
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1
 
Rohan climbed onto the crowded metro bus with a bouquet of flowers in hand. With a burst of energy he sprung up the steps and into the aisle, and he became immediately aware of eyes. People who had been riding, sullenly gazing out the window during the evening commute had stopped to stare at him. 
It must have been the flowers. He gave a sly smirk and weaved between the standers and feet jutting into the aisle. 
Soon the people went back to their routine. A newspaper rustled. Rock music blared through the headphones of a nearby teenage girl. Someone was eating Chinese food in spite of the bus’s no food or drink policy, and the smell of fried rice reminded Rohan of the Chinese restaurants in L.A. 
Ever since he had moved to Virginia, he’d gotten stares. Maybe it was in his mind, but regardless, be just couldn’t feel at home here, even though he had started over. 
A woman’s voice sounded from the back of the bus. 
“Rohan, over here!”
He saw a hand waving from behind a couple of men reading newspapers.
“Excuse me,” he said, working his way between more passengers. He sat next to the woman in a beige trench coat with her brown hair in a bun. His sister. 
“Are those for me, or your date?” Beverly asked, as they hugged.
“Flowers on a first date? I don’t think so, especially a blind date.”
Beverly took the flowers and sniffed them, closing her eyes. Even though she was a few years older than Rohan, she was starting to get wrinkles around her eyes. She let out a pleasant sigh. “And they’re irises too. You were paying attention last time you visited your big sis.”
The bus lurched forward and Beverly grabbed the seat. Rohan put his hand out and steadied her. Then the bus picked up speed again. 
“So… who is this lady again?” Rohan asked.
“Don’t you trust my judgment?” She nudged him in the ribs with her elbow, a gesture she had loved to do growing up, much to Rohan’s annoyance.
“So...?” He asked, refusing to let it go so easily. 
“She’s nice, and pretty. But who cares about that? What matters is that you’re back in the sea, little fishy. No pressure. Don’t think you have to fall for her… just keep an open mind. And try not to think of Senna, will you?”
“I can’t just turn off my thoughts,” Rohan said. “Were you able to do that when you divorced?”
“We’re not talking about me,” Beverly said, laughing. From the look in her eyes, he knew she wasn’t going to let him change the subject.
“You have no clue what I’ve been through,” Rohan said. 
“Try me.”
He shook his head. Memories of Altemus, the evil old man, flashed across his mind. A snowy temple in Russia. A skull with black markings all over it. The intense chase and bitterness of the afterlife, and Senna—his head hurt just thinking about it all again. “I’m not ready to talk about it.”
Beverly shrugged and they rode in silence for a while.
“So,” Rohan said, playing with his hands, “Tell me about Jess—”
“Tess. God, at least get her name right.”
“Right. Tess. Has she ever… lost someone?”
“No, Rohan. She’s not broken like the two of us. She’s just a nice girl from work.”
“Flight attendant?”
“Front desk.”
“Ah.”
“For some crazy reason, she’s agreed to share a meal with you. Maybe if you’re good, she’ll be open to a dry hump after.”
“Bev, what the hell—”
A chuckle escaped from one of the passengers behind them.
Beverly shrugged. “I’m just saying, you could probably use it.”
“Can we not talk about stuff like that?”
“When you asked if she was a flight attendant, that’s where I thought your mind was…”
Rohan shifted in the seat and Beverly smiled, pretending to zip her mouth shut. 
That was a problem with having an older sister who knew no limits—she’d talk about anything, and Beverly loved to make Rohan feel uncomfortable in public. Or in private. She wasn’t comfortable unless she was teasing him. Strangely, he missed the teasing even though it was annoying. Even an awkward sex joke was better than being tortured by sorrow or running through the afterlife, battling the undead or necromancers.
The bus came to a stop at Rosslyn, and Beverly gave him a quick hug and a peck on the cheek. “This is my stop,” she said as she moved for the door. “Have fun, and don’t worry, I won’t wait up!”
She made her way off the bus, and waved from the sidewalk as the best left her behind. The purple bouquet of irises were a burst of color compared to the rain-drenched, gray terminal. She would wait for another bus, one that would take her to her job at Reagan Airport, where she worked as a baggage attendant. 
Rohan glanced over in time to see the monuments if D.C., but his thoughts were on the date ahead. He had phoned Tess a few hours ago to ark if she wanted to go to a classy Moroccan restaurant he remembered from his last visit with Beverly. Tess said she was up for anything. He had liked the sweetness of her voice, the femininity of it. She sounded attractive enough, but that didn’t matter as much as it used to. If there was any way he would be able to date again after Senna, they’d have to be a perfect fit. 
Only a couple more stops and he’d be there. 
His hands shook. It occurred to him that this was the first date he’d been on in many years. Yeah, he and Senna would go on mock-dates occasionally, but that didn’t count.
Her last touch would stay with him forever, along with her parting words telling him to move on.
He would certainly try. For her, because he had promised. Somehow, thinking about her wasn’t as painful lately.
He almost hated to admit it, but he was finally moving on. 
The bus approached his stop. The shaking in his hands made him rub them together again, and after the bus stopped and the hydraulics let out a nervous whooshing of air, he climbed off amidst a small stream of people. 
The sun was setting and already a few stars had popped into the dark sky. The street lights flickered on, bathing the street in a yellowish glow. 
“Rohan?” a voice said, and he turned to see her. 
Tess was quite pretty. She wore a blue, sequined blouse with jeans, and her dark brown hair was tucked behind her left ear but hung freely on the right. Her bright blue eyes were accentuated by thick mascara, but he didn’t see any other signs of makeup. It kind of gave her the look of an Egyptian goddess.
At least he wasn’t underdressed. He had worn a designer t-shirt and jeans. Dress shirts never felt right on him. 
“Tess?” he asked.
She nodded, and he was glad he hadn’t gotten the name wrong this time.
“Thanks for meeting me out here,” he said, extending his hand. 
“Oh, I didn’t tell you?” she laughed. “I actually just live up the street. This restaurant is one of my favorite spots.”
He frowned, wondering why she hadn’t mentioned that. Maybe it was the whole thing about not revealing too much to someone before meeting them, he supposed.
Together they faced the restaurant. It was a masonry building flanked by a bookstore and a perfume shop, with what looked like apartments above. The windows were tinted and a maitre d held a large, wooden door open for them. Already Rohan could smell distant aromas of cumin and coriander. 
The maitre d ushered them into the dimly lit restaurant where sitar music was playing. They sat in a circular booth decorated with arabesque tapestries, and their waiter brought them mint tea. Smiling knowingly, be closed off the space around their table with a sheer curtain. Then the waiter brought them a hookah. 
They sipped tea and talked while they smoked. Tess was around Rohan’s age. Born in West Virginia, she had moved closer to D.C. to go to Georgetown, and stayed ever since. 
“Yeah, international business,” she said, answering his question. “It was an okay major, but ended up having nothing to do with my career.”
“Not many people’s majors do.”
“That’s what I figured at the time,” she said, her hand resting on his arm. “I turned down some high-paying corporate job because she I wanted to travel the world. Hence, working at the airline with your sis. They always had openings all over the world, and I keep telling myself that one day I’ll transfer overseas.”
As she talked, Rohan leaned on his forward and listened. When it was his turn, he was amazed at how little he actually shared. Grew up in L.A. Worked as a kid’s magician for a while, making people smile every Saturday. In a relationship that didn’t work out. Moved here to start fresh. 
She listened and blew a cloud of smoke out of the side of her mouth. 
“You normally smoke?” he asked. 
“God no. But hookah is nice, isn’t it?”
The dinner was even better than he remembered. Tess ordered chicken with honey and almonds, and Rohan ordered couscous with lamb. He had a house beer that he’d never had before, and it was strong,--so strong he ordered a few more. He didn’t know what was more intoxicating---the beer, the food, or Tess and the way she laughed and put her hands on his after he told a joke. 
Before long, the urge to hit the restroom took over him. 
“Excuse me,” he said as he stood, then wobbled. He’d drank more than he expected. 
Tess smiled and pretended to tip the hat she wasn’t wearing, and he staggered off.
In the restroom, the piss seemed to take forever. When he was done he went to the sink and splashed water on his face. 
This wasn’t the time to be acting like a drunken idiot, he told himself. Not on the first date. He was going to go out there and tell her he had a nice time, pay, and say good night. That was it.
But he floated back to the table and somehow found himself holding her arm and laughing with her as they stumbled out of the restaurant, through the balmy air as headlights and streetlights and traffic lights spun around them, swirling like a dream. They entered an old apartment lobby that smelled like mildew, stumbled up the stairs, and at her door he kissed her. 
He pulled away, blinking. 
Time to cut it off. Things were moving too fast. 
“Good night, Tess,” he said. 
“You okay to go home like this?” she asked. “Maybe come in for a quick cup of coffee?”
“Maybe,” he said, glancing back at the stairs, wondering if he’d fall if he tried to descend by himself. “It was only a few beers. God. But yeah, that would be nice.”
She smiled and opened the door wide for him, then left him in the living room while she went off to boil some water.
The apartment was small and drab, and surprisingly spare for a woman’s apartment. 
Guess you’ve got to live light if you’re going to up and travel, Rohan thought, remembering their conversation. 
 Tess entered with a steaming mug. 
“Thanks,” Rohan said, accepting. 
But Tess wouldn’t let go of the mug. She winced and a painful expression wrinkled her face. 
“Hey, you okay?” Rohan asked. 
“It… no….” She stumbled back, spilling the coffee.
Rohan leaped forward and caught her as she fell. “Tess? Stay with me.”
“I can’t… it... it hurts!”
“What hurts?”
“My... my soul...”
Rohan reached into his pocket and grabbed his phone to call 9-1-1. 
“Make it STOP!” she screamed. 
Her eyes clouded over, and her hand seized his wrist, knocking the phone to the floor. 
 She turned to him, eyes full of hatred, and she spoke with a voice that was suddenly deeper and multiplied, as if two people were speaking at the same time. “You thought you were done with us?”
“What the hell?” 
Rohan shook himself free from Tess’s grip and left her on the floor. He stared in horror as she crawled toward him like a beast. 
“Don’t recognize me?” she asked. “I suppose I wouldn’t either...”
He detected a male timber in her voice. And then he froze as Tess laughed and laughed.
There was no mistaking that laugh.
It was Altemus. 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Tess jumped up, charged Rohan and then she was on him, clawing and screaming, a silver glow emanating from her skin. 
Rohan pushed her away and held her at arms’ length, but she swiped his arm away, pushing it aside as if it were nothing. Supernatural strength! He hadn’t expected that.
He couldn’t strike her---even if Altemus was inside her, it would hurt Tess, and she was innocent. 
They stumbled backward and collided with a wall. 
Something metallic hit him on the head and suddenly the room was spinning and he was on the floor. 
Pots and pans clanged around him on the floor, and, seeing blood on one of them, he realized that must have been what hit him. 
Hands were around his throat. He grunted as Tess spoke, and this time it was Anne Altemus’s voice that said, “You tried to destroy us. But we waited, we recovered our strength, and now it’s us who will destroy everything you care about.” 
She pinned Rohan to the floor and he felt another presence, dark, cold.
With a thrust of his hips, Rohan twisted out from under her and tried to scramble for the door.
A pot hit him in the leg and he stumbled, and then Anne was on him again, slamming his head against the floor.
“You can’t resist us!” she shouted, and again Rohan felt the cold presence in his body, seeping into his skin like cold rain, then through his bones, chilling him. 
A spirit was taking over, inhabiting him. 
Rohan focused all of his energy on expelling it, forcing it out. He thought about summoning spirits of his own from the afterlife, but he didn’t have the power. He couldn’t make a sacrifice. 
A deep, familiar voice sounded in Rohan’s head. “We’re a few steps ahead of you, Rohan. Did you think I’d forget about you after all we’ve been through?”
Tess’s lips contorted into an evil grin as Anne’s pixied laughter mixed with Tess’s beautiful voice. Rohan wanted to rip the hag out of Tess and dismantle her. 
“We’ve been hard at work,” Altemus’s voice said. Rohan felt it in every part of his body, as if it he were thinking it. “You destroyed our physical bodies. But we learned to harness our energy, to take over bodies. And now it’s your turn to suffer.”
Rohan screamed as he felt pressure swell in head. 
He refocused, pushing Altemus out of his body in a bright, violent wisp. Altemus roared, a translucent beam of light hovering next to Tess. 
Rohan was winded, but in a flash he dashed for the door.
“After him!” Altemus shouted as Rohan flung himself down the stairs and then out into the night.. 
He had to find help. Surely there must have been someone around, someone who could help. 
But as he burst into the night, he realized there was no one. 
At least, no one who could exorcise and vanish an evil spirit from the afterlife.
It was up to him. 
He escaped down a side street and sprinted until he reached a stone retaining wall with a park in the distance. The wall was easy to jump, but the park wasn’t exactly the best hiding spot.
A cold wind blew, accompanied by a sudden shock as Altemus flashed before him and then was, stopping him in his tracks. 
Footsteps sounded from the rear and her turned to see Tess jumping over the wall. She landed on her knees, then looked up at him with glowing eyes and a grin that meant him harm. 
“You’re only postponing the inevitable,” Altemus said. 
“Or maybe you aren’t as strong as you think,” Rohan said.
WHACK!
Tess swept out Rohan’s legs and forced him down with his arm twisted behind his back. His face had hit the grass hard, and he tasted blood
“It’s time,” Tess said, her face inches from his. He could still smell her sweet perfume. “Every time you struggle, you’ll get a taste of this.” She brought her knee into his back and twisted hard on the arm.
“Aghh!” Rohan shouted, and a couple across the park stopped to look, but quickly moved on. 
“Are you ready, my love?” Tess asked, looking up at Altemus. Rohan had to keep reminding himself that it was Anne speaking, not Tess. 
“Our destiny changes right here, at this moment,” Altemus replied.
The cold returned to Rohan’s head, and again he fought it, but each time he did Tess doubled up on the physical pain, weakening his resolve.
He couldn’t keep fighting. 
He had no choice. 
He gave up. 
Then, with a final wave of cold and a drowning, floating hopeless sensation, Rohan sensed he was no longer in control of his body. His arms moved without him willing them. His voice, cold and evil, escaped from his lips with words he didn’t think. 
“What have you done?” he screamed, but is lips didn’t move. He heard his voice reverberated inside his head, but there was no reply. 
It was like a dream—he was in his body, but it was like he could see it from the outside. He watched himself stand, a wicked smile on his face, and then the two bodies, his now occupied by Altemus and Tess’s occupied by Anne, took each other in an embrace. They held each other and kissed. 
Rohan wanted to recoil at the sensation of the two lips against each other. 
“You look hideous,” Anne said, laughing. 
“So do you, my love,” Altemus replied, brushing his hand across Tess’s face. 
Rohan tried to harness his power, to return and stop this, but it was no good. 
Altemus had taken over his body.



