
        
            
                
            
        

    
CALLSIGN: KING – THE BRAINSTORM TRILOGY

The Brainstorm Trilogy is a complete collection of three novellas featuring Jack Sigler, aka, King, the lead hero in Jeremy Robinson’s Chess Team series. The collection is 144,000 words, far longer than any of the single Jack Sigler novels. It’s jam-packed with cool science, high-octane action and strange creatures. The trilogy is $4.00 less than buying each novella separately.

Summaries:

CALLSIGN: KING - Book 1

The fabled Elephant Graveyard has been discovered. It contains enough ivory to make Ethiopia a wealthy nation. But the cave contains more than physical riches—it also holds the means to control the world. Fifteen scientists enter the cave. Only one leaves.

Jack Sigler, Callsign: King (field leader of the covert, black ops Chess Team) receives a cryptic text from Sara Fogg, his girlfriend and CDC ‘disease detective’. A catastrophic disease has been reported in Ethiopia’s Great Rift Valley, but Fogg suspects something more is going on. Her suspicion is confirmed when King’s arrival in Africa is met by a high speed assassination attempt.

As King fights against two competing, high-tech mercenary forces, each struggling for control of the deadly discovery, Fogg disappears. Working with the surviving member of the science team that made the discovery, King begins a search for Fogg and the source of the potential plague that takes him back to the Great Rift Valley, back to the Elephant Graveyard, and brings him face-to-face with modern man’s origins.

CALLSIGN: KING - Book 2 – UNDERWORLD

Strange things have always happened in the Superstition Mountains of Arizona… Bizarre lights, reports of cave entrances that appear and then vanish, hundreds of mysterious disappearances…and rumors of monstrous creatures that inhabit a labyrinthine underworld.

When a terrifying accident on an Arizona highway leads to a military exclusion zone and a cover-up of staggering proportions, Jack Sigler—Callsign: King, field leader of the elite and ultra-secret covert Chess Team—joined by his closest friend, archaeologist George Pierce, sets out into the desert, intent on discovering the truth.

Assisted by a beautiful paranormal investigator, dogged by soldiers intent on preserving the quarantine, and pursued by a relentless legendary hitman, King soon finds himself in a race against time to prevent all out war with the creatures that inhabit the underworld.

CALLSIGN: KING - Book 3 – BLACKOUT

Twice before, Jack Sigler—Callsign: King—has stopped the mysterious ‘Brainstorm’ from destroying all life on earth. Twice before, he’s survived Brainstorm’s assassins. So when the mastermind behind Brainstorm surfaces in Paris, King goes on the offensive.

As the final showdown unfolds in the legendary City of Lights, the villain’s scheme to plunge the world into literal darkness is revealed. But even Brainstorm isn't ready for the destructive force that has been unleashed…an entity of darkness imprisoned for more than a thousand years, set free now to devour...everything.

The blackout has begun… When the sun rises, the world will end.
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CALLSIGN: KING – Book I


PROLOGUE

Afar District, Ethiopia—One week ago

Moses Selassie ate alone. 

This was not unusual. A solitary person by nature, Moses had never been one to seek out company, especially among those whom he considered intellectually inferior. There was no arrogance in this; he simply found conversation with most of his countrymen—gossip, facile complaints about the state of the economy, discussions about the latest football match—to be unbelievably tedious. By all rights, he should have been teaching at the University, shaping the young minds that were, in his estimation, the very future of Ethiopia…of all Africa, but instead his education and connections at the University had been able to secure him only this position: a common laborer. In Colonial times, he would have been called a ‘bearer.’ 

Colonial times, he thought darkly. Nothing had changed. The wealth and dignity of Africa was still in the hands of outsiders. Where once there had been European monarchies, now there were multi-national corporations pillaging the natural resources of the continent and leaving only scraps for her indigenous people. He had once dreamed, like his namesake, of leading the beleaguered people of his nation to freedom from their oppressive absentee landlords. Now, those dreams were as empty as the dust that blew across the Great Rift Valley. 

But tonight, he had other reasons for keeping himself apart from the two dozen or so laborers the foreigners had hired. On the previous day, he had broken with his custom by hanging on the fringes of a knot of idlers as they bantered about the fate of the expedition. It had been three days since anyone had come out of the cave, and tension in the camp, both among the bearers and their foreign minders, was starting to reach the boiling point. 

Something has happened in there, one of the men said. 

Perhaps they found something, another suggested. Treasure? 

Moses had seen the collective reaction to that suggestion; a gleam of avarice shone from the faces of the men. It was of course very unlikely that the cave contained a trove of gold or uncut diamonds, but there were other kinds of treasure in the Rift that these men would not appreciate. Excavations in the Great Rift Valley had yielded some of the oldest remains of humankind, and many believed that the earliest ancestors of the human race had emerged here. It was exactly the sort of “treasure” that brought foreigners to the Rift; it was, he felt quite certain, the goal of this expedition. He had inquired about his new employers before leaving Addis Ababa; he doubted that a company called Nexus Genetic Research would be lured in by promises of gold or petroleum, but they would certainly have an interest in the wealth of knowledge that might be gleaned from the bones of the oldest ancestors of Homo sapiens. 

And that was when he had made up his mind. He had to know what was in the cave. 

The division of labor in the camp was explicit. Initially, their role had been to unpack and assemble the tents, and to provide logistical support in the form of cooking meals, and refueling and maintaining the generators. A few of the men had assisted in uncovering the cave entrance, but once that task was finished to the satisfaction of the research team, no laborers were permitted to leave the ad hoc compound. The meals they prepared for the researchers were shuttled to the site by the armed security team—all foreigners—and even those men were not permitted inside; the meals were left in insulated containers by the entrance. 

But something was wrong. Three days had passed without anyone emerging from the cave to collect the meals. 

The rumors began to flit about the camp like moths around a spotlight. Moses heard only what was said by the other bearers, but even from a distance he could see that the foreigners were likewise troubled by the situation. 

Shortly after breakfast, the camp manager, accompanied by two men from the security force, approached the cave entrance, and after fifteen hesitant minutes, ventured inside. Moses surreptitiously observed the manager’s assistant clinging to a handheld radio, receiving reports every few minutes until interference from the mass of earth enveloping the cavern cut off that avenue of communication. Following that, nothing. It was as if the three men had stepped through a portal to another galaxy. 

The foreigners had compartmentalized their operation too well. Communications with the outside world had been restricted to the scientific team. The computers which they used to initiate a connection via the satellite dish on the edge of the camp were inside the cave, connected by several hundred meters of fiber optic cable, so the only way for the increasingly distraught assistant to seek guidance from his distant superiors was to likewise venture inside. 

As the hours of the day ticked by, the fear and frustration simmered at a slow boil. Many of the Ethiopian labors were preparing to desert the camp. The security guards, evidently tipped off to the growing discontent, made a conspicuous show of force, doubling the guard on the vehicles and establishing several observation posts on the perimeter of the camp. 

Though he felt no loyalty to the foreigners, Moses had no interest in deserting the camp. He was not immune to the fear of what might be happening inside that ragged slit in the hillside, but his curiosity was even more powerful. The researchers had found something in there, something important, and he wanted to know what it was. 

He tried to force himself to eat everything on his plate, but the food was like sawdust in his mouth. When he could choke down no more, he threw the half-eaten meal away and wandered into the maze of tents. He did his best to appear nonchalant, which given the anxiety level in the camp was no simple feat, and charted a course that brought him to the edge of the compound closest to the cave entrance. Two thick cables—one to deliver electrical power, the other the fiber-optic line—snaked out from the camp, reaching across the emptiness to disappear into the barely visible gap in the hillside. Moses fixated on the insulated bundles; they would mark his path into the cave. 

Although the security force had been largely redeployed to watch for deserters, the primary focus of the expedition—the cave itself—had not been abandoned. Two guards were posted at the edge of the camp. To the west, the sun was just kissing the horizon, casting its rays sidelong across the landscape, and Moses knew he would never get a better chance. Taking a deep breath, he emerged from his place of concealment and began striding toward the nearest guard post. 

He could see the security man squinting into the sunset in a futile effort to identify him, and offered a friendly wave. The guard hesitated, as if reluctant to let go of the assault rifle he held at the low ready, but raised his right hand to return the greeting. For Moses, that casual gesture was the signal to go. 

He bolted forward, running directly at the guard, and closed the distance before the confused man could even think about dropping his hand back to the pistol grip of his weapon. Moses bowled into him, knocking the man backward into the uncoiled nest of concertina wire that ringed the camp. Because he was anticipating the impact, Moses recovered quickly. Using the stunned guard like a stepping stone, he launched himself over the wire. 

The second guard, half-blinded by the setting sun, did not immediately grasp that his comrade had been subdued, but when he heard the sound of footsteps out in the open, he knew something was wrong. Moses heard a shouted warning but paid it no heed. Instead, he aimed himself at the twinned cables and started running as if his life depended on it; in fact, it did. 

He’d only gone a few steps when the report of a gun, shattered the silence. Then the sound repeated again. And again. 

But no bullets found him and after only a few seconds he saw the cave entrance clearly against the hillside, only fifty meters away…and then thirty meters…and then, almost abruptly, he was inside. 

He did not linger there to congratulate himself. He didn’t think the security men would come in after him, but their bullets might. He kept running, barely even looking at this new subterranean environment, until the only sound he could hear was his own pounding heartbeat. 

As the initial surge of adrenaline drained away, his legs turned to rubber. He sagged against the smooth wall of the cave and struggled to bring his breathing under control. After a few moments, when he was certain that he was not being pursued, he pushed away from the wall and took his first look at his surroundings. 

He had never been in a cave before, but this one was nothing like his expectations. Although the entrance that he and the other laborers had helped uncover in the early days of the expedition, before being confined to the camp, was just large enough to admit one person at a time, the tunnel into the hillside was considerably larger. Moses reckoned that it was big enough to accommodate a truck. 

The interior of the cave was illuminated by a chain of drop lights, suspended from pitons that had been hammered into the wall. The bulbs cast their light on bare stone; there were no calcium formations or phosphorescent lichens, no pools of seepage, only dust and dry rock. But there were sounds in the distance, the noise of human activity, deeper underground. Moses resumed his journey. 

The passage wended back and forth, descending on a steep grade, and then abruptly opened into an enormous chamber. The incandescent light bulbs revealed only a fraction of the immense cavern, but from what he could see, Moses guessed it might be large enough to contain a football stadium. But that was only the first surprise. 

Unlike the passage, this chamber was not empty. The floor was covered in what looked, at first glance, like enormous pillars of white stone. 

“Bones,” Moses whispered. Not human bones, but the skeletal remains of much larger animals. Thousands of skeletons, many still adorned with a sheath of desiccated tissue, were piled up deep on the floor of the vast cavern, as far as the eye could see and the electric lights could reveal. 

Along one nearby wall, he saw large plastic cargo cases stacked in an orderly row, and nearby a series of folding tables with laptop computers and other electronic devices, but the screens were dark and there was no sign of the research team. As he made a cursory examination of the equipment, Moses realized that someone had cleared a path, leading into the heart of tangled nest of bones. The noise he had heard earlier was coming from somewhere along that path. 

The bones rose up on either side of Moses as he advanced toward the disturbance, shrouding the way ahead in shadows, but there was enough ambient light to guide him along. After about forty meters, the path opened onto a large circular clearing, and there Moses found the source of the noise. His eyes were drawn to the movement, and after a few moments he could distinguish the familiar features of the scientists who had gone into the cave several days before, five men and two women. They were working among the bones, but their activity didn’t look like careful research. They were building 

There were ten originally, Moses thought. Where are the rest? 

Something had gone very wrong in the cave and Moses intuitively recognized that the people he saw were either the victims of some terrible tragedy, or were its perpetrators. He held back, observing them, without drawing attention to himself. 

The seven researchers moved like automatons. Their faces, haggard and drawn, were expressionless. They rooted in the bones, casting most of what they grasped aside, but occasionally they would take their discoveries to the center of the clearing and add it to the strange structure that was taking shape there. Moses edged forward to get a better look. 

It’s a temple, he thought. A shrine. But to what? 

Driven by curiosity, he risked moving into the open. He needn’t have worried. One of them passed within arm’s reach after having placed a smooth curved bone on the shrine; the man’s eyes did not even flicker in his direction. The laboring researchers were oblivious to his presence, and indeed to any external stimuli. Nothing mattered to them except the bones. 

Moses knelt at the shrine and peered inside. An eighth researcher lay there, arms crossed and hugging something to her chest, but otherwise, unmoving…dead? No, he detected the gentle rise of the woman’s breast with each breath. 

He recognized her instantly: Dr. Felice Carter, one of the geneticists, and the only black member of the research team. He didn’t think she was African—probably an American, descended from African slaves taken across the ocean centuries before—but the mere fact of her skin color awakened in him a sense of kinship. Without quite knowing why, he reached into the curious construct of bones…. 

No, not bones, he thought, and in a rush of understanding he realized what the cave was. 

…and pulled the unconscious woman into his embrace. 

The noise stopped. 

As he hefted Felice onto his shoulder, Moses saw that the other researchers had abruptly stopped digging in the bone pile and were now all facing the shrine. Their eyes were still devoid of expression, but they were, unmistakably, looking at him. 

Moses ran. 

One of the men stood between him and the path through the bones, but Moses did not hesitate. He lowered his unburdened left shoulder and charged, bowling the man backward into the bone pile. Moses recovered without stumbling and resumed his flight, but through the sound of his own footsteps and the rush of blood in his ears, he could hear the others close behind. 

His journey out of the bone chamber and through the tunnel passage seemed to take only a few seconds, yet at every step he felt certain that the men and women giving chase would catch him. Only as he exited the cave did it occur to him that he might be in even more danger outside, where the security force with their assault rifles would no doubt be waiting. Trusting that they would check their fire when they saw that he carried Felice, he quickened his pace. 

But no one was waiting for him outside the cave entrance. The expected confrontation with the guards did not occur. Their attention was consumed by the riot that had broken out in the camp. 

Evidently, the sound of shots being fired at Moses had been enough to light the fuse on the powder keg of discontent among the laborers. Perhaps believing that the security guards were beginning to execute some of their comrades, the bearers had unleashed a campaign of destruction. Thick columns of smoke rose into the twilit evening sky, marking the location of tents that were now being consumed by flames. A dull roar—shouts and screams—rolled across the floor of the Rift, punctuated by periodic gunshots. 

Moses paused for just a moment, but a glance over his shoulder confirmed that the mindless pursuers were still coming, and faced with what seemed like two equally bad choices, Moses elected to brave the chaos in the camp. 

The guards he had passed on his initial egress were gone. Moses could see figures moving in the haze of smoke, but no one took note of him as he entered the camp and made his way through the wreckage. 

His goal was the parking area where the expedition’s vehicles had been sitting idle for more than a week, but when he got there, his hopes of a quick escape evaporated. Several of his fellow bearers apparently had the same idea, and they were armed with captured rifles. Gathering the last shreds of his courage, Moses approached one of the armed men. 

“Please. You must give us a ride.” 

Another man, leaning against the front fender of a dust streaked Land Cruiser, evidently the leader of the impromptu gang, shouted: “Of course you may ride with us. Five hundred thousand birr. For each of you.” 

It was an obscene amount of money, and the man surely knew that none of the bearers possessed even a fraction of that, but Moses felt a glimmer of hope. “She is one of their scientists. Her company will pay what you ask.” 

The gang leader grinned, but before the deal could be finalized, a disturbance behind them caused the armed bearers to brandish their weapons. Moses turned and saw the haggard forms of the scientists from the cave charging toward them. 

One of the gunmen shouted a warning and jabbed his weapon meaningfully at the approaching horde, but the researchers, in the grip of some primal fury, did not show the least sign of being intimidated. They swarmed around the vehicles, and in the space of a heartbeat, overwhelmed the gang. 

Not a single shot was fired. The rifles, taken from the security force, had already been fired empty. Nevertheless, the attacking group seemed to recognize their deadly potential. With preternatural strength they wrenched the weapons from the hands of the gang, and then commenced bludgeoning the would-be extortionists. 

Moses had witnessed a fair amount of violence in his life, but nothing like this. The crunch of bones being shattered and the wet squish of organs rupturing were an assault on his senses. The savagery left him stunned for a moment, so stunned in fact that he almost failed to grasp that he and Felice remained untouched. 

Why aren’t they attacking me? Attacking us? 

He had the good sense not to let the opportunity slip away. He crossed to the nearest Land Cruiser and climbed into its spacious rear seating area. Only when the door was closed behind him did he shift Felice off his shoulder. Without missing a beat, he crawled through the space between the front seats and settled in behind the steering wheel. Thankfully, the key was in the ignition. He gave it a twist and felt a wave of relief as the engine turned over. 

It was a short-lived emotion. He looked up and found that the researchers had left off their grisly task and were now pressed close against the windows of the Land Cruiser, peering inside. 

It’s her, Moses realized. They’re protecting her. 

But that wasn’t quite right. He recalled the shrine they had been building around her. They weren’t her guardians; they were her worshippers, and they weren’t about to let him steal their goddess away. 

Let them try and stop me. 

Moses punched the accelerator pedal. The SUV shot forward, knocking three of the scientists aside. The interior reverberated with the noise of fists and rifle butts striking fenders and glass, but there was little they could do to prevent his escape. Like an unstoppable juggernaut, the Land Cruiser rolled over or shoved aside everything and everyone in its path until, with almost anticlimactic ease, the rubble of the camp fell behind in the distance and was swallowed up by the night. 


>>>CDC Team led by Sara Fogg en route to primary site. Fogg holds degrees in molecular biology, genetics and biochemistry. Simulation indicates probability of successfully engineering a vaccine is 53.3% 

53%??? That’s not very encouraging. 

>>>Simulations incorporating other CDC teams yielded 39.7%, 36.2%, and 28.8% probability of success, respectively. Fogg’s team has the highest likelihood of delivering the desired outcome. 

Whatever you say. 

>>>Be advised. Fogg issued an unauthorized personal communication prior to departure. 

Who did she call? 

>>>A text message was sent to Jack Sigler, last known residence: Fort Bragg, North Carolina. 

Military? 

>>>Accessing…. 

>>>Sigler’s military record has been redacted. The most recent unclassified entry, dated January 2006, lists him as a platoon leader in the 6th Ranger Battalion. 

Great. That means he’s a spook. Some kind of black ops guy. 

>>>There is an 82.5% probability that Sigler is still actively serving in the US military and currently operating in a clandestine capacity. 

What’s his relationship to Fogg? What did she tell him? 

>>>The tone of the message indicates their relationship to be personal in nature. However, there is a 99.7% probability that Fogg attempted to encode information about the team’s destination in the message. 

You’ve never been that certain about anything before. 

>>>Likelihood is verified by the fact that Sigler immediately made arrangements for air travel to the primary site. 

Why couldn’t you just say that in the first place? So her boyfriend is Rambo, and he’s on his way here. What do you want me to do about it? 

>>>Without more information, it is impossible to determine how Sigler’s presence might affect the probability of achieving the desired outcome. 

Well, better safe than sorry. I’ll take care of it. 


GAMBIT


1

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

Four men were sent to kill King. 

Of course they didn’t think of him as “King.” They knew his name was Jack Sigler, but even that meant nothing to them. He was just the target. If they had known about his callsign, identifying him as part of the ultra-secret and ultra-lethal black ops group called Chess Team, they probably would have sent forty. 

King settled into the cracked vinyl seat in the taxi’s rear passenger area, and just for a moment, closed his eyes. He was tired, but strangely his fatigue was not the product of sustained physical or even mental effort. In fact, he thrived on exertion. 

This capacity had served him particularly well in his military service, enabling him to surmount whatever challenges training or combat placed before him, whether it was negotiating a twelve-mile nighttime land nav course, or taking down the deadliest terrorists in the world. His ability to turn the tables on exhaustion had been instrumental in his success as the leader of Chess Team, a small but very elite group of operators drawn from the ranks of the US military’s Joint Special Operations Command, and now recently given special autonomy to defend the nation—indeed, the entire world—from threats that were beyond the comprehension of traditional military forces. They took their operational callsigns from the chessboard. As leader, he was naturally “King.” Zelda Baker, the first woman to battle her way up through the male-dominated world of Spec-Ops, was “Queen.” Erik Somers, Iranian by birth, but 110% an American patriot—the extra ten percent owed to a physique that would have been the envy of Schwarzenegger in his prime—was “Bishop.” The Korean, Shin Dae-jung was “Knight,” and “Rook” was reserved for Stan Tremblay… 

King sighed. Rook was presently missing in action, presumed dead by many of those who knew the circumstances of his final mission, and that was surely a contributing factor to his weariness. So also was his recent discovery that his parents—his loving mother, and the father who had walked out on both of them years before—were in fact Russian sleeper agents, actively engaged in an operation directed against Chess Team. Their subsequent disappearance, and the knowledge that they were still out there, working against him, was a burden King carried alone. And if that wasn’t enough, he’d somehow become the foster father to Fiona Lane, a thirteen year old orphan whose knowledge of an ancient divine language had made her both very powerful and a target for kidnapping or assassination. At first, King’s mission had been to protect her, but he’d since grown to love the girl as his own. Officially, Fiona Lane no longer existed. After Chess Team rescued her, and became a black op, she came with them. That didn’t make being her father any easier. He sometimes thought taking down terrorist cells was less work. 

But the true source of his weariness was that he was tired down to his bones because of inactivity. He had spent most of the last twenty hours in the cramped confines of passenger jets, interspersed with equally interminable periods of waiting in ticketing and security checkpoint lines, all the while plagued by the possibility that Sara might be in danger. 

Sara Fogg was King’s girlfriend. 

The term felt alien to King. He had never had much success with relationships. None had ever lasted more than a few months, but he and Sara had been an item since working together on a critical Chess Team mission to Viet Nam in 2010, where her unique abilities as a “disease detective” for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention had literally saved the human race from extinction. 

Theirs was not, suffice it to say, a traditional relationship. 

He ran a hand through his unruly black hair then opened his eyes and took out his phone. The display screen told him what he already knew—“service unavailable”—but what he was interested in was stored in the device’s memory: Sara’s text message to him: 

Safari time. Got a hot one ;-) Every THing Is Ok. Pizza In A week or so. 

“A hot one” undoubtedly signified a disease outbreak; epidemiologists referred to an area where a contagion was spreading as a “hot zone.” The rest of the message seemed innocuous enough. 

Or at least it would to anyone who didn’t know Sara Fogg very well. 

King had seen the text for what it was almost immediately. The message was anything but typical for the erudite, precise and detail-oriented disease detective. Sara would never send a missive so riddled with apparent formatting errors, at least not without a very good reason. 

The simple fact of the message itself was very telling. Once a CDC response team was activated, its members were not supposed to communicate with the outside world. As team leader, Sara knew this better than anyone, so for her to break protocol, even in such a seemingly harmless manner, was a veritable cry for help. The kind of help that only Chess Team could provide. 

Also, Sara never, ever used smileys. 

It had only taken about fifteen seconds for him to decipher her hasty code. The capital letters following the emoticon spelled out: ETHIOPIA. That was absolutely not an accident. The code wasn’t very sophisticated, but it probably would have slipped past an automated eavesdropping program like the NSA’s massive Echelon system. And so within a minute of receiving the text, King was on the move. 

He had made a conscious decision to deal with this on his own. Most of the Chess Team members were otherwise occupied anyway, but with nothing more to go on than a cryptic text message and a bad feeling, he was loath to utilize the many other assets that were available for discretionary use. That included Deep Blue. 

King may have been the head of Chess Team, but Deep Blue was its central nervous system. When the group had first been mustered, they had believed the mysterious Deep Blue—the code name was an homage to the computer that had defeated chess champion Gary Kasparov in the 1990’s—to be a cyber-warrior with a Spec-Ops background and almost unlimited information resources. Only later did they learn the man’s real identity: then-President of the United States, Tom Duncan. The leader of the free world, a former Army Ranger, had been moonlighting as the eyes, ears and guiding hand of Chess Team. A recent crisis had forced Duncan to sacrifice his presidency in order to save the country, but that hadn’t spelled the end of his association with Chess Team. With a few strokes of the keyboard, Deep Blue probably could have arranged for supersonic transport to Africa, and put King on the ground in Ethiopia inside of three hours, armed to the teeth and ready for anything. 

But if Sara had wanted that, she would have come right out and said it. King wasn’t entirely convinced that her message had been intended to summon him. She might simply have been saying: ‘Keep an eye on me.’ King had decided to split the difference. 

So, instead of parachuting in from a stealth aircraft in black BDU’s, sporting an XM-25 airburst delivery weapon, his favorite SiG P220 .45 caliber semi-automatic pistol and his 7-inch fixed blade KA-BAR knife, King was riding in a battered Toyota Corolla taxicab, wearing a black Elvis T-shirt and blue jeans, with nothing more in his go-bag than a change of clothes, some travelling money, and a phone with a service plan that didn’t extend to Ethiopia. But that didn’t mean he was without resources. Chess Team had contacts in every part of the world, and his phone also contained a list of suppliers—some reputable, some not so much—who could provide him with almost anything he needed on very short notice. A discreet inquiry made during a layover in Germany had revealed that the CDC team planned to establish a command center at Tewahedo General Hospital in Addis Ababa; in fact, they would have only just arrived. The drive from Bole International Airport to the hospital would take about thirty minutes. King reckoned that inside of an hour, he’d be ready for anything. 

That was an hour more than he got. 

One of the first lessons every soldier learned was the importance of situational awareness, or as drill instructors were fond of saying: “Keep your head on a swivel.” Even in the absence of a perceived threat, it was almost second nature for King to crane his head around for a 360° sweep every few minutes, scrutinizing the faces of passersby, the shadowy recesses of alleyways, and the way other cars moved through traffic. The first sign of trouble might not be obvious, just something about a scene that wasn’t quite right. 

The pair of black Dodge Ram pick-ups charging up behind the taxi, however, were pretty hard to miss. 

“No way.” 

The black trucks certainly stood out from the other cars King had seen since arriving, but the reason they commanded his attention owed to the fact that he had seen similar vehicles roaming the streets of Baghdad and Kandahar—trucks with darkened bullet-resistant glass and concealed armor plating, driven by private security contractors. 

Got to be a coincidence, he thought. Security contractors—mercenaries, in more common parlance—were ubiquitous in developing countries, working as bodyguards for wealthy businessmen, or training military and police forces. 

His belief that there was a rational explanation lasted about ten seconds—the length of time it took for the lead truck to race ahead and pull alongside the taxi. As it did, the passenger side window slid down. 

“Look out!” 

Even as he shouted the warning, King curled himself into a ball behind the driver’s seat. An instant later he heard a sound like hammers striking metal followed by the distinctive crack of shattering glass, but the report of the gunfire was conspicuously absent. There was a rush of air through the cab and the noise of an engine roaring past. He risked a quick look. 

All the windows on the driver side had been shattered and the tempered glass of the windshield was now fogged with myriad tiny cracks. King saw the truck that had strafed the cab a few hundred meters ahead, while the second remained close on their tail. He then turned his attention to the driver. 

“Are you…” He didn’t bother finishing the inquiry. The Ethiopian man lay slumped over the steering wheel, his head and back a mess of red. 

King breathed a curse at the senselessness of the murder, and then another when he realized that the cab was now veering out of control toward the edge of the road. 

Even though it meant risking exposure, he knew he had to keep the car on the pavement; if it crashed, then he was dead anyway. He thrust his upper torso over the back of the driver’s seat, shoving the slain driver out of the way with one hand, and gripping the steering wheel with the other. He steered the cab away from disaster, but this minor victory did little to cheer him. The cab was losing speed and the two pick-ups had him boxed in. It was only a matter of time before they checkmated him. 

Where’s Chess Team when I really need them? 

He pushed that idea right out of his head. Defeatism was a self-fulfilling prophecy. Maybe he didn’t have the team to back him up, but that was no reason to give in to despair. Maybe it was true that the king was the least effective, most vulnerable piece on the chessboard, but his callsign didn’t define him or his abilities. 

Still, it would have been nice to have Rook next to him, blasting away with his Desert Eagle pistols. 

Prioritize, he told himself. First order of business, get control of this vehicle. 

He manhandled the driver’s dead weight over onto the passenger’s seat, and then without letting go of the wheel, crawled over the back of the seat. By the time he finally got his legs onto the pedals, the Corolla was down to about 30 km/h—he could sprint faster than that. He cast a glance over his shoulder and saw the trailing pick-up hurtling toward him like a tsunami. King stomped the accelerator to the floor. 

The engine revved loudly with the infusion of gasoline, but for a few seconds, the car refused to gain speed. Just as it was grudgingly beginning to cooperate, King’s head abruptly snapped back against the headrest. The charging truck had rear-ended him, hard. 

A sharp pain shot through King’s neck, but he gritted his teeth through it and maintained steady pressure on the gas pedal. The driver of the pursuing Dodge had probably been hoping that the bump would send the Corolla spinning out of control, but instead it acted like the catapult on an aircraft carrier, launching the cab forward and giving it enough momentum to actually start accelerating again. 

It was another small—too small—victory. King was still vastly outmatched. His unknown enemies had all the advantages. As he maintained steady pressure on the accelerator, the speedometer needle creeping past 100 km/h, he took quick stock of what he had to work with in order to mount an effective counter-attack. 

It was a very short list. 

He tore a hole through the damaged windshield to get an unobscured view of the road ahead. The lead truck was braking, slowing down and dominating the center of the road to prevent him from passing. The side mirror showed him the grill of the trailing truck, looming large once more as it closed in for another bump. It was safe to assume that the drivers were coordinating their actions; King knew that his only hope lay in unpredictability. 

He steered to the right side of the road. The pick-up immediately moved right in order to block him. 

King swerved to the left, and again the truck did, too. 

He did this twice more, testing the driver’s reaction time, and more importantly, getting familiar with the Corolla’s capabilities. The vehicle was not in the best shape, but thus far he’d seen no indication that it was on the verge of breaking down. The temperature gauge showed the engine running hot—not too hot yet, but he didn’t want to take the chance of it failing at a critical moment. He turned the heater on full blast, venting some of the heat into the car’s interior. With the windows shot out, he barely noticed. 

He steered left again, all the way to the edge of the road. The truck followed suit. He then swerved right, exactly as he had before, putting the Corolla in what he hoped was the lead truck’s blind spot. The driver of the pick-up took the bait, pulling all the way to the right in order to prevent King from passing on that side. 

King shifted the automatic transmission out of overdrive and stomped the gas pedal. Even as the truck was moving right, King steered left. The taxi surged ahead closing the gap before the other driver could react. 

King kept one eye on the pick-up as the Corolla pulled alongside it. He caught a glimpse of the driver—a Caucasian man—snarling in frustration as he hauled the steering wheel left to cut King off, but he was too late. The taxi slipped past the Dodge. King had escaped their killing box. 

He didn’t waste time congratulating himself. His situation was just marginally better than it had been thirty seconds earlier. His only hope lay in finding a way to lose his pursuers, and that meant getting off the highway where the trucks had the advantage of superior horsepower. With one eye on the road, he took out his phone. 

Before leaving home, he had downloaded a city map of Addis Ababa. It wasn’t quite as useful as a live GPS, but it was better than nothing. He dragged his finger around the touch screen until he found the airport, and from there, was able to guess his present position, moving northeast along Ring Road, the major highway that circled the city. 

The area near the airport was sparsely inhabited, with few access roads, but a more developed section of the city lay ahead. If he could make it there…get lost in the maze of surface streets and buildings…he just might have a chance. 

If, he thought grimly. 

The sound of hammer blows reverberated through the taxi’s frame and King ducked as bullets plucked at the upholstery of the seat beside him. He felt something tug at his right arm and a moment later his biceps started burning. He didn’t look; his arm was still working, so it probably wasn’t anything more than a graze, and besides, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. 

Then he realized, almost too late, that the shots had been a diversion. When he had ducked down instinctively, it had given the pick-up’s driver a chance to close in. The protective bumper guard that wrapped around the Ram’s front end filled the side mirror as the truck sidled up next to him. 

In a rush of understanding, King realized that the other driver was trying to spin him. It was a technique taught in tactical driving courses; a carefully delivered hit to the rear wheel of a fleeing car could force it to spin around 180°, at which point the car’s momentum would be pulling against the direction of the drive wheels, causing the vehicle to stall instantly. 

I took that class, too, asshole! 

When the pick-up’s driver made his move, King was ready. As the Dodge veered toward him, he hit the brakes. The taxi was no longer where the driver of the pursuing truck thought it would be, but he had already committed himself to the maneuver. The truck swerved across the lane in front of the taxi, even as King accelerated again, steering the opposite direction to swing around on the other side. 

It almost worked. 

A crunch of metal shuddered through the taxi as the truck’s rear tire hooked the front end of the Corolla, and suddenly both vehicles were locked together, rolling over and over down the length of the road in a spectacular dance of mutual self-destruction. 


2

Sara Fogg hated traveling. 

Perhaps “hate” was too strong a word. If her antipathy had been that strong, she surely would have chosen a different line of work. 

Most of what she did as an infectious disease investigator for the CDC took place in the relatively safe confines of the laboratory, but like any other war, the battle to stop disease outbreaks before they could blossom into epidemics required her to be present on the front lines, and that meant travel, usually to unfamiliar and often remote locations around the world. 

That, in and of itself, did not bother her. She wasn’t the least bit xenophobic; the world was a veritable buffet of diverse cultures, and she treasured each unique new encounter…well, most of them. Sara’s dislike for world travel and her preference for lab work, derived from a condition known as Sensory Processing Dysfunction, specifically a type of the disorder called Sensory Discrimination Disorder. 

Normally, when a person receives sensory input, the signals travel from the sensory organs—eyes, ears, nose—to various parts of the brain where the stimuli is processed and reconciled with information already stored in that person’s memory. Smells and sounds and sights are compared with things that person has already experienced, and a sympathetic response is triggered. The smell of baking cookies might stimulate a person’s appetite. A loud noise might cause a release of adrenaline. But for someone with Sensory Discrimination Disorder, the nervous impulses don’t go where they’re supposed to. They might hear smells, or experience a seemingly unrelated physical reaction when exposed to a particular visual or auditory stimulus. 

Because she had lived with it all her life, Sara didn’t really see her SDD as a liability. Indeed, it gave her an advantage in certain situations. Her heightened sensory abilities had saved her life during a mission with Jack Sigler and his team—several times, in fact—and when she had later been temporarily “cured” by exposure to an unusual quartz crystal, she had felt an acute sense of loss. Sometimes, she almost thought of the disorder as a “superpower.” But that didn’t make dealing with it in on a day-to-day basis any easier. 

She had developed effective strategies for coping in the familiar environs of her home and at the CDC headquarters in Atlanta where she did most of her work, but going out into the field was always a challenge. Invariably, she would be exposed to a host of unfamiliar stimuli, and there was no predicting just how her nervous system would react. 

She took a deep breath, bracing herself for the worst, then exhaled and opened the door of the rented SUV. 

Addis Ababa was relatively modern. Despite the fact that some of the first humans on the planet had probably lived in Ethiopia, the city had only been founded in the late nineteenth century, and its founder, Emperor Menelik II, had envisioned it as an Imperial capital. Because of its remote location and relatively sparse resources, the city had not grown organically like most cities in the developing world, with small villages of farmers gradually coalescing around an urban core. Instead, it had immediately become a center for education and other professional endeavors. Nevertheless, the economic hardships that persistently plagued the region—the entire continent, really—had intensified the flood of migrants from rural areas into the city. Poverty was endemic, and despite the efforts of the government, some of the streets through which the CDC team had passed were thick with beggars. But unlike many cities in the developing world, the roads were paved and there wasn’t a camel, ox, or donkey to be seen. 

Sara took a cautious breath, but the expected sensory onslaught did not occur. There were sounds—traffic on the streets around the hospital—and smells—vehicle exhaust and something else…eucalyptus trees, she realized—but these weren’t unfamiliar to her. 

So far, so good. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the SUV’s window. With her spiky dark hair and trim, athletic physique, she didn’t look like most people’s idea of a lab rat. At least she didn’t look as tired or anxious as she felt. 

“Doctor Fogg?” 

She turned to find a nervous looking Asian man, wearing short-sleeves and khakis, approaching her vehicle. “I’m Sara Fogg.” 

“I am Dr. Hideoshi Nakamura, with the World Health Organization.” The man smiled, but his anxiety did not abate. “I am pleased to welcome you. But I will confess, I am uncertain why you have come.” 

That caught Sara by surprise. When the CDC activated an investigative team to respond to an international incident, it was almost always at WHO’s instigation. “Uncertain? I don’t understand. Didn’t you request our help?” 

“I know of no such request. The patient you inquired about…there is no evidence that she has contracted a contagious disease.” 

“That’s my fault.” A new voice intruded, someone from heartland America, judging by the accent. Sara turned to greet the newcomer and saw a Caucasian man moving toward her, flashing a roguish smile. She thought he looked kind of like a young Harrison Ford—no, she amended, he looks like Han Solo. He quickened his step until he reached her, and thrust out a hand. “I’m Max Fulbright. Sorry about the confusion, but it was me that called you here.” 

Sara warily accepted his handclasp. “Dr. Fulbright, is it? I think you owe us an explanation.” 

“Oh, I’m not a doctor.” Fulbright’s smile never slipped. “I work out of the embassy, cultural attaché.” 

Sara resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Cultural attaché” was usually a euphemism for “spy.” But if Fulbright was indeed a CIA officer—if the Central Intelligence Agency had a special interest in what might be an unidentified contagion—then it confirmed the suspicions that had plagued her from the beginning. From the moment the call came in, something about this incident had seemed off. She hadn’t been able to pin down exactly what it was, but her anxiety had prompted her to bend the rules just enough to send Jack Sigler a text message. 

“The patient,” Fulbright continued, “is an American citizen. That’s how I got involved.” 

“Dr. Nakamura just told me that there’s no evidence of infectious disease,” Sara countered, unmoved by his smile or his evident sincerity. “And he’s imminently more qualified than you to make that judgment. Do you have any idea how costly it is to spin up a CDC response team? And, what if there’s a real outbreak somewhere, while we’re here running down your false alarm? Lives could be lost. Mr. Fulbright, didn’t your mother ever tell you the story of the little boy who cried wolf?” 

“With all due respect to Dr. Nakamura,” Fulbright gave a polite bow to the WHO representative, “I’d appreciate a second opinion. And Dr. Fogg, as you’ll recall, in the end, there really was a wolf.” 

Sara sighed then glanced over her shoulder to where her team was already unpacking their gear. “Kerry, find out where they want us to set up.” 

Kerry Frey was a compact man in his fifties, with a kindly face and glasses that made him look like an absent-minded professor instead of one of the world’s leading virologists. He was also Sara’s assistant in charge of personnel. Frey nodded and immediately headed for the hospital entrance. 

Sara turned back to Fulbright. “Just because there’s smoke doesn’t mean there’s fire, but once the firemen arrive, they have to check it out anyway. You got us here, Fulbright, so that’s what we’re going to do: check it out.” 

“I couldn’t hope for anything more.” 

Sara shook her head in resignation, and then joined the rest of her team as they unpacked their rented vehicles. The team moved with practiced efficiency, shuttling the heavy plastic cases containing their portable lab equipment into the hospital. Everyone in the team knew exactly what their job was; her role as team leader did not excuse Sara from pack mule duty. The first priority in any outbreak situation was establishing the command center and laboratory facilities, and that meant everyone had to pitch in to get the equipment up and running. In this case, the area designated for their use was a conference room on the first floor of the hospital. 

The second priority was to assess the infected patient. 

While Frey and the rest of the team started breaking out computer hardware, Sara began donning a one-piece, single-use Level A hazmat suit, made from disposable Tyvek. 

“Can I get one of those?” 

Sara realized that Fulbright had followed her team into the conference room. Dr. Nakamura was nowhere to be seen. 

“Sorry, none to spare.” She resisted the impulse to make a dig about his lack of any kind of meaningful qualifications. She’d already made her point, and given the size of Fulbright’s ego, it seemed likely that further comment on that subject would just bounce right off the man. 

As she pulled the suit around her shoulders, leaving the headgear off for the moment, Nakamura entered the room, accompanied by a handsome bearded black man wearing a white lab coat. The WHO representative made the introduction. “This is Dr. Abdullah. He has been treating the patient.” 

Abdullah’s eyes drifted to the hazmat suit and he swallowed nervously. “When we heard you were coming, we moved her—Miss Carter, the patient—to an isolation room on the fourth floor, but… We have very limited resources here.” 

Sara surmised that the Ethiopian doctor was probably wondering if he had unknowingly contracted some horrible virus. “The suits are just a precautionary measure. I’m sure they’re not necessary, but I have to follow our protocol.” 

The doctor nodded, evincing a measure of relief. 

Sara grabbed a specimen collection kit. “I’d like to see her right away.” 

“Of course.” He gestured for her to follow. Not surprisingly, Fulbright joined them as if he had every right to. As they walked, Abdullah brought Sara up to date on the patient’s history. “The patient was brought to us three days ago. We haven’t been able to ascertain the identity of the man who dropped her off. She was catatonic, but clearly suffering from dehydration.” 

“How did you identify her?” 

“She wore a badge from a research firm; Nexus Genetics. We were able to learn that she was part of an expedition to the Afar region—the Great Rift Valley. Nexus has not been forthcoming with information about Miss Carter or the purpose of the expedition.” 

“Geneticists doing field research in the Rift Valley?” Sara didn’t like the sound of that. She made a mental note to check up on Nexus at the earliest opportunity. “I suppose there’s a chance they might have been exposed to something contagious, but that’s a pretty remote area. If she’s picked up something, she would have got it from an animal or possibly a windborne vector. Possibly a bacillus or fungal spore. I doubt we’re looking at anything communicable. 

“But,” she added, as they filed into an elevator car, “it is more probable that it’s just a case of dehydration. How is she responding to therapy?” 

Abdullah pressed a button on the control panel. “Her vital signs have improved. Blood tests confirm that her organs are functioning properly, and her white blood cell count is normal. However, she has not regained consciousness.” 

“Was she injured?” Even as she asked, Sara knew that there was a much more likely explanation: psychological trauma. 

Abdullah confirmed her suspicions. “I believe her condition may be psychosomatic. When she arrived, she was holding an object—clinging to it, like a lifeline. When we tried to take it from her, she became agitated, almost to the point of cardiac arrest. We decided to let her keep it.” 

“What object?” 

The elevator car settled to a stop and the doors slid open. Sara’s senses were immediately hit with the smell unique to hospitals—a mixture of sickness and heavy duty disinfectant that grew stronger as they moved through the hallway. It was a like a siren, blaring in her head, but Abdullah’s answer shocked her out of her sensory fugue. 

“A skull. An ape skull, I think.” 

Sara almost gasped aloud. A primate skull in the hands of a geneticist suspected of being a carrier for an unknown contagion? Now she was certain that Fulbright knew more than he was letting on, and suddenly wearing the hazmat suit didn’t seem quite so unnecessary. 

But there was a piece that still didn’t fit. “I didn’t know there were apes in that part of the Rift Valley.” 

“I don’t believe there are. But the skull looks very old. A fossil, perhaps. As I said, she became agitated when we tried to take it away, so we have left it alone.” He stopped at a closed door, but made no move to enter. “This is her room.” 

There was a sign taped to the door, and even though she couldn’t read Amharic, Sara had a pretty good idea what it said. Ideally, there should have been a number of other contamination control measures—a negative air pressure system, rubber seals on the door, plastic sheeting at the very least—but as both Abdullah and Nakamura had stated, there was no reason to believe that the patient was sick with a contagious disease. She nodded to the men, and then tugged the suit’s cowl over her head and zippered herself in. The hospital odor vanished as oxygen began to flow from the suit’s self-contained breathing apparatus. All three men conspicuously took a step back as she reached for the door handle. 

Beyond that portal was an ordinary hospital room. A tall, dark-skinned woman, covered in a simple white sheet, lay supine upon a very ordinary hospital bed. Sara listened to the gentle hiss of air in her suit for a moment, waiting to see if the woman would stir—she did not—then moved forward. 

Her eyes were drawn immediately to the object the woman held protectively to her breast. Through the patient’s splayed fingers, Sara was able to make out that it was indeed a skull, and that it was certainly not human; the heavy brow ridges and flatter aspect seemed to verify Dr. Abdullah’s supposition that it belonged to an ape, but it was beyond the scope of Sara’s knowledge to identify the species. The skull was discolored with age, almost certainly something unearthed many centuries after the animal it had once been part of had died, but it did not automatically follow that the skull was harmless. Some viruses could remain dormant for long periods, just waiting for exposure to a new host. Sara decided that, regardless of whether a pathogen could be identified from the patient’s labs, the skull needed further scrutiny, and she made a mental note to write orders for a sedative in order to pry it from the woman’s hands. 

With that determination made, she began a head-to-toe assessment of the patient. She saw immediately that the woman looked thin and fragile, even though a nasal-gastric tube was supplying her with a solution of food, and an intravenous drip delivered fluids—Sara noted that the IV bag contained 5% dextrose in saline. Whatever ordeal this woman had suffered had left a deep mark, and Sara found herself wondering what had become of the rest of her expedition. But despite the appearance of frailty, the woman was breathing steadily, and showed none of the typical signs of a viral infection. Sara placed an aural thermometer probe in the woman’s ear; though not always the most accurate instrument, it was easier to employ when wearing a hazmat suit. The thermometer beeped after a couple seconds and Sara saw that woman’s body temperature was actually a degree below normal; no fever, no infection. Sara went down the checklist of possible symptoms, but there was no escaping the simple fact that, aside from being inexplicably unconscious, the woman was healthy. 

What did Fulbright know that had prompted him to call in the CDC? 

Sara vowed to get to the bottom of that mystery, but she wasn’t ready to completely dismiss the idea that the patient had been exposed to something. She methodically drew off thirty ccs of blood from the IV, collected in three separate vials, and placed them in the specimen kit. If the woman had a virus, even one that was presently dormant, there would be evidence of an immune response. 

With her work done, Sara left the room. As soon as the door was closed behind her, she doffed the hazmat suit. 

Fulbright hastened forward. “Well?” 

Sara ignored him and instead addressed Abdullah. “I’d like to get that skull away from her. Just to do some tests on it. Sedate her if you have to.” 

The Ethiopian doctor frowned, but nodded. 

“I don’t think there’s any risk here,” she continued, “but we’ll…” 

She trailed off as a strange sensation rippled through her. She struggled to interpret the sensory response. It seemed vaguely familiar, and though she couldn’t pin it down, she knew it was associated with something bad. 

Fulbright picked up on her behavior immediately. “What’s wrong?” 

His roguish smile had been replaced by something else—grim determination. His expression reminded Sara of Jack Sigler…not as her boyfriend, but as the lethal leader of Chess Team, and that was when she remembered when and where she’d felt this way before. 

“Did you hear it? An explosion?” 

“I heard nothing,” said Abdullah, looking perplexed. 

Suddenly, the quiet environment of the hospital ward was shattered by a wailing fire alarm siren. 

Fulbright drew a compact semi-automatic pistol from a holster concealed beneath his shirt. “We need to get out of here,” he declared. “It’s an attack.” 

Even though she knew better, her first impulse was incredulity. Denial. It’s just a coincidence… He’s being paranoid… Everything is going to be okay…. 

But the appearance of two men at the end of the hall, dressed head-to-toe in black combat gear and brandishing guns, swept away all trace of doubt. 
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The taxi rolled three times. 

King was sure of that. His perceptions were heightened by the rush of adrenaline through his bloodstream, and everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. Even curled as he was in a protective ball, he watched as the interior of the cab rotated around him, batting him around like a wet sock in a tumble dryer. Each impact was like getting hit by a linebacker in a football game. 

But then, after an eternity of spinning and slamming into nearly every surface in the taxi’s interior, the cacophony of the Corolla’s destruction ceased, and King found himself jammed against the passenger side door, with something heavy pressing down on him. 

He lay there for a moment, surprised to still be conscious, grateful to be alive, and vaguely certain that there was something important he should be doing. 

Get moving…. 

Even though the motion had ceased, he felt like his brain was still spinning, flinging his thoughts away before he could string them together in a coherent fashion. 

I’m in a taxi, he thought. There was a rollover accident… What’s this holding me down? 

It was a body; a dead man. 

Get moving…. 

A dead man that got shot by…who again? 

It doesn’t matter. Someone killed him and they’re coming from you. Get moving! 

“Get moving, soldier.” He said it aloud, like a boot camp drill sergeant, and something inside him clicked. Reaching down past the pain and disorientation, he willed himself to action. He squirmed out from under the weight of the dead driver and took a quick look around. 

The taxi had come to rest on its right side. The broken windshield was completely gone, and beyond it he saw the Dodge pick-up that had caused the wreck. It had also rolled, and had come to rest upside-down, only a few feet away. The reinforced roll-cage had prevented anything more serious than cosmetic damage to the vehicle, but the men inside did not appear to have fared as well. King could see the driver through the open window and resting on the inverted headliner. He assumed it was the driver because the man was entangled with the steering column, which had sheared away during the wreck. 

King stared at the man, as if in the twisted limbs and blood, he might find some hint of what to do next, and then he remembered; there was a second truck. 

The realization galvanized him. He squirmed through the windshield and, propelling himself on elbows and knees, crawled into the overturned Dodge. He scraped past the unmoving—dead?—driver and got a look at the passenger, likewise motionless in a heap on the truck’s ceiling. The man still clutched the weapon he had used to strafe the taxi and kill its driver, a Heckler & Koch MP5, fitted with a noise suppressor. 

When King tried to wrestle the machine pistol free, the man’s eyes fluttered open and he instinctively tried to jerk the gun away. Without a moment’s hesitation, King punched the man in the Adam’s apple, crushing his trachea. The gun fell from the man’s grasp, forgotten, as he commenced clawing at his throat, an activity which occupied him for the last few seconds of his life. 

With the MP5 in hand, King wormed through the window opening on the passenger side and onto the hot pavement. He quickly got his feet under him, but stayed low in a crouch, as he peered around the back of the truck’s cab. Beyond the wreckage of the taxi, he saw the second truck, parked with both doors open. A man wearing the same digital-camouflage pattern fatigues and tactical gear as the occupants of the crashed truck—and sporting an identical HK MP5—was peering into the smashed taxi. 

These guys work in pairs, King thought. He drew back, pivoting on one foot just as the second man rounded the front end of the truck. The gunmen started to bring his weapon up, but King was faster. 

The MP5 hardly made any noise at all. The suppressor muffled the report so effectively that King heard only the clicking of the pistol’s bolt sliding back and forth, not much louder than a toy gun. Nevertheless, a three-round burst stitched the man’s face with blotches of red and he pitched backward. 

King was moving before the body hit the ground. He turned again, dropping onto his belly, and low-crawled under the bed of the truck. A cautious peek revealed the remaining gunman crouching at the front of the taxi. The man edged forward and King dropped him with well-aimed burst from the MP5. 

King wasted no time. He crawled out from under the pick-up and crossed the short distance to where the gunman lay. The fallen man wore a tactical chest rig, similar to the kind Chess Team utilized on mission, with numerous pockets and pouches containing spare magazines, grenades, and other equipment, but there nothing to indicate who he worked for or why he and his comrades had made the assassination attempt. King gathered four magazines for the MP5, then skirted around the front end of the taxi, his weapon at the ready in case he had misjudged the size of the assault force. 

He had not. The second truck sat idle, with the front doors open and no one else inside. 

Nevertheless, it was too soon to count this as a victory. He had no idea why the men had ambushed him, but it almost certainly had something to do with Sara’s assignment, and that meant she was in imminent danger. 

Traffic on Ring Road had ground to a halt behind the scene of the accident and curious motorists were disembarking their vehicles to get a better look. Somewhere in the distance, the sound of sirens was audible, and King knew he had to keep moving. He crawled back inside the taxi just long enough to grab his duffel bag then headed for the abandoned pick-up. 

The truck was outfitted with a dash-mounted GPS device, and unlike the app for King’s phone, this unit communicated directly with the orbiting satellites. He quickly tapped in the coordinates for the hospital, and as the route flashed on the map, he started the engine and sped away from the scene of the ambush. 
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As he climbed out of the pick-up, King glanced at his watch. Although it felt like hours had passed since he’d left the ambush, according to his Timex, it had been more like ten minutes. 

The drive had seemed interminably long. The unfamiliar environment was a flood of new sensory information that had to be interpreted and categorized. At the same time, he wrestled with the mystery of the attack. 

His mind was like a computer, sorting what he knew and what he suspected, running through all the possible explanations to see which made the most sense, and like a computer running a complex program, the activity slowed down his processing speed. 

He was certain that the four shooters were private contractors, and knew that, once he could establish contact with Deep Blue he’d be able to pin down exactly who they were. The trucks and other equipment would have left a money trail. But because the attackers were in all likelihood hired guns, there was no guarantee that the trail would lead back to the person or organization that had ordered the attack. A connection to Sara’s mission in Africa was by no means explicit, but none of the alternative explanations made any sense. 

Dead end, he thought. I need more information. 

He contemplated calling Deep Blue then and there on the dedicated Chess Team satellite phone stashed in his bag, but he wasn’t even sure what questions to ask. 

He jogged the half-block from where he’d parked the truck to the hospital’s main entrance, his senses on alert for any hint of trouble. The first few steps were excruciating. His body was a mass of bruises from the crash, and as the adrenaline drained away, pain and stiffness had set in with a vengeance. For a few minutes, he moved like the Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz, creaky with rust. But he was no stranger to pain. He didn’t think he’d suffered any internal injuries, and the muscle soreness would eventually pass. He’d found a first-aid kit in truck, and had used it to clean and bandage the worst of his lacerations, including the wound on his arm where a bullet had grazed him. He had also downed an 800 mg Motrin tablet. 

There would be time to rest and heal once he knew that Sara was not in danger. 

He entered the hospital building on high alert, his right hand close to the MP5 concealed in the duffel bag slung over his shoulder, but nothing appeared to be amiss. Despite the language barrier, he managed to convey to the woman at the reception desk that he was looking for the CDC team, and a few minutes later, he opened the door to the conference room where the disease detectives had set up a command post. 

The room was a hive of activity. Five people—Caucasians all, wearing familiar American clothes—were hastily unpacking computer and laboratory equipment from a stack of plastic containers lined up near the back wall. There was no sign of Sara. 

A kindly looking older man noticed him. “Can I help you?” 

King frowned. He hadn’t anticipated having to deal with Sara’s co-workers. The last thing he needed right now was to be given the runaround. He strode across the room, getting close enough to the man to be able to speak in low voice, barely louder than a whisper. “I need to speak with Dr. Fogg. It’s urgent.” 

The man flashed a patient smile that suggested he was used to hearing people make such claims for the sake of expediency. “I’m Kerry Frey, Dr. Fogg’s assistant in charge of personnel. She’s busy right now.” 

“I need to speak with her. I…” He took a deep breath, wondering how much to reveal. “My name is Jack Sigler.  She asked me to come here.” 

A gleam of recognition dawned in the other man’s eyes. “So you’re Jack. Sara has spoken of you. She’s with the patient in the isolation room on the fourth floor…” 

Frey’s voice trailed off as something else in the room grabbed his attention. King turned, following the direction of the other man’s gaze to the door through which he had just entered. 

Because he was trained to deal with surprises, King did not lapse into the same paralysis that now afflicted Frey, but he was nevertheless taken aback by the pair of figures, all in black from the soles of their combat boots to the tops of the balaclavas which almost completely covered their faces. A curse formed on his lips, but before he could speak the word, the two figures, in perfect synchronization, each tossed something into the room. 

“Shit!” 

Even though the objects were tumbling through the air, King recognized them immediately. Black metal tubes about three inches long, an inch in diameter, and perforated with a Swiss cheese pattern of holes. 

Flash-bangs! Shit! 

There was no time to seek cover, no time to even shout a warning. King did the only thing he could think of: he dropped to the floor, curling up like a hedgehog. He pressed his face into his thighs, and covered his ears with his forearms. 

Suddenly, the world was transformed into pure light and noise. It was like being inside a lightning bolt. The flash of the magnesium/ammonium nitrate pyrotechnic charge in the M84 stun grenade lit up every fiber of King’s body; even with his eyes covered, he “saw” the flare as a red-yellow blaze. Simultaneously, the detonation produced a wave of sound that drove through his head like a freight train. 

But King had been trained to deal with the after-effects of a flash-bang; he knew how to cope with the disorientation of sensory overload, and more importantly, knew the consequences of not taking immediate defensive action. 

When he opened his eyes, the room seemed dark, as if all the lights had been switched off, but King could see two shapes moving through the room. One of the figures stopped and a tongue of flame erupted from his outstretched arm. Even through the ringing in his ears, King could hear the sound of gunfire. 

His hand found the grip of his MP5 and he triggered a burst in the direction of the nearest gunmen. The shots hit center-mass, driving the man back a few steps but he didn’t go down. 

Body armor. Shit, shit, shit! 

King got his feet under him and scrambled to the back of the room. He could just make out the chest-high stack of equipment crates, and while he knew they probably wouldn’t stop a bullet, they would at least afford him a degree of concealment. He crouched low, scanning both angles of approach, and waited for the killers to make their move. 

The attack didn’t come. 

His vision and hearing were both returning by degrees, but neither sense gave him any hint of what was happening on the other side of stacked containers. No more shots were fired, and if the gunmen were speaking to each other, their voices were too soft for him to discern. Shouldering the MP5, he rose out of his crouch for just an instant, and peered over the top of the barrier. 

The shooters were gone. King cautiously emerged from concealment, sweeping the room with the barrel of his machine pistol, but his first assessment was correct; the assault force had finished their grisly task and fallen back. King was alone with the dead. 

He spied the unmoving form of the older man he had first spoken with. A ragged hole had been torn in his chest, almost certainly the result of a several bullets in a tight grouping. 

Kerry Frey, he thought. He had a name. He probably had a family and friends. He worked with Sara…. 

Sara! 

King started for the exit, but before he could cross half the distance, he saw another pair grenades sail through the air in the room. Not flash-bangs this time, but cylinders—like stubby aerosol cans—gray in color, marked with purple bands. 

Incendiary grenades. 

Shit. 
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Fulbright thrust Sara behind him and then snapped off a couple shots in the direction of the masked gunmen. Despite openly wielding firearms, the men seemed caught off guard. They fell back, out of view and did not reappear for several seconds. Fulbright, on the other hand, had reacted almost without thinking. 

He expected this, Sara thought. He knew this attack was coming. 

But there was no time to give voice to her suspicions. The man she suspected of being a CIA officer gripped her arm and all but dragged her away from the gunmen and, she hoped, toward safety. She looked over her shoulder and saw the two doctors seemingly paralyzed by the unexpected violence, and then they were lost from view as Fulbright pulled her through a doorway into a stairwell which was already crowded with people evacuating in response to the fire alarm. 

Sara immediately turned toward the descending flight, but an insistent tug on her arm drew her in the other direction. Up. 

“My team.” 

Fulbright’s voice, like his expression, was grim. “What do you think that explosion was? If your team is still alive, there’s nothing we can do to help them. I need to get you out of here.” 

Still alive? If? Sara shook her head. It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. 

As they climbed the stairs, pushing through the fleeing horde, Fulbright took a phone from his shirt pocket and made a call. “It’s me. Things have gone to shit here. I need air evac, ASAP.” Then, in a tone dripping with sarcasm, he added: “Five minutes ago would be nice.” 

As the phone disappeared back into his pocket, Sara managed to get out a question. “What the hell is going on?” 

Fulbright glanced back at her, his face stony and determined. His expression made her think of Jack; she desperately wished that he was the one leading her confidently through this crisis. She half expected Fulbright to dismiss the inquiry, but he surprised her. “That woman was exposed to something—some kind of pathogen. Something that can be made into a weapon.” 

The information stimulated the analytical part of her brain, and for a moment, thoughts of grief and concern for her own safety were relegated to secondary priority. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this? We could have had security in place to prevent this. Hell, we should have airlifted her back to Atlanta.” 

“I didn’t expect this.” Fulbright’s tone was self-effacing. “I should have, but I didn’t think they’d try anything like this.” 

She didn’t know whether to believe him, but that wasn’t the important question. “Who are they?” 

Fulbright turned his gaze forward, steering her around another landing—the eighth floor—and kept climbing. The flow of people responding to the fire alarm had dried up; evidently, everyone on the uppermost floors had already exited. “I think it’s Nexus Genetics, the company Felice Carter works for. They sent her out there to find something like this, prehistoric genetic material, an ancient virus. But something went wrong. The expedition must have been exposed to something. That’s all I know really.” 

“You think they found what they were looking for?” 

“I wasn’t sure. Now I am. The answer is in those samples you took. We have to protect them.” He looked back at her again. “I have to protect you. And you have to figure out just what it is they found, and come up with some kind of vaccine.” 

Sara nodded. “That’s what I do. But I need my team. My equipment.” 

“Once you’re safe, I’ll get you what you need.” He took a breath, and then added. “We’ll find a way to contact your team.” 

If they’re still alive. Fulbright didn’t say it. He didn’t need to. 

The stairs ended on a landing blocked by a heavy metal door. Fulbright cautiously pushed the door open and peered out. Sara looked over his shoulder and saw a helicopter sitting idle on the rooftop, about a hundred meters away. 

“That was fast,” she said. 

But Fulbright pushed her back and pulled the door shut. “That’s not our ride.” 

In the silence that followed, Sara’s hypersensitive ears detected the sound of footsteps echoing up the stairwell—judging by the cadence, there were at least three different people—and she didn’t have to ask who the helicopter did belong to. 

Fulbright was taking out his phone, preparing to make another call, but she gripped his arm, forestalling him. “They’re coming.” 
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The Old Mother dreamed of a place of death. 

“Old Mother” was what her clan called her. The honorific was a sign of great respect; her stature in the clan was something akin to what would, many thousands of years hence, be called ‘divine.’ 

Indeed, it was she who had brought forth the great change, though few in the clan truly understood just how important that was. Only two of her children still lived and could recall the time before, when their fathers had been no different than the other beasts living in the valley, unable to make or understand speech, able to use only the crudest of tools, fearful of fire despite the Old Mother’s mastery of the element. She alone remembered what it had been like before that. 

Her earliest recollections were of frustration. Her head was filled with thoughts which she yearned to share, but the grunts which the others in the clan used to communicate could not convey such complicated things. Worse still, the others seemed incapable of sharing her sense of wonder at the world that surrounded them.  She had been thrilled by her discovery, as a very young child, that it was possible to use the sharp edges of a broken rock to cut through animal flesh, but when she had tried to show the dominant male, he had cuffed her in the head and taken the fresh kill for himself. 

Yet, although she had been an outsider even among her own kind, her unique gifts served her well. The dominant male had taken her as his mate, protecting and feeding her, while other females were allowed to perish when food was scarce, and in time, when she bore offspring, she discovered that they shared her abilities. She conceived of a way to pass information to them, a system of communication where sounds and gestures had specific meaning that all of them understood. 

Not surprisingly, her children thrived. Her first male child matured to become the dominant male, and his offspring, as well as all those of the Old Mother’s brood, also shared her gift. Within two generations, all the offspring born to the clan were of her bloodline. 

Now she was old. It had been a long time since the blood flowed from her loins, even longer since any of the males showed even the slightest desire to mate with her. In many ways, her offspring had surpassed her, building on the knowledge she had given to them, innovating, and improving their common language to express new concepts and make new discoveries. 

But she was still the Old Mother, and greatly honored. 

And she was the only one who had the dreams. 

The dreams guided the clan, leading them to abundant hunting grounds, guiding them to water and shelter, warning of dangers like the coming of storms that took fire from the sky and set the grasslands ablaze. She had taught the others how to read signs in earth and sky—to anticipate the changing of the seasons, or the migration of the animals—but none of her children or her children’s children experienced the visions that first enabled her to grasp these concepts. When she was gone, the dreams would be no more. 

That time was drawing near. This also she had dreamed. 

She dreamed of a place of death. She dreamed of her destiny approaching like a great gray wall, emerging from the setting sun. 

Then, one night, she awoke from the dream. 

It was time. 

The Old Mother looked around the cave where the clan slept, oblivious to their wondrous future. The dim embers of the cook-fire offered little illumination, but she could make out the clumped shapes of mated pairs and families huddled together in repose. 

She struggled to her feet, her age clinging to her withering muscles and creaky joints. It was good that this moment had finally come; in a few more turnings of the moon, she wouldn’t be able to move at all. 

None in the clan stirred as she made her way to the mouth of the cave. A half-moon cast a silvery glow on the landscape and a bright river of stars lit up the sky. Yet, the Old Mother did not need illumination; the path she followed was one glimpsed in a dream and she could have followed it blind. 

She walked all night, the urgency of her purpose pushing her onward through the pain and fatigue. At last, as the sun broke over the horizon, she found them. 

She was not unfamiliar with the great beasts. The land belonged to them. Like her clan, they were herd animals, usually gathering in groups that numbered more than she could count on all of her fingers. From time to time, the clan would hunt them, taking stragglers that were too old or weak to keep up with the herd, but there was great risk in that endeavor. Even the weakest of the great beasts could crush them with hardly a second thought. The clan never approached a herd directly. 

This herd was like nothing she had ever seen before. 

Their numbers were, despite her gift, beyond her ability to comprehend. They were a great mass, stretching out in the direction where the sun would set at day’s end, farther than her eye could see. And as she drew near, they began to stir. 

A shiver of excitement gripped her as the beasts began trumpeting and stamping their massive feet. She was afraid and awestruck, but this was the moment she had dreamed of, and witnessing the great herd, feeling the earth shake as they danced, was strangely satisfying. 

Then, from out of the thunderous mass, several of the beasts advanced. 

They were old, like her, the matriarchs of dozens of herds. She felt a tremor of fear as they drew close, surrounding her, but they did not attack. Instead, acting in unison, they knelt before her. 

Images flooded into her mind, the thoughts not just of the matriarchs, but of the entire assembly, and a scream tore from her throat…. 

Felice Carter awoke from her long dream, and opened her eyes in the middle of a nightmare. 
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King spun away an instant before the thermate compound in each grenade ignited. Unlike the flash-bangs, there was no detonation, no deafening blast. Rather, there was only a flare of light, as bright as an arc welder, followed by a palpable wave of heat that permeated the room. 

The carpeted floor instantly erupted in flames, as did the wooden tables nearest the ignition. The molded plastic containers which had been used to transport the CDC team’s equipment began to melt, despite being several feet away from the flames, and as the emerging conflagration began to destroy natural fibers and manmade compounds alike, a miasma of black smoke filled the room. 

All of this happened in mere seconds. 

King felt the waves of heat at his back and the stinging of chemical fumes in his eyes as he searched the room for some other exit. He couldn’t exit through the door; the gunmen would almost certainly be waiting for him. What did that leave? 

Through the persistent ringing in his ears he heard a new sound, the low wailing of a fire alarm, and at almost the same instant, it started to rain in the room. King glanced back, trying to avoid directly looking at the blinding incendiary flares, and saw that the automated sprinkler system was having little effect on the fire. The droplets simply flashed to steam, while under the shelter of the tables, the flames were spreading. 

He returned his attention to the matter of escaping the room. There were no windows, but as his vision improved, he saw that one of the walls was different. It was not a true wall, but rather a series of temporary partitions that had been set up to divide a much larger area into two smaller rooms. He dashed past the blossoming inferno to the partition, stepped back and then delivered his best door-smashing kick. 

The partition didn’t budge. His heel rebounded and a wave of agony shuddered through his entire body, aggravating injuries that he didn’t even know he’d suffered. A grunt of pain escaped through his clenched teeth. 

Stupid, Jack. Very stupid. 

He shook off the hurt and took another look at the partition. It was mounted on tracks, one on the floor and another on the ceiling, similar to a sliding patio door, and secured in place with a flush-bolt. He thumbed the latch mechanism and heard a click as the bolt released, allowing him to slide the partition away with almost no effort. 

Lesson learned, he thought. Think next time. 

He sprinted through the adjoining room to the door in the corner, and with his MP5 ready, pushed it open. 

Beyond was a scene of total chaos as people fled in response to the fire alarm. He peeked out, looking down the hallway, and saw two black-clad figures lingering at the doorway to the other half of the conference room, a good thirty meters away. Their very presence only intensified the general hysteria, but they seemed oblivious; their attention was fixed on the doorway. 

He considered taking them out but quickly dismissed the idea. He knew they were wearing body armor, so the only way to guarantee a kill was a head shot. He might be able to get one of them, but if he failed to get them both, it would mean a firefight, and that would only keep him from his real objective, to say nothing of putting a lot of innocent lives in jeopardy. 

He took a deep breath, and then strode out into the hallway, moving into the crowd of people evacuating from deeper within the hospital. The urge to look back at the gunmen was almost overwhelming, but doing so would risk drawing their attention. Instead, he focused on searching the crowd for Sara. She wasn’t there, but as he moved through their midst, he soon located a stairwell packed with people escaping the upper levels. Like a salmon thrashing up the face of a waterfall, he muscled into the mass of people and started climbing. 

He recalled what Frey had told him, just before the attack. Sara had gone to the fourth floor. Was she still there? 

Is she still alive? 

King abandoned all pretense of being polite. He waved the gun ahead of him, and the crowd parted like the sea in some biblical miracle. He reached the fourth floor a few moments later and burst through the door. 

Most visitors had already evacuated, but the medical staff was busy moving patients, beds and all, to the elevator. Hospitals were one of the few places where using elevators in a fire was an absolute necessity. King caught the eye of one of the nurses, and was about to ask for Sara’s whereabouts, when a bloodcurdling shriek from down the hall startled them both. 

“Never mind,” King breathed, and took off in the direction of the noise. 

It wasn’t Sara. That wasn’t just wishful thinking. It hadn’t been Sara’s voice—he knew that with complete certainty—but more to the point, he couldn’t imagine any circumstances where Sara would scream. That knowledge however didn’t necessarily make him feel any better. Whatever was causing the persistent howl couldn’t be good. 

The shriek led him to an open door, and he charged through with the MP5 at the ready. The scream was issuing from the woman thrashing in the single hospital bed in the room, but King barely noticed her. His attention was fixed on the two men in black assault gear that stood on the far side of the bed. One of them was in the process of sealing a plastic biohazard bag over what looked to King like a skull. The other was raising his gun. 

King shot him between the eyes, but even as his finger released the trigger, the full impact of what he had just seen landed on him like a ton of bricks. That gun…. 

He shifted the machine pistol to the left, ready to take out the other attacker, but withheld fire when he saw the incendiary grenade in the man’s outstretched right hand. The pin was out and only the pressure of his fingers, covering the trigger spoon, kept it from deflagrating. 

“Kill me and we all burn,” snarled the gunman. 

King kept the weapon trained on the man and weighed the consequences of simply taking the shot. He knew he could escape the room before the grenade started burning, but there were other considerations, not the least of which was the hysterical patient. 

The shooter edged away from the bed, the biohazard bag with its mysterious contents tucked under his left arm. He glanced down at his fallen comrade, and then met King’s stare. Although the balaclava concealed his visage, there was no mistaking the rage burning in his eyes. “Maybe not today, but you’re a dead man.” 

King ignored the bluster, keeping his gaze and his MP5 steady as the man backed toward the door, but both of them knew exactly how it would end. The man took one more step toward the door, and then threw the grenade. 

The gray cylinder arced through the air and landed on the bed. King squeezed the trigger, but the man was already gone, ducking as he fled into the hallway. The shot was an indulgence—a Hail Mary pass—and he hadn’t really expected to hit his target. Hit or miss, he had other things to worry about. 

Unlike standard fragmentation grenades, which had a 3-to-5 second time delay fuze, the M201A1 igniter in the incendiary grenade burned in less than 2 seconds. In the instant he saw the spoon fly away from grenade body, even before it left his opponent’s hand, King started a very short countdown clock. 

One Mississippi…. 

Even as the grenade landed on the bed… even as the round from his MP5 flashed through the suppressor on its way to nowhere, King’s mind tumbled with conflicting priorities. 

The grenade! Deal with that first. How? 

Two Mississippi…. 

He must have been counting too fast because nothing had happened yet. 

None too gently, he snared the female patient’s flailing arm with his left hand and pulled her to him. In the same motion, he launched a kick at the bed’s side rail. Because its roll-brake had been engaged, the heavy bed only scooted a couple yards. Before King could lower his extended foot, the room was filled with brilliant white light. 

He looked away quickly, but bright streaks now painted his retinas. The bed erupted in flames and smoke, both rendered almost invisible by the intensely bright fire from the burning grenade. Barely able to see anything except with his peripheral vision, King knelt over the frantic woman, hugging her to his chest, and stabbed the MP5 at the doorway. 

He figured the odds were about fifty-fifty that the black clad intruder would be waiting for him in the hall; he expected to walk into a blast from the man’s very distinctive handgun. But staying in the room was not an option, and ‘maybe dead’ beat ‘definitely dead’ any day of the week. 

This time, the odds broke in his favor. The other man was gone, evidently eager to escape with the prize contained in the plastic biohazard bag. 

“You can let go.” 

The voice, weak and breathless, startled him. He glanced down at the woman, locked in the embrace of his left arm, and realized she was no longer thrashing. He eased the pressure of his grip, but didn’t release her. She didn’t look strong enough to stand on her own, much less negotiate four flights of stairs to safety. Despite her abruptly calm demeanor, there was a trace of madness in her eyes. Her face was streaked with something that looked like baby food, and blood was leaking from her arm where her IV had ripped out. 

King glanced at the blood, and for the first time, it occurred to him that this woman was almost certainly the patient whom Kerry Frey had spoken of, the patient in the isolation room. The patient whose illness had summoned Sara and her team across the ocean in the first place. 

Wonderful, he thought, trying to imagine what almost-always-fatal new disease he had just been exposed to. There were definite drawbacks to having a CDC disease detective for a girlfriend. 

But Sara wasn’t here. He didn’t think she would have abandoned a patient when the fire alarm sounded. So where was she? 

Black smoke was beginning to billow from the open doorway, and he felt the glow of radiant heat on the exposed skin of his face and arms. 

He turned to the woman again. “What’s your name?” 

“Felice.” 

“Felice, I’m Jack. I’m going to get you out of here, but you need to do what I say, okay?” 

She nodded. 

“Can you walk?” 

“I think so. Let go.” He did, gradually releasing his embrace, but ready to catch her if her strength failed. After a few seconds on her own, she nodded again. “I can manage.” 

“Good. Then let’s get the hell out of here.” 
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Fulbright cocked his head sideways, listening, and then frowned as he too heard the sound of footsteps echoing up the stairwell. “Damn it. All right, this isn’t going to be pretty. Just stay close to me.” 

The lady or the tiger? Sara thought, recalling the classic short story of a Roman gladiator faced with two equally undesirable choices. She half-expected him to charge down the stairs, headlong into the force of unknown but surely superior strength, with guns blazing in typical CIA cowboy fashion, but instead he chose the other door. Literally. 

He opened the roof access door just enough for them to squeeze through single file. As she stepped out, Sara got a better look at the waiting helicopter, and at the two men who appeared to be guarding it. Like the pair she had seen in hospital ward, they were clad entirely in black assault gear. 

Sara felt very exposed as she followed Fulbright along the perimeter of the raised concrete superstructure that housed the stairwell. She expected at any moment to hear gunfire. Or maybe she wouldn’t hear anything; the bullet that would snuff her out of existence would probably be traveling faster than the sound of the shot. 

That’s the kind of thing Jack would know. 

But if the two men noticed their presence, they gave no indication. 

Suddenly, the roof access door flew open behind them with such force that it rebounded off the exterior wall with a bang that, given Sara’s state of mind, sounded like a shot. She whirled involuntarily and caught sight of a lone individual, dressed in the now familiar black uniform, sprinting toward the helicopter. As he passed them, Sara saw that he was carrying a clear plastic bag with a large white-yellow object inside. 

The ape skull! 

The man did not even glance in their direction, but a moment later, two more men burst from the door, and they did look. 

Sara gaped at them. It was like watching a movie. The two men turned, squared their shoulders, and raised their guns. 

Fulbright grabbed her arm and propelled her past him. “Go!” 

He fired several shots in the direction of the two gunmen. One of them winced but shrugged the impact off as though it were nothing more than a slap. Then, their guns spoke. 

The report was thunderous, far louder than Fulbright’s pistol. Concrete exploded above Sara’s head, showering her with grit, but then she rounded the corner with Fulbright right behind her. 

“Keep going,” he shouted. 

Sara ran, but no more shots were fired. Instead, she heard the whine of the helicopter’s turbines powering up. In a matter of seconds, the whoosh of the rotor blades carving the air became audible and quickened to a roar of engine noise and wind. 

They rounded the corner to the back side of the superstructure where Fulbright signaled for her to stop. He ejected the magazine from his pistol, reloaded, and then began scanning in both directions for signs of pursuit. Sara cocked her head, hoping to hear the sound of footsteps, but the noise of the helicopter drowned out everything. 

It became apparent after a few minutes that the gunmen weren’t going to engage them. Sara heard the change in pitch as the helicopter lifted off and then flew almost horizontally away from the rooftop. Fulbright edged around the corner as the tempest quieted. 

“They’re gone.” 

Sara sagged against the wall, but her relief quickly gave way to anger. “All right. Answers.” 

