, and Blair remembered her death, not ten miles from where he stood. He looked at Liz, and smiled. Bridget would want him to be happy. More than that, he wanted to be happy. He’d come to grips with Bridget—both her life and death.

      “The boat docks right at the back of the building?” Liz asked, peering through the glass.

      “Yeah,” Blair said, nodding at one of the converted stalls. The deathless inside were dressed in business casual, exactly the sort of dress shirts and slacks he’d have expected at any large corporation. A few glanced at them, but most paid no attention. “I used to get coffee from the Roasters right there—the one it looks like they turned into an information booth.”

      “It looks so…normal,” Liz replied, her gaze focused on a pleasant-looking Asian woman chatting with an older couple.

      “Yeah.” Blair wasn’t sure how to feel. He was glad society was continuing, but this was still a lot to take in. Everyone around them was deathless. There wasn’t a single heartbeat anywhere, except for Liz and himself.

      Where were the living?

      “That one is coming over,” Liz hissed. Her grip on his arm tightened.

      Blair turned his attention to the dark-haired Asian woman, who looked to be in her mid-twenties, heading in their direction. She beamed a white smile their way, and he noted that the teeth were normal. There was nothing to suggest this woman wasn’t alive—if you overlooked the lack of a heartbeat. He was guessing she’d employed an illusion, as a faint whiff of power came from her. Blair could feel the signal, even if he couldn’t pierce it.

      “Welcome to San Francisco,” she said, extending a hand. “My name is Melissa.”

      Liz shook her hand, then Blair did the same. Her palm was cold, but not icy. Her nails were neatly manicured, claws covered in a muted red polish.

      “I’m Blair, and this is Liz,” Blair said, seeing no reason to lie. “We’re, uh, not from around here. At least not recently.”

      “I can see that. We don’t often receive living guests.” Melissa eyed them thoughtfully. There was no hostility, but her gaze was calculating. She finally indicated a trio of tables in front of what had once been the coffee shop. “Why don’t we sit down and get acquainted? I’m sure you have questions.”

      Blair followed Melissa to an unoccupied table, sliding into one of the metal chairs. Liz did the same, catching his eye. She gave a short nod, and he knew her well enough not to need to read her mind. She wanted him to take point, and as the resident mind reader, that seemed like a great idea. He smiled at Melissa.

      “We do have questions. We used to live here five years ago, right after the CME.” Blair chose his words carefully, trying to get the information they needed without revealing too much about who they were. “Our people were on Angel Island, and now that we’re back we’re trying to find them. As I’m sure you know, there’s no one there any more. Do you have any idea where they’ve gone?”

      He had no idea if Melissa had ever heard of an Ark Lord, though it was impossible for her not to know what the Ark was. Every deathless would sense the power there; it was impossible to miss.

      “How very diplomatic.” Melissa gave a musical laugh, crossing her legs as she leaned back in her chair. She smoothed her pants, avoiding their gaze for a moment. When she looked up, her smile had become coy. “You’ve asked for no information about this city, nor who I am. That would make it rude for me to inquire about your own identities. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to be a little rude. I sensed a great surge of power from the Ark out in the bay. Minutes later, you happen to walk into my office.” She gestured expansively at the glass wall bordering the bay. “It’s magnificent, isn’t it? A pyramid built by beings we neither know or remember. At least, beings I don’t know.”

      Her meaning was clear, but Blair avoided it, shifting the discussion. “You’re the Lord of San Francisco?”

      “That’s my title, yes,” Melissa replied, giving a self-deprecating eye roll. It was well-practiced, clearly honed in whatever life she’d had before becoming deathless. Marketing, probably. “Melodramatic, but I’m part of a larger council. There are Lords throughout Northern California, most of them loosely allied with each other. It’s a bit like feudal Europe—a bunch of tyrants bickering over power. That bit, you get for free. If you want more information, you need to share. Who are you, and what’s your connection to the Great Ark?”

      “I’m Blair and this is Liz. The surge of power was the activation of the light bridge in my Ark.”

      That got her attention. Melissa licked her lips, blinking twice. Then she rose gracefully. She had no heartbeat to read, but her nervousness was clear enough. “Your Ark? I see. Will you follow me? I can give you a brief tour, and show you where your friends are. I’m willing to do that in good faith, provided you agree to extend me the same courtesy.”

      “That all depends on what happened to the people on Angel Island,” Liz said. She rose slowly, dangerously. She took a half step closer to Melissa, looming over the shorter woman.

      “Please, I don’t want to this end in bloodshed. So far as I know, your people are alive and well,” Melissa said, raising a hand to forestall Liz’s advance. “It’s much easier if I show you. I can explain everything.”

      Blair caught Liz’s gaze, and raised a questioning eyebrow. Liz glowered, but fell into step with Melissa. Melissa relaxed visibly, then led them deeper into the ferry building, into a hub of activity. Most of it centered around a huge diorama that had been constructed in the center of the plaza. It was set out on sixteen tables, each showing a section of San Francisco. Suit-clad deathless with tablets moved hurriedly between the tables, tapping away at their screens without looking up.

      “This is our logistical headquarters. We organize salvage missions throughout the city, stripping everything from old cars to medical equipment. Those are brought back here for processing and distribution,” Melissa explained. She led them among the tables, into what Blair guessed must be the processing area.

      Half a dozen booths had been set up around the doors leading out to the docks. The doors opened, and a beefy deathless set two big boxes at one of the booths. The clerk scurried over and began unpacking a variety of cell phones and tablets.

      Deathless at other booths were processing books, clothing, and jewelry. Blair noted the conspicuous absence of food. There were no canned goods, no boxes of Twinkies.

      This wasn’t a group of humans recovering from the apocalypse. These people were deathless. He couldn’t afford to forget that.

      “We’re nearly there.” Melissa strode past the last pair of booths, pausing at a makeshift office in what had once been the information desk. A sixty-inch monitor hung from the rear wall, displaying a Windows desktop. Melissa gestured at a pair of chairs, then sat. “Please, join me. Being in charge affords me a few perks, and my ginormous monitor is one of them.”

      “How do you have working computers? You shouldn’t even have power, after the CME,” Blair blurted.

      Melissa eyed him curiously, and Blair had the sense he’d given something away. Then he realized he’d forgotten about the time gap. San Francisco might have already had power for years. “The CME damaged a lot of the power grid, and it fried most unprotected electronics. When I say most, I’m talking upwards of ninety-five percent. But that meant that five percent still worked. We started processing material within months of the CME, and have been restoring services ever since. We’ve had help.”

      She faced the monitor, so Blair did the same. The screen now showed something he’d never expected to see again: Google Earth. The map zoomed in over the Americas.

      “About two years ago a ship arrived with gifts,” Melissa explained. She zoomed in further on Brazil. “Apparently, electronics closer to the equator were much less impacted than the rest of the world. Brazil sent us ham radios. They were dropping them off in every city, from San Francisco to Tokyo.”

      “You have the internet. Why do you need ham radios?” Liz asked. She was goggling at the screen, and Blair imagined he wore the same expression. These people had internet.

      “Our internet is much more limited than you might think.” Melissa’s disappointment was clear. “Google, Facebook, and Apple were all headquartered here. We were able to restore the internet in the Bay Area, but not much further. It’s a pale shadow of what you remember from before. The maps you’re seeing are all from archived data. There are no more satellites, so if the world has changed we’re unaware of it.”

      “You were going to tell us about our friends,” Blair said. He badly wanted the intel she had, but right now the most important thing was finding their people.

      “Indulge me for just a minute more,” Melissa said. The screen zoomed in again, this time over Northern California. She wiggled the mouse over each area as she spoke. “This is the most organized power block in Northern California. We’re called the Lords of Silicon Valley. Don’t blame me; I didn’t get a vote on the name. Our territory extends to the Altamont Pass, and stops at the Sierras in the east—and not because they’re big mountains, either.”

      “Then why?” Liz asked.

      “Because people who go into the mountains don’t come back. They get mauled by giant bears. We’ve had entire scouting parties disappear; after a couple years of trying we finally gave up. And that’s hardly the only anomaly. A lot of old things have woken up, and we’re only just beginning to understand them.” Melissa’s tone shifted, colored by the first real bit of fear Blair had seen her exhibit. She shook her head, seizing control of the conversation once more. “You asked about your friends. When I first rose to power in San Francisco, they were still on Angel Island. After a rather unfortunate misunderstanding, they moved north. They’ve settled here.” She wiggled the mouse pointer over a town about forty miles north of San Francisco.

      “Santa Rosa. Didn’t you use to be a teacher there?” Liz asked Blair.

      “Yeah, and I know the area really well.” He turned to Melissa. “Thank you so much for your time, Melissa. We need to go find our people. I hope you don’t consider us rude if we leave.”

      “I—see,” Melissa said. She eyed him calculatingly. “Would you be open to a meeting in the future? I am sure the other Lords would like to meet you, as we’re now neighbors.”

      “Liz?” Blair asked.

      “We’re willing to meet,” Liz allowed, “provided everything you’ve told us is true.” She leaned over the table, staring hard at Melissa. “Otherwise, Blair and I will be back to talk about it.”
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      “Do you trust her?” Liz asked, her disembodied voice originating from the shadows to his right. Blair looked out over the valley below, the place where he’d lived for over a decade. Sonoma County, the heart of wine country. So many memories.

      “I trust her to look after her own interests,” Blair replied, “and right now I don’t see what she’d gain from making us enemies. I didn’t probe her mind, but she let us go without asking anything.” He focused his attention on Petaluma, the closest of the towns below. The moon hung low over the horizon, but it gave plenty of light to see, even without his enhanced vision. “It looks like she was telling the truth—or part of it at least. Do you see that row of cars? It looks like they’ve moved them into a wall from 101 to Highway 116. Those are defensive fortifications.”

      “Clever. Reminds me of what Roberts did in Panama,” Liz said, her voice closer. She was standing right next to him, yet Blair could detect nothing, of course. Not without pinging. “I see a few lights down there, but nothing like San Francisco. I’m guessing they’re lanterns.”

      “Whatever Melissa is doing to restore technology, I doubt she’s willing to share.” Blair continued to study the wall of cars, and after a moment spotted movement. The longer he looked, the more he saw. Instead of men with guns, though, the shapes were four-legged. A few trotted atop the wall of cars, but most prowled the darkness just south of the wall.

      “I wouldn’t expect her to,” Liz said. “However nice she played, it seemed pretty clear that the deathless and champions are enemies. She may not actively be at war with our people, but she sure as hell chased them out of the Bay Area.”

      “Liz, I’m pretty positive we’re in the right place,” Blair said, unable to suppress his sudden enthusiasm. “Do you smell them? Those are dogs. Someone’s made a pack, or multiple packs.”

      “Like Adolpho?” Liz asked.

      Blair hadn’t thought of the diminutive Peruvian since they’d first woken the Mother. Adolpho had been killed getting them inside, along with the ever-present pack of dogs always trailing after him. “Just like Adolpho. Do you think we should approach?”

      “Yeah, but I want to be cautious. Let’s find out what we’re getting ourselves into before we let them know we’re here. We have no idea what changed while we were gone, and the last thing I want is to be attacked by people that should be our friends.” Liz’s voice moved farther away as she moved down the hillside.

      “All right,” Blair said. He closed his eyes, willing energy to surge through him. It was just a bit, a tiny amount compared to the vast ocean of power offered by the Ark.

      Blair shifted, this time into the body of a true wolf. His senses sharpened, and he reveled in his speed as he loped down the hillside. Having four legs was handy. He extended the energy, offering it in Liz’s direction, and felt her accept; she too shifted into a full wolf.

      It might not have been the fastest way to approach, but it gave them the best chance of seeing the patrols before they were spotted. Plus, if these packs did detect them, they’d react more favorably to wolves.

      They loped silently through the night, eating up the few miles to the wall of cars. An owl screeched above. Several dogs barked in the distance. The wind carried the scent of rusted metal and gunpowder, overlying canine scents—dozens of them—crisscrossed all around them. This place was well traveled.

      They slipped across the final field, stepping cautiously onto the cracked asphalt. 101 had not fared well, and was now more potholes than freeway. Weeds grew everywhere, tall enough to provide at least some cover.

      Blair crept along the wall of cars, prowling toward a narrow gap wide enough for a person to peer through. He could hear the heartbeats just beyond, dozens of them. They were too fast to be human, and even were that not the case, he could smell that they were dogs. Blair leapt silently to the top of the line of cars, creeping to the edge.

      The moonlight showed dogs of all shapes and sizes, with just about every major breed represented. Most lounged around the asphalt in groups of two or three, huddling together for warmth. Then a tiny black-and-white Shih Tzu shot to its feet and began barking furiously, rushing in Blair’s direction. Dogs rushed forward by the dozens, barking at Blair.

      Liz was gone, probably vanished into his shadow. She could pop out if he got into real trouble, but right now the dogs didn’t seem to be much of a threat.

      “They recognize you,” a strong voice called from the shadows of a toppled freeway sign. The figure took several steps forward, until it was standing in a pool of moonlight. “They call you the whelp. That’s a strange name, don’t you think?”

      The man was old, his voice like sandpaper. He had a long, grey ponytail tied with a simple piece of leather. His skin was mottled with age, weatherbeaten by years of backbreaking labor in the sun. Sharp brown eyes lurked under thick white eyebrows, like snowcapped peaks along his craggy face. Blair could sense something in him. The dogs quieted when he spoke and stared as he approached.

      “It’s not strange,” Blair said, “if you ever met the Mother. I’m Blair, and my Ka-Ken is Liz.” Blair felt an instant kinship with the man. He wasn’t just a champion, but a strong shaper.

      “I am John Rivers, of Petaluma. I’ve heard your name, Blair. All of us have. They say you left on a bridge of light to battle gods from the ancient world. There any truth to that?” The old man was calm, and if the mention of a Ka-Ken put him off at all he didn’t show it.

      “That’s the gist of it, yeah,” he replied. “We helped Isis deal with Set, and now we’re back.” Liz still hadn’t appeared, which suggested she didn’t share Blair’s trust.

      “You’ll want to speak with Alicia, then.” John reached into his pocket, then fished out a hand-rolled cigarette. He put it between his lips, then went still. Blair felt something stir in the man, and the cigarette’s end flared to life. A tiny tendril of pungent smoke floated skyward. “She’s our war chief. She leads the Great Pack.”

      “Alicia?” Liz asked, finally stepping from the shadows. She’d shifted to warform, nine-and-a-half feet of muscle and fangs. She had gained at least six inches of height after absorbing Wepwawet. “She’d be what, fifteen now?”

      “Near enough,” John said, eyeing Liz like she’d sprouted a third eye. “I can already smell trouble. You and Alicia are going to be like oil and water, especially since she’s been spoiling for a fight since Windigo started picking off our people.”

      “Excuse me?” Liz demanded. She straightened, looming over John. John seemed unimpressed.

      “John,” Blair said, “we’d appreciate anything you can tell us about Alicia while we travel there. We should speak with her as soon as possible.” Blair placed a hand on Liz’s side, and she relaxed.

      “Of course, Ka-Dun.” John nodded graciously. “My pack should remain here to watch for deathless incursions, but I’ll escort you to Santa Rosa. Can you blur?”
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      Jordan’s hand shot to his sidearm as soon as he was aware of his surroundings. As he had expected, he’d landed on the light bridge platform. It was an exact mirror of the one he’d left, with no way to tell which Ark he was in—well, no visual way.

      Something massive pulsed at the edge of his vision, a sea of power waiting to be tapped into. Jordan reached experimentally toward it, shocked by the depth of the reservoir. Blair had described the feeling, but this was the first time Jordan had experienced the true power offered by the role of Ark Lord.

      He strode up the golden pathway, the diamonds in the wall flaring brilliantly to life as he traced a familiar route back to his quarters. He hadn’t been here since their brief stay in Peru, before Irakesh had fled north with the access key. How long ago was that now? Two months? Three? He genuinely had no clue. Add in the five years they’d somehow missed, and anything could have happened here.

      What do you expect to find within your chambers, Ka-Dun? The beast’s tone was respectful, maybe even a little awed. Jordan understood completely. The Ark was that impressive, and the fact that he controlled it refused to take root.

      “Those were prime quarters,” Jordan replied. “If someone is living in the Ark right now, they’ll be there. If not, I’d love to grab my second favorite holster. I lost my favorite somewhere in Turkey.”

      Ka-Dun, the key within you offers command of this most holy place. You may use it to sense anything within, including anyone dwelling here now.

      “Well, that’s damned handy.” Jordan stopped in the middle of the corridor, closing his eyes. He reached toward the well of energy again, this time trying to feel the Ark around him.

      An entirely new set of senses sprang into his head. It is thirty-seven degrees outside the Ark. The energy reserves are at 4%. The occupants of the Ark are applying a 12% drain to energy accumulation.

      “Occupants,” Jordan said, eyes snapping open. “How many and where—show me a map.”

      The Ark obligingly supplied a vibrant hologram near Jordan’s head. It showed a three-dimensional cutaway of the Ark. Orange lights were displayed on several levels, some moving slowly up and down corridors. Four of those lights were making their way toward the light bridge, but he’d already made it past the intersection they were taking.

      What will you do, Ka-Dun?

      “If I’m understanding how the Ark works,” Jordan mused aloud, “I could probably incinerate them all before they’re even aware of me. They clearly know I’m here, but they’re not necessarily hostile—and even if they are, they’re still the best immediate source of intel. They know more than I do about the last five years.”

      Jordan shifted, and coarse blond fur instantly covered his body. His senses sharpened, and he could smell the intruders: three females and a male, all champions. That didn’t cause him to relax, though. Quite the opposite—just because they were werewolves didn’t mean they were friendly.

      He blurred, kicking up a fierce wind as he zipped through the tunnels. It came effortlessly, and the universe slowed to a crawl around him. Jordan had never moved this fast. Maybe Blair had, but if so Jordan had never seen it. This bond to the Ark was incredible.

      Jordan burst around a corner, kicking off a wall into the light bridge chamber. None of the champions seemed ready for a fight; their faces were more curious than alarmed. The lead figure was kneeling next to the platform, one palm placed against the golden metal. Her eyes were closed, and Jordan could sense some sort of signal flowing from her.

      She was shaping.

      That shouldn’t be possible, Ka-Dun. Not so far as I know. Shaping is the purview of the Ka-Dun, as battle is the purview of Ka-Ken.

      Jordan had essentially all the time in the world to examine the situation, and he decided to use that time. He darted over to the woman, kneeling next to her nearly frozen form. She was tall, with long dark hair—beautiful, but severe. Motes crawled through the air near her face, and her deep blue eyes were fixed with concentration. The signal wasn’t coming from her. It was coming from the golden bracelet on her wrist. It was clearly Sunsteel, with a triangular sapphire set in the center. It contrasted oddly with her homespun dress. The white fabric looked handmade.

      The trio of champions behind her wore similar garb, all cotton and all handmade. None of the others had bracelets or any other real jewelry. None held a weapon—though the fact that they were werewolves was weapon enough.

      How should he best deal with them? If Blair were here, he’d probably just stop blurring so he could talk to them. That was the polite thing to do.

      Unfortunately, Jordan wasn’t a very polite guy.

      He drew on the vast power at his fingertips, fueling the ability he felt most comfortable with: his telekinesis. He willed invisible bonds into existence, lifting all four champions into the air. Their limbs were pinned to their bodies, and as Jordan released the blur their faces melted into different versions of confusion.

      “Hey, there. Name’s Jordan. This is my Ark.” Jordan walked slowly to stand at the base of the light bridge, staring down at the woman with the bracelet. “You look like you’re in charge. How about you tell me who you are, and what you’re doing here?”

      Her expression—eyes wide, mouth hanging open—was comical. She licked her lips, blinking a few times before speaking. Then her features hardened to indignant anger. “I am Elia, high priestess of this place. We keep vigil for the Mother’s return. I demand you release me.”

      “Yeah, no,” Jordan replied. He shifted back to human form, and was mildly surprised that Elia could almost look him in the eye. They didn’t usually make women that tall. “The Mother is dead. I saw it with my own eyes. Whatever it is you think you’re doing here, there’s no point.”

      “Save your blasphemies; we will not be swayed by them. You may be powerful, but we will fight you until our dying breaths.” Elia’s eyes blazed, and if she could have burned him to a cinder on the spot he was pretty sure she would have.

      “Eldest sister, I recognize this man,” said one of the Ka-Ken, a pretty dark-skinned woman with long black hair. “Or at least, his name. El Medico spoke of him. He did leave with the Mother to battle the ancient evil.”

      “You know Dr. Roberts?” Jordan asked. He ignored the woman with the bracelet, moving to stand next to the woman who’d spoken. She was nearly as tall as Elia, with her hair bound in the same kind of ponytail Liz used. Her scent was heady and intoxicating, in some primal way.

      “I do know him, Ka-Dun,” she said, giving him a deferential nod.

      “Tell him nothing, little sister. We will—”

      Jordan gestured, and her jaw clamped shut. “Can you tell me where to find him?”

      “Yes, Ka-Dun. He is the president of New Peru. He has led that nation for the past three years, ever since they declared themselves. Before that, he led and helped others. He is well loved here.” The woman’s familiar tone suggested she knew Dr. Roberts personally. That increased her value several notches.

      “Do you have a name?” he asked, setting her gently down. He maintained the bonds on the others, including the struggling priestess. Her face had gone bright red, and her eyes promised swift death.

      “I am Leticia. Most call me Leti, for short,” she said, giving Jordan a low bow. She clasped her hands together, speaking in a soft voice. “Please, release my companions. We mean you no harm. We are here to honor the Mother, nothing more.”

      Jordan waved a hand and the others dropped to the floor. He turned to Elia. “I’m releasing you, for now. If you become a threat, trust that I will deal with it accordingly.”

      “Your very presence profanes this place.” Elia spat the words. She smoothed her dress, an attempt to regain her composure.

      Jordan didn’t give her that chance. “I am fast growing tired of your antics,” he growled. He took two steps closer, meeting her gaze. “It’s my responsibility to run this place, and to protect the surrounding areas. If I have to, I can teleport you—and your friends—all the way to Lima.”

      “The most holy Ark belongs to the Mother, not some jumped-up cur,” Elia snapped. She shifted in an eye blink, claws raking at Jordan’s eyes. He blurred, dodging the blow by millimeters.

      Jordan raised his hand, slamming Elia into the wall with telekinetic force. He left her pinned there, plastered to the wall and unable to move. “Insults I’ll tolerate. Violence? I don’t think so. You attacked me. We’re done here.”

      Jordan reached for the well of power, using it to do something he’d seen Blair do often. Jordan activated the light bridge, teleporting Elia into one of the cells on the lowest level. He powered the bars, trapping her there. Then Jordan turned back to Leticia.

      “There are more of you in the temple, right?”

      “Yes, Ark Lord. They will be greatly distressed by your arrival. May I ask what happened to Elia?”

      “I placed her in the Ark’s holding cells,” Jordan explained. He felt a twinge of guilt, probably the result of spending too much time with Blair. The man’s morals were rubbing off on him. “Listen. I’m sorry for how that went down, but she didn’t leave me a lot of choice.”

      “I agree, Ka-Dun. It pains me to see her imprisonment, but even I must admit she gave you cause.”

      “Leti, gather your people in the central chamber. I need an explanation about what you’re using the Ark for, and I’m sure your people will have many questions.”
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      Jordan’s shoulder blades itched from all the eyes as he strode up the thick red carpet now leading into the central chamber. These people had been busy. Tapestries showing fanciful but not very accurate depictions of Isis dotted the walls, covering the golden glyphs Jordan remembered. He blinked, realizing that wasn’t the only thing they’d covered.

      During the battle to wake the Mother, Jordan had been on the wrong side. He’d tried to stop Blair, and the resulting battle had done catastrophic damage to this room. The tapestries covered the walls where the worst of that damage lay, and he could still see a few pockmarks in the stone, probably from stray rounds.

      “This way. please,” Leti said. She rested a gentle hand on Jordan’s arm, guiding him to the steps of a small dais that had been erected next to the central obelisk.

      Priests and priestesses had gathered in a semi-circle facing the dais, though every head was turned to study him as he made his way through their ranks. He read a mixture of curiosity, fear, and outright hostility. So many emotions, and he had no idea what he’d done to cause them—other than existing, and having the key to this place.

      “Brothers and sisters, I’d like to introduce Ark Lord Jordan. He bears a sacred connection to this place,” Leti explained. She paused, her large eyes scanning her companions. Most seemed to respect her, though not all. A few gave her the same hostile look they’d hurled in his direction. Leti squared her shoulders, speaking again. “Eldest sister Elia attacked the Ark Lord, and he used his powers to place her into the cells on the lower levels. He asked me to gather you all here to discuss his arrival, and what it means for us going forward.”

      Leti gave him a weak smile, then stepped off the dais. She moved to stand with the others, watching him expectantly. Jordan looked around at the assembled faces, considering his words carefully. He wasn’t an orator. He was a soldier. There was no point in pretending to be what he wasn’t, so he’d be what he was, without apology.

      “The Ark is of enormous strategic value in the war Isis began. It will be necessary to humanity’s survival on this continent, and I was entrusted with the access key by the Mother herself,” Jordan began. It wasn’t strictly true. The Mother hadn’t given him the key—he’d taken it from Steve’s corpse—but she’d certainly prefer him having it over that smug, arrogant fuck. “It’s my job to find every champion on the continent, and weld us together into a cohesive fighting force. To do that I’m going to need a lot of help, help some of you may be able to provide. Since I realize that you may find working with me difficult, I’d like to clear the air. Why don’t we start with your questions, and then we’ll get to mine.”

      Several priests shifted uncomfortably, adjusting robes or clutching something very much like prayer beads. One man finally stepped forward. Mid-forties, salt-and-pepper hair. Average height, with the well muscled physique common to every werewolf.

      “I am called Adam. My title in this temple is eldest brother. We are led by eldest sister Elia, yet you’ve usurped this place and locked her away. Why? What could you possibly hope to gain? Please, if you wish our cooperation, free her immediately.” The man’s words were impassioned. Jordan had seen zealots before, but this guy had definitely drunk a double helping of the Kool-Aid.

      “Sure,” Jordan said. He concentrated, linking with the Ark again.

      Far below, the light bridge activated, and a very irate Elia appeared near her companions in a flash of brilliance. She lurched, barely catching herself before finding her balance.

      “Here’s your eldest sister,” Jordan said. “As for what I hoped to gain in imprisoning her, your sister tried to tear out my throat. I don’t enjoy being attacked, especially without provocation.”

      “I had provocation,” Elia snapped. Her eyes blazed, and Jordan felt her bracelet activate. Energy infused her words. He didn’t understand what the thing did, but he could feel it affecting him. The shaping affected the entire room, faces going slack as they listened to Elia. “You profaned this most holy place. You invaded it, claiming that the Mother is dead. Your heresy is unwelcome, invader. Leave this place, or we will resist you.”

      “And here I was having a nice day for once,” Jordan said, heaving a sigh. Elia clearly had no grasp of what an Ark Lord could do. He doubted any of them did. “Listen. I don’t want to pick a fight, but if you attack me again I will put every last one of your furry asses in a cell.”

      “You cannot defeat all of us,” Adam roared, shifting into warform. His clothes shredded, tattered white robes still clinging to his grey fur.

      Jordan laughed. He couldn’t help it. The idea that these people were going to try to stop him, when they hadn’t even mastered shifting with their clothing…he just had to let it out.

      “You think this is funny?” Elia’s words were the opposite of Adam’s, soft as death. “You mock us in the heart of our most holy place. There is only one recourse. Brothers and sisters, slay this man.”

      Jordan willed bonds around every assembled werewolf, hoisting dozens of Ka-Ken and Ka-Dun into the air with no more effort than it had taken with just a handful of them. It was frighteningly easy.

      “Yeah, I guess laughing was pretty rude. Picking you up without asking is rude, too, and I’m sorry for needing to restrain all of you,” Jordan began again, moderating his tone. “Let me make the situation clear for all of you. Five years ago, the Mother battled Set. Do you know who Set is?”

      “The ancient texts speak of Set and his treachery,” Adam allowed, cautiously. “You say that you fought at her side? A simple mindshare can verify that.”

      “Great. We’ll do a mindshare. Here, have some emotional baggage.” Jordan wasn’t nearly so skilled at this as Blair, but what he lacked in finesse he made up for in brute force. He pushed his memories to every person in the room.

      He remembered the days leading up to the detonation of the First Ark. He remembered being imprisoned in the demonic power armor. He remembered fighting Set, and watching allies die. He remembered the Director’s final stand.

      Jordan blasted those memories at the assembled priests in a firehose of information. Shocked gasps and cries filled the room. The transfer lasted for several moments, and when it was over Jordan released Adam’s bonds. The werewolf toppled to his knees, catching himself against the stone. He rose shakily, licking his chops as he stared at Jordan.

      “Satisfied?” Jordan asked.

      “Clearly Ark Lord Jordan speaks the truth, or the truth as he knows it at least. He did fight alongside the Mother, and what’s more, he is her direct progeny,” Adam said. His words had a profound effect on those around them. They began whispering, and their faces shifted from anger to awed reverence. “Please, Lord. Release us, and we will offer you no resistance.”

      “Do not presume to speak for the order, little brother,” Elia snapped, glaring hard at Adam. “I am the eldest, and this place is my responsibility. I will not turn it over to this monster, especially not when he claims the Mother is dead.”

      “You saw his memories, Elia. It is the truth as he knows it,” Adam replied. He was calm, and clearly unafraid of Elia. Whatever her bracelet did didn’t seem to affect him. “Jordan did not see the Mother die, but she and her consort were placed in mortal peril against a superior foe. Jordan sees no way in which she could have survived, but then he appears to have no real knowledge of her true abilities. There is no sin in ignorance, Elia. He cannot be faulted for it.”

      “He imprisoned me.” Elia’s tone was as hard as ever, but her expression showed that she knew Adam had scored a blow. The others were nodding thoughtfully. “Even now we are held against our will. Are you willing to let this brute assume control of the most holiest of places, without a fight?”

      “Is that a fight you believe you can win?” Adam asked, raising an eyebrow. “He bested us easily. Effortlessly. He can do this, because he spoke the truth. Jordan is an Ark Lord. He has the key to this place, the key created by the Mother. I am not suggesting we roll over like pups, but I am saying we must proceed carefully. Jordan should be offered respect and understanding, especially if he is willing to continue mindsharing. There is much we can teach him, and much in turn that we can learn.”

      “I put it to a vote, then,” Elia retorted. The bracelet pulsed again, infusing her words with…something. “Will we cast this mongrel out, or accept his dominion over the most holiest of places? Choose carefully, brothers and sisters. Our faith is being sorely tested.”

      Faces hardened around the room.

      “Wait.” Jordan raised a hand to forestall Elia, lowering everyone to the ground. “There’s no need for a vote. I need intel more than anything, and that means venturing out into the world. Leti mentioned New Peru, and that an old friend of mine is the president. I’ll leave, for now. Leti can take me to meet with Dr. Roberts. After I have some answers, I’ll return. When I do, we can have a more formal discussion about the fate of this place. Are those terms acceptable?”

      “Definitely,” Adam said, nodding. “We appreciate the courtesy. This matter will be discussed at length, and when you return we can sort out this…misunderstanding. Elia, I assume you have no objections?”

      “None.” Elia’s eyes burned into Jordan.

      He had a feeling she was going to make a bad enemy.
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      The very instant Trevor was conscious of his surroundings, he flowed into the shadows. Beside him, Irakesh did the same. He spent several long moments looking for threats; there were none, but what he saw was disturbing enough to keep his guard up.

      The walls were tainted, covered in a chitinous black substance. The substance was unfamiliar, but it reminded him somehow of Set. It smelled faintly of decay.

      “What do you make of it?” Trevor whispered.

      “I’ve never seen the like,” Irakesh admitted. The shadows around the deathless dissolved, and he crouched next to the wall near the doorway leading from the room. “It’s demonic, without a doubt. But it isn’t any form I’ve seen. It isn’t Set’s work, either. I don’t know who, or what, created this.”

      “When you say it’s demonic…can the creator sense us?” Trevor asked. Arks allowed their owners to extend their perceptions, as he understood it. Maybe this stuff could do the same.

      “I doubt it,” Irakesh allowed.

      Trevor noted the brief hesitation. “I’ll try tapping into the Ark and see what I can learn.”

      “Wait!” Irakesh spun, rushing toward him. “Do nothing. Not yet. Interfacing with the Ark will use power, and this stuff might allow whoever put it here to track that usage.”

      “If that’s the case, they already know we’re here,” Trevor countered. “They knew the instant the light bridge activated.” He closed his eyes and reached out to the Ark.

      Something massive responded. Trevor gained a bewildering array of new senses, but during his time in the IT world Trevor had been forced to learn new things all the time. This was just another unfamiliar operating system. All he had to do was figure out navigation, and he could tap into whatever the Ark was capable of.

      Trevor thought about power reserves, and a response came immediately.

      “We’re at point-zero-two-percent power reserves. That amount is dropping, and at the current rate this place will go dark in about six more months.” Even as Trevor spoke, he was looking for more data. He willed the Ark to show him the area outside the Ark. “Holy crap. There are three pyramids hovering above the Ark. They aren’t Ark sized, but they’re bigger than a 747. There’s also a small city floating above the pyramids, and it looks like the pyramids are feeding it power somehow. It’s Olympus, though I’ve got no idea how Hades moved the city.”

      “What about the Ark itself? Are we alone?” Irakesh asked, his voice rising a quarter octave. He began pacing.

      “Checking,” Trevor said. He thought about internal diagnostics, and knowledge flowed into his mind. “Most internal sensors are disabled. Whatever this goop is, it looks like it’s the stuff draining the power.”

      “So we’re on our own then. Lovely. Simply lovely. What do you propose we do, Ark Lord?”

      Trevor ignored the sardonic tone. He wasn’t surprised that Irakesh’s composure was slipping, but he couldn’t afford to allow the same to happen to him.

      “We have no idea who or what we’re dealing with,” he said. “Our first goal is to get more information about whoever’s hijacked the Ark. That means manual recon, so stealth up and follow me.” He flowed into the shadows again, moving through the door and up the corridor beyond.

      “Do not be so hasty,” Irakesh hissed from the shadows in the doorway. “We can still retreat. Let us use the light bridge and go back to the Nexus.”

      “I told you, this place is bone dry. There’s no way we can activate the light bridge. We’re stuck here. Handle your shit, Irakesh. You said you wanted to live, right?” Trevor didn’t wait for an answer. He continued up the corridor, straining to detect any threats.

      As they approached the central chamber, he detected a warbling thrum passing through the walls. It was slightly off, more of a tremble than the humming purr he’d have expected. The Ark definitely wasn’t doing well.

      They emerged into a T-intersection, the last before making the final ascent into the central chamber. Trevor froze.

      A rhythmic clicking came from the corridor to the right. He knew Irakesh had enough survival instinct to stay hidden, so he waited. He was thankful he didn’t need to hold his breath, and that he didn’t have a heartbeat to give him away.

      Three demons walked up the passageway—two men and a woman. They reminded him of Set, but had bat wings and long tails. All three demons were roughly the same size, and Trevor could sense their ability to shape.

      The trio turned and headed up the corridor leading back to the light bridge. One paused briefly, looking suspiciously in Trevor’s direction. One of his companions called out in a language Trevor didn’t recognize, and the demon hurried to rejoin the others. All three continued up the corridor and out of sight.

      “Those were corrupted deathless,” Irakesh whispered from somewhere nearby. “I’ve seen their kind before. Given that you saw Olympus above, I’d lay odds we both know who is doing the corrupting.”

      “Maybe, but we can investigate that later. We need to keep moving. You lived here for centuries, right? What’s the fastest way to get out? Is there a back route we can take? I have a feeling we’re going to meet heavy resistance if we try to walk out the front door.” Trevor was already moving again, trusting that Irakesh would follow.

      “So far as I know, an Ark only has one entrance, other than the light bridge,” Irakesh’s disembodied voice mused. “Still, the Arks possess many secrets. My mother had millennia to learn this one. I am trying to recall if she ever let one slip that could save our lives.”

      “Yeah, well, do it quickly.” Trevor stopped. There was no point in going further until they had a destination.

      “Mother used to disappear sometimes. She’d do it on the lowest level, near the heart of the Ark. I tried to follow her many times, but the furthest I ever made it was a door two levels above the heart. I don’t know what was on the other side, but I do know that no one else in the Ark was ever allowed inside. Mother engaged the full protections of this place, and more than one foolish lord met his end trying to delve into her secrets.”

      “Sounds important enough to warrant a look,” Trevor said. “Lead the way.” He shimmered into view; a moment later, Irakesh did the same.

      “Of course, Ark Lord.” Irakesh gave a half bow. They headed up the corridor, moving quietly as death.

      Trevor might not like Irakesh, but even he had to admit that his former master made a strong ally. He was both cunning and deadly, and his knowledge of the old world had proven invaluable.

      Irakesh began to blur, so Trevor did the same. They zipped up corridor after corridor, making their way steadily closer to the heart of the Ark. The chitinous ichor along the walls never let up, coating everything they passed—until they arrived at a bare door, the only uncovered stone they’d run across.

      “I’m guessing that’s it?” Trevor asked, running his hand along the stone. It was warm to the touch.

      “It is. I’ve never seen beyond this point, but the fact that this vile stuff doesn’t cover it suggests it might be useful.”

      “Agreed. Stand back, just in case.” Trevor raised a hand, and thought about the door opening. A moment later something pulsed—a bit of energy from the dwindling supply. The stone moved silently up from the floor, sliding into the ceiling until the doorway stood open.

      Trevor didn’t wait, plunging through and gesturing for Irakesh to do the same. The stone slammed down behind Irakesh. Trevor willed it to lock, and felt power move through the Ark once more. Whatever he’d done had sealed the room again, so—in theory—they were safe on this side.

      It was time to find out what they’d walked into.
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      Hades savored a spoonful of soup, a rich beef broth prepared by his cook. In life, the man had been a famous chef, beloved the world over. That was before Hades had corrupted him, using the demonic taint to eradicate both will and personality. He’d left only the qualities he found of use, which didn’t include the ability to speak or think.

      Hades waved his hand, and the cook scurried away; now he could enjoy his lunch in peace. It was something he strived to do daily, a ritual that afforded him time to think—in this instance, about circumstances in South America.

      A great deal depended on Nox’s ability to find the Proto-Ark, and Hades wasn’t certain that Nox’s plan to subvert this Camiero was entirely workable. Yet Nox had never failed; as much as Hades detested his underling, he had little choice but to trust his abilities.

      Hades set the spoon in the empty bowl, placing it on the tray floating near his throne. He was about to depart the throne room for Olympus’s library when he felt a slight tug on his consciousness. It came from the strange golden cylinder his masters had provided. Hades waved a hand at it, and a river of light burst from the top. It resolved into one of the pasty-skinned grey men.

      “Hello, great emissary.” Hades rose from his throne with all the grace he could muster, putting himself at an equal height with the image of the grey man that had appeared in his throne room. He offered a bow. “How may I serve you with my meager abilities?”

      “Your enemies have been detected within the Ark,” the grey man began without preamble.

      “Are you certain?” Hades asked, trembling.

      The image captured the creature’s pasty skin and black, haunting eyes—but it failed to capture the utter terror one felt being in the same room with him, or the certainty that the grey man could peel apart the layers of your mind like an overripe fruit.

      “We would not have approached you were we not certain,” the grey man said. Its tiny mouth shifted to a frown. “There has been an incursion into the Ark of the Cradle. That incursion began with the light bridge activating, so whoever has invaded possesses the ability to control the Ark.”

      “Is it Project Solaris?” Hades asked, mind racing. Who else could it be? David might be able to control the Ark, and with the primary access keys missing he seemed the most likely cause.

      “Unknown,” the grey man allowed. It seemed angered by the ignorance. “You will send your demons to investigate. Find the intruder, and bring him to us.”

      “Of course, great emissary.” Hades bowed low, then straightened, licking his lips. The skin was dry and cracked, a reminder that he’d not yet achieved true immortality. Nor would he, until he was a full Ark Lord. “I will report as soon as I have more information.”

      The grey man’s image disappeared. They were often like that, using neither greetings nor goodbyes. They told Hades what they expected of him, and occasionally answered one of his many questions—though even that was done with their characteristic brevity—then they vanished until they needed him again.

      Hades spoke a word of power, channeling energy from his crown to send his voice to every demonic servant in Olympus. Hundreds of demonic faces peered up at the palace, waiting eagerly for instruction. “Someone has invaded the Ark below. Find them, and bring them to me. You may subdue them, but I want them alive.”

      All over the city, demons leapt from terraces and ledges. They floated toward the Ark below like a massive swarm of bats, winging toward the entrance. Hundreds upon hundreds of demons descended past the orbiting shuttles of the grey men, down to the Ark itself. Whoever had made the mistake of coming here was about to learn just how large that mistake had been.
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      “So we’ve stepped into a closet. Wonderful.” Irakesh’s sarcasm was even saltier than usual.

      “Shut up,” Trevor replied absently. He studied the little room, considering. What the hell had Ra used this room for? The walls, floors, and ceiling were all gold, just like the light bridge platform. “Irakesh, I’ve got a shaping question.”

      “What is it?” Irakesh asked, pausing mid-rant. His interest was apparent—and unsurprising. Irakesh seemed to love teaching, especially when he could lord over someone about their ignorance.

      “Sunsteel conducts energy, right? The kind of energy we need for shaping?” Trevor asked. His idea wasn’t fully formed, but he suspected he might know what this place was used for.

      “Indeed. It is the single most conductive material for such energy, and Sunsteel’s molecular structure can be modified to create additional properties. You already know this. Why are you wasting time with such drivel?”

      “This room is made from Sunsteel. It doesn’t appear on any of the Ark’s internal sensors. This is a blind spot, but I think it’s a lot more than that.” Trevor knelt and pressed both palms against the floor. A trickle of energy began flowing into him. “I can directly access the Ark’s reservoir from here. That means we can bypass the black goop that’s stealing all the power.”

      “Can you siphon enough power to activate the light bridge?” Irakesh asked, perking up. His bald head shone like an egg under the soft light radiated by the ceiling.

      “I doubt it. Any energy I broadcast through the Ark is going to be siphoned by the crap coating the walls. The further the energy travels, the more it will take. If the energy goes very far, the stuff on the walls will get it all.” Trevor rose to his feet, frowning, and stared hard at the walls. There had to be a way.

      Boom. Something thudded against the other side of the door. Trevor could hear muffled voices—lots and lots of muffled voices.

      “The’ve found us,” Irakesh said, looking even paler than usual. “I know I’ve been derisive of your abilities, but if ever there was a time for you to impress me, it’s now.”

      “Give me a second.” Trevor considered the problem. This room looked like it could be used to perform complex shaping. Why had it been built? How had Ra used it? “You said your mother came in here. How long did she stay?”

      “I once spent an entire day watching the door. She emerged at the end of it, but I scurried away before I could see much.”

      “Your mother was surrounded by a court of murderous zombies, all trying to get one over on the rest. She stayed Ark Lord by being more ruthless and cunning than the rest, right? Why would she have come here for an entire day? This place isn’t even big enough to lie down, so I doubt she was sleeping.”

      Boom. Boom. A crack spread through the door. Boom. Boom. Boom. More cracks.

      “I don’t know,” Irakesh whispered. He’d shrunk against the far wall of the room, staring at the cracks in horror.

      Trevor tuned it out. He focused on the Ark, willing it to give him a list of locations that someone had light walked to. “It looks like Ra light walked to a location about a mile away, somewhere southeast of here. She did it recently too, since returning.”

      “You think she traveled there from this room? That would mean we might be able to light walk from here.” Irakesh wore his hope plainly.

      Trevor nodded, ignoring another wave of cracks. “We’re out of time, so I’m going to give this a shot. Let’s hope we’re not light walking into a pool of lava or something.”

      He thought about the light bridge activating and sending him to the same coordinates Ra had used. A high-pitched humming began, and the walls radiated light. It grew slowly in intensity, much more slowly than the light bridges.

      Finally, there was a sudden pop. Trevor was wrenched away, staggering as he landed against a crumbling stone wall. The air was stale, and the room was enveloped in total darkness.

      He rose quickly, raising a hand and creating a mote of green energy. It cast ghostly shadows on the walls, which looked nothing like the Ark. These were smoothly cut granite blocks, similar to what the ancient Egyptians had used to make the pyramids. Cubbies had been carved into the rock; each cubby held several books, their spines gleaming golden in the thin light.

      Trevor glanced up, estimating the ceiling to be fifteen feet high. The cubbies went all the way up. On the far side of the room was a doorway, so Trevor cautiously approached. Irakesh followed a few steps behind, flowing silently across the thin layer of sand covering the granite.

      The room beyond was similar. It held more cubbies, with many more books. In the center of the room was a granite pedestal, and atop that pedestal lay a scarlet crystal about the size of Trevor’s hand.

      “By Ra, we’re in the Hall of Records.” Irakesh’s awe was apparent. He stumbled forward, slack-jawed. If not for the mouthful of fangs, he’d have looked like a tourist seeing the Golden Gate Bridge for the first time. “I’d thought this place merely a story.”

      “Hall of Records?” Trevor asked.

      “Yes, a place I’ve heard myths about. This chamber was built long before my mother seized control of the Ark. She and Isis discovered it, and—if the legends are true—they used the knowledge they found here to overthrow the original Ra.”

      “Original Ra?” Trevor asked. “Are you telling me that your mother isn’t the first?”

      “No. She, Isis, and Osiris overthrew the original. The tale is a long one, but the relevant part is this: This place was built by a long line of sorcerer kings who used the Ark to enslave this land. My mother overthrew him, and took his place. I’ve always wondered what happened to the secret lore mentioned in the story. Now we know.”

      “That’s great, but I’m not sure if it helps us.” Trevor withdrew a book from a cubby. It was heavy—solid gold with maybe twenty-five pages as thick as his thumb. He opened the book. Every page was covered in a flowing script of glyphs. “Can you read this?”

      Irakesh leaned over the book, pursing his lips. “No. I’ve never seen the like. The glyphs are maddeningly familiar, but it isn’t our language. I suppose this must have been the language used by Ra and his people.”

      “If we can’t read the books, we need another way out of here. Whoever controls the Ark is eventually going to figure out where we went, and I really don’t want to meet whatever was beating on that door.”

      “You’re an excellent motivator, Trevor Gregg. Perhaps the gem will give us answers.” Irakesh walked over to the pedestal, touching the ruby gingerly with one finger.

      A scarlet hologram burst to life directly above the stone. It was a tall man dressed in something like African tribal garb. He gave a smooth bow, and spoke in a deep voice. “Oobaka con tiky.”

      “Tell me you understand whatever the hell he just said.” Trevor looked pointedly at Irakesh.

      “He’s welcoming us to this place.”

      “Ooconca bo baka,” the hologram said, steady eyes staring down at them over a broad nose.

      “We are the first since the usurper,” Irakesh supplied.

      “Does it know of a way for us to get out of here?” Trevor asked.

      Irakesh and the hologram conversed for some time. Trevor hated not being able to understand what was said. Irakesh could and would screw him over at the first opportunity. Who knew what the two were saying to each other?

      “You’ll want to hear this,” Irakesh finally said. He turned to face Trevor, a ghastly grin creeping onto his face. “He claims that he is the spirit of most holy Ra, and that the Usurper imprisoned him in the stone. The Usurper is my mother, of course. He does know a way to get us out of here, but I’m not certain I understand what he’s telling us to do. He claims that we can pay honor to the Builders. All we have to do is take the Gateway to the Heavens.”

      Trevor stroked his goatee, staring at the holographic Ra. The language was wrapped in superstition. What did it mean in modern scientific terms?

      He turned back to Irakesh. “While we were in the Ark of the Cradle, your mother showed me data from an observatory, and it looked like the same kind of data we’d pull from the Kepler or Hubble satellites. Maybe he’s talking about that—some sort of orbital facility created by the Builders.”

      “If so, how do we use that knowledge? Considering how quickly those things found us in the Ark, I doubt it will take them much longer to locate us here. As you said, I do not wish to meet whatever is coming for us.”

      “Come on,” Trevor said, blurring back to the platform they’d arrived on. It was a thin sheet of gold, perhaps six feet across, much smaller than a light bridge. Trevor knelt to touch the luminescent metal. “This thing is close enough to the Ark that I’m betting both are controlled by it. I’m betting this is the Gateway to the Heavens.”

      Irakesh blurred onto the platform next to him. “I hope you’re right.”

      Trevor closed his eyes, and willed the platform to take them to the installation in orbit. He figured if that installation didn’t exist, the platform would just do nothing. If it did exist, then hopefully it could whisk them into orbit.

      The platform sluggishly hummed to life, but Trevor felt an enormous tug at his personal energy. It flowed out of him in a thick torrent, into the platform. He tumbled onto his side, twitching, as the platform continued to siphon power. The room began to hum, the surface of the platform radiating brilliant white light.
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      I feel like death warmed over, Trevor thought, then immediately regretted the pun. His mind was a terrible place.

      They were lying on something very similar to the light bridge in the Ark—similar, but not identical. It had gemstones set in different areas, and looked a lot more advanced. Multicolored energy pulses flowed along the silvery walls of the room around them. Trevor could feel the signals in those pulses, but he couldn’t understand them. They were information—he was sure of it—but they had some sort of encryption.

      “Can you stand?” Irakesh offered a hand, and Trevor took it. Irakesh pulled him to his feet. Once there, Trevor was able to keep his balance. Barely.

      “I’m fine,” Trevor said. He wasn’t. Whatever had happened back there had taken nearly all his reserves, and if he hadn’t finally severed the connection he might not have made it. It would be a mistake to let Irakesh know that, though. Irakesh was bred to pounce on weakness. “Let’s see what we can find.”

      Trevor hopped down from the platform, walking cautiously to the doorway. A corridor led into a high-ceilinged central room. That ceiling was a transparent dome overlooking Earth. The view was breathtaking.

      The room was empty except for a quartet of consoles that stood about waist-high. They were adorned with a variety of gemstones, and Trevor was fairly certain he could interface with them.

      Heavy footsteps pounded up one of the corridors, echoing into the room. Trevor instinctively reached for the shadows, and was shocked when they refused to obey. Had the platform drained that much of his power?

      “I can’t shape,” he said.

      Irakesh shot him a confused look.

      A suit of power armor charged into the room, leveling a rifle in their direction. Trevor recognized the armor instantly. He would never forget the night that Mohn Corp had blown up his house, using suits of armor just like these.

      Trevor sprinted forward, dropping into a baseball slide. The rifle roared, and two feet of flame came from the muzzle. In the back of his mind Trevor knew that gunfire in space was bad, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it.

      The bullet cracked into the wall behind him, and Trevor rolled back to his feet. He shoulder checked the power armor, knocking both it and himself to the floor. Trevor tried to pin his opponent’s arms, but his opponent strained against him. An arm broke out of his hold, and an armored hand shot up to wrap around Trevor’s face.

      The hand began to squeeze, and Trevor screamed. He tried to change to mist, but nothing happened.

      Irakesh seized the helmet with both hands, and a shower of sparks shot into the air as he tore it away. The man inside elbowed Irakesh in the face, and Irakesh was knocked away. Trevor rolled to his feet, turning to face…a man that still haunted Trevor’s dreams.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      “Is right, Gregg,” Yuri growled, circling Trevor like a panther. “Is time you and traitorous master brought to justice.” He flicked his wrists, exposing identical sets of humming claws.

      Trevor slid into a defensive stance, bracing himself for the charge. He was completely unprepared for the wave of electricity that arced across the floor, carpeting the area around him and Irakesh. It surged through his body and he collapsed to the deck, every muscle seizing. He was dimly aware of Irakesh doing the same.

      “Get clear, Yuri,” a young male voice commanded.

      The electricity stopped. Trevor shook off the paralysis, struggling back to his feet. Yuri had retreated away from them just in time. A cylinder of pale green energy appeared around them, just large enough to contain both Trevor and Irakesh.

      A man in his early twenties stepped into the room. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and looked like he hadn’t been to a barber in a while. His eyes were completely at odds with the slacker student look, though. They held a weight Trevor recognized—the kind left by the sacrifices you had to make in order to survive in a world ruled by monsters.

      “Yuri, you said you knew them. Brief me,” the man commanded. He approached the cylinder, staring impassively at Trevor.

      “Is Trevor Gregg and Irakesh. Trevor is traitor to the Mother, enslaved by Irakesh. Thought Gregg had reformed, but clearly was wrong.” Yuri’s fire had faded, and his expression had gone rigid.

      “I’m afraid you’re incorrect, cretin,” Irakesh taunted. “Trevor no longer serves me. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

      Trevor elbowed him in the side. “Shut up, Irakesh. You speaking never makes anything better. Yuri, and whoever the hell you are, how about we take thirty seconds to discuss this like adults? I don’t know who you guys are, but I’m guessing you’re affiliated with Mohn Corp. We were allies against Set. I fought alongside the Director.”

      “Mentioning the Director is not helping your case,” the slacker said. He folded his arms, and his eyes took on a faraway look. Trevor couldn’t pinpoint exactly what he was doing, but signals shot back and forth between him and the wall. A lot of signals. The pulses slowed, and the man’s eyes opened. “My name is David. I lead a group called Project Solaris. I’ve just checked out your story—as much as I could anyway. I’ve found a number of references to you, particularly in Mohn’s records. Your designation seems to have changed quite often. First, you were an enemy, then a friend, then an enemy again. You don’t sound like the type of person I want to trust—so give me one good reason why I should?”

      “I can’t.” Trevor shook his head, smiling at the predicament. “You’re right. I have no way to prove my allegiance, and you found me with Irakesh. Of course you assume I’m an enemy. I get it. You’ll need to keep me locked up for a while. But at least make use of my intel. Let me update your files. What’s the last thing they tell you about me? I’m betting it ended five years ago, in London.”

      “You’re as clever as your files suggest. Yeah, I’m intensely curious about you. The carrot of knowledge is very effective, especially when you’re offering it for free. Impress me, Gregg.”

      “Fair enough. Isis, Osiris—pretty much everything Mohn could field—assaulted the First Ark, alongside a bunch of other gods. I’m sure you’ve seen the crater left in London.”

      “In England, you mean,” David corrected. He gestured, and a holographic map appeared. It was Earth’s near orbit, and they were looking at Europe. The French coastline looked familiar, but what had been southern England was now an archipelago of little islands.

      “Holy crap. We took out a third of England.” Even knowing it was mostly populated by the dead, Trevor was horrified. He’d participated in something bigger than America dropping the atomic bomb. That was what it had taken to stop Set.

      “What happened to Osiris?” David asked.

      “So far as I know, he died. Osiris, Isis, and Ra challenged Set. He was far stronger, and they knew they were going to lose that fight, but they did it to divert his attention while the rest of us detonated the First Ark.” Trevor paused. “I know that makes us look bad, but trust me when I say it was the only way to stop Set.”

      “We’ve always wondered what caused the explosion. Osiris founded Project Solaris. We could use the old bastard’s help, more than ever. I’m not sure we can win without it.” David’s already somber expression grew somehow more dire.

      “Excuse my temerity in speaking,” Irakesh said, raising a hand timidly, “but win which war, exactly?”

      Trevor had forgotten how well Irakesh played servile when he wanted to.

      “I’m asking the questions, for now at least. Cooperate, and we’ll do the same. Where have you been for the last five years?”

      David’s gaze was focused on Irakesh, allowing Trevor to study their captor a little more closely. A bewildering array of signals continued to flow from him to the station. Trevor had experienced something similar when he’d bonded to the Ark, something that required him to possess an access key. How was this guy doing the same thing? Was he another Ark Lord? Who or what was he? He wasn’t a werewolf or a deathless.

      “Of course, of course,” Irakesh said. He gave his most cultured smile, which didn’t seem to move David. “Trevor, perhaps you should explain, since anything that comes out of my mouth will be mistrusted.”

      “I’m happy to, but can I ask a question first?” Trevor asked.

      “All right,” David said, giving a noncommittal shrug.

      “We’re in an orbital facility right? A satellite created by the Builders?”

      “We call it the Black Knight Satellite,” David explained. His eyes narrowed. “That’s all I’m willing to share.”

      “It’s enough,” Trevor said, struggling to contain his excitement. “I read conspiracy rumors on the internet, before the end. They talked about two satellites that had been orbiting Earth for thousands of years. This place proves those legends were right.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re well read, and that your reputation as a scientist seems to be accurate,” David allowed. He gave an almost friendly smile. “Now then, you were going to bring me up to speed on your arrival here.”

      “All right, but you guys might want to grab some chairs. This is going to take a few hours. Are you familiar with temporal spacial dislocation?”
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      Liz couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this frightened. The fear she’d felt when fighting Set had been close, but the idea of seeing Alicia again terrified her in a way even the monsters she’d battled couldn’t inspire.

      “Do you think she’ll remember us?” Liz whispered to Blair. Bright moonlight showed a cracked driveway leading toward a house big enough to qualify as a mansion. Candles could be seen through a few windows, but for the most part the house was dark.

      “She’ll remember.” Blair seemed certain. An ever-growing pack of dogs trailed behind him, the bold ones occasionally darting up to sniff him briefly.

      The Whelp. It’s the Whelp. The Whelp has come.

      Dozens of voices washed over her, and she slowed her pace, struggling to make sense of them all.

      It is the packmind, Wepwawet explained. In time you will adjust. Whenever we are near a pack of significant size a packmind is born, so long as a Ka-Dun exists to control it. Each member of a packmind can communicate their emotions and thoughts with the others.

      “You can hear it, too?” Blair asked. He seemed a little surprised.

      “Are they talking about you when they say ‘whelp’?” Liz asked, trying to suppress a smile.

      “Of course.” He sighed, starting up the driveway again. “I don’t know how they know, but I’m betting someone told them that’s what Isis called me. Why couldn’t I be the Douche Slayer, or Blair the Handsome?”

      Liz’s smile became a laugh. “Douche Slayer it is. Anyone who ever met Steve will hail you as a hero.”

      John Rivers lurked a few dozen paces ahead, next to the front door. He’d graciously given them space during the trip, though she had no doubt that he’d been able to hear every word they said. She didn’t mind; they weren’t divulging state secrets or anything.

      Liz tensed as John opened the door and stepped inside. Blair followed, leaving her no choice but to do the same. Her feet resisted, demanding she bolt. She forced herself into movement, holding her breath as she entered.

      The house was spacious, and looked even more so because it was completely devoid of furniture. A pile of blankets lay in one corner, but that was it. The place appeared empty, but her enhanced hearing made out the sounds of combat out back.

      “If you’ll follow me, please.” John seemed unconcerned, so Liz nodded. John walked to a large sliding glass door, sliding it back and stepping onto a wooden deck.

      The view was breathtaking. The moonlight painted the rolling hillsides white, showing her all of Santa Rosa. Familiar suburbia radiated out from a small downtown area. There weren’t any lights, but she could hear hundreds of heartbeats below.

      “I really missed this view,” Blair said, joining her on the deck.

      “Did you use to live here?”

      “God, no.” Blair laughed and gave a self-deprecating smile. She loved the way his smile brightened his face. It took away some of the weight she’d seen accumulate during their time together. “I couldn’t afford to live in Fountaingrove. But I remember when these houses were built. They did a showing, and I wanted to see how the other half lived. I loved the view so much that I’d sometimes park up the road a little ways. There was a Carl’s Jr. right across Highway 101, so I’d grab dinner and come park up here to watch the sun set.”

      “Eww.” Liz crinkled her nose. “It’s amazing you survived to the apocalypse eating that much grease.”

      The sounds of combat were louder. Hearing a female yell followed by a deep grunt, Liz walked to the edge of the deck and looked down at the yard below. Two women—an unremarkable housewife in her mid-thirties and a hard-eyed teen—were sparring. The housewife had just thrown the teen to the ground, but the teen flipped back to her feet with enviable grace. Midnight hair fluttered out behind her, and the moonlight caught her face.

      Liz knew her instantly. Alicia’s skinny frame had filled out, and she was taut with muscle. Hard lines framed her young eyes. The innocence had been burned out of her.

      “The older woman is Kathy,” John Rivers explained. He spoke quietly, as if not wanting to intrude. “She teaches Alicia to fight, though some might argue it’s the other way around.”

      Alicia looked up, eyes widening when they met Liz’s. Then they tightened. Alicia waved a hand at Kathy, and the woman gave a quick nod. She melted into the shadows, leaving them in private.

      “You know, I didn’t really believe. I couldn’t. I thought the only way you could have been gone was that you were dead.” Alicia’s legs tensed, and she leapt the distance from the yard to the deck in a single smooth arc. She landed lightly a few feet from Liz. She was now tall enough to look Liz in the eye. “I guess I was wrong. You weren’t dead—you abandoned us.”

      “Abandoned?” It was all Liz could get out. Her heart broke for Alicia. “I get that it looks that way. We up and leave, and don’t come back for five years. But—”

      “Here it comes.” Alicia’s sneer made her suddenly ugly. “I knew there would be a but. But we had to fight some big monster. But we had to save the world. But, but, but. What about us? You abandoned us. Almost everyone died—did you know that? Seven out of ten people on that island died the night the deathless came for us.”

      “You’re right,” Liz replied. The simple admission was freeing. “We left, and didn’t come back. The reasons don’t matter. We abandoned you. I’m so sorry, Alicia. I know nothing can ever make that right.”

      “You’re right about that,” Alicia snapped. Gathered tears made her eyes shine. “Nothing will ever make it right. You can’t fix this, Liz. You can’t bring back the dead; you can only fight them.”

      “I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through, what you must have overcome to have survived this long. But I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Alicia said, but a hint of hope lurked there.

      “You don’t have to believe me,” Liz said. “I understand that trust will take time.” She took a step closer, offering her hands to Alicia. The teen took them. “Let’s use this packmind. Show me what happened. Then I’ll show you why Blair and I couldn’t come back sooner.”

      Alicia’s mouth opened to speak, but she hesitated. Her eyes were searching, and Liz felt like there was a chance, a crack in the wall this poor young woman had been forced to build.

      “Fine. If you’re serious, then I can show you. The packmind will only pass impressions, but your Ka-Dun can share the memories between the three of us.” Alicia nodded at Blair, who’d been standing silently against the rail a few feet away.

      “Liz?” Blair asked. He placed a supportive hand on her shoulder. She loved him for that, and a million other reasons just like it.

      “Do it. I want to see what she went through.”
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      Alicia awoke with a start, sitting up inside the dome tent. She touched the top to find the fabric wet to the touch. It must be after midnight. What had awakened her? It wasn’t her bladder, which was the usual cause.

      A muffled scream came from near the docks, until it was abruptly cut off.

      Alicia hurriedly unzipped the tent, ducking into the chill night. Thick fog had covered the island, as it did every night. It was the perfect time for an ambush—even she knew that, and she was only ten. Gun shots stuttered, tearing apart the night with brief flashes. Those same flashes also came from the docks.

      A generator roared to life, then another. All over the island, floodlights sprang to life, giving some definition to the fog. She could see shapes now—trees and people, and probably worse.

      Alicia knew what she had to do. This was why she’d accepted the gift from the Mother: to defend her people. Mostly she hadn’t done anything yet, though. She was still learning to use her abilities, still learning to fight.

      Erik wouldn’t let her anywhere near a battle like this, but he wasn’t here to tell her no. She was going to get involved. It was time to help save people, whether they liked it or not. Alicia shifted, her t-shirt splitting at the seams. Oh, well. She hadn’t much liked it anyway.

      Alicia hadn’t learned how to use the shadows yet, but she was still pretty sneaky. She crept closer to the commotion, trying to figure out who was attacking, and maybe why. Several dozen figures moved in the mist around the docks, but there was no sign of any boat. They must have come out of the water. Hmm. Alicia used her claws to scale the pine tree she’d been crouching next to, and she scanned the mist on other sides of the island.

      “Oh, no,” she whispered. “I have to warn them.”

      Alicia dropped to the ground, sprinting between trees as she headed toward the summit. She sucked in a breath, yelling as loud as she could. “They’re on the south shore! Hundreds of them. They’re coming up behind us. We have to run.”