Chapter 3
 
The events of the night went by in a blur as Rohan tried to block out the untold evils that Altemus and Anne were going to commit. 
He had gone numb since the possession, just along for the ride. He hated himself, hated that he had gotten Tess involved in this. 
A brisk walk up a slanted hill pulled him from his thoughts. Even though Altemus occupied his body, Rohan still felt the strain and exhaustion.
They were walking through a manicured lawn toward the darkened shape of a home in the distance. 
He didn’t know where they were going, and didn’t want to know. Over and over he would try focusing his energy on taking back his body—but nothing worked. He tried shouting out to Tess, to see if somehow they could make a connection, but nothing.
“It’s no use,” Altemus said, sensing Rohan’s attempts. “We’ve won, you have lost.”
“Is this about revenge?” Rohan asked. 
“In this case, no.” Altemus smiled. “Revenge happens to be a special bonus. You’re going to help us find a new artifact, one that will put the powers of the Scepter of O’lin to shame.”
The house was closer now. It was a sprawling mansion with a colonnade entryway. Rohan guessed it was at least one hundred years old and felt like an old castle. Several ancient statues stood in the lawn—Ancient Greek men and woman in histrionic poses. 
Tess led the way and they snuck around the back of the house, peeking into the windows. 
“I refuse to let you break in,” Rohan yelled. 
Altemus ignored him, stepping up to a window. A purple glow infused the glass, moving and pulsing, as only a spirit could. But that didn’t make sense to Rohan. Spirits didn’t just hang around in people’s homes, or he’d never seen one until now. 
A foreboding came over him with the realization that this was not just anyone’s home. This person had to have some kind of special powers about them, in the same way he and Altemus did. But would they be on his side, or Altemus’s? If they weren’t evil, there had to be a way to get them to help expel Altemus and Anne. 
Anne touched the glass through Tess’s fingers, chanting under her breath, and the purple energy seemed to die before them, then dissipated. She ran her hands along a window, tested it, and then slid it open. 
They paused, waiting for an alarm, but there wasn’t one. Just the sound of the wind and the distant gurgling of a fountain in the gardens behind them. 
Anne eased herself through the window and then Altemus did they same. 
When their eyes adjusted to the darkness, they could make out a sparsely decorated bedroom. It had a guest room feel to it, with only a bed, a nightstand, and a bookcase with a few atlases on it. This wasn’t what Rohan expected for such a giant mansion. 
Tess and Altemus crept through the room toward the door, which was slightly ajar. It creaked open as they tiptoed into a bare hallway with green walls and a long Persian rug that stretched the length of the floor. As they made their way down the hallway, Rohan noticed that the house was filled with lit display cases and curios that held artifacts that he had never seen before. Shrunken heads. Ancient tree branches from Central Asia. Vials of sand and crushed minerals. Bones with paper tags next to them. All of it sent shivers through Rohan’s body. Already the memories of the last adventure were coming back to him, and he knew nothing good could come from these artifacts. 
Purple light appeared in the hallway in front of them. A diamond-shaped purple light was hovering just above the floor. But the spirit didn’t move. It floated in place as if guarding the rooms beyond, and its energy, vibrant with a tinge of soft whispers, followed them silently.
Altemus waved his hand and a soft sound wave passed through the spirit so that it moved back to let them pass. 
They made their way through a large kitchen with dozens of cupboards and a granite island. Pots and pans hung from racks and cast ghostly shadows on the floor. 
But there was no one in sight. Just another purple spirit, watching them. 
“Finally,” a voice said from the direction of the spirit, in almost a whisper. “Two souls to lead us back to the darkness.”
Altemus nodded, as if addressing his servant, and walked past the spirit with an air of authority. 
Coming to a long hallway, he took Anne by the hand, a horrible feeling for Rohan, and said, “Just a little further to the study, if I remember correctly.”
They came to an unassuming wooden door. Anne put her ear to the door and listened for a few moments. Then, sensing it was okay to pass, she opened the door and they emerged into a large library. 
In the dim light, they could see walls of bookshelves, all full, so many of them that one needed a ladder to climb to the top. Across one of the walls was a wall-sized world map, with thumbtacks stuck into many of the world’s countries, and numbers written next to each. There were also more curiosities littered through the library, encased in glass cabinets, all numbered neatly with paper tags. Rohan wondered if the items corresponded with the tacks on the map, and why this could possibly be of interest to Altemus. He’d said something about a magic item. Could one of these be it?
They were making their way through the library when the lights turned on. 
“Stop right there.”
A woman stood in the doorway with a crossbow aimed at them. She had long brown hair pulled into a ponytail and wore cargo pants. Her pink t-shirt that hugged her tightly in a way that made Rohan embarrassed to look, but Altemus’s eyes wouldn’t move away. She might have been attractive, if it weren’t for the crossbow threatening to kill Rohan and Tess. He wanted to scream and tell her it wasn’t them in control of their bodies, that she had to understand… but of course, no words came out. 
“Put your hands where I can see ‘em,” she said. 
Altemus cursed as he and Anne put their hands up. 
“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t put an arrow through both of your necks,” the woman said, cocking an eye as she aimed at them. 
Rohan wanted to scream and tell her not to shoot. But instead, Altemus’s words came out, smooth and confident as he said, “I can give you two reasons, actually.”
“You’re trespassing. I’ve called the police.”
“Ah, very well. Then perhaps you can explain to them your fascination with the occult.”’ Altemus pointed at a glass case with several bones. “Last I checked, housing human remains was grounds for arrest.”
“So what, you’re going to get me with a citizen’s arrest?”
“Not exactly,” Anne said, her evil smile contorting Tess’s normally innocent face.
“You see,” Altemus said, stepping forward and testing the woman. “It’s not every day that you sense a spiritual presence as strong as the one in this house. I see it as our duty, and pleasure, to find out what makes this place so special.”
“This isn’t the time or place for you to be busting ghosts. Now get out.”
“Yet, you sense them, don’t you?” He stepped forward again, ignoring the way her finger tensed around the trigger. “You don’t see our kind walking around every day.”
“My kind is found at traveler clubs, societies of archeologists. That’s all I am.”
“None of us here believe that.” Altemus lifted his hands and pulled on a nearby spirit ever so slightly, so that his fingertips glowed with a swirling, purple light. 
The woman’s eyes went wide, and the crossbow began to shake. 
“What… are you?” she asked. 
“We are simply gifted, as are you, Kahin.”
“I… don’t know that word.” She took a step back, eyes darting between the two of them, less certain now. 
“Nora, that’s your name, isn’t it?” Anne said, her voice dripping with a spite that dared the woman to contradict her. “We really ought to be helping each other.”
The woman lowered the bow, uncertain. “I don’t plan on helping anyone.”
“You speak with the dead,” Altemus said. “Maybe even more. So why keep it to yourself?”
“This power wasn’t my choice,” she said.
“Come, let us sit and discuss how we can be of service to you.” He gestured to an old couch beside a reading lamp. 
Nora hesitated. “If you brought weapons in here—”
Altemus chuckled and emptied his pockets, then waited while Anne did the same. No guns or anything, but Rohan would’ve blushed (if he was in control of his body) at the sight of the condom next to a pack of gum that had been in Tess’s pocket a moment ago. What had she been expecting. 
Nora raised an eyebrow at that, but Anne just laughed and shrugged. To Rohan’s frustration, it made them all more at ease. 
“Guess we could’ve made a better entrance,” Altemus said as he sat. “My apologies for that.”
Rohan cringed. The old man was desperately trying to win this woman over. Couldn’t she see through his crap?
Nora set the crossbow down and walked over to a desk that had several bottles of alcohol on it. She poured three glasses of Scotch and offered them. Her eyes still conveyed her suspicion, but the old man’s charm, if you could call it that, seemed to be working on her. 
Altemus took the glass with a broad smile and nodded to her. Anne took her glass too, with a sideways glance at Altemus that Rohan wasn’t sure how to read. Annoyance? Impatience?
The scotch stung Rohan’s throat—he hated Scotch and everything about it as a sting of intoxication took hold of him and warmed his arms and legs. 
The woman sipped from her glass and leaned against her desk. “Didn’t know there wer others with my ‘gift’.”
“We’re a rare breed,” Altemus said. “And yes, some would think of it as less of a gift, more of a—”
“A curse.” the woman said with finality. She had bright hazel eyes, and they burned with anger, bitterness and other emotions that Rohan couldn’t grasp. Though he hadn’t noticed it before, now he saw that her eyes were blood-shot, as if she hadn’t slept in a long time. “I certainly never asked for this.”
“Neither did we,” Altemus said. “How did it happen to you? How did—” he paused, his eyes tracking a purple spirit that drifted into the library. “This… come about?”
Nora followed his line of sight. “I was an explorer. These spirits were unfortunate souvenirs.”
“Sounds like our story,” Altemus said, gesturing to Tess. “We happened to stumble upon the afterlife.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “You never told me your names.”
“Rohan Evans,” Altemus said. “And this is my wife, Anne.”
“Nora Fields,” the woman said. “Where did it happen to you?”
“Central Asia,” Altemus said. “You?”
Nora hopped down from the desk, taking her Scotch with her. She ran her hand along the globe. “Latin America. I got wrapped up with some bad people while I was studying the occult. I knew I should have stopped being so curious all the time. But when you want to know something, you keep chasing it. And so these spirits have haunted me ever since. I’ve been spending my life trying to get rid of them. I don’t supposed you have the secret.”
“Don’t we wish,” Altemus said. 
“They won’t leave me alone. They haunt my home every waking day. No matter what I do, they remain. I’ve learned to live with them, I suppose. But I wonder what it would be like to live like a normal person…. I’ve all but given up.”
“Maybe you’ve spent your life running away when you should have been embracing it,” Anne said. 
“Perhaps,” Nora said with a suspicious glance. “But I would sooner die than embrace the dead. You’re not here to proposition me, are you?”
Altemus shook his head. 
Nora sighed. “Good. A few months ago, another one of us visited me and tried to convince me to travel with him. He promised me everything if I’d help him open the door to the afterlife. I wanted nothing to do with it, and he berated me. We quarreled and he left in the crosshairs of my bow.”
“What was his name?” Altemus asked. 
“Frank Altemus.”
No! Rohan screamed, but Nora could not hear him. 
“Old man. He was a doctor, I think. He visited and promised me everything if I’d help him. I can smell a fraud a million miles away, and he was a fraud. I feel sorry for whatever sap decided to go on his fool’s journey.”
I’m not a sap, Rohan thought. Even though no one was listening, he was finding Nora’s candor irritating. Then again, look where his decisions had gotten him. Maybe he was the biggest fool in the history of fools, and it was time he admit it. 
“Altemus is dead.”
Nora gasped. Then she chuckled, taking another drink of her Scotch. “Not surprising. I was wondering if he’d pay me another visit. When I told him no, he promised to make me pay. Glad to see he got his comeuppance.”
She paused for a sip of her drink, then looked over her glass at him with narrow eyes. “How’d he die?”
“I killed him,” Altemus said. “I was that unfortunate sap you referred to earlier. He tried to kill me and I defended myself.”
“You’ve definitely earned my respect,” Nora said. “Even though you’re a murderer.”
“Not by choice, you see… self defense.”
“Yet, you’ve still taken a life.” Nora rested with her back against a bookcase. “What do you want from me?”
“We’re necromancers,” Altemus said. “The old man was trying to use us to control the afterlife. Well, he opened the gates. I stopped him, but if you care about the world like I think you do, my concern is making sure nothing like this ever happens again.”
Nora cocked an eyebrow. 
“When I was in the afterlife, the spirits spoke of a tablet that has the power to rewrite history, a tool more powerful—”
“Than controlling the dead,” Nora said, finishing his sentence. 
“If I can rewrite the rules of the afterlife, then no one will be able to access it.”
“Except you.”
Altemus stood and approached Nora. “What would you rather have? Some madman able to stumble upon it like Altemus did? There’re plenty of evil souls who would use this kind of tool for harm.”
Nora nodded. “So you want to reinvent the rules of the game.”
“Make it harder for spirits to enter the world of the living. Not that it’s easy by any means.”
“You’re speaking of the tabula rasa,” she said, her eyes narrowing.
“You’ve heard of it?”
“Whether I have or not, I want nothing to do with this conversation.”
“Neither do I,” Altemus said, putting his hand on Nora’s shoulder. “But if we fix this, then you don’t have to worry about getting anymore visits in the middle of the night.”
Nora stared at him for a moment, her mind clearly racing. Finally, she said, “Follow me.” 
No, don’t do it, Rohan tried to shout, but no words came. Whatever you’re planning, don’t help these lunatics!
Shut up, Altemus’s echoed in Rohan’s head. It’s over for you. Our time has come.
Nora led them down a long, narrow staircase and into a dark basement. The walls were lined with more cabinets that were filled with even more artifacts. At the far end, she stopped to unlock a glass case. Her hesitant glance back told Rohan she was doing this for the right reasons—but that didn’t stop what she was about to do from potentially destroying the world. It was him she thought she was helping, after all. How could she know she was handing over one what was potentially one of the most powerful items in the world to two of the most dangerous people to ever exist? The cabinet door creaked as she pulled out a worn wooden box. Her fingers caressed the lid and he saw her mouth move, as if she were casting a spell, or maybe saying a prayer, and the she opened it. 
Rohan almost expected an explosion of magic, or at least a gentle glow. But all that he saw was a weather-beaten stone tablet. The edges were crumbling but the surface was as smooth as if it had just been polished. 
“I’ll be damned,” Altemus said. “This is it.”
She turned to him, eyes darting between what appeared to be Rohan and Tess. “I want to believe I can trust you.”
“When we open the portal, you can send your spirits away forever.”
That was the perfect thing to say, because at the thought of the spirits being gone, her tension eased and her eyes became wide and hopeful. She handed him the tablet, and Altemus took it with trembling hands. He caressed it as he would a lover, and Tess’s eyes flared with the anxious desire Rohan recognized as Anne.
“We’re going to change history,” Altemus said. 
As his fingers caressed the center of the tablet, its edges began to glow. 
With all his energy, Rohan focused on pushing Altemus out, but it was like floating in a lake and trying to push the lake away. Nothing worked, and his spirit flailed around until he was disoriented. 
He watched ancient carvings appear in the tablet, glowing red, and then, with a flash of light Altemus held it up high and, shouted, “Drive her from this place!” 
The purple forms that had been hovering around the house now surged at Nora—she was screaming, batting them away. They tore at her clothes, her skin, and her hair. 
STOP THIS! Rohan tried to shout. 
Altemus laughed and then brought the tablet in front of him, held between himself and Anne, and the glow hit their faces in a way that made them both look like death itself. 
“Let it be done,” he said. 
A moment of silence as the spirits, froze, interrupted only by a sob from Nora, and then gold light shot up around them, tracing the walls and all objects in the house. With a sound like a sonic boom, Rohan felt himself being torn from his own body, pulled down as the house around him too inverted itself, as if the whole world had flipped and was now in the afterlife. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter ? 
 
Rohan’s first instinct was to run, to save himself, but then he saw that Nora was standing in the flames, face in her hands, as if she didn’t believe any of this was real. 
“Come with me, now!” he shouted, and ran back for her. 
But when he grabbed her wrist, she pushed him off of herself, screaming. 
“Stay back, monster!” she shouted. “What have you done?!”
“That wasn’t me, just….” He glanced around at the flames that were turning purple, faces of the tormented appearing in them, hands reaching. “We can’t stay here.”
Suddenly the sorrow in her face was gone, replaced by rage. He flew backwards at her push, recovering just in time to see her storming up to him. 
“You betrayed me,” she said, and then punched him hard in the gut. “It won’t happen again.”
She left him there, on the floor surrounded by flames, and stood tall as she gracefully walked out the front door. 
“We’re coming for you,” one of the faces from the flames said. “For too long you’ve claimed domain over my subjects, but no longer.” 
Rohan scooted back and away from one of the flames that was beginning to materialize before him. The purple and blue shaped itself into a tall, nude man, who strode forward as flame became flesh, all but his eyes—those still burned like the deepest pits of Hell. 
“Wh—what are you?” 
“Just one of many who would see you burn,” the man, if you could call him that, said. “Call Azrael, and my brothers and sisters….” More flames formed into men and women around him, some with horns, others with fiery swords in their hands, but all with those hellfire eyes—six in total. “You will learn their names only as each torments you for your transgressions.” 
Not sure it would even work here, Rohan attempted to pull on the spirits around him. The flames only intensified, and the men and woman approaching him seemed to grow in size and strength. 
“Your powers mean nothing here, Necromancer,” the man said, with a viscous grin that revealed two pointed teeth. 
“You… you’re a vampire?” Rohan asked. 
“Simple, simple mortal.” The man laughed, and the others joined in. It was a horrible sound, like scraping of teeth on cement. “These terms you have for our various forms mean so little compared to the evil that is our reality.” 
He surged forward, in a flash, and was beside Rohan. The heat of his eyes pushed Rohan back, but even worse was the excruciating pain that came from the man’s otherwise gentle caress of his cheek. 
“It is not his time,” a new voice said, one that echoed with authority and sounded familiar to Rohan. He turned to see the Lich King—his robed figure taking up most of the doorway, his hood pulled back to reveal a skull etched with ancient, glowing ruins. 
“This is not your domain,” the man hissed, backing up.
“And yet, I’m here.” 
“You’d forfeit the pact, a deal set down through—”
“Enough!” the Lich King said, and with a flash he was holding a scepter, one Rohan recognized all to well as the Scepter of O’lin, and spirits were surging on the demons. 
“Flee!” the Lich King shouted, backing up toward the door. “That won’t hold them for long!” 
Rohan didn’t have to be told twice, and he was scrambling up and throwing himself through the doorway with the Lich King close behind. 
Outside wasn’t much better. It was dark, but the dark flowed as if it were alive. Dark everywhere, that is, except for the massive streams of spirits surging on the flaming house. 
“You ask too great a price coming here!” the Lich King said, skull turned to the sight. 
“It wasn’t my choice, the tablet of—”
“WHAT?!” the Lich King spun on him, eyes blazing with a green glow. “How… it can’t be. And the Eye of Gilgamesh, he has that too?” 
“The…?” Rohan shook his head, confused. “There was a woman, did you see—”
“It makes sense now.” The Lich King rose into the sky, and with a wave of his staff Nora was there too, beside them, and they were all floating up. “The only way the six demons of the sixth level could be held back is if the link isn’t complete.” 
Below, the an explosion of flames sent the house into pieces and stopped the onslaught of spirits. The six men and women, or demons as the Lich King had called them, darted into the sky and after them, but in a flash, the darkness was replaced by a landscape of hills, bodies of water below them and small islands scattered throughout. 
Rohan collapsed, and caught himself on what he was surprised to see was an ancient, marble column. 
“Greece?” he said in wonder, more to himself than anything else, but the Lich King shook his head. 
“Another level of the afterlife. One that resembles certain aspects of your world, I suppose as a way of helping others cope with their new surroundings. The workings of the after life are much too complicated for a mortal mind to comprehend… but mortal, that’s something you’ve transcended, isn’t it? The both of you.” 
The both… oh my God, he’d forgotten about Nora! 
Rohan looked around and saw her lying limp on the ground nearby. He ran over to her and checked her breathing—she was still alive. 
“She will be fine,” the Lich King said. “It’s just the shock of it all.”
“She’s not, by the way. A necromancer. More of… a kahin.”
“Not after tonight,” the Lich King said. 
Rohan just stared, unsure how he should take that. “You mentioned… a link? Something to do with the tablet?” 
“I think you’ll see soon enough, but suffice it to say, your world will not stay in this condition for long, not if the owner of the tablet lacks the Eye of Gilgamesh.”
“It’s… Altemus,” Rohan admitted, hanging his head. 
“Yes, I figured as much.”
“We have to stop them.” 
“That’s not my place,” he said, “but you will have help.” 
As if on cue, Nora sat up with a jolt, suddenly awake. First she stared in total shock and awe at the Lich King, and then her eyes found Rohan and went wide. 
“You!” she was up, shoving him backwards and then moving in for the attack. “You did this!” 
“No, let me explain!” He turned to the Lich King, hoping for some help, but the Lich King’s attention was elsewhere. 
“You don’t have time,” the Lich King said, then waved his scepter. “There!”
Rohan saw it—the rays of the sun seemed to be materializing around them, forming a tunnel of sorts that led upwards, while a rift in the ground was opening. 
“The six demons will now be able to cross into this plane because of my actions in saving you,” the Lich King said. “Return to your world while I hold them off. Once the tablet resets, you’ll have nothing to worry about.”
Nora had stopped her attack to stare at the them in pissed-off confusion, but Rohan didn’t have time to explain, not right there. He stepped toward the tunnel of sunlight and held out a hand for her.
“You’re going to have to trust me,” he said. 
“Isn’t… that what got us here?” she asked, hesitantly. It was clear that she at least wanted to believe. 
“It’s me or those demons,” he said. “Please, I’ll explain on the way.” 
She breathed deep, eyes glancing back one more time at the Lich King and then to the rift in the ground that now appeared to be a swirling portal of green and purple lights. One massive, clawed hand emerged, pulling whatever demon it belonged to up and out moments later, but they didn’t stay to see—Nora grabbed Rohan’s hand and they were running up the sunlight tunnel. 
A quick glance showed the Lich King raising his scepter and then bringing it down into the ground with a flash of light at the exact moment as the six demons swarmed him. 
Rohan hoped the strange being would hold them off—he doubted killing them was even possible. 
“Now’d be a damn good time to stat explaining,” Nora said, pulling back on her hand. 
“If you let go, you might fall,” Rohan said, making sure not to let her go. 
She stopped resisting at that, but her strides were shorter than his, less sure. 
“Fine, look….” His mind spun with how best to present this to her, so he figured he best start at the beginning. As they ran along this sunlight tunnel, past weird worlds of swirling colors at one minute, others that looked completely normal the next, he told her all about his journey to bring his fiancé back from the dead, his Senna, and how Altemus had betrayed him. When he told her about the journey into the afterlife, her eyes took on a look of doubt. 
“Where do you think we’re escaping from right now?” he asked. 
Her eyes went wide with realization, and she said, “I half-hoped this was all some dream, really. Or maybe that you were simply in my head with some sort of mind-control.”
“Unfortunately, no. Altemus took over my body, somehow, and now we have to kick him out. Can I count on you?” 
“How do I know this is even the real you?” 
He squeezed her hand, and said, “This isn’t us touching, it’s our souls. Unlike my body, apparently, my soul is mine alone.”
There was something about what he said that made her run in silence for a while, and then she finally said, “Yes.” 
“What?” he asked, and then realized that the tunnel had stopped. They were in a giant ball of light, as if they were in the sun itself. Only, perhaps because of their necromancer abilities or some other magic, it wasn’t blinding.
“If this is the real you,” she said, cautiously, “I’ll do whatever I can to help you, and cast that son of a bitch out of your body. But will we return in time?” 
“Time works differently here,” he explained. “I don’t think that’s something we have to worry about.” 
“And what, exactly, does this Altemus man want?”
“To raise an army of the dead and turn the world of the living into his kingdom.” Rohan smirked and shrugged. “For starters, though it seems his plan has evolved since we last met.”
“Jesus.” With a deep sigh, she said, “Let’s do this then.”
“Thank you,” he said, and then closed his eyes, focusing. The air around him vibrated, but not enough. He focused on all his energy, but still it was only a vibration. 
Then it hit him—the Lich King had said she’d have powers too, like him she was now a necromancer. 
He took her other hand, ignoring the confused and slightly annoyed look in her eyes, and said, “I need you to focus. Everything you have should go into imagining us back home, our world righted. Imagine our energies flowing with each other, stronger than any force that could potentially push back. Can you do this?” 
She nodded, and this time they both closed their eyes. 
A sound like the earth shattering filled their ears and then the crackling of lightning and, with what felt like an earthquake, the world righted itself and they were pulled back up with the ball of light. 
When the light faded, they were back in Nora’ house—and chaos broke out. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter ? 
 