Fulbright’s face was flushed with the exertions of running and fighting, but he tried to bring back his roguish smile. “I told you everything I know.” 

“Like hell you did. You know a lot more than you’re letting on. Your secrets put me and my team…” She faltered as she recalled Fulbright’s earlier comment. Her co-workers—her friends—might already be dead. “If something has happened to them, it’s on your head.” 

Fulbright sighed, his expression contrite. “I knew there was some risk. People who try to develop bio-weapons usually don’t have a lot of scruples. But I couldn’t have known anyone would try something like this.” 

His words did nothing to soothe her, but she saw that there was nothing to be gained by venting her rage. She took a deep breath and tried to focus on the bigger picture. “What do you know about this pathogen they’re after? That woman—Dr. Carter—she didn’t look sick. I don’t think she was sick.” 

He spread his hands. “I told you what they were looking for—some kind of ancient virus. When Felice Carter came back from the expedition, in the state you saw her in, I assumed that she had become infected. That’s why I sent for you. And the fact that somebody hit us here today, tells me that I was right. She found something out there and brought it back.” 

“It didn’t look like that assault team was interested in her. But they took that ape skull she was holding.” 

“They did?” Fulbright’s forehead creased in a frown. “Damn it. I should have realized how important that was.” 

“Maybe it doesn’t matter. Even if there is useful genetic material in that skull, it’s very unlikely that it’s going to turn out to be some kind of super monkey flu. And if there is something like that, Dr. Carter would have been exposed to it and there will be evidence in the blood samples I took.” She pushed away from the wall. “I need to get back down to my team. I have to know that they’re okay.” 

Before Fulbright could answer, his phone chirped. He took it out and glanced at the caller ID before answering. “What’s your ETA?...Good, we’re on the roof.” He covered the phone with a hand and addressed Sara. “They wouldn’t have hit us here if they weren’t certain that Felice had what they were looking for.” 

He uncovered the phone. “Send a ground team here to collect the rest of the CDC team and their equipment. Take them to the safe house.” 

He thumbed the end button and turned to Sara again. His face was stony with resolve. “Our ride will be here in two minutes. Those blood samples just became the most important thing in the world. I have to keep them, and you, safe.” 
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A firefighter spied King and Felice as they left the stairwell on the first floor, and guided them to the exit. The fire in the conference room appeared to have been contained, but a pall of smoke hung in the air and the damage appeared considerable. 

Outside, King scanned the crowd. There were a few white faces among the dark-skinned local population, but no sign of Sara. He heard the distinctive sound of a helicopter taking off from the roof, high overhead; it could only be the assault force making their getaway. 

“We’re exposed here,” he told Felice. It was perhaps a poor choice of words. In her hospital gown, Felice was very literally exposed. Fortunately, there were dozens of other patients in a similar state of undress filling the street in front of the hospital, and no one seemed to notice her. King however wasn’t worried about someone ogling her. 

The men in Felice’s room had been armed with a very distinctive type of pistol. Normally, when staring down the barrel of a gun, a person doesn’t try to identify the make and model, but the Metal Storm O’Dwyer VLe pistols the men had been wielding sported a unique four-barrel configuration that was impossible not to recognize. The VLe pistols were radically different from traditional guns in that they had no moving parts. Instead of a mechanism to advance one round at a time into the firing chamber, the Metal Storm pistol had caseless rounds already stacked in its four barrels, and fired them with an electrical charge. A single trigger pull could unload the pistol in a fraction of a second. The design was still considered experimental, and prototypes were prohibitively expensive for the run-of-the-mill mercenary. 

“I think those men planned to kill you,” he continued, “and there’s a good chance some of them stayed behind to make sure the job was done.” 

“Kill me?” It was clearly too much for her to process. 

“Just stay close to me. We’ll sort this out when we get somewhere safe.” King knew of only one group that used Metal Storm pistols. And if that was who wanted Felice dead, that was all the reason King needed to protect her. 

As they moved toward the edge of the throng, King dug out his Chess Team phone. He was just about to make a call when a young Ethiopian man stepped in front of him 

“You look like you need some help,” he said in perfect, albeit slightly accented English. 

King regarded the newcomer with suspicion, and when he put the phone back in his bag, his hand found the grip of the MP5, which he had stashed just before leaving the stairwell. “Thanks friend, but I think we can manage.” 

The Ethiopian smiled, but edged closer and lowered his voice to a surreptitious whisper. “I saw what happened. I know they came for her. I can help you.” 

King shook his head. “If you know that, then you know why I’m not exactly eager to trust you.” 

“You should.” The young man turned to Felice. “You know me, don’t you?” 

Felice looked at him then raised her eyes to King, showing no hint of recognition. 

The man’s smile slipped a notch, as if disappointed by her failure to remember him. “I’m Moses—Moses Selassie. I was with you on the expedition to the Rift Valley. I rescued you from the cave—” 

Felice’s eyes grew wide and she grabbed Moses by the shoulders. “The cave? You must take me back.” 

>>>Report. 

Where should I start? It was a disaster. The CDC team is dead, except for Fogg. And my men failed to get Sigler. He took out the entire assault force. Four men. He’s in the wind now. Who the hell is this guy? 

>>>Data concerning Sigler’s current activities are classified at the highest level. The probability that he is part of a clandestine military or counter-intelligence agency has increased to 92.3%. There is insufficient information to determine what his most probable next course of action will be. 

Like I need you to tell me that. 

>>>Do you believe Sigler will attempt to establish contact with Fogg? 

I would if I were him. 

>>>That must not be permitted. 

I got it covered. 


MANUEVER
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It wasn’t until they were settled in Moses’ tenement on the edge of the city, that King realized Felice wasn’t Ethiopian. She hadn’t spoken more than a few words, and he’d been a little too busy trying to keep her alive to pay attention to the fact that she didn’t speak with an accent. When their host had stepped out to purchase food and some clothes to replace her hospital garment, she had remained withdrawn, and King had been content to leave her alone a little while longer. 

He felt as though he had been handed the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, minus the box with a picture of what it would look like when correctly assembled. He had a stack of clues, but no idea how they related to each other. But it was his uncertainty about Sara’s fate that consumed his thoughts. 

They hit the CDC team first. That wasn’t an accident. But Sara wasn’t in Felice’s room. She missed them. And somehow I missed her. So where is she now? Are they still looking for her? 

Moses returned after about an hour, carrying several loaves of injera, a local sourdough flatbread, and a container of wat, a spicy beef stew. He also presented Felice with a traditional garment. She examined it with obvious disdain. 

“It is the habesha qemis,” he explained. “The dress worn for the coffee ceremony. Many women wear them.” 

“We can go out later and get you whatever you want,” King said. “Unless you really prefer that hospital gown.” 

She sighed. “Looks like I’m going native. Turn around boys; give a girl a little privacy.” 

King complied. “West coast, right?” 

“Kirkland, Washington.” 

“So what brings you to Africa? What’s your story?” 

There was a long silence, then: “You can turn around now.” 

The coffee dress was not exactly flattering, but it was an improvement. Moses smiled approvingly then set about preparing a meal, while King repeated his question. 

“You mean you don’t already know?” 

King regarded her for a moment, and then folded his arms over his chest. “Okay. Cards on the table. I’ll show you mine, you show me yours. Here’s what I know. 

“Yesterday, a CDC team was scrambled out of Atlanta to investigate a possible outbreak, here in Ethiopia. Patient zero—the person suspected of being the source of the outbreak—is you. He—” King gestured at Moses—“talked about an expedition and a cave, which answers a few questions, but raises a hell of a lot more.” 

He noticed her squirm at the mention of the cave. 

“But I’ll get to that in a minute. About fifteen minutes after the CDC team arrived, they were all dead. The guys who killed them then proceeded to your room where they almost took you out as well. So, that’s what I ‘already know.’ Now, it’s your turn. I’m going to ask this one more time, as diplomatically as I know how.” He paused for effect, and when he spoke again, he enunciated each word as if driving nails with a hammer. “What the fuck is going on?” 

She winced at his tone, but then straightened, as if drawing on some previously untapped vein of courage. “I guess I owe you that much. 

“I was part of an expedition to the Great Rift Valley, in northern Ethiopia. I’m a geneticist, but I specialize in paleobiology. One of the things my company does is investigate the historical record, including more esoteric sources—myths and folklore—in order to secure previously undiscovered sources of genetic material. Our information led to the discovery of a cave in the Afar Region.” 

He sensed there was a lot more to that part of the story, but didn’t press her. “Then what?” 

“Then…I don’t know. We found the cave, but I don’t remember anything after that. Nothing until the hospital.” She nodded to Moses. “Ask him.” 

King turned his gaze to their host who was in the process of ladling portions of stew onto pieces of flatbread, using the latter like serving plates. He put the food in front of each of them, and then sat down. “I can only tell you what I saw. I was just a laborer, hired to help set up the camp outside the cave.” 

“You’re very well spoken for a laborer.” 

“Being able to speak your language certainly helped me get the job. But I assure you, I was nothing more than a common bearer.” He made a sweeping gesture. “Look around. I am a man of humble means. I take whatever work I can find.” 

“Go on.” 

“For many days, everything went well. But then, the researchers in the cave stopped coming out. Three days passed with no word. There was a great deal of unrest in the camp. Some of the men started a riot. In the confusion, I went into the cave and found you.” He nodded to Felice. “You were unconscious, so I carried you out. I found a truck and drove you back to the city.” 

“And you’ve been hanging around the hospital ever since?” King asked. 

Moses shrugged, still looking at Felice. “I was concerned about you, but I dared not come forward. You see, the expedition…the camp was completely destroyed. The police would not have believed my account of events, so after I dropped you off anonymously, I kept checking to see if you had regained consciousness. I had hoped you would be able to verify my account of what happened.” 

King waved his hand emphatically. “Back up. We’re glossing over the important part here. What happened in that cave during those three days?” 

Moses and Felice looked to each other, but neither had an answer. 

King pointed to the woman first. “You were in there. You found something, right? Found whatever it is you were looking for? Those men that attacked us today took something from you. It looked like a skull. Do you remember that?” 

Felice appeared troubled by the question, but shook her head. Moses however spoke up. “Yes, you had an ape skull in the cave. When I brought you out, you were clinging to it. You would not let me take it out of your hands.” 

“Okay, let’s put a pin in that. Now, there were other researchers in that cave, right? What happened to them?” When he got no answer, King persisted. “Come on. The CDC was called in. Somebody thinks you found a virus or something. Did you? Did they all get sick and die in there? Is that why you were unconscious?” 

“I am not ill,” Moses offered. “I entered the cave and spent two days in contact with her, yet I have not shown any signs of infection.” 

“Okay, so not a virus. But something, right? Something to do with that skull?” Blank looks. King realized he wasn’t going to get anything more out of them, so he switched gears again. “Felice, who do you work for?” 

“A company called Nexus Genetics. They’re based in Seattle.” 

Nexus? That wasn’t the answer he had been expecting. “How long have you been with them?” 

“From the beginning. A little over two years now. They were formed when my old company was broken up.” 

“Let me guess. Manifold Genetics.” 

“You’ve heard of us?” 

With no little effort, King controlled his expression. “The team that hit the hospital was Gen-Y, Manifold’s private security army. They were tying up loose ends.” 

Felice’s eyes widened in sincere alarm. King knew from experience that, even though Manifold’s founder, Richard Ridley, was quite literally a monster, many of the scientists he had employed were innocent pawns in his quest for power. Some of them, and even a few Gen-Y personnel, had been instrumental in bringing Manifold down. But Ridley had survived and gone underground, and it seemed that Manifold had as well. And though Ridley was now believed to be dead, it appeared his directives were still being carried out. There was another option, though. One that King hoped wasn’t at play. Before his death, Ridley uncovered an ancient language—the original language, or Mother Tongue, which was capable of affecting the physical world in profound ways best described as Biblical—light from darkness, life granted to the inanimate, physical healing. Before being subdued, he used the language to create several duplicates of himself. Many of the duplicates were destroyed, but there was no way to know how many he created or how many of them still operated around the world. That Nexus Genetics, which had, he surmised, been cobbled together from some of the pieces of Manifold, still carried out Ridley’s agenda was an ominous sign. 

There will still pieces that didn’t quite fit, but King was starting to see the picture now. It was time to call Deep Blue. “You’re safe now,” he told her as he got out his Chess Team phone. “I’ll arrange transport back to the States.” 

“No.” Felice’s voice was edged with panic. 

King lowered the phone. “No?” 

“I need to go back to the cave.” She turned to Moses. “You can take me there. You remember the way?” 

Moses nodded uncertainly, but then looked to King, as if for reassurance. 

“You said they were ‘tying up loose ends,’ right?” Felice continued. “They’ll be going after the cave next. You know I’m right. We have to get there first.” 

“You don’t even remember what you found.” 

“No, I don’t. But somehow I just know that I have to go back there.” 

King frowned. This wasn’t what he needed right now. Sara was still out there somewhere, probably in grave danger. But Felice was right about the cave being a loose end. And if it was the source of whatever discovery had prompted the attack on the hospital, then getting there ahead of a Gen-Y clean-up crew was imperative. Where Ridley and Manifold were concerned, immediate action was required. 

He turned to Moses. “Think you can put together an expedition? Get us outfitted with supplies? Discreetly?” 

“It will be costly.” 

King loosened his belt to reveal a concealed zipper pouch, and from it he took a stack of coins which he pressed into the Ethiopian’s hand. The weight of ten solid gold Krugerrands caught Moses off guard and his fist almost fell into what was left of his meal. 

King gave a tight smile. “I think that should cover it.” 
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As soon as they arrived at Fulbright’s “safe house,” Sara transferred the blood samples from her bag to the refrigerator. Less than an hour had passed since she and Fulbright had been whisked away from the hospital by helicopter. A short flight to a private airfield had followed, and almost immediately upon arriving, they had driven to a house in an upscale neighborhood in Bole, south of the city. 

Sara felt like a piece of driftwood in a raging river. Caught in the current of events beyond her control, there was not even the illusion of choice. She clutched the specimen bag like a lifeline; at least that was something she understood. She had to keep the blood drawn from Felice Carter viable. Processing the specimens and learning what secrets they held would have to wait until the team showed up with the equipment. 

That was what she kept telling herself. 

But as she watched Fulbright’s face change during yet another phone conversation, she knew that wasn’t going to happen. When he finally rang off and turned to her, she quickly sat down. 

“The fire started in the lab,” he said in a quiet voice. “They recovered five bodies, all badly burned. It wasn’t an accident. The police aren’t saying anything more, but there’s going to be an investigation.” 

Sara closed her eyes and took a breath. She knew she should be shocked or sad, but she just couldn’t wrap her head around it. She had only left Frey and the others for a few minutes to assess the patient, and part of her believed that they were still there, waiting for her to return. It was almost too much to comprehend that they had all been ripped out of the world. She took another deep breath. “I have to make contact with CDC headquarters. I have to let them know what’s happened.” 

Fulbright pursed his lips. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Whoever did this, they specifically targeted your team. They knew you were coming and they wanted to make sure you couldn’t get the job done. By now, they’ve probably had time to figure out that they didn’t complete that job, and that means they’ll be looking for you. We have to keep you off the radar.” 

“I can’t do anything without equipment.” 

Fulbright nodded. “We can order whatever you need and have it overnighted.” 

“We’re talking very specialized equipment. Thousands of dollars. And I’ll still have to be able to uplink with the CDC in order to make sense of whatever I discover.” 

“Money isn’t an issue. Right now, I’m more concerned with figuring out who’s behind this.” 

A concealed vault door, equipped with both a numeric lock and a retinal scanning device, led to an austere computer room. Fulbright logged onto a desktop terminal and then, with Sara’s guidance, started ordering medical equipment from private sector supply companies. Sara kept her shopping list modest, and after about an hour had put together a field expedient research lab. Fulbright produced a platinum American Express card and paid for it all, as well as the hefty overnight shipping charges, without a second look. 

“There’s nothing more you can do right now,” Fulbright told her when they had concluded. “You should get some rest. Maybe something to eat.” 

She nodded perfunctorily. While they had been occupied with procuring the equipment, she had been able to cope, but now a wave of fatigue and loss was looming. The only way to stave off a crash was to keep busy, keep her mind engaged with the problem. 

“Listen,” she said, pausing at the doorway. “I know somebody who might be able to help us sort this out. He has access to resources that…” She left the sentence hanging; if Fulbright was what she thought he was, he would understand. 

And he seemed to. He regarded her thoughtfully. “This friend of yours…He works for the government, right?” 

He leaned back in his chair and sighed. “I’m guessing you know a little something about interdepartmental rivalries. Sometimes agencies work against each other, usually unintentionally, and the left hand doesn’t know what the right is doing.” 

“What’s your point?” 

“Until I have a better idea who is behind all this, I really don’t know who to trust. This could have been an op sanctioned by another agency. We can’t trust anyone right now.” 

Sara felt a flare of indignation. “Jack would never be involved in something like that.” 

“I’m sure you’re right. But if we reach out to him, we might send up a red flag. Someone will put two and two together and compromise us.” Before she could protest again, his demeanor softened. “But this is all just theoretical. Whoever did this left footprints. Let me do some digging. As soon as we know who’s behind this, you can contact your friend.” 

It wasn’t much of a concession, but the idea of being able to call Jack filled her with hope. 

Sara awoke to find Fulbright, sitting in a chair opposite the sofa, quietly watching her. She was accustomed to waking up in strange places, and this was no different. Nevertheless, his scrutiny made her self-conscious. She rubbed her face and ran a hand through her spiky hair, trying to make herself a little more presentable, before acknowledging him. 

“How long was I out?” 

“A few hours,” he replied, with a subdued smile. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news. And some more bad news.” 

“Bad news first.” 

“Actually, let me start with the good news. I know who was behind the attack on the hospital.” 

She sat up a little straighter. “Do tell.” 

“An outfit called Manifold Genetics.” 

“Manifold?” Sara felt her heart skip a beat. 

“I take it you’ve heard of them.” 

She nodded, but didn’t elaborate. “So what’s the bad news?” 

“Well, that’s part of it. Manifold has been involved in some very nasty stuff. Officially, the company was broken up a couple years ago, but that hasn’t slowed them down. It turns out, Nexus—the company Felice Carter worked for—was a subsidiary of Manifold. They sent her and her expedition to the Rift to retrieve something, and she succeeded. And now, whatever it was, they have it. 

“I managed to get satellite imagery of the area immediately after the attack at the hospital. We caught a break there. With the increase in terrorist activity and piracy in the Horn of Africa, we’ve got birds overhead. Their helicopter headed due east to a ship anchored in the Indian Ocean. Intel suggests that it’s some kind of floating bioweapons development facility. So, not only do they have whatever it is they were after, but they’re probably already working on the next phase of their plan: turning it into a weapon.” 

Sara shook her head. “If Manifold is behind this, then it’s much worse than you can imagine. You have to let me contact Jack—the friend I told you about. He knows all about Manifold. He’s the one who took them down.” 

Fulbright raised an eyebrow. “I’m afraid there isn’t time for that. I’ve been ordered to lead an insertion team onto the ship in order to secure their research.” 

“And that would be the ‘more bad news’?” Sara asked. 

“No.” His expression turned into a grimace. “I need you to go with me.” 

When she didn’t comment, he hastened to explain his request. “Believe me, I wish there was another way. But you’re the only one who’s going to be able to make sense of what we find there.” 

“I’ll do it.” 

Fulbright’s eyebrows drew together. “I’m not sure you understand what I’m saying. This action is going to be extremely prejudicial.” 

“Spare me the spy double-speak. You’re going to kill everyone, right? I get it. These bastards killed my friends. And I’m sure whatever they’ve got planned will kill a whole lot more people. So, am I bothered by the fact that you’re going to be ‘extremely prejudicial’? Not really.” I’m more worried about what you and your spy friends might be tempted to do with that research once you’ve got your hands on it, she thought, but didn’t say aloud. 

“I’ll do everything I can to ensure your safety. You won’t go in until the site is secure, but there’s still an element of risk.” 

“I can take care of myself. When do we leave?” 
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“Ethiopia?” 

There was a brief pause and King could almost envision Deep Blue checking the history of his movements from the record of information transmitted by the GPS tracker in his phone. 

It was early morning in Addis Ababa, early afternoon in New Hampshire where the new Chess Team headquarters was situated. After checking out the supplies and rented vehicles—two newer model Range Rovers—that Moses had acquired the previous evening, and meeting the four young Ethiopian men he had hired as assistants—King had made a mental note to avoid using the term ‘bearers’—he had decided it was time to check in with the home office. 

“Well, you have been busy. Two different incidents, and you were right in the middle of both. Care to fill me in?” 

“Manifold. They’re back in business.” King quickly brought Deep Blue up to speed, starting with Sara’s mysterious text message, and ending with his decision to accompany Felice Carter back to the Great Rift Valley. 

“Is this one of the clones?” Deep Blue asked. 

“That’s a possibility. I suppose it’s also possible that he had so many projects going under different umbrellas that these guys don’t know their boss is dead. They might operate autonomously and only involve Ridley when they have something worthwhile to report.” 

“What do you think they’re after this time?” Deep Blue asked. 

“I’m still trying to figure that out. I think this started as a fishing expedition, without a clear goal. They just happened to find something important enough to kill for. But that’s not why I called.” 

“Sara.” 

King took a deep breath. “I need you to find her for me.” 

There was another period of silence before Chess Team’s runner spoke again. “The Ethiopian government is trying to keep this under wraps, but it looks like six bodies were recovered from the hospital.” 

Six? There had been five CDC scientists in the lab. His heart fell. 

“Five were recovered from the first floor, and another—a male—was pulled from a site of a fire on the fourth floor. No identification on any of them yet.” 

Male? Then he remembered the Gen-Y shooter he had killed in Felice’s room; the sixth corpse. “Sara isn’t one of them. She was at the hospital when all this went down, but I didn’t find her. As far as I know, she’s still alive.” 

“She hasn’t checked in with the CDC. Could she have been captured by the Gen-Y team?” 

“I don’t know.” It was a plausible theory, but it just didn’t feel right. “I can’t imagine what her value to them would be.” 

“I’m sorry, King.” 

“I can’t think about that right now. I’ve got to focus on Manifold; figure out what they’re up to. But keep looking for Sara, and contact me immediately if you find her.” 

“Absolutely.” 

King thumbed the ‘end’ button and dropped the phone in a pocket. It was time to go. 

He found Felice, now wearing blue jeans and a t-shirt, pacing the floor of Moses’ residence, like a caged animal. She looked up when he entered, an eager, almost hungry expression on her face. “Now?” 

“In a minute. First, I need to know about where we’re going. And what you were looking for there.” 

“That’s proprietary information. I’m not at liberty to share it with you.” 

“In case you weren’t paying attention, you got a termination notice yesterday. I don’t think you have to worry about a law suit from your former employer. But you’re not getting back to that cave without my help, and we don’t go anywhere until you start talking.” 

She returned a pensive frown, not so much bothered by his line of questioning as she was the fact that it was yet another delay. “What do you want to know?” 

“Yesterday, you said that you learned of this site from…what was the word you used? ‘Esoteric sources’? What did you mean by that?” 

“Just that. Instead of relying solely on the verifiable historical record, sometimes we pay attention to local folklore. We don’t necessarily take it at face value, but sometimes a pattern emerges, sort of like clues to a treasure map.” She resumed pacing the room. “Have you ever heard of the legendary lost graveyard of the elephants?” 

“Sounds like something from a Tarzan movie,” King remarked. 

Felice stopped for a moment, and faced him, her face completely serious. “There’s a reason for that. The elephant graveyard is one of those tall tales that has been circulating Africa for centuries, just like King Solomon’s Mines or the Kingdom of Prester John. Stories like that tend to take on a life of their own after a while. 

“According to the myth, there’s a place where all the elephants go when they know they’re about to die. They’re drawn there, like it’s something in their collective subconscious. A lot of dead elephants in one place means a fortune in ivory, just lying there waiting for someone to collect.” 

“But elephants don’t really do that,” King said. “I mean, we’d know if they did.” 

She nodded. “Scientific advancements, both in the field of zoology and remote sensing, have verified that elephants don’t behave that way. But when you consider that today’s elephant population has been nearly wiped out by poachers and big game hunters, who’s to say that something like that wasn’t the case a few hundred years ago. 

“Most of the stories about the elephant graveyard were easily enough disproven, but one lead was promising because of where it led us: the Great Rift Valley. We know that people have been living in the Rift for hundreds of thousands of years. It made sense that, if there were any truth to the story, then it would have originated there.” 

“And why was Nexus interested in elephant bones?” 

“As I said, the graveyard would be evidence of collective behavior that isn’t evident in modern elephants. Our goal was to compare DNA from elephants in the graveyard with that of modern elephants, and hopefully isolate the genetic markers associated with that behavior. If we could identify the section of the elephant genome associated with intelligence, it would go a long way toward understanding the evolution of human consciousness.” 

King pondered her answer. He didn’t get the impression that she was being intentionally deceptive, but her explanation didn’t square with his knowledge of Manifold’s agenda, nor did it explain why they were willing to kill in order to get control of whatever had been discovered. Finally, he asked: “What about the ape skull that you brought back?” 

She gave a helpless shrug, her expression indicating that she was even more bothered by that incongruity than he. 

“You’ve got to remember something,” he persisted. “Why else would you be so insistent on returning?” 

“That’s just it. I have to go back there to find what I lost.” 

King considered her answer but he kept coming back to something else she had said. Drawn there…something in their collective subconscious. 

Is that what’s happening to her? 

And if what she had found in the cave had awakened some kind of link to a collective subconscious—one that could affect human behavior—what did Manifold have planned for it? 

He knew he wasn’t going to get those answers from her, and he sensed he was nearing the point where her singular desire to return to the cave would make her less cooperative, more demanding. It was time to get moving. 

King drove the lead vehicle, with Felice and Moses as passengers. Felice had not spoken more than a few words since their earlier discussion, and as they drove she simply stared out the window, as if hoping to catch a glimpse of their destination, despite the fact that it lay hundreds of miles to the north. Moses responded to King’s questions, but likewise showed little interest in conversation, leaving King alone with his thoughts, which given the uncertainty surrounding Sara’s fate, was not a good thing. 

As he drove, King’s realized that he was scanning the road ahead for signs of an ambush or improvised explosive device placement, habits that had become second nature when he had driven in Afghanistan and Iraq. Ethiopia was no war zone, though there were reports of bandits in remote regions, and intel suggesting a burgeoning Al Qaida presence. After the events of the previous day, maybe a little paranoia was a good thing. 

While Moses had been out gathering the supplies for the expedition, King had done some shopping as well. He had contacted a more-or-less trustworthy black-market arms dealer, and purchased a used but serviceable Dragunov SVD, equipped with a detachable PSO-1 scope. It wasn’t his first choice, but Russian weapons were more readily available. The sniper rifle’s accessories package included a bayonet, which he decided would make a decent substitute for his beloved KA-BAR knife.  The dealer had delivered the rifle, along with 500 rounds of 7.62 mm and several boxes of 9 mm rounds for the MP-5. King felt a little better prepared than he had upon arriving in Addis Ababa, but knew that surviving possible future encounters would depend more on good luck and good judgment than on firepower alone. And he already felt like he’d used up a year’s worth of good luck. 

The day passed uneventfully. They kept to the main highway, traveling north as far as the city of Komolcha, where they ate and refueled, and then traveled east to Semera, the new regional capital of the Afar district. Although there were several hours of daylight remaining, they found lodging and spent the night there. Beyond Semera, there would be little in the way of creature comforts. 

Felice seemed to grow more anxious, and more solitary, with each mile traveled. King left her alone. He doubted there was anything more she could tell him, and if there were, it would have to wait until she was ready, until she satisfied the compulsion that was drawing her back to the mysterious cave in the Rift Valley. Moses similarly kept to himself, conversing with the other hired men only to the extent that his duties as translator and de facto expedition manager required him to do so. Like Felice, he also seemed to be in the grip of an external force, not a subconscious homing instinct, but something less specific—the gravity of personal destiny. 

King had managed to get the young man to volunteer a little about himself. Moses was a college graduate, but mired in the same economic torpor that kept so many in Africa from rising above the circumstances of their birth. Perhaps, King surmised, he saw the success of this expedition, coming as it did on the heels of the failure of the first, as a way to break that cycle. 

That evening, King checked in with Deep Blue, but the conversation was brief; there was nothing to report. No news on Manifold’s activities, and no word from Sara. As troubling as the uncertainty was, no news was good news. 

They set out the next morning before sunrise, journeying a short distance east to the village of Serdo, then left the highway, heading north on a dirt track that bisected an otherwise empty landscape. It was like driving across the surface of an alien planet. 

The Great Rift Valley was an area of intense volcanic and seismic activity. Stretching from Kenya to the Horn of Africa, a distance of thousands of miles, it was the only place on the planet where the earth’s tectonic plates moved apart on dry land; all other spreading rifts were submerged deep beneath the oceans. Indeed, the northernmost reaches of the spreading zone that had created the Rift had formed the Red Sea, and in time the valley itself would open up into the Gulf of Aden and be inundated, creating an inland sea. The separation of the plates was almost imperceptibly slow, only a few inches every year—with a few infrequent but extremely dynamic exceptions, such as the 2005 eruption of the Dabbahu volcano, which opened a 37 mile long fissure— but the inevitable process had been going on for millions of years, creating a vast field of featureless lava. Yet, it was not the geological activity which had made this part of the Rift unique, but rather a more recent event, relatively speaking. It was here that fossils of the earliest hominids had been found, the ancestors of modern humans. If prevailing theories were correct, human evolution had turned an important corner here. 

King didn’t know how the mythic elephant graveyard figured into the tapestry of natural history, but he knew it was no coincidence that Felice Carter had brought back an ape skull. 

They drove for hours, road conditions halving the speed they had been able to maintain on the highway, and then early in the afternoon, turned off the road and struck out cross country, their pace further reduced. The distance, according to Moses, was less than a hundred kilometers, but without roads, it would be nearly dusk before they reached their destination. 

They saw no one at all; nothing lived or grew in the austere landscape. Nevertheless, King was now fully alert, constantly vigilant for signs of a hostile presence. It seemed likely that Manifold had gotten what it needed from the raid on the hospital, but there was every reason to believe that they might also want to control—or more likely destroy—the source of the genetic material Felice had brought back. He could only hope that, if such were the case, they had already come and gone. 

Despite his earlier assurance, as they set out across the roadless landscape, Moses seemed less certain of his ability to find their destination. He claimed to have recognized the spot where the expedition had left the dirt road, and knew the approximate mileage from there to the sight, but in such a vast environment, even a single compass degree of variation might put them miles away from their destination. Without exact coordinates—information Felice had not trusted to memory—even a GPS device would have been useless. But as they traversed the lava field, Felice became more animated, directing him to make course corrections, and King realized that, consciously or not, she was acting as a living GPS, following a powerful and unerring homing instinct. 

“How much farther?” he asked, as the vehicle’s trip meter hit 95 kilometers. 

Felice, who was now barely able to contain her impatience, squinted through the windshield into the darkening eastern sky, and then pointed. “That ridge. The cave is there.” 

They were close, and soon they would be visible to any watching eyes that might be at the site, especially if the falling dusk required them to use headlights. King drove on a few minutes longer until he spied an elevated area. He pulled to a stop and climbed to the highest point. 

The plain that butted up against the ridge was as dark and featureless as everything else. Using the scope for the Dragunov, he did a visual sweep and managed to pick out the only man-made objects on the landscape, the camp from the original expedition. Although twilight shadows clung to the site like a shroud, he saw no indication of activity—no light, no movement. For some reason, King wasn’t as relieved by that as he expected to be. 

A few minutes later, the beams of the expedition’s headlights illuminated the tattered and burned remnants of the camp. Though only a few days had passed since the events Moses had recounted, the compound looked like the set of a post-apocalyptic movie. Shreds of fabric had snagged on the coils of concertina wire that ringed the compound, and flapped in the breeze like Himalayan prayer flags. Only one of the tents was still standing, looking forlorn amid the wreckage. Two twisted and scorched masses of metal marked the end of what had probably been trucks or SUVs. Everything else was ruined beyond recognition. 

Felice seemed uninterested in searching the wreckage. “We need to go to the cave,” she insisted. “There’s nothing in the camp that will be of any use to us.” 

Judging by the state of the compound, King was inclined to agree. It seemed very unlikely that any survivors would be found amid the ruins. But where were the bodies? 

King shifted his vehicle into drive again, and steered around the wrecked camp, getting closer to the base of the hill. The cave opening was visible, a mere pockmark in the cliff face, and he pulled to a stop a stone’s throw away, but not before Felice threw open her door and jumped out. 

“Wait!” King shouted after her. “At least let me break out some flashlights.” He turned to Moses. “Why don’t you have the men set up camp here. I guess Felice and I are going to do a little spelunking.” 

Moses seemed inexplicably perturbed, but nodded and jumped out to relay the message to the men in the second vehicle. King took an LED MagLite from his duffel bag, along with the MP5, and hurried to join Felice at the mouth of the cave. 

As soon as he stepped through the opening, he knew something was wrong. A vile odor permeated the air; a smell of animal excrement mixed with decaying flesh. The flashlight beam revealed dark streaks on the smooth floor of the passage, as if something wet and greasy had been dragged along its length. 

“Was it like this before?” King asked. 

“I don’t remember.” Felice’s tone was distant and mechanical, as if she had no idea what he was talking about. She quickened her step and it was all King could do to keep up with her. 

A short passage led down to an enormous cavern, the depth and breadth of which was beyond the capacity of King’s flashlight to illuminate. What he did see in the cone of blue-white light was nevertheless awe-inspiring. 

When he had first heard the term “elephant graveyard” he had imagined a place where a few dozen, or maybe even a few hundred skeletons would be jumbled together. But this cavern beggared belief. Directly before him was a veritable sea of gigantic bones and enormous, curving ivory tusks, some at least ten feet in length. The skeletons were packed tightly together, as might occur if individual bodies were stacked one atop another prior to decomposition, and stretched in either direction as far as the eye could see. Without knowing how far back the mass of bones went, it was impossible to estimate the number of skeletons, but it was surely in the thousands, perhaps even tens of thousands. 

King understood now why the very idea of an elephant graveyard had galvanized adventurers of the Romantic era to risk everything to find such a treasure. “Incredible. There must be thousands of tons of ivory in here. How much would that be worth anyway?” 

Felice ignored his question and instead skirted the cramped area at the perimeter of the bones, disappearing into the shadows. King ran to catch her, casting his light down a path that had been cleared in the bones, and found her all but running to a strange structure—something like a shrine, built entirely of elephant tusks—erected in an open area, deep in the heart of the skeleton maze. 

She stopped there, and a few seconds later, he reached her side. “Damn it!” he raged. “You can’t run—” 

The words died in his throat as something stirred in the shadows. He stabbed the MagLite’s beam in the direction of the movement. 

To call what he beheld a man was perhaps too generous. The form shambling toward him was indeed human, but only in the strict biological sense. He was naked, except for a few torn remnants of clothes that clung to his body; it looked as if he had tried to simply tear them away, without comprehending the subtleties of buttons and zippers. His matted hair was caked with dirt and his skin was streaked with filth, some of it likely his own excrement. His face was a mask of dried blood, but despite his feral look, his eyes were lifeless, staring unfocused past King to…. 

To Felice. 

He glimpsed movement his left, and swung the light that direction. Another figure was shuffling from the outer perimeter. Then another, and another…seven in all, at least two of them female, but all uniformly bestial in appearance. 

And advancing. 

Then his light found something else. More remains, but not elephants and not thousands of years old. Piled up behind the shrine was a mass of bodies, bloated and rotting, but not merely left to decompose. Bones were visible where the flesh of the arms and legs had been torn away…gnawed away. 

He brought the MP5 up, but knew intuitively that a mere threat would accomplish nothing. 

He turned to Felice. “We need to get out of here, now!” 

But even as he said it, he realized that her eyes were also drifting, unfocused. And then, even as he was reaching out to grab her arm, she collapsed, like a sacrificial offering laid before the shrine of tusks. 
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The Indian Ocean, 200 miles southeast of Mogadishu, Somalia 

It’s like the Brugada incident all over again, Sara thought. 

Two years ago, in order to find a cure for a lethal retrovirus that threatened the very survival of the human race, she had left the familiar environs of the research lab, joined a team of lethal Spec Ops warriors, and HALO jumped out of a stealth aircraft into the middle of a free-fire zone. 

This felt a lot like that. 

Except without Jack. 

She and Fulbright had boarded a transport plane in the early hours of the morning following their escape from the hospital, and traveled to Mogadishu, where she was introduced to a team of commandos ostensibly running pirate interdiction operations. 

Somalia was a shock to her system. It was everything she had expected Addis Ababa to be; dirty, primitive, a constant assault on her senses. Even sequestered as she was at a highly fortified military style base, surrounded by massive Hesco barriers that looked like the building blocks of an ancient pyramid, the sounds and smells hammered at her. Only her unyielding sense of purpose, in this case, focusing on getting ready to accompany Fulbright in the raid on the floating Manifold lab, allowed her to shut out some of the tumult. 

Now, thirty-six hours after arriving in Mogadishu, she was being whisked under the tepid waters of the Indian Ocean. Like the rest of the team, she clung to the exterior of a commercial variant of the Mark VIII Mod 1 Swimmer Delivery Vehicle. The SDV looked like an enormous black torpedo, and had originally been designed to covertly ferry an entire US Navy SEAL dive team and all their gear, to water-borne objectives. 

Sara didn’t think Fulbright’s team were Navy SEALs. She hadn’t asked, but her impression was that they were private security contractors, working for the CIA. That probably meant that there were at least a few former SEALs on the team, doing the same job, but presumably for better pay. She had mixed feelings about that. It seemed to be the way things were done in the modern age, but as a civil servant herself, and a close friend of many military personnel, she was uncomfortable with the idea of a paramilitary force that was ultimately motivated only by greed. 

She had put these concerns aside in order to focus on the intensive training that would prepare her to accompany the assault team. A certified SCUBA diver, she felt comfortable underwater, but much of the equipment was unfamiliar to her. The team employed Drager LAR-V rebreathers, which utilized carbon scrubbers and a small bottle of pure oxygen to recycle a diver’s air in a closed-circuit. The device, worn on the chest, was about the size of a large lunch box, considerably lighter and less bulky than traditional SCUBA tanks. Sara spent nearly two hours getting used to the rebreather, while being towed around by the SDV. There hadn’t been time for more than that. The SDV and its future passengers had been loaded aboard a heavily armed support ship, and the mission had gotten underway. 

From that point forward, Sara had simply allowed herself to be carried along, quite literally as was now the case, by forces beyond her control. Her expertise counted for nothing; she was just another piece of equipment the team had to lug around. The passage from the support ship to the target vessel seemed to take hours. In total darkness, enveloped in the soup-warm waters of the Indian Ocean, it was all she could do simply to stay awake. 

She knew they had arrived at their destination when the SDV’s humming screws stopped turning and the submersible coasted to a stop, but even then, there was nothing to do except wait for Fulbright to give the signal to surface. 

Despite her earlier bravado, she was dismayed by the knowledge that, perhaps less than a hundred feet away, people were being killed. It was easy to be sanguine about the death of terrorists and criminals when it took place thousands of miles away; less so, she had discovered from personal experience, when it was happening right in front of you. She had to keep reminding herself that these were the people who had brutally executed her friends, and that given the chance, they would have done the same to her. 

The assault team went in from two locations on opposite sides of the vessel. Their movements were guided by a remote surveillance aerial vehicle—a drone—that identified targets and relayed the information in real time to the shooters. With suppressed weapons and night-vision goggles, Fulbright’s team visited swift and silent death on the Manifold security team. Less than ten minutes later, Sara felt a tapping on her arm, and knew that the bloody part of the job was finished. 

She surfaced to find herself facing a wall of steel. The research ship, which had looked so small and insignificant in satellite imagery, appeared massive up close. Fulbright bobbed next to her, a red-lensed flashlight casting an eerie glow on the dark water and revealing an aluminum scaling ladder hanging from the side of the vessel. Following his lead, Sara scrambled up the ladder, clinging tightly to the rungs, lest her neoprene clad feet lose purchase on the slippery metal. Fulbright was waiting for her at the top, and offered a steadying hand as she clambered over the side rail. 

“We’ve secured the ship,” he told her as she stripped off her gear and unzipped her thin wetsuit to allow some of the heat to dissipate. “No friendly casualties. The lab is just below.” 

Sara hefted the water-tight bag that was her only piece of mission essential equipment. “Lead on.” 

Guided by radioed instructions from the leader of the commando team, they descended a metal staircase and traversed a short companionway to what looked to Sara like a repurposed cargo hold. But as Sara entered, all sense of being on a marine vessel disappeared. The familiar equipment and computer workstations, illuminated by banks of fluorescent lights, would have looked right at home at the CDC headquarters in Atlanta. 

The assault team had found two men working in the lab, and per Sara’s request, had managed to take them alive. This was not a matter of mercy or squeamishness on her part; the computers would almost certainly be locked-out, and compelling the prisoners to give them access was critical to the success of the mission. The two scientists, both bearded men about Sara’s age, wearing jeans and t-shirts, were presently kneeling with their hands atop their heads, under the watchful eye of the commandos. 

Fulbright advanced and introduced himself. “Gentleman, let me get right to the point. You’ve been doing some very bad things. Developing weapons of mass destruction—” 

One of the men started to protest, but Fulbright shushed him as a mother might a wayward child, and kept talking without missing a beat. “It’s downright criminal. No, it’s worse than that; it’s terrorism. And my friends and I have a standing policy when it comes to terrorists: immediate execution. 

“You are still alive for one reason, and one reason only. I am going to give you a chance to repent.” 

Sara had little interest in Fulbright’s interrogation methods, and instead began searching the lab to locate the physical products of the ongoing research. Near the center of the compartment, in a sealed Lexan containment chamber, she found the ape skull that had been taken from Felice Carter. 

“Now I’m not going to go all Jack Bauer on your ass,” Fulbright was saying. “This is simple really. We already have what we want. We’ll be taking your computers and all your research back with us, and our techies will be able to hack your passwords and break through your firewalls…whatever it is that they do…and then we’ll know everything you know. But see, that takes time, and I’m kind of in a hurry. So here’s what I’m offering. 

“You’re smart guys, right? Educated? You’ve got special skills that could be very useful. It’s not your fault that you wound up working for the wrong side. But that’s all over now. You’re done working for Manifold. Period. But I’d like to help you find a new job. 

“The thing is, I’ve only got one position available, so think of this as a job interv—” 

“I’ll do it!” one of the men shouted suddenly. “Please don’t kill me.” 

A murderous look flashed in the eyes of the second scientist. “Dave, you son of a bitch.” 

Fulbright shushed again. “Dave, is it? You’ve made the right decision. Welcome to your probationary period. Now, if you’d be so kind, step over here and log on.” 

Sara tore herself away from the skull and moved over to the workstation where Dave was tapping in his password. She leaned over his shoulder. “Bring up all the files related to your current research.” 

Dave complied, and as he did, Sara took a portable flash-drive from her bag and plugged it into the USB port. There wasn’t time to be choosy about which files to copy, and she knew that workstation probably wouldn’t have the really important stuff, like the genome of whatever virus Manifold was monkeying with. Genetic mapping typically required a supercomputer with memory measured in terabytes. Sara was primarily interested in the synthesis of their research. She pushed Dave out of the way and started dragging and dropping files into the flash-drive directory. 

“That looks interesting,” she said, clicking on a file icon that read “Summary Report (draft).” 

A text document opened, and despite the fact that it was both a summary and a work in progress, Sara saw that it was more than eighty pages long. She skimmed through it, ignoring the more technical aspects, and tried to get a general overview of what the project was really all about. Words began to leap out at her: retrovirus; evolution; consciousness. 

“My God,” she whispered. “I know what they’re trying to do.” 

“Well done, Dave,” Fulbright said. “Looks like you’re hired.” 

“Son of bitch!” 

The scream from Dave’s co-worker startled Sara, but not as much as what happened next. The man sprang to his feet and hurled himself across the room. Before he’d taken a single step, a storm of silent lead ripped into him and his chest erupted in a spray of crimson. 

The man must have known he would die. Perhaps he had interpreted Fulbright’s comment as a tacit pronouncement of his own doom and decided he had nothing left to live for. Whatever the reason, when he decided to make his move, he tapped into his deepest reserves of determination, and when the bullets tore through his vital organs, he kept going. There was only one thing he wanted to accomplish. 

Sara saw where he was headed, and in a flash of insight, understood what was about to happen. She had passed the conspicuous looking red button on the way in and recognized it as part of the lab’s emergency fail-safe containment system. The CDC employed a similar mechanism, which could be triggered by any number of remote sensor devices, or by a manual device just like that big red button. Evidently, even bioweapons designers were concerned about the accidental release of a deadly pathogen. 

Before she could so much as squeak in protest, the man’s essentially lifeless body slammed into the button, and the fail-safe was activated. She knew that it would do a lot more than simply sound an alarm. 


14

The Great Rift Valley 

Dominance. 

It was the way of the world. 

The Old Mother understood this. There could not be two dominant males in a clan. There could not be two clans in a territory. And though the world itself seemed as vast as the night sky, its limits beyond her ability to grasp, she knew that it was not large enough to sustain two dominant minds. 

For more turnings of the seasons than she could imagine, the great beasts had trod the earth. Their size and strength ensured that the dominance of their common mind would not be shaken. Why they, above all other creatures, had received this gift of wisdom did not concern them any more than the fact that some who shared their blood did not share their thoughts. These latter ones were no threat to the dominance of the great beasts; they were permitted to roam the earth, gathering in herds of their own according to the dictates of their instincts rather than at the guidance of the common mind. But the children of the Old Mother…that was another matter entirely. 

The herd could have crushed the Old Mother’s clan beneath their feet, torn them asunder with their powerful trunks, impaled them on their mighty tusks. But dominance was not about physical might or even strength of numbers. 

No battle would be fought for supremacy, or rather if such a conflict were necessary, it had taken place long before. The herd of great beasts had not assembled in order to contest that outcome, but rather to submit to dominant mind, to the Old Mother. 

Lead us, Old Mother. 

And she understood. 

The time of the great beasts was at an end, as was her own. She had dreamed of a place of death, and now it was time to journey there. 

The oldest matriarch gently embraced the Old Mother with its trunk and lifted her onto its back. Then, guided by a single common purpose, the herd began to move again. 

They journeyed toward the place where the sun rises, and soon found a land where the rocks burned and the earth bled steam and fire. It was a place where nothing would grow; it was a place of death. With no food or water, many of the herd simply dropped dead in their tracks, but their flesh and blood was offered to the Old Mother for sustenance, and she endured. 

On the fourth day, they found the cave. 

There was no hesitation. The beasts filed in under the watchful eye of the Old Mother astride the eldest matriarch, and as the sun sank over the distant horizon, only a few of the strongest bulls remained outside, watching reverently as the Old Mother herself at last went in. As soon as she had, they began to use their tusks and trunks to collapse the entrance, sealing their brethren in place of death. 

In the darkness, the Old Mother could not see the fate of the herd, but she felt their breath and tasted the air as it grew hot and stale. Sensing that her time had at last come, she lay down and embraced the final sleep…. 

“Look at this.” 

“What is that doing here?” 

“Primate. An ape of some kind. There’s still a lot of preserved tissue. Maybe even some brain matter. I’ll bet we can get a viable sample from this.” 

The Old Mother awakened. 

Felice awoke screaming as the memories flooded into her. She saw Sigler, his gun raised, his finger poised on the trigger. Then she saw the others—her friends and co-workers—advancing from the perimeter of the clearing, moving toward her. 

She understood everything. 

And screamed again.


15

Manifold Laboratory Ship, Indian Ocean 

A steel door slammed down like a guillotine blade, blocking the only exit from the laboratory. In the same instant, a magnesium charge inside the containment vessel holding the ape skull flared to life. It flamed hot and fast, incinerating the skull and consuming all the available oxygen in the container, and then just as quickly, burned itself out. Then, the strident wailing of a claxon suddenly filled the room. 

“What the hell was that?” Fulbright demanded, spinning Dave around to face him. 

“It’s the fail-safe,” Sara supplied before the compliant Manifold researcher could answer. “It’s supposed to keep the rest of the ship safe in the event of an accident in the lab.” 

“Not quite,” Dave cut in, his voice quavering. “It does lock down the lab, but it also starts a self-destruct sequence.” 

“Self destruct?” Fulbright said. “The lab is going to be destroyed?” 

Dave shook his head. “Not just the lab; it’s already contained. We’re not getting out of here. The alarm is to give everyone outside time to abandon ship before…” 

“Shit. How long?” 

“Five minutes.” 

Fulbright checked his wristwatch and clicked on a button, before turning to the commandos. “Get that door open.” 

“It’s three inches of solid steel,” Dave protested half-heartedly. “We’re finished.” 

“Three inches. Good to know.” 

The men from the assault team appeared unfazed by the news of the death sentence. They deftly produced blocks of plastic explosives, along with what appeared to be water bladders for hydration packs, and began taping these to the security gate to form a three-foot square. The process took only a few seconds, during which time Fulbright overturned a stainless steel lab table and pulled Sara behind it. Realizing what he intended, she hastily unplugged the flash-drive and stuffed it in the water-tight bag. The commandos joined them, and as soon as they were all down, one of them shouted: “Fire in the hole.” 

The concussion reverberated through the closed room, hammering into Sara’s gut like a punch from a prizefighter, and the smell of high explosives residue made her gums hurt. That she recognized was a manifestation of her SDD. 

Fulbright checked his watch before standing up to survey the effects of the breaching charges. “We’ve got three minutes people. Move.” 

The shaped explosive charges had done the trick, blasting an opening in the steel gate, large enough for one person at a time to crawl through. Without asking, Fulbright propelled Sara forward, and she hastily pulled herself through the still smoldering hole. 

Once outside, Fulbright wasted no time. He grabbed Sara’s elbow and started running back the way they had come, shouting instructions to the rest of the team into his radio. Sara headed for the ladder where she’d left her rebreather, but Fulbright forestalled her. 

“No time for that.” 

She gaped, uncomprehending, as he raced past their equipment, and moved instead to row of large cylindrical containers mounted along the ship’s superstructure. Moving with what looked like practiced efficiency, Fulbright worked a lever handle, and the cylinder burst from its stays and flew out over the side. 

“Jump!” 

Sara hesitated, still trying to grasp what was happening. Fulbright didn’t bother with an explanation, but simply grabbed her shoulders and propelled her over the rail. She clutched instinctively for a handhold, but it was too late. Arms flailing, she dropped thirty feet into the warm ocean. 

The impact stunned her, knocking the wind from her lungs, but somehow Fulbright was there, hugging her body to his and kicking furiously back to the surface. Everything that followed was a blur. 

A resounding thump jolted her back to awareness, and she realized that she was no longer in the water. She jumped, like someone waking from a dream of falling, and saw that she was in some kind of rubber boat. Fulbright was sitting next to her, panting like he’d just finished a marathon. A greenish glow surrounded them, courtesy of a Cyalume chemical light stick. 

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

Sara tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t take shape, so she simply nodded. 

Fulbright took a few more breaths. “Okay, that was close.” He gazed at her thoughtfully. “Did you get anything useful?” 

Sara instinctively felt for the waterproof bag with the flash-drive. It was still there, slung over her shoulder. But the mere fact of its presence was no cause for rejoicing. She turned to Fulbright. “I managed to download their research reports,” she said, at length. “I know what they were trying to do, but without a sample of the virus they were working with, the information isn’t much good.” 

A noise like the rushing of river rapids made further comment impossible. She craned her head around in time to see the bow of the research vessel, its lower hull shot full of holes from the detonation of Manifold’s self-destruct device—the source of the thump she had heard a moment before—abruptly tilt upward and then slide beneath the surface. The otherwise placid sea roiled with whirlpools of cavitation, but in a matter of seconds, all trace of the research vessel was gone. Three other lifeboats bobbed in the water nearby, but in the darkness it was impossible to tell how many of the commandos had made it off. 

Sara sagged back against the vulcanized rubber gunwale, overcome by fatigue as the adrenaline drained from her bloodstream. Several minutes passed before it occurred to her to feel a sense of relief at having survived the ordeal. 

Finally, she sat up and elaborated. “That ape skull was from an Australopithecine female.” 

“Australia?” 

Sara shook her head. “Australopithecus was one of the primate species that eventually evolved into Homo sapiens. It’s one of the fabled ‘missing links’ between apes and humans. The skull contained a retrovirus, which Manifold believed was responsible for the mutation that gave rise to human consciousness.” 

“I don’t understand. A virus is responsible for turning apes into humans?” 

“It’s more complicated than that, but essentially, yes. Viruses are just strands of genetic material that use our cells to replicate themselves. Certain viruses—retroviruses—actually alter the DNA of the cells that they invade. That’s the basis for gene therapy. It’s theoretically possible to introduce a virus that would rewrite a person’s entire genome. As new cells are created by mitosis, they would all carry the new DNA, and over time, every cell in a person’s body would be produced with the new code. That’s the theory, but in practice, it’s almost impossible. There are just too many cells in the body, and the natural response of the immune system would either fight the virus or kill the host. 

“Manifold postulated that such a virus was responsible for adding the section of the genetic code that triggered self-awareness. From what I could gather, their working hypothesis was that an early hominid was exposed to the virus in utero, when the cells were still undifferentiated. That allowed for the mutation to completely alter the embryo’s DNA without triggering an immune response. When the child was born, the mutation would have enabled it to make to quantum leap to a rudimentary form of human consciousness, which it in turn passed on to its offspring. The section of the genetic code supplied by that retrovirus is in every human alive today. It seems that skull belonged to our common great-many times over-grandmother.” 

Fulbright’s forehead creased with a frown. “If the virus is what evolved us into humans, how would it be a danger today? How could they use it as a weapon?” 

Sara bit her lip thoughtfully. “I think they were trying to figure out a way to switch off that gene. Maybe by a secondary exposure to the virus.” 

“Switch it off? That would…what? Turn us all into mindless apes?” 

She nodded grimly. “I think that was the general idea.” 

Fulbright let out a low whistle. “Can they do it? More importantly, is there a way to develop a vaccine to keep that from happening?” 

“They would have had to do the genetic sequencing off-site, using a Cray supercomputer. So even though this lab was destroyed, we have to assume that they have the genome for the virus, and maybe even a viable sample that they can culture. To develop a vaccine, we would also need a sample of the original virus.” 

“And where are we going to get that?” 

“From the source.” She tapped the bag with the flash-drive. “We need to go where Felice Carter found that skull. We need to get there now. ” 
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The Elephant Graveyard, Afar District, Ethiopia 

King eased his finger off the trigger and glanced at Felice from the corner of his eye. He couldn’t tell whether she was telling him not to shoot, or screaming at the zombie-like figures shambling toward them. Regardless of her intent, both happened; he checked his fire and the zombies froze in place. He kept the MP5 trained on the nearest one a few moments longer, but none of them so much as blinked. 

It was actually kind of creepy. 

“What just happened?” he asked, without turning to look at Felice. 

He realized that she was sobbing. “I did this. To them. I made them that way.” 

His first impulse was to console her with words of denial, but he knew such claims would offer little comfort. She knew what had happened; somehow, she just knew, and if she believed that she was somehow responsible for turning the others into cannibalistic beasts, that was something he could ill-afford to dismiss. “Felice, honey, whatever has happened, we can talk it about it later. Right now, what do you say we just move very slowly back outside?” 

She let out another wet sob then sniffed loudly. “No. It’s all right. They’ll do whatever I tell them.” 

“O-kay,” King answered slowly. “But if it’s all the same to you, I think I’d prefer to discuss this somewhere else.” 

Felice got to her feet, ignoring King’s extended helping hand, and walked toward one of the men. She stopped directly in front of him, and then reached out and placed her hand on his cheek. The man didn’t react at all. “This is Bill Craig. He was a zoologist. He also liked to write science-fiction stories.” 

She lowered her hand and moved to another of the motionless figures. “This is Wayne Skiver. He was the lead geneticist. He was also planning to open his own restaurant someday.” 

King noticed her conspicuous use of the past tense. “Felice. This wasn’t your fault. Let’s get out of here.” 

“It was my fault. I found it. I unleashed it.” She filled the words with such anger that King felt a chill shoot down his back. 

“What did you find?” 

“A ghost. An evil spirit. The Old Mother. She drove these elephants into the cave four hundred thousand years ago. And when I found her, she destroyed their minds, took control of my friends; Bill, Wayne…all of them.” She turned back to him. “I know you won’t believe me, but I can feel her in me.” 

King strode cautiously over to stand in front of her, just as she had done with her co-workers. He took her hand in his. “Felice, I don’t know if I believe in ghosts, but I’m sure we can find some way to deal with this. Let me help you.” 

This time she complied, but the look she gave him was one of resignation, not gratitude. King didn’t really care, as long as it got her moving. They moved away from the shrine and down the path through the bones. The seven zombies remained still as statues behind them. 

He had hoped that her distress would ease once away from the shrine, but it was not to be. “Did you see the bodies?” she asked as they negotiated the tunnel back to the surface. “They turned into cannibals. My fault. All my fault.” 

He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Felice. You’re a scientist; think about this rationally. Something caused it to happen; a virus or a prion or something. That’s what you’ve got to focus on; that’s what Manifold wants to control. And if they can figure out how it works, then they can make other people like that.” 

She gazed past him, unresponsive. He decided to try a different tack. 

“Felice. That’s who you are; Felice Carter. Where did you say you’re from? Somewhere in Washington state?” 

“Kirkland,” she murmured. 

“That’s near Seattle, right? Have you been to the Space Needle.” 

A laugh escaped her lips, cracking the mask of despair. “That’s for tourists.” 

King smiled. “Well, I’ll tell you what. When you’re back home in Kirkland, I’ll come visit you and you can take me to the Space Needle.” 

“Elvis,” she said, unexpectedly. “Your shirt.” 

“Yeah? What about it?” 

“I’ll take you to the Experience Music Project. You might like that.” 

“It’s a date.” He grinned. It was working; he’d broken through whatever spell she was under. “Right now, though, we need to figure out what happened to you in there. Can you do that?” 

Her face clouded again, but she nodded. 

“Something happened when you found that skull, right? You were exposed to something?” 

“Maybe. But what I saw…that wasn’t from any virus.” 

“What did you see?” 

He listened as she struggled to find words to express what she had seen and experienced—a vision of a proto-human woman and her evolution of consciousness, and how that had led to the mass death of thousands of elephants, more than four hundred millennia previously. “Those memories didn’t come from exposure to a pathogen,” she concluded. “Don’t you see? I was…possessed, somehow. And it spread to the others; I was controlling them, just like she controlled those elephants.” 

“What if there’s another explanation?” King was desperate to find that alterative, but he was out of his depth. Sara would have known. “Isn’t there such a thing as genetic memory? Animals are born knowing how to do some things, right? Birds follow migration patterns to places they’ve never been before. 

“When you first told me about the elephant graveyard, you mentioned collective behavior. What if this is a manifestation of that?” 

Her brows knit together in contemplation, but he could tell that she was finally thinking rationally again. “I suppose it could be something like that.” 

“Now, tell me what Manifold would want with something like that.” 

She pondered this for a moment, and then her eyes grew wide. “Control. Turn people into robots, or mindless zombies like…” She gestured back down the passage. 

“Good girl. Figuring out what they’re after is the first step toward fighting it.” He gently turned her so that she was facing the mouth of the cave. “Now, let’s get out—” 

The words died along with his brief elation as he saw the barrel of an AK-47 aimed at his chest. 
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The Russian-designed Kalashnikov rifle was the first thing King saw. The weapon attracted his gaze like a magnet, but he forced himself to look up, into the eyes of the man that held it. 

It was one of the Ethiopian workers they had hired in Addis Ababa. A second man, also from that group and likewise armed, advanced and quickly relieved King of his MP5, then shoved King toward the exit, barking an order—presumably in Amharic—that required no translation. King raised his hands in a show of compliance, and moved out of the cave, with a wide-eyed Felice right next to him. 

The other two Ethiopian hired men were waiting outside with Moses, and while the men were armed, King noted that Moses did not appear to be under guard. “What’s going on here, Moses?” 

Night had descended over the valley and it was hard to see the young man’s expression, when he spoke, there was a hint of regret in his voice. “I have been in the cave. I have seen the treasure of ivory; a treasure that belongs to the people of Ethiopia, to all Africans.” 

“Ivory?” Felice asked, incredulous. “You’re doing this for the ivory?” 

“The ivory is a means to an end. But it is also emblematic of the very reason that such action is necessary. Ivory, like gold, diamonds, and oil, is one of Africa’s great natural resources that has been plundered for centuries to enrich the coffers of foreign kings, while leaving the indigenous people to wallow in poverty, or worse, be enslaved by those foreigners.” 

King thought the speech sounded rehearsed, but he did not interrupt. 

“This must change,” Moses continued. “The wealth of Africa must be used to enrich the people of Africa, starting with the ivory in the cave. 

“Did you know that, despite an international ban on the sale of ivory, the wholesale slaughter of elephants continues. The elephants are on the verge of extinction, and yet foreigners continue to buy ivory. My kinsmen, desperate for money, facilitate the slaughter, but it is the foreign ivory brokers who reap the reward. When news of this discovery reaches the world, those foreigners will act swiftly to take control of this place in order to secure their own prosperity—just as the cartel has done with diamonds—and nothing will change. That cannot be allowed to happen.” 

“So you want to ensure control of the ivory for your own people,” King said. “I get that. It’s a noble endeavor. But this isn’t the way to go about it.” 

“You misunderstand. We will use this treasure to buy back our freedom, to break the chains of foreign oppression.” 

King’s eyes widened in comprehension. “You’re going to use it to finance a revolution.” 

“These men,” Moses gestured to the armed Ethiopians, “are soldiers in the Pan-African Army of Freedom. Yes, they are revolutionaries, but they do not seek merely to topple on corrupt government and replace it with another. They desire, as do I, an end to the control of Africa’s wealth and people, by foreign interests. The era of colonial Africa will end. We will see it done.” 

“Let me guess. They’ll make you president for life.” 

Moses chuckled. “I have no such ambition. Besides, the struggle will be long, but in time, it will be up to the people of Africa to elect a capable leader. Someone untainted by corruption and the influence of foreign corporations.” 

“Do you really believe you could ever get them all to agree to that? Get all the different tribes and ethnic groups to put aside centuries of conflict?” 

Moses’ voice suddenly took on a harsh edge. “Who do you really believe is responsible for tribal violence and ethnic cleansing? Foreign powers have continued to set brother against brother, playing on superstitious fears in order to keep their control, and when tragedy occurs, they stand back and say: ‘Look, the Africans are savages who cannot rule themselves.’ Do not presume to lecture me on the matter of African history.” 

Felice spoke up. “Moses, I agree with you. I think what’s been happening here is terrible. And you’re right. The wealth of Africa should be used to help Africans first. But there’s more going on here than you realize.” 

Moses made a cutting gesture with his hand. “Do not think that because you have black skin, you are any different. I know who you are, who you work for. Your company sent you here to find this place; to pillage yet another of our natural resources.” 

“No,” she pleaded. “I mean, maybe that’s why we came here in the first place. But there’s something dangerous in that cave. Something evil.” 

“You will not sway me with superstition.” He snorted derisively, but King thought there had also been a note of hesitation in the young man’s response. 

He knows. King realized. He went in the cave to rescue Felice; he had to have seen what it did to the others. “It’s not superstition. You know what she’s talking about. You saw what it did to her. They found something in there; some kind of pathogen.” 

Moses turned to one of the gunmen and said something in their shared language. Then he addressed King and Felice again. “My friends would like to see what you have discovered. Perhaps you can show us this evil you speak of.” 

King’s hands were bound behind his back. He realized as the knots were cinched tight that he’d probably missed several opportunities to overpower his captors. Moses’ betrayal had caught him completely off guard, but rather than berate himself for his failures, he instead determined to be ready when the next chance presented itself. The four gunmen were not professional soldiers—he could tell that much just by watching their behavior—and while that didn’t necessarily make them any less dangerous, it would give him an advantage when he made his move. Lacking military discipline and reflexes sharpened by training and combat, they would hesitate, perhaps only for a fraction of a second, and that would be all the time he needed. For the moment, however, he did not resist. He needed them to believe that their control was absolute. 

Using the powerful electric lanterns from their supplies, the party moved back into the cave. Moses and the four gunmen exchanged a few words in their common tongue, and King used the opportunity to reassure Felice. “Everything is going to be all right,” he told her, his voice barely above a whisper. “If something happens, just get down and cover up.” 

She looked back at him, her eyes full of fear and not as much hope as he would have liked, and nodded slowly. 

In the diffuse light from the lanterns, everything looked different. King was awed by the number of elephant skeletons stacked up in the cavern. All African elephants, male and female alike, grew tusks, so the amount of ivory contained in the chamber was beyond comprehension; probably more than the sum total of all that had been harvested from hunting in recorded history. King didn’t know much about the current state of the ivory market; was there even a demand for it anymore? 

That might be something to use as leverage against Moses, but King suspected the young idealist was beyond reason. As long as there were guns pointed at him, reasoning with Moses and the others wasn’t high on King’s list of priorities. 

After about half an hour of marveling over the sheer scope of the ivory trove, during which time King and Felice were constantly guarded by two gunmen, the group moved back up the passage to the surface. The Ethiopians had not ventured beyond the outer perimeter, and King got the distinct impression that Moses was purposely avoiding the path that led to the shrine of tusks. 

King noticed a change in the demeanor of the four armed revolutionaries. They seemed emboldened by their newfound wealth, louder and more aggressive. King also saw a growing look of dismay on Moses's face. 

“Problem with your new friends?” 

Moses glared back at him angrily. “They are trying to decide whether to hold you and Felice for ransom, or simply execute you.” 

“Yeah? What’s your vote?” 

“This isn’t what I wanted. There wasn’t supposed to be any violence.” 

King laughed humorlessly. “You thought maybe you could free Africa from foreign domination by asking politely?” 

Moses winced as if the comment had been a physical blow. “That’s not what I meant.” 

“You need to get control of this situation,” King pressed. “Senseless violence is no way to launch your dream of a free Africa. It just confirms what everyone already says; that you are savages.” 

The young Ethiopian’s eyes were like daggers. King knew his harsh words had struck the right nerve, but he also knew that they were probably already past the point where Moses might be able to reason with his confederates. 

As if to underscore King’s suspicion, one of the men abruptly grabbed Felice’s arm and dragged her away like chattel. King’s muscles bunched, reflexively struggling against his bonds, but as he started after Felice’s abductor, another of the rebels rammed the wooden stock of an AK into his gut. King saw the blow coming and managed to turn his body just enough to avoid serious injury, but the assault doubled him over and put him on his knees. 

Moses seemed paralyzed by the sudden violence, but as Felice began struggling in her captor’s grip, he overcame his shock and leapt to her rescue. He got a hand on the man’s shoulder before the rebel who had clubbed King went after him, thrusting him aside disdainfully. The other two rebels cheered their comrade on, covering both Moses and King with their rifles. 

As he tried to get his feet back under him, King saw the look of despair in Moses’ eyes; the realization that his carefully laid plans had gone up in a blaze of lust and violence. He had delivered the prize to the freedom fighters, expecting to be embraced as their visionary leader, but now he was simply in their way. 

King knew he had only a few seconds in which to act, to do something, anything, to prevent the men from gang raping Felice, and probably killing him as well. Moses, willing though he now appeared to be, probably wasn’t going to be much use in a fight. Nevertheless, the young man’s ill-conceived attempt at chivalry had diverted the attention of the rebels, if only for a moment, and King wasn’t going to let that moment go to waste. 

He lowered his head and somersaulted toward the rebel guarding him. The AK cracked loudly as a bullet split the air where he had been an instant before, but before the man could adjust his aim, King, with his back flat against the ground, drove both feet up into the man’s gut. 

As the man staggered backward, King was moving again, using his bound hands to push off the ground and spring to his feet. But even as he moved, he saw the other rebels’ guns tracking him, and knew that he’d lost whatever advantage he’d had. 

Then Felice screamed, and he realized that getting shot by the rebels just might be the least of his worries. 
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King could see, in his mind’s eye, the seven zombie-like members of the original research team, rushing from the depths of the cave, responding to the threat to Felice. They were like warrior bees, instantaneously mobilizing to defend the queen. 

But before that could happen, the man assaulting Felice abruptly fell back, as if he had received an electrical shock. He then got to his feet, and turned woodenly toward his comrades. Although the latter were poised to shoot King, their eyes were drawn to the would-be rapist. There was no fear in their eyes; instead, they seemed amused, as if they thought their friend was playing a joke. King knew better; in the icy white glow of the electric lantern, he could see that Felice’s assailant now wore the same blank expression as the zombies in the cave. 

Moses must have noticed it as well, for he scrambled back as if the approaching man was a venomous serpent. The man ignored him and advanced toward his comrades—former comrades, King thought—his face and body language betraying nothing of his intent. One of the rebel fighters said something in Amharic, perhaps asking for an explanation for the odd behavior, but none of the three Ethiopians seemed to sense that something had gone very wrong. 

The only answer came in the form of an attack. The changed man approached the closest rebel and started raining blows with closed fists. 

The rebels stumbled back, gripped by confusion, and for a moment did nothing to intervene. The punches were brutal, filled with primal energy, and the target of the attack was rendered senseless before he could so much as raise a hand in his own defense. The two remaining rebels, still unable to process what was happening, leapt forward to restrain the man, but he wrestled free of their hold and began directing his fury at them. 

At last, the two rebels seemed to understand that their friend now meant to kill them, and as one of them also went down under a rain of fists, the remaining man brought his Kalashnikov rifle to bear. He took a couple steps back, and then took aim. 

Before he could pull the trigger however, reinforcements arrived. The seven zombies emerged from the cave and descended on the gunman like warrior ants. The rifle discharged with a thunderous crack, but the bullet zipped away into the night sky as the man went down under the combined weight of his assailants. From the midst of the tangle of bodies came the sickening crunch of bones breaking. 

All of this happened in a matter of seconds, time in which King sorted through his options like a bad hand in a poker game. Moses had fled the scene, running flat out toward the parked SUVs. He would be no help, but despite his betrayal, King wasn’t ready to count the young idealist as an enemy. Felice was probably safe; the zombies had come in response to a threat to her safety. Their sole purpose seemed to be protecting her from harm, but King got the impression that they no longer possessed any ability to discriminate friend from foe. 

But in the cave, they had responded to her commands; would that work again? Or would approaching Felice make him the primary target of the zombies’ wrath? 

As he pondered this, he contorted his body and threaded his legs through the circle formed by his bound wrists. There was no time to wrestle with the knots, but with his hands now in front of him, he would be able to use them in his own defense. It wouldn’t count for much if all seven—make that eight—of the zombies attacked en masse. 

He jogged over to where Felice lay. She was sobbing, but did not appear to be in the grip of another episode of catatonia. He knelt beside her. “Felice. It’s okay now. You’re safe.” 

She looked up at him, her eyes wild in the grip of an adrenaline fugue, but after a moment she began looking around to verify what he was telling her. 

“You’re safe now,” he repeated. The sound of footsteps scrabbling on the hard lava rock signaled that his actions had not gone unnoticed. “No one is going to hurt you. But you need to call them off.” 

“Call them…?” 

“The zombies.” He winced at his use of the term, but didn’t know what else to call them. “Tell them to stop. Send them back to the cave.” 

Comprehension dawned. She glanced over his shoulder at the approaching horde and raised a hand. 

The crunch of footsteps stopped immediately and an eerie silence descended over the plain. King looked back cautiously and saw the group arrayed around him, only a few feet away. He breathed a tentative sigh of relief, but when he looked back at Felice, all he saw was horror. Her eyes were riveted on the form of the man who had, only a few moments earlier, been trying to rape her. 

“What have I done?” she whispered, hoarsely. “I did that to him. I made him that way.” 

“You protected yourself.” 

She shook her head, and then hugged her arms around her torso as if fighting back a wave of nausea. “I thought that it was something that happened to all of us when we found the remains in the cave…that we were all changed by what we had discovered…but that’s not…it was me. I did this to them. I destroyed their minds.” She looked into King’s eyes again. “I can’t control this.” 

“Yes you can.” He put every ounce of certainty he could muster into his tone, but deep down he wasn’t sure at all. “You didn’t change me. You were being hurt and you fought back. That’s all. You have to believe that.” 

He could tell that his words failed to convince her, but it was a start. 

“We should get out of here,” he said, rising to his feet. “You have some answers now; you know what happened. There’s nothing more for you here.” 

She considered this for a moment, her eyes still fixed on the semi-circle of motionless zombies, then gave a weak nod. As if responding to the gesture, the group abruptly turned and filed back into the cave. 

Relieved, King finally turned his attention to the ropes that bound his wrists. The knots were pulled tight, but appeared to be fairly simple. He tugged them loose with his teeth, and in a matter of seconds, was able to wriggle free. He then helped Felice to her feet and together they moved toward the parked vehicles. 

Moses was waiting for them, his hands spread in a gesture of contrition. “Please,” he said, as if to forestall an act of retribution. “I never meant for that to happen. You were not to be harmed.” 

King wasn’t sure how to respond, but to his surprise, Felice spoke first. “I believe you. And I understand why you felt you had to do this. I wish you had told us what you wanted in the first place. It would have prevented all of this from happening.” 

Moses was as speechless as King. 

“The cave is dangerous,” Felice continued. “I know you believe that it represents a source of wealth for the future of Africa, but it’s not safe. You must see that.” 

He nodded dumbly. 

She held out a hand to him. “I haven’t forgotten that you rescued me once. I remember it all now. Let me return the favor.” 

Almost tentatively, the young Ethiopian took the proffered hand. King kept his expression neutral, doing his best to hide his reservations. He doubted that they had anything more to worry about from Moses, but a betrayal was nonetheless a betrayal. And there was no telling how far the ripples of that action would spread. 

As if to underscore what he was thinking, the unmistakable sound of helicopter turbines—distant but nevertheless growing closer—became audible. King scanned the horizon in all directions and quickly located two sets of green and red aircraft lights approaching from the east. 

It was of course highly unlikely that the helicopters belonged to the Pan African Army of Freedom, or any other ragtag rebel group, but that was of little comfort to King. As far as he knew, there was only one other group that knew the location of the cavern: Felice’s former employers at Nexus/Manifold. 

For the first time since getting free of his bonds, it occurred to King that he had not armed himself. He had no idea what had become of his MP5. The bodies of the three rebel fighters, and the AK-47s they had wielded, lay some fifty meters away. The Dragunov rifle was presumably still in its case in the SUV, but there almost certainly wasn’t enough time to break it out and assemble it before the helicopters arrived. Even the attempt might provoke a hostile response; it was a sure bet that they were already under scrutiny from observers in the aircraft. 

“Change of plans,” King declared. “Back to the cave.” 

Felice was visibly shocked at the suggestion. “What?” 

“No time to explain.” He took her hand and began striding purposefully across the open area toward the mouth of the cave. 

It was already too late. One of the craft swooped down between them and their destination, flaring its rotors and buffeting them with a blast of artificial wind. King held up a hand, partly to deflect some of the grit that was blasting into his face, and partly to shade his eyes from the high intensity spotlight that stabbed out from the helicopter, transfixing him and Felice like bugs on a pin. The message was crystal clear: stay put. There didn’t seem to be any alternative. 

But then, as the turbines were shut down, returning the night once more to silence, King heard a familiar voice reach out from the center of the blazing light. “Jack? Is that really you?” 
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It was difficult to say who was more surprised at the reunion. Sara rushed forward, and in an uncharacteristic display of emotion, wrapped her arms around King. She felt cold to the touch and her kiss tasted faintly of salt, but he welcomed it nonetheless. Days of uncertainty about her fate had been swept aside, and all the questions about what had happened seemed completely unimportant. 

When he at last drew back from her embrace, he got a look at her traveling companions, most of whom had deployed in a defensive perimeter around the two helicopters. They all, Sara included, wore dark fatigues, but aside from Sara, only one man was not openly wielding some kind of weapon. That lone hold-out was a handsome dark-haired man, who seemed to be waiting for Sara to make an introduction. 

“So you must be the friend that Sara told me about,” he intoned. “Jack, is it? I’m Max Fulbright.” 

King nodded, and cast an inquisitive glance in Sara’s direction. Her expression told him that she had volunteered only the barest minimum of information about him. “That’s right. Generally speaking, Sara and I try not to interfere in each other’s work, but sometimes there’s a bit of overlap.” 

“This time there’s a lot,” Sara said. “Manifold Genetics is involved, Jack. And you’ll never guess what they’ve been up to.” 

“Actually, I might.” King beckoned Felice forward. “I don’t know if you got a chance to meet her back in Addis, but this is Felice Carter.” 

Sara did a double-take as she recognized the geneticist. “Last time I saw you…” She left the sentiment hanging as something else dawned in her eyes. “Jack, she could be infected.” 

King shook his head. “It’s much worse than that.” 

He gave a quick synopsis of everything that had happened from the moment he rescued Felice from the burning hospital room, up to their arrival at the cavern. Felice seemed visibly pained by what he was saying, but the information was too important for him to sugar-coat anything. When he was done, Sara turned to Felice. 