      A stern voice spoke in her mind. Alicia. You must be quiet, or the notdeads will find you.

      A large shape trotted out of the mist. Yukon’s golden fur was drenched. His wet scent was powerful, familiar, and comforting.

      “We have to help them.”

      No, Yukon replied, the single word carrying more mental force than he’d ever used with her. We must flee. We can only save a few. We will head to where the sun sets, then swim across the cold water. We can go north. There are hills there, where we can hide.

      “But so many of these people will die. Erik can—”

      No. Yukon bared his fangs, growling. Erik battles the notdeads. He slows them, so that his death can save his pack. But he will not survive.

      “I have to help him.” Alicia turned, sprinting toward the docks. Erik would be where the fighting was hottest. He was their strongest male; with the Mother gone, putting him in charge made sense.

      Not that anyone had asked her opinion.

      Please. Yukon’s sending was softer now, further away. He hadn’t followed her. If you go down there, I will lose you, too. Please. We have to save what we can. We have to live. We have to be there when she comes back.

      Alicia slowed her pace, suddenly unsure what to do. She could see the dock clearly now, could smell the gunpowder and blood. Could smell the faint decay carried by the deathless.

      Then she caught a whiff of Erik. Her ears went erect, and she strained to find him. Finally she spotted him, fighting a trio of deathless by the docks. He clutched his side, blood leaking through his fingers as he bared his fangs at his opponents. Several bodies lay near his feet.

      One of the deathless lunged, and Erik’s entire demeanor shifted in the literal blink of an eye. He blurred faster than Alicia could track, seizing the deathless’s head between his furry hands. Then he tore, ripping the head from its shoulders. The deathless toppled to the ground, and both its companions backpedaled. They’d realized that Erik’s weakness was a ruse.

      A short Asian woman strode out of the mist. She held some sort of gun, cradling it tightly in both hands. The weapon barked, and a stream of thunderous slugs tore into Erik’s unprotected back. He staggered forward, already turning to face the woman. He blurred, but she blurred, too. The Asian woman’s arm came up and a cloud of dazzling green light burst over Erik. Erik screamed, tearing at his skin. It burned and bubbled, and he writhed in agony.

      We are leaving. Yukon’s voice was forceful again, and his mouth settled over her arm. The teeth dug in enough to hurt, and he dragged her back toward the northern shore.

      Alicia clung to his fur, unable to stop the tears. They rushed past several dozen people who were fleeing into the water.

      “I can help these people,” she said, forcing herself forward. She wiped at her eyes, composing herself, and raised her voice. “Gather around me. We’re going to swim together. I’ll be there to help people get across.”

      “Where are we going to go, kid?” an old woman asked, scowling at her. “This place was supposed to be safe. The land outside is even worse.”

      Pay her no mind, Ka-Ken. You are a champion, and your age matters not.

      The beast was right. She wasn’t just a little girl. She was a werewolf, and she could help these people. “If you want to stay here, you do that, lady. Anyone who wants to live, get in the water. We’re getting out of here.”
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      Blair quietly slipped through the still-open sliding glass door, gently closing it behind him. Liz and Alicia sat huddled together on the pile of blankets in the corner, deep in quiet conversation. He didn’t want to intrude on the moment, so he gave them what privacy he could.

      It is a bitter thing, Ka-Dun, his beast rumbled. Being a champion requires difficult choices and many sacrifices. The young always struggle the most with such things.

      “Yeah, poor kid has been through a lot. But she’s also accomplished a lot.” Blair stared out at Santa Rosa, still trying to adjust to the lack of lights. The CME had knocked this place back to pre-industrial revolution technology, for the most part. There were no working cars, at least that he’d seen. No working electricity of any kind. It was the polar opposite of San Francisco.

      Goldenfur comes, a small canine voice thought at him through the packmind.

      Goldenfur, repeated another.

      The packmind buzzed with a dozen overlapping voices. Goldenfur. He comes.

      Blair shifted almost without thinking, using his muzzle to search for scents. The dogs sensed something, and seemed more excited than alarmed. Their tones were respectful, and in some cases awed. Perhaps it was another Ka-Dun—whomever had assumed control of the truly massive pack that seemed to be roaming Sonoma County.

      He comes, the voices chorused.

      A four-legged figure flashed in the moonlight, bounding across the freeway in a slow blur. A cloud of dogs flowed silently in the leader’s wake, fanning out to all sides. There was a rightness to the pack, and part of Blair longed to join it, to seize control of it.

      The figure bounded closer still, crossing Industrial and starting up the hill to Fountaingrove. As it approached, Blair could sense the power radiating from it. The scent was familiar.

      Could it be? He didn’t dare get his hopes up.

      Golden fur flashed up the hillside below, cutting across the grass. It blurred closer, finally landing on the balcony next to him.

      Blair shifted back to human form, seizing the massive golden retriever in a hug. “Yukon, you have no idea how good it is to see you.” He buried his face in Yukon’s fur, grinning as the dog’s tail thumped against his leg.

      Blair finally released the retriever, taking a step back to look at him. Yukon was massive, almost horse sized. He had a dark scar on his right side, a patch where no fur grew. The wound was scabbed over and still healing.

      I knew you would find your way home eventually, whelp, Yukon thought at him, giving a canine smile. I did not expect it to take quite so long. It is good that you are here. Alicia will not admit it, but we need help. We face a foe we cannot vanquish.

      “What foe?” Blair asked. The last thing they needed was another enemy.

      Yukon’s fur began to ripple, his bones cracking and popping in a very familiar way. His body rearranged itself, the process happening as swiftly as Blair could have managed. Where Yukon had stood was now a broad-shouldered blond man in his mid-twenties. His jaw was covered by a thin beard, and brown dog eyes stared back at Blair.

      “Why don’t you come inside,” Yukon said, “and we can tell Alicia as well. This is not a tale I enjoy repeating.”

      Blair completely failed to process what he’d just seen. He could only stand there, gaping. “You just shifted into human form. Yukon, where the hell did you learn to do that?”

      “From watching you,” Yukon said. “I was changed by the Mother, just as you were. She gifted me with far more abilities than I could have dreamed.” He gave Blair a warm smile, clapping him on the shoulder. “The longer I’ve had these gifts, the more intelligent I have become—but I will always see the world differently, I think, even now that I can live like a man. I am still dog.”

      Blair wanted to ask about a billion more questions, but Yukon opened the sliding glass door and stepped inside. As he did, Liz and Alicia rose from the table as one. Alicia walked to him first, kissing Yukon lightly on the cheek and giving him a friendly hug. “Welcome home, my friend. I can already tell I’m not going to like hearing this. Sit. Let’s talk. How were you wounded? Windigo?”

      “No, not that murderous spirt,” Yukon said, shaking his head. “The pack and I were forced east by a horde of notdeads. We had to flee into the mountains to escape. We encountered the Liwanu, a Great Bear spirit. Many were killed, and I was hurt.” He touched his side gingerly.

      Yukon moved to a spot near the blankets. Settling into a comfortable cross-legged position, withdrawing a pipe from his pocket, he packed a small wad of green into it, then set the pipe on the ground next to his leg.

      He looked up soberly at Alicia. “We came back through Windsor. It had been attacked. Teegan is dead. We found pieces of him all over the town square. Windigo used his blood to scrawl a message. No one is safe. Windigo’s scent was everywhere, but we couldn’t find him. He toyed with us, letting a few dogs see him. He’d draw them off, then kill them. We lost eleven in three hours.” Yukon seemed spent from his speech. He picked up the pipe, withdrawing a red plastic lighter from his windbreaker. He lit the pipe, inhaling deeply. “It has not been a very good week.”

      He passed the pipe to Alicia, who merely held it. She stared down at her lap. “I don’t know how to stop him.”

      “Who is this Windigo?” Liz growled. Blair shared her anger.

      “Not who,” Alicia corrected. “What.” She licked her lips, finally looking up from her lap. “Windigo first showed up about a year ago, though we’d heard rumors about it for years before that. It started out somewhere further north, up in the forest near the Oregon border. He—if it is a he—made his way south, wiping out towns as he went. He picks victims off one by one, until people panic and flee. Once they do, he hunts them.”

      “There was a Ka-Dun named Monte, up in Humboldt County,” Yukon interjected, taking the pipe back from Alicia. “His pack had many dogs, and looked after many, many people. They lived in a town called Garberville. He and his pack disappeared. Only the scent of their blood remains.” He hung his head sadly.

      Alicia took up the tale. “Now Windigo is here, and the attacks are getting worse. The problem is, we can’t ever find him. Like Yukon said, you get a whiff of his scent, but almost no one has seen him. We can’t be everywhere at once, so he just waits and strikes where we aren’t. I don’t know what to do.” The teen’s shoulders sagged. “People are scared, and some are already talking about leaving. I’ve warned them that they’d just be hunted—and even if they weren’t, where would they go? They can’t go north. To the south are the deathless, and we already know what they’ll do to us. Yukon scouted east, and it sounds like we’d have to deal with this Bear. We’re pretty much trapped. That means we have to stay and fight. I’m willing to do that, but I just can’t come up with a way to stop Windigo. I need to give my people hope, show them we can fight back.”

      “We’ll figure out something, Alicia,” Liz said. Her conviction sounded total. “Blair is an Ark Lord. He can bring incredible abilities to bear. Whatever this Windigo is, we’ll beat him.”

      Blair didn’t share Liz’s confidence. He had no idea how to find Windigo, much less stop him. There never seemed to be a shortage of enemies they had no idea how to fight.
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      Windigo lurked within hearing, using his host body’s natural mastery of the shadows to avoid detection. Even the vigilant dog who’d chased him around Windsor was unaware of just how close he was. Windigo studied the new arrivals, intrigued by their relative strengths. The copper-haired Ka-Ken was the most powerful he’d ever met, possibly the equal of the legendary Jes’Ka.

      The Ka-Dun was of even more interest. The sandy-haired man was unremarkable in almost every way, but he blazed like a bonfire. His power was immense, and Windigo had only seen it once before. That power was the same wielded by Windigo’s creator, a thousand millennia ago. Never since that time had he encountered a being like this.

      “I must have that body,” Windigo whispered, giving a ghastly smile. Who was that Ka-Dun? Yukon and the child Ka-Ken already seemed to know who the new arrivals were.

      He listened as they spoke of the Great Bear. Windigo was familiar with him, and unsurprised to hear that the Bear had hibernated to the present.

      “Blair is an Ark Lord. He can bring incredible abilities to bear. Whatever this Windigo is, we’ll beat him.” The Ka-Ken’s words were sweet nectar, confirming Windigo’s hopes. That was why the Ka-Dun brimmed with power.

      An Ark meant near-limitless power. Windigo could feed endlessly, growing ever stronger.

      Never had he hungered so for a host, yet never had he faced such dangerous quarry. The Ka-Dun were far more adept at defending themselves than a Ka-Ken or deathless. They even possessed the ability to unmake him, if they were strong enough. Fortunately, no real memory of Windigo had survived to this age. What people knew of the “wendigo” was disjointed, and often contradictory. They didn’t suspect his true nature—not yet, anyway. If he played the game as well as he should, they’d all die in ignorance.

      He cocked his ears, listening again. They were talking about Isis. The Ka-Dun believed she was dead.

      Windigo had heard tales of Isis, and had been very careful to stay away from her. She was even more dangerous than the Ka-Dun she had birthed.

      With her dead, Windigo had a chance—a chance to get and keep the Ark. Yet how could he safely bait the Ark Lord? What he needed was a host strong enough to threaten the Ark Lord. The Ka-Ken could certainly do that, but her defenses to his shaping would be considerable.

      No, he needed something physically powerful, but mentally vulnerable.

      Windigo’s face split into a too-broad grin. Yukon had given him the answer: he could possess the Great Bear, then lead it back here to begin slaughtering the Ka-Dun’s companions.

      Windigo turned east, leaping from the roof and bounding silently into the night. He would reach the mountains tomorrow, and after that it wouldn’t take long to set a trap for the Bear.
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      Jordan sized up the compound below, impressed by the pragmatism of whoever had built it. The wrought-iron fence surrounding the main building was perfect for keeping out militia—or zombies. Beyond the fence was a hundred-foot stretch of brick, with nothing to use for cover. An attacker who breached the gate would have to charge across that space to reach the house. Snipers would pick off most before they made it.

      The building was three stories of dense stone, ringed on top by a crenelated wall. That stonework looked ornamental, but Jordan knew better. The architect had known warfare, and he’d built this place with it in mind. Form was important, but only where it didn’t interfere with function.

      The current occupant wasn’t blind to that function, either. Jordan saw two men prowling the deep shadows atop the roof. He could feel the power within each of them. They were shapers—Ka-Dun. He was certain of it. If there were males that he could see, then there were almost certainly females he could not.

      You’ve grown, Ka-Dun. You perceive much.

      “What did you say this place was called?” Jordan asked Leti. She’d paused a few feet away to drink from her canteen.

      “We call it the Government Palace, or the House of Pizarro. It was built in the fifteen hundreds by Governor Castille. It has served the government all that time. Before the end of the world, our president lived here, and our congress met to pass laws. Our people thought it fitting that Medico Roberto took up residence,” she explained. Leti replaced the top on her canteen and slung it over her shoulder. “It is important. Symbolic. It shows that our people have survived, that we have not lost who we are.”

      “What are those obelisks?” Jordan asked, pointing at one of the twenty-foot-tall black pillars spaced around the wrought-iron fence. “I can feel them broadcasting some sort of signal.”

      “I do not know. I would guess they are some sort of alert system, but they could be a weapon. Medico Roberto has kept their true nature secret.” Leti began walking toward the front gate, which was manned by another pair of males.

      “That’s smart,” Jordan mused. “If your enemies don’t know what you’re capable of, they’ll be more reluctant to attack, and less prepared for whatever your countermeasures are.”

      The more he saw, the more pleased he was with how Dr. Roberts had handled his deployment. Either he had smart counsel, or he’d turned that enormous brain of his toward basic military strategy.

      The pair of males at the gate watched them warily as they approached, but both relaxed as they got closer. One smiled and waved. “Leti, you haven’t been home in too long. El Medico will be most pleased to see you.”

      “Hello, Javier,” Leti replied with a smile. She walked over and gave him a fierce hug. “It is good to see you, my friend. I have brought a guest to meet with El Medico—one he will wish to see immediately.”

      “And who will we be presenting?” Javier asked, disengaging from Leti. His eyes became calculating, though the smile was still in place. He studied Jordan, probably sensing a lot more power than he’d expected—enough power to be a real threat.

      The power Jordan could draw from the Ark seemed dependent on distance, but even several hundred clicks out the energy still felt endless.

      Javier’s unnamed companion had retreated to the guard house behind the fence, and was speaking into a walkie-talkie. Probably reporting to his superiors in the house, exactly as he should.

      “My name is Jordan.” Jordan stepped forward, offering Javier his hand. “Roberts and I go a ways back. Your boss doesn’t like me, but he’ll want to hear what I have to say anyway.”

      “Why don’t we let him be the judge of that?” Javier asked. He stared down at Jordan’s hand, so Jordan finally dropped it. “I have heard your name, Commander. It has never been spoken fondly. I can promise you that.”

      Leti seemed surprised by the exchange. She put a hand on Javier’s forearm. “Javier, please. Give him a chance. He is the Ark Lord, and we will need his aid.”

      “You are the Lord of the Ark?” Javier snorted. “You are nothing more than a hired butcher. The Ark should belong to El Medico. He’s a wise ruler, unlike certain others who bear a mantle they clearly do not deserve.”

      “You don’t like me. I get that.” Jordan folded his arms, staring coldly down at Javier. “But I’m going to go see Roberts. I’m done talking with underlings.”

      “I can summon a dozen more champions with the press of a button,” Javier sneered contemptuously. “Your empty—”

      Jordan had had enough. He took a step closer to Leti, drawing a squawk from her as he scooped her into his arms, then blurred, fueling it with all the strength offered by the Ark. Hopping over the fence, he sprinted across the bricks, then leapt into the air, kicking through a window on the second floor. He rode the spray of glass into a large library and landed in a crouch.

      The walls were covered with shields, each bearing a colorful pattern or symbol. Seven people were seated around a large table, their chairs cut from heavy mahogany. Jordan could sense the power emanating from the people around the table, and two of the males were slowly turning their heads in his direction. Both were strong enough to pierce his blur. The first male was older—at least sixty-five, Jordan would have guessed.

      The second figure was familiar: Dr. Roberts.

      Jordan released the blur. “Hello, Dr. Roberts. I’m sorry about the window.”

      “Jordan,” Roberts roared, shooting to his feet. “How dare you barge in like this, unannounced? Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “Me?” Jordan asked. He set Leti down.

      She blinked at her surroundings, clearly shocked at her sudden change in location. To her, no time had passed and they were still at the gate.

      “I’m your neighbor,” Jordan said. “Lord of the Ark of the Mother.”

      “You? She chose you?” Roberts asked. He seemed to deflate, sinking back into his chair. After a moment he composed himself, turning to the other figures at the table. “Leave us. Jordan and I need to talk. Alone.”

      Jordan nodded at Leti. “She stays.”

      “Fine,” Roberts snapped. “Everyone else, out.”

      The other figures rose, filing reluctantly out the door. Their faces were filled with curiosity, and he couldn’t blame them. It wasn’t every day an Ark Lord came crashing into your board meeting, or whatever they’d been about.

      Roberts waited until the door closed before speaking. He turned to Jordan, scratching at his ever-present beard. It was just as wild as the last time Jordan had seen him. “You can control the Ark?”

      “Yeah. How I ended up with the key is a long story, but the short version is I’m the Ark Lord.” Jordan kept his tone light. He didn’t want Roberts to think he was being insincere. “From the little Leti has told me, you’re surrounded by enemies. Seems like you might be in need of a little help.”

      “She’s right about that, and she doesn’t know the worst of it.” Roberts turned to Leti, giving her a respectful nod. “No offense meant, Leti. There are just things I haven’t been able to tell you.”

      “I take no offense, El Medico,” she replied, giving a graceful bow.

      She sat in one of the recently vacated chairs, so Jordan did the same.

      A figure appeared on the window sill, the muzzle of his machine gun raised in Jordan’s direction. Jordan blurred to the right, dodging a stream of bullets as they punched into the chair he’d been sitting in. He had enough time to identify Javier, then Roberts blurred in between them.

      El Medico seized the gun, yanking it from Javier’s grasp. “Stand down, Javier. Now.”

      Roberts’s authority was absolute. Javier relaxed, but his gaze was fixed on Jordan. There was hatred there. Jordan really needed to work on his people skills.

      “Jordan is my guest now.” Roberts patted Javier on the shoulder. “You’ve done well Javier. Thank you.”

      “As you wish, El Medico. I will head back to my post.” Javier glared daggers at Jordan. Then he turned without another word, leaping back down into the courtyard.

      “Dammit, Jordan,” Roberts said, “you make trouble wherever you go. You’re like a tornado.” He gave a heavy sigh, returning to his seat. “I hope you understand the intensity of my dislike for you. Every last time I’ve run into you, my life has gotten more complicated, and I have a feeling this is no exception. Unfortunately, you’re right. I need you. Why don’t I bring you up to speed on what we’re doing here, and you can fill me in on what you’ve been doing the last five years.”

      “Sounds fair.” Jordan nodded. “You want to start, or shall I?”

      “I don’t have time to care where you’ve been, to be honest. Let’s start with my problems, and then we’ll get to how you can help me with them,” Roberts said. He eyed Jordan coldly, but at least the animosity was familiar. “Those problems are twofold. First, the deathless have been consolidating power on this continent. Every day, their empire gets closer to us on both the northern and southern borders. We’re surrounded.”

      “I thought that this continent had the highest concentration of werewolves in the world,” Jordan pointed out.

      “It does, but we’re still drastically outnumbered. There are hundreds of millions of deathless across the continent, and only a few thousand werewolves. Most of those werewolves struck off on their own to carve out tribes. Only a few hundred stayed in New Peru. We’re surrounded and outnumbered.”

      “What about the Amazon?” Jordan asked. “Doesn’t the jungle protect your flank?”

      “It does, to a degree. The Amazon is controlled by Leti’s people, but that’s not as much a blessing as you might think. They’re religious zealots with their own carefully cobbled-together dogma.” Roberts’s contempt for the order surprised Jordan. “Still, they’re allies, of a sort. I allow them to occupy the Ark, and they leave us alone. If we’re invaded, I’m fairly confident they’ll send at least some help. I don’t think it will be nearly enough, though.”

      “Okay, that’s a grim tactical situation. What’s the second problem?” Jordan asked. He wanted to know the entirety of what he was dealing with before he started analyzing the problems.

      “Sobek. You’ve heard of him?” Roberts asked. He waved a hand, and a muffin floated off a tray and over to his hand. Jordan watched the signal carefully. This one he knew intimately, and he was confident that his command of telekinesis was greater than Roberts’s, even without the Ark.

      “Yeah, I’ve heard of him. Neither Isis nor Osiris had anything good to say about him. How is he an issue?”

      “About a year after Isis left to help you in your latest war, a ship showed up in port,” Roberts explained. “It had a cargo of black stone cut from Easter Island. Sobek claimed he’d made a deal with Isis, and that he’d deliver a shipment annually for the next decade.” He paused to tear a piece from the muffin, tossing it in his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “Do you remember why you recruited me for that initial dig, Jordan?”

      “Of course,” Jordan said, a little more forcefully than he’d intended. “You’re a geologist—one of the finest in the world before it ended. Now? The leading expert, without a doubt.”

      “I examined this stone and learned a great deal about the properties that made it so valuable in the previous age. Here, look at this.” Roberts withdrew a smooth black stone from his pocket and tossed it to Jordan.

      Jordan plucked it from the air effortlessly. “What am I looking at?” He held the stone up to his face, studying it. It was warm to the touch, and he could sense faint energy inside of it.

      “This stone is unique, so far as I can tell,” Roberts said. “It’s a type of volcanic rock, which turns out to be one of the best materials for containing the energy we utilize for our abilities. The same energy that we get from the moon, or that the deathless get from the sun. The rock makes an excellent storage mechanism for that energy. It’s slow to charge, but will hold that charge indefinitely. In the case of Easter Island, it’s been building that energy for hundreds of thousands of years—maybe millions. Since it was out in the middle of the ocean, there was no one like us around to tap into it.”

      “So you’re saying that this stone is a battery, basically?” Jordan asked. That seemed the relevant takeaway.

      “Essentially. A battery that we can build functionality into, using shaping.”

      “Like the obelisks surrounding the perimeter,” Jordan said, snapping his fingers. “They’re sensors, aren’t they?”

      “I shouldn’t be surprised that you figured out the technology so quickly, given your background with Mohn. Yes, the obelisks are my invention. They detect certain wavelengths, such as the kind we use when shaping. That’s not their only use, of course. They are also weapons—weapons we have not yet had to test.”

      “So Sobek is dropping off this stone. That’s a good thing, right?”

      “It was at first,” Roberts allowed. “The problem is that he’s growing suspicious. Sooner or later he’s going to attack—and without someone of your strength, we’re powerless to stop him.”
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      Trevor rose from where he’d been squatting next to the energy field. He began pacing, a precise five steps from one corner of their cell to the other. David had somehow modified the field to keep out sound, and it seemed to block all types of signal. None of Trevor’s shaping had affected it in any way.

      They had no way of keeping time, but Trevor was fairly certain a couple days had passed. They might have already missed their first check-in.

      “Will you please stop doing that?” Irakesh said. His voice was jarring after the prolonged silence.

      “What else would you like me to do?” Trevor asked, though he did stop pacing. “David holds our fate in his hands—and with Yuri egging him on to jettison us out the airlock, I’m not liking our chances.”

      “That is a very serious problem,” Irakesh said, in a languid, relaxed voice that suggested the opposite. “But we can do nothing about it. Absolutely nothing. All planning is pointless. So we wait. That waiting may feel unbearable, but I promise you it will pass eventually. I have a great deal of experience with patience. For my eighth birthday, my mother locked me in my chambers for a month. Every day, she slid a tray under the door. It contained the day’s food and a note. It said ‘Be patient, and this will pass.’”

      “Wow,” was all Trevor could manage. “That seems incredibly harsh.”

      “Indeed it was,” Irakesh said, “but consider the lesson—and consider how early in life I learned it. I have learned a great deal more about your world and the people that dwelled in it. Your children had no patience. Even your adults had none. Everything was about instant gratification.” He gave a toothy smile. “My mother taught me the value of patience, and I have never forgotten it. I have no need to pace. If we are here for weeks, so be it.”

      “If you’re so patient, then why does my pacing bother you?” Trevor shot back, then smiled. That had scored a point.

      There was movement down one of the corridors, beyond the area that had been cordoned off for their cell. Trevor raised a hand to silence Irakesh, who subsided with a nod.

      David and Yuri strode into the central room.

      “Hello again, Trevor. Irakesh.” David nodded to each of them in turn. “I’ve been doing quite a bit of research on the two of you. Your stories check out—but there are some disturbing gaps.”

      “How did you fact check us? The internet is gone,” Trevor asked.

      “For the most part, you’re correct,” David offered. He smiled, approaching the energy barrier. “Before the end, Mohn launched a dozen satellites into orbit. Ten of those satellites are still operational, and a number of factions all over the world tap into those satellites. Opening that communication leaves those systems vulnerable, and I’m able to breeze in and find out what I need.”

      “You’re a hacker?” Trevor asked. It seemed so odd for something like that to still exist.

      “Of a sort. I have abilities, I believe you’d call them shaping.” David held up a hand, and electricity crackled across his fingers. “I can generate almost any type of signal or wave, and those signals can be used to do all sorts of things. Before the world ended, I was a software engineer, so the first thing I learned to do was tap into electronics. The internet was my playground, and the few remaining systems still are.”

      “That’s how you know what happened to Mohn Corp.” Trevor moved to stand at the edge of the containment field, as close to David as he could get. “You monitor everything, and they probably have no idea you’re even here.”

      “No,” Yuri corrected, speaking for the first time. “They know satellite orbiting earth.” He stepped closer to the barrier as well. “Don’t know how to find. If we broadcast signal, they find.”

      “So you can listen, but not talk?” Trevor asked.

      “Precisely,” David said. He seemed pleased that Trevor was able to follow along. “We do a great deal of listening, and deploy Solaris’s teams to deal with the things we’re able to tackle.”

      “What are you, exactly?” Irakesh asked, finally rising to his feet. “You are neither god nor sorcerer, so far as I can tell. How did you get your abilities?”

      “Not by choice, that’s for damned sure.” David’s face hardened. “Before the world ended, I was an abductee. As far as the world was concerned, that made me crazy, but it was the truth. We call them the grey men, and they experimented on thousands of us across the globe.”

      “Why? What were they trying to create?” Trevor asked. The idea that aliens existed was something he’d been comfortable with long before the world ended. He’d never given much credence to alien abduction cases, though, because most weren’t credible.

      “We call ourselves supers. Cliché, but hey, it fits. Those of us that survived the testing found we had an array of strange abilities. My wife can phase through walls, and even teleport. I can manipulate almost any signal, and I’ve met someone who can throw a tank like a baseball.”

      “Yeah, but why give you those abilities?” Trevor asked. “It doesn’t make any sense. They’re creating their own enemies.”

      “I get the skepticism. I asked the same thing, trust me.” David gave a weary eye roll. “The grey men were trying to create someone with my specific subset of abilities. I can simulate their technology, and I’m a Homo sapiens. The grey men have another name, something you might recognize. Have you heard of ‘the progeny of the Builders’?”

      “Shit,” Trevor said, his enthusiasm dampened. “Ka used that term. And so did Set. So these grey men are the Builders?”

      “Their forerunners, I think. The grey men were an early expedition sent to ready the Earth for their recolonization. Their goal was to access the Ark network left behind by the Builders, but when they returned they found that those Arks had been modified. The woman you’d call Isis created a sort of lock for each Ark. Those Arks can only be accessed with someone possessing the right key.” David paused. “You know exactly what I’m talking about, don’t you?”

      “Sure,” Trevor allowed. “I have one of those keys. I know two more people who have them as well. If I understand what you’re saying, when Isis made the Ark keys she blocked these grey men from repossessing the Arks their ancestors had created?”

      “Yeah, that’s it exactly,” David said. “Isis basically changed the locks, coding the Arks to our DNA. They were experimenting on humanity, because the Arks have been modified to recognize our genetic structure. They’ll only accept an Ark Lord who started off human. The grey men know that, and have for a very long time—several thousand years, at least.”

      “Why do they need the Arks so badly?” Irakesh asked. “Surely their power has grown since leaving our world countless millennia ago.”

      “Because the grey men aren’t infallible. They came back to Earth assuming they’d have access to the Arks, and apparently they needed the Arks to send a message back home. Their own ships are too weak to generate a pulse strong enough to reach their home world.” David raised a hand and a shimmering holoscreen appeared.

      Trevor recognized it instantly as a solar system, but it was unfamiliar to him. “That blue one is their world?”

      “Yeah, so far as we know. It’s about fourteen light years away. Their ships can transmit a signal at a little slower than the speed of light, but the Arks are capable of generating a message that will travel much more swiftly. Unfortunately, the grey men were able to do exactly that. Five years ago you may have felt a pulse of incredible power being fired from the Arks.”

      “Yeah,” Trevor said. “We saw that, and had no way of explaining it at the time. You’re telling me that was these grey men phoning home?”

      “I’m afraid so. We tried to stop them, but they found a way around us. It turns out there are seven Arks, one for each continent. During Isis’s time, she created a lock for six of them. The seventh was buried under Antarctica, and didn’t have the same genetic safeguards. The grey men are in control of that Ark.”

      “Wait a minute. Does that mean the grey men can get into the Nexus?” Trevor felt himself tensing. “David, we need to warn my friends. Blair and Jordan have to know about this. When we separated, we agreed to meet up there. They’ve already used the Arks to communicate through the Nexus.”

      “Oh, my god,” David said. His face had gone ashen. “We’ve got to stop them. Yuri, go to the lab and tell Anna to get prepped for deployment.”
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      “I won’t be gone long.” Blair took Liz’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “At least one of us has to stay. You know that.”

      “I know.” Liz looked up, eyes full of emotion.

      Blair drew her into a tight hug.

      “Be quick,” she said. “I just can’t shake the feeling that if you leave I won’t see you for months. Every time we separate, it takes forever to find each other again. We’ve really just found each other. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You won’t.” Blair kissed her hand. “I may be back in an hour. I just have to meet with the others so we can compare notes.”

      She gave him a smile, and then he was off. He fueled his blur, leaping from hill to hill. He had no idea how fast he was going, but he crossed Rohnert Park and then Petaluma in a matter of minutes.

      Along the way, he felt hundreds of canine minds reaching out. They were curious, but he was in a hurry. Introductions could come after he was back home. For now, he needed to get to the Ark before the sun set.

      It had already sunk to the horizon’s edge, barely visible over a cluster of eucalyptus trees. Blair redoubled his speed, blurring straight up 101 freeway. He blew through Novato, then San Rafael, and finally into Larkspur.

      The Ark was visible now. He could have simply light walked from Santa Rosa, but it was important that he learn the terrain in this new world. That required him to see it, even if briefly.

      Besides, he’d missed these rolling hills, the oak forests to one side, and the redwoods closer to the coast. This place had always been home; he was excited that it would be again. He and Liz had finally come home, and he wasn’t about to let some emergency tear him away—assuming there even was one.

      He paused in Larkspur, stopping in the parking lot where he’d battled against Irakesh, Trevor, and Cyntia. The place was even more ruined—every window shattered and the roof sagging inwards. Rust covered everything, even the weights inside the gym. Behind the gym was the bay, and dominating the bay was his Ark.

      Blair closed his eyes, connecting to the Ark. He willed it to light walk him directly into the Nexus, and the Ark thrummed in response. A familiar flash carried him into a moment of vertigo, then he was standing on the light bridge in the Nexus.

      “Ah, Ark Lord Blair.” Ka’s pleasant voice came from the far side of the room. The green hologram gave a jerky bow, polite as always. “You are the first to arrive. I am awaiting your companions. If you’d like to wait in the central chamber, that’s where your friends will go after arrival.”

      Blair nodded his thanks, then started walking in that direction. It didn’t take long to reach the large, round chamber. He tried to stop himself, but he looked up anyway.

      The cracks in the glass dome were no worse than they had been five years ago, but they were still just as alarming. Above that glass lay the entire weight of the ocean, so deep that it was pure, inky blackness.

      A lifelike hologram flared into existence a few feet away, and Blair was surprised to realize it was Jordan, not Ka. Jordan started to offer him a transparent hand, then stopped. “I almost forgot I can’t touch you.”

      “You couldn’t come in person?” Blair asked.

      “It would have been a hassle,” Jordan explained. “There’s a lot to catch up on, but I’m down in Lima helping Dr. Roberts. They’ve elected him president.” He gave an affectionate smile. “That guy is exactly what this country needed.”

      “Tell him I said ‘hey.’” Blair returned the smile. He missed the bristly-bearded geologist. “Looks like Trevor’s the last to arrive.”

      “Pardon me, Ark Lords.” Ka cocked its bulbous head. “The readings I received from the Ark of the Cradle when the light bridge was activated are quite alarming. The Ark’s reserves are at critical levels. It is approaching total failure. Given that state, he may not be able to activate his Ark’s communication array.”

      “Ka, can you record our conversation?” Blair asked.

      Ka bowed again. “Of course. I am already doing so. I hope this is acceptable.”

      “If Trevor arrives after we leave,” Blair said, “I want you to play the conversation Jordan and I are about to have. That will catch him up on our news.”

      “Of course. I’m happy to comply,” Ka replied—happily, of course.

      “So what did you and Liz find?” Jordan asked. He folded those tree trunk arms against his chest.

      “Angel Island was blitzed by a settlement of deathless,” Blair explained. “The survivors fled north, to Santa Rosa. I don’t know if you remember—”

      “Stop talking,” a new voice said. “Right now.”

      A new hologram appeared, this one a young man in his mid-twenties. He had tousled hair, a little too artfully arranged to be accidental. A thin beard ran along his jawline.

      “Yes,” he said, “you heard me right. Shut up. The Nexus’s communications network isn’t private. All the Arks can tap into it. The grey men are listening, and so are a couple Ark Lords.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Blair asked. He shifted to warform, prepared to summon the staff if needed.

      “And who the hell are the grey men?” Jordan added.

      “We’ve got to make this fast, so please try to keep up. My name is David. I can save you, but you’re going to have to work with me, all right?”

      “Why should we do anything you say?” Jordan asked. His right hand wrapped around a holographic sidearm. “You want cooperation. Start talking.”

      “Like I said, we don’t have time. The grey men will already be on their way. Listen, I’ve got your friend Trevor. How do you think I knew to be here? He told me about your meeting. I realize trust is in short supply, but you’ve got to give me a little. Like I said, I can save you, but I need your help to do that. Are you with me?”

      “Okay, I’m on board,” Blair said.

      Jordan looked askance at him, then turned and nodded to David. “What do you need us to do?”

      “It’s best that you get off the line, Jordan. Then we can close the communications array. I’m going to come down to the Nexus. I’ll bring Trevor with me. We’re going to appear in the chamber you’re standing in, so don’t freak out. Give us a couple minutes to get our gear together.”
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      Trevor rose to his feet as Yuri re-entered the central room with a new figure in tow. He blinked in surprised, shocked to realize he knew the woman David had referred to as Anna. “Anput?”

      “By Ra, you’re right,” Irakesh said. He gave a warm laugh. “Aunt Anput, it’s good to see you. Surely you can convince David that we’re no threat, and should be released.”

      “Why would I do that, nephew?” Anput asked. Her hair fell in artfully coifed waves, and she wore a pair of glasses highlighting gorgeous brown eyes. “You are one of the largest threats I have ever encountered. Your reckless actions put Isis and Ra at odds, and nearly cost us everything.”

      She approached their makeshift cell, stopping just outside the energy barrier, then delivered a warm smile to Trevor. “You, on the other hand, I am most definitely willing to vouch for. David, you should let Trevor out immediately. He’s a capable ally, one that I trust.”

      “I was already planning on it.” David waved a hand, and the wall before Trevor fell away.

      He stepped through, offering Anput a hand. She ignored it, sweeping him into a hug. He could feel her pressed against him, triggering that odd feeling of lust. Given that he was basically a walking corpse, it was damned odd. It was part of her vampire heritage, something she’d inherited from Osiris.

      “Thank you,” Irakesh said. He stepped forward, but David waved a hand and the energy field reappeared. Irakesh bumped nose-first into it, falling back with a curse. “Are you really going to keep me imprisoned? I serve Trevor. Anput, surely you recognize the Collar of Shi-Dun.”

      Anput gave a musical laugh as she inspected Trevor’s wrist. “You’ve enslaved him. This might be the single most beautiful thing I have ever seen—Irakesh forced to serve a man he detests.”

      “Collar of Shi-Dun? Explain,” Yuri asked. He stood near the back of the room, a near-silent shadow until he spoke.

      “The collar controls the actions of the person wearing it,” Anput said. She gestured at Trevor. “Whoever wears the bracelet is in control. Trevor can force Irakesh to do just about anything.”

      “Explains situation,” Yuri said. He gave a grim smile. “Glad to see Trevor still ally. More glad to see Irakesh wear collar. Like dog.”

      “Trevor,” David said, “are you okay with leaving Irakesh here? No offense, but I don’t want him in my backfield. The rest of us will head to the Nexus.” He wiped a lock of hair from his eyes, eyes hardening. “There’s a high likelihood that the grey men will respond in force. If they do, you’re going to want one of these.”

      He reached inside his coat, withdrawing a small golden boomerang and handing it to Trevor.

      Trevor hefted it experimentally. It was heavy, and just a little larger than his hand. When he wrapped his hand around the center portion, the two tips jutted out on either side. “It’s warm, and I can feel power within it. Is it Sunsteel?”

      “Near enough. You supply the energy. The weapon enhances it, firing a beam that disintegrates anything it touches. The more energy you supply, the more powerful the beam.” David aimed his weapon at the wall, and twin beams of green shot from it. They converged just past his hand, slamming into the wall in waves. “That was the lowest intensity, which would still kill an un-enhanced human. A full blast can disintegrate just about everything I’ve shot at. There are some defenses, but not many.”

      “Got it. I assume our opponents will be using something similar?”

      “Stole from them. Grey men use same,” Yuri confirmed. “David, should alert Jillian?”

      “No time. We’ll have to go with who we have. Everyone get close,” David ordered. Trevor stepped closer, as did the others. “Okay, hang on. We’re going.”

      A familiar white flash emanated from David, the same type Trevor had seen when using a light bridge. There was the instant of vertigo, then he was standing in the Nexus’s central chamber. Blair was there, but there was no sign of Jordan.

      “You said you can save us. Start talking,” Blair said. He was still in human form, but his voice carried even more authority than it had just a few days ago. Trevor had rarely been as glad to see anyone.

      “Wait a minute. Professor Smith?” David asked. His eyes widened. “It is you. Oh, my god. You’re Ark Lord Blair?”

      “Do I know you?” Blair seemed unmoved, shrugging at Trevor. “What’s he talking about?

      “I was one of your students at SRJC. I took Anthology 1A with you. Then, about six years back, I stopped by with my friend Jillian. We told you she was writing a book, remember?” David asked, clearly hopeful.

      “I think so. You were asking why pyramids appeared all over the world throughout history. At the time I thought you were writing a cheap thriller. It wasn’t research for a book, was it?” Blair asked.

      “Nope. Turns out we were looking for the Arks before we even knew what they were. Listen, I realize we don’t have time to catch up. We need to move quickly.” David turned to the center of the room. “Ka, get your holographic butt out here.”

      Ka obligingly shimmered into view. “How can I help you, David?”

      “Monitor the Antarctic light bridge and let us know the instant it activates. Track the arrivals, and give us numbers and location,” David ordered. Trevor was impressed. He sounded like an experienced battlefield commander, despite his age.

      “Seven grey men have already arrived,” Ka replied cheerfully. “They are making their way toward the central chamber. At their current rate they will arrive in one minute and twelve seconds.”

      “We need to decide what we want to do right now,” David said. He stared hard at Blair. “We can fight them, and we’ll probably win. Doing so will give them information about you, though—things they may not already know. They’ll transmit everything they learn back to their collective as it happens.”

      “So we want to wipe them out without showing them everything we can do.” Blair shifted in the blink of an eye, suddenly becoming eight heavily-muscled feet of silver fur—with teeth. “I’m betting they’re familiar with champions by now. That means blur should be safe to use.”

      “Perfect.” David nodded. “I gave Trevor one of their weapons. I’ll hang back and let you engage. I’m not bad in a fight, but I’ve heard legends of what the two of you can do.”

      “Yuri melt faces, too,” Yuri said. He trotted to the far side of the room, dropping to one knee and taking aim at the doorway.

      “I’ll hang back as well,” Anput said. Her body darkened, then disappeared as she slid into the shadows. “It’s better they don’t know I exist, especially if they’re working with Hades.”

      Trevor slipped into the shadows as well, gliding to a position about fifteen feet from Yuri. Their fields of fire would overlap, and since Yuri couldn’t see him, it was important to stay out of his line of fire.

      Something was approaching. He didn’t hear anything, but Trevor could feel something with the ability to shape getting closer.

      These grey men are powerful shapers, his Risen whispered. Perhaps more powerful than you. Their strength will not be easily overcome. Utilizing surprise is vital. The moment they enter, we must destroy them. Do not hesitate.

      Trevor didn’t reply, though he did agree. These fuckers had to go. He gathered his weight, doing a running jump at the wall above the doorway. He grabbed the wall, sinking his claws into the marble, and hung there, suspended over the door. Aiming the strange boomerang, he waited.

      He didn’t have to wait long. The first grey man leapt into the room, a golden boomerang clutched in each hand, and began firing pulses of green, walking the gunfire across the room. The first blasts zipped in Blair’s direction, but he blurred right, then lunged with his claws. The grey man crossed its arms in front of it, a golden wall of force appearing just in time to ward off Blair’s blow.

      The grey man seemed completely unaware of Trevor’s presence. Trevor lined up the shot, just like his dad had taught him as a kid, then poured every bit of energy he could summon into the boomerang. The green beam was thicker and brighter than the shots the grey man had fired, but seemed otherwise unremarkable—until it struck the grey man in the back of its oblong head, vaporizing it. The body tumbled into the room, its boomerangs clattering across the floor.

      Trevor had only a split second to react as another grey man appeared in the air a few feet away. Its boomerang was already firing, a stream of deadly green coming right for Trevor’s face. Time slowed, and he tumbled slowly backwards as the pulse advanced toward his face. It was still coming quickly, despite the blur.

      He threw himself down, kicking off the wall to add just a bit more speed. The pulse passed millimeters from his nose, blasting into the wall behind him. Trevor jerked his boomerang into line with the new attacker, squeezing off a hasty shot. The grey man disappeared, and the shot cored the wall behind it.

      Blast it. Could these things teleport? He wished David had given them more information to go on.

      Trevor vanished, dropping silently to the floor. There was no sign of his attacker. No sign of any attacker.

      “Brace yourself,” David roared from the back of the room. Trevor grabbed the base of Ka’s pedestal, just in time for a wave of pure force to sweep over him. Blair wasn’t as lucky, catching the full brunt of the attack. He was hurled toward the wall, sailing in Trevor’s direction.

      Trevor extended a hand, and Blair caught it. Trevor swung him around, launching Blair toward the doorway. He blurred at the apex, adding to Blair’s momentum.

      Blair shot forward like a supersonic missile, sailing into the hallway. Two grey men suddenly became visible, knocked to the ground like bowling pins. Blair was on the first before Trevor blurred up the corridor. He lined up a shot on the second, ending it with a blast from the boomerang.

      The last grey man appeared behind Trevor, ramming a glowing blue blade through his chest. It hurt, but he had no internal organs to destroy.

      The blow would slow him, though.

      “Gregg, get out of way,” Yuri roared from behind.

      Trevor smiled grimly, shifting his body to green mist. Two sleek black missiles shot into the grey man, a wave of fire ballooning outward. When it had cleared, the surrounding walls were covered in disgusting green residue.

      “That’s the last of them,” David said. He rose from cover, trotting over to Trevor and Blair. “We’ve got to move quickly. They’ll be back soon, and in greater numbers.”

      “Okay, Obi-wan,” Blair said, raising a wolfish eyebrow. “What do you propose?”

      “There’s a lot I don’t have time to tell you,” David said. “You should head for the Peruvian Ark. I need to get back to the Black Knight, but I can send Anna with you. There’s something in the Amazon that’s of great interest to Hades, which means the grey men are after it, too. Anna can brief you on the entire situation once you’re safe.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” Blair said. He folded his arms, staring hard at David, then at Trevor. “The grey men are a threat, sure. But they aren’t the only threat. I need to get my house in order. That means going back to Santa Rosa. You and Anput should continue to South America, meet with Jordan, and see what you can do. When I get a handle on what’s going on in Santa Rosa, I’ll come to Peru to update you.”

      “We’ll miss you,” Trevor said, “but I completely understand. Take care of Liz for me.” He offered Blair a hand.

      Blair shook it. “Thanks for understanding, Trev.”

      “Be safe, man, and tell Liz I love her.” Trevor turned to Anput. “Lead the way.”
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      Jordan appeared against the wall of the central chamber, spotting Elia across the room. She knelt, praying, at the feet of the statue of Isis. The bullet holes from the combat he’d instigated while still working for Mohn had been painstakingly repaired, though those spots were a slightly different shade of white.

      “The real thing was much more feisty,” Jordan said. He ambled toward her, trying to be as unthreatening as possible.

      “Is. The real thing is much more feisty,” Elia replied, rising gracefully. She turned to face Jordan, her entire body tense. Undisguised hatred smoldered in those eyes. “I tire of your blasphemy. I know that I cannot stop you—you have too much brute strength for that—but I do not need to listen to you profane the scriptures. What do you want, heathen?”

      “I wanted to let you know I was here,” Jordan said. “I’m going to meet some friends at the light bridge, and they might be coming in hot. Keep your people away from that room until I’ve dealt with the situation.” Jordan moderated his tone, reminding himself that he couldn’t approach every interaction like this was the military.

      “What? You’ve invited yet more heathens to this holiest of place? I will not allow it. I will—”

      Jordan did the least confrontational thing he could think of. He teleported. He didn’t have time to deal with her shit, not right now.

      He appeared next to the light bridge. They hadn’t arrived yet, so he folded his arms, settling in to wait. Waiting was, and always had been, the worst part of being a soldier; he’d learned that long before he’d worked for Mohn.

      All you could do as an enlisted was wait for orders. Those orders could mean your death, or the death of your friends. Yet the orders were never the worst part. It was the damned waiting, the not knowing what you were going to have to do in order to preserve lives.

      Jordan didn’t know who or what was coming across the light bridge, nor when it would happen. Would they be pursued by these grey men? What were their weaknesses? Their tactics? Jordan needed intel, but—like it or not—all he could do was wait.

      So he did.

      Sixteen minutes later the light bridge finally activated, its clean white light flooding the room. Three figures stood there, and Jordan was surprised to realize he recognized all of them.

      He’d expected Trevor. He hadn’t expected the other two.

      Jordan recognized Anput from his time at the Ark of the Cradle. She had always been thick as thieves with Trevor, and had served Ra loyally. Her husband, Anubis, had been a royal pain in Jordan’s ass.

      The last figure was the most welcome, and Jordan moved forward to offer his hand. “You look like hell, Yuri.”

      “Eh, not so bad. Just older. Years tough,” Yuri said. He shook Jordan’s hand, his grip as firm as ever. His goatee had patches of grey now, but his hair was still dark and he still wore the same mirrored shades he’d always loved. “Good to see you, Commander.”

      “Welcome to the Mother’s Ark,” Jordan said. He released Yuri, and turned to the others. “Unfortunately, our stay here is going to be short. I can’t take you further into the Ark just yet. An order of priests have taken up residence, and it will be simpler if we avoid them. Now, how about someone tell me what the hell just happened in the Nexus?”

      “We have a lot to catch up on, Commander.” Anput offered Jordan her hand like she expected him to kiss it. Jordan shook it instead. “I see you’ve grown far more powerful than at our last meeting. Hopefully you can help us win this war, Ark Lord.”

      “Which war, exactly?” Jordan asked.

      “She’s talking about the Builders,” Trevor supplied. “What she and David call the ‘grey men’.” He gave Jordan a respectful nod, which Jordan grudgingly returned. “We engaged them in the Nexus. They’re tough, but we took down a handful easily enough.”

      “This time,” Anput said, frowning. “They are masters of adaptation. We do our best to hide our true capabilities, because every time they see us do something they either counter it or start using it themselves.”

      “I need a lot more basic information before I feel qualified to even discuss a war with these grey men,” Jordan said. He folded his arms. “Trevor and I have been gone for five years. He might know some of what’s going on, but I’m still in the dark about a lot of things. Yuri, what happened with Mohn Corp.? Is the old man in charge of the Syracuse facility?”

      “No.” Yuri frowned, stress lines tightening around his eyes. “Syracuse gone. Old man dead, or worse.”

      “What happened?” Jordan asked quietly.

      “Nox,” Anput snapped. Her expression suggested that her hatred was personal. “He’s Hades’s chief enforcer. He took Mohn Corp. apart in less than three months. His demons hit every facility around the globe, converting or destroying everyone. Everything Mohn had, Hades now has.”

      Jordan didn’t like the implications of that at all.

      “You’d know Nox by another name,” Anput continued, moderating her tone. “Trevor, I suspect you’ll recognize it too. Nox was once the Director, the most highly trusted member in Mohn’s organization.”

      “The Director?” Jordan said. He sat down against the marble wall, slumping to the warm stone. “That’s pretty much the worse news I could have imagined. If he works for Hades, we’re in serious trouble.”

      “He’s worked for Hades for five years.” Anput spat. “During that time we’ve lost engagement after engagement. We’ve been powerless, while Hades has made deals across Asia and Africa. He’s building a global army, slowly infecting every leader he meets with demonic taint. They have no idea the cost of the bargain they’re making, and the fools are lining up to sign on. He’s already got Syracuse as a beachhead in North America. Now, he’s set his sights on South America.”

      “What does Hades want?” Trevor asked.

      “Good question,” Jordan added. “Set seemed unbalanced, but Hades was self-serving. What does he want? Global domination?”

      “David was able to intercept some of their recent communications,” Anput said. “They’re after a city, maybe the first city to ever have existed. In that city is something called the Proto Ark. The problem is, we don’t know why they need it.” She brushed a lock of dark hair from her face. “Hades works with the grey men, and we’re guessing that they’re the senior partners in that relationship. They’re mostly holed up in Antarctica, and seem to be letting Hades do the bulk of the work. I’d guess his first order of business is conquering every continent, but that can’t be his end game. He’s proven too intelligent for that.”

      “I’m still trying to get a handle on these grey men,” Jordan said. “Are they an immediate threat? If so, are you trying to focus on them or on Hades?” He felt like he needed a flow chart to understand their various enemies.

      “David considers the grey men to be the primary threat,” Anput said, “and Project Solaris lacks the resources to go after Hades, even if they did consider him a primary threat. He isn’t, so far as we can tell. He’s self-serving and deceitful, but the grey men are paving the way for the return of the Builders. If they aren’t stopped, we’re going to have to deal with something even Isis and Ra never faced.” She adopted a faraway look. “I’ve had a glimpse into one of their minds. The ones that left Earth before the last ice age are still alive. They make someone like Isis or Osiris look like a child.”

      “I can’t even wrap my brain around that,” Trevor murmured. “If these things have had millions of years to get stronger, there’s no way we’re going to be able to stop them. Not without one hell of an advantage.”

      “Gaining that advantage is why David sent me,” Anput said. She looked from Jordan to Trevor. “You two are new players, and one of you is the Ark Lord of this continent. With your combined help, we might be able to reach this Proto Ark before they do.”

      “Maybe,” Jordan said, and shook his head. “The tactical situation in Peru is grim. Brazil is encroaching on both the northern and southern border. There’s a whole lot of deathless packing a whole lot of weaponry, and every last one wants Peru to burn to the ground. I’m not sure I can go haring off into the jungle. These people need me.”

      “Your concern for these people is laudable, but you have to realize what’s at stake. Jordan, something came before the Arks,” Anput said. “From what we understand, the Builders were the dominant race some 2.3 million years ago. They were far more advanced than humanity, and they built a city that housed the bulk of their culture. This was long before they created the Arks, perhaps hundreds of thousands of years. Eventually, for whatever reason, they built an Ark on every continent. Their numbers fell dramatically, until there were only a handful remaining.”

      “Why did they build the Arks?” Trevor asked. “Their placement doesn’t appear random. Why were they constructed in the first place?”

      “David has a theory,” Anput allowed. “I haven’t been able to substantiate it. He believes they built the Arks as a transmission network. When they decided to leave they beamed themselves to their new world as light, using the Arks.”

      “That’s the light pulses David was talking about?” Trevor asked.

      “Yes, it sounds like you witnessed them,” Anput said.

      “Yeah,” Jordan said, nodding. He turned back to Trevor. “It was right after the CME, maybe a month or two later. The Ark beamed something into the sky, and we had no idea what or why. Is that what you’re talking about?”

      “That’s it exactly,” Anput said, soberly. “In that case, the grey men were beaming information. Information the Builders now have. In the distant past, we think they may have beamed their own consciousnesses.”

      “So this Proto Ark,” Jordan broke in. “Assuming it still exists, where is it exactly, and what is it you think having it will do for us?”

      “We believe the Proto Ark is located somewhere in the Amazon jungle,” Anput said. “That’s backed up by the fact that Nox was recently sighted in Brazil, and that Brazil has launched a massive offensive into the jungle. They know the Proto Ark is there, and they’re searching for it. We don’t know everything it can do, but the fact that they want it should be enough.”

      “It’s enough for me,” Trevor said. “Jordan?”

      “It’s too thin. I can’t leave on a hunch,” Jordan finally said. “If this place is a threat, I need to know how.”

      “How about this, then?” Anput asked. “The staff that Isis used, the Primary Access Key? Both that and its mate were created at the Proto Ark. If the grey men are able to make another, then they’ll be able to seize control of the entire Ark network. They’d be able to circumvent the security Isis put into place. Even were they not, do we really want them to be able to create access keys? Even a few would be enough to end the war instantly.”

      “Okay,” Jordan said. “You’ve convinced me of the gravity of the situation. We need to get to the Proto Ark before they do.” He gave a grim smile. “I think we can make that happen. I know just the person who can help us.”
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      The Great Bear lumbered towards the colorful tent nestled atop a rise overlooking a nameless glacial lake. By day, its waters were the bluest thing he’d ever seen, though they were painted black under the heavy moon. The tent was bright yellow, visible from miles off. Yosemite could hear a single heartbeat coming from inside that tent.

      “Awaken, child of man,” the Great Bear roared. He rose to his full height, three times that of a tall man. His voice was thunderous, but he shattered a foot-thick pine to punctuate it. “Rise, and be judged.”

      The heartbeat quickened, and then one of the wonderful zippers these moderns had invented began to unzip. The flap fell, and a woman emerged from the tent. She stared impassively at Yosemite, seemingly unconcerned by her impending death.

      “What do you want, old Bear?” The woman’s voice was crusted with age.

      “Why have you come to the roof of the world? There is nothing for your kind here. Before I kill you, I would know your purpose.” The Bear lumbered within easy reach of the woman, yet she did not flee.

      “These lands used to belong to my people,” she explained. “My tribe is called the Miwok. I figured I’m going to die soon, so I may as well do it somewhere pretty.”

      “You are of the Ahwanechee?” he rumbled, bending to sniff her. “Your legends tell you of the Great Bear?”

      “That’s right. The Ahwanechee came before the Miwok, but we’re the same stock. Our legends tell of the Great Bear.” She rubbed her gloved hands together to ward the chill. “They say that you were called Yosemite, a chieftain of your people, and that you earned your name by slaying a grizzly. Of course, those legends seem like they were off. They said you were a man, once.”

      “Your tales hit near enough the mark,” the Bear replied. “I was born a bear, the largest to roam the mountains you call the Sierras. One day, a woman came to me. I attacked her, as I would any other human. She was prey, or so I thought. That woman became a wolf, and bested me. I was forced to retreat, but she followed. When she caught me, she healed my wounds.”

      “You’re talking about the earth mother.” She nodded in recognition, waving for him to continue.

      “Yes, the same. The earth mother changed me. She used her magics to shape me into a man. I was able to think as a man, to appear as a man.” Yosemite moved to sit near the woman, his form still dwarfing her. “But I am not a man. I am Bear.”

      “Well, Bear, if you’re going to kill me, get on with it,” the woman taunted. “It’s mighty cold, and I’m tired of listening to you yammer.”

      Inexplicable anger burst to life, coloring the Bear’s vision. He roared, lunging for the woman. She made no move to flee, smiling as he took her life.

      The Bear tore off a hunk of flesh, wolfing it down. He lost himself in the feeding, completely unprepared for the burst of scarlet light that came from the corpse.

      He snorted, pawing at his nose as he backed away from the meal. His eyes itched, and his head hurt.

      A thin, reedy voice sounded within the Bear’s head. It was high, like the mountain wind. He’d not heard it in seasons uncounted. You are a fool, old Bear.

      “Windigo,” Yosemite growled. He rose slowly to his feet, peering around the snowy ravine. “Show yourself, trickster.”

      I can’t do that, I’m afraid, Windigo taunted.

      The Bear remembered the Mother speaking into his mind, and Ahiga had once done the same. Yet Windigo was no Ka-Dun.

      “Where are you, demon?” the Bear roared. He spun around, still searching. Perhaps Windigo was in the shadows, somewhere. Like a Ka-Ken.

      I was in the woman, you fool. When you consumed her, you opened yourself to me. Now I am in your mind. Already I am overpowering your defenses, and each time you sleep I will control your body.

      “No,” the Bear said. He turned in a frantic circle, still trying to locate Windigo.

      I tricked you, Bear. Windigo’s laugher echoed in the Bear’s head.

      “What do you want, trickster?” the Bear demanded.

      You will leave these mountains, making your way toward the city that men call Santa Rosa.

      “Why would I do anything you ask?”

      Because I will kill every one of your children while you sleep. There are few enough bears in these mountains as it is. If you want to save your children, start walking west. Stay, and I’ll ensure that your species is eradicated.
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      Blair briefly surveyed San Francisco from his perch atop Mount Burdell. He was about thirty miles north of the city, but he could be there in a few heartbeats. He could blaze through the deathless, extinguishing every last one of the lights.

      Part of him longed to do that. Melissa certainly deserved it, after what she’d done to Angel Island. She could have come clean and told them. He’d have respected her for it.

      That would have been most unwise on her part, Ka-Dun. You’d have slain her out of hand, and she knew it.

      That was probably true. He would have killed her, and even if he hadn’t Liz certainly would have. So, in a way, he couldn’t blame Melissa for not telling him.

      He could blame her for doing it in the first place, but now wasn’t the time for vengeance. He’d meant what he said to Trev. He needed to get home, to Santa Rosa. It was time to rebuild, not to pick fights.

      Blair turned from San Francisco, staring north. Below him lay Petaluma, golden hills forming a valley where dozens of farms had once lain. Most of that land was fallow now, reclaimed to some extent by nature. He could feel the minds prowling the darkness down there: dogs, coyotes, and a few foxes. They watched for threats, ready to alert their human allies if they found deathless.

      He blurred from his perch, soaring down the mountainside to the valley below. Blair landed in a crouch, then bounded into the air. He flitted from building to building, the miles rolling by as he made his way closer to Santa Rosa. The wind tore at his fur, but he reveled in it.

      High above, the full moon shone down, feeding him a trickle of power. That, too, felt good, though he didn’t need it with so much more power readily available from the Ark.

      Several minutes later, Blair reached Santa Rosa. The dark houses stood like tombs. He could hear heartbeats in a few, but most were empty. It would take decades to repopulate, assuming the world was able to go that long without yet another apocalypse.

      Rebuilding was daunting, but if Alicia could shoulder the burden, so could he and Liz.

      Blair blurred up Fountaingrove Parkway, leaping up the hillside to land near Alicia’s house. He could sense Liz inside. Blair slowed, pausing outside the front door. He shifted back to human form, then rapped three times. Several moments later he heard footsteps on the stairs—two pairs. The door opened to reveal Alicia, her long dark hair in a simple ponytail.

      “You came back,” Alicia said. She motioned for him to enter, giving a brief smile.

      “You sound surprised,” Blair said, hugging her as he stepped into the unfurnished home. “I was just exchanging news with the other Ark Lords we know.”

      “What’s that stench?” Liz asked. She crinkled her nose in disgust.

      “Oh, yeah, I guess I did get some goo on me,” Blair said. Dark green blood had spattered all over his chest fur. He shifted back to human form, and the spots remained. They smelled like sour milk.

      “Explain.” Liz raised a copper eyebrow.

      “All right, but let’s do it outside so I don’t stink up the house.” Blair agreed. He walked to the back deck, opening the door and stepping outside. The others followed. “I met with Trevor and Jordan. Apparently, our use of the Ark communication network alerted the progeny of the Builders, and possibly the other Ark Lords. We were warned by a guy named David who worked for something called Project Solaris. He claims that before the end of the world he’d been abducted by aliens that he calls the grey men. He was one of thousands of experiments.”

      “What kind of experiments?” Alicia asked, rather dubiously.

      “The kind that gave them the ability to shape.” Blair leaned against the wooden railing. He stripped off his goop-covered shirt, setting it on the railing. The cool wind felt good on his bare skin. “I saw some of what he can do, and I don’t think he was lying.”

      “So where did the blood come from?”

      “The grey men sent a scouting party when they realized someone was using the Nexus,” Blair explained. “We took care of them. No casualties. Trevor is fine.” He knew that was what Liz would most want to know. “They wanted me to go with them to South America to talk further about the threat, but I told them we have our own problems to deal with.”

      Alicia and Liz shared a look that Blair didn’t much like.

      “What?” he said.

      “We received a messenger just a few minutes ago,” Liz said. She bit her lip. “From Melissa. She says that the Lords of Silicon Valley want to meet in person to discuss a possible treaty.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Liz said. She took his hand and he gave her a squeeze. “How do you want to play this?”

      Blair considered that for a moment. “I think we should meet with them.”

      “Are you insane?” Alicia asked, her voice rising half an octave. “You have to know this is an ambush. They want to kill you and take the key to the Ark. You’re just going to walk into their trap and let them take it?”

      “You’re right about it being a trap, but if we decline they’ll just come after Santa Rosa. We need to respond with a show of force, let them know that we can’t be pushed around,” Blair said. He rose from the railing, turning south to peer in the direction of San Francisco. “A war is coming. A big one. We need to get our house in order, and that means one way or another we need to deal with these deathless. As soon as possible.”

      “If you want to go, I’ll support you,” Liz said. She gave him a tentative smile. “I don’t mind admitting I’m afraid, though.”

      “I knew you’d leave again,” Alicia snapped. She spun around, stalking toward the stairs to the second floor.

      “Alicia, wait,” Blair called.

      Alicia, much to his surprise, stopped and turned to face him.

      He followed her into the house. “Come with us. We’re going to go down, deal with this threat, and then come back here to talk about whatever Windigo is. Liz and I are not going anywhere. We’re going to help set things right.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it,” Alicia muttered, but at least it was under her breath. She sighed, raising her voice. “Fine, I’ll pack a bag. The messenger said tomorrow at noon.”

      “That makes sense,” Blair mused. “That’s the height of their power, after all. Where do they want to meet?”

      “San Francisco. The Hilton in the Financial District,” Liz said.

      “Then I definitely like our chances.” Blair smiled. “I think the deathless have no idea what a fully powered Ark can do, especially one that close.”
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      Nox smoothed his slacks, admiring himself in the suite’s mirror. It had been a long time since he’d had access to the creature comforts of the business world. He hadn’t realized how much he loved a good suit until he’d been without them for five years.