 
The spirits of the house had just surrounded Nora—it was like they’d arrived back a few seconds before everything fell apart. Rohan was staring at his body as it held the tablet between what was actually Altemus and Anne, but appeared to be Rohan and Tess. 
“Something’s wrong,” Anne said, sensing it. 
Altemus didn’t have the chance to turn and see what, because Rohan was already charging, and with a giant leap, he was back in his own body and had cast Altemus’s spirit out. 
Energy flew through Rohan’s limbs, and he felt his limbs returning to his control. With another surge of energy, he was back completely, but he collapsed onto the floor, gasping and reaching for the dropped tablet. 
Form the corner of his eye he saw that Nora wasn’t cowering like she had before, but was casting spirits aside like the best of them, testing out whatever powers she’d gained by visiting the afterlife, and using them masterfully. 
Altemus’s spirit turned in confusion, tried to reenter Rohan, and was thrown back by a barrier of energy. So he turned and flew at Tess’s body, entering it with flash of black smoke. He screamed, Anne screamed, and Tess screamed as her body bristled with both spirits. Then Tess was throwing herself around the room, her eyes glowing as she overturned bookcases and cabinets, yelling maniacally. 
Rohan leaped out of the way. 
A blast struck Tess, knocking her down, and Rohan turned with a smile to Nora. 
“Thanks,” he said, but in that moment’s distraction Tess rolled over, grabbed the tablet, and was up and running. Both Rohan and Nora threw spirits after her, but a wave of energy threw them back. Glass shattered and Tess was out through the window and running off into the night.
Nora was resting against a bookcase. She was breathing heavily and had a far-gone gaze. Rohan took a step toward the shattered window with every intention of pursuing Tess, or what was now both Anne and Altemus in here body, but his legs shook and he nearly collapsed. He stumbled back and landed in a chair. 
He’d fallen for Altemus’s tricks too many times already. When would it end?
A thump pulled his attention back to Nora—she’d collapsed, and lay there, breathing heavily, unconscious. 
When he bent to check on her, he couldn’t help but notice the red of her cheeks and her quick breaths. The spirits must’ve gotten to her, bad. Without a moment’s hesitation, he had her in his arms and was carrying her to the bedroom, which he found at the top of a very narrow staircase. 
Pushing aside the curtain of a canopied bed, he gently lowered her tot eh mattress, and then looked around frantically for anything that could help. He tore the drawers out of the bureaus and emptied them looking for medicine. Then it dawned on him to run to the bathroom. 
A small line of lite lit the hallway, but it was enough for him to find the bathroom. Ignoring the gaudy pink tiles, but making a note to ask Nora about the poor decorating and design of this place if she ever felt better, he rummaged around the medicine cabinet. Nothing. 
Not that it mattered anyway, he realized. If this was the work of the spirits, or the aftereffects of her first trip to the after life, she would need medicine of a different sort. 
What she needed was something to clear the mind, to set her soul at ease. 
He dashed down to the kitchen, rifled through the drawers, tried to remember all the remedies his mother had ever given him as a kid, the remedies he’d tried to give Senna when he first found out about her disease. 
For such a recluse, Nora stocked her pantry like a chef. Mint and cloves—perfect! He snatched them down and threw started a pot of boiling water. 
Between making tea, he ran a towel under warm water and ran back upstairs to check on Nora. She was sweating profusely and he dabbed her face with a wet towel, which left it on her head. 
“Azrael,” she moaned, turning in her fever dream. “No, stay back….” 
So she had heard the demon mention his name, Rohan realized. 
Her hand was clammy as he took it in his own.
“My name’s Rohan,” he said. “And I promise, I’m going to make sure everything is back to normal. Okay?” 
She mumbled something, quiet, unintelligible. 
“It’s going to be okay,” he said.
When the tea was ready, he found a tea set and brought it up to her on a wooden tray along with some fruit and club soda to settle her stomach further if she needed it. The tea steamed and filled the room with a pleasant aroma that reminded him of a minty-Christmas as he poured it into a cup, blew on it to cool it down, and then helped her sip it in small, quiet sips. 
Soon, the tea was done. There was nothing left but to sit at the edge of the bed on an ottoman, watching with baited breath as she faded in and out of consciousness. 
Even though he had no idea where to start or what to say, he talked—he had to keep her conscious. Plus, if she remembered any of this, he figured it was best she know his full story. He told her about his trip to the afterlife, how everything seemed crazier than it was. Part of him knew he had to get out there and find the tablet, stop Altemus and Anne, and get Tess her body back. But he also knew that he was going to need Nora’s help.
“Hang in ther,” he said, wiping her brow with a warm washcloth. He wondered how she’d gotten to this point. Hadn’t she mentioned something about archeologists? That seemed to convenient, like a story she’d contrived to cover for all of this. No, he was sure that, at least on some level, she was doing this because she was looking for answers. The archeologist bit was a cover, and a clichéd one at that. But he got it—his own path had led down an obsession he wasn’t proud of, one that had led to Altemus reuniting with Anne to begin with. In a way, all of this was Rohan’s fault. 
“The worst will soon be over,” he said, more to convince himself than anything else. 
But as far as her fever was concerned, it was. At the bottom of the night, Nora’s fever broke and she drifted into a quiet sleep. 
Rohan sighed with relief and curled up at the foot of the bed. He tried to sleep but he couldn’t. Every time Nora tossed or turned or moaned he sat up to make sure she was okay. She was. 
 
***
 
Nora woke with the rising sun. Sitting up in bed, she blinked and looked around. When she saw Rohan she startled and almost fell out of bed. 
“It’s okay,” Rohan said. 
“Was it all real?” Nora asked, looking up at him with wide eyes. 
He wanted to tell her it was a dream, that she could curl back up in bed and it’d all be over. But she had the power too now, and he knew he was going to need her help. 
“Tell me everything you know about that tablet,” he said. “And something called the Eye of Gilgamesh.”
If it were possible, her eyes went even wider at that. For a moment she simply stared at him, and her mouth twitched as if she wanted to say something. Then she pushed herself up, a hand on the wall for balance, and started walking. 
“Should I… come with you then?” he asked. 
She paused, nodded, and then continued on. At a stairway she paused, and nearly fell. 
“You should take it easy,” Rohan said. 
“I’ll rest when this over,” Nora said, motioning him to follow. “We’ve got work to do.”
Rohan followed Nora into the library, his mind still rolling from everything they’d been through. Walls and walls of dusty, old books. 
Nora pulled several books off a shelf and piled them on a desk. 
“You haven’t told me what’s on your mind,” Rohan said. 
“Altemus took the tablet from my collection,” Nora said. 
“Everything happened so fast that I didn’t really understand what was going on.”
“It came from Babylonia, from the time of Gilgamesh.”
“The Eye of Gilgamesh,” Rohan said, remembering what the Lich King had said. “I remember that name, but from where? Something I heard high school, maybe?”
“Gilgamesh was an ancient king who searched for eternal life. The history books talk of him as a king, but in his time, he was worshipped and seen as a demigod of sorts. He spent his whole life in search of immortality, but he never found it… while alive.”
“Yeah, I remember that story now. I slept through English class when we read that one.”
Nora rolled her eyes. “His story was told on twelve tablets, all which sing his praises and detail his various adventures in search of eternal life. Historians have generally ruled the twelfth tablet to be inconsistent due to a number of details. For instance, Gilgamesh’s friend is alive in the twelfth tablet but dead in the earlier accounts.”
“So basically, it doesn’t add up.”
Nora nodded. “But what most people don’t know is that there was a thirteenth tablet. And it explains everything.”
Nora opened one of the books and turned it for Rohan to see. An old photo of a sculpture man in cuneiform took up the majority of a painted wall. He had a long, curly beard, and a sword and a spear. A caption below read Gilgamesh, King of Babylon, 2500 B.C.
“The legend is that the thirteenth tablet details how Gilgamesh found the portal to the afterlife, entered it, and emerged as both the King of the Living and the Dead.”
“So the tablet was his?”
“No. Death did claim him after all, just like it will for you and I. Prophets inscribed his story on a tablet of stone. They say that in touring the afterlife, Gilgamesh learned what it meant to be eternal, and so strong was his will that he infused his spirit into the stone, for his people to open the door to the afterlife so that one day he could return and rule the world again. But he feared the stone falling into he wrong hands so he wiped it clean. Even so, certain indicators still remain, such as the type of cuneiform used, and the way it crumbles at the corners.”
“Yeah, not exactly the Gilgamesh they teach in schoo.”
“It’s not a legend you’ll hear often,” Nora said, scanning one of the books. “It doesn’t exactly jive with the Judeo-Christian philosophy. It was so apocryphal that it was dismissed by all but the most devout followers, most of whom perished over the next hundred years in war. But the stone remained, and the rumor was that, if one could wield it, they could rewrite the rules of the dead just like Gilgamesh did, and they could use it to open the portal.”
“And now Altemus has it.” Rohan scratched his head. “But it isn’t just a portal, is it. He’s already done that.”
“Right, in comes this orb of sorts, that you mentioned. What’s known in some circles as The Eye of Gilgamesh. Without it, the stone can’t fully open the portal to the world of the dead.”
“Or, as we recently learned, somehow swap our worlds,” Rohan said, furrowing his brow as the his head throbbed. “Please tell me you have it.”
Nora shook her head. “No, but I may know where it is.”
She tossed him a book titled Latin American Legends. The book was heavy and worn. 
“The Eye would have the power to bring people back from the dead?” Rohan asked, turning a page in the book before him, trying to make sense of the pictures. Now there was a picture of what looked like a dome of light, but if he looked closely, he could tell it was made up of millions of spirits.
“I thought so at first,” Nora said. “Well, no… at first I thought it could give one eternal life. But eternal life is just a sliver of what it can do.”
“Keep your eternal life,” Rohan said. “I’ve tasted a bit of the beyond, and I know it can be a thousand times better than anything we have here. But I don’t care to have it until I’m dead.”
“It wasn’t for me, either,” Nora said, her eyes distant. “I don’t think this grants eternal life or brings loved ones back from the dead, in the sense you might be thinking. I think it brings us the world of the dead.”
“I’m not following,” he said, scrolling along the ancient text and wishing he could make out at least one word.
“See here?” she pointed to the sketch, at the bottom, in darkness. It looked like trees and houses, upside down. People clinging to the ground, falling away from it. “Like you said… and like that thing down there, the Lich King, was getting at…. I think this means that if this were ever used, it could somehow switch our world for that of the dead. Make it so not only the dead walk among us, but the world of the dead and ours become one, in a way.”
“So it’s true,” Rohan said, staring at the picture in horrified wonder. “Well I’ll be—”
“Damned?” She almost laughed. “In a way, exactly. Because that was the secret that Gilgamesh discovered. You cannot rule both worlds. But if you make them one—”
“Ruling becomes a whole lot easier,” Rohan said. 
“That’s how I interpreted this, anyway,” she said. “Which is why we have to get it before your friends do.”
“For the record, they’re not my friends. And for another record, we’re going to stop them.”
“Good.” She closed the book and sighed, looking at him with heavy eyes. “I have food upstairs and a backpack or two. It’s going to be a long journey.”
He nodded and followed her up the stairs and into the kitchen. 
Nora produced two large hiking backpacks and began to pack them with food. Rohan watched as she moved in her walk-in pantry, and soon the backpacks were so heavy he could hardly lift them. 
“Don’t worry, I saved room for clothes,” she said.
“I’m no stranger to backpacks,” Rohan said. He paused, all of this was beginning to make his insides ache. He had to ask. “Nora, how exactly did you find the tablet?”
“Now that’s a bit of a story,” she said.
“If we’re headed to Latin America, I imagine we’ve got the time.”
She threw a couple of bottled waters in her bag and strapped it on. “I wasn’t always a recluse, hiding from dark spirits. Before this, I was on an excavation in Peru, looking for any sign of a certain legendary lost city.” 
“A lost city?”
“I’ve always been a sucker for myths and legends, and yeah, I believe most of them exist.”
“And this one did.”
“Well, probably.”
“I thought you said you found it?”
She looked to the side, thinking. “I think I found it. And I found the tablet, so that makes me more sure.”
“But you didn’t stay to find out.” He scratched his head, assessing her. “That doesn’t add up.”
“It does when you throw a group of people trying to kill me into the mix.”
He cocked his head with curiosity. “Yeah, that’d do it.”
“I was exploring, like I said, and one day when I was trudging through the jungle I tripped and found myself in the entrance to a small chamber. It was dark, and creepy, and it’s where I found the tablet… deep inside and buried beneath what I thought to be a crypt.
“And then they arrived… some men with guns, and they chased me out of there. It wasn’t until I was back home until I discovered what I had found. Well, I didn’t discover it easily. There was nothing quite like this tablet in any of my books. Just the bits of legend, pieced together.”
“Is there any chance you can find this place in Peru again?” he asked.
“And make it out of there alive?” She scoffed. “Doubt it.”
“Let’s just ignore the coming out alive part for now. Can you find it?”
“I think so. But it was many years ago, Rohan. And like I said, those people—”
He held up a hand “If it’s a question of our safety or saving the world, I think I choose saving the world.”
She opened her mouth as if to argue, but then smiled. “Let’s get to it, then.”