“I’ve been to the Manifold lab where they were trying to exploit what you found, and I’ve seen their research. They want to isolate the contagion that causes this…” She turned back to King, “zombie state.  It’s the key to all of this, and she may have it in her.” 

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” King countered. “There’s something else at work here.” He glanced at Felice, then took Sara aside and in a low voice, described what had happened when the rebels had tried to assault Felice. “She changed him,” he explained. “Just like that. One second he was attacking her, and the next, he was a mindless drone. That wasn’t the result of exposure to a contagion.” 

Although he hadn’t been invited into the conversation, Fulbright spoke up. “Are you saying that she’s doing it…changing people with some kind of supernatural power?” 

King glanced at Sara, curious to see her reaction to that suggestion. “I don’t know what the mechanism is, but I know what I saw.” 

“Then we’ve got to keep her safe,” Fulbright declared. “I’ll arrange for transport to a secure facility.” 

As Fulbright moved to the nearest helicopter, King turned back to Sara. “Who is that guy?” 

“I think he’s CIA.” 

“You’re not sure?” 

She shrugged. “You know how spooks can be. But he arranged the takedown of a Manifold lab. He’s trying to get out in front of whatever they’ve got planned.” 

“I don’t trust him.” 

Sara playfully punched his shoulder. “Jack, are you jealous?” 

He offered a half-hearted grin. “Guilty as charged. But seriously, this is some bad shit. I don’t trust anyone right now, least of all the Company.” 

“I don’t know if we have any other options right now. If what you say is true—if she’s not in control of this…this ability—then we’ve got to keep her under wraps.” 

Sara took a breath then continued. “I don’t buy into this idea of psychic power, but there are any number of other ways this might have happened. The research we took from the Manifold lab indicates that the virus they discovered here might have been responsible for the genetic mutation that led to the rise of human consciousness hundreds of thousands of years ago. They thought a second exposure to the virus might switch that gene off, essentially reversing that evolutionary leap. But maybe the trigger is something else. A pheromone that she releases when threatened. Just imagine how that could be used as a weapon. We’ve got to isolate exactly what that trigger is so we can come up with a way to stop it, and if we’re lucky, reverse the process.” 

“She’s not a lab rat, Sara.” 

Something dark and angry flashed in Sara’s eyes. “No. She’s patient zero for an outbreak that just might wipe out humanity, and that’s exactly how I have to think of her. You of all people should know that sometimes saving the world requires sacrifices. Hope and good vibrations aren’t going to save us from this, Jack. Let me do my job.” 

Before King could respond, Fulbright returned. “It’s all arranged. Miss Carter, if you could just come with me.” 

Felice lurched into motion as if the events of the past few days and recognition of her own role in those events had, at long last, deprived her entirely of volition. She moved, almost like one of the zombies, toward the waiting helicopter. As she stepped past Fulbright, he grasped her biceps with one hand. 

Felice let out a cry of surprise and pulled away, clapping a hand to her arm where he had touched her. King caught a glimpse of a hypodermic syringe in the man’s hand. 

Fulbright stepped back hastily, raising both hands. “Just something to make sure she doesn’t change all of us into zombies.” 

“That’s completely unnecessary,” Sara accused. “You should have asked me first.” 

“My apologies, Dr. Fogg, but you’re not calling the shots any more.” Fulbright lowered his hands, letting the syringe fall, and then stepped forward to catch Felice as the sedative he had administered went to work. 

Moses suddenly jumped forward, breaking his long silence, and tried to wrestle Felice’s limp form away, but Fulbright shoved him back with his free hand, and then in the same motion drew a pistol and pointed it at the young Ethiopian. Moses raised his hands in a show of surrender, but the gesture evidently made no impression on Fulbright. 

He calmly pulled the trigger, and shot Moses between the eyes. 
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Sara gasped as the small pistol roared and the young Ethiopian man’s head snapped back. Right up to that moment, things had more or less made sense, and even now, her brain tried to wrestle with what she had just witnessed, to figure out how it fit with everything else. 

But it just didn’t. Fulbright had murdered someone in cold blood, and now his gun was swinging toward Sigler. In the corner of her eye, she saw the other members of Fulbright’s assault team shoulder their weapons, likewise taking aim at her boyfriend. 

Sigler was already moving. Maybe his stated distrust of Fulbright had given him just enough of an edge to act decisively when the betrayal occurred. Sara saw him zigzagging across the open area, and then the world seemed to explode in a haze of noise and sulfur smoke. She couldn’t tell if Sigler had been hit, and before she could find him again, one of the commandos grabbed her by the shoulder and propelled her toward the helicopter. Fulbright was already stuffing the unconscious Felice into one of the rear seats. 

He looked at Sara as he buckled Felice’s safety harness over her torso. “Sit down and shut up, Dr. Fogg. You’ve got important work to do, and I hope for your sake that you’ll be cooperative. I will get what I want either way; it’s just a question of how hard you want to make it for yourself.” 

Still reeling from the violence and treachery, Sara complied without really even knowing what she was doing. 

Fulbright leaned out and addressed the commando. “Did you get him?” 

The man shook his head. “Might have wounded him, but he made it to that cave.” 

“Keep a team here and make sure he’s dead.” 

A pang shot through Sara’s heart at the pronouncement. Fulbright reached back tapped the pilot’s shoulder, signaling him to start the engines, and then he settled into his own seat and buckled in. She had to understand what she had just witnessed. It was the only way to keep the despair at bay, to keep from thinking about what she had just witnessed, and… Jack! 

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded, shouting to be heard over the whine of the turbine. 

He stared at her, a hint of his roguish smile returning. He reached forward and settled a headset over her ears. The cushioned earphones dramatically reduced the engine noise. Fulbright donned a set as well. 

“That’s better.” His expression was sardonic, but somehow the electronic amplification of the intercom failed to convey it in his tone. “Who am I? I told you my name. There’s really not much more to tell.” 

“You’re not CIA, are you?” 

He laughed. “I never said I was, though in point of fact, I am a field officer with the Company. But it just so happens that…” He glanced at the ceiling as if searching for the right word. “You might say I’m moonlighting. But I’m not going to talk about that.” 

There was a lurch as the helicopter lifted off. Sara felt her stomach drop as the pilot tilted the aircraft forward and swooped away, but she fought back the waves of nausea. “You said I should cooperate. That works both ways.” 

He crossed his arms. “Believe it or not, I haven’t told you anything that isn’t true. My employer knew what Manifold was trying to do, and wanted to develop a cure or a vaccine; something to permanently remove that threat. As my employer might say, you have the highest probability of finding that cure.” 

“Your employer, would that be the Russians? The Chinese? No, I’m sure you’re a patriot; you’d never do that. A rival genetics firm, then? I won’t help you turn this thing into a bioweapon, no matter how much you torture me.” 

Fulbright laughed. “I don’t think my employer is interested in developing bioweapons. There’s no profit in it.” 

“So it is just about money?” 

“It’s always just about money.” He regarded her across the dimly lit interior, as if weighing how much more to reveal. “Let me tell you how the world really works. 

“Nations, armies, governments…they don’t mean anything anymore. They don’t have any power anymore. Everything is controlled by corporations. And unlike governments and armies, corporations don’t make decisions based on whims or idealistic beliefs or petty revenge. They are motivated by just one thing; the need to keep growing. They are, in a very real sense, a higher life form. The individual shareholders might be governed by those petty human concerns, but that all gets lost in the collective decision making process. They are like brain cells, and in the end, no matter what the individuals may think or believe, the corporation is driven by the singular desire to make a profit. It’s a paragon of efficiency. 

“I called it a life form; I wasn’t joking about that. You see, something happened a couple decades ago. No one really knows all the details, but the working theory is that the quest for greater efficiency led to the creation of a vast computer network called Brainstorm.” 

“You expect me to believe that a computer is running the world?” Sara scoffed.  “That’s pure science fiction.” 

“It’s not as simple as that. You see, the computer doesn’t make decisions. It just supplies probability assessments to the corporations in the network. 

“It’s like using a computer to help you play a game of chess. The computer analyzes the board and then gives you the moves that are most likely to result in victory. You want to win, so you do what the computer suggests. To do otherwise would be patently foolish. And after a while, you realize that you’re the redundant part of the process. You’re just an appendage of the machine, moving the pieces while it does the thinking. But it’s always right, so why would you do anything else? 

“The Brainstorm network kept making the right decisions, and kept growing and growing, gaining a majority stake in the world’s biggest corporations and institutions, and they in turn profited immensely. 

“But these corporations need stability. Things like war and terrorism are disruptive; the quaint notion of a military industrial complex and war profiteering…that’s an obsolete paradigm. Brainstorm wants to keep things peaceful. That’s why it pays people like me an obscene amount of money to make sure that nothing upsets the apple cart.” 

Sara shook her head, incredulous. “This is all true?” 

“The Brainstorm network exists. A lot of the rest is just supposition, but based on the communications I’ve received, I don’t think it’s a stretch to believe that there’s an artificial intelligence running the show.” 

“And that doesn’t bother you?” 

Fulbright shrugged. “I get paid very well. And besides, it’s making all the right decisions. Like I said, we need stability in this world. Believe it or not, I’m one of the good guys.” 

“You’re a psychopath.” 

“If you say so.” The roguish smile hardened, and Fulbright keyed the switch that patched his headset in to the external radio. “Please tell me Sigler is finally dead.” 
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Noise and dust enveloped King as bullets split the air around him, striking the ground directly in his path or zinging harmlessly into the sky. A red tracer round occasionally flashed past, like a laser bolt from a science fiction movie weapon. It seemed impossible that none of the shots had yet found him, and he figured it was only a matter of time before that changed. But he was still alive, still on his feet, and still moving, and as long as he had that, there was still hope. 

He kept changing directions every few steps. It increased the distance separating him from his ultimate goal—the cave entrance—but if he ran in a straight line, he would be an easy target. Like his chess piece namesake, King’s only advantage was his ability to move in any direction, and he knew it wouldn’t be enough to turn the tables on the mysterious attack force. 

Behind him, one of the helicopters began powering up, and he knew without looking that both Felice and Sara were aboard—one of them held the key to a weapon that might conceivably unmake the human race, the other held the key to his heart. Part of his mind wanted to wrestle with the puzzle of what had happened, but he pushed away everything that wasn’t directly related to figuring out how to survive the next few seconds. 

Though it felt like an eternity, it probably took him less than twenty seconds to make the meandering dash across the open area to the cave mouth. He plunged headlong into the darkness, trusting the memory of his earlier explorations to guide him through the impenetrable black. The gunshots ceased almost immediately, but King did not stop running until the cave’s mass swallowed up the noise of the departing helicopter. Even then, he kept moving, one hand extended forward to prevent him from smacking headlong into the mass of elephant bones. 

He didn’t trust the darkness to provide him safety. If the men accompanying Fulbright were the professionals he thought they were, then they would almost certainly have night-vision equipment; they would be able to sneak up on him without betraying their presence with flashlights. But he did have one thing going for him; he knew that he wasn’t alone in the cave. 

King located the edge of the bone pile and skirted along the perimeter, searching for the path leading to the tusk shrine. There was risk in seeking refuge amidst the zombies; without Felice to command them, they might simply attack as soon as they detected his presence. 

His outstretched hand guided him along the wall of bones until he reached the clearing. In the total darkness, he could hear the noise of the zombies, laboring in the dark, perhaps continuing their work of transforming the shrine into a cathedral, or perhaps gnawing on the bones of the dead. He turned to where he thought the center of the clearing was located, and then struck out blindly toward the shrine. 

For once, luck was on his side. He found the massive structure almost exactly where he thought it would be. He turned right and circled around to what he hoped was the back side of the shrine—it was impossible to know for certain—and hunkered down to wait. 

The wait wasn’t nearly as long as he thought it would be. 

The commandos did not make a sound as they entered the clearing. But their stealth counted for little when one of them opened up on a target, presumably one of the zombies. That single shot opened the floodgates, and for the next few seconds, gunfire reverberated throughout the spacious cavern. There were at least two different rifles firing—King thought they were M-16s or some variant thereof—interspersed with shouted commands, but then something changed. The frequency of the shots trailed off, and less than a minute later, they ceased altogether, as did the shouts. The only sound that remained was of flesh tearing and bones cracking, only a few meters away. 

King kept waiting. 

The next sound he heard was of something wet sliding across stone. In his mind’s eye, he could see the zombies dragging their victims to the charnel pile. He followed their actions as best he could, and roughly pinpointed the location where the noises stopped. When he heard nothing more, he moved from his hiding place and struck out across the darkness. 

Once more, his instincts led him true. His searching hands, and in no small measure, his sense of smell, led him to the heap of decaying bodies that had evidently become a food source for the zombies. Mixed in with the smell of decay, he detected the coppery smell of fresh blood and the odor of recently fired weapons, and after some trial and error, his hands encountered something that wasn’t flesh, but rather hard plastic—the butt-stock of an assault weapon. He kept probing until he found what he was really looking for—the dead commando’s night vision goggles. 

As best he could tell, it was a military standard A/N PVS-14 monocular night optic device. He held it to his right eye and worked the power switch to reset the device and turn it on. After a moment or two, the interior of the cave was revealed to him, rendered in a murky monochrome green. 

The zombies had resumed working in the bones, but their ranks had been reduced by three and two of the survivors appeared to be bleeding from wounds to their extremities, wounds that would likely prove fatal in the short term. The floor was stained with blood and littered with shell casings, but King also spied a discarded M-4 carbine. He turned back to the stack of bodies, and wrestled one of the dead commandos out of his load-carrying vest. A quick check showed four full thirty-round magazines in the ammo pouch, along with two fragmentation grenades and a gaudy, oversized Rambo-style combat knife. With the night vision device strapped in place and wearing the vest, he crept past the oblivious zombies, collecting the carbine as he made his way out of the clearing. 

He expected, at any moment, to encounter a second assault team, but that did not happen. He made it as far as the cave entrance before spying two figures silhouetted against the opening. He drew back quickly, and then hastened to the far end of the tunnel, a plan already taking shape in his mind. 

King knew that eventually they would want to find out why their comrades had failed to report back, but he didn’t have time to wait them out. He needed a diversion, something to draw the rest of the team into the cave. 

When he reached the edge of the elephant graveyard, he did not circle around as before, but instead climbed onto the piled skeletons, scrambling to the top of the nest of bones that were as thick as tree trunks. From this vantage, he took out one of the grenades, armed it, and hurled it out across the graveyard. 

Five seconds later, the cavern resounded with an enormous thump. King felt the bones beneath him ripple with the concussive force, and a few seconds later, a shower of debris rained down on him, but his perch remained more or less stable. He nevertheless kept his head down, and once again waited to see if his plan would work. 

It did. Two more commandos wearing night-vision devices entered the tunnel and raced down to investigate the blast. 

King decided not to snipe them from his perch. If he failed to kill both men quickly, he would lose the advantage he had created with the diversion. Instead, he let the men pass by, and when they had, he dropped down to the cavern floor and hastened up the tunnel. 

From the cavern entrance, he surveyed the dark landscape. A helicopter was parked a hundred meters away, and a single figure, presumably the pilot, lurked nearby, calmly smoking a cigarette. From a distance, the man didn’t appear to be wearing night-vision goggles. King crept across the open area, watching to see if the pilot would notice his approach, but the man remained oblivious until it was too late. King clubbed him senseless with the butt of the carbine and left him on the ground alongside the chopper. 

It was, King now saw, a Bell 206 JetRanger, one of the most popular commercial helicopters in service. As part of his Special Forces training, King had learned how to fly the military variant—the Kiowa OH-58—and although it had been a few years, once in the pilot’s seat, it all came back to him. He started flipping switches and felt a thrill of exhilaration as the turbine engine started powering up. 

The lights on the instrument panel flared brightly in his night-vision display, but he kept the device turned on and simply shut his right eye when it was necessary to look at the panel. A minute later, he gave the collective control lever a nudge, and as the rotor blades tilted and started pushing air, the helicopter lightened and lifted off the ground. As soon as it was hovering, he pushed the cyclic forward and the Bell shot ahead, across the floor of the valley. 

As his forward velocity increased, the helicopter got more and more lift, and soon was climbing into the night sky. He scanned in all directions, and quickly located the running lights of the first helicopter near the western horizon, already forty or fifty miles away. Without the added weight of passengers, he would be able to push the throttle a little harder and close that gap. 

He didn’t know what he was going to do when he caught up to them, but by his best estimate, he had about thirty minutes to come up with a plan. 
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Fulbright’s face grew dark as he received the status report from the assault team he’d left behind. Sara’s headset wasn’t wired into the external comms, but she had no trouble interpreting the message written in his scowl. Not only was Jack still alive, but he was fighting back. She tried, unsuccessfully, to hide her smile. 

Fulbright must have noticed because an evil gleam appeared in his eyes. “Patch me through to our contact in the Ethiopian Air Force. There’s an unauthorized aircraft out here that they need to know about.” 

He moved the mic away from his lips and Sara saw that his smile was back. “Your boyfriend should have kept his feet on the ground.” 
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The two ETAF Russian-made Sukhoi Su-25 fighter jets approached from behind King and struck without warning. 

Fortunately for him, the pilots had been instructed to engage with guns only. With an equivalent price tag of more than $70,000, the Vympel R-73 infrared guided air-to-air missiles they carried were deemed too costly to be used as a first-strike measure against a slow moving and evidently unarmed helicopter. Absent that consideration, he would have died without even knowing that he was in danger. Instead, the lead plane greeted him with a short burst from its Gryazev-Shipunov GSh-30-2 30 millimeter cannon. 

Eighteen of the twenty-one rounds fired in that initial volley arced harmlessly past the JetRanger. Two of the rounds were phosphorous-tipped tracers that lit up the display of King’s night-vision device like streaks of lightning. But even as those rounds were flashing by, betraying the presence of hostile aircraft, the other three rounds hit their target. The helicopter shuddered as the projectiles, as thick as flashlight batteries and nearly three times as long, penetrated the aluminum and Lexan airframe. Even though they struck neither flesh nor critical systems, King felt the heat and concussive force on his skin as the rounds passed through the cockpit, far too close for comfort. 

King had no idea who was shooting at him, or even what kind of aircraft was involved, but he knew luck alone had saved him. He was an easy target. He hastily reduced the collective pitch and the helicopter immediately dropped almost straight down. More tracers lit up the night, flashing harmlessly overhead. He looked up and saw, blazing like a miniature suns, the engine exhaust of the two attack planes as they flew through the space where he had been only a moment before. The jets arced across the night sky, maneuvering to come around for another pass at him. 

The planes’ superior speed was both an advantage and a liability. Because they were so much faster than the helicopter, they could attack from almost anywhere, but at the same time that speed would make it very difficult to hit him with cannon-fire. King didn’t know why they hadn’t simply fired a heat-seeker up his exhaust pipe, but he had no doubt that eventually they would, and then it would all be over. There was, he realized, only one way to survive this. 

He kept descending, tilting the cyclic forward and increasing speed in a power dive. The barren landscape, rendered even bleaker in the monochrome night-vision display, rushed up at him. He leveled out less than a hundred feet above the uneven terrain, and began weaving the aircraft back and forth, all the while keeping an eye on the distant moving lights in the sky. 

The jets made another attack run, strafing the ground nearby as if he were a stationary target, but King came about and steered under them, well away from danger. The jets broke off and winged skyward, repositioning once again. 

King’s instincts told him that the gloves were about to come off. His attackers had probably expected him to be easy pickings, but now that he had demonstrated his ability to elude them, they would look for a quick, decisive solution. His mind raced to find anything that would help him survive the next few seconds. 

The JetRanger wasn’t equipped with any weapon systems. He had the M-4 he’d taken from the cavern, but that wouldn’t be much use in a dogfight, even if he had a hand free to use it. He also had one frag grenade. 

Maybe… A grin spread across his King’s face. It was a crazy plan, but crazy was better than nothing. 

He felt certain that the fighter pilots would use missiles on this pass, almost certainly thermal guided missiles, and there was only one way to elude those—make something else even hotter. Unfortunately, that was easier said than done. Since most air-to-air missiles could travel in excess of twice the speed of sound, it would take split second timing. 

He watched. He waited. And then, when he saw a bloom of fire under one of the jets, he dropped the grenade out the sliding window, and then hastily pulled up on the collective. The helicopter rose sluggishly, and with each passing second, King knew he was getting closer to the missile now streaking toward him. 

But then, he felt the concussion wave of the grenade exploding on the ground a few hundred feet below. For just an instant, the center of the detonation released a burst of intense heat—much hotter than the JetRanger’s turbine exhaust. There was a streak of light in his night-vision, the missile flashing by as it homed in on its new target, and then a second later, another concussion. 

King was stunned by the success of his plan; it had been a desperate play, and he hadn’t really expected it to work, and so hadn’t really thought about what would happen next. He had dodged this attack, but what now? 

The jets veered skyward again. He had fooled the missile, but not the pilots. They knew he was still alive. 

And King was out of moves. 

The Sukhoi fighters needed only one more pass. The pilots were relatively inexperienced, but they were learning from their mistakes. The engagement had already lasted longer than either man expected; now it was time to finish it decisively. 

The helicopter was descending again, its operator evidently desperate to land before the next missile blew him out of the sky. The pilot of the lead Su-25 decided not to give him that chance. He changed the targeting selector on the missile’s guidance system to visual, put the helicopter in the crosshairs, and thumbed the launch button. 

The R-73 missile, NATO designation AA-11 Archer, dropped away from the wing and shot through the sky at Mach 2.5. The pilot kept his targeting sight on the fleeing aircraft until, a few seconds later, both the missile and the helicopter exploded in a ball of smoke and flaming debris. 


Sigler is dead. 

>>>Understood. What is your status? 

I’m back in Addis. I have Sara Fogg and Felice Carter with me. Fogg believes that Carter can infect others by some unknown vector. We’ll need to keep her isolated. 

>>>Transportation will be arranged. Bring the women to the Brainstorm facility. 

Are you sure that’s a good idea? 

>>>Your inquiry is irrelevant. It is the only logical course of action. The vaccine must be developed. The facility has been upgraded to ensure the highest probability of success in accomplishing that goal. 


ENDGAME
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Unknown Location 

See that ball of fire down there? That’s your boyfriend. 

Fulbright’s gleeful pronouncement still echoed in Sara’s ears. She had kept a brave face, denying the rogue CIA agent the pleasure of watching her cry. In truth, she hadn’t wanted to believe him. 

That was, she knew, the first stage of grief: denial. 

As an intellectual matter, she did believe him but her heart wasn’t ready to deal with it just yet. There would be time for tears later, if she survived. 

A Gulfstream V jet had been waiting for them at the private airfield used by the contracted commandos. Still unconscious from the sedative injection, Felice had been buckled into one of the rear seats, while Sara had been allowed to sit where she pleased, but always under Fulbright’s watchful eye. How long they flew, she could not say, but when they arrived at their destination, it was mid-morning, and the physical environment did not seem that much different than the place they had just left. 

A fit but pale-looking middle-aged man got out of a dark green Range Rover and greeted them as they descended from the jet. His hair was gray, but Sara couldn’t tell if he was in his late forties or his early seventies. When he approached and introduced himself, Sara got the impression that it was as much for Fulbright’s benefit as for Sara’s. 

“I’m Graham,” he said, affably. “I kind of keep things running around here.” 

“Just take us to Brainstorm,” Fulbright answered impatiently. 

“As you like.” Graham chuckled then turned to Sara and extended a hand. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss…?” 

Sara narrowed her eyes, appraisingly. Despite his attempt at charm, Graham—was that his first or last name?—had given her no reason to think he was anything but another villain in Brainstorm’s employ. “It’s ‘doctor,’ actually. Dr. Sara Fogg.” 

“Ah, yes. I’ve heard wonderful things about you, Dr. Fogg. I think you’ll be pleased with the research facility here.” 

“I’ll be pleased when I’m not being held prisoner.” 

Graham inclined his head. “Touché. I do hope that, in time, you will see that benefit of the work you will do here far outstrips the sacrifices you have made.” 

“I’m not the only one who was sacrificed.” 

If Graham heard her muttered comment, he chose not to acknowledge it. 

The main house—what Fulbright had called the ‘Brainstorm facility’—was a palatial two-story villa that might have been transplanted from the south of France or the Catalina hills of California. Sara was escorted to a luxurious private room where Graham invited her to “freshen up” and join him for a meal if she was so inclined. A closet full of clothes, ranging in style from dress casual to blue jeans and T-shirts—all of them clothes that she might have purchased for herself, every garment the correct size—was provided, and the bathroom was stocked with her favorite brands of toiletries. Someone had been doing their homework. 

No demands were made of her, but there was little question that she was a prisoner. Nevertheless, she took advantage of the chance to shower away the residue of her plunge into the Indian Ocean and the general grime of days spent in the field. 

As the hot water cascaded down on her shoulders, she pondered her next move. Things were so much clearer in Jack’s world. If you were captured, you would fight back, resist, try to escape or confound your enemy’s goals in any way possible. But it was different for her. Yes, she wanted to escape, but she could not afford to so easily dismiss what her captor was attempting. Even if she was being lied to, even if they were secretly trying to turn the discovery into a weapon, the opportunity to do research on the contagion and to find a way to counteract it, was not something she could easily pass up. 

It was the best way she had to fight back, resist, and confound her enemy’s goals. 

The door was locked from the outside, but as soon as she knocked, it popped open revealing an empty hallway. As she stepped into the hall, Graham appeared on the staircase landing, midway down the hall. “This way, Dr. Fogg. Lunch is already set.” 

The kitchen furnishings, like everything else in the house, were modern, giving the whole place the feel of being on a space station designed by a 1950’s science fiction writer. She found Fulbright seated at the oval-shaped glass dining table, pensively eating a sandwich. 

“I can only provide light fare right now,” Graham apologized. “But I promise dinner will be superb. I don’t get the chance to entertain here very often, so I will be pulling out all the stops.” 

“I’d hate for you to go to any trouble,” Sara replied, with undisguised sarcasm. 

Fulbright looked up at her, but said nothing. 

“No trouble at all.” Graham elected to ignore the venom. “There’s no reason your stay here has to be unpleasant.” 

“That sounds like something he might say.” Sara jerked a thumb at the rogue CIA officer. “As a threat,” she added. 

“Please understand, Dr. Fogg. You have important work to do here. Work that will benefit us all; the entire human race.” 

Sara settled into a chair and started assembling a sandwich from a plate of assorted cold-cuts and cheeses. “Fine,” she said at length. “I’ll play along, but I can’t have you telling me how to do my research. You need to give me whatever I ask for.” 

“Within reason, of course.” 

“First, I want you to stop sedating Felice Carter.” 

Fulbright looked up sharply. “Weren’t you paying attention back there? She can infect people, maybe without even thinking about it. If she feels the least bit threatened…” He snapped his fingers. “Poof, we’re mindless drones.” 

“That’s exactly why I need her awake and alert. Just because she’s unconscious doesn’t mean that her fear response is turned off. She needs to know that she isn’t in any danger. I can explain that to her. More importantly, I need to be able to talk to her in order to figure this thing out. The answers are all in her head.” 

Graham was about to say something, but was interrupted by a buzzing noise from his pocket. He took out a smart phone and looked at the display for a moment, then tapped a few keys and put it away. “I’m sorry. Unrelated business. With respect to your request, Dr. Fogg, I certainly think we can accommodate you if you feel it’s that important. I trust you will take all the necessary precautions.” 

Sara looked at the older man sidelong. She couldn’t quite figure out just what his role was in all of this. 

“You need to run this past Brainstorm,” Fulbright declared, clearly unhappy about what Sara was demanding. 

“And that’s the other thing I need,” Sara broke in, quickly. “I’m tired of dealing with lackeys…I’m tired of dealing with him.” She pointed an accusing finger at Fulbright. “If you want me to do this, I need direct access to Mr. Big himself. I need to be able to talk to Brainstorm.” 

Graham gave an odd smile. “Done.” 

After the meal, she was taken to the laboratory facilities, which were she surmised, in a basement level beneath the villa. The lab was accessible only by elevator, and she was pretty sure that it had gone down, not up, but the spacious windowless area could have been almost anywhere. 

Graham showed her a computer workstation and logged her in. “This terminal is linked to a pair of Cray supercomputers which you can use for gene sequencing, and any other applications that will help you design a vaccine. And this icon here—” He clicked on a tab on the desktop display—“This allows you to send instant text messages to Brainstorm.” 

“I don’t want to text Brainstorm,” Sara countered. “I want to talk to him. Face to face.” 

“Good luck with that,” Fulbright remarked. 

“All communications from Brainstorm are via text messages,” Graham explained, “but I’ll activate the text-to-voice translator. I’m afraid that’s about as close as you can get to actually having a conversation with Brainstorm.” 

Sara stared back at him. “So it’s true. Brainstorm is just a big computer—artificial intelligence.” 

Graham spread his hands equivocally, and then stepped out from behind the workstation. “Dr. Carter is in the isolation room. It’s equipped with Level A hazmat protection, if you feel the need for such measures. On the other hand, if you feel that she poses no threat, I’ll arrange guest quarters for her later.” 

“Do that. I’ve got it from here. I’ll let you know if I need anything more.” 

The two men lingered in the lab a while after she dismissed them, but as far as Sara was concerned, they were already gone. She gave Felice an anti-narcotic injection then sat down and waited for her to stir. 

Despite her confident demeanor, she was very worried about Felice’s transition from drug induced sleep to wakefulness. Indeed, as the sedative in her bloodstream was bound and rendered inert by the anti-narcotic, Felice came awake as if emerging from a night terror. 

“Felice, it’s okay.” Sara risked physical contact, gently holding Felice’s forearm. “You’re safe.” 

Felice’s eyes darted back and forth as she tried to take in the unfamiliar surroundings. “Where am I?” 

“I wish I knew. But we’re safe for now. You need to relax and stay calm. I’ll explain everything.” 

The roving gaze finally settled on Sara’s face. “I know you. You’re the CDC doctor.” 

“That’s right. I’m Sara. I feel like I know you well, but I guess we only got to meet for a few minutes. A lot has happened since then, and I’ll tell you when you’re ready to hear it.” 

“Where’s Jack?” 

The question caught Sara off guard, and emotion welled up in her throat. After a false start, she managed to croak: “That’s part of what I have to tell you.” 

“Tell me now.” 

Sara started with Fulbright’s act of treachery. She only gave the barest of details about what had happened to Sigler, and it was evident from Felice’s reaction that she understood why it was so painful; she had, after all, witnessed their affectionate reunion. 

Once Felice understood that they were both being held hostage, Sara turned her attention to the contagion—if a contagion it indeed was. Sara wasn’t convinced of that. “We need to understand exactly how this…effect…is being spread. I’m thinking that maybe it’s linked to a pheromone.” 

Felice shook her head. “Sara, I need to tell you a story; a story about elephants.” 
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Somewhere Over Africa 

A black wraith-like shape tore through the sky high above the dark continent. Anyone looking skyward would have immediately recognized the tiny speck as an aircraft by the long contrail—the product of water vapor in the jet exhaust instantly freezing into ice crystals high in the stratosphere—but such sights were common almost everywhere in the world. Anyone watching a radar display would have seen absolutely nothing. The stealth transport plane, code-named Crescent because of its unique, radar-scattering half-moon profile, was for practical purposes, invisible. 

King sat in Crescent’s communication center, just aft of the cockpit, where two pilots from the USAF Nighthawks special operations wing, were waiting for their next destination. Unfortunately, King didn’t yet know what that would be. 

One of the two computer screens on the workstation showed photographic imagery from a satellite in a geostationary orbit above northern Africa. Deep Blue had accessed the feed from the National Reconnaissance Office and cued it up to approximately the moment where King’s helicopter had been shot down by a missile from one of the Ethiopian fighter jets. King wasn’t interested in the crash though; he already knew how that ended. 

With the realization that he would not be able to fool another missile attack, King did the only thing he could: he cut the engine and let the helicopter fall from the sky. The plunge was only about sixty feet, and the helicopter was engineered to withstand hard landings, but even so, the impact was like getting hit by a bus. Battered, bruised, but thankfully not broken, he had half-fallen out of the crumpled cockpit and taken off across the scrubland in search of cover. A few moments later, a second missile had homed in on the helicopter and blown it to smithereens. The concussion wave had sent him tumbling, adding a few more bruises, but the ploy had worked. The Sukhoi fighters had turned for home, satisfied that, even if he had survived, the elements would finish him off. 

Fortunately, King had his Chess Team phone. Rescue, in the form of Crescent, traveling halfway around the world at Mach 2, had arrived a few hours later. Now, he was tracking the other helicopter, the one that had borne Sara and Felice Carter away. 

“That’s where they landed in Addis Ababa,” Deep Blue observed from Chess Team headquarters in New Hampshire. His face was visible on the second computer screen and his voice was a tinny electronic reproduction in King’s headphones. “That compound belongs to Alpha Dog Solutions, a private security firm that’s doing counter-terrorism operations under contract for the CIA.” 

“Sara told me that Fulbright might be a CIA officer.” 

“I couldn’t verify that. If he really is with the Company, then he’s probably NOC, and information on that is too closely guarded for me to root out with just a discreet inquiry.” The acronym stood for “non-official cover” and was reserved for intelligence operatives working deep undercover espionage missions. “Or it could just be an alias,” Deep Blue added. 

King rubbed his eyes. Despite his ability to thrive under the worst conditions, fatigue was finally starting to take its toll. “What else do we know about Alpha Dog? Do they have other clients?” 

“In that region, they also do site security for a number of petroleum companies. Curiously enough, it looks like they received several payments, all from different clients and all in the last three days. If I had to guess, I’d say someone was trying to hide the actual size of a very large payoff by splitting it up… Oh.” 

“What?” 

“The men who attacked you on the road from the airport, when you first arrived, were Alpha Dog contractors, not Gen-Y.” 

“I guess they knew I’d make trouble, and wanted me out of the way.” King glanced back at the satellite feed, where a group of tiny figures moved between the now stationary helicopter and a small private jet. A few frames later, the jet taxied for take-off. “Do we know who owns the jet?” 

Deep Blue consulted his own computer screen. “A shell company. I’m starting to get the sense that someone is trying very hard to cover their tracks.” 

“So what do we know for sure? This guy, Fulbright, was able to call out the CDC through official channels; let’s assume that means he really does work in some government agency, but he’s gone rogue. His real employer has almost unlimited resources, and the ability to channel money through a number of different corporations. And let’s not forget, somehow they were keeping an eye on what Manifold was up to. They knew what Felice Carter brought back from the elephant graveyard almost from the start.” 

“That kind of reach takes a lot of money; more money than multinational corporations, more money than most governments.” Deep Blue’s eyebrows drew together in a perplexed frown. “When I was in office, there was chatter about a… I guess you could call it a ‘metacorporation’—an entity that was secretly insinuating itself into other corporations, the really big multinationals, using shell companies and phony proxies to take over, essentially creating a gigantic global monopoly.” 

“How would you keep something like that off the radar?” 

“Logistically, it would be almost impossible. One person couldn’t run something so complex, and if you had a board of directors…well, eventually someone would slip up, or get greedy and break away…or they would just make bad decisions and it would all come unglued. But that never seemed to happen. There were rumors that the whole thing might be controlled from cyberspace by a sentient computer network. Artificial intelligence would be one explanation for the level of control that’s been exhibited.” 

King shook his head. Global conspiracies were the last thing on his mind right now. “What does any of this have to do with Sara? Or with what Felice discovered in that cave?” 

“If it involves bioweapons research, then I can think of at least one nightmare scenario. Radical depopulation. Selective reduction of undesirable elements in the population as a way of increasing control and bringing about economic stability.” 

King thought about what he had witnessed in the cavern. “So, give the ‘desirable’ people the vaccine, and then turn the rest into zombies. A drone workforce that never complains, never rises up in revolt, and will defend you without question.” 

Deep Blue nodded. “That’s exactly how a computer would reason. The economically disadvantaged represent a constant source of social instability. From ancient times, kings and emperors controlled the masses with distractions—gladiatorial games, circuses, daytime talk shows—but now there’s the potential to simply switch off the part of the human brain that causes discontent.” 

“They already have the way to throw the switch. They just don’t have a vaccine for the ‘desirables.’ That’s what they need Sara for.” King took a deep breath. “Do we know where they took her?” 

“I’ve tracked the plane ahead for six hours. It looks like they’re still in Africa—Algeria, to be precise.” 

King’s screen showed an overhead view of a plane sitting at the end of a runway, and a road that connected the airstrip to a large fenced compound nearby. There were no other roads or buildings anywhere in the featureless brown landscape. 

“I can’t find any records connected to that property,” Deep Blue continued. “In fact, according to the maps, it’s supposed to be a national park.” 

“Money and influence. Bribe the right official, and do as you please.” King clicked on a button to zoom in on the compound. “It doesn’t appear to be built-up.” 

“I’ll have the Crescent deploy our UAV and recon the area so we can determine how well defended it is. I’m afraid the rest of the team is unavailable and—” 

“And the rest of the U.S. military is off limits to us now that we’re black, I know,” King said. “Tell me again why we went underground?” 

But King knew why. The less people that knew about the…evils Chess Team faced, the better off the world would be. And it was just as likely that more military would get in his way, or turn this into an international incident, which wouldn’t be a good thing for a fledgling black op, especially one directed by a former U.S. President. 

“I could hire some mercenaries,” Deep Blue said. 

King laughed, but when Deep Blue didn’t join him, he asked, “You’re serious?” 

“We have a budget for it now.” 

King had some military friends that had become mercs. They were trustworthy, and a few extra guns would be nice, but ultimately, this had to be a solo mission for one very important reason. “This contagion, whatever it is, seems to be triggered specifically by a threat to Felice’s safety. If we raid the compound, it’ll probably scare the hell out of her, and believe me, you don’t want that to happen.” 
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Brainstorm Facility, Algeria 

“What is the status of your research?” 

Sara jumped at the sound of the electronically produced voice. After hours of conversing with Felice in a tone so low it was almost a whisper, the computerized speech was almost ear-splitting. “Is that you Brainstorm?” 

“Affirmative. What is the status of your research? You have not yet drawn blood or tissue samples for analysis. How do you intend to conduct research and develop a vaccine without collecting specimens for study?” 

Sara detected a very uncomputer-like note of sarcasm in the utterance. It was however the truth. She had not taken a single sample nor performed even one diagnostic test. She had simply listened as Felice recounted a bizarre tale of past lives and what sounded very much like spirit possession. Sara didn’t believe in reincarnation or ghostly hauntings, but she had come up with an alternative theory. 

She put her hands on her hips. She didn’t know if Brainstorm had eyes as well as ears in the room, but she wanted him…or maybe it...to know she was defiant. “If you’re such a genius, why don’t you do it yourself?” 

“Are you stating that you no longer wish to be involved in the research?” 

Sara sighed. So much for defiance. “Look Braniac, this is what I do and I’m very good at it. So give me some time and space. Nagging me won’t make things happen any faster.” 

“There is a 69.4% probability that you are purposefully delaying. It would not be in your best interests to attempt to prolong this process as an act of resistance. Your survival is contingent upon your usefulness. This is also true for your patient. The research can be conducted equally as well using samples taken post-mortem.” 

Sara wanted to scream, Don’t you get it? There isn’t going to be a vaccine. Not for this. Kill her, and you kill the whole human race! But revealing her suspicions about the “contagion” to a soulless computer was probably a very bad idea. She had seen too many science fiction movies where sentient computers decided that the world would be better off without their human creators. If Brainstorm realized the true potential of what Felice had discovered, then there was no telling how that might affect its grand scheme. 

“Fine,” she said, evincing defeat. “I’ll take some blood samples if it will make you happy.” 

At least, she thought, I know it's not eavesdropping on us. Indeed, if Brainstorm had been listening in, it would already know that she wasn’t actually stalling, and it would know the sheer futility of trying to develop a vaccine. 

As Felice had related the story of her shared memory with an ancient primate female she called “Old Mother,” Sara had wracked her brain to come up with a rational explanation for what had happened to the woman. 

Most troubling was the nearly instantaneous nature of the reactions. Even the most virulent contagions required several hours incubation time before a patient became symptomatic. But Felice had been overcome almost from the moment she touched the Old Mother’s skull. And Jack had described how the man attacking Felice had been changed into a mindless zombie “just like that.” Her pheromone theory couldn’t account for that, any more than the idea that it was all the result of a viral infection. 

There was only one force in the universe that had been proven to cause instantaneous sympathetic action across distances of both space and time; a force known as quantum entanglement. 

Felice’s memories of the Old Mother verified Manifold’s notion that exposure to a particular retrovirus had been the pivotal event in the evolution of human consciousness. It had rewritten the Australopithecine female’s genetic code, and made that newly awakened consciousness a heritable trait, which had started the snowball rolling. Consciousness had been passed along to all of her offspring as a genetic trait, not because of continued exposure to the original retrovirus. That contagion had been out of the picture long before the Old Mother’s entombment in the elephant graveyard, which meant that there had to be another explanation for what had happened to Felice. 

Quantum entanglement described a connection between subatomic particles separated by vast distances; when two particles interact and are subsequently separated, a change to one of the particles had an effect on the other. By its very nature, the replication of the DNA molecule, within each cell in a body, and from one generation to the next, facilitated quantum interaction on a staggering scale. If her hypothesis was correct, then every human on the planet was part of the tangle. 

It was one possible explanation for the oft-described phenomenon where one of a set of identical twins reported seeing or feeling things that were happening to the other. Indeed, because quantum entanglement was not limited by temporal distance, the effect was probably the cause of almost everything that fell under the umbrella of the paranormal, from psychic visions to past-life experiences, alien abductions to religious visitations. Somehow, the quantum wires got crossed up and the brain tuned into something experienced by someone else in another place or time. 

If Sara was correct, it was the real cause of what had happened, both to Felice and to her unlucky co-workers. Felice had connected with the Old Mother, and that had somehow loosened the wires connecting the section of the genome responsible for human sentience. The other Nexus researchers had come unplugged, and it seemed that, as part of some instinctive defense mechanism, Felice could do the same to others. And that was what really frightened Sara. 

If Brainstorm followed through on its threat to simply kill Felice, there was no telling how far the ripples would spread. Felice was linked to the Old Mother, and the Old Mother was the source of human consciousness. Destroying that connection might conceivably mean the instantaneous end of humanity; an entire world of people, turned to zombie-apes in the blink of an eye. 

Brainstorm’s probability assessment was wrong; she wasn’t stalling. In truth, there was nothing she could do. 

Brainstorm wasn’t finished. “In order to expedite your research, access to the guest level had been rescinded.” 

“Are you saying we can’t leave this room?” 

“Affirmative. How you choose to employ your time is at your discretion. However, results are required. You will be supervised from this point forward. Furthermore, your progress will be reviewed in thirty-six hours. If it is determined that you are unable or unwilling to achieve the desired results, you will be terminated.” 

Thirty-six hours, Sara thought. That was how long she had left to live. And maybe all the time left for the human race. 
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King hung suspended beneath the fluttering cells of a black stealth-parachute, falling gently out of the African night sky. He had decided to infiltrate the remote compound using a high-altitude, high-opening (HAHO) jump, instead of the high-altitude, low-opening (HALO) jump that Chess Team usually favored, for the simple reason that HAHO would afford ample opportunity to adjust his plan as circumstances on the ground dictated. As King glided across the sky, with the prevailing wind at his back, and now some sixty horizontal miles from where he’d left a perfectly good airplane, he watched the real-time video feed, supplied by the Predator drone that was presently circling the target, and relayed to the display in his night-vision goggles. 

For all he could tell, the compound might have been abandoned. There was no sign of a security force. In fact, more than twelve hours of surveillance by the team’s personal satellite and UAV had shown no exterior activity whatsoever. In a way, that made a lot of sense. If Deep Blue’s idea about a global metacorporation was anywhere close to the truth, then absolute secrecy would be imperative. The more people that knew about something—whether mercenaries hired to protect it or food service workers brought in to feed everyone—the more chance there was for that cloak of secrecy to slip away. 

King just hoped that Deep Blue was wrong about the whole thing being run by a sentient supercomputer; the last thing he wanted was to run up against an army of killer robots. 

Still, if it came to that, he was ready. Slung from one shoulder was a FN Herstal SCAR H heavy combat assault rifle, outfitted with the FN40GL enhanced grenade launching module. His load-carrying vest held nine spare 20 round magazines of 7.62 X 51 mm ammunition for the rifle, along with five M433 high-explosive dual-purpose grenades and five M576 “Beehive” buckshot rounds, either of which could be used in the FN40GL. For more intimate acts of violence, he also carried a SiG P220 Combat pistol outfitted with a suppressor, and a black KA-BAR straight-edge knife. He also carried a satchel full of C-4 and detonator caps, useful for everything from door breaching to large scale demolitions. 

The prodigious weight of his combat load was partially offset by the switch from the traditional Kevlar and porcelain plate body armor, to an experimental dilatant liquid body armor suit, which he wore under his black BDUs. The garment, which looked and felt like a neoprene wetsuit, utilized a shear thickening fluid, sandwiched between two layers of durable Kevlar fabric. When a ballistic projectile struck the garment, the fluid instantly became rigid, preventing penetration and dispersing the energy of impact, but under normal circumstances, it allowed a full range of movement and relatively little discomfort to the wearer. King also sported a black hockey helmet, which had been augmented with dilatant filled pads, to afford protection from both bullets and impact trauma. 

It was never possible to be prepared for everything, but King didn’t think there was much that his unknown enemy would be able to throw at him that he couldn’t deal with, even killer robots. 

He checked the UAV feed one last time and then switched his goggles back to night-vision mode. The display didn’t change that much. He was very close. He steered his chute into a corkscrew spiral and a few seconds later pulled hard on the toggle wires, flaring the chute to drop feather light onto the roof of the villa. 

Despite Deep Blue’s best efforts, King knew absolutely nothing about what lay just below his feet. The house had been heavily insulated, resisting every form of remote sensor scan, and because it wasn’t supposed to exist, there were no architectural blueprints on record. King was going to have to search the house, room by room. 

He chose to make his entry through a second-story window on the west end of the house. He rigged up a hasty rope belay, with one end tied around a vent pipe on the roof, and lowered himself down the side of the house, just to the right of the enormous opening. The curtains were drawn on the other side of the glass, but his goggles did not detect even a trace of light from beyond. 

King scanned the glass visually and then swept it with a portable RF detector. The latter device was designed to pick up even the smallest fluctuations in the ambient electrical field, such as might come from alarm sensors and security cameras, but the needle on the meter did not quiver. Cautious nevertheless, he tapped the tempered pane with the hilt of his KA-BAR until it finally cracked. He carefully pulled away the broken window in large sections, pushing them into the house’s interior rather than letting them fall to the ground outside, and then crawled through. 

The space beyond was enormous, and King soon realized that it was the sitting area for what was essentially a small apartment, or perhaps a guest suite. As expected, the room was unoccupied. In fact, it was completely devoid of furnishings and looked as if it had never been used. But the sensitive optics of his night-vision device did reveal a strip of bright light streaming in from under the exit. He switched off the night vision, and pushed the eyepiece up onto his helmet, where it would continue to transmit live video to Deep Blue. With his P220 at the ready, he eased the door open. 

Beyond lay an empty hallway, illuminated by a single overhead light, blazing from a decorative fixture. Three doors, similar to the one through which he had just passed, lined the hall before it opened up onto a broad staircase landing. King stole forward and opened the next door down the line. 

As soon as he entered, he knew that Sara had been in this room. He could smell the distinctive fragrance of her favorite soap and hair care products. Because of her SDD, Sara had to be very picky about perfumes and other scents in her bath products, and that unique combination of organic ingredients was unmistakable. But his excitement was short-lived; Sara might have been here earlier, but now she was gone. 

He crept back into the hallway and tried the next door. 

Here too there were the distinctive odors of human occupation, though none as evocative as Sara’s fragrance. But unlike the other suites, this room’s inhabitant was still there. A gray-haired Caucasian man sat calmly on a sofa in the front room, intently studying the display on a smartphone and evidently oblivious to the intrusion. 

King checked his impulse to simply dispatch the man then and there, and instead cleared his throat. The man looked up and what little color there was in his pale face drained away. 

“Put the phone down and keep your hands where I can see them,” King instructed in a level voice 

The man complied without saying a word. 

“Very good. You get to live a little longer. Now, who the hell are you?” 

“It seems like I should be asking you that question.” 

King triggered a silenced round and a neat hole appeared in the upholstery, three inches to the right of the man’s shoulder. “Try again.” 

The corner of the man’s mouth twitched into something that might have been a smile. “I see your point. The name’s Graham.” 

“Better. Elaborate a little.” 

Graham spread his raised hands a little wide, gesturing at his surroundings. “This is my house.” 

King cocked his head sideways. “See, that just makes me want to kill you even more. But as long as you keep answering truthfully, you’ll keep breathing. Now, here’s the important question, and don’t screw this one up. Where can I find Sara Fogg?” 

“She’s working in the research laboratory. It’s in the subbasement, but you won’t be able to access it.” Graham thought a moment, and then added. “I can take you there.” 

There was a scratch of static in King’s ear as Deep Blue initiated contact. “King, I’ve run a facial recognition program on him and matched him to a file photo that’s almost thirty years old. His name really is Graham—Graham Brown. He’s American, born in New Jersey. Made a small fortune gambling, and then made an even bigger fortune on the stock market. He seems to have had an uncanny ability to predict trends, even in a down market. He’s also a notorious recluse, and pretty much vanished from public life in the 1980’s.” 

“Roger,” King answered, subvocalizing. He then waved the P220 in Graham’s direction. “Graham…Brown is it?” 

The other man’s eye twitched ever so slightly, but that was the only indication of dismay at having been correctly identified. 

“You must have been a hell of a poker player back in the day,” King continued. “But if you’re trying to bluff me now, it will cost you everything.” 

“I never played poker. It’s a game of deceit. I prefer to deal in mathematical probabilities. But I do always play to win…Mr. Sigler.” 

It was King’s turn to hide his dismay. “Cards on the table, then. You’ve tried very hard to have me killed Graham, and that makes me a little cranky. So, take me to Sara and don’t do anything stupid.” 

“As you wish. I’m going to stand up now.” Graham waited a beat, and then lowered his hands in order to push himself up from the sofa. 

“Is there anyone else here?” 

“Mr. Fulbright—I believe you know him—is in a room down the hall. Miss Carter is in the laboratory with Dr. Fogg.” As an afterthought, he added: “And the flight crew for my Gulfstream is in the coach house.” 

“None of your Alpha Dog mercenaries running around?” 

Graham offered a bitter smile. “No, more’s the pity. I prefer not to have dogs in the house, but I can see that perhaps it would have been a good idea.” 

King gestured with the gun. “Lead the way.” 

Graham eased past King and moved to the exit. As he followed, King keyed his mic. “Anything else you can tell me about this guy?” 

“Nothing current,” Deep Blue answered. “But his disappearance coincides with the emergence of the metacorporation. It’s conceivable that he’s responsible for creating the AI that’s behind it all.” 

King offered a noncommittal grunt but said nothing more as he followed the silver-haired man down the hall to the staircase landing. They descended in silence and made their way to the elevator foyer where Graham pressed a button to summon the car. As the double doors slid aside, King made a point of holding the P220 to the base of Graham’s neck. 

They filed into the empty car where Graham pushed a button marked SB1. King noted that there was also an SB2. “What’s on the bottom floor?” 

“That’s the computer room,” Graham answered, disinterestedly. “It’s easier to keep them cool down there.” 

King made a mental note of that. He also noted that, despite Graham’s earlier assertion that King would be unable to access the subbasement without his help, there hadn’t been any visible security measures. 

The brief vertical journey ended and the doors slid open to reveal a large room rendered in sterile white and stainless steel. Graham raised his hands and waited for a signal from King. “I did what you asked, Mr. Sigler. Are you going to kill me now?” 

“Don’t tempt me. Out. Take me to Sara.” 

Graham nodded slowly. “Right this way.” 

The silver-haired man took a step out of the elevator, and then suddenly threw himself to the right, out of King’s line of sight. King squeezed off a round, but was a fraction of a second too slow. And even as the pistol twitched in his hands, he realized that Graham had told another lie. Fulbright wasn’t sequestered in a room on the second floor; he was standing twenty feet away, aiming a pistol at the elevator’s sole remaining occupant. 

Before King could do anything to stop him, he fired. 
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His liquid body armor stopped Fulbright’s bullet from piercing his heart, but the impact was like getting hit in the chest with a baseball bat. King staggered back, rebounding off the wall of the elevator car as Fulbright fired again and again. 

The rogue CIA agent was trying for a headshot. 

King twisted to the side, and blindly squeezed off a volley from the P220. Fulbright was already gone. Struggling to breathe past the pain in his chest, King pushed off the elevator wall and stormed out, hoping to catch his foe off guard. 

Instead, he found Fulbright standing behind Sara, his smoking pistol held against her cheek. “You know how this works, Sigler. I don’t give a shit whether you live or die, so you can trust me when I say that the only way you and your girlfriend are going to get out this alive, is if you put down your weapons. But if they don’t hit the floor in about five seconds, I promise I will pull this trigger.” 

King’s eyes narrowed as he studied Fulbright across the distance. “Five seconds? One Mississippi…” 

“What the hell are you doing?” 

King fired the P220. 

The .45 caliber ACP round whispered past the suppressor and plowed into the barely exposed side of Fulbright’s head. The CIA man spun away, the pistol falling unused from his nerveless grip. 

Sara gaped at King in disbelief. “Nice shooting.” 

“Thanks. Where’s Graham?” 

Sara glanced around, but the silver-haired man was gone. Then she was in his arms, unable to hold back the tears. “He said you were dead, but I never believed it. I knew you’d come for me.” 

He hugged her tight. “Not even God could stop me. Okay, well maybe God, but—” 

“It is you!” This incredulous exclamation was from another female voice, and King glanced up to find Felice standing a few steps behind them. “You sure know how to make an entrance.” 

King gave her a tight smile. “I know how to make a pretty good exit, too. Come on. Let’s get out of here.” 

Felice nodded eagerly and strode toward the elevator doors. Sara seemed unwilling to let go of him, but he gently loosened her grip while still holding her hand in his. “Let’s get you home, Dr. Fogg.” 

But suddenly his legs were swept from beneath him and fell backward, crashing heavily onto the floor. The impact sent a wave of pain through his body, aggravating a host of scrapes and bruises that had not yet begun to heal, and for a moment, he could only lay motionless, struggling to breathe. That moment was long enough for his attacker to gain the upper hand. 

A hideous specter materialized above him; a familiar face—Fulbright’s face—on one side, and on the other, a swollen mass of destroyed flesh, weeping blood and serous fluid. His hands sought out King’s throat and closed, shutting off the flow of blood to King’s brain and the exchange of air to his lungs. 

King clawed at Fulbright’s choke hold, but could not gain an iota of relief. Dark spots started to swim across his vision, but through the descending night, he saw Sara hammering at the rogue agent’s face with her fists in a desperate effort to free King. Nothing worked. Fulbright was almost certainly mortally wounded, certainly suffering incomprehensible pain, but none of that mattered. There was no trace of sanity to be found in his remaining eye, but the force empowering his grip was singular in nature. He wanted King dead, and nothing would prevent that. 

He let go of Fulbright’s stranglehold and with fumbling fingers, found the hilt of his KA-BAR. Desperately, he slid the blade from its sheath and stabbed out blindly. The knife struck something hard and then twisted out his grip, as King felt his consciousness start to go. 

“Stop!” 

The commanding voice was barely audible through the roaring in King’s ears, but miraculously the darkness began to lift. He drew in a painful breath, welcoming the restored flow of blood to his brain, and struggled to sit up. 

Fulbright squatted nearby, his one good eye gazing blankly into space. His injuries continued to bleed, including a new one just below his collarbone, where the hilt of King’s KA-BAR protruded, but he seemed unaware of any of it. Covered in blood, he looked almost exactly like…. 

King turned to meet Felice’s gaze and understood in an instant what had happened, what she had done. He searched her eyes, but saw no trace of the guilt or despair that had marked her earlier. She had found some untapped reservoir of strength; the strength to do what needed to be done, and to make an ability out of her liability. 

She was probably more dangerous than ever before. 

“Thank you,” he croaked. 

Felice just nodded. 

Sara helped him up and held onto him as they moved to the elevator doors. Sara pushed the button calling the car, but nothing happened. The button didn’t light up and there was no sound of machinery in the emptiness beyond. 

“Graham,” King said. “He must have shut them off to strand us down here.” 

“Or it’s Brainstorm,” Sara replied. 

King cast an inquisitive glance her way and listened intently as she quickly recounted what Fulbright had told her about Brainstorm and her own experiences with the disembodied electronic voice. As she related her suspicions about Brainstorm being a sentient computer, King recalled Deep Blue’s metacorporation conspiracy theory, and then he remembered something Graham had told him: subbasement level two was the computer room. 

Surely it can’t be that easy, King thought. 

He was right. 

“King, do you read?” Deep Blue’s voice scratched in his ears. He sounded a little more frantic than usual. 

He keyed his mic. “This is King. Send it.” 

“I’ve just detected a massive cruise missile launch, targeted at your coordinates.” 

“Missiles? Whose?” 

“Ours. They were launched from a naval missile frigate. I’m still trying to identify the boat and figure out who ordered the strike, but there are Tomahawks inbound. You’ve got about ten minutes to get out of there.” 

“Easier said than done.” He released the mic key and quickly relayed the bad news to the others. 

Sara’s eyes widened, and then she abruptly crossed the room and took a seat in front of a computer desk. “Brainstorm, are you there?” When no answer came, she leaned over the keyboard and tapped out a message. 

A moment later, an electronic voice filled the room. “What is your request, Dr. Fogg?” 

“Are you responsible for the missiles that are heading here?” 

“I am.” 

“How did you manage that?” King asked, not knowing whether Brainstorm would respond to him. “Did you hack into the Defense Department?” 

“It was not necessary to infiltrate that computer network. I merely sent a priority message to the United States military Central Command, authenticated with Fulbright’s credentials, stating that this location is a secret terrorist training camp.” 

“Why did you do that?” Sara asked, a hint of desperation in her voice. 

“He’s just covering his tracks,” King supplied. 

“You are only partially correct, Mr. Sigler. I am also ensuring that you do not survive to further compromise my activities. There is a 72.5% probability that you will make destroying the Brainstorm network a priority, if you are permitted to live.” 

“There’s no ‘probable’ about it.” King said. “I am going to take you apart.” 

“That is unlikely. The probability that you will survive the missile strike is only 23.2%.” 

“Brainstorm, you can’t do this,” Sara pleaded. “You can’t…you must not allow Felice to be killed.” 

“Please explain.” 

“You already know that Felice was affected by something in that cave, and you know what she can do now, right?” 

“Anecdotal reports have been received and evaluated. There is evidence to suggest that Miss Carter is linked to incidences of evolutionary regression. The destruction of the facility will eliminate that threat.” 

“No it won’t. Felice isn’t just a carrier of some virus. Her consciousness is quantum entangled with that of the entire human race. If you kill her, it will cause evolutionary regression on a global scale. You’ll be responsible for the downfall of humanity.” 

King searched Sara’s eyes and saw that she was deadly serious. 

“You are mistaken,” Brainstorm replied. 

King thought it odd that there was no calculation of probabilities; Brainstorm was exhibiting the very human tendency of denial. “She’s not,” he declared. “And you know it. You have to stop this. If Felice dies, humanity dies, and who will you rule over then?” 

“That is a chance I will have to take. Good-bye.” 
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Sara continued pleading with Brainstorm, but there was no answer and King knew that salvation would not come from that quarter. He opened a line to Deep Blue. “How long have we got?” 

“Estimated time to target is six minutes, thirty seconds…mark.” 

“I don’t suppose you can ask the navy to self-destruct those missiles. You know, maybe say ‘pretty-please.’” He tried to sound lighthearted, but he was beginning to worry. In the past, the only people who would miss his passing were the team, who shared the risk and understood it and his mother, who he now realized may or may not have cared about his welfare after all. But now there was Fiona, whose parents died when she was young and whose grandmother was killed in front of her during the attack on the Siletz reservation. She’d put on a tough-girl routine when he left, but he knew his death would affect her profoundly. He’d considered retiring from the field for her, but she’d actually convinced him to stay active. “If you don’t fight,” she’d said, “the world would be a bad place to live.” So here he was fighting, and, it seemed, about to make Fiona regret that little speech. 

“You know I can’t.” Deep Blue sounded distraught. He knew the stakes for King were higher than ever. “Believe me, I’m trying everything. Director Boucher is working the official channels for us and Aleman is trying to hack his way in, disable the missiles, or change their trajectories.” 

Dominick Boucher was the director of the CIA, Deep Blue’s friend and confidant, and the one man who knew everything about Chess Team’s new black ops gig. After all, he’s the one who set it up. Lewis Aleman was the team’s genius techie. An injury took him out of the field, but he’s been waging cyber war for the team since. If anyone could take care of the missiles it was them, but stopping several missiles midflight was no easy task, especially when some of the people in danger don’t officially exist. 

“I know you’ll do your best. I’m gonna sign off now. If you don’t hear from me in seven minutes…well, you know.” 

He severed the connection and then turned to Sara and Felice. “Graham was down here with us. Now he’s gone. There has to be another way out. Find it.” 

Sara immediately pointed to a door set against one wall. “I thought that might be a closet, but it’s locked.” 

“I have a key.” King loaded a Beehive shell into the SCAR’s FN40GL attachment, and took aim at the doorknob. The gun thundered and the entire lock mechanism disintegrated in a cloud of smoke and metal. The door swung back to reveal a landing with a stairs going both up and down. “Go!” 

They hastened up the dark stairwell and emerged a few moments later in the elevator foyer on the first floor of the villa. In the distance, there was the roar of a jet engine; not incoming cruise missiles, but the Gulfstream V taking off, presumably with Graham on board. 

Sara steered them toward the front door, and they ran from the house, across the courtyard, and through the gate out into the desert. They were still running when the explosions began. 


EPILOGUE

Afar District, Ethiopia—One Week Later 

The Old Mother made one more journey to the elephant graveyard. 

Felice had spent the week resting and recuperating from injuries she hadn’t even realized she’d suffered. Her deepest wounds of course were not physical in nature, and some of them were only now manifesting themselves in the form of chronic insomnia and panic attacks. She had been referred to a specialist in treating post traumatic stress disorder, but deep down she felt there was more to it than that. She knew that she carried within her the ability to undo hundreds of thousands of years of human evolution—to utterly destroy human civilization. 

That was a lot for one person to carry. 

Good thing that I’m not just one person, she thought. There’s two of us in here. 

But how much longer would that last? The Old Mother’s memories were a source of comfort and strength to her, but sometimes she felt that her connection to the past was slipping. She thought about Sara’s theory of quantum entanglement; it was as good an explanation as any other she’d entertained. Was it possible to become disentangled? 

She hoped so. 

“We’re just about ready,” Jack Sigler announced. 

Distracted from her thoughts, she glanced over to where Sigler and Sara were gazing out across the floor of the Rift Valley, to the cave entrance leading into the elephant graveyard, and then went over to join them. Sigler was hunched over a small laptop computer, holding a small joystick controller. The computer display showed the interior of the cave, and when he adjusted the stick, the image on the screen moved. 

But nothing else moved in the elephant graveyard. There was no sign of her former co-workers; the men and women who had been transformed into mindless drones were nowhere to be found. Even though she knew in her heart that she was in no way responsible for what had happened to the Nexus team, Felice felt a pang of guilt whenever she thought about them. She hoped that they had at last found peace. 

“Coming out now,” Sigler announced. 

Felice looked to the cave exit, about a hundred yards away, and saw what looked like a miniature bulldozer come rolling out of the opening. 

Sigler called it “the Wolverine.” The remote controlled military utility robot moved around on tracked wheels, like a battle tank or bulldozer, and was equipped with several surveillance cameras and a powerful manipulator arm that could lift almost two hundred pounds. The Wolverine was primarily used by the military for explosive ordinance removal, but Sigler had used it for almost exactly the opposite purpose. 

“Do we really have to do this?” she asked, not for the first time. 

Sara nodded grimly. “We can’t be sure that the cave doesn’t contain some form of the virus that Manifold and Brainstorm were looking for, and we can’t take the chance that it might be inadvertently released.” 

“I know you’re right, but I can’t help but think about Moses, and his dream to use the ivory in the cave to make Africa a better place.” 

“It was a noble idea,” Sigler said. “But if history has taught us anything, it’s that the discovery of some new source of wealth almost never makes things better. Look how quickly his dream was perverted by those rebel fighters.” 

“And of course, every single one of those elephant carcasses is a potential source of the contagion,” Sara added. “To say nothing of the possibility of further quantum contamination.” 

Felice sighed. “I know that you’re both right. But what’s the answer? If we can’t use something like this to make the world a better place, what’s left?” 

“You focus on what you’ve already got,” Sigler answered. “Use your skills, your strengths, your passions…that’s all any of us can do.” 

Felice considered this. With everything that had happened, she had lost sight of the simple fact that she was a scientist. Her interest in genetics had grown from a childhood dream of discovering a cure for cancer. Maybe it was time to return to that dream. 

Sigler steered the Wolverine across the open expanse and drove it up the ramp of the waiting CH-47 Chinook helicopter that had brought them here. He closed the laptop and tucked in under one arm. “Time to go.” 

The twin rotors lifted the massive Chinook into the sky above the Great Rift Valley and the site of the elephant graveyard. The helicopter circled the area, gaining vertical distance with each pass, until the pilot called back to let King know that they had reached the desired altitude. 

King flipped off the red safety cap on the remote triggering device, and then took Felice’s hand and placed her finger on the switch. “Would you like to do the honors?” 

He could see the hesitation in her eyes. Even though the cave had been the source of unimaginable horrors for her, the uncertainty of what might happen next probably seemed even more terrifying. But King knew well that the first step toward healing was to get some closure. 

He nodded to her. “Whenever you’re ready.” 

She smiled weakly, and then pressed the switch. 

The device sent out a radio signal that was picked up instantly by a receiver unit on the ground. The receiver in turn sent a small electrical charge surging through several hundred feet of copper wire that disappeared into the cave opening. That charge detonated a small conventional explosive, which scattered a cloud of powdered aluminum high above the maze of elephant skeletons. 

A fraction of a second later, the fuel-saturated air ignited. 

The thermobaric bomb transformed the elephant graveyard into a miniature sun. The bones and ivory teeth of ancient elephants, crushed to dust by the initial blast front, were subsequently incinerated in a firestorm that exceeded 5,000° Fahrenheit. The force of the explosion hammered into the domed ceiling, opening enormous cracks in the stone. An instant later, the vacuum created by rapid cooling of the scorched air, caused the entire cavern to implode. 

From high above, King watched a cloud of dust rising, the result of the shockwave traveling through hundreds of feet of rock. When it cleared, a new crater was visible on the landscape of the Great Rift Valley. 

The elephant graveyard had ceased to exist. 


>>>Your services are required, General. 

I didn’t think I’d hear from you again. 

>>>The Brainstorm network remains operational. 

Sure. I just thought you would be keeping a low profile. At least until some of the heat dies down. 

>>>Recent events have not compromised operational efficiency. 

Maybe not for you. But I need to be very discreet. Everyone is under suspicion now. 

>>>There is no cause for concern. Key network personnel have been positioned to minimize the consequences of this investigation. However, no external action is demanded of you, General. 

What then? 

>>>Information about the man who caused the recent disruption. I want to know everything about Jack Sigler. 

Sigler? I didn’t realize he was behind all this. It makes sense now. 

>>>You are familiar with him? 

I am. Look, it’s not safe for me to do this right now, but I’ll put some information together. Contact me in a week to set up a dead drop. 

>>>There is a 93.9% probability that Sigler will pursue further action against Brainstorm. The need for this information is urgent. 

I’ll get it to you. 

Graham Brown read the text message reply. He deleted it without responding and put his smartphone away. 

A week after the destruction of the facility site in Algeria…a week after Jack Sigler had showed up to ruin the most audacious enterprise he had ever conceived…he found that he still could not keep the anger and desperation from creeping into his Brainstorm communiqués. He had spent decades cultivating the myth that Brainstorm was something larger-than-life; a sentient, even omniscient computer, and not just an ordinary—well, maybe extraordinary—gambler from Atlantic City with an uncanny ability to accurately assess the probabilities of almost any event. 

“Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain,” he muttered. 

Like the Wizard of Oz, his real power wasn’t his genius, but the illusion that he was something more than human. Maintaining that illusion required him to behave like a computer, to be logical and emotionless when interacting with the men and women whose service and loyalty he had surreptitiously purchased over the course of thirty years. 

That kind of clinical detachment hadn’t been a problem for him until Jack Sigler entered into the picture. Fortunately, there was an easy solution. 

Kill Jack Sigler.

# # #


CALLSIGN: KING – UNDERWORLD


1049 UTC

Status report requested. 

>>>It’s over. King is dead. 


PROLOGUE

An unknown land—c. 400 BCE 

The man paused at the mouth of cave and peered into its shadowy depths. A foul odor wafted up from hole in the world, riding on wisps of gray steam. He knew the common people living nearby believed the steam to be the mephitic vapors, rising from the decaying corpse of Typhoeus, the dragon slain by Zeus in his war with the Titans and buried in the heart of the Earth. They were the same vapors that supposedly gave the sibylline oracles the gift of prophecy. But he knew better. The gods, the stories surrounding them and the tales of his own heroic quests were primarily fictions created to misdirect the populace from the truth. 

Granted, there were many strange things in the world, but with the proper amount of study, the secrets of nature could be revealed, and used to boost physical strength, extend life, heal the body and he believed, travel great distances in the blink of an eye. To the undisciplined mind, these secrets were magical. Godlike even. Which led to his current status as the bastard son of Zeus. The title afforded him access to every possible resource he needed, including a long voyage he took with the crew of the Argo around the world and back. 

But the real benefit of his demigod status was that every strange encounter or event was quickly reported to him. Man’s fear of the unknown sent them racing to the man-god so that he might continue his “labors” and expunge the evil, which frequently turned out to be a harmless, previously unknown animal species or atmospheric event. But everywhere he went, people came to him with pleas for help. His height, muscular body and curly brown hair made him easily identifiable and would eventually become a problem. His need for secrecy meant he’d eventually have to disappear and let future generations believe him a myth, but for now he would use his position to find the answers he sought. 

He rooted in his pack for a torch. The oil soaked brand took the spark from his flint, and he waved it over the mouth of the cave experimentally. Sometimes, vapors like these had a way of igniting so that the air itself burned; this time, it did not. Satisfied with the precaution, he began his descent into the pit. 

This most recent “labor” had been brought to his attention just days ago. He’d nearly ignored the story, but curiosity got the better of him. His own imagination was the source for many of the current religious beliefs, spread dutifully by his band of followers who knew only half the truth. He’d conjured stories of the Underworld, driving a fear of the subterranean world into the hearts of men, because that’s where he conducted his work and hid his secrets. But if the story of missing children and cave dwelling creatures was to be believed, his fictions had stumbled upon a grain of truth. 

He hefted his club onto one shoulder and patted the wineskin tied to his waist. The fluid it contained would give him the strength to overcome any obstacle he came across. Satisfied that he was prepared, he moved onward. 

How far down he went into the eternal darkness, he could not say. To his tired feet, which rolled and slipped as his sandals trod the irregular surface, it felt as if he had walked perhaps three or four schoinos—a journey that might take an ordinary man a full day. But he had only burned through two of his torches, which meant that he had been in the cave perhaps only an hour or two. In that time, he saw no other living creatures, but he sensed their presence often, and he knew that they had seen him. Further on, he found their spoor—not only their excrement, but also castoff bits of wood and metal, even scraps of cloth, which had somehow found their way down from the surface. It was not long before he began to recognize the detritus for what it was: the trappings of a funeral. This was indeed, the land of the dead. 

He soon came to an underground river. One of the three children who wandered into this cave had managed to escape. He told a story of a river and of horrible monsters that had taken his two sisters. 

The child’s story proved accurate. One of the denizens of the Underworld, which did not flee at the first glimmer of torchlight, stood before him. The creature he now beheld looked like nothing like nothing he’d encountered before. 

It might have once been human. The hairless body had the shape of a man—two arms, two legs, one head with the right number of eyes and other orifices, no tail—but that by itself meant little. If it—he—had been a man, perhaps driven into the heart of the Earth by madness, then somewhere along the way he had suffered grievous injury; the gaunt body was misshapen and twisted, as if every one of its extremities had been broken and then allowed to heal improperly. 

The creature sat on its haunches, bent over and engaged in some task that completely held its attention. It raised its head, gazing at the strange shadows cast by the flickering flame of the warrior’s torch, but then immediately went back to what it was doing. 

The man advanced, curious about the creature’s activity. He saw a foot, then its match…legs, small and pale…a supine child. One of the two missing girls. Was the creature feasting on the girl? While others would feel revolt and rage, the man felt only curiosity. 

He stepped closer and drew back his club, in case the creature attacked, but the motion startled the creature. It scampered away, and before the man could catch it, the beast was hopping across the river. Its feet made hardly a splash, as if it was walking on the surface of the water, and a moment later, it stood on the far bank, hissing angrily at the trespasser. 

The man inspected the child and saw right away that his assumption was incorrect. The child’s body hadn’t been gnawed on, but she had been killed and.... He stepped closer, looking at her head. The girl’s hair—all of it—was missing. She’d been scalped. But not recently. He could see by the condition of her body that she’d been dead for some time. The creature had not been eating her flesh, but rather had been tending to the remains. He saw now that the girl’s body rested on a bier of wood, as if in preparation for an offering…no, it was a raft. 

Inspiration struck. I’ll call him the ferryman, and this will be the river, Styx—the path to Hades. He’d conjured tales of Hades long ago, basing the hellish place on stories from older religions. But details like this, based on fact, would help reinforce mankind’s fear of the Underworld. 

The man relaxed, letting his club fall back against his shoulder. He moved away from the child and walked to the edge of the river. The creature hunched its shoulders angrily, glowering at him, but it left off its keening wail. 

The river was deeper than he expected. He could see the water, a few cubits below, along the almost vertical stone bank, but the bed was hidden from his eyes. A few rocks protruded from the surface, some barely rising above the flow, others stabbing up as high as he was tall. 

That was how the creature had crossed the river; stepping stones formed a path across, a secret way known only to the ferryman. 

The man knelt at the edge and cautiously touched the surface of the water with a fingertip. He could feel the gentle tug of the current, but after a moment, something else. Burning. It was not heat, as from a fire, but the sting of a laundryman’s lye. He drew his finger back quickly, and saw the calloused skin already starting to peel away. 

Not even he could swim across the Styx. 

The man stood, contemplating the river and his destination, which lay on the other side, across the secret path known only to ferryman. He waved the torch over the water, studying the way the water rippled around the stones hidden just out of view. Perhaps through trial and error, he could find the correct path, but one slip… 

No. There had to be another way. 

He glanced down at the girl, so serene in death, eyes closed as if merely asleep, mouth open ever so slightly as if to draw a breath. 

Then the man glimpsed the faint reflection of torchlight on something in the child’s mouth and he understood what he needed to do. 

He took the leather kibisis from his belt and dug out two tarnished silver tetradrachm coins, which he held up for the creature to see. The thing bared its hideous teeth at him—the man realized it was a grin of satisfaction—and it nimbly forded the river once more. 

He paid careful attention to where it stepped, memorizing the safe path—yes, he thought. I can do this. Then the thing was standing expectantly before him, hand outstretched. 

The man dropped the two coins onto the creature’s open palm. 

He heaved the club onto his shoulder once more, and followed the creature across the river, with only the soles of his sandals dipping into the alkaline water, as he leapt between the crossing stones. 

As he set off along the far shore, resuming his exploration, he got a last glimpse of the creature hugging the offering of coins to its chest. The price for passage into the Underworld had been paid. Whether the man could find his way back out was none of the ferryman’s concern. 


East of Phoenix, Arizona—Yesterday, 2053 UTC (1:53 pm Local) 

The smartphone on the passenger seat of the Nissan Altima chirped and Leilani Rhodes glanced over to see who had sent the text message. “Becca. What now?” 

She picked up the phone and held it against the steering wheel as she tapped the touchscreen to display the message. She glanced down quickly to read it, then made a little growling noise in the back of her throat. “Seriously?” 

The screen read: 

I think im going to cut my hair 

Leilani turned her eyes back to the road ahead. It would have been easy enough to reply; the section of US Highway 60 through which she now drove was almost completely straight for at least another ten miles, and the only vehicle she could see was an eighteen-wheeler a good mile ahead of her—she’d probably catch up and pass him in the next few minutes. But the truth of the matter was that she didn’t want to reply to Becca’s inane message. Becca was a good friend, but oh so needy, and Leilani just didn’t want to deal with that right now. 

Especially not right this instant, driving on the remote highway between her home in Globe and her job in Mesa. She hated the drive, hated living in Globe and hated the job, all of which meant she was in a foul mood to begin with, and not at all sympathetic to Becca’s grooming crisis. 

The phone chirped again in her hand. 

Shuold i???? 