      “Thank you for the use of your tailor,” he said. “Do you have anything of note to report about your efforts in the jungle?”  He didn’t face Camiero, instead pulling his tie into a perfect Windsor. The humidity here would normally make a suit impractical, but since he no longer sweated he could wear a suit in any climate.

      “Of course,” Camiero replied. “I am happy to see you suitably attired. Regrettably, I have little progress to report. You have set a near impossible task, and I warned you that it would take a great deal of time.” His eyes narrowed. “If I were a mistrustful man, I might assume that I was being set up to fail. But that would make me paranoid, would it not?”

      “You’re not paranoid,” Nox said. “You failing is one possible outcome, and if it happens you’ll be blamed for that failure. Honestly? I would prefer that it play out differently.” He finally turned his full attention on the deathless and smiled, as warmly as he could manage. “There are two ways this plays out. You succeed, and I give you access to power you can only dream of. Or you fail, and I have to replace you. I have no desire to do that, Camiero. I have other tasks to attend to, and I cannot afford to get bogged down in an endless quest. We need to find the city, and we need to do it soon.”

      “If you are so interested in success, then why do you allow your pet demon to wreak havoc? She plays my lieutenants against each other, egging them on to kill one another. That thing is crazy, and you are a fool to let it run loose,” Camiero raged. He leaned forward, stabbing a finger at Nox. “I also know that you’ve been meeting privately with my lieutenants.”

      “Kali is…a chore. I’ll grant you that,” Nox said, nodding sympathetically. “I’ll try talking to her again, but I doubt it will do much good. She loves chaos, Mr. Camiero. And it is true that I’ve taken meetings with some of your underlings. If things do not go well, one of them will likely be your replacement. I won’t lie about that. At the same time, it’s important you understand that I do want you to succeed. Let’s discuss your problems in more detail. Tell me about the invasion, and how we can speed it up.”

      “Very well,” Camiero allowed. The deathless walked to a pair of plush chairs, sinking into the one closest to the window. It afforded a specular view of the ocean.

      Nox took the seat across from him, crossing his legs and placing his hands in his lap. “You have my full attention.”

      “We sent a platoon of our best soldiers to seven different locations along the border of the forest. Each platoon had helmet-mounted cameras, and all were experts in stealth,” Camiero explained. He reached into the end table next to the chair, removing a cigar from a mahogany box. He offered one to Nox, but Nox shook his head. “At first those platoons encountered nothing. They explored the jungle, looking for any champions, or any villages. They found no one. Nothing. Not a single sign of man, anywhere in the trees. They proceeded deeper, and the platoons broke into squads as they explored. The night after we changed deployment, we lost forty percent of our troops. The helmet cams show nothing, but there were ghostly sounds in the trees, and occasionally a scream. We’ve heard sounds consistent with werewolves, but we expected that.”

      “What happened after the first day?” Nox steepled his fingers, staring passively at Camiero.

      “Our troops withdrew and fortified their positions. They prepared for night assault, and set both automated and living sentries. They knew what the werewolves were capable of, and were prepared for it. None of them need to sleep, as you know. They were as alert as they’d ever been in their lives.” Camiero stopped. He scowled at the cigar, setting it on the end table. “The next morning everyone was dead, except for the sentries. The sentries heard nothing.”

      “Unsurprising.” Nox sighed. “The werewolves know the jungle too well, and they have indigenous allies. We will never find El Dorado as long as they can keep us from the jungle.”

      “So what would you have me do then? If we cannot enter the jungle, then the task is impossible.”

      “You’re thinking far too small, Mr. Camiero.” Nox leaned forward and lowered his voice, smiling cruelly. “If we cannot fight them in the jungle, then we need to remove the jungle.”

      “Respectfully, I do not think that is possible,” Camiero said. He shook his head sadly. “You do not understand the power of the jungle. Five decades of deforestation was reversed in the first year after the CME. The jungle is magical. It grows too quickly. If we burn a swath, that swath will return in days. Within weeks the trees will be the same height as before they were burned.”

      “I didn’t say you had to burn the jungle,” Nox said, “just that you had to remove it. Again, you are thinking too small. You are using the tools of an old, dead world. Tell me, Camiero, you are a shaper, aren’t you?”

      “I have some powers, I suppose. I do not know that I would call myself a shaper,” Camiero replied, shrugging, as if the ability to reshape the world around him were of absolutely no interest. It was one of the man’s greatest failings.

      “Then find me people who are. I want every deathless who is capable of shaping gathered and brought to this building. The first class will begin tomorrow morning, and I expect this place to be full. Am I clear?”

      “Very,” Camiero said. He paused, then cocked his head. “What will you be teaching them?”

      “To use this,” Nox said. He picked up the obelisk from the table, and tossed it to Camiero. “Hades, the god I serve, had them created. This will cause any plant life near it to shrivel and die. The more power you give it, the larger an area it affects. Gather another army, Mr. Camiero. I’m going to teach your shapers to kill the jungle. Then you’re going to march all the way to the heart of it, and you’re going to find me my city.”
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      Jordan lowered the binoculars, handing them back to Rodrigo, the Latino man that Roberts had assigned to help him. He focused on the city itself, seeing it as a whole. Lima didn’t look all that different from the last time he’d been here, except that there was far less traffic. Most of the cars had been removed, giving the city an open, quiet feel. Any pollution had long since dissipated, and the salty breeze smelled amazing.

      Mankind had been reduced from a teeming mass to an exhausted remnant that couldn’t quite fill the walls of a medium-sized city. Still, there were signs of progress. A crane clung to the side of a building, hefting a bundle of steel girders to a group of workers wearing hard hats. Towering over the workers was a white-furred Ka-Dun, who gestured at the girders. Jordan felt a faint stirring in the distance, as the Ka-Dun telekinetically lifted hundreds of pounds of steel. He maneuvered the girders into place, and the other workers swarmed around them with tools.

      “Why did Roberts assign you as my liaison, Rodrigo?” Jordan asked. He turned to size Rodrigo up, and the man wilted under the scrutiny.

      “Because he knows we’ve already met, and because there wasn’t anyone else,” Rodrigo explained. “I don’t really expect you to remember me. We met back in the jungle, near the border to Columbia. You and your friends took one of our Jeeps.”

      Jordan’s eyes widened in recognition. “I do remember you. We sent you to Isis, at the Ark.”

      “Ah, you do remember. Yes, I worked for the Mother, journeying with her when she sailed to Easter Island. I saw her confrontation with Sobek, though I was cowering in the hold at the time. After we returned, I asked her for the gift. Seeing that monster terrified me, and I vowed that I would help defend my people from things like him.” Rodrigo straightened his baseball cap, a battered black thing with a faded gold police shield. “El Medico made me a kind of police chief, I guess. I’m not really cut out for it, but I’m what we have—well, had. Now that you’re here, we finally have a real leader, someone who can put this place back together.”

      “Isn’t that what Roberts is doing?” Jordan asked.

      “Medico is a great administrator,” Rodrigo said, “but he’s a terrible field leader. He doesn’t do well with the day-to-day stuff, but he’s great at planning a future for our people. He relies on me to take care of most trouble, but I’m just not that good at it. People respect me, but I think a lot of them secretly pity me too.” He avoided Jordan’s gaze. “I’d like to learn to be better at this, but I haven’t had anyone to teach me.”

      “I can definitely relate to that,” Jordan said. “Most of being in command is about solving problems you’ve never had to solve before, all while making it look like you’ve done it a million times. I can’t stick around, but I can spend the next few days helping you get organized.” He shared the kid’s feelings of inadequacy. “Listen I’m not really any sort of administrator, or leader. I was a boots on the ground kind of commander, who looked after squads, or at most a small installation. I’ve never done any of this before.”

      “You seem so confident,” Rodrigo said. He looked confused. “I don’t get it.”

      “That’s the real secret,” Jordan explained. “In America we had a saying: fake it ’til you make it. You act like you belong, and do your best to make that act become reality.” He put a hand on Rodrigo’s lower back, pushing to straighten his posture. “You need to look the part. Think and act with confidence, even when you don’t feel confident—especially when you don’t feel confident. You’re going to make mistakes. Acknowledge that, but don’t let decisions paralyze you. No leader is worse than an indecisive one.”

      Rodrigo nodded eagerly and squared his shoulders; if it looked a little forced, it was still an improvement over his previous slack posture. “I’d love some help with our biggest problem. I guess that would be the docks. Sobek will be coming in a week, and El Medico said we need to look as impressive as possible. I have no idea how to do that.”

      “We do that by showing Sobek that we’re ready to fight,” Jordan said. He peered out at the iron-grey waves, knowing the crocodile god he’d heard so much about was out there somewhere. Coming closer. “When he comes, we show him strength and organization. That’s the only thing a predator like him will understand.”

      “The last time he was here, he told El Medico that he thought the Mother was dead,” Rodrigo said. He adjusted his hat, pulling it down to shade his eyes from the harsh sun. He peered out from the brim, studying Jordan for a reaction.

      Jordan gave him nothing.

      “Is she? Dead, I mean.”

      “I don’t know.” Jordan sighed. “I think she is. I can’t possibly see how she survived. But I didn’t see her die, no.”

      “I like you already, sir. You give straight answers.” Rodrigo smiled, starting toward the Jeep they’d arrived in. He slid into the driver’s seat, waiting for Jordan to join him. “Do you have a title you’d prefer that I use, sir?”

      Jordan considered that as he opened the door and slid into the Jeep. How did he want to be addressed? He knew what the Director would have said. Mark would have pointed out how much respect the right title carried.

      For once, Jordan agreed.

      “You can call me Ark Lord,” he said. He glanced sidelong at Rodrigo as they sped along the empty road toward the dock.

      “Yes, Ark Lord, sir,” Rodrigo said. He guided the Jeep toward a large freighter laden with hundreds of metal storage containers. A crane was lowering one onto the dock, where a handful of people were waiting to unload it.

      “What are they unloading?” Jordan asked. He leapt from the Jeep, using his telekinesis to carry him to the top of an already emptied cargo container. Below him, four people were unloading rough blocks of stone in a variety of sizes. The black rock looked freshly quarried.

      Rodrigo leapt onto the crate, landing next to Jordan with a loud clang. “We call it the Mother’s rock. Not terribly inventive, but it stuck. Sobek sends it four times a year, to honor an agreement he made with the Mother.”

      “El Medico mentioned that the stone had interesting properties,” Jordan said. He hopped down, walking over to a pile of stones. The four men looked up at him curiously, but when they saw Rodrigo they just shrugged and kept working.

      “I don’t understand it. You can see a few of the ways we’ve employed it, though.” Rodrigo pointed to the obelisks ringing the docks, about a hundred feet apart. “It’s a security system, of sorts. It can detect the dead, and will alert any shaper in the area. There are other practical uses, too. Some shapers carry them as a sort of battery they can draw on.” Rodrigo withdrew a smooth rock that fit in the palm of his hand. Jordan could feel a trickle of energy in the rock.

      “You have champions guarding the entrances to the city, right?” Jordan asked. He’d seen patrols, but wanted confirmation.

      “Yes, they move across rooftops mostly. They’re both an early warning system and a mobile defense force.”

      “I want to set up better fortifications at every major freeway entrance to the city. I want a store of these batteries and a squad of unblooded at each. Make sure they’re well armed. In the event of combat, they’re to ensure that shapers are protected and given access to the batteries.” Jordan rattled off the instructions as they came to him. “Who coordinates patrols right now?”

      “Uhh, I guess I do. We have people who watch over certain districts, but I only really check in with them if something goes wrong. I don’t really have time to talk to them all,” Rodrigo admitted.

      “We need a command structure in place. I want you to get me a list of twenty-five people who you think can be taught to be leaders. How soon can you get that together?”
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      Jordan pulled on a black t-shirt, enjoying the feel of the clean cotton hugging his skin. It had been a long time since he’d had fresh clothes, much less a real uniform. He picked up the long-sleeved camo shirt from the bed, then set it back down. It would be too hot for that today, though he would have enjoyed the stylized black pyramid patch on the shoulder. A sign of his rank, Rodrigo had said when he’d dropped it off.

      Jordan picked up his sunglasses from the nightstand and exited the room to the hotel’s courtyard. Before the fall this hotel would have cost several hundred dollars a night. The locale had been set up to cater to tourists, but the same qualities that made it a great hotel also made it a suitable command location.

      The building ringed a wide courtyard, completely enclosing it. That courtyard was mostly manicured lawn—or had been once. Now the grass was patchy and brown. The olympic-sized pool was dry and covered in debris. The courtyard was large enough for troops to run laps or spar. He could drill here, and that made it perfect.

      The building was also more secure than most hotels. There were only five ways in or out; four of those were heavy steel doors at the corners of the building, and the fifth was the lobby. The lobby was the least defensible, but also had covered positions for snipers. Anyone who walked through those doors would be picked off, and if the place was breached they could evacuate in any direction.

      “Good morning,” Rodrigo called from the yard below, waving up at Jordan. “The men are assembling now, Ark Lord.” He’d dropped the “sir,” as Jordan had requested.

      Jordan understood the habit, both in the military and local police. The word was one they knew, and calling Jordan “sir” would be comforting—but only in the short term.

      They were building a new world. He needed to teach them a new way of looking at it.

      He gave an approving nod and leapt from the balcony, landing in a crouch near Rodrigo. It still amazed him, his ability to do things like that. Any normal person would have broken a leg, or worse. He rose, joining Rodrigo as the younger man started for the field where the others were gathering.

      As they approached, Jordan studied the arrivals, a mixture of men and women. Most were dark skinned, which made sense given where they were. A blond woman stood out, and an Indian man. There was an Asian couple who stood almost back to back, glaring at their neighbors as if daring them to say something.

      Jordan could feel their relative strengths. Some, like the Indian man, were powerful beacons. Others, like the blond woman, were so weak he could barely sense any power in them at all. The Asian couple lay somewhere in between. A few were stronger than the Indian, none were weaker than the blonde.

      He’d never seen this many werewolves together, and the varying levels of strength were definitely intriguing. Liz could probably tell him exactly why there was such a difference, but he was fairly sure it had to do with the relative strength of the virus.

      Jordan counted swiftly, unsurprised when the count ended at twenty-five. Everyone was here. He sucked in a breath, then launched his best drill sergeant bellow. “Good morning, whelps. My name is Ark Lord Jordan. Not Jordan. Not Sir. Ark Lord Jordan. If I’m in a very good mood, which I’m not likely to be while working with you lot, I may allow you to call me Ark Lord. I’ve adopted the unenviable task of turning you into an army capable of protecting this city.”

      “What gives you the right to talk to us like that?” the Indian man called out. He stepped forward, balling his fists.

      Jordan extended a hand, pushing downward. The Indian man fell to his knees, struggling against the unseen force Jordan had generated. “Did I fucking stutter? ‘What gives you the right to talk to us like that, Ark Lord.’”

      The Indian man shifted into a dun-colored werewolf, straining to take a step toward Jordan. Jordan released him, allowing the Indian to charge forward. He waited until the man was inches away, then accelerated into his most powerful blur.

      Jordan twisted, grabbing the Indian man around the neck and flinging him face-first into the turf—not an easy feat when in human form, but the telekinesis gave him an unfair advantage.

      “What gives me the right,” Jordan continued, turning his back on the Indian, “is power. I can feel all of yours, and I’m betting you can feel mine.”

      The Indian roared, rising to his feet and blurring toward Jordan. He was strong, but Jordan could have bested this Ka-Dun long before he’d become an Ark Lord. His foot shot backwards, shattering the Indian’s kneecap. Jordan sidestepped the larger werewolf, dodging to the side as the Indian collapsed with a yelp.

      “Some of you are stronger than others, but don’t let that be a determining factor in your success here. Even the weakest can grow in strength, and I’m going to teach all of you how to do exactly that.” Jordan shifted into his warform, blond fur erupting all over his body. He reached down to help the Indian to his feet. “I’ve fought alongside Isis, the woman you call the Mother. I’ve battled gods more powerful than you can possibly imagine, beings that were tens of thousands of years old. I survived by learning and adapting, and that’s what you’re going to do. Now, what’s your name?”

      “Vimal,” the Indian spat.

      “You’re powerful, Vimal, the strongest shaper here. If you’re as stubborn as you look, you might surpass us all one day.” Jordan turned back to the crowd.

      He had their attention now. Some were curious. Many were afraid. All eyed him warily, unsure of what he’d do next. Excellent. That was the exact mental state that opened them to learning.

      Jordan turned to the blond woman, the weakest. She was tall, just shy of six feet. She had a runner’s lean frame, and unlike almost every other werewolf she had a pistol belted to her thigh.

      “You,” Jordan boomed. “What’s your name?” He walked over to stand in front of the woman, staring down at her.

      The woman snapped to attention. “Alison, Ark Lord,” she replied.

      “Why do you wear that weapon?” Jordan asked.

      The woman squirmed under the attention; she licked her lips as she searched for an answer. “To even the odds, Ark Lord.”

      “Shift.”

      Alison shifted into a golden-furred female, just a few inches taller than Jordan. She was barely bigger than a male, tiny compared to a Ka-Ken like Liz. Jordan extended a hand toward the stack of crates he’d had brought in that morning. He levitated a bulky sniper rifle from the box, and the weapon shot to his hand.

      He handed the rifle to Alison. “The sentiment is good, but that sidearm is too small to put down most threats we need to deal with. This weapon, on the other hand, can put something down and make it stay down. You can explode a man’s head like a watermelon, and that includes deathless.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Take to the shadows and find a suitable sniper location along the roof of this building.”

      Alison’s face went red and her gaze fell to the floor. She whispered something that sounded like a prayer, then, ever so slowly, she sank into the shadows. Jordan waited, pacing back and forth in front of the other werewolves. They’d formed a rough line without him having to ask. Progress already.

      “Can anyone among you tell me where Alison is?” Jordan asked. Then he waited. No one spoke. Moments passed. Still nothing. “So, despite the fact that she’s the ‘weakest’ person here, she’s in a superior position. She can pick you off, and not one of you can stop her. Am I wrong?”

      Heads shook, but no one spoke.

      Jordan continued. “There is a way to detect her, a way pioneered by Ark Lord Blair. That’s something I’ll be teaching, but right now I want you to focus on the importance of knowing your strengths. Alison is an incredible scout, and in the next few weeks she’s going to learn to become an incredible sniper. We’re going to capitalize on her strengths.”

      “We’ll be doing the same for each of you.” Jordan paused, stopping in front of the Asian couple. “We are going to start working on teamwork, beginning with pairing off. Every Ka-Ken pick a Ka-Dun from the lineup. Pair off, people.”

      They started to pair off, women up and down the line picking their prospective partners. When it was done there were three females without a male. That drew a pleased smile from Jordan. It would encourage competition, and few things motivated soldiers like competition.

      “We’ll begin with the basics. Males will learn to blur, or improve their blurring. Females will work on mastering the shadows.” Jordan’s voice boomed across the courtyard. For the first time in a very long while he was actually enjoying himself.
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      “Please do not do this,” Yukon asked. Blair sank a little under the weight of that stare, those dog eyes in an all-too-human face. “What if you do not come back?”

      “We’ll come back,” Blair promised, clapping Yukon on the shoulder. “Listen. I won’t lie. This is dangerous. I know there’s some risk. The thing is, not doing it is a bigger risk. There’s a much greater threat out there than a few ambitious deathless. We need to either make a deal with these guys or wipe them out. We can’t afford to hide in Santa Rosa, waiting for them to attack.”

      “I know,” Yukon admitted, shoulders slumping. He dropped his gaze, scuffing the carpet with his bare foot. “The pack and I will look after the flock while you are away. What should I do if Windigo attacks?”

      “Do what you can,” Alicia said. She gathered Yukon into a hug, resting her head against his chest. “We won’t be long, I promise. You know I will always come back. Always.”

      “If we’re going to do this,” Liz said, “let’s do this. I hate long goodbyes.” She took a step closer to Blair. “Can you light walk us all the way to the city?”

      “Yes, the trip will be instant. Are you ready, Alicia?”

      Alicia reluctantly released Yukon, wiping quickly at her eyes as she moved to stand next to Liz. “I’m ready.”

      Blair gave himself a once-over, deciding he looked as close to an Ark Lord as he was going to get. He wore a comfortable dress shirt over a pair of designer jeans that Liz had found for him. It was more upscale than he’d dressed in a while, and the ladies had followed suit. Liz was wearing a pair of wonderfully tight jeans, and a simple blue blouse. Alicia wore a nearly identical outfit, but her blouse was green.

      “Okay, let’s do this.” Blair concentrated, pulling at the Ark’s well of energy. He willed that energy to coalesce around them, channeling it in a pattern of signals that was very familiar to him by now. They disappeared, instantly reappearing at the destination Blair had envisioned.

      Blair had stayed at the Hilton once, after taking Bridget to see Wicked. The trip had been memorable, and he remembered the place well. The entire first floor was glass, with plenty of exits in all directions. They’d appeared outside the hotel’s front doors, along Market Street.

      The instant they arrived, a delegation of deathless approached—six men and women in black suits, all Asian. They carried submachine guns, but the weapons were lowered and the guards appeared relaxed. One of them nodded toward Blair. “They’re waiting inside for you, Ark Lord.”

      The doors slid open, and Melissa glided out to meet them. She wore a bright red dress that hugged every curve. Elegant and practical, it flattered her figure without restricting movement.

      “Blair, Liz, thank you so much for coming. We weren’t sure you would. Who is this lovely young lady?” she asked, smiling warmly at Alicia.

      Alicia bristled, her fingernails elongating into claws. “This young lady remembers you slaughtering her family on Angel Island. My name is Alicia. Remember it, blood whore.”

      Melissa’s smile slipped a bit. She darted a glance at Liz, then back to Alicia. “Please forgive me. I don’t wish to stir up old animosities. We’re here today to try to find a way forward for both our peoples.”

      Behind her a number of well-dressed deathless were filing through the lobby, into a conference room. Melissa turned, gesturing for them to proceed. “This way, please. Most of the delegates have already been seated. Everyone was excited to meet you.”

      “Everyone?” Liz asked. Her eyes narrowed. “How many people are in that room?”

      “About forty,” Melissa said, eyeing Liz sidelong. “That’s every lord, and their retinue. I hope that isn’t a problem?”

      “It’s fine,” Blair said, following Melissa.

      She led them toward the conference room, stopping to greet other deathless every few paces.

      Blair sucked in a nervous breath, then stepped into the conference room. A wide, oval table dominated, with something like twenty chairs arrayed around it. More chairs lined the walls, most taken by hard-eyed security people.

      He spent a few moments studying the people at the table. That was where the power players would be. A few people had noticed his entrance, but most were still unaware. They were finding seats, and Blair got the sense that a lot of very subtle political maneuvering was happening.

      Then a whisper passed through the crowd and eyes shifted to him and his companions. Most had a hungry look he didn’t much like.

      “Ah, you must be Ark Lord Blair,” called a handsome man at the far side of the room. “I’m Carter, the ruler of Mountain View.” He moved to the conference table, taking a seat at the head. “Please, make yourself comfortable. We have a great deal to discuss.”
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      Blair studied Carter as he settled into the large mahogany chair on the opposite side of the table. Carter’s eyes glittered like a predator’s, and his slick dark hair added to the image. Blair guessed he was of Korean, or perhaps Chinese, descent. There was something off about him, a nearly undetectable scent of corruption. It was different from the cloying decay some deathless gave off.

      Liz moved to join Blair, sitting to his right. Alicia kept her eyes downcast as she walked to the other side, sitting on Blair’s left. He could feel the terror emanating from her, and knew she was close to bolting for the shadows—which was understandable, given everything she’d faced.

      Even Liz looked anxious, clenching and unclenching her hands as she sat. She was clearly ready for a fight.

      “We’re so pleased that you accepted our invitation,” Carter said. He motioned over his shoulder, and a man in a black suit brought him a silver tray loaded with wine glasses. Carter took one, and the servant began circulating amidst the crowd. “I realize this must be awkward, being in the stronghold of your enemies.”

      “Not really. This isn’t the stronghold of my enemies. It’s the very heart of mine.” Blair eyed the servant as he approached. The wine was a cabernet, but there was something off about it. Something foul. It had been tainted in some way. He took a glass, but didn’t drink.

      “I’m not sure I catch your meaning,” Carter replied. He seemed amused. “You are surrounded. Every deathless here rules his or her conclave through force. All earned those positions by being the strongest, and the most ruthless. We represent the most powerful deathless within three hundred miles. Your companions sense it—the younger one is about to wet herself—yet clearly this doesn’t trouble you. Why is that, Mr. Smith?”

      “You seem to know a great deal about me,” Blair replied, ignoring the question. “I know very little about you and your companions. That’s why I came. I want to understand my neighbors. Right now, my neighbors seem to be a threat. Am I correct in that assessment, Carter? Because if that’s the case we could have just met in a field and settled this. Why all the pretense? Why try to intimidate me?”

      Expressions of surprise filled the room. Those faces included Liz and Alicia—especially the latter. Alicia was looking at him like he’d just sprouted horns. The people in the chairs along the wall began readying weapons, several guns cocking in rapid succession.

      “You’re much more blunt than I’d have expected from a junior college teacher, especially one without tenure,” Carter said, a little too smugly for Blair’s tastes. “Do you really believe that the Ark gives you that much power? That you can overpower all of us at once?”

      “Am I going to have to?” Blair asked. He rose slowly to his feet, then gave Carter a grim smile. “Before you commit to attacking me, I’d give careful thought to the consequences.”

      “Oh, I have, Mr. Smith. Believe me when I say we all have. You possess a key, an access key more specifically. My benefactors have told me about this key, and that if I kill you, then I can take it.” Carter mimicked Blair’s previous posture, resting his elbows on the table in the same manner. “They have also blessed me with abilities far beyond any deathless you’ve encountered; I can assure you of that.”

      He is tainted, Ka-Dun. That is the scent we detected.

      “Demonic abilities come with a price, Carter. A heavy price. I wonder if you understood just how heavy when you accepted it.” Blair heard the other deathless begin whispering; they sounded confused. “Ah, I see your people had no idea.”

      Carter rose, smiling confidently. “I’m sorry I won’t have more time to get to know you, Smith. I think I like you.”

      “Come on, Blair. We’re leaving,” Liz said. She rose to her feet and started for the door, but nearly a dozen deathless moved to block her path.

      “The pleasantries are done, then?” Blair asked. He waved at Alicia to rise as well.

      “I’m afraid so, Mr. Smith. Now we get to business,” Carter said. He motioned at his security people, and most began removing pistols from their jackets. A few flexed their hands, extending long black claws. “Before we begin, I will give you one chance. Give me the key of your own free will, and I will allow you and your companions to return to Santa Rosa. As long as you do not come south of Petaluma, we will leave you in peace.”

      “You’ll wipe out Santa Rosa the moment he gives you that key,” Alicia snapped. She shot to her feet, moving to stand next to Liz.

      “She’s got a point, Carter,” Blair said. He slid his feet apart into a combat stance. “What would stop you from attacking Santa Rosa if I were stupid enough to just hand the key over?”

      “You are not our chief enemy, Blair,” Carter said. “We’ve been at war with Southern California for three years now. The desert along Highway 5 has become one large battlefield, and we’ve watered it with a lot of blood. I need the power to wipe out those fools, and the Ark will allow me to do that. I’d have my hands full, trust me. There are other threats as well. If I ever want to expand over the Sierras, then I need to deal with the bears. Both are greater priorities than your tiny little town. You have no important resources, and after you give me the key you won’t be any kind of threat.”

      “You know,” Blair said, “there was a time I might have been dumb enough to trust you. I might have turned over the key, because I believed it was the only way out of the situation. I assure you, that time has passed.” He extended his right hand, willing the primary access key to show itself. Gold flowed along his arm, pooling in his hand. It slowly elongated, until it formed the familiar scarab tipped staff he’d inherited from the Mother.

      “You aren’t the only one with Builder-made toys, Smith.” Carter reached into his jacket, and removed a golden boomerang just like the ones the grey men had used. “Since you aren’t amenable to my terms, I’m afraid it’s time to eliminate you.”
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      Blair didn’t wait for Carter to finish speaking. He pulled immense power through the primary access key, but instead of blasting his opponents as he’d done in the past he channeled the energy inward. If he wanted to win this fight, he needed to be the fastest person in the room. It didn’t matter how powerful these deathless were if he could kill them before they attacked.

      The blur thrummed through him, singing as it never had. He was near the heart of a fully charged Ark, and drawing that power through the most powerful artifact he’d ever encountered. The room seemed to freeze. If any of the deathless seated around him were blurring, he couldn’t tell. They were simply too slow.

      Then Carter’s facial expression changed. Slowly at first, like he was moving through molasses. Then faster, until he was moving at almost normal speed. Blair was shocked. The idea that this deathless could match his super-fueled blur was mind-boggling. What had his “benefactors” done to him?

      You must deal with him quickly, Ka-Dun. Before he launches an offensive.

      I couldn’t agree more, Blair thought. He aimed the staff at Carter, fueling an ability he knew deathless couldn’t normally defend against. Blair plunged into Carter’s mind, shattering his mental defenses. There was a moment of Carter’s startled surprise, then Blair was in.

      He floated in near darkness, lit by a sea of glowing dots. Most were further away, tiny pinpricks. A few were close enough to see more clearly, each a frozen image or a scene slowly playing out. Memories, these ones very recent.

      Blair began to examine those memories, following the flow back to a large cluster from just a week ago. He plucked one out, letting it unfold.

      “Do you really think you can beat an Ark Lord?” Melissa asked. She sat across from Carter, just the pair of them.

      “Is that why you came to see me, Melissa: to talk me out of this? It is the perfect plan, and it was voted for unanimously. Attacking this Ark Lord will no doubt result in a number of deaths, so those who survive will all better their lots. They’ll be able to expand territory.”

      “I know the arguments. That’s not what I’m asking. What if he’s more powerful than you think? What if he just incinerates you? You haven’t met him. I have.”

      “Your concern touches me.” Carter gave a bitter laugh. “You are far too sentimental to be a deathless, Melissa. Your squeamishness is a weakness, one that other lords will exploit if you let them. I will hear no more talk of this. We’re going to kill the Ark Lord, and I am taking that key.”

      “It’s your funeral,” Melissa shot back. “You didn’t feel the strength of the Ark.” She rose to her feet. “And it isn’t weakness; it’s social intelligence. Fear isn’t the only way to amass power, and sometimes it’s the worst way. If I’m right, you’ll pay the price for your arrogance soon enough.”

      “You’d better pray that happens, Melissa. After advocating for a treaty, you’ve lost almost all your influence. Your underlings are already readying themselves to take advantage of your fall.”

      Blair released the memory, considering the import as he proceeded deeper into Carter’s mind. Melissa was deathless, but she was smart enough to work with her enemies. That boded well, if he chose to let her live.

      Another memory flitted by, this one catching Blair’s attention. He grabbed it, watching it play out.

      Carter backpedaled, then shrank against the wall when he ran out of room. He cowered there. This demon thing, whatever it was, had found him in the heart of his inner sanctum. It had batted aside his defenses like he was a child.

      “W-what do you want?” Carter stuttered. He wanted to stop cowering, to stand proudly, but he couldn’t. Something—some force exerted by this monster—robbed him of his will. He’d never been this terrified, and if he’d had a beating heart he was positive it would have stopped.

      “My name is Nox. You’ve heard of me, I see.” The demon walked closer, its leathery wings expanding as it approached. Behind it, a tail flicked like a snake, something golden curled within it. “You can stand up now. I release you.”

      The fear vanished, and in that moment Carter realized the fear was artificial. He’d been shaped. In its wake flowed a tide of anger. “I’ve heard of you. You work for a god. Hades, right? What the hell are you doing in my office?”

      “I can bring the fear back, Mr. Carter. Do I need to do that?” the demon asked calmly.

      “No,” Carter said, gritting his fangs.

      “I’ve come to bestow power upon you. You crave power, do you not?”

      “Of course I do, but no one gives power without getting something in return. Why are you willing to help me, and what do you get out of it?”

      Blair could feel the deathless’s suspicion, but also his greed. He wanted the power Nox was offering, even before he knew what it was.

      “I gain a powerful servant, one capable of ruling this entire continent,” Nox said. He extended a hand, using one claw to slice a shallow gash in his palm. Black blood bubbled out. “All you have to do is drink. You’ll be far more powerful than your rivals, and in a year you will rule the Lords of Silicon Valley. In five years, you’ll rule California. Ten, the entire western sea board. You’ll live for centuries, Carter. Wouldn’t you like to do it as a god? Rule this continent in the name of Hades.”

      Carter’s lust was overpowering, but a morsel of caution remained. “What will the blood do to me?”

      Nox uncoiled like a serpent, his tail wrapping around Carter’s neck. It yanked him closer, and Nox used one massive arm to pin Carter in place. He forced his palm against Carter’s mouth. “Here. I’ll show you exactly what it does.”

      Fire raced through Carter, a fire that Blair recognized. It was the same he’d felt when he’d grasped the Mother’s hand. The hand had infected him with the werewolf virus. Nox had just infected Carter with a similar virus, something that seemed to be overwriting his deathless nature.

      “Tonight will be rough, but in the morning you will feel much better. You’ll be aware of the new strength I’ve given you, as well as the link between us. I can find you anywhere, Carter, never forget that. You belong to me.”

      Blair fled from the memory. Carter had been a pawn of Hades, right here in his backyard. Worse, Nox might be aware of Blair’s arrival. It was a troubling possibility, but Blair let it go for now. Sifting memories was valuable, but he needed to deal with Carter and his deathless council.

      Blair glided deeper into Carter’s mind. In the distance he saw a massive figure, and he recognized it instantly. It was Carter’s Risen, and in a few moments it was going to attack him. Blair didn’t give it a chance. He crossed the space between them easily, shaping a net of energy as he approached. Then he released the net, entangling the Risen. It began to shrink, growing smaller and smaller until it was no larger than an emaciated mouse.

      “What did you do to it?” Carter whispered. He appeared near Blair, looking like a human in his late twenties. He looked normal—handsome even.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Blair said. He turned toward Carter, and raised a hand. “You won’t be around to see it.”

      And energy flooded from Blair, obliterating Carter’s mind.
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      Melissa had known it was a mistake to antagonize Blair. She cringed when he withdrew the staff, its power stronger than the sun itself. She could feel the vast reservoir of power he was pulling through it, more than she’d ever seen shaped before. It made everything she’d done, everything she’d learned, seem like first grade basics.

      Carter was powerful, suspiciously so. He’d been nothing but a two-bit lord, unremarkable in all ways. Then suddenly he’d exploded in strength, toppling the then-lord of Palo Alto and claiming the city for his own.

      Melissa had no idea where Carter had found his power, but it wasn’t even on the same scale as the energies Blair wielded.

      She tried to blur, but even as she fueled her abilities the conflict was over. Carter slumped to the desk, eyes glassy and unseeing. Then Melissa was slammed onto the floor, along with every other deathless in the room. The pressure cracked one of her ribs, and she cried out in pain. It was strong enough that she wouldn’t have been able to rise, but she didn’t even try. The last thing she wanted was to draw Blair’s attention.

      Footsteps rustled against the carpet as Blair slowly approached. He stopped right next to her, squatting low enough to peer into her face. “Hello, Melissa. You’re not my favorite person in the world, did you know that? You lied to me about Angel Island. You didn’t tell me that you wiped out my people, and drove the few survivors north. Why is that?”

      “I-I didn’t want to poison relations,” Melissa pleaded. Another rib cracked, and she cried out. “Please! I knew how Liz would react, how you might react. You said it yourself: it’s a larger world and we’re going to need allies. I didn’t want to jeopardize that.”

      “So you omitted some very important facts,” Blair said.

      The pressure on Melissa vanished.

      “This is the bitch that attacked us that night,” the teenage Ka-Ken said. She stalked over to Melissa, glaring down at her. “Tell me we’re going to kill her. To kill them all.”

      “We’re going to kill most of them,” Blair said. “But not her. She gets to live, and I’ll tell you why. I’ll tell everyone why.” Blair gestured with his staff, and a pulse of potent golden energy rippled outwards. It washed over Melissa, the other deathless, and out into the city beyond. As it grew, she could feel it touching thousands of minds—then tens of thousands.

      Hear me. I am Blair, Lord of the Ark of the Redwood. You are hearing this because you live in the lands surrounding my Ark. I lay claim to the lands currently controlled by those who call themselves the Lords of Silicon Valley. If you live there, you are now one of my vassals.

      An image flowed into her mind, overwhelming her own senses. She could no longer see the world; instead she saw as if from Blair’s eyes. His hand came up, and fire poured into every deathless in the room—every deathless except her.

      Carter, her rivals, and even her friends burst into white-hot flame. A heartbeat later there was nothing left but ash.

      I have removed the former lords. This will no doubt tempt many of you to make a power play, to try to fill their shoes. By all means try, but first I want you to know three things.

      First, Melissa, the Lord of San Francisco, just got a promotion. She’s in charge of the entire Bay Area, and she has my full support. Oppose her, and you are opposing me.

      Second, this continent belongs to the living. If you encounter a living person, or a champion, they are to be given safe passage north to Santa Rosa. Fail to observe this, and I will find you. Trust me. I will know if you misbehave. The consequences will be dire.

      Lastly, I want you to know that there are greater threats in the world than just deathless and werewolves, threats that we will need to stand united against. I have no desire to wipe you out. I’d prefer you as allies. Only you get to choose whether or not that happens. Oppose me, and justice will be swift. Work with me, and there’s no reason we can’t coexist.

      Blair’s thundering voice finally stopped, and the power tickling Melissa’s mind disappeared. She was left staring at Blair and his companions. Both Ka-Ken watched Blair in awe, an expression she was probably mirroring.

      Melissa rose hesitantly to her feet. “Why did you let me live?”

      “I meant what I said,” Blair explained. His staff flowed back up his arm, disappearing into his body. She could feel its power merging with his. “I’m going to need allies. Greater threats are coming, and if you can get the deathless to fight alongside me, you get to live. You have as much free room to maneuver as you’d like. I don’t care who you backstab, or what you have to do to maintain control here. Mark my words, though: if you backstab me in any way, I will simply wipe out every deathless in the Bay Area. All of them.”

      “You could really do that, couldn’t you?” Melissa whispered. She felt something between awe and horror. “Trust me, Ark Lord. I will do nothing to jeopardize your support. You give me your mandates, and I promise I will see them enforced.” She meant every word, praying that he would sense her sincerity.

      “Good. Then we have an understanding. My people and I are leaving. If you learn something you think I need to know, send a messenger. Otherwise, wait for us to contact you.”

      “Yes, Ark Lord,” Melissa said. She gave a deep bow, mustering all the respect she could—respect she felt to her core. Blair was terrifying, but he might be exactly what this new world needed.
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      The Great Bear bent to rip a mouthful of flesh from the deer’s carcass. Feeding brought some small comfort—momentarily at least. Deer were his favorite prey, and he reveled in the hot, salty blood as it dribbled down his fur. The cold didn’t bother him at all, not like it did when he was a man.

      Each day he’d woken up in a strange place, further from the mountains he’d called home. During the day, he’d press farther west, toward the town Windigo had demanded he reach. He’d settle down to sleep, waking the next morning as if he hadn’t slept.

      The Bear lumbered to a nearby stream, drinking deeply. He studied his reflection as he rose from the water, horrified by what he found. Tiny antlers had sprung from his temples, the first visible sign of Windigo’s corruption.

      It will not be the last. I can promise you that.

      “Why do you torment me, demon?” the Bear demanded. He did not understand what was happening, and that terrified him.

      Windigo was a target he couldn’t fight.

      Remember that, Bear, and perhaps one day I will let you go.

      The Bear’s muzzle shot up, sniffing the wind. Power rippled across the land, the kind of power not seen since the days of the earth mother herself. The Bear stood up on his hind paws, staring across the mountains toward the city that men called San Francisco.

      “What is that?” he murmured, unable to understand what he was feeling.

      That is the power of an Ark Lord, one who wishes everyone in the land to fear him, Windigo answered. It is a blatant display of power, meant to cow all who see it into serving. He is a threat to us both.

      “Perhaps this Ark Lord will be strong enough to stop you,” Yosemite roared, smashing a sapling with a titanic paw. “I will not listen to your lies, Windigo. I know you for what you are, remember that. Nothing you say will sway me. I am no pawn. This Ark Lord has no reason to come to my mountains, and is no enemy of mine.”

      He soon will be, Windigo taunted, because he is my enemy, and I control you. When I am through using your body, the Ka-Dun will have ample reason to hate you. I can promise that.

      “No,” Yosemite snarled. “I will not let you.”

      Oh, little Bear. You are so amusing. What makes you think you can stop me?
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      Jordan peered out through the windshield. The wipers were working overtime to keep it clear of rain. Lima’s perimeter now had machine gun emplacements at every major checkpoint, each shielded by sandbags. At the closest encampment, Jordan saw a backhoe digging a trench behind the emplacement. He was impressed by how much Rodrigo had accomplished in the week he’d been away.

      “The batteries you requested are being installed in those holes,” Rodrigo called over the wind. He pointed down to the encampment Jordan was already watching. “We’ve explained to every champion how they will be used, and they have all begun drills to practice.”

      “Very nicely done.” Jordan rarely gave praise, but this was earned. “Is the delegation for Sobek ready?”

      Jordan knew he was the last to arrive, but he’d been spending most of his time getting ready for the trek into the jungle. He needed to leave as soon as possible, and that meant he couldn’t give Sobek’s arrival the time and attention it deserved. He’d had to do something he hated: delegate. Fortunately, it looked like Rodrigo had been a good choice.

      “They’re assembled. Shall we go there now, Ark Lord? Sobek’s vessel was spotted about twenty minutes ago. It will be here shortly.” Rodrigo gestured at the Jeep, moving to the driver’s side.

      “Yeah, let’s get over there,” Jordan answered. He climbed into the Jeep, still marveling over how much of the old world had survived here. From Blair’s brief description, it sounded like Santa Rosa had reverted to Little House on the Prairie levels of tech.

      They sped through the nearly empty streets, occasionally passing other Jeeps. Jordan recognized the Asian couple in one, and Alison and her Ka-Dun in another.

      “They are on hourly patrols,” Rodrigo explained. He turned onto the broad thoroughfare leading down to the docks. “We have twenty-four hour coverage. The people already feel safer, and the men take more pride in their city. Before, it was about how strong each werewolf was. Now, it is becoming about how strong we all are.”

      “That’s the real secret to effective leadership,” Jordan replied. It was a direct quote from the Director. “Teach people to invest in the organization instead of themselves, and they will become the organization.”

      “I’m so glad you came to Lima, Ark Lord,” Rodrigo said. He gave a gap-toothed smile as he pulled into a parking spot next to an empty dock. “You are a real leader, sir.”

      Jordan barked out a laugh. “I’m just imitating the real leaders.”

      The Jeep’s door opened with a groan, and Jordan stepped onto the wet concrete. They’d parked near an empty pier, long enough to contain a cargo hauler the size of the one Sobek was supposed to bring. Rodrigo approached the crowd of people waiting around the edge of the dock, so Jordan followed. Several wore orange raincoats and looked to be dock workers. The rest were dressed like soldiers, and Jordan was surprised to find he recognized all of them. If the downpour bothered them, they certainly didn’t show it.

      “Salute your Ark Lord, whelps,” Vimal barked. He snapped to attention, and the others mimicked it almost perfectly.

      “At ease,” Jordan said, returning the salute. He strode down the dock, stopping next to the Indian man. “I admit I’m a little surprised. I expected some resentment after our first few sessions together.”

      “Not at all, Ark Lord.” Vimal’s dark face had his usual lack of expression. “You’ve shown me the value of cooperation, and demonstrated that you are an able leader. I am proud to follow you.”

      Jordan extended a hand, and Vimal shook it. “I’m proud to have you.”

      “Ships sighted,” bellowed a voice from above.

      Jordan turned to the water, scanning. A cluster of grey specks was approaching through the sheets of rain. He counted eight. That wasn’t a stone shipment. That was a show of force.

      “Give me your binoculars,” Jordan said to the closest uniformed werewolf.

      Six of the ships were destroyers, the kind of warship that could bombard a shore from miles out. The last two were freighters, each loaded with colorful cargo containers. Those last two vessels were pulling away from the main group, heading toward the dock. The destroyers didn’t approach, but the implied threat was there. The ships were perfectly capable of destroying Lima without closing to visual range. The only reason to get this close was to intimidate. Sobek had a navy and wanted them to know it.

      “Attention,” Jordan boomed. The troops fell into line. Jordan glanced at the approaching vessels. They were moving more quickly than he’d have thought possible. “In a few moments Sobek and his delegation will arrive. We will be courteous, but we will not grovel. This is our city, and we’ll defend it with our lives. Show these reptiles the power of the wolf.”

      He delivered a tight salute, and the men returned it. They gave a ragged cheer. “Ark Lord!”

      Jordan turned back to the boats, waiting patiently as they got closer. They were moving far more quickly than any vessel that size should have been capable of. He couldn’t see any obvious sign of an engine or propeller, so Jordan had no idea what was powering them, until the ships reached the dock. When they were close, Jordan could feel a deep thrum of power coming from each. Those things were powered through shaping.

      Of course, Ka-Dun. Such was common during the Mother’s age. Sobek was one of the pioneers of such shaping. Long before the slipsail, mankind plied the waves with wooden vessels.

      The boat slowed as it closed with the dock; the last five feet took nearly a full minute. Then the boat finally stopped, and a five-foot-thick rope was tossed over the stern. The dock workers rushed to affix the rope. Once they had, a ramp extended to the dock.

      A trio of bipedal crocodiles, more reptile than man, descended. Their skin was scaly and tough, their eyes black and unreadable. Their mouths were full of fangs, and Jordan could see bits of flesh still stuck between them. Not the most hygienic crowd. That was made even more obvious by the stench when they approached.

      “Who leads these mongrels?” Sobek boomed in a deep, discordant voice. His tail slapped the deck with a tremendous thud, and several of the champions jumped. Most kept their composure though, making Jordan proud.

      “You already know I’m in charge,” Jordan said. He walked calmly to Sobek, ignoring the pair of crocodile warriors flanking him. Up close, the god smelled like rotting fish, bits of which were caught between his numerous teeth. “You can feel the access key, feel the strength I’m drawing from the Ark. Are you here to posture, Sobek? Isis said you were a petty god. Was she right?”

      Sobek balled his scaly fists, stalking closer. He glared down at Jordan, who’d yet to shift to warform. The crocodile gave a low, deep growl. “You do not fear me as the other fools I’ve suffered. You carry yourself like an Ark Lord, and I can sense potential within you. Yet you are a young god, barely old enough to be off Isis’s teat. Why don’t you run and fetch her, so that she and I might discuss matters too important for your ignorant little mind.”

      “I think you misunderstand the situation, Sobek,” Jordan retorted. “You are beneath Isis’s notice, and you know that. She has far greater concerns, and doesn’t have time for your posturing. She sent me, because you won’t shut up about the fact that she’s not come to see you personally.” Then he shifted to warform, suddenly standing eye to snout with the crocodile god. “My ignorant little mind is what you’re going to have to deal with—which shouldn’t be that challenging since all you’re here to do is drop off a boat full of rock.”

      Sobek’s expression grew, if possible, more unreadable. He studied Jordan with those lifeless black eyes, silent for long moments. “The accord between Isis and I has reached its zenith. In five more years, it ends. Either we strike a new bargain, or we go to war. Isis must know this. Does she value our accord so little that she doesn’t deem me worthy of her time? Is that what you are saying, little wolf? Such disrespect isn’t like her. She was always one for decorum, even with her enemies.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Jordan said. “She trusts you to keep your end of the accord. When it ends, then she will consider speaking to you. In the meantime, you deal with me.” He crossed his arms, eyeing Sobek with a nonchalance he didn’t feel. “She has other enemies, enemies you’re well aware of. They take precedence.”

      Sobek was silent again. He worked his jaws, tonguing loose a piece of rotting meat.

      “Do you know what I believe? Isis is dead, and you’re covering. You are fumbling for excuses, because you know that our agreement died with her. This is all a ruse—one I refuse to entertain any longer.”

      “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m lying in an attempt to stall for time.” Jordan gave Sobek the most lupine grin he could muster. “You could always break the accord and find out. You might be able to best me in a fight, though given that I’m an Ark Lord and you’re an errand boy for one…I guess we’d have to see. But let’s just say you beat me, Sobek. Do you want to deal with Isis when she hears you killed me? Especially knowing that she’s working with Osiris and Ra.”

      Sobek blinked. It was a small thing, but still the most human reaction he’d shown. He looked…uncertain. “Isis is working with Osiris…and Ra?”

      “That’s right. They set aside their differences, because they are aware of a common threat. If they’ve been scarce these last years, it’s with good reason. Never let your enemy see you coming.”

      It might even be the truth. If Leti was correct, Isis might be alive and in hiding. So it wasn’t a lie, precisely. That made it easier to sell.

      “I remain dubious, little wolf god, but I will return to my master on the continent you call Australia. I will tell him of Isis’s refusal to meet me, and we shall see what comes of it.” Sobek turned without a word and headed back onto the boat. His minions followed, and the ramp ascended after them.

      Jordan watched him go, giving a heavy sigh.

      “Do you think he bought it?” Rodrigo asked. Rain pelted the brim of his ball cap.

      “Nope. He knows we’re bluffing, and soon his master will know it too. I don’t know how they’ll respond, but we’ll save that for another day. At least we bought ourselves another few months.”
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      Trevor was painfully aware of hostility from their hosts, a pair of champions who ran a little church on the north side of Cajamarca. They all but worshipped Isis—and thus Jordan—but they knew who the ancient enemy was. That ancient enemy was the deathless. From the sly glances to the sarcastic quips, the little old couple never failed to let Trevor know he would be purified in flame eventually. They maintained that Jordan was only keeping him alive to torture.

      He steeled himself as he trotted down the stairs toward the door, knowing that Marguerite would be in the kitchen to the right. Sure enough he heard the chop, chop, chop of her cutting onions for that morning’s chorizo.

      “Good morning, unclean one,” she called in her gravelly voice. She peered at him from under a mop of unruly white hair. “I see you have avoided judgment for another day. Do not trouble yourself, it will be along soon enough. I do not know why the Ark Lord considers you an ally, but the moment that ends, my claws will find your throat. Would you like some breakfast?”

      She held up a plate of chorizo, and it smelled heavenly. Unfortunately, Trevor lacked the right organs to digest normal food. She knew that of course, which was why she baited him with breakfast every day.

      “Good morning, Marguerite. Have you seen Anput yet this morning?” Trevor gave her a friendly smile, knowing she hated that.

      “The dead whore? Yes, she was up early. She left for the library.” Marguerite had already turned back to breakfast, so Trevor slipped past her and through the door. He pulled on his ball cap, and added a pair of large black sunglasses. If he kept his mouth closed, most people assumed he was human until they got within arm’s length.

      He hurried up the walk and onto the road leading toward the library. This part of town wasn’t very populated, with just a few families living in some of the larger houses in the residential section bordering the church. A woman gardening in her front yard glanced up at him, reaching suspiciously for the pistol belted around her waist. Trevor pulled his jacket tighter and hurried on.

      It only took a few minutes to reach the library, which was thankfully in good repair. Many of the buildings around it weren’t, with broken windows and crumbling roofs. It was amazing how much the place had deteriorated in the last five years. Lack of maintenance was compounding, and most of the buildings looked like the wasteland from Fallout.

      Trevor ducked through the double doors, which had been propped open on either side by heavily loaded book carts. The interior was well lit with natural light, the sun streaming through skylights above. A few people prowled the stacks of books, and an elderly man walked past clutching a book on automotive repair.

      Anput sat at a table bathed by one of the skylights. She had three piles of books in front of her, and was scrawling furiously in a notebook. A pair of glasses was perched on her nose, which drew a quiet chuckle from Trevor. Vampires, especially ancient ones, didn’t need glasses. The only reason to wear those was for effect. It fit the image Anput wanted to play, the quiet, scholarly woman. Not a millennia-old vampire warrior goddess who part-timed as a succubus.

      “Morning.” Trevor slid into the chair across from Anput, picking up the closest book. “Genetic Justice?”

      “It’s about DNA banks,” Anput explained absently, still scribbling in her notebook. “Most of the book is useless drivel about the inept legal systems you moderns seem to love so much. But it did mention several genetic repositories, places like the Ark where your people were storing helix maps—sorry, what you’d call genomes.”

      “I didn’t realize you were a geneticist.” Trevor set the book down, genuinely surprised.

      “I wasn’t when we last met. I found and devoured a nascent deathless who’d been an accomplished geneticist. From there I’ve studied the topic as often as I get the chance.” Anput set her pen down, and turned to look at Trevor. She gave him the sultriest smile any man had ever seen, and a thrill ran through him. “The look I just gave you? The fact that I can make you feel lust even though deathless can’t procreate? I understand how it works, how Osiris shaped Isis’s original virus into the one I was given. We used different words, but both he and Isis were using genetics. They understood DNA and the genome, and how to modify them. They spent millennia practicing those abilities, and learning exactly how life worked.”

      “And you want to learn to do the same thing?”

      “I already have. I’ve studied my own virus and the deathless virus very closely. I’ve even learned how the grey men shaped David and the rest of Project Solaris. The only one I’m not familiar with yet is the werewolf virus, but given where we are I’m hoping to rectify that.” Anput took off her glasses and set them on her notebook. “We can discuss my theories later, though. You and I are supposed to be finding this lost city. El Dorado, I think your people call it.”

      “We don’t have much to go on.” Trevor leaned back in his chair. “My dad was really into gold panning when I was growing up. He loved the idea of El Dorado, and he even talked about coming to Brazil to hunt for it. It never happened, but I grew up with stories about the lost city. The truth is, no one has ever found anything. There’s nothing to substantiate there ever having been a city out there.”

      “That tells us more than you might think,” Anput countered. She picked up her glasses, tapping her lips with them. “If the Proto Ark is out there it would have to be absolutely massive. The fact that no one has ever found it suggests that someone or something is actively hiding it. Otherwise satellites would have found it.”

      “Point taken,” Trevor allowed. He unrolled a map of the Amazon that he and Anput had been looking at the day before. “A Netflix documentary I watched said it might be somewhere up the Xingu branch of the Amazon River. I can’t remember the explorer’s name, but his last expedition ended here. He was never seen again, and most people assumed that the natives killed him. They were extremely warlike, and practiced cannibalism.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest,” Anput said. She replaced her glasses, flicking her hair over one shoulder with the grace of a panther. “It’s probably not so obvious to someone from this time, but I remember what Isis’s murderous little savages were like. It sounds like their descendants haven’t much changed. For the record, it was she who introduced the cannibalism in the first place. They were mimicking her champions.”

      “They sound like a fun bunch. Did Isis know anything about this Proto Ark? Is that part of why she ended up making this continent her home?”

      “I don’t know.” Anput frowned. Even that was pretty. “Ra’s court lost contact with Isis when she came to these lands. Most of our wars with her took place when she lived in the land you call California. If she knew of this Proto Ark, she never told any of us about it.”

      “Well, apparently her champions have found and conquered the city, if Marguerite’s rantings are accurate. They consider it a holy place. She’s used racial memory before. Do you think that’s the case here?”

      “Quite possibly. Are you familiar with the legend of the Caipora?”

      The sudden shift in topic caught Trevor off guard. “No.” He shook his head. “What does that have to do with racial memory?”

      “Just that Isis’s tampering went far beyond memory. During the previous age this jungle was guarded by spirits called the Caipora. They were part of the reason my people only rarely tried to invade this continent.” Anput pulled her knees up to her chest. “The Caipora are small, hairy, and mischievous. I believe they were shaped from the local populace. They were impossible to catch, and excelled at illusion. They were one of Isis’s more inventive experiments.”

      “They sound like nasty little bastards.” Trevor said. “I’m betting they died out. In the four decades preceding the first CME, the Amazon lost over 20% of its trees. In all that destruction someone with a cell phone camera would have seen a spirit guardian. No one ever reported one.”

      “That’s because the gene that activated the Caipora went dormant.” Anput reached for the map. “The Caipora have returned, and they’re found in these areas, along the rivers that were most heavily traveled by the local tribes. They would have passed for normal humans, probably even interbreeding. They needed the energy from the sun in order to change, and now that the energy is back they’ve begun to emerge. The same has been true with dozens of other species all over the world. I’ve documented several myself.”

      “Wow.” Trevor slumped into his chair under the weight of the implications. “I can see why you became a geneticist. In a lot of ways Isis was a literal goddess. That genetic manipulation was the biggest part of her power.”

      “It’s a power you share, theoretically. You are an Ark Lord, Trevor. You can shape life just as she did, provided we can get you access to your Ark.”

      “We may not need to,” Trevor replied. He leaned over the map, scanning the massive green jungle labeled Amazon. “If we can find the Proto Ark, there’s every likelihood we’ll be able to use that to do exactly the same thing.”

      “Suddenly all my work doesn’t seem so theoretical,” Anput said. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “I have a lot of research to do before we depart. I need to make sure I bring the right books. What if I could modify our virus at the Proto Ark? Think of it. We could become anything we wanted, manifest any trait we desire.”

      “It’s tempting,” Trevor agreed, and meant it. “But if we’re going to get there, we need to buckle down and find the place first. Let’s see what we can come up with before Jordan returns.”
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      Jordan was already having a bad day, and he knew it was about to get worse. He stepped from the Jeep, closing the driver’s-side door and walking to the Ark’s front entrance.

      Leti exited from the other side of the vehicle, falling into step next to him. He could feel her hesitation; she didn’t want to do this either. She’d brushed her long dark hair into a simple braid, but otherwise looked just as she had when he’d first met her in the Ark.

      “I notice you’re wearing the same clothing you usually do,” he said. “What does the white symbolize?”

      “I must approach as a supplicant, and the white symbolizes both purity and humility.” She paused in front of him, adjusting his hastily assembled dress uniform. The stylized black Ark on his shoulder looked right there. “You, on the other hand, they must see differently. Not only as a warrior, but also as a leader. As the men in Lima and Cajamarca now see you. This is the Jordan they must come to know—a true Ark Lord, not a bully or dictator. Remember that South America is different from the United States. Many of us grew up under one dictator or another, and the corruption here was even more obvious than your own country. Leaders are tyrants and not to be trusted. You need to overcome that, somehow.”

      “I’m not off to a good start,” Jordan countered sourly. “Elia hates me, and I’ve probably given her cause.”

      “She does, and her voice carries much weight.” Leti turned and hurried toward the wide tunnel leading into the Ark. It pulled Jordan back to the first time he’d seen it, right after the Ark had emerged from a thirteen-millennia-long nap. “Are you paying attention? Come along, Ark Lord. And treat this place with a little more dignity, or we will never be allowed to seek El Dorado.”

      “Can’t we just go without her blessing? You seem capable enough.” It was a half-hearted suggestion, and he followed her into the Ark.

      “I cannot. I have never been to the city, nor am I allowed to yet,” Leti explained with an air of exasperation. “When my people have proven ourselves, we are invited to seek the city. We must find it unaided, and when we do, we become elders—like Elia. Since I have not been given permission to go, we must obtain the help of someone who has.”

      They’d gone another hundred meters or so before they came to the first junction, one that Jordan knew well. From here, you could make it to dozens of locations in the Ark, including the light bridge and the central chamber. Last time he’d been here, this intersection had been empty. Now a pair of Ka-Ken in human form stood impassively, each holding a golden dagger.

      Sunsteel, Ka-Dun. They are armed for war, and consider you a foe.

      “Why do you seek to bar our way? All supplicants are allowed to seek the Mother’s wisdom,” Leti said. It had the ring of scripture, and maybe it was.

      “Eldest sister commanded it,” the shorter woman said. She stared daggers at Jordan. “This one is to be escorted. He may be the lord of this place, but we will see that he causes no mischief. Come, Ark Lord. The eldest wish to see you.” The way she said his title made it very clear just how she felt about it.

      He looked to Leti, and she gave a short nod. Jordan fell into line behind the two women, following them like a prisoner as he was led through his own Ark. It was annoying, but the benefits outweighed any hit to his pride. He needed these people. The world needed these people. He couldn’t afford to alienate them any further than he already had.

      They were led into the central chamber, where a pair of elaborate golden thrones had been erected. They stood at the feet of the statue of Isis, as if bathed in her wisdom. Jordan smiled grimly. If Isis ever saw this, he had a feeling that one or both of the people on those thrones might not survive. Isis had a bit of a temper that way.

      Elia sat on the right, resplendent in her glimmering white robe. The cotton she’d worn earlier was gone, replaced by the same kind of clothing Jordan had seen the Mother wear. Their formal wear, then? Her golden bracelet was still in place, and she’d added a golden necklace set with a knuckle-sized sapphire. Jordan probed it with his mind, unsurprised when he felt a signal. More of Elia’s toys. At least now he knew the source of those toys, or suspected he did anyway.

      “Eldest sister, we have come as supplicants,” Leti said. She sank to her knees, prostrating herself before the thrones. After a moment Jordan realized he was supposed to do the same.

      He gritted his teeth, imitating Leti’s position. It was humiliating, and dangerous. Being in this position meant that Elia would never have a better shot at ending him. Outside of Liz and Isis, she was the strongest Ka-Ken he’d met.

      That is the point of supplication, Ka-Dun. You are putting yourselves in their power, both figuratively and literally.

      “It surprises me that this one can put aside his arrogance long enough to show deference,” Elia said. She rose gracefully from the throne, approaching Jordan’s still kneeling form. His skin crawled, and he longed to roll into a combat stance. “How did you domesticate him so quickly, little sister?”

      Jordan knew the comment was meant to bait him. She believed he was susceptible to such things. He needed to prove otherwise. Jordan stayed where he was, refusing to give in to his instincts. After several more moments Elia glided her way back to the throne. She didn’t speak again until after she’d sat.

      “We recognize you as supplicants, little sister,” Elia intoned.

      “We recognize you as supplicants, little sister,” Adam intoned, a heartbeat after Elia.

      “Rise,” Elia continued. “We will hear the supplicant’s request.”

      Jordan climbed slowly to his feet, watching Leti as she did the same. He aped her body language as much as possible, trying for meek. He didn’t do meek very well.

      “I have been an initiate for two years,” Leti said. She gave a short bow. “During my time I have learned much. I can walk the shadows, and slay silently. I know the Mother’s catechisms by heart. My lineage is one of the purest in Peru, only two steps below Medico Roberto. I beseech you: allow me to seek the Holy City, that I might be found worthy.”

      “What say you, eldest brother?” Elia asked, turning to Adam.

      “Why do you seek the city, Leti? Why now, at the precise instant the Ark Lord has returned?” Adam studied Leti shrewdly, and she held up under that scrutiny.

      Jordan was proud of her. It couldn’t have been easy.

      “Because the Ark Lord needs to reach the Holy City. There we will find the tools necessary to carry on the Mother’s war. Jordan was recognized as one of her champions. He is her direct progeny, created by the Mother to battle her enemies.” There was an air of desperation to Leti’s argument.

      “So you seek to lead the Ark Lord to our holiest of places?” Adam asked. His tone was neutral, his expression the same. If he approved, or disapproved, nothing gave it away.

      “I do, Eldest. It is the right thing to do, because I believe it is what the holy Mother would do. She made him a champion for a reason; she trusted him. He was there in the last battle between her and the ancient darkness,” Leti said. The air of desperation dissipated. “We exist to honor her will, to see her decrees carried forth. The Ark Lord is her instrument, doing exactly that. He deserves our aid.”

      “You are not the voice of the Mother,” Adam said, reprovingly. “Presuming to know her wishes is the height of arrogance. You are not ready to begin your seeking.” He leaned back on his throne. “If you do not set aside your pride, you may never be ready.”

      “Well said,” Elia agreed triumphantly, crossing shapely legs. “You are not ready for your seeking, Leti. Return to your studies, and do not speak to this man again. Are my wishes clear?”

      “They are clear,” Leti spat. She glared at the pair of them, bristling. “All too clear. It is not my arrogance that is the issue here. You seek to bar this man’s aid because he was disrespectful. Because he neither knows nor follows our ways. Yet who among us can claim to have met the Mother? He has dined with her. Fought with her. His rebirth came at her hands. I will take him to the city. Nothing in the scriptures requires that I have your permission. That’s a tradition you started.”

