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  Shin Dae-jung—Callsign: Knight, could detect most attacks before they struck. What his keen ears and eyes didn’t detect, he could normally feel, as though he possessed some kind of sixth sense. Most soldiers experienced this from time to time, but Knight, as a member of the ultra-black ops Chess Team, relied on it more than most. So when he felt a tingling on his skin, he tensed and filled his lungs to shout a warning, but the pilot, Captain Daniel Mueller, beat him to the punch. “Instrumentation is down!” Mueller shouted.


  “We’re going down!” called the co-pilot, whose name Knight never learned.


  Knight’s training didn’t allow him to panic. He quickly analyzed the situation to determine if there was anything that he could do to help. Unfortunately, double-checking his seatbelt and gripping his armrests were his only options.


  The transport was a hybrid aircraft known as a CV-22B Osprey that combined the hovering and vertical take-off and landing abilities of a helicopter and the long-range transport capabilities and speed of an airplane. It had wings like a plane but also had four prop-rotors powered by turboprop engines, and transmission nacelles mounted on each wingtip that could tilt up or down. It had been painted black for use by special ops. Knight supposed that if he was going die in a crash, at least he was doing it in style.


  “I’m going to try and sit it down on top of one of these buildings,” Mueller said. “Hang on!”


  Knight tried to focus his mind on his surroundings instead of his impending death. The sound in the cabin wasn’t as he expected however. It was eerily quiet. In other crashes he had experienced, a million different noises compounded upon each other and created a deafening wall of sound. Blaring alarms, flashing lights, the squealing of a broken rotor blade or damaged engine, the sound of enemy fire still rattling against the chopper’s fuselage, the buckling of metal, the roar and snap of fire. He wondered for a moment why everything was so quiet. Then, he realized what had hit them. It could only have been some type of electro-magnetic pulse weapon, a device designed to overload electronic systems, which meant that the Osprey had been converted into a twenty-ton glider.


  He opened his eyes but immediately regretted doing so. The large gray concrete walls of a parking garage loomed ahead, and he knew from experience that they were coming in much too fast for a safe landing.


  He braced himself as the belly of the Osprey struck the surface of the parking garage and skidded forward. Sparks shot up from the friction on the concrete from the bird’s metal belly.


  Mueller tried to direct the Osprey sideways and away from the approaching sidewall of the structure. But they were moving too fast, and he had too little control. The Osprey burst through the wall, sending fragments of concrete raining down, and careened forward over the edge of the building.


  Knight’s stomach climbed into his throat as the ground fell out from beneath them and they plummeted downward. He fought the urge to tighten his muscles for the impact, knowing that being relaxed and loose during a crash could save your life. This was the reason that so many drunk drivers survived a crash while their victims were killed.


  Luckily, the parking structure had a multi-tiered design, and they only had three levels to fall. The nose of the Osprey struck the concrete and dug a groove as its momentum pushed it forward. The contents of the cabin tore free from the harnesses, and a large supply box slammed against Knight’s side. The smell of charred metal and hydraulic fluids filled the air, and the screeching of metal on metal sounded like a freight train throwing on its brakes. The Osprey slid sideways to the middle of the empty parking garage’s roof and then finally came to a stop.


  He didn’t waste any time. He popped off his restraints and stepped over the scattered mess of the cabin toward the cockpit. Mueller was conscious, but his leg had been trapped when the Osprey’s nose had compacted. The co-pilot, on the other hand, was very dead—his chest impaled by wreckage.


  Damnit, Knight thought, but stopped himself from thinking about the dead man. They’d been attacked. He was sure. That meant time was short. Knight positioned himself on Mueller’s side and grabbed hold of the control panel pressing against the man’s leg. “Okay, I’m going to try and push this up. You pull your leg free.”


  Mueller’s head bobbed up and down rapidly.


  “One…two…three.” He pressed up on the panel with all his strength. Mueller cried out and pulled himself away. Some of the metal had pierced the man’s left leg, but with a scream of pain, he tore it free, widening the gash.


  Knight dropped the panel and moved to Mueller’s side. He glanced at the wound on the man’s leg and sighed. Knight reached to his belt—a fifteen hundred dollar stingray skin belt—and unbuckled it. He wrapped the belt around the man’s leg and cinched it tight, coating the pricey accoutrement in blood. He could afford another one—his parents had been wealthy, leaving their small fortune to him when they died—but he didn’t like seeing nice clothing ruined. He lived simply most of the time, especially while on base or on a mission. But he dressed to the nines and traveled to exotic locations—and women—when he could, which is exactly what he had been doing before his vacation had been cut short in the middle of a date with a pretty blonde he’d met at the beach.


  Unfortunately, when he had been pulled into this mission, he hadn’t been given any details. He was told that he would receive a briefing and all of the necessary equipment when he arrived. He hadn’t even been given time to change his clothes, and he still wore his eight thousand dollar Brioni cream silk suit and printed silk shirt.


  With the bleeding contained, he pulled Mueller from the wreckage and propped him against the far wall of the parking structure. “Sit tight. I’m going to grab some supplies.”


  He climbed back into the downed Osprey’s cabin and searched the mess for anything that they might need. He assumed that they were close to the rendezvous point, but they were also in hostile territory. He needed weapons.


  The back half of the cabin contained a four-wheel ATV that he assumed would have been for his use on the mission. It was black with a supply rack mounted on the back containing extra fuel and spots for storing weapons and ammo. He noticed a bulletproof shield mounted to the handlebars and nitrous oxide boosters connected to the engine. He could have had some fun with it, but it was useless now. The EMP would have fried it as it had the Osprey, and the bay doors were wedged shut.


  Next to the ATV, he found the weapons locker. It was locked tight, but he found a piece of metal that had torn free from the fuselage and was able to use leverage to snap the lock free. The locker contained a row of standard issue M4 carbine assault rifles, but the last in line had been modified with a grenade launcher. He grabbed it, two Beretta 9mm handguns and some extra ammunition.


  He returned to Mueller, snapped a magazine into the M4, jacked back the slide and then looked out over the ghost city. From his vantage point, he could see a good distance in both directions. The cityscape resembled any other modern metropolis with skyscrapers, traffic lights, shopping malls, parking garages, store fronts, subways and office buildings. The difference here was that this city—called Shenhuang—lacked a major component possessed by all the other cities of the world. It was empty. No one lived there.


  The Chinese government had built sprawling urban centers like Shenhuang in remote areas of their country to raise their gross national product and make their country appear as if it were sustaining growth. In actuality, the Chinese people couldn’t afford to live within the new cities with estimates putting the number of empty homes at as many as sixty four million. But the government had no plans of stopping their expansion as they continued to build twenty new cities every year within China’s vast areas of open country.


  Normally, the few people who did live in the cities were maintenance workers and government authorities. This particular city, however, had been evacuated. The government claimed that it was due to a chemical spill, but Knight suspected it was to a far more nefarious end. The evacuation of a city that hardly anyone lived in, however, hadn’t been enough to draw much international scrutiny.


  The wind blew up from the streets and ruffled his dark, black hair. It blew the smells of the crash from his mind. The air smelled clean and cool. No hint of the pollution or car exhaust that he had become accustomed to in other cities. The air smelled like country air, but not quite. It was missing something. In the countryside, the smells of flowers, crops and vegetation permeated every breath. But the air here was oddly sterile.


  The one nice thing about the city being uninhabited was that he would be able to spot their enemy coming from a mile away. But as his eyes passed over the towers of glass and concrete and the roads labeled in Chinese script, he couldn’t see a single person, enemy or otherwise.


  “Can you move?” he said to Mueller.


  “I think my leg’s broken, but I’ll make it.”


  Knight slid an arm under Mueller’s shoulders and lifted him from the pavement. The pilot stood six inches taller than Knight, which made carrying him down the stairs of the parking garage a formidable task. But within a few moments, they had reached the bottom floor and set off down the empty street of the ghost city.
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  The creature watched the two small things pull themselves from the wreckage of the metal bird. It didn’t hate them, but knew it would soon taste their blood. And killing them would be easy. The small things were so fragile and afraid. They would scream and run, and fire their weapons, but the creature felt no fear. They could not harm it, though a part of it longed for death.


  The beast stretched out a clawed hand and scratched its razor-sharp talons against its concrete perch. An image from the past entered its mind from another life. Something called a gargoyle. They hung menacingly on the sides of buildings. But it wasn’t a gargoyle, at least it didn’t think so. It wasn’t actually sure what it was.


  The small device attached to its ear beeped to life and the master’s voice filled its mind. “Huangdi, I want you to kill the two soldiers, but I want you to do so quietly and slowly. Play with them a bit. Give us a show.”


  The creature looked to the two fragile things. When the master commanded, it had to answer. That was what it had been programmed to do. It thought of the screams of the other small things, and some strange feeling overwhelmed it. Its mind fought to put a name to the emotion. Regret? Shame? It knew the words but couldn’t associate a meaning.


  It didn’t think that it enjoyed the killing, but its mind was so clouded and confused that it couldn’t tell one way or the other. The only thing that brought clarity, certainty and understanding was the objective. It was the only graspable thread, the only connection to the world it had lost.


  The objective brought peace.


  And right now, the objective was to kill the two small things.
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  Knight sensed that they were being watched. That animal part of his brain that had saved him so many times in the past screamed that they were not alone. He learned to trust his instincts long ago, but his options were limited.


  Mueller was a dead weight against his shoulder, and his lungs burned for air from carrying the man down the ten flights of stairs necessary to reach street level. He dropped the wounded soldier onto the curb and glanced around the abandoned streets.


  The buildings were beautiful and clean—shining pillars of glass, concrete and steel that would have been at home in any major city within the U.S.. The only difference being that these buildings were empty, while scores of men, women and children inhabited their U.S. counterparts. In fact, Knight was sure that this was the cleanest street he had ever seen, much cleaner than even the most environmentally conscious city back in the states.


  Empty storefronts and lobbies decorated with red and white realtor signs coupled with the lack of cars and people gave rise to memories of the best visions of the apocalypse that Hollywood had churned out. But in most of those films, the buildings and streets were in decay and falling in on themselves. The cleanliness and beauty of the scene actually made it feel more disturbing, as if all the people in the world had simply vanished.


  Knight turned back to Mueller and said, “Where’s the rendezvous point?”


  Mueller coughed into his hand. He was tall with sandy blonde hair and a surfer’s tan, but his voice sounded small and frail. “Judging from our last position before we went down, we’re a little over three clicks from the staging area. We were supposed to land in the parking lot outside of an empty warehouse in the industrial district. I don’t know what the hell hit us.”


  Knight’s eyes continued to scan the buildings as he replied. “Most people don’t get to feel an electromagnetic pulse. They’re most commonly associated as an after effect of a nuclear detonation. But the eggheads have also been developing directed EMP weaponry for years. Which means that whoever hit us is well-equipped.”


  He squatted down to eye level with Mueller and fixed him with an intense gaze. “If you know anything about this mission, you need to tell me right now.”


  Mueller shrugged. “Sorry, the brass never tells me anything. They just say where and when to fly, and that’s what I do. I don’t ask questions, and I figure that if I need to know, then somebody’ll fill me in.”


  “Well, I need to know. You’re sure that you didn’t hear anything?”


  Mueller hesitated a moment and then said, “I did hear a rumor about a covert military base being hit and a whole team of spec ops soldiers being wiped out, but I figured it was just a ghost story.”


  Knight shook his head and cursed General Keasling for dragging him into this mess without even supplying him with the basic details of the mission. He had been wreck diving off the coast of Thailand for the week, and had been enjoying good food and beautiful company, when he had received the message. Deep Blue, a.k.a. Tom Duncan, the former president of the United States, and the brains behind Chess Team, informed him that Keasling had requested the team’s brand of assistance on a very sensitive black op into China. Keasling had provided a time and location for pickup and little else. Knight had been instructed to rendezvous with a team from Delta already onsite where he would receive a full briefing and equipment. He shook his head in disgust; there was nothing like jumping blind into a hot zone. It was never supposed to play out that way in the age of information, but Keasling always did play his cards close to the chest.


  Movement within one of the nearby windows drew his attention, and he instantly sighted the M4 in on the spot. Scanning for further signs of life, he scooped up Mueller and moved him to a more protected location within a nearby alley. He expected the narrow alleyway to be dotted by overflowing garbage cans, dumpsters and stray cats, but it was completely empty from end to end.


  He pulled out one of the Berettas he had retrieved from the Osprey’s wreckage, chambered a round and handed it to Mueller. “Sit tight and watch your back. I’m going to find out who knocked us out of the sky.”


  Moving silently, Knight moved inside the building, M4 raised, finger on the trigger. He used the pressure switch beneath his thumb to activate the flashlight on the end of the M4. The narrow beam of illumination paused on a sign that read Department of Urban Development and Control. He guessed that this was some type of government building. The reception desk was bare and covered by a thin layer of dust.


  Backtracking the movement he had seen, he moved down a large windowless hallway with doors on both sides. Most of the doors stood open to vacant offices, but the final door on the right led into a room filled with a few modest cubicles. Only a few of the desks sported office supplies and family portraits, but it was still somewhat comforting to find even the smallest sign of life.


  He moved toward a bank of windows on the far wall and peered out. He could see the spot on the street where he had been standing just moments before. This was the right window, but where was the watcher?
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  Mueller examined a wound on his shoulder and adjusted the tourniquet that Knight had applied to his leg. He winced as tendrils of pain lanced through the limb. He pressed his head against the concrete wall at his back and tried to rise above the pain. The lesion on his leg went down to the bone and he knew that if he didn’t receive true medical attention soon, he would die from infection and blood loss.


  His thoughts turned to his family back home. His younger brother had been the varsity quarterback that year, and he’d never even seen him play. His little sister was a freshman in college, and he had missed her high school graduation. He thought of his mother’s special white chicken chili, which only served to remind him of the last time he had visited and the argument with his father. Now, bleeding to death thousands of miles from home, he wished that he would have lived his life differently. He didn’t regret his service or being away. But he did regret the choices he had made when he was home and the unimportant things that had taken priority over his family.


  A rustling down the street drew him back to the moment, and he raised his pistol in that direction. He considered calling out Knight’s name, but he resisted the urge. If it was Knight, he would know soon enough. He could tell the well-dressed man was some kind of specials ops operator. The way he carried himself—the confidence—meant the man had seen some crazy action and come out with his good looks intact. Believing Knight, whose real name was a mystery, was the cream of the U.S. crop gave him hope. Then again, it might not be Knight making noise. In fact, it seemed unlikely. The man moved like a ghost. And if it wasn’t Knight…


  He felt a throbbing in his wounds as his heart pumped hard and surged extra blood through his veins. He had seldom been in combat outside of the cockpit, but he had been in this situation enough to recognize the distinct feeling of being watched by enemy eyes.


  Dust rained down onto his head and shoulders, and he heard a scratching sound coming from above him.


  The breath caught in his throat, but he forced himself into action. His muscles tensed, and he whipped the pistol up, expecting to see an enemy descending upon him.


  But there was nothing there.


  He pointed the gun back down the street, the sensation of being watched still a thorn in his mind.
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  Knight caught movement out of the corner of his eye and jerked the M4 back in that direction. Two dark figures moved swiftly toward the door.


  He didn’t hesitate.


  He sprinted back toward the cubicles. The first row of office spaces had a low barrier and a flat shelf instead of a high walled enclosure. Upon reaching these first cubicles, he threw his shoulder down and rolled over the top of the barrier.


  He didn’t miss a beat as he hit the ground running and took off after the fleeing watchers. His prey were weaving in and out of the rows, trying to reach the far door.


  Knight realized that he wasn’t going to catch them before they reached the exit. Deciding upon a different tactic, he turned a corner and grabbed a rolling office chair sitting against one of the desks. He raised his leg, pressing his foot squarely against the seat of the chair. Then, he kicked the chair toward the two fleeing figures.


  The chair rolled down the aisle and collided with the smaller of the two. A tiny, frail voice cried out, and the small form careened over one of the desks.


  Knight closed the distance between them and grabbed the small Asian boy by the arm. The boy’s companion, an older girl of no more than fourteen, screamed at him and lashed out with a flurry of punches and kicks.


  Knight kept her at bay with his free arm. “Hey, hey. It’s okay. Calm down!”


  Eventually, the girl backed away and looked up at him with a smooth tear-streaked face. She was a beautiful girl with a small, upturned nose and long raven-black hair. Her clothes were expensive brands but were dirty and torn. He could smell the stench of body odor emanating from the pair and pegged them as some kind of homeless street kids. Their kind wasn’t uncommon in any major metropolitan area, but to his knowledge, these ghost cities were largely uninhabited and shouldn’t have any problems with the homeless, especially kids.


  “Please don’t hurt us. We’re sorry that we were watching you,” the girl said in Mandarin.


  He released his grip on the boy, and the child quickly slipped behind the older girl, squeezing onto her leg. Each member of Knight’s black ops Special Forces team, known as Chess Team, had each learned a variety of languages for the different regions of the world based on their heritage. Since Knight was of Korean descent, he knew nearly all of the Asiatic languages. In a soothing and confident tone, he responded back to the girl in her native tongue. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m a friend.”


  The girl didn’t seem convinced. He slid the M4 to the side. He would have bent down to her level, but the girl wasn’t much shorter than him. He guessed she was around fourteen years old; the boy, maybe nine. Instead, he perched on the edge of one of the desks and relaxed his posture to make himself seem less threatening.


  “My name is Knight. What’s yours?”


  She shied back a bit, her shoulders shrinking up and her eyes darting around the room as if she was searching for an exit, but eventually she said, “My name is Ling, and this is my brother Wu Jiao. But everyone calls him Jiao.”


  He smiled. “Pleasure to meet you both. What are you doing here in the city by yourselves? Everyone was supposed to have been evacuated.”


  Ling’s face scrunched up as if she had detected a bad odor. “My uncle was one of the city’s maintenance workers. Our parents were killed last year so we moved here to be with uncle. He’s…an unkind man and two kids...”


  Knight understood what she was saying. The fines and extra taxes for having more than one child would have been inherited by the uncle who took them in. While taking them in might have been a mercy, it seemed his compassion had run out with his cash flow.


  “We ran away. There are lots of places to hide in this city, if you can find food. We were on our own when the evacuation order was given.”


  He didn’t press her on the relationship with her uncle. The abuse she had suffered was written all over her face. “Okay, guys. You’re okay now. I’m going to be meeting up with some friends shortly, and we’ll find a safe place for you. Just follow me.”


  He moved down the hallway toward the exit, but the children didn’t follow. He turned the flashlight back on them. “Let’s go. Beat your feet.”


  The little boy trembled in the beam of light. He shook his head from side to side and started to sob.


  “What’s wrong?”


  The little boy mumbled something that Knight couldn’t understand. He could only pick out one of the words among the boy’s frightened ramble.


  Monster.
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  The boy’s words shook Knight to the core. While some adults would attribute the child’s claims to an overactive imagination, he knew that there were monsters in the world. He had seen them with his own eyes. He had fought them, and he had the scars to prove it. But unfortunately, the cruelest monsters he had ever faced were men of flesh and blood. Men like Richard Ridley, the former head of Manifold Genetics. Men like Ling’s uncle.


  He squatted down to the boy’s level. “Don’t worry, kid. I’m a monster hunter.”


  The boy’s eyes perked up. “Really?”


  “That’s right. Stick with me, and you’ll be just fine. I promise.”


  A string of gunfire drew his attention away from the boy. He swore under his breath and headed toward the building’s entrance. The children reluctantly followed. He checked the street through the M4’s ACOG scope. He didn’t see any movement or anything suspicious, so he called the children after him, and they went to check on Mueller.


  He kept a cautious eye out as they rounded the corner, but he wasn’t prepared for what he saw. Mueller was gone. In the spot where Knight had left the man, was a scattering of spent 9mm shell casings and a pool of blood.


  He heard a gasp behind him, and he grabbed for Jiao as the boy ran back out of the alley. The boy made it into the middle of the road before Knight could catch him. When he finally reached the child, he said, “We stay together, kid. No running off. Okay?”


  The boy nodded, and Knight said, “You were right. Let’s get back inside.”


  A shadow overhead blocked out the sun.


  Knight’s reaction was instantaneous. He rolled to the side, holding Jiao under his arm. His free hand shot out and grabbed Ling by the shoulder, pulling her along with him.


  In the spot where they had just stood, a massive chunk of concrete struck the pavement, splintering the road and sending a cloud of cement dust and rock chips into the air. He didn’t waste any time trying to determine the origin of the attack. Whatever had been large enough to toss a chunk of concrete the size of a Mini-Cooper wasn’t an enemy that he wanted to face with only an M4 and two kids in tow.


  As he pulled the children toward the building’s entrance, he heard a sound that he had hoped to never hear again. The high-pitched, rattling wail that filled the streets at his back, echoing off sidewalks and the glass of empty office buildings, was eerily similar to that of a beast that he had thought long dead. A creature that had regenerative abilities the likes of which the modern world had never seen. A monster of legend that Chess Team had found was actually based upon fact. The Hydra.
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  Knight slammed the door behind them and pushed the children into the building. The boy tripped over his own feet, but Knight was there to catch him and drive them forward. The roaring at his back grew louder. Closer.


  “There’s a bomb shelter in the basement,” Ling said.


  “Show me. Quick.”


  Ling bolted off toward a large, gray door marked by the symbol for stairs. Knight scooped the boy up and threw his small frame over one shoulder like a fireman escaping a burning building.


  Ling reached the stairwell door first and held it for the others. Knight slammed it shut behind them. “Move!” he said, urging her into the bowels of the structure.


  Above, he heard the screech of glass and metal tearing apart. Whatever was out there was small enough to follow them inside but large enough to destroy half the structure while doing it. He thought of the first time he had faced the Hydra inside one of Manifold Genetics’s Alpha facility in New Hampshire—the subterranean complex that would soon become Chess Team’s clandestine base of operations. He could still hear the screams of the researchers and security personnel when the beast awakened from its several thousand-year slumber and attacked. The sound of thundering footsteps from the floor above and the memory of screams pushed his legs to churn faster.


  When they hit the door to the floor below, Ling pushed inside and pointed down the corridor. “We’re almost there. Follow me!”


  She shot off down the hallway, and he was on her heels. He had been trained to quickly notice the details of his surroundings. It was a skill that had saved his life on many occasions. In this hallway, he immediately recognized vacant security stations and signs reading Authorized Personnel Only.