Leilani had lived her life—all 22 years of it—in the Arizona town some sixty miles from the edge of the Phoenix metro area. As a teenager, she had chafed at the limitations of the remote location; Phoenix, with its malls and marginally hipper scene, was just too far away. Getting her first car hadn’t helped much, because while the distance separating Globe from the city was relatively short, it required a sojourn through some of the most desolate terrain in the United States. Blisteringly hot asphalt, undulating mountains where lightning and even hail storms could descend at a moments notice, the possibility of overheating from using the air conditioner—and you couldn’t not use it—or a flat from one of the ubiquitous chunks of disintegrating truck tires scattered like land mines on the roadway, were just a few of the factors that gave the trip nightmare potential. 

After finishing high school, she had enrolled at ASU, but living closer to the city, on campus, was about the only thing about college she had found appealing. So after just two semesters, she had dropped out and moved back home. The derailment of her plans for higher education had brought her face to face with the harsh realities of adult life; she had been unable to find work—at least the kind of work she was willing to do—in her hometown. After a few months, she had started looking in the city, even though it meant a daily commute through the wasteland. Her plan had been to get a job, and then with a few paychecks under her belt, find a place to live in Phoenix. 

Six months later, she was still making the drive, four days a week, to her job at a sports bar in Mesa. Even though she lived frugally, at least by her own estimation, something always seemed to come up to drain away her savings before she could make the move. 

Now, she wasn’t just sick of living in Globe. She was sick of the desert altogether. 

Chirp. 

Well?????? 

Leilani glanced down at the touch screen keyboard on the phone just long enough to tap out: 

>>>Driving!!! 

When her eyes met the road again, it was like looking at the end of the world. 

So many things were happening at once, her brain couldn’t process all the incoming visual stimuli. 

Directly ahead of her, the eighteen-wheeler was sideways, its white trailer stretching across both lanes, and relative to Leilani in her Altima, it was coming up fast. All around the trailer there was black smoke and dust, and pieces of debris were flying through the air from beyond it. There were flashes to the north, a veritable strobe of lightning, stabbing down out of a clear sky. And all along the roadside, there was movement: dark shapes that looked almost like people, swarming down from the hills. 

She stomped her foot on the brake pedal, but as adrenaline slammed through her body, leaving her extremities strangely numb, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to stop in time. The semi’s trailer slowly rolled over directly in front of her as the Altima’s anti-lock brakes peeled away the car’s momentum…seventy-five to fifty in the space of a heartbeat…the underside of the trailer looming ahead of her like a monolith…fifty to thirty… 

Damn you, Becca. I’m going to die because you couldn’t make up your own mind about a haircut. 

The Altima was still moving forward at about twenty miles per hour when its front end crunched into the obstacle. To Leilani, everything seemed to be happening in slow motion, but her responses were entirely reflexive—disconnected from any conscious decisions. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel…felt the phone slip from her grasp as she did…and then she was thrown forward. The airbag exploded from the steering column, protecting her from impact even as it showered her in a fine spray of pyrotechnic residue. She rebounded from the safety cushion, and was surprised by the fact that, except for a throbbing pain across her collarbone, where her seatbelt had locked in place to restrain her during impact, she was unhurt. 

A wave of sublime joy washed over her, cleaning away the terror of the preceding moment. She was alive and that was unexpected. But her transcendent happiness was fleeting. A glance across the rapidly deflating airbag revealed the aftermath of the crash; the front end of the Altima looked like an accordion, crumpled beyond recognition, and steam was hissing from the destroyed radiator. 

Oh, my god. It’s totaled, Leilani thought. How am I going to pay for this? 

Such mundane thoughts ricocheted through her head, transforming the miracle of her survival into something onerous, but this too was a temporary reaction. She pushed down the rising despair as a more rational part of her brain realized that the crisis was not over. 

The phone had been knocked from her hand by the airbag, and as she tried to pick it up, she found that her hands were trembling. Just closing her fingers on the slim plastic case was like trying to thread a needle. She finally got a grip on it and brought it up from the floor, but as soon as she tapped in 9-1-1, she saw the words “No Service” flash across the display. 

“What is this, the 90’s?” she muttered. Leilani couldn’t remember ever not being able to get coverage. She directed a few choice curse words at her wireless service, but the message did not change. 

“Well, what good are you, anyway?” she finally said to the phone. Then it occurred to her that it was more than just a phone. 

She activated the video camera function and then held it out in front of her, framing the crash scene in the phone’s display. “Okay,” she said, haltingly at first. “I was just in a huge accident. A semi flipped over right in front of me, and I couldn’t stop in time. There’s also some weird shit going on out in the desert. A lot of lightning… I wonder if that’s why I can’t get a signal?” 

She aimed the phone toward the mountains on her right, catching several flashes at an oblique angle. “Anyway, it’s pretty weird. I think I’ll get out and take a look around.” 

As she said it, it occurred to her for the first time that the driver of the eighteen-wheeler might be injured…or worse. Somehow, that made the idea of shooting video of the crash seem more than just silly; it was almost ghoulish. 

She depressed the button on her seatbelt, but it refused to release. “Damn it. Doesn’t anything work?” 

Suddenly, something slammed against the window beside her. A sound like a gunshot reverberated through the vehicle, startling her and opening the adrenaline gates once more. She tried to pull away instinctively even as she snapped her head around to get a look, but the seat belt held her fast. 

A nightmare gazed through the window at her. It was a man…except it wasn’t a man; it wasn’t even human. It was the face of a demon. 

The thing’s baleful red eyes fixed on Leilani, and it bared its teeth in a feral snarl as it hammered its hairy fists against the glass again. 

Primal panic tore through Leilani, as she struggled in vain to loosen the seat belt. She didn’t even bother with the latch, but instead slipped her upper torso under the shoulder strap, giving the belt enough slack to allow her to squirm snake-like out of its restraining embrace. 

The creature pounded again, and the Altima shook under the assault. 

Leilani half-rolled over the center divider, but the seat belt caught on her shoes. She struggled and kicked, and when that didn’t work she tried slipping the shoes off. 

The car shuddered again, the impact so ferocious that Leilani pitched forward, into the foot well on the passenger side. She tried to push herself up but her arms were pinned beneath her and every inch of movement was a titanic struggle, made all the more impossible by the relentless shaking. 

There was a harsh snapping sound as the driver’s side window broke under the furious hammering, transforming instantly into an opaque mosaic of tiny tempered glass particles, held together only by a thin laminate coating, and then the curtain separating her from the demon fell apart as the creature thrust both arms through. 

Leilani felt its fingers graze her leg and somehow found the will to wrestle her arms free and push herself off the floor. She stretched a hand out for the passenger’s side armrest, felt her fingers close on the latch lever, and frantically pulled at it. There was a click inside the door panel as the mechanism released. She threw the door open, and with a near-superhuman effort, heaved herself through the opening. 

She felt the creature’s nails rake the bare skin of her leg, but that minor injury was nothing to what she experienced when she crashed face first onto the hot asphalt alongside the wrecked Altima. Both hurts however were muted by the anaesthetizing flood of endorphins. The scrapes and bruises might as well have been happening to someone else for all that she felt them. A single imperative drove her now. 

Run! 

She scrabbled for a purchase on the blisteringly hot tar macadam and pulled herself the rest of the way out of the car. She was on her feet an instant later and immediately started moving. 

She didn’t get far. 

Another demon appeared from behind the rear of the Altima, blocking her escape. The thing rose to full height, towering over her, all matted black hair, carious yellow teeth and bloody red eyes. She pivoted, trying to get around it, ducking under the sweep of its massive arms, but before she could move, she felt the ground slip away. Another pair of arms seized her from behind and closed tight in a crushing embrace. 

There was just enough air in her lungs for a scream.


2122 UTC (2:22 pm Local) 

Arizona Department of Public Safety officer Matt Becker felt a moment of dread as he stopped his police cruiser and stepped out of its air-conditioned environs into the desert heat. He’d seen plenty of carnage on the road in his six years with DPS, and it never got any easier. According to the 911 call, this one was probably going to be pretty bad, but it was what he was paid to do. 

Traffic coming from Phoenix was already piling up on 60. From what he could tell, the wreck was at least twenty minutes old, but no one from the long queue of idling vehicles had ventured out to play Good Samaritan. That was probably for the best, but Becker thought it a little strange; usually there was always someone eager to offer their services or at the very least, gawk at the twisted bodies. Today however, the onlookers seemed to want to keep a healthy distance; there was a gap of almost half-a-mile between the first stopped car—presumably the person who had placed the emergency call—and the edge of the wreck. 

Becker left the cruiser with its MARS lights flashing a constant warning, and jogged toward the chaotic sculpture of fiberglass and metal. It was difficult to tell how many vehicles were actually involved. There were three eighteen-wheelers, all of them either jack-knifed or on their side, but pieces of passenger cars and SUVs poked out from beneath them. Becker counted at least six different smaller vehicles. Yet, it was only as he was completing his hasty assessment of the wreck that he realized something was profoundly wrong. 

There wasn’t a soul in sight. 

It was extremely rare to find a rollover accident where passengers weren’t ejected on impact. Seat belts weren’t always a sure way to prevent being thrown when a car traveling close to eighty miles an hour suddenly started tumbling, and statistically, there were always a few dumb schmucks who couldn’t be bothered to “click it.” This time however, there were no scattered bodies. Nor were there any walking wounded, milling about the site in a state of shock. 

Shaking his head, Becker approached the nearest vehicle—the rear end of a silver Ford Taurus, was poking out from under the tanker-trailer of a big rig—and stuck his head in through the sprung left rear door. Through the almost overpowering smell of evaporating gasoline and diesel, he caught the metallic odor of blood. Red-black streaks and clumps of gory tissue painted the interior, but there were no bodies. 

Becker felt a chill creep down his back in defiance of the Sonoran Desert heat. He moved over to the nearby semi and peered in through the spider-webbed windshield. 

No one there. 

“What the—?” 

Becker’s disbelief gave way to trepidation as he moved into the heart of the pile-up, but there was not a single person, living or dead, in the entire tableau. Only blood, sometimes in copious amounts, splattering the interiors of the wrecks and drying to black spots on the asphalt, offered any sort of proof that the occupants of the vehicles had not been simply whisked away, raptured off to heaven or beamed up onto an orbiting alien starship. 

No, Becker thought. People died here. And then someone took them. 

He kept searching, but his initial eagerness had given way to funereal dread. On the far edge of the pile-up, he found one last vehicle, a dark blue Nissan Altima that had slammed into the underside of an overturned shipping container, which stretched across the road like a gate. He glanced up the highway and saw that, here too, a surreal buffer zone existed between the wreck and the line of traffic from the east. 

Becker circled the Altima, knowing full well that there would be no body, but then something caught his eye and he stuck his head in through the opening where the driver’s side window had been. 

Lying on the floor, covered in tiny particles of broken glass, was a smartphone. 

He picked it up and swiped a gloved thumb across the display to wake the device. The screen immediately lit up and showed a live-action image of the interior of the car; the video-camera function was actively recording. 

“Holy shit,” he breathed. Someone had been shooting footage of the accident, and Becker realized that the answer to the bizarre disappearance might literally be in the palm of his hand. 

He tapped at the ‘stop’ button, and saw a menu pop-up on the screen. 

Upload video? [YES] [NO] 

He tried to stab at the “no” button, but his gloved fingertip must have dragged across the alternative, because the menu changed to a progress bar that quickly registered “100%” and then flashed the message: 

File Uploaded 

“Crap.” Becker stripped off his right glove, knowing full well that it was a serious break in procedure, and with far more dexterity, he navigated through the phone’s files to locate the video segment by its timestamp. He tapped on the file icon and the display switched to a view of the crumpled front end of the Altima, as viewed from the driver’s seat. 

Becker watched and listened with rapt attention as the Altima’s occupant—a young woman by the sound of her voice—recorded the aftermath of the experience. 

Then something unbelievable happened. 

After six years with DPS, Matt Becker thought he’d seen it all, but he had never seen anything like this. 


EXCLUSION


1

New York City—1335 UTC (9:35 am Local) 

George Pierce stared at the person sitting in the threadbare easy chair with a mixture of pity, revulsion and disbelief. When the man smiled, revealing missing and decayed teeth, the proportions remained about the same, but the emotional brew roiling in his gut spilled over like beer from a shaken bottle. 

“George,” the man said, his voice grateful, but with an undercurrent that made Pierce wary. “Long time, brother.” 

You aren’t my brother, Pierce wanted to say. You’re someone who happens to share some genetic material with me, but you sold your right to call me ‘brother’ for an eight-ball, and shot up, snorted, smoked…or whatever the hell it is you do with that crap. You burned that bridge a long time ago. My real brother is sitting downstairs, waiting for me. 

But he didn’t say that or anything like it. Instead, he managed a weak smile and sat down. “Hey, Micah.” 

“I’m glad you came,” Micah Pierce said. He nodded his head enthusiastically, but to George Pierce, it looked almost like an involuntary nervous tic. “I feel good about this. I think I’m really going to be able to kick it this time.” 

Pierce also felt his head bobbing, but the confident utterance made no impression whatsoever. Micah was reading from an old script; they had played this scene out four times, was it? Five? I’ve lost track, Pierce thought. 

The first time, Pierce had been wholeheartedly supportive of his sibling’s declared intent to end his narcotics addition. He had taken a leave of absence from his position at the University of Athens, effectively ceding control of a very important research project to one of his colleagues and along with it, the credit for the subsequent discovery, to give Micah his unconditional emotional support during the weeks of rehab and his subsequent effort to get established in society. 

The second time, almost eighteen months later, Pierce had been more cautious, but still hopeful. Relapses happened, but Micah was family—his only remaining blood relative. 

Micah’s second “clean” period, or rather the length of time between the end of his stint in rehab and his arrest for attempting to sell stolen property, which led to another court-ordered stay at an addiction treatment facility, had lasted only four months. 

Pierce no longer felt any hope when Micah emerged from his personal darkness with another promise to throw the monkey off his back once and for all. Pierce felt only a profound weariness, and no small measure of guilt, partly because of his perceived failure to do the impossible and somehow lift his brother up, but mostly because he just wanted Micah to stop calling. 

He nodded perfunctorily at Micah’s assurances, and chimed in with as few words as possible when his younger brother began reminiscing about experiences from their childhood—memories that were so colored and distorted as to bear little resemblance to anything that had really occurred. Pierce did not attempt to set the record straight. He had read a lot of literature about addiction over the years and recognized the classic behavior of an incorrigible addict. 

On an earlier occasion, armed with academic knowledge, Pierce had confronted his brother with these realities, reducing Micah to tears, but in the end, it hadn’t made any difference. Now, Pierce no longer bothered. 

He still took Micah’s calls and came to visit him when he made an apparent effort to get clean, but it wasn’t because he entertained hope that things would change. He came because he knew that someday, maybe someday soon, Micah would wind up on a slab, and then Pierce would really feel guilty. He didn’t want his last interaction with his only blood relative to be one of abject rejection. 

When he could take no more of it, he rose. “Mike, I can’t stay.” 

The younger Pierce started to protest, but George headed him off. “I think you really can do it this time if you want it bad enough.” He leaned over and gave Micah a quick perfunctory hug, then hastened out of the room without another word. 

As he moved down the short hallway to the stairs, Pierce felt like he was struggling to breathe in a vacuum. The visit with Micah had sucked the energy right out of him, and he desperately needed to get away. He was almost running as he reached the door to the lobby, and tapped his foot anxiously as he waited for the receptionist to release the electronic lock, permitting him to rejoin the man he thought of as his true brother. He caught sight of the tall, athletic-looking figure in faded jeans and a black Elvis T-shirt, standing pensively near the exit. 

“That’s done,” Pierce said. “Now let’s head upstate where I can get some of the stink off…” 

Pierce’s voice trailed away as he noticed the other man’s urgent expression. “Uh, oh. I know that look. Let me guess: duty calls?” 

The other man returned a grim smile and held up his smartphone as if that explained everything—it did. “I’m going to need you on this one.” 
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Ivan Sokoloff peered through the EO Tech Gen II 3X scope at the front door of the innocuous looking brownstone residence, and waited. When the door opened, as he expected it to in the next few minutes, he would become ten million dollars richer. He let his finger brush the trigger of the bolt-action Remington Model 700 and felt an unexpected stir of anticipation; it felt surprisingly good to be working again. 

Sokoloff had thought he was done with this life, and up until only a month ago, he had considered himself happily retired. Like anyone who enjoys their work, there had been some moments of ennui at the prospect of giving up his lucrative career, but it had been a necessary thing. His success in his chosen profession had become a liability; too many people knew of him, knew his deadly reputation, and it was inevitable that he would eventually, having lived by the sword, also die by it. Perhaps it would be a bloody showdown with law enforcement agents or an unexpected betrayal from one of his own associates, hoping to cement a reputation by being the man who killed the world’s deadliest hitman. Or it would just be that his luck would run out—one job too many, his reflexes no longer quite as quick as they once were, his target just a little too well defended. 

That was how nearly all professional killers ended their careers, and for a long time, Sokoloff was resigned to that eventuality. But the longer he stayed alive, notching one successful job after another, building a tremendous personal fortune secreted away in various untraceable bank accounts, he had begun to realize that he didn’t really want to go out in a blaze of glory. There was, after all, something to be said for the living the good life and dying at a ripe old age in a lavish cabana in the tropics. 

Of course, it wasn’t as simple as giving two weeks notice and walking away. Even retired, he would still have been a very desirable target for any number of enemies. The only way to truly close the door on his past life was to end it, literally. He had to die, or rather make the world believe that he was dead. 

Planning his own “murder” hadn’t been terribly difficult. He had found a suitable body double—a homeless man who would never be missed—and strangled him to death, leaving the body in a villa in Greece, along with just enough physical evidence to sell the deception. With the right bribes, he had seen to it that no autopsy was conducted before the body was cremated, and while rumors persisted for sometime thereafter that Sokoloff had faked his death, his complete disappearance from that world had eventually quieted those suspicions. After all, who would believe that the deadliest professional killer in the world had simply chosen to give up his exciting lifestyle to sip fruity tropical drinks and work on his tan? 

Yet, that was exactly what he had done, and aside from an occasional wistful moment, he had done it very well for more than a decade. That was perhaps why he had felt nothing but dread when, while lounging by his pool four short weeks earlier, he had received a cryptic text message. 

He had glanced at the phone’s display with almost casual indifference, imagining that it was an invitation to dinner at the casino or something equally mundane, but to his consternation, he saw that the sender was “unknown.” The message said simply: 

$1,000,000 (US) deposited to your bank account (XXXXXXX833). Confirm and await further communication. 

Sokoloff had felt as if someone had just walked across his grave. Someone is probing me. Ignore it. Don’t take the bait. 

A few seconds later, the phone had vibrated again. 

This amount is a deposit to secure your services. Please confirm promptly. 

Sokoloff’s heart had begun hammering in his chest. He had not felt such fear, such a sense of imminent danger, in so long, his body had lost its immunity to adrenaline. For a moment, he had considered hurling the phone into the pool. Before he could act on that impulse however, the phone shivered in his hands. 

Exactly sixty seconds from the receipt of this message, international law enforcement agencies will be notified of your location and supplied with the identification numbers for all six of your bank accounts. Your assets will be frozen immediately. 

Another message arrived even as the first was driving through his head like a railroad spike. 

There is a 63.2% probability that your arrest and/or termination will follow within 24 hours. To prevent this, please confirm receipt of $1,000,000 US as retainer for your services. You now have approximately 45 seconds. 

With trembling hands, Sokoloff had pounded out a terse reply: 

>>>Who teh hell is ths? 

The answer had come almost immediately. 

Automatic notification of law enforcement agencies suspended for the moment. Please confirm deposit to your bank account. 

The money had been there, as promised, and even though he had more than enough to last him the rest of his life, he still goggled in disbelief at the updated account balance. No sooner had he logged off from the bank than another message arrived. 

Your services are required. Upon fulfillment of the contract, you will receive $10,000,000 (US). 

>>>You obviously know who I am, but I am retired. I don’t do that anymore. 

Your unique skill set and high degree of personal motivation, in conjunction with the resources that will be made available to you, ensures the highest degree of probability for successful fulfillment of the contract. A secure communication device will arrive shortly. Stand by for further instructions. 

An hour later, he had signed for a parcel delivery. The package had contained only an ordinary looking smart phone, sent from an address in France two days earlier. As soon as he had powered it up, the electronic conversation had begun in earnest. 

The target was a man named Jack Sigler, but his employer chose to utilize the code name “King.” King, he was told, was in all likelihood, a covert special operations soldier for the US Army. A concerted effort had been made to erase all evidence of Sigler from the public record. The only picture of him that Sokoloff’s anonymous new employer could provide was from a courthouse video surveillance camera—King had participated in a child custody hearing and his image had been captured as he left the building. Nothing was known about his current whereabouts, but Sokoloff’s contact had amassed a great deal of unofficial information about the man, including King’s close friendship with an archaeologist named George Pierce. 

Pierce, Sokoloff realized, would be the key to executing the contract, and unlike King, the archaeologist’s life was an open book. 

It had taken nearly three weeks to put all the pieces in place. Pierce’s drug-addicted brother had been located in New York City, and it hadn’t been too difficult to arrange for his arrest on a completely valid charge of petty larceny, or to subsequently see that he was sent to a court-ordered stay at a rehabilitation facility. Sokoloff knew that Micah Pierce would reach out to his brother, and the elder Pierce would probably make contact with Sigler. Sokoloff had been right on both counts. Shortly after the call from his brother, Pierce had made an untraceable phone call to someone in the United States, and thereafter booked a flight from Athens to New York. 

Armed only with a grainy picture of the target, Sokoloff had stationed himself at the reception area of La Guardia Airport, awaiting the arrival of Pierce’s plane. King had been there as well. 

Sokoloff probably could have pulled off the hit right there, outside the secure terminal, but the risk of immediate capture was too great. He had brought the target into the open and he had gone to great lengths to set up the ambush at the rehab clinic; as eager as he was to be done with this one last job, he wasn’t about to throw ten million dollars away—to say nothing of his own freedom—with an impetuous act. So instead, he had followed Pierce and King through the city to the brownstone where Micah Pierce, having already played his role—albeit unknowingly, waited for a reunion with his older brother. While that was going on, Sokoloff had gotten in position on a rooftop across the street, deploying the Remington he’d purchased at an upstate sporting goods store earlier in the week. Then he made a call to his local connection. 

He had no doubt of his ability to end Sigler’s life with a single pull of the trigger, unaided by any reinforcements. He was likewise certain of his ability to slip away unhindered. But bringing in members of the local Russian organized crime syndicate would add a layer of protection to the job that would completely deflect all suspicion from himself, and perhaps more importantly, from his employer. At his signal, the locals would stage a very public, very visible attack on the clinic, and the ensuing confusion would lead authorities to believe that King was simply a victim of bad timing. They would eventually realize that the fatal bullet had come from a high-powered rifle, and not from the pistols or sub-machine guns wielded by local mob foot soldiers, but that would be a mere detail. The shooters would be arrested and sent to prison, as a matter of course, and the authorities would be satisfied that justice had been served. For their part, the young mafiya soldiers would willingly accept incarceration, because there was no better way to make one’s bones in the world of organized crime, than to serve a prison sentence for killing someone. They would do their time and emerge wearing an intaglio of tattoos as a badge of honor, and no one would ever imagine that the crime had had nothing at all to do with drugs or the Russian mob. 

Sokoloff was quite pleased with the plan, mostly because he felt it was the best way to get back to his idyllic retirement with only the barest minimum of exposure. With ten million dollars added to his nest egg, he might even be able to do a better job of avoiding future compulsory offers of employment. 

It was only now, as he cradled the rifle and peered through the scope, that he remembered the thrill he had once gotten from taking another man’s life. 

Don’t get used to it, Ivan. 

The door opened and two men emerged from the clinic building. 

Then again, he thought, there’s no reason not to enjoy it a little. 

He pulled the trigger. 
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The call had come only a few minutes after Pierce had gone upstairs to visit his brother. 

King—known to a dwindling few by his given name, Jack Sigler—didn’t need to look at the caller ID; all the calls he received on this phone came from the same place. He answered without hesitation. 

“It’s Lew, King. Blue’s…ah, otherwise occupied, so it looks like I’m on point for the moment.” 

Lewis Aleman was the resident all-purpose tech guy for Chess Team, the ultra-secret, off-the-books covert ops team of which King was the field leader. King wasn’t sure if he was more surprised by the fact that Aleman had stepped up into a more administrative role or by the circumstances that had necessitated it. The last time the man known by the callsign “Deep Blue” had been “otherwise occupied,” the possibility of human extinction—due to the spread of the lethal Brugada contagion—had been in the balance. Deep Blue, otherwise known as Tom Duncan—the former President of the United States—was the brains, eyes and ears of Chess Team. As the Chief Executive, he had created and nurtured Chess Team as a highly mobile, highly capable Delta unit, and when circumstances had forced him to relinquish his position as the leader of the free world, he had made running the team, now completely independent of the Department of Defense, his full time job. It did not bode well that he was out of the office. 

King took that news in stride. If Deep Blue’s absence was part of some new unfolding crisis, he would deal with it; that was what he did. 

“Sorry to intrude on your vacation,” Aleman continued, “but this one can’t wait.” 

King almost laughed. He hardly thought of his extended-weekend fishing getaway with George Pierce as a vacation. But with King’s girlfriend Sara Fogg working to establish a new HIV treatment protocol in Africa, and his adopted daughter Fiona staying with a new friend for the weekend, King had almost no reason to take personal time. If not for George’s unexpected visit on short-notice, he would have been talking to Aleman in person…and he would have a better grasp on why Deep Blue was absent. 

“Not a problem, Ale. Spill it.” 

“Yesterday afternoon, there was an incident near Phoenix. The official report is that a highway accident led to the release of an unspecified chemical contaminant. They’ve shut down a ten-mile long section of US Highway 60, just west of a little copper mining town called Miami, and established an exclusion zone. Nothing gets in or out.” 

“When you say ‘they’ you mean…?” 

“The army. And while I grant you it’s a little hinky that the military is running the show, that’s not why I called.” 

“I take it the official story isn’t the real story.” 

“That’s what you need to find out.” Aleman took a deep breath as if gathering his thoughts. “At 1435 local time—roughly thirty minutes after the accident—a video was uploaded to YouTube from the crash site. It took about fifteen minutes to go viral, but then…whoosh…it was gone.” 

“Gone?” 

“Someone erased it completely from existence. Or at least they tried very hard to. A targeted borer worm virus hit the worldwide web and hunted down every permutation of the original. And I mean every single one, everywhere in the world, even still pictures taken from screen grabs.” 

“Is that even possible?” 

“Believe me, it is, but to do it, you need some serious mojo—NSA mojo.” 

The capabilities of modern computer systems were not King’s bread and butter, but what Aleman described sounded like the ranting of a conspiracy nut. For years, paranoid rumors of the government’s, and specifically the National Security Agency’s, ability to seize control of the flow of information on the Internet had spread like wildfire. King had always been skeptical; trying to control lines of communication was like trying to catch the wind in a bottle, and when you tried to do it, it almost always came back to bite you in the ass. Still, he trusted that Aleman knew what he was talking about. “So what’s so important about this video?” 

“I’m sending it to you now.” 

“How did you manage to get your hands on it?” 

“I constantly monitor the Web for anything unusual, and this one certainly qualified. Normally, I would have dismissed it; it looks like something lifted from a horror movie. But when the virus hit the firewall, I decided to take a second look. Knowing where it came from, and how badly someone wants to keep it under wraps, I think it’s worth checking out.” 

King’s phone chirped as the file arrived and he held the phone away to watch the clip. For all the buildup, he was a little disappointed. As Aleman had indicated, it played like something from a low-budget experimental horror movie. He held the phone back to his ear. “It looks like Blair Witch Meets Bigfoot.” 

“Yeah, the monster kooks are all over this. The original video was probably only seen by a few thousand people, most of whom didn’t take it seriously, but now ten times as many people are talking about the fact that the video is missing; they’re sure someone is trying to cover up definitive proof of the existence of Bigfoot.” 

King pondered this. The video camera had captured only a brief glimpse of what appeared to be a hairy figure pounding its fists against the outside of a car window, but the image was blurred by movement. A moment later, the camera had presumably been dropped, and it thereafter recorded only sounds—human screams and bestial growls. 

Because the video had come to him from Lewis Aleman, and because it was evident that someone had worked very hard to eradicate all trace of its existence, King had no doubt about its authenticity. He also knew why Aleman had brought it to his attention. “You think this might be Ridley’s handiwork?” 

Richard Ridley was the founder of Manifold Genetics—officially defunct, but still very much active—and monsters were his stock in trade. In their first encounter with Manifold, Chess Team had squared off against the Lernian Hydra, an almost unkillable beast thought to exist only in Greek mythology. More recently, Ridley, had learned the secret of animating golem, granted life to inanimate creations of stone, clay, crystal and bone, and unleashed them on the world, killing thousands. Chess Team was still smarting from their bittersweet victory against the madman; Rook was still MIA after carrying out his assignment against a target in Siberia, though Queen was now hunting for clues for his whereabouts…or the man’s gravesite. 

Stopping Ridley had become Chess Team’s primary objective. Unfortunately, it wasn’t their only mission. Recently, King had learned of a mysterious new threat with global influence, something they knew only as ‘Brainstorm.’ Aleman’s workload had doubled almost overnight as he took on the task of trying to find loose threads in the Brainstorm network, thus far to no avail. 

“Serious mojo,” King muttered. Brainstorm had that kind of mojo. “Is there anything about this incident that definitively points to Ridley?” 

“One thing,” Aleman said, a hint of excitement in his voice. “It’s hard to pick it out in the video, but if you freeze it at exactly the right moment, it’s clear as day.” 

King’s phone chirped again and he looked at the image file Aleman had just sent him. His eyes were immediately drawn to the object hanging from a leather thong around the creature’s neck, and he realized that it was a good thing that George Pierce was already there. 
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As they stepped through the doors of the rehab facility, King scanned the street for a passing taxicab. 

“So,” Pierce said, matching his friend’s pace as they descended the concrete steps of the brownstone. “What can you tell me?” 

King barely heard him. There weren’t any taxis, but he had spied four men sitting in a black tricked-out Mercedes directly across the street, and now alarm bells were sounding in his head. He could only make out the facial features of the two sitting on the left side—they were Caucasian, with high Slavic cheekbones that made him think Russians—but it was the barely glimpsed object one of the men fidgeted with that commanded his attention. 

Gun! 

New York wasn’t Fallujah or Kandahar. It wasn’t even the same city it had been thirty years previously, in the grip of a war between criminal empires violently vying for dominance in the burgeoning crack cocaine trade. But no matter where in the world he was, King knew that a man sitting in an idle car, nervously playing with a gun, was a precursor to trouble. Whether or not it directly involved him, whether or not he was their target, he knew immediate action was called for. 

His instincts took over. He spun toward Pierce and tackled his uncomprehending friend into the rose shrubs on the side of the stairs. 

There was a resounding crack as something struck the side of the building, knocking a chip of stone loose. Half a second later, the sound of a distant shot reached King’s ears. The report had not come from the car; somewhere nearby, a sniper had just taken a shot, and only King’s dumb luck in spotting the potential ambush had saved him. 

I am the target, he thought. Or George. Or both of us. 

That was all the thinking he had time for. The vegetation offered no protection and hardly any concealment from the unseen shooter, and now the men in the Mercedes were entering the fray. Three of the four doors, every one except the driver’s, flew open to disgorge the passengers, all of whom carried old Soviet-era Škorpion vz. 61 submachine pistols. 

“George, back inside! Stay low!” 

He hauled the archaeologist to his feet and propelled him toward the staircase. It seemed unlikely that they would be able to survive the short crossing, but slim chances were better than none. Pierce stumbled against the steps and almost went down on his face, but King maintained a constant grip on his friend’s biceps, and turned what would otherwise have been a face-plant into forward momentum. King managed to be a step ahead of Pierce, and wrenched the nearest door open, flinging it aside with such force that the hydraulic closer mechanism snapped off its mounts. 

Gunfire erupted behind them and a storm of 7.65 millimeter rounds sizzled through the air above their heads. There was a noise like a jackhammer as some of the rounds smacked the other door; the rest of the burst shattered the ceiling plaster in the entryway. White dust rained down on them as King angled toward the lobby, still dragging Pierce, who was still struggling to find his footing. None of the bullets had found King, and he didn’t think Pierce had been hit either, but there wasn’t even a moment to stop and check. 

On an impulse, he snatched up a pressboard side table, scattering dog-eared and tattered back-issues of Time and People, and heaved it toward the entry just as the first of the gunmen ventured through. The table struck the man in the chest and bowled him backwards into his companions. 

King did not linger to survey the results of his hasty counter-attack. With Pierce now solidly on his feet it was time to go, but the only other way out of the lobby was through the electronically secured door to the left of the receptionist’s window, and the gatekeeper had evidently fled as soon as the bullets had started flying. King analyzed the situation with the efficiency of a chess master, and immediately saw that getting through the door would require a lot more time than they had. 

“Shortcut!” he yelled, diving headfirst over the counter and into the receptionist’s office. He tucked and rolled, making the maneuver actually look easy; he’d done similar things in both training and actual combat, and it was a whole lot easier without fifty pounds of body armor, weapons, and other sundry pieces of gear hanging off his body. Still, all things considered, he would much rather have been fully equipped, because then he’d have something more than furniture to throw at the gunmen. 

Pierce came over the counter a second later, his landing not quite as graceful as King’s, and together they dashed into the hallway, seeking the building’s emergency exit. Another staccato report hammered their senses as one of the attack squad unloaded a full magazine into the door’s latch plate. 

For just a moment, King considered turning the tables on the attackers. It was plainly evident that they weren’t professionals. Even though he was unarmed, he felt certain of his ability to use the environment—in this case, the corridors and stairwells of the clinic—to isolate and overpower the men. If not for Pierce’s presence, that was almost certainly what he would have done. But he couldn’t take that chance with his friend…his brother. 

He fixated on the overhead “EXIT” sign, and hastened toward it. Sometimes, as bitter a pill as it was to swallow, running away was the best option. 
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Sokoloff spat a curse in his mother tongue as he saw his carefully laid plans disintegrate. Something had spooked the target; the damned impetuous junior Russian mobsters, so eager to spill blood, had probably jumped the gun. They might yet redeem themselves, charging into the brownstone with guns blazing like characters in a bad Hong Kong action movie, but it seemed equally likely that they would prove no more effective as the tip of the spear than they had as a diversion. With ten million dollars resting in the balance, to say nothing of his freedom, he had to see the target’s dead body with his own eyes, even if meant risking exposure. 

The black Mercedes peeled out noisily, and raced down the street, turning at the corner, presumably to block the alley that backed the line of brownstones. At least one of them has a little sense, Sokoloff thought. 

He left the rifle where it was, confident that its eventual discovery would never lead the police to him, and he sprinted for the stairs leading down from the roof. 
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An alarm started shrieking as soon as King hit the panic bar on the emergency exit. There would be little question now as to where they were, but it couldn’t be helped. He burst through the door and with Pierce right behind him, raced into the alley. 

He was immediately confronted with a choice: left or right? 

Easy; right. The alley exited onto a cross street at either end, but the intersection to the right was closer. 

He took off at a full sprint, and Pierce was right behind him. King was grateful that his friend seemed to grasp the urgency of the situation. The two of them had been in a couple of tight spots, and Pierce knew better than distract King with a lot of questions. Survival under the circumstances required quick decisions and instantaneous action; a single moment lost second-guessing one of those decisions, or worse, trying to explain them, might be the difference between life and death. That, and luck. 

And sometimes, luck was just plain bad. 

The black Mercedes cut across the end of the alley, screeching to a stop in a haze of rubber smoke. In his peripheral vision, King glimpsed Pierce’s stride faltering, and he almost did the same as, twenty feet ahead of him, the car door flew open and the driver half-emerged, reaching over the doorframe with his Škorpion pistol. 

“Screw this,” King muttered. 

As the muzzle of the submachine gun swung toward him, King lowered his shoulder and poured on the speed. Before the gunman could get off a round, King slammed into the door like it was a tackle dummy. The door crunched against the driver’s upper chest, driving the wind from his lungs. The man’s finger tightened on the Škorpion’s trigger and lead began to spray randomly down the alley. King slid a hand along the outer surface of the window and struck the man’s outstretched gun arm with the flat of his hand, deflecting it straight up into the air so that the last few rounds flew harmlessly skyward. 

He rammed the door again. There was a satisfying crack as ribs broke under the assault and a spray of bloody spittle flew from the man’s lips. King threw the door open, ready to meet whatever counter-attack might follow, but the driver simply slumped to the ground. 

Pierce had sought refuge behind some trashcans, but King hastily waved him over. “George. Let’s go. Our ride’s here.” 

As if to underscore the urgency of the situation, the other three gunmen burst out into the alley, and immediately upon recognizing that King had taken down one of their number, opened fire. 

The distance between the end of the alley and the rear exit of the clinic was just about the effective range of the short barreled Škorpions, but what they lacked in accuracy, they could make up for in volume. King didn’t bother with further exhortations to his friend, but instead slid behind the wheel of the idling Mercedes and shifted it into drive. 

He stayed low, barely peeking above the steering wheel, which he turned in the direction of the gunmen, while nudging the accelerator. The car swung around into the narrow space, and he immediately heard the harsh cracking sound of rounds perforating the windshield and whizzing through the space over his head to repeat the process on the rear window. 

He angled closer to Pierce, giving him enough cover to reach the rear passenger-side door, but as soon as the archaeologist dived headlong into the rear seating area, King punched the accelerator and drove straight at the gunmen. 

The fusillade diminished to nothing, either because the men had fled in the face of the onrushing Mercedes, or simply because they had simultaneously burned through their curved, twenty-round magazines and were all pausing to reload. King thought it the course of wisdom to leave that little mystery unsolved, and he kept steady pressure on the accelerator until the car broke out onto the cross street. Only then did he raise his head up to see where they were going, and once he did, he stomped the pedal all the way to the floor. 
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Sokoloff exploded from the front door of the building just in time to see the black Mercedes skid around the corner. It wasn’t too hard to divine the truth of what had happened. The target had somehow overpowered the team of gunmen and taken control of their vehicle. Sokoloff didn’t care whether the junior mobsters were dead or alive, they had botched the mission and as far as he was concerned, they were as good as dead anyway. His entire focus was on the target. 

He dashed down the block and rounded the corner to where his own rental car was waiting. He considered trying to somehow give chase, but that window of opportunity had long since closed. Literal pursuit would be an exercise in futility, but there were other ways to hunt a man. 

He dug out his secure phone and hastily tapped out a message giving his employer the bad news. He didn’t try to sugar coat it; as the American’s were fond of saying, shit happened. The only way to save this, to save his ten million dollar paycheck, was to deal with the reality of the situation head on. 

The reply came within seconds. 

Your plan had only a 48.1% chance of success. You underestimated King’s professional abilities. 

Sokoloff made a rude comment about his employer’s relationship with his mother, but the words that left his mouth did not reach his fingers. He simply waited for more information. 

Standby. Reacquisition of the target is underway. 

Sokoloff knew that his employer had vast resources at his disposal—the ability to access computer networks, traffic cameras and phone records. It wasn’t too hard to imagine the mysterious figure sifting through a flood of digital information, looking for King’s face, scanning cellular phone transmissions that might give away the target’s location. He knew that his employer had been unable to hack King’s communication network, but every cell phone call in the world still relied on the same basic technology—radio signals that were picked up and retransmitted through a vast electronic web. Somewhere, maybe only a few blocks away, King was probably calling for help, and even though the call itself might be wrapped in a blanket of security encryption, the simple fact of its existence would raise a red flag. 

In the distance, he heard the sound of sirens and knew that it was time to move. As he pulled away from the curb, he mentally discarded the disastrous results of the attempted hit in much the same way that he had left behind the rifle. His employer had been correct; he had underestimated King, and he wouldn’t make that mistake again. But a failure did not in any way subtract from his own considerable skill. He had been hunting and killing men long before the digital age, and he had succeeded in that profession, not just because of his ruthless efficiency, but also because he knew how to outthink his prey. 

So, where will you go next, Jack Sigler? 
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King pulled the shot up Mercedes into another alley only a few blocks from the site of the failed ambush, then looked back at Pierce. “You in one piece?” 

The archaeologist, still lying prone on the back seat, took a deep breath, then with a grin commenced patting himself down as if checking for damage. “No worse for wear. So what the hell was that all about?” 

King shook his head. “That’s what I’m going to find out.” 

As they hiked out of the alley, King called Aleman. “Sorry to give you one more thing to worry about,” he said, “but we just got hit.” 

He told Chess Team’s tech expert everything he could about the ambush, which wasn’t much, and answered the other man’s questions as briefly as he could, with a minimum of speculation. That wasn’t to say he didn’t have a few ideas; the problem was, he had too many. He was fairly certain that the gunmen had been Russians—ethnically, if not nationally—and that represented a host of possibilities. 

Chess Team had recently been involved in several operations in Eastern Europe: Queen was currently in the Ukraine. Rook had gone missing while on a covert mission to Siberia. Further back, but by no means a distant memory, the team had taken out a terrorist camp on Russian soil—a technically illegal military action that could have been construed as an act of war, even though the terrorists would probably have carried out attacks on Russian civilian targets. And then there was the elephant in the room; King had just recently learned that his own parents were deep cover Soviet-era sleeper agents, willing to sacrifice their only son to accomplish their long range mission. 

That was assuming, of course, that he, and not Pierce, had been the target, which actually seemed like an even more likely scenario, given that the attempt had occurred at the facility where Micah Pierce was currently residing. George Pierce was not without his own enemies; his archaeological investigations had more than once put him in the crosshairs. 

King didn’t tell Aleman any of this. Unsubstantiated musings would only serve to obscure the truth; the facts, sparse though they were, were all that mattered. 

Aleman let out a low whistle. “I’ll do what I can. Do you want to come in?” 

King glanced at Pierce and considered the offer. It seemed extremely unlikely that the attempt was tied to the incident in Arizona, but he couldn’t rule it out. As far as he was concerned, George Pierce was his brother—his only remaining link to a life that had been all but deconstructed by tragedy and betrayal—and the last thing he wanted was to put his brother in harm’s way. 

But George wasn’t fragile or helpless. More importantly, his unique knowledge base might be just the thing to solve the riddle of what had happened in Arizona, and if Manifold was involved in that event, then the clock was already ticking. “No. We’re going to Phoenix. Get us on a flight—George and me—soonest possible. We’re heading to La Guardia now.” 

“Consider it done.” 

When King ended the call, Pierce asked: “Phoenix?” 

“Yeah. Sorry, it looks like we’re going on a different kind of fishing trip.” 

“If you’re talking about Arizona, and not the mythological bird which is reborn from the ashes of its own immolation, I’m not sure how I can help. The American Southwest is a little outside my area of expertise.” 

King opened the file of the still photo Aleman had earlier sent and handed over the phone. Pierce studied the picture for a moment, then stared gravely at his friend. “So it’s true. The Wookies are massing for an invasion.” 

King didn’t laugh. “The medallion, George.” 

Pierce looked again, and this time his reaction was sincere. “Oh, that is interesting.” 


9

“It’s a silver tetradrachm coin,” Pierce told King as they finally settled into their seats on an American Airlines 737 bound for Denver, where they would catch their connecting flight, “It’s hard to make out with the screen resolution, but that’s the likeness of Athena stamped onto it. As the namesake goddess of Athens, she was arguably the most important deity of the era—the embodiment of wisdom and intelligence, but also military strategy. The reverse side probably has the image of an owl, another symbol of Athena.” 

“Is it rare?” 

“Today? Well, you aren’t likely to find it in under your sofa cushion, but there are quite a few surviving examples. It was the most commonly used coin in the world going back to the sixth century BCE, and right up to the time of the Romans. With the spread of Hellenistic culture under Alexander the Great, the coins were used as currency as far away as India. They show up pretty frequently at digs, particularly at burial sites.” 

“Burials? I didn’t think the Greeks followed the Egyptian custom of burying their wealth along with the body.” 

“They didn’t. But it was a common practice to place a coin in the mouth of a dead person as an obol. A payment to Charon, to bear the soul of the departed to the afterlife.” 

“Pennies for the ferryman,” King murmured. “So how did this coin end up in Arizona?” 

“As a fashion accessory for a Wookie, no less,” Pierce added. 

“It’s not a Wookie, George.” 

“Then what the hell is it?” 

King shrugged. 

Pierce pondered the problem a moment. “Okay, let’s look at this objectively. That picture shows what appears to be some kind of bipedal animal. At first I thought it looked similar to Red.” While Pierce wasn’t part of the mission to Vietnam that took the team up against a pack of devolved Neanderthal women, he’d been told the story, shown pictures and knew exactly who Red was; Rook wouldn’t let them forget. “But the more I look at the image, the more the hair doesn’t make sense. There are different lengths. Different colors. It doesn’t look natural. But it’s definitely some kind of hominid. It’s also wearing that coin as a medallion, like an amulet, and that most certainly is not typical primate behavior.” 

“So, maybe someone else…a human…put that thing around its neck. Like dog tags?” 

“Possibly, though why they would choose an ancient Greek coin is beyond me. I think it’s more plausible that the animal is exhibiting a higher degree of intelligence than its appearance suggests. It could be a living example of the fabled ‘missing link’ in the fossil record. Of course, that still doesn’t explain the coin.” Suddenly, Pierce’s eyes grew wide as the pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. “You think this is something like the hydra, don’t you?” 

“We know for a fact that Hercules—Alexander—traveled to South America in ancient times. What I want to know, and I’m asking you in your professional capacity, is if you can give me a better explanation for how that coin wound up in Phoenix, Arizona?” 

“Don’t bullshit me, Jack. It’s a lot more than that. You think that coin might be evidence that Ridley has found another monster from Greek mythology.” 

King heard the anxiety in his friend’s voice when he spoke of Ridley. Only a couple years previously, Manifold Genetics’ experiments with the remains of the hydra—a creature with the ability to instantly heal from any wound, and which unfortunately had not been simply the stuff of fairy tales—had resulted in Pierce being taken prisoner by Ridley, and subsequently used as a guinea pig in unspeakable medical experiments. Pierce had made a full physical recovery from the ordeal; whether he had recovered from the psychological trauma was another matter entirely. 

King wondered if he hadn’t made a grave mistake in dragging his old friend along on this outing. “George, right now I know as much as you do. Yeah, it could be Ridley. Or it could be something completely unrelated. That coin is our only clue, and that’s why I immediately thought of you. But if you have even a hint of a bad feeling about this, we’ll call the game.” 

“I may not be in your league,” Pierce said, trying to sound confident, “but I know how to duck and cover when the bullets start flying. If this turns out to be a chance to take down some still functioning project of Ridley’s, then I definitely want in. And if not…well, then the explanation for that coin’s presence in the Americas might rewrite the history books. Just one thing, though.” 

“Name it.” 

Pierce grinned. “I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let you call me ‘pawn.’” 


10

East of Phoenix, Arizona—0520 UTC (10:20 pm Local) 

Nina Raglan stepped out of the cool, air-conditioned environment of the Toyota Land Cruiser and embraced the warm desert night. The temperature was still in the high eighties, but cooling as the rocky soil radiated its stored energy away into the cloudless sky. A life-long resident of the southwest, she thought of this as comfortable weather; in just a few short weeks, the daily low temperature would be closer to one hundred degrees Fahrenheit, and the highs would regularly exceed one-hundred and ten. 

She was parked at the Campaign Trailhead, in the northeast part of the Superstition Wilderness. The Land Cruiser had nimbly negotiated the eight-mile long stretch of unimproved Forest Service roads connecting to state route 88, but from here, she would have to proceed on foot to reach her goal. 

She circled the parked SUV and opened the rear hatch to reveal her gear, all carefully laid out in the storage area. She shrugged into her 1.6-liter CamelBak hydration pack, taking a perfunctory sip of tepid water from the bite valve—a water supply was the single most important factor in surviving a night in the desert, even in mild conditions. She then picked up the handheld video-camera, clicking it on to verify that the batteries were fully charged. She switched it to low-light infrared mode, and the dark display screen came alive, revealing the darkened landscape in an eerie green glow. Satisfied, she turned the device off and stuffed it in one of the large pockets of her lightweight windbreaker. She performed a similar function test on the Garman GPS device, noting her location on the backlit liquid crystal display, and the distance to the waypoint she had earlier entered into the device: just over six miles in a straight line, though it was unlikely the terrain would let her travel the shortest possible route. To get where she wanted, she would have to follow a series of trails weaving along the flanks of the Pinal Mountains. 

Nina had only one more piece of equipment to add, something she hoped she would never have to use. She glanced nervously at the other two four-wheel drive vehicles parked at the turnaround; their owners were nowhere to be seen and presumably already in a camp somewhere down one of the trails. Confident that she was alone, she picked up the Glock 27 9-millimeter pistol, inserted a fifteen-round magazine with a grip extender, and then actioned the slide to chamber a round. The pistol went into the nylon holster, already threaded onto her belt, partially concealed underneath the windbreaker. 

She didn’t much care for guns or their potential to destroy life, but it was patently foolish to hike in the desert without a gun. That was a lesson her father had taught her very early in life, one of many, and she held his wisdom in high esteem. He was the reason she was what she was. 

And what she was, at least in a professional sense, was one of the foremost scholarly researchers of everything covered by the vaguely defined term ‘paranormal phenomena.’ There were a lot of people involved in paranormal research, owing in no small part to the proliferation of reality-television programming that featured enthusiasts armed with cameras, audio recording devices and sundry other equipment, hunting for ghosts, monsters, aliens and pretty much anything that seemingly defied rational explanation and titillated the imagination. It was the “scholarly” part that Nina felt set her apart from the crowd. To be sure, many of the professional celebrity-caliber researchers—she did not think of them as colleagues—gave the appearance of applying the scientific method to their investigations, but just enough to give it a veneer of legitimacy. Most of their “findings” were a hodge-podge of mutually contradictory bits of errant data, pieced together into a mosaic that hinted at still greater wonders to be revealed and kept the ratings up. 

Nina had been labeled a skeptic by her detractors, and to the extent that any scientist worth her salt tries to put aside preconceptions and think objectively, she was. Her mind was open to all the possibilities, but she had thus far seen no compelling evidence to make her a believer. Like her father before her, she earned her living writing the facts about so-called paranormal phenomena, free of sensational speculation, often exposing frauds and charlatans in the process. It wasn’t exactly lucrative; people didn’t like having their illusions exposed. But her books sold marginally well, and because she was—as one producer had told her—telegenic, she was often invited to appear on cable television programs, ostensibly as a skeptical foil to the raving pseudoscientists. Tall and slender, with long black hair and a face that seemed to have taken the best of both her father’s Irish and her mother’s Native American genetic traits, she was, as too many of her fan letters often pointed out, an exotic beauty. If not for her intractable refusal to play to the crowd, she probably could have had her own show, but her integrity to scientific principles was non-negotiable. 

Deep down however, she wanted nothing more than to discover that there really was more in heaven and earth than science had thus far revealed. 

Nina didn’t expect to make such a discovery tonight. 

She closed the door on the Toyota, extinguishing the only source of artificial light, and she was plunged into the near total darkness of the desert night. After a few moments however, her eyes adjusted and she saw a wondrous landscape, painted in the faint silver of starlight. The craggy peaks of the Superstition Mountains stood in stark relief against the velvety night sky. There was a tiny LED squeeze light on her key-chain, and a much larger MagLite under the seat of the Land Cruiser, but she resisted the impulse to light her way by such means. She was, after all, trying to sneak into an area that had been designated by the authorities as an exclusion zone. 

In the last twenty-four hours, the nationwide paranormal community had been set on fire by the strange reports coming out of Arizona. After filtering through the paranoid tangents and discarding probably erroneous exaggerations, Nina had been able to piece together the facts—if they could be called facts—that had triggered the current conflagration. 

According to the most reliable sources, an unknown bipedal creature had caused the multi-vehicle accident that had temporarily shut down a section of Highway 60. On the national scene, it was being called ‘Bigfoot’ or ‘sasquatch,’ a term derived from the Salish word for ‘wild man,’ which originally had applied only to the legendary ape-like creature that roamed the forests of the Pacific Northwest. Stories of a similar creature were to be found in almost every part of the world, from the Yeti, or Abominable Snowman, of the Himalayas, to the Skunk Ape of the Florida Everglades, and Arizona was no exception. According to locals, at least the few of them attuned to the chatter, the accident had been caused by the Mogollon Monster. 

Nina had followed the Internet discussion forum threads back to the earliest posts, which contained links to a video that had evidently been removed. Later threads angrily decried the removal as censorship, but several of them focused on what had been on the video: a fierce hominid, or possibly a primate, attacking a young woman in a car, immediately following the highway accident. 

Nina had grown up with stories of the Mogollon Monster. It was reputed to be a hominid, ranging from six to eight feet in height, covered almost entirely in long dark hair. Some people who claimed to have encountered it reported a strong smell, similar to the odor of a skunk, and said that the generally shy creature produced whistling and shrieking noises. The only remotely violent behavior associated with the creature was a tendency to throw rocks at campers from a distance. The idea that such a reportedly peaceful creature would attack a car seemed as unlikely as…well, as unlikely as its existence in the first place. 

Cryptozoology had always represented a troubling sub-class of paranormal research for Nina. It was ostensibly nothing more than a search for new animal species, and as such, firmly rooted in the principles of science. Cryptozoology didn’t require you to weigh in on heavy philosophical subjects about what happened after death, or whether the possible existence of extraterrestrials was at odds with religious beliefs. There were even a few examples of cryptids—mostly animals thought to be long extinct—that had been verified. 

But science cut both ways. For an animal species to avoid extinction, it had to play a functional role in its ecosystem—it had to eat to survive, and that kind of biological impact produced tell-tale evidence. Even more importantly, animal species required a minimum population size to avoid the negative effects of inbreeding. The existence of the ubiquitous lake monster, for example, seemed very unlikely because for the species to remain extant, there would have to be, at a minimum, a dozen or more breeding pairs at any given time. Decades of searching had not revealed a shred of evidence to verify the existence of a single monster swimming in the depths of Loch Ness, much less the remains of the thousands that must have lived and died over the course of several millennia. Such details however rarely seemed to bother the true believers. 

Nina didn’t think the Mogollon Monster was responsible for the events that had closed Highway 60, and she wasn’t hiking across the Superstition Wilderness to find proof of the creature’s existence. She expected to find only a very rational, banal explanation for the accident and the subsequent enforcement of the exclusion zone, and when she returned with proof, she would write about it. If she learned something else, something unexpected, she would write about that with the same objectivity. That was what she did. 

Though barely discernible in the darkness, Nina had little trouble keeping to the trail, which followed a creek bed along the western slope of Pinto Peak. The course of both the creek and the trail—which according to the guidebooks, had been in use since prehistoric times, and in the not so distant past, had been used by the Apaches and by US Army soldiers hunting them—had been determined by nature; like the water that periodically flowed down Campaign Creek, the trail followed the path of least resistance, through the narrow divide between the craggy mountains. 

Nina had lapsed into a natural rhythm, her legs no longer complaining about the constant climb. After about two hours, she crested the high point on the trail, still well below the level of the surrounding peaks, and began the somewhat trickier task of descending the other side in the darkness. 

As she started down the path, she checked her GPS. She was more than halfway to her objective, and soon would turn east along Cuff Button Trail. If she kept this pace, she would be in position to observe activity in the exclusion zone well before dawn. 

Her sense of satisfaction was short lived. As soon as she put the Garman back in her pocket, she realized that the few moments spent staring at the screen of the device had deprived her of her night vision. Even as she cursed her stupidity, an unseen loose rock shifted beneath her foot. She went down on her backside, sliding unceremoniously about ten feet down the trail. The coarse terrain scraped her legs through the rip-stop fabric of her pants, which nonetheless protected her from serious damage. The same could not be said for her bare hands; she had instinctively flung her arms out for balance, taking the impact of the fall on the heels of her hands, which were then nearly shredded by the short slide down the rocky trail. 

She cursed her bad luck, instinctively cradling her scraped and bleeding palms. But even as the echoes of her oath and the sounds of tumbling rocks jarred loose by her fall were swallowed up by the night, she heard another noise that turned her blood to ice. 

It was one of those sounds that everyone recognized instantly, even if their only experience with it was from movies and nature documentaries—a rapid clicking sound, almost like a party noise-maker. 

It was the unmistakable buzz of a rattlesnake, and it was close. Despite her familiarity with the desert and its many diverse and potentially deadly denizens, Nina did what most people do when surprised by a venomous snake: she screamed. 
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King and Pierce were only about a quarter of a mile away when a shrill scream broke the otherworldly quiet. The two men exchanged a brief glance and then, as if motivated by a single mind, turned and headed back up the trail at an urgent but prudent jog. 

Faced with essentially the same problem—how to approach the exclusion zone surreptitiously to conduct a covert investigation—King and Pierce had arrived at the same solution as Nina Raglan. Using the highway was a non-starter; that route would be subject to the heaviest surveillance. But the maze of trails running across the Superstition Wilderness was not as likely to be watched, particularly at night. That, at least, was what King was counting on. 

He had done extensive map reconnaissance during the flight, scanning overhead satellite imagery of the area, researching other environmental factors that might have significantly altered the conditions on the ground. He had also done a little shopping. 

Their first stop after picking up the rental car at Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport, was at a large sporting goods store in Tempe, where his purchases were waiting to be picked up. Equipped with the very best survival gear, and perhaps most importantly, two sets of ATN Viper night vision monoculars, King drove their rented SUV east, away from the setting sun, along state route 88 and the Campaign Trailhead, little suspecting that very soon they would have company on the trail. 

King’s night vision device soon revealed an attractive woman, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, staring fearfully at her surroundings. Her eyes, which glowed like green coals in the Viper’s display, were darting back and forth, and he realized that she was straining to see in the darkness. Her head snapped up at the sound of their approaching footsteps. 

“Who’s there? Don’t come in any closer. I’m practically sitting on a rattler, and he’s pissed off.” 

King froze in place and immediately began scanning the area around the woman for some sign of the snake that was menacing her. Most of the ground on the hillside was bare, but there was a jumble of large rock flakes a few feet below where she sat, and a few yards away up the hillside, there was a waist high sagebrush, either of which might have concealed a lurking rattlesnake. 

“Hold still,” King said, unnecessarily. “My name’s… Call me King. I’m going to approach very slowly and see if we can’t shoo Mr. Slithery away with a minimum of drama.” 

King could see her searching the darkness to locate him and found it a little disconcerting. He was standing right in front of her and could see her plain as day, but from her perspective, he was a disembodied voice. 

He cautiously extended the tip of his lightweight aluminum trekking pole—another of the purchases he’d made from the sporting goods store—and tapped the rock pile near her feet. There was a blur of motion as something darted from beneath the rocks and bumped the pole. 

“There you are,” King murmured. The snake, probably a diamondback rattler, was incredibly fast, and as the woman had so eloquently put it, very pissed off. It was a wonder that she hadn’t been bitten. He continued probing the creature’s hiding place, hoping that it would do what most wild animals did when confronted with a threat that could not be overcome with their natural defenses, and move away. The snake struck again, closing its mouth around the tip of the pole and this time, it refused to let go. 

King carefully pulled the relentless animal away from the rocks and away from its original intended victim. “Okay, ma’am, I want you to move very slowly to your right.” 

He could see the naked apprehension on her face, but she nodded and did exactly as he had instructed, shifting sideways at an almost glacial pace, without making a noise louder than a whisper. When she was about three feet away from where she had been, King gave the pole a shake and the snake let go, squirming once more into its hidey-hole. 

“Ok, ma’am. You’re safe now. You can get up.” 

“Nina.” 

“Right.” King grinned. In the military, everyone except enlisted personnel in uniform was either a “sir” or “ma’am,” until you were told otherwise. It was a habit that sometimes persisted, even though he was now in the super-secret, autonomous Chess Team, where military traditions did not apply. 

“Uh, Jack?” Pierce said, from just behind him. “We have a problem.” 

King turned and found his old friend staring back down the trail. He also saw the ‘problem’ of which Pierce had spoken. Two figures, wearing digital pattern camouflage, from the tops of their desert boots to the cloth covers on their Kevlar tactical helmets, stood a few yards away. Another similarly dressed figure was covering them from about a hundred yards up on the hillside. Each weapon was equipped with a PAC-4 infrared laser targeting emitter. The laser beams were invisible to the naked eye but bright as day in the ocular of a night vision device like the Viper or the much more advance PVS-7s that each of the newcomers wore. The lasers reached out from the carbines to show where the bullets would eventually go: right into King’s and Pierce’s hearts. 

Soldiers. They’d been caught by an army patrol. 

One of the pair from below took a step forward and gestured with his carbine. “Face down. Hands where I can see them.” 

“What’s going on?” Nina asked, unable to make out anything more than silhouettes. 

“Shut up,” snarled the soldier. “You’re all in a shitload of trouble. Do as I say, or you leave here in a body bag.” 

With a sigh, King sank to his knees and remembered that there was, after all, an exception to the military “sir or ma’am” rule; it didn’t apply when dealing with prisoners. 
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From almost a hundred yards away, Ivan Sokoloff watched King’s capture play out through his own PVS-7 device. This time, he didn’t give voice to his rage, but inwardly he was seething. He had stalked King and Pierce across the desert for hours now, eschewing the trail for a hard scrabble across the slopes of the mountain, just waiting for an opportunity to take the shot and fulfill the contract. When King had doubled back to help the woman—an unexpected player in the drama that Sokoloff had spotted early on—the hitman had thought that his chance had finally come. 

Although the desert trek represented a physical manifestation of his relentless pursuit, it was only the culmination of several hours of activity that had begun just a few minutes after he had delivered news of his failure in New York to his employer. He had no sooner arrived back at his hotel room when another text message had arrived, informing him of King’s next destination: Phoenix, Arizona. 

His mysterious employer seemed to know everything about King’s itinerary, and had already booked Sokoloff a seat on the same plane. There was a subtle hint of urgency about the communiqué. Sokoloff could tell that there was something in Arizona that his employer didn’t want King discovering before his death. Unfortunately, the rigid enforcement of transportation safety rules made it impossible for him to get a weapon on the plane. The new body scanning technology now made it impossible to bring even a ceramic knife aboard a plane. 

Not that Sokoloff would have made the attempt in so public a fashion. Even though he had sat only thirty feet away from the man whose death would net him more money than he could possibly ever spend, and even though he had walked right past the unsuspecting King on three different occasions during the course of the flight to Denver, and once more on the way to Phoenix, the thought of a quick strike—perhaps a knife-hand blow across the windpipe, or a rigid finger, stabbed through the man’s eye and into his brain—had never been more than an idle daydream. The problem with not being able to transport any weapons meant that, before he could go after King upon arrival in Phoenix, he had to stop and get some new tools of his trade. 

His employer had streamlined that process. “Arrangements have been made,” he had been told in another of the maddening text messages. His employer seemed to know King’s every move, and had supplied Sokoloff accordingly, with a set of desert camouflage fatigues, night vision optics, and most importantly, a used but serviceable, Smith & Wesson Model 4006 .40 caliber semi-automatic pistol and three 11 round magazines. All of this had been waiting for him in a Nissan Xterra that had been left at the parking garage of the airport. 

For a couple hours thereafter, he had followed King’s progress electronically. His employer had acquired the GPS tracking signature for King’s rental vehicle, allowing the Russian to reacquire his target and obviating the need to maintain visual contact, which might have risked exposure. It also represented one more opportunity lost; he could have pulled alongside King on the open highway and casually shot him as he drove, but no…a better opportunity would come. 

Yet as he had hiked across the desert, reminded with every arduous foot of forward progress that he had lived the soft life too long to be doing this again, he had been unable to get within pistol range. He needed to be close; if he missed with the first shot, there was no telling what might happen. And because King and Pierce had night vision as well, sneaking up on them was doubly difficult. The appearance of the woman, hiking along blissfully unaware of the deadly cat and mouse game, had added a further complication, but her fall and subsequent cry for help had finally given him the chance he’d been waiting for. 

And then the soldiers had appeared out of nowhere. 

As he ducked his head down to avoid detection, he realized that he should be counting his blessings. Had he been only a few seconds quicker, he would have given himself away to the patrol. But that was cold comfort. King was now in military custody, and Sokoloff didn’t have the first clue how he was going to overcome that obstacle. 

The soldiers didn’t question their prisoners, but quickly searched them, stripped them of their gear, zip-tied their hands and then ordered them to march down the trail in the dark. Sokoloff then heard one of the uniformed men speak into his radio. “Devil 2-1, this is Devil 2, over.” 

Sokoloff couldn’t make out the reply. Somehow, the electronic voice reproduced by the radio’s speakers didn’t have the same acoustic quality. 

“2-1, come up and sweep the area with your team. Let’s make sure there aren’t any more surprises out here, over.” 

There was another scratch of static. 

“Roger that. Meet you back at the FOB. Devil 2, out.” 

Sokoloff kept his face tight against the warm desert ground, but now he was smiling. Maybe there was a way after all. 
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A High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (HMMWV) more commonly known as a “Humvee” was waiting a short way down the trail. King noted that it was the M998 variant of the venerable military transport vehicle, configured almost like a pick-up truck with a soft canopy over the rear cargo area and wooden bench seats on either side. The three prisoners were bundled into the back of the truck—no simple feat with their hands bound, and two of the soldiers got in as well, keeping them covered at all times with their M4s. During the forced march, Nina had made a few indignant inquiries that had led to a threat of being gagged, and so all verbal communication had ceased. Nevertheless, as they were herded into the transport vehicle, illuminated by flashlights, King managed to give Pierce a confident nod that said: Don’t worry. I’ll take care of this. 

Despite his reassuring demeanor, King was still mentally wrestling to come up with a solution that would not only get them free, but also advance his mission. The recent decision to sever Chess Team from military control had given the unit a great deal more freedom, but it also had its drawbacks. Where once, he might have been able to simply give the commanding officer in the field General Keasling’s phone number, and then at his own discretion, co-opt whatever resources he needed, now he would have to be a little more creative. 

The three captives spent the next half hour enduring a torturous ride, where every bump pitched them into the air and brought them down again painfully on the metal deck or, as was more often the case, on each other. Eventually, the ride smoothed out a little, signaling that they had turned onto a somewhat improved road, and the Humvee picked up speed until reaching its destination only a few minutes later. Bruised and battered, they emerged from the vehicle under the harsh glow of overhead Klieg lights, powered by portable generators, in front of a capacious olive drab GP medium tent. King noted other tents, a motor pool with several different Humvee variants and even a large satellite dish. He also glimpsed a triple thickness of concertina wire encircling the entire compound, before he was ushered into the tent. 

They were kept at gunpoint in a corner of the brightly lit tent for several minutes before being confronted by an Army lieutenant colonel whose nametape said: “Magnuson.” King noted the matching unit patches on either arm—the screaming eagle of the 101st Airborne Division—and the air assault jump wings and combat infantry badge on his chest. 

Magnuson didn’t bother to introduce himself, but instead made a show of studying their respective driver’s licenses. King’s license identified him as Scott Nicholson, one of the many thoroughly developed aliases that he now used exclusively, in lieu of his given name. 

“You’re quite a cosmopolitan bunch,” Magnuson observed. “A local, a New Englander, and a world traveler…are you actually a US citizen, Mr. Pierce?” 

Pierce was unfazed. “It’s Dr. Pierce, actually.” 

King jumped in quickly. “We’re all citizens, Colonel,” he said in a confident voice. “We’ve got a right to move freely about the country, but I’m not sure the same is true for US military forces. I think you owe us all an explanation.” 

Magnuson gave a short, humorless chuckle. “So we’re going to play games then? You were caught trying to sneak into a designated isolation area.” 

“Really? I didn’t see any signs.” 

“Cute.” Magnuson checked his watch, and King noted that his brow furrowed, as if he had just realized he was late for an appointment. “So what’s your story? Let me guess: you’re journalists, right? Here to discover the ‘real story’? Guess what? There is no real story. You put yourselves and my men in unnecessary danger by trying to sneak into the exclusion zone. Fortunately for you, no one is interested in prosecuting you for trespassing, so you’re all going to be loaded on that Humvee, and evacuated back to Phoenix. Immediately.” 

Nina seemed mostly relieved by the news, but something about Magnuson’s sense of urgency prompted King to stall for time. “Colonel, this is completely unacceptable. You seized our equipment…that’s several hundred dollars worth of stuff. And my rental car is back at the trailhead. How am I supposed to retrieve it? You can’t just swoop down and pick us up like this is some kind of conspiracy movie. We’ve got rights, and you’re trampling all over them.” 

Magnuson checked his watch again, then answered impatiently. “You’ll be able to sort all that out with the public affairs officer once you get to Phoenix, but right now, you need to get in that Humvee.” 

“I’m not going anywhere tied up like a common criminal,” King pressed. He caught Pierce trying to hide a smile, while Nina looked completely shocked by his behavior. The lieutenant colonel frowned, and then fidgeted nervously with his watch. King could tell that the officer wasn’t used to anyone challenging him, and decided to keep pressing the man. “You owe us an apology for this treatment. And that man who accosted us out on the trail. I want an apology from him, too.” 

Magnuson seemed to be on the verge of acceding to the demand when the tent flap opened and a fully outfitted soldier, with captain’s bars on the front of his body armor vest, rushed in. “Sir, something weird is happening out here.” 

King craned his head around to look through the opening. “Weird” didn’t begin to describe it. The ground outside the tent was covered in a carpet of mist, but it was no ordinary fog. The thick cloud of vapor shimmered like silver foil, and every few seconds, it flashed with discharges of static electricity. The mist crept in through the open flap, and King noted that it was also starting to seep in around the edges of the tent. 

Suddenly, the sound of gunfire and shouting, interspersed with a shrieking noise like something from hell itself, shattered the quiet. 

King dropped all pretense of indignation and turned to Pierce. “Okay, I didn’t expect that.” 


INTRUSION
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For just a few moments, the heavy canvas fabric of the tent seemed like an impenetrable barrier, holding chaos at bay. The illusion was tested when something big crashed into its side, sending a ripple through the taut material that set the upright poles rocking back and forth. 

Magnuson turned to one of his subordinates. “Keep an eye on them,” he said, pointing to the still handcuffed trio. The officer had drawn an M9 Beretta from a holster on his hip. Something told King the 9-millimeter rounds from the pistol wouldn’t make much of a difference. 

The side of the tent snapped again and this time the inward bulge was not turned back by the durable material. Tension ropes snapped, or the pegs hammered into the ground to which they were attached were ripped free, and suddenly the tent seemed to fold in half. 

King saw what was about to happen and shouted a warning: “Get down!” 

He dropped to his knees and then half-rolled, half-fell onto his shoulder. He saw Pierce and Nina doing more or less the same, and then the roof caved in. The heavy fabric pinned him in place like it was weighted with sandbags. A few glimmers of light crept under the folds as some of the soldiers caught in the collapse struggled to get free, but King remained still and shouted for the others to do the same. Over the din of shots and screams, and the rustle of the tent’s destruction, King heard the noise of something heavy, like sledgehammer blows, pounding the ground with a very familiar rhythm. 

Footsteps, King realized. Someone running. Or something…something that weighs as much as an elephant. Make that a lot of somethings. 

The olive-drab shroud grew tight around him as the steps began falling directly on the collapsed tent. One of the footfalls came down right next to his head, sending out a tremor that rattled through his skull. If the thing stepped on him…stepped on any of them…it would break bones or do internal damage. 

The heavy steps moved away, sparing King, but he didn’t know the fate of the others. With deliberate slowness, he began worming his way toward where he thought Pierce was, hissing his friend’s name in a stage whisper. 

“King? I’m here.” It was Nina. He kept squirming forward until he felt his shoulder bump against her. 

“Is George with you?” It occurred to King that Pierce had never actually gotten around to introducing himself to the woman they had met on the trail, but she seemed like a quick study. 

“No. I lost track of him.” 

“Are you all right?” King kept the disappointment from his tone. 

“So far. This would be a lot easier if I could get my hands free.” 

“We’ll do something about that soon.” King oriented himself toward what he thought was the shortest route to freedom. “Follow me.” 

A few feet from where he encountered Nina, King glimpsed a sliver of light. He cautiously poked his head out and tried to get a look at the mayhem that had descended upon the camp. 

The shimmering mist was everywhere, hugging the ground and obscuring his view, but through it, King could see shapes moving—a few soldiers still standing their ground and firing their carbines, but many more running, pursued by enormous humanoid silhouettes. The air was alive with noise: the harsh crack of M4s, the screams of men dying and other inhuman shrieks, and in the distance, a deep bass rumble of thunder. 

A soldier had fallen only a few feet from where King now lay. The young man’s body was bent unnaturally; his upper torso had been twisted completely around. The heavy body armor had afforded little protection from the raw physical strength of the unknown attackers. King felt a pang of sorrow that another brave American soldier had fallen, but there wasn’t time for grief. He spied a familiar object on the dead man’s belt and scooted in close enough to grasp the hilt of the KA-BAR knife and draw it from its sheath. 

Working by feel alone, King slipped the razor sharp blade under the plastic zip-ties binding his hands and gave the knife a twist. The plastic parted with hardly any effort. With his hands freed, he rolled back toward the collapsed tent and cut Nina’s bonds as well. Only then did he poke his head above the blanket of mist. 

The camp was completely unrecognizable. All of the tents had been knocked down, as had the overhead Klieg lights and the satellite dish. A fire was raging in one corner of the compound, possibly from one of the overturned diesel-powered electrical generators. The mist emitted an eerie glow that gave little illumination, but off in the distance, brilliant tongues of lightning mixed with fast-moving orbs of ball lightning were stabbing down from the sky, revealing the scene in brief flashes, like a strobe light on a dance floor. 

In the surreal light, King saw a few soldiers still standing, but there were many more of tall, shaggy creatures identical to the one in the video Aleman had sent him. They seemed to be everywhere. 

King saw Nina gaping in amazement at the mayhem, and pulled her down into the relative concealment afforded by the mist. With the naked KA-BAR stashed under his belt, he checked the fallen soldier’s carbine. 

The bolt was locked back, the magazine empty. He checked the gear pouches attached to the man’s body armor vest, and found two full replacements. One went in the magazine well, the other in a pocket. If the soldier’s fate was any indication, the 5.56-millimeter rounds hadn’t been very effective against the creatures, but it was better than nothing. 

“Stay close to me,” he told the wide-eyed Nina. “And keep your head down.” 

His thoughts returned to Pierce, but a glance at the collapsed tent showed no hint of bodies—moving or otherwise—underneath the canvas in the area where he had last seen the archaeologist. He resisted the urge to start tearing the heavy fabric apart with his bare hands; it would have been a futile effort, for Pierce was plainly gone. He had either escaped on his own or… 

King shook his head, refusing to consider the alternative. George is here, somewhere, and I will find him. 

But even as he made that silent promise, he realized that the search for his friend could no longer be his first priority. He had come to Arizona to learn the truth about the strange creatures that had attacked the day before, and now, even though he was right in the middle of a major incursion by the same species, he still knew nothing about them, or what had prompted this attack. 

He recalled how Magnuson had repeatedly checked the time in the moments leading up to the assault. The officer had known that something was about to happen and had wanted to get the detainees out of the way before that deadline. 

No, I’m missing something. If Magnuson had known an attack was imminent, he would have been better prepared. 

A heavy thumping, reverberating through the ground beneath his feet, cut short his musings. Even through the mist, he could see the creature lumbering directly toward him, its red eyes fixed on him like targeting lasers. 

King didn’t hesitate. He stood fully erect, facing the charging creature in a slightly hunched over tactical stance, and with the carbine pressed against his shoulder, flipped the fire selector to burst. He pulled the trigger twice in rapid sequence, what range instructors called a controlled pair, though in burst mode, his double-pull let loose six bullets in less than a second. All six rounds hit their intended target; at about thirty meters and closing, it was hard to miss. The tiny bullets, each only a little bit bigger in diameter than a construction nail, perforated the creature’s broad, bare forehead in a tight grouping, right above the bridge of its all-too-human nose. Still the creature thundered forward. 

King triggered another burst, lower this time, into where the thing’s heart should have been, then hurled himself to the side, covering Nina with one arm. There was a tremendous thud behind him as the mortally wounded beast crashed to the ground. 

It was hard to say whether the first bullet had done the job…or only the last…or if it had taken nine rounds to vital areas to stop the charge. Either way, King knew that fighting the creatures wasn’t a viable option, and as the charge had revealed, trying to hide and wait wasn’t much better. 

He pulled Nina to her feet. “Come on. We’re getting out of here.” 
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When the tent started to collapse, Pierce, in a moment of desperation, had started rolling sideways toward the edge of the enclosure. He’d crawled around in enough tombs and caves to know that when the ceiling started caving in, you wanted to be as close to an exit as you could. When he stopped rolling, he discovered that he had somehow rolled all the way out, and now lay in the open, shrouded in the shimmering silver mist. 

He struggled to a sitting position, and immediately regretted his hasty escape. For just a moment, he considered trying to crawl back into the collapsed tent, like a frightened child hiding under a blanket from nightmare monsters in the closet. The problem was, these monsters weren’t figments of his imagination. 

The camp was a scene of absolute chaos. Dozen of soldiers tried to fight the intruders, and while they surely outnumbered their foes, the creatures were everywhere. Pierce felt foolish for having been so dismissive of them when King had showed him the picture; these things sure as hell weren’t Wookies. In fact, they weren’t like anything he’d ever seen before. 