      Elia and Adam eyed each other uncomfortably. Elia finally looked at her, eyes flashing with the same hatred she’d shown Jordan. “If you do this, you will be cast from the Temple. You know that.”

      “If you are willing to place your own pride above the wishes of the Mother, then that is a price I must pay.” Leti stood proudly. “As much as you pretend, you are not Her. I will let the city judge my worth.”

      “You will die in the attempt,” Adam said, still emotionless. “The people will offer you no succor. We cannot stop you from seeking, but neither do we have to offer you protection.”

      “I cast you from this temple, Leticia,” Elia roared. She rose from her throne, pointing accusingly at Leti. “You have until sunset to be gone from this valley, never to return. If you are seen here again, you will be treated as the ancient enemy.”
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      Trevor shot to his feet the instant he heard the rumble of approaching engines. He hefted his battered green backpack from the curb. The pack contained almost nothing—just a toothbrush, a comb, and a couple changes of clothes. Not needing to breathe, eat, or sleep definitely cut down on the number of things a guy had to carry.

      “Marguerite, you’ve been a wonderful hostess,” Anput said as she breezed into the kitchen from the stairway. She moved to embrace the old woman, who squirmed as Anput kissed her cheek. “I’ll be certain to recommend this place to all my dead whore friends.”

      “Ugh, I’ll have the stench of you on me for weeks. You did that on purpose, you deceitful whore. Get out of my house.” There was no heat to Marguerite’s voice, though. There might even have been a hint of affection. “You’ll meet your death in that jungle. The Mother will never allow you to reach the Holy City.”

      Trevor didn’t want to know how Marguerite knew they were leaving. If she knew, then everyone in Cajamarca knew, too. So much for a stealthy departure. Trevor gave a sigh as he headed for the door, not saying a word to the old woman as he stepped out into the chill morning. The sun was just cresting the horizon, its warmth feeding a trickle of power into his ever growing reserves.

      Anput followed him to the curb just as two Jeeps pulled up. Jordan was driving the first. A dark-haired woman in a simple cotton skirt pulled up in a second Jeep, parking behind Jordan. She left the engine idling, meeting Trevor’s gaze briefly. There was hostility there, but it was muted. She didn’t like him, but her hatred didn’t seem to run as deep as most other people he’d met here.

      “Trevor, Anput, this is Leticia,” Jordan said, gesturing toward the dark-haired woman. “She’s a priestess of the Mother, and she’ll be guiding us into the jungle. We’ll take the first Jeep, and you two can follow us.”

      “Couldn’t we all just take one vehicle?” Anput asked. Her tone was carefully neutral, but Trevor could feel the thinly contained heat. He shared the feeling. Were they so unclean that Jordan wouldn’t even ride with them?

      “We could, but I’m after redundancy. What if we break an axle? A second vehicle gives us spare parts if one breaks down. Once we enter that jungle, we won’t be able to come back for help.” He met Anput’s gaze evenly. “I assure you, this isn’t personal. If you’d prefer to change the seating arrangements, you can ride with me or Leti.”

      “I apologize, Ark Lord.” Anput nodded stiffly. “Thank you for procuring transportation. I’d prefer to ride with Ark Lord Trevor. He and I still have a great deal to discuss.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Jordan said, raising an eyebrow. He turned to Trevor. “I’m going to light walk us, and the Jeeps, to the town of Pucallpa. According to Leti, that’s a jumping off point into the jungle. Three days’ hard drive will get us into the thickest part of the jungle. From there we’ll be taking a canoe upriver. You two ready?”

      “Yeah.” Trevor nodded. Anput did the same a moment later. Trevor still felt irritated, though he had to admit that Jordan’s logic was sound. He knew he was reacting emotionally based on past encounters.

      Jordan’s eyes closed, and Trevor felt a surge of energy from the mountains to the east. Light burst from Jordan, impossibly brilliant. It washed over all of them, Jeeps included. When that light faded, they were in a small clearing. Trevor stood on a patch of dirt, surrounded by towering trees, covered with vines. It was the kind of dense jungle he hadn’t seen since Irakesh had taken him to Panama.

      A wide, dark river, flanked by a wall of vegetation, disappeared to the south. Behind them lay a fairly advanced city, complete with a little airport. There was even something resembling a strip mall. It wasn’t San Diego, but it was more advanced than he’d have imagined.

      He’d also had no idea how humid it would be. A thick sheen of sweat already covered Jordan’s face and arms.

      Insects, macaws, and something that sounded to Trevor like monkeys all competed to be the loudest part of the jungle. It was a rolling wall of sound, hypnotic in an almost unnerving way.

      “Being here reminds me of old times,” Jordan said. “At least this time I’m not chasing your sorry ass through the jungle.” To Trevor’s surprise, he smiled.

      “Are you okay, man? I think there’s something wrong with your face,” Trevor quipped.

      “I smile now and again,” Jordan said defensively. “Just not generally around you, because I’m usually trying to figure out the best way to kill you. Do you not remember shooting me in the face on the Golden Gate Bridge?”

      “Yeah, uh, sorry about that,” Trevor said. “In my defense, I wasn’t given much choice.”

      “How about when you shot me again, outside Gobekli Tepe?” Jordan said. He poked Trevor in the arm. “You enjoy shooting me, so I don’t smile around you. Getting shot sucks. It’s totally unfair that you can just disappear into the shadows.”

      “Yeah, well you can monkey around inside my head,” Trevor pointed out. “Seems a fair enough trade.”

      Trevor climbed back into the driver’s side of his Jeep, and Anput slid into the passenger’s side. Jordan rejoined Leti ahead of them. Jordan’s Jeep rolled confidently forward, ambling up a steep trail leading over a ridge that disappeared under the jungle’s thick canopy. Trevor guided his Jeep behind, allowing about fifty yards between them. They were paralleling the river, heading south.

      “So what did you want to talk about?” Trevor asked.

      Anput eyed him for a long moment before answering. She was unaffected by the sweltering heat; if anything, the humidity made her hair more lustrous. “I thought we could further discuss my theories on modifying the virus, but the truth is, that’s just me stalling. I’ve been wanting to ask, but I don’t really want the answer. Trevor, what happened to my husband?”

      “We were ambushed in France,” Trevor admitted. He eyed her sidelong. “He stayed behind to buy the rest of us time to escape. Anubis faced off against Set, and according to Irakesh Set cut him down. He died clean, if it’s any consolation.”

      Anput was silent for a long time, so Trevor focused on driving. Finally, she licked her lips and spoke. “What of Wepwawet? I’d know his fate as well.”

      Trevor considered his answer carefully, buying time by focusing on navigating the treacherous trail. Jordan had left a cloud of dust in his wake, which billowed up around them. “When we attacked the First Ark, Wepwawet was still being controlled by Set. Isis, Osiris, and Ra went after Set. Their job was to delay him while the rest of us detonated the Ark. Your husband was sent to stop us. He confronted us in the Ark’s central repository. Wepwawet squared off against Liz, and she was forced to kill him.”

      “Did Liz still wield Excalibur when she killed him?” Anput asked quietly, staring down at her lap.

      “No, Osiris was wielding it,” Trevor explained. “She did use the na-kopesh that used to belong to Irakesh.”

      Anput’s head shot up and her eyes locked on Trevor. He eyed her sidelong as the Jeep bounced over another root.

      “She used the blade to kill Wepwawet?” Anput asked. Her voice had an intensity he’d never heard from her.

      “Yes, she drained his essence,” Trevor said. “I saw her do that once before, when we were fighting a corrupted champion. I gather that makes her stronger.” He didn’t really understand the process. Exactly what were you draining when you took someone’s essence? It might be explainable scientifically, but he had no idea where to even start with Sunsteel.

      Anput gave a bitter laugh. “It will have to do, I suppose. Draining a foe does more than empower the killer. If they drain all the essence they’ll often absorb the consciousness of the person they slew. Part of Wepwawet almost certainly dwells within Liz. He was a powerful god, far too powerful to simply dissipate.”

      “Wow.” Trevor wondered how Liz would deal with having wolf-headed god in her head.
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      Nox watched impassively from the hotel balcony as the jungle below withered and died. He’d seen sections burned before, and remembered how the dense smoke had blackened the sky—how breathing had been difficult, and he’d needed eye protection.

      This was somehow more terrible than even the wanton burning of ancient jungle.

      Four of Camiero’s best shapers had been deployed along the jungle west of the isolated city of Brasilia. Each held a staff cut from dense black stone. They wore golden bracelets, allowing them to interface with the Builder-created weapons. Nox could feel the tremendous flow of energy from each shaper, fed through the bracelets into the staff. The staff radiated that energy in all directions, and wherever that energy passed plants died.

      The process began as a simple withering. Leaves drooped, then began to shrivel. Within moments, everything green was dead. Within a minute, everything within a thousand yards of the staff had become desiccated husks. Only the tallest trees remained standing, isolated husks to mark the grave of the jungle. The rest toppled with cascading crashes, so weak the dried wood could no longer support its own weight.

      After that swath of jungle had been cleared, all four shapers blurred forward, and the process repeated.

      It had been going on for three hours, and already they’d cleared tens of square miles of jungle—and they were not the only ones. This process was being repeated all along the border of the Amazon. By tomorrow they’d have done more destruction to the jungle than the four decades of logging before the CME combined.

      “Glorious,” Kali whispered. She stood behind him, and he had almost been able to ignore her presence. She cradled one of the obelisks, doting over it like a mother. “These things are incredible, and the jungle is merely one application. I can use these to amplify nearly any ability, including fear. You could break an enemy without even needed to fight. The Builders are truly gods.”

      Nox longed to tear out her throat, horrified by how much she reveled in the destruction.

      You only hate her because she represents the darkest parts of you, Set-Dun.

      Nox found it interesting that the voice believed that. He detested Kali, that was true—but not because she was anything like him. She was the opposite, in fact. Everything he did was with cold deliberation. He was always working toward his goals, methodically plotting his next moves. Kali was a creature of passion, chasing whatever emotion caught her fancy. She could switch from passion to rage and back again in the space of a few heartbeats. That had proven lethal to far too many of Camiero’s lieutenants. She’d roasted the last one alive using her pyrokinesis, a brand of shaping Nox had only encountered in the people shaped by the grey men.

      It gave him a clue to her past, though he’d been unable to uncover anything further. She was tight-lipped, and the only people who knew anything about her were Project Solaris. It was a pity Nox hadn’t been able to find their sanctuary, somewhere in orbit. He had no doubt it would yield all sorts of secrets, perhaps including a way to stop the Builders.

      “What makes you think the Builders won’t wipe us out the moment they arrive?” Nox asked. He didn’t expect a logical answer, and wasn’t disappointed.

      “They’ve promised us power,” she explained. “Their chosen will stand above the rest of the cattle. We will not rule, but I do not wish to. I merely wish to serve the masters.”

      Her tone was all devotion, which was odd for Kali. Nox had seen brainwashing before, but this went well beyond it. Somehow the grey men had shaped Kali’s mind, instilling in her a slavish devotion to the Builders.

      That terrified Nox, because if they could do it to her they could certainly repeat that process with others. His transformation by Set and Hades had changed him, but Nox still retained free will. Kali couldn’t boast the same thing. Hers had been stolen, and Nox knew that if they didn’t find a way to stop the Builders, the same fate lay in store for the few slaves left alive after they invaded.

      Of course, that was why he was here, after all. He and Hades both knew that one of them would betray the other at some point, but for now they were united in a common cause. Neither wanted to serve the Builders. Both knew the Builders would end everything. Right now they had no choice, no ability to resist. They worked alongside their would-be masters, learning everything they could about them.

      If his mission succeeded, Nox might finally have the means to fight back. He had to succeed, because if he didn’t the city’s power would be taken by the grey men. He’d seen enough of their power to know that would mean the end of everything. They were master shapers, and—if he understood correctly—the Proto Ark was exactly the kind of manufacturing facility they needed to gear up for war.

      “I like watching things die as much as the next demon,” Kali said, “but I still have no idea what we’re doing here.” She sidled up to the railing near Nox, but took great care not to touch him. That was a lesson he’d taught her very quickly after meeting, when she’d assumed she could seduce him. “It will take months to clear enough jungle to reach the city—possibly years. The masters are not patient. They won’t wait that long. Sooner or later they will intercede directly, and they are not gentle with those who fail them.”

      “It’s touching that you’re so concerned with my safety.” Nox refused to give her anything else. Kali was unpredictable, but she was also cunning. She knew there was more to his plan, that what was happening here was merely a distraction. A smoke screen for his true plan to find the city. He had little doubt she was spying for the grey men.

      Nox turned to the east, smiling as he spotted several black specks approaching. The B-949s flew low over the jungle, like fat birds. They contained hundreds of demons, the occupying force that he’d used to secure the area. The mechanized troops would arrive tomorrow, and in less than a week he’d bring the Anakim online.

      The army wasn’t the largest he’d ever assembled, but it was by far the most powerful. Whoever or whatever was waiting in the lost city had no idea what was coming for them.
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      By the end of the first day, Jordan hated the Jeeps. The extra storage space was nice, but the further they proceeded the more treacherous the roads became. Twice they’d had to pick up the Jeeps and carry them through impassable stretches. He was convinced they could have moved faster on foot.

      Or through the trees, Ka-Dun. As we did in the oldest days.

      “Leti, I’ve agreed to trust you,” Jordan began, “and I don’t want you to think that I don’t.” He glanced across the Jeep at the brunette. The sweat stains on her shirt matched his, and her hair was slick with it. It looked good on her, and gave her an earthy scent he very much enjoyed. “Why did you insist we take vehicles? They’re slowing us down. We can move faster on our own.”

      “Do not worry, Ark Lord. I am not Elia,” Leti teased. She gave him a warm smile, brushing sweaty black hair from her forehead. “I invite questions. If our faith cannot stand the light of questioning, then it is no true faith. Your question is a good one. We take Jeeps for two reasons. First, because if we took to the jungles it would be disrespectful to our hosts. These are their lands, and we should not trespass any more than we already have.”

      “I’d like to avoid antagonizing the locals,” Jordan allowed. “What’s the second reason?”

      “These Jeeps will be an offering,” Leti explained. “When we reach the river, we will need to barter for a canoe, and the tribe that carves them will accept the Jeeps as payment.” She withdrew a can of chili from her pack, using a single claw to slice it open. “I had forgotten how hot it is. It’s like the jungle is trying to smother us.”

      Deep rhythmic howls came from the dense foliage to the right side of the path. More howls came on their heels, this time from the other side of the path.

      “What am I hearing?” Jordan asked. He scanned the trees, but kept one eye on the treacherous path.

      “They are called howler monkeys. They are harmless, for the most part. Sometimes they can be dangerous, in that they will lead predators to prey. After the predators kill and eat their fill, the howler monkeys scavenge the carcass. This is a new thing. They did not do it before the world changed.” The way Leti said it suggested more fascination than revulsion. “It is the way in the jungle. All things must kill to survive. Even the plants fight to reach the life-giving sun. There is no truer expression of nature’s price.”

      “Sounds lovely. If we’re really being hunted by some sort of spirits, those things are going to be like a beacon.” Jordan guided the Jeep over a small rise, bouncing sharply when he went over a thick root. God, he hated roots.

      “If the jungle wishes us harm, there will be no hiding from it. Even making the attempt to hide would be perceived as hostile.”

      “You mean the natives, right?” Jordan asked.

      “No, I mean the jungle. The jungle itself is alive. It has a consciousness. I do not know the science behind this thing, but I do not need to fully understand a thing to know how it is possible. Werewolves and zombies were nothing but fantasies five years ago. Is this so difficult to accept?” Leti stared up at the trees, spooning chili into her mouth. “This place is the largest biomass in the world. It is one of the oldest, one of the last remaining great jungles. Only the Congo rivals it, but the Congo is smaller.”

      “I respect this place, trust me.” Jordan eyed the tree warily as they slowly picked a path down the hillside. More than once Jordan had felt like the Jeep was going to topple, but he knew from experience that the low center of gravity made these things like mountain goats. “I did a tour along the jungle in Columbia, back in the early nineties. We were hired to oust some guerrillas that were terrorizing local villages. We lost two dozen men in three weeks before we finally cornered them. It was one of the costliest operations I’ve ever been a part of. Those who know the jungle have a massive advantage over those who don’t.”

      Jordan paused at the bottom of the hill, pulling off to the side of the trail to allow Trevor to catch up. He leaned out the side of the Jeep as the deathless pulled up alongside them. “Hey, Trevor, it’s getting fairly late and I don’t like the idea of doing this in the dark. That little cave looks like as good a place to camp as any. What do you think?”

      “Looks safe enough. We can flee in two directions, and it should keep the rain off.” Trevor angled his Jeep’s wheels, backing it off the trail behind Jordan. He rubbed his lower back as he exited. “I know we’re supernatural badasses and all, but that drive tore up my back. These Jeeps suck.”

      “It is a rather awkward means of travel,” Anput said. She fished a large duffel from the Jeep’s back seat and headed into the cave. “I’ll get a fire set up so that those of you with a heartbeat can have dinner.”

      “Thank you,” Leti said stiffly. She followed Anput inside and began setting up a green canvas pup tent—as far from Anput as it could get without being outside the cave.

      Rain began to fall all at once, in an avalanche that drenched Jordan and Trevor. It rang off the Jeeps like giant drums, booming loudly enough that anyone within two miles who didn’t already know they were here sure did now.

      Jordan closed his eyes, raising his face to the rain. It felt good—warm. A damned sight better than the awful humidity, at least.

      “I have a feeling this is about to be the most awkward evening I’ve ever had.” Trevor paused next to Jordan, his backpack in hand. “They don’t like each other. And we don’t like each other. Probably not the four I’d have picked to head into the jungle with. You know, Blair would have loved this. He’s basically Indiana Jones, and the one time he’d get to find the lost city he chose to stay home.”

      “I get why. Blair has decided to take a stand. He’s taking up the role of Ark Lord. I’m still trying to learn what that means, and I know he is too.” Jordan reached into the Jeep and fished out his own pack. It weighed an easy eighty pounds, but he one-handed that without effort. Being this strong never got old.

      “Yeah, he made the right call,” Trevor said. “Besides, him going back means he’s with Liz.” He started toward the cave, but paused to wait for Jordan.

      “That’s where he should be,” Jordan said. “I hope those two get on with it. They’ve certainly waited long enough.” He tossed his pack against a rock.

      “Dude, that’s my sister you’re talking about,” Trevor protested. “Don’t make me climb a water tower to defend her honor.”

      “I’m pretty sure Liz can climb her own water towers, but point taken. Still, I think she and Blair are good together.”

      “They need each other, I think,” Trevor said. He sat down, cross-legged, and withdrew a .45 from his thigh holster. He swiftly disassembled the weapon, then reached into his pack for a well worn cleaning kit.

      Jordan withdrew his own sidearm, automatically beginning a nearly identical cleaning process. It was something soldiers did. Just like you’d yawn when you saw someone else yawn. Weapon maintenance saved lives, and every soldier who liked breathing tended to their weapon religiously.

      As quickly as it had started, the rain stopped. In its wake came a million dripping sounds, as water trickled down lush vegetation. It was pleasant, almost hypnotic. Jordan enjoyed it as he finished cleaning his sidearm.

      Then a piercing shriek split the silence—a weird, bestial wheezing noise. He started reassembling his weapon. Trevor did the same.

      “Tell me you know what that was,” Anput said. She stalked to the edge of the cave and peered out into the impenetrable jungle.

      “It is a mapinguara.” Leti rose from the tent and moved to join Anput. “You know they are close when you can smell the decay of the deep jungle. It is…unique. Few see a mapinguara and live, but I have heard them described. The smallest are taller than a man, and they can grow many times that size. They walk like a man, but they are covered in thick shaggy hair. Their arms are too long, and tipped with long claws. Their skin is said to be so tough that nothing can pierce it, and the older they get the tougher their hide.”

      “How old is the one we just heard?” Jordan asked. He was very glad they had Leti with them. Nothing beat local intelligence.

      “That one was young. It was screaming at the rain. Mapinguara hate water. They will not cross a river, unless it is very shallow.” Leti looked up at him, and he could see the concern. “If it is one, we are likely safe. If it is part of a herd, then we must flee. Many champions have thought to test the legend of the mapinguara, and the few who return usually will not speak of it.”

      “They have to have heard the rain hitting the Jeeps,” Jordan said. “We either stand our ground or abandon the Jeeps and cross the river. I say we stand our ground. Three of us can blur, and Leti can walk the shadows. We set a watch, and if one of these things gets close we’ll decide how to deal with it. We can run if we need to.”
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      Trevor leaned against the moss-covered boulder, shadows wrapped tightly around him. So far as he knew, other than Blair’s ping ability there was no way he could be detected.

      Of course, the very fact that Blair had the ability showed that it was possible, so Trevor took no chances. He stayed vigilant, listening to the jungle.

      It loomed outside the cave, a mass of shadowy shapes only visible because of his enhanced vision. Insects and spiders crawled across tree trunks, but nothing larger than a human fist. An anaconda slithered past, the jungle going silent around it. He even spotted a large cat in a distant tree. Jaguar, maybe?

      During that first watch, Trevor had plenty of time to think. About Anput and her work on a modified virus. About Jordan, and the fact that most of the heat had gone out of his animosity. Trevor respected the man, even if they weren’t friends. They’d become allies, and that was probably a good thing for this new world they were building.

      “I find it interesting,” came Anput’s disembodied voice, “that Isis added the need to sleep to her virus. It wasn’t present in the original deathless strain, nor in my father’s modified strain. She added a weakness, and I have never understood why. I mean look at the Ka-Dun. Jordan is an Ark Lord, yet right now he is as helpless as an unblooded. It makes no sense. The only quote I’ve heard from Isis was that she felt it preserved the human soul.”

      Trevor considered that. Was she being superstitious? He seriously doubted it. “Isis has lived longer than any of us, even you. Deathless can choose to sleep, but we aren’t forced to. We don’t have that limitation. Maybe when enough centuries pass that blurs your perspective. Maybe you can’t think like a normal human any more. Werewolves don’t age, but they eat. They sleep. They can mate. They’re still human, for the most part. Still connected to their former identity in a way I think we lose.”

      “I suppose there’s some merit in that,” Anput allowed. Trevor guessed she was no more than three feet away, but it was difficult to tell because she was enveloped in shadow. “If you were to tinker with your own virus, would you make the same change?”

      “That’s a good question,” Trevor mused. “The pragmatist in me says that would be a terrible idea.” He ran his hand along the golden boomerang David had given him, enjoying the weapon’s faint warmth against his cool skin. “Honestly, though? Yes, I think I would. I’ve only been deathless for a few months, from my perspective. I’ve already seen how it’s changed me, and I’m not sure I like all those changes. If I could reclaim a bit of who I was in life I think I’d leap at the chance.”

      A shrill shriek cut through the jungle, dropping a veil of silence. Even the insects ceased moving. Trevor stood poised, straining to hear anything. A cacophony of howling exploded in the trees all around their cave. Trevor spotted small forms flitting through the trees above.

      Trevor blurred to Jordan’s side to wake him, but the commander’s eyes were already open. The big man unzipped his sleeping roll, climbing swiftly to his feet. He was still wearing his combat boots. “It’s those damned monkeys again, isn’t it?”

      Leti had also risen, and was peering out into the darkness. “Yes, they are leading something toward us.”

      “I think we all know what they’re leading here,” Trevor said. He was still wearing the shadows, but neither werewolf jumped when he spoke. “There was an otherworldly shriek just before the monkeys.”

      “The mapinguara are not swift by our standards,” Leti said, “but they are faster than an unblooded. At least one will be on us soon. More if we are unlucky.” She fixed Jordan with an agonized stare. “I do not know what to do. If we stay and fight, we may die. If we run for the river we will arrive with no gift, and will not be able to make passage on the river.”

      “Can’t we just swim?” Trevor asked.

      Leti shook her head. “There are dangerous things in the water. We cannot risk it. We need a boat.”

      “Choice seems pretty clear,” Jordan said. “We need to stay and defend those Jeeps. If we get into real trouble, we’ll fall back into the jungle. If these things can’t blur, we should have no trouble outrunning them. Trevor, you on board with that?” He faced roughly in Trevor’s direction, his steely eyes roaming the shadows where Trevor lurked.

      We should flee, Trevor’s Risen whispered. There is no sense in risking our deaths.

      Trevor shimmered into view. “Yeah, I’m good with that. We’ve taken on some pretty scary things. Let’s see how we do against this mapinguara. If we’re going to be journeying through here for weeks, it will be good to know what to expect.”

      “I hope this is not madness,” Leti whispered. She was still staring out into the darkness, and winced when another shriek split the jungle. It was close now. The monkeys went into a frenzy of howls.

      “Child, if two Ark Lords cannot handle some unintelligent beast, the lot of us deserve to die.” Anput’s tone was sharper than Trevor was used to, putting the lie to her bold words. The vampire was frightened.

      Trevor summoned the shadows once more, moving silently to the far end of the cave. He scanned the tree line, waiting. The clearing, if it could be called that, was about twenty feet across. The mapinguara would need to cross that to enter the cave, so that was where they had to meet it. He didn’t know how tall these things were, but the cave was maybe eight feet tall. If the thing was large enough, they could use the cave defensively.

      The monkeys grew bolder, several darting down to touch the stones above Trevor. Something crashed through the jungle, tree branches snapping loudly as it pushed its way into the clearing. The jungle parted long enough for something hideous to emerge. A stench of rotting vegetation and something worse filled the cave, so awful it made Trevor’s eyes water. The stench worsened when the creature gave a deafening roar.

      It lumbered closer, approaching the Jeeps. A stray beam of moonlight fell on it, giving the creature some definition. It had thick shaggy fur, and a sloth-like face. Its arms were too long, sharp grey claws touching the earth as it approached. Trevor estimated it at about eight feet tall. It wasn’t quite as massive as a female werewolf, and it moved sluggishly, like it wasn’t in any kind of hurry to devour them.

      “How do you want to play this?” Trevor called to Jordan.

      “You’ve got that grey man weapon, right? See how it feels about being shot in the face.”

      “Yeah, Anput has one too.” Trevor obliged. He aimed the golden boomerang, willing energy to flow through him and into the weapon. He poured out as much as he could muster, trying to make this blast as powerful as the weapon could handle.

      Brilliant green light lit the clearing like day as the tips of the boomerang built up a charge. A deep hum filled the jungle, then the weapon discharged.

      It sent a bolt of crackling green energy right at the mapinguara’s face. The beast fell back half a step, its features locked in almost comical surprise. Then the beam washed over its face, drawing an ear-piercing shriek of pain. The scent of charred flesh now mingled with the awful stench, and Trevor heard Jordan gag behind him.

      Trevor kept his attention on his target. The mapinguara gave another shriek, but this one was more rage than pain. It scanned the cave entrance, its patches of steaming flesh still sending up tendrils of smoke, and lumbered forward, attention fixed on the only thing it could see: Jordan.

      Trevor shot it again, this time in the side of the head. The shot elicited another shriek, and the beast turned to face Trevor’s direction. Its eyes narrowed as it scanned the shadows, but it seemed unable to detect him. Trevor crept around the beast, studying the bald patch where he’d shot it the second time. That shot had done even less damage than the first—it had burned away fur, but the skin wasn’t even reddened. These things were damned tough.

      Jordan capitalized on the beast’s momentary distraction, blurring toward it from the cave. He shifted in mid-air, coming down on the mapinguara’s back. He worried at the creature’s neck with his fangs, but was about as effective as a puppy chewing on a shoe.

      The mapinguara’s arm shot out, seizing Jordan by the neck. It tightened its grip, and Jordan beat frantically on its arm as he struggled for breath.

      Trevor glided forward into a blur. Time slowed as he charged the mapinguara, dropping his shoulder like a linebacker. He took the beast behind the knee, ending the blur the moment he impacted.

      The blow knocked the creature to the ground, and it released Jordan. Jordan rolled backwards, raising both his arms. The mapinguara was suddenly lifted into the air, and it gave an angry bleat like some titanic sheep.

      Trevor was already rolling away, but the creature’s clawed hand sank into the back of Trevor’s leg. It dragged Trevor toward it, punching the claws of its other hand through his shoulder.

      He suppressed the pain, blurring into a punch. His fist shot forward, but a fang-filled mouth opened in the creature’s gut. Razored teeth clamped down around his wrist, and Trevor gave a roar that was more shock than pain. He shifted into green mist, swirling into the shadows.

      Sluggish black blood flowed from the stump where his hand had been. It would grow back, but for now he was crippled.

      “I think I’ve got it,” Jordan called. He’d raised his arms higher, and the creature moved up about ten more yards. It flailed about, shrieking wildly as it sought to find purchase with its long arms. They tore at a few branches, but the mapinguara could do nothing but shriek as it rotated slowly.

      “Telekinesis is so handy,” Jordan said. He took another step back from the creature as one of its arms swiped the air near him.

      “It’s a temporary solution,” Anput countered. She’d retreated to the cave mouth and was watching the mapinguara warily. “Sooner or later we’ll want to leave, and you’ll have to let it go. It will just come after us again, right, Leti?”

      Leti’s voice came from the shadows in the cave’s recesses. “I’m afraid so. Now that it has the taste of our flesh it will never stop.”

      “Then we have to kill it,” Trevor said. “I have an idea about that.” He stepped from the shadows, and the mapinguara instantly swiped in his direction. The claws passed within a foot of him, and he leaned back slightly to avoid the blow.

      Bones popped as a new hand sprouted from Trevor’s wrist. It happened with incredible speed, flesh weaving itself around bone until his hand was completely regenerated. Trevor switched the boomerang to his newly regrown hand, and then leapt at the mapinguara. He punched it in the gut again, and as expected the mouth opened. Trevor blurred, at the same time pouring power into the boomerang.

      The jaws of the strange mouth were closing on his wrist, the fangs beginning to pierce his newly regenerated flesh. Trevor released the shot, and a beam of pure green shot into the creature’s innards.

      Trevor increased the power, firing a second shot, then a third. The beast thrashed wildly, writhing desperately to escape the pain. The mapinguara gave one more tortured shriek, then its convulsions ceased.

      “You’ve done it,” Leti said. There was awe in her voice. “You’ve killed a mapinguara.”

      Shrieks came from the jungle to the south, a mourning answer to the mapinguara’s death cry. Another shriek came from the north, then a third to the south. Finally, a deep shriek came from the east. It was far deeper, and longer, than any of the others.

      “They know what we have done. We must flee.” Leti darted back into the cave and began stuffing her sleeping roll into her pack.

      “We need to abandon the Jeeps,” Jordan said. He’d also moved to pack his sleeping roll.

      “Agreed.” Trevor darted to his pack, pulling the straps over his shoulders. “We’ll find something else to give the villagers at the river. I don’t want to stick around to deal with a whole pack of these things.”
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      “This way,” Leti called from the shadowy jungle ahead. “It isn’t much further.”

      Jordan trotted through the jungle, pulling up short when he reached the shore of a wide, lazy river. The moonlight was bright over the water, as there was no canopy to obscure it. Out in the middle of the water was a grassy mound not quite large enough to qualify as a real island. That mound was dotted with tiny huts, and several figures crouched around a smoldering fire.

      From behind Jordan came more enraged shrieks, still distant but growing closer at a truly alarming rate. Apparently these things could move fast when they were pissed off.

      “Leti, you know these people, right?” he asked.

      Leti stepped from the shadows, in human form. “They are of the Muisca tribe. I have not met them personally, but I know their ways.”

      “Since we don’t have a gift, what do you suggest?” Jordan asked. He tried to ignore the approaching shrieks. They had time. Not much of it, but enough to ensure they approached the situation tactically.

      “If we approach without a gift, they will take it as a grave insult. Combined with your choice of friends, I fear at best they will send us away. At worst they may attack us.” Leti climbed onto the base of a large ropey tree trunk that jutted out into the river. “Still, I do not see that we have any choice.”

      “Then let’s be about this,” Anput said, shimmering into view. She dove gracefully into the murky water, her powerful muscles propelling her toward the island with incredible speed.

      Jordan waited for Trevor and Leti to enter the water, risking a glance back at the jungle. He had a hard time believing that those monstrosities would be stopped by a shallow river, but he’d seen stranger things. He dove into the muddy water, surprised by how warm it was. Tales of piranha lurked in the back of his mind, but he focused on swimming for the island. He blurred, but only enough to catch the others as they arrived on the shore of the little island.

      The natives were already aware of them, and a group of dark-skinned villagers were advancing with spears. They wore little more than bright red loincloths and colorful body paint. Men and women were similarly garbed, and all held spears. They chattered in a language Jordan didn’t recognize.

      You can take that language from their minds, Ka-Dun. They are unblooded, after all. I know you are squeamish about accepting your position, but they possess something you need. It is to their benefit that you seek the city. Surely claiming their tongue is an acceptable price.

      Jordan was mildly surprised by the long outburst. It was the most his beast had said in a long time. Its answers were usually short, and it rarely suggested he do something he disagreed with. That it did here was interesting.

      The crowd of natives parted for a short woman, bowing as they stepped from her path. She shared their dark skin and hair, but there was something different about her. She walked with confidence and poise, and Jordan could feel the strength in her. “I do not recognize you,” she said. “But I know the garb of one of you at least. You are a priestess?”

      “I am, honored sister,” Leti replied. She stepped forward, giving something between a bow and a curtsy. “We are supplicants seeking the city, and were hoping you might provide aid.”

      The dark-haired woman frowned, looking hard at Anput and Trevor. She eyed Jordan curiously for a moment, though her expression didn’t soften much. “You bring the ancient enemy into the jungle, and you seek to lead them to the city? I imagine our elder sisters would take a very dim view of this.”

      “Then it’s a good thing that you are not an elder sister.” Leti gave a respectful nod.

      The woman returned it. “I’m not, but if you are a fugitive then I can expect trouble from helping you,” she countered. She gestured at her companions, and the villagers dispersed back into the huts. Most seemed reluctant to go, and almost all were still staring. “My name is Anhuaga. I protect these people from the jungle, and I am not willing to put them at risk—especially not for the sake of people harboring the ancient enemy. Why should I help you? What gift have you brought that I should accord you any honor at all?”

      There it was. Leti gave him an agonized look, and Jordan wracked his brain for a solution. They had a few weapons, and some basic gear. Nothing that these people would be interested in. They wouldn’t care about guns.

      Then it hit him.

      “Can you excuse us for a moment?” Jordan asked. He took Leti by the shoulder, guiding her back to Trevor and Anput.

      Anhuaga gave a cold nod. She could probably hear every word, but was at least polite enough to pretend that she couldn’t.

      “Anyone have a suggestion? Those howls are getting closer and I’m not really looking forward to fleeing downriver without a boat,” Trevor said. He stared back at the jungle they’d emerged from. “Maybe we could have carried the Jeeps somehow. Maybe we can go back for them.”

      “I have another idea,” Jordan said. He lowered his voice. “Both you and Anput have one of those golden boomerangs. I don’t want to lose the firepower, but I’m betting these people would value them…especially once we show them what they can do.”

      “You want to trade a priceless piece of enemy technology for a canoe?” Anput asked. Her tone made it clear how crazy she thought Jordan was.

      “Here,” Trevor said. He reached into his pack and handed the golden boomerang to Leti. “Tell them that’s the gift. Show her what it does. It will be most valuable for a female werewolf, since they don’t have any external shaping. It can help her protect this place.”

      The idea that Trevor would give up a potent weapon without a second thought really cast him in a different light. Jordan had always believed that Trevor put his own needs first, above the group. Either he was changing, or Jordan didn’t know him as well as he’d thought.

      “Very well,” Leti said. She walked back over to Anhuaga, and gave another bow. “Revered champion, we show our honor with the mightiest gift we can bestow. This weapon will help you defend these shores.” Leti aimed the weapon at the sky, discharging a beam of pure green energy. It shot skyward, eventually disappearing into the dense cloud cover.

      Leti handed the weapon to Anhuaga, who took it reverently. She studied the weapon carefully, then looked up sharply at Leti. “I see what this is about now. You’ve stolen artifacts from the temple, and you seek the city to acquire more.”

      “How dare you,” Leti snarled, shifting into her warform. “My gift has accorded you great honor. Those weapons are not artifacts of the holy temple. They come from our enemies, foes the Mother opposes. You think I am some thief in search of treasure? I should tear out your throat for all your people to see.”

      Anhuaga shifted as well, growing into a dark-furred warform a few inches taller than Leti. She bared her fangs. “Threatening me in front of my people is unwise.”

      “Unwise?” Leti interjected. She walked brazenly over to Anhuaga, staring up at the Ka-Ken. “We are in the company of two Ark Lords. Either could incinerate you where you stand. They could wipe this place clean of life, leaving nothing but a memory. Accept the priceless gift we have given you, allow us to take one of your dirty little boats, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      There was a tense moment when Jordan was positive Anhuaga was about to attack, but that moment came and went. Her posture softened, and Jordan knew she’d been cowed.

      “Very well,” Anhuaga snapped. Her gaze darted to Jordan, then away again when he met it. There was definitely fear there. “I grant you the gift of passage. You may take a single canoe. Leave immediately.” Anhuaga slid the boomerang into a pouch sewn from crocodile hide, and turned coldly away. She stalked back to her people, who studiously avoided looking at them.

      “It is the best we can hope for, I think,” Leti said, apologetically.

      “It’s enough. Let’s just take it and go,” Jordan said. He started walking along the edge of the shore toward a trio of canoes that had been pulled out of the river.
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      “I wonder what this surprise is,” Blair asked. He and Liz were waiting at the curb outside Alicia’s house. The eastern horizon was just beginning to lighten, and only the stars in the western sky were still visible. The town below hadn’t quite woken up, but a few figures moved between rows of houses.

      “Got me. She seemed really pleased with how you handled San Francisco.” Liz threatened a grin, but managed to suppress it. “Personally I think you went a little overboard, but if I were an Ark Lord I imagine I’d enjoy the theatrics, too.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know it was over the top. In my defense I was a little pissed off.” Blair gave her a sheepish smile.

      Liz returned it, growing even more beautiful when her features brightened.

      Footsteps sounded from inside the house—two sets. The door opened, and Alicia stepped out. Her hair had been pulled into a ponytail that looked suspiciously like Liz’s, and she wore a baseball cap…also like Liz. Behind Alicia came a second figure, the one he’d met the night they’d come to Santa Rosa. John Rivers was one of Alicia’s lieutenants, but he’d been away on patrol every time Blair had been here.

      “Morning,” Alicia called. She gave a cheerful little wave as she approached. “Thanks for coming so early. I hope you didn’t have to cut anything short.” Alicia gave a truly wicked smile, and Blair could only stand there blinking.

      Yup, that was what she was implying.

      “Nothing we’d be embarrassed about,” Blair replied smoothly. “So what’s this big surprise you have for us?”

      “A home,” Alicia said. She gestured at the house across the street from hers, an identical McMansion, also in good repair. “John Rivers dropped by my place last night. I’ll let him give you the news.”

      “I’m almost never in Santa Rosa,” John Rivers explained. He stepped forward and offered a leathery hand to Blair. “After what you did in San Francisco, you’ve proved yourself in my book. If anyone should be living right next to Alicia, it’s you. I was only given this place as a status symbol, but I don’t really ever use it. Don’t much like houses. So why don’t you folks take it?”

      “We’re neighbors,” Alicia burst out. It was such a stark shift from the hard-eyed teen he was already growing used to. “Yukon is already inside, and I’ve got a truck coming by later with some furniture. I don’t really use it, but I’m told you old folks from before the end of the world like couches and beds.”

      “We can’t accept this. It’s too much,” Liz protested. She stared at the house longingly though.

      “Yes we can,” Blair said. He took John Rivers’s hand. “If you’re really sure you want to give this place to us, we’d be honored to take it. This is an incredible gift, John. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you,” John Rivers said. He had a firm grip and an easy smile. Blair found himself liking the guy even more. “We’ve been terrified of Melissa and her deathless ever since they drove us off Angel Island. I was one of the first people Alicia gave the gift to, but that happened after. I’ll never forget running, too frightened to even look back. You’ve ensured that we don’t have to worry about the deathless ever again, and that makes you a hero in my book.”

      “Thank you, John.” Liz embraced him in a fierce hug.

      “Why don’t we let the lovebirds explore their new place?” Alicia suggested rather coyly.

      “I can’t believe it even comes with a dog,” Blair quipped.

      “He insisted that the Mother would want him to stay with you two,” Alicia said.

      John Rivers offered the keys to Liz. “Enjoy,” he said, then he and Alicia turned back toward her place, heading up the walk to her door.

      “Guess that’s our cue,” Liz said. She linked her arm through Blair’s, and they walked up to the front door of a house far larger than Blair had ever dreamed of owning.

      “Mowing this lawn is going to be a real bitch,” he said, wrapping an arm around Liz’s shoulder.

      “Are you serious? You can blur.” She slid the key home in the lock, opening the door to a cavernous living room. A large furry lump lay against the far wall, illuminated by the moonlight coming through the skylight above. Yukon’s tail thumped on the carpet, and he rose to his feet as they closed the door behind them.

      Welcome home.

      “It’s good to be home,” Liz said. She knelt next to Yukon, ruffling the fur on his head. “I missed you, and I’m glad we finally have a chance to catch up.”

      Blair found himself studying Yukon with fresh eyes. It wasn’t just his size, which was impressive. That sort of genetic manipulation he could get a handle on. What he didn’t understand was how Isis had been able to give Yukon the power to shift into a human, or to grow so much more intelligent than a normal canine. When they’d been investigating the werewolf virus they had learned that dogs had the most malleable DNA of any mammal—but it still seemed incredibly complex.

      A pulse of energy flowed into Blair’s eyes, and he was somehow seeing inside the dog. A knot of energy tendrils had been woven into Yukon’s brain, somewhere near where the prefrontal cortex would be on a person. A low rhythmic pulse was being broadcast from that knot. Blair probed the signal, feeling a surge of joy and contentment emanating from it.

      You experience his emotions through the bond the Mother forged. During the last age such bonds were common. Sometimes they would be forged between a Ka-Dun and a chosen pack member. More often that bond was forged between Ka-Dun and Ka-Ken. This bonding enabled mates to work together with far greater efficiency. You should bond your female, but beware. Such a bond will last until your death.

      “Blair, what is it?” Liz asked. “You’re a million miles away.” She was sitting on the carpet with her back against the wall. Yukon had his head in her lap, and she was scratching under his ears.

      “Something my beast just said.” Blair squatted across from Liz, searching for a way to broach the topic. “Yukon has some sort of bond with Isis. I can see it, see how she created it, I think”

      “Blair?” Liz asked—then she cocked her head, as if listening. Her voice quavered a little, and she gave a soft smile. “Did your voice explain to you how this bond was used? What it represented between a man and woman?”

      She peered at him with those impossibly blue eyes, and there he found the answer to the question he’d been afraid to ask. “I know now isn’t the best time, and that this is all rather sudden, but I doubt we’ll ever have a better time. Liz, I’d like to forge one of these bonds between us. It’s not marriage or anything, but in a way maybe it’s deeper.”

      “We’re going to be alive for a very long time,” Liz said. “I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather spend eternity with.” She sat up straighter, with the best smile Blair had ever seen. It was like a tremendous weight had been taken away from her.

      Blair stretched out a hand toward Liz, and began to pull at the energy offered by the Ark.

      Allow me to guide you, Ka-Dun, his beast rumbled. Blair gave over control and a burst of complex signals flowed from his hand toward Liz. She tensed, eyes widening and mouth opening slightly.

      The burst sped up, pulsing far faster than Blair could possibly track. He could only comprehend a fraction of what the beast was doing, but when it finished several minutes later he could see exactly what it had accomplished. Liz now had an identical knot, and Blair could feel one inside him as well.

      “I can feel you in the back of my head,” Liz said in wonder. She reached up and touched her temple. “You’re in here. Your emotions. It’s amazing.”

      “I can feel you, too. Hey, Yukon, how about you go for a run? I think Liz and I are going to need some alone time.”

      I will go rouse the pack for the day’s hunt. Yukon gave a doggy smile, wagging his tail as he used a paw to open the front door. Enjoy your alone time.
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      The wind howled as Blair ran low and fast up the ridge. He bounded over rocks, reveling in the freedom his full wolf form provided. Having four legs made running not just effortless, but exhilarating. All around him the packmind echoed his emotions, sharing different flavors of joy and wonder. Dogs, foxes, and coyotes moved as one, flowing over the golden hills northeast of Sacramento. It was as close as Blair was willing to come to the Great Bear’s territory.

      A flash of golden fur appeared beside him as Yukon drew even. He loped alongside Blair, easily half again as large as Blair’s wolf form. His sober brown eyes fell on Blair, dampening the joy.

      They are ready to follow you. The Mother always intended you to lead the pack.

      Blair turned from the hills, flowing down switchbacks along a steep ravine. He began circling back to the west, toward home.

      I know, he thought back. I intend to. I’ve been dodging this for a long time, but that time has passed.

      He leapt over a boulder, tongue lolling from his mouth as he sprinted through the snow. This was incredible. Dozens of dogs yipped and barked in his wake, sniffing at plants or marking territory. Yukon stayed even with Blair, loping along in wide strides.

      Blair was silent, sniffing at the air with his powerful nostrils. He considered Yukon’s words, and knew they were true. He needed to take up the reins of the pack, and to start rebuilding northern California. The war with the Builders was coming, and there were likely other threats out there, too. Windigo, at the very least, though Liz and Alicia had left in search of him.

      Even now Blair could feel Liz somewhere to the northwest. She was tired, but happy.

      So how do I start leading? Is there something official I need to do, some sort of shaping?

      Yukon cocked his head, giving Blair a confused look. You lead.

      Blair realized the problem. He was looking at this from his background as a junior college teacher. He was considering psychology and anthropology and culture, and a whole bunch of other factors that only clouded the issue. To a dog—or a wolf—there was only action.

      If he wanted to lead this pack, then he didn’t need to think about it. He needed to do it. Action was what he needed. So Blair acted.

      He turned north to parallel the Sierras, diving off another rock and sprinting down the trail. Blair called to the packmind, to every last mongrel within a dozen miles. Run. Run fast and free. We hunt for survivors. We are their champions.

      The pack responded with an outcry of joy, leaping eagerly down the hill after Blair. Their minds reveled at the connection, at the shared extension of their senses. In that moment, Blair finally understood what the Great Pack was. He understood why the Mother had created that pack, and the role it had filled during the previous cycle.

      Such things cannot be explained, Ka-Dun. They must be experienced, his beast rumbled. It was clearly pleased. Taking up this mantle makes all who share the pack greater. It makes us whole. You are that which bonds the pack together, and without you it will always be incomplete.

      Blair continued to run, reaching out experimentally to the packmind. Sharing this much of himself was difficult, especially since every time he’d ever lowered his guard he’d regretted it. Yet here the intermingling felt right.

      To his surprise Blair felt other minds, not just dogs. Other champions ran with the pack, each the leader of a smaller pack. They had acknowledged his authority, glorying in the connection just as their canine companions did.

      On and on they ran, fanning out through the trees as they began to climb in elevation. If they continued along this path it would bring them to Lake Tahoe eventually. Blair had no way of knowing how fast they were moving, but he’d have guessed twenty-five miles an hour for most of the pack. That shouldn’t be possible for a normal dog.

      They are not normal, Ka-Dun. You are shaping them, even without realizing it. When they are near you, they grow stronger—faster. This is an ability you can consciously control. You can make your pack much greater than it is now, a skill we will need for the battles to come.

      That was an interesting revelation, one that made a great deal of sense. Somehow the Mother had shaped Yukon in exactly that way. He was at least three times as large as he’d been when she first discovered him, and had learned to shift to human form. Isis had somehow re-written his genetic code, and so far as Blair could tell she’d done it without the aid of an Ark. The virus she’d crafted, the one that had made him what he was, must have contained that same ability. He just needed to learn to use it.

      Flee. Flee. Do not go to the high places, a frantic fox’s mind called from the hillside above. It shared images of a massive bear slaughtering a pack of coyotes while the frightened fox hid in a patch of snow.

      Blair pulled up short, sending up a spray of white. Yukon paused next to Blair, studying him with those large brown eyes, waiting to see how Blair would handle this.

      Should he investigate further? Deal with this Great Bear? He glanced at the scars on Yukon’s right flank, where the Bear’s claws had swiped him. Yukon was strong, stronger than many Ka-Dun. This Bear was not to be trifled with.

      Join us. You are safe. We are many, Blair thought back to the fox. He knew the rest of the packmind was listening, just as Yukon was. We will lead you to our home, in the valleys where the sun sets. There are no bears there, and you will be safe.

      I do not believe so, mighty one, the fox thought back. Soon we will reach the end of the trees, and the notdeads will catch us.

      We will protect you, from the bears and the notdeads, Blair thought back. He could feel the fox’s skepticism, but there was hope there, too. The fox came closer, creeping toward their pack. A moment later, a small vixen darted after, following her mate.

      Blair continued north. They would find other survivors, swelling the pack.
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      Liz filled her water bottle from the Russian River, though the trickle of water could hardly be considered a river. That was alarming. Droughts had been a problem her entire life, but they’d gotten worse in the years leading up to the end of the world. She’d always assumed that was due to mankind’s hand in climate change, as the research overwhelmingly supported that conclusion.

      In the five years she’d been gone the situation hadn’t improved, despite mankind no longer producing the vast clouds of CO2 they’d been belching out for two centuries. Perhaps the damage was already too severe, or maybe mankind hadn’t been as responsible as they’d assumed. Whatever the reason, California’s climate was definitely changing.

      “Have you set up rain catchment systems?” she called to Alicia. It was the first time they’d spoken in over an hour.

      The teen sat on a rock a few dozen paces away. She was staring down the hillside they’d just climbed, down at the pine forests bordering Sonoma County. A rippling sea of green covered the horizon to the north, extending over higher and higher hills as it approached Mendocino County.

      She blinked at Liz. “What do you mean?”

      “As our population grows, water is going to become more and more of an issue,” Liz explained. She picked up her pack, sliding the straps over her shoulders. “We should start building cisterns. Every family should have one. You line the roof of their houses with tarps, and those tarps funnel rain water into big drums. My parents used to do that, and it would give them four or five thousand gallons a year.”

      “We don’t really have water problems, though. There are plenty of streams, and we’ve got water filters from the local REI to use on stagnant ponds. Enough to last a few years, I’d imagine.” Alicia hopped down from the rock. She picked up her pack, which was about half the size of Liz’s.

      “By the time we know there’s a water problem, it will be too late. Droughts can last years, and the more water we have the more insulated we are.”

      They started back to the road, following Highway 101 toward the summit of yet another pass. Patchy clouds had clustered there, and Liz suspected they’d run into rain before the end of the day.

      “I’ll order it as soon as we get back,” Alicia said. “It shouldn’t be too hard, and it seems like a smart move.” She quickened her pace and fell into step next to Liz. “I, uh, I wanted to say sorry. For being so rude when you and Blair got back.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for.” Liz tightened the pack’s strap across her chest, distributing the weight a little more evenly. “We left, and didn’t come back. You have every right to be angry. The things you accomplished…it’s amazing, Alicia. I couldn’t be more proud.”

      “Still, I’m sorry,” Alicia said. She wouldn’t look at Liz. “I’m finally starting to believe you guys might stick around, and that’s a good thing because we need you. What Blair did in San Francisco…I’ve never seen anything like that. The way he handled those deathless, it was like they were children. He destroyed an entire roomful of their strongest leaders. It’s just crazy, you know?”

      “I know.” Liz couldn’t help but smile. “Blair is really coming into his own. He’s a pretty amazing guy, and he will always do the right thing. In this case that means staying to protect everything you’ve built. Blair said he was going to do that, and he’s as good as his word. So am I. We’ve been through a lot, and it’s time to rebuild. Blair’s position as Ark Lord gives us a lot of resources to do that.”

      “Do you really think we can get rid of Windigo?” Alicia asked. She brushed a lock of hair from her face, but the wind immediately blew it back. It made her look younger, a willowy young woman not far removed from a gangly pre-teen. But it did nothing to diminish the hardness in her eyes, a sobering look no one that young should ever wear.

      “Honestly? I don’t know.” Liz continued up the hill.

      The road finally leveled off as they crested the summit. They picked their way past a rusting gas station and a McDonald’s.

      “I don’t really understand what he is,” Liz said. “I’ve heard of the Wendigo, but everything I know comes from an episode or two of Supernatural.”

      I can enlighten you, Ka-Ken, Wepwawet rumbled in her mind. Windigo was known, even across the ocean. He predates the Mother’s arrival in these lands. The tales I have heard suggest he predates mankind. We do not know where he comes from, only that he devours his prey and has an insatiable appetite. We believed him to be some sort of spirit.

      Alicia spoke on the heels of Wepwawet. “There has to be a way to stop him. After seeing what Blair can do, I believe that. We’ll catch him, and after that we’ll finally have some peace. I can’t even imagine what that will be like.”

      She wore her hope plainly, and that scared Liz. That same hope left her vulnerable to disappointment.

      “Neither can I,” Liz said. She tightened her baseball cap to keep the wind from prying it off. “There always seems to be another threat, but you know what? We’ve dealt with them all, and we’ll deal with this, too.”

      They continued up the road, descending into the first valley. It would take days to explore it all, but if Windigo was out there they were going to find him.
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      Blair closed his eyes, reaching out to the packmind. He swelled the boundaries, pushing them further than he’d yet tried. He called to every Ka-Dun within forty miles, inviting them to join him at the SRJC campus in downtown Santa Rosa—Santa Rosa Junior College, his employer once upon a time.

      Answers chorused back as a veritable army of dogs escorted their Ka-Dun. They trickled in, clustering around the eternal oak tree he’d been waiting under. The tree stood in the center of a grassy field bordering half a dozen large, brick buildings, and had been there for as long as students had been attending SRJC.

      Blair hadn’t chosen this place based purely on nostalgia. SRJC had been one of the finest junior colleges in the nation, and the campus was comprised of sturdy brick buildings. They were a little weathered, but still in great repair. The apartment buildings around the campus hadn’t fared as well, but that could be fixed easily enough.

      “What do you intend to do, Ka-Dun?” Yukon asked. Today he was in human form, but he lay casually in the grass just like a dog. That fascinated the anthropologist in Blair. Yukon was a dog who’d become a man, and Blair was a man who could become a dog—or a wolf, anyway. Their origins changed their perceptions in so many ways.

      “I’m going to do what you asked. I’m going to lead.” Blair knelt next to the oak, picking up one of the scarlet leaves that had accumulated beneath the mighty giant. It crunched in his hand. “We have many champions, but from what I can see everyone is their own little island. We don’t work together very much, outside those few pairs who’ve mated.”

      Leaves whirled in a sudden wind as John Rivers blurred up to them. A few moments later another Ka-Dun appeared, then another. Over the next minute and a half Blair counted nineteen arrivals. Most stood away from each other, respectful but distant. A few chatted with each other or exchanged friendly smiles, but there was definitely a distance between them, an aloofness.

      Blair waited until the crowd had swelled as large as he thought it might. He walked slowly to the base of the ancient oak, then turned to face the sea of placid canine faces turned in his direction. Many of the champions were in wolf form, though John Rivers and a few others stood as men.

      “Thank you all for coming, and coming so quickly,” Blair began. He gestured expansively, taking them all in. “Each of you leads your own pack, some large and some small. You vary in power, and in knowledge. Yet we all share the same goal. We protect. We ensure a future for both humanity and for the Great Pack. This legacy was given to us by a woman who taught me much, a woman most of you know as the Mother.”

      Awed whispers filled the packmind, but many of the Ka-Dun stared at him impassively. They had heard what he’d done in San Francisco, but these warriors were proud. They were used to being the ones with the power. Having someone like him breeze in and demonstrate an Ark Lord’s power couldn’t have been easy, and Blair knew that if he was going to gain their support he’d have to first earn their respect.

      “I chose this place as a meeting spot because of what it represents: a place of higher learning.” He paused, letting his eyes roam across the assembled faces. They were curious now, even the hostile ones. “Isis made the Ka-Ken our warriors, which makes us the scholars. It falls on us to learn everything we can about shaping, and to share that knowledge freely. We will need those skills in the coming days. Shaping can do nearly anything, and I’ve seen some incredible innovations. I’m sure you all have, too.”

      A fiery-haired kid in his twenties stepped from the line, and walked straight up to Blair. He looked a bit like a young Trevor. “So that’s it, then? You walk up like you own the world and we’re just supposed to sit at the feet of the master like good little puppies? I don’t fucking think so. Why should we listen to you? Because you control a big rock in the middle of the bay? Why don’t you go back there and lord over your deathless buddies?”

      Blair’s beast gave a low, deep growl. You cannot allow his impudence, or your standing in the pack will suffer, Ka-Dun.

      Blair took a step closer to the young champion. The kid was easily two inches taller than Blair, so Blair had to stare up at him. That position might be reversed in warform, but that wouldn’t instill the lesson Blair needed to impart here. He needed cooperation, not obedience inspired by fear. These people needed to learn to trust him. At the same time, he couldn’t allow them to perceive him as weak.

      “What’s your name?” Blair asked. He kept his tone even, expressing no emotion.

      “Zee. Everyone else here already knows that, because we’re a family.” He poked Blair in the chest with a finger, hard. “You’re a stranger. We don’t know you. We don’t need you.”

      “Zee, since you know everyone here, who would you say the best shaper is? The one with the best control over his pack?” Blair asked. He already knew what he thought the answer was.

      “John Rivers is the strongest shaper,” Zee said warily. “His dogs are bigger and stronger than the rest of ours, and he’s got more of them. Why?”

      “Because I didn’t call you here to sit at my feet like I’m some sort of guru,” Blair said. He poked Zee hard in the chest, just like the kid had done to him. “I called us here to learn together. I’m not very good at shaping animals. I have almost no experience doing it. So I intend to study under John Rivers, because he can teach me to be a better shaper. Many of us have our own specialties. I have a friend who is incredible at telekinesis. It’s a talent, and I’m sure everyone here has something they’re talented in.”

      “And just what are you talented in?” Zee asked. He leaned in, looming over Blair as he balled his fists.

      “Speed.” Blair blurred, punching Zee in the gut. The blow launched Zee across the grass, all the way into the side of a building fifty yards away. The brick cracked with impact, and Zee slumped to the ground. Blair blurred next to Zee’s battered form, standing over him.

      The kid glared up at him, one hand snapping his broken arm back into place. “You think that impresses me? So what if you’re faster? You’re just a bully.”

      “Let me be very clear, Zee,” Blair said, dropping into a crouch. He spoke loudly enough that the rest of the Ka-Dun could hear. “Every last one of us has a responsibility. We must protect our packs. The best way to do that is if we come together as one, if we become the Great Pack—one united whole that exists to achieve a singular purpose: to keep our people alive. If we want to do that, we need to be strong and wise enough to deal with any threat. Trust me when I say those threats are coming, and our only hope of overcoming them is learning to work together.”

      “I stand with Blair,” John Rivers yelled. Many of the Ka-Dun turned to face the older man. “We’ve kept this place alive over the past few years, but only just. We’ve taken a lot of casualties. If we don’t want to take more, then we need to get better. We need to learn to work together. Clearly Blair has a lot to teach us. He’s learned directly from the Mother, and he’s got control of an entire Ark. We’d be idiots not to learn everything he can teach us. Are you an idiot, Zee?”

      Zee glared back, trapped by the question. “You don’t have any cause to make fun of me, John Rivers,” he said. He rose to his feet, dusting himself off. “I’m not an idiot. No one here is. But it isn’t smart to blindly trust this guy. We don’t know him.”

      “We know that he stopped the deathless,” John said. “We know that his Ka-Ken is helping to hunt Windigo. We know that Blair is strong enough to keep this place safe, and that the Mother trusted him.” He walked over to stand next to Blair, wrapping an arm around Blair’s shoulder. “I consider Blair a friend, and am proud to have him in the packmind. I know you all haven’t spent time with him yet, but I urge you to come at this with an open mind. Blair can help us if we let him—help us build something lasting, so our children have a place to call their own. So what do you say, Zee?”

      Blair offered Zee a hand, and the kid took it. Blair helped him to his feet.

      “All right,” Zee allowed. “I’ll give this guy a shot.”
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      “Show me again?” Blair asked. He suppressed a sigh, rubbing exhaustedly at his eyes.

      John Rivers peered at him impatiently. “Pay attention this time. You’re an Ark Lord. This should be child’s play.”

      “The Ark didn’t come with an instruction manual,” Blair protested. Then he caught himself. That was an excuse. He took a slow breath. “Just show me again. This time I’ll get it.”

      John Rivers gestured at the cluster of dogs lounging on the grass. Energy pulsed through John Rivers, then a burst of complex signals flowed from his outstretched hand. It enveloped the dogs, and the change was immediate. The dogs leapt to their feet, muscles swelling and bones elongating. When the process was complete, the dogs were half again as large, and Blair could see the link between them and John Rivers. A steady signal was being broadcast, sustaining the change.

      “I can keep feeding them power—making them stronger still, or just giving them more endurance,” John Rivers explained. Some of the irritation had left his face. “The more animals I do it with, the more taxing it is. The most I can manage is about a hundred, but only for a short time. That’s why we keep our packs smaller, at a size each person can manage. With your strength, you could manage hundreds. Maybe thousands.”

      The part where Blair shouldn’t be struggling with just one dog was heavily implied.

      Blair took several steps closer to the dogs, who eyed him with interest. He stretched out a hand, then quickly lowered it. He couldn’t just keep trying the same thing.

      “You can make them larger and stronger,” Blair said. “How about faster?”

      “I’ve shared my blur, but it’s so taxing that I can only keep it up for a few seconds,” John Rivers allowed. “Why don’t we focus on the basics, though? Just make them a little bit larger.”

      Blair stretched out his hand again, but this time he ignored John Rivers’s advice. He didn’t try to make the dogs larger and stronger; he’d already tried that several times with absolutely no luck.

      But blurring was his speciality. It was something he excelled at more than any champion he’d met. If he was gifted in anything, then that was it.

      A wave of signals burst from his hand, spreading across the pack. It was different than his last attempt, and he had more luck discerning the complex signal. It looked a good deal like his own blur ability, somehow transmitted to others.

      Run, Blair thought to the packmind. Feel the wind.

      The pack responded. The dogs bounded to their feet, blurring all over the grassy field. A Doberman tackled a Rottweiler playfully, and the two zipped all over the field, motion blurs in their wake. Blair could feel the enormous flow of power from him to the animals, but it barely taxed the flow from the Ark.

      “There we go,” he said. He gave a triumphant smile. “I can keep this up all day. I think I could probably do it for a lot more dogs, too.”

      “Wow,” John Rivers said. He scrubbed his fingers through the back of his hair as he watched the dogs. “Now I can see how you took out the deathless. The amount of energy flowing from you is probably more than every other Ka-Dun could produce together. Now, that said, don’t get all full of yourself. You need to get better at this. If we can teach you to make your pack larger and stronger, and then also faster…I feel bad for anyone we go up against.”

      “That’s the real trick, isn’t it?” Blair released the blur. “I can feel them, and I can see how and why the signal affects them. But I don’t know what kind of signal to broadcast to make them larger. I mean, I can see what you’re doing. I just can’t seem to reproduce it. I don’t know why.”

      “What about that mindshare thing you’ve been going on about?” John Rivers asked. “That’s like the packmind right? I’m not very good at working with minds, but if you want to link, maybe you can learn how to do it that way.”

      “Worth a shot, right?” Blair asked. He closed his eyes. “Just relax a little. I’m going to initiate the mindshare.”

      The process had grown much easier since Blair had first experimented with touching someone else’s mind. Blair opened himself, sharing a torrent of memories, thoughts, and his very identity. John Rivers did the same, and hundreds of competing sensations washed over Blair. He focused on John’s time learning to shape, seeing how he’d first bonded his loyal chocolate lab, his pack alpha.