  Ling pushed through an open door that adjoined one of the security stations. The door was clear, but he could tell that it was made of bullet and impact resistant Lexan polycarbonate. They ran into a long concrete maintenance tunnel lit by bare bulbs hanging from a conduit along the ceiling. The air was stale.


  A loud banging noise echoed out from the stairwell, and he guessed that their pursuer had just burst through the door to the floor above and would be upon them within a moment. He slammed the security door shut and hoped that it had some sort of automatic locking mechanism.


  “This way!” Ling said.


  A large hatch resembling that of a bank vault loomed ahead. He could hear the thing coming down the stairs, but he didn’t risk looking back.


  Ling ran forward in front of him down the long concrete tunnel. She glanced back over her shoulder and lost her balance. She stumbled forward and slid to the ground.


  Knight scooped her up as he passed, carrying her the rest of the way. They reached the hatch, and he slid inside, dropping the children to a white tile floor.


  His eyes shot back to the wall next to the hatch, searching for some mechanism to close the massive steel door. He found a red button along the right edge of the opening and pressed it. The sound of grinding gears gave him some solace, but the closing mechanism hadn’t been designed for speed.


  He heard the security door burst inward. The resistant material the door was made from provided little protection against a force that could break it free from its frame.


  The creature’s size was substantial enough that it could barely fit its bulk into the large tunnel. Knight still couldn’t catch a clear view of the thing. As it moved forward, it smashed into the lights hanging from above, shattering each with the impact. The scene before him looked as if the darkness was stalking in on them, destroying all light in its path.


  He took aim with the M4 and unleashed a barrage of 5.56 ammo into the beast, but it didn’t even slow from the bullet strikes. He knew that every round had struck its target, but the thing kept coming.


  The door continued to grind shut, but it wouldn’t be closed before the creature was on top of them.


  Knight’s mind fought for a solution.


  The M4 had a mounted grenade launcher that would surely slow the beast’s progression, but the resulting explosion would also be likely to seal the passageway and trap them inside the shelter like a tomb.


  But then, he caught sight of a fire extinguisher mounted along one side of the tunnel. He took aim at the extinguisher and waited for the right moment as the beast approached.


  He forced his thundering heart to calm and released his breath as he sighted in on his target. He would only get one chance at this, and if he missed, they would all be dead.


  Just before the massive shadow overtook the extinguisher, he squeezed back on the trigger. The M4 barked fire and propelled a line of hot metal toward the red extinguisher.


  As the bullets struck, the compressed contents of the device broke free. White foam exploded outward, covering the beast. The massive shape shrieked and swiped at its face. It stumbled forward and to the side, and slammed its head against the wall.


  Within a couple of seconds, it was back on its feet and charging forward.


  But the distraction had bought them enough time.


  The hatch swung shut and sealed with the sucking sound of pressurization just as the beast closed in. He could hear the creature roaring from the other side. The hatch shook, and dust rained from the ceiling as the monster tried to tear its way inside.


  After a moment, the scraping and banging noises ceased, and both sides of the hatch were completely silent.


  Knight released a long breath and turned back to the frightened faces of the children. “Everyone okay?”


  The two children just stared wide-eyed at the hatch without acknowledging him. He couldn’t see any blood and all of their limbs were intact. He wasn’t a shrink; if they made it through this alive, the therapists could deal with shock. He had to contend with more important matters.


  He glanced around the space behind the children, but it was obscured by darkness. He scanned the side wall of the bunker and reached out to flick a switch. Overhead fluorescent lighting hummed to life with a hiss and snap.


  He stepped forward and surveyed the inside of the bunker.


  “This isn’t a bomb shelter,” he said.
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  At least forty flat panel monitors populated the wall in front of Knight. A long gray Formica desktop in front of the monitors contained five workstations, each with a black leather rolling desk chair, a transparent keyboard dotted with Chinese lettering and a trackpad. Knight reached out and pressed a random key at one of the stations. The forty monitors instantly blinked to life. Images of the city rotating from different angles and orientations filled the screens. From the camera views, he guessed that some were mounted on buildings and some were roadway cameras stationed on traffic signals.


  “What is all this?” Ling said. “It’s like looking through God’s eyes.”


  Knight found the comparison somewhat frightening, considering the amount of power the operators of this system held. “It’s some of type of urban video monitoring system. I’ve heard of several systems like this being implemented back in the United States. They’re used to monitor traffic patterns, track criminals for the police, monitor for crimes in progress. That kind of thing.”


  “Is that where you’re from? America?”


  “Yeah, I’m an American.”


  “Really? You don’t seem like the way my Uncle described Americans.” He felt her eyes climb up and down his now-dirty cream-colored suit. “What’s it like there?”


  He could just imagine the horror stories of the evil and immoral American capitalist regime that had been drilled into Ling’s head. “It’s a great place where people are free to live their lives the way they choose.”


  The girl’s eyes sparkled at the thought. He knew that such a vision of a perfect America where freedom rang and everyone was treated equally wasn’t entirely accurate, but it was a sufficient one-sentence answer. Plus, he didn’t have time to give a politics lesson, and the ultra-idealized version of America was much closer than the lies he suspected she had been told her whole life.


  As he scanned the monitors, his thoughts shifted to the scheduled rendezvous with the rest of the team from Delta. He had no idea where he was supposed to meet them. That information had been lost along with Mueller. For a moment, he considered how he could get in contact with them. He needed to warn them about the beast.


  “Ling, have you seen any other people in the city? Other soldiers maybe?”


  The girl’s eyes darted away, and she seemed to shrink.


  “What’s wrong?”


  She swallowed hard. “We were living in a building north of here when we heard men screaming and lots of shooting. We went to see what was happening.” She hesitated. “That’s when we first saw the monster.”


  He closed his eyes and thought of all the soldiers he had seen die in combat, all of the families back home that would receive notices of their loved ones’ deaths but never know the classified details. They would never know that their family members died as heroes defending the world from forces beyond imagining.


  He opened his eyes and looked to the bank of monitors. “Ling, can you show me the building where you heard the screams?”
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  Ling examined the walkie-talkie that Knight had found on a shelf in the back of the bunker, twisting it over in her hand and studying each knob and button.


  “Are you sure that you understand everything?” Knight said.


  Ling nodded and repeated his instructions. “If Jiao or I see anything on the monitors, then we call you on the radio. And don’t touch any of the knobs because you’ve already dialed in the proper frequency.”


  “That’s right. And whatever you do, don’t leave this bunker. You’ll be safe here. There’s food and drinks in the back.” He had already searched through the rest of the chamber and found that it apparently did pull double duty as a bomb shelter. There was a storeroom in the back that held enough supplies to sustain at least a dozen people for a week. He suspected that it was designed to hold the top city government officials and their families in case of an emergency. The kids would be safe here for a long time while he dealt with whatever enemy waited outside.


  He moved to the first workstation and brought up the camera feed of the hallway outside the bunker. The beast was gone, but he had spent the past hour trying to locate it on any other camera and had come up with nothing. He suspected that it was out there somewhere waiting for him, but he couldn’t stay holed up inside the bunker forever. He had a job to do.


  If the team from Delta had gone up against the creature, then the chances they were still alive was slim, but he had to know either way. And maybe he could at least gather some intel from the scene to shed light on what exactly he was up against.


  “Once it’s safe, I’ll be back to get you both out of here.”


  “Please,” Jiao said. “Don’t leave. Don’t go.” The boy struggled to keep his emotions in check. Tears welled in his eyes. His voice shook. But he stuck his chin out, doing his best to appear tough.


  Knight knew the kid had been abandoned, first by his parents in death, and then by the betrayal of an abusive uncle, but there was no way he could stay with the kids. Nor could he take them along for the ride and keep them safe.


  Knight crouched in front of the boy. “I have to go,” he said. “Not because I want to, but because I have to. It’s the only way any of us will get out of this mess. Understand?”


  A furtive nod confirmed the boy’s understanding.


  “You have Ling,” Knight said. “She’s never left you, right?”


  Another nod.


  “And she’s kept you safe? You trust her?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then trust her now. And me. I won’t leave you here. I promise.”


  Ling and Jiao both reached out and hugged him tightly. His cheeks flushed at the unexpected display of affection. He patted them awkwardly on their backs and then said, “Okay, stand back and shut this door behind me.”


  He raised the M4 and then pressed the red button next to the bunker’s entrance. Gears whirred and the seal of the door popped as the hatch slid open. He moved into the hallway and turned back to the kids. Fear and doubt were etched onto their faces. He gave them a thumbs up and a nod. Ling reached out and pressed the button. He stood there and watched until the door was completely closed. Then he set off toward the rendezvous point.


  


  


  The staging area had been set up within some type of warehouse surrounded on all sides by a high chain-link fence. During the journey, he had tried to move invisibly from cover to cover, but there was no way to avoid being completely exposed as he made his way to the warehouse. The ability to easily see an attack coming was likely one of the reasons that the Delta team commander had chosen the spot.


  He scanned the surrounding buildings for a few moments, but he didn’t see any signs of enemy activity. Slinging the M4 over one shoulder, he took three deep breaths and braced himself. Then he took off in a dead sprint toward the tall fence.


  He hit the fence with a jump and began to gracefully scale the barrier. Within a second, he was at the top. One arm shot over the peak, and his fingers grasped the other side. In one fluid motion, he flipped over and dropped to the ground. He hit the pavement of the warehouse’s parking lot in a roll and came up with his sidearm at the ready. The weapon’s aim followed his eyes as he scanned his surroundings for danger. Seeing no threats, he moved toward the warehouse.


  The structure was a large, white block building with a green metal roof fronted by loading docks and tall garage doors designed for semi-trucks. A red and white realtor sign adorned the front window along with a sign detailing the features of the property. He hit the building’s wall next to the window and cautiously scanned the interior. The door was unlocked, and he pushed inside. The office space was vacant of everything except a large reception desk built into the wall.


  He holstered his Beretta and unslung the M4 rifle. Then he moved down a hallway past a string of empty offices and men and women restrooms. At the end of the hall, he pushed through a door into the main section of the warehouse.


  The smell of rotting meat assaulted him immediately. The buzzing of flies filled the space with a constant hum like the pulsing of a large generator. The warehouse had become a charnel house. Bodies of the soldiers were strewn everywhere. Some had been torn apart. Others had apparently been tossed across the room like rag dolls, their limbs twisted at strange angles, their mouths bent open in silent screams. Empty shell casings coated the floor, stuck in the congealing blood.


  The sights, sounds and smells attacked his senses and overwhelmed him. He lost his breath and stumbled back into the hallway. His emotions and gut instinct told him to flee from this place as quickly as possible and never return, except maybe in his nightmares. But his training as an elite soldier told him to move forward and complete the mission. And without searching this room, he wouldn’t even know what the mission was.


  He pushed back into the warehouse, trying to focus upon the task at hand and look at the scene objectively. He needed intel and equipment. The thought of any of these people still being alive was a near impossibility, but he decided to check each anyway. He moved through the room, checking each body first for a pulse and then for papers or gear.


  One of the bodies, the remains of a woman, had long brown hair and a beautifully sculpted frame. He wondered if this was some type of civilian scientific or intelligence advisor. The lifeless form was lying face down against the pavement with the hair spread out concealing the woman’s features. If he had been forced to bet, this body would have been his pick as possessing useful intel.


  He crouched over the woman, reached out, and grabbed hold of her right shoulder. Then he rolled her over onto her back.


  As she turned over, her arm came up, and Knight found himself staring down the business end of a 9mm Sig Sauer pistol.
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  With a speed born partially out of instinct and partially out of an intense training regiment, Knight slapped the gun away from his face just as it spit fire. A round shot past his head and clanged off the metal ceiling.


  In one motion, he rolled away and pulled his own sidearm. His finger flew to the trigger, but he resisted the impulse to pull.


  He recognized the face staring back at him.


  The woman’s name was Anna Beck. She had been a member of the Gen-Y security force hired by Manifold Genetics, the company that had tried to harness the power of the Hydra. She had also been instrumental in the company’s downfall and had even earned herself the temporary callsign: Pawn, during the incident.


  Beck raised her hands in surrender and allowed the Sig Sauer to slip from her grasp. It thudded to the concrete but remained within her reach.


  He held his aim for a moment and then lowered his own weapon. “Every time we meet, you aim a gun at my face.”


  She smiled. “Sorry about that. I heard someone coming and thought you might be whoever was responsible for…this.” She gestured to the carnage that surrounded them.


  He regained his feet and held out a hand for her. She took it, and he pulled her from the ground. She stood at least five inches taller than he did, and she was still every bit as beautiful as he remembered. He hadn’t seen her since she’d fled the scene of Chess Team’s confrontation with Manifold Genetics at the Alpha facility in New Hampshire. She’d helped defeat her employer, but had probably feared prosecution. The team would have vouched for her, and Deep Blue would have likely pardoned her, but not even the team knew their handler was the U.S. President at the time. But Knight had thought of the tall woman with “girl next door” good looks on occasion, wondering what happened to her. He’d hoped to see her again, but envisioned the reunion a bit differently than this.


  He looked her over. She wore black BDUs that reminded him of those he had seen the SAS, Britain’s Special Air Service, use. She pulled her brown hair back into a ponytail and secured it with a black band.


  “So you don’t know what happened here?” he said.


  “No, I only got here a few minutes ago.”


  He wanted to trust her, but he kept his weapon ready at his side as a precautionary measure. “Why are you here, Beck? What the hell is going on?”


  She stretched out her arms and rotated her neck. It issued an audible pop. “I was forcefully recruited by a team of British commandos for my knowledge of Manifold. We were supposed to meet up with an American team from Delta, but the Americans abruptly broke contact. So a group of three SAS commandos and I went on a little recon mission.”


  “Where are the others from your group?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. I was on point. Then, I turned back and they were gone. Vanished. No sound, no screams, no gunfire. Three men…just gone.”


  He thought of how quickly Mueller had disappeared. But the pilot was at least able to get off a few shots. “Okay, that’s explains why you’re here, but not what the hell is going on. Why are any of us here in the first place?”


  A strange expression filled her face. “You don’t know?” Then she looked him up and down, taking note of the expensive suit. “And what are you wearing?”


  He sighed. “I’ll explain later. Right now, I need answers. Unfortunately, I only know what I’ve gathered for myself. I was basically shanghaied into this mess and was told that I’d receive a full briefing once I arrived here.” He held out his arms at his side. “As you can see, that’s not going to happen.”


  She chuckled and shook her head, but there was no happiness or humor in the gesture. “I guess I’ll be the first to welcome you to hell, Knight. Why don’t we get away from this smell and head back into one of the offices. Then, I’ll explain what I know.”


  He nodded his assent, and they headed back toward the door to the office area. He tried to keep his eyes from the mutilated bodies of the fallen soldiers as he went. He ignored the implications of the scene and what it meant for their chances of survival on this mission.


  His hand reached out for the handle of the office door, but he jumped back as a frantic voice crackled to life on his radio. In a voice punctuated by fear, Ling said, “Knight, we saw it—the monster. It’s coming toward you.”
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  Knight scrambled among the bodies, searching for anything that they could use against the behemoth headed their way. A tarp hid a large stack of wooden boxes in the center of the staging area. He pulled the tarp free and scanned the boxes for any labels. He smiled at a symbol etched into the side of one of them. The box carried no other markings or labels, but the small symbol gave him all the information he needed. The symbol was that of a chess piece. A knight.


  He pulled a four inch folding knife from his pocket and snapped it open with a flick of his wrist. He used it to pop the top off the crate. Inside was a set of weapons and ammunition: a Barrett XM500 .50 caliber sniper rifle, a fully auto version of the FN FS2000 for close quarters combat and an AA12 fully automatic shotgun loaded with FRAG-12 high-explosive armor-piercing shells. He assumed that he had Deep Blue to thank for the specially selected equipment.


  A line of three black Humvees sat untouched along the back wall of the warehouse. He directed Beck to grab an end of the crate, and they quickly loaded the ordnance into the first of the Humvees.


  “You’re driving,” he said. Then he moved toward the first of garage doors and found the button to open it. He pressed it, and the massive door began to slide up.


  When the bottom of the door reached eye level, a flash of movement from outside registered in his peripheral vision.


  He rolled to the side just as a massive claw swung down and sparked against the concrete. It was at moments such as this that he was thankful for his small stature and graceful speed. A bigger man might have been torn in half.


  The M4 barked to life as he unloaded upon the hulking figure, but the beast barely registered the attack and seemed to regard the bullet strikes as a minor annoyance. As it slowly looked him over, Knight had the distinct feeling that the creature was playing with him. But this allowed him, for the first time, to receive a clear view of his enemy. He didn’t like what he saw.


  It stood at least nine feet tall and seemed almost as wide. Every limb of its enormous body bulged with sinewy muscle. It wore the shredded remains of black BDUs and moved like a man. But its arms hung low, and its skin was covered with greenish iridescent scales. Its ears were almost human but were deformed and pointed like those of an iguana. Sharp claws tipped the massive five fingered hands, and a bulbous, elongated and hairless head sat upon muscular shoulders and held a snouted face, yellow eyes and a mouth full of gleaming, curved fangs. It reminded Knight of some freakish coupling of a man and Hydra.


  He had seen enough. He unleashed a barrage of fire into the creature’s eyes. It stumbled back and Knight tried to move away, but within a few seconds, the damage to its face had repaired itself.


  A low rumbling that seemed all-to-similar to laughter emanated from somewhere deep within the creature’s throat. The sound filled Knight with dread. The more he saw of this beast, the less it seemed like an animal. And the more it seemed almost human.


  The thing made no more advances toward him, but as he inched toward the Humvee, it shadowed him. He knew that if he took off he’d never reach the transport before the beast tore him to shreds.


  It croaked out another short laugh and then drew back a giant clawed arm.


  He prepared to leap away and kept his eyes locked with the creature’s, hoping that its eyes would choreograph its movements.


  The sound of screeching tires drew its reptilian gaze back into the warehouse just before the black Humvee slammed into the creature’s side. Beck accelerated with the beast clinging to the front grill of the vehicle and hissing in a way that no longer seemed human at all.


  Knight watched as the Humvee barreled across the parking lot, burst through the fence and slammed into the concrete wall of a neighboring building. He ran after the damaged vehicle, and after a few seconds, the Humvee pulled back from the wall.


  Beck screamed, “Grab on!”


  He didn’t have to be told twice.


  He leapt onto the running board and grabbed hold of the vehicle’s frame. “Go!”


  Beck slammed her foot to the floor, and the Humvee sped away. Knight swung his legs up through the window and slid inside the vehicle. Then he moved to the hatch in the transport’s roof that was normally used by the gunner. The well-oiled hinges swung open easily, and he poked the upper half of his body into open air.


  He looked back to where the beast should have been splattered against the wall, but instead of a bloody smear, he saw the thing stumble back into the street. The monstrous face turned in his direction. The impact had caved in half of its head, and one of its arms had been severed cleanly above the elbow.


  But before his eyes, the face began to reform, and a new limb sprouted from the bloody stump.


  The thing bent back its body and roared. The two wing-like ears on either side of its head slapped against its skull when it roared, creating a distinct rattling sound Knight remembered all too well. The shriek was full of rage and agony and made Knight feel very small and helpless. After a few seconds, the beast lunged onto all fours and charged after them.


  Knight ducked his head back into the cab of the Humvee and said, “I think we’re gonna need a bigger boat.”


  Beck glanced in the rearview mirror. “I think we’re going to need a few Apaches with Hellfire missiles.”
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  The old man had lost track of time as the days, nights and weeks of imprisonment had begun to blur together. He wasn’t sure how long he had been in this place, and he no longer cared. Giuseppe Salvatori reached up to his face and rubbed through the thick gray beard. He felt an odd sense of shame at his shabby appearance. He had always prided himself on his hygiene. Before this, in all those years since he was a teenage boy, had he went a single day without shaving? He didn’t think so. The thought of dying in such a dreadful state filled him with sadness.


  Most people found themselves imprisoned due to their shortcomings or mistakes, and Salvatori thought it amusing that he was imprisoned because of his genius and his skills in genetic science. Years earlier, he had mentored a brilliant young man named Todd Maddox. That same young man had gone on to crack the secret behind the legendary Hydra. But before doing so, he had also acquired a position for Salvatori within Manifold Genetics. He had no way of knowing at the time that aligning with his former pupil would eventually bring about his own downfall.


  The meager space he had come to call home wasn’t exactly a dungeon from days of old. It was merely a concrete supply closet within a research bunker that had been equipped with an electronic locking mechanism to protect sensitive equipment and data. Of course, this meant that it also contained no cot or toilet, and he had been forced to endure the indignity of sleeping on a mattress on the floor and defecating into a five-gallon bucket that sat in the corner. The bucket didn’t get emptied often, and he imagined that the stench would overwhelm anyone who entered. He had grown accustomed to the smell long ago.


  Salvatori heard footsteps in the hall just before a blinding light flooded into his cell. He strained for his eyes to adjust to the sudden illumination. The man that stood before him was impeccably dressed in a gray pinstriped suit that probably cost enough to feed a third world country for a week. Round wire-rimmed spectacles rested upon a small upturned nose, and the man’s salt and pepper hair was parted neatly and slicked back from his face. Salvatori wondered why Phillip Cho would dress like that when he worked alone. Behind the glasses, Cho’s eyes were bloodshot, and Salvatori could see the residue of a white powder beneath the man’s nose. Cho carried himself like some sort of aristocrat, but Salvatori knew that Cho was no less of a monster than the abomination that he had created.


  “I have nothing to say to you,” Salvatori said, his voice dry and brittle.


  Cho’s face showed disgust, either from the show of insolence or from the smell. He shook his head and made a clucking sound with his tongue. “I really hate to see you like this. Don’t you think it’s time that we end this little game?” Cho moved farther into the room, leaned against the wall, and crossed his arms over his chest. “I know that you can fix the serum. You hold the key. Maddox was your pupil, and if he could unlock the secret to immortality, so can you. It’s time that you share your secrets with me, old friend.”


  Salvatori raised his eyes to meet Cho’s. “If I were thirty years younger...”


  Cho laughed. “Too bad that you’re not thirty years younger. Maybe you were smarter back then. Now you’re just a stubborn old man that refuses to listen to reason. I don’t want to have to hurt you, but I will. I’ll make you beg me for death. Do you understand? I’m out of time, and so are you.”