Chapter 7
 
 
“Walk me through the plan again?” Rohan said, pocketing the two tickets to Peru that he’d just spent more money than he wouldn’t liked to. Then again, he’d always wanted to visit the Amazon, and no amount of money was too big to save the world. As long as this wasn’t a false lead that would just distract them while Altemus found a way to truly harness the powers of the tablet, it’d all be worth it. 
Nora waited at her teal green hybrid, wearing an outfit that hugged her body. It was like she was a completely different person from the confused woman he’d met at her house—her pony tail hung over dusty leather jacket in a way that screamed feminine badass, even if the jacket did seem out of place with her shorts and t-shirt. She opened the car door for him and waited for him to get over his I’m a man so should be opening the door and get in before she answered, leaning into the window that probably revealed more cleavage than he should be noticing when the world’s fate was in their hands. 
“It was in the jungles outside of Cusco,” she said, then cleared her throat to remind pull his gaze up to her face. “Don’t worry, I know a guy. He’ll point is in the right direction.”
Rohan blushed as she stood and walked around to the driver’s seat. She had definitely caught his eyes wandering, and it wasn’t even like he meant to—it was just natural, wasn’t it? He tried to calm the flutter in his chest, focus on the task at hand. 
But something about the way she’d said she knew a guy bothered him. Why should it? He laughed at himself, and when Nora pulled out of the parking lot, she glanced over and said, “I’m glad one of us can find humor in this situation.”
“Sorry, it’s just….” He knew it was stupid before he said it, but his tongue seemed to be on autopilot as he said, “I mean, we just met, and already we’re going away for the weekend together.”
“It’s Wednesday, first of all,” she said as she pulled onto the freeway. “Second….” 
“Yeah? Second?” 
“You seem like a nice guy and all, and thanks for taking care of me back there, but….” Her eyes were focused on the road ahead, but possibly too much so. Was she trying to avoid looking at him? 
“No, yeah, I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said. “A stupid joke.”
She bit her lip, gently, and gave him a quick, sideways glance. “We’re going to need clear heads on this trip, okay? With everything we’ve got going on, and been through, on top of the fact that we’re basically going to be wandering through a jungle without any real clue of what we’re looking for.... I’m a bit of a ball of nerves right now.”
He nodded, wanting to kick himself for giving her the wrong impression. No matter what he came up with to say now, he’d just be digging himself deeper and deeper into that hole, so instead he just leaned back, and closed his eyes. 
Her fist connecting with his arm caused him to sit up in alarm. 
“Ouch, what was that for?” he asked, rubbing the sore spot. She was stronger than he’d expected—or at least expected before she’d put on the leather jacket. That thing really did make her look hardcore. 
“Just ‘cause I’m driving, doesn’t mean you get to sleep,” she said. “That seem fair to you?” 
“God, no, I guess.” Was she for real? He sat up, adjusting himself in a way that caused her to glance over with a judging look again.
“Hey, come on,” he said. “I just—okay, we’re going to be driving for a bit, I have to be comfortable.”
“Sure, one of us should be.” 
“I get that you don’t know me,” he said, trying to start over, “but I promise you, I’m a nice guy, just set on stopping the evil jerk who killed my fiancé and now means to do far worse.”
Nora didn’t say anything for some time, but when she did, her voice was gentle. “So that was it, huh. You went after your fiancé, and all of this—”
“Yes, and all of this is my fault.”
“That’s not what I was saying.” He put a hand on his and squeezed, then pulled it back to the steering wheel. “I didn’t realize, is all. I mean, this Altemus creep wouldn’t found some other poor chap to include in his plans. If anything, we’re lucky it was you, so we’d have a fighting chance.”
Rohan hadn’t thought of it that way, but now that she said it, he thought back to Lev, the Russian guide Altemus had sacrificed to get the portal open. Anyone other than Rohan might have fallen as quickly as the Russian had, and the portal to the afterlife would have been completely opened. 
“Thanks for that,” he said. 
The city disappeared behind them, replaced by long rows of lush, green trees. 
“Dulles Airport’s only another thirty minutes or so,” she said. “If you want to get some rest, go ahead.”
“Thanks for the permission,” he said. 
She laughed. “Better take advantage of my offer before I rescind it and make you drive.”
He smiled at her, then leaned back and closed his eyes. He’d need every bit of rest he could get, and right now he felt he needed a break form talking about the past. It still hurt too much. 
They arrived, leaving her car in long-term parking, and checked in without issue. 
“One last time before we’re lost in the Amazon?” Rohan said, nodding at the food court and a sign for a delicious looking breakfast sandwich. “Sausage egg and cheese?”
She looked at him like he was crazy, but said, yeah, might as well try one. 
“Try one?” he asked. “Wait, don’t tell me you’ve never had one of these.”
“It’s not really my style. I mean, you don’t look this good eating sausage, egg, and cheese breakfast sandwiches every day.”
 His eyes darted up and down her body, and she caught him with a raised eyebrow. 
“Not fair,” he said. “You baited me there.”
“Just shut up and get me a sandwich,” she said with a cute laugh. 
That flutter in his chest returned, and he stepped up to the counter to order before she could see him cheeks flush with red. He shook his head, and laughed to himself, before noticing the guy at the counter giving him a weird look. Rohan shrugged, placed his order, and soon found Nora sitting and watching an airplane pull away. 
“Do you travel much?” she asked Rohan. 
Images of the Door to Hell in Turkmenistan and the temple of the Ural Mountains flashed through his mind and shuddered. “I’ve been known to travel, sure.”
“It’s magical, don’t you think?” She took her sandwich, unwrapping it slowly. “I mean, not that many years ago people didn’t even know some of these places existed, and here we are, just hopping on a plane and going to them. My parents used to always talk about their travels—they met in Milan, Italy, by the way, and—”
But then she took a bite of the sandwich and her eyes widened as she let out a low moan. 
“Good, right?” Rohan beamed. 
“Screw traveling the world,” she said, chewing fast so she wasn’t talking with a full mouth. “This is magical. I can’t believe I’ve been missing out on it.” 
“You’re welcome,” he said. 
They spent the rest of their wait talking about where they’d traveled, with Rohan doing his best not to get too distracted with thoughts of Senna anytime somewhere came up that she’d always talked about wanting to visit. 
She’d told him to move on, and he was doing his best, even if it hurt. 
When the time came for them to board and they found their seats, Nora seemed as exhausted as he felt, and both of them fell asleep before the plain even took off. 
The plane hit a patch of turbulence and woke Rohan. He was surprised to find Nora’s head on his shoulder. 
He wondered if he was supposed to move her head or just let her sleep like that. What was proper gentleman etiquette in this situation? A tiny bit of drool sat at the edge of her lip, and he wanted to wipe it away, but stopped himself—imagine her waking up, head on his shoulder, him gently brushing a finger across her lips! He stifled a laugh, and instead leaned back and let sleep take him again.
 
***
 
When they landed at the Alejandro Velasco Astete International Airport—a building smaller than Nora’s house and the most un-airport-like airport Rohan had ever seen—Rohan rubbed his eyes as mountains and a terraced wave of red, tiled roofs came into view. They stepped off the plane into the mild air of Cusco, Peru. Rohan felt that same pull on his lungs that he did when they were in the Ural Mountains. The air was crisp, but there was less of it, and he had to acclimate. 
“You good?” Nora asked, stepping up next to him. Clearly, the altitude didn’t bother her.
“Just, catching my bearings,” he said and nodded for her to continue on.
Her ponytail bobbed as she jogged down the stairs, and when a baggage attendant offered to take her bag, she spoke fluent Spanish and told him to have a nice day.
“Espanol?” Rohan asked.
“When your travels take you around the world, you pick up a few languages,” Nora said as they passed through customs. “My Spanish isn’t really as good as it sounds.”
They entered the air-conditioned airport and joined a long line of tourists waiting to get through customs. A sleepy man with a paunch behind a plate glass window stamped their passports and welcomed them to Peru. 
As they walked into the sunshine again, a massive group of men swarmed them. 
“Taxi, amigo?”
“You want to go? I take you!”
“Where you going, my friend?”
Rohan had never seen anything like it in his life. The men nearly pulled at him, reached for his backpack, offered to take it for him. 
“Just keep going,” Nora said. “Don’t let them take your bags.”
One of the men heard her and said something out loud in Spanish. Then the men seemed to stop harassing them and focused on other tourists coming out of the airport. 
“What the hell was that?” Rohan asked as they broke free.
“Taxi drivers,” Nora said. “They’re harmless. Welcome to Latin America.”
Rohan looked back at the swarm. An unsuspecting woman had given her bag to one of the men and he motioned her over to a weather-beaten taxi. She followed reluctantly. 
“There’s our ride,” Nora said. 
A tall Latino man waited near a fountain, leaning against a black Mitsubishi. His arms were folded, but when he saw Nora, a wide smile crept across his face and he waved. He had muscular arms and bronzed skin, like a Latin America movie star or soap opera icon. Rohan instantly decided not to like him.
It makes more sense that Piero would pick them up rather than them seeking him out
“When you told me to make room for two, I thought you were referring to your sister,” the man said, eyeing Rohan. His Spanish accent was thinly detectable underneath his smooth voice.
Piero Obiedo stared down Rohan for a moment, and Rohan refused to break eye contact, even if he was perhaps intimidated. Finally, Piero gave him a nod and they shook hands reluctantly. 
Nora gestured between the two men. “Piero, Rohan. Rohan, Piero. It’s so good to see you. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
Piero grabbed the backpack off of Nora’s back and jammed it into the Mitsubishi’s tiny trunk. Then he helped Nora into the passenger seat and climbed into the driver’s seat. “If you put your bag back there, the trunk won’t shut,” Piero said to Rohan, starting the car. 
“Got it,” Rohan said, not failing to notice Piero eye him in the mirror. He climbed into the backseat, and had barely clicked his seatbelt when Piero accelerated, weaved into traffic, and gunned through the street. A cloud of black smoke clouded the rear window.
Nora grabbed the handle over the passenger door. A nervous glance back at Rohan made him wonder if there was something going on he didn’t know about. Piero drove in silence, combating the aggressive traffic, the Mitsubishi’s engine droning like a hornet. 
It could have been nothing, but Rohan was pretty certain he noticed Nora purposefully looking away from the man. If he had to put money on it, he’d bet there was a past there. Not that it mattered, he told himself. The image of him on the plane, her head on his shoulder as she slept, flashed across his mind and he felt a sting of annoyance toward this Peiro guy. 
“So where are you from, Rohan?” Piero asked.
His tone told Rohan that he should choose his words carefully. “The United States.”
“I would have guessed Canada.”
“All us gringos don’t look alike.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Nora said. “We’re working together.”
“Work, eh?” Piero asked. He seemed to relax a little bit at the revelation. “I thought you exited this line of work when you left Peru, Nora.”
“It’s a long story.”
“Well, I look forward to hearing every word,” Piero said. 
 
***
 
Piero lived in a small villa with a red tiled roof. The walls were painted green and a large wrought-iron gate blocked a fading set of wooden double doors. 
Piero left Rohan and Nora in the car and told them to wait. As he inserted his keys into the iron gate, several scary, throaty barks sounded from inside the house and claws scratched against the door. 
“Dino! Sky! Tranquilense!” Piero yelled. He entered the house and then shut the door promptly just as Rohan saw a glimpse of two large black dogs. 
“Okay, so who the heck is that guy?” Rohan asked. 
“Just… we might have had a history.” 
“A what?” 
“You know, he’s an old flame, of sorts.” She looked away, then mumbled, “It’s not a big deal.”
Nora stepped out of the car and grabbed her backpack. She looked back at the house wistfully. “Years ago, I broke his heart. I can’t blame him for the way he’s acting or feeling right now. Don’t take him too seriously, though. What matters is that we can trust him.”
“And who’s to say he’s not going to sic his dogs on me?”
“Do you want to stop Altemus or not?” Nora asked, giving him an angry look. Her anger was rising. 
Rohan waved his hands. “Okay. But if I have to punch him in the face, consider this a fair warning.”
The front door opened and Piero motioned them in. 
The inside of the house was cool with stone floors and Incan wooden baskets hanging on the walls. Piero ushered them into a small but cozy sitting room with a Peruvian flag on one wall and a world map painted by hand on the other. On the map were clusters of orange dots on every continent, presumably places where he had traveled. 
“My home is small. I travel most of the year so I don’t need very much. But you will both be welcome as long as you want to stay.”
“Hopefully we’re not here that long,” Nora said. “I came to finish up old business.”
“Old business?” Piero said. “Oh, I’ve been handling your old business.” He took off his shirt, revealing several scars across his chest. 
“What happened?” Nora asked.
“Your friends paid me a few visits after you left.”
Nora bit her lip in worry. “I had no idea. I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You didn’t want to be found if I remember correctly,” Piero said. “You gave me a fake number and fake address. I tried to find you.”
Nora swallowed a lump in her throat. “Could they be watching now?” she asked, going to the window and closing a rickety shutter.
“They’re always watching,” he replied. “So you better tell me what it is you need before all three of us end up with a bullet in our heads.”
“We need to find the hidden city,” Rohan said. 
Awkward silence ensued, as well as an angry look from Nora. 
“What?” Rohan asked, shrugging.
“That so?” Piero asked with a raised eyebrow. “You and everyone else.”
“I had no idea this would happen, that they would connect me with you, Piero. But for what it’s worth, I’ve been paying a heavy price ever since I left Cuzco.”
“Best I can figure,” Piero said as he walked back over and picked up an apple from the table. “You want me dead. Otherwise you wouldn’t have come back here.”
“How much do they know?” Nora asked.
“They know you took the tablet.”
“Hold on a minute,” Rohan said. “Who is they, exactly?”
Piero massaged his right temple, then bit into his apple and stared at Nora, waiting for her to explain. 
Nora started slowly. “It’s a secret group. Los Defenderos de La Historia. They protect the city, kind of. They’ve been tasked with guarding its location for centuries, and, well…. They’ll definitely use force if necessary, as you can see by Piero.”
“Lethal force,” Piero said. 
Rohan shook his head, trying to understand all of it. “We don’t have a choice,” he said. “However dangerous this is, I’ve seen much worse, trust me.”
“That’s a load of crap,” Piero said. 
“Try me,” Rohan said. 
“Watching a scary movie doesn’t count. If you don’t remember, we’re in South America, amigo. There’s no one to protect you here. You screw up, you end up in the afterlife.”
“Got it,” Rohan said, rolling his eyes. 
“You helped me get to the lost city last time,” Nora said, putting a hand on Piero’s shoulder. A bit of pink was returning toner cheeks. “Can we count on you?”
“Last time, it was under different circumstances.” Piero said.
“Yes, it was different. But I need your help.”
Piero puffed. Rohan felt the urge to punch him, even though he knew it was unwarranted. Why should he care if she had a history with this man, or if that history had been why he’d helped her last time?
“I’m not putting my neck on the line,” Piero said. “Not again. But I’ll tell you how to get there.”
He went to a bookshelf and pulled out one of three books he had. When he placed it on the table, he opened it and pulled out a faded map. He pointed to the jagged city lines tucked in between mountains and rainforests. “This is Cusco. Take a flight to Puerto Maldonado. It’s a small town about an hour from here. From there, it’s a short boat ride to the rainforest. Take this map and that’s the best I can do for you. If you want to find the city, you’re on your own.”
Nora and Piero looked each other in the eye and he gave her a smirk. 
“You’re sure you don’t want to tag along?” she asked. 
“You can’t tempt me anymore,” Piero said. “But good luck, Nora.”
Rohan got the sense that even though there was history between the two, there was still a hint of flirtation. Nora ran a hand through her hair and then snapped out of a half smile. 
“And what exactly is this city called?” Rohan asked, trying to diffuse the awkwardness. 
Nora rolled up the map and started out of the house. “The Lost City of Vilcabamba.”
As they left the house, the sun was setting fast, and while Rohan didn’t see anyone, he got the strange feeling that they were being watched. 