      He saw how that pack grew, how John Rivers added coyotes, foxes, and dozens of neighborhood dogs. Blair watched the pack fight, watched them struggle to protect their tiny flock of humans. He watched as John Rivers struggled, and realized instantly why John Rivers was so adept at empowering his pack. John Rivers had needed the pack to be bigger and stronger, and had focused on making that happen. Just like Blair had needed to be faster, and so he had been.

      Now, he needed to consciously control what he’d learned to do instinctively. Blair imagined that this was the Yoda-like lesson the Mother had always been too busy to impart. Control. He must learn control.

      Blair retreated from John Rivers’s mind. The older man watched him with wonder, apparently still reeling from whatever he’d seen in Blair’s mind. “You’ve seen so much in such a short time. I had no idea. Everything you’ve been through. Everything you’ve had to sacrifice. It’s…I’m sorry Blair. Thank you, for everything you’ve done to preserve this world.”

      “Don’t get soft on me, teach,” Blair said. He couldn’t help but laugh. “Mindsharing is incredible. The effects will fade, but you’ll always retain some of my memories. And I will retain a few of yours.”

      Blair turned back to the pack. He extended his hand, calling on the desperate need John Rivers had felt. The pack needed to be larger. Stronger. Power surged through Blair, and the signal he’d seen John Rivers use burst from his hand. The dogs began to grow, muscles thickening and bones extending. If anything, they grew larger than when John Rivers had tried to effect the same thing.

      “You are really scary. You realize that, right?” John Rivers said. He was grinning.
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      Liz knelt next to the pile of desiccated entrails. They’d been left at the base of the stop sign near the center of the scenic town of Healdsburg. Awful runes had been scrawled on the sign itself, some sort of alien script that reminded her of the sigils within the Arks. Maybe Blair would recognize it.

      “This is his handiwork?” Liz asked. She moved away from the grisly remains. They were old, but the stench lingered.

      “Definitely,” Alicia said. “Windigo picks off prey one by one, gradually emptying a town. He waits for people to flee, and everyone in the town can hear their screams. Then he leaves signs, like this. We don’t know why or what they mean.” She was trembling, her skin ashen. “Eventually, the survivors get together and try to flee. He hunts them. A few get away, but most think they were allowed to live so they could tell other places about Windigo.”

      “And the survivors never get a look at this thing?” Liz asked. She headed toward the little row of shops bordering a patch of green at the town center—a place where townspeople had probably attended everything from local concerts to farmers’ markets. It stood empty now, the grass brown and dying.

      The storefronts had a few broken windows, and the paint had faded a bit. But this place had been cared for, and recently—until whatever this creature was had slaughtered them in some sick game.

      “Some have, but their stories conflict. Some say Windigo is an old crone with sharp claws. Others claim he’s a wild-eyed Indian come to get revenge for the death of his people. The most common description is a tall, skinny monster with deer’s antlers.” Alicia walked alongside Liz, darting furtive glances inside the shadowed shops as they walked past. “We’ve guessed that maybe he’s a shapeshifter, but we have no way to verify that.”

      “What sorts of abilities does this thing have?” Liz asked. She stopped in front of a bookstore. It was intact, no broken windows. Inside she could see shelves lined with books. She hadn’t picked up a novel in months. It would be nice to curl up with a book, in between bouts of saving the world.

      “Nothing has been confirmed, but we believe it can walk the shadows. It’s fast, so it can probably blur. I guess it’s most similar to a deathless, but we don’t know how accurate those accounts are.” Alicia peered inside the bookstore. “Why did you stop here?”

      “Books are going to be vital to rebuilding. Without the internet, all our science, medicine, history…this is the only record.” Liz checked the door, but it was locked. She gave a reluctant sigh, then kicked the door. The door frame splintered, and the door hung drunkenly inward. “I’d love to send a team up here to bring these books back. Is anyone using the Santa Rosa Library?”

      “I don’t think anyone has done anything with it,” Alicia said. “They certainly haven’t mentioned it to me if they have. I imagine it’s in good repair. I could have someone check.”

      “That would be great. I’d love to start using it. Are you running any kind of schools?” Liz asked. She ducked into the bookstore, scanning subjects as she made her way through the shelves.

      “We…really haven’t had time,” Alicia admitted. She stared at her shoes, her hair obscuring her face.

      Liz stopped and walked back to Alicia. She put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to criticize. I know you’ve had enough to deal with. I’d just like to start thinking about these things. We’re going to need schools if we want to build something permanent here.”

      Alicia nodded, visibly relieved. “There’s so much to take care of. I get up early and go to bed late, but it always feels like I’m falling further behind. I hate being in charge.”

      “I hate it, too, which just makes me even more proud of you.” Liz drew Alicia into a hug. “This new world isn’t easy, and you’ve made the best of it. I wish I could say the dark times were over, but I can’t. We have a lot of tough battles ahead. I can promise you this, Alicia: you’ll never have to face them alone again.”

      Alicia returned the hug fiercely, but disengaged swiftly. She started wiping at her eyes, still avoiding looking at Liz, and cleared her throat. “Do you think we can find a book here on Windigo? I know there were legends about him, but nobody can give me details. Just vague recollections of Wendigo being cannibals.”

      “That’s a great idea.” Liz moved to the next aisle, scanning titles. She passed among the shelves, inhaling deeply. She loved the scent of old books. The place was pretty small, and the titles were eclectic. Most were used, probably recycled countless times through the community. “Here we are—myths and legends. Wendigo are a Canadian myth, I think.”

      “Doesn’t seem very mythological to me.” Alicia came around the corner, brushing a lock of hair from her face as she scanned the spines of books on one of the shelves. “Not when it’s leaving entrails outside.”

      “You said that this thing was constantly killing, right?” Liz said. She finally found a book with The Wendigo on the spine. It looked like a novel, and the copyright date was 1910. Not exactly current.

      “Yeah, pretty much all the time. The attacks started about six months ago, at least far enough south that we knew about them. People had come down from Eureka before that, and they told tales of Windigo.”

      “So why did the attacks stop now?” Liz asked. “No one has seen Windigo for over a week. Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”  She thumbed through the novel, but it didn’t look like it would be useful. She dropped it into her pack anyway.

      “It is strange, but I can’t imagine Windigo just leaving. I don’t know why the attacks stopped, but I’m betting they’ll start back up again soon. He’s probably just toying with us.” Alicia looked dejected. “I wanted to come home with better news, not news that we can’t find him.”

      “I know, but we’ve looked everywhere I think we can. It’s time to head back. If he makes another appearance, we’ll deal with him.”
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      The Great Bear was vanishing. Each day he slept, and when he awoke he was less a bear and more something dark. His fur had fallen out, and his body was wasting away. His arms were longer, as were his desiccated antlers.

      But those weren’t even the worst changes.

      He hungered for flesh, and slaughtered anything that came near his path. The very instant he’d finished feeding, he craved flesh again; even now the hunger was driving him to find it. He wandered, Windigo’s dark presence nudging him steadily westward. He knew that, but the pain and rage made it so difficult to fight. So difficult to resist.

      Each day he slept longer, and today he was already growing weary. He’d risen just two hours before. How many more days would it be until he didn’t awake at all?

      Not long, foolish old Bear, Windigo taunted. We have nearly reached the lands claimed by the Ka-Dun. Soon, you will help me take the key from him.

      The Great Bear had been a fool, so certain that he was the strongest predator in his mountains. Now he was the tool of a mad spirit—one that seemed determined to kill this new Ark Lord. The Great Bear had no love for the Mother’s wolves, but didn’t wish death upon them. They lived in their forests, and he roamed his mountains.

      Yet you will kill the Ka-Dun for me anyway, Windigo whispered. You know you can’t stop me.

      The Great Bear lumbered through the darkness, finally breaking free of the tree line. He’d never come this far from the mountains, not in all his centuries. Before him lay long, flat floodplains. He’d heard of the river delta, but had never been interested enough to see it. The brown grass and the skeletons of many buildings did not impress him. This place was lifeless. He longed to turn around, to head back to the comforting granite peaks.

      There is a refuge from all this, Windigo whispered seductively in the back of his mind. Relax. Sleep. There is no pain in sleep.

      The Great Bear roared, punching a rotting wooden bench. It shattered into kindling, and he felt a little better. “I am still in control, spirit. You do not have me yet. Nor will I go quietly. I will fight you until I am no more.”

      That will happen sooner than you think, Mighty Bear. Each day I reshape your body a bit more. Soon you will become what I have made you: the devourer of man and beast. You will stalk this Ark Lord, and one by one you will kill his champions. You will strip away the Great Pack, and every last living thing between us and the Ark Lord.

      “And then? You want me to devour the Ark Lord, don’t you?” the Bear roared. He caught sight of his reflection in a pool of stagnant water, and knew despair. Windigo had not lied. He was hideous, more monster than bear. All in a matter of days. What would the changes be in another moon?

      The Great Bear despaired. He was truly trapped, and had no idea how he might escape. He wished the Mother were here to aid him.
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      Mournful shrieks came from the thick wall of jungle bordering the wide, slow river. Trevor sat in the front of the canoe, using an oar to keep them near the center of the dirty water. He estimated it at about seventy feet across, narrower than it had been for most of their trip.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Trevor asked, directing the question at Jordan.

      “Yeah, this would be a great place for an ambush. The river is shallow, so if anything with a fear of water wanted to attack this would be the place to do it.” Jordan tested the depth with his oar. “Those shrieks seem pretty personal. I’m betting the mapinguara we killed had family, and they’re more than a little pissed about his death.”

      The shrieks stopped, and a veil of silence fell over the jungle. A moment later, rain began falling in thick sheets, muffling all other sound and dropping visibility to less than a dozen feet. Trevor could just barely make out the wall of vegetation, and that made him uneasy. The rain was warm, plastering his shirt to his skin. A steady stream of water dripped from the brim of his baseball cap, which was at least keeping it out of his face.

      “Leti, what’s beyond that bend?” Jordan yelled over the rain.

      “I do not know.” Leti’s voice battled with the rain, and Trevor strained to hear her. “I’ve never been this far in. We are told little of the dangers of the jungle, only that if we cannot find a way to survive them, then we are not worthy of finding the Mother’s city.”

      “These creatures are intelligent, more so than they look at least,” Anput interjected. The rain had plastered her dark hair to her pale face. “You’re right about this being a good place for an ambush. Leti, when you said they were afraid of the water, you didn’t say why. Will the rain keep them away? Or is it something about the river that they don’t like?”

      “There are dangerous things in the water,” Leti called back. “But I do not think those things could be a threat to a mapinguara. Perhaps one of the larger anacondas. They prowl the waterways.”

      Trevor glanced at the muddy brown water. Anything could lay under those depths. He hadn’t seen anything, but before the end he’d loved river fishing. There were fish in there. He was sure of it. It made sense that there must be predators that preyed on those fish. An entire ecosystem, invisible to the surface.

      The shrieks resumed, much closer now. They came from the north side of the river, all along the trees they were slowly passing. The others had gone still. Leti had her golden boomerang out, and Jordan had withdrawn his .45 from his thigh holster. The weapon was mostly an afterthought, but Trevor drew his own sidearm. The weight was reassuring, but he missed the boomerang.

      A hairy arm emerged from the trees, slashing angrily at the water. The blow fell less than ten feet from their canoe, and Trevor caught sight of the beast’s brutish face through the rain. The stench was overpowering. Another mapinguara slapped the water, then a third. Their shrieks reached a crescendo where the river was narrowest, but their reach fell short.

      Trevor guided the canoe closer to the southern shore, gaining them another dozen feet. It still felt like the creatures were far too close—close enough to be a real threat.

      “I really don’t like the look of those things,” Trevor said. He turned to face Jordan in the rear of the canoe. “Do you think we should ground the boat and chance going on foot?”

      Before Jordan could answer, a thick, furry arm burst from the trees on the southern shore. It thumped against the side of the boat, but found no purchase. The force of the blow pushed the boat toward the middle of the river, safely out of reach. The failure seemed to drive the mapinguara insane, and it leapt into the water in pursuit of the canoe.

      “Oh, shit,” Trevor said. He squeezed off a trio of shots, but the bullets glanced off the beast’s hide. “That thing is a lot bigger than the one we killed. I think mama is pissed.”

      “She’s gaining on us,” Anput said. The vampire squeezed off a shot from her boomerang, but the green energy washed harmlessly over the mapinguara’s thick hide. The stench of burnt hair filled the air, so strong that not even the rain could dampen it.

      The water around the mapinguara began to thrash and churn. Trevor caught sight of silver bodies, and sharp fins. They were big fish; even the smaller ones were at least a foot long. Some of the larger ones were closer to three feet.

      They swarmed around the mapinguara, which seemed to ignore them—at first. Then one of the fish leapt from the water, latching onto the mapinguara’s lip. Trevor caught a flash of white fangs, and then the fish tumbled back into the water. A piece of the mapinguara’s tough skin was missing, blood flowing freely from the wound.

      The mapinguara stumbled, toppling into the water. Fish swarmed around it, tearing into the sensitive flesh around its eyes and mouth. Red froth filled the water. The mapinguara gave a pained shriek, disappearing below the surface. When it reemerged, patches of its face had been eaten away, and a fish tail jutted from its mouth.

      More and more fish filled the water, and then something jerked the mapinguara from its feet. This time, the creature stayed under the water. Red-brown water frothed around the point where it had disappeared, and the thrashing reached a crescendo.

      Then the water stilled. The surface sat unbroken. The only evidence that anything had happened was a slightly darker hue to the water, but that faded quickly.

      “What the hell were those things?” Trevor said in a low, reverent tone.

      “Piranhas,” Leti said, “but not like any I’ve ever seen. They were larger and faster than the ones I’ve heard tales of. I do not know how they pierced the mapinguara’s hide, but at least we know why the beasts fear the water.” She shuddered. “It is a bad way to die.”

      “Let’s hope those things don’t suddenly decide they like the taste of boat,” Jordan said. He used his oar with long powerful strokes, propelling them further from the carnage.
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      Hades strode through the corridors of Olympus, smiling as he stared down through the balcony’s glass floor at the Ark below. Tendrils of electricity crackled along the containment vessels the grey men had provided, feeding power into Olympus.

      Not all the power, of course. The grey men kept the bulk for themselves, but had been willing to share scraps. A proud man would turn such scraps away. A smart man took them graciously, with an eye for how he might acquire more.

      He studied the three identical crafts, each a floating black pyramid surrounded by a green nimbus of power. They looked like miniature Arks, but were clearly far more advanced. Those crafts could leave the planet and journey into the cosmos. Who knew what other feats the grey men and their Builder masters were capable of?

      Hades folded his smooth hands under his golden robes, making his way past the dozens of demonic courtiers he now employed. He left them very little free will, and they universally cast their eyes to the ground as he passed. Some might argue that there was little point in ruling a mindless army, but Hades disagreed. None of his minions were decent company, but there was no chance they’d betray him. His servants with more free will, on the other hand, were an ever-present threat.

      “Speaking of which, it’s past time we received an update from Nox,” Hades mused. The horned demons he’d just passed nodded enthusiastically, though it was doubtful they knew what they were agreeing with. Hades breezed past them, crossing several golden platforms until he reached the Orb of Vulcan.

      The swirling globe of blue light was suspended over a golden disk, both objects crafted by Vulcan in the primordial days before Olympus had been constructed. Three such artifacts had been created, and two still survived. They allowed the bearer to communicate over vast distances, a feat that most had considered miraculous during his day.

      Today such communications were more common, but that only made the orbs more valuable. So far as Hades knew, they were one of the few means of communications that the grey men were unaware of. They’d never seen the orbs, and he’d made doubly sure that Nox knew he needed to keep the sister orb a secret. Fortunately, Nox understood and practiced discretion. Nox reminded Hades a great deal of himself, though Nox had inherited some troubling moralities from his upbringing in this strange new world.

      Hades sat gracefully on the golden throne, willing it to rise. It floated into the air, bobbing comfortably next to the orb. Through the transparent floor, he caught sight of a wild bolt of lightning, darting from the Ark toward one of the orbiting ships. The lightning was less frequent than it had been in the beginning, now that the Ark was essentially drained of power. Keeping it that way was one of his primary motivations, at least until he was able to obtain the key to that Ark.

      The orb began to pulse, and Hades gestured. A signal burst from his hand, establishing the link. The orb flared bright blue, then the brilliance dimmed. Nox’s head and shoulders were displayed within. He wore the garb that had been popular among the nobles of his world, a black suit with a white shirt. The tie around his neck looked confining. Hades would never understand how a man could willingly bend to such obtuse fashions.

      “I hope for your sake that you have something of worth to report, vassal,” Hades demanded. Dealing with Nox always angered him, and he struggled to master himself.

      “I do, my lord.” Those words were delivered through gritted teeth, but they were delivered. “Camiero’s forces have engaged the champions along the entire eastern border of the Amazon. We’ve made seven incursions, and Camiero’s forces are getting the worst of it. My projections suggest he’ll have no choice but to pull out within three weeks. Less, if the werewolves get more aggressive.”

      “That should be plenty of time for you to accomplish your task, yes?” Hades asked. He raised both hands, adjusting the heavy golden crown. Sometimes he longed to set it aside, but he’d never willingly deprive himself of the strength and clarity it offered.

      “I believe so,” Nox said. His steely eyes grew even harder. “You realize the danger this puts us in, right? You sold me on opposing the Builders from the inside, but if we give them the Proto Ark we’re as good as handing them the Arks themselves. They’ll be able to make more keys, Hades. Is that really the kind of power you want to hand over?”

      “I promised the masters that I would secure the Proto Ark,” Hades said. All humor was gone now. He stared hard at Nox. “You know what they will do to us if they think we are stalling. Their forces are limited, but if they wanted to destroy Olympus they could do it. If they wanted to destroy the satellites you commandeered they could do it. The opportunity for us to betray them will arise, but until it does we have no choice but to capitulate to their wishes.”

      “Of course we have a choice,” Nox snapped. It was a rare lapse of emotion, and Hades drew back in surprise. “I’ve learned that Ark Lord Blair has returned, along with his Ka-Ken. We could work with them, come up with a plan to wipe out the grey men. We could resist.”

      “We could,” Hades agreed, “but we will not.” He recovered his composure, straightening. “I sometimes forget how young you are. Tell me, Nox, what do you think the Ark Lords will do to us after the grey men are defeated? Both of us are demonically tainted. Both of us have already conspired with their enemies.”

      “They’d wipe us out,” Nox said, “or try to at least. But they wouldn’t do that until after the grey men had been dealt with.” He shook his head, eyeing Hades as if he thought him a fool. “If we throw in with the grey men, we won’t survive the arrival of the Builders. They’re coming to wipe us out, and you know it. If we throw in with those resisting, we have a chance. If we work with the grey men, we guarantee our destruction.”

      “Not so,” Hades countered. He gave Nox his most condescending smile. “We are a dagger at the belly of the grey men, and we know they bleed just as we do. The time will soon come for us to reveal ourselves, but until that happens we share a common goal. The thing most desired by the grey men is a Primary Access Key, yes?”

      “Obviously.”

      “What you, in your youth, do not see is how desperate that makes the grey men,” Hades explained. He urged his throne a little closer to the orb. “They will do anything to obtain a Primary Access Key, including making me an Ark Lord. Do you begin to see?”

      “You’re hoping they’ll use the key you create to make you Ark Lord of the Cradle.” Nox’s eyes widened slightly, the only concession to his apparent surprise. “You really believe they’ll honor their bargain, don’t you?”

      “Why wouldn’t they?” Hades asked. He gave a roaring laugh. “They need allies, Nox.”

      “How so?” Nox asked dubiously.

      “Ark Lord Blair was not the only one to return. You recall your friend, Commander Jordan?” Hades asked. “I’ve received word that he has returned, and is also the bearer of a key. Three Ark Lords have been sighted in total, one of them at the Ark of the Cradle itself. Your former companions are back, Nox. The grey men have larger problems, for the moment at least.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Nox said. “I will head into the jungle tonight. Once I’m in position, I will activate the beacon. You have until then to get me the materials to construct this key. Have them sent to my forward operating base in Brasilia.”

      The orb went dark. Nox often terminated the connection first. It probably made him feel some semblance of control, which Hades was happy to allow him.

      Soon, Hades would have the means of securing himself an Ark. If the plan failed for some reason, he’d simply sacrifice Nox as an offering to appease the grey men. Either way, he’d emerge stronger.
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      Jordan caught himself with a jerk, throwing his hands out to grab the sides of the canoe. He must have nodded off. At some point the rain had stopped, and a low mist had risen over the water. It was otherworldly, like sailing on clouds.

      He looked over his right shoulder, then the left. The jungle loomed silently on both sides. There was no sign of pursuit, and there had been no other mapinguara. After the big one had gotten eaten, they’d apparently had enough.

      He couldn’t much blame them.

      “How long was I out?” he asked groggily.

      Leti was curled up on her bench, snoring softly. Trevor and Anput were conversing in low tones, but the conversation trailed off when he sat up.

      “Maybe two hours?” Trevor called back softly. “All we’ve been doing is steering the canoe. No sign of pursuit.”

      “I miss anything interesting?” Jordan asked.

      Anput eyed him suspiciously from the front of the canoe.

      It was Trevor who answered. “We’re talking about the viruses Isis created—specifically, how to modify them. Anput has some theories on how the different strains vary. It’s all theoretical stuff, for the moment at least. We’d need access to an Ark, and a fair amount of time, to test any of her theories.”

      “It’s good that someone’s thinking about this stuff.” Jordan dipped his oar in the water, propelling them forward with a powerful stroke. The mist swirled away from the boat as they drifted in near silence. “You’re welcome to use my Ark when we’re done here. I’d be happy to set you up with a lab, and I imagine Roberts could find a way to fund it.”

      “Wait, did you just ask me to be your roommate?” Trevor asked. He pulled his oar from the water and twisted to face Jordan.

      “Crap, I guess I did.” Jordan couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m not asking you out for beers or anything. But you get the job done, and so far as I can tell you’re fighting for the same reasons I am. I can’t say we’ll always be allies, but for now we need each other.”

      “And a bromance was born,” Anput said. She gave a musical laugh. “While I’m glad that you two are working together, don’t you think we ought to focus on why we’re here? If you weren’t so distracted you’d already feel it.”

      “Feel what?” Trevor asked. He turned to the jungle, scanning warily.

      Jordan reached out experimentally with all senses. At first there was nothing, but after a moment he realized he could hear a rhythmic pulse, so faint it was almost imagined. “What is that?”

      “What is what?” Leti rose sleepily to a sitting position. She stifled a yawn.

      “That pulsing,” Jordan supplied. “I can feel it, almost like a heartbeat. It’s coming from the jungle—to the southwest, I’d guess.”

      All sleepiness vanished. Leti sat fully erect, frozen as she stared in the direction Jordan had indicated. Lines tightened around her eyes as the hope bled away. After several moments, she turned defeated eyes on him. “I feel nothing, but I am familiar with what you describe. The ancient texts describe the city as singing. The song grows louder as the city approaches.”

      “Approaches?” Anput asked. She wore her skepticism openly. “The city comes to us?”

      “Yes. It sounds impossible, but every one of my brothers and sisters have told the same tale. We do not find the city, the city finds us.” Leti stared a challenge at Anput—one the other woman seemed ready to meet.

      “It doesn’t matter whether the city finds us or we find the city,” Jordan snapped. Both women turned hostile gazes his way. “We’re going to follow the sound of that pulsing. If the city finds us, great. Less cutting a path through that jungle. Trevor, can you beach us on the southern shore?”

      Trevor nodded, using his oar to guide them toward the dark mass of trees. Mist parted as they glided forward, finally stopping with a thump against the trunk of a fat, squat tree with about a million roots.

      Anput was the first out of the boat, blurring into a crouch against one of the trees. Trevor followed her, moving to a trunk on the opposite side of the canoe.

      Leti rose slowly, and Jordan braced the boat as she leapt out. She transformed in the air, nine feet of dark fur disappearing into the shadows near the apex of her jump.

      Jordan hefted his pack, using his telekinesis to stabilize the canoe. He hopped out, kicking off the tree and landing in a crouch. A wall of vegetation blocked his path.

      Jordan sighed, then reached for the machete strapped to the side of his pack. He began hacking at the jungle in broad smooth strokes, cutting a rough path.

      “What are you doing?” Leti’s disembodied voice came from somewhere above. “That will take forever, and it will anger the jungle.”

      “You have a better idea?” Jordan asked. He slid the machete back into his sheath.

      “We have already offended the land,” she said. “We may as well take to the trees. We can move far more quickly, without damaging the jungle. There are many spirits here, and they do not take kindly to strangers—much less strangers who harm their jungle.” Leti’s voice was already growing more distant as she leapt from tree to tree. He could hear the trees creak as she landed, each time further away. “The faster we move, the more chance we will avoid them. We would do well to be away from here quickly. Do not worry about the deathless. I am sure they can keep up.”

      “Guess we’re Tarzaning this bitch,” Jordan muttered. He leapt into the air, kicking off a trunk to gain altitude. He used his telekinesis to extend the jump, then kicked off another tree. He caught a limb fifty feet away, then swung to another.

      Well done, Ka-Dun. Do you not feel it? The exhilaration? We were meant to travel like this, masters of this place.

      Jordan did enjoy the feeling of swinging through the trees. He lost himself in the motion, gliding through the jungle as fast as any monkey. After the first few jumps he shifted to warform, and the jumps became larger. He guessed he was moving at twenty-five to thirty miles an hour, which was great given how dense the jungle was. He could increase that speed, too, if needed. Blurring would easily allow him to top three hundred miles per hour.

      Unfortunately, that kind of shaping would risk revealing their position. It was likely that natives already knew they were here, but no sense making it any easier for them.

      Especially if Leti was right about the city finding them.

      As they made their way through the jungle, the pulsing grew stronger. Jordan moved toward it, but kept an ear out for his surroundings. He heard the low squick, squick of insects, the occasional caw of a macaw. They did pass a single pack of spider monkeys, who gave a few curious calls as they passed.

      There was nothing resembling a predator, no eerie supernatural presence oppressing the jungle around them. It all felt a little too easy.

      Jordan landed on a branch, and held position. Several moments later Leti shimmered into existence on the branch next to him. “Why have you stopped?”

      “Just testing a theory,” Jordan replied. He stared in the direction of the pulse, but studied everything in his peripheral vision. If he was right, they were not alone. Something was out there, watching. “Do you feel the pulse yet?”

      “Yes.” A broad grin slid onto her face. “I began feeling it not long after we left the river. I will not lie, I was concerned when even the deathless heard the city before I did. I was concerned that I had been judged unworthy.”

      “You have,” roared a voice from above.

      Jordan recognized Elia’s voice immediately.

      A beam of intense green light shot down at them, dissolving the tree they were standing on, and they tumbled toward the jungle floor in a mass of burning tree limbs.
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      Trevor blurred to buy himself time to think. He examined the situation tactically, not liking what he found. A light-furred female in warform had appeared for a split second. One clawed hand was wrapped around a thick tree limb, while the other was pointed in Jordan’s direction.

      She discharged a beam of green light from the bracelet on her wrist. It seemed similar to the blast the boomerang fired, but this one was darker and more dispersed.

      Even with the blur going, he barely saw the Ka-Ken before she began slipping back into the shadows. Trevor leapt toward the werewolf, firing a wave of radiation from both hands.

      It wasn’t nearly as lethal as the boomerang, but in this instance it proved just as effective. The blast caught the werewolf full in the face, and she tumbled limply from the tree.

      Trevor kicked off the trunk of the tree she’d been in, watching as she fell. She disappeared into the foliage, so Trevor did the same. The jungle had gone silent. Dense, wet smoke came from the tree the werewolf had obliterated. It cut visibility, and overpowered anything he might have made out through scent.

      The only visible person was Jordan, standing amidst the burning logs. He was in a relaxed stance, waiting.

      “Hey, Jordan,” Trevor called. He blurred to another limb, not speaking again until he was safely in a new position. “Remember that trick Blair learned back in Peru? The ping?” Trevor blurred again, moving to another tree.

      “On it,” Jordan called back. Trevor felt something wash over him, tingling at the edges of his mind. He recognized it as the prelude to whatever shaping Blair had used to touch his mind.

      Jordan’s weapon leapt into his hand and he began firing into the trees. Trevor blurred, following the path of the bullets. He grinned as he realized how Jordan was using them. The bullets weren’t designed to kill—they couldn’t. What they could do was give away the location of anyone they hit.

      Trevor intensified the blur, following the first bullet Jordan had fired. It spun slowly through the air, finally stopping in midair about three feet above a thick tree limb. A few drops of blood fountained into the air, and Trevor fired off a burst of radiation at that location. The move exposed a blond female, her body spinning to the jungle floor.

      Green flashes came from another tree, and a third female tumbled to the ground. That had to be Anput. She’d already fled back into the shadows, as had he.

      Two more Ka-Ken lunged from the darkness near Trevor. He blocked a savage swipe from the first, but the second punched through his chest with a clawed fist. She bit down on his neck, roaring in rage. A third female appeared, then a fourth. Before either could attack, Leti lunged from the darkness, raging into them in a flurry of claws and teeth.

      Another shot came from the trees—Anput with her boomerang. The blast caught Jordan and his two assailants, all three collapsing into a smoking heap.

      Trevor came down on one of the werewolves Leti was fighting, digging the claws of one hand into the wolf’s neck. He plunged the other into the base of her spine, ripping it out of her back. She screamed, swiping awkwardly at him. Trevor rolled away, disappearing into the shadows.

      A pulse of invisible force exploded from Jordan, and Trevor was hurled into the air along with everyone around him. Jordan raised his hands, and the werewolves all hung in midair. Trevor was released, dropping silently to the foliage below.

      “Elia, I’m pretty sure you’re breaking rules—” Jordan was knocked from his feet by a dark green blast. The werewolves were suddenly released, each fleeing back into the shadows.

      A similar blast caught Trevor in the back. The pain was blinding, and he was dimly aware of the ground rushing up at him. Trevor’s cheek landed on the warm dirt, and his unfocused gaze settling on a black beetle scuttling across a leaf. His entire body spasmed, and he couldn’t seem to make his muscles work.

      “Ow.” A second blast burned into Trevor, then a third. Blackness overtook him.
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      Jordan blurred into a crouch next to Trevor’s still-smoking body. It reeked of cooked meat, and worse, less identifiable things. He couldn’t check for a pulse, so he decided to trust in deathless physiology. Either Trevor was “alive” or he wasn’t. All Jordan could do was win this fight.

      He willed a telekinetic bubble, covering both him and Trevor. It was the same he’d used to shelter the group on the bridge back in San Francisco. If it could hold a nuclear blast at bay before he was an Ark Lord, it should damned sure be enough to keep out a few laser shots.

      As if in answer to his thoughts, a flurry of dark green bolts rained down, scattering across the surface of his bubble in iridescent ripples. Jordan could feel them sapping the bubble, but he fed more energy back into it. The Ark was much further away now, but he was still drawing a steady flow of power—enough to sustain the bubble indefinitely, if needed.

      “Elia,” Jordan roared. He spun slowly in place, scanning the trees above him. There was nothing to see, of course. “I’m not going to claim to understand your religion, but I find it hard to believe that ambushing people is considered kosher. If the city judges us worthy, then it finds us. That’s how it works right? If we’re not worthy, it will hide. So what do you gain out of attacking us?”

      At first only the jungle answered, the returning buzz of insects.

      Elia finally spoke, “You will not profane the Holy City with your heresy. I will not let you bring our ancient enemy into the very heart of the Mother’s kingdom. You are a threat to everything we’ve built—one I will not allow to continue.”

      Another flurry of bolts came from the trees, rippling harmlessly off the shield he’d erected. Jordan said nothing, allowing it to continue for long moments. He glanced at Trevor, but the deathless still wasn’t moving.

      “You can’t stop us, Elia.”

      Elia’s form dropped through the trees, and she shifted to human form as she landed. The priestess stalked outside his bubble like a jungle cat. “Your strength has limits, and I am patient. When you drop that bubble, you die. Your deathless friend is proof that an Ark Lord can be hurt. You are no tougher than we. You can bleed, and you can die.”

      “I can also kill.” Jordan rose from Trevor’s side and walked to the edge of the bubble. He stared at Elia through the oily surface. “I’m going to give you one chance, Elia. Withdraw, or I will end you. Don’t make me do this.”

      “Wait,” Leti said. She shimmered into view outside the bubble, dropping respectfully to one knee next to Elia. “Elder sister, I beg of you. Do not do this. It isn’t right to interfere with a supplicant. I can feel the pull of the city. I can feel it getting stronger. It is not your place to judge. The city does that. Do you really believe the council will condone your actions?”

      “You presume to lecture me?” Elia leaned closer to Leti and lowered her voice. “You are guiding the ancient enemy to the heart of our power. There is no greater heresy. Your actions are treasonous, and it is the duty of every sister to put an end to you.”

      Jordan was distracted by the sudden pounding in the distance. It wasn’t like drums, not exactly. The same pulse they’d been following was at the heart of it, but there were more layers now.

      Whum, whum, whum. Whum, whum, whum.

      “We shall soon see which of us is right,” Leti taunted. She rose to her feet, every bit Elia’s equal. “The city comes for us both.”

      “You will be judged for your actions, little sister,” Elia hissed. Her eyes leaked the kind of hatred Jordan had rarely seen. Then she vanished.

      The rhythmic pulses were coming faster now, and they vibrated through Jordan. He could feel them in his teeth.

      “Hey, you alive-ish down there?” Jordan asked, shaking Trevor’s limp form.

      “Ow. Those bracelets. So shitty. Would not recommend.” Trevor climbed shakily to his feet. Steam still rose from the parts of his clothing that had survived the blasts, and much of his skin was charred. “What did I miss? That pulsing is intense.”

      “Leti, how close is the city, do you think?” Jordan asked. He dropped the telekinetic bubble, and hopped twenty feet into the air, grabbing a vine hanging from one of the upper limbs of a huge tree. A flock of parrots burst into flight, winging their way to new perches a healthy distance away.

      “I do not know,” Leti said. “Perhaps if we can get above the treetops?” She leapt into the air, bounding up into the canopy.

      Jordan gave one last look around the clearing, just to make sure Elia was really gone. He sent a final ping, allowing the energy to ripple through the trees in every direction. It met resistance from Trevor and Leti, and a single other consciousness that he guessed must be Anput. There was no sign of Elia or her companions.

      He followed Leti up into the canopy, surprised by how far he had to climb before he got above the trees. All around him lay an impenetrable green canopy. Their vantage was on the side of a gently sloped hill overlooking a valley. The only thing not covered in thick vegetation was the river itself, a muddy swath of brown snaking through the valley and disappearing between two hills in the distance.

      “The pulse is coming from that direction.” Jordan pointed toward a hill to the southeast. “It feels close, but I don’t see anything.”

      “Nor do I,” Leti agreed. She was perched atop a neighboring tree, maybe a dozen feet away. “I suppose we have no choice but to continue on.”

      Jordan nodded. He didn’t like the idea of heading blindly into the jungle—especially knowing Elia was out there—but there just weren’t any other good options. He released the tree, dropping toward the ground nearly a hundred feet below. The wind tore at his clothing as he fell, and Jordan smiled as the ground rushed up. He cushioned his fall telekinetically, but still sent up a huge cloud of debris.

      “Show off,” Trevor groused. “See anything?”

      “Nope. Can’t see a goddamned thing. Let’s keep moving toward the pulse. We’ve got to be close.”

      Trevor nodded, climbing unsteadily to his feet from his perch on a giant root.

      “You going to be okay?” Jordan asked. He couldn’t resist taunting the deathless. “I could carry you—you know, if you need protecting.”

      “Fucker,” Trevor shot back, but there was no heat to it. He melted into the shadows. “Lead the way. I can keep up.”

      They leapt back into the trees, quickly working their way across the valley. By the time they reached the top of the hill he’d seen, Jordan was covered in sweat. He wasn’t tired, exactly, but this humidity was getting a little old.

      Leti had gone a little ways ahead, and her excited call snapped him out of the endless swinging between trees. She was crouched atop a tree limb, pointing deeper into the jungle. Jordan bounded through the trees, landing on a branch a little below her.

      “Holy crap,” he said. They were the only two words he could find.

      Before them lay a sprawling golden city. There were pyramids of all sizes, with dozens of obelisks made tiny next to them. Broad marble avenues flowed between the pyramids. Every inch of every structure gleamed gold. “Well, I guess that explains the El Dorado myth.”

      Trevor materialized on a neighboring tree. “This explains so much. Look to the right and left. See the edges of the field?”

      “Field?” Jordan peered into the jungle, unsure what Trevor meant. Then he spotted it: about a hundred yards off, there was a shimmering white field that blurred the jungle around it. He looked the opposite way and saw an identical field. Glancing up, he saw it there, too, near the top of the canopy. “What am I looking at?”

      “I think we’re looking through a portal,” Trevor explained. He pointed at the edge of the shimmering field. “If we went down there, I’m thinking the city wouldn’t be visible. We can see it through this portal, and I think it’s the portal that’s giving off that pulsing.”

      Anput’s disembodied voice spoke. “That would explain why no one ever found the city. It’s not anyplace that can be reached directly, and the location of the portal is constantly changing.”

      “The city might not even be on this continent,” Trevor mused.

      “Mohn spent a lot of satellite hours scanning these jungles. Their search was kind of a joke outside their department,” Jordan allowed. “We’d have picked up a city with this much metal a decade ago—longer, maybe.”

      “I think we’re on to something,” Anput said.

      “But this leaves us with a lot of questions,” Jordan said. “Who made the portal, and where will it take us if we step through?”

      Leti dropped down to Jordan’s branch. “I do not wish to sound like a zealot, but you must have faith, Ark Lord. I do not know what the city holds for us, but there is only one way to learn the answer. Let us see what the City of the Gods wishes us to see.”
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      Elia’s fury had not abated by the time they arrived at the Temple of Divine Winds. The pyramid wasn’t the largest, and it wasn’t the most powerful—but it was filled with people she trusted, people who agreed about the threat that this Ark Lord and his allies posed.

      She cloaked herself in shadow, passing by the guards. She didn’t have time for them; she needed to speak to the matron. Gliding silently through the temple, she finally stopped at a small chamber with a simple cloth door hanging. That cloth had been shaped by the matron herself, woven from strands of gold. It absorbed signals and prevented anyone from probing into her quarters with shaping.

      Elia ducked under the heavy cloth, stepping into a narrow chamber. It had the same small bed she herself slept on, one of many testaments that they stood no higher than their brothers and sisters, even if they were slightly closer to the Mother.

      “Were you successful?” Matron Davina asked. The old woman sat at a tiny writing desk, scrawling away in a journal with a cobalt pen. The woman’s long white hair screened her face, giving Elia only her neutral tone to work with. Was the matron angry?

      “I was not,” Elia admitted. There was no point in dithering. “We attacked the Ark Lord, but his defenses were potent. In time we could have overcome him, but the city chose to reveal itself. The portal was no more than a few hundred meters away, and I thought it best we not be discovered tampering with the Ark Lord.”

      “Very wise,” the matron murmured. She still hadn’t looked up, and her pen continued to scratch across the page. “If the council learned that you had interfered with a seeking, they would have no choice but to intervene. Part of your mission was stealth, was it not? The threat was to be eliminated quietly.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No but,” the matron roared. Her head snapped up; her dark eyes fixed on Elia. “You told me you could do this thing. You gave me your word. You have failed. What will we do if the Ark Lord tells the council? How will you respond to that allegation? They will delve into your mind, and when they do they will see what you have done.”

      “Matron, I…” Elia licked her lips. She’d been about to make another excuse. Excuses would not help them. Excuses could not fix anything. “What would you have me do?”

      “You will go to the rest of the council, immediately,” the matron instructed. “You will tell them what you have done, and why you have done it. We see the ancient enemy as invaders, and were doing what we must to keep them from the city.” She bent back to her journal, and the scratching began again. “I will not be able to intercede, nor will I admit to having met with you. The council may choose to punish you; if they do, that punishment will be far less if you are the one to bring the situation to their attention. You must get ahead of this if we are to have any chance of regaining control.”

      “As you say, Matron.” Elia bobbed a curtsy and backed from the chamber. She had a feeling she wouldn’t enjoy the interrogation the council would give her, but it was still possible they could salvage something from this.

      Leti and her Ark Lord master were leading the ancient enemy into the city. Couldn’t Elia be forgiven for zealously defending their most sacred place?
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      Windigo reveled in the strength his new body afforded. And it was well and truly his. The Bear had been vanquished, trapped in the recesses of his own mind.

      Windigo had worn countless forms over a near-infinite lifetime, but none had been as powerful as Yosemite. The Great Bear brimmed with power, one of Isis’s most potent creations. Yet, for all his power, the Bear’s mind had been shockingly easy to overcome. The Bear had been naive to the extreme, and it had been a simple matter to manipulate him.

      Now, the Bear’s consciousness had retreated to the dim recesses of his mind. He’d given up, recoiling from the carnage he knew Windigo had planned, the carnage he was even now about to execute.

      Windigo gave a ghastly, skeletal grin and walked silently toward the row of cars the locals had fashioned into a crude wall. He could smell the dogs prowling in the darkness on either side, could hear their hearts beating.

      They smelled something on the wind, something they couldn’t recognize. A few began to bark, while others sprinted across the darkened field. They’d alert their alpha, one of the Ka-Dun who protected this place. That Ka-Dun would come to investigate, and when he did, Windigo could finally sate his endless hunger. Every meal increased his strength, his knowledge.

      It had been so for countless years, long ages before humans had first arrived on this continent—before their ancestors found the courage to leave the trees. Windigo was older than they could comprehend, and in all that time he’d longed for the ability to control an Ark.

      At long last, that possibility danced within his grasp.

      Tonight, he’d send the first message that would draw inexorably toward the Ark Lord’s death. Windigo walked in shadow, approaching the wall silently. Several dogs lounged atop it, staring out at the darkness. They were alert, ears cocked and noses twitching. He gave them nothing, walking boldly to the wall of rusting automobiles. They didn’t react.

      Windigo extended both arms, then he slashed. Once, twice, a third time. There was a single yelp, then the rest died silently. Windigo bent and began to feed. He ate swiftly, knowing that the alpha would soon be upon him. Ka-Dun were easily manipulated. Kill one of their pack, and it sent them into a rage. That rage blinded them, making it a simple matter to overcome their mental defenses.

      Windigo finished his meal, wiping at his fanged mouth with a gore-soaked claw. Any time now.

      A few heartbeats later there was a rush of wind as a Ka-Dun blurred into a crouch perhaps forty paces distant. He knew he’d been seen, but the fire in his eyes made it clear that he didn’t care. Excellent.

      Strangely, the Ka-Dun was an old man. He had a long grey braid and hard eyes. He burned with fire, and was likely a talented shaper. As recently as two moons past Windigo would have leapt to possess this Ka-Dun.

      The Ka-Dun tensed, and Windigo realized he was about to flee. His survival instinct was overpowering the rage. Windigo could not allow that.

      He cackled, hefting the remains of one of the dogs into the air and flinging it at the Ka-Dun. Even as the ghastly remains left his claws, he shaped, sending a probing tendril of energy at the Ka-Dun. The Ka-Dun was distracted by the flung remains, his rage at the desecration overpowering all other emotion for a split second.

      It was long enough. Windigo slipped his tendril into the Ka-Dun’s mind, fueling the rage.

      “Know that I am John Rivers,” the Ka-Dun roared, “and I protect these lands. I’ll rip out your spine, you monster.” He charged forward, shifting to warform as he blurred toward Windigo.

      The force of his charge knocked Windigo into the row of cars, crumpling one. The Ka-Dun savaged Windigo’s throat with an impressive set of jaws, but his host’s body was simply too tough. The thick hide he’d inherited from the Great Bear turned away the Ka-Dun’s attacks.

      Windigo lunged, wrapping his long arms around the Ka-Dun. He crushed the wolf to his chest, funneling more rage into the Ka-Dun’s mind.

      “Kill—you,” the Ka-Dun choked out, all rational thought driven away by the madness. Then Windigo lunged again, wrapping enormous jaws around the Ka-Dun’s head and shoulders. He ripped loose half the man’s body, and began to feed. He’d save enough to taunt the Ark Lord, but he would savor the rest.

      The flurry of barking dogs became a mournful howling, one that echoed over the fields into the hills. The pack rushed to save their master, but by the time they arrived Windigo would be long gone.
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      Blair trotted down the ramp to the stage. The seats were filling up quickly, and the nervous rustle was growing. They needed to get in front of this, but he didn’t see how it was possible. He hopped up on stage and joined Liz and Alicia at the podium. The teen looked lost, with dark red circles under her eyes. No one could blame her for that. Blair knew that in many ways John Rivers had been her father.

      Liz wrapped an arm around Alicia’s shoulders, looking pointedly at Blair. He nodded. Liz led Alicia to the back of the stage, and Blair stepped in front of the podium. Hundreds of eyes were on him, and every face wore a mixture of grief and fear. These people had been shaken to their core, and somehow Blair had to find the words to make that better.

      “I know that many of you don’t know me very well,” Blair began. “I’ve only just come to Santa Rosa, and I’m still a stranger to a lot of you. I’ve got some dark news to report, news that most of you already know.” He licked his lips, watching the expectant faces. “John Rivers was attacked and killed tonight. He was working the Petaluma border, and his surviving pack tells us that he battled an antlered monster. We all know exactly who that is. Windigo has finally returned, and he started with a victim we all knew well.”

      He watched them, waiting for a reaction. No one spoke.

      “John was a leader here,” Blair continued, “and Windigo chose him for a reason. He wants to shake us to our very core, to spread fear and anger. If we allow him to do that, he’ll pick us off one by one.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?” called a blond Ka-Ken whom Blair didn’t recognize. “We can’t hunt him down. We can’t hide. I don’t care how strong the Ark makes you; you can’t kill Windigo if you can’t find him. You can’t protect us all the time, and Windigo will just wait until we’re alone.”

      “You tell him, Eleanor,” called an older man. “Alicia, this place ain’t safe any more. Do you really want this to end like Angel Island? We need to get out now, cut our losses. Some of us aren’t gonna make it, but the survivors can rebuild somewhere safe.”

      “Somewhere safe?” Blair interrupted. He thumped the podium with a fist, glaring hard at the old man. “Where might that be exactly? Where is it you think you can go that Windigo can’t follow? If you leave, he’ll finish those who stay here. Then he’ll hunt you down, and feed on you wherever you end up.”

      “So what the hell can we do about it?” called Zee. He folded his arms, eyeing Blair balefully. “You’ve done a lot of talking about protecting us. If you’ve got some plan, tell us.”

      Liz walked proudly to the podium, standing next to Blair. “Hey, I get it,” she said. “People are lashing out. You’re angry, we all are. Right now we’re all wrestling with grief. We’re scared. That’s normal, and no one can blame us for that. But making decisions when scared and angry is never a good idea. That plays right into Windigo’s hands. We need to consider our next moves carefully. We can fight Windigo, but we need to be smart about it.”

      “She’s right,” Alicia said. She stalked to the edge of the stage, stabbing a finger at the old man. “Pat, you have no right to bring up Angel Island. This is different. We’ve built a home here, and I’m not going to just abandon it. We’ll fight Windigo, and the Ark Lord will find a way to stop him once and for all. We’ll ensure that he never does to anyone else what he’s done here. We’re going to avenge John Rivers, aren’t we?”

      Alicia turned to Blair, and all eyes moved to him. He had absolutely no idea how he was going to stop Windigo, but right now that didn’t matter. “Damned straight, Alicia. For starters, no one goes anywhere alone. You always travel with a pack. Those with territories out in West County will stay here for the time being. Windigo will strike again, we know that. We can’t make it easy for him. We need to be ready to fight back, and that means staying together. Meanwhile, I’m going to get some answers. The Ark has a massive database. I’ll see what I can learn about Windigo’s origins. Maybe he has a weakness.”

      No one looked happy, but people were nodding. Most looked mollified. Liz leaned in to the mic. “Alicia and I will start pairing people. Line up along the left wall, and we’ll get started.” She covered the mic with her hand, whispering to Blair out of the corner of her mouth. “Do something flashy. These people are scared. They need to see a god.”

      Blair nodded. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Then he light walked. He lingered in the brilliant white light, letting it flood the room. When it faded, he stood in the Ark’s central repository.

      Hopefully that had been impressive enough.
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      “Moment of truth,” Jordan muttered. He stepped through the portal, into the golden city. One moment he was standing in a humid jungle, the next he was in a warm, dry city. The transition was instant, and he could feel the sweat all over his body beginning to dry.

      Trevor was the next through, then Anput. Leti was the last to enter, and despite her soiled white skirt, she wore a beatific smile. Jordan knew this meant everything to her, finally reaching the city she believed to be the holy land prepared by the Mother. Hell, she might even be right about that.

      Jordan offered her his hand. “Congratulations, Leti.”

      She ignored the hand, gathering him into a hug.

      Jordan laughed. “I can’t speak for your people, but the city has clearly accepted you or we’d never have made it this far.”

      “I thought that if I ever saw this day it would be centuries away,” Leti said. She stared around in wonder, giving a delighted laugh when a massive butterfly launched itself from a basketball-sized scarlet flower. The garden was a riot of colors, each flower giving off a soft, pleasing fragrance. None of the vegetation looked at all familiar—from the jungle, or anywhere else. It was all contained in small gardens and parks between the clusters of golden pyramids.

      “So what now?” Trevor asked. There was an edge to his voice that brought Jordan back to the present.

      Two groups were approaching from opposite directions. At first glance Jordan couldn’t discern any differences in the two groups. Each wore the same white clothing he’d seen Leti and Elia wear, though nearly every one had at least one piece of golden jewelry. Many wore bracelets, though a few had necklaces or a belt—scavenged when they’d found this place, probably.

      “Oh, shit,” Jordan said. His heart sank. “Looks like Elia got here first. She’s at the head of that second group.”

      “These are the interlopers I warned you of,” Elia called, loudly enough for her voice to carry to the second group. “As you can see, two are the ancient enemy the texts speak of, the horrible deathless. Their hearts no longer beat, and they survive by devouring the flesh of the living. The Mother’s command toward such creatures is clear.”

      A hard-eyed old woman with snowy hair and a dark, pockmarked face led the second group. Her eyes studied Elia sharply, and she raised a hand. Her followers halted, and the old woman approached Elia alone. “What are you going on about, Elia? Who are these people, and how did they reach the city?”

      “A renegade from the Temple of the Ark has betrayed our kind,” Elia said. She pointed accusingly at Leti. “One of our most trusted sisters has forsaken our ways. Leticia serves the usurper, and it is he we must be most wary of. Wherever he goes he brings corruption, and his unclean companions are the proof of it.”

      “You twist words like a snake, Elia,” Leti snapped. Her eyes blazed. “Ark Lord Jordan is the direct progeny of the Mother.” She stepped forward protectively in front of Jordan. “He has fought at her side. Learned shaping from her. She entrusted him with control of her Ark.”

      “Did she?” Elia countered. She gave a cruel smile. “If I recall, he took the key from a defeated foe, not from her hand. She did not bequeath it to him. He took it. Isn’t that the truth, Ark Lord?”

      “Yeah, it’s the truth,” Jordan admitted. He removed his sunglasses and his hat, so they could see his face. “I claimed the key from a guy named Steve, a guy that Isis asked my pack to eliminate. She didn’t specifically say she wanted me to have the key, but I was the only option at the time. Like Leti said, I am the Mother’s direct progeny. I’ve fought at her side. She’s also kicked my ass several times, and I don’t mind admitting that she scares the piss out of me.”

      “I notice you’re no longer so quick to spout your blasphemies,” Elia said. The cruel smile intensified. “Why don’t you tell them about the Mother’s death. She is dead, isn’t she, Ark Lord? That’s what you told us.”

      Horrified gasps went up from both groups. The wizened woman’s face hardened. Elia had just scored a significant blow, one that Jordan didn’t have an easy way to counter. Jordan had no idea who the white-haired woman was, but the strength in her was impressive.

      “I don’t see how she could be alive,” Jordan admitted, reluctantly. “She was in the First Ark when it blew. Her, Osiris, and Ra battled together for the first time in millennia. They united to stop Set, who I think is talked about in your scriptures. They succeeded, but the cost was high.”

      “Why have you come to this city?” the snowy-haired woman asked. “That is the real question, the only one that matters at this instant.” She’d remained calm during the conversation, but studied everything like a bird of prey.

      “It’s complicated, but I’ll do my best to uncomplicate it,” Jordan said. He gave a heavy sigh. “Set worked for a group called the Builders. They’re the ones that originally created the Arks, and this city. Those Builders left this world long before humanity had even come down from the trees. Those Builders are about to come back, and they consider us squatters. They plan to wipe us out, though we don’t know how exactly. Just that they do. Isis fought against the Builders, and I’m carrying on the fight. This city is critical to that war, and the grey men know it. They’re after something here called the Proto Ark.”

      “Grey men?” the snowy-haired woman asked.

      “Like I said, it’s complicated.” Jordan scanned the crowd. There was still a good deal of hostility on most faces. “The grey men were created by the Builders. Think of them as shock troops. Listen, I know that this is a lot to accept. I know you’re not really sure what to make of me. Trust me when I say we’re allies.”

      “How do you explain these two?” the woman asked, her tone accusing. She gestured at Trevor and Anput. “They are clearly the ancient enemy, the ones we are sworn to protect against. Their kind ravaged this land for thousands of years—and for just as long, the champions have pushed them back. Our goal was to keep them from this city, yet you’ve willingly brought them here. Why? And how can you expect us to trust you after doing such a thing?”

      “You have to understand that things aren’t black and white,” Jordan countered. His best chance was in being honest. “I’ve fought against Trevor more than once, but if Isis could put aside her differences to work with Ra and Osiris, then I can learn to work with deathless. They share the same goal we do: stopping the Builders. We need each other, or we’re all going to be wiped out.”

      “Again he blasphemes,” Elia said. “The idea that the Mother would work with the ancient enemy is madness.” She glided forward, stopping near Jordan. “We can debate this in council, but I am not comfortable having these people loose in our city. I think they should be imprisoned with the other interloper until we decide what to do with them.”

      “I am not comfortable imprisoning the progeny of the Mother,” the snowy-haired woman said. “He might be misguided, but we must accord him the proper honor. Leticia certainly believes in him, and she has always been highly regarded here.” That last seemed to surprise Leti, who blinked rapidly. “Yet you are right about the ancient enemy. I suggest we imprison the deathless with the other interloper, and we bring the Ark Lord to the council chambers. We can deliberate this matter with the full council. Do you agree, Elia?”

      “Of course, Matron Davina,” Elia said. She beamed a triumphant smile, and Jordan realized he was really starting to hate this woman. They didn’t have time for this political nonsense.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            56

          

          

      

    

    







            Jordan

          

        

      

    

    
      Jordan was led to a golden pyramid on the west side of the city, about four hundred meters from the portal. He was still using that to orient himself, and made damned certain he stayed oriented. He wanted to be able to flee if needed.

      “The white-haired woman was Matron Davina,” Leti was saying. “She’s the strongest councilor, the champion who first discovered this place. Elia was the second, and holds nearly as much sway. They are the two who really determine what will happen.”

      “I thought they mentioned a council,” Jordan replied. He studied the building they were entering, a tiny golden version of the Ark. It was clear both had been built by the same people. The similarities in the symbols lining the walls were impossible to ignore, even for a soldier.

      “They did, but the other three members hold very little sway,” Leti explained. “Most of us have gravitated toward one of the two camps. Elia’s is centered around the world outside, which is why she leads from the Ark. Davina spends her time here, which is why her faction is slightly stronger. She’s also the only one considered a matron, and, as we have no clearly defined rules on who may become one, she is essentially first among equals.”

      Leti bowed before the pair of severe-looking guards, so Jordan mimicked her.

      Once they were inside the structure, Leti spoke again. “This is Awa’s temple. He speaks primarily for the young and the radical, those who are looked down upon by Davina and Elia both. Our order is very much a matriarchy, and the fact that he is a Ka-Dun hurts his standing with many.”

      “So we’re allying with the misfits and renegades? Sounds about par for what I’m used to.” He’d had less to work with. At least they had some allies.

      Leti led him down several maze-like corridors, until they finally emerged in a wide room. The walls were covered with gems in strange configurations, and Jordan could feel the faint power pulsing within. He had no idea what the place had originally been used for, and he doubted the current occupants did either.

      They’d converted the room into rough barracks, and had set up two rows of cots against the far wall. One corner of the room held boxes of provisions and other supplies, and bordering it was a crude boxing ring where two Ka-Ken were sparring in warform. There were probably a dozen people all told, most between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five.

      Most watched him and Leti with curiosity, but no one approached until they were spotted by a short, dark-skinned man. He looked much like the natives in the village they’d passed through, though he wore the same white garb as the other priests.

      “Leti, it gladdens me to see you again.” He gave the same bow she had, and his face lit up at her approach. This guy had it bad. “I see you’ve brought the Ark Lord with you. I don’t know what to think of the situation. Have you come to discuss it?”

      “I have. Councilor Awa, this is Ark Lord Jordan. Jordan, this is Councilor Awa.” Leti gave Awa a friendly smile, one that drew a smirk from Jordan. He’d seen girls play the boys they knew were into them, and Leti was playing Awa like a violin. “As I said in the square earlier, he is the Mother’s direct progeny. None stand closer than he, and only a few stand equal.”

      Awa looked impressed. He glanced quickly at Leti as if struggling to figure out how best to impress her. “You are both welcome to stay here, and I will offer whatever aid I can. I am not, ah, as respected as some councilors. But my voice still carries a little weight. I will speak for the Ark Lord when we are called to session.”

      Jordan could feel the potential within Awa, which might be why they all followed him. Next to Jordan, the little native was strongest shaper in the room. The body language of the other priests was almost subservient, despite the fact that most were larger and stronger than Awa.

      Leti bent forward and kissed Awa on the cheek. “Thank you, Awa. We will gratefully accept your hospitality. When do you think that the council will be called to session?”

      “It will probably take an hour or so for them to organize it,” Awa said. “Possibly a little longer, though I am certain there will be some urgency in the matter. Nothing like this has happened since the interloper was caught.”

      Leti smiled, and the kid perked up like a plant reaching for the sun.

      “You’ve mentioned this interloper twice,” Jordan interjected. “Who is he?”

      “He is an explorer named Percy,” Awa explained. “Apparently, he’d been trapped in the city for many years before the sun changed. He was skulking about when we discovered the city, and he was able to hide from us for some time. Eventually he was caught, and the council decided he’d done nothing worthy of punishment—but we couldn’t release him, or he might bring others to the city.” Awa looked troubled. “We imprisoned him in a large pyramid on the eastern side of the city. It’s large and possesses the means to feed and house him, but we do not allow Percy to venture beyond its walls.”

      “Awa, what do you think the council will do about the Ark Lord?” Leti asked.

      Again, Awa looked troubled. He reached out and took Leti’s hand. “I do not know for certain. Elia’s hatred is clear, so she will do whatever she can to thwart the Ark Lord. Matron Davina is more impartial, but still has little reason to trust you. Elise will vote as Davina votes, and Garret will follow Elia. I do not think they will try to harm anyone, but then we’ve never had the ancient enemy within our walls before. It is possible they could order the execution of your friends, and I am not sure they’d be wrong to do so.”

      “They are not the enemy, Awa,” Leti said, even if she said it grudgingly. “I’ve travelled with them. They are different, and their ways are barbaric, but they do not seek a war with us. They are here to help us vanquish a terrible enemy, and the Mother fought alongside them. If she can set aside her hatred for the deathless, can we not do the same?”

      “I make no promises,” Awa said. He let Leti’s hand drop and turned back to Jordan. “I will head to the council chamber to speak with the others. We will send for you when we are ready.”
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      Trevor didn’t resist as he was shoved roughly through the doorway, into the pyramid. The white-furred Ka-Ken who’d pushed him touched the panel on the wall outside, and a golden door slid down. Trevor and Anput were left sealed inside a wide hallway. It led to a large, very empty room about sixty feet across, with walls set with clusters of gems every few feet. There were four pedestals in the room, all humming faintly with power. A faint light came from the ceiling—not enough to read by, but enough to see.

      “What do you think this place is?” Trevor asked. He walked to the middle of the room, examining one of the pedestals. He could feel the signals emanating from it, but had no idea what they were.

      “Don’t you think we should be more concerned about how we’re going to get out of here?” Anput asked. “Or about what those genocidal savages are going to do to us? You don’t remember the war between our species. I do. They’re going to have their little vote, and then they’re going to kill us.” She stalked to the other side of the door, bending to inspect the panel next to it. “I’m going to see if I can get this thing to open.”

      “Odds are good we’re stuck for the time being, and the best way for us to find a way out is understanding where we are,” Trevor said. He knelt beside the pedestal to examine the base. “The gems on this thing look like an interface of some kind. I’ve seen similar ones in the Ark. I don’t know what this place is, but we might be able to control functions with these. Functions like opening the door.”

      Anput finally looked up. “Now you have my attention.”

      “There’s some risk, obviously. This thing could fire disintegration beams for all I know,” Trevor said. He rose, inspecting the gems near the top of the console. “Guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      Trevor put his hands on a pair of gems, an emerald and a ruby. A jolt of power shot through him. It wasn’t painful, but he still jerked back in surprise, releasing the console.

      “Are you okay?” Anput asked. She blurred over to his side. “Hmm, you seem fine. What did the gems do?”

      The air next to them shimmered, and a holographic figure flickered into existence. A familiar figure. It stood about five feet tall, with translucent green skin. A pair of wide, black eyes contrasted with its tiny mouth. The hologram’s limbs were too thin, its head too large for its tiny body.

      “Ka, is that you?” Trevor asked. He knew almost instantly that it wasn’t, though. This hologram looked a great deal like Ka, but the face was slightly different. It looked like a brother, or close relative of some kind.

      “You have met one of my fellow keepers?” the hologram asked. Its voice was about half an octave higher than Ka’s. “That is most intriguing. My name is Ark Keeper Ba, and I have been assigned to watch over this facility.” It gave a deep bow.

      “How about we ask the questions for now?” Trevor suggested. “Why did you suddenly appear?”

      “You’ve accessed the system, and I have responded.” The hologram gave a low power flicker, dimming considerably. “Oh dear, we’ve lost another conduit.”

      “Many people must have touched those pedestals.” Trevor folded his arms, unsure whether he should trust this thing.

      “Indeed. At least one individual has attempted to access the system in the last twenty-four hours, without success. The safety protocols keep them locked out.”

      “But not us?” Anput asked.

      “Well, not him,” Ba corrected. “An Ark Lord may come and go as they choose. The system was designed to serve them.”

      “Are you serious?” Trevor asked, blinking. “You’re just sitting here waiting for an Ark Lord to tell you what to do?”

      Ba nodded its bulbous head. “Precisely.”

      Anput laughed. “I can’t believe it. Those fools locked us in the control room, and left us unsupervised.”

      “Let’s start with our current location,” Trevor said. “What was this room originally used for?”

      “This portion of the facility is a laboratory belonging to Kek-Telek,” Ba said. “The pedestals tap into the helix repository, allowing you to manipulate genetic matter. Many experiments have been conducted here, though not in several hundred thousand years.” He cocked his head again, giving a very human sigh. “Unfortunately, damage to this facility has eroded my control. Despite the Builders’ use of time dilation, this city has still existed past its projected life span. Many systems are badly in need of repair. My cognition is currently tied to this building, because my awakening damaged the energy converter. I can project elsewhere in the city, but not access any systems.”

      “So you’re stuck here, alongside us,” Trevor said. He turned to Anput. “At the very least we might be able to make use of this place. Maybe we can experiment using some of your theories.”

      “Possibly, but before we do that there’s something that concerns me.” Anput walked to the far side of the room, and Trevor followed. A stairwell led down into darkness. “They mentioned that there was an interloper. If he’s in here, I’m not sure I want to let our guard down. Let’s find him, and then we can see about some experimentation.”

      “Ba, can you access the internal sensors?” Trevor asked.

      “I’m afraid not.” Ba’s hologram flickered, then appeared next to them again. “My functionality is quite limited, though I can answer any question you might pose. I am well versed in this place’s history. It was created by Builder Kek-Telek himself.”