  Cho reached into his jacket pocket, and the locking mechanism of the door clicked open. He stepped into the frame of the doorway and then turned back to Salvatori. “You had better think about what I said. The next time I set foot in this place, I will have my answers.”


  As Cho turned away, Salvatori quickly gained his feet and lunged out toward the younger man. He grabbed a fistful of Cho’s suit and struck him in the stomach, but the punch was weak and ineffective. Cho swept out a foot and tore Salvatori’s feet out from beneath him.


  The old man hit the concrete, and Cho kicked him hard in the midsection. Salvatori’s vision filled with white spots as his breath was stolen from him. He clutched his arms into his chest and curled into a ball.


  Cho swept a hand back over his hair and said, “Damnit, old man. We’ve been given the opportunity to remake the world, to do something that’s never been done. We could be gods.”


  Salvatori coughed hard and sucked in a lungful of air. “You’re insane,” he said in a wheeze.


  Cho chuckled and kicked the old man again. “It’s always been said that there’s a thin line between genius and madness. I’m going to check on our son’s progress, but I’ll be back soon. We’ll finish this discussion, and if you don’t help me, you’ll see firsthand how insane I can be.”


  With the threat still hanging in the air, Cho walked out the door and slammed it behind him.


  Salvatori waited a few moments before he moved. Then, still crumpled in a ball on the floor, he raised his hand to his face and examined the small device that he had stolen from Cho’s jacket.


  He cursed under his breath. The device must have struck the ground when he fell and damaged the transmitter. He closed his eyes and sighed. But then he willed himself onward, popped the back panel from the device and set to work.
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  Knight grabbed the AA12 automatic shotgun from the crate and slapped on a 32-round drum loaded with explosive shells. He popped back up through the hatch and judged the distance to the creature. Beck was pushing the vehicle at a quick and steady speed. The lack of vehicles and pedestrians on the road made it possible for her to do so without swerving in and out of traffic and throwing off his aim. Somehow, the beast was keeping pace.


  “How much farther to the SAS camp?” he called down into the cab.


  “Probably another couple of miles.”


  “Radio ahead and tell them that we’re coming in hot.”


  The radio at his belt squealed to life. “Knight, are you okay? We’re scared.”


  He grabbed the radio from his belt and said in a flurry, “Everything’s fine. I just have to deal with a little pest problem.”


  He sighted in on the beast loping along behind them, pushed out a breath and squeezed the trigger. The weapon kicked hard against his shoulder and three explosive rounds shot forward and struck the beast dead center in its chest and head. Small explosions bloomed to life and halted the creature’s momentum, driving it backward and off its feet.


  But Knight knew that it wasn’t out of the fight.


  “Stop the truck!” he said.


  To Beck’s credit as a soldier, she didn’t question his orders, and the large, black vehicle skidded to a halt. The smell of burning rubber mixed with the aromas of gunpowder and burnt flesh filling the air.


  The beast was already pulling itself from the ground, the jagged wounds in its abdomen sewing themselves shut. He sighted in again and unleashed a steady barrage of fire. The butt of the rifle hammered against his shoulder, and it took considerable strength to keep his aim from drifting skyward.


  He kept the trigger pulled back until the shotgun clicked empty and the entire cylinder of explosive rounds had wreaked havoc upon the creature’s body. The small explosions blew the beast back in a bloody mess, howling in agony. Its ruined flesh lay in pieces scattered across the pavement.


  The keening wail was like a hot needle in his ears. The pain had to have been beyond imagining—more than any man or beast should ever have been forced to endure. But right before his eyes, the bloody pieces of flesh began to reform outward from the creature’s core.


  He shook his head and called down to Beck. “Get us out of here.”
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  The SAS had positioned their staging area within the loading dock of a large building designed for use as a shopping mall. But all of the storefronts were bare and their signs blank. Light red bricks dotted with white bricks that came together in artistic shapes when viewed at a distance, composed the structure. It appeared to be a sizable multi-tiered complex with half of the space stretching up three stories high, plus a basement. The loading dock sat on the back half of the building in a carved out niche that opened into the basement level. Two stories of empty shops and food stands rested above the bank of waist-high doors designed for trucks to pull against and be quickly unloaded. An enormous parking lot sat behind the loading docks. There wasn’t a single car on the lot. In fact, Knight had seen no more than five vehicles since he had arrived in the city.


  Beck parked in the lot close to the entrance, and they walked up a ramp and into the loading dock. Knight felt the itch on his skin of eyes staring down gun sights. Beck carried one end of his crate, and he held the other. He had given her the AA12 and strapped the FS2000 over his shoulder. He kept the weapon at his back and tried to make his movements deliberate and non-threatening. He had enough problems without worrying about a friendly-fire incident.


  As they pushed through the door, the black-clad SAS soldiers swept from the shadows and fell in around them. They weren’t being overtly aggressive. Their weapons remained pointed at the floor, and they tried to make their movements seem casual. But he could plainly see that the SAS boys were ready to take the two of them down at the slightest hint of trouble. He could see their fingers coiled tightly around their weapons, and the sweat beading up on their foreheads.


  An angry voice called out in a thick Scottish brogue. “Where the bloody hell’re my men, Beck? And who’s your friend?”


  The man stepped out from behind a long table containing an assortment of maps and gear. He wore black BDUs and carried himself like an officer who had seen his fair share of combat—tight and efficient yet relaxed and confident. A black beret covered reddish brown hair, and the flesh on the right side of his neck was mangled from a nasty burn scar.


  “Your men are gone,” Knight said. “And we’re next unless you listen up.”


  Surprise fell over the man’s face, but his eyes quickly narrowed into angry slits. There was a bulge of chewing tobacco in his front lip, and he spit a black liquid stream onto the floor. Knight saw the man bite back an angry comment, as the officer looked him up and down. Instead, he said, “Okay, I’m listening.”


  “I’m American spec ops. The rest of the U.S. team is gone. Killed by the same thing that took out your men. It’s big. It’s nasty. And it’s tougher than anything you’ve ever come up against.”


  The SAS commander snorted. “Quite frankly, kid, I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. So don’t talk to me like I’m one of the sodding paper pushers. I’ve probably spilled more blood in more mud than your whole damn unit combined.”


  Knight rolled his eyes. The old-timers always looked at his smooth, handsome face and assumed that he was some kind of newbie. And they didn’t have time to swap war stories and compare scars.


  Beck said, “You should listen to him, Donahue. He’s experienced in situations like this. You’ve heard the reports of what attacked those bases.”


  Donahue waved her off. “I’ve heard the horror stories, but I’ve yet to see any hard intel to back them up. Just you showing up here with some stranger making a bunch of wild claims.”


  Confusion contorted Knight’s features. “What are the two of you talking about? What bases? What attacks?”


  Donahue gave him a strange look. “I thought you were with the Americans?”


  Beck said, “He got dropped into this mess without being briefed. Donahue, just have your men keep an eye on the perimeter, and we’ll all play a little game of show and tell.”


  Donahue nodded to one of his men standing in the shadows nearby, and the rest of the SAS team scattered. Beck stepped forward and laid the AA12 on the table. “Okay, Knight. Let’s start from the beginning. Since the Hydra incident, I’ve been tracking down other illegal activities being conducted by Manifold Genetics. I’d been hearing rumors that one of the scientists escaped from the Alpha facility with a sample of Hydra blood. My sources said that this man, who was of Chinese decent, had decided to go to work for his homeland developing the possible military uses for the Hydra DNA. He had recruited another former Manifold employee named Giusseppe Salvatori, who is one of the world’s foremost experts in genetic recombination. Salvatori has done quite a bit of work with reptilian DNA. He’s also an old friend of mine. He must have heard that I was trying to track down what Manifold was up to because he tried to contact me.”


  “What did he say?”


  “All his message said was that he needed to speak with me and that the world was in great danger. Needless to say, that got my attention—especially from someone like Giusseppe. He’s a very practical man. Unfortunately, I never heard from him again. Neither man popped back onto the grid after that, at least so far as I could tell.”


  “Until now.”


  Beck nodded. “Two days ago a British clandestine military outpost and a secret American research facility were wiped out. The only transmission received described a creature that couldn’t be killed. That’s when the SAS brought me in as a consultant.”


  “Like I said, a crazy horror story,” Donahue added.


  “I wish that were true,” Knight said to Donahue then turned back to Beck. “How did you trace things back here?”


  “That was your American friends,” Donahue said. “They used some surveillance satellite logs to backtrack the path of a transport chopper that landed near their base. When our governments each learned that the other had also been attacked, this became a joint operation.”


  “So the chemical spill explanation for the city’s evacuation was bullshit.”


  “Which our governments suspected anyway. They just didn’t know the whole story.”


  Knight put his fists flat on the table and leaned over. “And we’re here to fill in the blanks and get to the bottom of this mess.”


  Donahue straightened up and said, “I still don’t buy the story about some bloody monster that can’t be killed. I know science today can seem like magic, but how the hell is something like that even possible.”


  Knight thought back on the explanations for the Hydra’s abilities that he had been given. He shrugged and raised his hands, unsure of how much classified information to share with the man. “I’m not a scientist, but I know that all life on the planet shares something like ninety-eight percent of the same genetic structure and our DNA bonds in pairs. All of those genetic pairings are glued together with water. But this thing’s DNA is glued together with something called heavy water or D20. It’s this abnormality that allows its DNA structure to contain genes not found in other organisms. Some of those extra genes give it unique regenerative capabilities, among other things.”


  Donahue looked at him like he had just recited an epic poem all in Latin.


  “Salamanders,” Knight said. “Squid. Lizards. Starfish. They can all re-grow severed limbs or tails. This thing can do the same thing, but on a much grander scale and very quickly. You don’t really need to know how it does this, only that it can. And you need to adjust your tactics to compensate.”


  The SAS commander opened his mouth to speak but didn’t have time to utter a single word before a flustered member of his team ran up to them. Fear showed on the SAS soldier’s face, but he still tried to maintain a modicum of respect and composure. The man was breathing hard, and the spaces between his words were punctuated by sharp intakes of air.


  “Major Donahue, we’ve lost contact with the outer perimeter guards, and we’ve spotted something big headed our way.”
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  “What do you mean something big?” Donahue said.


  The man diverted his eyes. “It looks like… I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Knight leaned into Donahue’s field of vision, blocking his view of the other soldier, and said, “You need to bust out the biggest guns you have and prepare for the fight of your lives.”


  Donahue hesitated a moment. His face still showed a level of suspicion and doubt. But then he moved toward the front of the loading dock and started barking orders to his men.


  Knight pulled the top from his crate of weaponry and ammo. He took out another 32-round cylinder of explosive shells for the AA12. He mounted the drum onto the rifle and yanked back the weapon’s slide. Then, he held out the large, fully automatic shotgun to Beck. She took it without a word. “That’s all the ammo I have left for that gun. Make them count.”


  “What about you?”


  He smiled. “I’ve got another toy that I’d like to take for a ride.”


  She nodded and ran off to join the others in defending the perimeter.


  He reached back into the crate and retrieved that Barrett XM500 sniper rifle. The weapon fired a round capable of blowing a man in half from over a mile away. Once the weapon was ready, he grabbed for the walkie-talkie at his belt. “Ling, do you see the monster now?”


  After a moment of static, the voice on the radio responded. “We see it! It’s coming your way.”


  He didn’t bother to respond; he was already on the move. He sprinted to one of the loading doors and pressed the button to open it. The roll-up door began to rise, and after it had cleared about a three-foot opening, he pressed the button again. The door’s upward climb ceased.


  He dropped to his knees and then went prone with the sniper rifle still in his arms. His hope was that a well-placed .50 caliber round through the creature’s brain stem would be enough to finally take it down. But there was only one way to know for sure.


  The creature loped forward on all fours, running like a mountain gorilla. The fact that the beast didn’t seem to fear them at all and was charging into a nest of highly trained and heavily armed commandos didn’t fill Knight with very much confidence at their chances of survival. But he’d always agreed with Wayne Gretzky when the hockey legend said that you miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.


  Instantly and instinctively adjusting for wind, distance and speed, Knight took a breath, pushed it out, and squeezed the trigger. The rifle bucked, and the massive bullet sliced a path to its intended target. In a spray of red mist, the impact struck the creature, halting its headlong charge. Through the scope, he could see the bullet wound blossom in its neck. The trunk-like legs fell out from beneath the beast, and its momentum carried it forward, skidding across the pavement of the parking lot.


  The SAS team cheered as they witnessed the shot through their own scopes. He ignored them and refused to breathe while scanning the creature for movement. It lay still for what seemed like a long time, and he allowed a small hope to creep into his mind.


  The feeling evaporated, however, as the beast began to twitch. Within a few seconds, it pulled itself to its feet and shook its head from side to side like a dog that had just run into a sliding glass door.


  The group fell silent as the beast continued its charge. He stood up and pressed the button to close the garage door back down. Donahue appeared at his side.


  “What the hell is that thing?” Donahue said in a whisper.


  Knight chuckled. “Welcome to my world.”


  


  


  


  


  


  16.


  


  Knight dropped the XM500 sniper rifle onto the table, shook his head in disgust and turned to Donahue. “Major, you need to have your men hold that thing back for as long as they can with whatever they’ve got.”


  Donahue didn’t question him and started calling out orders to his men. Once in position, he yelled for the men to fire at will, and the loading bay filled with the sound of gunfire and spent shell casings striking concrete. The SAS soldiers were calm and professional, firing in short bursts to conserve ammo and slow the creature’s progression.


  Knight grabbed Donahue by the elbow and pulled him back to a spot behind a stack of crates that partially shielded them from the cacophony of fire. “We can’t put a stop to this little science experiment with that thing on our asses at every turn.”


  Donahue shook his head and spat more brownish liquid onto the floor. “There must be a way to kill that thing.”


  “Unless you brought along a tactical nuke, I think we’re SOL.”


  Donahue cocked his head to the side. “What’s SOL?”


  “Shit out of luck.”


  “Right. If we can’t kill it, how about trapping and containing the beast?”


  Knight squeezed his eyelids together and rubbed at his temple. “That’s a good thought, but the creature is incredibly powerful. Even if we could trap it somehow, where would we hold it? Do you have air transport out of here? Maybe we could re-equip and come back with a plan?”


  “Sorry, mate. We parachuted in, but the Americans were going to bring an Osprey for aerial support.”


  He thought back on the way his day had begun and the Osprey spinning out of control and plummeting toward the ground. “The Osprey is out of commission. Trust me, I was on it when it went down.”


  Donahue cursed under his breath, but then his face lit up. “We might not have a nuke, but if we can make it to that Osprey, we might have the next best thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  Before Donahue could answer, Beck ran up and said, “We’ve lost sight of the creature!”


  Donahue spun toward the perimeter. “What do you mean you lost sight of it? Where the hell could it have gone?”


  Knight saw the next few seconds pass in slow motion.


  Beck’s eyes were wide with shock. She shrugged her shoulders, showing that she was just as confused as Donahue. Then the skylight above their heads crashed inward, glass exploding down all around them. A dark shape fell through the hole in the ceiling amidst the rain of shattered glass.
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  The beast dropped the forty feet to the ground. Knight not only heard the crunching of shattered glass as the monster struck, but he also heard the cracking of the creature’s bones. It howled and fell over on its broken legs. But within a matter of seconds, it was back on its feet.


  The SAS commandos wheeled around and opened fire. The beast didn’t seem fazed by the barrage of hot metal. It rushed forward and tore into the line of soldiers.


  The distinctive sound of the AA12 filled the air as Beck pushed the creature back. It toppled over and careened into a stack of crates. But Knight knew that it would only buy them a few seconds. He grabbed Beck by the arm and called out to Donahue. “Pull your men back!”


  He pointed Beck toward the loading bay door. “Open that up. I’ll grab one of those.” He gestured toward a pair of tan HMT 400s resting along the back wall. The strange-looking vehicles were the primary troop transport used by the SAS. They reminded Knight of small fire trucks with no front glass and guns mounted on top instead of hoses.


  Beck nodded and ran off toward the bay doors while Knight sprinted over to the transports. He knew their only hope was to outrun the creature, and despite the HMT 400’s bulky appearance, the vehicles were fairly agile and capable of speeds in excess of fifty miles per hour.


  He ran amid the deafening sounds of gunfire. The bright flashes in the darkened space sliced into his eyes, white spots filling his vision.


  He tried to ignore the screams of the SAS soldiers as the creature tore them apart. He attempted to keep his mind focused upon the task at hand, but the sights and smells of the warehouse that had contained the bodies of the American team kept appearing within his mind’s eye. An odd sense of guilt washed over him that he had failed to spare the SAS group of the same fate.


  Hurdling obstacles, he cut through the confusion of the attack to reach the vehicle. It was just in front of him, and he reached to grab on and pull himself into the HMT’s driver seat.


  But a giant shape fell in front of him, knocking him back.


  The creature stared down at him with fire in its eyes. Again, the beast seemed strangely human. It seemed to have realized that he had caused it a great deal of pain and was ready to return the favor.


  It backhanded him across the room like a rag doll.


  He slammed into a stack of nearby crates. The pain exploded in his mind, but he fought to regain his feet. He looked up to see the beast charging at him and knew that it would be on top of him before he could stand. Instead, he kicked his legs and tried to back away on his hands and backside. He rolled his legs up just as the creature pounded the concrete in front of him. The impact shattered the concrete and sent him rolling away.


  He hadn’t even gained his bearings by the time the creature was on him again. He felt the beast’s fist clamp onto him like a vise, its talons slowly digging into the meat of his shoulder.


  It lifted him from the ground and pulled him close to its fang-filled mouth. It roared with satisfaction. He could smell the rank stench of death on its breath as it stretched its jaws wide and moved in for the kill.


  But then, he recognized the all-too-familiar blast of a .50 caliber rifle and felt himself falling as he watched the beast’s head jerk to the side in a spay of blood. He rolled as he hit the ground and stumbled forward, trying to put as much distance as possible between himself and the creature’s bloodlust.


  His legs felt heavy, and the world spun. He fell to his knees and looked up to see Beck fire another blast from the XM500 rifle. Then, Donahue and one of his men were at his side, lifting him from the floor. He shook them off and grabbed his FS2000 from the table.


  Donahue said, “Retreat! Fall back into the mall!”


  They scrambled through the docks toward the customer section of the mall. Donahue kicked through a doublewide loading door, and Knight and Beck followed on the man’s heels. The remaining SAS soldiers were close behind. Knight could hear the sound of suppressing fire coupled with screams as the spec ops team fell one by one.


  Calming grays and whites complemented the side of the mall that would one day be seen by the world. Three open stories stretched above their heads, and there were spots reserved for fountains and fancy displays. But the fountain was empty, and the displays were non-existent. A warren of stairs and escalators stretched to the sky. The stores were hollow white shells of glass and drywall. Knight was amazed at the wastefulness of the whole city. What kind of a government would build empty cities to falsely bolster an economy built upon the backs of the poor?


  Donahue urged the group forward. Knight heard roaring behind them and turned see the front of a store burst inward as the creature threw one of the SAS soldiers through the plate glass. He grabbed the XM500 from Beck and blasted a round into the creature’s skull. It crashed backward, destroying the front of another empty store.


  They ran forward as fast their legs would carry them, curving around bends and forks in the path and heading toward the front of the mall. But the place was huge, and it seemed like they’d already run for miles. He had conditioned his body into a finely tuned machine, but even Knight could feel the fire in his legs and the burning of lungs that begged for air. They couldn’t keep this up much longer.


  Then the front entrance loomed ahead, and they were pushing their way into the open air. He didn’t dare glance over his shoulder. He could almost feel the creature’s hot breath on his neck, and he prayed that it was only his imagination.


  Ahead, Beck called them toward a manhole cover in the street. “Help me!” she screamed.


  Knight, Donahue and the last of the SAS soldiers grabbed hold of the cover and willed their remaining strength into pulling the heavy metal free from the ground. The others started to climb down, and Knight turned back to the front of the mall.


  The mall’s face was two stories of shimmering glass surrounded by shrubbery and brick. Before Knight’s eyes, the glass burst outward. The upper panels cracked and fell from their supports. The pieces of shrapnel erupted everywhere, and he shielded his eyes.


  The beast stood where the glass had been. It threw its arms out to the side and bellowed at its fleeing prey.


  Then, it charged.


  Donahue and his man were already on their way down the ladder, but Knight knew that he and Beck would never make it if they took the time to climb down. Time for the express elevator, he thought. Knight wrapped his arms around Beck and jumped into the hole as the beast skidded over the opening.


  The pair landed upon the two SAS commandos, and they all fell together in a heap on the sewer floor. Knight gained his feet and pulled them back, just as a clawed fist swiped down through the opening above. The creature slashed back and forth and stretched out after them. It jammed its head and arm down, but it couldn’t fit its enormous, muscular torso through the opening. It shrieked at them in rage. Then, the creature pulled its bulk back from the opening and disappeared.


  The four of them stood there a moment, leaning against the sewer walls and trying to catch their breath. Donahue leaned over with his head in his hands. “If I would’ve listened to you sooner…” His voice trailed off.


  Knight shook his head. “It wouldn’t have made any difference. There’s nothing we could have done.”


  Donahue looked to the sky. “Maybe. Maybe not.”


  “Come on,” Knight said. “Let’s get out of here before it finds a way down.”


  They set off through the sewers in the direction of the downed Osprey with Knight taking point and Donahue watching the rear. As they passed under the next manhole cover, a beam of light burst down on them.


  A giant talon followed through the hole as the creature shrieked and slashed at them.


  Knight flopped to the ground as the clawed fist fought toward him. It grabbed onto the ladder and tried to yank itself through the opening. Its red eyes looked down at Knight, and their gazes locked.


  It stopped its shrieking, and its mouth peeled open to reveal rows of razor sharp fangs. Saliva dripped down from the hungry maw. It slowly raised its arm back through the opening, but it continued to stare down at him. He could feel something being passed between them. It wanted him to know that this was far from over, that it would kill him.


  He stared back at the beast and matched its animosity. This thing had taken the lives of good soldiers, and he wanted its head as much as it wanted his blood. He gave the beast a two-fingered salute. It snarled back and then disappeared.
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  Salvatori surveyed his handiwork. It was a shabby patch job, but it didn’t really matter as long as it worked. The small device resembled a garage door opener with large flat button and a slot on its back where a clip could be inserted to allow it to attach to a belt.