Chapter 8
 
They took a chartered plane to Puerto Maldonado, a small town at the base of a mountain with a runway strip cut through a field barely big enough to accommodate it. 
The altitude was getting to Rohan. Cusco was almost eleven thousand feet above sea level, and the descent into the rainforest region made his ears pop painfully. 
From Puerto Maldonado, a place that reminded Rohan of the places in South America he’d seen on television, with bustling markets, goats running through the streets, mopeds everywhere, and stands filled with fruit so colorful it could have been neon.
They soon found a guide that Piero had told them to seek out, and he got them into a taxi and out of the town. 
Out here it was green fields under a clear blue and expansive sky. Rohan wasn’t the least bit sad that Piero refused to come with them. That would have made this trip even more difficult. And annoying. 
Soon they were driving along a bumpy, dirt path surrounded by trees—but the journey was feeling familiar. Too much traveling to foreign countries to search out ghosts or lost artifacts lately, he supposed. 
“You too,” the man said, glancing at them in the rearview mirror, “make a muay beautiful couple.” 
He winked at Rohna. 
“Um….” Nora glanced over, then smiled. “It’s not exactly like that.” 
“Yeah, work partners,” Rohan said, not meaning for the agitation to come through, but it did, and judging by Nora’s raised eyebrow, it was obvious. 
“Well, no, that’s wrong,” the driver said. 
“Excuse me?” I said. 
Nora leaned forward so she could better see the man instead of in the mirror. “What?”
“I can tell,” he said. “An aura around the two of you. I see it.”
Nora chuckled nervously, then leaned back, away from Rohan. He wasn’t sure what the driver could tell or sense, but at the moment, the guy felt dead wrong. Not that Rohan didn’t almost feel it too, but he tried to push it back and ignore it. 
The driver carried on, whistling to himself with the occasional glance back at them in the mirror. Rohan was minding his own  business, when Nora leaned over and nudged him.
“Hey,” she said, in almost a whisper. “I’ve been thinking….”
“Is that rare?” He didn’t even know why he said it. Stupid, he thought, wanting to slap himself. 
“Shut up. I’ve been thinking about our trip… you know, down south.” 
For a second he didn’t get the reference, and even thought this was some attempt of hers to talk dirty, but then it hit him—the afterlife. 
“It’s hard to forget,” he said. “Even if you were unconscious half the time.”
“Yeah, and even more so when you see The Six in person.”
“Sorry, the what?” Rohan was sitting up straight now, eyes locked with hers. 
“The Six… I don’t know. Demons, or gods, depending on what texts you read. Azrael is one of the more powerful, but the others are equally as scary. The worst of the fallen angels, corrupted beyond all sense of redemption.” 
“What are you talking about?” Rohan said, lowering his voice in case the driver was listening, but the man was still whistling away. 
“I didn’t know if I believed in them, not until last night. And even then I wondered if it was crap, and I was losing my mind.” She leaned in even closer, almost inaudible now. “If they’re tied to this tablet and the Eye of Gilgamesh, this is worse than we thought. I mean, like end of days worse.” 
“You waited this long to tell me you knew something about them?” he said. “I’m not sure I appreciate that.”
“I’m still trying to figure out where you fall in my circle of friends,” she said. 
Rohan noticed silence, and glanced up just in time to see the driver averting his eyes. The whistling returned, but Rohan had to wonder how much the man was purposefully listening in on. 
They reached a brown river that flowed quickly and dangerously. The currents were strong and made Rohan nervous about navigating them. But a boat guide named Ricardo assured them it would be okay as he helped them into a sturdy speed boat. And they sped over the top of the river, bouncing up and down as Ricardo negotiated around wide river bends. 
It was hot. Ungodly hot. Hotter than Cusco, which was hard to believe because it was only a few hours a way. 
Nora read the map as they drifted down the river, and after an hour she told Ricardo to let them off at shore and slipped him several hundred dollars for him to wait. He counted the money with wide eyes, and with a charming smile he pointed to a case of beer and fishing pole and told her in broken English that he would be just fine. 
They climbed off the boat into muddy soil that reached their ankles. The air bled with insect buzzing and the distant calls of birds that Rohan had never heard before. His shirt was soaked—nothing new from all the adventures he’d been on—but his throat blistered from thirst and a constellation of mosquitos clouded around his arms, and no amount of bug spray would keep them away. 
Nora looked like she had been traveling through the rainforest her entire life. The bugs didn’t faze her, and though she was sweating she didn’t show any signs of exhaustion. She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat and black rain boots that went up to her knees. She was tougher than she looked. 
They made their way up a slope to the forest’s edge. Nora unhooked the machete off her belt and cut her way into the thick, green darkness. 
As they walked, Rohan wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and took a sip of water from a canteen. 
“What’d you ever see in Piero?” Rohan asked. 
Nora glanced back, an eyebrow arched. She cracked through a clump of vines and said “Really?”
“He’s not that good looking. Not that I care, or anything like that.”
She just smiled and kept pushing forward. “Drink more water. Your skin is looking pale.”
They pushed on, the heat growing unbearably worse by the minute. 
“Back to those demons,” Rohan said, more to distract himself than anything else. “Is there something in those legends about what happens if they break free?” 
“Nothing different from every other dooms day prediction you’ve probably heard,” she said as she ducked under a low tree branch and then hopped over a puddle. “Each will be given their own territory, their section of the world, do with as they please.” 
“And let me guess,” Rohan said, “as they please means murder, possession, and worse.”
“That’d be my guess.” 
They came to a steep decline and helped each other down it, grabbing tree branches and large rocks—anything that fastened down and could keep them from plummeting to the trees and rocks at the bottom. 
“You’re sure this is the same path you took before?” Rohan asked, pushing through some branches that blocked their path. 
“Positive,” Nora said. 
They reached the bottom, where the ground spread out before them. A light mist dampened the leaves and made their air thick and hard to breath. 
Nora pulled out a GPS and confirmed the coordinates. “We’re getting closer. We’re almost to the exact place I was last time.”
They’d been in the trails of the Peruvian jungle for over two hours now, and it was getting even hotter. The forest floor was like brown soup and they waded through it.
Several times Rohan had to watch himself. He crossed a line of leaf cutter ants perpendicularly and stirred them up. They had to run for several minutes to avoid an attack. 
Another time he got hit in the ear by a nut—a group of monkeys followed them for several yards, shaking branches and screaming at them. 
And three times they found themselves under a massive flock of parrots who turned the sky green with their brilliant feathers. Rohan and Nora stood at the base of a kapok tree, hiding in its gnarled maze-like trunk as they waited for them to pass, avoiding tarantulas that had gathered on the wood. 
Rohan couldn’t help but wonder at the amazing chaos in the forest. The entire place was alive. All he had to do was stop and watch long enough to see the very forest floor moving underneath him. Yet it was peaceful. He would have liked to visit this place with Senna, but he told himself to stop thinking about the past. 
 “I know it sounds strange, but this looks familiar,” Nora said. “There,” she said, pointing to a fallen tree that rose up like a horn. “I was right here, and then…” She spun, looking at a mound of rocks. “Yes…” She followed it, then stepped close to where the drooping tree hung over the rocks.
And then she was gone.
“Nora?” Rohan said, stepping close, careful not to slip on the slick rocks. “I know we never explicitly talked about disappearing out of thin air, but maybe we need to have that discussion?”
Her head poked out from what looked like two rocks. “I remember exploring here.”
“But this isn’t the spot?”
“Not yet.” She exited, continuing along the rocks. “I imagine that could have been something, part of an ancient city or something. In fact, I think a lot of these mounds and hills were once part of the city. The forest reclaimed it. I think—”
She stopped in her tracks, staring back at where they came. Rohan followed her line of sight just as a shape vanished in the trees.
“An animal, maybe?” Rohan asked.
“No,” Nora said, holding up her machete. “That was a person. Someone’s watching us.”
“Come on,” Rohan said, his gut clenching. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
Nora didn’t respond. Her eyes searched the green shadows. 
Rohan charged ahead. “Let’s keep moving. But in the off chance you’re right, let’s at least keep our eyes open.”



Chapter 9
 
The rainforest swarmed around them as they trudged on, and at one point Rohan didn’t know what was tree, sky, or earth. The hottest hours of the day burned on and on, and they blew through their water supply. 
They zigzagged across the jungle, doing their best to hid their tracks, and were only able to relax when it had been over an hour since thinking they’d spotted someone.
Nora led them to what she assured him was a clean stream, one she was glad to see because she swore it was the same she’d used last time she was here. Rohan didn’t care for the brackish taste, but it was better than dying of dehydration.
With Nora’s skills, they found the river where it met the path. 
“Turn around,” she said. 
“What?” 
But then she saw that she was unbuttoning her shorts. She tossed her jacket down on a large rock, then look at him again, pointedly, and repeated herself. “Turn. Around.”
He did so, and glanced back to see she’d stripped down to her panties and bra and was wading into the river. It wasn’t that he meant to peek, but he was flabbergasted. How could they know if these rivers weren’t full of leaches or some nasty disease? 
“You can strip now too,” she said, once she was submerged up to her shoulders. “Just keep the boxers on…. Or is it briefs?” 
“I—I don’t know,” he said, looking at the murky water. 
“Hey, suit yourself, she said, and swam in a circle, just enjoying herself. 
He was covered in sweat from all this walking, after all. A quick glance around showed him no one was watching, at least that he was aware of, so he said screw it and began to undress. 
“Hmm, boxer-briefs,” she said playfully as he stepped into the water. “I should’ve known.”
“It’s only practical,” he said, covering himself down there and blushing. “I’m just doing this to get clean. Just, you know, so you don’t get the wrong idea or anything.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she said. “You and me both.”
The water wasn’t as freezing as he’d expected, and felt quite refreshing. A rustling of wind in the trees above mixed with the pleasant flow of the river, and sunlight glistened in a way that brought him back to days spent at a river like this near his home when he was a teenager. Him and the guys, they’d always go back in the woods to explore, and on extremely hot days, take turns swinging from a robe into the water. 
He missed the innocence of those days. Back then you could swim without a care in the world, not worrying about people following you or two evil spirits possessing a girl you went on one date with and using that girl to try and destroy the world. 
Getting old sucked. 
“What’re you thinking about?” she asked, and he turned to see she was only about a foot away, her mostly bare flesh visible through the water. 
“When I was young, how innocent we were back then.” 
“Speak for yourself,” she said with a laugh. 
“You weren’t innocent?” 
“No, I mean yes, but….” She splashed water at him and laughed. “I mean, I’m still young and I’m still innocent.” 
They stood there, both smiling, the peacefulness of the jungle enveloping them.  
“If one of those are true,” he said, more because the silence made him uncomfortable than because he’d meant to say it, “that puts you ahead of me.” 
She wasn’t sure how to take that, and the moment was over. With an uncomfortable nod, she told him to turn around while she got dressed. 
“I haven’t seen it all yet?” he asked. 
“Underwear… clings differently when wet,” she said, then waited for him to turn around before she got out. 
The images that put in his mind made his heart thump as his blood left his head and flowed south, and he was glad she agreed not to watch when he got out either. They didn’t bother drying, because with they heat, they knew they’d be dry before too long. 
They pushed back into the rainforest again and found the place where they had strayed from the path, Nora cutting relentlessly through the thicket with her machete, Rohan doing his best to stay out of her way.
But they lost daylight. Dusk crept upon them gradually, like a disease, and then before Rohan could savor it, it was gone. 
“Night falls quickly at the equator,” Nora said. 
They stopped in a clearing wide enough for them to sleep in. Nora searched the area and then set her things at the base of a kapok tree, seeking shelter under its gnarled trunk. 
Together, they searched for flint and kindling and made a fire just away from the base of the tree. The flames leapt up and were a welcome heat source as the temperature plummeted. Rohan found himself jumping into a jacket he had packed, and he warmed his hands at the fire like he did when he was in the Urals. 
“We made good progress today,” Nora said. She had wrapped a bandana around her head and a jacket around her waist. She stretched her arms. She was visibly sore and in pain, and her eyes gleamed against the fire
“How far?” Rohan asked.
She shrugged. “We should be close.”
“You said that this afternoon.”
“We had to make some detours. The rainforest changes. We can’t make straight paths. We have to come upon it diagonally. But I’m fairly certain we are moving in the right direction.”
“So tomorrow, then?” Rohan asked.
Nora studied the starlit treetops. The stars were barely visible through the canopy. “If we wake early, then yes.”
“Good,” Rohan said, eating a granola bar. “The more time we take, the more likely Altemus is going to take over the world.”
“Tell me about him,” Nora said. “Altemus.”
Rohan laughed, and then he sighed. “It’s funny. You’re the first person I’ve ever met who would actually believe me. Most people would call the insane asylum and try to commit me if I told them about my misadventures with him.”
“Try me.”
“My fiancé had a mental illness. He was her psychiatric doctor. When she died, I thought it was her disease, but it turns out she was a botched sacrifice to open the gates to the afterlife. I didn’t know it at the time. Altemus convinced me that he could bring her back from the dead, and well, I believe him. After racing across Russia and the Middle East, and fighting my way through the deadly afterlife, I’m here.”
Nora listened as he told her more about his earlier journey---Corinne, how he learned to control the dead, Anne Altemus, and all the other crazy things he saw. Nora listened all the while without judgment, nodding and shaking her head as if on cue. 
“You’re almost as messed up as I am,” she said. “Fate must have brought us together.”
Rohan laughed as the fire crackled. 
“The other woman in my house---was she?”
“First date,” Rohan said. 
Nora looked taken aback, and then she burst into laughter. “You’re kidding, right?”
“I wish. I took her out for Moroccan, we hit it off, almost went to third base...and BAM! Turns out she’s freaking possessed.”
“Good for you for trying.”
“Dating? Yeah, I guess.”
“Your fiancé, Senna---I met her. I can understand why you grieved. She loves you.”
“I know.”
Rohan remembered that Senna had saved Nora from the afterlife. “Hopefully it wasn’t too gruesome down there.”
“It’s everything I expected,” she said. “You know, I have nightmares about all of this. The souls. The undead. What’s waiting for me when I die.”
“Don’t we both.”
“I suppose. It’s getting late. We’ll rise early tomorrow and put all of this behind us soon enough.”
A gaze lingered between them and Rohan told her good night. He crawled into a sleeping bag by the fire and had a hard time falling asleep, startling at every sound in the shadows just outside the clearing. 
But Nora was soon asleep, and he eventually drifted off thinking about everything that had happened in the last day. 
 
***
 
They woke at dawn and put out the remains of the smoldering fire. It was surprisingly cool, and even though they’d slept in jackets, they were now sweating. 
They packed up. Nora consulted her GPS and confirmed a path. 
“I’m holding you to your promise yesterday,” Rohan said, grinning. 
“Promise?”
“That we’ll reach out destination today.”
Nora smirked. “And if I break it?”
Rohan was about to say something witty when he heard a rope twinging. He grabbed Nora just as an arrow whistled past her and stuck in the trunk of the kapok tree. 
Suddenly a group of men and women came out from the shadows in all directions with guns pointed at them. They were all sufficiently bronzed from constant exposure to the sun and did not look happy to see them. 
“Crap,” Rohan said. 
Nora circled around and said in Spanish, “What do you want?”
One of the men said something in rapid-fire Spanish and his face hardened. He and Nora traded in a heated exchange. Rohan didn’t like his posture, which was on edge and ready to attack. 
“Let me guess,” Rohan said. “He wanted to give us a warm welcome and he insists that we follow him to his home for tea.”
“Not quite,” Nora said. “He says he remembers me and asked me to return what I stole.”
“That’s not the answer I was expecting.”
“I told him to go screw himself.”
“Fantastic.”
“He said they’re not going to let us pillage their culture.”
“You can stop translating now. This is getting depressing.”
Rohan and Nora stood with their hands raised, staring at the semi-automatic rifles aimed at them. Slowly, Rohan lowered his hands, realizing they were goners anyway.
“We don’t want trouble,” he said, secretly searching for any sign of spirits nearby he could call on, even long-dead corpses. 
He sensed something, but he couldn’t tell if it was near or far, and it was something he had never contacted before. It was as if a wall blocked him from communicating further. 
(??? Does this break what we’ve established? Should he be able to “sense” things? 
(JS - Can’t he always as his powers grow? Such as at the arrival to the temple with Corinne in book one, doesn’t he kind of sense stuff there? And later on?)
The men with their guns started to shout and then one stepped forward, lifting his rifle to shoot.
Something hit the man in the temple and he dropped. He crashed to the ground and his gun fired into the canopy, sending a flock of parrots wheeling into the sky. 
The others looked around, confused, frightened, and two people began shooting into the jungle.
Another rock connected, dropping one of the shooters, and then a man appeared from the trees, hitting the second shooter with a knee to the face and dropping him with a crunch before turning to the others. He had long black hair and wore all beige. His back was to them and Rohan couldn’t make out his face—only a beige blur as the man flipped around the area, knocking out men left and right. 
As more shots rang out and bodies dropped, Nora pulled Rohan with her.
“We don’t want to be here if he loses,” she said.
Rohan ran along with her, but said, “I hope I don’t regret not knowing who he is or why he’s here.”
“Something tells me he’ll have a way of tracking us down.” 