      “We can check that out later. For now, we need to find out if there is anyone else in this facility. Are there any weapons here we can use?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Ba said, its tiny mouth in a pout. “You will have to rely on your own shaping. This facility has four levels, each used for different types of experiments. If there is another individual in this facility, they have to be on one of those four floors.”

      “Break the floors down by type,” Trevor ordered. If they were going to proceed, he wanted as much intel as possible.

      “The top floor is modulation, the next floor is used for time-accelerated growth. Level three is reserved for direct mutation, and the last floor contains several banks of reclamation chambers, and access to the full data archive.” Ba flickered again.

      Trevor turned to Anput. “I don’t think they would have put us in here with something lethal, but let’s proceed with caution. If it were me, I’d spend my time at the data archive, so I expect that’s where we’ll find him.”

      “Or her,” Anput said. “Your logic is sound enough. Let’s explore this place and see what we can find.” She slid into the shadows, her words retreating into the distance as she started down the stairs.

      Trevor followed, wrapping the shadows protectively about him. He walked quickly down the stairs, allowing his superior vision to adjust to the limited illumination provided by the gems set into the wall. He followed the stairway down another hundred paces, where it opened into a wide chamber. Similar to the one above, the room held half a dozen terminals, each next to a clear crystal tube.

      “Those things are large enough to hold an elephant,” Anput whispered. Her voice came from several feet ahead. “Think of the creatures that could be created here. Entire species, wholly from the imagination of the creator.”

      “Yeah, it’s a hell of a lot of power; that’s for damned sure. I wonder why the Ark doesn’t have chambers like these. This place is supposed to have preceded them, right? That’s why it’s the Proto Ark?”

      “Precisely. This place is undoubtedly older. One has to wonder why the Arks were, apparently, given more limited functionality.” Anput’s voice didn’t move as she spoke, so Trevor paused as well.

      “Let’s take a look at the next floor. The stairwell is right next to the one we came down,” Trevor suggested. He crept forward, moving slowly down the next stairwell. The chamber on the floor below them was several times larger than the previous floor, which made sense given the pyramid structure.

      Chambers similar to the tubes above lined the walls on two sides of the room, but their walls were comprised of much thicker crystal. At the base of each cell sat a faintly glowing ruby the size of a VW Bug. Trevor could feel the faint pulses of energy, unlike anything he’d encountered thus far. They were primal somehow. Chaotic.

      “There’s the stairway down to the next floor,” Anput’s voice came from about a dozen paces away. They were doing a pretty good job of staying close given that they couldn’t see each other.

      “I wonder what these vats are,” Trevor asked. He passed within an arm’s length of a cylindrical golden vat. There were nearly a dozen scattered across the level, each with gems set in the side.

      “No idea,” Anput replied. “Ba can probably shed some light on them, after we find this interloper.”

      “And found me you have,” an old man huffed. He paused at the top of the steps, leaning heavily on a cane. He reached into a tweed jacket to withdraw a handkerchief, then mopped his forehead. “Those stairs make coming down here a major excursion. Now, my eyesight’s not too good, so you’ll have to come closer if I’m going to get a look at you.”

      Trevor studied the man. His clothing was completely out of date. Trevor wasn’t a historian, but he’d been a fan of H.P. Lovecraft growing up. This guy was wearing clothes from the 1920s. His long jacket was made from a coarse fabric, with rows of matching buttons, and he had a newsboy style hat. His tan pants were tucked into knee-high leather boots. A grey-black handlebar mustache overpowered his lip, and a short goatee covered his chin.

      “Who are you?” Trevor asked. He stepped from the shadows, moving closer to the old man. He could hear the old man’s heart thundering in his chest, as one would expect from a normal human. If he had the ability to shape, Trevor certainly couldn’t sense it.

      “My name is Lt. Colonel Percival Harrison Fawcett, formerly of Her Majesty’s Royal Artillery.” The old man spoke with dignity, offering Trevor a trembling hand. “How do you do?”
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      Trevor took a step further into the light, wincing at the horrified expression on Percy’s face. The old man recoiled, shrinking against the wall as his mouth worked. Sometimes Trevor forgot just how monstrous he appeared.

      “First there were werewolves,” he whispered, “and I thought…I must be mad. Then I got used to the idea. I thought I was sane.” Percy clutched his cane like a talisman, scrunching his eyes shut as if that would banish the situation. “But now? I just don’t know. Am I even seeing you? Or are you some sort of demon conjured by this hellish place to torment me?”

      “My name is Trevor. The woman in the shadows is Anput.” Trevor spoke slowly, and made no move to approach the man. “You’re not mad, and we are not a vision. We were created by the same people who made the werewolves. They locked us in here with you.”

      “You—ah, I realize this is horribly rude, but you aren’t going to eat me, are you?” Percy opened one eye, peering at Trevor.

      “Quite the opposite,” Anput breathed. She sauntered toward Percy in that succubus-like way of hers. “Clearly, you’re an explorer of some kind. You must have been, to have reached this city. And you’ve been here longer than we have. Would you be willing to give us a tour?”

      “Of course, of course. How very rude of me.” Percy perked up instantly. “How do you do, Ms…?”

      “Anput,” she supplied. She shifted her weight, the motion somehow managing to emphasize her chest.

      “Anput you say? As in the Egyptian goddess? Wife of Anubis?” Percy adjusted his spectacles, studying Anput’s face. “You have the right complexion for it. I’d definitely say you are Egyptian. Dark skin, dark hair.”

      “You’re a scholar?” Anput’s surprise was total. She dropped the seduction. “How long have you been here? What can you tell us about this place?”

      “Why don’t we begin with that tour, and I’ll tell you the tale as we walk? I’m afraid I’m quite frail these days. Would you be so kind as to assist me?” Percy offered his arm to Anput, and she took it, leaning against the old man as they started down the stairs to the fourth level. “I’m assuming you’ve seen the two upper floors already, as you had to pass them to get here. The top floor is some sort of control room, and I believe this is a laboratory of some kind. The apparatus on the second and third floor suggests they were experimenting with living creatures. The last floor is the most troubling, but as that will take an old man some time to reach, why don’t I tell you how I came to be in this place?”

      Percy stopped speaking, breathing harder as he made his way to the next landing. He paused there, mopping sweat from his forehead.

      “I was fortunate enough to have a distinguished career with Her Majesty’s Royal Artillery. During my travels, I spent a great deal of time learning about the local cultures. From Egypt to the New World, I was privileged enough to see the world’s wonders. After my retirement, I decided I wanted to find the lost city I believed lay behind the tales of El Dorado. I called that city Z. Most didn’t believe it existed, but I was certain this place was out there.”

      Trevor glanced down the stairs to the room below. It was cavernous, many times larger than the floor above. Banks of strange pods lined the room, but he couldn’t see much detail from this distance.

      “My son Jack, the Rimmell boy, and I set out along the Xingu River in 1925. I’d been there often, you see, and knew the ways of the local tribes.” Percy’s eyes took on a faraway cast. “The trip was long and difficult. At one point we lost most of the gifts we’d intended for local tribes, and both Jack and the Rimmell boy contracted malaria. I tended to them best I could, but our pace was hobbled. They worsened, until they lacked the strength to walk. I stayed with them until the end. It’s a hard thing, watching your child die and knowing there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      Anput made a sympathetic noise. It was difficult seeing the old man’s pain, and Trevor didn’t know what to say, so he patted Percy on the shoulder.

      “Eventually, I continued on. I don’t know why I didn’t contract malaria. I don’t know how the Xavantes tribe never found me, the murderous savages. I kept pushing further into the jungle, never really expecting to find the city. I don’t know how long I walked. Weeks? Months? Time loses meaning in the jungle, as you’re no doubt aware.” Percy was interrupted by a fit of violent coughing. He dabbed his mouth with a handkerchief, and Trevor could smell the spots of blood staining the white cloth. The scent was sickly somehow. “I couldn’t even send word to Nina, and it ate at me that she’d never know what happened to her boys. But I wouldn’t let it all be for nothing. If I was going to die, at least I’d see Z before I did.

      “One day, I discovered a shimmering doorway in the middle of the jungle. It was wide enough to drive an automobile through, and on the other side I could see gold. I climbed down the valley, and found this place.” The old man grunted as he started down the stairs again. They’d nearly reached the fourth floor. “I spent a good month exploring the city. It was maddening. All around me was proof of a culture more advanced than anything Mother England had produced. It made the ancient Egyptians look like children, yet I was powerless to make sense of any of it. I couldn’t read even a single passage, and had no idea how to translate it. I spent months exploring every inch of Z, prying what secrets I could from her. Many buildings have exquisite artwork that told me a great deal about the beings who built this place. This may come as a bit of a shock, but they were not human.”

      “It’s not as shocking as you might expect,” Anput said. She helped Percy down the last few steps, leading him slowly onto the fourth floor. Dozens of banks of pods lined the room.

      Trevor followed, walking over to one of the pods. It was cylindrical, with a thick golden conduit connecting it to a bank of similar pods. “These things are about the right size to hold a person, and they have little windows at about face height.”

      “What do you think they are?” Anput asked. She disengaged from Percy, moving to inspect the pod.

      “Ba called them reclamation pods,” Trevor said. “They look like something we saw routinely in science fiction. Cryogenic suspension pods. I have no idea what their actual purpose is, but there are hundreds of them.” He turned in a slow circle, scanning the room. Row after row of pods, and that was it.

      “This building isn’t the only one with those pods. Nearly every pyramid has a similar number of them, and the largest pyramid in the city leads to a cavern with countless pods. Literally countless. I spent days trying to count them, and eventually gave up when I reached a hundred thousand.” Percy hobbled over to the pod, leaning heavily on his cane. “I’ve no earthly idea what they might be used for. I’d considered livestock, but never that they might put people in these things. What is this ‘cryogenic’ thing you mentioned?”

      “It’s a way of keeping a living being in stasis indefinitely,” Trevor explained. “They’re theoretical, but if they worked as expected someone could go to sleep in a cryo pod, and wake up after thousands of years without having aged.”

      “Similar to the rejuvenation chamber in the Arks.” Anput walked in a slow circle around the pod. “This looks different. Not just in appearance, but the signal it gives off. Perhaps Ba might be able to tell us more.”

      “The what chamber in the what? I’m not following.” Percy removed his spectacles, squinting at Anput as he cleaned them on his jacket.

      “It’s a lot to explain,” Trevor supplied. “So you reached this city and explored it. What happened then?”

      “Ah, yes. As I said, it was maddening. I tried to document everything, but eventually I ran out of paper. I decided to go back through the portal to get tree bark, as I figured it would make a suitable substitute. But the portal was gone. The city is as you see it now, surrounded by a dome of gold. I’ve walked the entire edge of that dome, and the only way in or out is the portal.” Percy withdrew a canteen from his belt, lifting it to his mouth with a trembling hand. He took several mouthfuls, then replaced the canteen. “Over time, I realized that the portal wasn’t static. It would open and close, seemingly without cause. I was terrified. I didn’t know if I should flee back into the jungle. I hadn’t found any source of food, and my supplies were dwindling. That’s when I realized something profound. I wasn’t hungry. I’d been having meals because it was habit, but I was never truly hungry. I stopped eating, and as the days passed it became clear that city was somehow sustaining me.”

      “That explains much,” Anput said, her tone sympathetic. “This city is using energy to sustain you, but that energy is degrading your helixes. Eventually, what is keeping you alive will kill you.”

      “I suspected that part,” Percy said. He gave a half smile. “I always knew this place would be the end of me, but it was worth it. This place was a fitting greatest adventure for a man of my disposition. I suspect that you two can provide many of the answers I seek.”

      “We’re happy to do that,” Trevor said. “It’s also possible that Anput might be able to help you recover.”

      “Help how?” Anput asked, raising a delicate eyebrow.

      “We have access to the deathless virus, the werewolf virus, and the vampire virus,” Trevor said. “We’re in a Builder laboratory. What he’s experiencing is basically radiation poisoning right? We should be able to create a strain of the virus that will give him the same protection we have.”

      “It’s worth a try, I suppose,” Anput allowed. She studied Percy critically. “Why don’t we get you back to the first floor? Let’s get you comfortable. You can tell us the rest of your story while I prepare a mutagen.”
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      Anput helped Percy onto his cot. It was a clever little contraption made from thin wooden dowels and a length of thick cloth. It kept the old man nearly a foot off the ground, which was no doubt helpful in an insect-infested jungle.

      “The fact that you survived this jungle with such primitive equipment is really quite impressive,” Anput said. She offered Percy a blanket, and the old man accepted it gratefully.

      “I’ve noticed that both your attire and your apparatus are unfamiliar to me. They seem advanced, yet more akin to modern technology than to that of these mysterious ancients. Where did you come by it?” Percy was breathing easier now, and color had returned to his face.

      “Perhaps Trevor should explain, as all these things are from his own time. My world is far removed, from both yours and his,” Anput explained. She couldn’t help adding a dash of mystery. It was nice flirting with someone who didn’t just stare back impassively, like Trevor.

      “You said that your expedition left in 1925, right?” Trevor asked. He looked up from the pedestal he’d been inspecting. “What year do you think it is?”

      “Well that’s a very good question,” Percy said. He stroked his mustache, considering for long moments. “I believe I was in the jungle for several months, certainly no longer than a year. I’ve been here for a number of months, perhaps twice as long as my stay in the jungle. Let’s call that two years. That would make it somewhere between 1927 and 1929, by my estimate. How’d I do?”

      “You’re off by almost a century,” Trevor said.

      Anput was more than a little surprised at his bluntness, though by now she shouldn’t have been. It was a refreshing departure from the endless political games in Ra’s court.

      “It’s been almost ninety years since you found this place.”

      “That’s impossible. I’ve kept a rough count of time, and even if my methods were wildly inaccurate it couldn’t be more than a few extra years. If ninety years had passed, I’d be a skeleton long since.” Percy sat up on his cot, smoothing his mustache. “How do you account for that?”

      “He’s right,” Anput realized aloud. “The energy sickness would long since have killed him. There’s no way it could keep him alive for that length of time. He might survive another year, two at the outside. Definitely not another five.”

      “Ba, are you monitoring our conversation?” Trevor asked.

      “Indeed,” Ba’s disembodied voice said. “How can I assist you, Ark Lord?”

      “How long has Percy been in this city?” Trevor asked.

      Anput could have kicked herself for not thinking to check with the construct.

      “Seven months, nine days, eleven hours,” Ba’s voice said.

      “Can you explain the time discrepancy then?” Anput asked.

      Ba was silent until Trevor repeated the question. It irked her, but she’d long grown used to living in the shadow of an Ark Lord. At least Trevor was less insufferable than Ra had been.

      “This city was the crowning achievement of the species you refer to as the Builders,” Ba began. “They constructed it in a subterranean location, one carefully protected from all outside influence. Then, the Builders created an energy field that warped the space around the city. This was done to extend the longevity of the city, though this measure has not been entirely successful. The time dilation factor is currently set to ten, so for every hundred days that passes outside a single day will elapse here. The portal allows the city to connect briefly to the current flow of time.”

      Anput merely blinked. The implications were staggering.

      “I need you to cancel that time dilation immediately,” Trevor said. “Can you do that?”

      “I can do so, but this will accelerate the destabilization of this city,” Ba cautioned. “Once the field is deactivated, I will not be able to reactivate it without first enacting extensive repairs. Do you wish me to disable the field?”

      “Do it,” Trevor ordered. “We can’t afford to have that much time pass.” A moment later a tremor passed through the room, and the lights dimmed even further.

      “It is done, Ark Lord,” Ba said.

      “Trevor, do you realize what this means?” Anput asked, laughter bubbling up. “For time dilation to function, time would have to be non-linear.”

      “Einstein was right,” Trevor said. He gave one of his boyish smiles. “It might even be possible to travel backwards in time.”

      “Such travel is inadvisable,” Ba interjected, “and outlawed in the Builder Codex.”

      “But it’s possible,” Anput shot back, throwing her arms around Trevor.

      “Pardon the intrusion,” Percy said, “but I have so many questions.” He tried to rise from the cot, but Anput disengaged from Trevor and moved to intercept him.

      “And we’ll answer them, but you need to rest,” she ordered. “We still don’t know the rest of your story. At some point, you were imprisoned here. What happened?”

      “Of course, of course. I owe you the conclusion of the tale.” Percy settled against the cot, dabbing his mouth with his handkerchief. “One day, the portal opened differently. It was far, far larger than it had been. I don’t know why it changed, but this time it stayed open. It would move sometimes, each time showing a different part of the jungle. Yet it never again closed. I watched it every day, and eventually a group of natives entered the city. At first I thought they were local explorers, but then they turned into hairy, brutish monsters. They were more akin to the kind of werewolf described in English folklore than anything I’d have associated with the Amazon.”

      “We can explain how and why they exist when you’re done with your story,” Trevor offered.

      Percy nodded, then continued. “I tried to hide from the monsters, and was successful at first. By then I understood the city’s layout better than they did. I watched as they explored Z. They seemed very excited by the writings, and by the jewelry they found.” Percy reached into his pouch and withdrew a thick golden bracelet. “These are highly prized. At first I thought they’re merely decorative, but then I saw some of the werewolves use them. I could never figure out the trick of how they did it.” He offered the bracelet to Anput.

      “Are you giving this to me?” she asked, blinking.

      He nodded.

      She accepted the bracelet, snapping it around her wrist. She could feel the power within it, linking instantly to her. It was unlike the few Sunsteel weapons she’d touched, as if this somehow possessed its own primitive intelligence. “Do you have any idea how priceless this artifact is?”

      “Lady Anput, I realize you are a married woman, and I am a married man. Still, I cannot see either of our spouses objecting to me making a gift to a beautiful woman.” Percy gave her a wink, paired with a grandfatherly smile. “I can’t use that thing. Maybe you can. You wished to hear the rest of my tale? When the werewolves finally caught me they put me inside this pyramid, and sealed it behind me. I was caught without most of my research materials, and had little more than a chronometer and a few flares. They didn’t give me a chance to explain, nor did they ask my opinion. That, in my mind, makes these creatures the enemy. You, then, might be my allies.”

      “They don’t want us here any more than they want you. I can promise you that,” Trevor said. He looked to Anput. “What do you need from me to conduct your experiments?”

      “Ba, are you capable of reading a data crystal?” she asked. No answer, of course.

      “Ba, I order you to answer Anput’s questions as if she were an Ark lord,” Trevor commanded.

      “Very well, Ark Lord. I am capable of reading data crystals, as they were the primary means of data storage used by the Builders. My databanks can handle conversion of most numeric systems, and can decrypt most symbol sets.” Ba finally shimmered back into view, drawing a gasp from Percy.

      “Here,” Anput said, tossing a fist-sized ruby to Trevor. “That’s what I was working on with Project Solaris. The experiments were mostly conducted on David, to find out what the grey men had done to him. I have enough of an understanding to map the desired traits into the virus—at least I think I do. It shouldn’t take that much modulation to scale the virus back. If we do that, we give Percy a higher chance of surviving, though he’s unlikely to manifest much in the way of shaping.”

      “I only understood about one word in three,” Percy said, his confusion evident, “but it sounds like you may have the means to my survival. You want to expose me to some sort of sickness?”

      “Something like that,” Anput explained. She put a hand on his. “For the time being, please just relax. Trevor and I might be able to cure you, but it’s going to take time, study, and experimentation.”

      “Well, we’ve got plenty of time and nothing else to do,” Trevor said. He moved to the console, inserting Anput’s data crystal.
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      Jordan wasn’t having the best day. Three of the five councilors had denied his request for an audience, and he hadn’t even bothered to ask Elia. He suspected the only one who’d agreed had simply done it out of politeness.

      He hoped it was politeness, anyway.

      “Welcome, Ark Lord,” Matron Davina said, gesturing at a foam chair across from him. It was similar to those in the Ark, and Jordan sank comfortably into it. Davina waved a hand and a white-robed acolyte brought forth a tray with two wooden goblets on it. She filled them with a clear liquid, then offered a mug to Davina. The matron took it, and waved at Jordan to do the same.

      Jordan shook his head. “I’m too dehydrated to drink alcohol. I was in the jungle this morning. Thanks for the offer though.”

      “As you wish.” Davina studied him for long moments, so Jordan took the opportunity to do the same. Davina’s grandmotherly exterior was backed by the toughest steel. “You’ve placed us all in a very difficult predicament, Jordan. Did you realize that?” Davina asked mildly.

      He noticed that she’d dropped the Ark Lord.

      “I apologize for that. I know our arrival was unexpected, but we really didn’t have a choice. If the grey men and Hades want this city, then we need to deny it to them. That means getting the city fortified for battle.” Jordan knew it sounded desperately inadequate.

      “This place is fortified for battle. We have over two score of the toughest champions on this continent. What is it, exactly, that you think will enable an enemy to breach this city?” Davina asked. Hard eyes locked onto Jordan. Her jovial expression melted. “That’s assuming they were even able to find the city, which I assure you they cannot. Unless your friends are here to reveal the location.”

      “I found it,” Jordan pointed out. “You’re also assuming that there’s nothing out there that can deal with forty plus champions. I assure you, there are things that could sweep aside this defensive force in a matter of hours.”

      “You’re no doubt referring to Nox, and his puppet, Camiero,” Davina said. The matron seemed unconcerned. “If you think we fear him, then you are a fool. Nox has his armies clearing jungle in a futile effort to find this place. Every day we pick off troops.”

      “Yeah, and I’ll bet you’re losing troops too,” Jordan countered. He shook his head, sadly. “You think you’ve got a handle on this situation, but I promise that you don’t. If Hades is coming for this place, he’ll hit it with overwhelming force. Not just deathless, but demons. Stuff you haven’t had to deal with. If Nox really took apart Mohn Corp., he can back all that up with the most sophisticated technology in the world. He’s funded by a god that Isis herself was wary of. Do you really think that’s worth treating lightly?”

      “You mistake my intent, Jordan.” Davina sipped her drink calmly. “I am not treating it lightly. I’m simply saying that we’re beyond his reach. No matter how powerful he is, he cannot harm what he cannot find. You’ve shown me nothing to prove that he has the means to locate this place. Or is there something you wish to tell me?”

      “No, there isn’t. And it’s your call whether you mount a defense, I just want you apprised of the facts. So let’s ignore the imminent threat for now.” Jordan knew he wasn’t changing the matron’s mind;  might as well see what else he could accomplish. “How about my friends? You’ve got them locked up. How and when do we sort out what’s going to happen with them?”

      “The council meeting will be starting in less than an hour,” Davina said. The corners of her mouth were turned down in the kind of frown Elia would have envied.

      “I thought you already had your meeting. Awa said that he was leaving for the council meeting,” Jordan protested. He folded his arms, forcing even breaths. He couldn’t afford to lose his temper, not now.

      I disagree Ka-Dun. These are champions. They respect strength. Take her position for your own.

      Jordan knew it wasn’t that simple, or he’d have already done exactly that. A hostile takeover wasn’t going to work, and would only weaken them when they most needed strength.

      “We met to plan the trial itself,” Davina said. “That trial will be held in full view of every sister and brother, so they may witness justice taking its course.” She took another sip, eyeing Jordan distastefully. “That trial will be held this evening, just after moonrise.”

      “Then I guess we’re done here,” Jordan said. He rose to his feet. “I don’t know why you dislike me so much, and I have to be honest. I don’t much care. You and I want the same thing, Davina. We want to see this city—and your people—survive. You might think I’m being overly paranoid. You might think I’m power-hungry, or whatever the hell else you believe about my motives. I don’t much care. We need each other, and the sooner you realize that, the more of our people will survive what’s coming.”

      “Goodbye, Ark Lord. I believe this will be the last time we meet, and that after the council meeting you may find your short stay in the Holy City at an end,” Davina said. She also rose to her feet, seemingly unperturbed by the relative difference in heights. Jordan towered over her, in human form at least. “When that time comes, I urge you toward restraint. If you try to resist, you will find that your abilities avail you little here. We are also powerful, and we’ve learned more than you can imagine about shaping.”

      “Davina, you’re one of the least intimidating adversaries I’ve had to deal with. I’ll extend the same courtesy you’ve offered me, a warning.” Jordan leaned forward, lowering his voice to a near-whisper. “If you threaten the safety of this city, none of your fancy toys, none of the shaping tricks you’ve learned, none of your allies will save you. I’ll put you down, Davina. I’ll put down anyone and everyone I have to, so if you pronounce that judgment, be ready for a fight.”
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      Trevor raised a hand, deftly spinning the hologram. It moved to a different fragment of DNA, what Anput kept referring to as helixes. Ba hovered nearby, eyes scrunched as it observed Trevor’s work.

      “I believe Anput’s assertion is accurate,” Ba said. “Changing this segment would likely affect the subject’s ability to shape. This gene is present in all strains of the virus you’ve provided. However, its interactions with nineteen other genes are slightly different in every case. Slight modifications to this gene will almost certainly trigger unpredictable results.”

      “Not necessarily unpredictable,” Anput countered. She tapped lightly on her glasses, lips pursed as her eyes shifted between the various strains. “We know the capabilities of each strain, and we know the desired end result.” Anput pointed at the last of the DNA sequences, the one that differed the most from all the others. “David’s DNA was modified by the grey men to allow him to interface with Builder technology. That’s, unsurprisingly, the same reason I believe Hades would seek this city. If they can find a way to control Builder technology, they can seize full control of the Nexus, and find the Black Knight satellite.”

      “And you want to get that ability first,” Trevor said. He didn’t understand enough about genetics to see the patterns that Anput casually understood, but the concepts weren’t that hard to understand.

      “Doesn’t that make sense? We lost one of the keys when the First Ark detonated. You’re young, and can’t really understand what an incredible blow that is—far greater than losing Isis herself.” Anput turned to face Trevor, her oval face bathed in the blue glow of the hologram. “If we could manufacture deathless with the ability to become Primary Access Keys, we could guarantee victory in this war against the Builders. They know that, too, which is why I think they’re seeking the same thing. Hades isn’t stupid.”

      “I get it. I’m not stupid either. I did see Blair wield that thing. It’s a potent weapon.” Trevor tried to stifle his irritation, but it was difficult. Being cooped up in here was wearing on him, and throwing himself into work he barely understood wasn’t much help.

      “You don’t get it.” Anput removed her glasses and began to pace. “Blair used the staff in the most blunt-force way. It is capable of incredibly intricate shaping, especially when linked to a nearby Ark. You can destroy an Army with a thought. Reshape an entire species, every member within a hundred miles.”

      Trevor was a bit taken aback. “Okay, I can see the importance. We have to get there first.” He turned to Ba. “Can you replicate David’s segments in all nineteen affected genes?”

      “Of course,” Ba said. His large eyes closed, then opened a moment later. “Done. I’ve modified the current template to include the requested change. However, I would caution against using the mutagen in its current form. It is likely to have very detrimental effects. It might be wise to conduct tests on other lifeforms before risking your own helixes.”

      “Perhaps we can test it on me,” Percy’s shaky voice came from the shadows against one wall. He rose haltingly to his feet, leaning heavily on his cane as he limped into the light. “I don’t appear to have much time in any case.”

      Anput frowned at Percy. “It’s highly unlikely you’ll survive. Most people exposed to any strain of the virus simply die, or don’t come back with the capacity for real intelligence. An unstable version? It would disintegrate your helixes.”

      “What would you suggest then, Lady Anput? Should I resign myself to an ignoble end? Testing this virus would contribute to science in a small but measurable way. I am first and foremost a scientist, just as you are. Let me contribute.” Percy rested against one of the pedestals, regaining a bit of color.

      “We don’t have anything to test just yet,” Anput said. “We’ve got a lot more simulations to run before I’m comfortable testing anything on anyone. When we reach that phase, we can decide if we want to allow Percy to test it.”

      Trevor focused on the hologram again. “Ba, given the differences between all viruses, can you extrapolate any possible side effects?”

      “The mutagen will likely exhibit entirely different side effects for each being exposed,” Ba said. “If given to a normal human, that human is unlikely to survive. If they do, they’d likely be very similar to the original subject. The altered helixes would allow the subject to shape in a variety of ways, and to further modify their helixes as desired. However, this ability could be extremely dangerous. Some modifications could terminate the subject. Even if they do not, such radical alterations will often send a body into shock. This shock can trigger systemic failure.”

      “He’s right,” Anput said. She played with a lock of hair, her gaze fixed on David’s DNA. “The amount of energy needed to shape is immense. If the subject has the same kind of adaptation David does, that could explain why it took the grey men so much testing to create a viable subject. It could also explain why they haven’t been able to duplicate their work with him, so far as we know.”

      “Just so I’m clear,” Trevor said, “a normal human that survived the process could modify how they shape. This could make their shaping stronger, but their bodies aren’t equipped to process that much energy. That about sum it up?”

      If you consumed the right kind of human mind you wouldn’t need to feel this ignorant, his Risen taunted. Your squeamishness limits you in countless ways, and you know that Anput would agree.

      “It mirrors my understanding, Sir Gregg.” Percy dabbed at his mouth with his handkerchief. The gesture had become reflexive. “I still do not fully understand this shaping you go on about, or who these ‘grey men’ fellows are. What I do understand is that I’m not of any use to anybody if I am dead. Please create whatever this pill is so I can take whatever—what did you say it was called?”

      “Mutagen,” Ba provided.

      “Yes, this mutagen. I’d say create it, and I will take it,” Percy continued. He seemed to gain strength as he spoke, driven by pure hope. “If it doesn’t work, why simply put my body in one of those—” Percy turned to Ba. “What did you call the strange man-sized tubes in the basement?”

      “Reclamation chambers,” Ba said. The hologram seemed pleased to answer. “I begin to see what potential subject Percy has planned. If the mutagen is unsuccessful, he could be placed into a state of suspended animation until a shaper of sufficient skill was able to modify the mutagen in the appropriate way.”

      “Precisely, my short green friend. Precisely.” Percy attempted to clap the hologram on the back, and seemed puzzled when his hand passed through.

      “I’m on board with letting him take it,” Trevor said. He turned to Anput. “What do you think?”

      “It’s his life.” Anput shrugged. “It will probably take at least several hours to come up with a set of modifications that take every possibility into account. I can do a lot of that on my own, but I need space to think. Interruptions are catastrophic to creativity. That’s one of your era’s more insightful quotes.”

      She bent to one of the pedestals, and Trevor took the hint. He helped Percy to his feet.

      “Let’s go examine those tubes,” he suggested. “I want to make sure we understand the sequence needed to freeze you, if necessary.”
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      Jordan removed his sunglasses as he stepped inside the temple’s shaded corridor. He’d needed them for the glare, which he suspected was artificial. The domed sky was too white, the sunlight not quite right.

      It made him uneasy, and he was happy to leave it for the cooler confines of the temple.

      “You realize that the council will react very poorly when they hear that we’ve entered this place,” Leti said. Her tone was disapproving, but she’d stepped inside just the same. “It will destroy what little chance we have of swaying them to help us.”

      “I know,” Jordan replied. He kept walking, and waited until Leti followed before he spoke again. “Respectfully, your council is impotent. They’re too busy bickering over power to see a real threat. They think they have Nox right where they want him, but I know him. The Director always has a plan. We might not see it coming, but the blow is coming. We need to be ready.”

      “And how does coming to this place make us ready?” Leti asked. She grabbed him by the arm, stopping him. “Listen to me, Jordan. I have sacrificed everything to support you, because I believe that is what the Mother wants. I deserve to know what you are thinking.”

      “You’re right.” Jordan paused, shoving down the surge of guilt. They’d nearly reached the makeshift prison’s control room, but were still far enough off that he doubted their conversation would be overheard. He turned to Leti. “I’m sorry. In the military we learned to give and accept orders without question. Command rarely explains themselves to subordinates.”

      “I am not your subordinate.” Leti’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I support you, but I do not serve you.”

      “I know,” Jordan said, maybe a tad quicker than he might have with a less angry Ka-Ken. “I’m not suggesting you’re a subordinate. I’m just used to dealing with them in combat situations, and I have a feeling this is about to become one.”

      “Do you really believe this Nox is that dangerous? It took us weeks to find this city, and we had advantages no demon will possess.”

      Leti’s anger seemed to have ebbed, and Jordan relaxed a hair.

      “Far, far more dangerous than you can imagine,” Jordan explained. “The Director, Mark, was the finest strategist I’ve ever seen. He was always a dozen moves ahead of his enemies, and even when he made a mistake he usually turned it into an advantage. Now? He’s got powers we can’t even guess at. He’ll find this place. I’m actually a little surprised he hasn’t already.”

      Leti released his arm. “You were going to tell me why coming here would help us prepare,” she prodded.

      “The Director is incredible, and there’s only one other person I’ve met that might approach his level. Every damned time I’ve gone up against Trevor, he’s pulled ahead somehow. I don’t know what he can do to help, but I’m damned well going to bring him into the loop. That will piss off the council, but they don’t really have the power to stop me.” Jordan gestured at the control room. “Shall we?”

      “Very well. I’m unsure if your friend is worth risking the council’s ire for, but we’ve already acted. We may as well see what he can tell us.”

      Jordan was mildly surprised by her use of the word friend, but he said nothing. Instead, he walked boldly into the room, raising his voice. “Trevor, you around?”

      A soft blue glow came from a cluster of holograms around one of the room’s four pedestals. Trevor and Anput were both peering at a segment of DNA, speaking in low tones.

      A few feet away a familiar hologram hovered.

      “Ka, is that you?” Jordan asked.

      “Ah, I see that you too have met my fellow Ark Keeper.” The hologram disappeared, then appeared in front of Jordan. It flickered, the same way Ka had when the Nexus had been nearly out of power. “I am Ark Keeper Ba, custodian of this facility. Welcome, Ark Lord. It has been many millennia since we’ve had one Ark Lord, let alone two. I almost believe the old days have come again.”

      “Trevor, this thing trustworthy?” Jordan asked. It looked remarkably similar to Ka, but now that he was studying it he could spot differences. The head was a slightly different shape, and the unreadable black eyes were a little further apart.

      “Jury’s out, but it’s been helpful so far. No idea if it will betray us to the Builders if given a chance.” Trevor rose from the pedestal, then approached. “Let me guess…you’re here to deliver more bad news? Hey, Leti.”

      Leti gave a cool nod, then folded her arms. Anput stayed at the pedestal, darting occasional glances their way as she continued her work. She seemed irritated at the interruption.

      “I’ll keep it brief,” Jordan said. “Looks like you guys are in the middle of something.” He approached the holograms, but couldn’t make heads or tails of what he was seeing. He turned back to Trevor. “The council is going to meet shortly. I suspect it will be a lot of posturing with a healthy dose of denial. They think they’re secure here—in fact, they’re certain of it. Because of that, they spend their time bickering and jockeying for power.”

      “Yikes,” Trevor replied. “They have no idea what the Director is capable of. If anyone can find this city, it’s him.”

      “Yup,” Jordan agreed. “So you see the problem. Maybe it won’t be today, and maybe not tomorrow, but sometime very soon Nox is going to find this place. The werewolves will get overwhelmed, and he’ll take over the city.”

      “Then you’re really not going to like what we’ve learned,” Trevor said. He let out a long breath. “This place warps time. The interloper they were talking about? He arrived in 1925. To him, only seven months have passed.”

      “Oh, shit,” Jordan said. The news sent him reeling. “How much time has passed in the outside world since we arrived?”

      “Weeks maybe? We shut off the time dilation, but we’d already been here for a while.”

      “We’re so fucked,” Jordan whispered.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Anput said. “The question is, what can we do about it? I feel so powerless.” Her tone was bitter, and her beautiful face twisted with distaste. “These fools have no idea what they’re dealing with, no idea of the stakes. They will keep us penned in until it is too late, and there seems to be little we can do about it.”

      “That’s why I’m here. There’s an element among the werewolves, a disenfranchised bunch. We can at least sway them to our cause,” Jordan explained. He darted an uncomfortable look at Leti, who was eyeing him disapprovingly. “We may need to orchestrate a coup. After we’re in charge of the city we can bring in forces from Peru, and if Blair is willing maybe even from San Francisco. This place needs to be protected, and it’s going to take a real army to do it.”

      “You seek to incite rebellion among my people?” Leti was aghast. Her eyebrows knit together, like thunderclouds. “You go too far, Jordan.”

      “Do I?” he shot back. “This city needs to be protected. If Isis were here she’d agree with me, and I think you know that. We can’t let petty politics endanger this place. Am I wrong?”

      Leti’s fire sputtered out. She was a long time in answering. “No, you aren’t. The council won’t act. I do not know if you are correct about this approaching threat, but if Nox really is able to find this city, I do not think my people can stop him. Not distracted as we are. Even I must admit that. It is, after all, why I supported you in the first place.”

      “Anput and I have been working on something that might help,” Trevor said.

      The way he said it made Jordan pause.

      “What’s the catch?” He knew there had to be one.

      “The virus is unstable,” Anput admitted. She sighed. “We need more time, weeks at the very least. Without that time, the best we can do is make educated guesses at what this virus might do. It could kill you, quite spectacularly.”

      “What if the virus works? What sort of tactical advantage would it give us?” Jordan asked. He’d take anything at this point.

      “If it works, it will give the host most of the functionality contained in the Primary Access Keys,” Trevor explained. “It allows the host to adapt their shaping to suit just about any situation. Basically what David can do, but a stronger version when combined with Isis’s original virus.”

      “That might be a game changer.” Jordan suppressed the slight tremor of hope. “If it works, that is. I have no idea how long you have to work on it, but assume it needs to be ready to go at a moment’s notice. I’m going to go deal with the council. If things go south, get ready to act in a hurry.”
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      Nox winged silently over the jungle, hugging the treetops as he passed into another valley. Behind him flitted a dozen shadows, invisible to all but him. He could feel them, through the demonic link he’d forged. Only Kali was exempt to that, lurking somewhere in the darkness. He hated not knowing where she was.

      He’d have preferred to come alone, but the chance of encountering champions was too great. The search had taken over two weeks, a slow spiral ever deeper into the jungle. His pattern was meticulous, and at long last it had borne fruit.

      A deep thrumming came from the valley below, and he could smell the power down there. Nox smiled, dropping silently into the canopy. He glided toward the jungle floor, his many shadows following.

      Nox gestured, and three winged demons emerged from the shadows, visible to anyone or anything that might lurk below.

      As expected, a Ka-Ken lunged from the shadows. She landed on the demon’s back, riding him to the jungle floor. Bone cracked with the impact, and the female began tearing at the demon’s gut. She tore through his thick hide, ripping out a handful of entrails.

      The demon screamed, struggling futilely to escape.

      Nox drifted silently down, extending his right hand. He willed his weapon to emerge. A pool of dark metal flowed into his palm, elongating into a wickedly curved blade. The demonsteel vibrated faintly, anxious to taste another essence. It wasn’t alive, exactly, but it hungered all the same.

      So Nox fed it. He rammed his blade into the unsuspecting female’s spine, pinning her to the ground. His lieutenant wriggled away from her, a trail of blood in his wake. He’d live. The Ka-Ken wouldn’t.

      Nox willed the demonsteel to drink, mouth opening in pleasure as power flowed into him. A heady mixture of memory, ability, and raw energy. Nox continued to drink until the lifeless husk tumbled to the wet earth, then he willed his blade back into his body, bringing himself back to his surroundings. Shadows had landed all around them, but no other threat had presented itself. Could they really have only one sentry?

      “Fan out through the jungle,” Nox ordered, just loudly enough for the others to hear. “Find the portal, and encircle it.”

      His words were swallowed by the hum of the jungle, a million insects singing that they existed. The place teemed with life, more so than any other place Nox had visited. He loathed it—loathed the chaos and disorder.

      His shadows flowed through the jungle, moving toward the potent energy source near the heart of the valley. Nox flitted after them, careful to allow them to get there first. If there were other sentries, they might include a male. That male could, conceivably, detect them even though they were cloaked in shadow. If that happened, Nox wanted it happening to an underling.

      They made amazing time, cloaked by the jungle as they approached the shimmering portal. It was far larger than Nox had expected, which would make his task even easier. If he’d had to assault the city sending in two people at a time that would have been problematic, but as it stood he could send an entire battalion all at once.

      He studied the city on the other side of the portal. Golden pyramids stretched into the distance. The place was massive, though not so massive as a Great Ark. Not unless those pyramids extended a lot further underground than he expected.

      A few figures walked leisurely down the wide marble thoroughfares, mostly between a trio of pyramids near the city center. Nox glided closer, stopping less than a dozen feet from the portal. He could feel his warriors around him, ready to spring into action should a threat present itself. None did. It appeared that the sole guardian of the portal had been the jungle sentry. If that kind of mistake was indicative of the defender’s caliber, he strongly suspected this would be over very quickly.

      Nox mentally ordered ten of the shadows through the portal, holding his breath as they passed through. If there was an alarm or countermeasure, this would be what triggered it. Nothing happened. None of the champions seemed to react. They continued into the largest pyramid, moving with the same unhurried pace. Nox was cautiously optimistic. He stepped through the portal, moving swiftly toward the edge.

      A massive golden obelisk stood at the very edge of the portal. Immense power flowed through it, into the portal. Nox crouched next to it, obscured from the rest of the city by the obelisk. “This appears to be the emitter. Kali, head to the opposite side and set up the modulator.”

      Kali knew what to do, so Nox focused on his own task. He removed a wide demonsteel box from his pack, ordering his shadows to do the same. They materialized around him, winged demons who matched his own form—his children, in a way—and began silently erecting the modulator, affixing it to the side of the obelisk.

      Nox stepped back into the shadows. He watched the city, but there was still no visible response. Their work would take another few minutes, and when it was complete the invasion could begin. The werewolves had concentrated their forces at the jungle’s edge. There was no army in this city, just a small enclave.

      In a matter of hours, the city would be his.
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      Jordan squared his shoulders, walking proudly into the coliseum. Every member of the council, and every other werewolf in the city, seemed to be in attendance. They lined the lowest rows of the golden seats, all watching him with a mixture of curiosity and animosity. The curious faces were mostly young, and he recognized quite a few from his meeting with Awa.

      The council was arrayed across a wide dais, each councilor seated on a golden throne. Jesus, the Builders had loved gold. The council watched him with varying degrees of hostility, clearly waiting for him to find a seat. The only friendly face was Awa, and he was watching Leti, of course.

      “Where you choose to sit will occasion a great deal of comment,” Leti whispered without facing him. She walked a half-step behind, allowing him to pick their destination.

      Jordan scanned the crowd one more time. Most of the seats in the first row were taken, though he might be able to squeeze in. He could sit in the second row, but suspected that doing so would lose him some face.

      What would his rebellious young supporters most appreciate?

      “Follow me,” Jordan muttered. He walked toward the dais, pausing at the edge. He drew a sliver of power from his link to the Ark. Molding the air around himself and Leti was simple. In a moment, he had created two chairs that shimmered like a desert mirage.

      Jordan sat, and gestured for Leti to do the same. She did, though Jordan noticed that she avoided looking at the council.

      Jordan had purposely placed the chairs opposite the council, highlighting the adversarial role he knew they were about to play. It had the desired effect. Elia’s eyes blazed, but it was Davina who spoke. She made a great production of it, gesturing expansively to everyone around them. “You mock our ways in front of all. This, on the heels of defying our decree that the deathless were to be kept in isolation. The meeting has not even begun, and already you are disrupting it. Do you delight in chaos, Ark Lord? Or are you merely that contemptuous of our ways?”

      Jordan risked a glance at the crowd. More faces were growing hostile. Davina had chosen an excellent opening gambit. No one liked seeing their faith mocked, not even the young, rebellious types. This wasn’t starting out well. He needed to recover some ground.

      “Who appointed you as matron and councilor, Davina?” Jordan asked. It was a risk, as he didn’t know the answer. He strongly suspected it, however.

      Davina’s eyes narrowed, and she stared hard at Jordan. “I am not on trial here, nor are our ways. If necessary, I can have you removed from these proceedings.”

      “You’ve taken the time to have all your people come to witness this. Let them see how their leadership works. Are you transparent? Or are you a tyrant? Pick. You can’t be both.” Jordan leaned back in his chair, waiting.

      “Very well, we’ll play your little game, outsider. No one elected me to the council. I was the first found worthy by the city, and I founded the council with those who followed.” Davina’s confidence was undiminished.

      “So, you found the city,” Jordan said mildly. “The next four people who found it were also considered important. Everyone who found it after that is less important, right? They’re not worthy of a voice on your council?”

      Whispers rippled through the audience.

      “Silence,” Elia roared. She rose to her feet, and the crowd subsided. Elia glared around her, sitting only when there was complete silence. She waved at Davina to continue.

      “Thank you, Elia.” Davina nodded graciously. She rose magnanimously from her throne, turning in a slow circle as she addressed the audience. “The council is guided by our strongest members. It has always been so, and is as the Mother willed. Did she not say that only the strongest rule?”

      Leti’s clear voice rang out through the room. “Did she not also say that compassion is what separates us from the ancient enemy?” She rose from the invisible chair, also addressing the crowd. “Did she not stress the importance of wisdom, the danger of hubris? Of her own mistakes? Each time Isis faltered, it was because she believed herself above others. She admits this, though we don’t often like to talk about it. If this council is fixed, if we do not listen to the voices of the people, then we make the same mistake she did.”

      “Speaker, may I address the floor?” Elia asked. She nodded deferentially toward Davina.

      “Of course, Councilor,” Davina said. She returned to her chair and sat.

      Leti strode back to hers as well.

      Elia rose, walking to the middle of the floor before she spoke. “Ark Lord Jordan brings change. At first, I was frightened by this change. After all, he possesses power that we do not. He stands higher in the Mother’s grace than we. The Ark Lord is powerful. Yet, as Leti reminds us, even the most powerful are fallible. Power does not make us immune to mistakes. I am certain that the Ark Lord means well, but he has no idea the threat he has leveled at our culture, at everything we have built here.”

      Elia raised her arms, turning slowly. Every eye was fixed on her, many in rapture.

      Jordan could feel the subtle signal emitting from the bracelet, though no one in the audience seemed to react to it.

      “Let us tend to the matter that brought us here today, the fate of the deathless. Once that has been dealt with, we can adjourn to discuss the weighty matters that sister Leticia has put before us. If there are truly those who feel disenfranchised, we will see your concerns addressed. Just not right now. Not as a distraction used by the Ark Lord to protect the ancient enemy. Let us show the deliberate patience the Mother advises.”

      Jordan knew he’d lost them. This side of Elia was new, and he suddenly understood how she’d amassed so much power. Somehow, she’d casually derailed Leticia’s argument, quashing the crowd’s anger. Part of that was no doubt related to the bracelet, but only part. She’d spoken masterfully, and probably would have succeeded even without the aid of shaping.

      “I’m amicable to that,” Jordan said. “Let’s discuss the fate of my friends—but if we’re going to do that, I’d like to remind you that they’re directly tied to the fate of this city.”

      All eyes were on him again, but this time nearly every gaze was filled with animosity. He was breaking protocols he knew nothing about, and Elia was using that to her advantage.

      “I assure you that I don’t like chaos,” he said, “nor am I contemptuous of your ways. I’m doing what the Mother would want me to do: protecting this city. Many people in this room are males; there are enough of us to mindshare. I am happy to show you my encounters with her, the encounters that Elia and Leticia have already seen. You want to see what’s lurking out there, the danger that might be approaching even now? Let me show you.”

      “If that danger is real, then of course we will address it,” Davina said. She looked contemptuously at Jordan. “You say you respect our ways. If you do, you’ll remove yourself from this stage. You will allow us to conduct our business, and wait until you are recognized before speaking.”

      “Nah,” Jordan said. He closed his eyes, feeling the cluster of minds surrounding him.

      Jordan reached into his memory, beginning with the day he’d first put on the demon armor. He broadcast that memory to the audience, conscious of the gasps and cries as his shaping pushed outwards.

      He showed them Mohn Corp. gathering to fight, the battle outside the First Ark. He showed them Set’s power, and everything he’d seen of the last confrontation.

      “That’s what we’re facing, people. An army of demons capable of overwhelming this place.”

      “What you have shown us is most troubling,” Elia said. Again she rose to her feet. She spoke directly the crowd, who stared at her in near rapture. “These demons are a real threat, but let me remind you all that we have safely contained that threat. Nox’s forces push all along the border, and all along the border our bravest champions push them back. The spirits of the jungle assist us, and we keep that enemy at bay. These demons must be stopped, clearly, but they are hardly the imminent threat the so called Ark Lord would have you believe. Now, will you leave the stage, or must we attempt to remove you by force?”

      “I’ll leave,” Jordan began, “but before I go let me say this.” He rose, taking in the audience the same way both Leticia and Elia had done. “You have no idea who we are dealing with. I knew Nox as a mortal, before all this happened. I’ve never met a more canny, more devious person. If you think you’re winning against Nox, you can be certain you aren’t. We might not see the blow coming, but it is. We are all in danger.”

      Jordan leapt into the stands, landing in an unoccupied section in the third row. Leticia joined him a moment later. She avoided looking at him, eyes downcast. He couldn’t blame her.

      “Now then, on to the more pressing business,” Davina said. She clasped her hands behind her back, giving the crowd a grandmotherly smile. “We must discuss the issue of the deathless brought to our city. Ark Lord Jordan claims they are allies. The scriptures, however, are clear. The ancient enemy can never be trusted, even when it appears we have common goals. I will serve as arbiter in this matter. Who wishes to present arguments?”

      Jordan stood, waiting for Davina to acknowledge him. Instead, the elder turned smugly to Elia. “You wish to present an argument, Councilor?”

      “I do,” she said, nodding graciously. “Having just been impressed with the gravity of the situation with the demons, I understand why the Ark Lord might consider working with the ancient enemy. Wait, wait…hear me out.” She raised a hand to forestall the crowd, who’d begun to mutter. “We need allies, and our world has been overrun with deathless. Is it not natural then, to seek them out? Can we then not see how someone could do something so misguided, but do it from a rational, understandable place?”

      The crowd was eating out of her hand. Many were nodding, and more than a few darted sympathetic looks Jordan’s way.

      “And what if the possibility exists that he is right? What if they could be useful? For that reason, I suggest a course of moderation. Just as we did with the interloper, we imprison the deathless. They are not allowed to leave, which risks carrying knowledge of the sacred city. Yet neither should we kill them, not if the possibility exists that they might become allies.”

      The applause was thunderous.
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      Nox placed one hand on the modulator, and pointed toward Kali’s end of the portal with the other. Both modulators had been set up, and both seemed to be working. Now it was time to redirect the portal.

      A beam of dark energy shot from Nox’s hand, arcing toward Kali several hundred yards distant. A similar bolt shot from her hand, and the two met in the middle. There was an explosion just beyond hearing, then a wave of crackling black energy rippled out from both obelisks.

      The portal flickered, and when it stabilized it showed an entirely different vista.

      Instead of the lush jungle that Nox had labored to pass through it now showed his forward command base in Brasilia. Rank upon rank of demonic troops stood waiting for orders.

      Ahead of them was a line of something special Vulcan had cooked up: the Rottweiler. It was a four legged robot with an energy cannon mounted on the back. If gunning down an opponent failed, the claws were lethal enough to take down champion or deathless alike.

      Clustered around the Rottweilers were scores of hellhounds, hairless beasts with dark hides. They had once been dogs, but Hades had reshaped them into tireless killers who hunted in packs. Their skin was thick enough to stop a rifle round, and they were fast enough that they might just dodge that bullet to begin with. By themselves, they weren’t much of a threat, but given time, an entire pack could overwhelm a Ka-Ken.

      Those were all shock troops, of course. The real combatants were the demons themselves. Over the past five years, Nox had done a great deal of experimentation. He’d corrupted werewolves, deathless, and vampire alike. Each retained their parent abilities, but gained the benefits of being a demon as well. That meant they were stronger and tougher, more resistant to shaping.

      All demons, regardless of parentage, had some traits in common. Each had a pair of horns curling from their forehead, and ragged bat wings. A thick tail curled behind them, itself a weapon most foes underestimated. They ranged in height from about eight feet to a full twelve, and every last demon was thickly muscled.

      Towering over the winged demons were a trio of demonic Anakim, what Vulcan had termed Demokim. Each stood forty-five feet tall, and had thick, black demonic hide. Enormous demonsteel plates had been woven into their skin over vital areas, and their right arms had been replaced with massive beam cannons, another of Vulcan’s inventions. They’d not yet been battle tested, but Nox was confident they could dominate the battlefield if the werewolves put up significant resistance.

      His demons were divided into squads of five. Every five squads was a division. There were four divisions in the platoon, which Nox wagered would be enough to overwhelm whomever was defending this city, even without the Demokim. Even if they failed, they’d provide enough of a distraction for him to fulfill his true mission.

      “We should already be attacking,” Kali said, stepping from the shadows.

      She was careful to keep in front of him, and for good reason. He’d told her that he’d kill her if she ever came out of the shadows behind him. She knew he meant it.

      Kali frowned. “We’re losing the element of surprise.”

      “Have a little patience. They may not even know we’re here, and if they do they haven’t done anything about it. In a matter of minutes my troops will sweep over the city.” Nox hated explaining himself, but he’d learned the hard way that Kali could be vindictive if she thought he was patronizing her. He didn’t have time for her antics right now.

      “What are we waiting for?” she asked sourly.

      “I need to report to Hades,” Nox admitted. That, too, galled him. He didn’t mind answering to a superior, but for so long that had been a superior whose motives Nox had known fairly well. With Hades, Nox knew he was out of his depth. Worse, he had no idea what Hades’s true motivations were. Did his master want to rule the world? Help the Builders succeed? Stop them after allowing everyone else to die?

      Nox simply didn’t know.

      “I see,” Kali said. Her tone was as contemptuous as it was unsurprising. Kali answered directly to the grey men, and served Nox at their pleasure. She had a low opinion of Hades, and didn’t mind showing it.

      “Organize the corrupted into scouting groups,” Nox ordered. “Have them prowling the city. Locate only; do not engage. We want to know what we’re dealing with before we invade.”

      Kali hesitated for a long moment, then finally nodded. She turned on her heel, then leapt into the air. Her powerful wings carried her upward, and she glided toward the center of the portal.

      She was in plain sight of course, almost daring the defenders to rally. Hopefully, her brazenness wouldn’t endanger the mission. Nox wished, for the billionth time, that he could arrange an “accident.” But Hades had been very clear. Kali was not to be harmed, under any circumstances.

      Nox withdrew a tiny marble from his pocket, then channeled a bit of energy into it. The marble swelled, rising from his hand as it grew. It hovered several feet in the air, bobbing slowly up and down. When it had finished growing, it was roughly the size of a person’s head. The surface was iridescent at first, but then resolved into Hades’s very annoyed face.

      “Days without a word.” Hades spoke quietly, but the rage was simmering just under the surface. “Days. I will remind you of this only once, Nox: you serve me. We are not equals. You do not get to improvise. You do what I tell you, exactly how I tell you. You were to contact me daily. Why have you not done so?”

      “I haven’t wanted to risk breaking radio silence,” Nox explained. “These things use energy. Any male champion within a few miles would have felt me using it.”

      “Yet you feel it is safe to use now?” Hades demanded.

      “Now it’s worth the risk. Look behind me.” Nox gestured at the city. “We’ve arrived, and I’ve successfully connected the portal. The invasion will begin in moments.”

      “Very well. Contact me when you have conquered the city. Do not fail me, Nox. If ever there were a time your considerable talents were valuable, this is it. Everything hinges upon you, remember that.”

      The globe went dark.

      Nox took a deep breath, stifling the rage. Hades was devious, but sometimes he behaved like the worst third-world despot.

      Yet there was little Nox could do. Hades could jerk him about like a puppet, and thus far Nox had found no way to escape the demonic hold. Fortunately, he had a suitable target to take his rage out on.

      He leapt into the air, gliding through the portal. Nox lowered an arm, and the army began marching into the city.
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      Windigo’s plans were nearing their apex. He could smell the fear, taste the horror radiating from the city of Santa Rosa. People cowered in their homes, terrified that he might find them. They knew that their champions could not protect them, that one of their greatest had been felled in their very midst.

      But that wasn’t enough. It was time to shake them to their core.

      Windigo gave a hideous smile, picking a piece of dog from his teeth with a slender claw. He began loping through the darkness, moving up cracked asphalt streets. He picked his way past terrified families, savoring their fear as he approached his quarry. He picked his way up the steep hillside, winding past an abandoned factory.

      As he neared the top of the hill, he passed the first cluster of houses. These ones were larger, and more of them were occupied than down below. The heartbeats in these houses beat calmly, their owners full of misplaced confidence that they could deal with a threat like Windigo.

      No one could. Not even the treacherous creatures that had birthed it had escaped Windigo’s wrath in the end.

      Windigo approached the summit, loping silently toward a three-story house overlooking the entire city. He slowed his pace, creeping toward the house as his senses strained to detect anything. A single steady heartbeat came from within—just the one. There were no guards, unless they were lurking in the shadows. That meant Alicia was alone. No doubt her guardian was out leading his pack, looking for him. They protected their perimeter, ignoring their most important assets.

      He placed a hand on the side of the house, feeling the worn wood. The paint flaked, exposing the beginnings of rot underneath. The heartbeat came from the other side of the wall, less than two feet away.

      Windigo lunged, punching through the wall with his long arms. He seized the sleeping figure, digging his claws into her throat. She began to thrash, but Windigo jerked her back against his chest. He crushed her against him, choking off her scream.

      “That won’t do. We need them to hear you,” Windigo taunted. He repositioned his grip, grabbing the scruff of her neck with one hand. He grabbed her thigh, yanking with the massive strength afforded by this new body. The limb tore free with a horrific pop, and a spray of hot blood. Windigo smiled.

      Alicia screamed.

      “Yes, that’s more like it. Louder.” Windigo sank the claws of his free hand into her side. “Sing for them.”

      He let her agonized screams continue for a few moments longer, then slammed her head against the ground. She groaned, still conscious. He did it again. This time she went limp in his grasp.

      Windigo slung her body over his shoulder, then began loping down the hillside. He made his way west, toward the ocean. The closest forest lay not too many miles away. It was the perfect place to set his ambush, now that Windigo had acquired suitable bait.
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      “Ka, are you around?” Blair called into the vast chasm bordering the Ark’s heart. The titanic blue stone rotated slowly in the center of the stadium-sized room. It gave off a soft blue glow that refracted endlessly from the crystals lining the chamber’s walls, ceiling, and floor.

      “Of course, Ka-Dun,” Ka said. The hologram shimmered into view not far from Blair. It gave a quick bow. “How may I be of assistance?”

      “We’re dealing with an entity that calls itself Windigo. I can show you everything I know about it. Will you search the Ark’s datastore to see if you can figure out what this thing is?”

      “At once, Ka-Dun. You may begin the sharing when ready.”

      Blair tapped into the well of energy offered by the Ark, using a tiny drop to transmit key memories to Ka. It was far more efficient than speaking, conveying information Blair would never have thought to relay.

      “Ah, I see,” Ka said—cheerfully, like it did everything. “We do indeed have a record of this creature. It was originally created by the Builder Ra-Ket, an experiment gone awry. Ark Lord Ra-Ket oversaw this continent for the Collective. Observe.”

      Something like a DNA helix appeared, plus a wall of scrolling symbols Blair couldn’t read. Images of something that strongly resembled a house cat, but it sat hunched like a hominid. Its hand had three distinct fingers and a thumb. A tiny pair of antlers jutted from its head.

      “Ra-Ket found this species exhibited high degrees of problem-solving intelligence. More so than any other species found on this continent. He believed that, with the proper manipulation, this species could become sentient. Ra-Ket conducted four thousand twenty-two experiments utilizing this creature as a base. Nearly all of those resulted in failure, but an anomaly was recorded. Many of the subjects were highly aggressive, but subject 3199 was exceptionally so. It killed the other subjects in its litter, devouring their corpses. Each time a new subject was introduced, subject 3199 immediately killed and devoured it. Subject 3199 showed increased cognitive ability each time it consumed another subject. This intrigued Ra-Ket, and he decided to see what the creature could achieve if allowed to pursue its full potential. He released subject 3199 into the wild.”

      This answered so many questions. “How long ago did all this happen?” Blair asked.

      “Subject 3199 was released into the wild two-point-four-million years ago,” Ka answered happily.

      “It’s millions of years old?” Blair asked. “And presumably it’s been out there all this time? How did it survive for so long? Does this thing sleep between sun cycles? It would need shaping.” He was mostly thinking aloud.

      “You are correct, Ka-Dun. Subject 3199 does possess the ability to shape. Ra-Ket’s logs show how it survived between sun cycles.”

      The hologram shifted to show a redwood forest. The realism was impressive, like Blair had always imagined virtual reality. He could almost step out into those trees.

      One of the cat-like creatures prowled through the trees, seemingly unaware that it was being recorded. It froze, ears cocked toward something imperceptible. The cat crept backward into a fern, a pair of eyes just visible in the shadows.

      A few moments later, a bipedal figure came up the path. It had pasty skin and large black eyes. The bulbous head was familiar, though not identical to the grey men he’d seen in the Nexus. It carried a crude spear in one hand, but wore no clothing. It had no discernible genitalia.

      The cat creature waited for the grey man to pass, then leapt onto its back. It sank its claws into his throat, and it snapped at the grey man’s face. An invisible force flung the cat backwards into a tree with bone-cracking force. The grey man raised his arm, and hurled the spear. It zipped unerringly toward its target, pinning the cat thing to the tree. It mewed pitifully in pain, writhing futilely as its life bled away.

      The grey man approached the creature cautiously, pausing near the tree. It rested a hand on the spear, not approaching further until the cat’s thrashing had ceased.

      A bolt of red lightning crackled from the cat’s lifeless eyes, arcing into the grey man’s face.

      The energy transfer was brief, and when it ended the grey man slowly rose to its feet. It knelt next to the cat, and began devouring it.

      “What am I seeing, exactly?” Blair asked. He had theories, but he wanted more data before leaping to conclusions.

      “This was the first time Subject 3199 was exposed to the Progeny of the Builders, what you call the grey men,” Ka explained. “They were created to serve as mindless drones, and often sacrificed in experiments your species would consider brutal. In this case, Ra-Ket was attempting to feed a grey man to Subject 3199. Instead, 3199 responded in an entirely unpredictable way. Observe.”

      The hologram began playing again, but at an accelerated rate. It showed the grey man returning to a village with six identical peers. At first, the grey man was greeted and accepted. He did things that seemed entirely normal for a simple hunter-gather society.

      Then, after the rest of the grey men had gone to sleep, he slit each of their throats. The surviving grey man fed, devouring his companions—all of them. He fed until there was nothing left to eat.

      “This next image is from two weeks later,” Ka said, gesturing at the hologram.

      It shifted to show the grey man, but his body had begun to change. His skin stretched across his ribs; all his fat was gone. A pair of small antlers sprang from his forehead, and his features had become more feline. His arms were much longer, razored claws dragging in the dirt as it walked.

      “Over the next several cycles, subject 3199 killed dozens of grey men. Each time, it grew smarter. Ra-Ket continued to conduct tests for many millennia, and according to his logs was proud of the fact that he’d created a new consciousness. He was the first of his contemporaries to do so.”

      “None of that explains how Windigo, Subject 3199, survived between sun cycles. Where does its consciousness go? How does it transfer to a new host?”

      “Subject 3199 survived many sun cycles during the tests Ra-Ket performed. The creature’s energy essence contains a specific set of helixes, and it uses that energy to imprint on the host. Once that is done, the host will begin to exhibit traits similar to Subject 3199. However, the host retains many of its own abilities.”

      Nearly a dozen different holographic creatures appeared. Each spun slowly in place, allowing Blair to examine them.

      “All of these creatures existed during Subject 3199’s early life. Each had a remarkable method to store the sun’s energy. All were capable of primitive shaping. Subject 3199 simply transferred itself to hosts that were capable of surviving between sun cycles. It would feed as much as it could, always looking for a stronger host. Then it would hibernate, sleeping in the body of the host. When the sun changed again, it could abandon that host and find another.”