  He pointed the device at the door to his cell and held his breath. If it had been damaged beyond repair and didn’t function, he knew that he would have no choice but to give Cho what he wanted. He had no illusions that he was tough enough to withstand the kinds of torture that a mind like Cho’s could dream up. He would crack, and the world would die along with his resolve.


  He knew that Cho wouldn’t recognize that the remote for his cell’s locking mechanism was missing until the next time he returned. The door automatically locked when it was closed, and Cho had already opened it from the inside when Salvatori stole the device from the younger man’s jacket pocket. The maneuver had been expertly choreographed; he had spent plenty of time alone in a cell considering how to best accomplish the deed. He also suspected that Cho’s mind was too burned out from all of the drugs to allow for rational thought.


  He closed his eyes as he pressed the button. His heart seemed to stop as there was no sound for a second, but then a small click of the mechanism signified his deliverance. He breathed a long sigh of relief. Emotions overwhelmed him, and he nearly wept. But he didn’t have the luxury of savoring his new found freedom. Now was not the time for celebration; it was the time to set things right.
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  There was no sound within the sewers or on the streets above, and they only had one small flashlight between them. A pale halo of illumination lit the path ahead. The air was moist but stagnant. The sound of their movements bounced off the tile walls and created the illusion of footsteps at their backs. Their voices echoed down the tunnel, and they spoke in hushed tones for fear that the beast would track them by the noise.


  Knight found the sewers oddly clean. But he supposed that he should have expected that, since hardly anyone other maintenance workers had ever lived in the city. “So Donahue,” he whispered. “You mentioned that we might have the next best thing to a nuke. If you’ve got some kind of plan, now would be a good time to share.”


  “I don’t know if I’d call it a plan, but if we can get to that Osprey, we should find a little something to even the odds.”


  “I checked the weapons hold, and there wasn’t anything there other than small arms.”


  “This little toy is mounted under one of the wings, not in the hold. We didn’t know what kind of enemy base we would encounter out here, so we asked the Americans to bring along the ultimate bunker buster. A thermobaric warhead.”


  Knight was familiar with thermobaric weapons. They were powerful explosive devices that used a two-stage detonation process. The first stage blew the casing of the bomb and released an explosive chemical vapor into the air that expanded out and filled all the surrounding space. Then, the second stage ignited the accelerant and flash-fried everything within the blast radius. The explosion literally set the air on fire. The final effect was a massive concussion wave that would crush anything that hadn’t been turned to ash. Thermobaric warheads were the most powerful non-nuclear weapons in the U.S. arsenal.


  It would surely be enough to kill the creature. There wouldn’t be a single cell left to regenerate. But there was a problem.


  “It would do the job,” he said, “but the EMP attack that took down the chopper would have fried the warhead’s electronics. Without the detonator, it’s just a big paperweight.”


  “I’ve been thinking about that. If you can get me there, I’m pretty sure that I can make it work.”


  “Pretty sure?”


  “You have any better ideas?”


  “I was giving some serious thought to bugging out and heading to the beach with Beck, but I suppose we could give the warhead thing a shot.”


  “I don’t know,” Donahue said. “I wouldn’t mind seeing her in a bikini.”


  Beck stopped dead in her tracks and glared back at the pair of them. “If you two Don Juans think that creature is a force to be reckoned with, then you’ve obviously never seen me pissed off.”


  Donahue raised his hands in mock submission and moved back with his man. Knight moved up and walked with Beck. “From what I can tell, no one has seen much of you over the past few years.”


  “You’ve looked?”


  “I might have Googled you once or twice.”


  Beck grinned. “I’ve kept a low profile. I think you know why.”


  “Actually,” Knight said. “You have no reason to hide.”


  Beck turned a curious eye toward him.


  “The events at Manifold Alpha are classified. Chess Team has taken over the facility. Ridley topped the most wanted list for a while, but—”


  “Ridley survived?”


  That’s right, Knight thought. The last time Beck saw Ridley, he’d flung himself from a helicopter several hundred feet in the air.


  “He’d taken the serum. He survived the fall and a whole lot more. We caught up with him, though.”


  “Where?”


  “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


  She perched her eyebrows high on her forehead. She wanted to know.


  “Plus, then I’d have to kill you.”


  Her disappointment was easy to see, but he couldn’t tell her about Babel, he mother tongue or how the world was nearly enslaved by Ridley.


  “What’s important for you to know is that your name isn’t on any agency list. There are no warrants for your arrest. You’re not even on a no-fly list. You’re clean.”


  “So you really aren’t looking for me?”


  “Me, as in the U.S. government? No. Me, as in me? Let’s just say I’m not disappointed to have found you. Though the circumstances could be improved.”


  Remembering they were hiding from a killing machine similar to the Hydra sobered Knight. He moved on in silence, hoping to continue the conversation later, if they survived.
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  Phillip Cho peered down through the lens of the Zeiss and Olympus microscopes at the sample of Hydra DNA. Then, he re-examined his notes. If only the sample he had collected hadn’t degraded as he made his escape from the Manifold Alpha facility or if he could have procured Todd Maddox’s actual findings. Or, he thought in disgust, if he had been given access to the equivalent of five NSA Cray Triton supercomputers capable of handling three hundred twenty billion instructions per second as Maddox had.


  He cursed and shoved the papers from the lab station. The area around him contained some of the most sophisticated genetic research equipment in the world: automated karyotyping and fluorescence in-situ hybridization stations, low-temperature freezers, barocyclers, automated Vysis VP2000 slide processors, Axon Scanners and Thermotrons. Despite all of the fancy equipment though, he couldn’t find a way to retain the benefits of the serum without inducing the terrible side effects, namely turning into a human-reptile hybrid like his pet, Huangdi.


  Creating Huangdi hadn’t been easy, but with Salvatori’s help, they were able modify a porcine circovirus—a single-stranded DNA virus—for use as a carrier. The virus crossed the cell membrane of the host cells and infected them with the DNA alterations from the Hydra-derived serum. The infected cells divided, the virus spread and the host was transformed on the cellular level. Huangdi had been the product of several generations of trial and error, but Cho still couldn’t determine the specific genes necessary for regeneration only. Todd Maddox had cracked the code, but Cho hadn’t been one of the inner circle, so he wasn’t privy to the genius’s methods. The truth was that he had never been much of a scientist, but he refused to allow those shortcomings to rob him of his true destiny.


  His creature, who had once been a Chinese soldier, was named for the first legendary emperor of China. At the end of his reign, the original Huangdi was said to have been immortalized into a dragon that resembled his emblem, and then ascended into heaven. Cho’s pet dragon had an undeniable usefulness from a military standpoint, but the serum could be used for so much more.


  It could quite possibly grant immortality.


  It could change a man into a god, if only he could harness its power and filter out the negative effects. But his handlers within a small, but powerful cell of the Chinese government were short-sighted and ignorant. They didn’t care about furthering that line of research at the moment. They were preoccupied with the concept of an indestructible army of monsters that could crush their enemies. What they refused to consider is that countries and borders come and go, but with his serum, he could be eternal. He could be like the first emperor. He could become a dragon, figuratively speaking, and ascend to heaven.


  He had been briefed on their ultimate plan. First, they would smuggle his super soldiers into the United States and position them at strategic locations across the country. Then they would strike from within and cripple the superpower. While the majority of the Chinese government, controlled by cultural elitists who viewed anything non-Chinese as barbaric, was satisfied with simply maintaining control of China, the splinter group he worked for saw things differently. They didn’t just want to expand Chinese control of other nations; they wanted to destroy those nations, claiming their land, resources and wealth for the exclusive use of the ever growing Chinese population. That Chinese laborers working for American corporations couldn’t even afford proper housing was infuriating enough. But when their own government loaned the United States $1 trillion dollars, the group saw this as a grave betrayal—one that required a bold response. Once the war began, the rest of the government would fall in line and the Chinese people—all of them—would benefit from the reclamation of the wealth they were now giving away.


  Once their biggest barrier was eliminated and America was reduced to rubble, they would sweep over the rest of Asia, the Middle East, Africa and Europe. At which time, their ultimate goal of a one-world communist government would be complete.


  And, of course, Cho would have his pick as to where he wished to be regional governor. He would be a king. But somehow, that just wasn’t enough for him. Why be a king when you can be a god?


  But he would also need an army to enforce his will, and before they would provide him with the resources necessary to birth his children, they wanted an insurance policy. They were afraid of what could happen if they built an indestructible army, even they had no method of combating. It was sound thinking, and Cho couldn’t mount any argument against it. He wondered if they suspected his true motivations.


  Either way, he had no intention of developing their anti-serum that would halt the rejuvenating capabilities of his soldiers. Instead, he had focused all of his time and energy on creating a new serum that would transform his weak, mortal body.


  He knew that Salvatori held the key, but the old man was too stubborn. Although, Cho had already considered a few methods that he could employ to open the old man’s mind and make him more cooperative.


  He looked to the clock and wondered how long it had been since he had slept. He supposed that it didn’t really matter. The moment for resting was long past. Time was against him now, and he couldn’t allow it defeat him. He couldn’t allow himself to fail when he was so close.


  Almost with a mind of its own, his hand shot out to his desk drawer and retrieved his supplies. He laid the mirror on the workstation and dumped out the white powder. Then he sliced it into neat lines and snorted it up one nostril. He dabbed the excess onto his finger and rubbed it into his gums. His head dropped back against his chair, and his eyes fell shut. He sat there for a moment and let his medicine do its job.


  When his eyes opened, he felt much better. He felt ready to take on the world. With the press of a few keys, the images on his bank of monitors changed to views of the empty streets of the city. He pressed another string of keys to bring up Huangdi’s location using his GPS tag. The screen showed that no signal was being received from Huangdi’s tracker.


  Unfortunately, he had been unable to find a way to create indestructible communication hardware for use with his indestructible monster. Although Huangdi’s flesh would heal, any radio or tracking devices could easily be destroyed.


  He dialed up the recordings for the areas surrounding the SAS camp. A click of the mouse and the images spun backward in high speed. Another click and the screen showed Huangdi’s attack on the British encampment. Cho marveled at the creature’s abilities and its brutality. It was truly an efficient killing machine. Maybe he could find a way to leave intact some of the Hydra DNA code that related to strength and agility in the final serum.


  He watched on the recording as a small group escaped from Huangdi’s grasp and made their way into the sewer system. It was hardly of any concern. Huangdi would hunt them down and finish his mission. Cho had no doubts about that. It was what the creature had been conditioned to do: complete the mission at all costs.


  But the escape wouldn’t look good on his video reports, so he pulled up the files in a video editing program and cut off the last section before sending it on to his superiors. Then he moved to another workstation within the lab that had been equipped with the most recent in video conferencing hardware and software.


  A light blinked on next to the camera, and within another few seconds, General Kuan Yin appeared on the screen. Cho bowed respectfully to the General and said in Mandarin, “General, the field tests are proceeding very well. I’m sending over a set of video files that demonstrate the potential of the weapon I’ve created. As requested, for this final weapons test before we move into production, I have drawn in some of the most elite fighting men that our enemies have to offer. We attacked two clandestine bases operated by the U.S. and Great Britain and then allowed them to track us back here. They reacted as we had anticipated and sent in teams from Delta and the SAS. As you’ll see from the videos, the skills of these men made little difference. No human being can stand against my soldiers.”


  The General gave a curt nod. “Very good, Dr. Cho. But how is the anti-serum progressing?”


  “It’s very near to completion, sir.”


  The general’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You’ve been telling us that for a while now. I hope there have been no setbacks in your work. We need that anti-serum immediately, or we will be forced to terminate the program.”


  Cho fought back his disgust and forced a smile. “Everything is moving along well. You’ll have the anti-serum in hand very soon.”


  “Very good. You are a true patriot, doctor. And you will be rewarded as such, once your work is complete.”


  Cho bowed graciously and then cut the connection. As soon as the light blinked out, he spit onto the blank monitor. Rewarded.True patriot. He suspected once he outlived his usefulness and delivered the serum and anti-serum, the general or one of his lackeys would erase him from existence. After all, they couldn’t have him giving away any of their secrets to a rival government.


  Yes, they would try to kill him. Unfortunately for them, he was one step ahead.
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  Knight’s radio chirped to life, and the sudden sound in the dark, quiet space caused him to instinctively step back and reach for his weapon. The voice on the other end said, “Knight, we’re getting really scared. We can’t see you on any of the TVs. Are you okay? Are you coming to get us?”


  He grabbed for the radio and said, “Everything’s fine, Ling. I told you that I’m a monster hunter. And I think we’ve found a way to kill this particular monster. Once it’s over, we’ll all be able to go home.”


  There was a moment of silence, and then Ling said, “We have no home.”


  Knight winced. Of all the insensitive, asshole things he could have said, he picked one of the worst. He thought of Fiona—the adopted daughter of Chess Team’s field leader, King—and the love that every member of the team shared for the girl. But despite his affection for Fiona, he had always been glad that the true burden of being her father had fallen to King. It wasn’t a job that he had ever wanted or even considered. His comment cemented the fact.


  He wished he could offer them a solution, but he wasn’t child services. He was a Black Ops soldier fighting monsters—human and non-human around the world. Fiona had been forced into their world by the threat on her life, but Chess Team wasn’t an orphanage. Still, he felt for the kids. He knew what growing up without parents was like. But they were tough. And they had each other. They’d pull through.


  When he opened his mouth to speak, his voice sounded dry and cracked. “Umm…we can talk about that once we’re all safe.”


  He looked up to see Beck watching him from the corner of her eyes. She was grinning. “You’ve got a beautiful smile,” he said. “Wouldn’t mind seeing it on a more regular basis.”


  The eyes narrowed, but the grin remained. “I bet you would.”


  “After all this is over, maybe we could take a little trip together. I know a private spot in the Cambodian jungle where two waterfalls meet. At sunset, the rays of light shine through the falls and create the most beautiful rainbow you’ve ever seen. I’d love to show it to you.”


  Beck stuck her finger down her throat and made a gagging sound.


  “Okay…I could take you to Montana instead. We could kill a grizzly bear.”


  She cocked her head to the side. Her brown hair fell over the side of her face. “You’re getting closer, but I don’t know. I’ve never dated a guy that’s shorter than I am.”


  “I could wear heels if it helps.”


  She chuckled. The gesture projected a softness into her eyes. “It might.”


  Donahue cleared his throat loudly. Knight noticed for the first time that the SAS commander was limping slightly and favoring his left side. Donahue coughed and said, “We’re here. If you love birds are done twitterpating, maybe we can kill that bloody creature now.”
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  Knight scanned the area above the manhole cover using a fiberscope. Nicknamed a snake cam, the device was a long, flexible bundle of fiber-optics with an eyepiece at one end and a lens at the other. It was an invaluable tool used by spec ops soldiers to recon a room or area without alerting the enemy to their presence. He saw no sign of the beast on the street above and grabbed for his radio. He was getting used to having Ling and Jiao watching his back. They were beginning to remind him of miniature versions of Deep Blue.


  “Ling, are we clear to move up?”


  “I think so. But we don’t see the monster on any of the other monitors, either.”


  He knew that just because they couldn’t see the creature, didn’t mean it wasn’t up there somewhere waiting for them. But he had little choice but to proceed despite the risk. The last of Donahue’s men, a corporal named Jenkins, joined Knight on the ladder, and they pushed the cover free of the opening. The group moved cautiously over the street and up through the parking garage. Apparently, their escape through the sewer had been successful in throwing the beast off their trail. Once on the roof of the parking garage, Donahue set to work at dismantling the warhead. Knight, Beck and Jenkins kept their eyes on the perimeter. But there was no sign of the creature. The air was calm and still. The city, despite its warren of roads and skyscrapers, was eerily silent.


  After a few minutes, Donahue called Knight over and gestured toward the open contents of the thermobaric weapon. “The warhead’s remote detonation control circuitry is fried, and the power source is shot to hell. I might be able to rig something up and bypass the damaged circuitry, but the power source is out of my hands. We’re going to have to find a replacement.”


  “Like what? What can we use?”


  Donahue shrugged. “Almost anything above a flashlight battery could work. It doesn’t need that much power to spark the detonation.”


  He thought for a moment. “What about a car battery?”


  Donahue nodded. “That’d do the trick. Too bad there aren’t any left in this bloody parking garage.”


  “That would be too easy, but I do remember seeing an abandoned car down the road a bit near where I first encountered the creature.” He put a hand on Donahue’s shoulder. “Get this thing ready to blow, and I’ll take care of the rest.”


  “You got a deal, but you had better get those little legs of yours pumping. It’s only a matter of time before that thing tracks us here.”


  “Little legs?”


  Donahue shrugged and turned back to the warhead.


  Knight climbed into the Osprey. The interior was the same jumbled mess that he had seen earlier, but this time, he knew where to look. He had seen the items he needed when he had broken into the weapons locker. He retrieved a small box from the cockpit and a can of emergency fuel attached to the back of the dead ATV. He dumped out the regular gasoline from the can and went to the side of one of the Osprey’s reserve fuel tanks. Then, using a hydraulic hose taken from the wreckage, he siphoned out some of the craft’s JP-8 jet fuel.


  As he dropped down from the side of the ruined aircraft, Beck’s eyes passed over the items in his hands. “What’s all that for?”


  He smiled. “A little surprise for our big-ass friend.”
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  The beast watched from high above the streets of the ghost city, scanning for its prey. It burned with hatred for the small things that kept stopping it from completing the objective. Why did the small things keep hurting it? All it wanted was to complete the task that the master had assigned. The objective was all that mattered, all that it had left.


  There was a time when there was more. Strange, fuzzy pictures like something from a dream occupied its memory. It saw images of a man, a soldier, a proud patriot. It saw the soldier as a boy fishing with his grandfather on Taihu Lake, and his mother taking him to the Temple of Heaven—a sacred place in southern Beijing where emperors in the Ming and Qing dynasties worshiped and offered sacrifices. Then it watched the boy grow to manhood and train to serve his country. It saw the soldier with a woman and a baby.


  But after that, the only memories it could recall were pain, rage and the objective.


  It remembered all these things, but it couldn’t make the connection as to why. Where did these images come from? What were they? It felt deep sadness and anger, but it didn’t truly understand either emotion.


  All it knew was that it had to obey the master. It had to kill.


  A scent carried on the wind drew its attention, and it leapt from rooftop to rooftop, tracking down the source of the smell. Then it saw the small thing running along the road below. This one was the worst of all the small things. This one had caused it much pain. But no more.


  It was time to complete the objective.
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  Salvatori tapped furiously on the keyboard. The glow of the single flat screen monitor illuminated his pale and weathered features. All around him, Cho’s equipment hummed with life. A part of him pitied Cho. The man didn’t realize that, despite all of the technology in the world, a person couldn’t solve a complex puzzle without a keen mind and a clear focus. He knew that Cho was little more than a wannabe scientist with a drug addiction and possessed none of the qualities necessary for true success.


  He finished the final stroke, and his finger hovered over the Enter key. He closed his eyes and let his finger fall. The countdown on the screen began to tick away the seconds. When the time reached zero, the facility’s fail-safe system would be activated—a small thermonuclear device designed to annihilate their creation if the creature were to become compromised in some way.


  He found it strange that he wasn’t more frightened by his approaching death. He no longer cared about his own life. While he had sat alone in his cell, he had had ample opportunity to look back on his life and the choices that he had made along the way. He now knew that his involvement with Manifold Genetics, and in turn, this project were mistakes so large that they exceeded his ability to ever rectify them. He had been blinded by his own ego, among other things: breaking new ground in science, ushering the world into a new era, leaving behind a legacy, fortune and glory. The road to hell truly was paved with good intentions. His vision for the future had been corrupted, and now the greatest thing he could hope to accomplish with the last moments of his life was to undo all that he had done.


  He closed his eyes and felt great satisfaction that within a short time everything would be set right. He had been unable to bypass the fail-safe’s countdown and detonate it instantly, but he had succeeded in disabling all of the system’s announcements and notifications. He had also disabled the de-activation mechanism. Unless Cho specifically checked, the man would never know that his death was approaching until it was upon him. And even if he did discover that the fail-safe had been activated, Cho wouldn’t have time to crack in and stop the detonation.


  Salvatori pushed away from the desk and exited what was once his lab. He moved down a long, white hallway toward the bunker’s exit. He had one item left to accomplish, and then his victory would be complete. Cho had a personal transport, a specially modified Sikorsky S-92 helicopter, located on the roof of the adjoining building. He needed to disable the helicopter to ensure that Cho couldn’t escape with his research if he learned of the bomb’s activation.


  Salvatori was only a few feet from the exit when Cho stepped around the corner from one of the adjoining hallways. Cho held a Norinco QSZ-92 semi-automatic service pistol in his left hand. The weapon was leveled at Salvatori’s chest. A wide grin cut across the maniacal young man’s face. The whites of his eyes were blood red. His breathing was fast and erratic.


  “I’m proud of you, old man,” Cho said. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”


  “You’d be surprised how much fight is left in this old dog,” Salvarori said, thinking of the countdown ticking down even as they spoke.


  Cho issued a high-pitched chuckle. When he spoke, his words came out slurred. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway. You see, I went to retrieve you from your cell, because I want you to bear witness to my ascension.”


  “What are you talking about? You’ve lost your mind.”


  “Come, come, come. I’ll show you.” Cho gestured toward his lab with the gun. “I’ve done it, old friend. I’ve cracked the code to immortality. You’re going to watch me become a god, and then you’re going to die.”
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  With the can of JP-8 jet fuel in his left hand, the FS2000 in his right and a couple of tools in his pockets, Knight ran in the direction of the abandoned car. He could feel the beast’s eyes on him. The sound of movement registered high above on his left, but he didn’t turn.


  Then a thunderclap sounded on the pavement behind him, and his legs trembled from the sudden shockwave. The beast roared at his back. But still, he willed himself not to turn around. Not yet.


  He pressed forward as fast as his legs would carry him, his own footfalls being drowned out by the heavy tread of the beast.


  His heart throbbed against the walls of his ribcage, and his lungs burned with fire.


  The pounding of the beast grew closer and closer—nearly on top of him.