Primatology, like archaeology was a discipline of anthropology, and while his professional career had taken him down a much different section of that field, he remembered enough of his introductory studies to recognize that these animals weren’t behaving like any kind of ape species, or any other animal species for that matter. They seemed more like rioting hooligans, in the grip of mass hysteria, smashing everything in sight. The soldiers’ bullets were almost certainly injuring them, but the collective madness of the creatures, to say nothing of their imposing physical size, enabled them to shrug off all but the most lethal of wounds. Worse still, the creatures seemed to be everywhere. 

“Jack—” 

He caught himself immediately as he locked stares with a pair of eyes, gazing at him from across the collapsed tent. The eyes were bright red—reflective, Pierce realized, adapted for low light. While the creature looked at him, and he at it, he managed to remain perfectly still—paralyzed with fear, or intentionally trying not to provoke it, he couldn’t say—but when it tilted its head back and let out a banshee wail, Pierce had only one thought: Run! 

He could hear the pounding of the creature’s footsteps as it trampled across the canvas, but he didn’t dare look back. The view ahead wasn’t much better, but he angled toward a gap in the mayhem. Running with his hands cuffed behind his back was awkward enough, but he felt compelled to duck his head to reduce the chances of catching a stray bullet, if only a little. When he reached the perimeter of the camp, he at last spared a glance over his shoulder and saw no sign of pursuit. That did little to cheer him; it seemed just a matter of time before he was noticed again. 

The triple-strand of razor wire coils had been smashed flat in several places along the perimeter. It looked like a bulldozer had run over the barricade, but there were strings of bloody flesh and tangles of oddly fine hair clinging to barbs, indicating the creatures of flesh and bone had wrought this devastation. At least there aren’t any more of them coming in, Pierce thought. 

The silver mist hid the ground beneath his feet, but revealed a good deal more about the setting. The military camp had been situated about five hundred yards from a rocky hillside, and in the foreground, there were several large boulders that appeared to have broken off and tumbled down over the eons of history. Pierce fixed his attention on one of the rocks that looked big enough to hide him. Tentatively at first, but then driven by a primal instinct to get as far away from the carnage as possible, the archaeologist picked his way through one of the gaps and ventured out across the mist-shrouded ground. 

He was halfway to his goal, when the earth fell away beneath his feet and he plunged headlong into darkness. 
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Nina gaped at the motionless form on the ground, not so much unable to believe what she was witnessing, as unable to decide which part of the surreal experience was most unbelievable. Investigating paranormal phenomena was a little like buying a lottery ticket; she had often imagined what it would feel like to actually find some kind of real proof, but deep down she had never really believed it would happen. And certainly not like this. 

That’s a Mogollon Monster, she thought. She felt the man—King, he’d called himself—tugging at her hand, urging her to flee, and realized that she was reaching out to it with her free hand, as if touching the corpse might make it more real. “You killed it?” 

Even as the words came out, she regretted the tone. She hadn’t meant to make it sound like an accusation, as if his act of self-preservation was some kind of crime against humanity. 

“Yeah,” he replied, evenly. “And there’s not much chance of them showing up on the endangered species list.” 

When Nina’s hand reached the creature’s hair, it felt softer than she expected. In fact, up close, the hair looked strange. Like a carpet created from the skins of different animals. She took hold of the hair and gave a tug. She gasped as a sheet of hair slid away from the body. “Oh my god, it’s clothing, not hair.” 

King quickly inspected her discovery. The shifted cloak of hair revealed the creature’s true skin. It was maroon, like congealed blood and covered in what looked like large goose bumps. He ran his hand across the skin. The bumps were hard, but almost slick, like wax. 

As Nina lifted the hair up, he got a better look at the backside and immediately knew where the skins had come from. “We need to get out of here,” he said. “That’s human hair.” 

Nina’s eyes went wide as she dropped the hairy cloak. King yanked her up. “Move!” 

Nina tore her eyes from the dead creature and let herself be led away from the collapsed tent and toward an area where several Humvees had been parked in an orderly row…‘had’ being the operative word. All but two of them had been overturned, ripped apart or otherwise demolished. 

As if sensing that her ability to think rationally was severely impaired, Nina’s savior guided her to the passenger side of one of the surviving vehicles and opened the door for her. Like an automaton, she climbed in and then just sat there, staring through the windshield at the surreal landscape beyond. Just beyond the carnage, not too many miles in the distance, spears of lightning kept stabbing down out of the sky. A few seconds later, King got in on the opposite side and started the engine. 

“Better buckle up,” he said, even as he shifted the truck into gear. 

The Humvee lurched forward and picked up speed, swerving around only the largest obstacles that lay along the path to escape. Nina resisted the impulse to curl up on the seat with her hands over her eyes, and instead tried to lend whatever help she could to the effort by keeping an eye out for threats emerging from her side. 

In a few seconds, the Humvee reached the edge of the camp and rolled like a juggernaut over the already crushed concertina wire barrier. The transition from mayhem to relative calm was striking. The shrieks of the creatures and the sounds of sporadic gunfire were drowned out by the throaty roar of the Humvee’s diesel engine and the crunch of rocks beneath its heavy-duty tires. They might simply have been on a drive through the desert, if not for the eerie glimmering fog and the near constant flashes of lightning. The ride however, didn’t last long. To Nina’s dismay, when they had gone only a few hundred yards from the military camp, King cut a tight U-turn, and pulled the truck to a stop facing back the way they had come. 

“What are you doing?” she said, her voice strident, on the verge of hysteria. 

In the silver glow, she could see the grim determination in his eyes. “I left a friend back there.” 

“How are you going to help him? Those things are all over the place.” 

“Yeah? Well, those things are part of the reason I’m here in the first place, so it’ll be like killing two birds with one stone.” Then, inexplicably, he smiled and patted her on the arm. “I’m not going to let a little thing like an army of crazed Bigfoots stand in my way.” 

“Mogollon Monsters,” she corrected, unthinkingly. 

That stopped him. “Muggy…what?” 

“Bigfoot is from the Northwest. Here in Arizona, our legendary cryptid is called the ‘Mogollon Monster.’” She spelled the word, which didn’t look at all like the way it was pronounced: muggy-un. “There are obvious similarities, which have led a lot of people in the crypto-community to believe that they’re the same…” She trailed off, realizing even as she spoke how ridiculous she sounded. None of it was academic anymore. All her knowledge about the Mogollon Monster was based on a patchwork of native legends and unverifiable anecdotes; all of that had just gone out the window. 

King’s earlier urgency now seemed more subdued. “Well that explains a lot. You’re a monster hunter, right? That’s what you were doing out here in the desert?” 

“I’m…no.” Nina struggled to find an explanation that didn’t make her out to be a kook. She flashed back to Magnuson’s accusation. “I’m a journalist and I do write about…folklore. But I wasn’t looking for the monster; I didn’t think there was such a thing.” 

A tight smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “I wish you had been right about that.” 

Pieces clicked together in Nina’s head. “Hang on. You said you were here because of them, too. What did you mean by that?” 

King stared at her for a moment then his eyes drifted to something behind her. “That storm isn’t moving. The lightning keeps coming down in the same place.” 

“Don’t change the—” She dropped her protest as the impulse to turn and look proved overpowering. Sure enough, the constant flashes of electricity and falling ball lightning appeared to be striking in the same area. Stranger still, barely visible against the strobing flashes, the night sky was unobscured by storm clouds. 

Then, as if the purpose of the storm had merely been nature’s way of getting their attention, the frequency of the flashes began to diminish, and about a minute later, the lightning ceased altogether. As the last report of thunder echoed away into the darkness, Nina saw that the silvery mist was also dissipating rapidly. A few moments later, a blanket of darkness and quiet settled over them. 

“Okay, that was a little weird,” King said, breaking the silence. He switched on a flashlight, but kept it covered with one hand so that it only produced a soft glow, enough for them to see each other, without being seen by anyone nearby. “The lightning and that mist…are those things that are usually associated with this Muggy Monster?” 

His avoidance of her earlier questions did not escape Nina’s notice. King might have come looking for the creature, but he obviously knew nothing about it. “Yes and no. Lightning…well, we get a lot of that in the desert. But that mist…I’ve heard stories about that as well, although not in connection with the monster. 

“There are all kinds of reports of strange phenomena occurring in the Superstitions—like that mist. A lot of people believe that there are magnetic vortices, caused by all the iron ore in the ground, and that the mountains amplify the earth’s natural energy. Others claim there are inter-dimensional doorways here. There are reports of people levitating, being transported miles away in the blink of an eye, or just vanishing completely.” She forced a laugh. “If you ask me, you have to be crazy to want to live in the desert, and crazy people are apt to see a lot of crazy things.” 

“You sound skeptical.” 

“I am. I mean, I was. Until…” Her attempt at evincing confidence fizzled. “What about you? You say that you were here because of the Mogollon Monster. What did you mean by that?” 

“It doesn’t matter. You should be safe here for now.” He picked up a soldier’s helmet, presumably something he had taken from the camp during their flight, and settled it on his head, lowering the attached night-vision device into place. 

“It does matter,” she protested. “You clearly don’t know anything about the Mogollon Monster or the Superstitions. And if you think I’m just going to sit here while the answers I’m looking for are right out there, you’re crazy.” 

He swiveled the night-vision monocular out the way and stared at her appraisingly. “I’ll admit having someone who knows about this stuff would be helpful. But I can’t guarantee your safety.” 

“I didn’t ask for your guarantee. I came out here on my own, and if necessary, I’ll finish this the same way.” 

He smiled. “I seem to recall something about a rattlesnake.” 

Before she could protest, he lowered the monocular again, and then switched off the flashlight, plunging her once more into darkness. As her eyes adjusted, she could make out his silhouette as he peered through the windshield, looking across the desert to the ruins of the army camp. 

“They’re gone,” he said finally, but something about his tone caused Nina’s heart to start racing again. 

“The Mogollon Monsters?” 

He shook his head in the darkness. “Everyone.” 
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The scrape of something against his heels startled Pierce into wakefulness; someone was dragging him. He reflexively struggled against the grip, his hands searching the darkness for his captor. 

“Easy, pardner.” The voice was low, intentionally hushed, but most assuredly human. “I’m tryin’ to help.” 

Pierce felt himself lowered to the ground, then the hand shifted position to help him to his feet. “Who are you?” 

“Keep it down.” The voice was calm, delivered with a thick southern drawl that Pierce couldn’t quite place. “I saw you take a tumble and thought you might need a hand. Good thing too, because those…well, whatever they are…they started coming down a few minutes later.” 

The words unlocked Pierce’s short-term memory…the attack on the military camp…his flight out into the desert. He didn’t remember the fall, but his body did. He could feel fresh abrasions on his cheek and forehead, and his body ached. As he probed his injuries, he realized that his hands were free. “You cut me loose,” he said, remembering to whisper. “Thanks.” 

“Didn’t make a lick of sense to keep you trussed up like that. Come on. I think I see a place where we can hole up and let them pass by.” 

Pierce strained to hear anything other than the crunch of their footsteps, but the air was as still as it was dark. He intuited that the man with him had to be one of the soldiers from the camp, navigating the tunnel with night vision goggles. Resignedly, Pierce allowed himself to be led forward into the wall of blackness. 

“Here. Hunker down. They’re right behind us.” The man was insistent, but strangely calm, as if fleeing from hulking humanoid monsters was an everyday occurrence. 

Pierce did as instructed, aware of his heart thudding in his chest. After a few seconds, he heard other sounds—grunts, labored breathing, the slap of skin against stone—and almost gagged as a rancid odor, like a heap of rotting skunk flesh, filled his nose. It was the distinctive smell of the creatures that had attacked the camp—he had smelled it earlier, though not as strongly—during the mayhem. The creatures were indeed close, and getting closer, and Pierce expected at any moment to feel large hands close over him. 

Instead, it was his guide’s hand that reached out from the darkness to tap his shoulder. “Here. Take a look.” 

Something hard, about the size and weight of a small camcorder, was pressed into his hands. He realized that it was a night-vision device like the one King had given him earlier in the night. A green glow showed him which end was the business end, and he quickly held it up to his right eye. 

Looking through the objective lens of the night-vision monocular was like watching a movie on a tiny television screen. It was hard to believe that what he was seeing wasn’t just footage from a monster movie, but was actually taking place just a few feet away. A line of the enormous hominids was moving past the niche in which they were concealed. More than a dozen passed by as Pierce watched, and every single one of them carried a body—either the camouflage-clad form of a soldier or one of their own species—all dead, he assumed. What was most surprising to Pierce was the complete absence of the ferocity he had witnessed during the attack. The creatures moved with a single-mindedness reminiscent of ants trekking relentlessly between their hive and a food source. He sucked in an involuntary breath as one of the beasts turned its shaggy head and glowing eyes to look at him as it passed, but the creature did not even break its stride. 

It was only as the monster moved away that he realized he had seen something else. 

In the chaos of the attack on the military camp, he had seen the creatures as nothing more than enormous shaggy animals, driven by mindless instinct. But as they paraded by, he saw evidence of more complex behavior—one of creatures reached back and with a quick tug, removed the hair from its body—much more complex. 

Holy shit, Pierce thought, the hair isn’t natural. 

The photo he had seen earlier, had showed one of the creatures with a single ancient Greek coin, worn like a medallion on a string around its neck; it was the very aberration that had brought him here. And it was nothing alongside what he now beheld. 

Coins, rings, bracelets…every manner of precious or semi-precious metal ornament adorned the creatures—every last one of them. The treasures were threaded like beads onto strings of what looked to Pierce like strands of twisted gut, and they were worn like amulets or totem necklaces. Some of the strings were heavy with dozens of pieces of jewelry; evidently, the creature whose image had been captured digitally was a pauper among his peers—or hers, Pierce thought. 

For just a moment, the horror of the attack was eclipsed by this new mystery. This was a form of complex animal behavior…evolutionary behavior. Pierce didn’t know exactly what the explanation was for all of it, but he knew that it almost certainly had nothing to do with Manifold Genetics. 

After a few minutes, the procession ended; the last of the enormous creatures vanished down the adjacent tunnel. 

It was only then that Pierce had an opportunity to scope out his surroundings. But for the fact that he had just witnessed at least a couple dozen of the creatures passing, he would not have believed that he was in a cave. The monochrome green of the night-vision device revealed only upright walls of dark rock in every direction. 

“I’m gonna need that back soon, pardner.” 

Pierce turned to get his first look at the man who had evidently come to his aide. The man’s digital camouflage uniform showed him to be a soldier. There was a patch with three chevrons affixed to his body armor vest, and next to it a name tape that read “De Bord.” It was impossible to make out much detail in the green display, but Pierce thought the man looked quite a bit more mature than most of the enlisted soldiers he’s seen in the camp. The sight of the uniform slammed a door on his musings about the extraordinary creatures, and reminded him that a lot of people had just died... King might have died. 

But they just ignored us. We’re obviously on their turf now; why didn’t they attack? 

It was a mystery that would have to wait. Darkness engulfed him as he lowered the monocular and extended it toward the soldier. 

“Sergeant De Bord is it?” 

There was a pause as the other man took the goggles from him. “That’s right.” De Bord sounded confused by Pierce’s knowledge of his identity. 

“I saw your name tag. So, am I your prisoner?” 

De Bord chuckled. “I reckon we’ve got bigger things to worry about. For now, let’s just focus on getting out of here, and finding your friend.” 

“I’m not too sure where ‘here’ is. What happened?” 

“I saw you take a tumble into this here cave. Those…whatever they are…they were headed your way, so I went in after you.” 

Pierce felt a guiding hand on his shoulder and allowed the soldier to steer him out of the recess where they had hidden. 

“We can’t be more than a hundred meters from the opening,” De Bord continued. “Just keep a hand on my shoulder and we’ll be outside in no time flat.” 

“Do you have a flashlight? I don’t think we have to worry about those creatures anymore.” 

“I hope you’re right about that. Hang on.” 

Pierce winced as a light flared in the other man’s hand, revealing the cave walls in their true color—dark rock of indeterminate composition. De Bord directed the beam down the passage in the same direction from which the creatures had come, and started walking with Pierce in tow. 

As they moved along the cramped passage, Pierce decided to exploit the sergeant’s evident willingness to engage in conversation. “So I take it the Army is here because of those creatures, right? What do you know about them?” 

“Not a whole helluva lot. They came out of nowhere, wrecked everything, and then just like that, decided to skedaddle. The rest of it is all above my pay grade. I just do what the brass tells me to do.” He stopped abruptly and directed the light overhead. 

The circle of illumination on the rock ceiling showed nothing particularly remarkable, but in the ambient light, Pierce saw that the tunnel ahead sloped upward and ended abruptly. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

“I don’t understand,” the sergeant said, turning to face him. “This is where you fell in…where I found you. But there’s no opening.” 

Pierce felt cold dread creep over him. “Maybe we passed it already.” 

“Not a chance.” De Bord pointed to something on the floor—a broken loop of black plastic a few inches long. “I cut that off your hands right where I found you. The mouth of the tunnel was right here.” 

Pierce stared up again, but there wasn’t even a hairline crack in the rocky expanse overhead. It was as if the earth had closed the door behind the retreating creatures, sealing them in. 
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A closer inspection of the camp only confirmed what King had seen from a distance. There was abundant evidence of the battle—wrecked tents and equipment, discarded weapons, a littering of brass shell casings, and everywhere, spatters of blood slowly drying to a black crust in the warm desert air—but there was not a single body, human or otherwise, to be found. Hoping against hope, King tried calling Pierce’s cell phone, but the call went directly to the archaeologist’s voice mail. 

Nina stayed close as they ventured cautiously into the perimeter, but stopped a few steps in and bent to illuminate the ground with a small flashlight. “Look at this.” 

King glanced quickly at her find, but did not immediately grasp its significance. “A footprint?” 

“Look at it,” she insisted. “It’s huge. What do you wear, size 12? It’s at least six inches longer than your foot.” 

He made no effort to hide his irritation. “We already knew they had feet. And that they’re big.” 

“But it’s hominid, for sure.” She pointed to the round depression made by the heel and ball of the foot, then counted the toes as if doing so would emphasize her point. “This has toes. Humans are the only species on the planet with a foot like this.” 

“Not anymore.” He stood and did a quick visual sweep of the area. “I don’t see what the big deal is. I thought monster footprints were a dime a dozen.” 

She shook her head. “Most are provable fakes, and the rest are highly suspicious. This one…well, we know exactly what made it. It’s real, tangible proof.” 

“Put this in practical terms for me. What are we dealing with here? Could these things be mutants of some kind?” 

She shrugged. “The legends of the Mogollon Monster—and other creatures like it—go back to prehistoric times. I suppose in a scientific sense, they are the result of a mutation—that’s what drives evolution—but it’s more likely that they’re a lower branch on the evolutionary tree. An ancestor species, or at the very least a distant cousin. We know that hominid species like this had to have existed in the past; this just proves that they’re still around.” 

King shook his head. “I’m not interested in proving anything. I want to know where these things come from, and why they are on the warpath. In case you weren’t paying attention, that wasn’t a lone monster wandering the hills harassing hikers. That was a whole tribe, and I think if there’d been a tribe’s worth of these things roaming these hills all this time, someone would have found proof that was a little more definitive.” 

“That’s why it’s so… Wait, what are you trying to say?” 

“Think about it. Nothing like this has ever happened. The attack on the highway, this…what’s different now?” 

She blinked at him. 

“The attack happened simultaneously with the appearance of that mist,” he continued, not trying to make a point so much as review the disjointed facts for his own benefit. “Those soldiers were expecting it, or at least expecting something to happen.” 

“So you think this could be the result of something the government is doing?” 

“You’re the expert on this kind of thing. What do you think? 

She laughed without much humor. “Being an expert on paranormal phenomena is a little like being an expert on Santa Claus. I can give you chapter and verse on the mythology and the reports, but no one is an expert on the real cause. That goes for paranoia about secret government conspiracies, too. You can’t really be an expert on something that’s completely imaginary.” 

“It’s not all imaginary,” King muttered. His experiences, both with government shenanigans and phenomena well outside the accepted scientific norm, probably made him more of an expert than she, but that wasn’t something he was going to share with her. “The mist, those creatures…it’s all connected somehow. We’re not going to find our answers here.” 

“Where then?” 

King stared at the footprint, one of dozens—perhaps hundreds—that were clearly visible leading both into and away from the camp. The creatures’ path of egress was clearly marked, and it wouldn’t take the skills of a legendary Indian scout to pick up their trail…a trail that would almost certainly lead him to George Pierce, or at the very least, resolve the question of his friend’s fate. But his intuition told him that the answers to the important questions would not be found in the lair of the Mogollon Monsters. “Lightning isn’t supposed to strike the same place twice, right? I’d say that’s a good place to start.” 
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De Bord continued to sweep the dead end with his light, muttering in disbelief. “It was here. I know it was.” 

Pierce didn’t know what to say. He had no recollection of his fall, but the evidence that this was where they had both entered the tunnel was right there on the ground. He knelt and picked up the discarded plastic tie. “Maybe we took a wrong turn. Maybe one of those creatures picked this up and dropped it here.” 

“There were no turns,” De Bord insisted. “And I recognize this place.” 

“Then there’s some other explanation. Whatever it is, we’re not getting out this way.” 

De Bord appeared reluctant to accept that assessment, but after several more minutes of searching with both his eyes and his hands, he relented. They made their way back to the niche where they’d earlier hidden, and then kept going. 

The tunnel gradually opened up, and before long they saw—and smelled—evidence of habitation. Pierce resisted a scientific curiosity to examine the piles of fresh scat that littered the floor; a glance was enough to tell him that the creatures were omnivores, but there was nothing of behavioral significance in the distribution. The creatures were not marking territory or defining their living space, but merely answering nature’s call as they made their journey. Aside from the stench of their excrement, the air in the tunnel seemed to be fresh, and that was an encouraging sign. 

Acting on a sudden inspiration, Pierce took out his phone and checked for a signal. There wasn’t one, but as they progressed, he watched for bars to appear. If he could get reception, it might indicate the proximity of an opening to the surface. He was about to explain this idea to De Bord when the soldier abruptly raised a hand, and then pushed him back a few feet. 

“There’s a whole mess of those things up there,” he whispered, dousing his flashlight. 

Pierce felt his pulse quicken. “What are they doing?” 

“I didn’t take the time to look. Hang on, I’ll check it out.” 

Pierce heard the soft rush of fabric scraping against the floor as De Bord crawled away, and then after a minute, heard it again indicating the soldier’s return. “They’re lining up the bodies.” There was a hint of disgust in the man’s tone. “Going through the pockets of the dead, it looks like.” 

Pierce withheld comment on the unusual behavior, but it was another significant clue. While robbing the dead might be a contemptible act for a group of humans, it wasn’t something that mindless animals did; for a predator or a scavenger, a corpse was just so much meat. But these creatures evidently possessed the capacity to value objects, even those that had no utilitarian purpose. 

“I want to see. Can you give me the night vision device?” 

De Bord sighed wearily. “I guess there’s nothing else to do right now, but be careful. If they see us, we’re gonna be up shit creek.” 

Pierce wasn’t so sure about that, but took the monocular from the soldier and held it to his eye as he crawled forward to the edge of the chamber where the creatures were engaging in their own peculiar funerary rites. 

There were at least two dozen of the creatures moving about in the cavern, and about half that many lined up against a nearby wall unmoving, presumably dead. Pierce noted the care that had been taken in arranging their bodies; they were all oriented in the same direction, limbs straightened against the onset of rigor mortis, and arms crossed on their chest. Their totem necklaces had been removed but Pierce caught a glint of something metallic in the mouth of each fallen creature—an obol, he realized. 

The human remains had not received such elaborate treatment. The bodies of the fallen soldiers, too many for Pierce to count, had been piled up in the center of the chamber where the creatures were meticulously searching each one in turn. Pierce saw watches and rings torn from hands, and coins shaken from wallets. The loot was laid out carefully in a pile, and when a body yielded nothing more, it was dragged to another mound on the wall opposite from where the fallen creatures lay. Amid the uniforms of dead soldiers, Pierce saw other human remains—some in an advanced state of decay, some withered away to mummified husks but still clad in tattered jeans and hiking boots. 

They’ve been doing this for a while, he realized. He had read up on the history of the Superstition Mountains during the long plane ride; every year, going back at least a century, a few hikers, many of them dreamers searching for the Lost Dutchman gold mine or some other bit of treasure from folklore, vanished in the desert wilderness. Here, it seemed, was the answer to that mystery. 

It didn’t, however, explain the tetradrachm. 

The creatures spent only a few more minutes searching the dead. When they had finished their grisly task, the collected items were gathered into what looked like a leather sack, carried by one of the creatures who already possessed a prodigious totem necklace. He barked stridently to the rest of the group, and then as if answering to a collective consciousness, they all fell in behind him and moved single file into another tunnel on the far side of the cavern. 

Pierce knew that his only priority should have been finding a way out, but scientific discovery had always been his single motivating purpose. Teaching, lecturing and writing. Those were the things he had to do as a professional, but working in the field, uncovering mysteries so ancient that no one even knew they had been forgotten, was what drove him. He had wanted to be an archaeologist from the moment he had first watched Indiana Jones trekking through the jungles of Peru in the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark. Given a choice between escaping danger or making a spectacular discovery, Pierce had only one guiding principle: What would Indy do? 

As the last of the creatures vanished into the passage, George Pierce moved forward into the burial chamber. 
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After driving cautiously along an unpaved Forest Service road for about five miles, headlights off to avoid drawing attention to their presence, King spied a distant blaze of light in the objective of his PVS-7. He stopped the Humvee in the middle of the road and got out for a better look. 

The source of the illumination was, even at a distance, easily recognizable as another military compound. The camp was at least twice as large as the forward operating base where they had been taken after being captured, and was situated only a few hundred yards from the long asphalt ribbon that had to be US Highway 60. The size and close proximity to the highway suggested that this was probably the central command for the military exclusion zone. It was only when he peered through a pair of binoculars he’d found in the Humvee that King realized that this camp had also been attacked. 

This base had faired better than the FOB from which he and Nina had escaped. Teams of soldiers were busy working to repair the damage, most of which had occurred along the northern edge. Closer to the center of the camp, a row of Humvees was lining up in readiness to venture outside the wire. King knew the patrol was probably going to find out why the other base hadn’t reported in. It was time to get off the road. 

Before he could return to the Humvee, he spied another vehicle approaching the camp from the east along a track that cut across the desert. With its blazing headlights, it was impossible to see the vehicle using night-vision, but King’s suspicion that it was not a military truck was confirmed when it pulled up to the base. In the glare of the portable generator-powered sodium vapor lamps, and aided by the binoculars, King saw a white SUV with an indistinct logo painted on the door. 

The occupant, a balding man in civilian clothes, got out and was met by a several soldiers who emerged from a central tent. Curious, in spite of the need to find concealment, King watched the brief but animated exchange between the civilian and the officer in charge. It ended when the civilian angrily got back in his vehicle and left in a cloud of dust. 

King hastened back to the Humvee where Nina waited impatiently. “Well? Do you have your answers?” 

King turned a switch and the Humvee’s diesel engine rumbled to life. “No, but now I know who does.” 
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“What is that?” 

Nina glanced over at King, but in the darkened interior of the Humvee she could only distinguish a vague silhouette. His hand was outstretched, pointing. “What is what?” 

“Oh, sorry. There’s a bunch of buildings. Some kind of mine operation?” 

She nodded. “Must be the copper mine. It closed a couple months ago. Some big multinational bought them out and shut it down. Put a lot of people out of work. It was a profitable operation, but I guess the new owner thought they could make more by closing it down to drive up copper prices.” 

“I wonder if there isn’t another explanation,” King said, thoughtfully. 

Nina wasn’t sure what the economic hardships of a small mine had to do with the attacks by the Mogollon Monsters. It was evident that her new investigative partner saw a connection, but he had hardly said a word to her since leaving the road surreptitiously following the vehicle he had seen leaving the military camp. Nina hadn’t actually seen the SUV; they had been driving without lights, and she had only caught a few glimpses of the other vehicle’s tail lights in the distance. 

“The mine looks completely shut down,” King observed. “But it looks like our friend is going to a structure north of the processing facility. If I’m not mistaken, the lightning we saw came down near here.” 

Nina did her best to follow his reasoning. “You think maybe whatever they’re doing has something to do with the attacks?” 

He didn’t answer her directly. “Do you know anything about the company that bought out the mine? A name?” 

“No. I’m sure they mentioned it in the news reports, but it’s been a several weeks.” 

“I’ll see if I can’t find out.” A subtle glow illuminated King, the display of a cell phone that he pressed to his ear. “Call Aleman.” 

She listened impatiently to half of a conversation in which King asked Aleman—whoever that was—to look up information on the copper mine. 

“Bluelight Technologies,” she heard him say. “Any connection to Manifold? Right…Well, you keep digging on your end. I’m going to go in for a closer look… Roger that, King, out.” 

The glow vanished, returning Nina to near-total darkness as the Humvee continued along the uneven dirt road. 

“You’re military, too, aren’t you?” Nina asked after a few minutes. 

“What makes you say that?” 

“The way you handled that gun during the attack. Your familiarity with this Hummer. And then there’s the whole ‘Roger that, King out,’ thing just a second ago.” 

“I was in the army for a while.” There was a hint of embarrassed humor in his tone. “Some things you never forget.” 

Nina sensed he wouldn’t reveal anything more on that subject, so she tried a different tack. “What’s Manifold?” 

She saw the shift in his silhouette as he turned to look at her for a moment, then turned his eyes forward again. “Manifold is…or was, rather…a biotech company run by a guy named Richard Ridley.” 

“Biotech? So you’re going with your theory that the creatures are mutants?” 

“Right now, I don’t have a theory. I’m just putting the coincidences together. Manifold is very bad news, and my job is to find them, root them out, and shut them down.” 

Nina knew better than to ask who had given him that job, but there were clues aplenty in the subtext. What was even more evident was his understated dedication to that mission. It was the kind of single-mindedness that drove a lot of the believers in paranormal phenomena—drove them, and sometimes blinded them to the obvious answers. And everything else that most normal people considered important. 

Still, he didn’t seem crazy. 

“And Bluelight Technologies,” she continued. “That’s who owns the mine now?” 

Before he could answer, a familiar humming noise signaled an incoming call on King’s phone. Nina saw the glow of the display then to her surprise, heard King say: “Ale, you’re on speaker. With me is Nina…Raglan, was it? She’s a special consultant on local affairs.” 

There was a brief lag, and then a weary voice said: “I understand. Ms. Raglan, I’m Lewis Aleman.” 

“Umm…hi.” 

“So, Ale, what can you tell me about Bluelight Technologies?” 

“Quite a lot, actually…and yet, at the same time, not much. It’s a new firm, only a few months old. Founded by one Aaron Copeland. Copeland is a physicist, Masters from MIT. Worked at CERN for a while, then about a year ago, he dropped off the radar. When he popped up again, it was at the helm of Bluelight.” 

“Physicist,” King repeated. “Narrow that down for me.” 

“He’s published several articles on using phase states of matter as an alternate energy source. I can’t really tell you what any of this stuff means, but it sounds like science-fiction. The real kind though, heavy on the science, and without laser gun battles and green-skinned babes. Bluelight’s mission statement—and I’m quoting here— is ‘pioneering alternative energy sources for the 21st century.’” 

“There’s no way a start-up would have the resources to shut down the mine operation,” Nina observed. 

There was a brief pause and Nina wondered if she had said the wrong thing. “That’s a very astute observation,” King said, without a trace of insincerity. “Bluelight has some significant financial muscle behind them. Ale, can you follow the money?” 

“Easier said, King. They’re not publically traded. I can tell you this though; right now, Bluelight has just one client.” 

“The government?” Nina said. 

“Ah, a point to the lady. Specifically, Bluelight has a contract with DARPA.” 

Nina knew all about DARPA—the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency—the military’s R&D arm. The agency had become something of a bogeyman for paranormal enthusiasts, particularly in the UFO community, who imagined DARPA scientists working feverishly in secret laboratories at Area 51, to reverse engineer alien technology from crashed spacecraft. 

“‘Who’ isn’t as important as ‘what,’” King said. “Forget the money trail for now, Ale. See if you can figure out what Copeland is trying to do out here. Go through his published work again; there’s got to be a thread we can pull on to unravel all this. Something tells me Bluelight isn’t just trying to build a better solar panel.” 

“Meanwhile, what will you be doing?” 

In the glow of the phone, Nina could see the determined grin on King’s face. “I think I’m going to go have a look around.” 
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Pierce gazed down at the still form and marveled at just how human it looked. There were differences of course, most notably, the heavy brow ridge, similar in many respects to depictions of Neanderthal man, to say nothing of the enormous size and the hard looking bumps covering almost every square inch of the creature’s body. All but the area between the forehead and the end of the strong aquiline nose, were covered in the bumps. 

If not for the bumpy skin, Pierce thought, you might not give him a second look walking through the mall. 

Oops…make that her. 

The archaeologist carefully, almost reverently, extracted the coin from the creature’s mouth and held it up for inspection. It was a silver Mexican peso coin, dated 1977. He was almost disappointed that the beasts, intelligent though they were, had chosen such a common and geographically proximal coin to use as an obol. He put the peso back, exactly as it had been and moved to the next body in line. 

He winced as everything in the objective lens grew painfully bright, and lowered the monocular, blinking away the bright spots. De Bord had entered the chamber, using his flashlight to show the way. 

“Damn it,” the soldier complained, keeping his voice low in spite of his irritation. “You call this takin’ a look? Those things won’t take kindly to you violatin’ their dead.” 

“I don’t know if they’d care.” Pierce slipped the coin from the second corpse’s mouth and checked it. 

It was most definitely not a peso. 

“Well, I’d just as soon focus on gettin’ outta here. If they ain’t comin’ back, then we should keep movin’ forward. There’s bound to be another opening back to the surface.” 

Pierce barely heard him. He showed De Bord the coin. Even without being able to translate the strange pictographic writing, the square hole punched in the center of the bronze circle was enough of a clue to identify the coin’s country of origin. 

“Holy…is that Chinese?” 

Pierce nodded. “It’s a banliang coin, from the Qin Dynasty. This coin is more than two thousand years old.” 

“How in God’s name did it get here?” 

Pierce grimaced. “You were right about there being another way out.” Pierce said, unable to keep the awe from his voice. “I just hope we don’t have to walk that far.” 
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King had done more than his share of covert infiltrations, some more successful than others. Luck played a role, but what really made the difference between an effective sneak-and-peek and a clusterfuck of epic proportions was advanced planning based on reliable intel. With Deep Blue guiding them remotely, updating them with real time satellite imagery or infrared surveillance from an unmanned drone, Chess Team had become masters of stealthy insertion into potentially hostile environments. 

King had none of those advantages tonight. No Deep Blue, no eye in the sky, no backup. And perhaps worst of all, no time. 

He spent several minutes studying the area surrounding the cinderblock structure that had been the final destination for the driver of the SUV. There didn’t appear to be any security cameras or motion sensors, and he saw no evidence of a security patrol. Although he could have been wrong about any one of those observations, there was nothing more to be gained through further surveillance. 

“I’d much rather do this alone,” he told Nina, then forestalled her immediate protest with a raised hand. “I think we both know that it’s not a good idea to split up. But you’re going to have to follow my lead and do everything I say.” 

She nodded, but was clearly irked at being relegated to the role of tagalong. 

King left the Humvee concealed behind a low hill and they set off on foot across the open ground, a distance of about half a mile. They moved low and slow at first, with King in the lead, constantly scanning for trip wires and other early warning detection systems. As they got closer though, King realized his caution was unnecessary. 

The building he now thought of as the Bluelight Facility, might have actually had a working security system at one time, possibly even earlier in the night, but precautions designed to keep out human intruders had been of little use in turning back a wave of Mogollon Monsters. 

The eight-foot fence surrounding the building had been ripped apart like the wrapping on an eight-year old’s Christmas present. Beyond the fence line, were the shattered remains of two passenger cars, and King saw that the white SUV had also taken a pounding. There were holes in the concrete wall, some decorated with snags of long dark human hair and streaks of blood. The metal door leading inside was still on its hinges, but the exterior doorknob had been ripped off, and it was evident that the panel had been repeatedly hammered with fists and feet. 

King led the way through the wreckage and cautiously pulled the door open. The entry foyer beyond was dark, but judging by the lack of damage, it appeared that the creatures had not breached the interior of the building. 

A strip of light, barely visible to the naked eye but glowing bright in the night vision display, shone from beneath a door at the end of the corridor. King switched off the monocular, shouldered his carbine, and stealthily approached the door. 

There were voices beyond—at least two people—engaged in a conversation. He twisted the doorknob slowly and opened it just a crack. 

“—all left when those things attacked. It’s just me now.” The voice was male—probably Copeland, King thought—and his tone was almost frantic. 

“Are you able to verify a direct link between this incursion and activation of the Bluelight generator?” This voice was female and considerably louder, filling the room. King realized right away that it was issuing from a speaker, but there was something odd about the person’s speech pattern. There was a barely perceptible lag between each word, and an almost total lack of emotion. 

“A link?” Copeland replied incredulously. “Every time we fire the damn thing up, those creatures show up and start killing everyone. What more evidence do you need?” 

“There is an eighty-two point one percent probability that these events are correlated. However, until the mechanism explaining the connection is understood, the experiments must continue.” 

“It sounds like one of those automated phone call systems,” Nina whispered in King’s ear. 

King had already figured that out. Computer voice technology had come a long way from the synthesized speech depicted in movies like the classic War Games. Modern software could almost instantly piece together sentences from prerecorded words, assembling them like fragments cut out of a dictionary and pasted onto a sheet of paper, but there were limits to the technology; it was impossible for the software to mimic the natural tone and inflection of a real person. But it was something else the voice had said that caused a huge piece of the puzzle to fall into place. 

Oblivious to his revelation, Nina continued. “It sounds like they know that whatever they’re doing here is driving the Mogollons crazy.” 

“Shhh.” 

“No, no, no! We don’t dare turn it on again.” 

“The objective cannot be achieved until the external threat is mitigated,” the female voice replied blandly. “You must accelerate the timetable. Drawing the hostiles into the open will provide military assets with an opportunity to eliminate the threat permanently.” 

“Those things wiped out your precious military assets. Dozens of soldiers are missing…probably dead. The general blames me for that.” 

“Blame is irrelevant. Military assets now have a more complete understanding of the threat, and will subsequently escalate their response. There is a seventy-eight point three percent probability that the threat will be completely eliminated within three experimental cycles.” 

Any lingering doubts King might have had were swept away by the electronically produced voice’s second probability assessment. Brainstorm! 

Just a few short weeks ago, King had learned of the mysterious entity known as Brainstorm. Hardly anything was known about Brainstorm. Deep Blue had hinted at the possibility that it was in reality an artificial intelligence program that had infiltrated computer networks around the world. It was surreptitiously controlling corporations and governments alike, all to advance an unknown, but almost certainly apocalyptic agenda; King’s first encounter with Brainstorm had uncovered a scheme intended to turn literally billions of people into a mindless drone labor force. 

During that mission, King had interacted directly with Brainstorm utilizing a similar electronic voice interface that effectively masked the true identity—the true nature—of Brainstorm, but whatever he, she, it or they was or were, Brainstorm saw the world entirely in terms of probabilities. 

Brainstorm didn’t think small. Whatever its interest in Bluelight, it almost certainly spelled bad news on a global scale. 

“Commence the next activation cycle in forty-seven minutes, and fifteen seconds. Mark.” 

King immediately pressed a button on his wristwatch, activating the stopwatch function. 

“This is insane,” Copeland muttered. 

“Negative. If your supposition is correct, and the events with hostiles of unknown origin are directly connected to the activation of the Bluelight generator, then repeated aggravation of the hostiles by that method is the only way to ensure their extermination. The Bluelight facility will be adequately protected. Military assets are now aware of the true nature of the threat and will be able to eliminate it more effectively. This is the course of action with the highest probability of success, and will ensure continued operation of the Bluelight generator.” 

As the electronically produced voice droned on, King began his own probability assessment. He didn’t know what Bluelight was, but it was plainly evident that Copeland was critical to its operation. 

King eased the door open a little more, and saw the physicist seated at a workstation in a room that looked like a scaled down version of NASA mission control. Copeland was alone. 

Take Copeland…or take him out…and Bluelight is dead in the water. Problem solved. 

But before he could take that next step, something in his pocket started buzzing like a swarm of angry bees. 

Damn it, Aleman. The tech expert should have known better than to call in the middle of an infiltration. King eased the door closed and dug the phone from his pocket. 

His heart skipped a beat when he saw the name on the caller ID. 

“Who is it?” Nina whispered. 

King fought to find his voice as he retreated from the door to the Bluelight control room. “I have to take this.” 
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Pierce and De Bord ran for their lives. 

Pierce blamed himself. He had been overconfident in his belief that the creatures would continue to ignore them, and so had ventured further into their subterranean territory than was, he now realized looking back, wise. 

It wasn’t like they had strolled through the middle of a gathering. In fact, he wasn’t sure exactly how they’d gotten by the group of monsters that now stalked them. To the best of his knowledge, they hadn’t passed any junctions. 

After leaving the burial cave, he and De Bord had continued through the exit passage, in the creatures’ wake. Although he secretly hoped to discover more about the strange, almost human beings, Pierce’s foremost goal was always to find a way back to the surface. It was plainly evident however that they were descending, deeper and deeper into the Earth’s crust. After more than a mile of walking, the cool cave air growing warmer with each vertical foot of drop, Pierce had begun second-guessing the initial decision to move forward. 

“This ain’t gettin’ us anywhere,” De Bord had announced, as if tuning into the same psychic channel. “The entry was there. We both went through it. We must’ve just missed it somehow.” 

Pierce had been on the verge of agreeing to the request when a glinting reflection caught his eye on the path ahead. “Let me check something out. Five more minutes, then we’ll turn back.” 

De Bord hadn’t been happy about it, but he’d nodded, and Pierce had moved ahead into a cavern almost as large as the burial chamber. What he saw there left him speechless. It was, he imagined, the archaeological equivalent of winning the lottery. 

It was impossible to say what purpose the room served for the beasts. It might have been the equivalent of a treasure room or perhaps a museum; if they were as intelligent as the totem necklaces seemed to indicate, then it was not beyond the realm of possibility that they might recognize the value in other human artifacts. Or, they might simply have been great big pack rats feathering their nest with anything shiny that caught their eye. Ultimately, the creatures’ motivation didn’t matter nearly as much as the actual content they had collected. 

The room was piled high with artifacts from every part of the globe. Pierce’s eye was drawn immediately to something familiar, a pile of bronze armaments—swords, spearheads, helmets—from the early Greek Classical period. But right next to those were gold figurines that looked Meso-American. There was no logic to the arrangement; the only common thread was that all the pieces were metal, specifically metals or alloys that were resistant to corrosion. Reddish and green lumps on the floor marked the resting places of objects of iron and copper that had not survived the passage of centuries…millennia, even. 

Yet, it was not the temporal journey of these artifacts that interested Pierce, but rather their physical journey. How had artifacts from civilizations in every corner the globe come to rest here, in this cave in Arizona? 

There might have been an explanation for the ancient coins—the banliang and the tetradrachm—worn by the creatures as amulets. Coins had a way traveling well beyond the borders of their country of origin, and there was plenty of evidence to suggest that ancient mariners had visited the Americas many centuries before Columbus. Coins brought by travelers might have found their way into the underworld. But Pierce had also been entertaining another possibility, and what he saw here seemed to reinforce that theory. 

Then De Bord had hastened into the cavern. “They’re right behind me,” the soldier had shouted, gripping Pierce’s shoulder and propelling him forward. “And they’re pissed.” 

And so they had run. Deeper, ever deeper into the Earth. 

The creatures, when he happened to glimpse them in the distance, were not driven by the rabid fury that had possessed them during the attack on the camp, but they were nevertheless agitated by the intrusion. Their shrieks multiplied as the sound echoed down the long tunnels, like the cries of the damned rising up from Hell itself. What he could not comprehend, what he dared not even stop to think about, was why they had not already been caught. The creatures were fast, and on their home turf; by all rights, Pierce and De Bord should have been caught a dozen times over. 

They’re toying with us, Pierce thought. Some kind of cat-and-mouse game. 

Yet what alternative did they have but to scurry like mice? 

“Left or right?” De Bord shouted. 

Pierce glanced ahead and saw two diverging tunnels framed in the circle of the soldier’s flashlight. It was the first time they’d been confronted with such a choice, and now the enormity of the consequences of making the wrong decision seemed too terrible to contemplate. There were no obvious cues to suggest which path—if either—would lead to safety. Unlike the elaborate ruins he’d had occasion to explore, these passages were the work of nature, carved by flows of water and the vagaries of geology, without any thought for superstitious preferences. It was a coin-flip really. 

“Left,” he said, barely able to get the words out. “Stay with the main passage.” 

That it was the wrong choice became evident almost right away. Almost as soon as they passed the opening on the right, the creatures pursuing them let loose with a bone-jarring chorus of shrieks. Then, as if to answer them, a second cacophony erupted from the darkness directly ahead of them. They were caught between two groups of the creatures. De Bord skidded to a halt and raised his carbine, ready to make a desperate last stand. 

Pierce glanced back. The monsters chasing them had not closed in, but hung back, cloaked in shadows. 

“Back!” Pierce yelled. “We can make it to the other tunnel.” 

De Bord nodded and with Pierce now leading the way, the two men sprinted back to the diverging tunnel. As soon as they entered it, the creatures lowered their cries, and began advancing again, pushing them forward relentlessly. 

The tunnel was cramped, barely large enough for De Bord in his combat gear to make it through, and for a brief instant, Pierce thought maybe the constricting passage would hamper the pursuit. Somehow though, the creatures slipped confidently through the tight confines; both men could hear the scrape of hard knobby skin against stone and the low ululations of the monsters drawing closer all the time. 

Then a different noise punctuated their desperate flight, the electronic chirp of Pierce’s cell phone. 

He dug it out of his pocket automatically, as if he were merely strolling across the campus quad at the university in Athens. The glowing screen displayed the words: 

One missed call. 

Pierce gasped as the significance of the message hit home. The phone had a signal. That could only mean that they were very close to an opening to the surface. The realization opened a reservoir of strength, and he leaped ahead with renewed urgency, one eye always on the bars indicating the strength of the wireless signal. Fifty steps and a second bar lit up, then a third. 

They were close. 

With the abruptness of a guillotine slice, the tunnel came to a dead end. 

“No!” The denial ripped from Pierce’s lips even as he checked the screen again. Three bars still. There had to be an opening here somewhere. 

“Climb!” De Bord shouted from behind him. The soldier directed his light to a spot above his head. Instead of bouncing back from the rough basalt, the light revealed an open space. 

That was good enough for Pierce. With the agility of a world-class climber, he scrambled up the chimney-like passage, finding handholds and steps in the jagged rock. De Bord was right below him, shining the light straight up now and revealing the narrow slot of an opening just a few more feet above the archaeologist. 

Pierce erupted from the hole and onto the desert floor like a dolphin leaping out of the water. He hastily reversed his position and reached down to help De Bord complete his ascent, and a few moments later they were both free of the underground prison. 

Pierce scrambled to his feet, ready to start running again, but then he realized that the creatures had left off their wailing. He glanced at De Bord. “I think we’re okay,” he said, uncertainly. “I think they were just trying to run us off.” 

The soldier blinked at him, then cautiously played his light over the hole from which they had emerged. There was no sign of the creatures. 

Pierce sat down wearily, resting his head against his knees. 

De Bord sat next to him, shaking his head. “I sure as hell didn’t sign up for that,” he said with a forced chuckle. “Any idea where we are?” 

Pierce checked his phone again. There was a GPS application that would pinpoint their exact location, but that was the last thing on his mind. King had tried to call, and that meant his friend was still alive. The implications of the discoveries he had made in the underworld lair of the creatures seemed insignificant compared to that. 

He touched his finger to the screen, bringing up King’s number, and then tapped it again to send the call. 

There was an interminably long delay before a familiar voice said: “George?” 

The sound of King’s voice triggered a wave of relief. “Jack! Thank God.” 

“What the hell happened to you? Are you all right?” 

“Yeah. There was a minute or two where I wasn’t so sure, but…Jack, you’re not going to believe what I’ve found.” 

“You can tell me all about it when I get there. Where are you?” 
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Ivan Sokoloff scanned the hills with his night vision device, watching for his target’s approach. 

Always a consummate professional, he had never once treated any hit as easy money, and despite his failure in New York, he had not made that mistake with this one last job. But never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined a hunt like this. He almost considered demanding more money for the job, but would his mysterious employer really believe his tale of inhuman monsters? 

Probably not. 

Sokoloff sighed wearily. At least it was almost over now. He’d picked up the trail of King’s friend, George Pierce, confident that the archaeologist would lead him to his quarry, and his patience was about to be rewarded. Although barely visible against the night sky, he caught a glimpse of a dust cloud rising over the crest of a hill less than half a mile away. A moment later, the silhouette of a military truck rolled into view and then proceeded down the exposed flank. 

It seemed to take Pierce a little while longer to make out the approaching Humvee, but as the vehicle drew closer, the man got to his feet, presumably in anticipation of the impending reunion. 

Sokoloff smiled, thinking about the ten million dollars he was about to earn. He lowered the night vision device, hefted the weapon he had earlier appropriated, and then, in his best approximation of a Texas accent, said: “Well, I reckon it’s time you introduce me to this buddy of yours.” 
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King glanced at the glowing numbers on his watch and then at the display on his phone, which showed Pierce’s location as a dot almost right on top of the dot that showed his own. Almost twenty minutes had passed since he’d gotten Pierce’s call; in less than half an hour, Copeland would activate the Bluelight generator—whatever that was—and in all likelihood trigger another attack from the Mogollon Monsters. 

The decision to leave Bluelight and retrieve his friend had been one of the hardest King had ever made. He’d thought about it for almost a full minute, which was an eternity for the decisive, highly analytical Chess Team field leader. 

Shutting down Bluelight might have been as easy as stepping through the door to the control room and telling Copeland to stand down. Given the physicist’s reluctance to continue the experiment, he probably would have complied eagerly. But then again, there was every possibility that he would have been unable to stop the generator from being activated. Brainstorm probably had contingency plans in place against just such a breakdown of his control, and without understanding more about Bluelight and how it worked, there was no guarantee that King could actually prevent the next activation cycle. And if he had tried and failed, there was no guarantee that Pierce would survive another rampage. On the other hand, there was just enough time for him to exit the Bluelight compound, rendezvous with Pierce, and make it back before Copeland threw the switch. If he could pull that off, it would be win-win, so while there was a degree of risk involved, it was clearly the preferable course of action. 

But what if I’m wrong? What if more people die because I put my personal feelings ahead of the mission? 

He knew better than to ask “what-if” questions. 

Pierce had reappeared on the eastern flank of the Superstitions, almost two miles to the north of the FOB where they had briefly been held, and only about five miles from the Bluelight facility. Ideally, even at off-road speeds, the round trip should have taken no more than about twenty minutes, and that had probably influenced his decision as well. Unfortunately, the landscape had decided not to be cooperative. He had anticipated that the rough terrain would slow him down and restrict his ability to drive in a straight line. Some of the undulating hills were low enough that he could simply drive up and over, while the steeper ones, those that couldn’t be surmounted, were circumvented. What he had failed to take into account was that Mother Nature was not the only force shaping the topography. About a mile from the Bluelight facility, he spotted a smooth, dark area directly in his path. At a distance, it looked like a lake, but as they drew closer the air filled with the pungent rotten-egg smell of sulfur dioxide, and he recognized it for what it was: the sludge pond for the copper processing plant. 

Finding a way to detour around the toxic pool added another seven minutes to the journey, and to get around it, he had to drive across the sloping flanks of the hills that formed a natural bowl in which the mine operators had chosen to dump the byproducts of the ore separation process. There were more than a few hairy moments where the Humvee started sliding, forcing him to steer up the hill until the wheels found purchase. And all the while, the clock kept ticking. 

On the far side of the bowl, he pointed the front end of the Humvee up the hill and pressed down on the accelerator. The tires slipped a little, throwing out an unseen cloud of dust, and then the truck grudgingly started climbing up and over the crest. As they rolled over the top, King spotted a bright glow directly ahead; a small light, amplified to blazing intensity by his night vision. 

“There’s George,” he said. 

Nina didn’t respond, and he wasn’t sure if she had heard him over the engine noise, but a moment later she shifted forward in her seat and peered out into the darkness. With the unaided eye, the light probably wasn’t visible, and by King’s best guess, they were still a good quarter-mile away, with a long, winding valley between them and Pierce. 

Despite being built for such conditions, the Humvee bounced and slipped precariously as they raced along the sloping hillside, bumping over large rocks, dodging enormous saguaro cacti and crushing smaller desert flora. As the driver, he was only slightly better able to anticipate the violent jolts; Nina was being mercilessly tossed around in her seat. Nevertheless, King maintained steady pressure on the accelerator pedal, eager to reunite with his friend, and all too painfully aware of the fact that the impending activation of the Bluelight device was about to unleash another wave of hell on earth. 

But then, with only about a hundred yards separating them from the glowing orb of light that marked what he presumed to be Pierce’s location, King slammed on the brakes. The Humvee skidded sideways as the natural decline of the hill redirected some of its momentum. 

“What’s wrong?” Nina shouted. 

King’s eyes never wavered from his goal. “George has company.” 
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Pierce felt a moment of apprehension when he spied the approaching Humvee, but quickly reasoned that King had somehow utilized his military connections to get some assistance from the troops in the area. 

When the truck finally stopped in front of him and two soldiers climbed out, their rifles at the ready, he realized his mistake. One of the men stalked over to where he and De Bord were waiting and addressed the sergeant. 

“What’s the story here?” 

De Bord seemed a little confused by the turn of events. “Ah, this is one of the hikers we picked up. We got separated from the rest during the attack.” 

“You were at FOB Apache?” There was a hint of awe in the soldier’s voice. “We didn’t think anyone survived.” 

“Yeah, it was pretty bad,” De Bord remarked. 

Pierce sagged in disappointment as he realized that King was not accompanying the soldiers, and worse, that he was now evidently a prisoner again. 

“I better call this in,” the soldier said. He turned to his companion. “Take the civilian into custody. We need to get back ASAP.” 

A third soldier, occupying the roof turret of the parked Humvee suddenly shouted: “Sergeant! We’ve got another truck rolling up.” 

Pierce reflexively followed the gunner’s line of sight, but could only make out a dust cloud and a dark speck moving against the terrain. 

“What the hell? There’s not supposed to be anyone else out here.” The sergeant in charge climbed into the truck and started talking into the radio, but the remaining soldier advanced on Pierce. 

“He’s really moving!” 

The gunner’s shout seemed only to add to the confusion, and for a few more seconds, all the soldiers, including De Bord, seemed paralyzed by indecision. That was all the time the driver of the approaching Humvee needed to close the gap. 

The vehicle, outfitted with a canvas-covered cargo area, drove right up alongside the others steering straight toward Pierce and the others, as if it meant to run them down. At the last instant, Pierce was yanked away, in front of the parked Humvee, while De Bord scrambled in the other direction. 

Amidst the confusion, the passenger door of the still rolling vehicle flew open, and Pierce found himself staring at the familiar face of Nina Raglan. 

“Get in!” 
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Sokoloff spat out a curse in Russian, along with a mouthful of dirt, as he watched the Humvee pull away. This job just kept getting worse. 

The roar of a machine gun punctuated the sentiment. The turret gunner had opened up with his M240B and Sokoloff saw white tracers arc across the desert in pursuit of the retreating vehicle. It looked like a few of the rounds found their mark, but the Humvee continued picking up speed, and a few moments later, vanished around the edge of a hillside. 

As the gun fell silent, Sokoloff heard some shouting and realized the words were directed at him. He looked up and found the sergeant in charge of the group standing over him. “Come on! In the truck! Let’s…” 

Sokoloff saw the change in the man’s eyes, saw his lips continue moving to form a word even after his voice had trailed off. 

“You aren’t De—” 

Sokoloff jammed the muzzle of his carbine under the soldier’s chin and squeezed the trigger. 

He was up and moving before the man’s body hit the dirt, dashing to the idle Humvee. The violence of his actions took the remaining soldiers completely off guard. The sergeant died from a contact shot to the forehead, the radio handset still pressed to one ear and a confused look on his face. The gunner, possibly unaware of anything that had transpired since the other Humvee’s escape, flinched a little when he heard the shot, but the tight confines of the circular turret opening made it impossible for him to see what was going on inside his own vehicle, much less respond when Sokoloff shoved his carbine up under the soldier’s body armor and fired off several more rounds. 

With brutal efficiency and indifference, Sokoloff hauled the bodies of his latest victims out of the truck and left them on the desert floor, just as he had done earlier with the two-man patrol back on the hiking trail—the real Sergeant De Bord and another young man whose name he hadn’t bothered to learn. 

He then climbed back into the Humvee and started the engine. There was yet more killing to be done before the night was through. 
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As they rounded a turn in the ravine, the incessant crack of 7.62 mm rounds on the truck’s frame ceased immediately, but King still had to shout to be heard over the roaring engine. 

“Anyone hit?” 

Pierce and Nina, crowded together in the footwell on the passenger side, both signaled that they were all right. 

“Hang on!” 

King drove like a man possessed. Another encounter with the Army was the last thing he had expected, and it added one more variable to an already complicated equation. He checked the side mirror, but with the hillside in the way, it was impossible to know if the soldiers were giving chase. He assumed they were. 

Pierce, still panting from the burst of excitement, disentangled from Nina. “You guys aren’t going to believe the night I’ve had.” 

“Try me,” Nina replied with a laugh. 

King glanced over. As urgent as their present situation was, he couldn’t discount the possibility that Pierce might have gleaned some important bit of information. “Let’s hear it, George.” 

In a rush, Pierce told of his escape from the camp and subsequent fall into the underground labyrinth. Nina questioned him about the behavior of the Mogollon Monsters—how they had initially ignored Pierce and De Bord, and then chased them out of the cave. 

“It was like they were herding us,” Pierce confessed. “They could have caught us at any time, but they didn’t. It was like they were just trying to show us the door.” 

“It makes sense,” Nina said. “They’re normally very shy. They don’t like getting close to people. The only reason they’ve been attacking is because of that Bluelight thing.” 

“Bluelight?” 

“I’ll tell you about that in a minute,” King said. “Finish your story.” 

“Right. You aren’t going to believe this, but I think the caves we were in are connected to a much, much bigger network.” 

Nina nodded. “There are a lot of people who think that’s the case. There have always been stories about a cave system under the Superstitions and stretching at least as far as the Grand Canyon, with entrances that periodically appear and then vanish. According to one legend, Geronimo escaped from a troop of cavalry scouts by seemingly stepping into the rocks—a cave entrance—but the soldiers couldn’t find it afterward.” 

“I think these caves might connect a lot further than that. I found artifacts from civilizations all over the world. There might be an entire undiscovered world down there, a fully functioning ecosystem with its own evolutionary pathway. Maybe even civilizations. Those creatures are intelligent; they have a complex set of behaviors that are far more advanced than any animal species, except of course, humans. Particularly death rituals. 

“There’s a researcher in Colorado, Jeff Long, who has proposed the theory that a global cave network might be the explanation for all our myths relating to the existence of an afterlife under the ground. Hell, Hades, Sheol, Xibalba…call it what you will, every civilization has a belief in an underworld.” 

“That would also explain why reports of similar creatures show up in different parts of the world,” Nina said. “And why it’s been so hard to verify their existence. They come up for air once in a while, and then duck back down into their own world.” 

“There could be thousands of them,” Pierce agreed. “Millions perhaps. And now for some reason, they’ve declared war on us.” He paused a beat. “So, what’s Bluelight?” 

King was about to answer when he spied a pair of lights in the distance directly ahead. The beams were diffuse, and despite of the amplification from his PVS-7 they weren’t blindingly bright. 

Blackout drive lights. 

Because so many military operations were conducted under cover of darkness, all Humvees were equipped with a second set of lights, designed specifically to work with night vision, bright enough to illuminate the surroundings without rendering night vision devices useless, but practically invisible to the unaided eye, even at a distance of only a few feet. King hadn’t used the blackout lights in their vehicle because doing so would have betrayed their presence to the roving patrols. 

He didn’t think it was the same group of soldiers that had caught Pierce. This vehicle—also a hard-shelled M1026 HMMWV configured as a gunship, with a crew-served machine gun—was directly ahead and moving toward them from a different position. He surmised that a call had gone out, warning of a renegade Humvee roaming the hills. That meant there was one still behind them. 

“More company,” he warned. Pierce and Nina both ducked, as if his observation had been accompanied by another volley of machine gun fire. 

King sorted through his mental map of the terrain. He had a pretty good idea where he was in relation to the Bluelight facility, and that remained his primary objective. Evading the troops now searching for him wouldn’t count for much if the facility went active again. The problem was, the Humvee now approaching was directly between him and where he wanted to be. 

Maybe not a problem after all, he thought, punching the accelerator. The Humvee quickly picked up speed and began bouncing violently across the landscape, He knew it would take the soldiers in the other truck a few seconds to realize what he was doing, and hopefully a few seconds more to decide how best to respond. 

He decided to give them exactly six seconds, and started counting “Mississippis” under his breath. When he got to six, with probably no more than seventy-five yards separating the two vehicles, he flipped his PVS-7 up, away from his eye, and switched on the headlights. 

Twin halogen beams speared out across the dusty darkness and transfixed the second Humvee. He knew from experience what a bright light could do to a night vision device and to the person wearing it; the flash would have overloaded the electronics of a PVS-7 type device, rendering it useless for several hours thereafter, but in the instant before that happened, the wearer would feel like he’d stared directly at the sun. The wearer’s other, unaided eye wouldn’t fare much better; with pupils dilated for maximum natural night vision, any flash of light would be painful and would leave an imprint like fireworks on the retinas for at least several minutes thereafter. 

The trick with the lights hadn’t done his own night vision any favors. King switched the headlights off right away, and lowered his PVS-7 into place. 

The two Humvees were still on a collision course, separated by only a few yards. The only reason that they hadn’t already crashed was that the other driver, possibly blinded, had let his foot off the accelerator and tapped the brakes. 

King swerved hard right. The Humvee skidded into the turn and the back driver’s side wheel banged off the front bumper of the other truck. There was a crunch as the fiberglass hood cover splintered but the damage was purely cosmetic. The impact knocked King’s Humvee back around and it scraped along the side of the gunship, but then they were past, and back on course. 

There was a staccato eruption behind them, a sound like a car backfiring repeatedly, and King ducked. “Stay down.” 

It didn’t sound like any of the rounds had hit. King hoped the gunner was literally firing blind, strafing the general area where he thought they were, using the “spray and pray” method. The problem was, sometimes that method worked. 

He kept going, taking as much speed as the vehicle and terrain would let him have, following the descending flank of a hillside in hopes that it would take them out of the line of fire. 

A glance at the side mirror revealed nothing—not the absence of pursuit, but rather the absence of the mirror itself. Evidently, it had been a casualty of the sideswipe. King risked poking his head out the window, and saw lights moving behind them. The crew of the M1026 had eschewed blackout mode and were now running with full lights. They were also turning around. 

King glanced at his watch. Thirty-six minutes had elapsed since he and Nina had left the Bluelight facility. In about ten more, it would activate again, summoning a fresh horde of Mogollon Monsters to assault anything that moved. He dug out his phone and brought up the GPS app. He’d marked the Bluelight facility as a waypoint earlier. According to the app, it was now about three miles dead ahead. 

The Humvee bounced and slid, and King had to wrestle with the steering wheel to maintain a semblance of control as he climbed hills and shot straight down the slopes. Behind him, the lights of the pursuing vehicle blazed like tiny suns. The driver of the M1026 couldn’t close the gap; both Humvees were traveling well beyond the recommended off-road speed, and nearly at the limit of what was possible, but the pursuing truck had one significant advantage. They could reach out across the distance and ruin King’s day. The arc of tracer fire, sporadically ricocheting off the desert floor, sometimes too close for comfort, indicated that they were trying to do exactly that. 

As King climbed a steep slope, he heard more bullets hammer against the metal deck of the rear cargo area. The gunner was dialing in on them and it was only a matter of time before rounds starting tearing through the fabric covering the cab. 

“Enough of this shit,” King rasped. He tore off his borrowed helmet and the PVS-7 with it, and turned the headlights on again. There was no sense in trying to do what he had to do next in near total darkness. 

He kept the accelerator to the floor, ignoring the deafening roar of the overburdened diesel engine, until the truck crested the hill. For an instant, the Humvee’s tires lost contact and it sailed through air, traveling almost thirty feet before finally crunching onto the downslope. Pierce and Nina were pitched about the interior like bits of popcorn, but King ignored their curses. His attention was focused on the glistening mirror-like surface that stretched out directly in front of him. 

King hadn’t forgotten about the sludge pond, but as the Humvee bounced twice more, traveling another fifty feet down the hill even though he now had the brake pedal pressed to the floor, he realized that he might have been a little too eager to reach it. After the third bounce, the wheels remained in contact with the ground and the truck slid forward several more yards before finally coming to rest with its front end jutting out over the toxic pool. 

There wasn’t even a second to waste on a sigh of relief. King threw the gear selector into ‘reverse,’ cranked the wheel forty-five degrees, and brought the truck around so that it was facing up hill at an angle. He had just shifted back into ‘drive’ when the chasing Humvee erupted off the crest of the hill. 

He caught a glimpse of the other vehicle’s headlights, shining out through the dust cloud like spotlights searching the sky, but then the beams dipped down to illuminate the sludge pond. King’s Humvee rolled forward, traversing the slope diagonally, as the pursuing vehicle bounced and skidded straight into the sulfur dioxide tainted pool. King didn’t hear the splash, but knew that the truck had failed to stop in time when the headlights vanished. 

As he sped along the edge of the bowl, King half expected to see more Humvees taking up the chase, but that was the least of his worries. He kept one eye on the GPS display, watching as the dots moved closer to each other, but he stopped checking his watch. He didn’t need it to tell him that he had probably made the wrong decision by going to retrieve Pierce. He wasn’t going to make it back to Bluelight in time. 

Then, as if in answer to his prayers, the cinder block building appeared in the distance as he crested a hill. The beam of his headlights revealed a lot more than he had glimpsed earlier. Just beyond the structure, a ragged edge cut across the landscape in either direction, further than the eye could see. The Bluelight facility was perched on the edge of the abandoned open-pit mine. 

Beyond that hill, the remaining distance was relatively flat, and after about two hundred yards, the Humvee crossed the rutted dirt that led directly to the fenced compound. The moment the tires transitioned onto the road, the ride instantly smoothed out, allowing Nina and Pierce to emerge from their huddle. 

King looked over at them. They both looked like they had been trapped in a tumble dryer. “Still with me?” 

Pierce gave a half-hearted laugh. “Let’s not do that again.” 

“No more off-road,” King promised. “You have my word on that. We’re almost there.” 

“How much time do we have?” Nina asked. 

King glanced at his watch, knowing that he wouldn’t like what he saw there. The chronometer had just ticked past 46:15. “Not enough.” 

Maybe not enough to stop Bluelight from activating, but if he could get to Copeland and convince the physicist to shut it down… 

The thought slipped away as the headlights lit up the building, and he saw that they had another problem. Arrayed in a semi-circle, just beyond the fenced area, were half a dozen M1026s, bristling with M240B and Browning M2 .50-caliber machine guns. 

The Army had come to protect Bluelight. 

King kept driving forward, but his foot eased off the accelerator. Fancy driving wasn’t going to get him past this obstacle. At about a hundred yards, he braked to a stop and shut down the vehicle. As if waiting for that cue, a team of soldiers, advanced on foot, keeping their carbines trained on the new arrivals. 

“Shit,” Nina whispered. “What do we do now?” 

King didn’t have an answer. After all they had gone through to get back, he wasn’t about to be stopped at the finish line, but he had no idea how they were going to overcome this last hurdle. He was still trying to think of something inspiring to say when the area just behind the cinder block structure lit up with a blue glow. 


FUSION
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East of Phoenix, Arizona—1026 UTC (3:25 am Local) 

After five minutes of fruitless searching, Sokoloff knew that he had lost his prey. In the maze of hills and valleys, there were any number of possible paths, and it was evident that King had taken one and he had somehow wandered down another. Only pride had prevented him from contacting his employer to ask for assistance—specifically, the GPS location of George Pierce’s cell phone—but he wasn’t foolish enough to let pride stand in the way of finishing the job and earning his ten million dollars. 

He was a little dismayed to discover that he’d received three text messages, presumably sent during the time he’d been underground with Pierce. The first was an almost polite request for an update. The second was more direct, almost demanding in tone, but essentially a repeat of the first, with an urgent appeal to execute the contract as soon as possible. The third, now almost ten minutes old, was a variation on the blackmail threat that had been used to draw him out of retirement. If the message was to be believed, Interpol was already hot on his trail. 

Sokoloff sighed. He didn’t think his employer was that rash, and he couldn’t imagine why, all of a sudden, it had become critical to rush the job to completion, but if that was really how it was going to play out, then so be it. He had eluded the authorities before, and he could do it again if necessary. 

But maybe it wouldn’t be necessary. 

Skipping the tedious step of sending a reply, Sokoloff dialed the number from which the messages had been sent. The call connected immediately. 

“You have broken protocol.” The voice was female, but sounded artificial like an automated answering service. He half expected to be instructed to press “1” to continue in English. Instead, the voice went on. “Please provide an explanation for the lapse in communication, and your subsequent decision to initiate direct voice contact.” 

“I am sick of trying to type on this thing,” Sokoloff snarled. “If you’re so worried about getting this job done right away, stop jerking me around with text messages.” 

“Your objection to established methods of communication has been noted. Please provide an explanation for the lapse in communication.” 

“I went through a tunnel and lost the signal. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I need you to track Pierce again. The target is close by, but I can’t find him. Tell me where Pierce is, and I’ll end this.” 

“George Pierce is currently one point six miles east of your location, traveling at an average speed of forty-two miles per hour.” 

Sokoloff sighed again. “Just send his coordinates to my phone in real-time.” 

“Negative. There is an eighty-nine point seven percent probability that the target is en route to a known location. The coordinates for that location have been sent. Proceed there immediately and execute the contract without further delay.” 

“How do you know where he’s going?” 

There was no answer. The call had been terminated at the other end. Sokoloff glanced at the screen and saw that his GPS app had been activated to show his new destination. 
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1031 UTC (3:31 am Local)

King got out with his hands raised in a gesture of surrender, but as the soldiers swarmed around him, he said: “You need to let me speak to whoever is in command. It’s urgent.” 

He knew they would eventually accede to his request; it was just a question of how long it would take and how uncomfortable they would choose to make him in the interval. 

The soldiers already seemed to grasp the need for urgency. King and the others were manhandled away from the Humvee and rushed back to the fenced area near the entrance to the facility. As they got close, King could feel cobwebs of static electricity brushing his skin and he smelled a whiff of ozone in the air, but the concrete building eclipsed his view of the strange light show that seemed to be issuing from the mine beyond. 

“Sigler? I’ll be damned, is that you?” 

King swung around to meet the source of the familiar voice. “Colonel Mayfield?” He did a double-take when he noticed the star on the man’s body armor vest. “Sorry, General Mayfield.” 

When King had been a platoon leader in the Army Rangers, Colonel Scott Mayfield had been his battalion commander. Mayfield had approved his transfer to Special Forces Operational Detachment Delta, which had been a stepping stone to Chess Team. He remembered Mayfield as an even-tempered and fair commanding officer, but he had no idea what to expect here and now. 

The general stalked forward, a hint of frustration in his eyes. “I take it you’re the one who’s been dogging my men all night. I should have been kept in the loop on Delta activities in my AO.” 

“I guess you didn’t get the memo,” King replied. He nearly told the man he wasn’t with Delta anymore, but didn’t see how that revelation would help the current situation. Better to let him think he was on duty. “And we really don’t have time to play catch-up.” He took a breath, and then with as much respect as he could muster, said: “Sir, you’ve got to shut Bluelight down, immediately.” 

Mayfield shook his head. “Those aren’t my orders.” 

“Then let me talk to Copeland.” 

The general frowned. “Son, I don’t think you grasp the big picture here.” 

“King!” Nina shouted. “It’s starting.” 

King glanced back at her and saw what looked like a glistening fuzz seeping out the ground around her feet. He turned back to Mayfield. “With all due respect, sir, believe me when I say that I see a lot more of the picture than you. If you don’t shut Bluelight down immediately, more of your men are going to die. Let me talk to Copeland. He’ll understand.” 

Mayfield pursed his lips. “I’ll let you say your piece, but my orders stand. The Bluelight experiment needs to be completed, and any resulting hostile incursion dealt with and eliminated.” 

“Then you already know.” Nina took a step closer. “You know that it’s driving the creatures to the surface, turning them into killers.” 

Mayfield ignored her and gestured to the door. “This way.” 

The mist continued to swell out of the ground, sparkling like reflected moonlight, as they stepped into the still darkened foyer. Mayfield barked an order to a subordinate then stepped past King and the others to lead the way to the mission control room. 

Not much had changed in the forty-eight minutes since King and Nina had last seen the facility. The only difference was that this time, they didn’t linger at the door. 

“Dr. Copeland,” Mayfield called. “These people would like to speak with you.” 

The physicist glanced up from his workstation. He looked like a man on the verge of psychotic break. Sweat beaded on his balding pate, and his shirt was rumpled and soiled, as if he hadn’t changed it in days. “You’re kidding right? Now, of all times?” 

King pushed forward. “Dr. Copeland, you have to shut Bluelight down immediately.” 

“Believe me, I’d love to.” Copeland turned back to his computer screen as if there was nothing more to say on the matter. 

King wanted to grab the man by the shoulders and shake him, but he kept his anger in check. “I don’t think you understand what your device is doing.” 

Copeland looked up again. “Who are you again? And how do you know anything about Bluelight?” 

“I know that it’s driving those creatures insane, and I know that as long as you run that machine, they’re going to keep coming and they’re going to keep killing.” 

Copeland shook his head. “There have been some unexpected side-effects, but General Mayfield assures me he can deal with that.” 

“General Mayfield has no idea what Bluelight is doing.” 

Mayfield didn’t hold back. “Sigler, I think you’re the one who’s clueless here. Do you even realize what Bluelight means for us?” 

King didn’t have an answer. 

“The President has ordered the Defense Department to phase out petroleum usage, and shift to alternate energy productions. Just imagine that. Imagine trying to fight a war from a forward operating base surrounded by fields of windmills and solar panels. It’s a strategic nightmare. But Bluelight can change all that.” 

“Just what in the hell is Bluelight, anyway?” Pierce intoned. 

Copeland checked his screen again then stood up. “So you don’t know. What a surprise. In a nutshell, it’s free energy. 

“The Earth is surrounded by a shell of antimatter particles. They’re created by the sun and radiate outward in the solar wind. The Earth’s magnetic field scoops them up, one anti-proton at a time, and there they stay until they eventually decay. In some areas, where the magnetic field is especially strong, there are large anomalies, but you can find them almost everywhere if you know where to look.” 

“You’re harvesting antimatter?” Nina said. “Sounds like something from Star Trek.” 

Copeland seemed to take that as a compliment. “We don’t harvest it. The Bluelight system fires a proton beam into the magnetic field. The protons and antiprotons annihilate each other, just like in the warp core reactor, and produce charged plasma high above the atmosphere. The plasma throws off a lot of loose electrons, which conduct back to the source. We use the lightning to charge an array of batteries. In just eight minutes, the prototype Bluelight device can produce enough electricity to run a small city for an entire day.” 

Mayfield nodded. “A portable version, small enough to fit in the back of a truck, could power an entire army base. So you see, shutting it down is not an option.” 

“Don’t you realize what’s at stake here?” King persisted. “Those creatures are going to keep coming.” 

“We’re ready for them this time. There can’t be that many of them left.” Mayfield cocked his head sideways. “Wait, is that why you’re here? Trying to protect endangered species, or some crap like that?” 

As if to underscore his statement, a soldier stepped into the room from the foyer. “Sir, we’ve engaged the hostiles. And there’s something else.” 

The building must have been heavily insulated, because until the door opened, King hadn’t heard any noise from outside. Now, the room was filled with the percussions of thunder and gunfire. 

“On my way,” Mayfield said. As he reached the door, he turned to King again. “I’ve got soldier work to do. You three stay here and keep out of Dr. Copeland’s way. Bluelight stays on. End of story.” 
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Sokoloff was only half a mile from his goal, when the GPS display blinked off and was replaced by the message: 

Signal Lost. 

An instant later, the mist started to rise from the ground. The urgency in his employer’s demand made a lot more sense. Earlier, the mist had preceded the appearance of the creatures by only a few seconds. The hitman stomped the accelerator to the floor and focused his attention on the building directly ahead. 

A bolt of lightning bisected the horizon right in front of him. He winced, blinded momentarily, but kept going. Another flash followed, simultaneous with the boom of thunder from the first, and in the instant where the sky lit up like daylight, he saw shapes emerging from the mist. 