Chapter 10
 
They ran as fast they could, not looking back. Behind them, gunfire and screams filled the rainforest. Rohan couldn’t get the face of the mysterious man out of his face—rather, the lack of it. 
Who was he? Where did he come from?
But if there was anything he’d learned in his travels, it was to not ask questions and take advantage of an opportunity to run. 
Nora’s stamina was almost unlimited. He followed her but had a hard time keeping up. 
They ran and ran, until the sun was high in the sky. Then they rested for a few minutes and ran more. 
At every turn, Rohan expected armed men to jump out of the brush and shoot. 
But none did. 
They heard no more gunfire. 
No more footsteps in the forest behind them. 
After a few miles, they were truly alone. 
They ran with Nora’s GPS as their guide, and the run got them closer to the destination. They spent hours circling back on their trail and looping in strange directions in order to throw off potential pursuers. They ate lunch as they walked.
By the time they stopped, they had only traveled a few miles—most of the day was spent in diversions. 
They stopped and hid in a clump trees, panting. 
Moonlight filtered through the tree canopy above and sprinkled the ground in a soft silver light. It reminded Rohan of the light spirits gave off, and for a moment he thought one would float out of the bushes and start talking to him. 
He sensed a presence, the same presence he had sensed earlier.
But this time it was stronger. He felt as if he could just reach out and touch it. Just a few yards away. He imagined sending thoughts toward it, waited and listened for a response, but nothing. 
He didn’t know why, but he stood and started walking. 
Nora, who was setting up a fire, looked up. “Where are you going?”
He didn’t answer her. He parted several ferns and charged forward.
“Rohan, we need to stay together,” Nora said sternly.
“What if I told you I sensed something?”
“An attacker?” she asked, glancing around. 
“No,” Rohan said, parting more plants. A large circular stone rested in the shadows. 
They studied the stone. It was flanked by several tall pillars that looked manmade, and as if they were ready to crumble. 
Rohan strained and pushed the circular stone. It was heavy, but the soft earth under it gave him leverage. Nora joined him, and after several seconds of intense pushing, they rolled the stone aside. The stone rolled down a hill and crashed against a tree. 
In its place, a starlit colonnade lay ahead, swathed in a faint silvery mist. The stones were unevenly placed, and some lay in the path. 
“This is it,” she replied. “This has got to be it.”
They continued on, each step leading them further down the path. The ground sloped downward, almost impossibly downhill, but they kept a moderate pace until they arrived at the vine-covered mouth of a cavern. On the walls above the opening was a circular pendant with curved lines through it that reminded Rohan of the crop circles he’d seen in magazines as a kid. The trail of silver mist wafted into the cave and grew wider and thicker the closer they got to the entrance. 
The presence of spirits was strong. Rohan couldn’t mistake it. Though he’d only controlled spirits a few times, he knew the feeling anywhere. 
Tingling danced across his skin and he imagined controlling spirits with his mind, willing them to fight for him.
“Do you feel it?” Rohan asked.
“Yes,” Nora said. “There are spirits here.”
“Nice to know we’re on the same page,” Rohan said. 
They entered the cool cavern and the temperature dropped. Nora lit a lighter and they moved in the dim light. Frantic scurrying sounded from the walls, and Rohan tried not to imagine what kinds of animals were moving in the darkness. 
Then, as if out of nowhere, he noticed patterns in the light, like spider webs that danced in the darkness. 
Suddenly pinpoints of light were all around them, pulsing quietly. At the center of each web was a mound of earth. 
“Interesting,” Rohan said, walking over to a web. He reached into the center of the light and brushed the dirt aside, revealing more light. 
It was a pillar, and the light was glowing like veins inside the rock, in the same pattern that Rohan noticed above the cave. 
“This is definitely Incan,” Nora said, running her hands along the newly revealed lines. She touched more of the webs and soon the dark chamber was aglow with curvy lines of light. “Impressive,” she said. “But what is it?”
Rohan circled a pillar, contemplating. Kneeling down, he noticed tree small blue dots carved on it. As he examined them closer, he noticed they were concentric circles. 
“What does that pillar over there have?” he asked.
Nora bent over and checked her pillar. “This one has only two circles.”
They searched the room and found another pillar with three concentric circles on it. 
Rohan put his hands over the center circle, and Nora did the same on her pillar. 
The ground quaked. The ground collapsed, and the pillar next to Rohan fell away into a deeper slope. It rolled down into darkness and then made a crash that reminded Rohan of a bowling ball striking pins. Then he heard deeper rumblings from below, as if a path were being cleared in the shaking.
As the quaking subsided, an earth-covered staircase appeared in the earth, leading downward. 
“Your lighter have a lot of fuel left?” Rohan asked.
“I don’t know if we’ll need it,” Nora said, pointing. The dark path begin to light up with more blue light—the quiet light of spirits. 
As they walked down the path, Nora examined the walls. There were drawings of men and animals on the wall, and a phrase spray painted in Spanish that Rohan couldn’t decipher.
“We’re here,” Nora said. “The words say ‘Beware the Lost City.’“
“How could the lost city of Vilcabamba be underground?” Rohan asked.
“It beats me, too,” Nora said, shaking her head. “They say it was once one of the largest cities in South America. The only thing that can explain it is the supernatural.”
“And why does that surprise me?” Rohan asked, sighing. 
They descended into the stairs, careful with each step. At first it smelled only of freshly stirred dirt and ground rock, but as they descended deeper a familiar scent found Rohan’s nostrils—sulfur. The smell of death.
“There’s something down here,” he said, warning Nora. “I don’t like it.”
“I sense it too,” she said with a nervous glance his way. “If you’re scared, we can turn back.”
“I’ve seen worse. If you’re scared, you can stay behind and leave the world-saving to me.”
“And let you have all the fun? No way.”
Rohan felt her body closer to him as they pushed further down the path. 
At first the walkway was like any underground passage. Stone walls that crumbled apart in places to simply reveal dirt and vines behind them. But as they descended, the walkway widened, and then it opened up into a room that opened up in two directions, one to the left and back, and one to the right. The stone floor was missing stones here and there, and vines hanging from the ceiling gave the area a creepy feel, like a scene from an action-adventure movie.
Nora found a torch on the wall and she lit it with her lighter. Suddenly, the entire area went aglow, and all the torches on the walls bloomed in blue fire.
“This is getting weird,” Nora said. 
“Either we’re making progress or we’re walking toward our tomb,” Rohan said, shaking his head. 
Nora elbowed him. “I thought you’ve been through ‘harder’ stuff in Russia.”
“Jury’s still out on that,” Rohan said. 
They looked at each other and nodded as they walked forward. 
“Which way?” Nora asked as they stopped at the fork in the path.
“Always left,” Rohan said.
“I say always right,” Nora said.
“Sure, but you were the one running away last time. We go left.”
She stood for a moment, debating, then followed. After a few minutes they came to a point where it looked like the two paths converged. They reached a large stone door with an emblem of a jaguar on it. 
Together, they pushed on the great door and it moved open. 
As they stepped through, their mouths were agape as they took in what lay before them. 
An entire stone city, stretching for miles. Taken right out of the history books. Houses made from stone and adobe. Stone retaining walls. Terraced fields that were fallow but clearly looked as if they had once been covered in grass and quinoa.
Though the city was underground, it was hilly, and there were mountains in the distance. Above, the earthy ceiling was covered by a thin veil of silver light.
“So we made it,” Nora said, smiling. “The lost city of Vilcabamba.”



Chapter 11
 
“I was right,” Nora said. “It’s all supernatural.”
“This is officially the strangest thing I’ve ever seen.”
“So above, so below,” Nora said.
“What?”
“The ancient hermetic philosophy. The city has been transplanted. But it’s exactly as it was when it was aboveground. The only thing that has claimed it is erosion. The question is—”
“Who transplanted it….” Rohan pursed his lips. “And who would’ve had such magic back then.”
“That’s a strange question,” she said. “If anything, magic, if that’s what you want to call it, or our connection to the spirit realm, has grown weaker over the years.”
Rohan just nodded along, impressed with her cute nerdiness, but much more focused on the sight before them at the moment. 
They were atop a large temple. More stone steps led down to a grassy area that looked like a gathering ground. 
The silver glow from above was replaced by a red one here—wisps, like a red, glowing fog. And as the two descended deeper into the city, dark shapes began to form in the red mist, shapes of people—spirits.
The spirits reminded him of the ones he’d seen in Nora’s house. They were not friendly, and they did not want to see them. As Rohan and Nora passed, the spirits glowered at them. 
“There should be another temple here,” Nora said. “In the center of the city.” She pointed to a shadowed shape in the distance. “That’s our best bet to find the orb.”
Rohan nodded, his attention on the surrounding spirits. They were hovering wordlessly around he and Nora. He tried to focus on them, but doing so felt like reaching for rain—he felt them in his mind like little spots of pressure, but as soon as he’d touch one, it’d be gone.
“I can’t get a feel on them,” he said.
“Me neither,” Nora said, a discouraged look on her face. “But hey, you’re the necromancer.”
 They kept going, but a pressure began to grow around them, pushing, like a strong wind but more solid than that. A roaring came from deep within the city, and Rohan was yelling, trying to tell Nora to fight it, to push on, but no sound was coming from his mouth.
And then it was gone—the noise, the pressure, all of it.
“Wha—what happened?” he asked, holding his hands out for balance, because he felt like the room was swaying even though he knew it wasn’t.
“On the floor,” Nora said, pointing.
Rohan cleared his mind and stood next to her to see that they’d passed a sort of pattern carved into the floor. There were sharp edges to it, and places that looked like no pattern at all, but more like scratch marks.
Nora knelt and traced the marks with her fingers. “What could have done this?”
On cue, a vibration went through the floor.
“I think we’re about to find out,” Rohan said, watching as the red mist began to come together in the air above them, swirling until it formed a demonic being, the mist its shroud.
It slowly lifted its head, then looked at them with eyes of pitch black. For a moment, Rohan thought it would speak, but instead it just stared, then lifted its arms until claws shown in the dim light, and it attacked.
The demon charged Rohan first, spinning as it did, and Rohan barely had enough time to leap out of the way.
He was almost back to his feet when he saw the demon come swooping around for him, legs forming from the mist as it did. Claws tore at Rohan’s shoulder and he cursed at the sting of pain. 
“Get to the temple!” Nora called as she tried pushed her arms out, straining to pull on the spirits around them. With a grunt, she collapsed, and Rohan was too busy dodging the demon’s sharp claws to catch her. 
He scrambled over, lifting her by the head. A quick glance told him the demon had become fully solid now, with legs and all, and was breathing in the red mist, growing in size and likely strength as he did. 
Nora coughed as Rohan wiped a small trickle of blood from her nose. 
“The orb, if we can get it….” 
“You have to get up,” Rohan said, pulling her up with an arm under her shoulder and wrapped around her waist. 
They started running, but she was too weak, and behind them came the thud of pursuing footsteps. 
A shock went through Rohan as the demon connected with him, flying through the air so that he had Rohan pinned against a stone wall of the old city, red-glowing face inches from his own. The demon now resembled a man, almost, but his eyes were still pure black and his skin red and changing, like the center of a fire. 
In his reflection, Rohan saw his own reflection, and then he was in the man’s eyes, no longer separate, tumbling through darkness. The air tossed him like a mighty wind, throwing him about so that he didn’t know if there was an up or down, or what was happening at all for that matter. 
Then he landed, if you could call it that, in a mucky swamp of silver mist that hovered in the darkness. 
“What is this?” Rohna shouted. 
“A test,” a voice said, and then a man appeared. He resembled the demon, but was simply a man. He wore nothing but a loincloth, and walked with a walking stick ornamented in feathers and glimmering stones. 
“I don’t understand.” Rohan took a step back, hands up as if ready for a fight. 
“Not that kind,” the man said. He approached, Rohan, walking around him with a solid stare. “You’re different that the rest, the others that have come before you.”
“Let me guess, these others…. They came for selfish reasons?”
The man laughed. “Do I look like I care about your reasons?” He lifted his hands in the air and fire surged from the ground and encircled him, lifting him into the air so that he hovered a few feet above Rohan. “I am the guardian of the orb, set here to ensure no on, and I mean NO ONE, uses its powers. This is my curse, as I was the last to use it and see its effects.”
“The orb made you into… this?”
“If you happen to pass my test, but use the orb in ways it was not meant for, you will take my place and I will be free.”
“So, what you’re saying is basically you’d want me to pass and take the orb. Because then you’d be free, right?”
The man stared at him, long and hard, then returned to the ground, letting the fire disappear. 
“You would think that,” the man said. “Except for the fact that, should you use the orb and never return to take my place, well…. Let’s just say I don’t like that scenario.”
“Then we’d better start this test, because that’s exactly what I plan to do.”
“Indeed.” 
The man’s eyes borne into Rohan’s soul, until with a flick of his wrist a wave of flames took them and Rohan was screaming in agony. He saw people in those flames—first his mother, then his father, both long dead. Others he’d known over the years as well, many that he didn’t know whether they were alive or dead. They were all shouting for him, reaching, but he was jerking about as the flames tore into his flesh.
Each movement tore at his charred flesh. It was too much. He couldn’t go on, he couldn’t handle the pain. But then he saw her—the love of his life, long dead, gone from this world, and he knew it remembered it was only a test. 
He closed his eyes and sat cross-legged on the floor, letting the waves wash over him like water. 
When he opened his eyes again, it was all gone. He was unharmed, but the ground around him was scorched. 
“It was real,” the man said. “In case you were wondering. But it you beat it anyway. Well done.”
“So the orb is mine?” 
“I don’t have the orb to give you,” the man said. “And I never said the test was over.”
All around Rohan, the dark spirits from above began to appear. Before he knew what was happening, they converged on him, claws tearing at his clothes and flesh. 
Only one of them mattered—the man. Rohan leapt up, pushing the spirits away, and charged the man. With both hands he gripped the man’s head, thumbs pressing firm into his temples, and he focused all of his necromantic energy into the man. 
The ground beneath them cracked, and then it was like an earthquake. The man was screaming in agony and the dark spirits swarming around Rohan, but with another loud crack it was all gone. The man, now once again a demon, sunk to Rohan’s feet, defeated. 
Nora stared at Rohan with shock. 
“Don’t ask,” he said. “Let’s just get to that temple.”
He grabbed her by the hand and they ran, as the dark spirits began an echoing wail. 
“Tell me what’s going on,” Nora demanded. 
They reached a corner where the red glowing light reflected off of gold walls. The temple. Large stones had been laid centuries ago, placed to slant upward and an inward angle, and then covered in sheets of gold. Unless they were solid gold, but Rohan couldn’t believe that to be the case. At the top, carvings of faces stuck out from the wall, staring down at them. One particular face had its mouth open in a scream, which was unsettling to say the least. 
“Let’s just say that if the orb’s not in there, we’re screwed,” Rohan said. 
“And if it is?” Nora shifted uneasily, glancing back the way they’d come. 
“We’d better figure out how to use it, and fast.”
They worked their way around the temple, looking for an entrance. But they found no doors, and no windows aside from small openings too high for them to reach. Nora paused at one corner and motioned him over. 
“Tell me you found something,” he said, anxious to escape the dark presence out here. 
“Look, there’re patterns,” she said, fingers caressing small shapes—some like crescents, others resembling waves. 
Rohan moved to the next block over and saw it now. They could almost be mistaken for ripples in the gold, but now that he saw them, it was clear they weren’t. 
“What’s it mean?” he asked. Another glance back the way they’d come. What had been dark was now darker than dark. “And can we hurry?” 
“I’m not sure, but—wait!” 
She spun, eyes searching the small square and surrounding ruins, then darted over to what could have once been a small hut. Here she said, “Rohan, tell me the shapes you see, in order.”
“We don’t have time for—”
“Do it!” 
Whatever she was up to, she had to have figured something out, so he did. But when he’d finished, she cursed. 
“You’re sure you didn’t miss any?” she asked. 
“What are you up to?” he asked, and ran over to her. He stared in amazement. She’d uncovered a whole in the ground, where the patterns now were, but in what looked like chess pieces. Each one was in a coinciding spot along what looked like a series of gears in the ground. “This… they didn’t have technology like this to—”
“Can you just tell me the order again?” she looked up at him, desperate. “They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t have some significance.”
He glanced back at the patterns again, but then had a revelation. 
“Switch them,” he said. “The afterlife, here,” he pointed to the black floor of the ruins they stood in, “and life above, there. Opposites.”
“So opening the pattern in the afterlife….” She looked up at him, skeptical. “To reach the world above? Like, bringing something back to life? Doesn’t that sound a bit… too familiar? Dangerous, even?” 
“Do we have a choice?” 
She sighed at that, and switched the pieces. Nothing happened. Rohan’s heart sank, and then the rumbling started. 
The gears were turning, and when they looked outside, a door was opening among the gold blocks. It couldn’t have been better timing too, because the spirits came into view just at that moment.
“RUN!” Rohan shouted, pulling Nora with him. They darted into the temple and slammed the old door shut behind them as a whoosh of wind brought chills—the kind that could only be felt when spirits were nearby. 
Rohan and Nora shared a relieved but almost horrified look and waited to see if the spirits could follow. Apparently not. The spirits were throwing themselves against the temple, so that loud thumps sent vibrations through the building. Outside it was dark light the center of storm clouds. 
“Here,” Rohan said.
He approached a wall that showed images—a man with an object that resembled the tablet. A woman with the orb, holding it above the tablet, and a second round object behind them with lines coming from it. 
“The sun?” Nora asked, looking at the image. 
“It must be. But is this simply a work of art, or does it mean something.”
Rohan looked around, then spotted what he was looking for. At the top of the room, there was a circle carved out of the stone, that led outside. 
“In Tullum there’s a place where the sun hits a hole at a certain time of day, at just the right angle, and it’s how they’d … 
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“But we don’t have the sun, or sunset,” Nora said. “And with all those sprits, we can’t replicate one.”
“Wait a minute,” Nora said, and for a minute she seemed to be figuring out something on her hand, then looked up at the hole with her lip on her lips, and squinted. “Yes!” 
She went to the wall and walked out ten paces, then stopped. She stooped and nudged one of the stones in the floor, and it moved. 
“Whoa, you gotta teach me that trick,” Rohan said, genuinely impressed. 
“Sure, I’ll go ahead and enroll you in high school science class.” She laughed as she pulled out a long, gold box. “In the meantime, let’s figure this out.”
The box seemed to be sealed, as if it were solid gold. But that wouldn’t make sense—the orb had to be inside. He took it and traced his finger along the edge, feeling where there should be any sort of sign that it would open. He felt the relief of mountains, the carved picture of an old city.
Nora stood over his shoulder and said, “It looks like—”
“Maccu Pichu,” Rohan finished. 
“Maybe we have to be there? Maybe that’s the secret to opening it. Like here, with the sun?”
“Wait,” he said, heart thudding in his chest. “I’ve found it.” His thumb picked at a chip in the gold leafing. 
And just then, gold leafing and stone from above burst in. All noise stopped and in the silence, nothing moved. Then, with a loud noise like bone grinding on cement and a wailing of one-thousand voices, the dark spirits flew in. They were on Rohan and Nora like a wave, and someone else, not a spirit—Rohan could sense him, the man from before! 
A thud sounded and for a moment Rohan’s vision went black, then when it returned he was sprawled out on the floor, the box gone, and Nora at his side, screaming his name. Her voice sounded distant, almost like she wasn’t there at all. 
“Where is it?” she said, her voice starting to come in clearer. Then she shook him and all noise returned to normal. “Where’s the box?!” 
He sat up with a start, eyes to the door where the spirits were departing, carrying a man with them. Not the demon, but the one who had protected them out the jungle, only those eyes, they weren’t his eyes. 
They were the eyes of Altemus. 
“Thank you for your hard work,” Altemus said from the body. “It means so much to me.” 
With a smile and a flash of gold, he was gone. 