  He could see the creature from his peripheral vision in the reflections on the glass fronts of the surrounding buildings. When the distance was just right, he spun around and tossed the can of jet fuel into the air above the creature.


  Simultaneously, he squeezed back on the trigger of the FS2000 and unleashed a barrage of 5.56mm rounds into the sailing can. He knew that despite what was shown in the movies, bullets didn’t spark and ignite fuel. Instead, the can filled with holes, and its contents rained down on the beast.


  It paid no attention to the attack and continued its loping charge.


  Knight stood his ground, staring directly into the reptilian, yet oddly human eyes.


  Then, at the last possible second, he dove to the side and rolled away.


  The creature’s momentum carried it forward past the spot he had just occupied. He shot to his feet and pulled out the flare gun he had retrieved from the Osprey’s cockpit.


  The beast shrieked and wheeled around.


  Knight sighted in and fired.


  The fiery projectile rocketed forward and struck the beast squarely in its chest. In a brilliant explosion of flame, the jet fuel covering the creature’s body ignited.


  The beast howled out a cry of agony the likes of which Knight had never heard before. Although its wounds were healing, it still couldn’t extinguish the accelerant-fueled flames, and the fire was consuming its flesh as fast it could regenerate. It thrashed wildly around the street, slamming into the buildings and smashing through the glass facades. Then it sprinted away, its prey apparently forgotten.


  Knight had no idea how long the fire would keep the creature distracted, so he didn’t waste a moment of time. He discarded the flare gun and rushed toward the abandoned vehicle.


  The car, a new model Hyundai Elantra, had been tirelocked, most likely by one of the city’s few law enforcement officers who had nothing better to do before being evacuated. He checked the driver’s side door. The first rule of breaking and entering was to always check to make sure that the door wasn’t already open. In this case, it was locked, so he used the butt of the FS2000 to break in the window. The hood release sat to the left of the steering column just under the kick panel. He pulled the release and moved to the front of the vehicle.


  He fumbled a bit to open the hood and found much of the engine hidden beneath by a black engine cover. But he’d come prepared. Using a ratchet, he quickly removed the cover and tossed it to the side along with the bolts. With the battery exposed, he went to work with a wrench, loosening the retaining bolts and pulling the cables free from the positive and negative terminals. With everything loosened, he reached in and took hold of the battery.


  His heart was throbbing so loudly in his ears that he mistook the sound for the heavy footfalls of the creature. A part of his mind kept picturing the beast closing in on him, its talons extending toward him, its razor sharp teeth ready to tear into his flesh.


  Then it was over, and he had the battery cradled under his left arm. The whole process took nearly two minutes, but the threat of being torn apart made it feel like hours. It was Hyundai’s own brand of battery that probably came with the car, and he prayed that it still held enough juice to detonate the warhead.


  He sprinted toward the site of the downed Osprey. He didn’t know how long the beast would be occupied by his fiery distraction, but he hoped it would buy him enough time to reach the others and set the trap. Because either way, he knew that the next time he saw the creature, one of them wouldn’t make it out alive.
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  Phillip Cho punched a key on his keyboard, and a three dimensional molecular model of the newest generation of his serum appeared on the seventy-inch display mounted on the wall. He pointed toward the screen and said, “Behold, the key to immortality.”


  Out of curiosity, Salvatori moved forward and studied Cho’s work. After a moment, he laughed.


  Cho’s face was a mask of confusion and disgust. “What’s so funny?”


  “This serum won’t work. In fact, it’s likely to kill anyone foolish enough to attempt its use. I see what you were trying to do, Phillip. You hoped to stop the onset of adverse effects by reducing the replication rate of the circovirus and the manner in which it inserts the foreign genetic material. But all this will accomplish is a more drawn out and painful transformation. Plus, you’ve inadvertently removed the restriction placed upon the virus’s incubation period. We engineered the virus so it would die off once the transformation was complete. But with this, the virus will not stop. It will continue to spread, and the subject will continue to change and grow, likely to the point that the circovirus destroys the poor creature from the inside out. Or worse. I wouldn’t even dare to predict the effects that something like this would have upon a living host.”


  Cho stood there for a moment. The confusion etched onto his features. His eyes darted between the display and Salvatori. Then the look on his face turned from confusion to anger, and he slapped Salvatori hard across the jaw. The old man cried out and toppled backward to the lab floor.


  “You’re lying!” Cho screamed. “You’re just trying to trick me. And I won’t let you stand between me and my rightful destiny. Nothing will stand in my way!”


  Salvatori could see that Cho was beyond rational thought, and nothing he could say would convince the man that what he was attempting was insane. Salvatori used the corner of one of the workstations to pull himself up and said, “Fine, Phillip. Test out your serum. I’d prefer it if you killed yourself anyway.”


  Cho’s mouth curled into a snarl, and he shook with rage. “How about I kill you first?”


  Salvatori watched the pistol buck in Cho’s hand and a line of flame shoot from the gun’s barrel. It took him a moment to register that Cho had just fired the weapon. It took another moment to feel the pain in his abdomen.


  He suddenly felt light-headed. He touched a hand to his side. It came back smeared with red. He reached out to grab the table, but he missed and crumpled to the floor.


  Cho smiled down at him. “Don’t feel bad, old friend. We can’t all live forever.”


  From his place on the floor, Salvatori watched as Cho retrieved a syringe from the table. “Here’s to immortality.” Cho plunged the needle into his arm and pushed the amber-colored liquid into his body.


  Cho stood absolutely still for a moment. Then he said, “I can feel it. I can feel myself changing! It’s working!” The look on the younger man’s face was euphoric at first. He laughed uncontrollably and spun round in a little circle.


  But then his limbs started to shake. His arms clutched around his abdomen, and he doubled over. “No. What’s happening?”


  Using the distraction to his advantage, Salvatori dragged himself across the tile floor toward the exit. At his back, Cho began to scream. There were no words that he could understand. It was a feral howl of agony spoken in the language of pain. He refused to look back. He focused on the door ahead, and within a moment, he was in the hallway.


  The screaming continued within the lab along with the sounds of shattering glass and breaking equipment. The change would be slow and terrible. He pitied the man, but he had tried to warn him. Although many would say that Cho had gotten what he deserved, Salvatori knew that no man or beast should ever to have to die like that.
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  The pain had become its world, agony extinguishing all thought and drenching its mind in chaos. It fought against the madness and searched for a way to make the pain stop. It shrieked out for help. It slammed against walls and rolled on the ground, but nothing seemed to break the hold that the agony had upon it.


  Its vision came and went, giving it only scattered, incoherent glimpses of its surroundings. It could feel the eyes melting within its skull and then reforming. It would be granted a second’s worth of sight, and then the darkness came again. Then the process repeated itself over and over.


  But then, through the flames, it saw something ahead. A dock. A lake. Water.


  It charged blindly forward until it felt the ground disappear beneath its feet. Then the cool water washed over it, extinguishing the flames. Relief flooded its mind along with other strange emotions that it could not fully comprehend. It allowed itself to sink slowly below the waves and into the depths of the lake.


  After a moment, its lungs cried out for air, but it didn’t want to leave the soothing cocoon that had rescued it from the pain. It fought against the urge to breathe for a few moments longer but then acquiesced, and its gigantic limbs clawed for the shore. It grabbed hold of one of the dock’s wooden support pillars. Talons dug into the wood, and hand over hand, it hauled itself onto the dock’s surface.


  It laid there for a moment on its back. Wispy clouds shifted through a light blue sky. They masked the sun, but it could see the light from the giant star illuminating the edges of one section of the canopy.


  A flash of memory shot before its eyes, and it realized why the small thing it had been had volunteered to become something more. It remembered the fire now. It remembered burning. It remembered the immense pain. But it wasn’t a memory from this life. It was from a time when its flesh didn’t grow back, a life where it had a wife and a little boy. It caught a glimpse of their faces with surprising clarity. It fought to remember their names, but the effort made the memory of their faces fade away.


  It knew that they had died somehow but couldn’t recall the details. The emotions surrounding their deaths were still intact, however, especially the guilt. It realized that it was to blame for their deaths. Its flesh had been badly scarred, and it had spent a long time in some sort of hospital.


  Gradually, the memories dissolved back into some inaccessible part of its mind. It fought for them. It closed its eyes and tried to remember the little boy and the woman. But they were gone. And all that remained was the objective, piercing its consciousness like a thorn.


  It knew then that it couldn’t change the past or what it had become. All it could do was complete the mission. Or perhaps the small things would finally succeed in killing it. A part of it, the part that remembered, hoped for death and a release to the pain that had become its life.
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  Knight scanned the streets surrounding the parking structure. The beast couldn’t be far behind. He had returned with the battery a few moments ago, and Donahue had quickly set to work in preparing the bomb. He just hoped that they would be able to draw in the creature and contain it long enough to detonate the warhead.


  He reached for the radio, clicked on the receiver and said, “Ling?”


  A frightened voice replied in a flurry of words. “We’re here. Can we leave now? Are you coming to get us?”


  “We’re almost ready, Ling. We’ve got a plan to kill the monster. Just stay where you. This nightmare is about over.”


  “Okay, Knight. Please hurry.”


  “I’m on it, kid. See you soon.”


  The children were understandably frightened, but they had also showed a great deal of strength and fortitude from the first moment that he met them. He felt a strange sense of pride even though he could take no responsibility for instilling such strength in them. He suspected this might be what it felt like to be a parent. He had never wanted kids; they weren’t compatible with his lifestyle. But for perhaps the first real time in his life, he wondered if he was missing out on something by not settling down and having children of his own.


  “Knight, come over here,” Donahue said at his back. He gave the perimeter one last check and then joined the SAS officer next to the downed Osprey.


  “I got the hot dogs and marshmallows all set. You ready to light the fire?” Knight said.


  Donahue nodded. “Aye, we’re ready to deep fry that big iguana, but we’ve got two problems. One, I have no bloody clue of how we’re going to keep big ugly in range of the bomb long enough. It needs to be contained right here at ground zero. We can’t take a chance of the blast wave blowing it clear and having it regenerate on us.”


  Knight thought for a moment and then said, “Leave that to me. I’ll keep him pinned here. What’s problem number two?”


  Donahue smiled, but it wasn’t an expression born of joy or humor. It was the type of smile that a person would display at a funeral to the grieving widow. “The detonation mechanism is trashed, but I was able to hot-wire the warhead to be detonated manually. Somebody’ll have to stay behind and trigger it.”


  Knight stiffened and looked deep into Donahue’s eyes. “No, there’s got to be another way. Too many have died already. Either we’re all going home or none of us are. We could—”


  Donahue held up a hand to stop him and then opened his flak jacket. A jagged wound carved through his abdomen. Blood soaked his clothes and the interior of the jacket. It looked as if a black substance had mixed with the blood. “I caught a stray round in the side. Went right in under my body armor. I’m not gonna make it, Knight. This bloody thing killed my men, and I’m going to take it down. When I see my boys in the next world, I want to tell them that I showed that thing that you don’t screw with the SAS.”


  Knight smiled and gave Donahue a slow and solemn salute.


  A roar sounded in the distance. The beast was coming.


  “You better get going, Knight. You just pin that thing down, and I’ll blow it all to hell.”
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  As they ran toward the distant skyscraper, Knight heard gunfire and clanging noises coming from the top of the parking structure. Corporal Jenkins turned back and said, “He’s in trouble. We’ve got to go back and help him.”


  Beck grabbed the remaining SAS officer by the arm before he could return to Donahue. “He’s fine. He’s just trying to draw in the creature. And if we’re not ready when it finds him, then he’s going to die for nothing. You want that?”


  The corporal stared back at the building without a word. Knight could sympathize with the man. He had no idea how he would react if it were King up there preparing to take his final breaths. “Come on, Corporal. Let’s make him proud.”


  Jenkins stood there a moment longer and then turned back to the skyscraper. He took off in a sprint with Knight and Beck on his heels.


  As they ran, Beck said, “Are you sure that building is out of the blast radius?”


  “Not really, but I hope so.”


  “That’s great. Your confidence makes me feel all warm and fuzzy.”


  “I tell you what,” Knight said, “let’s make a little wager.”


  “I can tell that I’m going to regret asking, but what do you have in mind?”


  “Nothing too complicated. If I get you out of this mess alive, then you go wreck diving with me. And you wear a bikini while we do it.”


  She gave him a strange look and raised both eyebrows.


  He thought back on what he had just said and added, “I mean…while we dive.”


  “Fine. But if I’m the one who gets you through this alive, then you get to wear the bikini.”


  Knight was about to complain, but realized that either way, she was agreeing to join him. Distant gunfire ruined the moment and pulled him back to the present, spurring him forward.
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  Donahue succumbed to a fit of coughing after a few moments of screaming and banging on the hull of the Osprey. It felt like his chest was on fire and his lungs were caving in. He felt light-headed, and the world pulsed and throbbed along with the beating of his heart and the pounding in his skull. When he looked down at the hand he had coughed into, he found it slick with blood.


  He leaned his head back against the Osprey’s fuselage and allowed his eyes to slip closed. He felt so tired. He just needed to close his eyes for a moment to recharge his battery. Just close his eyes for a few seconds and he’d be fine.


  He jerked his head up and slapped himself across the face. If he fell asleep now, he suspected that he’d never wake up. A soldier’s will to fight was all that he had left. His men deserved to be avenged, and he refused to let them down.


  A few more rounds from his pistol sailed into the distance. His screams lasted until his lungs had no more power, and then he used the butt of his weapon to clang against the bottom of the Osprey.


  Where the hell was that thing?


  He feared that he’d already be dead by the time it came to kill him. That would be no fun for anyone.


  He pulled himself to his knees and checked his work on the warhead one last time. Everything looked in order, and he allowed himself to slip back down to the pavement.


  Then he saw a clawed hand reach over the top of the concrete lip of the parking structure. It pulled itself up slowly and then sat there watching him.


  Its eyes darted around the wreckage as if checking for some kind of trap. It was the first time that he had seen the creature show any kind of caution. Apparently, Knight had made an impression with his distraction.


  The creature’s eyes settled back on him. Fury burned in the red, reptilian spheres, and the beast hissed softly.


  “Do you worst, you ugly bastard,” Donahue said.


  The creature’s massive legs stomped slowly forward, and its lips peeled back in a snarl. As he studied the gleaming white fangs, Donahue prayed that Knight was in position and ready to keep up his end of the plan.
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  Knight took aim at the beast through the scope of the XM500. He estimated that his vantage point was right at one and a half miles from his target, meaning that he was beyond the effective range of the weapon but still within its maximum boundaries. It wasn’t easy to hit a target from one and a half miles. A huge number of variables had to be considered—wind, distance, drift, the curvature of the Earth—and there were only a handful of people on the planet that could make such a shot.


  Thankfully, he was one of them.


  He made the necessary adjustments in his head, released his breath and squeezed the trigger.


  Through the eye of the scope, he saw the beast flop to the side from a direct hit to the cranium. He shifted his aim to Donahue and felt a pang of remorse for the man, but also felt proud to have known him. Only the rarest men could look death in the face and not cower in fear. The device utilized a two-stage explosion, so they needed to make sure that the beast couldn’t escape before the second stage was activated. The first stage would blow the casing and disperse the accelerant, fluoridated aluminum layered between the charge casing and a PBXN-112 explosive mixture. The second stage would detonate the fuel, and anything not incinerated would be crushed by the resulting shockwave.


  Knight watched Donahue prepare to detonate the first stage just as the beast gained its feet. It must have sensed some type of danger. It seemed almost fearful. He sighted in and fired again, keeping the beast pinned down and unable to escape.


  It flopped to the side but continued to crawl toward the edge of the building.


  Most any living thing would be destroyed within a mile of the blast, but with this creature, he wanted to be sure that it was as close to the eye of the storm as possible to ensure that every last cell was annihilated.


  The beast pulled itself up and tensed its legs to jump clear.


  Knight fired again, but then a blinding light filled the eyepiece of the rifle. He jerked his head away, white spots filling his vision. The thunderous boom arrived a moment later, shaking the air from his lungs. A wave of warm air coursed over his body, pushing dust and debris away from the blast-zone. After a moment, he looked back to see the mushroom cloud rising into the air above the spot where the parking structure had once stood.


  At his side, Beck said, “If that didn’t kill that thing, then we might as well just give up and head to the beach.”


  “Sounds about right to me. Let’s just make sure everyone else gets out alive, first.”


  She nodded.


  He looked back toward the center of the fireball. It wasn’t just the creature that had died. A good man had gone with it. Jenkins sat with his back against the wall, facing away from the blast. Knight leaned over and placed a hand on the last remaining SAS officer’s shoulder. He squeezed and said, “He did you and your mates proud.”


  Jenkins nodded and said, “I know. Now let’s go find the bastard responsible for this.”
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  Salvatori thought that he had lost track of time or miscalculated as the flash of light filled his vision. But somehow he was still alive. A tremor of pain lanced through his wounded side as he swiveled toward the explosion and wondered what had just happened.


  As he watched the giant mushroom cloud billow skyward, he realized that the soldiers being used as a field test must have found a way to kill Cho’s beast. He laughed, sending more tendrils of pain through his abdomen.


  He checked his watch. Forty minutes until everything was set right again.


  He looked back toward the mushroom cloud. He felt a stabbing of sadness that those soldiers had come so far and fought so hard. But now, despite all that, they would share his fate and be destroyed when the nuclear warhead contained somewhere deep below his feet detonated. He wished there was a way to warn them, but unfortunately, it was in God’s hands now.
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  After hot-wiring an abandoned Toyota min-van and picking up the kids, Knight drove toward a section of the city that, according to Jenkins, thermal scans from a British spy satellite had identified as giving off an unusual amount of energy. The area stood out like a flashing neon sign within a city that contained virtually no activity. Now that the beast was out of their way, they needed to track down its handlers, uncover their plans, and put them out of commission.


  Unfortunately, the satellite photos could only narrow the search grid down to a radius of five city blocks, which meant they had a lot of distance to cover, and Knight feared that their prey would soon go to ground now that their little pet had been destroyed.


  “This is it,” Beck said from the passenger seat.


  He slowed the van and began searching for anything out of the ordinary. The research headquarters could be housed within one of the surrounding buildings, but it could also be located beneath the city streets. He planned to make a couple of passes through the search zone and hopefully find some clue. If not, they would have to start a methodical search of every building, which could prove to be a dangerous and time-consuming prospect.


  Up ahead, he caught sight of an old man sitting on the curb staring off into the distance. He brought the van to a halt and scanned the surrounding area for a trap. The interior lights of the van suddenly came on and the door ajar light flashed to life on the dashboard as Beck threw open the passenger door and ran toward the old man.


  “Beck! Wait!” he screamed after her. He jerked open his own door and scanned the nearby windows with the FS2000. There were a million places to hide a shooter.


  “Salvatori!” Beck called out as she ran.


  The old man turned toward the sound of her voice and struggled to his feet. He stumbled back and nearly fell. Beck reached him just in time and steadied him. “Knight,” she called over her shoulder.


  He swore under his breath. He looked into the vehicle at Jenkins and said, “Keep an eye on the kids.”


  When he reached them, Beck said, “Knight, this is Dr. Giuseppe Salvatori.”


  He immediately noticed the man’s gaunt features, shabby appearance and what appeared to be a bullet wound in his side. Those things spoke volumes to Knight and gave instant credence to the fact that Salvatori had been an unwilling participant in the events surrounding the creature’s development. The old man extended his hand, and Knight took it. “Pleasure to meet you, doc. Pardon for me being blunt, but it’s been a long day, so do you want to tell us what the hell is going on around here?”


  Salvatori smiled. “At my age, Mr. Knight, you learn to appreciate the effectiveness of being direct. The creature that you’ve undoubtedly become quite familiar with, was the product of experiments conducted by a man named Phillip Cho.”


  “I remember Cho,” Beck said. “He always struck me as a bit of a moron. Manifold security even caught him trying to sneak drugs into one of the facilities. I don’t know how he managed to keep his job after that.”


  Salvatori bobbed his head in agreement. “Cho was a bit of a reptile himself, but he always had a way of surviving. I should have never gotten mixed up with him, but after Manifold was essentially shut down, I hated to think of how close I had come to making a significant mark upon the world. Cho gave me an opportunity to continue my work. He filled my head with lies, and by the time I learned his true plans, it was too late. He had used the resources of a splinter of the Chinese government, who hoped to prove the feasibility of world-wide communist domination to the government majority, to further his own insane scheme to achieve immortality.”


  “You referred to him in the past tense. What happened to Cho?” Knight said.


  Salvatori laughed then winced and clutched his side. “Like the angel Lucifer, Cho’s own vanity and pride were his downfall. Cho thought he had found a way to limit the side effects of his serum, but his manipulations to our original formula had actually caused additional side effects. He tested it on himself, and it killed him.”


  Salvatori looked to the horizon, but then his eyes suddenly shot back to Beck. With surprising speed, he reached out and grabbed her arm. The sudden movement made Knight’s hand fly to his weapon.


  “My God, Beck, in the excitement, I nearly forgot,” Salvatori said. “We have to get out of here. I activated the facility’s self-destruct system. In a few moments, the entire city will be leveled. Quickly, we must get to the roof. Cho has a helicopter up there, but I had no idea how to use it.”


  “Don’t worry. I can fly anything,” Beck said.


  Knight’s head jerked back to Jenkins and the kids. “Come on! We’ve gotta go now!” Jenkins ushered the kids from the vehicle and joined the others.


  Salvatori turned toward the entrance to the building at his back, but Knight reached out and grabbed his arm. “Are you sure that Cho is dead and all of the research will be destroyed?”


  Salvatori smiled. “Cho was paranoid. The only copies of the Hydra DNA and his research are contained here. No backups. And the changes he made to the serum surely killed him.” But then Salvatori’s eyes went distant for a moment. Knight waited, letting the doctor work through his thoughts. “Unless…”


  The ground shook beneath his feet, and Knight said, “Is that from the self-destruct system?”


  “No, it wouldn’t be causing any tremors. Besides, we have—”


  The ground shook with increased violence, and they struggled to stay on their feet. A giant fissure cracked open in the middle of the street in front of them, and the pavement bulged upward.


  “What the—”


  The street exploded. Pieces of pavement rained down around them. A thick cloud of dust filled the air and obscured visibility. Knight grabbed for the children, pulling them back from the gaping hole in the Earth and the falling debris.