      “That’s why Windigo left,” Blair said. It was all clear now. “He headed to the mountains, and took Yosemite as a host. He’s using the Bear’s body to pick us off. That’s why the pack said they smelled the Great Bear. Ka, how much information do you have on the specifics of how Subject 3199 transfers bodies?”

      “The data is limited. Ra-Ket’s experiments were designed to find the answer, but in that regard they failed. He was never able to duplicate Subject 3199.” Ka cocked his bulbous head. “However, he did record one other relevant ability. Over the many millennia of feeding on grey men hosts, Subject 3199 picked up some of their rudimentary shaping, which is very similar to your own. Subject 3199 was particularly adept at manipulating emotions, specifically rage and hatred. Subject 3199 would often use this ability to cause subjects to lower their guard, then strike when their mental defenses were down. Be wary when dealing with this creature.”
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      Liz knew something was wrong the moment she walked up the driveway. Her house was fine, but Alicia’s had clearly been the site of a battle. One of the front walls had been smashed in, and Liz could smell blood. She shifted almost without thinking.

      “Oh, no,” she breathed. She sprinted across the street, leaping through the gaping hole in the wall.

      She landed lightly, instantly cloaking herself in shadow. There was no sign of any survivors, but the moonlight showed the puddle of blood on the floor. There was a shape in the darkness, a person maybe. She crept closer, raising her muzzle. No heartbeat, or sweat. She could smell Alicia, and smell something awful, but she didn’t think anyone was still here.

      So what was that on the floor?

      Moonlight illuminated the shape of fingers, she was sure of it. She knelt next to the hand, recoiling when she realized what she was seeing. Those weren’t fingers. They were toes.

      It was a severed leg. Alicia’s severed leg.

      “Oh, my god.”

      “Liz?” called a voice from the shadows. “I-is that you?”

      “Yes, Kathy. It’s me.” Liz stepped from the shadows, standing clearly in the moonlight. “What happened here?”

      “I don’t know.” Kathy sobbed. She stepped from the shadows as well, and even in the thin moonlight Liz could see her tear-streaked cheeks. “I heard screams, and came as quickly as I could. Alicia was already gone when I got here, dragged west by this…monstrosity. I knew I should go after her, but…Alicia’s stronger than I am, and that thing overpowered her. What could I do? So I waited until someone stronger came back. Where is Blair?”

      “He’s at the Ark, studying. He should be back in the morning. Yukon is on patrol, and won’t be back until then either.” Liz took a deep breath. She didn’t like the idea of charging after Windigo by herself, but she had a feeling that Alicia didn’t have very long. “We’re going to have to do this ourselves. I need your help, Kathy. Are you with me on this?”

      “We might be able to get others to—”

      Liz silenced Kathy with a look. “We don’t have time. You know what Windigo will do to her. This was a warning. He’s baiting us, and Windigo doesn’t strike me as the patient type. If we don’t find her now, we’re going to find nothing but pieces of her come morning. Are you ready to face that? Because I’m not.” Liz couldn’t afford to babysit this woman, not right now.

      “I’ll do my best,” Kathy managed. “Lead the way.” She stepped back into the shadows.

      Liz leapt back out the hole she’d used to enter, testing the air with her muzzle. She could smell the blood, and the trail leading into the darkness couldn’t have been clearer. It traced a path toward Highway 12.

      Ka-Ken, be wary, Wepwawet rumbled in her mind. The anger you feel is justified, but it feels…enhanced in some way. I believe that someone or something is shaping us. If we truly cannot wait for dawn, then be mindful of your emotions. They may not be your own. I have encountered this before, and it is a subtle kind of shaping. My wife is adept at such things.

      She concentrated for a moment, using an ability Blair had shown her back in London. Bones popped as her body began to rearrange itself. The process was unfamiliar, and thus slower than her normal shifting. She felt every tendon popping, every bone shifting. It was a horrifying experience, and it still shocked her that she’d grown used to it.

      When the process was complete Liz stood on four legs, a massive wolf.

      She sprinted into the darkness, finally replying to Wepwawet. Windigo is cunning. He’s using our own fear and anger against us. That makes us sloppy, and easy to manipulate. But we have an advantage too. I know Windigo wants me to catch him, and that gives us the chance at a straight-up fight. I still have the sword Blair gave me. What do you call them?

      A Na-Kopesh, Wepwawet growled. It is a weapon from my time, one of our most common blades.

      And you know how to use one, right?

      Indeed. I am a master. I begin to see where this line of questioning will lead us. If you wish, I will share my knowledge with you. You will fight as you’ve never fought before.

      Windigo is powerful, but so are we. Let’s find this bastard, and get my friend back.

      Liz loped through the darkness, eating up the miles with surprising swiftness. She made her way through Santa Rosa, and into a town called Sebastopol. She crossed rolling fields covered with grapes, and here and there large stands of oak trees. The further she went, the more rural things became.

      Eventually, she began to reach redwood trees, the remains of the gravel road leading up and down steep switchbacks. Liz followed them, crossing into the redwoods. They led her to a river, and she crossed a rusting metal bridge. Midway across, Liz could smell flesh. She trotted over, bending to sniff at a puddle.

      It was blood, and in the center lay a human ear.

      Liz bared her fangs, turning toward the dense forest blanketing the hillside ahead of her. He was in there somewhere, waiting.

      A single female scream split the night, echoing down the hillsides. Liz saw red, rage fueling her as she sprinted toward the sound.

      She was going to catch this bastard, and he was going to pay for harming Alicia.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            69

          

          

      

    

    







            After Her

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair popped into existence in the backyard, the cool wind ruffling his fur. He cocked an ear, listening for breathing. There was none—of the human variety anyway. A few foxes, a pack of coyotes, and countless field mice. That was it.

      Liz wasn’t home, and neither was Alicia. It was nearly dawn, so that didn’t make any sense at all.

      He leapt to the top of his house, tasting the wind. Recent blood, from Alicia’s house.

      Blair closed his eyes, his mind questing for the packmind. He found them everywhere, all competing to mindshare. Over and over he saw variations, each a piece of a large puzzle. Screams from the house. Big scary creature carrying fierce little sister. Heading to the mountains, west. Angry red Ka-Ken following.

      He focused on the link he’d forged with Liz, paying close attention to the emotions bleeding through. Liz was furious. He could feel her somewhere to the west.

      Blair expanded his reach, seeking Yukon. He found him to the north, prowling the forests in lower Mendocino County. Yukon, we need you back home. Alicia has been taken. Liz went after Windigo alone.

      I will come swiftly, whelp, Yukon thought back. Blair could feel his sudden fear, that either Alicia or Liz might be in danger.

      Blair shared the fear, but fought not to let it overwhelm him. Windigo preyed on desperation. Defeating him was going to take cold pragmatism.

      He used telekinesis to rip the hood from an old abandoned Ford. He flipped it onto the road, stepping onto the curved steel, then concentrated, willing his makeshift raft into the sky. He stopped a hundred meters up, the height most hot air balloons hovered at.

      Sonoma County sprawled before him: houses, trees, fields. It stretched westward, toward Guerneville.

      The wind was bitterly cold, but Blair ignored his chattering teeth. Liz was somewhere west, possibly as far out as Guerneville. He could reach that spot in moments, but going alone was foolish. That was exactly what Windigo was counting on: emotional mistakes.

      So Blair was as calm as he could be, given his fear for Alicia and his even greater fear for Liz. They’d finally admitted their feelings, and begun a rather awkward courtship.

      He loved her, and he’d be damned if he’d let anyone take her away.

      Hear me. Blair pushed his thought to every member of the Great Pack, every dog, fox, coyote, and Ka-Dun within fifty miles. He touched them all, the packmind swelling to thousands. I know now what Windigo is, and how it came to be. I know how to fight it, and that requires all of you. Only the pack can stop this menace, and we have to stop him now. This morning, Windigo kidnapped Alicia. Liz left in pursuit, even though she knows it is a trap. I’m sure of that. She did it because she loves Alicia, and we all know what Windigo will do to her.

      I’m going to show you an ability, one that I invented. I call it a ping, and Ka-Dun can use it to locate anyone walking the shadows.

      Blair blazed through the packmind, seeking every Ka-Dun. He found them by the dozens, and once he had gathered them all he shared the memory of the first time he’d used the ping—against Bridget, inside the Ark’s sparring ring.

      It’s a simple shaping, and all of you have the strength to do it. When we reach the forest where Windigo has taken Alicia, you’ll use this ability to find him. Don’t engage. Just find him. I’ll deal with the bastard.

      Blair hovered there, watching as the sun threatened to appear over the eastern horizon. The first rays of dawn illuminated golden fields and patches of forest. So many familiar landmarks stretched beneath him.

      This is our home, and we will defend it. Find her.

      He stretched out a hand toward the south, where the Great Ark lay like a pulsing beacon. Blair pulled deeply at the reserves, feeding the power into the packmind.

      The Ka-Dun drank the power directly, but the rest of the pack manifested that power physically. They grew stronger, tougher, and much faster. Hundreds of canines blurred into the trees, flowing westward. Their barking startled birds into flight, the flock heralding the pack as it ran through West County.

      Blair followed, staying airborne as they crossed the rolling golden fields.

      The link to Yukon grew stronger as the dog made his way south, but he was still far off. He’d be here in a few hours, but by then this would all be decided one way or the other.

      It was up to Blair, and those he’d gathered to help.
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      Liz crept silently into the parking lot, not spotting any immediate movement. On the right was a steep ridge, with a hiking trail picking up switchbacks. The hillside was covered in thick redwoods, with clusters of ferns carpeting their feet. Across the parking lot lay a large visitor’s center, and beyond that lay the valley floor.

      It was the most beautiful forest Liz had ever seen—not that she was in a position to appreciate it.

      The mighty trees were far enough apart that they didn’t limit visibility, but they did provide ample hiding spaces, even for something as large as Windigo. He was out there somewhere, watching. She could feel his gaze, even if she couldn’t see him.

      “Face me, Windigo,” Liz yelled. “That’s why you drew me in, isn’t it? You wanted me out here alone. I’m here. Let’s get this over with.”

      Her voice echoed through the trees, and in the distance a few ravens answered. There was nothing else.

      She walked boldly across the parking lot, in plain view, and approached the visitor’s center, leaping onto the roof to get a better view of the forest.

      “Are you really going to draw this out?”

      A sharp scream echoed through the trees, far enough away that Liz couldn’t tell where it originated. She was pretty sure it was from the southwest, so she sprinted that direction. She resisted the urge to cloak in the shadows around her, reminding herself she wasn’t the hunter here. She was the hunted. She needed to stay in the open, or Windigo would never show himself.

      It means conceding the opening attack to a powerful opponent, Wepwawet cautioned. It is not too late to gain your Ka-Dun’s help, or—failing that—to at least approach with cunning. We are rushing headlong into whatever trap this creature has laid. You must realize that, Ka-Ken. I know you care for this child, but your value is incalculable. Risking yourself is foolish.

      “I wish we had time for that, but you live in my head. You know exactly what’s at stake. I left Alicia once. I can’t do it again.” Liz knew it might not be the most logical choice, but she was damned tired of always doing the “right” thing.

      Fuck the greater good. Sometimes you needed to do the right thing in your own life, or you couldn’t live with yourself afterwards.

      Another scream, this one closer. It was definitely coming from ahead. Liz redoubled her speed, kicking up a spray of leaves as she cut between the trees. She came up short next to a sign proclaiming the name of the tree as The Colonel. She’d never have noticed it if not for spray of blood across the sign. It was fresh, droplets still tracing lines down the sign’s glossy surface.

      The sun had risen over the valley, but the high ridges on either side of the valley preserved the dimness. It was just enough to thicken the shadows in a very hackle-raising way. Liz cocked her ears, straining to pick up anything. The valley was still; only the squirrels were brave enough to chatter. They sensed a predator in their midst—they just didn’t care, because they assumed they were safe in the trees.

      Another scream, this one back the way she’d come. Liz darted back into the trees, sprinting toward the cry. She caught sight of a stone stage, ringed on one side with benches. It was an outdoor amphitheater, the kind of place that locals used to host concerts or plays.

      A prone figure was curled into a fetal position on the middle of the stage.

      Liz rushed to Alicia’s side, crouching next to the teen. Her eyes were closed, and blood pooled on the uneven granite beneath her. Liz felt for a pulse, breathing in relief when she found one.

      Roll, Wepwawet roared.

      She reacted, dropping her shoulder and rolling to the right. Long claws skittered across the stone where she’d been, sending up lines of sparks. They were attached to the kind of monster that would haunt her dreams forever.

      Wide antlers jutted from a skeletal face, and bits of flesh hung from the bony protrusions. Its arms were thin, but Liz had a feeling the thing was stronger than it looked—especially if it had beaten Alicia. She might be a teen, but she’d become an impressive warrior.

      “Hello, Ka-Ken,” the creature taunted. It walked slowly, circling her.

      Liz interposed herself protectively in front of Alicia.

      “Ahh, I see I chose the right bait. I violated her, Ka-Ken, in so many ways. And I will do it again, in so many more.”

      Rage pressed down on Liz’s vision, condensing it to a tunnel. Windigo’s mocking laughter broke something inside of her, shattering the floodgates. She came for him then, in a tide of fury.

      She leapt forward, slashing at his face. Windigo fell back, and Liz danced backwards into the shadows. She darted right, then slashed at his belly. Claws found flesh, but Windigo’s hide was thick. The wound was superficial, and healed before she even had time to dart away.

      Windigo brought down both arms, smashing Liz in the back as she leapt away. The blow knocked her into a bench, stone splintering as she tumbled into the next one. She scrambled forward, but Windigo gave her no quarter. It slashed at her with those awful claws, drawing hot lines across her back, then her muzzle.

      Give over to me, Ka-Ken. Let me fight this monster.

      Part of Liz wanted to bite and snap at Wepwawet, but a distant part of her mind remembered that she was being shaped. Emotions couldn’t be trusted. She relaxed a hair, enough for Wepwawet to seize control.

      The change in her combat abilities was both instant and educational. Her body flipped backwards, a golden sword flowing into her hand. She brought the sword down in a tight arc, lopping off Windigo’s clawed hand even as it plunged toward her heart.

      The creature recoiled with a deafening shriek, but now it was Liz’s turn to press. She landed in a crouch, wrapping the shadows around her. Then she sprinted left, circling wide while Windigo scanned the forest in a vain attempt to locate her. It clutched at its bloody stump, hissing pained little breaths as it hunted.

      “I can kill her right now, Ka-Ken. You aren’t fast enough—”

      Liz took three quick steps, then vaulted into the air. She came down on Windigo, bringing the blade down so swiftly it hummed. The creature was quick enough to escape death, but not injury. Her blade severed one of his antlers, sending the rotting bone to the forest floor.

      Windigo scrambled backward with a screech, then vanished into the shadows.

      Liz did the same, moving to stand near Alicia’s unconscious form. Now, all she could do was wait.

      “Very impressive, Ka-Ken. You’re stronger than you should be—a good deal stronger. And your mastery of the blade is too great. What secrets are you hiding, I wonder? How did you come by these abilities?”

      The voice trailed off. It had been moving the entire time, and she couldn’t use it to locate the bastard. Silence stretched, until Windigo taunted her again.

      “I’m going to keep her alive while I feast on her. I promise you that her pain will be the stuff of legend, but that is only the beginning. After her, I’ll kill your little golden puppy, and then I’ll kill that absent-minded Ka-Dun. I’ll take his key from him, and then the fun will really begin.”

      Liz began to approach the voice, but it stopped just as she was sure she knew where it originated. Blast it. This kind of cat and mouse drove her nuts. Should she appear again? Did she even have a choice?

      You always have a choice, Ka-Ken. Just be sure you understand the risks you take. If you appear, he will be on you instantly. He is wounded, but likely already healing. The wisest course is to wait him out. When he tries to kill Alicia, you attack.

      The advice made sense, but Liz resisted. If she waited for Windigo to attack, Alicia might not survive.

      True enough, Ka-Ken. But if you reveal yourself now, you may not survive.

      There was no real choice. Liz stepped from the shadows, feet sliding into a practiced combat stance. There was no warning, not even a breath of wind. Claws punched into her back; Windigo’s arm emerged from her gut in a shower of blood.

      Liz coughed, specks of blood coating her lips. The wound was grievous, but she wasn’t going to let this be the end of her.

      Her blade swept down in a fluid motion, and the Sunsteel blade cut off the horribly thin arm at the elbow. She jerked forward, rolling away from Windigo.

      The creature launched a swipe with its newly regrown hand, but Liz was faster. She sliced through this arm, too, leaving Windigo with two severed stumps. She charged, kicking Windigo in the chest with both feet.

      The blow caught him off guard, flinging him backward. Liz leaned into the kick, lunging with her blade. The weapon took Windigo through the shoulder, pinning him to the granite near the edge of the stage.

      Windigo lunged at her with a muzzle full of wicked fangs, but Liz seized the side of his head and slammed his skull into the granite. Then she did it again. And again.

      “End it, then,” Windigo slurred. He panted, twitching feebly under Liz’s weight. The Sunsteel blade was already pulling strength from him, washing away her fatigue. If she pulled harder, it would grant Windigo’s wish. “I’ve never seen a Ka-Ken with your raw ferocity, not even Isis. I must know: how did you become so skilled with a blade?”

      Inexplicable fury welled up in her. What right did this…this creature have to continue drawing breath? Alicia was unconscious, maybe dying. The day before, it had killed John Rivers. Who knew what atrocities it had committed before that. How many lives had it destroyed? And all she needed to do was draw a little harder, and the creature would be gone forever. It would never hurt anyone again.

      She waited to see if Wepwawet would offer his advice, as he always did. As her beast had done before. Yet he was strangely silent.

      There was no one here to make the decision but her, so she chose death for Windigo. She’d drink his essence, and he’d never bother anyone again.
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      “Ark Lord, a situation has arisen that requires your input.” Ba’s digitized voice came from behind Trevor.

      He looked up from the console, facing the hologram. “What is it?” he snapped. “We’re almost done with this strain.”

      He hated letting irritation get the better of him, but his nerves were jagged glass. Ba didn’t seem the frivolous type, so it must be important. Still, the interruption was jarring. They were so close.

      “Unknown entities have entered the city, and tapped into the portal control obelisks.” A flickering holographic screen appeared behind Ba, showing a cluster of black, winged brutes fanning out around the obelisk at one end of the portal. “Nearly every other life form in the city is currently inside the central pyramid. As of yet, they seem unaware of the incursion.”

      “Fuck,” was all Trevor could manage.

      “What are they doing to the obelisk?” Anput asked. She approached the hologram, squinting at the demon crouched next to the obelisk.

      “Ah, their motivation has become clear,” Ba said. He raised a too-thin arm, pointing through the portal. “They’ve shifted the modulation. The portal control has altered the portal’s point of egress.”

      “Well, where is the portal pointing now?” Trevor asked, though he was positive he didn’t want to know.

      The hologram adjusted, bringing the point of view closer to the portal itself. The expected wall of jungle on the other side had been replaced by a busy tarmac—and what looked to be a full platoon of demonic troops.

      “It looks like they’ve got some high tech armaments,” Trevor said. “Those angry kitchen-appliance-looking things have got a shoulder-mounted energy weapon. I don’t know what the hairless dog things are, but they don’t look too friendly. What are the giants? They look like Anakim, with some technology thrown in.”

      “I recognize neither the giants nor the dogs,” Anput admitted. “I’ve seen most of Hades’s forces, and I can tell you about the winged demons, at least. Nox is the same breed. They’re corrupted Ka-Dun, Ka-Ken, and deathless. They’ll use everything we do—plus be stronger, tougher, and more resistant to shaping.”

      “So individually, they’re tougher than us. And they outnumber us, by what looks like a lot.” Trevor watched in horror as the demon army began to advance. They moved with military precision, more like Mohn Corp. than any supernatural army. It was a terrifying fusion of everything Trevor had battled since Liz and Blair had come to him for help back in San Diego. “There’s what, twenty-five werewolves here? They’ll be overrun in minutes.”

      “And we’re locked in here, unable to even warn them,” Anput said. She scraped the wall with her claws. “Damn it. I tire of being powerless.”

      “We’re not, not entirely,” Trevor pointed out. “We’ve got a workable virus.” He started walking toward the stairs.

      “Wait, you want to take it, don’t you?” Anput asked, blinking. “Trevor, it isn’t ready. We have no idea what it will do.”

      “We’re out of time, Anput. Either we take it now, or we get wiped out by that demon army when they seize the city.” Trevor walked back to the pedestal. “Ba, how long will it take you to synthesize the mutagen I’ve been tinkering with on this terminal?”

      “It is best administered on level three. I can have the chamber prepared by the time you arrive,” Ba said.

      “Do it.” Trevor sprinted for the stairs, accelerating into a blur.

      “Are you mad?” Anput called, darting after him. She matched his blur. “This could destroy you. The potential benefits might take you weeks to master.”

      Trevor dropped his blur when he reached the third level. One of the chambers glowed green, setting it apart from the rest. He turned to face Anput as she arrived next to him. “If we’re lucky one of us will survive the transformation. If we do, we can try to help stop that army. It’s the only play, Anput. I don’t like it either. We’re dead either way. This is at least a chance to make a difference.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not taking that virus. I’m confident I can escape this place undetected, and if I’ve learned one thing in my centuries it’s that only death is final. You can escape with me, Trevor. We can fall back. But staying and fighting is suicide. Taking an untested virus is even more so.” Anput’s eyes were filled with emotion she normally kept cloaked. “I like you, Trevor. You remind me a great deal of Anubis when he was young. You’ll be just as powerful one day—maybe stronger. But only if you live. Don’t do this.”

      “I have to,” Trevor said. He stepped into the chamber. The glass flowed into the opening, sealing him in. “I understand the risk, and I’m willing to take it. This war is too important, and we know what happens if Nox gets this place. Hades being able to make access keys seems like his endgame. Once that happens, we’ll never recover. The Builders will come, and we’ll be wiped out. We stop them here, or it may as well be over.”

      Chernobyl-green light shone from the ceiling, bathing Trevor in intense heat. The light vibrated through his body, and his vision blurred. His entire body lost all motor control and he tumbled to the floor of the chamber, twitching and spasming as the light began pulsing in an odd staccato. He jerked and thrashed, struggling in vain to exert any control. Anything at all.

      In the back of his mind, in the place where the Risen lurked, he heard a scream. It was distant, and getting fainter. Trevor felt the Risen struggling for its existence, and felt it keenly when the Risen failed. It was eradicated—every trace scrubbed from his mind.

      “The purging is complete. Next, we will administer helix replication. Results may be…unpredictable,” Ba cautioned.

      The green light shifted to violet, and the pulses began again. This time, they were at a much deeper frequency. Trevor’s teeth rattled, and his vision went blurry. It wasn’t painful, exactly, just extremely uncomfortable. His entire body was being rewoven, but unlike the virus Isis had created this was happening in a measured, controlled way.

      Trevor thought he was getting used to the process when his spine snapped into a rigid bow. His arms and legs were extended, every muscle as taut as it could go. His eyes began to bulge, and a ringing noise overpowered everything. He could feel blood leaking from his mouth, but couldn’t make sense of why. He struggled to rise, but slipped, tumbling back to the glass at the bottom of the tube.
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      Jordan rested his forearms on his knees, letting his head dip. There wasn’t even much point in listening any more. Elia had launched another self-congratulatory speech about how wise and cautious they were being, and Davina and the rest of the council were nodding along. The audience reaction ranged from agreement to apathy.

      There wasn’t any anger, which told Jordan everything he needed to know. The disenfranchised weren’t so disenfranchised that they’d oppose the establishment.

      “I am sorry, Jordan,” Leti said, resting her hand on his arm. She leaned closer. “At the very least, I doubt they will attempt to imprison or bar you in any way. While you are free, there is still hope.”

      The air flickered and hummed next to Jordan, and he blurred into a combat stance. Ba’s wavering hologram resolved into view, bobbing its head apologetically. “Greetings, Ark Lord Jordan. Ark Lord Trevor has asked that I apprise you of a developing situation. May I continue?” Ba blinked those huge black eyes, making Jordan’s skin crawl. The motion reminded him of Set.

      “Jordan,” Leti cautioned from behind him.

      Jordan looked around. Elia had stopped her speech. She was staring at Ba, slack-jawed. So was the rest of the council. One by one the audience realized something had happened, and they, too, were turning in Ba’s direction.

      “What is the meaning of this, Jordan? Have you brought yet another enemy into the very heart of our stronghold?” Davina demanded.

      “I didn’t bring him to the city. Ba has been here the entire time, before us, and before even Isis found this place. He’s what the Builders looked like. Ark Keeper Ba, why don’t you tell everyone how long you’ve been custodian of this city?” Jordan didn’t try very hard to hide the smugness.

      “I’ve been custodian of this city for approximately two-point-four-million years. I can provide a more precise figure, if desired,” Ba offered. He shifted from foot to foot in a very human way. “Ark Lord, apologies for my impertinence, but the news I carry is rather time sensitive.”

      “What did you come to tell me?” Jordan asked. He turned to the audience. “Say it loudly, so everyone can hear.”

      “It appears the city is under attack,” Ba explained. “An army of entities that Ark Lord Trevor has referred to as demons has massed outside the portal. Even now, they are marching.”

      “Nox.” Jordan’s blood went cold. He glared at Elia. “I told you he’d find us. Now he has. The time for your political games is over. Now it’s time to think about survival.”

      Elia was undaunted. She took a threatening step forward, that special blend of petulant anger rolling off her in waves. “You expect us to believe that this thing has been here the entire time? What proof do you—”

      Jordan straight-up Vadered her. He lifted a hand, squeezing two fingers as he pinched off her larynx. She began to choke, her hands shooting to her throat.

      “I exist to solve problems, Elia. That’s what Isis used me for, and she wasn’t too particular about my methods, as long as I got the job done. Right now, you’re part of the problem. Think very carefully about your next words. If you continue to be a part of the problem, then you’re about to get solved.” Jordan released her with a wave, turning back to Ba. “Show me this army.”

      Ba summoned a large holographic screen in the air near Jordan. It was a top-down view of the portal, and it showed a mass of figures sprinting through. Clusters of brutish demons commanded large packs of sleek black dogs, and their squads were stiffened by mechanized units Jordan was unfamiliar with.

      Towering behind all of them were a trio of forty-five-foot-tall monstrosities. Their thick black hide was lined with hardened steel plates. Where their right arms should have been, they had sleek black cannons. The barrels glowed with green circuitry.

      That kind of sophistication could only be managed by one corporation, even before the world had ended. It confirmed that Nox had control of their facilities, in Syracuse at least. It also confirmed that Vulcan was still working for them.

      “Ba, pan this image back,” Jordan ordered. “I want to see the whole city.” The hologram adjusted, rising to show the marble thoroughfares linking the various pyramids. Nox had sent patrols to watch his flanks, but the bulk of his army had a clear destination. Jordan turned back to the council. “Nox is coming straight for us. He knows we’re in here, and it isn’t accidental he chose this exact moment to attack.”

      Chaos erupted. Three councilors began speaking at once, and half the crowd rose to their feet. Jordan suppressed his frustration. This was what happened in an organization with no discipline.

      “Everyone shut the fuck up and sit the fuck down,” Jordan boomed.

      He harnessed his parade voice, backing it up with a touch of shaping. The result was thunderous, and it had the desired effect. People slid timidly back into their seats.

      “I wasn’t done speaking. The time for strife is over. I’m going to do everything I can to keep us all alive. To do that, I need you to follow orders. If you can manage that, we have a chance to live, and a chance to save this city. If not, we’re going to die and the place you consider most holy will fall into the hands of the Mother’s sworn enemies.”

      Davina stepped forward. “Just because—”

      “Are you part of the problem, Davina? Because I’m out of patience and out of time.”

      Davina’s eyes narrowed. “I will do as you ask until the end of this current crisis. I’d advocate everyone else do the same. All in favor?”

      Jordan could have stopped her, but chose to let the woman keep her dignity. Embarrassing her here would only make her more of an enemy. They could have their little vote.

      Each councilor nodded in turn, with Elia giving the last one. Grudgingly.

      Davina licked her lips. “What now, Ark Lord?”

      “Okay, let’s see how Nox is playing this,” Jordan said. He studied the hologram. The demons were moving swiftly, already reaching the building’s perimeter. “Ba, are there any other ways in or out of this building besides the entry tunnel?”

      “Negative. That is the only means of ingress or egress.”

      “Perfect,” Jordan said. He smiled grimly as the beginnings of a plan formed. “Elia, Davina, organize the council into squads. Each councilor will work with their supporters. Your job is to support and protect each other during combat, understand?” Many nods. “Excellent. Here’s what we’re going to do. Nox can’t take the city until we’re eliminated. He knows that we can’t get out, which means he can take his time coming in. He’s going to make sure there’s no back entrance, then his forces will charge the entryway.

      “Elia, Davina, your groups will be flanking that doorway. Your job is to tear apart everyone who comes through. Councilman Awa, you’ll be waiting at the stairwell leading to the next level. Leti, you’ll be leading everyone else. Your job will be to ferry any wounded down the stairs. We’ll hold the entryway as long as we can, then fall back to the second level. We’ll repeat, falling back until we reach the bottom level,” Jordan continued. Everyone was still standing there. “Are you people high? Fucking move.”

      That did it. People sprang into action, fanning out to obey the orders they’d been given. It was a start at least.

      He trotted to the entryway, pausing behind Elia. “I’m going to go get us a few more allies. I’ll be back in a minute. Elia, you’re in charge until I get back. Hold this door for as long as you can.”
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      Trevor awoke with a gasp. He was lying on Percy’s cot, on the first floor. He struggled to rise, but the room spun drunkenly. Whispers came from every direction, but none of it made sense. It wasn’t even real words, just fragments of sound he could nearly hear.

      “Don’t try to move,” Anput murmured. Her hand pressed him gently back into the cot. He tried to look at her, but his eyes refused to focus. A million tiny motes swam through his field of view. “The mutagen has nearly finished its work. I think the worst of it is over, though obviously I can’t be sure. Can you speak?”

      “Percy?” Trevor managed.

      “Yes, in a manner of speaking. After your little stunt he insisted on taking the mutagen as well. I administered it, then moved him to a reclamation pod. His vitals began to fail, so I placed him in stasis. If the controls are accurate, his life signs are still active. He should be safe until we can find a way to stabilize his helixes,” Anput explained. She placed a hand on Trevor’s forehead. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I was hit by a truck, then that truck backed over me a couple more times,” Trevor wheezed. Then it hit him. He’d wheezed. He was breathing. His hand shot to his neck, and he took his pulse with two fingers. “I’ve got a heartbeat. How the hell is that possible?”

      “We knew the virus would be unpredictable. It has pieces of both the werewolf and super viruses. Both are designed to work in living creatures. One of the changes must have had this as a rather unfortunate side effect,” Anput theorized. She gave him a sympathetic look.

      “Unfortunate? Are you serious?” Trevor said. He gave a whoop, offering Anput a fist bump. She left him hanging. “I’m alive. I’m breathing. I have a heartbeat. Anput, I know you’ve been dead a long, long time, but I was alive six months ago. I remember eating, and sunburns, and needing to sleep. I remember having sex, and taking a crap. You might not miss all of that, but they’re a core part of my identify—a part I just got back.”

      “Congratulations on your newly reacquired ability to defecate,” Anput said. Her mouth was twisted in distaste. “I’d be considerably less, ah, exuberant were my circumstances to have changed in the same way.”

      “What did I miss?” Trevor asked. He tried again to struggle into a sitting position, this time with more success. The strange sensations suddenly made more sense. His entire body was being re-written at a molecular level. Hopefully it would pass soon. The double vision was improving slightly.

      “Nothing that I can see,” Anput said. She gave a frustrated sigh. “Ba left to go warn Jordan, and hasn’t returned. Anything could be happening out there. Presumably, that army is roaming the streets. Anyone can enter this temple from the outside, so if they start going door to door we’re not going to have anywhere to run.”

      “I’m still an Ark Lord,” Trevor rasped. His throat was on fire now, the change altering new parts of his body every few moments. “Ba, can you show us what’s happening outside?”

      “Of course, Ark Lord,” Ba answered pleasantly. He appeared at the foot of the cot. “Though, you may find Ark Lord Jordan’s more colloquial explanation of more use. He will be joining us presently.”

      The air next to Ba warped, and the outline of a man appeared. The outline resolved into a very troubled looking Jordan. “Shit’s hit the fan. How up to speed are you two?”

      “Not very,” Trevor admitted. He stifled a groan, clutching his side with both hands.

      “What’s the matter with him?” Jordan asked Anput.

      “He took the mutagen. So far as we can tell, whatever changes it’s making are nearly complete.”

      “I hope so,” Trevor got out between gritted teeth. “Sounds like now is not a good time to be flat on my back.”

      “Not at all. Ba, get up the same footage you were showing me in the temple,” Jordan ordered.

      Ba obligingly created a holoscreen within Trevor’s field of view. It showed a mass of black specks clustered all along the perimeter of the central pyramid in the middle of the city. “Let me guess—that’s where the council was holding their little party?”

      “Yup, here’s the quick version. Nox somehow hijacked the portal and pointed it to his own army. They flooded the city, and now everyone is trapped inside the council’s cheerleading center. Ba can light walk them out, though, if it comes to that. For now, I’ve left them there in as fortified position as they can make. They’ve got some pretty fancy toys, and some of the shapers are strong. They can hold whatever initial probes Nox sends,” Jordan said.

      He didn’t sound all that confident, but Trevor didn’t press the issue.

      “What do we do in the meantime? That’s just a holding action.”

      “We don’t have many options, so I’m playing for time. We need help, and a lot of it. Pretty much right now. At the very least, we need to cut their supply lines, stopping their flow of reinforcements. That means shutting down that portal. You two have had a little time to get your bearings. Do you think that’s something you can do?”

      “He can barely walk,” Anput protested. She poked Jordan in the shoulder. “Why don’t you send a couple werewolves? You’ve got dozens.”

      “Because I want to make sure this actually gets done. You two are the only ones I trust. If Blair or Liz were here I’d ask them. Since they aren’t, I have no other choice. I know Trevor can get this done.”

      “And I will,” Trevor said. He rose shakily from the cot. “I’m not a hundred percent yet, but I’m getting there. Anput and I will find a way to stop that portal. After that, I’ll link back up with you in the temple. Light walking should let us stay one step ahead of them for a few days. Maybe longer.”

      “It could, but I don’t think we have that kind of time,” Jordan said. He shook his head, frustration all over his chiseled face. “The Director is after something specific. Whatever that thing is, he’ll make a play for it as soon as he’s certain we’re not a direct threat. If we go to ground, he’ll just keep us there until he gets whatever it is he’s after. And even if that’s only taking over the city, we’ll still lose eventually.”

      “So what do you propose?” Trevor asked.

      “Hell if I know. I’m just buying us time and praying for a miracle.”
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      Jordan’s light walk dropped him into chaos. He appeared at the edge of the council chamber, where a pitched battle was being fought. Demons had flooded the room, and pockets of werewolves were battling them. No one had attempted to fall back to the stairs. Instead, they were just brawling. Half a dozen werewolves were down and dying, though Leti and her team were trying to pull them to the relative safety of the stairwell.

      The room was lit by a ragged staccato of green blasts from the werewolves and their bracelets, and the sharp muzzle flares of answering automatic weapons fire. The room stank of blood and gunpowder, plus something so rancid it made Jordan tear up.

      He sucked in a deep breath, then activated his blur. He pulled deeply from his link to the Ark, though the flow of power was sharply diminished this far away.

      It was enough.

      He reached for half a dozen of the closest demons, the winged ones carrying black swords. They seemed to be doing the most damage, so they had to go. Jordan pulled them upward with immense force, slamming them into the ceiling forty feet above. Bones cracked from the first impact, but he was pretty sure they were tough enough to take it—so he slammed them into the floor, then into the ceiling again.

      After a little more encouragement, all six went limp, and Jordan hurled their corpses at a pack of demon dogs that had surrounded Elia. The dogs jumped nimbly away, but the distraction gave Elia time to counterattack. She pounced on one of the dogs, digging her fangs into its neck. She yanked upwards, ripping out its spine in a spray of gore.

      The sudden absence of the six demons strengthened the werewolf position on that side of the room. Leti and her companions darted into the gap, pulling the wounded to the mouth of the stairs.

      “Push them back to the doorway,” Jordan boomed. He leapt into the fray, landing on the back of a winged demon. The creature began to spin, its tail wrapping around Jordan’s leg. It yanked Jordan to the ground, its sword arcing toward his face.

      Jordan blurred out of the path, ramming two fingers into the demon’s eye. He jerked it forward, slamming the skull into the golden floor. It splattered with a sickening crunch.

      “You heard him,” Elia shrieked. She killed another dog, then bounded after a third. All around them, werewolves were ganging up on the surviving demons. The last few seemed to realize their predicament, but not a single one attempted to run. They stood and fought, each inflicting as much damage as they could before dying.

      When it was over Jordan stood panting, still in human form. He wiped the blood from his fingers onto his cargo pants, then trotted over to the mouth of the hallway. It was empty, but somehow Jordan was positive that Nox was watching. He studied the corridor a moment longer, then headed back into the room. All around him survivors were climbing to their feet.

      “Start piling those bodies around the doorway. We can use them as a barricade,” Jordan ordered. He grabbed a dazed looking kid in his twenties. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. Just focus on one task at a time. Start moving bodies.”

      The kid nodded dumbly, then started hauling a winged corpse over to the doorway.

      “Jordan,” Leti called from the stairway. She was covered in blood, though he couldn’t tell if any belonged to her. “I do not know how you did it, but you’ve driven them back.”

      “For now,” Jordan allowed. He heaved a stinking demonic corpse onto the growing pile.

      “Can’t you use your telekinesis to move those?” Leti asked.

      “I could, but I already feel the cost of that combat. I can’t fight forever, and Nox knows it. He’ll keep sending waves to deplete our strength, and we need to conserve everything we can.” Jordan heaved a final body, then turned to survey the room. “I only see about fifteen people on their feet. How are the wounded?”

      “Recovering, for the most part. We’ve had two fatalities.” Leti’s face hardened, her smile evaporating. “We’re weaker now, and it seems Nox has a near limitless army.”

      “I’m working on that,” Jordan said. He trotted over to the stairwell.

      Leti followed. “How?” she asked, pitching her voice low. It was nearly drowned out by the moans of the injured, and the bravado from Elia and Davina as they talked about a counter attack.

      “I’ve sent Trevor and Anput to shut down the portal. If they’re successful, we limit Nox’s reinforcements. We’re still vastly outnumbered, but that will force him to be more cautious. That buys us time.” Jordan moved down the stairs into a makeshift infirmary.

      “To do what?” Leti asked.

      “Get these people down to the lowest level. Odds are good the next wave will push us back, and we might lose this floor,” Jordan said. He didn’t have an answer, so he focused on what they could accomplish. “I need to go stop Elia from doing something stupid.”
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      Trevor crept toward the obelisk, convinced that his ragged breathing was going to give him away. He sucked in deep lungfuls, lightheaded from the exertion. It had only been a light blur, which scared the hell out of him. Trevor shook his head, focusing, and studied the cluster of demons standing around the obelisk. All five were the same winged variety, and now that he had a closer look he was pretty sure that these were the toughest of the lot. All stood at least nine feet, and all were female.

      They are corrupted Ka-Ken, I believe, spoke a familiar female voice. It was cultured, and pleasant to the point of flirtatious. If that’s the case they are nearly impervious to shaping. You’ll need to find another way to best them.

      “Anput?” Trevor whispered.

      Not exactly, the voice replied, giving a musical laugh. She served as my template, of course. I mean, she did design the new virus after all. You can’t really begrudge her that.

      Well, at least you’re more pleasant than my Risen was. Trevor glanced toward the far obelisk at the opposite end of the portal. The real Anput was creeping up on it, just as he was creeping up on this one. She faced a similar group of demons.

      You said they’re impervious to shaping. Illusions bend light. Will that still work on them? Trevor thought.

      It should, the voice suggested. What would you like to call me, by the way?

      Uhhh, let’s call you Ann.

      Trevor circled around the demons, maintaining a hundred-foot gap. The other side of the portal showed an airport surrounded by jungle. Ranks of demons were assembled, close enough to rush through the gate at a moment’s notice. It was the closest look he’d gotten, and it filled him with dread. There were so many demons, each a powerful champion or deathless. Nox had well and truly created an army of gods, and nothing in this city was going to stop them.

      Hey, none of that, Ann said sternly. Focus on the immediate problem. How do we get rid of ten feisty demons who will tear us apart in a straight up fight? Impress me, hot stuff.

      Trevor knew she was right. Fix the first problem, then worry about the next one. All ten demons looked bored. Instead of watching the portal, they were jealously watching the rest of their forces surround the pyramid.

      That would change the instant either he or Anput came out of the shadows to disable the portal. They could blur, but who knew what the demons could do? If they could blur, too, Trevor would be overwhelmed before he could complete his work.

      He needed them to leave the obelisk entirely, long enough for him to do what needed to be done. But how did you get guards to leave a post?

      Hmm. Trevor smiled.

      He studied the base on the other side of the portal, mapping the size and layout in his mind. Then he thought back to the single craziest battle he’d ever seen. Set’s army had attacked their camp, giant winged dragons raining gunfire from the emplacements bolted into their demonic hide.

      Trevor envisioned the battle with as much detail as he could, then began to shape. It was more difficult than it had been, requiring both more concentration and more energy.

      He conjured the illusion of dragons strafing the cluster of buildings at the far side of the base. He added a layer of sound, simulating gunfire and explosions. The realism of the illusion shocked him. Prior to this new virus, his illusions had lacked sound and were really just tricks of light. Now he could see—and apparently manipulate—more types of signals. Just as they’d hoped.

      The reaction among the demon guards was swift and professional. One demon from each group sprinted toward the pyramid, kicking off buildings then using their wings to get altitude. Both could blur. The rest of the guards sprinted through the portal, onto the base. They rushed toward the combat, fanning out as they approached. These demons didn’t blur. Hopefully that meant it would take them time to get there, realize they’d been had, and then get back.

      Suddenly, Osiris strode onto the battlefield. He was rushed by a cluster of demons, and cut them down ruthlessly.

      It took Trevor several moments longer than it should have, but he eventually realized it had to be Anput’s handiwork. Nice, a great way to signal to him that she was there and paying attention.

      Oh, that’s devious. Well done, both you and my flesh-and-blood counterpart. See? Things aren’t so hopeless after all.

      We still need to disable the modulator, Trevor thought back. He blurred to his assigned obelisk, bending to examine the equipment the demons had attached. A rectangular box had been affixed to the side of the obelisk.

      Trevor didn’t recognize the metal, though he suspected it was a more advanced version used in Hades’s power armor suits. The box sucked in power, and Trevor could feel the signal it broadcast into the modulator. He materialized, reaching for the box.

      A thick ropey tail wrapped around his leg, and he was jerked from his feet. Trevor slammed face first into the marble, and his nose shattered.

      The pain exploded through him in a way it hadn’t done since he’d become deathless. He was unprepared for the shock of it.

      Oh, that’s an unfortunate side effect of reactivating your full nervous system. I probably should have mentioned that. Ann’s tone was contrite. I can make it up to you, though. Let’s harness those shiny new abilities. First, activate a blur.

      Trevor did so, his flight slowing as the demon who’d grabbed his leg raised him into the air again. He wasn’t eager to repeat the whole face-smashing thing. He tried to turn to mist, his normal defense when attacked by something larger and stronger.

      Nothing happened. The place where that ability had been was simply…gone.

      Hmm, that’s unexpected. Dematerialization was a desired trait. Sucks that we lost that. Okay, next option. Unfortunately, the demon is stronger than us. I’m not sure you can get loose by sheer physical strength.

      I’m open to suggestions, Trevor thought back frantically. He’d reached the apex of the demon’s swing, and was already starting back toward the marble. He tried to accelerate his blur, but it felt weaker than it had. This new virus sucks. Give me some options.

      Umm, well at the very least we can stop the marble from crushing our skull. Take a careful look at the demon, study the skin with your new senses. See how the molecular bonds are formed. You can replicate that. Make your skin into demon hide.

      Trevor tried to do as she asked. He looked closely at the demon, sucking in a quick breath when his vision zoomed in to show a microscopic view. He saw mites on the demon’s skin, tiny bacteria invisible to the naked eye. Trevor zoomed again, now seeing the molecules making up the epidermis. He saw how they fit together, a series of interlocking tetrahedrons. It was amazing in its simplicity.

      Good, good. Now, use that on your own body. Will it to happen, just like you’d shape anything else.

      So Trevor did. It proved far easier, and felt more natural, than blurring now did. Trevor reshaped the molecules of his skin, willing them to become a thick carapace. The process took time, completing as his cheek slammed into the marble again. This time, there was almost no pain.

      Now we need a better way to fight back. Unfortunately, I don’t have any suggestions.

      Trevor didn’t need one. In exploring the demon’s defenses, he’d also spotted a flaw: the molecular bond joining the tetrahedrons was the weakest part. A sustained burst of powerful radiation might get those bonds to break—the kind of burst that came from the grey man’s boomerang.

      He’d seen exactly how the boomerang amplified the signal, creating the green beam. Could he mimic that?

      I don’t see why not. All the device does is amplify the signal through modulation. You should be able to do the same thing.

      He looked at his hand, balling the fingers into a fist. That fist became translucent, then hardened into a dark green gemstone. Trevor aimed it at the demon, willing a flood of power into his fist. An emerald beam washed over the demon’s face, illuminating every feature as the skin began to flake away. Trevor roared, forcing more energy into his fist. The beam intensified, and the demon’s entire head disintegrated. The now headless corpse tumbled limply to the ground, the tail finally releasing Trevor’s leg.

      He stood, panting, the smell of cooked demon filling the area around the obelisk.

      Well done. We make a great team. You keep doing the work, and I’ll be over here cheerleading.
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      Jordan folded his arms, staring hard at Elia. She still had a wild look in her eyes, but at least she had stopped ranting at her followers.

      “Fine,” Elia snapped. She, too, folded her arms. “If you think trapping ourselves here is smarter than breaking loose, I’ll defer to your ‘wisdom.’”

      “You’re damned right you will. There’s no way I’m letting you abandon a fortified position. We have a choke point. The second we step outside, we get attacked by the entirety of Nox’s army, instead of just the few that he can force down this tunnel. Do you want to find out what those giants can do? Because you’ll find out the second you go out there.”

      Jordan unfolded his arms, walking over to Davina’s group. He’d left to allow Elia to save some face. Embarrassing her right now was counterproductive, so as long as she obeyed orders he was happy to concede the field of battle.

      “Jorrrdaaan,” a deep voice boomed from somewhere in the city outside the temple. It had to be enhanced with shaping, and it sounded tinny, like a bullhorn. “Come out and meet with me. I’ll give you safe passage for the duration of the conversation, and you know me well enough to know that I’ll honor it.”

      Just like the Director. Succinct, and reasonable. Jordan turned back to Elia. “I’m going out there to talk to Nox. I’m leaving you in charge, but I want your word that you will not follow me out there. You remain here, ready to defend this place. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” Elia said warily. “Why are you doing this? What do you hope to gain?”

      “Nox knows me, and he knows I’ll make taking this place both difficult and time consuming. He wants me out of the way,” Jordan explained. “By meeting with him I gain the same thing he’s playing for…time. I’m trusting you and your desire to keep this place safe. Don’t disappoint me.”

      Elia gave a grudging nod.

      Jordan started walking up the tunnel, moving deliberately toward the artificial sunlight in the distance. He walked slowly, using the time to think. How much had the Director changed? If he was the same man, he was indescribably dangerous. More so than anyone they’d dealt with—certainly more so than Set.

      Set had been unbalanced and easily manipulated. Nox was neither.

      Jordan paused at the mouth of the tunnel, donning his sunglasses. The Director stood about fifty feet outside the tunnel. He wore a tailored suit, tasteful sunglasses, and a silver watch. So far as Jordan could tell there was nothing to imply that the man was also a demon, which meant that he could somehow shapeshift like a werewolf.

      “Hello, Jordan,” the Director called. He walked slowly toward Jordan. “It’s been quite some time since we last saw each other. I was quite convinced that you’d died. I’m pleased to be wrong.”

      “I thought you were dead too. What happened when the base was overrun? How did you survive Set’s attack?” Jordan offered a hand as the Director approached.

      “Set blunted the explosion somehow.” The Director accepted his hand, giving a firm handshake. “The next thing I remember, I was crawling out of a chrysalis. Hades uses them to create demons, like the army you see behind me.”

      “Hades? Not you?” Jordan asked. He eyed the demons ringing the temple. There were at least fifty, and he’d estimate another fifty hidden from sight. Maybe as many as double, so chalk it up to two hundred adversaries, assuming Trevor found a way to disable the portal.

      There were also the giants, and more demon dogs than Jordan could count.

      “Fair enough. I’ve created my fair share, though I give them more choice than Hades does. I’ve never forced anyone,” the Director said. He sounded more defensive than Jordan expected, betraying a great deal. Unless that was done intentionally. With the Director, you never knew. Ruses within ruses. “The point is, I survived. Apparently, so did you. How?”

      Jordan was a long time in answering. Anything he told Nox would be used against him, but he also needed time. Jordan decided to take a chance.

      “Something called TSDS. Apparently, the Ark exploding messed with our light walk.” That was all he was willing to give—for now, at least.

      “Interesting. Who else survived that blast?” Nox asked. He gave an easy smile, but it never reached his eyes.

      “You know I’m smarter than that, Nox,” Jordan said. He folded his arms. “However you slice it, you work for Hades. If you were in my position, that would make you an enemy.”

      “True, if your politics were from five years ago. A lot has changed since then,” the Director countered. “Trust is a valuable commodity, especially when you’re dealing with a literal demon. I do work for Hades, and I won’t claim he’s a saint. He’s better than the grey men, though. Have you been brought up to speed on them?”

      “I’ve heard the name, but I’d hesitate to say I’ve been brought up to speed?” Jordan made it a question, though the Director’s expression made it clear he knew Jordan was trying to change the subject.

      “Here’s the short version. The species that preceded us has sent a task force to ready Earth for their return. When these Builders get back, it means the end of the human race. We’ll be exterminated.” Nox gestured at his troops. “I know what this looks like. I’m using the same troops that Set did—demons. Let me be clear, demonology is a science just like every other type of shaping. It’s got a bad rap for a good reason, but it’s still ultimately a tool. Just because I have the same tools Set did, it doesn’t make me evil.”

      “So, let’s see if I’m getting all this, sir,” Jordan growled. He leaned in close, looming over Nox. “You serve Hades, who worked alongside Set with these grey men. The Ark in Africa has three of their ships floating over it, right next to Olympus. Are you seriously going to stand there and tell me you’re not in league with the grey men?”

      “On the surface, yes,” Nox replied calmly. He stared placidly at Jordan. “Hades works for the grey men, helping them. In secret, we’ve been building an army to resist them. When the time is right—”

      “You’ll stop collaborating and save the human race?” Jordan interrupted. “Yeah, there’s no way that can backfire.”

      “I had a feeling you’d feel that way.” Nox shook his head sadly. “I’d ask you to surrender, but we both know you won’t. So I’m going to explain how this will go. I’m going to overwhelm your troops, and kill those who resist. Those who survive will become demons, and that will include you. After that process, we’ll speak again. I look forward to having you on my side.”

      “You seem awfully confident you’re going to win. You can feel the power in me. I’m an Ark Lord, Mark. I will not go down easily.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Your Ark is hundreds of miles away, weakening the energy you can pull from it.” Nox shrugged, as if none of this mattered. “I’ll give you two minutes to prepare for my assault. Make the best of it.”
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      Anput had little choice but to wait for Trevor to make the first move. She’d never been a powerful god, not in the combat sense. She could fight, of course; no one reached her age without being able to defend themselves. But her weapons had always been cunning and seduction.

      She surveyed the modulator affixed to the obelisk, but didn’t leave the shadows. Instead, she focused most of her attention on the opposite end of the portal. Eventually Trevor appeared next to the modulator, and just as unsurprisingly a demon leapt on him. Any good commander would mirror that defense at her modulator, meaning that if there was a demon watching hers it was likely by itself.

      One demon she could take. Anput summoned a simple illusion of herself stepping from the shadows to kneel next to the modulator. Claws raked from the shadows, passing through the illusion. Anput raised her boomerang, channeling as much power into it as she could. The blast took the demon in the back, knocking its smoking form to the ground.

      The corrupted Ka-Ken’s tail snaked around her leg, yanking her from her feet. She fell with a cry, trying to escape the much stronger demon. Her adversary rolled onto her, pinning her. Fangs descended toward her face, but Anput blurred. She readied a teleport, but before she could execute it a wave of brilliant light burst from the bracelet Percy had given her.

      The Ka-Ken scrambled away with a shriek, pawing at her eyes. “What did you do? I can’t see.”

      Anput swiftly raised her boomerang and disintegrated the demon’s face. Plumes of disgusting smoke clogged the area around the obelisk, and she had to wave it away with her arms to make out the dark metal box.

      “Now how do I get inside of that thing?” she muttered. Anput placed a hand on the metal, probing it with a signal. The housing blocked it, meaning that it probably served as a shield for the delicate inner workings. She might be able to tear off the panel, but it was unclear what kind of effect that might have.

      “Well, one way to find out, I suppose.”

      Anput seized the housing with both arms and tugged. She groaned, pulling with all of her strength. There was a tremendous popping sound, and she tumbled onto her backside, box in her lap. The portal flickered wildly between the jungle and the tarmac. Anput leapt triumphantly to her feet, allowing the box to tumble to the ground. She considered studying it, but they had more urgent matters to deal with.

      Still, she couldn’t just leave it, or Nox might be able to establish the portal.

      After a moment’s consideration, Anput used her boomerang to vaporize it. Only a slick sheen of oily ash remained on the marble. That dealt with, she stepped into the shadows and blurred toward the opposite side of the portal. Trevor was still there, crouching next to his box. His eyes were closed, and she could feel him broadcasting a complex series of signals into the box. She zoomed closer, stopping in the shadows near Trevor.

      “My modulator is gone,” Anput breathed near Trevor’s ear, “and I think that was enough to render the portal unusable. We need to get out of here before Nox sends a team to investigate. It won’t take the scouts long to report to him.” She took several hasty steps backward, conscious that even now demons could lurk in the shadows around them.

      “I just need another minute,” Trevor muttered. He placed a hand against the side of the box, and the metal heated at his touch. The angry red glow continued to grow, until hot drips of metal washed down the side of the device. A hole appeared, and Trevor gave one of those infuriatingly boyish smiles. Then he adopted a look of concentration, broadcasting a dizzying array of signals through the hole he’d created.

      Anput studied the signals, trying to ascertain what he was doing. Their goal had been to close Nox’s portal, which removing the second modulator would clearly do. So what the hell was Trevor trying to accomplish? She peered over his shoulder at the device’s internals. If she understood what she was seeing, the modulator tapped into the portal’s coordinate system somehow.

      Then she realized what he was doing. “Where are you shifting the portal?”

      “Well,” Trevor said, peering into the box, “I’m betting that this thing has a massive range. Possibly global. You and Jordan both agree that we can’t beat the demons on our own. We need an army, and I think I might know where we can find one.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            78

          

          

      

    

    







            Yosemite

          

        

      

    

    
      The pack filled Blair with awe. It swept across the hills, following Windigo’s trail unerringly forward. They picked up a hundred different signs, from the blood to cracked branches. The chase led them on, and within minutes they’d reached the Russian River. Blair was shocked. It was a half-hour drive to cover the same distance, and the blur had brought hundreds of enhanced dogs in a fraction of the time.

      A lanky greyhound began baying, and others took up the call, barking and howling, sprinting down Armstrong Woods Road toward the state park. It was a place Blair knew better than his own apartment. He’d spent countless hours exploring miles of trails, listening to audiobooks and pretending that he’d do great things some day.

      Blair accelerated, zipping through the giant redwoods. He followed the pack, who were bolting through the underbrush toward the amphitheater. Blair caught a flash of auburn, and blurred even faster. Time slowed as he zoomed toward the stage. Liz was crouched over Windigo, her curved golden blade pinning him to the stone. Pulses of sickly scarlet energy, made lazy by his blur, flowed up the sword into Liz.

      It wasn’t too late.

      “Liz, stop!” Blair yelled. “Don’t kill him.” He landed a few feet away, trying to get her attention.

      She blinked, then slowly looked up at him. Her eyes flared red, a supernaturally imposed rage overpowering her. Then she took a deep breath, and grimaced like she’d eaten something sour. She blinked several times, and her eyes returned to normal. “I was going to drink his essence, just like I did Cyntia, and Wepwawet.”

      “That’s exactly what he wants, Liz.” Blair extended a hand toward Windigo, feeling his aura. Subject 3199 was still broadcasting some sort of signal, aimed directly at Liz. She seemed to be resisting it, but the signal hadn’t slackened since he’d arrived. “He’s shaping you, right now. If you kill him, he’ll invade your mind and take over. That’s how he jumps bodies.”

      “Oh. Well, that seems like a terrible idea.” Liz rammed her sword deeper into Windigo’s shoulder, pinning him more firmly to the stone. “I’m going to take just a little more energy, to make sure he doesn’t give us any fun surprises while we figure out how to deal with him.”

      “How are you resisting me?” Windigo hissed through clenched fangs. “Why won’t you break?”

      “Are you even serious?” Liz asked. Her fist rabbited forward, knocking Windigo’s skull against the stone with a sharp crack. “I dealt with the Master’s committee at Florida State. If their bullshit couldn’t get me to lose my temper, your amateur-hour crap isn’t going to cut it.”

      Blair laughed. “See? This is why I love you.”

      “Plus, you think I’m hot,” Liz pointed out. She seized Windigo’s head, then snapped off his remaining antler. “So how are we going to deal with this asshole? I think I may like him even less than I liked Steve.”

      “I think I have an idea about that.” Blair squatted next to Windigo. “The key gives me a lot of leverage. I’m going to reach into Windigo’s mind, and see if the Bear is alive in there somewhere.”

      “Be careful.” Liz moved to put her head against his chest. She gave him a quick squeeze. “He’s tricky, remember that.”

      “I will be,” Blair said, and meant it.

      He visualized the mental dagger, thrusting at Windigo’s skull. The creature’s defenses were considerable, but the force provided by the key was more than sufficient. He slipped past Windigo’s defenses, into the strangest mind he’d ever encountered.

      The landscape was a simple, rich forest. Granite jutted between stands of pine and redwood, backed by a clear blue sky. Overhead an eagle wheeled, crying its defiance. The wind carried the scent of rotting flesh, sharp enough to sting Blair’s eyes. He shifted to wolf form, loping through the trees toward the stench. It grew worse, and was overpowering by the time he arrived at the meadow.

      The corpse of a large black kodiak lay in the sun, an army of flies roosting in sunken eye sockets. As Blair approached, the kodiak twitched, then jerked violently erect. Something began to bore its way through the Bear’s skull; spits of bone emerged from either temple. They grew swiftly, branching into a pair of misshapen antlers.

      “The Bear is dead,” the corpse rumbled. “I have swallowed his mind. He was a simple creature, simpler than your species, which is saying a great deal.”

      “You’ve been alive a very long time, Subject 3199.” Blair approached the Bear slowly, keeping his defenses up. He didn’t know what Windigo was capable of, beyond the little he’d learned from Ka.

      “Where did you hear that name?” The Bear lumbered forward, rising onto its hind legs and flexing its claws. Its arms elongated, and its furry body grew ever more emaciated.

      “I know all about you,” Blair said. “About your creation and your abilities.” He shifted into warform, eye to eye with Windigo. “You know I’m an Ark Lord, that I have control of the same forces used to birth you in the first place.”

      “If you had the power to destroy me, you already would have.” Windigo relaxed onto his haunches. The stench was intense, even from ten feet away. “I think you lack the strength, little pup.”

      “You’re still hoping to bait me into devouring you, aren’t you?” Blair gave a hearty laugh. “Six months ago, maybe you could have. But I’m not that guy anymore, Windigo. You’re just a footnote—a villain no one will remember. I know you’ve survived for millions of years, but that ends today.”

      “You genuinely believe that. I sometimes forget how arrogant your species can be.” The Bear’s rotting face somehow managed smug.

      Blair felt a moment’s hesitation. Was there anything, absolutely anything, he was missing about this situation? A way that Windigo could turn the tables? Blair didn’t think so.

      He extended a hand, and chains erupted from the ground. They swarmed over Windigo like snakes, yanking it to the granite. Every limb was pinned; struggle as it might, the twisted thing was unable to free itself.

      “Maybe we are arrogant. Maybe I need the help of a different species.” Blair turned from the dead bear, shifting back to wolf form as he loped up the hillside. He needed a better vantage point.

      “Wait,” Windigo called, naked desperation in its voice. “There is much I can tell you, much you don’t know about the species that created the Ark. I know why they left. I know when they will return. There’s much I can tell you if—”

      Blair kept moving, ignoring Windigo as its voice faded into the distance. It was possible he could learn from Windigo, but some creatures were too dangerous to deal with. Irakesh and Steve had taught him that lesson. Blair wasn’t risking it. He needed to remove Windigo from the world, and he needed to do it before Windigo figured a way out of the situation.

      It didn’t take long to reach the summit, a thick spire of granite that jutted over the valley below. It looked familiar, but Blair couldn’t place it. He turned slowly in a circle, pausing when he spotted a familiar landmark. Was that the back of Half Dome? That made this Cloud’s Rest. Below him lay a shimmering blue lake, the kind too virgin to have ever known the touch of man. Tenaya Lake?

      A massive California grizzly prowled along the shore, wading into the water in search of fish. A silver-haired woman approached, tiny beside the massive Bear. A golden staff with a familiar scarab tip was clutched in her right hand. She gestured at the Bear, and the creature looked up curiously from the water. Blair thought the expression comical, especially on a creature that large. He could feel the energy washing over it as Isis shaped the Bear. He studied the signal, but it was impossibly complex. Isis wielded the key with casual skill, and Blair had no idea what she was doing.

      The shaping went on for long minutes, altering the Bear at a genetic level. When Isis was finished, the Bear stood erect. It looked down at hands now graced with opposable thumbs.

      She’d shaped it into something resembling a werewolf, but ursine in nature. A werebear, Blair decided to call it.

      Time accelerated below, and Blair watched as seasons unfolded. Isis stayed with this Bear, teaching him. She showed him the ways of man, in time introducing him to a local tribe. The Bear was accepted into that tribe. He was given a name. The Great Bear. Yosemite, in their language. Blair leaned against the granite as the implications spilled over him, the sudden understanding of where Miwok myth must have begun.

      Yosemite’s children spread across the mountains, settling much of the Sierras. They lived in small, isolated villages. They weren’t warlike, or interested in conquest. Years continued to roll by, and Yosemite grew larger and larger. He spent less and less time among men, keeping to the wilds. Finally, centuries after his birth, Isis left the Great Bear. Blair could feel the hole in the Bear’s heart, the loss of his mother. He could feel the jealous rage as her attention turned to her newest creation.

      Isis had forsaken the Bear, in favor of the wolf. Blair experienced the loss as if it were his own, and he empathized with the Bear. He understood why Yosemite was so full of rage, why he’d attacked Yukon when the pack had entered his territory. Yosemite had been abandoned, left to wonder endlessly what he’d done to drive his mother away. Why she’d chosen another.

      Blair had seen enough. He concentrated, warping the fabric of the Great Bear’s mind. It was different than a person’s, more malleable in many ways. He could see why Windigo had overcome Yosemite so quickly. Blair entered the Bear’s vision, joining him near a rushing stream. Yosemite was lazily killing trout, giving Blair a disinterested look.

      “I cannot believe I’m walking toward a grizzly,” Blair muttered. He hopped onto a boulder in the middle of the stream, picking a path to the area where Yosemite was fishing. The Bear’s ears perked up, and he rose onto his haunches. Blair raised both hands, stopping on a stone a good dozen feet away from the grizzly. The water burbled and flowed around them, just a few feet deep. No barrier at all to a bear that size.