An unfamiliar tingle of panic rippled through Sokoloff’s body. He had squared off against some of the deadliest men on the planet, and always emerged victorious, but these animals were nothing like his human prey. Executing the contract—killing King and earning ten million dollars—suddenly didn’t seem nearly as important as just reaching the safety of the building. Of course, there was no guarantee of safety there…or anywhere. 

A dark shape rose up in front of him. He ducked instinctively as the Humvee thudded into the creature, knocking it up onto the hood and against the windshield. Dazed, but probably not dead, the creature blocked his view of the road ahead. There was another thump and the right side of the truck bounced into the air as the wheels rolled over an obstacle that hadn’t been there a moment before. The jolt was enough to dislodge the creature on the hood and it rolled to the side, just as another lightning bolt stabbed out the sky. 

The creatures were all around him now. Dozens ran ahead of him, seemingly oblivious to his approach. Others came up alongside and slapped at the aluminum exterior of the Humvee, as if trying to grab onto it and hold it in place. Sokoloff wiggled the steering wheel back and forth, knocking the creatures back, as he raced headlong into a hellstorm. 

The muzzle flash of machine gun alerted him to the presence of soldiers guarding the facility. He hoped that they would believe him to be one of their own and use their firepower to give him cover for his mad dash; the alternative was too terrible to contemplate. 

As he closed the gap, he left the trailing creatures behind and came up on the vanguard. Lost in their primal rage, three of the beasts went under his tires, and then he was in the clear. A few of the soldiers waved him on frantically, little suspecting that he had already killed five of their comrades, and would kill as many more as it took to accomplish the contract. He aimed the truck for a gap between two of the parked Humvees and skidded to a halt, surrounded by a score of stridently cracking carbines and light machine guns. 

As he got out, one of the riflemen scrambled up into the turret of his vehicle and got behind the machine gun mounted there. Sokoloff ignored him, and was himself ignored as the soldiers gave their full attention to the advancing threat. Sokoloff made a show of looking for a target, even as he melted back from the skirmish line. King and the others were nowhere to be seen, but the abandoned Humvee he had passed on the way in was evidence enough that his target was nearby. If King wasn’t out here, then there was only one place he could be. 

The hitman took one last look around to ensure that he wasn’t being observed, and then ducked through the doorway. 
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As the door closed, plunging them back into silence, King tried again. “Dr. Copeland, I overheard your conversation with Brainstorm. We both know that you need to shut it down, at least until you can understand these other effects. That’s all I’m asking.” 

Copeland started at the mention of Brainstorm, but then sagged back into his chair. “What difference would it make now? The general is right; the soldiers will mop up those creatures and that will be the end of it.” 

“And if he’s wrong?” Pierce said. “I’ve been down there, in the caves where they live. There aren’t just a few, or even a few dozen. There might be thousands of them, and your machine is calling them like a dog whistle. How long do you think those soldiers can last against an onslaught like that?” 

“They only have to last eight and a half minutes,” Copeland sighed. 

King leaned down to look the physicist in the eye. “That’s twice now you’ve mentioned eight minutes.” 

“We don’t want to run Bluelight longer than that. With each proton annihilation, the local atmosphere heats up. If it gets hot enough, the gases in the atmosphere will spontaneously enter a state of runaway fusion. If that started, the Earth’s atmosphere would catch on fire.” 

Nina was incredulous. “Oh, you have got to be kidding. It never occurred to you that this might be a bad idea?” 

“The thermal effects are completely manageable. I monitor the temperature constantly throughout the process to ensure that it never goes anywhere near critical. Eight and a half minutes is the upper limit of the green zone. It’s this other thing that—” 

The sudden cacophony of battle indicated to them all that someone had just entered the control room. King glanced over at the approaching soldier and wondered how the battle was going. “That other thing has taken dozens of lives. You’ve got to stop it, right now. You’ve surely got enough data to figure what it is about the process that drives these creatures nuts. Shut it down until you can come up with a fix.” 

Copeland nodded slowly, and King knew he’d finally gotten through to the man. He placed a reassuring hand on the physicist’s shoulder and turned his chair around to face the computer terminal. 

He heard Pierce speak to the soldier who had just entered. “Sergeant De Bord?” 

Two voices spoke, almost at exactly the same moment. The first was the electronically produced and amplified female voice of Brainstorm. “Dr. Copeland, you must disregard Mr. Sigler’s request. A complete activation cycle is the only way to ensure that the threat is neutralized.” 

The second voice was completely unfamiliar. “My apologies, Dr. Pierce, but I fear I have misled you. I am not De Bord.” 

Something about the Russian accent sent a chill down King’s spine. 
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King knew without looking that the newcomer was pointing a weapon at him. “Just tell me one thing,” he said. “Is this guy working for you?” 

There was a pause, and for a fleeting second, King feared he’d read the scene wrong. Then Brainstorm responded. “Whom are you addressing, Mr. Sigler?” 

“Who do you think? This is all your show, right? The remote-control puppet master? I know that you’re the money behind Bluelight. I just want to know if you’re also the reason I’ve got a gang of Russian hitmen chasing me all over the country.” King turned slowly toward the ersatz soldier. “I only ask because if he pulls the trigger like I think he’s about to, he’s just as likely to kill Copeland. Now, if he’s not working for you…” 

“You have made a valid point, Mr. Sigler. Mr. Sokoloff, please avoid doing anything that might harm Dr. Copeland.” 

King breathed a silent sigh of relief that his hunch had been right. Brainstorm had been behind the attempted killing in New York, and now it seemed his hired assassin was here to finish the job. He recognized the man’s name. Ivan Sokoloff was probably the most notorious hitman ever to have lived, with an alleged body count of nearly five hundred victims. Officially, he’d been found murdered, but many had suspected what King now knew to be the truth: he had faked his death and gone underground. 

He seized on this slim advantage, turning to Copeland. “I bet you didn’t realize the kind of people you’re dealing with. Your research is safe, DARPA will fund you, but you can’t take your orders from Brainstorm anymore. Shut it down.” 

“Dr. Copeland, you have your instructions,” Brainstorm said quickly. “Allow the test to continue.” 

“No,” Copeland seemed to sit up a little straighter. “He’s right. This is insane. We should have suspended operations after the first incident. I’m turning Bluelight off.” 

“Dr. Copeland, if you continue with this course of action, it will be necessary to compel you with the threat of lethal force.” 

“Lethal…?” 

“Mr. Sokoloff, if he does not move away from the workstation immediately, you are authorized—” 

The end of the threat was lost as the report of Sokoloff’s M4 filled the room. Blood sprayed across the computer screen and Copeland slumped forward, his head smashing into the keyboard. 

King reacted instantly, diving over the desk as Sokoloff triggered another burst. The 5.56 millimeter rounds scorched the air where he’d been standing. He shouted, “Run!” and then kept moving, scrambling for cover, but there weren’t many places to hide and the exits were all completely exposed. 

King’s mind clicked into combat mode; everything he saw was evaluated on its potential for use as a defensive weapon or to provide cover against incoming fire. Unfortunately, the cheap pressboard desks and tables didn’t offer much of either, and he realized he was going to need some kind of miracle to stay alive. 

What he got was no miracle. 
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Pierce kicked himself for not having seen through the phony soldier’s fake accent. But never in his wildest dreams would he have imagined that one of the Russians who had attacked them in New York, would follow them here, masquerade as a soldier and then actually help him survive a foray into the underworld, all in an effort to get closer to King. 

When the first shot was fired, he grabbed Nina’s hand and pulled her down behind a table. He heard King’s admonition to run, but there didn’t seem to be anywhere to go. Still, putting a little distance between them and the gunman seemed like a good idea. 

The door burst open and over the incessant crack of thunder, a bone-chilling wail filled the room. Pierce suddenly realized that taking a bullet had just become a secondary concern. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw three of the towering hairy creatures rush into the room, eyes red with rabid fury. With Nina’s hand still locked in his, Pierce zigzagged through the maze of workstations, racing for the door at the far end of the room. Behind him, the crunch of wood and plastic being demolished indicated that the invading creatures were taking a more direct route. 

Pierce flung open the door and rushed through into the middle of a dimly lit hallway. There was an exit sign to the right, but going back outside was a frying pan to fire proposition, so he veered left. There were several closed doors lining the hall, and Pierce tried the knob of the first one he came to. Locked. 

“Find one that’s open,” he shouted. “I’ll take the left side.” 

Nina dashed past him to test the doors on the right side of the hall, while he moved down to the next. Locked again. 

“Got one!” 

At almost the same instant that Nina shouted, the door back to the control room exploded off its hinges and slammed into the opposite wall. 

Pierce whirled and leapt across the short distance to the open office where Nina urged him on. As soon as he was through, she slammed the door behind him. 

Pierce saw that they were in a lunchroom. The two tables and a scattering of chairs offered nothing in the way of a hiding place, but he saw a way to put the refrigerator against one wall to use. Nina divined his intent, and working together they quickly rolled the heavy appliance across the floor and positioned it in front of the door. 

“That’s not going to stop them,” Nina warned. 

“I know.” He scanned the room again, looking for anything that might help them survive the assault. He dashed over to the sink counter and yanked open the cupboard. The space was occupied by a small refuse can and a few bottles of cleaning supplies, but he saw that there might be room for a person of slight build to hide there. He cleared the area out with a sweep of his hand. “Hide in here.” 

“What about you?” 

“Just do it. I’ll think of something.” 

Her eyes widened as she realized the sacrifice he was preparing to make, but she complied, squirming into the cramped cupboard. “Good luck,” she whispered as he closed the cabinet doors, sealing her in. 

Pierce knew luck was about the only thing that would save him, and the sudden pounding from behind the refrigerator blocking the exit door indicated that his luck had run out. 

He scanned the room again, then started opening cupboards and drawers, looking for anything that might be useful in warding off the impending assault. Aside from the tables and chairs, the only things he saw were a small microwave oven, a toaster and a case of bottled water on the counter, along with an honor jar filled with loose change. In one drawer, mixed in with an array of spoons and spatulas, he found a long knife with a serrated edge, but the idea of using it against the monsters seemed laughable. 

The refrigerator jumped a few feet away from door, and Pierce instinctively rushed to it, and made a futile effort to brace it with his shoulder. He managed to push it forward a few inches, but then something hit it again from behind, and knocked him back. He fell into one of the tables, banging his hip painfully on one edge, and went sprawling onto the floor. 

Wincing from the bruising injury, he rolled over just in time to see one of the hair-cloaked creatures advance into the room. Its red eyes met his gaze, and with a nerve-shattering scream, it started toward him. 
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King knew that Sokoloff was now the least of his worries. 

Copeland had been overly optimistic in his belief that the Army could hold off the assault for eight minutes. According to his still running chronometer, only about six minutes had passed since the activation of the Bluelight device—six minutes in which the creatures had seemingly materialized out of the mist and managed to either find a break in the perimeter or completely overrun the soldiers. And now, the only person who could have stopped it all by shutting down the experiment was dead. 

And that wasn’t even the worst of it. 

Eight and a half minutes is the upper limit of the green zone, Copeland had said. In his mind’s eye, he saw a temperature gauge with green, yellow and red segments. The imaginary needle was almost out of the green now, advancing relentlessly toward yellow and red. In perhaps in as little as five more minutes, the antimatter explosions in the Earth’s magnetic field would grow hot enough to set the world on fire, and there was no way to shut it off. 

But there’s got to be a way to stop it, King thought. 

He couldn’t tell if the creatures that now flooded into the control room were actively looking for him or just destroying everything in sight, but either way, he only had a few more seconds before they found him, crouched beneath a flimsy computer desk. King decided not to postpone the inevitable any longer. 

He scrambled out of concealment, taking in the room like a game board, with the towering Mogollon Monsters arrayed like enemy pieces, blocking his path to the objective. He didn’t see Sokoloff, and entertained a fleeting hope that the beasts had already taken care of that little problem. Taking a deep breath, he hurled a chair at one of the creatures, hoping to distract it more than anything else, and then launched himself in a low sprint for the exit. 

A sweeping arm grazed him, knocking him off course, but he rebounded off the doorframe and scrambled into the darkened foyer. The door to the outside had been completely torn away, and beyond it, the world strobed between night and day as lightning—or rather charged plasma from the atmosphere—flashed like the cameras of a dozen crazed paparazzi on the red carpet. The frequency of the flashes was increasing, with several flashes per second, and the constant roar of thunder resonated through King’s torso like the mother of all woofers. 

He burst out into the open, slowing only long enough to take in the carnage. The soldiers hadn’t been completely annihilated, but the few remaining survivors were clustered around a Humvee to his right, fiercely repelling more than a dozen monsters. Their battle was drawing more creatures in like the gravity well of a black hole. The area to his right was eerily deserted, with wrecked and abandoned Humvees jutting up out of the waist high mist. King swerved in that direction and resumed running, staying close to the exterior of the building. 

As he rounded the corner, he was exposed to the full fury of the artificial lightning storm. 

The air was alive with heat and electricity. He could feel the static crawling on his skin as he raced along the side of the building, toward the precipice overlooking the abandoned pit mine. The mist hid the exact location of the drop, but as he neared the place where the silvery fog seemed to cascade out into nothingness, he cautiously tested the ground before each step, getting as close as he dared. 

There, at the edge of the vast manmade crater, he got his first look at the Bluelight device. 

The actual structure was unremarkable. It didn’t look much different than an oil rig or an industrial manufacturing facility. At its center, perhaps half a mile away, and several hundred feet below on the floor of the pit, was an upright column, similar to the cooling tower of a nuclear power plant, surrounded by catwalks and miles of wires and tubing. King assumed that the column was heart of Bluelight, the proton gun that was currently firing a steady stream of subatomic particles into the sky, but if the discharge was accompanied by any sort of visible effect, it was impossible to see against the arc-welder bright flashes of lightning. The plasma bursts were being gathered by three metal towers that looked like radio transmitter aerials, each taller than the proton emitter, positioned as points of a triangle around the center. 

As he gazed out across the pit, King’s hopes of somehow reaching the Bluelight device and shutting it down manually evaporated. Even if he somehow found a way down to the floor of the mine—a journey that would almost certainly take longer than the few minutes remaining until the world caught fire—the energies being pulled down from the sky would incinerate him long before he reached it. It was all he could do to endure the blisteringly hot fury of the storm here, at the edge of the pit. 

But then he glimpsed something that wasn’t quite so far away. Directly below, at the base of the sheer wall, was another familiar looking structure, one that could be found in any American city: an electrical transformer station. 

Bluelight pulled massive amounts of raw energy from the sky, but for its own operation, it needed a steady, measured flow of electricity. Copeland and Mayfield had talked about how the device would be used to charge storage batteries; the transformer was a critical step in that process. 

Destroy the transformer, and Bluelight goes dark, King thought. 

The transformer was almost as unreachable as Bluelight itself, but as he shaded his eyes with one hand, peering down the side of the pit, King saw the solution and felt a fleeting instant of hope. 

But as he turned around to carry out his desperate plan, something slammed into the side of his head and sent him sprawling toward the precipice. 
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Pierce stared up at the beast, searching for some trace of the humanity he had glimpsed during his sojourn into the underworld, but it simply wasn’t there. The creature’s eyes might have been the color of fresh blood, but the real thing was dripping from its bared teeth and oozing from dozens of wounds on its body to splatter onto the floor. 

Then he glimpsed something familiar. Dangling from a string around the monster’s neck was a dark, discolored coin with the distinctive likeness of the goddess Athena. The tetradrachm. This was the same creature that had attacked the motorist. The coin it wore as a totem was the very thing that had drawn him into this nightmare. 

He wasn’t sure if that met the definition of irony, but the realization was bitter nonetheless. 

The thing howled again, spraying Pierce with bloody spittle. Almost overwhelmed by its pungent odor, the archaeologist crab-walked backward, scrambling to put some distance between himself and the creature, desperate to postpone the inevitable, if only for a few seconds longer. The monster lurched forward, and despite the fact that there was nowhere to go, Pierce turned and ran. 

Even though he barely knew her, he had a sudden urge to protect Nina. He angled away from the sink cabinet where she hid and skirted the counter, hoping to draw the creature after him and possibly lure it out of the room. But as he reached the corner, his eyes lit on something, and a light bulb of crazy inspiration flashed on in his head. 

As he rounded the corner, still trying to stay ahead of the monster’s extraordinarily long reach, he snatched up the jar from beside the case of bottled water and ripped the lid off. Whispering the quickest prayer he could remember, he thrust his hand in and spun around, holding up the object that he hoped would save him: a United States quarter-dollar coin. He was betting his life against twenty-five cents. 

The creature stopped abruptly right in front of him, with both arms spread wide, as if intended to sweep him into a crushing embrace. Pierce kept his hand extended, but closed his eyes in anticipation of the end. 

All he could hear was the rasp of the monster’s breathing, and after a few seconds—seconds in which he did not have the life squeezed out of him—he risked a look. 

The creature was still there, right in front of him. Its eyes were still blazing with crimson fury. Its teeth were still bared in a grimace of rage. But it hadn’t killed him. 

That was a good sign. 

The monster slowly lowered its arms, and then reached out to him. Pierce felt its fingers brush his as it plucked the offering from his grasp. The tiny metal disc vanished in its hairy fist, but it drew back its arms with an almost reverent air. With its free hand, the beast plucked the totem string from around its neck and lowered it over Pierce’s head. Then, as if it satisfied with the exchange, it turned and stalked out of the room. 

Pierce gasped as he realized he had been holding his breath, and then sagged to his knees. His fingers brushed against the silver obol coin the creature had given him. He’d definitely come out ahead on the trade. 
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King threw his arms out, scrabbling for something to hang onto even as he felt the ground fall away from under his legs. He’d taken more than his share of shots to the cranium and knew how to deal with the momentary disorientation that followed, but hanging from the edge of a cliff with searing heat and lighting buffeting his back was a lot different than trying to get back up off the mat before the ten-count was finished. One wrong move here, one hand in the wrong place or his weight shifted in the wrong direction, and he’d get a very close, very brief look at the transformer station. 

The mist hid everything from him, including the face of his attacker, but he had caught a glimpse in the instant before the attack. Sokoloff. Well, better the Russian hitman than a mob of Mogollon Monsters. 

King’s lower torso and legs were hanging out into nothingness, and he felt the hard edge of the pit pressing into his abdomen just below his rib cage. He pressed himself flat against the rough rock and began working his way forward. If he could get just a few more inches of his body back onto solid ground, he’d be home free…relatively speaking. But every inch took a few seconds, and he was all too conscious of the fact that each second he spent trying to pull himself back onto solid ground brought the world that much closer to destruction. 

Then Sokoloff did him a favor. 

He heard a scratching sound and saw something move in the mist right in front of him, close enough that he could see a military-issue boot probing the ground for solidity. 

King grabbed the ankle with both hands and tried to heave himself up and out of the pit. The maneuver was only partly successful. Sokoloff’s weight rested on his back foot and when King pulled, he felt the Russian shift backward in an effort to keep his balance. The attempt failed and Sokoloff’s other foot went out from under him. As King tried to pull himself up, he succeeded only in pulling the Russian closer to the edge, and in the process, he lost what little progress he had made and then some. 

Somehow, Sokoloff arrested his slide. King kept his death grip on the hitman’s ankle and hauled in again. A swirling in the mist warned him that something was moving and he lowered his head as Sokoloff’s other boot struck out at him. The heel glanced off the side of his head and hammered into his shoulder. Before the Russian could draw back for another kick, King released one hand and snared the other foot. With a mighty heave, he hauled himself away from the edge and rolled sideways into the embrace of the mist. 

“I see now why you’re worth ten million dollars, King.” The Russian’s voice reached out to him, shouting to be audible over the thunder. 

“Ten million?” King managed to sound more confident than he felt. His head was throbbing from the blows he’d sustained, and the constant sonic bombardment was like a meat tenderizer working on his muscles. “Is that all Brainstorm thinks I’m worth? No wonder he can only afford cheap-ass punks like you.” 

“Ha. What is it you Americans say? ‘Big talk is cheap’? I have killed six hundred and eighty-four men. Five of them, your vaunted airborne infantry, this very night. How many have you killed?” 

King cocked his head, trying to pinpoint Sokoloff’s location from his shouted boasts. He got to hands and knees, and then lifted his head up for a quick peek, but the Russian was staying low as well, lurking beneath the mist like a shark in the shallows. 

You’re not the only shark in the pool tonight, Ivan. 

“Guess I never kept track,” King called out. “But whatever it is, it’s going to be plus one in a few minutes.” 

He rolled back toward the cliff, going to what he hoped was the last place the hitman would expect, then low crawled as quietly as possible along the edge…ten meters…twenty. A ripple in the mist cover alerted him to danger and he rolled to the side as the long blade of a combat knife flashed out and stabbed down at him. The tip scored his back, opening a long but superficial gash, before striking the rock where he had been only an instant before. 

King reversed and threw himself onto the hand that held the knife, pinning it to the ground, even as he reached out to grapple with its wielder. He was close enough to see his opponent; Sokoloff still wore the uniform and equipment of the soldier whose identity he had assumed, and while the bulky armor was a liability in terms of mobility, it limited King’s ability to find a vulnerable spot to focus his attack. The Russian struggled against him, and King felt the arm that held the knife start to move, warning of another thrust. He threw one arm up to ward off the blow, and then wrapped the other around the hitman’s helmeted head. 

Levering his body like an Olympic weightlifter, he wrenched the helmet around, as if trying to twist Sokoloff’s head off his shoulders. He succeeded only in tearing the helmet free, and rolled away with the Kevlar composite shell clutched in his hand. 

Sokoloff roared in agony as his neck twisted and the nylon straps ripped away skin, but his rage fueled a swift recovery and he slashed at King with his knife. King parried with the helmet, knocking the knife hand away with a solid blow, and then in the same motion, backhanded Sokoloff’s exposed jaw. 

The Russian’s head snapped back as the helmet demolished bone and teeth. He flailed his arms, dazed, but King pressed the attack, slamming the combat helmet into the hitman’s skull. As the dazed man stumbled, King moved in to finish things quick and clean. He caught the man’s head in his hands and with a quick twist, broke the assassin’s neck. The man slumped to the ground at King’s feet. 

There was no time to savor the victory however, or even to catch his breath. It had been just over ten minutes since the Bluelight device’s activation. King had no idea how much longer the world had to live, but he was pretty sure the needle was now well into the red. 
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With the fury of the storm at his back, King ran. He rounded the corner of the building and saw the last remaining soldiers swinging their spent carbines like clubs, trying in vain to beat back the growing mass of attacking Mogollon Monsters. He felt a pang at witnessing their plight, but there was only one way to help them, and it didn’t involve joining the fray. 

As he ran for the nearest Humvee that was still upright, several of the creatures took note of his presence and started loping toward him. The M1026 had been battered relentlessly. All the doors had been ripped off their hinges and the aluminum shell was crumpled like a discarded beer can, but King leapt into the misshapen cab and started the engine. One of the thick-skinned creatures got a hand on the vehicle as he punched the accelerator, but the spinning tires threw up a spray of gravel that knocked it back. 

He steered straight out onto open ground, away from the Bluelight facility and the shifting horde, letting the vehicle build up some momentum. When the speedometer needle registered forty miles per hour, he carved a wide turn and brought the truck around, lining up parallel to the side of the concrete structure and pointing straight into the heart of the electrical storm. His detour out into the desert had put about a quarter of a mile between him and his ultimate destination; the Humvee would close that distance in about twenty seconds. 

He reached under the steering wheel and found the hand-throttle control that was intended to be used with the vehicle’s self-recovery winch. Every Humvee with a winch had a manual throttle, as well as a prominently displayed, printed message stating that it was not to be used as a cruise control. The reason was that unlike sophisticated cruise-control systems, the hand-throttle would not switch off when the brakes were applied. 

King had no intention of braking. 

He pulled the knob completely out, opening the throttle wide, just as the corner of the building flashed by, then immediately launched himself from the speeding vehicle. Much like the Humvee, King was on autopilot. He knew what had to be done, and he didn’t allow himself to think about the consequences. Thinking would lead to hesitation, and if he had hesitated even a moment in making his leap, he probably wouldn’t have made it out in time. He’d jumped out of too many airplanes to count, and between a youth spent riding skateboards and motorcycling in later years, he’d torn himself up on pavement more than a few times. His body knew what to do, and as he pushed away from the truck, he let muscle memory take over. 

His muscles might have remembered what to do, but his body had definitely forgotten about what it would feel like. The silvery mist looked deceptively soft as he jumped, but it simply swirled out of the way as he passed through, traveling at fifty miles an hour. He did his best to curl into a ball, tucking his head against his chest and drawing his arms and legs close to his body, but when he hit the hard rocky ground, any semblance of control went out the window. 

The next few moments were a blur of pain and motion, but through the relentless pummeling and the abrasive scraping, he remembered that there was a cliff ahead, and he tried to extend his extremities spread-eagle to slow his doomward slide. 

It must have worked, because after a few more tumbles, he came to rest, shrouded in mist. He was almost grateful for the pain, because it told him he was still alive. 
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King didn’t get to see the Humvee finish its short unmanned trip. While he was still tumbling, the military vehicle shot past the edge of the crater and sailed out over the mine. It nosed over at the end of the short parabolic arc and plummeted straight down. Deprived of all resistance, the engine revved loudly, spinning the wheels even faster, but it was gravity—not diesel fuel—that increased the truck’s speed, albeit only for about three seconds. Then, it came to a very sudden stop. 

The Humvee slammed into the middle of the transformer station, annihilating the electrical equipment with kinetic energy alone. The truck then exploded in a ball of fire and debris that finished the job. 

As spectacular as the explosion was, it paled alongside the amount of raw power raining down from the sky. And even though the destruction of the transformer instantly shut down the electricity supply to the proton emitter, the storm caused by the anti-matter annihilation in the upper atmosphere did not immediately abate. The lightning continued to hammer down into the collection towers, and because the mechanism for drawing the energy away had been destroyed, the plasma simply pooled at the base of the aerial structures. 

In a matter of only a few seconds, the floor of the mine grew hotter than the surface of the sun. Solid matter—steel, copper, concrete, even a layer of rock some thirty feet thick—instantly flashed into plasma, as Bluelight became a flash of pure white light. 


EPILOGUE

1044 UTC (3:44 am Local)

The pain might have been proof that he had survived the tumble from the Humvee, but it wasn’t until the mist receded—almost as if sucked back into the Earth—revealing a dark sky, speckled with stars, that King knew his plan had worked. 

He got gingerly to his feet, and hesitantly checked himself for damage. All things considered, he’d come out of it pretty well. There were a couple of threadbare spots on his jeans, dark with blood oozing from abrasions underneath, but they were mostly intact. The same could not be said for his favorite Elvis shirt, which hung in shreds from his shoulders. Surprisingly, despite a full body tattoo of scrapes and bruises, the only significant injury he’d sustained was the shallow gash across his back, courtesy of Sokoloff’s knife. 

More or less steady on his feet, he ambled forward to the now visible precipice, and stared out into the dark crater where Bluelight had stood only a few moments before. 

There was a sharp odor of burning metal, but the air above the pit was clear. The floor of the mine crater was dark, and King could only make out a faint glow, like the belly of a red hot woodstove, several hundred feet below. Aside from that, there was no visible sign that Bluelight had ever existed. 

There was gasp from behind him. “Oh my God.” 

King turned to find Pierce and Nina, both seemingly stunned into paralysis by his appearance. He rushed to them and swept them both into his embrace. “You made it. I didn’t think anyone…” He let go of the pair and took a step back. “The Muggy Monsters? Are they still…?” 

Nina shook her head. “All gone. They left with the mist. Took all the dead with them.” 

King nodded slowly. All the dead. Soldiers and fallen creatures alike. King had managed to save the world, but Bluelight’s promised “free energy” had come at enormous cost. 

“They’re still out there,” Pierce said. “Or I should say ‘under.’ But without that machine to drive them crazy, I think our war with the underworld has entered a ceasefire.” 

“I see you picked up a souvenir.” King tapped the coin, hanging around Pierce’s neck. 

“Yeah. Long story. I’ll tell you about it when we’re somewhere that isn’t here.” Pierce managed a grim smile. “Jack, you look like shit.” 

“You should see the other guy. Speaking of which…” King glanced around and spied a body that had evidently escaped the notice of the retreating Mogollon Monsters. Sokoloff lay where he had fallen, only a few feet from the edge of the cliff. 

Ten million dollars, King thought. That’s what Brainstorm offered him to take me down. 

Had Brainstorm known that he would be drawn to Bluelight? Or had the death bounty been placed merely as an act of revenge for thwarting Brainstorm’s earlier schemes? Either way, King knew that taking down Brainstorm was no longer going to be merely a side project. 

King’s phone suddenly chirped a familiar ringtone. He pulled it out, shocked that the thing still worked at all, and answered. “Aleman?” 

“Guess again,” came Deep Blue’s voice. “What’s your sit rep?” 

“Things got a little…hairy, but we’re okay now. Situation is contained. By the way, this wasn’t a Manifold project, it was Brainstorm. Again. I’ll give you my full report when I get back.” 

“Sounds good,” Deep Blue said. “Just make sure you’re long gone by the time Army reinforcements roll in. The fewer questions we have to answer, the better. I’ll make sure the right people get your intel.” 

King knew that the “right people” were Domenick Boucher, director of the CIA and Deep Blue’s trusted friend, and General Micheal Keasling, who the team had served under while officially part of Delta. They would know how to disseminate the intel. 

“So where were you?” King asked, curious about what had pulled the man away from setting up their new headquarters in New Hampshire. 

Deep Blue laughed. “I,” he said, “was picking up Fiona. She had a camping trip sprung on her and after a few hours in the dark, decided she wanted to come home. She was near tears when she called. Asked me not to tell you about it, but well, sharing secrets with each other is part of our jobs.” 

Fiona was sometimes plagued by nightmares of monsters and stone giants. She was a tough kid, but even the most battle-hardened soldier was sometimes haunted by a touch of post-traumatic stress. That she’d been shanghaied into a camping trip made King angry, but he was glad she felt confident enough to have the former President of the United States come to her rescue. “Next time we’ll trade missions,” King said. “I’ll pick up my kid. You can deal with the monsters.” 

When King hung up the phone, he found Nina smiling at him. “You have a kid?” 

King smiled, thinking about how nice it would be to see Fiona. “In fact, I do.” 

The conversation was interrupted by a familiar buzzing noise. He looked down at the phone in his hand. The cracked screen was blank. The hum repeated…from Sokoloff’s body. 

King rifled through the man’s pockets until he found the Russian’s phone. He tapped the screen to display the message: 

Status report requested. 

King realized that he held in his hand a direct link to Brainstorm. One of the oldest maxims of war was: “Know your enemy,” but King knew nothing about Brainstorm. Was it, as Deep Blue had speculated, an artificially intelligent computer network? Or was it just an ordinary human with extraordinary resources and an ego to match? Sokoloff’s phone was a loose thread on the curtain behind which Brainstorm hid. It was time to pull that thread. 

He quickly scrolled through the archive of messages between the hitman and his employer. Sokoloff’s relationship with Brainstorm went back several weeks. There was no way that the contract could be tied to a desire to protect Bluelight, since that problem hadn’t even been recognized until much later. That meant it was personal; Brainstorm was afraid of King. 

It was all there: the plot to use Pierce to lure King into the open, instructions on where to acquire equipment, bank account information and of course, the most important thing, a direct number that led to Brainstorm…or would at least, until it became apparent that the assassin had failed. 

Time to strike the first blow, King thought. 

He tapped out a reply: 

It’s done. King is dead. 

###


Callsign: King – Blackout


Prologue—Demon

The Kushan Empire, 250 CE

Vima gazed out at the assembled group—the entire population of the village had turned out to watch him confront the demon—and felt a surge of apprehension. His fear was not for his own life but rather for theirs.

He recognized nearly every face in the assembly. He had broken bread with many of them, particularly since his victory in the games, where he had demonstrated that he was indeed the strongest and bravest of all the warriors in the district. There was no higher honor than to have the chosen one dine at your table, and in the days since the games, he had eaten well. More importantly, he had made friends of people who had previously been only strangers with familiar faces.

His fear was for their safety. The magi had made it very clear to him that if he somehow failed in his task, if Angra Mainyu was displeased with the offering he was to leave upon the evil one’s very doorstep, then he would be only the first to die. Every man, woman and child gathered here to observe would also surely perish.

Vima felt the hands of the magi and their acolytes upon him, prodding and tugging him, and allowed himself to be maneuvered to the front of the throng where the chief magus waited with the sacrificial animal. A low murmur rippled through the crowd, and though Vima could not make out the words, he knew what was being said; it was as if the entire village possessed a single, unified mind.

God has deserted us. Ahura Mazda, the personification of light and wisdom has abandoned his creation to the appetites of chaos.

Vima felt it too. He had heard the revelations of the ancient prophet Zoroaster all his life, but attaining a deep understanding of the mysteries of the universe had never been a priority for him. Nevertheless, he knew enough to recognize that making an offering to appease Angra Mainyu, the source of all darkness, ought to have been unthinkable. Angra Mainyu, the demon of chaos and madness, was the enemy of all Ahura Mazda’s creations. Vima knew that in some lands people worshipped many deities, some of whom embodied dark forces, but such was not the way of his ancestors. That the magi, the priests who kept the revealed wisdom of the prophet, had proposed making such a sacrifice was ominous indeed.

Vima had heard also of a new religion spreading across the land like a fire in late summer. This faith, it was said, held that there was no God at all, but that the universe and all within it were part of an endless cycle of life, death and rebirth. Many were embracing this new belief, leaving aside the religions of their ancestors. Perhaps the widespread growing disbelief was the very reason Ahura Mazda had abandoned them to the appetites of his enemy.

Vima didn’t know if there really was a God, or many gods as some believed, but the demon was most assuredly real. Of that, he was certain.

The magus thrust a length of rope into Vima’s hand, then raised his arms and spoke an invocation before the assembled crowd. Vima barely heard the desperately hypocritical prayer; no one here believed this act was God’s will, and no one believed that salvation would come from that source.

The prayer concluded and Vima felt the hands of the magi prodding him once more into motion. He gathered his courage and took a step out into the open area where the demon’s presence was a tangible reality.

There was no mistaking the zone of the demon’s influence—a rough half-circle, more than a hundred paces across, where the ground had been scoured down to bare rock by the entity’s appetite. When the demon had first become manifest, only six months earlier, the affected area was only a few paces across, but with each passing day, the demon’s hunger increased and the dead area grew.

After only a few steps, Vima felt the rope in his hands go taut. He glanced back and saw the sacrificial animal, a goat, stubbornly refusing to move. He gave the rope a sharp tug and managed to drag the beast forward, but it continued to resist, planting its hooves squarely on the rocky ground and pushing back with all its might. With a snarl of frustration, Vima reversed course, thrust one arm under the goat’s belly, and lifted it off the ground as he might a wayward child.

Even as he moved, he was acutely aware of the demon’s influence. The air felt thick and moving through it was more like swimming than walking. Yet, when he drew the goat up to his chest, the resistance vanished and he almost stumbled backward into the blighted area. The goat struggled in his embrace and for a moment; it was all he could do to stay on his feet.

A murmur arose from the crowd, but Vima quickly discerned that the disturbance was not related to his difficulties. Rather, the attention of the group was focused on a new arrival, a runner from one of the sentry outposts, bearing urgent news. Vima purposefully ignored this new development and focused all his attention on accomplishing the task at hand. He turned with deliberate care, feeling the inexorable attraction of the demon’s hunger, and faced his goal.

The demon’s cave was a blank spot on the face of the sandstone cliff. Unlike the other caves and depressions that pitted the sheer rock surface, the void was no mere place of deep shadow where the sun’s rays did not reach. Angra Mainyu consumed light just as he consumed everything else, and so looking into his domain was like staring into a hole in the fabric of reality. Vima tore his gaze away from the nothingness, looking instead at the ground directly in front of him, and took a cautious step forward.

Although the ground beneath his feet was flat, he felt as if he was descending a hillside; walking required no exertion at all, and the idea of breaking into a run was strangely seductive. Through a conscientious effort, he resisted the impulse, leaning back, away from the demon’s tempting presence, and slowed his pace even as the sensation intensified with each step forward.

When he reached a point almost exactly halfway between the assembled villagers and the cave, the demon’s powerful attraction was almost too strong to resist. Walking normally was impossible; with every step, he felt as though he might pitch forward, or be snatched off the ground and sucked into the demon’s maw. He turned his body sideways, perpendicular to the cave opening, scooting his feet along the rocky terrain, one leg extended and locked to brace himself against the dark entity’s hunger. After moving ahead a few more paces, he realized that continuing forward would spell certain doom.

Close enough, he thought, preparing to heave the squirming goat in the direction of the cave.

“No!”

The shout from behind him sounded strange, like something from a dream, and in that moment, Vima realized just how quiet the world had become. Aside from the frantic bleating of the sacrificial animal, he hadn’t heard a sound for what seemed an eternity. Curious, he turned to locate the source of the shout and discovered a stranger venturing into the blighted area behind him. The man was tall and broad, and he was clad in a robe of saffron-colored cloth. His olive-skinned visage, framed by a mop of curly hair and a thick beard to match, marked him as a foreign visitor to the land of the Kushans. He was cautiously moving toward Vima, waving his arms with exaggerated slowness and repeating the shouted negative. Vima’s gaze slipped past the approaching stranger and fell upon the gathered crowd of his fellow villagers. They had been joined by a group of men—likewise wearing bright yellow robes, but with shaved heads and facial features more common to inhabitants of the region. Strangely, both the newcomers and the villagers were completely motionless. Vima stared at them for a moment, expecting one of them to move, but the tableau did not change; the men and women were as still as statues.

With astonishing suddenness, the curly-haired stranger reached the place where Vima was standing. His momentum nearly caused a collision, and as Vima recoiled instinctively, he felt the goat slip from his arms.

The animal landed awkwardly and even as it struggled to get to its feet, it began tumbling forward, drawn in by the demon’s irresistible hunger. Vima had half-expected this to happen, but he could not have anticipated what the stranger did next. To Vima’s complete surprise, the big man threw himself onto the rope trailing behind the goat and caught it in his massive hands. He had time to wrap a twist of the line around his wrist before it went taut, snapping rigid as if connected to a team of chariot horses. The stranger’s jaw clenched and the muscles of his upper arms bulged as he began straining to haul the goat back from the demon’s maw.

Vima managed to overcome his shock. “What are you doing? You must not interfere with the sacrifice.”

Mindful of the invisible force that had snatched the goat, he took a tentative step forward and knelt alongside the stranger, attempting to wrestle the rope from the man’s grasp. The hands that held it were as unyielding as forged iron. Nevertheless, the stranger snarled at him, and then said something in a language that Vima did not recognize.

Vima redoubled his efforts. The man might have been as strong as a water buffalo, but Vima had proven himself in games of skill and combat, and he was no trifling opponent. Besides, he did not need to overpower the stranger; all he had to do was get the man’s grip on the rope to weaken.

He tried striking the man with a closed fist, but his arms now felt as heavy as lead. The man shrugged off the ineffectual blow and then, with the casual indifference of someone shooing away a fly, let go of the rope with his left hand and wrapped his fingers around Vima’s throat.

Dark spots clouded the young warrior’s vision and all thoughts of doing his duty and delivering the sacrifice were pushed aside by an overwhelming desire for self-preservation. His hands went to his throat, struggling to loosen the iron grip but his strength fled along with his grasp on consciousness.

The stranglehold did relax, but not because of anything Vima had done. At the edge of complete darkness, he felt the man release him and then, with no more effort than that required to pick up a sleeping child, the big man tucked him under one arm.

Vima was faintly aware that the man had begun to move, crawling along the ground and dragging his twin burdens. Vima felt heavy, as if mired in mud, but as the man pulled him further from the demon’s cave, the sensation diminished. When they had crossed about half the distance to the assembled group—the crowd was no longer statue still, but their movements seemed unnaturally slow and languid—the big man got to his feet and quickened his step. Vima’s head cleared enough to make another attempt at resisting his captor, but the man seemed to sense his intention and tightened his grip, keeping Vima all but completely immobilized. Then he spoke. “Do not fight. I am trying to save you.”

The words were delivered haltingly, giving evidence of the foreign man’s unfamiliarity with the language. “You will destroy us all,” Vima countered, the words burning past the ache in his throat. “If we do not feed the demon—”

“If you feed this thing, its hunger will only grow greater.” The man offered no further explanation, but a few moments later, they reached the assembled villagers who were now moving normally. The magi were talking animatedly with the yellow-robed monks, but then the big man spoke loudly in a language Vima did not comprehend. All conversation ceased and every eye turned toward him.

“The darkness in the cave cannot be appeased with offerings,” one of the monks translated. “It will only grow stronger and consume everything: the village, the mountain, the entire world.”

Vima struggled to his feet, ready to engage the man in combat if so directed, but judging by the rapt expressions of the priests, it was evident that his own role in the drama had ended. The magi craved guidance; God had abandoned them and the decision to make an offering to the demon had been one of desperation, not divine inspiration.

“What can we do?” implored the chief magus.

A grim but satisfied smile turned up the corners of the big stranger’s mouth as he spoke again.

“The darkness that threatens you is the embodiment of desire. Desire, hunger, greed…these things can be conquered through meditation. I will teach you a mantra—”

The monk did not translate this word, but Vima inferred that it must be something like a magic spell.

“—in the language of the first people,” continued the stranger. “When you chant this word, together in one harmonious voice, and empty your minds of all desire, the darkness will depart. Will you do this?”

The magi exchanged a glance and then the chief magus addressed the foreigner. “It may be that God has sent you. We will do this.”

The next few moments were surreal, like something from a dream. Vima had been prepared to offer his life, if necessary, to end the demon peril, but this was almost beyond his comprehension. With the rest of his fellow villagers, he surrendered completely to the guidance of the monks, and sat down on the rocky ground at the edge of the area that had been scraped raw by the demon’s hunger. In a matter of only a few minutes, they were arranged along the semicircle, and all were, like Vima, looking to the stranger for direction.

The monks, stationed at equidistant points around the perimeter, translated the man’s stentorian utterances. “The mantra I will teach you is but a single word. You may know this word, for it is a word of great power and many who seek truth by different paths have discovered it. All of the universe is contained in this word, and when you say it, you will become one with the cosmos.”

There was a pause and then the men in saffron robes began to hum in unison, a single syllable. “Om.”

Vima shivered as the sound resonated in his chest. The utterance lasted only for a few seconds, then ceased at a gesture from the stranger.

“When the monks raise their arms, you must breathe in deeply, filling your lungs with air. Imagine that your body is a clay pot, and that you are pouring air into it, filling it up slowly, from the bottom to the top.”

The monks proceeded to raise their arms, and Vima heard a rushing sound as the entire population of the village inhaled together. To his surprise, he also began to draw in air, caught up in the power of the foreigner’s charismatic presence.

“When they lower their arms, you must sound the mantra until your breath is no more. Then breathe and utter the mantra again.” The stranger let his gaze sweep across the gathering. “Once we begin the mantra, the word must continue to be spoken without interruption. No matter what happens. Only in this way can the darkness be conquered.”

Just when Vima felt his lungs were about to burst, the monks lowered their arms and the villagers began to hum. Their combined voice was low and discordant at first, as if some were uncertain about committing to this strategy. Vima certainly was; he was a warrior, and his faith was in the strength of his hands and his skill with arms, not in magic chants invoking foreign gods. And yet, what had he accomplished with his might and prowess? He had not even been able to best the foreigner, much less defeat the demon.

Banishing his doubts, he closed his eyes and focused on the mantra, channeling his breath into the back of his throat, letting the sound reverberate against the roof of his mouth and out through his nose. The other villagers also seemed to have set aside their reservations, for by the time Vima was forced to draw another breath, the air had come alive with a steady and insistent hum.

The mantra vibrated through every fiber of his being and distorted his perception of time…of reality itself. Hours might have slipped by or perhaps only a few minutes, but his awareness of the world was reduced to that single syllable, his ability to reckon the passage of time measured only by uncounted discrete inhalations.

But then something intruded on his strange calm. A disharmonious vibration shuddered up from the ground beneath him like a note played by a setar with a loose string. Vima’s eyes fluttered open and he heard the intensity of the collective humming diminish as his fellow villagers became distracted by the strange tremor.

“Keep uttering the mantra!”

The stranger’s words, translated and repeated by the monks, wove into the fabric of their chant, gently but insistently guiding them back, yet even as Vima closed his eyes again, the hostile vibration intensified. It was not merely a discordant false note, but a shaking that arose from the earth itself.

An earthquake, Vima realized. A groaning noise, as of millstones grinding together, filled the air, drowning out the sound of the diminishing hum.

“The darkness resists you,” the stranger said. “If you falter, it will consume you. No matter what happens, keep saying the word!”

Vima felt the truth of the exhortation. He had stood upon the threshold of the demon’s cave and knew its terrible hunger. It seemed impossible that they could conquer it with nothing more than a foreign word—a single syllable—yet the very fact that it was now fighting them was proof of the efficacy of the mantra. But would it be enough?

Vima realized that it was too late for that question. The battle had been joined and there could be no retreat. Closing his eyes again, he willed himself to ignore the violent tremor and focused only on his breath.

Fill my lungs as I would a clay pot… Utter the mantra…

“Om…”

Suddenly, the ground heaved and Vima was thrown into the air like so much chaff. Even as he slammed back down, a deafening thunderclap tore through the air.

The combined hum of the villagers quieted still more, and cries of alarm began to shoot through the droning mantra. More thunderclaps and tremors followed, building to a crescendo, but through it all, the voice of the stranger kept guiding them back. “No matter what happens…”

Fill the pot with air… “Om…”

The sound of the mantra, welling up from within and joined by dozens of voices from all around, persisted and enfolded Vima in a blanket of calm, even as the earth seemed to shake itself apart.

For a long time, the opposing forces vied for dominance, like objects being weighed in a scale, but as the initial shock of the demon’s counterattack began to subside, more and more voices returned to the chorus. The grinding noise of the earthquake diminished into nothingness as the air began to vibrate once more to the sound of that single ancient and potent word.

Vima was not conscious of the moment when the struggle ended. Like the transition between wakefulness and sleep, it happened with imperceptible subtlety. He did not notice the abrupt end of the tremor or the final crushing sound of boulders dislodged in the quake settling into place. It was only when the stranger spoke again—loudly and in the language of the Kushans—that Vima realized they had won.

“It is finished.”

Vima’s eyes fluttered open and he let the mantra slip away into a sigh. The air around him was thick with settling dust, but through the pall, Vima could see that something had changed. The area that had once been scoured clean by the demon’s appetite was shot through with gaping cracks and littered with loose rocks, but the most dramatic difference was the cave itself. No longer was there evidence of the surreal nothingness, the hole in reality, which had marked the demon’s presence.

Angra Mainyu was gone.

A low wail began to issue from the villagers, cries from those who had suffered minor injuries during the quake and complaints from some who could, even from a distance, see that their homes had been knocked flat, but Vima paid no heed.

“We did it!” he cried, turning to the stranger. “We have defeated the demon.”

The foreign man gave a heavy sigh. “A darkness like this can never be truly defeated. It only slumbers. But you are safe for the present.”

“Slumbers?” The chief magus stepped forward. Vima could see the roiling emotions in his expression—gratitude for the salvation of the village, despair arising from his utter failure to find that salvation in the teachings of the prophet. “Will it awaken? What can we do to prevent its return?”

The stranger considered the question for a moment, and then gestured toward the cliff where the demon’s cave now looked like just another anonymous pockmark in the stone face. “Though you cannot see it, the darkness is there. What will awaken it, I cannot say, but in the same way that you have defeated it today, you can keep it at bay.

“Consecrate this ground. Make this a sacred place; a place where holy men may contemplate the nature of the cosmos.” He paused thoughtfully. “But you must never speak of the darkness, or of what happened here today. Make no record of this occurrence. It is in the nature of men to believe that forces such as this can be controlled, and it may be that in keeping alive the memory of this day, the temptation to awaken the darkness will prove too great to resist. You must let what happened here today slip from your memory, as if something glimpsed in a dream.”

Despite the wisdom underlying the admonition, Vima knew that the stranger was asking the impossible. None of the villagers would ever forget this day; how could they? Not only had they all participated in the cataclysmic battle with the demon of darkness, they had also borne witness to the failure of their God. And had not word of the demon’s siege on their village spread throughout the empire, carried by travelers along the Silk Road?

No, Vima was quite certain that the events of this day would be spoken of for hundreds, even thousands of years to come.

But Vima was wrong.

In the years that followed, the influence of the magi and the teachings of Zoroaster declined as more and more people began to learn the ways of the Enlightened One—the Buddha—and as belief in Ahura Mazda waned, so also did the recollection of stories—superstitious fables—about demons and otherworldly entities.

Within two generations, the cliff where a warrior named Vima had once faced an entity of indescribable darkness had become a place where monks carved out caves in which to meditate on the nature of the universe. Three hundred years later, long after the Kushan Empire fell to the Sassanids, and shortly before the subsequent conquest by the Hephthalite Confederation, devotees of the Buddha hewed from the cliff face two extraordinary likenesses of their legendary spiritual leader, thereby unknowingly carrying out the long forgotten stranger’s admonition to consecrate the ground where the demon still slept.

It would be nearly fifteen hundred years before darkness of a very different sort would descend upon the land.


SEQUENCE/CONSEQUENCE


1

Paris, France, 1835 UTC/Local

Bill Downey studied his reflection in the ornate gilt-framed mirror and liked what he saw.

“My goodness,” he said, managing what to his ear sounded like a spot-on impression of Cary Grant, “Aren’t you just a handsome devil.”

He experimented with a few different smiles as he adjusted his bow tie, smoothed the wrinkles from his rented dinner jacket, and then spritzed a few mores ounces of Axe body spray around his neck and throat.

“Oh, yeah,” he said to his reflection, now sounding nothing at all like Cary Grant. “Watch out, Paris. I’m getting lucky tonight.”

His streak of good luck had actually begun more than two months earlier when, completely out of the blue, he had received an invitation to attend the Global Energy Future meeting in Paris. A lifelong resident of the American Midwest, Downey had never even considered taking a European vacation; his idea of a getaway involved palm trees, fruity cocktails adorned with umbrellas, and lots of women wearing bikinis. But this was an invitation he simply couldn’t refuse.

As operations manager of Omaha Public Utility District station 4—a coal-fired 1,200-megawatt producing power plant on the banks of the Missouri River—attending regional conferences was part of the job. The city usually picked up the tab for travel and lodging, and supplied him a stingy per diem, but that hardly made up for the long hours spent poring over charts and statistics in an endless succession of Powerpoint presentations. That the GEF conference was a much higher profile event—not just regional or even national, but global in scale—taking place in the legendary City of Lights, barely made an impression on him…until he read the invitation letter more carefully. Oh, there would be speeches and presentations, but the conference organizer was handling the logistical side, to include business-class air travel and a week’s stay at the legendary Hotel Ritz, with complimentary concierge service. The sponsors of the event seemed to have very deep pockets and no compunction regarding how their money was spent. The program for the conference was built around three six-hour days, leaving ample time for site-seeing and nightlife, culminating in what promised to be a spectacular casino event aboard a private riverboat on the Seine. As he reviewed the letter, Downey’s first thought had been: This is too good to be true. But after another reading, that had changed to: This is too good to pass up.

The conference itself had been unremarkable, focusing on vague strategies for dealing with the increasing need for more energy production in developing countries, the importance of retrofitting existing power grids and developing a comprehensive energy policy that included alternative and renewable sources—what Downey thought of as hippy-dippy bullshit. But the short presentations, which he wasn’t even obligated to attend, had passed quickly, while the nights had been amazing. The concierge had directed him to the best nightclubs in the city and although he hadn’t managed to close the deal with any Parisian ladies, he’d had a lot of fun trying. All his life, he had heard that the French, and Parisians in particular, were rude, stuck-up and hated Americans, but that had not been his experience. Of course, that might have had something to do with the Platinum AmEx card the conference organizer had given each attendee.

Downey was still primping when an insistent knock disrupted his musings. He shot a glance at his watch. Six-forty, he thought. He had arranged to have a car waiting at quarter to seven, but there was no reason not to get a head start on the night’s activities. Odd that they came to the room, but whatever.

He ambled through the luxurious suite and threw open the door. “You’re early…”

His voice trailed off as he found himself once more facing his reflection. No, that wasn’t right. A mirror would show a perfect image of him, as he was now, one hand on the doorknob, a quizzical expression on his face. This was something else; him in every detail, standing motionless with a determined, but faintly amused expression. “What the—?”

With an almost unnatural swiftness, the double stepped forward into the suite. With one hand, he swept the door closed behind him. The other hand reached out for Downey, who caught just a glimpse of the oblong black object in the newcomer’s hand as it was pressed against his abdomen. A loud crackling sound filled his ears and every muscle in his body contracted instantly. He went rigid and a burning pain spread through his extremities. A moment later, Downey dropped where he stood, his legs folding awkwardly beneath him. He was still conscious, but that mattered little; he felt as if he had been unplugged from his body.

He saw the face that was an almost perfect duplicate of his own hovering above him, but even as he struggled to regain control of his flaccid limbs he felt a sting in the side of his neck and his world quickly dissolved into darkness.
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King quickly withdrew the hypodermic needle from Bill Downey’s neck and after slipping the safety cap over the glinting metal tip, deposited it in the pocket of his dinner jacket. Then he drew back a few steps and breathed in through his nose, fighting an impulse to sneeze. The fragrance wafting up from the motionless form had triggered some kind of allergic reaction; it smelled like the man had practically bathed in some kind of cologne or body spray. A good sneeze would have been very satisfying, ridding his nostrils of the offending vapors, but the professional make-up artist who had, eight hours previously, transformed King’s rugged features into an almost perfect likeness of the power plant manager had cautioned him to avoid any activities that might dislodge the appliqué of latex and cosmetics.

“Sorry you won’t be making the party,” he told the unconscious man when the irritation in his nasal membranes subsided. “But look on the bright side. I spared you the disappointment of rejection. Here’s a tip for next time: subtlety.”

King suppressed a chuckle. Laughter was another proscribed action, as was eating, and as he knelt over Downey again, dragging the body over to the neatly made bed, a deep rumble in his gut reminded him of just how hungry he was.

He vividly remembered the last real meal he had eaten, that wasn’t a power bar or quickly devoured snack food. Two days earlier, he’d been enjoying a well deserved and much needed day off, relaxing with Sara and Fiona—his family—at a cabin in New Hampshire’s Pinckney Bible Conference Grounds, which had been turned back over to the owners and re-opened to the public. Manifold Alpha, the secret base hidden beneath the mountain behind the campground, had been converted to better suit Endgame, the new black ops organization of which Chess Team was the core. Endgame had also purchased a number of the cabins, which could be used by personnel for recreation. It had been a strangely perfect day, strange because for the first time in a long time, he hadn’t felt like ‘King,’ hadn’t felt like the field leader of an ultra-secret special operations team, but instead had savored the chance to just be Jack Sigler.

Except that wasn’t quite right. His Chess Team callsign wasn’t an alter ego, a secret identity that he put on and took off like some kind of comic book superhero’s costume. He hadn’t sublimated the ‘real’ Jack Sigler to become King. If anything, becoming a spec ops soldier, leading the lethal shooters of Chess Team into dangerous and highly classified missions against the worst kinds of terrorists, literally saving the world from threats that most people would find incomprehensible, was the very essence of who Jack Sigler was.

Or rather, who he had been. Lately, he had begun seeing things from a very different perspective.

Two days ago, hunched over the barbecue grill turning burgers and brats, with his girlfriend Sara lounging nearby sipping a Sam Adams and his foster daughter Fiona exploring the adjacent woods…that was when, for what seemed like the first time in his life, he’d gotten a taste of what it would be like to live as a normal person. And to his complete surprise, he found that he kind of liked it.

He didn’t harbor any resentment for the sacrifices he had made in the name of duty, no sorrow for the life he might have had. It wasn’t like that at all. He was proud of his service, proud of what Chess Team had accomplished. The world would never know how close or how often it had come to the brink of total destruction. If not for Chess Team, there would be no family vacations, no scenes of domestic tranquility, for anyone at all, and that was not something he took lightly.

From the moment he had enlisted in the Army, galvanized into action by the death of his sister Julie, who had herself answered a similar call by becoming an Air Force fighter pilot, he had never looked back on what might have been. There had been no need. His brothers-in-arms, and particularly his fellow Chess Team operators, were all the family he needed. He had never imagined finding happiness and contentment in a long-term romantic relationship, much less having children of his own. To his surprise, happiness and contentment had found him.

Sara Fogg, an infectious disease investigator for the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, had been his girlfriend for more than two years now. Her job kept her just as busy as Chess Team did him, and from the beginning, they both understood that theirs would be a relationship built on rare treasured moments together. Nevertheless, those moments seemed too few and far between. There was a reason, after all, that relationships were an endangered species in the world of military special operations.

And then there was Fiona.

The teenaged girl had come into his life as a refugee, the lone survivor of a diabolical act of terrorism, hunted by a relentless villain with almost godlike abilities, desperately in need of a protector, but had instead become something much more.

A woman he would be proud to have as a wife and a daughter he cherished… King had accidentally become a family man, and he deeply believed that family deserved more than just stolen moments between missions. Loving someone was a lot more than just protecting that person from harm.

As he had dropped one sizzling bratwurst after another into a line of split stadium rolls, assembling them in an orderly row on a serving platter, he’d considered just what possibilities for happiness the future might hold, and what path to take to get there.

An insistent vibration in his pocket had thrown a monkey wrench into his musings. His phone: Deep Blue on the other end.

“Can’t this wait?” King had growled, eschewing the normal pleasantries.

“I’ll let you be the judge of that,” the reply had come. “We’ve got him, King. We found Brainstorm.”

That had been the end of the picnic.
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New Hampshire—Two Days Earlier

The hamburger King had wolfed down during the short drive from the bungalow to the entrance to Endgame HQ, now sat in his gut like a brick as he waited for the elevator doors to open.

Brainstorm!

Twice now, King had tangled with operatives of what he had dubbed the Brainstorm network, and twice he had narrowly averted unimaginable catastrophe, yet in spite of Brainstorm’s audacity, King knew next to nothing about…it? They? The working hypothesis, a construct of innuendo and supposition, was that Brainstorm was a very sophisticated artificial intelligence—a self-aware computer program—secretly pulling the strings of several multinational corporations and possibly exerting influence in the halls of power, but months of investigation had yielded nothing more than rumors and wild conspiracy theories.

The uncertainty about what shape his own future might take didn’t include Brainstorm. This was personal.

The steel doors slid back and King hastened down a utilitarian corridor and boarded an underground tram that whisked him to the Central portion of the base, ten miles away, under Mount Tecumseh. When he arrived, he disembarked and made his way down another corridor, then burst into the Chess Team op center where Tom Duncan and Lewis Aleman were waiting.

Tom Duncan had once been the leader of the free world—the President of the United States—but King didn’t feel like he knew President Duncan. To him, the athletically built, mostly bald Duncan would always be Deep Blue, the creator, brains and guiding hand of Chess Team.

“Well?” King said, even before the door closed behind him. “Let’s have it.”

Deep Blue nodded, his eyes alight with barely contained enthusiasm. “I’ll let Ale fill you in, since he’s the one who did all the work.”

The lanky Lewis Aleman beckoned King to join him at a workstation. Aleman, a former spec ops shooter and Chess Team’s resident tech expert didn’t have a callsign, but his unofficial nickname was R2D2, because like the stubby robot from the Star Wars movies, when it came to computer systems, there wasn’t much he couldn’t accomplish once he plugged in.

“As you know, I’ve spent the last couple weeks following the money trail from Sokoloff to Brainstorm.”

King nodded absently, his thoughts flashing back to the final confrontation with the Russian hitman in the Superstition Mountains of Arizona. Following the brutal struggle, King had found their best lead to unraveling the mystery of Brainstorm—a cell phone that contained a complete record of the hired killer’s dealings with the elusive mastermind.

Aleman gestured to the computer monitor, which displayed rows of numbers. “I’ve had to tread carefully so as not to tip our hand, but I was able to trace the transactions from Sokoloff to an account in the Cayman Islands, and from there to several other accounts.”

King gave the list a second look and saw the dollar signs in the second column. Each account balance ran to eight figures. “So Brainstorm has more money than God. That’s not exactly news.”

The tech expert waved a hand dismissively. “These are just ready cash reserves. Tip of the iceberg. I was able to track dozens of transfers going back two years; Brainstorm, operating through various shell companies, has controlling interests in several multinational corporations, and those assets run well nigh into the trillions. But that’s not the point.

“We’ve been working under the assumption that Brainstorm is an artificial intelligence. I thought that by following the history of the transactions, I’d be able to find a physical location…a bank of computer servers running the AI software.”

“But?”

Aleman shook his head, grinning. “It just wasn’t there. The transactions didn’t originate from any one location. At first, I thought it was just Brainstorm covering its tracks very well, but then something extraordinary happened. Last week, Brainstorm started transferring money out of those accounts—emptied them—and that left a huge footprint.”

The undigested burger churned in King’s gut. “If Brainstorm is moving that much money around, then it must be planning something big.”

“Maybe, but you’re missing the point. The money went to a non-profit foundation—Forward Looking Energy Solutions—which it just so happens was the outfit behind Bluelight.”

King felt another lurch in his stomach at the mention. The memory of what had happened at the Bluelight Technologies experimental power station was, like the scars on his body, still all too fresh. Bluelight had been attempting to harvest energy from naturally occurring antimatter in the upper atmosphere, a process that had inadvertently summoned a horde of monstrous creatures from an unexplored cave system beneath the Superstition Mountains. King had been investigating the phenomenon when Sokoloff had made his move, and in so doing, had triggered a runaway antimatter reaction that had very nearly set the Earth’s atmosphere on fire.

Aleman clicked the mouse controller and brought up the website for something called the “Global Energy Future Meeting.”

“FLES—” he pronounced it fleas—“is currently hosting a conference for power plant managers from all over the world, ostensibly to discuss ways to upgrade the global power grid, so I was able to learn a lot about them, and in particular, I identified their chief executive officer. It’s someone you’ve met, King. Graham Brown.”

An image of Brown flashed up in King’s mind’s eye; an older, compact figure, reserved and outwardly unthreatening, but confident and enigmatic, as if aware that he held a secret advantage. With his extraordinary ability to calculate mathematical probabilities in his head, Brown had made a small fortune gambling in Atlantic City, and then turned that into a much larger fortune playing the stock market. He had known about the connection between Brainstorm and Brown almost from the beginning—Brown had been present at the remote facility in Algeria where he had first learned of Brainstorm—and there was every reason to believe that Brown had been responsible for creating the artificial intelligence in the first place.

But even as he stared at Aleman, waiting for the man to explain the importance of this connection, King understood. Brown hadn’t created…wasn’t working for an artificial intelligence called Brainstorm. “Brown is Brainstorm?”

A flicker of disappointment crossed Aleman’s countenance as King stole his thunder, but he nodded. “It’s like a magician using theatrics and distraction to hide the fact that it’s all just sleight of hand.”

“And it worked,” Deep Blue intoned. “Our strategy for dealing with Brainstorm was based on the assumption that it was a non-human entity. We were over thinking it.”

“So what’s he really up to?” King gestured at the FLES web page. “This interest in new energy technologies would make a lot of sense if we were dealing with a computer. The easiest way to shut it down would be to pull the plug. But what’s Brown’s angle? And don’t tell me he wants to make more money.”

Deep Blue grinned broadly, not looking at all like a former Commander-in-Chief. “I guess that’s something we’ll have to ask him.”

King cocked his head sideways. “What have you got in mind?”

Aleman scrolled down the web page revealing a bullet list of highlights for the conference. The last one fairly leapt off the page.

“Casino night,” King said aloud.

“Brown’s an inveterate gambler. There’s no way he’ll pass up something like that. And that will be our chance to grab him.”

King met Deep Blue’s gaze. “So what’s the plan?”
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Paris, France—1841 UTC/Local

King stared down at the motionless form of Bill Downey—the man into whom he had been transformed by theatrical cosmetics and a high tech auto-tune vocalizing device—and breathed a silent curse. I hate this Mission: Impossible shit.

The plan Deep Blue had outlined some thirty-six hours earlier, was to gain entry to Brown’s casino party by impersonating one of the guests.

“Why not just have Knight reach out and touch him from…say the Eiffel Tower?” Shin Dae-jung, otherwise known as Knight, was Chess Team’s designated sniper and the man was exceptionally lethal from a long distance. “I bet he could get a clear shot.”

“Normally, I’d be happy to give the go-ahead,” Deep Blue had answered without a trace of humor. “It’s a kinder fate than Brown deserves. But as you just pointed out, Brainstorm is mobilizing for something big, and we have no idea what it is. Whatever he’s up to, the wheels could already be turning. Bringing Brown in alive might be the only chance we’ve got to put the brakes on.”

“We can’t exactly arrest him. He’s untouchable. He’s got his hooks in too many powerful people.”

“In a strict legal sense, that might be true, but there are other options available to us.” Deep Blue had seemed content to leave it at that, and King had no trouble reading between the lines. And Deep Blue was right about the importance of learning Brainstorm’s overarching goal. Brainstorm—or rather Graham Brown—did not do anything on a small scale. He had emptied his cash reserves—in poker parlance, he had gone all in. Perhaps even more telling, he had made virtually no effort to cover his tracks. Brown was unquestionably up to something. They didn’t have the first clue what, but if the past was any indication, it would probably mean the end of the world. Ergo, they had to take Brown alive.

Conceptually speaking, their plan was simple. King would impersonate one of the guests and get close enough to Brown to jab him with a tetrodotoxin-tipped needle. The poison, a synthetic version of a toxin found in the internal organs of the puffer fish, would create the appearance that Brown had suffered a fatal heart attack, though in reality he would be in a deep coma, his vital signs slowed to be almost undetectable. Brown’s seemingly lifeless body would be taken to a Paris hospital, where some of CIA director Domenick Boucher’s most trusted field agents would be waiting. Then, borrowing a page from the Twilight Zone, they would spirit Brown away to a private hospital, and using a combination of play-acting and powerful narcotics, deceive the gambler into giving up all his secrets. After that…well, that was a decision for someone else to make.

Aleman had obtained a list of conference attendees and found one that was a fairly close physical match to King: Bill Downey from Nebraska. A little “Mission: Impossible shit”—a three-hour session spent with a make-up specialist on loan from the CIA and a little high-tech audio magic from Aleman—completed the illusion. Shortly thereafter, King boarded a commercial airliner, bound for the City of Lights. The flight had been interminably long. He couldn’t eat anything and he didn’t dare nod off since either activity might ruin the elaborate facial disguise. His only distraction had been a paperback thriller novel called The Eden Prophecy, which he’d picked up at the airport gift shop. He had enjoyed it immensely and made a mental note to check out the author’s other novels when the mission was finished.

Speaking of which… He fished out his phone and spoke: “Call Deep Blue.”

The voice of the former President sounded in his ear almost immediately. “What’s your status?”

“Phase one is complete.” The sound of his electronically modified voice—Downey’s voice—was mildly disorienting, but he pressed on. “I’ve made the switch.”

As if to punctuate his words, the telephone on the desk trilled with an incoming call.

“I’ll call again when it’s done.” He didn’t wait for a reply, but thumbed the ‘off’ button and snatched up the room phone. “Yes?”

“Monsieur,” came a smooth voice. “It is Maurice. Your car has arrived.”

“Thank you. I’ll be right down.”

Showtime.
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Fiona Lane gazed out across the treetops at the city skyline. The unfamiliar buildings—and of course the all too familiar outline of the world famous Eiffel Tower—were starting to sparkle with artificial light as the sky darkened from twilight to dusk.

Paris, she thought. Who would have ever believed I’d be here?

It was a long way from the obscure reservation town where she’d grown up, a long way from hanging out in front of Noel’s Market and drinking milkshakes at the Little Chief diner.

The musing brought a pang of grief. The market and the diner, and everything else—everyone else—in Siletz was gone.

She looked down quickly, blinking back the tears that had welled up, hoping that Sara hadn’t seen. The myth of the inscrutable Indian was just that, a myth, but she didn’t like showing weakness in front of other people…and especially not in front of King’s girlfriend.

King had an assignment to complete in Paris, all very hush-hush like everything he did for Chess Team, but King’s boss, the man Fiona still thought of as President Duncan, had decided to surprise King by arranging for Fiona and Sara to join him in the legendary City of Lights for a well-deserved vacation once everything was wrapped up. Fiona had been overjoyed at the prospect and all through the long flight, had felt a thrill of anticipation. But now that was gone, replaced by an overwhelming sadness.

Born and raised in tiny Siletz, Oregon, the idea of visiting Paris seemed like a dream come true. But as they had left the airport and she had gotten her first look at the European city, like a picture book come to life, she had begun to contemplate the unique trajectory of her life that had made this particular dream a reality. Noel’s Market and the Little Chief diner…that’s where she ought to have been, and but for the tragic events of a few years ago, that’s where she still would be. Instead, she had survived the bizarre attack—she alone, while more than three thousand people, including her grandmother, had perished—and been swept up into a new world…a new life. King was her family now, her legal guardian and in every way that mattered, her father. She loved him deeply, but the cost of her new happiness was almost too much to bear.

Three thousand people died… Grandma died… and I get to visit Paris.

She rubbed her eyes, banishing the tears. “I thought there was supposed to be a carousel.”

She had to fight to get the words past the lump of emotion in her throat, but if Sara noticed, she gave no indication. Instead, King’s girlfriend consulted a tourist pamphlet. “Place du Carrousel,” she said after a moment, “gets its name from a type of military review that took place here back in the seventeenth century. Troops on horses, paraded in front of King Louis XIV.”

“So, no carousel?”

Sara shook her head, her short spiky hair barely moving with the gesture. “Sorry, kiddo. Just a big park. Want to grab a taxi and head over to the Eiffel Tower?”

That was the last thing Fiona wanted to do. Place du Carrousel, a large circular area between the Louvre Museum and the expansive park known as Jardin des Tuileries, had been in easy walking distance from their hotel and had seemed like the perfect place to stretch their legs after the exhausting flight. A proper visit to the Louvre would require at least a full day, maybe more, but there was plenty to see in the park—monuments and performers. Right now though, Fiona just wanted to crawl into bed and hide from Paris. She turned away from the skyline and let her eyes drift along the current of people moving through the park, some of them on their way to the magnificent Louvre Museum, most of them obviously tourists, just like her.

I’ll bet their vacation didn’t cost three thousand lives, Fiona thought bitterly.

“No,” she said finally. “We should save that for when dad...”

Fiona’s voice trailed off as her gaze settled on a tall figure moving purposely through the courtyard. Her eyebrows came together in a crease as she watched the man stride past, not twenty-five yards from where they stood. He bypassed the glittering glass pyramid that decorated the expansive courtyard in front of the main entrance, and continued up the Place du Carrousel toward the busy intersection with the Rue de Rivoli. “What’s he doing here?”

Sara looked up from her pamphlet. “What? What’s who doing here?”

Curiosity overshadowing her grief, Fiona grabbed Sara’s hand. “Come on. Let’s follow him.”
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Julia Preston watched museum visitors come and go from La Chappelle gallery. Like window shoppers perusing the wares in a high-end retail store, they did not linger, and she found their apparent lack of interest discouraging. It was, she supposed, to be expected. People were so utterly predictable. Tourists—and that’s what most of them were—did not explore places like the Musée du Louvre with an open mind, eager to make new discoveries, but instead brought their expectations with them, checking items off a list.

See the Mona Lisa. Check. What’s next?

She wondered how many of them would, fifteen minutes hence, even remember what they had seen in this room. Few, if any, would grasp its significance, or recognize that they had glimpsed a part of human history that predated Leonardo Da Vinci by nearly a thousand years.

Unlike the pyramids of Egypt or the Acropolis of Athens, the Buddhas of Bamiyan were monuments that relatively few of the planet’s inhabitants had been privileged to gaze upon. In the early sixth century, the Hazara occupants of the Bamiyan Valley had carved two monumental statues from the native sandstone, modeling details upon the rock foundation using a traditional composite of mud and straw, covered with stucco. The statues had been noteworthy for being the tallest images of Buddha in a standing pose—the larger of the two measured one hundred and eighty feet—but because of their remote location, eight thousand feet above sea level in Afghanistan, they had not achieved the same level of notoriety as other monumental constructs. Time and weather had worn at the statues, scouring away much of the original detail, but it had been a deliberate act of vandalism that ultimately brought down the Bamiyan Buddhas. In March of 2001, just a few short months before the events of 9/11 plunged the turmoil-prone region back into a state of war, the oppressive Taliban regime, reversed an earlier position that the Buddhas were of historical value and deserving of protection. They had declared the statues to be idols, forbidden by Islam—even though there was not a single Buddhist in the country who might have venerated them—and ordered their destruction.

Following the subsequent overthrow of the Taliban, an effort had been made to restore the Buddhas, but progress had been hampered by the ongoing war, funding problems and international politics. A further complication had arisen in late 2011, when the United States had, in protest of UNESCO’s decision to recognize Palestine, withdrawn financial support from the United Nations’ cultural agency, which had designated the Bamiyan Valley a World Heritage Site. The traveling museum exhibition, represented a last ditch effort to raise awareness of the flagging restoration effort.

On a technical level, the exhibition was spectacular. It featured state of the art full-sized holographic reproductions of the Buddhas as they would have appeared at the time of their completion. A museum visitor could stand at the foot of the statues and gaze up at the eighteen story high likeness of the Buddha, never realizing that it was an illusion created by lasers and mirrors. Of even greater significance, at least to Julia’s way of thinking, were the countless fragments of the actual statues that had been painstakingly collected from the floor of the Bamiyan Valley, and which now rested in dozens of glass display cases. Most of these pieces were nothing more than chunks of sandstone, scarred and scorched by the barrage of artillery rounds and dynamite charges that had reduced the Buddhas to rubble, but on a few it was still possible to see where ancient craftsmen of the Gandhara Empire had carved the folds of the Buddha’s robes.

Yet, for all the technological sophistication and cultural relevance, the exhibition was plagued by the same general apathy that had stymied the restoration effort. Julia had watched museum visitors come and go for several days now; their indifference was almost palpable. But every once in a while, someone would stop and she could see the glimmer of appreciation in their eyes as they read the placards, gazed in awe at the dioramas, and then, almost reverently, placed their hands on the glass display case containing the fragments, as if wishing they could actually touch this part of history.

Her gaze alighted on one figure, a man, who seemed to be taking more than just a passing interest in the exhibit. As she watched, he moved from one display to the next, carefully perusing the descriptive passages before studying the contents. Edging closer, Julia noticed first that the man’s silvery-blue eyes were turned to the paragraphs written in English. Then she noticed the handsome face around those eyes.

The eyes shifted ever so slightly, catching her reflection in the glass display case, and then the dark haired man straightened and turned toward her.

Mildly embarrassed at having been caught staring, she hastily tried to deflect his attention. “Tragic, isn’t it?”

The corners of the man’s mouth tugged up a little into a rueful smile. “That’s one word for it,” he replied, seeming to agree.

She nodded. “That these marvelous statues could endure the ravages of time for so long, only to be destroyed in a cowardly display of ignorance.”

“Cowardly,” the man echoed, thoughtfully. “Perhaps. But I don’t think ignorance was a factor. The men who destroyed the Buddhas understood all too well the importance of symbols. This was no mere act of vandalism.”

“That’s a very astute observation.” Julia stuck out a hand. “I’m Julia Preston, curator-at-large for the Global Heritage Commission.”

The man accepted the proffered hand, holding it gently rather than squeezing it. “Curator-at-large? That sounds very important.”

Julia resisted an impulse to giggle. Her title certainly sounded more important than it actually was. In reality, she was more of a glorified handyman, assigned to manage the logistical side of the traveling exhibition. That meant liaising with museum staff—the Louvre was just the first of a dozen museums on the two-year long tour—and making sure that all the moving pieces moved together correctly. It was a far cry from the research and field work that she had dreamed of doing as a graduate student, but it would look very good on her CV.

“You’re American?” the man continued.

She nodded.

“Thank goodness. I can get by in French, but anything more complicated than ordering a coffee gives me a headache.”

His smile gave her a little thrill. An attractive woman, she had grown weary of fending off the almost predatory advances of Louvre staffers who seemed intent on reinforcing the stereotype of the amorous Frenchman, but somehow she didn’t quite feel so ambivalent about a flirtatious exchange with a fellow American—a very attractive and evidently intelligent one at that.

“Your accent,” she said, trying to break a little more ice. “There’s a bit of Russian there, if I’m not mistaken?”

For just a second, the man’s beautiful eyes seemed to darken, but the smile did not falter. “Very perceptive. You’re the first person to catch that. As a matter of fact, you’re right. I was born in Saint Petersburg, but my parents emigrated to the United States when I was very young. I must have picked it up from them.”

“Oh, it’s barely noticeable. I’m good at catching accents.” Worried that she was only exacerbating the evident faux pas, Julia tried to navigate to a different subject. “Are you vacationing in Paris?”

He shook his head. “I’m here for work. But I couldn’t pass up a chance to see the Buddhas. My father saw them when he was in the army—the Soviet Army. Three years he served in Afghanistan. He told me all about them and was deeply troubled by their destruction.”