  A giant roaring sound emanated from the dust cloud. It was so loud that it shook his eardrums, and his hands instinctively flew to the sides of his head.


  As the dust settled, he saw the giant creature climbing from a hole that Knight assumed to have once been a subterranean research facility. The enormous monster was misshapen and disfigured. It was humanoid in basic form and shared some similar characteristics with the creature they had just destroyed. It was vaguely reptilian and had elongated front limbs.


  But unlike the previous creature, this monster was forty feet tall. Its skin pulsed and bubbled, and its body was disproportioned. Its bulbous elongated head bulged at odd intervals with strange tumor-like nodules. It reminded Knight of some nightmarish cross between the Hydra, a burn victim and the Elephant Man.


  The grotesque abomination didn’t seem to notice them. It stared at its hands and rubbed them over its malformed skull. It roared with one part agony and one part anger.


  Jenkins, apparently struck with blind panic at the sight of the monstrosity, screamed and opened fire on the giant.


  The bullet strikes had no effect other than causing the repulsive face to swivel downward and take notice of them. The massive creature that had once been Phillip Cho bellowed another deep roar. Then, as if smacking a bothersome insect, it slammed a giant misshapen fist down upon the final SAS survivor, grinding him into the pavement.
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  Knight’s training kicked in immediately, causing him to formulate a plan and act upon it while the others stood frozen in terror. “Beck!” She turned to him, her eyes wide and frightened. “Get to the chopper! Get the kids and the old man out of here. I’ll buy you some time.”


  Once again, she didn’t question his orders and instantly shoved the others toward the building’s entrance. The giant’s eyes followed the movement.


  Knight took off toward the mini-van. He screamed at the top of his lungs and opened fire on the beast. The massive head jerked toward him and a clawed hand fell from the sky.


  He dived forward and rolled as the street behind him was obliterated. The creature raised its hand to its face and seemed confused to not see a bloody smear.


  Knight reached the van and swung the door closed. The accelerator slammed to the floor, and the van jumped forward with the sound of squealing rubber.


  The beast swiped down and clawed fissures into the pavement, barely missing the van. Knight sped away down the street, dodging debris. The monstrosity bellowed and took off after him in an awkward, loping gate.


  Knight skidded around the corner and saw one of the van’s hubcaps rolling away in the passenger mirror. He took another immediate sharp left turn, trying to lose the creature.


  The speedometer showed his speed increasing down the abandoned street. One eye remained on the rearview, expecting to see the giant appear behind him.


  But then, he detected movement in a building coming up on his left. At first, he didn’t know what to make of it, but then he slammed the brakes to the floor.


  The building came toppling over into the street. Glass, concrete and steel girders exploded everywhere as he twisted the wheel to the side. The giant rode the crumbling structure to the ground. Knight whipped the vehicle around in the opposite direction and punched the accelerator.


  He watched the monster gain its feet in the rearview. Then, he jerked the wheel away as a massive arm slammed down into the street at his side.


  He kept the gas pedal to the floor as he swerved from one side of the road to the other. The van bounced up and down and nearly tipped over as he launched over debris from the shattering road. The beast continued to slam its fists down around him.


  His heart slammed against his rib cage, and he felt like passing out from exhaustion. His eardrums vibrated from the beast’s shrieking, and every muscle ached from fighting to maintain control of the vehicle amid the constant barrage of attacks and ground tremors. But he needed to keep the creature distracted long enough for the others to escape. He would have plenty of time to rest in a few minutes when the bomb went off.


  The giant was right on top of him, stomping, slamming its arms down and trying to grind him into the concrete. Knowing that he couldn’t keep this up much longer, Knight whipped the mini-van down an alleyway.


  The opening was too narrow for the beast, but that didn’t stop the thing from slamming its formidable bulk into the adjacent buildings and trying to squeeze through. It shrieked in rage and rammed a clawed fist into the opening. But Knight was just out of reach. The creature slammed into the buildings again, and a large chunk of the brick building on Knight’s left broke free and dropped into his path.


  Caught between a rock and a giant reptilian monster, he goosed the engine of the mini-van and drove up the pile of debris as if it were a ramp. The van shot into the air and slammed against the building on the right, tearing off the passenger side mirror and sending out a fountain of sparks, before slamming back to the ground.


  He glanced in the rearview, but the beast was gone. He didn’t like the implications at all.


  The alley grew dark as a massive shadow passed overhead. He stuck his head out of the window and looked up. The shadow continued forward, and he realized that the creature must have figured out that if it couldn’t go through these buildings, then it could go over. Knight slammed on the brakes.


  With monkey-like agility, the creature dropped to the ground in front of him and roared, blocking his exit from the alley.
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  Knight could try to back up, but the creature would only come at him again from that direction. He had little choice. He stared straight into the beast’s bloodshot, red eyes and then pounded his foot down on the accelerator. The van rocketed forward, momentarily startling the creature. It reared back from the opening, and the van shot onto the street.


  The monstrosity recovered quickly, however. Its arm shot down and caught hold of the back of the van.


  Knight gunned the engine one last time, but it wasn’t enough to break the creature’s grasp.


  It lifted the entire van from the ground. Knight’s breath caught in his throat, but his arms shot to the ceiling to brace himself. The world turned upside down as the creature spun the van in its enormous hands. It turned the vehicle over and over like a child studying a new toy.


  Then it brought one of its reptilian eyes up to the window and shrieked again. The sound rattled the glass of the van and made Knight’s ears ring. He could smell the stench of the beast’s breath and the heat from its gaping mouth. The fangs inside the giant opening jutted out at odd angles, running down its throat and crossing over each other in a tangled mess.


  Knight closed his eyes and braced himself for death with the knowledge that at least he had bought enough time for Beck and the kids to escape. Plus, the monstrous creature would be dead within a few minutes anyway.


  He had accomplished his mission. His last mission.


  But then he felt his stomach shoot into his throat as the van flew into open air. A blank white billboard loomed ahead, and the van smashed through it and flipped back over in the process. Before he could realize what was happening, the van struck the ground and skidded to a halt in the middle of a construction site. It grooved a long channel into the dirt, but the van finally came to rest.


  Knight pulled his pistol and put a bullet into the airbags holding him in place. He thanked God and the patron saint of auto-designers for all of the modern crash safety features built into automobiles these days.


  As he dragged himself from the wreckage, he felt a terrible pain in his side. It was difficult to breath. His head throbbed and blood was running into his eyes. He suspected that he had cracked ribs and either a broken nose or a fractured skull. He smelled gas and knew that he’d have a lot more injuries to contend with if he didn’t get out the vehicle immediately.


  He stumbled away from the van just as the creature’s arm slammed down on it, compacting the mini-van into scrap metal. The impact shook the ground and jarred his bones. He toppled forward into the red dirt of the construction site.


  Years of intense training were all that kept him moving forward, and he pushed himself to his feet and toward the skeletal frame of the skyscraper being constructed on the site. The creature apparently hadn’t seen him yet, since he could hear it continuing to pound the van at his back.


  He looked up at the frame of the building. It was only about six stories tall so far, and the top level held a large crane with a steel I-beam hanging suspended from its arm. He could see an open cage elevator sitting at ground level ahead and limped toward it.


  He pushed through the belly of the building, past small concrete mixers and palettes of various building materials. The lift was only a few feet ahead.


  The ground shook again, and the urge to look back overwhelmed him. But he fought down the impulse and pressed forward. He rushed into the lift, pulled the cage down and slammed the button to raise the elevator.


  His breathing was shallow and labored. He wiped the blood from his eyes and fought to clear his vision. Dizziness and nausea swept over him.


  Then, as he reached what he guessed was the structure’s third level, a giant clawed hand clamped over the elevator’s caged surface and blocked out the sun.


  


  


  


  


  


  36.


  


  Knight closed his eyes and prepared to be crushed. The lift’s motor whined against the pressure and fought to pull the cage upward out of the creature’s grasp. Smoke rose from the cables and the winch. The smell of burning rust was thick in the air. The cage around him began to buckle inward.


  But then another sound drew his attention. He opened his eyes just as the creature pulled its hand away. He looked through the top of the cage as a chopper buzzed by the monster’s head. The beast roared and swiped at the helicopter.


  With the sound of grinding metal, the lift began to move again. Within a moment’s time, Knight had reached the top floor. He stepped out onto a small wooden platform, but it only covered an area of about twenty feet. The rest of the floor was nothing but naked girders and sharp falls. The crane sat against the far opposite edge of the building.


  He forced himself to breathe as he stepped out onto the girder. He felt like a tightrope walker in the circus, only he was performing without a net. With every step, breathing became more difficult, and he wondered if one of the broken ribs had pierced his lung.


  The beast continued to howl below, and he could hear the chopper buzzing by. But he tried to maintain his focus on not falling to his death.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the creature leap into the air and swipe at the circling chopper. He realized what was coming and tried to brace himself, but he wasn’t quick enough. The beast came hurtling back down to earth. As it hit, the entire structure swayed and shook.


  Knight lost his balance and tumbled over the girder’s edge.
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  Knight reached out and caught the edge of the girder. The downward force tore against his shoulder, and he felt like he had been stabbed in the chest as his broken rib grated against his internal organs. His breath left him, and his vision grew dark. He fought to keep hold of the girder, his only lifeline.


  He reached down somewhere deep inside and found the strength he needed to hold on. He had survived terrorists, rebels, regenerating zombies, Neanderthal hunters, billionaires with god complexes, golems, giant insects, mutated reptiles and mythological beasts, and he would be damned if he was going to allow this big, ugly thing to be the death of him.


  Tapping his last reserves of strength, he pulled himself back onto the girder and crawled forward.


  After a moment, he reached the metal steps leading up to the crane’s cabin. He pulled himself up and climbed inside. He quickly surveyed the controls and started up the machine. The buttons and labels were all in Chinese. Thankfully, he could read as well as speak most Asian languages.


  He looked down and saw the gruesome creature swiping at the chopper. He knew that he would only get one shot at this, and the beast would need to be in just the right position.


  With a pull of levers, the crane’s arm swung away from the creature. Then he lowered the steel I-beam and put just enough slack in the wire to line up his shot.


  The new movement drew the monstrosity’s attention, and it swung toward him.


  It was now or never.


  Knight jerked the crane’s controls, and the arm twisted toward the beast. The giant girder, being heavier than the arm, stayed in place for a second longer, but then the wire went taught and pulled the I-beam toward the creature. The momentum and weight of the large, red girder carried it forward like a missile.


  It slammed into the beast’s stomach and drove it back against the skeletal frame of the building. It roared in agony as the girder impaled it through the abdomen.
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  A high-pitched wail emanated from deep in the creature’s throat, but it didn’t seem to have the same force behind it as its previous vocalizations. Knight suspected that the girder had pierced at least one of its lungs. The beast clawed at its own chest and fell to the ground.


  Knight dived from the crane’s cabin as the monster’s formidable girth bent the metal supports and tore the crane free from the building. The remnants of the crane fell down on top of the creature. It clawed ineffectually at the girder and the debris of the crane. Knight wondered if the first creature’s tenacity had been a result of it being created from a soldier who was accustomed to fighting and enduring pain while this abomination had been birthed from the body of a lab rat who probably cried for mommy after receiving a paper cut.


  He heard the beating of rotor blades and looked up to the see the chopper descending on his position. He knew the Sikorsky S-92 transport chopper to be a solid craft capable of holding their whole group with room to spare. Beck sat behind the controls. The door in the side of the chopper fell open, and Salvatori dropped a rope ladder.


  Beck maneuvered the rope into position, and Knight reached out and grabbed hold. He felt like he hadn’t slept in days, his muscles burned with every movement, and he could barely breathe. Despite all this, he forced himself to climb. Within a few seconds, he reached the cabin, and Salvatori helped him inside. Beck turned to him from the pilot’s seat and gave him a wide grin.


  But her expression quickly faded as the chopper lurched downward and she fought against the controls to keep them in the air.


  He looked over the edge and saw the malformed face of the creature staring up at them. The girder was still lodged in its midsection, but it had somehow pulled itself up and grasped hold of the rope ladder. One good jerk of the ladder would tear them from the sky. He didn’t have time to think; he only had time to react.


  “Salvatori!” he screamed over the rotor wash. “Grab my legs!”


  He didn’t wait for the old man to respond. He simply slid the folding knife from his pocket, flicked the blade into place and flopped the top half of his body backward out of the open cabin.


  He felt himself slide downward, but then Salvatori’s weight fell on his legs. Another example of his small stature saving his life. A larger man would have dragged the doctor right out of the cabin with them.


  His left hand reached for the rope ladder while his right readied the knife. With a sawing motion, the blade sliced into the rope. He looked down to see the gaping maw of creature full of crooked fangs. It tugged the rope toward it with a hand over hand motion.


  His blade fought against the rope, but the ladder was military grade and must have possessed a high tensile strength.


  “Hurry! We have less than two minutes before this whole city is destroyed!” Salvatori called down from above.


  Knight wondered if Salvatori felt that he needed just a little more pressure. He tried to ignore the old man, the countdown and the beast below and focused upon the rope.


  With a final motion, the last stubborn strands peeled apart, and the chopper jerked upward, nearly causing him to tumble out.


  But Salvatori held firm, and Knight pulled himself back into the cabin. Beck didn’t waste any time as she pushed the chopper away from the city at full speed. The children stared back at the empty buildings as if in shock. He opened his arms wide, and they leapt on top of him. He pulled them in tight against his body and covered their heads with his hands.


  Salvatori counted the seconds down aloud. “Five…Four…Three…”


  The sky behind them went completely white. It was as if God had decided to wipe the canvas clean and start fresh. Then reds and yellows burst into existence on the blank canvas. Finally, he could see the outline of the mushroom cloud.


  “Hold on!” Beck screamed.


  The shockwave crashed into the chopper along with a terrible burning odor. Knight closed his eyes and held tight to the children. The S-92 twisted and spun like a roller coaster ride. Salvatori gasped, and the children sobbed into Knight’s chest. It felt as if the vibrations were tearing him apart from the inside out.


  Then it was over. And they were clear of the blast.


  Knight gazed back toward the mushroom cloud and the ruined city for a few moments. The children continued to cling tightly to his body. He gestured with his head for Salvatori to come over. The old man hobbled across the cabin, sat down next to Knight, and took hold of the children. They didn’t say a word as he passed them off. They merely gravitated to Salvatori as they did him. Any port in a storm, Knight supposed.


  He walked to the front of the chopper and joined Beck in the cockpit. He slid into the co-pilot’s chair and slipped on a headset. She looked over at him. “I owe you one,” he said.


  “Damn right, you do. I saved your ass back there.”


  He laughed. “I’d say that’s about right.”


  “So I assume you remember our wager,” she said.


  He looked confused for a moment, but then his smile fell. “If you think that you’re getting me in a bikini, you’re out of your damn mind.”


  


  


  


  


  


  EPILOGUE


  


  Knight took his cell phone away from his ear, switched it off and put it in his pocket. His conversation with Deep Blue had been surprising to put it mildly.


  He pushed his feet beneath the hot sand until his toes reached the cool, wet sand below. He’d returned to Thailand with three days left on his reservation. His suit had been ruined beyond repair, but he had packed for weeks. Of course, the shorts and T-shirt he wore now cost less than one hundred dollars—beach fashion for men was essentially identical, whether you spent fifty dollars or a thousand. On the beach, it’s the body beneath the clothes that matter.


  Not that beach bodies were on his mind. His current company managed to keep his eyes from straying too far in any other direction.


  “You know, standing in the sand like that just makes you look shorter.” Beck said as she stepped up next to Knight and handed him a cold beer. She’d worn the bikini after all, and she wore it well. “Who were you talking to?”


  “My boss,” Knight replied. “He had a few interesting things to say about you.”


  “Your boss?”


  Knight nodded and tried not to smile when he saw her tense. Despite himself, Knight’s thoughts about Beck weren’t just physical. He’d fought alongside the woman. He respected her. And he enjoyed her company. He rarely found all three qualities in a woman he also found so attractive and had told himself to take this slowly.


  Ling and Jiao, who Salvatori had taken on as his responsibility as penance for his collusion with Cho, had revealed a desire for a more profound relationship. He wasn’t remotely ready to consider children or a wife. But a girlfriend?


  He watched Beck’s face purse up as she wondered what Knight’s boss had said about her and he enjoyed every expression. Yeah, he thought, I could make that work. But he didn’t want to rush it. And if Deep Blue had his way, Knight would have plenty of time to make things work.


  “Yeah,” he said. “My boss. Here is what I’m authorized to tell you. Your knowledge of certain Manifold facilities, your exceptional record, your experience with security, your current “off the grid” status and having proven yourself to me—the team—twice, makes you uniquely qualified for a job.”


  “A job? You’re hiring mercs now?”


  “Actually, we can, but not you. Deep Blue, my boss, was wondering if you’d like to head up Chess Team’s internal security. It would be a full-time position. In the States. No running. No hiding.”


  Beck turned toward the smooth blue ocean, lost in thought, her expression unreadable. When Knight could no longer take the silence he said, “Personally, I hope you turn him down. I don’t know if I could stand to see you so often.”


  Beck smiled and turned to him. “Well, if it would annoy you, I’m in.”


  Knight couldn’t hide how much her answer pleased him.


  A new kind of silence passed between them. It ended when Beck cleared her throat. “You know, for a Spec Ops killer, you’re kind of a chicken shit.”


  “What?” Knight said, taken aback.


  “You can kiss me now.”


  Knight froze in place for just a moment and then thought, screw taking it slow. He pulled his feet out of the sand, stood on the tips of his toes and kissed her. Almost dying had never seemed so worthwhile.
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  THE LAST HUNTER by JEREMY ROBINSON


  


  Available for $2.99 on Kindle: Click here to buy!


  


  DESCRIPTION:


  


  I've been told that the entire continent of Antarctica groaned at the moment of my birth. The howl tore across glaciers, over mountains and deep into the ice. Everyone says so. Except for my father; all he heard was Mother’s sobs. Not of pain, but of joy, so he says. Other than that, the only verifiable fact about the day I was born is that an iceberg the size of Los Angeles broke free from the ice shelf a few miles off the coast. Again, some would have me believe the fracture took place as I entered the world. But all that really matters, according to my parents, is that I, Solomon Ull Vincent, the first child born on Antarctica—the first and only Antarctican—was born on September 2nd, 1974.


  


  If only someone could have warned me that, upon my return to the continent of my birth thirteen years later, I would be kidnapped, subjected to tortures beyond comprehension and forced to fight...and kill. If only someone had hinted that I'd wind up struggling to survive in a subterranean world full of ancient warriors, strange creatures and supernatural powers.


  


  Had I been warned I might have lived a normal life. The human race might have remained safe. And the fate of the world might not rest on my shoulders. Had I been warned....


  


  This is my story—the tale of Solomon Ull Vincent—The Last Hunter.


  


  


  EXCERPT:
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  My foot rolls on a bone as I kick away from the bodies. There’s so many of them, I can’t make out what I’m seeing. It’s like someone decided to play a game of pick-up sticks with discarded bones. I fall backwards, landing on a lumpy mass. My hands are out, bracing against injury. Rubbery flesh breaks my fall, its coarse hair tickling between my fingers. I haven’t seen the body beneath me, but I know—somehow—that it’s dead.


  Long dead.


  This is little comfort, however. After finding my footing, I stand bolt upright. My chest heaves with each breath. Each draw of air is deep, but the oxygen isn’t getting to my head. I try breathing through my nose, and the rotten stench of old meat and something worse twists my stomach with the violence of a tornado. I drop to one knee, fighting a dry heave.


  “Slow down,” I tell myself. “Breathe.”


  I breathe through my mouth. I can taste the foul air, but I force each breath into my lungs, hold it and then let it out slowly. Just like I learned at soccer practice. I only lasted a few practices before giving up, but at least I came away with something. Calm down. Focus. Breathe.


  My body settles. I’m no longer shaking. But when I look up I wonder if I’ve done something wrong. Stars blink in the darkness, like when you stand up too fast. But they’re not floating around. They’re just tiny points of light, like actual stars, but I get the feeling they’re a lot closer. The brightest of the light points are directly behind me, and to test my theory I reach out for them. My hand strikes a solid wall.


  Stone.


  The points of light are small glowing stones, crystals maybe. I’d be fascinated if I weren’t absolutely terrified.


  My hand yanks away from the cool surface as though repulsed by a magnetic force. For the first time since waking, a rational thought enters my mind.


  Where am I?


  It’s a simple question. Finding the answer will give me focus. I turn my mind to the task while my body works the adrenaline out of its system.


  The dull yellow stars behind me are large, perhaps the size of quarters. They wrap around in both directions, almost vanishing as they shrink with the distance. But I can see them surrounding me with a flow of tiny lights. There is no door. No escape.


  I’m in a pit.


  Full of bodies.


  Long dead bodies, I remind myself as my breathing quickens. It’s like looking at the mummies in The Museum of Fine Arts. They can’t hurt you.


  With my eyes better adjusted to the dim light, I crouch down to look at the bone I stepped on. What I see causes me to hold my breath, but I find myself calming down for two reasons. First, my mind is engaged, and like Spock, my emotions, which can overwhelm me, are being choked out. Second, the bones are not human.


  The nearest limb looks like a femur, but it’s as thick as a cow’s and half the length. I try to picture an animal that would have such thick, short limbs, but nothing comes to mind.


  I scan the field of bones. Most are similar in thickness and size, but many I can’t identify. Whatever these bones belonged to, I’m fairly certain they’re not human. In fact, they don’t belong to any creature I’ve ever seen before.


  Remembering the soft flesh that broke my fall, I turn around and look down. If not for the clumps of rough red hair sticking out of the sheet of white skin, I might have mistaken it for a chunk of rug padding. The skin is thick, perhaps a half inch, and hasn’t decomposed at all despite the bones beneath it being free of flesh.


  A scuff above me turns my head up as dirt and dust fall into my face. Someone is above me.


  “Who’s there?” My voice echoes.


  The only response I get is silence, which makes me angry. I’ve been beaten and kidnapped after all. “Hey! I know you’re there!”


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


  The sinister scrape of the voice makes my stomach muscles tighten. This is the man who took me.


  “Why?” I ask through clenched teeth, determined not to show this man fear.