Chatper 12
 
Rohan and Nora ran from the temple as the dark spirits assaulted them. Each took turns shooting blasts of energy out for defense, but soon the walls of the city were falling down around them, and then the rocks from the earth above. 
“We have to get out of here!” Nora said, dodging a large section of wall. 
“That way!” Rohan said, having an idea. “Take my hand!” 
Without question, she did, and then Rohan saw what he’d been looking for—the demon. It turned to him and snarled, but Rohan had no hopes of fighting it, only of using it. With all his power he focused on the demon, focused on pulling on it and pushing at the same time, and then the two he felt it the explosion of energy the whipped them around the demon like a whip and he and Nora were flying through the air. 
“I shouldn’t have trusted you!” she said as they flew toward a rock wall. 
“Always trust me,” he replied, and then pulled against the demon one more time, and it flung the two of them around a section of falling rock and onto the bridge they’d arrived on. 
“Go!” Rohan said, stumbling to keep his balance. He was completely drained of energy, but he pushed on. 
She started to run, but saw his condition and came back for him. Wrapping an arm around him, the two moved as fast they could for the exit. 
A loud shout came from behind them, and then the whole place collapsed. Nora pulled at Rohan, and the two leaped into the area with the stairs, just past the bend, as rocks and other debris came flying out at them.
Somehow, they’d actually made it. But….
“We lost the orb,” Rohan said. 
“It was all… pointless.” Nora held her face in her hands. 
A coughing sound came from farther up the path. Could it be Altemus? Rohan picked himself up, feeling every muscle in his legs resist, his lungs burning. He was shivering, but wasn’t cold. 
“Altemus!” he managed to yell. “ALTEMUS!” 
“No,” a voice said with a heavy accent. “Not anymore.”
Nora was beside Rohan then, helping him to walk, and they found him—the man who Altemus had inhabited. His eyes showed no sign of Altemus, and when Rohan tried to tap into his powers to sense him, he got nothing. He gave Nora a nod, and she tried it too, then shook her head. 
“He’s long gone,” the man said. “Him and his woman.”
“They’ve gone to Maccu Pichu,” Nora said, as the man’s eyes closed.
“Yes,” the man said. He coughed, then opened his eyes with what appeared to be great effort. “He thought it, while in me. He means to…” he coughed again, “do such horrible things.”
His eyes took on a cold stare, and it took Rohan a few seconds to realize he wasn’t glaring, but was dead. With his left hand, Rohan closed the man’s eyes and turned to assess Nora. 
“Maccu Pichu,” he said with a sigh. “That’s not close.”
“We get back to Cusco, resupply, eat for the love of God, and maybe Piero can help us.”
Rohan nodded, and after several moments to recuperate, they began the trek back the way they had come. 
The journey seemed to take twice as long, with Rohan’s injury and the fact that the excitement of earlier had turned into dread. Altemus had the orb and was already way ahead of them. For all they knew, he had a helicopter and was already there, doing whatever it was he planned to destroy the world as they knew it. 
“Wait… here.” Nora said, leaning against a tree for support. “No water?”
“Lost everything back there,” Rohan said as he sat on a large stone beside her. 
“If we just stopped right now,” she said, “would it be so bad? Just lay down here and waited for it all to be over.”
He looked at her to see if she was joking, but her face was pure exhaustion, not revealing any of her emotions. 
“Let’s put it this way,” he said. “I’ve seen parts of the underworld, and letting Altemus win in any way means bad things for our world and that one. There’d be no escaping his evil.”
“Yeah, I was afraid you’d say that.” She sighed heavily and then pushed off. 
“Thought you needed a rest?”
“We can rest after stopped that bastard.”
Rohan found himself smiling in spite of his exhaustion. He liked that attitude. 
The group that had threatened their lives earlier were nowhere to be found. Either they had been scared off after getting their butts kicked by Altemus in the now dead man’s body, or they didn’t care to interfere with people leaving the forbidden city. Either way, Rohan was relieved. The last thing he wanted right now was to have to run or fight. 
They passed a roaring waterfall, and Nora smiled. 
“What?” he asked. 
“Just, we’d gone in one or two circles back there, and now we’re back on track.” 
“We were lost?” he said. 
“Were is the key word,” she said. “The jeep won’t be much farther on.”
That sounded great, but when they finally did reach the jeep it was toppled over as if it had been rammed from the side. On top of that, the left-front tire had been removed and had a large knife sticking out of it. 
“Well that’s just f-ed up,” Rohan said. His emotions were about to explode from his chest—the immediate drop from seeing the jeep to realizing they couldn’t use it led to anger, sorrow, and hopelessness. “So what, we’ve lost?”
“Could be the case,” Nora said. “But good news is, at least they didn’t take the jeep.”
Looking at the jeep on its side, Rohan said, “How’s that good news?” 
She climbed up the side, and reached in, then a moment later came back with a bag of granola bars and two waters. He could’ve kissed her right there, but his instincts led him to the water and food instead. 
When they had replenished their energy, Rohan felt like a new man. 
“What if Altemus hasn’t figured it out?” he said. “I mean he may know he has to get to Maccu Pichu, but he’ll have to do it when there aren’t tourists around, right? So….” He looked up at the sun that was now moving past the center of the sky. “That should give us a little time.”
“You think he cares for tourist lives?” Nora said with a scoff. 
“No, but he wouldn’t want the security guards on him, messing it up.”
She nodded at that, then added, “And he might not have even figured out what he’s supposed to do with the orb once he is there.” 
“Anne wouldn’t be much help there,” Rohan said, starting to feel his confidence rise. “From what I’ve seen, she strikes me as more of the bully in the relationship, not the brains.”
“Then we might just have a chance.” She took another gulp of water, then turned to move on, but stumbled over a root. 
Rohan stepped forward and caught her, holding on to her longer than was probably called for in a saved-you-from falling kind of way. 
“Thanks,” she said, clearing her throat and standing on her own. Her cheeks reddened, and Rohan wanted to kick himself. 
“I—”
“No.” She held up a hand. “Really, it’s okay.” She was about to keep walking, when she turned back to him, leaned in and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Maybe when all this is over, we can sit down and talk…. You know, in different circumstances and all.”
“I’d like that.” 
She bit her lip and nodded, then led the way, following the jeeps tracks. 



Chapter 13 
 
 
By they time they reached Cusco, the sun was getting dangerously low in the sky. From the city, it took approximately three or four hours to reach Maccu Pichu, Nora estimated, meaning they had to find Piero, and quick. 
The first stop was his place, but not only was he not there, his door was kicked in and the place completely torn apart. That left them lost, considering plan B. The only problem was, they didn’t really have a plan B. 
They found a small market at the edge of town and Nora was picking out fruit, while Rohan paced back and forth, eyes continuously glancing toward the position of the sun. 
“It’s over,” he said, a horrible scratching sensation in his throat. “We’ve lost.”
Nora took the fruit from the vender, and Rohan noticed her hand shaking as bad as his.
“What next?” he asked, hoping she had something. 
She glanced around the market, waiting, and then froze. “There.”
Sure enough, someone was hiding in the shadows, eyes staring right at them. Nora took a step closer, and the man backed up, but just enough so that a sliver of light found his face. It was Piero, but not as they’d left him. This man’s hair was sticking out in clumps, his skin covered in a thin layer of dirt, and his eyes darted about like he was crazy. 
“Who sent you?” he asked when they approached. When they didn’t respond, he waved them over to the alley.
“How’d you know he would be here?” Rohan whispered as they approached. 
“I didn’t, but it was a good guess,” Nora said. “It was where he used to take me, back… before. It was a stretch to hope he’d be there, but one that worked out for us.”
Rohan looked at this dirty, wild looking man. He had a hard time imagining this crazy person ever being with Nora. Putting him together with that suave man he’d first met was almost unthinkable. 
“So, did you get it?” Piero asked, eyes darting between the two. “Show me.”
Nora shook her head. “We did, but….”
“Someone else took it from us,” Rohan finished. 
The men’s eyes turned on him as if he’d just exploded. Then he turned around, stroking the stubble on his face. 
“Yes, that would explain a lot,” he said. “The people from the jungle,, they have it.”
“Not exactly,” Rohan said. “Or, not at all actually.”
“What?! Who?”
“A very bad man.”
Piero backed up against the wall again, looking around frantically, as if he expected a bunch of very bad men to drop down on them. 
“It’s going to be okay,” Nora said, putting a hand on Piero’s arm. “We just need you to help us get somewhere. 
“Nora….” Rohan gave a nod toward the man. “Do you really think that’s doable?”
“Yes, yes,” Piero said. “Anywhere you want, you can count on me.” He stepped forward, eyes moving across the two of them. “I assume you still have the tablet?”
Nora patted her pack. 
“Good, good.” Piero pulled out several papers from his pocket. They looked just as grimy as him, but Rohan leaned in, excited, because he saw images like the ones they’d found on the orb’s gold box. 
“How do you…?” Nora started, but Piero held up a hand to stop her. 
“Part of why I’ve been here so long, why I couldn’t leave to be with you….” He looked to her with intense longing. “An obsession, of sorts.”
Rohan shared a confused look with Nora. This was new. 
“If you’d look here,” Piero said, pointing to the top paper, where a circle eclipsed another. “I believe this is the sun, rising. It has to be done at sunrise.” 
“Meaning that if Altemus tries anything before sunrise, it won’t work,” Rohan said. 
“Exactly.” Piero glanced around.
“Then we better get going,” Nora said, standing to leave. “Which way to the train station?”
A click sounded, and Piero had a gun to Nora’s head. 
“You don’t want to do that,” Rohan said, putting up his hands to show he was unarmed. 
“I’ll be taking the tablet,” Piero said. “The rest of the way, it’ll be me. Just me.”
“What, you’ll shoot us right here?” Nora asked. 
“Only if you don’t hand over the tablet, like I said.” 
“You’re one of them.....” It hit Rohan hard. Why hadn’t he seen it before. “This was all a setup.”
“Very quick, this one,” Piero said, rolling hi eyes. “In fact, I’d hoped you would’ve died on your way to Viilcabamba. That would’ve made this all so much easier.”
“And our past?” Nora asked, her voice shaky. “That means nothing to you?” 
“Problem with the past is, you simple girl, it’s the past.”
Nora’s eyes flashed with anger and she looked like she was about to strike the man, but he clicked his tongue and raised the pistol to eye level. 
“The tablet belongs to the society now, as it always has.” 
Piero’s finger twitched, and Rohan knew it was time to act. He threw himself into the gun hand, pushing the gun up and away from Nora at the same time as he brought his free elbow into the man’s throat, to knock him off guard. 
“Get out of here!” Rohan yelled to Nora as he struggled for the pistol. Piero was strong, however, and was able to keep his grip on it. Two more shots went off, exploding the plaster walls. 
Somewhere in the distance, a baby cried and a woman started cursing. 
“How long do you think you have before the police arrive?” Piero shouted, and followed it up with a knee to Rohan’s side. 
Rohan winced but used the moment to slam the back of his head into Piero’s nose, and then slam the man’s arm against the doorway that led to the bathroom. The pistol dropped, clattering across black and white tiles. 
“And we’ll tell them you tried to kill us!” Rohan said. 
“Trust me,” Piero said. “They’re on my side.”
Whether he trusted that statement or not didn’t matter, because if there was even the slightest chance it was true, he had to be out of there before the police arrived. Seeing as this man had a pistol, even if it was on the floor behind Rohan now, and a whole secret-society or something on his side, Rohan’s best bet was to run. 
So he did. 
He plowed right into Piero, tackling him to the ground with a well-placed knee to the groin for good measure, and then scrambled fro the front door. He had it closed and was half-way down the steps before another gun shot rang out, but he knew it was a wild-shot. 
“This way!” Nora said, and he saw her at the corner that went under an overhang of apartments. He followed her, only to look up and see a ledge above where two men had appeared. Piero’s voice came from behind, yelling something indistinguishable, and then the two men joined in the pursuit. 
“There!” Rohan said, and they dove sideways into a small alley. An small iron gate stood in their way, but on solid kick sent it clattering down the alley and they were past. 
He paused to hold his hands out and help Nora over a small wall into someone’s backyard, and then he was over it too, before the others saw where they’d gone. 
They sat there, both breathing heavy, listening to the sound of foot echoing in the alley they’d just escaped from. When they thought it was clear, Rohan held up a hand to wait, then cautiously looked over the wall. 
“Clear,” he said, sinking down next to her and wiping the sweat from his brow. The scent of mint and thyme hit him, and he realized they were in someone’s garden. There could be worse places to be stuck hiding. 
“Bastard,” she sad, glaring at the dirt beneath her. “I never would’ve suspected—”
“It’s done,” Rohan said, a bit more snap to his voice than he’d anticipated. 
“You blame me?” 
His first thought was that, well, she had been the one to introduce Piero into this. But he said, “There’s no way you could’ve known. Love blinds….”
The last bit kind of slipped out, but he found himself looking out of the corner of his eyes to see how she’d react. 
For a moment she continued to glare at the dirt, then she picked some up and flicked at him and smiled. 
“What was that for?” he asked.
“My history with him is none of your damn business, anyway,” she said. “But no, it wasn’t love or anything like that. I’m a professional, and was here on work.”
“You can’t say it was nothing.”
“I didn’t say that either,” she said with a blush. “But, again, not that it’s any of your business…. God. Why am I explaining my relationship with a guy who just tried to kill us? Whatever.”
Rohan waited, not saying a thing. 
Finally, she said, “It was a work thing. Met him at an event for archeologists, we kinda hit it off… took a walk under the starlit sky, and kissed. That. Was. It.”
He was kind of happy she told him, but then felt his stomach clench up at the image of that jackass and her kissing. 
“See, I told you it was too much information,” she said, smirking and watching the expression on his face. 
More a second, it looked like she was going to lean and kiss him. Part of him, probably the part that was still surging with adrenaline from having just almost died, wanted it more than anything. The rest of him wondered if he was ready, emotionally. 
Not that it mattered, because just then an elderly Peruvian lady walked out of her back door and saw these two sitting in her garden, and started yelling and throwing packets of seeds at them. 
“Come on,” Nora said with a laugh, and they ran past the lady and into her house for the front door. 
And then Nora paused at a set of keys. The woman was still yelling at them, and then a pounding of footsteps sounded upstairs. 
“We can’t,” Rohan said, looking form Nora to the keys, but she reached out and snagged them and broke for the beat up red truck parked just outside, half-way on the curb.
More screaming from the woman, and then a huge dude in a tank top appeared at the top of the stairs. Only a tank top, that is—he was nude from the waste down.
“Sorry,” Rohan said, and ran to hop in the truck that Nora had already started. 
They sped away as the man came chasing after them. It was only then, with a glance behind to make sure they’d escaped without hurting anyone, that he saw the man racing after them in the streets, full nudity swinging in the wind. 
“Please don’t let him catch us,” Rohan said, sinking into his seat and covering his face. 
“It was this or our lives,” Nora said. 
“What?”
She turned down a side-street and Rohan looked to see they were going into a less crowded area that led to a part of town with churches and trees in the distance. 
“We needed a car,” Nora said. “It was this or let the society get us, kill us, and do who knows what with the tablet.” 
“I get it,” he said. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it. Damn, that poor woman.”
“Judging from what I saw, she stays happy.”
“What?” It took a moment for the joke to sit in, and then he laughed. “I can’t believe that guy went chasing after us in his birthday suit.” 
“Only half,” she said, chuckling. 
“Well, now that that insanities over….” 
“Maccu Pitchu?” she glanced over at him. “Are we ready for that?” 
“We don’t have a choice.” 


 
 



Chapter 14 
 
Finding the train station to get to Maccu Pichu wasn’t hard, but it was crowded. More so than Rohan would have thought, but then again, he hadn’t been much into the tourist scene lately. 
“Do they let people up the 
 
 
Rohan and Nora worked their way up the trail. They could’ve worn warmer clothes, that was for sure. 
 
SCENE: Inca Trail
 
Beautiful mountain trail. Cold. [need to do some research and watch some YT videos on what it looks like]. Rohan and Nora start on the trail, working their way up. They have some conversation, struggle as the trail gets steeper and steeper.
 
As they’re climbing up, they encounter a bear cub that is prouncing along one of the terraced fields. They think it’s cute at first. As they keep going, they encounter the mother---a spectacled black bear, an endangered species. The mother roars at them and they prepare to run, but then a dark soul drifts into the bear’s body. It starts going crazy and attacks them. It’s an “oh shit” kind of battle because it shows what kind of new power Altemus has. Bear is frantic, running all over the place, fucking all kinds of shit up. Rohan and Nora eventually expel the dark soul from the bear, and the bear runs away afraid. Rohan and Nora are terrified and look up the hill where Macchu Picchu is, and worry that there’s a huge fight ahead. 
 
-- remember they have to be in a hurry, but not get there until almost sunrise. Maybe edit earlier stuff to make this work? 
 