      “I know the pain of loss. I know what it’s like to feel abandoned. But Windigo is using you. He’s taking advantage of your pain. He’s using your love for the Mother. That’s not what she would have wanted, Yosemite. Come back to us, Great Bear.”

      The Bear roared, lumbering closer to Blair.

      He froze as it approached, wincing as a giant snout sniffed at his face.

      The Bear spoke in a rumbling voice, “You are also of the Mother. You have a part of her scent. Why have you come to my valley?”

      “You are trapped in memory, mighty Yosemite.” Blair remained still, and kept his tone as soothing as he could manage. This Yoda crap was a lot harder than blurring around killing things. “A horrible being called Windigo invaded your mind. He’s hidden the memory of his arrival. Look.”

      Blair raised a hand, and the sky shimmered. It showed the confrontation between Yosemite and an old woman. Yosemite killed the woman, feasting on her. Bright red light flared from the corpse, flowing into Yosemite’s eyes. Those eyes flared red, then the Bear continued feeding.

      “This…cannot be. It must not be,” Yosemite rumbled. His body began to tremble. “Where is this creature? I will tear it apart.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Blair raised a hand to Yosemite’s chest. He concentrated, pouring energy into the Bear. Yosemite grew larger, and more swift. Blair continued the flow of energy until the Bear was roughly double the size he had been. “You’ll find Windigo chained to that hill over there. He’s all yours.”
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      Blair laughed as the colossal Bear bounded down the mountainside, growing even larger as he approached the meadow where Blair had imprisoned Windigo. Blair closed his eyes, leaving Yosemite’s mind and willing himself to return to his own body. He opened his eyes, blinking as he took in the area around him.

      Liz was still crouched over Windigo, her hands wrapped around the hilt of her sword. It looked far more natural in her grip than it ever had, and her expression was one of relaxed and confident determination.

      “How did it go?” she asked.

      “Yosemite’s got the upper hand now,” Blair said. “It may take some time, but I think he can expel Windigo. After that happens, I can help him become as he was.” He summoned the access key, the staff’s enormous power providing comfort as it flowed into his hand. “I don’t think I can hurry the process any more, though. It’s just going to take time.”

      “Well, we’ve got that. Still, I think I’m going to stay right here until we have confirmation that this thing is no longer a threat.” Liz shot him a wink and a half smile. “Can you look after Alicia?”

      Blair moved to the teen’s side, pressing two fingers against her throat. “She’s breathing evenly, and her pulse is steady. I’m no doctor, but I imagine she’ll wake up shortly.”

      “Can’t you use the Ark to, I don’t know, juice her healing or something?” Liz suggested. She nodded toward the man-sized dogs clogging the trees around them. “I see you’ve already done it for the pack.”

      “I don’t think so,” Blair said, studying Alicia’s prone form. “A female’s defenses are incredibly strong, and designed to stop exactly this kind of shaping. I might be able to do it with you, though, using the bond.”

      “Something to think about if Windigo wakes up instead of Yosemite,” Liz said. She shifted her attention back to the prone monstrosity.

      Blair felt something immense to the south, powerful beyond imagining. It was an unfamiliar shaping, emanating a powerful rhythmic pulsing. The strength of it was incredible, the kind of thing he’d only ever seen Isis do. “Someone is right outside the Ark, using abilities I don’t fully understand.”

      “Never a dull moment. Do you want to go investigate while I babysit? I think you’ve already done your part,” Liz suggested.

      Blair was torn. The situation here was contained, but that could change quickly if Windigo woke up. “I don’t like the idea of leaving. If Yosemite kicks Windigo out, he’s going to look for a new host. I don’t know if I can stop him from doing that, but I have to be here if I want to try.”

      “True, but if something powerful just showed up at the Ark we need to know what it is. Maybe scout it out and come back?”

      Blair nodded. It was a good plan. He pulled at his reserves, light walking to his familiar perch atop the Golden Gate Bridge. It was one of those rare clear days where fog didn’t blanket the bay, and Blair could see the source of the shaping.

      A tear in reality stretched across a hundred meters of shoreline, facing the Ark. A single figure stood on the shore, and even from this distance Blair could make out the shock of red hair. He light walked again, appearing on the beach.

      Trevor’s hand shot to his sidearm, but he stopped himself from drawing. “Shit, man, I hate it when you do that.”

      “Holy crap,” was all Blair could manage. He blinked, reaching out to touch Trevor’s hand. “You’re alive. You have a pulse. What the hell happened in that city?”

      Trevor gave a reluctant sigh. “It’s a great story, but we’re kind of in a hurry. If we survive, I’ll tell you the whole thing.”

      “So, uh, why is there a rift on my beach?” Blair asked. He peered through the portal at a golden city. “Am I looking at what I think I’m looking at?”

      “Yeah, but take a closer look. Center of the city, at the base of the large pyramid.” Trevor pointed to indicate a pyramid that had clearly been central when planning the city. It was easily four times as large as any other. That pyramid was besieged by winged black figures, made small by the distance. A trio of titanic figures moved across the battlefield, easily thirty or forty feet tall.

      “Oh, crap,” Blair whispered. “I haven’t seen an army like that since Set. Are those demons?”

      “Yup. They don’t go down easy, and Nox brought an ass-ton of them.” Trevor gave sheepish grin. “I know it’s asking a lot, but we’re kind of in need of an army. Do you think you can help us out?”

      Blair grinned back. “Just give me a few minutes to get some friends together. I think Liz is going to want to be in on this one.”
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      Liz cupped her furry hands around the blue camp cup, enjoying the warmth seeping through the plastic. The coffee was black, but she sipped at it anyway. “Yuck.”

      Yukon had arrived shortly after Blair left, and was boiling more water over a camp stove. Alicia sat on the ground nearby, her back against a redwood. Her face was too pale, her pupils dilated. She was in shock, and Liz knew from experience there was nothing anyone could do to alleviate it. Alicia had to come out of it on her own.

      “Liz,” Yukon snapped, knocking over the camp stove as he shot to his feet. Liz spun toward Windigo’s prone form, ready to defend Alicia. Her blade still pinned Windigo’s shoulder to the stone stage, but his massive body had begun to thrash wildly.

      Windigo’s stubby antlers fell away. His skin darkened, and fur began to sprout all over his body. Liz darted forward, yanking her blade from his shoulder. She assumed a defensive position, watching as the transformation accelerated.

      “The Bear, he is returning,” Yukon said. He also moved to stand protectively before Alicia, shifting back to his oversized dog form. The dog bared his teeth at the Bear, giving a low growl.

      Windigo’s skeletal face began to crack and pop, a thick muzzle pushing its way outward. Fur sprouted over a thick, jutting forehead. Beneath that forehead, the eyes changed. Gone were the hollow furnaces; in their place was a pair of large brown bear eyes.

      Those eyes closed, and a sixteen-foot-tall bear lay curled in a fetal position, shivering.

      Liz prodded him with a foot. “Hey, do you speak English? Hellloooo.”

      The Bear moved faster than she’d thought it could, scrambling away from her. It stared at Liz with those big eyes, sniffing at the air with a fist-sized nose. “You…are not her. I thought, for a moment…. It is not important. Yes, I speak your tongue. You are the Ka-Ken who watches over the Ka-Dun, the one who came into my mind. He freed me from Windigo.”

      The Bear sat up on its haunches, and Liz glided back a step. She adjusted the grip on her blade.

      “I really don’t want to have another fight,” she said. “You’re going to be a good bear, right?”

      Behind her, Yukon growled.

      “I do not wish to fight. I am tired, and weak. Even so, I have bested every Ka-Ken I have ever battled. Even Jes’Ka.” That last was said with pride, and the way he watched her suggested he was waiting for some sort of acknowledgement.

      “I seriously doubt that,” Liz countered. “Blair said that Isis made you. If I can take you, and trust me when I say that I can, she’d have kicked your ass nine ways from Sunday.” She willed her blade back into her body, shifting to human form. “It sounds like you don’t want to fight, though, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. Where is Windigo now? Is he still hiding in your head somewhere?”

      “I—I do not believe so,” the Bear said. He raised a paw to his forehead. “I cannot feel him any longer. The pressure is gone. But I am afraid. I hurled him from my mind, yet I do not know if he is still there, toying with me.”

      “Yeah, that’s a possibility,” Liz replied. She looked around the stage, eyeing Yukon, then Alicia. The teen seemed the most vulnerable, and if Windigo was hunting for a new host he’d probably begin there. She walked over to Alicia, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Hey, kiddo, how are you holding up?”

      “Liz?” Alicia looked up at Liz, blinking. “I’m sorry. I just feel…I don’t know. Last night was a lot. The things Windigo did….”

      “You don’t have to process it all at once, or even talk about it. As long as you know that you’re safe.” Liz scanned ceaselessly, watching for any sign that Alicia wasn’t herself. She saw nothing obvious.

      Brilliant light filled the forest, radiating from a second sun that appeared a few dozen feet away. The light faded, revealing Blair in human form. He looked majestic, his staff glowing with a nimbus of power. Behind him stood a familiar figure.

      Liz leapt to her feet. “Trevor!”

      She rushed forward and threw her arms around her brother. He hugged her back, just as fiercely.

      Then Liz stepped back. She sniffed twice, cocking an eye. “Trevor, you’re…alive.”

      “Yeah.” Trevor gave one of her favorite grins, then he punched her lightly in the arm. “Hey, I realize this will shock you, but there’s yet another world-ending crisis we need to deal with. We’re kind of on the clock. Blair?”

      “Liz, I’m gathering the entire pack. Nox is overrunning the Proto Ark.”

      “How are we getting there?” Liz asked. “And have you told Melissa yet?”

      “I’ll grab her next. I just wanted you brought up to speed so you could lead the pack into battle. We’re assembling on the shore near the Ark.”

      “Great, then enough wasting time. Let’s be on our way.” Liz shot a final glance at Alicia, but the teen still showed no sign of Windigo.

      If he hadn’t found her yet, the safest thing Liz could do was get her as far from here as possible. She picked up Alicia, carrying her over to Blair.
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      Nox glided across the sky, circling the army below. There was no substitute for aerial recon, and that was one of the reasons he was grateful to have wings. Below, his army was beginning the final mobilization. They’d send in the hellhounds to soften resistance, then rush in with his most talented demons. The demokim were waiting outside, ready to gun down anything that emerged from the temple.

      The key was taking Jordan down fast, giving the Ark Lord no time to react. Jordan was fast on his feet, and had immense power at his command. Fortunately, Nox had an answer to that power.

      Nox hefted his staff, admiring it as he glided to a perch atop an obelisk. The amplifier was an ingenious invention, possibly the most devastating weapon Vulcan had ever created.

      It would break the back of Jordan’s defense, effectively ending the resistance here. That would free Nox to accomplish his assigned tasks, and might possibly allow him to station a permanent garrison here.

      Even if it didn’t, the real gain here would be the champions he was able to convert to his cause. Corrupting powerful Ka-Ken and Ka-Dun was why his forces were now so terrifyingly effective. He’d taken the best every continent had to offer, giving powerful people access to even more power.

      A winged shape shimmered into view a few dozen yards away, atop another obelisk. Nox glided closer to the corrupted Ka-Ken, hovering next to her with powerful beats of his wings. “What is it, Dakota?”

      “My lord, the base at Brasilia is under attack. We sent scouts to investigate, but the forces appear demonic in nature.” She came up sharply, pointing at the portal. “They appear to belong to Set, my lord.”

      “Set’s dead. Did you leave the portal unguarded?” Nox asked, turning to glide in that direction.

      “Of course not. I left our two best Ka-Ken there,” Dakota said. She glared at him. “I’m not an idiot, my lord.”

      “There’s only one Ka-Ken at each obelisk? Yes, you are an idiot.”

      Nox took a deep breath, knowing the next minute was vital. Jordan was somehow launching a counter attack at the portals, and Nox needed to deal with it swiftly.

      He kicked off an obelisk, blurring toward the edge of the portal. He saw no movement as he swooped closer. Marble cracked as he landed. There was blood, but no sign of the guard. The modulator had been removed from the obelisk.

      Nox looked at the portal, his heart sinking. Instead of his forward operating base, the portal overlooked a glorious San Francisco morning with several feet of fog blanketing the bay. The Ark there appeared to be floating on a sea of clouds.

      He didn’t know what was happening within the Bay Area, as his three top spies had all died during Smith’s purge. He did know one thing, however: Smith had a Primary Access Key. If he entered the fray, he might be able to overcome Nox’s forces.

      “My lord?” Dakota asked.

      “Follow me,” Nox snarled. He leapt into the air, blurring toward the pyramid. He glided over his forces, winging toward a cluster of his most powerful servants. Kali was at their center, a queen holding court.

      Nox glided smoothly into a walk, stalking up to Kali. “The game has changed. We’re about to be under assault.”

      “Does that mean you’re finally going to let me burn some wolves?” Kali straightened, a malicious grin making her young face ugly.

      “It does. We’re going to hit them with everything we have. Ready your best and get them assembled into a vanguard.” He checked his watch. Jordan still had fifteen seconds. “Oh, and Kali? I’m changing the plan. You’re going to like this twist, I think.”
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      “Here they come,” Jordan roared. “Remember, hold the goddamned line as long as you can.”

      A flood of huge black dogs began sprinting into the room, scrambling across the marble as they fought to find purchase. They had huge, slobbering mouths—and where that slobber landed, it hissed and sizzled. These things were going to be a real treat to fight.

      “Don’t let them get close,” Jordan ordered. He used his telekinesis to sweep most of the dogs from their feet. Ka-Ken darted in, slashing at bellies and snapping necks.

      Another wave of demon dogs burst through, this one larger than the first. Jordan knocked down as many as he could, but the tide was endless. His people were being forced back, and they hadn’t even fought the real threat yet.

      “Fall back to the stairwell!” Jordan set up a wall of telekinetic force that neatly bisected the room. He opened gaps for his people, swiftly closing them once each was safe. “Those of you with boomerangs or those fancy bracelets, get ready to open up when I yell ‘fire.’”

      Jordan waited for his people to form a ragged line, straining as dog after dog hurled themselves against the shield he’d erected. Thousands of pounds of demonically enhanced flesh snapped and snarled just a few feet away.

      “Three, two, one, FIRE,” Jordan bellowed. Then he dropped the shield.

      A flurry of green and blue bolts shot from his people, burning into the enemy ranks. Dog after dog fell, but some still reached his ranks. Most were cut down by waiting champions, but two Ka-Ken and a Ka-Dun were swiftly torn apart. Their skin sizzled and hissed, and the stench of it filled Jordan’s nostrils.

      Just like that, the last dog was down. Jordan crept warily forward, one hand raised toward the mouth of the tunnel. He called out to Elia, who was also creeping up. “Get ready. Nox won’t give us time to catch our breath.”

      A winged demon burst from the shadows, her tail encircling a Ka-Dun. She yanked him up into the air, using both hands to tear his head from his shoulders, then discarded the body and darted back into the shadows.

      More demons leapt from the shadows—dozens of them. Jordan erected another barrier, this time blocking the entrance to the stairwell they’d retreated to. The last few survivors turned to flee.

      A young woman almost made it before a demon crushed her to the marble. The demon wrapped a clawed foot around her skull, popping it with a disgusting spray of gore. Jordan met that demon’s gaze. It was Nox, in his demonic form. He had a black staff in his right hand. Two rubies glittered near the tip, hellish eyes sizing up prey.

      Jordan didn’t know what the staff could do, but he had the uncomfortable suspicion he was about to find out.

      He expected something from Nox, some comment or plea. Nox said nothing, instead grinning cruelly as he aimed the staff at Jordan. That kind of cruelty seemed out of place, even knowing the Director was now a demon. The staff began to glow, and Jordan blurred down the stairs. He didn’t want to be anywhere near what was about to happen.

      There was no explosion, nothing flashy at all. At first, Jordan thought it was some sort of trick. Then, a few moments later, people began to scream—not in pain, but in fear. They stampeded from their posts, abandoning the stairwell.

      “Stand and fight,” Jordan roared. He knew if they broke they were done for.

      Something crept up his spine, a tingling terror that reduced him to a frightened six-year-old. The desire to flee was impossible to resist.

      You are stronger than this shaping, Ka-Dun. Do not let it overpower you. Strengthen your mental defenses and weather the storm.

      Jordan gritted his teeth, staring at the darkness at the top of the stairs. A flood of demons flowed down, leaping on the slowest of the fleeing Ka-Ken. That included Davina. Nox tackled the old woman to the floor, ramming the staff’s spiked end through Davina’s spine. It pinned the matron to the marble, and pulses of golden energy began to flow up the staff.

      Jordan had seen enough people drained to know what was happening, but it took everything he had not to flee. He wanted to help, but he…couldn’t. The terror was immense, so much so that he couldn’t even find the words to yell commands.

      Not that anyone was listening. The defenders were going down fast, the only survivors those who could hide in the shadows.

      “Do you see now, fool?” Nox taunted, evidently having finished draining Davina’s now desiccated corpse. There was nothing of the Director in that voice. “Your powers are feeble, your Ark far away. After I’ve killed the rest of this offal, I’m going to take that key from you. Then we’re marching on Peru. Everything you’ve tried to build will be swept away.”

      Jordan cowered, paralyzed, as Nox approached.
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      Blair surveyed the army around him with immense pride. When Isis had first mentioned the Great Pack he hadn’t understood the size, or the grandeur. The power, or the sense of belonging.

      Before him stretched a seemingly endless cluster of dogs, coyotes, and foxes. Sprinkled between them were champions. Ka-Ken, each with a Ka-Dun and his pack.

      Liz stood at the head of the pack, her auburn fur rippling in the cold wind rolling off the bay. Yukon nuzzled her side, the too-large dog standing to Liz’s waist. Given that she was nearly twelve feet tall that was no mean feat. On her other side, a few steps away, stood Yosemite.

      It was the first time Blair had really seen the Great Bear, and he was impressed. Despite the thick folds of skin showing how much weight the Bear had lost, he was still one of the largest creatures Blair had ever encountered. He was half again as tall as Liz, and his claws were easily a foot long. His thick black fur added to his size, as did a muzzle large enough to bite off a man’s head whole.

      Alicia stood with the Bear, one hand against the creature’s flank. The two seemed to share a bond now, shared suffering from Windigo’s depredations. The fact that they had no idea where Windigo was terrified both of them, and their wide-eyed gazes never stopped moving. Blair was no psychologist, but he hoped it wasn’t permanent for either of them.

      The last group was the strangest, and it kept away from everyone else. Fifty deathless of all shapes and sizes, all armed with assault rifles. He could feel their strength. Some rivaled Melissa herself.

      Melissa nodded at Blair, indicating that her forces were ready.

      “It looks like we’re good to go.” Liz beckoned him forward, so Blair moved to join her. “They’re going to need a rousing speech,” she whispered. “I hope you’ve got something good.”

      Blair smiled at her, giving her hand a squeeze. Then he turned to face the crowd. He enhanced his voice, drawing power from the Ark behind him. “We’re out of time so I’m going to make this quick. We’ve been asked to help protect one of the most important places in the world, a city that may determine the fate of us all. If we fail here, the enemy we face will spread across the world like a cancer.”

      He pointed at Melissa and her deathless.

      “I know that fighting alongside deathless feels strange. Some of you have fought them, and even those that haven’t…well, we’ve all lost someone to the virus. I’m asking you to put that aside. We need the deathless. They’ve come because I’ve asked for their help against a common foe.”

      Blair swiveled his arm, now pointing at the portal. “You can all see through the portal, to the city where we’re going. We are the only thing standing between that army of demons and the potential end of our world. So, who’s willing to fight?”

      A chorus of shouts and barks rippled through the crowd, growing into a throng of cheers and howls. Those cheers combined into a single word, chanted by deathless and werewolf alike.

      Fight. Fight. Fight.

      It filled the packmind, the word charged with rage and hope and pride.

      “No demon leaves this battlefield alive,” Blair roared. He raised the key, aiming it at the pack. Wave after wave of immense power flowed from the Ark, a river of white light that he passed on to the Great Pack. They became larger, stronger—and much, much faster. A tiny Shih Tzu grew to the size of a wolf. A German Shepherd was now cow sized. “I can do more. I know I can.”

      Blair concentrated on the Ka-Dun, on their ability to shape. He divided the flow of energy from the Ark, feeding it equally to every shaper. Faces lit with wonder as the Ka-Dun felt the strength he’d given them. He wished he could do the same for the Ka-Ken, but saw no way to help any of them.

      Except Liz.

      Blair turned to her, feeling her emotions through the bond. He was humbled by the affection and awe he felt there. He took her hand again, feeding her a river of light, then gave that river shape, channeling it into a single manifestation: speed. He wove into her helixes the ability to blur, mimicking his own ability perfectly.

      “You can blur now, as fast as I can. At least until the energy I’ve given you runs out. I genuinely feel bad for these demons.” Blair shifted to warform, staring up at her much taller form. “Now get out there and defend my honor while I hang back and look pretty.”

      Liz laughed. “Liz kill demons. Testosterone. Grrr.”

      She blurred toward the portal. The pack followed her lead, flowing into the portal by the dozens. They sprinted forward, moving to engage packs of demon dogs. They snapped and snarled at each other, squaring off into dozens of skirmishes. The Great Pack were faster, but the hellhounds were tougher and stronger, even after Blair had modified his pack.

      The battle devolved into chaos, yips and growls competing with the shouts of the Ka-Dun. Blair felt every dog’s death, but he compartmentalized them. He needed to be focused right now, for all their sakes.

      The Ka-Ken and their Ka-Dun were engaging the larger demons, the winged ones. They were having mixed success. On one flank, a Ka-Ken was picked up and carried high into the air by her demonic opponent—then the demon dropped her. She tumbled toward the earth, slamming into the marble with incredible force. She didn’t rise. Her Ka-Dun went into a frenzy, he and his pack leaping on the demon who’d killed his mate. They tore it apart, then looked for another target.

      Anger smoldered, but Blair refused to give it reign. He strode through the portal at the rear of the pack, instantly diminished in strength. On the other side of the portal he was a god. Here, the Ark was a distant candle flame. He could barely feel the flicker of power it offered. Still, his own strength was considerable. If he could leverage the key, he could still be a potent force on the battlefield.

      He watched the battle unfold, trying to pick the best way to utilize his abilities. Melissa and her deathless fanned out ahead of him protectively. She darted back toward him. “Where do you want me?”

      “Back up the Ka-Dun,” Blair ordered. “Pick off those dogs as quickly as possible.”

      Melissa nodded, blurring toward the combat. Her deathless followed.

      Blair turned to Alicia. “I want you to—”

      “I’m going with Liz,” Alicia interrupted. She glared at Blair, daring him to protest.

      He considered contesting the point, but didn’t have time to convince the teen. “Okay, find Liz. Tell her to drive a wedge through their ranks, and cut us a path to the pyramid. See if you can get the other Ka-Ken to help her.”

      “I will.” She nodded and sprinted after Liz.

      Blair glanced in Liz’s direction, awed by what he saw. She was squaring off against a pair of corrupted Ka-Dun, each armed with a black sword. They flanked her, blurring toward her at exactly the same time.

      Liz was faster. She blurred between them with her sword. Limbs flew, and when the blur stopped, both demons toppled lifelessly to the ground.

      A thunderous roar shook the entire battlefield. Blair spun, unsure how to deal with what he was seeing. Three demonic giants were laying into his forces with their laser-cannon arms. Beams of sharp green energy lanced into his forces, cooking dogs and Ka-Dun alike.

      Yosemite charged forward, leaping for a giant’s throat. He tore into its flesh, worrying at the throat with his enormous fangs. Yosemite looked comically small next to the giant, but the move knocked the giant onto its back. A tremendous crash shook the entire battlefield.

      Yukon took advantage of the giant’s weakness, darting in to sever a hamstring. He darted away again, narrowly dodging a kick. Then the Anakim breathed, and a dense black cloud enveloped Yukon. It took Blair a moment to realize that the cloud was made up of small flying insects. Wasps, maybe?

      Yukon began yelping, desperately blurring away from the insects. They pursued, and the dog yipped frantically, running in Blair’s direction.

      Blair raised the staff, firing a blast of white light that disintegrated the wasps. He turned to the trio of Anakim, wracking his brain for options. He could already tell that thing was tough enough to survive a blast from the staff. So what could he do?

      He glanced at Yosemite as the Bear was knocked away from the giant’s throat. The Bear crashed into the side of a small pyramid, shaking his head as he rose. Then Yosemite gave a roar of his own, and rushed toward the much larger giant again.

      “Hmm. Yeah, the Godzilla defense.” Blair aimed the staff at Yosemite, channeling almost all his remaining strength into the Bear. He sent out a complex signal, reshaping the Bear’s DNA just like he’d done to the pack. Yosemite grew larger, stronger, and tougher. Twenty feet tall. Twenty-five. Thirty. Forty feet tall. Finally, Yosemite stood eye to eye with the giants. “That’s more like it.”

      Yosemite lumbered up to the giant he’d been battling. The two titans seized each other, wrestling back and forth until Yosemite got the upper hand. He picked up the giant, hurling him into the middle of the battlefield.

      The Great Pack were smaller, and much more nimble. They blurred out of the way of the impact. The demon dogs were too slow, and many were crushed under the giant.

      Melissa and her deathless took advantage of the distraction caused by the impact, adding automatic weapons fire to the screams and blasts.

      The tide was turning in their favor, the pack slowly overwhelming their demonic counterparts—mostly due to Liz. She and her Ka-Ken were tearing through winged demons, slowly forcing a path toward the pyramid. Resistance was stiff, but every demon who faced Liz died. Her mastery of the sword was beyond incredible. It was at a level he’d previously only seen exhibited by Osiris.

      “That’s my girlfriend.” Blair laughed and turned back to the portal. He was out of juice, but there was no reason he couldn’t go get more.
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      Jordan’s breaths came in short, ragged gasps. He scrabbled across the floor until his back met the warm stone wall. His forces had been routed and Nox was advancing on him, a palpable aura of fear flowing from a menacing black staff that seemed to drink in the light. Jordan knew he should fight, but inexplicable terror blanketed everything.

      Behind Nox, his army of demons were mercilessly cutting down the defending champions. Councilor Awa was tackled to the ground not far away, and all Jordan could do was wince when the demon began noisily feeding. Awa fought weakly, but was unable to push the demon away.

      This fear is unnatural, Ka-Dun. Use the past. Remember Set, who also used this ability. In the end, you defeated him. You can defeat this threat as well. The terror isn’t real. Do not let it control you.

      Jordan focused on that memory. He relived the humiliation of losing control of his own bladder, of being forced to work for Set against his own friends. He was tired of being trampled over by bullies, and he’d be damned if he let it happen again.

      The anger ran deep, and Jordan jumped into the river, letting it carry him. He moved by instinct, baring his fangs as he raised a hand.

      “What are you going to do, little puppy?” Nox asked, laughing viciously. “You can’t even stand up.”

      The words bit into him, and the anger surged. Jordan focused on the staff, forcing himself to look at the source of his terror. He used every bit of will, every ounce of discipline, all focused into one action…and jerked the staff from Nox’s grasp with his telekinesis.

      It flew into Jordan’s hand, freeing him instantly from the fear.

      “Don’t call me puppy.” Jordan drew on the distant flow of power from the Ark to fuel his blur. It proved a wise decision, as Nox blurred, too. The Director was nearly as fast as him, shifting into a defensive stance as Jordan approached.

      Jordan wasn’t sure how the staff worked, but he didn’t really care. The top looked pretty damned pointy. He slipped it past Nox’s defenses, ramming it through the Director’s chest in a spray of stinking black gore. Jordan slammed into Nox, pinning the demon against a thick stone column. He slammed his forehead into Nox’s, and the demon’s skull bounced off the hard stone.

      Nox’s tail coiled around Jordan’s leg, yanking him off his feet. The demon slammed Jordan into the floor repeatedly, and Jordan just barely kept his face from smashing into the stone. Bones snapped, but Jordan battled past the pain. He seized Nox’s tail in both hands, then bit down hard.

      Nox screamed as Jordan worried at the tail, finally tearing it loose. The blood tasted awful, but Nox’s screams made it worthwhile.

      Jordan rose shakily, raising a hand. The staff ripped free of Nox’s chest, shooting back to his hand. All around him, beleaguered werewolves were being overwhelmed. Awa’s struggles were feeble now. The demon continued to feed.

      He had to stop it. Jordan concentrated on the staff, feeding it an experimental flow of energy. A black signal pulsed from the staff, and Nox’s features changed from smug anger to utter horror.

      Nox vanished, leaving his forces leaderless.

      Jordan fed more energy to the staff, focusing on the demons still scattered throughout the room. The black signal washed over them, and they broke and ran just as Jordan’s own forces had done when faced with the staff. “Cut them down. Don’t let them leave the temple.”

      The surviving werewolves followed Jordan into battle, cutting down their tormentors. Demon after demon fell as they fought their way to the front of the temple.

      He’d nearly reached the tunnel on the first floor when a familiar shock of red hair stepped from the shadows next to him.

      “What the hell is that thing?” Trevor asked, nodding at the staff.

      Anput stepped from the shadows a few feet from him.

      “Something Vulcan created, I’m betting. It inflicts the same kind of fear Set used.” Jordan’s chest was heaving, and he was happy for the break. All of them needed it. He did a quick count, frowning when he realized only seven werewolves were still standing. “Please tell me you have some good news to report. I’ll take anything at this point.”

      “We’ve got a chance.” Trevor looked inordinately proud of himself. “I was able to redirect the portal. We cut off Nox’s reinforcements, and we brought some of our own. Blair and Liz are here. They’ve brought the Great Pack, which just engaged Nox’s forces.”

      “We have to move quickly then,” Jordan said. He started trotting up the tunnel, which was now empty save for a dozen or more demonic corpses.

      “Why? What do you have in mind?” Trevor asked, trotting alongside.

      “We need to stop Nox, right now. As soon as he realizes he’s losing, or there’s a chance he’ll lose, he’ll vanish. We’ll never have a better shot than right now.” Jordan didn’t wait for a reply, blurring out of the tunnel and into the artificial sunlight.

      More chaos greeted him. A quick scan suggested Nox still had maybe sixty winged demons, and about ten times as many dogs. Most of the mechanized dog bot things were already down, but the few surviving ones were laying into their enemies with enviable fury. Two out of the three titanic Anakim were laying waste to their foes, seemingly unstoppable. The last was being torn apart.

      “That is the biggest goddamned bear I have ever seen,” Jordan said. “It has to be fifty feet tall.”

      Trevor just laughed.

      Opposing the demons was the answer to Jordan’s unuttered prayer: the Great Pack. It couldn’t be anything else. Hundreds of cow-sized dogs were blurring through the enemy ranks. Between them were dozens of Ka-Dun, backed by Ka-Ken leaping from shadows whenever a threat presented itself. Deathless with automatic weapons were chewing up the demons’ right flank, forcing them to engage the pack.

      Overshadowing both groups was the struggle between the giants. The Bear had finished his first target, and roared at the next Anakim. The pair approached each other like wrestlers, grappling each other as they struggled for dominance.

      “Now there’s something you don’t see every day,” Jordan said.

      “Tell me about it,” Trevor agreed. “Any sign of Nox?”

      “He’ll be in the most protected position, assuming he hasn’t fled the battlefield.” Jordan scanned the field again, trying to determine where the Director would go. He’d want a high vantage point, ideally with concealment.

      Jordan looked up, studying the pyramids and obelisks, looking for any sign of Nox. If Nox stayed out of the battle, there’d be no way to find him. But if he were still fighting, he’d have to come out of the shadows to shape.

      There was no sign of him, at least not that Jordan could find.

      “Is that him?” Anput asked, pointing at the thickest part of the battle.

      Jordan was shocked to see Nox mixing it up on the front lines. A burst of superheated flame came from his hand, incinerating a Ka-Ken. It was totally unlike the Director, going against everything he’d taught Jordan. Perhaps being a demon had robbed him of that level of control. Maybe whatever lurked in his head forced him to act differently. Or maybe that wasn’t the Director at all.

      “Looks like it. Let’s take him out,” Jordan said. He wished Leti were here too, but last he’d seen her she was tending to the wounded. Instead, Jordan turned to Elia, who led the ragtag cluster of combat-ready champions. “I want you to hold the mouth of this tunnel. Keep the survivors inside safe, and don’t risk anyone else.”

      Elia’s face softened. She took a step closer to Jordan, staring searchingly into his eyes. “You really are trying to protect this city, aren’t you? You’re doing your best to make sure that the enemy is defeated, even if that means risking your own life. What’s more, you aren’t asking the same sacrifice of my people. We treated you like offal, but you’re still protecting us. Why?”

      “Because my job as Ark Lord is to help build a future for everyone,” Jordan answered without hesitation. “If I fall here, someone else will take up the mantle, but only if champions survive long enough to do that. Stay safe, Elia. I have work to do.”

      “Of course.” She nodded, stepping back into the mouth of her tunnel.

      For the first time, she eyed Jordan with respect.
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      Liz flipped over the demon, her blade darting down three times in rapid succession. Each cut hit the same spot at a different angle, where the right wing connected to the demon’s back. The third strike finally sliced through the thick bone, and the wing fluttered away in a spurt of black blood. The now flightless demon cartwheeled awkwardly toward the ground, but Liz decided to help it along with a roundhouse to the face. She landed in a crouch, the demon’s broken body slamming into the marble behind her.

      Move, Wepwawet roared.

      Black claws materialized in the shadows next to her, streaking toward her face. Liz blurred backwards, slicing upwards with her sword. The Sunsteel severed the hand, and the demon retreated back into the shadows with a shriek. Liz did the same, cloaking herself as she continued to cut a path through the fighting.

      Nox was battling a grey-furred Ka-Ken, and it looked like her sister was getting the worst of it. The grey began retreating into the shadows, but Nox raised both hands. A river of blindingly hot flame engulfed the grey, and her sister’s scream was choked off as she was reduced to oily ash. Liz had never seen a power quite like it, though the end result wasn’t too much different than melting someone with one of the boomerangs Blair had talked about.

      “Hey,” Liz roared, leaping from the shadows. “Remember me, Director?” It was risky, but she didn’t want any more of their people to die. Nox was the toughest thing out here, more powerful even than the titans battling the Great Bear behind her.

      “Ah, you must be Ark Lord Blair’s pet Ka-Ken,” Nox taunted. There was madness in those black eyes, and his voice wasn’t quite right. “Come then, try that blade against me.”

      The demon extended her left hand, and a pool of black metal formed. It extended into a wide, curved blade, nearly identical to Liz’s own. Nox smiled wickedly at her, then blurred toward Liz.

      Liz brought up her blade smoothly to block, drawing as much on the skill Wepwawet imparted as she did on the speed Blair had lent her. She blocked several more strikes, matching Nox blow for blow. He was incredibly fast, using his tail and wings to increase his considerable speed. That tail darted forward, and Liz leapt over it. At the same time Nox launched a wide slash, and Liz barely blocked it. The momentum knocked her back several feet, and she rolled with the blow.

      She came to her feet swiftly, dodging to the right as a blast of intense white flame shot through the space she’d occupied. It passed several feet from her, but the heat was so intense it still singed skin. The scent of her own cooked flesh made her eyes water.

      We are outmatched, Ka-Ken, Wepwawet rumbled. Fall back to your lines; this fight is beyond us without more aid. I have never seen a creature like this, and we do not know what else he is capable of.

      “Easier said than done,” Liz muttered, ducking into a slide as she avoided another blow from Nox. She got mostly out of the way, but the black sword drew a hot line across her forearm. Liz flipped to her feet, slashing at Nox’s leg. He dodged nimbly backwards, and she used the opportunity to wrap the shadows around herself.

      “Coward,” Nox raged. His eyes bulged, and his fangs grew. That kind of rage seemed alien on the Director, the calmest man she’d ever met. Nox extended his arms, firing off fans of fire in a vain attempt to hit Liz. She blurred further away, circling.

      The energy lent to us by the Ka-Dun is not infinite. Spend it wisely, Ka-Ken.

      I get it. Watch for an opportunity, and don’t strike until I have it, Liz thought back. She didn’t like it, but that might mean allowing Nox to attack more of her people.

      “Turn around and face me, Nox,” a familiar voice boomed across the battlefield. Jordan strode into battle, a black staff clutched loosely in one hand. “You’ve talked a good game, but you know I can best you in a fair fight. Are you going to run like a coward, or stand and fight me?”

      Liz circled slowly around Nox, moving into his blind spot. She crept closer, but waited to strike. She wanted Jordan to be closer first, so they could flank this bastard. It was the only way they were going to be able to overcome him.

      Nox turned to face Jordan, flicking Liz’s blood from his blade. “You’re even more arrogant than he said. If it’s death you’re craving, I’m happy to give it to you.”

      Jordan stalked closer, holding the staff defensively before him. “Yeah, that definitely cinches it. The Director would never engage in a battle he had a chance of losing. He’s not stupid enough to fall for the ‘one v. one me, bro’ crap. If you were really Nox, you’d have ordered all your demons to attack me while you fled for the back line. So who the hell are you?”

      “Well you’re not stupid. I’ll give you that. My name is Kali,” a feminine voice came from the Director’s throat. Nox’s body rippled, shifting into a woman Liz had never seen before. She was short, with dark hair and a perfectly oval face. Liz guessed her to be about twenty, maybe a year or two older. She looked like any other college kid. “Nox also said you were dangerous, but I’m not sure I believe that. You have some good moves, but you’re nothing compared to me. The grey men have given me powers you can’t even begin to understand. And that was before I pried even more power from all the champions I’ve killed and eaten.”

      “I understand that you’re dumb enough to stand in one spot,” Jordan taunted. Liz assumed he was talking about her, and prepared to strike. Before she could, two more combatants entered the fray.

      The first was Anput, who emerged from the shadows above Kali long enough to fire a thick beam of intense green light. Trevor appeared to Kali’s right, a similar beam of green energy shooting from his fist. Both Trevor and Anput were blurring, but not fast enough that Kali couldn’t dodge. The demon started a graceful leap, but the motion was suddenly arrested. Jordan’s arms trembled, but his telekinetic grip held. Both beams found their target, the first burning away one of Kali’s wings, while the other put a gaping wound in her side.

      Liz didn’t need Wepwawet’s combat experience to recognize an opportunity. Kali was vulnerable. Liz leapt into the air, bracing her sword against her leg just as she’d done when she killed Cyntia. The blade pierced’s Kali’s thick hide, sinking deep into her spine.

      “Jordan, hold her still,” Liz yelled. She drove the weapon in deeper, dodging a clumsy swipe from Kali’s tail. Trevor and Anput fired smaller blasts, concentrating their fire where the tail met the back. The third shot sent the tail flopping to the ground, where it continued to thrash. Liz dug the claws of her right hand into Kali’s shoulder, the other still wrapped tightly around the hilt of her sword. Kali bucked wildly, and Liz struggled to keep her seat.

      Kali’s arms shot out, one aimed at Trevor and the other at Anput. She blurred, sending out bursts of super-heated flame. Neither Anput nor Trevor was fast enough to avoid the fire. Both were blasted backwards, landing in smoking heaps.

      “That was a dumb move, bitch. You just torched two of my friends,” Jordan roared from somewhere far away. A wave of black energy surged from his staff, washing over Kali.

      Kali froze, quivering in abject terror. Her eyes widened, and her mouth worked silently. The demon’s eyes were fixed upon the staff, and Liz took advantage of that lapse. She used the last of the energy she’d taken from Blair, slicing off Kali’s head, then slicing her skull in two. Jordan lifted Kali’s body high up into the air, then slammed it into the marble with a satisfying crack.

      Liz waited just long enough to be sure the body didn’t rise, then rushed to Trevor’s side. She knelt next to him, feeling for a pulse. It was there, but ragged. The entire left side of his body had been cooked, and if he was healing she certainly couldn’t see it. One eye was covered in charred flesh, and the remaining eye was unfocused.

      “Trevor? Trevor, can you hear me?” she shrieked, looking around for help. Jordan had moved to Anput’s side, and was helping her into a sitting position. The vampire’s hair had been burned away, as had most of her clothing. But her flesh was already healing, and Liz knew in a matter of minutes she’d be good as new.

      Trevor wasn’t so lucky.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            86

          

          

      

    

    







            Plans Within Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      Nox blurred through the bowels of the Proto-Ark, far underneath the city. It amazed him that the locals seemed not to have made it this far down. The place that had forged the destiny not just of mankind, but of the species who’d created the Great Arks, was ignored completely. It was mind boggling.

      He passed through golden corridors, finally stopping in a stadium-sized cavern at the heart of the Proto-Ark. It was similar to the Great Arks themselves, but smaller and clearly a precursor. The gems were more simplistic in their arrangement, and the flow of power less focused than the Arks managed.

      Yet only here were certain feats possible. Feats like the one he was about to attempt.

      This is madness. If we create this tool for Hades, we give him the tool of our destruction, Set-Dun.

      “Madness would be not following Hades’s orders,” Mark shot back. “If we take the weapon and run, he’ll find us. When he does, you know we can’t resist him.” He reached into the pack he’d brought, withdrawing the components Hades had given him.

      Then do not make the weapon at all. Lie. Tell him the plan failed.

      Mark knelt next to a wide tray directly under a massive blue gem. He arranged the gemstones around the long rectangular block of Sunsteel, creating a mockup of the staff he wanted to create. Moving back to the control console at the far side of the room, he placed a hand against it. The console hummed to life.

      “Hello, unfamiliar life form,” came a pleasant voice from behind him.

      Mark whirled to see a holographic grey man. The physiology was unmistakable.

      “Ka?”

      “A common mistake,” the construct corrected. “I am Ark Keeper Ba. I was tasked with watching over this city, and assisting the Builders upon their return. As you are unauthorized to be here, it is my duty to report your presence.”

      “Wait. I’m also assisting the Builders,” Mark said, reaching back into the pack. He withdrew a glowing blue sigil about the size of a fist. “Do you recognize this?”

      “Of course, Emissary,” Ba said, bowing. “The sigil is the mark of Kek-Telek himself. You have full access to our local systems. How may I assist you, Emissary?”

      “I’d like to create a Primary Access Key. Can you guide me through the attunement process?” That would save Mark long minutes, and given how many demonic servants had been snuffed out while he was down here, he might not have much longer than that.

      “Of course. It is why I was designed: to assist in creation.” Ba glided over to the console. “I have examined the materials to be used, and find them of sufficient quality. All you need to do is initiate the process.”

      Mark placed his hand against the console again, willing the process to begin. The gigantic sapphire glowed with an inner light. That light began pulsing, slowly at first, then with increasing frequency. The light poured into the Sunsteel and the gems, so blinding that Mark took several steps back and looked at the opposite wall.

      As the light pulses continued, he used the time to stare around him in wonder. The idea that there was virtually no security here seemed out of keeping with the very reason he’d come. Why make the Arks require keys, but allow the Proto Ark to be accessed by anyone who had a sigil they recognized? They’d even provided a helpful AI to walk visitors of an entirely separate species through creating what was arguably the most powerful artifact in the world.

      The Builders are a species apart from ours, and from our petty problems, his Risen said. They did not war on each other as we did. They lived in perfect harmony. There was no need for security.

      Mark seriously doubted that. The pulsing light finally stopped behind him, so Mark turned to the tray under the giant gem. The materials had been fused into a familiar golden staff, complete with the scarab head. He picked up the staff reverently. Mark could feel the power within it, feel the staff’s ability to both amplify and modify nearly any type of shaping. Even now the staff offered him control over the city. He could tap into the Proto Ark just as an Ark Lord tapped into an Ark.

      “Is there anything else I may assist you with, Emissary?”

      “There is,” Mark said. He leaned the staff against the edge of the tray, then summoned his demonsteel blade, setting it on the tray. He reached into his pack, withdrawing several handfuls of gemstones. These were arranged around the hilt, and several were placed along the blade. “I’d like to make another primary key.”

      “The materials provided are insufficient,” Ba cautioned. “The resulting object will lack critical functionality.”

      “But it will function like an access key in most ways?” Mark asked.

      “Indeed.” Ba nodded eagerly, pointing at the console. “I’ve set up an attunement that should include the most important functions. What will this key be used for? That knowledge will help me further modify the attunement.”

      “Above all, the key needs to control Arks, and other forms of Builder technology,” Mark instructed.

      “As you wish. You may begin the creation when you are ready.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Mark said. He prayed this next part would work. It was an insurance policy of sorts. “I want you to remove all memory I have of the second key we create. Can you do that?”

      “Of course, Emissary. I can show you how to eradicate specific memories using the terminal,” Ba confirmed happily.
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      Blair sprinted back through the portal, assessing the combat. The most obvious fight was the one between Yosemite and the two remaining giants. One had his arms pinned behind his back, while the other was attempting to force the barrel of its gun into the Bear’s mouth. Blair vibrated with energy, holding as much as he could have taken from the Ark. That energy begged for release, and Blair was happy to oblige. But how did one deal with a nearly impregnable giant?

      If this giant is based on the Anakim, then that creature has a rudimentary mind, his beast rumbled.

      “Good point,” Blair said. He pointed the staff at the giant’s head, unleashing a torrent of energy. He burst past the giant’s rudimentary mental defenses, and was instantly overtaken by vertigo. His perspective shifted, and he was now observing the world from the vantage of a fifty-foot giant.

      Blair stopped trying to shove the barrel into Yosemite’s mouth, instead aiming it at the other giant’s face. Blair fired, and the giant’s face melted. It released Yosemite, grabbing at its face with its hand as it roared in pain. Blair fired again, catching both its face and the hand covering it. The hand melted down to bone, and another layer of the face peeled away.

      Yosemite, now free, rounded on the wounded giant. He seized the head in both hands, pushing the mouth toward the barrel, just like they’d been trying to do to him. Blair fired into the other giant’s mouth, and the head exploded. Black ichor, plates of metal, and large bone fragments shot in every direction. Both the giant Blair had seized and the Bear were covered, and Blair had to wipe at the giant’s eyes before he could see again.

      The now headless giant collapsed with a crash, crushing a small temple. Yosemite was already turning toward the body he inhabited, and he looked pissed. There was one more thing Blair wanted to do before vacating the giant, though. He aimed the laser cannon down, and made the giant blow off its own knee. The crippled giant began to topple, but Blair had released its mind and returned to his own by the time it crashed atop the body of its companion.

      Blair blinked as his perspective adjusted. He was standing near the portal, and watched as Yosemite began dismembering the wounded giant. That freed Blair to turn back to the battle at large. The demons were clearly getting the worst of it. Their demon dogs were few in number, and their surviving demons had been forced into several tight clusters. Those clusters were surrounded by packs of dogs, led by fierce Ka-Dun. Ka-Ken darted from the shadows, dragging demons out into the waiting pack. Those demons never regained their feet.

      He scanned for Liz, sucking in a panicked breath when he found her. She was kneeling next to a charred form, sobbing. Not far from her Jordan was helping Anput to her feet. The charred body had to be Trevor. Blair blurred closer, leaping over corpses as he crossed the battlefield. He stopped next to Trevor’s prone form. Liz was already crouched there, crying.

      “He’s still breathing,” she said, staring in agony at her brother’s hideously burned form. “I don’t know for how much longer. I was so happy he was alive again, but now? I wish he’d stayed deathless. He’d have had a better chance of surviving this.”

      Blair moved to Liz, squeezing her shoulder. “He’s not dead yet, and we’re not giving up on him.”

      “Thank you,” Liz whispered. She buried her furry face in Blair’s equally furry chest, sobbing hot tears against him. He wrapped an arm around her, but turned his attention to Trevor. There had to be something they could do.

      “Blair,” Anput croaked weakly. “Come. Closer.”

      Blair released Liz, rushing over to Anput. She was badly burned as well, her face and throat especially. “What is it?”

      “Staff. Use…the staff,” Anput managed. She lifted a trembling hand, pointing at Trevor.

      Blair rose to his feet, moving back to Trevor. He aimed the staff at his fallen friend, fueling the artifact with what power remained. The universe seemed to open, showing Blair Trevor’s wounds. He could see every molecule at once, understanding in some primal way how to regenerate the destroyed cells.

      Power flowed from the staff into Trevor, the potent signals encouraging his organs to regrow. Trevor jerked up with a gasp, then fell back to the ground, seizing like an epileptic. Blair poured more power from the staff, sagging weakly to one knee as he continued to shape. The signal rippled outward, affecting Trevor’s skin now. The burnt sections flaked away, exposing new pink skin underneath.

      Trevor was staring down at himself in wonder, and Blair couldn’t help but do the same. He offered Trevor a hand, “Good to see you breathing, man.”

      “I can’t believe you can heal people. We totally needed a cleric in our party,” Trevor said, laughing. He rolled his arm in the socket. “You did a hell of a job. I thought I was done.”

      Liz threw her hairy arms around Trevor. “I’m so glad you’re all right.”

      “Guys,” Jordan called, striding over. He held a black staff, one that made Blair uneasy. The signals coming off it were very wrong. Inhuman somehow. “I promise we’ll do a reunion soon, but we’ve still got a mess to clean up.”

      “I think the fight’s over,” Trevor said, gesturing at the city around them.

      He was right. Combat had stopped, the demons eradicated to a man. The pack was lounging now, licking wounds and panting furiously. They’d won.

      “It’s not the fight I’m worried about,” Jordan said, frowning. “There’s no sign of the Director. It’s possible Nox fled, but I seriously doubt it. He came to this city for a reason. If it were conquest, he’d have brought a much larger army. This was surgical. He was after something.”

      “He wanted to make an access key,” Anput rasped, rising shakily to her feet. She waved off Trevor’s offer to help. “This place is capable of it. The grey men need one to win the war. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Unfortunately, I agree,” Jordan said, grimly of course. The man looked even more dour than usual.

      A small group of werewolves walked up, led by a large blond female. She nodded deferentially to Liz, then dropped to one knee before Blair. He was taken aback. “Welcome to our city, Father.”

      “Uh, what are you doing?” Blair reached down, helping the woman to her feet.

      “Blair, meet Elia,” Jordan said. “Elia is the leader of a sect of champions, the ones who protect both the jungle and this city. Until recently, she was custodian of my Ark.”

      “Why did you call me Father?” Blair asked the Ka-Ken

      “I am honored to meet you, Ark Lord Blair. You are the father of our species in this epoch. Most of us are descended from you,” Elia said, tone reverent. She bowed low, then straightened. “You have saved us all. We are eternally grateful that you chose to intercede on our behalf.”

      “Yeah, it’s a good thing those evil ancient enemies decided to go find him, huh?” Trevor said, shooting Elia an accusatory glance.

      “I take it you two don’t get along?” Blair asked.

      “Elia locked Anput and I up, and tied Jordan up with political games.” Trevor glared hard at Elia. “She’s making all nicey-nice, but only because she thinks you match some of the dogma they’ve cooked up around Isis.”

      “Do not mock our faith, cur,” Elia snarled. Blair was amazed at the transformation, the depth of hatred in the woman.

      “I know you’re not growling at my brother,” Liz said, taking a protective step in front of him. She raised her blade into a guard position. “I will cut you in half, bitch.”

      Elia looked horrified, bowing repeatedly as she backed away. “This—this thing is your brother, eldest sister?”

      “You’re damned right he is, and from the sound of it he just saved your collective asses.” Liz poked Elia in the chest with the tip of her sword. “If I hear another word out of your mouth about Trevor, I’ll remove your ability to make words.” Liz’s eyes blazed, and Blair felt a little sorry for Elia.

      Jordan cleared his throat. “I’d suggest we gather in the main hall. We can tend to the wounded, and talk about where to go from here,” Jordan said. He scooped up Anput, carrying the wounded vampire toward the temple. The others followed.

      Blair took one final glance at the battlefield. They’d won a sizable victory, even if it wasn’t perfect.
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      Hades paced before his throne in a most undignified manner. He’d received a brief communication from Nox that he’d succeeded, but there were no details. Just how well had he succeeded? Was that blasted city theirs at last? Had he actually created a real Primary Access Key, and if so, was he wise enough to turn it over, or would he try to use it to free himself from demonic control? So many questions.

      The air near the entryway of the throne room popped and sparked, then the outline of a figure appeared. Over several seconds the figure gained shape and definition, finally resolving into Nox’s demonic form. He dropped to one knee, bowing his head.

      “Not for the first time I regret the amount of autonomy I’ve granted you,” Hades spat the words at Nox. “It’s not too late to destroy your will. Always remember that.”

      “Of course, master. I never forget that fact,” Nox said, with just the right shade of deference.

      He extended a hand, gold pooling within it. That gold flowed into a staff that filled Hades with a very physical hunger.

      Nox rose, offering the staff with both hands. “You know I disagree with your plan, but I am not a fool. I’ve created what you asked for.”

      Hades leapt down the landing, seizing the staff from Nox. He clutched it to him, taking a cautious step backward. He took a long moment to compose himself. “I’m glad you see reason, and that you did not think to challenge me. Now, what of the city? Tell me everything.”

      “You’re not going to like this,” Nox admitted. He gave a heavy sigh. “Somehow the enemy sabotaged the portal, and pointed it at San Francisco. Ark Lord Blair brought the Great Pack to the defense of the city, and our forces were annihilated to a man.”

      “No,” Hades moaned. He refused to accept this. It couldn’t be. He buried his face in his hands, but was unable to hide from the implications. He looked up. “Do you see what you’ve done? Not only have you not secured the city, but you have cost us nearly a fifth of our army. We are greatly diminished thanks to your inept bungling of the situation.”

      “I thought you might feel that way. You’re going to be even less happy.” Nox folded scaly arms over his chest. “Kali was among the dead. She was killed by Jordan and his friends.”

      “Are you trying to doom us all?” Hades shouted.

      He leapt from his throne, pointing at Nox. An arc of black lightning shot from his hand, crackling over Nox’s entire body. The demon flopped about like a fish, smoke rising from his body. Hades did not abate. He continued the torture for several minutes, using Nox’s pain to calm himself.

      When he finally felt composed he stopped the lightning. “You may rise, Nox. Your short life may well be at an end. I won’t hesitate to offer you to the grey men. The only reason you live is that you have delivered the staff, even if you did it in the most disgraceful of circumstances.”

      Nox didn’t rise immediately. It took him long moments to crawl to his feet, streamers of smoke still rising from his body.

      Hades had brought him close to death, and had very nearly finished the job. Yet he needed Nox still. For now. “Now, compose yourself. We must contact the grey men.”

      Hades hurried back up the stairs, reveling in the power offered by the staff. With both the staff and the crown, he was the equal of any Ark Lord now—at least for as long as the grey men allowed him to keep the staff. Would they really deliver on their promise?

      Nox bowed wordlessly, moving to stand on the step below the throne. He clasped his hands behind his back, the dutiful bodyguard. It bothered Hades just how adept Nox was at donning and shedding such masks. He had to continually remind himself of just how devious his creation was. He must watch Nox even more closely going forward.

      Hades whispered to the crown, willing it to initiate the connection to the device that the grey men had provided. The golden cylinder cast forth a shimmering wave of light that perfectly mimicked life. A hologram, Nox had called it. The hologram showed a forest of tiny black obelisks. Three equally tiny grey men stood among the obelisks, using golden devices that, to Hades’s mind, were truly magical.

      He didn’t buy into this technological religion that Vulcan had picked up from the moderns. Hades knew divinity when he saw it.

      “Greetings, honored emissaries of the great Builders,” Hades intoned. He gave a seated bow.

      “Entity Hades, that you have contacted us must mean you have successfully acquired the Access Key. Is this statement accurate?” one of grey men asked. Its tiny mouth didn’t move, but the voice came from somewhere.

      “Yes, honored Emissary. I have acquired the key, as you have asked.” Hades licked his lips, darting a nervous glance around the room.

      “Entity Hades, what of the Proto Ark? Have you secured it for our use?” the grey man asked, cocking its head.

      “Regrettably, your enemies arrived first,” Hades admitted. He clutched the staff to his chest. “We were unable to wrest the city from their grasp, and were forced to retreat. My incompetent servant Nox led the assault.”

      “Unfortunate,” the grey man said. It turned to its companions, and they seemed to confer silently. When they were finished the lead grey man turned back to Hades. “Entity Kali is no longer functional. Explain.”

      “She was killed in the battle, great Emissary. This wasn’t an attempt to remove your servant, I assure you.” Hades hated how subservient he sounded. “If you’d like to assign another, I promise that I will keep them from harm.”

      “Her death is insignificant,” the grey man said. “Another servant will be provided.”

      “What of my reward? May I use the staff to take the Ark of the Cradle?”

      “We will come for the key. Until then, you may use it as you wish,” the grey man said. He conferred with his companions, then turned back to Hades. “We will arrive in a quarter rotation. Prepare yourself.”

      The hologram winked out of existence. Hades leapt to his feet with a whoop. He laughed at Nox. “I told you they could be trusted. The Ark of the Cradle is mine. At long last, I have exceeded my brother. The first sorcerer god to become an Ark Lord.”

      Nox turned to face him, all respect gone from his face.

      Hades blinked, unable to grasp the change in the man’s demeanor.

      Nox’s voice was contemptuous. “They gave you the Ark of the Cradle, because by creating that key you made some powerful enemies. Jordan and Blair are working together. Blair has resurrected the Great Pack, and Jordan is an unparalleled military leader. They’re coming for you, Hades. The grey men are all too happy to allow us to fight it out, weakening us both. They know that sooner or later you’re going to betray them. They’re just using you until their masters arrive. Then we’re expendable.”

      “You will never speak to me in that tone again,” Hades snarled. Only his brother Zeus had ever dared say such things, and Hades had vowed he’d never allow another to do the same. “You are fortunate that I need you, Nox. But you are not so clever as you think. Open your mind to me, and pray that I find no subterfuge.”

      Hades pulsed power through the mindshackle he’d attached to Nox at the moment of the demon’s creation. Hades rifled through Nox’s memories, seeking any deception that might give him cause to destroy Nox. He needed the treacherous fool, but if Nox had already turned on him, Hades would mete out justice here and now.

      There was nothing, not beyond the kind of treacherous thoughts he himself had been guilty of when serving Set. Hmm. Removing the will of such a valuable servant seemed…hasty. “Perhaps I will allow you to retain some will, since it appears your insolence is the worst of your crimes. But remember this, Nox: my patience is not infinite. If you cannot keep your tongue, I will replace you with someone who can.”

      Hades waved a hand at Nox, and the frightened demon scurried from his presence.

      Now that the unpleasant tasks were dealt with, Hades turned his attention to the staff. With it, he would finally claim that which he had sought his entire life.

      “These young gods wish to come for me?” Hades shouted. His powerful voice echoed from the walls, bringing a dark smile. “Let them come, and I will teach them the true power of an Ark Lord. Let the Ark War finally begin.”
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      “Hold still,” Liz said, straightening the sleeves on Blair’s ivory robe. Blair stood as patiently as he could, trying to distract himself by reading the glyphs on the temple wall. It didn’t help.

      “I look like the villain in a bad Kung Fu movie,” Blair muttered. “Why don’t you have to wear one of these?”

      “Because I didn’t populate an entire continent with crazy werewolves,” Liz countered. She finally stopped, taking a step back to inspect him. “Also, I didn’t save the city with a big pack of super dogs. Besides, you look great.”

      “I’m still not sure that I even understand what’s happening here,” Blair said. And he wasn’t. It was some sort of coronation, but he wasn’t sure what Elia and her friends expected him to do. “I hope they don’t think we’re sticking around. We have a home, and this isn’t it.”

      “I think Jordan beat that into them,” Liz said. “Plus, I suspect that this Elia doesn’t want you sticking around making her look bad.” She took a step back, beaming a smile and nodding approvingly. “You really look the part. Let’s go.”

      Liz shifted into warform, summoning her blade. Blair trailed after her as she stalked up the narrow corridor. It dumped them into a small coliseum, made large only by the sparsely populated stands. There simply weren’t enough of them to fill the place, even with a few Ka-Dun from the Great Pack having stayed. Some of them were electing to stay permanently, and to Blair’s mind that was a good thing. The things they learned here could be brought back to the Bay Area.

      “I wish John were here to see all this,” Blair said. He missed the old man, despite not having spent much time with him.

      “Me too. He won’t be the last casualty in all this,” Liz rumbled, her furry ears twitching as she watched the new council.

      Blair marched toward the raised dais at the center of the ring. Elia stood before a golden throne wide enough for a monarch with a very large ass. She held a neck torque, simple gold with an oval sapphire set in the center. It would have been at home in Old Kingdom Egypt.

      He paused next to Elia, turning slowly to face the crowd. Jordan’s friend Leti had coached him, and she’d drilled into him the importance of the ritual.

      “Yesterday our ranks numbered forty-three,” Elia’s clear voice rang through the chamber. “Forty-three champions, who swore to live as the Mother.” She paused masterfully, waiting until the crowd held a single collective breath. “Twenty-eight of those champions fell today. They gave their lives in defense of this place. Nor were they the only blood price paid today. Our Father brought his pack to save us, and many of our brothers and sisters will never be going home. We owe the Father a great debt for his service, but now we must ask an even greater service. In the Mother’s absence we need a real leader. Our Father, Ark Lord Blair, is that leader. He shall steward our faith, his faithful Ka-Ken watching over him.”

      Elia placed the torque around Blair’s neck. A thrum passed through it as the clasp snapped shut, and for a terrible moment Blair was reminded of the collar of Shi-Dun. He probed the collar, and could feel a reservoir of energy within. It was small compared to the staff, but potent in its own way.

      “Please,” Elia called, smiling magnanimously, “welcome Ark Lord Blair, Steward of Isis.”

      The crowd burst into applause, which somehow managed to fill the room despite the small audience. Blair suspected shaping, and scanned the audience looking for the culprit. Trevor shot him a guilty smile.

      Testing out the new shaping? Blair thought at him.

      You know it, Trevor thought back. The words were tinged with joy, the kind Blair hadn’t seen since Trevor had died.

      Much to Blair’s surprise he realized that Jordan was sitting next to Trevor. He’d taken the time to shave his blond curls, going back to the severe buzz cut he’d had when Blair had first met him. Somewhere he’d found a black t-shirt and camo fatigues.

      Next to Jordan sat Leti, and Blair smiled when her hand found Jordan’s.

      Blair raised both arms, and the crowd fell silent. He slowly lowered them, taking a deep breath. “Today was both horrible and miraculous. We lost many, as sister Elia said. But those who survived are stronger. We’ve learned to put aside differences—for deathless, champions, and unblooded to work together. We stopped Hades and his demons, showing them that we will not be taken easily. They are powerful, but together so are we.” He left out the part where Nox had gotten away.

      And the part where Nox had probably created a Primary Access Key.

      “Many threats still remain. Hades is in Cairo, squatting over the Ark of the Cradle. Sobek and his nameless master are in Australia, and they could decide to attack us at any time.” Blair stopped, considering his next words carefully. “I thought long and hard about telling you this next part, but you not only deserve to know, you need to. Hades works for the beings who built this city. They also built the Arks, and created the technology Isis used to create all of us. Those creators—we call them the Builders—will be returning soon. Their shock troops are already here.”

      He raised his voice to a roar.

      “Until now, we’ve been on the defensive—scattered groups just trying to hold onto what we have. That ends today. We are going to take the fight to our enemies. We didn’t ask for this war, but we are damned well going to win it.”

      The crowd went berserk, and this time it didn’t take shaping from Trevor to make the applause echo.

      Blair reveled in the collective joy, the relief they all felt at still being alive. He reveled in the power of this place, and the possibilities it offered.

      Trevor had been quite clear. The city had somehow manipulated the flow of time, and they’d seen something similar when they’d light walked from the exploding First Ark. Trevor believed that time was a signal, just like any other.

      If that was true, then Blair had no doubt that Trevor would learn to master time travel. When he did, Blair already knew how he planned to use it.

      If they were going to win this war, they needed to save the Mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Note to the Reader

      

      

      The adventure doesn’t end here!  The fifth book, The Ark War, will be available soon. If you’d like to be notified when new books come out, sign up here. You’ll receive the Deathless prequel novella The First Ark for FREE when you do!

      

      Want more info on the series, character artwork and other goodies? Check out my website at chrisfoxwrites.com. You can follow me on Facebook at facebook.com/chrisfoxwrites.
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