  “Because...” I suspect his pause is for dramatic effect. When I feel the sudden urge to pee, I know it’s working. “...you’re not alone.”


  I spin around, forgetting all about my bladder. I can’t see more than ten feet of body-strewn floor. Beyond that it’s just a sea of light flecks. If there is someone down here with me, I’ll never see them.


  Then I do.


  In the same way we detect distant objects moving in space, I see a body shifting to my left, blocking out the small lights.


  “Who is it?” I whisper.


  “Not a who,” answers the voice.


  Not a who? Not a who!


  “What am I supposed to do?” My whisper is urgent, hissing like the man’s voice.


  “Survive. Escape.”


  “How?”


  “That’s up to you.” I hear him shuffling away from the edge. His voice fades as he speaks for the last time. “I will not see you again until you do.”


  A rattle of bones turns my attention back to the sneaking shadow. My eyes widen. It’s no longer slinking to the side. It’s growing larger, blocking out more and more stars. That’s when I realize it’s not growing larger, it’s getting closer.


  In the moment before it strikes, I hear it suck in a high pitched whistle of a breath. I duck down to pick up the thick bone that tripped me up. But it’s too late. The thing is upon me.
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  I scream.


  I’m too terrified to do anything else. My hands are on my head. I’m pitched forward. My eyes are clenched shut. Every muscle in my body has gone tight, as though clutched in rigor.


  It knocks me back and I spill into a pile of bones and old skin. But I feel no weight on top of me. No gnashing of teeth on my body. The thing has missed its tackle, striking a glancing blow as it passed, but nothing more. Perhaps because I bent down. Perhaps because it can’t see well in the dark. I don’t know. I don’t care.


  I’m alive. For now.


  And I don’t want to die.


  But I’m certain I’m going to and the events of the past few months replay in my mind. I can’t stop it. I can’t control it. And in a flash, I’m back at the beginning. A moment later, my mind returns to the present. I’m still in the pit. Still waiting for death. But I feel different somehow.


  My attention is drawn down. The thick bone is still in my hand. I stand, holding it at the ready like Hercules’s club or Thor’s hammer. What I wouldn’t give for an ounce of their strength right now.


  But strength is something I lack. I can already feel my limbs growing weak from fright. If this fight doesn’t end quickly I’ll probably lie down and accept death like a deer in the jaws of a mountain lion. It always amazes me how quickly prey animals accept their fate once caught. Will I be any different?


  The answer surprises me.


  A shift of shadow to my left catches my eye. But this time the fear is drowned out by a rage I have felt before, a rage that now has an outlet. I lunge for the shadow, bone-club raised. The thing flinches back, surprised by my attack. My first swing misses, nearly spinning me around. But I follow it up with a backhand swing worthy of John McEnroe. The impact hurts my arm, but it lets me know I’ve hurt the thing, too.


  The thing stumbles back, letting out a high pitched whine as it strikes the wall. I struggle to see it, but it’s backlit by the wall. I can, however, see its silhouette more clearly now. Its body is egg-shaped and maybe four feet tall, with short, thick legs. Its arms are almost comical—short stubs sticking out to either side as useless as a T-Rex’s tiny appendages. I feel emboldened by the thing’s size and awkward build. But I’ve underestimated its will to live. This thing doesn’t want to die as much as I don’t.


  It lets out a shrill scream and charges again. I start to duck, but this time it doesn’t leap. Instead, it lowers its top half—I can’t see where the head begins or ends or if it even has a head—and plows into me like a battering ram. It lifts me off the ground and carries me ten feet before slamming me into a stone wall. I hear a crack as my head strikes, but I don’t lose consciousness. There’s too much adrenaline in my system for that to happen.


  But when I open my eyes and look at the thing, I wish I had fallen unconscious. Then I wouldn’t have seen it. I wouldn’t be awake when it devoured me. But I am awake, staring into a set of jaws that looks like it belongs to a great white shark—rows of serrated triangular teeth set into a jaw that protrudes from the mouth. The entire top half of the creature, just above its pitiful arms, has opened up to take me in. I have no doubt I’ll be severed in half. I’ll spend my last living moments bleeding out in this thing’s gullet.


  I can’t die like this.


  “Get off of me!” I scream. My voice distracts the creature. Its jaws close slightly, revealing a pair of perfectly black eyes, like two eight balls jammed into the top of a killer Humpty Dumpty. Tufts of thick brown hair cover its milky skin.


  I’ve seen this before. The remains of these creatures litter the cave floor. These things aren’t killing people here, they’re being killed. It wasn’t put here to kill me, I was put here to kill it.


  “Get off me, I said!” I shout, further confusing the beast. I dive to the side, but it clamps down on my shirt—a red, white and blue flannel that looks much more patriotic than any piece of clothing should. I spin around and lose my balance. The shirt rips as I fall away. My hands stretch out to brace my fall and I plunge into a litter of bones—the bones of this thing’s kin. But my right hand catches on something sharp. A hot burn strikes my palm, followed by a warm gush of liquid over my wrist.


  I’m bleeding.


  And the thing can smell it. I hear its quick breaths, sniffing as a dog does. Then I hear the smacking of lips and then it moves again, closing in on me.


  Ignoring the pain in my hand, I dig into bones and find the sharp object. Playing my fingers over it gently, I feel a large triangular tooth. Then another. And another. In my mind’s eye I can see its shape: a broken jawbone from one of these creatures. I find an end that has no teeth and grip it.


  I’m back on my feet for only a moment before the creature charges again. But I’m ready for it. Whatever this thing is, it’s deadly, but it’s not smart enough to realize I would anticipate the same attack.


  I step to the side and swing down. I feel an impact, and then a tug on my weapon as the teeth catch flesh. A sound like tearing paper fills the air and makes me sick to my stomach. I can’t see it, but I know I have just sliced open the creature’s back.


  It whimpers and stops.


  I step closer.


  It steps away.


  Some instinct I never knew I had tells me I’ve inflicted a mortal wound. The thing is dying. I see its form again as it nears the far wall—egg shaped body, tiny arms, squat legs, large eyes. And I recognize it for what it is. Not the species, the age.


  It’s a baby.


  I’ve just killed a baby.


  As it mewls against the wall, each call weaker then the last, the jaw-weapon falls from my hand.


  “No,” I whisper, falling to my knees. What kind of a sick world have I been brought to?


  I want my mother.


  I scream for her. “Mom!” I scream again and again, my voice growing hoarse. My face is wet with tears and snot. My body is wracked by sobs between each shout for my mother. My thoughts turn to my father. How awful he must feel now that I’m gone, knowing I disappeared while angry with him. Not only had he lied to me for thirteen years, but he also believed I was capable of hurting Aimee. He didn’t trust me. Never had. But I trusted him now. Was this what he was protecting me from? This thought strikes me like a fist and I long for my father’s presence. He could protect me. I yell for him next.


  But he doesn’t come. He can’t hear me. He’ll never hear me again. How could he?


  My voice fades to a whisper. Pain stabs my head with every beat of my heart. The pinpricks of light surrounding me are now blurry halos. In the quiet, I can no longer hear the ragged breathing of the young creature. Certain it’s dead, I weep again, mourning not just the death of this deformed thing that tried to eat me, but the death of something much more precious to me: my soul. As my body gives way to exhaustion, I slide down onto the stone floor, surrounded by bones and wonder, maybe that’s the point.


  


  


  


  —SAMPLE—


   [image: ]


  


  


  


  THE SHEPHERD by Ethan Cross


  


  Available for $2.99 on Kindle at: Click here to buy


  


  DESCRIPTION:


  Marcus Williams and Francis Ackerman Jr. both have a talent for hurting people. Marcus, a former New York City homicide detective, uses his abilities to protect others, while Ackerman uses his gifts to inflict pain and suffering. When both men become unwilling pawns in a conspiracy that reaches to the highest levels of our government, Marcus finds himself in a deadly game of cat and mouse trapped between a twisted psychopath and a vigilante with seemingly unlimited resources. Aided by a rogue FBI agent and the vigilante's beautiful daughter -a woman with whom he's quickly falling in love- Marcus must expose the deadly political conspiracy and confront his past while hunting down one of the most cunning and ruthless killers in the world.


  


  EXCERPT:


  


  Chapter 1


  


  Jim Morgan watched as reflections of the patrol car’s flashing lights danced across the front window of the remote gas station. He strained to see beyond the strange and ominous shadows into the building’s interior. Although the call from dispatch warranted only a routine robbery report, for some reason, an irrational yet overwhelming feeling of dread crept over the edges of his consciousness. He couldn’t explain the sensation—cop instincts, intuition, or premonition—but he knew something wasn’t right. He took a deep breath and released a prolonged and deliberate exhalation. As he exited the vehicle, he forced away the feeling that something dark awaited him.


  He noted the absence of the moon. The darkness seemed solid and eternal beyond the pool of radiance cast by the lights of the cruiser and gas station. He felt as if he sat on the edge of the world, and nothing else existed in the universe. Turning his gaze back toward the station, the feeling took root again.


  He couldn’t pinpoint the source of his fear, which frightened him even more. For Jim, the worst kind of fear had always been one without a name. Out of trepidation, he considered calling to check on his wife, Emily, and their daughter. He consulted his watch and decided against it. He didn’t want to wake them.


  His partner, Tom Delaine, said, “You okay? You look like somebody pissed in your cornflakes.”


  “I’m fine. Let’s get this over with. It’s past my bedtime, and I just want to go home.”


  The look of concern was still evident on Tom’s face, but he nodded and walked toward the front door of the station. Neither man had drawn his weapon, since they knew from dispatch that the assailant had already fled the premises. Nevertheless, a proper report needed to be filed, and the station’s attendant had seemed adamant that someone should come right away.


  As they entered the building, Jim caught the hint of a strangely familiar smell, but he was unable to identify it. He pushed the thought away and focused his mind on the task at hand.


  Once inside, he scanned the room. The station’s counter rested along the back wall, parallel to the door. A man with dark hair and haunting gray eyes sat behind it. The attendant’s midnight black t-shirt stretched tight across his chest, firm muscles bunched underneath. The man didn’t say a word; he simply stared without expression at the two policemen.


  As their gazes locked, Jim instinctively moved his hand closer to the pistol holstered at his side.


  “Nice night, huh?” the attendant said. “The darkness tonight is . . . oppressive. It has weight.”


  He couldn’t comprehend the logic that associated an oppressive darkness with a nice night, and he distrusted the man possessing a mind in which the two were linked. The significance of such a statement was apparently lost on his partner. Tom just raised his eyebrows and replied with a drawn-out, “Okay.” After a pause, he said, “Were you the one who reported the robbery?”


  “No,” the man said, “I reported a murder.”


  Upon hearing the statement, Jim’s breath caught in his throat. He moved his hand over his gun but didn’t draw the 9mm Glock semi-automatic from its holster.


  “Who was murdered?” Tom said.


  The attendant didn’t answer, and although Jim couldn’t be sure, he thought a suppressed grin had passed over the man’s face. Instead of a reply, the attendant leaned forward and shifted his gaze down one of the station’s aisles.


  Jim followed the man’s stare to where a gruesome image caught him unprepared, bombarding his senses.


  The dead man at the end of the aisle had been stripped naked. Blood was everywhere. Numerous lacerations ran along the length of his body, but the frenzied slashes were most prevalent around the heart, lungs, and sexual organs. His eyes had been gouged out.


  Without hesitation, both troopers drew their weapons and pointed them at the strange man behind the counter. Tom took a step forward and said, “Get your hands where I can see them!”


  The suspect made no attempt to bring his hands up from beneath the counter. In fact, the formation of a smile constituted his only movement as a malicious grin spread across his face. The smile held no joy, nor love, nor warmth. It was cold, making Jim feel like a fly trapped in a spider’s web.


  Tom took another step forward and repeated himself with no better results. He had now advanced to no more than three feet from the counter. Jim, on the other hand, had taken a step back and wanted to scream at Tom that he had moved too close. The thought dissipated when the man behind the counter spoke in a calm, yet commanding voice. “Do you like it? It’s my version of a killing by Andrei Chikatilo, Russia’s Rostov Ripper. You’re probably not familiar with him. While you were learning about Lincoln and Washington, I was learning about Jack the Ripper, Albert Fish, Ed Gein, the Zodiac. Those were just a few of my founding fathers.” The killer’s eyes darted between them. “You boys don’t recognize me, do you?”


  Tom screamed at the man with even greater ferocity. “I don’t care who you are . . . just put your hands on your head. NOW!”


  The killer shot Tom an uninterested glance and said, “You should show me a little more respect. After all, I am a bit of a celebrity. My name is Ackerman.”


  Jim felt his breath stripped away once again. When he had first laid eyes upon the man, he had noticed a vague familiarity. Now, his synapses fired, and he made the connection. He had seen the man’s face on television, a two-hour special presented by one of those network news shows. He tried to remember the name of the special. It was something along the lines of An Experiment in Madness, but he couldn’t remember the exact title. He did, however, remember the description of the man and his hideous crimes. The program had described the kind of monster that was only supposed to exist in the minds of Hollywood’s most creative—not a person of flesh and blood who found substance in the real world.


  Tom repeated his ultimatum, but this time he spoke the words in a soft voice, as if beseeching the madman to submit and end the confrontation without a fight. “Put your hands where I can see them. I’m going to count to three, and then—”


  “I wouldn’t do anything rash, officer. If you’re not careful, my pretty little hostage might get her pretty little face blown off.”


  “What hostage?”


  Ackerman redirected his gaze from Tom to Jim. “The one under this counter with the sawed-off shotgun strapped against her right temple. It’ll make a real mess of her, believe me on that. I’ve seen it before. It’s not pretty. And I know exactly what you’re thinking. You think I’m bluffing.” He turned back to Tom. “And you’re thinking that even if I am telling the truth, you can probably put one between my eyes before I could get my shot off. You’d be wrong, though. My finger’s resting right on that trigger and, as soon as your bullet struck, my muscles would clench and her head would be blown out the other side of this counter. So, gentlemen, it appears that what we have here is a Mexican stand-off.”


  Ackerman took a deep breath and continued in his honeyed tone. “Isn’t this fun? You both began your day like any other. You kissed your loved ones good-bye, enjoyed a cup of coffee, maybe read the morning paper, but little did you know that this would be the most significant day of your lives. Today is a day that makes or breaks everything you’ve ever said or done, everything you’ve stood for or believed in. At some point, we all come to a place where we have to choose whether to be the hero, the villain, or to walk away and remain one of the sheep. This is one of those moments, gentlemen.


  “I’m going to give you both a choice. You can walk away now and continue on with your lives. Maybe I have a hostage under this counter that I’m going to carve up the second you walk out that door, and maybe I don’t. Maybe you can catch me and make a name for yourselves, or maybe you’ll die trying. There’s no way you can know for sure, but that’s the beauty of it, isn’t it? There’s no meaning. Good doesn’t triumph over evil. There’s just random chance and death. You were the unlucky ones who got the call tonight. The gentleman down the aisle was the unlucky one who was working the station tonight. We like to walk around and think of ourselves as being so damn evolved, so much better and more intelligent than all of the other wildlife. But you know what?”


  Ackerman looked at the two men as if he was a hungry animal and they were his next meal. He lowered his voice. “In the end, no matter how many delusions of grandeur we blind ourselves with, we are all either hunters or the hunted, predators or prey. Life is just one big game, gentlemen. The winners survive and the losers rot. The choices we make determine our fate. So . . . make your choice.”


  Jim stood at rigid attention, entranced by the madman behind the counter. Ackerman had recited the speech with passion, as if the killer were a politician rallying the constituency behind some noble cause. He had never seen a man with two guns pointed at his face remain so impassive. There was no fear in him. Fear to Ackerman seemed as alien a concept as an airplane to a Neanderthal. More than that, it appeared as if the man felt in complete control of the situation.


  Despite the gun in his hand, the realization of that fact made Jim feel defenseless.


  Tom’s voice cracked and contained a noticeable tremor. “There is no hostage,” he said. “There were no other cars out front. Now, you put your hands where I can see them, or I swear to God in heaven, I will put a bullet right between your eyes.”


  Jim wasn’t convinced by Tom’s statement, and neither did it seem to influence Ackerman. He knew that Ackerman would have most likely stashed his own car in back, in order to keep up the appearance of being the attendant. If some woman had stopped and come across the killer, he would have moved her car to the back with his own. The possibility that Ackerman had brought the hostage with him in his own car also occurred to him.


  He wasn’t sure whether his partner had overlooked those scenarios, or if Tom’s actions merely represented a desperate attempt to end the situation. Either way, he knew it wouldn’t work. Ackerman wouldn’t allow this to end without things getting messy. He could see that much in the killer’s eyes.


  Ackerman sighed. “Well, darling, they apparently don’t believe you’re real. Why don’t you scream for them?”


  With Ackerman’s last word, the front of the counter exploded outward, sending pieces of wooden shrapnel in all directions. The shotgun blast tore into Tom’s left side, sending a spray of blood into Jim’s face and dropping Tom onto the linoleum.


  Jim dove into the closest aisle. An instant after he was clear, the end cap display of Dorito chips erupted from a second blast.


  He regained his feet and fired two shots in quick succession around the corner. He barely had time to see his shots strike the counter when the shotgun answered, sending him back to cover.


  He could hear Tom crying and cursing. His gun must have been lost in the confusion, he thought. And Tom must have been half delirious with pain since he wasn’t even attempting to find cover. Jim knew that his partner wouldn’t survive if he didn’t immediately end the confrontation and get help.


  “Trooper down. Send medical,” he said into his portable packset radio. He didn’t bother to announce his name or location. The radio carried a unique code that dispatch would identify while the GPS in the patrol car would alert backup units of their position.


  But, unless he acted now, he also knew that he and Tom would be dead by the time backup arrived.


  He tried to stay focused, but he couldn’t keep his thoughts from wandering onto his wife and daughter. Will I see them again? Will I get to watch my daughter grow up? He thought of brushing the golden, curly locks of hair away from her face and kissing her on the forehead. He thought of the way her eyes lit up with awe and wonder as she sat on his lap and listened to him read.


  He thought of his wife kissing him good-bye and telling him to be careful. He thought of holding her, skin against skin, and running his fingers through her raven black hair.


  I have to be strong. I have to make it home to them. He tried to tell himself that he would see them again, but somehow he knew better. At that moment, he would have given anything for one more chance to hold them.


  The smell of gunpowder mixed with the aromas of scented cleaning fluids attacked his senses and made him feel lightheaded. It was that or the adrenaline. Either way, he felt as if he was in a washing machine on spin cycle. He tried to get himself under control, but he was terrified beyond reason. He had no idea of what to do next.


  He knew that he wouldn’t survive a frontal assault against the shotgun, so he decided his best option would be to move around to the back of the aisles and perhaps catch Ackerman off guard. Plus, the greater the distance, the more advantage his 9mm would have over the less accurate shotgun.


  Moving as quietly as possible, he made his way down the aisle. Reaching the opposite end cap, he peered around the corner into the next row.


  All clear.


  He dashed to the next end cap.


  So far, so good.


  There were only four rows of food in the small station, which meant that if he made it to the next end cap without Ackerman seeing him, he would have an unobstructed view of his opponent’s hiding place.


  He checked the next aisle for danger and was about to make a dash for the next end cap when he heard a small but strange noise coming from the front of the store. It took him a moment to associate the sound with anything tangible, but then he made the connection of a liquid being pressed from a squeeze bottle. Following the sound, Tom’s wailing increased in intensity, and the injured officer screamed an almost unintelligible call for help.


  “Your friend is having a very bad day, officer. He made his choice to stay and fight, but I guess that I didn’t really give you much of a choice, so here it is. Your partner was right. There was no hostage before. But there is one now, and he’s not going to leave here alive. I will, however, let you walk right out that door, get in your car, and leave this place behind like it was nothing more than a nightmare. If you stay, maybe you can stop me and save your friend, but let’s be honest. I’m better at this game than you are. If you stay, odds are you’ll both die. The choice is yours, officer.”


  He gritted his teeth. Ackerman most likely knew his position, so the chance to sneak around behind the madman was gone. He knew that Ackerman was right. He had never been in a situation like this. He had never seen any real action other than a few rowdy traffic stops and a hostage situation at a diner a few years back, where he had been one of about twenty policemen on the scene. He had been involved in some murder investigations after the fact, but he had never been in a shootout with the killer.


  His adversary, however, had taken countless victims, several of which were law enforcement. The killer outgunned and outmatched him; yet, he knew that he could never abandon his friend.


  Tom Delaine was a hotheaded, irrational jerk, but he had also been his partner and best friend for nine years. Tom had been there the day that Emily had given birth, handing out the cigars and grinning like a proud uncle. Tom had been the only person who could comfort him on the day they placed his father in the ground. His partner had counseled him through every tough moment of his life and had never asked for anything in return.


  “You come on back here where I can get a good look at you, and I’ll give you my answer,” he said, without the slightest tremble in his voice.


  “All right, officer, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  He didn’t respond. He was already on the move.


  He made his way down the middle aisle, staying low and trying to zero in on Ackerman’s location from the sound of his voice. If his instincts proved correct, Ackerman awaited him at the end cap of the third row.


  When he reached the end of the aisle, he peeked one eye around the corner, but couldn’t see the killer. Tom lay only a few feet away.


  He edged farther out of the aisle, but still no Ackerman. He was about to reach for Tom, when he heard a match being struck. In that split second, he noticed the line of liquid running from around the side of the station’s counter to where Tom lay. He sniffed the air and realized that the sound he had heard earlier was the spraying of lighter fluid. Before he could react, a hand appeared from around the corner of the counter and dropped a match into the trail of liquid.


  The stream of lighter fluid ignited, a blue spark questing out and morphing into hues of red and yellow. Within the blink of an eye, the fire shot back to Tom and engulfed him in flames.


  Tom’s tortured screams of agony filled the gas station and reverberated off the walls and glass. The echoes compounded on each other, giving the effect of a chorus of the damned.


  In that moment, Jim lost the capacity for rational thought and acted on pure instinct. He dropped his pistol, ripped off his coat, and slapped at the flames in a last-ditch effort to save his friend. After a few swings, his coat glowed with reds and yellows, as well. He dropped it to the linoleum next to Tom.


  A part of his rational mind, which had now been thrown to the back of his consciousness, realized that his friend and partner of many years was gone, but terror had usurped coherent thought. His own screams added to the cacophony of suffering.