Scene: Macchu Pichu
 
Rohan and Nora arrive at Macchu Picchu late, late in the night, and they head for the Sun altar [need to do research here before we write this so it’s geographically correct]. A hotel glimmers in the dark, and they hear people enjoying themselves in the distance, drinking and such. The ruins are dark, but there are guards patrolling and Rohan and Nora hide, avoiding one as he passes. 
(***)


Then one of the figures turned and, in the bright moonlight, Rohan saw a face he hadn’t expected to show up here—Tess! And beside her, Beverly!
“Wha—what are you doing here?” he asked. 
The voice that came out of Beverly was not hers at all. It was him—Altemus. 
“Call it security,” Atelmus said through Beverly. 
“One wrong move, and we destroy their bodies,” Tess now spoke, but it was Anne’s voice, full of malice. “Give us the tablet.”
Nora looked like she was about to fight, but Rohan couldn’t let his sister be hurt, and he felt he owed Tess for getting her wrapped up in this mess. 
“Just give it to them,” Rohan said, defeated. “They’ve won.”
“We can’t,” Nora said, horrified. 
Altemus and Anne, in Tess and Beverly’s bodies, were already searching them, and Nora didn’t resist. Altemus pulled out the tablet and smiled wickedly—a very weird sight on Rohan’s own sister’s face. 
“Just promise you won’t hurt them,” Rohan said. 
“You have my word,” Altemus said, holding the tablet in one hand, the orb in its box in the other. Anne motioned to a far hill, and together the two of them walked arm-in-arm. Again, it was a weird sight, considering the bodies they were occupying. But Rohan had to push that from his mind—this wasn’t his sister and the woman she’d set him up with, or it was, but their actions weren’t their own. 
“This is too weidrd,” he said to Nora as they slowly followed from a safe distance to see what Altemus would do.
“I recognize the one from my house, but the other?” Nora asked. 
“My sister.”
Nora gave him a horrified look, then continued on in silence. 
They all passed by the barriers, where they were not supposed to pass and signs showed warnings. Maccu Pichu was made up of ruins spread along many hills, and here it was clear why the area was separated—the drop-offs were steep, the footing uneven. 
At least twice, Rohan had to brace himself and help Nora to not fall. When he almost lost his footing and she pulled him back by the collar of his shirt, he fell into her and paused in a moment at the longing in her eyes. Had he noticed that before? But it was gone before he’d even had time to think about it, replaced with the terror her felt pounding in his chest. 
“Keep moving,” she whispered.
Soon Altemus came to a stop at a hill past the main ruins, somewhere clearly never visited by tourists. Above, the sky was turning to dark blue with purple at its edges, the slightest hint of pink on the clouds at past the hills. There was a small hole in the ground, like a cave for a rabbit or a fox, but Altemus kicked the earth around it and some gave way, revealing a larger opening. 
“This is it,” he said with a wide, smile that seemed to say he’d won. It looked so wrong on Tess’s face. “Clear the way.” 
Rohan had no choice but to oblige. And, he had to admit, he was damn curious. Each kick knocked away more loose dirt, until finally there was a walk-way wide and tall enough for them to fit, though they had to duck. Altemus let Rohan take the lead, in case of traps, he said, but Rohan was glad to find there were none. 
What he did find, however, caused him to freeze in awe. A raised dais of pure gold, decorated with gems the likes of which he’d only seen on his visits to the Natural History Museum in D.C. when he was a teen. The others gasped in awe, and then Rohan turned with confusion as Altemus slammed against a nearby wall. Tess’s body, which he still occupied, was not going to be in the best condition if Rohan ever succeeded in expelling Altemus. 
“What’re you doing?” Anne asked from Beverly’s body. 
“Clearing the path for the light.” 
She frowned, and he sighed, exasperated. “This direction is the east, and if the sun doesn’t have a path by sunrise, all of this was for nothing.”
Beverly’s face lit up, and now Anne threw Beverly’s body as well against the wall. Once more, both of them hit it as one, and it give. First a low groan, and then stones started to fall outward. Beverly was still pressed against it as the wall gave, and as stones gave way to the cold of early dawn, the ruins barely visible as the sky pinked. Then Beverly began to fall.
Rohan darted over and grabbed her by the hand and pulled her back to him. She kicked him away and laughed. 
“You’re pathetic,” Anne’s voice said from Beverly’s lips. “Even though it’d help your situation considerably to have me gone, you still save me.”
“It’s not you I saved.”
Beverly’s eyes sparkled black, but then turned back to him with sudden clarity and sorrow. 
“Rohan, it’s me!” she said, falling forward to her knees. For a moment, the silvery wisp of Anne’s spirit appeared behind Beverly, but with an utterance from Altemus, she was back and the look in Beverly’s eye returned to one of spite and contempt. 
“Bev!” Rohan shouted, kneeling before her. “Stay with me…. Come back… please.”
But Anne’s laughter filled the room, and then she said, “Never again,” before pushing Rohan away. 
“You can’t do this!” Rohan shouted, looking around desperately for any option. 
Light angled in from outside, nearly at the dais. Altemus’s eyes lit up with an excitement unlike anything Rohan had ever seen from the old man. 
“Watch me,” Altemus said. He paused, breathed deep like he’d waited his entire life for this moment, and then brought the orb down on the tablet, placing both on the golden dais. 
The light no longer shone just on that spot, but sprang to life all around them, then exploded outward back toward the ruins. Where at one moment there had been ruins, now the light was forming walls, columns, and domes over their heads. 
“Oh my god,” Nora said, taking a step toward Rohan and grasping his hand in hers. Her eyes sparkled with excitement while creasing with incredible terror. Rohan knew the feeling. 
There was movement out there. At first it was distant, like a faint light’s glow in the fog, but then they were walking about them, clear as Nora at Rohan’s side, only they were bright gold, and they were people, the residents of Maccu Pichu, Rohan guessed. 
None seemed to notice them at first, until Atlemus and Anne walked out among them, ho.ding the orb and tablet before him as if he were a priest and this his holy object. Then they all turned on him, their faces transforming from confused to horrified, and then surged on him—pulled against their will. Altemus was shouting a chant, and as the golden forms collided in one massive ball of light, the golden buildings seemed to flip and the whole world rocked in its place. Where gold had once been, walls of black rose all around them. 
The golden spirits had fallen to the ground, scattered bodies all around the heaving form of Altemus, and when he stood and looked around at them, they too stood. As they did, the gold vanished, replaced by an evil red. 
Demons. 
All the demons turned on Rohan and Nora as one, and then attacked. 
 
 



Chapter 15
 
 
The surge of demons appeared like an explosion of fire, and all Nora and Rohan could do was stand there, holding each other and shielding their faces. He felt her energy pushing back against the demons, and put his entire being into focusing on his own powers.
If they didn’t survive this, nobody would survive the next few days. Altemus would turn the whole world on its head, if only to ensure he never lost his Anne again. 
Something had to be done, and now. Their power, it seemed tied to emotions, if only there was a way…. It hit him. 
He knew what he had to do, and as horrible as he knew the timing was, as insane as the idea probably was, it was better than cowering here in fear like this. 
Spinning Nora to face him, fighting the momentary pain of the demon fire and what felt like claws digging in to his flesh, and doing his best to convince himself this would work and Nora would be okay with it, he pressed his lips firmly against hers and closed his eyes, focusing on the moment. 
Nothing else mattered. Her lips were warm against his. Her soft hands held his face, and he could almost hear her heartbeat, pounding, pounding, POUNDING… and then their eyes were open and both were staring at each other in surprise—less so about the kiss as the power they now felt. 
Let’s do this, her thoughts said, and while they were linked like this, he heard them clearly. He smiled, hand still locked in hers and together they turned, to see a wall of demons and faire, curving around them. When they looked up, it was the same. Horrible faces scratching at the invisible barrier, screaming but no sound came. 
And then Rohan pushed out—the energy was like nothing he had ever felt. Not tingling like before, but a flowing river of warmth coursing through his limps, connected with Nora’s, to throw the demons back and send a wave of purple light across the ruins. 
The demons vanished and, half-way back up one of the hills they’d descended upon to reach this spot, Altemus and Anne were knocked back so that they fell back down the hill. 
Altemus sprung up, immediately searching for the tablet and orb, but Rohan didn’t give him time. He was already charging, fist drawn back, so that when he arrived at Altemus’s side he brought that fist down hard across the old man’s jaw with a CRACK! 
Nora was next to him and tackled Anne, giving Rohan time to spin and search for the items. He had to get them before Altemus. 
A warmth came over Rohan and he realized it was blood, flowing down his side, and only then did he see the arm holding the knife that was in his side. Altemus had recovered, and stabbed him. Now the pain came, shooting up from the knife and threatening to take over Rohan’s sanity. 
Rohan tried to focus on his powers, but nothing happened. 
“Already tried,” Altemus said, his lips pulled back to a snarl. “You saw to the spirits being gone from this place, when you slaughtered them.”
“No, not me,” Rohan said, stumbling to the side of the hill, where he collapsed, hand on the knife blade. His surroundings were spinning. What was the move here? Pull the blade free, use it to kill Altemus… if he could even stand? And what would happen to Tess and Beverly. Was it best to think of them as already gone, or was there a chance he could do something to help them. 
“Back off,” Nora said. Rohan turned to her, excited to see she had the tablet in one hand, the orb in the other, and her foot pressed up against the back of Beverly’s body, who knelt at the side of a drop-off. 
“You wouldn’t do it,” Altemus said, a cautious glance toward Rohan to confirm his doubts. 
“To save the world, she might have to,” Rohan said, and watched with concern as indeed Nora prepared to kick. With all his heart, he hoped she didn’t actually have to. But once you’ve seen the evils of the afterlife bring their terror to our world, there’s not much you wouldn’t do to avoid that again. 
Altemus laughed and took a step toward Nora. “Does it really matter, anyway?” He gestured toward Tess’s body, which he inhabited. “I could douse myself in flames right now, and it wouldn’t matter. There are plenty of absent-minded people whose bodies readily await my possession.” 
He was probably right. But instead of debating a retort, Rohan took advantage of the distraction. He’d seen Altemus put Anne back into Beverly’s body, so there had to be a way to get her out. 
“As long as you’re not in Tess and Bev’s bodies,” Rohan said. He leapt up and placed both hands on Beverly’s forehead. Focusing his energy on the spirit leaving, he imagined a massive wave of positive energy flowing in to take her place. 
Anne screamed bloody murder, but could do nothing to resist, and by the time Altemus caught on, Nora had followed Rohan’s lead and was casting him from Tess’s body. 
Altemus and Anne’s spirits circled Rohan and Nora as the bodies of Tess and Beverly dropped to the ground, unconscious. Rohan pulled Beverly away from the dropoff, eyes on the spirits of Anne and Altemus with a spiritual push to keep them away. 
“You can’t stop us, this has already begun!” Altemus said. 
The two spirits swirled together and dived for the tablet, which Nora had dropped when catching Tess. Where was the orb? Rohan spun searching, and then leaped. He fell upon it as the wave of the spirits’ energy swept over him.
He rolled over to see the spirits flying into the air, the tablet flashing in the rising sun as it spun off into the distance. 
“They… took the tablet,” Nora said in disbelief. “I’m so sorry.” 
“It’s not important,” Rohan said, he took her hand in his and watched them vanish from sight into the orange and pink sky. “We’ll find them, somehow.”
“Or they’ll find us,” she said. 
“Either way, we’ll be ready.”
A cough drew their attention to the ground. Beverly was sitting up, holding her head. A groan from nearby told them that Tess was waking up too. 
Rohan wondered if they had any memory of what had just happened. If they thought it a dream—what a nightmare. But it turned out they remembered all of it, just like Rohan had when Altemus and Anne had taken over his body. 
They had made it back to the local town, Rohan helping his Beverly to walk, Nora helping Tess. It would have been a bit awkward either way in that regard—him helping the woman he’d brought up to his place on a date, or the woman he was now… what? He wasn’t sure what they were, but he knew they had kissed. And judging by the power of that kiss, it meant something. Something real. 
And after everything he’d been through, he finally was okay with that. He knew Senna would be too, and that made all the difference. 
“What… now?” Beverly asked, holding herself tight, as if she were cold in spite of the increasingly hot and humid morning.
They had reached the train station and, after Rohan bought four tickets, were waiting for the next train that would get them out of there. 
“We go home,” Rohan said. “Try to live normal lives.” He shared an awkward look with Tess, and then said, “I’m truly sorry about all this. Neither of you should have been mixed up in all this.”
“And you?” Beverly asked.
“I don’t really have a choice,” Rohan said. “I’m the only one with the power to stop them.”
“Well….” Tess glanced at Nora with a raised eyebrow. 
“She has a point,” Nora said, smiling at Tess. “I mean, yes, you have more spiritual power than I do, that’s obvious. But before I came around, did you think you were the only one?” 
“Well, no,” he said, catching on. “There was the temple, and the old man, Ahmed.”
“You see?” Nora glanced around at the other passengers waiting at the train station. “Any one of these people could at least be Kahin, if not…” she leaned in, lowering her voice, “full-on necromancers.” 
“I don’t like that title,” Rohan said, a shudder running through him. 
“Yet, it’s what you are. Maybe now… that our powers merged back there, what we are.”
“Okay, there’re others. I don’t see how that helps us. Most necro—these people, they get their powers through the dark arts, right? So more likely than not, they’ll be on the side of Altemus and Anne.”
“But you won’t know until you try,” Beverly said. 
“Typical sister thing to say,” Rohan said with an exhausted laugh. “Fine… we’ll put that on the list. If Altemus and Anne are a problem, we seek out other, er, people like us, and try to get them to help.”
A thought hit him, so he turned to his sister.
“Bev, were you able to hear his thoughts? Did either of you pick up anything related to their plan?”
Tess looked at the ground, holding one arm in the other, still too shaken to respond. But Beverly nodded. 
“A bit,” she said. “But… it’s all so clowdy.”
“Anything,” Nora said, more gently than Rohan. “Can you try to go back, think about what they might have said or thought?”
Another moment, during which Beverly wrapped an arm around Tess for comfort. Then she said, “The Lich King. He said something about it… whatever that means.”
“They mean to go after him,” Rohan said, his voice low with amazement. “How…?” 
“The king of the dead….” Nora bit her lip, then sighed heavily. “Bloody hell.”
Rohan furrowed his brow, fingers to his temples to massage the dull aching away. This was far from over, that was for sure. 
A loud horn sounded, and they turned to see the train approaching. It was a cute, blue train with windows along the side and top for travelers to enjoy the scenery. But Rohan and his companions weren’t interested in anything other than sleeping for the short train ride it took to get back to Cusco. He needed to recover, and be ready for Altemus’s next move—how that involved the Lich King, he had no idea. 
There, they found the next flights back home. Even if they had a few layovers, it didn’t matter, as long as all this was behind them. Whatever plan Altemus had, Rohan would deal with it another day. Correction: Rohan and Nora would deal with it another day. 
After boarding the plane and getting situated, he leaned back in his seat and let his heavy eyes close. He was distantly aware of the flight attendants and their safety message, and then a rumbling of the planes engines, but before they took off, he was asleep. 
In his dream he was back in the heavenly place where he’d said farewell to his fiancé, Senna. He stood there with Nora, arm in arm, and Senna smiled down at them with joy and waved before turning and vanishing into the clouds. 
Moving on wouldn’t mean he lost any love for Senna, and he was at peace knowing this. 
A rumbling shook him. Part of the dream? Again, and he opened his eyes to see Nora with her back to him, staring out of the plane window. Beverly and Tess were bending over to see through the window in the next isle up, and then someone screamed. 
He jolted, the haze leaving his mind, and realized everyone was looking out the windows, some unbuckling themselves and standing, shouting about demons.
“We’re all going to die!” an elderly man shouted. 
A child was crying. 
Finally, and slowly, Rohan turned to look out the window. He knew what he’d see before he saw it…
Spirits were floating past, like silvery wisps of clouds, but among them large hands reached through the sky, the shapes of skulls formed in the clouds, and then, with a burst of red light—it was chaos. Black and red, flames, all around them. 
The plane was jolting around worse than any turbulence Rohan had ever experienced. He knew this could very well be the end. 
A flash of light as one of the red spirits entered the plane, and then became one with a man. The man spun, his eyes going straight for Rohan. Wit each step he took, his skin peeled back in patches to reveal a fiery glow like a lake of lava beneath his flesh. 
“ROHAN!” the demon said. “We’ve come for Rohan!” 
Screams filled the plane, and then more people become possessed and are standing, some ripping at their skin as horns sprout from them, others unleashing bursts of purple and black energy that eats all in its path. 
But Nora and Rohan are up, pushing back with their powers. Rohan lashed out with his spiritual mind and snatched the demon from the first attacker. A flair of pain went through him as he did, but he powered through and flung the demon from the man. 
A man stood, showing his gun and an Air Marshall badge.
“Stop this, or I’ll—” A burst of red light and he too was taken over. He fell on Rohan, strangling him with hands of fire. 
Now it was Nora’s turn to grasp him with her spiritual link and toss the demon from his body. They continued the fight, standing before Beverly and Tess to ensure nothing got near them, but then everyone not buckled in fell. A glance at the window showed they were at an angle no plane should ever be, and soon 
“Brace yourself!” Rohan shouted to Nora, and Beverly reached out to help him. With her help, he pulled himself back into his seat, managed to get Nora into hers, and they strapped in. 
The demons were gone now, but that wouldn’t matter in a few minutes when—
CRASH! 
They hit. It was chaos—water everywhere… People sinking, others succeeding in unbuckling themselves and succeeding in making it to the surface, where Rohan now found himself. Tess and Nora were nearby, but not Beverly. 
“Bev!” he shouted looking around, and then he threw himself back under the water. She had escaped and was struggling to reach him. 
The look in her eyes said it was helpless, and she reached out with her last ounze of energy, then started to sink back. He couldn’t let this happen. Already people were dead on that plane, right? If he could pull on their spirits, leverage that…. It worked! 
He was pulling with all of his spiritual energy, and like the plane was flying again it was pushing up, and then carrying him with it and he caught Beverly by the hand and both them were sprawled over seats as the plane exited the water and then, his energy ran out and it fell back to the water’s surface with a crash. Only now it wasn’t sinking, and someone had unbuckled herself and managed to deploy a floating device. 
“Bev,” Rohan said as he pulled her to him. 
Nothing. He wanted to cry out, to scream at the world for doing this—for taking first his fiancé, and now his sister. 
A small cough, then a larger one and her eyes shot open and water spewed from her mouth. She was alive! 
He held her tight and then searched for Nora and Tess. He saw them, but his attention was drawn elsewhere—the city, not far off, as they seemed to have landed in a lake, was ablaze. Flames everywhere, buildings toppling, and the swirling black and reds wisps of light he knew to be evil spirits and demons. 
Nora and Tess reached him and they all found spots on the flotation device, but no one said a word. They all simply stared at the chaos. 
Finally, Nora put her arms around Rohan and said, “Looks like we’re going to have to find help.”
He just stared, and slowly nodded. They were going to need all the help they can get. 
 
 
THE END
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