She noted that his speech seemed more halting, his accent more pronounced, as if both the unexpected revelation of his origin and the subsequent reminiscence had left him a little shaken. “That’s remarkable. I would have loved to have seen them before…” She waved a hand toward the fragments. “Your father must have a unique appreciation for history.”

“Yes, and he raised me to have the same appreciation. How does the old saying go? ‘Those who don’t know history are destined to repeat it.’”

“Edmund Burke.” She nodded. “That’s sort of the unofficial slogan for historians, and a lesson that we still can’t seem to get right. We seem to keep making the same mistakes over and over again.”

“As my father is fond of pointing out.” The man’s eyes turned to the display. “Afghanistan, for example. It has been called ‘the place where empires go to die.’ Invaders may conquer her armies, but the effort of trying to possess the country is too costly. It destroyed the Soviet Union, but now, only a few decades later, we Americans think our adventure there will end differently.”

Julia registered the emphasis he placed on “we Americans,” and wondered again if she had somehow inadvertently offended him with her observation about his origins. She wished desperately that she could rewind the encounter and start over, especially since he seemed to share her passion for history. Before she could formulate a response, she glimpsed the familiar figure of Mr. Carutius entering the gallery. She offered a rueful smile. “I’m terribly sorry, but my boss just walked in and I should get to work. But the museum closes just before ten, and I’m not doing anything after…”

She let her voice trail off hopefully. Technically, Carutius wasn’t really her boss—she worked for the Global Heritage Commission, an agency adjunct to UNESCO—but inasmuch as he was the chief representative for the private organization that was bankrolling the exhibition, she was pretty much at his beck and call. Carutius was an odd fellow and very hands-on when it came to the nuts and bolts of managing the exhibit. He and his organization had conceived of the idea of taking the fragments of the Buddhas on tour. They had, through generous contributions to Afghanistan’s cultural ministry—an agency that existed as little more than a bureaucratic appointment and a way for the corrupt and barely functional government of the beleaguered nation to apportion money received from international aid payments—arranged permission for the shattered remains of the statues to be taken out of the country.

The man matched her smile. “Unfortunately, I have a late business meeting and will be unavailable tonight.”

Her mind grappled with his reply. Unfortunately? What did that mean? Was he trying to let her down gently, or was he interested in…? “A pity. Another time perhaps. I would really love—” She almost faltered. Love? Coming on strong, aren’t you Julia—“to sit down and…you know, talk about history a little more.”

“I would like that. And I know where to find you.”

“I just realized, I never asked your name.”

The smile did not waver. “Trevor.”

She raised a curious eyebrow, but before she could inquire, he continued: “Not the name my parents gave me when I was born, of course. They changed it when we came to the United States.”

Julia nodded in understanding and decided not to press further. “A pleasure to meet you, Trevor. I hope to see you again.” She winced inwardly. God, I sound so desperate.

But Trevor’s smile seemed sincere and when he shook her hand again, it was with the same gentle firmness as at their first meeting, which she took as a good sign. She sighed as he strode from the gallery, then composed herself and went over to where Carutius was rummaging in the large equipment case he had brought in.

Though dressed in an immaculate and expensive Brooks Brothers suit, the tall rugged Carutius, with his curly mop of hair and bushy beard, looked more like an escapee from a biker gang than either a researcher or a financier—Julia wasn’t exactly sure which he really was. He glanced up as she approached. “Dr. Preston. I’m glad you’re still here. I need to perform some radiometric dating tests on the fragments. We’ll need to close the exhibit early tonight.”

The man delivered the words with casual indifference, as if he had asked for nothing more complicated than the time of day. Two thoughts immediately raced through Julia’s head.

First, why on earth did Carutius want to close the exhibit on a Friday evening, one of the museum’s busiest times? How was she supposed to explain to the staff that the much-publicized headlining exhibition, which admittedly had not drawn as much attention as might be hoped, would have to be shut down with no advance notice? If it were anyone but Carutius making the demand, she would have laughed at the very idea.

The second thought was regret that Trevor—or whatever his real name was—had a previous appointment, because now it seemed her evening was free.

“I see,” she answered slowly, not seeing at all.

“I’ve already spoken to the museum director and made all the necessary arrangements,” he continued.

Julia felt some relief at that news, and her curiosity gradually got the better of her disappointment. “Do you need any help? What exactly are you hoping to establish with radiometric dating?”

“That won’t be necessary. Take the night off.”

“The fragments are under the protection of the GHC and we’re responsible for their safety. Any requests for testing should go through my office.”

“My tests shouldn’t pose any risk to the fragments. Quite the opposite, actually.” He folded his arms across his chest and although he was smiling, there was no humor in his eyes.

Despite the implicit finality, Julia couldn’t just let it go. “I really would like to know what you’re testing for.”

“It is a personal project and lies at the very heart of my interest in preserving the Buddhas. Something I’ve been working on for years. I’m sorry, but that’s all I can tell you.” He loosed one arm and gestured to the exit. “Good night, Dr. Preston.”
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Timur Suvorov replayed his conversation with Dr. Julia Preston—the curator knew him only as “Trevor”—in his head as he stalked through the corridors of the Louvre, and wondered where he had slipped up. His instructors at the cultural immersion training facility had praised him for his pitch perfect English and his command of American dialect, but she had picked up on his true heritage after hearing him say only a few words.

Suvorov had never actually been to the United States. The closest he had come to that experience was a six-month long stay in a town called Springfield, a perfect middle-American suburb that happened to be located, not in the American heartland but in a remote location on the coast of the Caspian Sea.

Springfield had been built during the Cold War by the KGB for the sole purpose of training long-term deep cover operatives—sleepers, in the common parlance—who would be able to perfectly blend into American society. Every aspect of life in Springfield had been simulated Americana, at least insofar as the Soviet social scientists understood it. The only language spoken in the mock-city was English. The radios played a wide selection of American music and American television programs were broadcast. Residents could get Big Macs at the local McDonald’s and bought their cigarettes and Coca-Colas at the 7-Eleven. Thousands of KGB sleepers had literally been raised from infancy in Springfield, and many graduates of the program had subsequently been deployed to conduct active espionage or, more often than not, await a critical assignment that would never come. In the post-Cold War era, Russia’s foreign intelligence service, the SVR, continued to conduct operations abroad. But these days there were more expedient methods of getting agents into place, particularly with the advent of globalization and a growing population of Russian expatriates in America and other countries. Nevertheless, Springfield continued to be useful as a training tool for SVR operatives and GRU Spetsnaz soldiers preparing for undercover work.

Evidently there were still some gaps in the training though, as Julia’s observation had borne out.

In retrospect, it had probably been a bad idea to visit the museum. To establish their cover stories and blow off a little steam before the final phase of the assignment, Suvorov had directed the members of his team to do a little site seeing. Despite the stereotypical Russian proclivity for alcohol consumption, drinking was strictly forbidden before an operation, as was sexual congress, but there were plenty of other distraction in the City of Lights, and for Suvorov, a chance to see the Bamiyan Buddhas, even if they were now only pieces of rubble, had seemed the obvious choice.

The lie he had told to cover his dismay at Julia’s revelation was close enough to the truth to satisfy the woman’s curiosity. He had indeed been born in Saint Petersburg—in his earliest memories, it was still called Leningrad—and his father really had seen the Buddhas during his military service. Her discovery nonetheless posed a risk for potential exposure moving forward. When she learned of the operation in the news, would she put two and two together, and perhaps report her suspicious encounter with a man claiming to be a Russian émigré? Probably not, but it was best not to leave such a thing to chance. Julia was a loose end that would have to be tied up, one way or another, and he found that thought discouraging.

Actually, there was a lot about this mission that troubled him.

No, that wasn’t quite right. Not just this mission; he’d been experiencing misgivings about everything in his life. The sense of pride he’d once felt in his military service, in excelling in his training and commanding a team of Russia’s very best special operations soldiers, in literally being a part of shaping the future of the Rodina…those ideological concepts just didn’t square with reality. That was another lesson of history. Brave men—his team, and even his father before him—were always the ones who made the sacrifices, while the politicians who sent them to their appointments with destiny were always chasing some selfish agenda. This mission was no different. They would succeed of course, but in the end, would it make any difference?

He reached the main exit, threading past the idling masses of tourists, and once outside took out his phone and called Kharitonov. When his subordinate answered, he spoke only two words: “It’s time.”
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1925 UTC/Local

King took a deep breath as he stepped off the gangplank and onto the reception deck of the riverboat. The vessel was anchored in the Seine about four hundred yards southwest of Île Saint-Louis. King could just make out the French Gothic silhouette of the Notre Dame Cathedral on the nearby Île de la Cité, against the background of the dazzling electric Parisian skyline.

A score of men in formal attire milled about sipping cocktails and smoking cigars, and vying for the attention of a scattering of attractive women in expensive evening gowns. King guessed the latter group to be professional escorts; even without Aleman’s report on the guest list indicating that not a single woman had been invited to the FLES conference, King observed that they were too attractive, too confident in their sexuality and perhaps most tellingly, too young, to be anything else.

Although he had been wearing Bill Downey’s face for several hours now, there had been no opportunity to test its effectiveness in fooling people who actually knew the man. There was no way to know if Downey had befriended fellow conference attendees, or if those acquaintances would immediately notice the less obvious indicators—mannerisms, his walk, his sense of humor—that would give him away. He had already resolved to avoid contact with other guests as much as possible, but in the confines of the floating casino, that was easier said than done.

Pushing down his anxiety, he skirted the edges of the gathering. His route took him past the bar, where he reluctantly turned down the offer of a drink—a shot of Booker’s sounded pretty tempting—and bypassed a table loaded with a smattering of hors d’oeuvres. His stomach rumbled in protest as he glanced at the dishes of Beluga caviar, the plates of pâté de foie gras and an assortment of breads and cheeses, and he decided that, once Brown was in the bag, so to speak, he’d have to take advantage of the spread. Closer to the door, King passed a table where a steward was dispensing cigars, and helped himself to a brace of Partagás, which he slipped into the pocket of his dinner jacket. Rook will like these, he thought, if…no, make that when, he turns up.

As he finished at the cigar table, King took a moment to study the crowd. Brown was not in evidence—no surprise there. He quickly identified several men who looked every bit as out of place as the women. A few were dispersed throughout the crowd, but most were hanging at the edges, avoiding conversation as their eyes roamed the assemblage. Their muscular physiques, which seemed to strain the cut of their dinner jackets, and rigid bearing marked them as military types, and King figured them for security personnel, probably from the ranks of Alpha Dog—the same mercenary outfit that Brainstorm had employed in Africa. King curtailed his own surveillance to avoid drawing the attention of the hired guns, and moved toward the double doors leading into the riverboat’s main saloon.

King paused at the entrance to survey the room. He vaguely noted the rich appointments—red velvet walls with oak wainscoting, crystal chandeliers and the gleam of brass wall sconces. It all starkly contrasted with the garishness of the electronic slot and video poker machines that lined the edges of the room. The machines seemed to be the primary focus of attention for partygoers, who were no doubt drawn in by the lights and sounds and their own familiarity with the devices. The rest of the space had been divided equally between different table games, predominantly those favored by American gamblers—blackjack, craps, roulette, and Texas Hold ‘em poker—with a half-dozen or so gamblers trying their luck at each. At the far end of the room, a musical ensemble played subdued jazz from a low dais. King’s quickly picked out the security men, but again there was no sign of Brown.

To kill time, he sidled over to the cashier and produced Downey’s Platinum AmEx. The attractive woman shook her head. “No need for that, sir. The house has extended a ten thousand dollar line of credit to all guests.”

“Ten thousand?” King replied, conversationally. “I wonder how long it will take me to lose that.”

She flashed a flirtatious smile, and then pushed a stack of rectangular chips across the green felt surface. “Maybe this will be your lucky night.”

King grinned back, feeling the rubbery make-up on his cheeks crinkling in protest. “You have no idea.”

Idly shuffling the stack of chips, he moved to the blackjack tables and took a seat. He wasn’t much of a gambler. He didn’t even buy lottery tickets. Although soldiering was, by its very nature, the ultimate gamble, he had survived in his chosen profession by minimizing risks. It was no coincidence that his elite squad had chosen “Chess Team” as an operational callsign. Chess was primarily a game of skill and attention to detail, not a test of random luck. And while military operations, like chess games, could not be won without taking some bold risks, a skillful strategist could accurately predict the outcomes and almost always choose the course of action that would win the day. In casino games, the only thing that was certain was that the odds were always stacked in favor of the house.

Still, it wasn’t like there was any risk here; win or lose, it wasn’t his money to begin with.

He played through several hands, betting conservatively and winning only occasionally. Anyone observing would have thought his slightly hunched posture to be indicative of an intense focus on the game, but in reality, he barely watched the progression of cards flashing across the table or noticed his dwindling stack of chips. His gaze flitted back and forth across the room, watching for Brown to make an appearance, and as the hour wore on, he began to wonder if the operation wouldn’t prove to be, in gambling terms, a bust.

Then, promptly at eight o’clock, the music ceased and a voice crackled from the public address system, directing everyone to gather in the casino. Immediately, people began streaming in from the deck, raising the ambient noise level in the room to a low tumult. King played out the hand in progress, standing on nineteen and winning, and then scooped up his chips and made his way through the milling herd to the stage where the musicians were putting away their instruments. A few moments later, the man himself—Graham Brown, aka: Brainstorm—ascended the dais with a wireless microphone in hand, and the room broke into spontaneous applause. King joined in, unenthusiastically patting his hands together as he studied the face of his nemesis.
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Fiona had caught a final glimpse of the tall man entering the side entrance of the Louvre, but her attempt to follow was immediately thwarted by a security guard. He haughtily informed her, in halting and heavily accented English, that the ticket window at Passage Richelieu was closed and that entry was only possible at the Pyramid entrance or from the Carrousel du Louvre—an underground shopping mall that connected the museum with several other noteworthy landmarks.

“You let that other guy through,” Fiona had protested.

“Mr. Carutius? He has official business. He is not a tourist.” Like you. The guard had made no effort to hide his irritation at having to explain himself to a lowly American visitor, and a child at that.

“What kind of business?”

“He is the administrator of the special exhibit.” The guard then made a shooing gesture and stepped back to his post.

It had taken nearly half an hour for Fiona and Sara to make their way back around to Place du Carrousel and through the line to the ticket window; plenty of time for Sara to demand an explanation. It occurred to Fiona that King might not have told Sara about the man who now seemed to be calling himself “Carutius.”

“It’s Hercules,” she said simply. “You know about him?”

Sara’s expression was guarded. “You mean Alexander Diotrophes, the leader of the Herculean Society?”

So he has told her. “That was him I saw, going into the museum.”

Sara gave her a pinched expression. Fiona could sense the looming question, Are you sure? But instead Sara said, “The Louvre has one of the largest collections of antiquities in the world. It’s not so strange that Diotrophes would have business here. It’s got to be a coincidence.”

“Whenever he’s around, there’s trouble,” Fiona declared.

“That’s not exactly a compelling rationale for chasing after him,” Sara countered. Nevertheless, King’s girlfriend made no move to pull Fiona out of the line. Instead, when her turn came, she forked over fourteen Euros—as a minor, Fiona’s ticket was free—and grabbed a brochure containing a rough map of the complex.

“Where’s the special exhibit?” Fiona tapped her foot impatiently as Sara unfolded the pamphlet, flipped it around then back again. “Well?”

“Fi, there are half a dozen special exhibits: The Mariette Collection; the Da Vinci sketches; the relics of Saint Caesarius of Arles; the Bamiyan Buddhas…Where do you want to start?”

Fiona let out a low growl. “How should I know?”

Sara blinked at her impassively for a moment, but then seemed to grasp Fiona’s frustration. “Look, most of these exhibits are in the Sully Wing. That’s the closest section to us right now. We’ll work our way through them one by one, okay?”

Fiona nodded gratefully and walked beside Sara as they made their way from the lobby. Her eyes roamed the faces of museum patrons, searching for Hercules—Diotrophes, or Carutius or whatever he was calling himself—but there was no sign of the man. He would be hard to miss, standing a head taller than most men, with his distinctive hair and beard. Yet, as much as she was focused on her search, her eyes were drawn to the elaborate décor of the former royal palace and to the objets d’art displayed everywhere, which surprised her.

She’d never been particularly interested in classical art. Her own heritage had ingrained in her an appreciation for a much different style of expression, one that was to her way of thinking more honest, much more in harmony with the natural world and deserving of more honor than these paintings and sculptures with which the rest of the world seemed so enamored. But despite the fact that she had entered the museum for a very different reason, she found her gaze almost magnetically attracted to the displays and her pace began to falter.

She quickened her step, catching up to Sara as the latter reached the entrance to a gallery sporting a banner advertising the relics of Saint Caesarius of Arles. Sara ventured a few steps inside. “Big guy, right?” she said. “I don’t see him.”

Fiona did not answer. She knew she should be surveying the scattering of visitors, looking for Hercules, but she found herself unable to look away from a marvelous box of gold encrusted with jewels and positioned directly in front of the entrance. Something about the beautiful reliquary absorbed her attention, filled her with an almost transcendent euphoria…

“Fi?”

Fiona shook her head, breaking eye contact with the relic box, and the feeling receded. “No, he’s not here.”

“Let’s try the Da Vinci sketches, next.” Sara seemed not to have noticed the girl’s fascination with the reliquary. “That’s the kind of thing Diotrophes would be interested in, right?”

Fiona nodded dumbly and followed along, but she now kept her gaze on the floor, purposefully resisting the urge to visually take in her surroundings. She was only peripherally aware of the route Sara navigated, and in the back of her mind, it occurred to her that if they became separated, she wouldn’t have a clue how to find her way out. A few moments later, Sara stopped and Fiona looked up to see another gallery awaiting their inspection.

The large room was a veritable maze of freestanding display cases, each containing pages of vellum, adorned with delicate script and what looked like pencil sketches. Above the cases were enlarged reproductions of select images, the subjects ranging from detailed human figures to elaborate machines, and not a few bizarre creatures that looked to Fiona like they might contain hidden figures in the illustrated folds of skin and fur—like something from a child’s Find It puzzle. Fiona experienced a mixture of relief and disappointment as she gazed at the enormous prints; they did not produce the reaction she had felt in the other gallery.

And then her eyes fell on the original sketches.

She barely heard Sara say: “I don’t see him here, do you?”

Fiona worked her mouth, trying to form the question that had bubbled into her head but it was an effort. “Sara, you know your sensory whatever-it-is? How you can ‘see’ smells and stuff?”

Sara Fogg had been diagnosed with Sensory Processing Disorder; her sensory neural pathways didn’t always function the way they should, causing her to experience stimuli in unpredictable ways—to ‘smell’ colors or feel twinges of pain when seeing certain objects. Fiona had heard Sara and King talk about it from time to time, but she didn’t really understand the details.

“Sure.” A note of concern haunted Sara’s answer.

“Is it contagious?” Fiona pressed.

“Absolutely not. Fi, what’s wrong?”

Fiona gazed at the Da Vinci sketches, her eyes flitting back and forth as if trying to take all of them in all at once. The drawn images seemed to burst off the parchment and the carefully scripted notes glittered like magical runes in a Tolkien novel, imparting mystical knowledge that she could not read, but somehow intimately understood.

“I think I must have it too,” she said after a breathless moment. “Because these pictures are singing to me.”
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Despite his stylish dinner jacket and immaculately coiffed silver hair, Graham Brown seemed no less banal a personage than he had in his first and only other encounter with King, in the remote Algerian villa where Sara Fogg had briefly been held prisoner.

Brown waited for the applause to die down before lifting the microphone and addressing the crowd. “Is everyone having fun spending my money?” he quipped, triggering a symphony of cackles and guffaws, and another round of clapping.

“Seriously folks,” he continued, sounding to King’s ear like a cut-rate stand-up comedian, “I don’t want to keep you from the festivities, but I just wanted to take this opportunity to thank you all for traveling here, from every corner of the globe, to take part in our little symposium.

“Power. It’s the reason we’re all here. And I’m not just talking about electrical energy. In times past, human society hungered for literal food, but now our greatest need is for the energy to drive our machines and our electrical devices. We have become entirely dependent on technology, and if the energy supply that makes it function were to be interrupted, it would be a disaster far worse than any famine or drought. Power, real power, belongs to those who can control the energy supply. And you, my friends, have that power.”

King listened attentively as Brown seemed on the verge of launching into a megalomaniacal diatribe, and he noticed others in the crowd murmuring uncomfortably.

“Or perhaps to put it more accurately,” Brown continued, softening his rhetoric. “You are the faithful stewards of that power. Society has entrusted the care and protection of its future to you, but make no mistake: it is a great responsibility. The power, of which I speak, does not rest with any one of us, nor with any man, nation or corporation. Nevertheless, it is something unscrupulous men might desire, and that is where we are vulnerable.

“I organized the Global Energy Future conference to call attention to this vulnerability. Our stewardship requires that we protect our trust—this great and potentially terrible power—from those who might seek to seize control for some dark purpose. As you are all doubtless aware, much of our power grid relies on early 20th century technology. The transmission of electricity through copper wires, for example, where ninety-nine percent of the energy is lost to resistance. The use of decades old computer systems for managing the grid. These are but two examples of challenges we must address if we are to meet the needs of the future.

“What we have done here this past week is merely to state the nature of the problem, but I’d like to think that we have also explored some possible solutions. Many of the technologies we’ve showcased are still in the conceptual phase. Others are presently too expensive to meet the demands of economic efficiency. Nevertheless, we must be willing to take some risks.

“It’s no coincidence that I have chosen to close the week’s activities with this casino event. Gambling is the perfect metaphor for the challenge we face. Will we play it safe? Stand on seventeen? Or will we take bold risks, losing sometimes, but in the end, winning the jackpot?

“I hope you will consider this metaphor as you return to your homes and your jobs. The safe bet, the status quo, is a slow path to failure. And the stakes are very high, my friends.”

Brown lowered the microphone, and on cue, the gathering clapped again, but this time the applause was more subdued, respectful rather than enthusiastic. The host however was not quite finished.

“Now, as a way of repaying you for having to suffer through my little speech, I have a little surprise.” Brown looked offstage and nodded to one of the stewards. “As I mentioned, there are some fantastic new technologies that aren’t quite ready for widespread distribution, but one of them is now ready for some real world field testing.”

As he spoke, a line of stewards trekked onto the stage and hastily deployed a folding table, upon which they deposited two elegant, covered, silver serving trays. When they had finished, Brown stepped behind the table and took a piece of paper from his pocket. “Would the following men please join me on stage?”

King’s curious musings about the contents of the serving trays were interrupted when he heard Brown speak the name of the man whose face he now wore. After overcoming his surprise and dismay, he jolted into motion.

As he moved onto the stage, King’s thumb brushed the ring on his third finger of his right hand, spinning the band around so that its decorative face was toward his palm. The ring, a Cold War-era spy gadget on loan from the CIA—probably from their museum—concealed the poison-tipped needle that would, if all went according to plan, take Brown permanently out of circulation. A gentle tap on the jeweled head—the pressure of a handshake or a squeezing grasp on the upper biceps, perhaps the result of an attempt to arrest a feigned stumble—would thrust the spring-loaded needle into its target.

He might not get this close to Brown again.

King played the scenario out in his mind as he strode forward. Too obvious, he decided. Too many people watching. He couldn’t afford to attract attention or raise suspicions. The boat was crawling with Alpha Dog security guards. The ring was his only weapon and it had only one dose of tetrodotoxin, just enough to bag the objective.

Be patient. You’ll get another chance.

Nevertheless, he could feel his skin burning with rage beneath the disguise as he passed behind Brown. The man had kidnapped Sara. He’d sent a hired killer after King in Arizona. And in his quest for—what exactly?—he’d very nearly eradicated all life on the planet, not once but twice.

But then he passed Brown and stood with the others—ten of them altogether—waiting to see what surprises the man had in store.

The host faced them, speaking once more into the microphone. “I’ve chosen you from the group because each of you manages a large power plant, and as such are in a unique position to benefit from my little gift.”

Plant managers, King thought. Was this part of Brainstorm’s master plan? Damn, I should have paid attention to the names.

With a flourish, Brown removed the domed covers to reveal ten small black rectangular boxes arrayed on swatches of red velvet. King blinked, tearing his gaze away from Brown, and glanced at the offering.

“Cell phones?” remarked one of the other men, with more than a trace of disappointment.

Brown smiled patiently and picked up one of the rectangles. “Appearances can be deceiving. This device may look like an ordinary cellular phone, but trust me when I say that it has as much in common with the iPhone or Droid in your pocket, as those devices do with an old-fashioned rotary dial telephone. Those devices have been called ‘smart phones.’ Well, gentleman, this…” He held it up, turning to the rest of the audience, “is a genius phone.

“It’s actually much more than just a telecommunications device. Don’t let its size fool you. Each of these little boxes holds more computing power than the mainframe networks that most of you are probably using at your plants.”

There were a few skeptical glances, but Brown continued without missing a beat. “Witness the next evolution of the computer: the quantum processor, courtesy of my new friends at Jovian technologies. Instead of using printed silicon chips, these devices carry out calculations at the atomic level. That’s how we’re able to get so much computational power into such a small package. But that’s only part of it. Quantum processing speeds also make it possible to utilize a remarkable new ‘stutter logic’ artificial intelligence interface.”

King raised an eyebrow at the mention of artificial intelligence, and recalled their original supposition about Brainstorm. Was that Brown’s game? Was he trying to create the independent computerized entity that he had, for so long, pretended to be?

“I can’t give you all the specifics,” Brown went on. “I’m not a ‘techie’ myself. But this AI application streamlines the user interface. No more logic errors or confusion about trying to figure out the correct sequence of operations. You just tell the computer what you want—it responds to either voice or text commands—and it can figure out what you’re really asking. It probably understands better than another human would.

“Gentleman, these devices aren’t just for checking your e-mail or downloading YouTube videos. With just one of these, linked to your existing mainframe, you could single-handedly run your power plants, at least insofar as the computerized systems are concerned. In fact, you could do it from anywhere in the world.” Brown smiled, then after a thoughtful pause, added: “And of course, they are fully functional phones, too.”

“Oh great,” said one of the other men with mock sarcasm. “Wouldn’t you know it? I just signed a two-year contract with T-Mobile.”

Brown swept up the quantum phones and began distributing them to the men. “Not to worry. They are completely compatible with your existing phone carriers. The quantum processor can wirelessly synch with the phone you are now using—just hold it next to your phone, turn it on and tell it what you want to do.”

King watched as the other men eagerly followed Brown’s advice, and took out their personal phones. For his part, he simply dropped the new acquisition into his pocket where it joined the cigars he had pilfered earlier. Aleman would get a kick out taking the gizmo apart.

With the presentation of the quantum phones complete, the recipients began folding back into the crowd, eager to show off the unique devices. The men closest to Brown managed to buttonhole their host, and were expounding on some of their pet ideas for retrofitting the power grid. King lined up behind them, absently twirling the ring, and waited for his chance. A few interminable minutes later, he heard Brown excuse himself, preparing to move away.

King seized the opportunity, pushed past the other guests and stuck out his hand.
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Less than fifty feet away, in a cramped room surrounded by flat screen monitors, Bandar Pradesh watched the live video feed of the ten power plant managers receiving their new quantum phones. He glanced to another monitor that displayed the status of the quantum network.

Brown had omitted mention of the fact that the phones themselves did not actually contain quantum processors, or rather, did not contain complete, independent processing units. In fact, it was a bit misleading to use standard computer jargon to explain the functionality of a quantum computer, but that was something Brown had never really been able to grasp. Like most people, the man was unable to conceive of a world that was not governed by Newtonian cause-and-effect mechanics. Conventional computers relied completely on principles of physical logic—if-then relationships, ones or zeroes—but quantum computers utilized an entirely different set of rules where those relationships had no meaning whatsoever.

Of course, it wasn’t necessary for Brown to understand the technology, any more than it was necessary for every automobile owner to understand the function of an internal combustion engine. In fact, Pradesh thought, it was probably better that he didn’t seem to want to know. That had made it so much easier for the Indian computer genius to accomplish his real objective.

Pradesh watched as the number of users on the network jumped from two to six…then to eight, then nine, and he waited for the tenth and final user to go active. The network relied on multiple inputs for operation. Moreover, the system was its most effective when those input nodes were linked randomly to existing conventional networks, so it was not enough to simply build several devices and turn them on. To make the quantum computer fulfill its purpose, Pradesh had designed the computer to utilize ten nodes, all connected to the worldwide communications network via their independent users. More would have been better, but given the prohibitive cost of producing the devices and the dictates of Brown’s original plan, ten would have to suffice.

The number on the screen did not change.

Pradesh watched it with growing impatience, and then turned his attention to the closed-circuit television screen where he saw the ten men were busily downloading new applications and exploring other features. No, Pradesh realized. Not all of them.

He isolated the one man in the group who was not holding one of the devices, and consulted the guest list. “Downey,” he muttered. “Why aren’t you playing with your new toy?”

On an impulse, he zoomed in on the man’s face and ran the image through a battery of tests. To his surprise, the facial recognition software—a variation of the same program used by casinos to identify card-counters and other troublemakers—indicated a less than seventy-percent probability that the man in the image was actually Bill Downey.

Frowning, Pradesh rolled back the footage to the moment where Downey walked onto the stage and tried a different program. This software ignored facial characteristics and focused instead on body mechanics, comparing the way the man moved to both the real Bill Downey and to an exhaustive database collected from security feeds in travel hubs around the world. If this man had taken a commercial flight anytime in the last five years, his distinctive gait and mannerisms would be in the database.

He immediately got a hit from a flight originating from New York less than twenty-four hours earlier. Not Downey though—the real Downey had been in Paris all week, and this man wasn’t a match anyway. Then another hit came up, and this time it was accompanied by an urgent message, flashing in red letters.

Pradesh stared in disbelief for a moment before following the instructions in that message. He took out his phone and made a call. “There is a complication,” he said as soon as the connection went through. “King is here.”

“King?” came the reply. “He’s still alive? Brown was a fool to think that piece could be so easily taken off the board. But this game between Brown and King has no bearing on our objective.”

“You don’t understand,” Pradesh persisted. “He is in disguise as one of the ten.”

There was a long silence. “So?”

“He isn’t activating his node. He appears to have no interest in it. He put the device in his pocket.”

“That is a complication,” admitted the man at the other end of the line. Another thoughtful pause. “But there is a simple solution. I’m sure Brown will be very interested to know that Jack Sigler has crashed his party.”
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King straightened his fingers so that his hand was completely flat, a necessary precaution to avoid accidentally injecting himself with the poison.

For a fleeting second, he saw success sitting squarely in his crosshairs. Brown took a phone call on his headset, raising an index finger to say he’d just be a minute. With the call completed, he turned back to King, his lips turning up ever so slightly in a smile. King thought he saw the man’s shoulders shift…was he about to extend his hand, accept the handshake? A moment later, he understood the reason for the smile. Then he felt powerful hands close around his biceps and forearms. King instinctively struggled against the grip, but now saw a pair of Alpha Dog guards on each side of him.

Brown’s smile transformed into something hard and grim. “Don’t make a scene, Sigler. I spent a lot of good money on this little soiree, and I’d hate for you to ruin it.”

King’s heart started pounding in his chest. This wasn’t merely a minor reversal; his mission had just gone from textbook to FUBAR. Somehow, Brown had discovered him.

They must have found the real Downey, he thought. But no, even if that were the case, he’d left no clues pointing back to his real identity. How then?

Brown leaned close to one of the hirelings and whispered: “Take him below and put a bullet in his head. Nothing clever, just kill him. We can dispose of the body later.”

Before King could even think about offering further resistance, the mercenaries lifted him a few inches off the ground and began walking him off the stage.

In desperation, King shouted: “You’re forgetting something, Brainstorm.”

His captors’ stride remained unfaltering as they stepped down from the dais and angled toward a door at the rear of the saloon.

“You should hear what I’ve got to say,” he shouted over his shoulder, but Brown was already turning away. “You think we don’t know what you’re really up to? My team is standing by, ready to shut you down.”

If Brown heard him there was no reaction.

He chose his next words very carefully, shouting them even as he was hustled through the door. “What’s the probability that I’m bluffing?”

His words seemed to echo in the now awkwardly quiet room, but then the door closed behind him and there was no one to hear his protests except for the four dour guards. He considered trying to reason with them, but one look told him that would be fruitless. He knew their ilk well: former military, probably separated under dubious circumstances. In love with guns and killing, but not so good at discipline or observing rules of engagement. Shaved heads, muscle-bound and faces a little puffy from steroid use. He wondered if they would draw straws for the privilege of administering the killing shot.

As soon as the door closed, they set him down, but before he could even think about trying to twist out of their collecting grasp—a plan unlikely to succeed, but better to go down fighting—something hard crashed into the back of his skull. His last thoughts were of Sara and Fiona—sadness over never seeing them again, and relief that they were safe at home—then darkness claimed his mind.
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The sound of voices drew King back to consciousness—one voice in particular. The return to consciousness was a pleasant surprise and almost made up for his splitting headache. If he was still alive, then maybe Brown had fallen for his last ditch ploy.

But all he had accomplished was to postpone the inevitable; he needed a plan.

“You are not hearing what I’m saying,” came one voice—a man, but high pitched, with a faintly sing-song accent that suggested the speaker might be from India or one of the surrounding countries. “All we need to do is turn it on and sync it to another phone. Any phone will do.”

“There is a sixty-two point three percent probability of success if the network is brought to active status in that configuration. The probability increases to eighty-eight point seven if the desired configuration is achieved.”

Although this second voice—flat, almost mechanical in its intonations—was not familiar to King, he immediately recognized it from what was said. This was what had brought him out of the darkness. The statements of probability, seemingly generated by a computer… This was the electronically generated voice of Brainstorm.

He remained motionless with his eyes closed, trying to hide the fact that he was now awake. He was seated and the ache in his arms told him that his hands were bound, his arms wrapped around the back of a chair. Something felt different about his face, and when he worked his jaw experimentally, he realized that the disguise had been removed. Thank goodness for small favors, he thought. If I get out of this, I swear, no more Mission: Impossible shit.

“If we don’t bring the network on-line, then the probability of success is zero,” protested the first voice. “We shouldn’t wait.”

“Your concern is noted, Mr. Pradesh. However, the timeline does not indicate a necessity for precipitous action.”

“I think he’s waking up.” A third voice intruded into the conversation, this one low and rough, and King surmised that one of the mercenary guards had noticed him stirring. Still feigning disorientation, King raised his head and looked around.

He was in an office, richly appointed in a style similar to the casino, but without any personal touches that might have offered insights into the man who now held him captive. Graham Brown, still looking dapper in his tuxedo, sat behind a solid looking desk a few feet away, his fingertips steepled together as if in deep thought. The desktop was uncluttered, as though the office had never been used, but King noted two conspicuous objects: the quantum computer device he had been given earlier and his own cell phone, his lifeline to Endgame HQ.

Three other men occupied the office. Two were burly figures in formal wear—security personnel—one of them sitting casually on the edge of the desk, the other in a chair to King’s left. The third, sitting to King’s right, was a small, lean man with black curly hair and dark skin, dressed in chinos and a polo shirt. That would be Pradesh, King thought. The name was familiar, but he couldn’t quite remember where he had heard it.

King brought his gaze back to Brown. “So much for just killing me,” he remarked.

Brown evinced no reaction whatsoever. His eyes did not flicker and he did not speak. A moment later, the flat electronic voice issued from a speakerphone on one corner of the desktop. “A cost-benefit analysis determined that you are of more value alive, Mr. Sigler.”

King laughed, sending a fresh wave of pain through his skull. “I certainly think so.”

“Point one,” the voice continued, as if King’s quip had been an inquiry. “Your actions here are offensive in nature. There is only a thirty-four point two percent probability that you would undertake such action without support. You are, in all likelihood, only one member of a team, perhaps similarly disguised and currently moving freely about the interior of this vessel. It is a further likelihood that your death would bring about an immediate reprisal, whereas concern for your health and safety may presently be a factor in preventing an incursion.”

There was no little irony in the fact that he was alive only because Brainstorm had overestimated him. The truth was, it had been foolish to go in without back-up. God damned Mission: Impossible shit. “That’s a lot of words to say I’m more valuable as a hostage.”

“Point two: You employed a disguise to infiltrate this location. The probability that this action is sanctioned by French law enforcement authorities is twelve point one percent. In other words, Mr. Sigler, you are trespassing. Your death, while imminently justifiable, would lead to undesirable legal entanglements.”

King studied Brown as the voice droned on. The man was absolutely unflappable. “Amazing,” King interjected. “I can’t even see your lips move.”

In fact, Brown’s implacability was troubling. The entire mission had been conceived with the belief that Brown was Brainstorm; that the artificial intelligence was just a clever distraction—a ventriloquist’s dummy, as King had just intimated. Yet, Brown was sitting there, almost completely motionless, while Brainstorm carried on independently. How was that possible? Had Aleman and Deep Blue erred in their assessment of the true nature of Brainstorm?

“Point three: You are impersonating William Maxwell Downey, a guest of the Global Energy Future conference. I would like to know what happened to Mr. Downey.”

King didn’t answer. He recalled the earlier conversation between Brainstorm and Pradesh. All we need to do is turn it on and synch it to another phone, Pradesh had said. Any phone will do.

The quantum phone had been meant for Downey.

King recalled the rest: There is a sixty-two point three percent probability of success if the network is brought to active status in that configuration. The probability increases to eighty-eight point seven if the desired configuration is achieved.

Downey. The quantum phones. What was the connection? He let this point slide, curious to see what else Brainstorm would reveal.

“There are, however, compelling arguments for your immediate termination. Counterpoint one: While your successful interference with the project in Africa appeared to be a statistical outlier, it seemed prudent to arrange your termination. Your subsequent destruction of the Bluelight facility in Arizona, as well as your now apparent survival of Mr. Sokoloff’s assassination attempt, have shifted the mean probability assessment regarding the likelihood of future interference. Or to express this in terms that Mr. Brown might use, leaving you alive for any length of time is pushing my luck.”

Bluelight, a new energy technology…power plant managers… More pieces clicked together, but the big picture remained maddeningly obscure.

“Counterpoint two: The probability that you will voluntarily elect to reveal factual information about your present operation, the size, location and identity of your allies in this incursion, or Mr. Downey’s whereabouts, is effectively zero. Mr. Steeves, my head of security, is of the opinion that he can persuade you to talk by utilizing enhanced interrogation techniques—”

King spat out derisive laughter.

“—but time is a factor and it is probable that, even with such methods, you would seek to deceive or obfuscate.”

King expected the list to continue, but the electronically produced voice fell silent, prompting him to speak. “So you’ve decided to keep me around a little while longer, is that right?”

“The risk-benefit analysis indicates that to be the most efficient course of action. However, as I have indicated, the potential benefit is moderated by temporal considerations.”

“So, if I don’t tell you what you want to know soon, there’s no reason to keep me alive.” King kept his stare on Brown. “But if I tell you what you want to know, then there’s also no reason to keep me alive. What’s in it for me?”

“Your worth as a source of information is only one consideration, as indicated by the cost-benefit analysis. Cooperation on your part, while unlikely, would necessitate modification of the analysis and alter the recommended course of action.”

King very deliberately rolled his eyes. “Can we just skip the theatrics, Brown? You’re not fooling anyone.”

Brown cocked his head sideways. “Sigler, if I had my way, you’d be wearing fifty pounds of chain link at the bottom of the Seine.”

King chuckled, but the implications of the comment were troubling. Were we wrong about Brown and Brainstorm being one and the same? Then he recalled something Brainstorm had said about his being a statistical outlier: Leaving you alive for any length of time is pushing my luck.

Brainstorm, whether an artificial intelligence or Brown masquerading as one, dealt in probabilities. Brown had made his fortune by accurately calculating the odds and always placing a winning bet, but King had consistently defied probabilistic expectations. That had given him the winning edge in those previous encounters, and right now, it was his only advantage.

I have to do the unexpected, he thought. That’s the only way I’m getting out of this.

“I’ll tell you what, Brown. It just so happens that I’ve got some questions of my own that I’d like answered.”

“And why on earth would I tell you anything? You’re not exactly in a position to negotiate.”

King smiled. “Who said anything about negotiating? You’re a gambler, right? I’ll play you for it. Loser answers the winner’s questions, truthfully and honestly.”

“This is ridiculous,” Pradesh said. “We’re wasting time here. We should synch the quantum device and activate the network.”

King glanced over at the man. Pradesh was some kind of tech expert… Suddenly he recalled where he had heard the man’s name.

During the course of Aleman’s investigations into Brainstorm, King had reviewed numerous intelligence reports from the CIA’s cyber-warfare division, and Bandar Pradesh had been on a short list of hackers with the skill and resources to facilitate Brainstorm’s activities. Born in Kashmir India, but raised in London, he was more than just a computer geek. Utilizing the hacker alias “Shiva,” Pradesh had become a sort of cyber mercenary, hiring his services out to anyone who could meet his price, a client list that featured multinational corporations and governments, including the United States. Pradesh was thought to be one of the leading programmers involved in the creation of the Stuxnet virus, which had temporarily crippled Iran’s efforts at uranium enrichment.

Stuxnet, King recalled, had targeted computer systems governing the operation of power plants.

Energy again.

Brown ignored the hacker’s outburst and continued to regard King from across the desktop. Brainstorm, curiously, remained quiet. Finally, the gambler shifted forward. “I’m supposed to believe that you would be truthful?”

“I could say the same,” King returned. “But, for whatever it’s worth, you would have my word. Scout’s honor.”

“I’ve read about you, Sigler, and I know you were never a Boy Scout.”

King shrugged.

Brown fell back into silence for a moment, then stood and turned to the security guard leaning on the desk. “Give us the room.”

The man’s face twisted into a mask of concern. “Mr. Brown, if half of what I’ve heard about this guy is true…”

“He’s tied up, right? Wait outside. I’ll call if I need you.”

The guard sighed but eased off the desk and motioned for the other man to join him.

Brown looked to Pradesh. “You, too.”

The hacker made no effort to hide his stunned disbelief. “Surely you don’t mean to go through with this.”

Brown ignored him and settled back into his chair, and after a moment, Pradesh retreated from the room, muttering under his breath. When the door to the office opened, King could hear the noise of the casino, jazz melodies undercut with a dull roar of conversation. Then the door clicked shut, returning the room to total silence.

Brown reached into a drawer and took out a small red box about the size of a pack of cigarettes. He opened one end and withdrew a deck of playing cards. After discarding the jokers, he began to shuffle. “I didn’t take you for a gambler, Sigler. I think you may be in over your head here.”

“And yet I keep beating you.”

“Not this time.” He placed the deck face down between them. “Blackjack, no hole cards, no splits or double-downs. One bet per game, and I’m the house, which means the decisions are yours.”

Brown didn’t seem to be asking for permission, so King merely nodded. Brown’s rules, particularly the fact that both of King’s cards would be showing, eliminated virtually every concession to the player in a game that was already stacked in favor of the house, but inasmuch as King’s fate was entirely in Brown’s hands, he wasn’t in a position to complain.

Brown cut the deck, then looked at King. “What’s your opening bet?”

King knew exactly what to offer. “Bill Downey. You seem to need him for something, so if I lose, I’ll tell you where he is.”

It seemed like a safe bet. If Brown’s goons went looking for Downey, they’d start in the man’s hotel room where King had left him, so there was nothing to be gained by holding back the knowledge. And he might just glean some insight into what Brown was really up to, and why it was so important for Downey to have one of the quantum phones.

“And if you win? What question would you like me to answer?”

“Something simple. The honest truth about Brainstorm. Admit that it’s all bullshit.”

A wry smile quirked the gambler’s expression, then he nodded and with a flourish, expertly dealt out four cards: The five of diamonds and the nine of spades to King; the two of diamonds and the queen of hearts to himself.

“Not like I’ve got much choice,” King muttered. “Hit me.”

Brown flipped out a seven of clubs. “Twenty-one for the player.”

King let out his breath in low sigh. Brown proceeded to deal a card to himself—the seven of spades for nineteen—then another—the king of clubs.

“Player wins,” Brown said without a hint of disappointment. He then set the deck down and raised his eyes, meeting King’s stare, but said nothing.

An electronic voice issued smoothly from the speaker on the desktop. “Touché, Mr. Sigler.”

For a moment, King wasn’t sure what was going on, but then a broad smile cracked Brown’s inscrutable expression. “As kids today would say…Duh! Of course, Brainstorm and I are one and the same. Artificial intelligence? Seriously?”

King’s elation, both from having won the hand and getting at the truth, was short-lived. “Why? How?”

“The reason why should be obvious. I was unbeatable in the casino and at the track, but I wanted more. I wanted real power. So I took my talents to the stock market, then I played the real estate game and got filthy rich. But what I could never get was respect.

“People don’t respect a schmuck from Atlantic City, even when he has more money than God. No matter how much I made, I would never have been anything more than a celebrity sideshow, and that just wasn’t good enough.

“I thought about creating a new personality, but then I had, if you’ll pardon the pun, a brainstorm. I would hide behind a computer. People are already used to letting computers tell them what to do. We hardly ever interact with real people any more. Corporate executive boards actually like being able to blame their actions on the computers. It’s a lot easier to put ten thousand people out of work when you can say you did it because the computer said it was the most efficient thing to do.

“Of course, I didn’t just come right out and say that’s what I was. That would have been too obvious. It was so much better to create the impression, start some rumors, and then let everyone’s imagination take care of the rest.”

Brown’s admission brought none of the satisfaction King had anticipated. It was so obvious, or should have been, and confirmation of the fact seemed little different from the moment a parent finally confesses the truth about Santa Claus to a child who’s already figured it out. “So how’d you pull off the little ventriloquist act?”

Brown’s smile broadened. “Pretty nifty trick, right? I did the risk-benefit analysis myself and entered it as text while you were unconscious. Most of it was prerecorded. The rest of it was a little more difficult. I have a foot-operated text entry interface under this desk. I’ve gotten pretty good at tapping out messages with my toe.”

Brown slid a hand over the desk and gathered the cards from the first hand into a neat stack. “So, what shall we play for now?”

King considered the matter carefully. He wasn’t a believer in luck and knew that this initial victory meant nothing in the scheme of things. He had to keep Brown talking, keep the game going until he could figure out a way to get free. “Okay, I’ve got it. These quantum phones of yours. What have you really got planned for them? I recognize Pradesh; he’s a hacker, a cyber-terrorist for hire. I doubt he has the resources to invent portable quantum computer technology, so his role in this is something else…” King thought about the rumors of Pradesh’s involvement in the Stuxnet attack. Was that it? Some kind of computer attack targeting power stations, supported by quantum computing power?

Brown nodded thoughtfully. “So, if you win the next hand, I tell you what’s really going on. And if I win?”

“Same stakes. I give you Downey.”

Brown’s smile turned hard, then he said simply, “No.”

King blinked, but kept silent.

“I said you were in over your head,” Brown continued. “I can tell you’re no gambler, Sigler. Gambling isn’t about the cards or how the dice roll. It’s about the bet; what you’re willing to risk and more importantly, knowing what your opponent is willing to risk. You bet that information against something that you already knew to be factual. That tells me that you consider the information about Bill Downey’s location to be of little value to you. Ergo, it’s of no value to me.”

King felt his pulse quicken as the truth of his opponent’s statement hit home. He had underestimated Brown, fallen into the very trap he’d thought to set for the other man. “All right,” he said slowly. “You decide.”

Brown picked up the deck as if preparing to deal. “The rest of your team. If I win, you give them up. Your plan, radio frequencies…if they’re in disguise like you were, tell me who they are.”

King felt a glimmer of hope but hid the reaction behind a mask of feigned outrage. “You expect me to give up my team? Sacrifice my friends? Not a chance. How about you just let me call them off, send the abort code?”

“Risk, Sigler. If you aren’t willing to take a chance, then you’re not ready to play this game.”

“I don’t have the right to gamble with other people’s lives.”

Brown made a dismissive gesture. “Happens all the time. You should know that better than anyone. Your Chess Team would risk their lives to take me down or learn what I’m really up to. How is this any different? But if it makes you feel any better, security is already conducting a sweep of the guests. They’ve probably already identified some of your team.”

King narrowed his eyes, took a breath, and then nodded. “Deal.”

Brown flipped the cards over with deliberate slowness, his gaze never leaving King’s face.

King felt another measure of hope as he glanced down at his first card: the ace of hearts.

Brown turned over the king of spades for himself.

King was a little disappointed to see that his second card was the six of clubs. Seven or seventeen, he thought.

Brown’s next card was the ten of hearts.

Twenty. Crap.

Without waiting for a prompt, Brown dealt King another card: Eight of diamonds. “Fifteen,” he said. “You need a five to draw, six to win.”

He turned over another card, glanced at it, and then deposited it in front of King. It was the queen of spades.

King sagged back in his chair.

“Luck is a fickle bitch,” Brown observed coldly. “Time to settle your account, Sigler. Let’s have it.”

For a moment, King pondered putting the gambler on a wild goose chase—giving him bogus radio frequencies, identifying the few names he remembered from the guest list as Chess Team operators in disguise—but ultimately all that would accomplish would be to piss his foe off. Finally, he said, “The joke’s on you, Brown. There is no team. Not in the field, at least.”

Anger glinted in Brown’s eyes. “You’re lying.”

“I wish I were. It would be nice to think that Bishop was waiting for my signal to bust in here and take your head off. But this was a solo op; no backup, minimum footprint.”

Brown slammed the cards down on the desk. “You’re lying,” he repeated, his voice taut like a wire about to snap.

“I gave you my word,” King persisted, not sure why it mattered. “I’m not lying to you. I would have preferred a tactical assault, but it was too risky. We knew you’d be here, exposed, so we decided to try a covert approach.” He rattled off the details of the scheme, omitting only the matter of where he had left Downey. He could tell that the gambler was still unconvinced, so he added. “I would never have taken the bet if it meant actually risking the lives of my team. But I had to make you think it was important.”

“It doesn’t matter. I never thought you’d tell me the truth, and I don’t have the time or patience to wring the truth out of you.” Brown shook his head, rose to his feet and strode for the door. “But at least I will have the satisfaction of knowing that you won’t be interfering with my activities again.”

“One last game,” King called out, craning his head around to follow the other man’s progress. “For everything.”

Brown stopped, but did not look back. “You don’t have anything left to bet.”

“No, but you do.” King’s mind was racing to come up with a plan. “Look at yourself. ‘A schmuck from Atlantic City.’ That’s what you said, right? You wanted more than that, and now you’ve got it. You’ve got everything. Brainstorm practically runs the whole world, right? So why aren’t you satisfied?”

King saw he had Brown’s attention…but what to do with it?

“Because once you’ve won everything, what’s the point? You didn’t want more power, more respect. That never really mattered to you. You wanted a bigger game.”

The gambler slowly turned around, still saying nothing.

“So, you’re right. I might not have anything left to bet, but that’s not why you play the game, is it? What do you say, Brown? Take a chance?”

“It’s a very tempting proposition, Sigler.” Brown blinked, then turned and opened the door. The noise of the casino briefly filled the room then was silenced as the door closed behind the two security men who now advanced, pistols already in hand.

“You’ve been a worthy opponent,” Brown said. “But this was only ever a momentary diversion. I’m playing a much bigger game than you can possibly imagine. And now I’m afraid your luck truly has run out.”


ACTION/REACTION
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Paris—2015 UTC/Local

Brown circled around his desk, picking up the two phones—King’s dedicated Chess Team phone and the quantum device—and casually slipped them in a pocket as he moved. King followed the gambler in his peripheral vision, but his primary focus was on the guards.

He had not expected to accomplish anything with his little game of chance. Certainly, he’d harbored no illusions that it might lead to his freedom, but even as he probed Brown for information, he’d wrestled with the matter of how to escape. Unfortunately, the plastic zip-tie binding his wrists together had not yielded a single millimeter to his surreptitious efforts, and that severely limited his options. His only chance would come when they moved him from the office to some out of the way corner of the riverboat, presumably the place where they intended to execute him, and that would mean cutting it very close.

As the two security men approached, King threw his weight to the side, toppling his chair over. He slammed onto his left shoulder, the impact driving the air from his lungs in a whoosh and sending a spike of pain through his head, but he’d done what he could to prepare himself for the crash and recovered his wits quickly.

The guards saw what he was doing and reacted without thinking, rushing forward to prevent what looked like an escape attempt, and that was exactly what King had been hoping for. Although the chair remained intact and his arms were still securely bound, one of the pair got close enough for King to wrap his nerveless fingers around the man’s ankle.

The guard spat an oath as he wrenched his leg free of King’s grasp.

The other man chuckled. “I told you he wouldn’t go quietly.”

The words were barely spoken when King twisted his body and snaked out a foot to sweep the second guard’s feet out from under him. The man’s arms windmilled as he landed flat on his back alongside King, and as he fell, King twisted again and kicked savagely at the man’s head. Two solid strikes left the man senseless on the floor.

The first guard reacted instantly, bringing his gun around and taking aim at King’s writhing form, but even as he did, something changed in his eyes. He blinked, as if unable to bring his target into focus, and then abruptly crumpled to the ground. The tetrodotoxin, administered when King had pressed his ring against the man’s leg, had done its job quickly.

Brown watched in disbelief as the melee, which had lasted only a couple of seconds, abruptly ended with both of his men incapacitated, but when King began maneuvering closer to one of the fallen guards, hoping to find a knife with which to cut himself free, the gambler sprang into action. He dashed around the desk and snatched up one of the fallen pistols.

King could tell by the uncertain way Brown held the weapon that the man was unused to this sort of thing. He had built his success on manipulation and playing the probabilities, and he had always relied on hirelings to take care of the dirty work. But the gun was a Glock 17—no bothersome safety to fumble with—and with only about ten feet between them, there was little chance that Brown would miss if he pulled the trigger.

King pushed closer to the guard he had dosed with the ring, but kept his eyes on Brown. “You’re probably responsible for hundreds, maybe thousands of deaths, but I’ll bet you’ve never had to do the deed yourself,” he said. “It’s one thing to order someone’s death, but pulling the trigger yourself? Not as easy as you thought it would be.”

Now he was the one gambling, and he was betting his life on the fact that his taunts would actually make Brown stop and think—not about the consequences of shooting him, but rather about how he still possessed a small army of mercenary guards only a few minutes away, any of whom would be more than happy to dispatch King.

But then Brown’s eyes hardened and his grip on the pistol steadied. A cold smile curled the corners of the gambler’s mouth. “There is a ninety-nine point nine percent probability that shooting you dead will make me the happiest person in the world.”

King watched, in startling detail, as Brown’s finger tensed and the trigger mechanism started to move…

And then his world was filled with light and noise.
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Julia was relieved to learn that the museum director had indeed spoken with Carutius about closing the exhibit early. The Frenchman wasn’t happy about it, but he seemed appreciative of Julia’s attempts to smooth things over. “These things are out of our control, n’est-ce pas?”

She nodded, commiserating, but with the bureaucratic task completed, her smoldering curiosity about the underlying reason for Carutius’s decision blossomed into full fire. Why on earth was Carutius running radiometric dating tests on the fragments? There was no dispute about their age, and the tests would be inconclusive anyway, revealing only the age of the materials used—which in the case of the sandstone chunks would run to millions of years—while telling nothing about when the statues themselves had been fashioned. Carutius was up to something, and Julia wanted to know what. It was, after all, part of her job description.

As she reached the corridor fronting La Chappelle gallery, she noticed a pair of figures lurking at the closed gate—a lithe woman with short, spiky hair, and a teenaged girl with jet-black hair and a swarthy Amerindian complexion. The two were dressed casually—jeans, t-shirts, sneakers—looking no different than most of the other visitors who roamed the museum’s halls, but something about the urgency in their expression told Julia that they were anything but ordinary tourists.

“This exhibition is temporarily closed,” she said as she approached.

Both of them turned to her, but it was the girl that spoke. “I’m looking for Mr. Carutius.” Although she hesitated with the name, as if her mouth had tried to use a different word first, her tone was every bit as serious as the look on her face. “Is he in there?”

Julia peered back at them, wondering what possible business these two could have with the wealthy and influential man. She shuffled through a variety of responses but then sublimated her impulse to put them off, and instead motioned for them to follow her. The woman’s face creased with concern but the girl seemed both grateful and anxious as she fell into step behind Julia.

She led them to a blank access door a few steps down the corridor from the roll-up gate, tapped in her security code and when the electronic lock disengaged, turned the knob.

“I probably shouldn’t be letting you in like this,” she said, but her curiosity was now burning even brighter. Maybe if Carutius was distracted with this pair, she’d be able to figure out why he had really closed the exhibit.

The corridor beyond was conspicuously bland in contrast to the public areas, but it was a short walk to another door that opened in the rear of the exhibition hall. As she reached for the doorknob, Julia became aware of a low buzzing sound, like the noise of fluorescent light fixtures, but amplified several times over, emanating from beyond. Waves of resonance vibrated through the metal skin of the door.

“That’s strange,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. The woman and the girl didn’t seem to grasp how unusual the sound was. Shaking her head, she opened the door.

The atonal sound was considerably louder now, setting Julia’s teeth on edge. A moment later she spied its source, an array of portable speakers lined up in front of the display case containing several pieces of debris from the Sakyamuni Buddha—the smaller and older of the two carvings.

Carutius stood nearby, hunched over a computer monitor, and was so completely focused on what he was doing that he failed to notice the new arrivals. Julia’s attention was drawn to the table and to a bank of little plastic disks that had been positioned to face the display case. She recognized the disks from her time spent in radiometry laboratories; they were film badge dosimeters, designed to warn the wearer of exposure to a potentially lethal dose of x-ray or gamma radiation. Surely he’s not performing the dating tests here, she thought.

“It is you!” The girl had to shout to be heard over the droning sound, and before Julia could think to forestall her, she dashed forward to confront Carutius. “What are you doing here?”

The big man spun around, clearly startled. Julia braced herself for the outburst to come, expecting to be the focus of his rage. She didn’t care; he was up to something, and it was her duty to find out, even if it meant drawing fire from her superiors.

But the flash of anger—if it was even there to begin with—faded as soon as Carutius’s gaze lit on the girl’s face, replaced by equal parts recognition and alarm.

“You?” he gasped.

Julia looked anew at the teenager, wondering how it was possible that this wide-eyed American Indian girl could possibly know the European financier. When Carutius spoke again, Julia realized that whatever the explanation was, it was something beyond her wildest imaginings. It wasn’t so much what he said as his grave demeanor that sent a chill down the curator’s spine.

“Fiona.” His ominous whisper was strangely audible despite the ambient humming. “You shouldn’t be here.”
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As soon as he heard the thunderous detonation, Timur Suvorov opened the door to the office and swept into the room in a low stance, his silenced Uzi machine pistol, an untraceable black market purchase, leading the way. The improvised flash-bang grenade he had tossed into the small room a moment before had probably incapacitated everyone inside, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He pivoted to the right, scanning the corners of the room, even as his teammate, close friend, and second-in-command, Ian Kharitonov rushed in behind him and cut to the left.

The tactical entry proved unnecessary; the four occupants lay motionless, clustered together in the center of the room. Suvorov allowed himself a satisfied smile. This was going well.

The original plan had called for a dynamic assault on the riverboat, with his small team taking out the sizable security force and then herding the rest of the passengers together in the casino. While the audacious scheme was well within the ability of his Spetsnaz team, Suvorov had felt no small measure of relief when his lookout—an SVR operative who had infiltrated the event—had radioed him with the news that the target had left the main casino and moved to an office belowdecks. Suvorov had deftly crafted a contingency that would minimize their visibility and increase their chances of success by an order of magnitude. The former consideration was particularly important; although they would be leaving a false trail that would point to the raid being the work of a criminal gang, there would nevertheless be a scrupulous investigation by the gendarmerie. There was no telling what telltale clues they might have left behind that would lead back to the Spetsnaz, the GRU and the Russian government. His encounter with Julia Preston at the Louvre for example, was just the sort of thing that could have unexpected consequences. Keeping the mayhem to a minimum would reduce some of the public demand for a comprehensive investigation into the night’s events.

The original plan also would have resulted in dozens of casualties—security personnel, passengers, possibly even members of his team—and while Suvorov understood that was simply the cost of victory, he was pleased that such a level of violence would not be required. It was easy for the politicians, safe in their houses of power thousands of miles away, to say ‘whatever it takes,’ but it was the soldiers who had to live with the consequences. Spetsnaz training had hardened him against the emotional toll of taking lives, but there was no way to exorcise the ghosts of innocent victims lost to collateral damage.

Of course, it was much too early for self-congratulation. Locating and securing the target had been the easy part. Getting off the riverboat with their human prize would be another matter entirely. The noise of the stun grenade would almost certainly bring more security guards running. It was time to get moving.

He hastened to the center of the room and scanned the faces of the unmoving men to identify the target. The picture he had was from an old SVR file; the target had done a very good job of hiding his identity, avoiding surveillance cameras and even erasing all traces of his existence from digital archives. Still, there was enough of a similarity between the man lying before him and the grainy image in the photograph to verify that he had indeed found his prey.

Suvorov allowed himself a grim smile as he thought about the SVR and GRU interrogators in Moscow tripping over each other for the chance to get at the information in this man’s head. He knelt beside the supine form, pleased to see that the man was starting to regain his senses. “Sorry to cut short your party, but it’s time to go Mr. Brown.”
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King’s ears were ringing from the detonation, but he could just make out a few of the words the newcomer had spoken. Russian, he thought, and that bit of information was enough for him to draw an obvious conclusion. Russian commandos, probably a Spetsnaz team—Russian Special Forces, arguably the deadliest unconventional fighting men on Earth—wanted Brown as badly as he did.

The flash-bang had gone off behind him, sparing his eyes from the blinding brilliance of the flash, but the concurrent shock wave had nonetheless left him disoriented and faintly queasy. He remained motionless as the two black-clad commandos hauled their captive erect and hurried from the office, but as soon as they were gone, he resumed his efforts at getting free.

Filled with a new sense of urgency, he twisted his torso back and forth until, with a satisfying crack, the chair to which he had been bound splintered apart. The intensity of his struggle also proved too much for the thin plastic strap that held his wrists together; the zip-tie, designed for nothing more strenuous than securing electrical wires and computer cables, broke apart, and suddenly he was free.

A throb of pain accompanied the return of normal circulation to his freed extremities. Blood immediately began oozing from ragged welts on both wrists where the plastic tie had cut deep into his skin, but he ignored the wounds, getting to his feet and lingering in the room only long enough to snatch up the Glock that Brown had dropped when the flash-bang had gone off.

He edged past the open door into the hallway beyond, ready to duck back into the office at the first sign of trouble. The noise from the casino, just barely audible through the lingering effects of the flash-bang to his auditory system, was different now. No music now, just a dull roar of confusion. The partygoers had heard the sound of the stun grenade explosion, and King didn’t doubt that a gaggle of steroid-crazed Alpha Dog security men were already rushing down to investigate. For the moment however, the corridor was empty. With the Glock at the ready, he advanced at a jog and headed away from the source of the tumult, toward what he hoped was the path the Russians had followed.

Russians, he thought again, scowling as he ran. In the feverish quest to unmask Brainstorm, it hadn’t occurred to anyone that there might be other interested parties. That should have been obvious really; the Brainstorm network was global in nature, as were Brown’s schemes for world domination. Unfortunately, Brown’s capture would not mean the end of either. Now the Russians would control Brainstorm, with full access to Brown’s incredible mental abilities, his extensive network of operatives, and worst of all, the ability to execute the gambler’s audacious plans. King saw only two ways to stop that from happening; he either had to save Brown from the Russians or kill the man.

A door at the end of the corridor opened onto a narrow flight of stairs, which in turn led him onto the open foredeck of the riverboat. At each blind corner, King paused just long enough to make sure that he wasn’t about to run headlong into an ambush. As he emerged from the stairwell, his caution paid off.

He had barely peeked around the doorpost, exposing only a sliver of his body, when the bulkhead to his left exploded in a spray of wood and fiberglass splinters. King ducked back, but did not allow the knowledge of the danger ahead to mire him in inertia. He thrust the Glock into the open, squeezing off two quick shots, and then immediately somersaulted through the opening. As he came out of the combat roll, he immediately got the pistol up and started a visual sweep for the location of the shooter.

Nothing.

With each second that ticked by, each thump of his heart in his chest, the danger multiplied. He was out in the open, completely visible to a gunman who still remained invisible to him. But no shots came. The gunman had already moved on.

Not good, King thought. He rose from cover and hastened to the railing that ringed the perimeter of the deck.

The dark water of the Seine lapped against the low hull of the riverboat only a few feet away. In the darkness, hidden from the glare of the deck lights by the shadow of the railing, it was hard to distinguish the oblong outline of a boat. It looked like a semi-rigid inflatable Zodiac, though it was impossible to tell since the hull was black, the same color as the clothes worn by its two occupants. One man was just settling in at the prow, his right hand still gripping a compact machine pistol. His comrade sat at the stern, tending an idling outboard motor. In the instant that King’s eyes registered this fact, the man twisted the throttle control and the motor roared to life, the screws throwing up a froth of spray, stark white and glittering against the inky surface of the still river.

King didn’t even pause to think about what to do next. In a fluid motion, he planted his left hand on the rail and vaulted out into the night.
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As King’s feet hit the hard fiberglass deck, the boat lurched forward, the thrust of the outboard’s screws finally overcoming the craft’s inertia. King pitched backward, stumbling over a low aluminum bench seat, and crashed into the man seated at stern. Their combined weight and the sudden forward thrust nearly sent both men into the river, but the commando managed to wrap his arms around the engine cowling to arrest his fall, and King knotted his fingers in the man’s dark combat uniform to prevent his own.

That was all the help he got from the commando. The man freed one of his arms and immediately started pummeling King with his fist. The strikes were awkward, seemingly desperate, but the rapid impacts sent bursts of pain through King’s skull, further disorienting him and for a moment, all he could think about was holding on tighter. The assault abruptly relented and King felt the man shift in his grasp, trying for a better angle of attack. The next wave of blows would, he knew, be far more decisive.

Setting his jaw in anticipation of the pain he knew was coming, King pulled the man in close and thrust his torso up, ramming his forehead into the commando’s chin. Light exploded across his vision as he made contact, but even over the roar of the outboard, the satisfying crunch of the commando’s jaw breaking was audible. The Russian slumped in King’s grasp, his hold on the engine cowling slipping away, and he teetered back over the gunwale. King released his grip and pushed the man away, hastening the latter’s plunge into the Seine.

There was no time to savor the victory. King twisted around to find the second commando looming above him. Clad in black from head to toe, the man was almost invisible against the backdrop of night, but King had no difficulty making out the glinting steel of the knife in the man’s right hand as it slashed down toward him. He shrank away, pressing himself into the bilge space, but there was nowhere to go.

The knife slashed again but even as he felt its tip snag the fabric of his dinner jacket, King brought his own right arm up and caught the man’s forearm in the crook of his elbow. The commando reflexively tried to pull away, but King trapped his foe’s forearm with the heel of his left hand and then with a savage scissor-action, broke the man’s wrist. The commando howled in pain; the knife fell from his fingers and clattered into the bilge space. King, still on his back, did not release his hold on the injured limb, but drew his knees up, planted his feet squarely in his opponent’s chest, and used his legs to launch the man out into the river.

In the moment that followed, King wanted nothing more than to simply lay still and savor a few seconds where no one wanted to kill him, but he knew that, despite this initial victory, his real objective was slipping further away with every tick of the clock.

He rolled over and struggled to get to his hands and knees. The cramped bilge space at the rear of the boat conspired with the undulations of the craft as if bumped across wakes and ripples in the river’s surface to make it a ridiculously complicated task. He finally managed to grasp the control lever on the outboard and hauled himself into a sitting position.

The inflatable boat was moving at an almost perpendicular angle away from the floating casino. He could make out the city skyline in every direction, but everything in the foreground was shrouded in darkness. As his eyes adjusted to the low light, he could make out the ripples left by the wake of another craft. It was moving away in the same general direction he was now traveling, and he followed the ripples to their source: two more Zodiacs, barely more than shadows, a few hundred yards away, just passing under one of the many bridges that spanned the river and connected the city proper with Île Saint-Louis. He adjusted the tiller to bring his boat into line behind them and opened the throttle wide. The bow of the craft came up as the burst of speed sent it rocketing forward, almost skimming across the surface of the Seine.

He could tell he was closing the gap on the retreating boats. If their operators were the professionals he guessed them to be, they would sacrifice speed for stealth. Unfortunately, that meant they would notice his approach, and if they didn’t already know that he had commandeered one of their boats and reduced their fighting force by two, they would at the very least be alerted to the fact that something was wrong.

He took stock of his tactical situation. The Glock he had taken from Brown was gone. There was no sign of the pistol in the bilge space, and he could only assume that it had gone into the river during the struggle with the commandos. His foes had likewise taken their guns with them into the Seine. The only weapon available to him was the knife that the second man had dropped. King retrieved the blade and gave it a cursory examination.

In the darkness, it was difficult to distinguish any manufacturing marks, but his fingertips probed the knurled metal of the cylindrical hilt—heavier than expected, making for a poorly balanced weapon—and the odd shape of the finger guard, which sported a metallic stud that reminded King of a gun’s magazine release button. It was, he realized, a ballistic knife. Depressing the stud would trigger a blast of pressurized gas inside the hilt and simultaneously release a mechanism holding the blade in place, subsequently launching the blade like a crossbow bolt.

When he recognized the weapon, any remaining doubts about the identity of the commando team were swept away. The ballistic knife was the signature weapon of the voyska spetsialnogo naznacheniya, the elite special forces of Russia’s military intelligence directorate, the Glavnoye Razvedyvatel'noye Upravleniye.

If there was a Russian equivalent of Chess Team, it was the GRU Spetsnaz.

King knew the outcome of his first battle with the Russian commandos had been more a matter of luck than anything else, and as Brown had pointed out, luck was fickle.

He backed off the throttle a little, somewhat reducing the noise and fury of his progress across the watercourse. The longer he succeeded in not attracting the attention of the occupants of the other boats, the better his chances of surviving the next encounter. For that reason, he also pulled the lapels of his dinner jacket together, covering up the white shirt beneath, and sank down low, trying to hide as much of his face from view as he could.

He risked a quick glance over the bow. The nearest Zodiac was now only about a hundred yards away, the other at least fifty yards beyond that. If they were operating as he expected, Brown would be in the closer boat, with the lead craft acting as a vanguard to make sure that the landing zone was secure. That would work to his advantage; he would only need to subdue Brown’s immediate captors, and with a little luck, the men in the front boat would never even know that their comrades were in trouble.

There was that word again. Luck.
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Fiona ignored the big man’s dire pronouncement. “What are you doing here?” she demanded, her fists on her hips in a defiant pose.

The man she knew as Hercules and Alexander Diotrophes—the man now calling himself Carutius—ignored her and turned his gaze to the woman that had guided Fiona and Sara into the exhibit hall. “Dr. Preston, I need you to take them out of here immediately.”

The woman blinked at him and for a moment, seemingly on the verge of complying, but then Sara stepped forward. “Just a damn minute. Fiona asked you a question, and I think we all deserve an answer. I’ve heard a lot about you… Frankly, I think a lot of it is bullshit, but one thing I do know is that you’re a magnet for trouble.”

A gleam that might have been humor flickered in the man’s eyes. “And here you are, Sara. Interesting.”

“Are you following us?” Fiona asked.

“Not everything in the world revolves around you, my dear. The fact of the matter is that your presence here is a complication, and one that I wish to immediately resolve. Thus…” He glanced at Dr. Preston again. “My insistence that you leave immediately.”

“The pictures are singing to me,” Fiona blurted. “When I look at them…at the artwork here…it’s like I can hear voices.”

Alexander’s brow creased as he pondered this, and Fiona realized that maybe the big man didn’t have all the answers after all. Then his visage hardened again. “This changes nothing. You need to leave. You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t even be in Paris, but there’s nothing to be done about that. Dr. Preston—Julia—please do as I asked. Escort them to the front gate and put them in a taxi. Get them out of here.”

Julia shook her head, overcoming her paralysis. “I don’t think so. This is all too much. First you close the exhibit and give me some cock-and-bull story about radiometric dating. Now these two show up and this girl says…what? That she can hear the paintings singing to her? And you don’t even bat an eye? What the hell is going on here?”

Alexander drew a deep breath, clearly struggling to control his anger. If he wanted, the big man could probably have scooped them all up under one mighty arm and bodily carried them out the door, but Fiona resolved that she wouldn’t be leaving any other way. It seemed that Sara and Julia were of the same mind, and Alexander evidently realized this. He faced Julia. “This young woman possesses a remarkable gift. She is quite possibly the last person alive with knowledge—albeit incomplete—of what might be the original language.”

A flicker of skepticism crossed Julia’s face. She glanced at Fiona, but said nothing.

“As you no doubt have learned in your own studies of anthropology, language and culture are learned behaviors, but at their heart, they represent the desire of our species to assign meaning to the physical universe. The same is true of art. In fact, artistic representations are the most basic form of communication; even before written language, people communicated with pictures. There are charcoal drawings on the walls of the Chauvet Cave made 30,000 years ago. We can’t know what words those ancient peoples used to speak with one another, but we have no difficulty understanding the message in those drawings. Art and language are therefore inextricably linked, so it comes as no surprise that Fiona here would grasp this connection in a way that remains hidden to the rest of us.”

“But…singing to her?”

Alexander turned his gaze to girl. “Do you literally hear singing?”

“Not exactly,” Fiona equivocated. “It’s like that, but…I don’t know how else to describe it.”

“When a person discerns a pattern, such as a mathematical regression,” Alexander said, “it changes their perspective. You start to see that pattern everywhere, without even trying. This is no different.”

“That makes sense,” Sara said, directing her words to Fiona. “Your brain just doesn’t know how to interpret the message.”

He sighed and folded his arms across his chest. “That is the only answer I can give you. Now, will you leave?”

Fiona felt Sara take her hand, gently but nonetheless insistently urging her to comply with the request. Julia still appeared troubled by all that had transpired and by the lack of any real answers, but likewise seemed eager to leave the big man’s daunting presence.

“Just tell me this,” Fiona persisted. “Why now?”

“What do you mean?”

“This just started happening when I came in the museum. It’s been months since…” She nodded meaningfully toward Julia. “That thing happened, and nothing. But the minute I set foot in the museum, it started. And there’s something else. It only happens when I look at the original art. I don’t feel anything when I look at photographs of the art.”

“From those? Nothing.” She pointed at the elaborate holograms of the Buddhas and shook her head. “But when I look at those—” Her finger moved to the display cases which seemed to contain only chunks of rock. “It’s like they’re screaming at me.”

Alexander’s eyes widened, transforming his countenance into what, on any other man, would have been a mask of outright terror. He knelt before Fiona, the top of his head still slightly higher than her own, and gripped her shoulders in either hand. “Tell me, child. What are they saying?”
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It took several minutes for King to get within fifty yards of the nearest Zodiac, but his cautious approach evidently worked. There was no indication that the Spetsnaz men were aware that anything was amiss. He risked another quick glance and saw three figures—two of them merely black silhouettes, but the third revealing uncovered pale skin, silvery hair, and a white formal shirt that were all in stark contrast to the surrounding darkness.

King ducked back down, made a final course correction and opened the throttle wide. The noise of the engine revving at full power would carry across the water, alerting the commandoes to his approach, but at maximum speed, his boat would close the distance in a matter of seconds, hopefully before his foes realized the last boat no longer contained their comrades.

The bow rose with the sudden acceleration and the boat once more seemed to skim across the river’s surface, bouncing a few inches into the air each time it encountered a ripple from the wake of the preceding Zodiacs. King kept his head down and watched the frothy line of whitewater thrown up by his prey spreading out in either direction from the source in an inverted V, using it to guide him onward. As he got closer, the V all but disappeared and the chop from the other boat’s wake hammered through the fiberglass hull.

He gripped the ballistic knife in his right fist, and braced his feet against the back of the bench seat.

Right about…now.

There was a sickening crunch as the front end of King’s Zodiac collided with the stern of the other craft. Had he not been anticipating the crash, the sudden stop would have catapulted King headlong, but instead he absorbed the impact with his legs, bent his knees and kept his body low in the bilge space. The nose of King’s boat rode up and over the other boat’s engine cowling, and then with a lurch it tilted to the right. The Zodiac hung precariously from one side of the other boat, its outboard whining loudly as the exposed screws chopped only air.

King launched into motion, rolled over the upraised gunwale of his boat and dropped down into the other.

He caught a glimpse of a commando at the bow clutching frantically at the inflatable hull in an effort to avoid being thrown into the river. King pounced on the Spetsnaz operator, planting a knee in the man’s ribs. The commando’s breath left him in a whoosh, as did his ability to offer any resistance when King summarily heaved him over the side of the boat.

King whirled, ready to meet the expected attack from the remaining Russian, but instead he found himself facing the silver-haired form of Graham Brown.

In deciding to ram the escaping Zodiac, King had judged the possibility that he might injure or kill Brown as an acceptable risk; in fact, Brown’s fate was his single overriding concern. His mission had been to bring Brown back alive, but killing him was certainly preferable to letting the Russians have him or otherwise allowing him to escape. Brown however seemed to have come through the collision unscathed, a fact that King found strangely unsatisfying.

Brown squinted at him, trying to pierce the veil of darkness, and a look of recognition dawned. This wasn’t one of his hired guns come to rescue him but his mortal enemy.