  After what felt like an eternity, his partner’s thrashing ceased, and only the flames remained. The smell of charred flesh filled the space all around him, adding to the whirlwind of emotions swirling in his mind.


  A mixture of terror, grief, and anger consumed his consciousness. He sat on his knees, weeping for his friend and knowing that he would be next. For some time, he had been aware of the man with the shotgun standing behind him in the aisle. Ackerman had used Tom as a distraction, and the ploy had succeeded.


  His voice trembled and tears ran down his cheeks. “Why did you do this? You called us here just so you could kill us? Why?”


  “Why?” Ackerman said. “That is the eternal question, isn’t it? From the beginning of human existence, we have sought frantically for the answer to one question: Why? Well, I’m afraid that I don’t really have an answer for you, other than to say that it is simply who I am. Some people paint beautiful works of art. Some people are doctors, lawyers, butchers and bakers and candlestick makers. I am a predator, a killer. Life’s a game, and I like to play. But I’m not quite through playing with you yet. Give me your wallet.”


  “My wallet?”


  A kick to the back of the head answered his question. “Your wallet, now. Please.”


  He complied, and Ackerman took the proffered item. The killer sifted through the wallet’s contents, pausing to study the driver’s license and a tattered family photo. “You’ve got a beautiful family here, Jim Morgan. I’d love to meet them.”


  “Don’t even look at them!” he said as he charged at his best friend’s murderer.


  Ackerman used the shotgun as a club to knock him to the floor. Then, the killer pummeled him until blood flowed from several large gashes on his face. He could feel his flesh tearing with every blow, but he could do nothing to stop the barrage.


  After a moment, the blows ceased. Ackerman stood over him, aiming the shotgun. “I was just going to toy with you a bit before ending your life, but now . . . I think I’ve got a better idea.”


  Ackerman walked behind the counter and retrieved a bottle and a cloth, his eyes never leaving Jim.


  He writhed in agony on the floor as he watched Ackerman dump some of the contents of the bottle onto the piece of torn cloth. His vision blurred as his eyes filled with tears. He could taste his own blood in his mouth and still smell the acrid smoke from Tom’s charred remains. His brain couldn’t process the onslaught of information transmitted by his senses, and his mind threatened to shut down.


  Ackerman knelt and placed the cloth over his mouth. He tried to fight back, but his efforts were futile. Within a moment, he succumbed to the chemicals and darkness overtook him.


  


  ~~*~~


  


  Jim awoke and scanned his surroundings. He noticed that he was home. His first thought was that the entire ordeal at the gas station had been nothing more than a nightmare.


  When he saw his wife and daughter, his relief dissipated like a warm breath on a winter’s day.


  His wife, Emily, and their young daughter, Ashley, sat across from him in their living room. The chairs from the dining room had been arranged, as if for an intervention, with Emily and Ashley facing him. They were bound, and duct tape covered their mouths. Their disheveled hair matted together and clung to their foreheads, sticking in a mixture of sweat and tears.


  “Ashley!” He tried to run to her, but his own restraints held him at bay. He fought with the ropes, and the fibers dug into his skin.


  He turned to his wife. Her raven-black hair hung in her face, and fear contorted her features. Her light complexion, one of the traits she had inherited from an odd pairing of an Irish-American grandmother and a Japanese grandfather, had flushed with red. He thought of the countless moments in which he had run his fingers over her smooth, delicate skin. She had always hated her pale pigmentation and complained of how easily she burned in the sun, but he adored her milky complexion. It reminded him of fine porcelain. He had always felt undeserving of her. Although he had never seemed to find the words to tell her, he felt like the luckiest man in the world to have her as his wife.


  Tears cascaded down his cheeks, and his heart broke. He wanted to tear the heart from the monster who had done this to his family. He wanted to light the monster on fire, like the killer had done to Tom, and give the psychopath a glimpse of the hell that clearly awaited him.


  As he fumed with impotent rage, Emily caught his attention, and with her eyes, she indicated for him to look to his right.


  He followed her gaze, and the cold gray eyes of a madman greeted him.


  The sawed-off shotgun in one hand, Ackerman stood and walked to Jim’s side. “It’s about time you woke up,” Ackerman said, patting him on the shoulder. “We’ve been having a great sleepover so far, Dad, but we’re ready to start the night’s entertainment.”


  Ackerman moved behind him and leaned in close to his ear. “You’ve got a real nice family here, Jim. You’ve built a good life for yourself. Nice house, cutest little girl I’ve ever seen, and your wife . . . man, she’s gorgeous. And I don’t mean that in a vulgar or crude way, Jim. I’m just telling you, honestly, she is a beautiful woman. She reminds me of one of those old-time movie stars, with her dark hair and pale skin. You know, from the thirties or forties. Back when the world was black and white. Anyway, I’m just saying that you’re a very lucky man.”


  Jim gritted his teeth and shook with rage. He wanted to scream at Ackerman. He wanted to tell him to shut up and go to hell, but he didn’t want to do anything to play into the madman’s fantasies. So he just sat there, praying that his girls would make it through this alive. He didn’t care what happened to himself. If he had to die to save them, then so be it, but he begged God to save his wife and daughter.


  “What are your thoughts on death, Jim? Do you believe that our lives flash before our eyes . . . that we relive it all in that final moment? What about the whole light at the end of the tunnel thing, do you buy that? Or what about the spiritual aspects? Do you believe, when I kill your family, that they’ll go to a better place?”


  Jim couldn’t contain his fury for another second. He couldn’t listen to another moment of the killer’s musings. He convulsed and tried to wrench his limbs free from his bonds. He screamed at the top of his lungs, but without any words. The English language lacked the ability to convey the emotions that coursed through him. His scream was something more ancient than words, more primal.


  After a long moment, the screaming stopped. He took in each breath with fury, his nostrils flaring on every inhalation.


  Ackerman patted him on the shoulder. “It’s okay, Jim. I understand your pain.”


  He felt defeated and helpless, but he needed to be strong and think. He couldn’t see any means of escape or rescue. They lived in the woods, so no one would hear his screaming. But then, he remembered that he would be missed. A backup unit will travel to the gas station. They’ll find Tom’s body and realize that I’m missing. Eventually, they’ll check my home. But how long will that take? How much time has already passed? He needed to stall the killer. He needed to keep him talking. “Why are you doing this?”


  Ackerman’s eyes narrowed. “Why? We’ve been over that. The why doesn’t matter. Have you ever heard that old adage about the 10/90 rule? It says that life is ten percent what happens to us, and ninety percent how we react. That’s what’s important. It’s not imperative to think of why this has happened to you and your family. Everyone is always whining. ‘Why me?’ ‘Why did this happen to me?’ They think it’s the end of the world when their forty-thousand-dollar car won’t start, and they can’t make it to that cushy desk job to pay off that family vacation to Hawaii. But they don’t even know the meaning of the word pain. Don’t whine to me, Jim. Why is not important. You need to concentrate on what you’re going to do about it. How are you going to save them? How are you going to stop me?”


  Ackerman leaned in close. He could feel the killer’s hot breath on his neck. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I’ve been looking for someone to play with . . . a worthy opponent. I want you to beat me.”


  Ackerman retrieved Jim’s gun from the waistband of his pants and placed it in Jim’s lap. “Here’s the game. Let’s call this one . . . Two is the Price for One. Two of you are going to die here tonight. I don’t care which two. If you kill yourself first, then I’ll finish your daughter. If you break the rules or refuse to play, then I’ll make you watch as I kill your wife and child. I will take my time with them. They will pray for death, and you will wish that you had given it to them. You could choose to shoot both of them and save yourself, but I don’t see that happening. If you kill your wife, you can finish yourself or let me do it. Either way, in that scenario, your daughter lives. I’ll call 911 after I leave here and tell them to come get her. She might have some emotional issues, but otherwise she’ll be fine.


  “But before we begin, I want you to come to the realization that no matter what you choose to do or not to do, two of you don’t leave here alive. And you do not want me to have to finish this for you. Trust me on that. I know you’re thinking that eventually they’ll find the mess at the station and come looking for you. Rest assured that I’ve taken that into consideration, and we’ll have ample time to finish our little game. Now, let’s play.”
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  DESCRIPTION:


  


  In the frigid waters off the Arctic Ocean, north of Greenland, the anti-whaling ship, The Sentinel, and her crew face off against a harpoon ship in search of Humpback whales. When the two ships collide and a suspicious explosion sends both ships to the bottom, the crews take refuge on what they think is a peninsula attached to the mainland, but is actually an island, recently freed from a glacial ice bridge.


  


  Seeking shelter, the two opposing crews scour the island for resources. Instead, they find Viking artifacts, the preserved remains of an ancient structure and a stone totem warning of horrible creatures buried in the island's caves. Facing violent, frigid storms, a hungry polar bear and the very real possibility that they are stranded without hope of rescue, Jane Harper leads the two crews, who must work together to defend themselves against an ancient evil upon which the modern stories of both zombies and vampires are based upon.


  


  The original undead are awake and hungry. Beware the Draugar.


  


  SAMPLE:


  


  1


  


  Whales.What can I say about them? As an anti-whaling activist, I'm supposed to have this shtick memorized, supercharged, cocked, locked and ready to fire across the bow of anyone who looks at a whale the wrong way. But here's the simple truth: while I share the same mild affection for the world's largest creatures that most people do, I sort of just fell into this job. I needed work out of college and answered an ad in the paper. Turns out what I lacked in passion, I made up for by having an analytical mind and a knack for pretending to be someone I'm not—a lifetime of moving around the world and trying to fit in can do that to a girl.


  So when I take the glass jar filled with red paint and lob it toward theBliksem,one of Greenland's few whaling ships, I'm fairly indifferent to whether or not it hits the mark. But I'm currently incognito, so I need the effort to at least look genuine.


  Red gore explodes across theBliksem'sgray hull. I let out a genuine whoop. Some suppressed side of me finds this fun, and for a moment, I understand the appeal that has thirty, mostly college dropouts, heading out to sea to combat whaling for months at a time. It feels like when I egged JimmySweedler'shouse after he left the prom with Susan Something. A part of me hopes he got her pregnant, was forced to marry her and now lives in a trailer infested by rabid chipmunks. But the thirty-three year old, responsible part of me just feels bad for his parents who had to clean up those two dozen eggs.


  Yeah,two dozen.


  I had anger issues.


  Still do, actually, but I can keep it in check when I'm undercover, or use it to fulfill the act.


  "That'sright,you whale killing sons-a-bitches!" I shout, shaking my fist at theBliksem, which is just a hundred feet away.


  Cheers rise up from the deck crew—aka: my fellow paint bombardiers—standing by my side. There are three men and two women on the deck with me—all at least ten years younger than me. In fact, other than Captain McAfee and his one-man "security" team, an Australian known only as Mr. Jackson, I am the oldest crewmember on board. Much of the young volunteer crew sport dreadlocks, not simply as a fashion statement, but also because fresh water showers are rationed while at sea. As a result, theSentinel—the anti-whaling ship that's been my home for the past month—smells like it must have when it was an active duty Norwegian whaling ship.


  "Nice shot!" shouts Greg Chase, the scrawny first mate. He's got a big awkward smile on his face, which is covered in patches of facial hair struggling to proclaim him a man. Complimenting his shaggy face is a pair of glasses that sit askew on his nose. The kid—he's twenty three, but I can't help thinking of him as a kid—looks like he should be in his parent's basement playing Dungeons & Dragons, not attacking whaling ships in the Arctic Ocean off the northern coast of Greenland. That said, his brown eyes absolutely gleam with excitement, and he's by far the smartest person on this ship, which makes him a threat.Because if anyone is going to figure out I'm not who I claim to be, it's him.


  So when Chase hands me a second glass jar, I take it with a double flick of my eyebrows that says I'm getting my rocks off, too. Before my first attempt, the other deckhands had loosed a barrage of nearly fifteen paint jars, all of which fell short of the mark. So much so, that the crew of theBliksemhad begun to laugh and mockuswith an assortment of hand gestures that universally translates to "cocksuckers."


  They're all frowns now. Dressed in thick sweaters and winter caps, some of theBliksem'screw leans over the rail to see my handiwork. The crimson stain, which looks eerily like blood, covers the ship's name stenciled on the side and runs in red rivulets toward the sea. It's a gruesome sight, which I suppose is the point. A dead and bled whale pulled into port doesn't do much to turn the stomach, but a ship covered in blood from the hunt might not be so kindly received. And the images being captured by theSentinel'screw will make great PR. Bold? Yes.But effective?I'm not convinced.


  But judging the effectiveness of theSentinel's tactics isn't why I'm here. My job—my true job as an undercover investigator for the World Society for the Protection of Animals (WSPA)—is to observe and record the less noble actions, if any, of theSentineland her crew. The allegations leveled against theSentineland hercaptain aresullying the whaling debate and making the anti-whaling community look like zealots. So I'm here toeither vindicatethem, or expose them as pirates, turn my evidence and testimony over to the international and Greenland authorities and clear the good name of other anti-whaling organizations. On top of that, I'm tasked with the job of recording the effectiveness of the whaler's hunting techniques. Greenland only recently started hunting humpbacks again and their whalers are out of practice. Many whales take a half hour to die—some as long as six hours (experienced whalers can put a whale out of its misery inside of one minute). Given the dual nature of this mission, the WSPA needed someone with both undercover experience and a level head.


  Translation: my lack of passion keeps me from freaking out at the sight of whale blood. Call me a cocksucker in sign language and I'll throw red paint at you—or worse if I can get my hands on you. Kill a whale and I'll take notes. I believe in the cause—in a world full of cows, why hunt endangered or even threatened creatures? But I've lived all around the world, have eaten most meats imaginable, including—gasp—whale, and I've seen more than a few animals slaughtered.


  It's the circle of life.


  Hakunamatata.


  Pass the A1.


  I haven't had a bite of meat since stepping foot on theSentinel, which runs a vegetarian galley. I've lost five pounds and have more energy, but damn, I could go for a cheeseburger. I force the thought of cooked meat from my mind and focus on the task at hand.


  With all eyes on me, I raise the jar over my head, take aim and see a tall man with long blonde hair on the deck of theBliksem.He's pointing a video camera in my direction. I flinch away from the lens. "Shit!"


  If my face is caught on camera while taking part in this act of high seas vandalism, it could destroy the validity of my testimony. I can see it now;Theviolence needs to stop says the fist-shaking, paint-throwing, crazy lazy. But they called me a cocksucker by thrusting their hands toward their open mouths and pushing their cheeks out with their tongues! Like this! Sorry, that was rude. We were implying you needed to brush your teeth, say the whalers. Fresh breath is important to a seafood eating culture.


  "What is it?" Chase asks."You all right?"


  His concern is nice, but fades quickly when I say, "They're recording us."


  "Theyalwaysrecord us," he says. "This is what you signed up for, Harper. You're here to take a stand.To go on record against these murderers.If you go to jail, so be it. That's what we do. I've been in jail four times already."


  How Chase could survive in jail is beyond me. I can think of ten raunchy inmate nicknames for the kid off the top of my head. He doesn't give me time to test them out in my mind.


  "Look," he says. "I know this is your first time out. And it can be intimidating. You're not used to this kind of action. I get it. You can cover your face if you want, but eventually you'll have to make a stand and reveal yourself."


  I contemplate making a joke about revealing myself, but that would either turn him on or piss him off—neither of which is something I want happening, so I hold my tongue.


  He reaches past my head, pulls up the hood of my bright red jacket and ties it tight so only my eyes can be seen. "These guys are amateurs. They've never had to face us before. This isn't like the Japanese. They have no LRAD, no flash-bangs,nowater cannons. They don't even have a loudspeaker to shout at us! But you've got the best arm on board and I want you to fuck their shit up!"


  He's got a bigger smile now. Couple his grin with the goofy face and passion stolen from aBraveheartspeech and I can't help but laugh. He takes my chuckle for excitement and I play the part. With my face concealed, I turn and send another jar sailing across the hundred-foot divide between theSentineland theBliksem.


  But I've put a little too much pepper on this pitch, and instead of striking the hull of the whaling ship, it soars toward the wheelhouse. The tall blond man, who looks like some kind of modern Viking, ducks, and for a moment I think I've been saved. Then the distinctive sound of a breaking window fills the air. I cringe, thankful that the cinched hood hides my face from their crew and ours.


  A battle cry rings out from all around me. Not just from the crew on deck, but also from theSentinel's wheelhouse. The whole crew has seen what I just did.


  Great.


  Chase gives my shoulder a hearty shake like he's Captain Blackbeard and shouts, "They're not going to want to pilot that ship for weeks!"


  "From paint?"I ask. I imagine that some of the instruments got splattered in red, but I can't see how a single bottle of red paint thrown through the wheelhouse window could disable a two hundred foot ship.


  Chase's smile turns fiendish, and I know I've been duped.


  I curse myself for not looking at the bottle before I threw it and ask, "What was it? What did I throw?"


  "Butyric acid," he says.


  "Acid!"


  He's laughing now, and I suddenly wonder if he's sane. The FBI might have been a better choice for this undercover mission. Of course, we're in Greenland's waters and theSentinelis registered in the Netherlands so I think this would actually be the CIA's jurisdiction. But the CIA is too busy keeping people from blowing up buildings. They probably don't think twice about whales, unless they can beweaponized, which I'm sure someone somewhere is working on. So that leaves me, Nancy Drew of the seven seas.


  "Don't worry," he says. "It's no more acidic than orange juice. It's essentially rotten butter.Slippery as hell and smells worse than a point blank blast from a skunk's ass.Worst thing you could ever smell."


  Chase's nose must not work, because the people on board this ship are the worst thing I've ever smelled. I look to theBliksemand see the wheelhouse crew stumbling and slipping out of the cabin. The tall Viking man with the camera catches an older, chubbier version ofhimselfwearing a captain's cap, and helps the man down the stairs leading toward the main deck. I'm thankful that the man is no longer recording, but my relief is short-lived. The old man I suspect is the captain of theBliksemcollapses at the bottom of the stairs.


  The cheers around me grow louder still and I feel sick to my stomach. Opposing the killing of whales does not justify harming people. It's just not the same. That's an opinion that could get me thrown off this ship, but the man could be having a heart-attack. And it could be my fault! What if the jar hit him? What if he got a dose of the vile smelling acid in his face? As panic grips me, I fear that Chase will ask me to throw more bottles. I feel so weak with worry I doubt I could do it. Thankfully, the captain's voice booms from the wheelhouse window before more bottles can be thrown.


  "Time to send the message home!"Captain McAfee shouts. The man is tall and skinny, but has the voice of a baritone. He's all contradictions.Sixty-five, but full of energy.A full head of hair that's stark white.Went through knee surgery after an accident, but walks like a middle-aged mom trying to regain her figure.Preaches love for the Earth's creatures, unless you include humans. "Get away from the rail and hold on tight!"


  The crew around me jump away from the rail like it's been electrified. But I stand dumbly in place.


  "Harper!"Chase shouts. "Get away from the rail!"


  "Why? I don't—" But then I see it. We've changed course and are closing the distance to theBliksemat a sharp angle. TheSentinelwas an ice breaking whaling ship before it was bought and outfitted for anti-whaling missions. It sports multiple hulls and its bow is strong enough to slice through icebergs. I imagine ship hulls aren't too dissimilar.


  "McAfee's going to ram them?" I ask no one in particular.


  But Chase has heard me and shouts, "Yes! Now get down here!" He takes hold of my jacket and yanks me back. I fall to the black deck and am pinned down by the malodorous Chase. A moment later, an impact shakes the ship. The groan of metal on metal drowns out the shouting voices of both crews and lingers for what feels like minutes.


  When it ends, I'm pulled to my feet. The deck crew rushes back to the rail and lets out a cheer. I stumble up behind them and catch site of theBliksem. Its port side hull has a long dent that isn't nearly as bad as I expected, but that's probably only because it's also designed to take on icebergs. A lesser ship would have no doubt been sunk.


  I marvel that theBliksem'screw hasn't taken aim with their harpoon or tried to ram us in return. At first I think they're incredibly patient people, but then I remember the captain. It's possible they're preoccupied with saving the man's life. In fact, as theBliksemlanguishes behind, I wonder if anyone remains in the wheelhouse. The Arctic is a bad place to be on a boat without a pilot. But then I see the Viking man with a bandana wrapped around his face. He climbs the stairs to the wheelhouse and pauses at the top to look at us—at me. TheSentinel's crew shouts obscenities at the man until he enters the wheelhouse.


  As the voices fade and calm returns to the Arctic sea, I let slip my true feelings, "He's fucking insane."


  It's just a whisper, but Chase hears me. He spins around, eyes ablaze, and says, "I know. He's amazing."


  The fact that "fucking insane" is taken as a compliment is nearly the last straw, but I manage to swallow my revolt and say, "So what next? Is that it? Mission accomplished?"


  "No, no, no," he says, licking his lips like a hungry dog. "We've only just begun."


  


  


  


  Help spread the word!


  


  If you enjoy my novels and want to help bring them to the rest of the world, here are some ideas. Everything below can be accomplished with no cost and just a few minutes of time.


  


  On Amazon:


  • Post reviews


  • Create Listmania lists featuring other bestselling Kindle novels in the horror, thriller and other appropriate genres with TORMENT featured in the top spot.*


  • Create a So You’d Like To... Guide, featuring TORMENT, and similar novels.*


  • Add tags to the product page. These literally take seconds to add. Appropriate tags include: Horror, terror, zombies, zombie, post-apocalyptic, apocalyptic, kindle, thriller, science fiction, religion, Jeremy Bishop, gore, action, splatter, bloody, action adventure.


  * Lists and Guides only work when lots of books are added, up to 40, so load ’em up!


  


  On BN.com (Barnes&Noble):


  • Post reviews.


  • Click the Facebook Like button.


  • Create an Essentials List with TORMENT in the top spot (same idea as a Listmania list).


  


  On Goodreads:


  •Post reviews.


  • Add to any lists you have.


  • Hit the message boards or start a discussion.


  • Use the Recommend button to tell your friends about the book.


  


  On the Web:


  • Blog about the book.


  • Hit Twitter and Facebook with praise and links.


  • If you belong to a message board, start a conversation—I promise, this book will bring up some topics worth talking about.


  


  Thanks for your help!
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  Older Kindle model? Click here for e-store.
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