King saw Brown’s hand dart into the pocket of his jacket and pull out something that reflected glints of the distant city lights—not a pistol or any other weapon, but something with the potential to be just as dangerous.

A cell phone. Not just any cell phone, but one of the quantum devices.

As King scrambled toward Brown, the latter held the phone close to his face and pressed a button. The gambler’s face lit up in the glow of the device.

King tried to snatch the phone away before Brown could press any more buttons, but even as he stretched out his left hand, something slammed into his chest, knocking him back into the bow.

A dark shape had emerged from beneath the bulk of King’s Zodiac: the second Spetsnaz commando.

King slashed at the man with the knife, but he was off balance, falling backward even as he tried to strike, and the man not only adroitly dodged the attack but managed a counterattack in the form of a rigid, open-handed chop to King’s forearm. King’s hand went instantly numb and his grip on the knife started to loosen. He clapped his free hand around his right fist, squeezing the deadened fingers tight, even as he reversed direction and tried to drive his attacker away with a backslash.

Once again, the Spetsnaz effortlessly evaded the attack, then he seized King’s wrists, twisting the knife around so that its tip was poised directly above King’s face. King couldn’t actually see the blade in the darkness, but he knew from the position of his hands that the blade was mere inches away. Something hard struck King’s abdomen, not a directed blow but a heavy object—the man’s gun, dangling from a nylon web sling. King ignored the bruising impact and focused all his energy into resisting the insistent pressure driving the knifepoint toward his eye. His opponent was powerful, with gravity working in the Spetsnaz’s favor. The man put his full weight behind the attack, forcing the knife closer by degrees. A desperate survival instinct gave King the strength to forestall the attack but little else. The Spetsnaz had all the advantages.

And then King felt the man’s fingers moving, creeping toward the stud on the hilt.
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Mobile device detected. Do you wish to synch? Y/N

Graham Brown felt a moment of uncertainty.

He was only peripherally aware of the life and death struggle going on a few feet away. It didn’t really matter which man survived—King or his mysterious abductor—since both intended the same fate for him. He might not get another chance to do this.

He thought about Pradesh’s earlier exhortation and recalled his own counter-argument. The probability of success would be drastically diminished if he did this. All his carefully laid plans were contingent upon the quantum devices being utilized in a specific manner. A deviation would have unpredictable results.

But wasn’t that the true nature of gambling? Wasn’t that the very thing that had motivated him to embrace this plan in the first place? Bold risks, uncertain outcomes…a final grand game of chance that would put his unique abilities to the ultimate test.

King had been more right that he would ever know. Brown had indeed won the game, won every game. He had played so expertly that there was no longer any satisfaction at all in the victory.

Maybe it’s better this way, he thought, and tapped the “Y” on the screen.
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Endgame HQ, Pinckney New Hampshire—2027 UTC/ 1527 Local

Lewis Aleman jiggled the empty can of Red Bull energy drink, shaking the last few drops of the beverage into his mouth, and tossed the aluminum container into a wastebasket where it rattled hollowly off several other discards.

“You should probably switch to water,” Deep Blue advised from his position at an adjoining workstation. “Any more of that stuff and you’ll give yourself an aneurism.”

“I’d rather switch to Sam Adams,” Aleman meant it only in jest. He wouldn’t dream of consuming alcohol in the middle of an operation, with an agent in the field. “Why hasn’t he checked in?”

“It could take a while for him to isolate Brown.” Deep Blue’s reply lacked confidence, and Aleman knew his superior wasn’t any more satisfied with the explanation than he was.

“He could be in trouble.”

“King’s a big boy.”

As if to punctuate the discussion, Aleman’s computer monitor blinked awake as did the large plasma screen on the wall. Aleman sat up straight. “His phone is active. He’s checking in.”

To his dismay however, the screen displayed the words:

Login failed. Please enter a valid access code (2 attempts remaining).

“What the hell?” Something was wrong. He glanced at Deep Blue who looked equally concerned.

“King’s phone uses biometric security,” Deep Blue said, the question implicit.

Aleman nodded. The device, his own design, needed only a thumbprint scan—very useful for both preventing unauthorized use and rapid access in the field. There was no password or access code. Then, as lines of machine language began filling the screen, Aleman realized what he was seeing.

“That’s not King’s phone,” he gasped. “We’re being hacked.”

Override accepted.

Impossible. No one in the world could hack through the layers of firewall protection he had built to protect the Chess Team mainframe. Even with the power of a device like the supercomputer used by the NSA’s Echelon program, such an attack would have taken hours…days even.

Aleman was up and moving in a heartbeat, dashing across the room to a console that contained only a single, red button. Without even a moment’s hesitation, he slammed his palm down on the killswitch.

Lines of code continued to flash across the plasma screen. The hacker had anticipated this action and evidently disabled the killswitch remotely. That left only one option…if it wasn’t already too late. He pivoted and headed for the door.

“Aleman,” Deep Blue barked. “What in God’s name is happening?”

“Someone is in our system.”

“Shut it down!”

“I can’t. They’ve locked me out of the hardware.”

“Then pull the goddamn plug.”

“That’s what I’m going to do.” His profound respect for Chess Team’s leader compelled the tech expert to delay a moment longer. “But the only way to do that is to destroy the mainframe. A couple incendiary grenades should do the trick. But we’ll be completely cut off.”

Deep Blue’s eyes widened as the gravity of this revelation hit home. Chess Team’s effectiveness owed no small part to their access to information and instantaneous communication. The fire suppression system would probably prevent the destruction of the entire facility—probably—but immolating the computer mainframe would be a severe blow in the long term. In the short term, it would mean hanging King out to dry. But what choice was there?

“Do it.”
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Paris—2027 UTC

Bandar Pradesh straightened in his chair as the message on the display monitor changed. The tenth and final quantum device had been activated and was synching. A progress bar indicated that the process was nearly complete. It was taking longer than the others had, but the difference would be measured only in seconds. The quantum network was, without question, the fastest and most powerful computer on the planet. With nine nodes already active, its stutter-logic artificial intelligence could almost instantly adapt to any security protocols. The time lag was almost certainly due to the volume of information the system was downloading from the parallel network, which evidently was larger than any of the others had been.

He sighed in relief. Brown’s reluctance to simply activate the tenth device hadn’t been merely an aggravation. It had threatened the success of Pradesh’s true agenda. He had been tempted to simply take the device and perform the final synchronization himself, but doing so might have tipped his hand at the most critical moment. In the end, he had decided to tolerate Brown’s dismissal, awaiting a better opportunity to act.

He’d heard some loud noises earlier—gunshots?—no doubt Brown dealing with a captive, but he’d thought better of leaving the safety of the control room. Now he was glad for his restraint.

The progress bar jumped to 100%. The device was now synchronized and the network was active.

Adrenaline stirred in his veins and with trembling fingers, he tapped a command into the prompt:

>>>Awakening.exe
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King wrenched his head sideways and let the Spetsnaz drive the point of the blade down. The knife pierced through the air where his face had been an instant earlier and punched deep into the fiberglass deck. Almost simultaneously, the Russian’s finger depressed the release stud on the hilt.

The knife handle went cold in King’s grasp as the compressed carbon dioxide charge expanded inside the tube, but because the blade wasn’t going anywhere, the blast instead blew the hilt, along with the four hands gripping it, straight up like a piston into the Russian’s face.

Even as the Spetsnaz winced from the impact, King released his grip on the hilt and fumbled for the heavy object that had pounded him earlier—the Russian’s gun. His fingers found the cool metal frame and recognized it instantly—an Israeli-produced Uzi 9-millimeter machine pistol, outfitted with a noise suppressor. His hand curled around the grip, depressing the safety mechanism, and in a single decisive motion, he jabbed the extended barrel up into the Russian’s abdomen and pulled the trigger.

Hot brass cascaded from the ejection port, but there was hardly any noise or recoil as the magazine emptied into the Russian’s torso. King felt the man lurch as the rounds punched through him, but even before the bolt blew back on the last chamber, the Russian slumped atop him, dead or very nearly so.

King heaved the corpse away, his hands now slick with the man’s blood. His eyes caught the glow of a cell phone, its light illuminating Brown’s face. The gambler seemed oblivious to everything else, his attention consumed by whatever was being displayed on the screen. King snatched the device from the other man’s grasp. It was the quantum phone. The small screen showed just two words:

Operation complete.

He grabbed Brown’s shirtfront with his free hand and pulled the man close. “What did you just do?”

The gambler’s defiant smile was particularly creepy in the phone’s glow. “Locked in my bet. Nothing you can do about it now.”

“We’ll see about that,” King growled. He punched Brown squarely on the chin, the slim phone in his hand adding just a little bit of heft to the blow, and the man slumped unconscious onto the deck.

King dropped the quantum phone into his pocket, then bent over Brown and rifled through the man’s clothes to find the Chess Team phone. He was dismayed to see that it was also radiating light; somehow, Brown had activated it. He swiped his thumb over the screen and spoke the voice command that would put him in touch with Deep Blue back at headquarters.

As he waited for the call to connect, he retrieved the Uzi from the fallen commando. A quick search yielded half a dozen magazines of 9 mm rounds for the gun, a satchel full of improvised explosives—flashbangs and claymores, along with loose packets of plastique and blasting caps, and another ballistic knife. He then hauled Brown’s unresisting form into the Zodiac he’d originally commandeered and climbed in after, shoving off from the damaged boat. He didn’t see the third boat anywhere, but the apparent absence of the remaining members of the Spetsnaz team did not fill him with confidence. They were out there somewhere. It was only a matter of time before they realized what he had done. As he aimed the prow of the inflatable craft toward the nearest land—Île de la Cité—he heard a familiar voice in his ear.

“King!” Deep Blue sounded more frantic than King could recall ever hearing. “What’s happening? Wait…”

King could just make out the words that followed over the whine of the outboard. “Aleman. Abort. I’ve got King on the line.”

Abort? What’s going on?

The voice returned to full strength. “All right, King. Report. And make it quick. We’ve got a shitstorm brewing here.”

King did not immediately answer. He thought about the quantum phone…about how his own phone had been active when he’d taken it from Brown... “I think maybe your problems are related to mine,” he said finally.

He hastily recounted what had happened on the riverboat. Aleman joined the conversation, peppering him with questions he couldn’t answer when the subject of the quantum computer devices were brought up. He didn’t go into detail about the game he had played, and ultimately lost, with Brown, but instead focused on Pradesh.

“Shiva?” Aleman said, using Pradesh’s hacker alias. “That explains what happened here. In fact, it’s the only explanation.”

The tech expert quickly related the details of the cyber-attack, which had inexplicably ended only a few seconds before King had called, and just before he’d pulled the pin on a handful of incendiary grenades that would have reduced the Chess Team mainframe to a puddle of molten goo. The virtual damage was already done; there was now nothing to be gained by physically destroying the mainframe.

“With a quantum computer at his disposal, Shiva could break into any computer, anywhere. Government computers, banks…he’d control everything.”

“I’m not sure that’s Brown’s plan,” King countered. “Think about what we already know. Brown tried to develop an alternative energy source with Bluelight. Then he hosts a conference about the future of energy. And now we know he hired one of the architects of the Stuxnet computer virus to help him design the ultimate computer. What does that add up to?”

There was silence on the line, so King laid out his conclusion. “I think Brown wants control of the power grid. I think he plans to use the quantum computer to put Stuxnet into the computers controlling the grid.

“He was very insistent about making sure that the quantum computers went to ten men, all of them operations managers at big power stations. The power grid is designed so that if one station goes down, the demand can be met by others, but if you could knock out several of them simultaneously, the whole system would crash. I think Brown plans to use that threat to hold the world’s electrical supply hostage.” A light bulb flashed on in his head. “Or maybe he wants to destroy the grid so he can step forward with Bluelight, a power supply that doesn’t require the grid.”

“There’s a problem with that,” Aleman said. “Stuxnet is sophisticated, but it capitalizes on what are called ‘day-zero’ vulnerabilities. In other words, it exploits weaknesses that are built into the original programming language.”

“Then he’s using a different virus,” King said.

“You’re missing the point. Someone like Shiva wouldn’t need a quantum computer to pull off what you’re suggesting. Heaven knows, the power grid is vulnerable enough as it is.”

That stopped King. “You’re saying it would be like trying to drive a nail with a sledge-hammer?”

“More like with a jackhammer. There’s something more going on here.”

“I’ve got one of the quantum phones with me. Maybe we can use it to reverse engineer their system and find a back door. And I’ve got Brown.” King glanced over at the form of his nemesis. Willingly or not, the gambler was going to answer all their questions.

Suddenly a squeal of static filled his ear and he jerked the phone away as if it had stung him. The screen now read:

Connection lost

He waited a moment to see if the problem would resolve itself but there was no change. On an impulse, he took out the quantum phone but its display was dark.

He returned both phones to his pocket and focused on the immediate task of piloting the boat. The wheels of Brown’s plan were now turning, he was sure of that, but where they were rolling was anyone’s guess and time was running out.
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The cold water was more of shock to Timur Suvorov’s body than the surprise attack that had preceded his plunge into the river. He remembered that Kharitonov had called out to him, warning that something was wrong, but before he could grasp what was happening, another boat had crashed into them and the next thing he knew, he was sinking into the Seine.

Sinking!

He clawed at the water, trying to swim back to the surface, but the weight of his equipment was bearing him into the murky depths like an anchor. He frantically pulled the sling of his Uzi off his shoulder, and then struggled out of the vest containing his spare magazines and an array of improvised grenades. His sodden clothes and boots still felt like an over-garment of concrete, but he was a strong swimmer and his powerful strokes reversed his journey. Nevertheless, his lungs burned with the acid of trapped carbon dioxide. The dark surface seemed impossibly far away…

He broke through with a splash, not caring if doing so revealed his presence to the enemy that had unexpectedly gotten the better of him, and sucked in air greedily.

He was treading water, turning slowly until he spied the barely visible silhouette of a Zodiac, evidently derelict, drifting a few yards away. The sound of a distant outboard motor drifted across the surface of the river but otherwise all was still. He swam over to the abandoned boat, and with no little difficulty, heaved himself up onto the inflated rubber hull.

The smell of fresh blood and recent death hung in the air. His probing hands found a body, wearing an outfit identical to his own. A wave of fear and anger built in his chest as he tore off the black balaclava to reveal the man’s pale face and light brown hair. Suvorov burst forth in a howl of pain when he recognized the man; his teammate, his brother in every sense but the literal, Ian Kharitonov was dead.

Suvorov peered out across the river and spied the outline of another boat, the still visible wake leading almost directly back to the place where he had surfaced. Kharitonov’s killer—probably one of Brown’s mercenaries—was on that boat and so also, he assumed, was Brown. He mastered his emotions, forcing them down and corking them with a promise.

He couldn’t bring Kharitonov back. All he could do was see the mission through, and hope for a chance to give his friend’s death some meaning.
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“What are they saying?” Alexander repeated.

Fiona gaped at Alexander. Yet, even if the intensity of his expression and the barely subdued violence of his hold on her shoulders had not left her speechless, she would have been hard pressed to answer his question. She was faintly aware that Sara had moved close, hugging protectively, seemingly trying to pull her away from the big man’s grasp, but Fiona did not move.

She didn’t know how to begin describing what she felt when she looked at the pieces of stone in the display cases. It was different than with the artwork. The paintings and sculptures seemed to both sing and glow, and while she couldn’t quite put that into words—into English words at least—she was starting to feel like she understood. It was like trying to describe a color; there were no words for it, you just had to find an example. She understood that the pieces of rubble had once been art, but whatever message they contained, ought to have been destroyed when the original statues had been blown up. The message of art wasn’t an intrinsic thing; a message written on a piece of paper didn’t fundamentally alter the paper.

Or did it?

Maybe it was like with a computer hard drive, where no matter how hard you tried to erase old data, there were always ways to retrieve the files. At least that was how it worked in all the police shows she watched on television.

Maybe what she was looking at was the original message, but all distorted and jumbled.

She was still trying to figure out how to put that idea into words when a hideous shriek ripped through the room, overpowering the atonal hum from the speakers. She clamped her hands to her ears, but the sound was undiminished, vibrating through every fiber of her body. Behind Fiona, Sara had collapsed on the floor, writhing in agony under the sonic assault that was playing havoc with her sensory disorder.

Alexander whirled to look at his equipment, undisguised concern on his face, then turned back. “Get out of here! Now!”

Fiona didn’t need to be told again. She knelt beside Sara and tried to help her to her feet, aided by an uncomprehending Julia. The electronically amplified shriek changed pitch, cycling randomly through different frequencies and occasionally falling silent, but even when she heard nothing, Fiona could sense that the sounds were still present, albeit at a range inaudible to the ordinary human ear.

Then, with an almost painful abruptness, true silence came.

Sara, now on her feet and braced between Julia and Fiona, gave a tortured gasp but seemed to regain some of her strength.

Julia, sensing that her assistance was no longer required, relaxed her grip and turned to Alexander, who was now hunched over a laptop on the table. The curator hastened to confront him, but whatever demand she had been about to make died on her lips when she reached the big man’s side. Her gaze was riveted to something on the table and after a moment, she reached out and plucked up one of the plastic disks. Even from halfway across the room, Fiona could see that something had changed; the center of the disk was now almost black.

“What does this mean?” Julia asked, thrusting the dosimeter into Alexander’s face, her voice trembling with fear.

The big man’s expression tightened, as if trying to hold back unimaginable grief. “You know what it means. We’ve all been exposed to a concentration of gamma radiation.” He took a breath. “A lethal concentration.”

The pronouncement was too mind-boggling for Fiona to process. Radiation? Lethal? That just didn’t make any sense.

“Gamma rays?” Julia countered, her voice edging on hysteria. “From what?”

Alexander’s reply, if he had intended one, never came, for in the next instant, the room heaved and Fiona felt herself falling sideways into oblivion.


CAUSE/BECAUSE


In the beginning, there was everything.

From the first moment of existence, the first moment of time, the universe was complete.

Before that instant…there was no before. Time did not exist. Nothing existed. And then, the singularity...what scientists would some fourteen billion years later call ‘the Big Bang,’ brought everything into being.

All of the matter and energy that would ever exist began at that moment, as did the laws and forces that would govern their behavior. And because those laws were immutable, the very nature of reality and the ultimate destiny of this new universe existed as well. There was no other possible outcome. Everything that would happen—the changing states of matter and energy, the creation of simple elements from subatomic particles, the forging of the primary elements by gravity and atomic fusion and violent supernovae explosions into more complex metals, the emergence of molecules, even the arrangement of those molecules into living organisms—all of it was, from that incipient moment, inevitable. Everything that would ever exist, existed in that moment as an eventuality.

The final eventuality, where all that had been brought into being would return to the singularity, where even time and concepts such as before and after would cease to have meaning—the thing that Kushan villagers in the Bamiyan Valley had, with astonishing insight, imagined to be Angra Mainyu, demon of darkness and bringer of absolute destruction—had always existed as well, poised like the Sword of Damocles above all that had been made reality in the instant of the singularity.

But this awakening…this was something different.
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Paris—2028 UTC/Local

King guided the Zodiac north, up the channel separating the two islands, and scanned the banks looking for a place to land the boat. He had just spied a stone ramp, descending from the battlement-like seawall surrounding Île de la Cité, when the hull beneath him began to shudder as if passing over a washboard. King eased back on the throttle, letting the boat coast, but if anything, the turbulence seemed to increase. The black water all around him rippled violently, sloshing onto the nearby ramp and splashing in frothy waves against the seawall. Huge stone blocks were tumbling from the wall, crashing onto the nearby ramp and splashing into the undulating surface of the river.

King killed the outboard, and as the throaty roar died away, the night became filled with a discordant symphony of car alarms and grinding stone, punctuated every few seconds by an explosion. Even from his low vantage, King could see city lights bobbing crazily. Far off in the distance, a brilliantly illuminated needle shape—the Eiffel Tower—was snapping back and forth like the radio antenna of a speeding car.

“Earthquake?” King muttered. Paris was one of the most geologically stable places in Europe, but impossible as it was, there could be no other explanation.

The shaking continued, intensifying, and the cacophony grew louder. Then, as abruptly as a candle flame being blown out by a stiff wind, the entire skyline went dark. Other lights started to dance across the skyline, not stationary fixtures but the running lights of aircraft—helicopters, he guessed—spiraling chaotically downward to disappear in the darkened cityscape.

King shuddered in horrified disbelief. Helicopters were falling from the sky. An earthquake couldn’t cause that. What the hell is happening?

As suddenly as it had begun, the earthquake stopped. The deep rumbling noise ceased, but the din of the temblor’s aftermath continued to fill the lightless city—strident alarms and screams, punctuated by the crump of distant explosions and collapsing buildings. Though he could barely comprehend it, he knew that in a few mere seconds, the City of Light had become a disaster zone.

Brown still lay unmoving in the boat, and King dismissed the idea of trying to rouse him. The gambler was unlikely to share anything meaningful and King wasn’t in the mood to entertain the man’s triumphant crowing. He knew that this event was somehow connected to the activation of the quantum phone, and his gut told him that Brown’s grand scheme would not merely be limited to a regional catastrophe. Whatever his plan, this was surely only the opening gambit.

There was one man who would be able to give King the information he needed. Not Brown. From past experience, King knew the gambler rarely troubled himself with the details—the physical realities—of his schemes. No, the man who could answer his questions was the man who had built the quantum phones in the first place.

King fired up the outboard, and brought the boat around, heading back toward the floating casino and the man who had taken his nom de guerre from the Hindu god of destruction. Bandar Pradesh. Shiva.
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A blazing nail of pain drove through Julia’s head and she opened her eyes gingerly, anticipating a world of bright light that would only intensify the agony.

There was no light. Eyes open or shut, she could hardly tell the difference.

What just happened?

She was lying flat on the floor but the floor itself felt like it was sloping away. She thought that at any moment she might roll uncontrollably downhill. She remained motionless, careful not to let that happen.

A light, tiny but seemingly as brilliant as an arc welder, flared in the total darkness. She shielded her eyes with a hand, and saw a woman holding a small LED keychain light. After a moment, she recognized the woman—the American tourist that had accompanied the girl…Sara, that was her name. Now she remembered the girl… Carutius had known them somehow. And then…

“What in the hell just happened?” Sara demanded.

Julia looked at her again, aware now that her appearance had changed dramatically. Her face was caked with dust and sweat, and a trickle of blood ran from one eyebrow and down her cheek like a tear.

When she observed how different the woman looked, it was if the scales fell from Julia eyes. Not just her, she thought. Everything is different.

Indeed, as she looked around, she couldn’t see anything that looked even vaguely familiar. Part of that might have been attributable to the inadequate illumination provided by the LED flashlight, but even that was an important detail. No lights. Were they even still in the museum? Her surroundings looked more like mineshaft after a cave in. Dust swirled in the air, coiling away as if caught by a draft, but she felt no breeze. Still, amidst the chaos, she began to discern familiar features of her environment. They were still in the Louvre; in fact, although nearly every trace of the exhibit was gone, she saw that they were still in La Chappelle gallery.

The wall coverings were gone, the old stone underneath riddled with fractures and in some places, gaping holes. The most dramatic difference however was the floor. An enormous crater had appeared in the center of the room, its focal point almost exactly where the display case had been. She had no memory of moving away from the area—perhaps Carutius had carried her, carried all of them—but the place where they had been standing was now a void, falling away into darkness. The dust motes, illuminated by the flashlight beam, were spiraling into the hole like water running down a drain.

She struggled to sit up. The disorientation she had felt upon waking persisted. Despite what her eyes told her, she had the feeling that if she moved the wrong way, she might pitch forward into the pit. The sensation reminded her of a carnival funhouse, but this was no mere trick of architecture or perspective.

She found the girl, huddled near Sara, and then she saw Carutius. The big man, who always seemed so confident and in control, now looked positively defeated. He knows…

“What did you do?” The accusation was out of her mouth before she knew it. “You caused this. Or you knew it was going to happen.”

Carutius raised his head and met her stare. “I was trying to prevent it.”

“Prevent what?” Sara demanded. “What is going on?”

The big man took a breath and let it out with a sigh. “It’s not safe here. We should get outside.”

“Screw that,” Sara retorted. “We’re all dead already. Lethal concentration of gamma rays…that’s what you said. So the least you can do is answer my question.”

Julia realized that her fingers were curled around a thin piece of plastic. It was the film badge dosimeter. She held it up and inspected it in the diffuse light, certain that she would discover that it had returned to normal…that she had only imagined the color change.

The center of the disk was dark.

Gamma ray exposure…followed by some kind of explosion… She knew of only one explanation for that: an atomic bomb.

Carutius considered Sara’s demand for a moment. Then his gaze moved to Fiona and gradually the despair in his eyes was replaced by a measure of resolve. “Very well. I will answer your questions. But we must move away from here. It may be that we can do something…” His voice trailed off, unwilling or unable to elaborate. “Stay low. Crawl on the floor. The effect will be less pronounced as we move further away from the event horizon.”

Event horizon? Had she heard that right? A point of no return, from which not even light could escape, and where time would appear to stand still.

Julia was an anthropologist, a student of history, not a physicist, but she knew what an event horizons were, and she knew that they could be found only on the edge of a specific gravitational anomaly.

A black hole.
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King angled the Zodiac toward the riverboat’s gangplank and killed the outboard, letting the craft’s momentum take it the rest of the way. The brightly lit exterior deck of the floating casino was crowded with passengers gazing out in shocked amazement at the darkened city skyline, but it was a sure bet that at least some of them had noticed the approaching inflatable, and it was only a matter of time before Brown’s security men were alerted to his return.

He slapped Brown’s face a few times to rouse him, and hauled him into a sitting position, the barrel of the Uzi pressed against the base of the gambler’s neck.

“Keep your mouth shut and you just might live through this,” King growled. He didn’t like the idea of walking in the front door using Brown as a human shield. There were too many variables in the situation, too many ways it could end badly. During the trip back to the riverboat, he’d racked his brain to come up with a better alternative, but there simply weren’t any other options.

Brown offered no resistance as King guided him onto the gangplank. An armed man in formal wear, easily identifiable by his burly physique as one of the Alpha Dog mercenaries, stood at the top of the ramp. King stayed behind Brown, but made sure that the Uzi was visible.

“You know how this works,” King called out. “Anyone makes a move against me and your boss is dead.”

The man raised his hands in a placating gesture, his pistol pointing skyward, and offered a strange smile. “You’ll get no trouble from us.”

King did not relax his guard as he manhandled Brown up the gangplank and onto the reception deck. “Take me to Pradesh.”

The security man slowly holstered his pistol and gestured for King to follow. The murmuring crowd parted to allow them through and a few moments later, they entered the deserted casino. “What’s going on out there?” the guard asked. “An earthquake or something?”

King wondered if the inquiry was an attempt to distract him as a precursor to some treacherous action, but the man’s tone sounded genuine. Brown probably hadn’t shared the details of his plan with his hired guns. “That’s what I’m here to find out. Your boss here knows, but he’s not telling. That’s why I need to talk to Pradesh.”

“He’s not my boss,” the mercenary replied. “At least I don’t think he is. We get all our orders by text message, and right now no one’s answering.”

“Don’t expect that to change. Brainstorm is finished.” King appraised the man a moment longer. “But if you’re not ready for the unemployment line, I could probably find some work for you.”

The mercenary gave him a sidelong glance. “You work for the government, right? A white hat?”

“Something like that.”

The man chuckled. “Hell, why not? The name’s Rick Chesler. I’d shake on it, but I can see you’ve got your hands full right now.”

King nodded. He still had reservations about Chesler’s abrupt change of loyalties, but he was a mercenary—changing loyalties to whoever cut the checks was part of the job. Plus, King’s instincts told him the man was genuine—not all mercs were cold-blooded—and right now he needed all the help he could get.

The awakening was not merely an end to the long period of dormancy—something which itself possessed no meaning for the entity. It had not “known” that it had been sleeping any more than it was aware that it had existed at all prior to this moment in time. But now it knew.

It was not alive, not by any human definition at least. But like a virus, following the inexorable dictates of its internal chemistry, the entity was attuned to its surroundings and possessed of a singular purpose.

As with everything else in the universe, it was bound by the laws of nature. Existence required energy, and while the entity did not hunger for sustenance, the infusion of raw matter triggered a positive feedback loop; as mass was added, its internal gravity increased, which in turn attracted still more material, exponentially increasing intensity.

But that was not the purpose that now defined the entity.

It did not yet perceive the physical world, but it was self-aware, and it further grasped that this awareness was fractured, divided into several different parts. Though this essential awareness derived from the fractured parts of what it would eventually recognize as its mind, it understood that to take that next step, it would be necessary to bring together those parts, joining them to each other, and joining together with them.

To do that, it needed a proxy, and so cleaving off a hint of its own substance, it fashioned the manifestation, and sent it forth into the world.
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The journey from the ruins of the exhibition hall to the front exit of the Louvre was a blur to Fiona. She moved in a daze, struggling to make sense of everything that had happened.

First, there was Alexander’s dire prognosis: Gamma radiation… A lethal concentration…

What did that even mean? She didn’t feel any different. Maybe he’d been wrong. Or maybe the gamma rays would affect them differently. Maybe they’d all get mutant superpowers…like Bruce Banner in the Incredible Hulk comics.

Then the world had turned upside down.

Sara’s flashlight, augmented by the occasional glow of battery operated emergency lights scattered throughout the corridors, revealed rubble strewn corridors that bore little resemblance to the ornate museum through which she had passed only a few minutes before.

Along the way, they encountered other museum patrons being guided to safety by Louvre personnel. The need for an alternate evacuation route became apparent when she stepped out into the Cour Napoleon—Napoleon’s Courtyard—and caught a glimpse of the twisted steel frame that had once been the elaborate glass pyramid guarding the front entrance to the Louvre. The seventy-foot high structure groaned and creaked in the grip of tidal forces, the sound punctuated every few seconds by the noise of another glass pane breaking free and shattering on the ground below.

Fiona expected to find a cordon of emergency vehicles lined up outside, and beyond that, a world unaffected by the chaos that had swept out of the exhibition hall, but to her dismay she discovered that the legendary City of Lights was almost completely dark.

Alexander separated them from the crowd, but did not take them far. He directed them to sit on the ground, well away from any hazards, and without preamble, launched into a story. Although Sara had been the most vocal in demanding answers, Alexander’s gaze remained fixed on Fiona as he spoke, a fact that did not escape the girl’s notice.

“Nearly seventeen hundred years ago, the residents of the Bamiyan Valley, in what is now Afghanistan, encountered a strange phenomenon. They called it Angra Mainyu, believing it to be the devil of Zorastrian mythology. In reality, it was something even stranger: a micro black hole.

Julia shook her head in confusion. “I thought black holes were the remains of collapsed stars.”

“The term ‘black hole’ applies to any region of space where the local gravity is so powerful that not even light can escape. It has long been believed that when a star uses up all of its fuel, its own gravity causes it to become a black hole—a concentration of stellar mass in something perhaps only a few miles in diameter. But that is only one type of black hole. Almost forty years ago, scientists posited the existence of very small black holes, caused spontaneously by cosmic rays or particle collisions. They have even tried to produce micro black holes at the Large Hadron Collider in Switzerland.”

“They’re making black holes in a laboratory?” Fiona said. “That doesn’t sound very smart.”

“Most micro black holes are unstable and cease to exist in a matter of nanoseconds. Unlike stellar mass black holes, they don’t have enough mass or energy to do any harm, much less achieve any kind of stability. The anomaly encountered by the Bamiyan villagers was different though. It was stable. Though probably only a few molecules in diameter, it had a mass equivalent to Mount Everest. The gravitational effects were localized; the event horizon was probably only about a meter, but anything—even particles of atmosphere—caught in the event horizon would have been added to its mass, increasing if only incrementally, the gravitational attraction. In time, it would have grown large enough to consume the entire planet.”

“Hang on,” Sara said. “You said this micro black hole was stable. What made it different?”

“And what stopped it?” Fiona added.

“I can no more tell you the reason for its stability than I can explain where it originated. But to answer your question Fiona…” Alexander cast a glance at Julia, and then chose his words carefully. “According to one report, the evil of Angra Mainyu ended when a traveling group of Buddhist monks taught the villagers a mantra.”

“A mantra?” Julia made no effort to hide her skepticism.

Fiona however understood. Alexander had been there; one thousand seven hundred-odd years ago, the immortal Hercules had witness these events, had actively participated in them. Fiona also understood all too well the power that could have been unleashed with something seemingly as commonplace as a chanted mantra.

“A black hole is not simply super-condensed matter. If that were true, there would be little to fear from them. A black hole with the mass of a star would have the same gravity as the star itself—zero net change in the regional gravity equation. But at their core, black holes, and particularly micro black holes, consist of something called ‘strange matter.’ Strange matter appears to contravene the laws of physics governing the conservation of energy and matter. When strange matter interacts with normal matter—which is exactly what happens beyond the event horizon of a micro black hole—a change in mass occurs without the corresponding change in energy described by Einstein’s famous equation.”

Alexander must have sensed Fiona’s confusion because he immediately left off the technical explanation. “When a black hole adds a ton of matter, its mass might increase by a thousand tons…or by nothing at all…depending on the specific frequency of the strange matter at that exact moment.

“My hypothesis is that the monks’ chant found the specific acoustic frequency that cancelled out, and possibly even reversed, the strange matter reaction.”

Realization dawned and the words were out before Fiona could stop herself. “They sang it to sleep.”

A faint smile crossed Alexander’s rough visage and he nodded. “That’s exactly what they did.”

“You’re serious about this,” Julia said. She glanced at Sara and then at Fiona. “And you believe him?”

“I believe what happened in there,” Sara shot back. “So unless you’ve got a better answer…”

“What did happen?” Fiona asked.

“The black hole was dormant, but it had not destabilized. Instead, it simply lay there on the ground, smaller than even a mote of dust. The people of the region converted to Buddhism, and consecrated the ground where the struggle with the black hole had occurred. Hundreds of years later, they fashioned two enormous statues of the Buddha, the bodies carved from the sandstone cliffs and the features molded of a stucco. The black hole itself was incorporated into the stucco, perhaps intentionally, as a way to prevent it from accidentally being reawakened.”

Julia sat up straight, realization finally dawning. “Until the Taliban came along and blew them up.”

Alexander nodded. “It’s a wonder that the explosions didn’t reactivate the black hole.”

“So what caused it to happen tonight?” Even as Fiona asked it, the last piece of the puzzle fell into place. “You knew it was going to happen. That’s why you were here. That sound you were playing…that was a recording of monks chanting, wasn’t it?”

Alexander nodded guiltily. “I arranged for the pieces of the Buddhas to be brought out of Afghanistan in hopes that I could identify and isolate the black hole. I thought that I had taken sufficient precautions—the recorded mantra, as you have so astutely deduced—but it seems I miscalculated.”

Then a conspiratorial smile settled on his lips. “However, there may be—”

A sudden cry from the courtyard interrupted him. His head swiveled to locate the source, and Fiona looked as well.

A stampede was in progress. A group of museum patrons who had been huddled in a corner of the courtyard formed by the meeting of the Denon and Sully wings, was now moving as a panicked mass toward them. Behind them, Fiona saw what had prompted the terrified exodus.

An enormous dark spot, easily ten feet high, had appeared on the exterior wall of the palace. Fiona knew that it was no mere shadow because there was no light source outside to create such a powerful contrast; indeed, the dark spot was only visible because, unlike the rest of the museum, it reflected not even a hint of moonlight. It was absolutely black, the complete absence of light. It was exactly what she imagined the black hole must look like.

And it was moving.

Fiona watched in stunned silence as the dark spot detached from the wall and began moving into the courtyard. She saw that it was not simply an amorphous void; there was the suggestion of a central shape, surrounded by radiating tendrils of darkness, which writhed like snakes in every direction. Her first thought was that it resembled an octopus or jellyfish. The tentacles wiggled out ahead of it, seeming to grasp the ground and pull it forward into the courtyard. As it advanced, Fiona saw that the part of the museum wall from which it had issued was gone. It hadn’t broken apart, but simply erased from existence as if it had evaporated into smoke.

Alexander jumped to his feet and scooped Fiona up with one massive arm. “Run!”

His shout galvanized Sara and Julia into action, and they followed as he darted out of the path of the onrushing crowd.

The black shape continued forward, no faster than a jogging pace but relentless as a heat-seeking missile. Beyond the edge of the perimeter of the courtyard, the crowd began to disperse in all directions but the dark thing did not alter course to pursue any of them.

Alexander halted as soon as they were clear of the mob, and he turned to observe the shape’s journey. From his embrace, Fiona saw that several other evacuees had stopped as well, their curiosity evidently overcoming the instinct to flee. A few, like bystanders viewing the aftermath of a traffic accident, actually began moving closer to the thing.

“Stay back!” Alexander warned.

His command went unheeded. One of the group, a boy perhaps only a couple years older than Fiona, with long stringy blond hair and numerous facial piercings, wearing low hanging plaid shorts and a Tony Hawk T-shirt, fell in behind the shape. He moved slowly, poised to run at the first sign of trouble, but when it became evident that the shape was oblivious to his presence, he quickened his step, matching its pace and peering into the lightless mass for some clue about its nature.

A murmur of voices issued from the crowd, some echoing Alexander’s plea for caution, others—mostly from the teenager’s peer group—daring him to get closer. The boy raised a hand, testing the air, and sensing no peril, stepped around the moving shape and placed himself in its path.

Fiona gasped as the shape engulfed the curious boy. For just a moment it paused as if the encounter had forced it to make a decision, but the tendrils resumed reaching out, pulling the shadowy mass forward. As it moved, the boy was revealed, standing motionless exactly as he had a few seconds before. Fiona waited for his reaction, hoping to see him give some indication that the black mass was harmless, half-expecting him to crumple lifelessly to the ground…but he did not move. He did not even seem to breathe.

The dark shape cleared the courtyard and then abruptly shifted left, angling toward the open space separating the end of the Denon wing from the Jardin des Tuileries, and to all appearances, completely ignoring the shocked spectators.

Fiona felt Alexander’s hold on her loosen, and after setting her down, he moved slowly toward where the impulsive teenager still stood statue still. Her own curiosity aroused, Fiona caught up to Alexander, her gaze now riveted on the motionless figure. She knew that her desire to discover the youth’s fate was little different from the urge that had prompted the young man to approach the nightmarish entity, but she had to know.

Other museum patrons were closing on the spot, compelled by the same craving for answers and she heard one of them gasp. “My God. He’s been turned to stone.”

Fiona saw it too. The boy had been transformed utterly. His appearance was unchanged; the color and texture of his skin, hair and clothes were as distinct and individual as they had been in life. But where once there had been a living organism of flesh and blood and bone, wrapped in clothes woven of cotton and synthetic fibers, there was now only a lifeless mannequin made of what looked like polished stone.

Fiona shuddered and shrank into Alexander’s embrace. “That’s…horrible,” she said, choking back a sob. “A black hole can do that?”

For some reason, Alexander’s answer and the tone in which it was delivered was even more shocking to her than the curious youth’s fate. In a voice that verged on pure trepidation, the immortal Hercules answered simply: “I don’t know.”
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King did not bother with the doorknob, much less signal his presence with a knock. Instead, he delivered a decisive kick that slammed the flimsy door aside. Then he propelled Brown through the opening, into the control room, following close behind with the Uzi leveled. Chesler remained in the hallway, guarding the approach, though his vigilance was probably unnecessary. None of the Alpha Dog mercenaries had given the slightest indication that their employer’s fate mattered one bit; if Chesler’s defection was any indication, they all seemed to sense that working for Brainstorm was a dead end.

Pradesh started at the intrusion, jolting upright in his chair, but otherwise made no move as King aimed the gun at him. The Indian hacker’s initial surprise quickly passed, his expression giving way to something that looked like satisfaction. “I didn’t expect to see you again,” he said with a chuckle.

King ignored the attempt at banter. “Brainstorm’s finished,” he declared. “Shut it down.”

Pradesh glanced at Brown, who had recovered from King’s shove and was now leaning against a bulkhead, glowering but saying nothing. Pradesh then looked back at King, smiling in a mockery of innocence. “Shut what down?” He gestured to the bank of monitor screens, all of which were dark. “There’s been some kind of blackout. I’m not connected to anything at the moment.”

“You know goddamn well what I’m talking about. The quantum computers. You built them, you control them. Now turn them off.”

Pradesh folded his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. “Why on Earth would I want to do that?”

King stabbed the Uzi’s barrel at him menacingly. “A lot of reasons come to mind. Saving your lousy ass is probably first on the list.”

Pradesh seemed unfazed, amused even. “You really have no idea what’s going on.”

The hacker’s demeanor bothered King. This wasn’t false bravado or posturing; Pradesh did not appear to be the least bit troubled by the threat of violence. King chose his next move carefully. “I know that Brown—or rather Brown pretending to be Brainstorm—hired you to attack the global power network.” He glanced at the gambler, who remained defiant, giving no hint as to whether King’s supposition was on the mark. “You built that quantum computer to control a virus that could break down any security firewalls and adapt to any defensive measures. Impressive stuff. I’m sure you’re worth every penny he paid you, but I don’t think that check is going to clear.”

“Money.” Pradesh scoffed. He glanced at Brown again, making no effort to hide his contempt. “Everybody in this world thinks that you can buy anything. That if you dangle enough money in front of someone, they’ll be your faithful dog.

“You are correct in one respect. That’s exactly what Mr. Brown, or rather his somewhat comical alter-ego Brainstorm, hired me to do.” He then leaned forward conspiratorially. “But that’s not what I did.”

King saw a look of surprise flash across Brown’s countenance, and barely managed to hide a similar reaction. He had misjudged Pradesh. Fortunately, the hacker appeared eager to boast about his accomplishments. King lowered the Uzi a notch and tried a different tack. “I thought that business about a quantum computer sounded like a lot of sci-fi horseshit. You conned, him right?”

Pradesh’s visage went dark with barely restrained rage. “I did no such thing,” he said, enunciating each word to underscore his ire.

King feigned a skeptical shrug to hide his satisfaction at how quickly Pradesh had taken the bait.

“The quantum computer is a masterpiece, and more valuable than Brainstorm—” The hacker again made no effort to disguise his contempt, “—could possibly have realized. I could have done what he wanted in my sleep, but he was too ignorant to realize that. Instead, he gave me what I wanted; the money and resources to build the quantum computer. He never even suspected.”

“You’re lying,” Brown said, his own anger rising. “The hardware was assembled at Jovian Technologies.”

“Based on my specifications.”

“I had your work checked independently. Every design, every line of code was reviewed. You did exactly what I hired you to do.”

Pradesh dismissed him with a wave. “Your so-called experts had no idea what I was doing. They saw only what I allowed them to see.”

King suddenly understood that, whatever Brown’s scheme had been—and he was now convinced that his earlier supposition about Brown’s plan to sabotage the power grid was correct—it had nothing at all to do with the phenomena he had earlier witnessed. The real threat was evidently something much worse.

“Talk is cheap,” he interjected, maintaining his façade of disinterest. “What did you do, write a program to steal credit card numbers or something?”

Pradesh’s seemed to choke on his rage, but then with an effort, mastered himself. “I’ll tell you what I did,” he said in a low voice. “You know who I am, right? What they call me?”

King cocked his head sideways. “Shiva, right?”

“Do you recall what Robert Oppenheimer said after the first atomic bomb test? ‘I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.’ He was quoting from Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita, in reference to the Hindu deity—Shiva, the destroyer.” Pradesh snorted derisively. “Oppenheimer was arrogant. What did he do? Create a weapon that could destroy a city?”

King blinked at him. In drawing Pradesh out, he had unleashed the hacker’s inner madman. “But you can do better, right?”

“I have done better. I have let loose the true destroyer of worlds.”

“Do tell?”

“A primordial black hole,” Pradesh said, almost reverently. “Dormant for centuries, hidden in a statue of the Buddha. I discovered how to awaken it.”

King’s mind was racing to process what the Indian was saying. As much as he wanted to disbelieve, he knew better. The earthquake had followed Brown’s activation of the quantum phone by only a few minutes. That could not be a coincidence. As crazy as it sounded, Pradesh’s claim just might be true, yet he couldn’t let the hacker know that he believed every word. He turned to Brown and none-too-discreetly wiggled a finger beside his temple and mouthed the word: “Cuckoo.”

“That’s why I needed a quantum computer,” Pradesh continued. “Something that functions on the same principles as the black hole itself. And it worked. The QC isolated the frequency that would activate the dormant black hole. But that’s only part of it. You see, the QC and the black hole are now linked together—mind and body, as it were. I didn’t just wake the destroyer up, I gave it a brain.”

“You did all this yourself? Found a…what did you call it? A primordial black hole just laying around, and figured out how to turn it on? You’re a hacker.” He filled the word with disgust, as if describing something he might scrape off the sole of his shoe. “What do you know about black holes?”

“I had some help. There are others who share my vision.”

“And what exactly is your vision? What is it that you want? You said you don’t care about money? So what then?”

“You really haven’t heard a thing I’ve said. I want to destroy. Everything.”

King’s amazement at the boast momentarily overcame his ability to play act the skeptic. “For God’s sake, why?”

“Because I can.” Pradesh’s simple reply revealed just how truly unhinged he had become. Then he continued in the same reverential tone. “Do you know what happens when you enter a black hole? You experience infinity. It is like looking into…no, it’s like being one with the mind of God.”

King pondered what to do next. Pradesh had made no effort to deceive him or withhold information and he knew that with just a little more prompting, the man would volunteer the names of other members his suicide/doomsday cult, but if the hacker’s claims were true, that knowledge would be of little benefit. He was running out of time. “Fine,” he declared, lowering the Uzi and taking out one of the improvised claymores he’d scavenged from the dead Russian commando. “I’ll just blow up your quantum computer.”

Pradesh offered a coy smile. “The computer isn’t here. It doesn’t have a fixed location. That’s the beauty of it.”

King immediately grasped the significance of the answer and recalled what he had overheard in Brown’s office. The phones! He switched the IED to his left hand and dug out the quantum device. “And what happens if I smash this?”

A faint glimmer of anxiety rippled through Pradesh’s mask of confidence, and King pressed the point. “No, that wouldn’t be enough would it? I’d have to take out all of them, all ten.”

Pradesh’s increasing discomfort verified King’s supposition. He started for the door, but at that instant, a scream—not one, but dozens of terrified cries—echoed through the corridor. Chesler ducked his head into the room, his eyes wide with apprehension. “Hey, man. I think something bad is happening up there.”

Amid the sudden tumult, King heard laughter.

“Too late,” Pradesh chortled. “It’s already here.”
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Suvorov slipped over the railing and dropped into a ready stance on the riverboat’s forward deck. Two more Spetsnaz commandos—all that remained of his original team—clambered over right behind him, their weapons at the ready. The boat was now eerily quiet; although the spacious deck at the aft end was crowded with passengers, the noise of the party that had masked the team’s previous entry was gone. Still, no one seemed to notice their arrival.

He had followed King’s journey back to the riverboat from a distance. At first, this was due to his inability to take any action, stranded as he was in a boat with a shattered outboard. He had managed to contact the members of the team in the lead boat—thank goodness they had bought waterproof two-way radios—and arranged for them to come and get him. One of the men from the trailing boat had also radioed for help, his need slightly more urgent since he had a broken arm and treading water with only one good hand was rapidly wearing him out. That man’s teammate had not made contact, and Suvorov feared the worst.

Two men dead—Ian, dead—and another man badly injured. And we don’t even have the man we came for.

Later, when he had rendezvoused with the surviving members of the team—the injured man had been left in the damaged boat—he held back because he was curious about his opponent’s movements. Brown’s rescuer had inexplicably turned back to the riverboat. That abrupt change of course had occurred right after the earthquake that had not only plunged the city into darkness, but also blanketed all the radio frequencies with impenetrable static. Suvorov didn’t know how the events were connected, but at least now his prey was in a fixed location and was evidently not going anywhere.

Suvorov signaled for his men to advance. He knew that this time, things were going to get ugly. With only the three of them, the mere threat of violence would not suffice to control the situation. They would have to take decisive action. They had removed the sound suppressors from the Uzis; there would be shooting, and this time, noise and chaos—not stealth—would be their greatest ally. Suvorov had made it clear that they weren’t to waste any ammunition on warning shots.

But before the team could make their presence known, all hell broke loose on the party deck. Suvorov halted the team as the silence was broken by a chorus of frantic screams, followed by noise of a rushing mob. An instant later, the deck leading along the side of the superstructure was filled with dozens of passengers, men in tuxedos and women in evening gowns, all running headlong from whatever had triggered the stampede. Suvorov’s team was completely exposed but none of the passengers seemed to give them even a second glance as they pushed past, seeking the forward section of the riverboat. Off to the side, splashes in the river’s surface indicated that some at the rear of the pack had chosen to simply jump overboard. Behind the frantic crowd, about fifty feet from where the Spetsnaz team stood frozen in place, the source of the panic came into view.

The thing defied description. It seemed at once both insubstantial, like a cloud of black smoke, and as solid as granite. Towering above the fleeing horde, at least ten feet high, its mass filled the narrow gap between the bulkheads of the superstructure and the deck railing. Long black tendrils squirmed out ahead of it, grasping the deck to draw it forward, yet the whole thing moved as smoothly as a bead of quicksilver.

What happened next left Suvorov almost paralyzed with disbelief. One of the tentacles abruptly shot forward, stretching out like a frog’s tongue snatching a fly out the air, and speared into the fleeing crowd. Several of the passengers—everyone in the path of the snaking protrusion—simply evaporated, vanishing from existence. Nothing remained; no shreds of clothing, no blood, not even ashes. It was as if every molecule of each person touched by the tentacle, had come apart in an instant.

But not all of them.

One man, who had almost reached the Spetsnaz team’s position, was caught by the tendril and instantly snatched back—alive and evidently unharmed—into the main body of the thing.

Then it happened a second time.

“Down!” Suvorov shouted, throwing himself flat.

A tentacle shot past, missing him by scant inches though he neither heard nor felt any disturbance. Two men and a woman, all of whom had already pushed past the commandos, vanished in a puff, and then the snake-thing reached through the space those victims had occupied, gripped another man who was climbing the railing in preparation to leap overboard, and yanked him back. Suvorov felt something brush his back, the unlucky man’s thrashing feet, and then he was gone, enveloped completely by the dark mass.

The thing continued to move forward. Thirty feet away… Twenty… It towered above them like a tornado. The advancing tendrils that drew it onward, each one as thick as a tree trunk, were only inches away.

A crescendo of gunfire erupted beside Suvorov. One of his men was firing his Uzi into the thing.

There was no sign of damage. The bullets vanished into it without any visible effect, but remarkably, the shape halted.

The gun fell silent as the magazine ran out.

And the monster moved again.
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Julia closed her eyes. This has to be a nightmare, she thought. When I open my eyes, I’ll be in my bed, and there will be an empty Häagen Dazs carton on the nightstand.

She knew better. Even in her wildest dreams, she never could have imagined miniature black holes coming to life, destroying the Louvre and turning people to stone. And when she opened her eyes again, nothing had changed.

Carutius was examining the petrified boy while Fiona and Sara stood a few steps away, hugging each other. The black shape was long gone, sliding noiselessly around the corner of the museum and headed to God only knew where.

“That thing…” Fiona shuddered. “It’s like a basilisk.”

Carutius glanced back quizzically, prompting her to add, “It’s from Harry Potter. A snake that can turn people into stone just by looking at them.”

“I’m familiar with the mythological creature,” he rumbled, with what almost sounded like approval. “In this case, our basilisk triggered a strange matter reaction. It changed the atomic mass of every particle in his body, and he was literally turned to stone. Mostly silicon if I’m not mistaken.”

“Why?” Julia asked. “I mean, this doesn’t make any sense. Black holes are just supposed to suck everything in. They’re not supposed to wander around turning people to stone.”

“Black holes don’t ‘suck,’” Carutius said. “They exert a gravitational influence that attracts matter and causes it to fall into the event horizon. But you are correct. Something else is going on here. Everything that we know, or rather think we know, about black holes is based on theories. It may be that there is some kind of consciousness at work here.”

“That thing is alive?” Julia said.

“Not in a conventional sense, but yes, it is conceivable.” He put a hand on Fiona’s shoulder. “And it might be that you can communicate with it.”

“Me?” Fiona squeaked, but then a look of understanding came over her. “You mean using the mother tongue.”

Julia gaped at them but withheld comment. Carutius and the girl both seemed to know a lot about what was going on, and that scared the hell out of her. Who are these people?

Fiona’s brow creased and she shook her head. “But I don’t know the mother tongue. I barely knew enough to stop the golem.”

“You know more than you realize. Remember what you told me before? How the artwork in the museum and the fragments of the Buddha statues spoke you? The knowledge is within you, and I believe that together, we can unlock that knowledge and use it to control this thing.”

“Control it,” Fiona murmured. “I could sing it to sleep again, like the monks did.”

Carutius seemed to frown but then nodded. “Yes. It will be difficult. You will have to trust me implicitly, and do exactly as I instruct.”

Sara shook her head. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to stand by and let you take her chasing after that thing.”

“Dr. Fogg, the fate of this world is in the balance, and Fiona might be the only person who can tip the balance in our favor.”

“We don’t even know where it is.”

As if to punctuate Sara’s reply, a loud crump echoed from the museum and reverberated through the ground beneath their feet. Carutius gazed back at the ruined building and raised a hand to silence further comment. He listened for a moment then turned back to them and said: “I don’t think we’ll have to go anywhere.”

The entity’s awareness of itself and the world in which it existed increased exponentially as the disparate fragments of its consciousness were assimilated. It had begun this process knowing nothing more than the impulsive need—an attraction as basic as magnetism or nuclear force—to bring those pieces together.

The manifestation had been drawn inexorably to those pieces, sensing that they were together in one physical location, even though the concept of location had no meaning to the entity, at least, not at the beginning. Obstacles lay in its path, an utterly alien environment of which it was not even truly aware, but like a bead of water following the path of least resistance, it moved around these, or when that did not suffice, changed them. The latter was no mean feat; there was a price to be paid for altering the substance of reality.

It comprehended all of this now. As the fragments of the consciousness—the mind—were gathered by the manifestation, its awareness of the environment and its grasp of causal relationships blossomed into existence. No longer was it driven purely by physical forces; no, now it guided the manifestation purposefully. The pieces of the mind lay scattered before it, moving to and fro in an effort to avoid assimilation, but the entity guided the manifestation intently, focusing on collecting each one in turn. The entity sensed another piece of the mind added, and its awareness leaped forward again. It was nearly complete. Only three more remained.

Now something different. The manifestation was encountering resistance—a storm of matter that it could not avoid. A threat! Surely nothing that could endanger the manifestation, but the relentless barrage of dense particles had halted its advance, forced it to change each of the incoming projectiles. Neutrons were stripped away in an instant, metals changed to insubstantial gaseous elements, but the entity felt its power waning.

This threat had to be neutralized.

To do that, it needed to feed.
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King grasped Brown by the collar and hauled him erect. The gambler might not have had any clue about Pradesh’s actual agenda, much less any ability to alter its outcome, and dragging him around was probably going to end up being more trouble than it was worth, but he’d gone through too much to take the bastard down. He wasn’t about to simply turn the man loose. A single bullet probably would have resolved the dilemma, but that wasn’t King’s style.

“Chesler! Grab him.” King pointed to Pradesh. As the Alpha Dog mercenary moved into the room, King thrust his captive into the corridor. He kept one hand on Brown’s collar and the other on the grip of the Uzi pressed against the base of the gambler’s spine, pre-empting any displays of resistance on the latter’s part. As he made his way back toward the casino, the noise of the disturbance outside grew more intense, though not quite loud enough to drown out Pradesh’s insane cackle.

A black hole, he thought. A black hole with a brain, no less. God damn it. Why can’t the crazies just stick to weaponized Ebola and suitcase nukes?

Five years ago, he probably would have dismissed Pradesh’s claim out of hand, but he’d seen a lot of impossible things since then—mythological monsters, Neanderthals, golem. He’d survived them all. Hell, he’d found a way to stop them all.

The screams had dwindled by the time he reached the casino, and when he threw open the door to the aft deck, he found it empty. Or rather, almost empty. Three human forms were visible, standing at the railing and seemingly gazing out at the dark water. But they didn’t move. The three appeared frozen in place, as still as statues. King resisted the urge to make a closer inspection; he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what had happened to them.

The distinctive crack of an unsilenced Uzi grabbed his attention and he instinctively drew back against the superstructure, looking for cover. The shots had originated along the port side of the riverboat. As far as he knew—and he had taken a crash course in physics as part of Deep Blue’s new intensive educational program for Chess Team—black holes didn’t use semi-automatic weapons. Something else was going on. He dragged Brown behind him toward the corner and peeked around it.

His first impression was that someone had blocked access to the deck with a black velvet curtain. Ten feet high, with shadowy protrusions spread out behind it, the thing didn’t look like any kind of black hole he’d ever read about.

Pradesh must have gotten bad information. It was impossible to see a black hole because their gravity was so strong that no light could reflect back to reach the human eye. Nor did this apparition appear to be causing any gravitational or relativistic disturbances. This thing, as weird as it was, could not be a black hole.

And if it’s not a black hole, maybe bullets can hurt it. He hefted his own Uzi and started to take aim, but something brushed past him before he could pull the trigger.

Pradesh.

The hacker had broken free from Chesler’s grip and dashed past King toward the dark shape. He spread his arms wide as he ran toward it, shouting: “I’m ready!”

As soon as he touched the thing, Pradesh stopped moving. King didn’t notice any other distinctive physical changes, but something was different. The hacker’s sudden silence and lack of movement was profoundly unnatural.

“Guess that ‘mind of God’ stuff didn’t work out for you,” King muttered. “So much for infinity and beyond.”

Suddenly, Pradesh disappeared. It was as if he were nothing more than a human shaped balloon popped by a needle; one instant he was there, and then nothing. King was still trying to digest this when he realized something had changed. The dark shape was moving. Toward him.

Tentacles snaked out along the deck, pulling the thing along with a smoothness that concealed just how fast it was moving. King barely had time to pull back from the corner before the writhing tendrils reached that spot.

He spun and aimed for the gangplank and the waiting Zodiac, heaving Brown ahead of him. A glance over his shoulder showed the thing creeping relentlessly onward, following him—or so it appeared—like a bloodhound. Then he saw Chesler, riveted in place and staring at the dark mass—not literally turned to stone, but petrified nonetheless. King almost called out to the Alpha Dog contractor, but he knew it was already too late.

He pitched Brown into the Zodiac and followed, shoving the rubber boat away from its mooring as he heaved himself over the inflatable gunwale. The black shape slid past Chesler, missing him by mere inches, and oozed onto the gangplank, just as King fired up the outboard.

The water around the riverboat was crowded with passengers who had sought escape from the dark shape by leaping overboard. Many of them were struggling to stay afloat, the cold water and their sodden clothes conspiring to sap their strength. Several heads turned in King’s direction in the instant that the outboard roared to life; frantic hands grasped the sides of the rubber boat. King felt a pang of guilt as he opened the throttle and pushed through their midst.

The shadow thing was right behind him, pulling itself across the surface of the Seine as if the water were no different from the solid deck of the riverboat. Its tentacle-like protrusions barely left a ripple as it reached out again and again to draw itself forward. The screws of the Zodiac’s motor were gradually propelling the craft faster than the shape appeared capable of moving, but if King stopped to help even a single beleaguered swimmer, the thing would catch him. Moreover, he knew that he wouldn’t be doing anyone a favor by performing a rescue; the creature, whatever it was, was coming after him, and King had a pretty good idea why.

The swimmers he’d already passed thrashed desperately to get out of the thing’s path, and for the most part, none felt its deadly touch. A few unlucky souls however lost the race and vanished in an instant as the tendrils brushed them. Then King saw something that all but confirmed his hypothesis.

A tendril snaked out to the shape’s left and plucked a man from the water. King only caught a glimpse of the man’s horrified face as he was pulled back, still very much alive, into the dark mass, but he nonetheless recognized the victim as one of the ten who had received a quantum phone from Brown earlier in the evening.

He recalled Pradesh’s words. I gave it a brain. The hacker had been only half-right about that. His quantum computer had awakened the black hole, or whatever it was, and evidently imparted some rudimentary degree of awareness to it, but it didn’t literally have its brain—the quantum computer network—and correcting that condition was its only priority. It was hunting down the quantum phone devices, collecting them together and integrating them physically into its being.

King knew less about quantum physics than he did about black holes, but he knew that one of the most difficult concepts for the novice physicist to grasp was the idea of quantum colocation. Experiments had proven that subatomic particles could literally be in two places at the same time. Pradesh’s quantum computer seemed to take advantage of this property; the hacker had said the device didn’t have a physical location, but what he had really meant was that it existed in ten different locations simultaneously; the ten quantum phones. The dark shape was evidently entangled with the quantum computer, linked to and benefiting from the artificial intelligence subroutine, but it needed more. It needed to be in physical contact with the computer. That was the sole reason it had come to the riverboat, where all ten recipients of the devices were clustered together like fish in a barrel. It wasn’t too much of a stretch to believe that with each assimilation, its intelligence multiplied.

How many has it already taken? Am I the last?

The quantum phone in his pocket suddenly felt very heavy. He felt an almost overwhelming urge to hurl it away or crush it out of existence, but what would that accomplish? At best, he would throw it off his scent and damage a tenth of the thing’s “brain” but there was no guarantee of even that. No, until he understood the threat better, hanging onto the device was imperative. Keeping the phone was probably his best chance at figuring out how to beat the dark shape, and as long as he kept it in his possession, he knew where the thing would go next. He’d just have to make sure he kept it at a safe distance.

Safe, he thought disparagingly. This thing can walk on water. Nowhere is safe.

With the outboard throttle wide open, the riverboat and its surrounding crowd of fleeing passengers receded into the distance. King lost sight of the dark mass, but his last glimpse of it had shown it moving only about half as fast as the Zodiac. That at least was something in his favor.

A faint orange glow radiated up from the darkened cityscape—fires resulting from the earthquake, probably fed by ruptured gas lines—but it did little to illuminate the immediate area. King eased off the throttle, searching for some hint of the riverbank. He was uncertain about leaving the river. On solid ground, moving through streets that were probably choked with debris and filled with frightened survivors, his lead on the monster would quickly evaporate. But he couldn’t stay in the Zodiac forever.

He needed to make contact with Deep Blue and Aleman. The latter’s technical expertise would be invaluable in figuring out how the quantum computer worked and how to shut it down. He checked his Chess Team phone again; still no signal. The citywide power outage would have knocked out the local cell phone network, but his phone was satellite capable, designed to provide instant communication almost anywhere in the world. Solar flares and other electromagnetic phenomena could disrupt the signal. Was something like that at work here? Or had the quantum device somehow taken control of Chess Team’s network?

Brown might be able to tell him, but King doubted the sullen gambler would willingly offer him any assistance.

A subtle change in the texture of the surrounding darkness alerted King to the nearness of the riverbank and he hastily reversed the screws just as the nose of the Zodiac crunched into a sloping concrete abutment, sliding several feet up its angled face before coming to rest. The sudden stop pitched King forward, but he quickly regained his equilibrium and cautiously extended a foot out into the darkness. He felt solid ground beneath the sole of his shoe.

He grasped Brown’s biceps and hauled the gambler to his feet. “Let’s go.”

Though he was no match for King in terms of physical strength, Brown tried to pull free. “I’m not going anywhere with you. And I don’t think you’re going to sucker punch me again and drag my ass all over Paris. Not with that thing chasing you.”

King resisted the urge to cajole the gambler, instead saying: “What makes you think it’s after me?”

“Isn’t it obvious? It’s after the quantum computer, which is synched to your phone.” Brown’s voice took on an air of triumph. “You could throw it away of course. Funny thing about the quantum computer, though. Do you know why I didn’t just turn it on and set it loose? Why I had to go to the trouble of finding ten different carriers for the synchronization?”

King was grateful that the darkness hid his anxious expression. He wanted to hear Brown’s explanation, but time was short and odds were good that the gambler was simply stalling. He feigned disinterest. “I’m sure you just did it because that kook Pradesh told you to. He was the expert on quantum mechanics, not you.”

“Give me some credit, Sigler.” Brown’s voice was tight, and King knew the barb had stuck. “It was my plan from the beginning, and I learned everything I could about the subject before I gave Pradesh one red cent.”

“You’re a regular super-genius,” King goaded. “You clearly had a grasp on scientific principles when you tried to engineer a virus that would turn everyone into mindless drones. And when you almost set the atmosphere on fire with Bluelight.”

Brown ignored the taunt, which is exactly what King had hoped he would do. “The quantum devices aren’t just synched to cell phones; they’re synched with the person who uses that phone.”

“You’re the one activated it. Maybe that thing is chasing you, not me.”

“It doesn’t work like that. That was Pradesh’s breakthrough. You see, when you use a computer, or even an Internet capable cell phone, a quantum connection is made. A computer, on a level we can barely comprehend, gets used to its user. The quantum computer exploits that connectivity. It knows you. So you see King, there’s nothing you can do. It’s going to catch you and it’s going to kill you, and there’s not a thing you can do to stop it.” Brown allowed himself a satisfied pause before continuing. “I have no intention of going with you. I suppose you could knock me out again, but is it really worth it for you to drag me along? That thing is coming for you.”

“Maybe I should just shoot you.”

Brown gave an indifferent shrug. “Suit yourself. You’ve had plenty of chances to do that before, and yet here I am. Maybe you don’t have the stones for cold blooded murder.”

King didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure he believed in Brown’s crazy theory about the quantum network being linked to him personally, but the gambler was right about everything else. He couldn’t take Brown with him, and he knew he couldn’t simply gun him down.

Before he could resolve the dilemma, a new voice reached out of the darkness from somewhere above. “King? Is that you?”

The familiar voice startled King, but he quickly recovered his wits and put a name to the speaker. “Chesler? How in the hell did you get up there?”

“I found a shortcut,” the mercenary said with just a hint of mischief in his voice. A flashlight beam stabbed out of the darkness from the top of the concrete wall and searched him out. “That thing is following you. It will be here any second. You’ve got to get moving.”

King turned to his captive. “I think I can drag your ass around a little while longer. Do I need to give you another concussion, or will you come along willingly?”

Brown glowered, but nodded and climbed out of the Zodiac. King kept his Uzi trained on Brown as they scrambled up the embankment to where Chesler stood with the flashlight, just beyond a low stone wall that separated the river bank from a paved roadway. As he clambered over the barrier, he repeated his earlier question to the security contractor. “Seriously. How did you get here ahead of us?”

Chesler waggled the flashlight. “I could see where I was going. Took a straight line and came ashore just a ways from here. And…I had some help.”

Two more lights flashed on, transfixing King with their beams. King shaded his eyes from the sudden glare, and he could just make out a trio of men standing alongside Chesler, wearing dark clothes and holding guns identical to the one he now carried. He didn’t recognize their faces, which were no longer concealed behind black balaclavas, but he knew immediately who they were.

King shook his head and gave a defeated sigh. “Chesler, you’re fired.”
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Suvorov stared at the two men illuminated by the flashlights of his Spetsnaz teammates. One of them was the objective of the mission that had brought him to Paris. The other had killed Kharitonov.

What could be simpler? Take one, kill the other. That’s what he knew he should do. All of his military training could have been summed up in a single phrase: the mission comes first. No matter what else happened, accomplishing the mission should have been his first priority. Not fifteen minutes earlier, he would have carried out both tasks without hesitation…even with a sense of satisfaction.

But damn it, a lot had happened in the last fifteen minutes.

He didn’t know exactly what had happened. When the city had been plunged into darkness, he hadn’t really paid heed, but that thing he’d faced on the riverboat…what in God’s name was that?

It had been only inches from him when something had caused it to reverse course. A few seconds later, he’d met the SVR undercover operative—the man now going by the name Chesler—who, while providing a few answers, didn’t really know anything of use. One thing he’d said however, still echoed in Suvorov’s head.

It went after them.

He took a step forward, putting himself at arm’s length from both men. The one Chesler had called ‘King,’ evidently an American operative, had been relieved of his weapons, but Suvorov knew from experience that the man was still very dangerous.

“What is that thing?” he asked.

King gazed back impassively. “Honestly, I have no idea.”

“I don’t think you’re being truthful. I want to know what you know, even if it’s merely a supposition.” He glanced past King, toward the dark river. “We aren’t going anywhere until I get some answers. How long do you think you have before it gets here?”

King gave an odd smile, and then to Suvorov’s amazement, began talking. His account was succinct, like a military briefing. He talked about quantum phones and a crazed Indian who had believed he was unleashing a black hole upon the world.

“I don’t think it is a black hole,” King finished, “but it must be something like that. What it did to Pradesh…”

Suvorov nodded. He’d witnessed some of the fleeing passengers evaporating before his eyes and had found others evidently turned to stone. It seemed more like a demonic monster from a folktale. And didn’t those stories usually end with the hero slaying the monster?

“Bullets slowed it down,” Suvorov revealed. “There has to be a way to kill it.”

King seemed genuinely surprised by this news. “I’ve got some ideas about that myself, but I’ll need time. And a little breathing room. So, if you don’t have any more questions, it might be a good idea for us to get moving.”

“Where should we go?”

“Anywhere is better than here.” Despite the urgency of his previous statement, King studied Suvorov a moment. “You’re Russian special forces, aren’t you? Spetsnaz? I think I know why you’re here, and it’s got nothing to do with stopping that thing.”

Suvorov shrugged, confirming nothing King had said. “I think right now, the immediate problem takes precedence over other considerations.”

“And later? If we survive this?”

Suvorov didn’t answer. “You mentioned something before, something the Indian told you about where it came from.”

“He said it was hidden in a Buddhist statue. I’m not really sure what he meant by that.”

“I think I know,” Suvorov said. “I might not know what it is, but I think I know exactly where it came from.”
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Alexander led them back into the ruins of the Louvre. Fiona stayed close to him, and Sara stayed close to her, with Julia a few steps behind. As they picked their way through the rubble and entered the darkened museum that had once been a kingly palace, the curator gave a little gasp.

“I can’t believe it. Hundreds of years’ worth of history…all ruined.”

Fiona couldn’t quite fathom the woman’s grief. In her life, she’d witnessed the total destruction of her home, her family, everything she had known, and if Alexander was correct, the entity that had been unleashed on this night had the potential to destroy so much more. And what about the radiation poisoning? Why did a few old paintings and statues matter anyway?

Alexander glanced back but said nothing.

The edifice creaked and groaned all around them, the air filled with a sound like boulders being crushed together. Fiona felt off balance, a sensation that increased with each step forward. Although the debris-strewn corridors were flat, she felt like she was walking downhill, and that at any moment, she might fall forward. She saw that the others were having similar difficulty moving and asked Alexander about this.

“It’s the gravity of the black hole,” Alexander explained. “Its mass is still relatively small right now, but as we draw closer, this effect will become more pronounced.”

“It’s still here? I thought that thing…the basilisk…was the black hole.”

He shook his head. “Merely an extension of its presence. A drone, if you will. The black hole itself cannot move, though as it consumes more and more matter, its mass will increase until it sinks to the center of the Earth. When that happens…” He didn’t finish the thought.

“How long will that take?” Sara asked.

“It is impossible to say. This is unexplored territory. The increase in its mass is not mathematically related to the amount of matter it consumes. But I fear that the time remaining might be measured in hours, not days or months.”

“Hours?”

“The strange matter at the core of the singularity can add mass to any particle. Right now, it has a relatively limited supply—pieces of masonry, wood and plaster that have broken loose and fallen into the event horizon. Seventeen hundred years ago, something similar happened. The black hole was in a cave. It had consumed all the loose material nearby, after which, it could only draw away subatomic particles from the solid rock surrounding it, which is a very slow process. Relatively speaking, of course.

“But there is another source of material that might accelerate the process, one that was not available then. The sun. Sunlight is made up of particles that have very little mass. Some of these particles, neutrinos for example, are so small that they can pass through solid matter without striking other particles, sometimes penetrating many miles into the Earth’s surface. When the black hole was in the cave, it was shielded from direct sunlight. Now, that is no longer the case. When the sun rises and light reaches the black hole, it will be showered by subatomic particles, all of which will be instantly converted into mass.”

Fiona didn’t understand the scientific principles he was trying to explain, but the bottom line was clear. When the sun rose, the world would end. “Can we really stop this thing?” she asked in a small voice.

Alexander clapped a firm hand on her shoulder. “I believe so. Those Buddhist monks found a way, centuries ago, and they didn’t even know what they were dealing with.”

“Maybe it’s different this time,” Sara suggested. “You were playing that recording of the chant they used, but it didn’t seem to make any difference.”

“That is true,” Alexander conceded. “But I think that Fiona’s experience may hold the key to that mystery. Recall how she was able to discern the mother tongue’s influence in the original works of art, and even in the fragments of the Buddha statues, but not in reproductions.”

“Copies don’t work,” Fiona said. “Has to be the real thing.”

He nodded. “There is some deeper mystery at work. I was mistaken in believing that it was simply a matter of finding the right harmonic frequency. That was only part of it. Intention also plays a role. It was the intention of those monks, seventeen hundred years ago, to render the black hole dormant. And I believe that you can do the same, Fiona.”

“Are you actually serious?” Julia said from behind them. “What you’re proposing…it’s like faith-healing. Believe and you’ll be saved. Seriously? The real world doesn’t work like that.”

Alexander regarded her with a grim look that was almost menacing. “You are mistaken, Dr. Preston, and your skepticism isn’t helping. Scientists have long recognized that intention—what you would call ‘faith’—can influence the physical world. It is a precept of quantum mechanics, and that is exactly what we are dealing with here.”

Despite Alexander’s confident assurance, Julia’s doubts weighed on Fiona. Did the fate of the world really depend on her ability to believe that she could save it? She took another step forward, and felt the inexorable attraction of the black hole, an invisible presence only a few hundred feet away, and knew that her faith was about to be put to the ultimate test.
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They marched like the professional soldiers they were, picking their way deftly over the uneven surface of the fractured road, maneuvering around abandoned vehicles and other obstacles without breaking stride. Suvorov led the way. Brown, either unable or unwilling to move with the same urgency, was being dragged along by two of the Spetsnaz.

King easily kept pace with them but did not allow the apparent truce to lull him into complacency. This was an alliance of convenience, and he did not doubt that, when or if they succeeded in dealing with the immediate crisis, the Russians would turn on him.

One thing at a time, he told himself.

They reached their destination only a few minutes later. The Louvre now bore little resemblance to the stately seventeenth century palace that had been transformed into what was arguably the most famous museum in the world. The classical façade had been devastated by the earthquake, particularly in the central part of the structure, which appeared to be on the verge of imploding. The towering pavilion had collapsed in on itself and the exterior walls, what little remained of them, leaned dangerously inward. In the foreground, little remained of the famous glass pyramids; the largest of the triangular structures now appeared to be nothing more than a twisted web of steel.

Suvorov had paused at the edge of the courtyard and was gazing in disbelief at the scene of near total destruction. “I can’t believe it,” he whispered, barely restraining his grief. “I was just here. A few hours ago.”

King surveyed the ruin. The Russian had been right about the connection between the Buddha statues—or rather their remains—and the cause of the event. This had almost certainly been ground zero. Something powerful had been awakened inside the museum, and even though he was still more than a hundred yards from the structure, he knew it was still there. He could hear it in the persistent crunching sound that emanated from the ruins, and he could feel it in every fiber of his body.

The Russian quickly overcame his shock and led the group into the courtyard. He directed one of his team to remain outside and signal with a gun shot if and when the dark shape pursuing them finally arrived. King didn’t doubt that it would show up, but he was starting to believe that what lay inside the museum might be even more dangerous. His dread, and an increasing sensation of vertigo, intensified with each step forward, and as they crawled through a gap in the museum’s exterior and into its lightless depths, he felt almost like he was in free fall.

Suvorov’s familiarity with the museum counted for little once they were inside. The labyrinth of corridors connecting the galleries and exhibition halls as shown on the floor plan had been remade by the temblor. Hallways were now blocked with rubble, while new passages had been created by the collapse of walls. There was no question however, as to the path they were to follow; gravity drew them irresistibly toward the center of the museum.

King saw nothing even faintly recognizable, but he knew that the heaps of stone and masonry probably concealed priceless and irreplaceable objets d’art, now damaged beyond any hope of recovery. The clumps of debris had all accumulated on the inward facing walls—at least where such walls were still standing.

Then, after only a few minutes, the meandering journey ended at the edge of a crater, more than a hundred yards across and open to the night sky. Flashlight beams probed the downward slope, revealing openings that led into ancient passageways—remnants of the twelfth century fortress upon which the palace had been built—cutting into the bedrock that was itself scoured clean of any debris left over from the collapse of the roof and the floors above.

The bottom of the crater however was filled with loose fragments of rock and rubble, a heap several yards in diameter, and as King stared at the accumulation, he realized that it was the source of the ominous grinding sound.

He didn’t know what the monster on the riverboat had been, but this surely was the black hole Pradesh had awakened.

The mound—what scientists called an ‘accretion disk’—was moving, the fragments were being pulled inward, compacted together and broken into smaller pieces by the force of gravity, and all occurring at different relativistic speeds as the matter approached and ultimately crossed the event horizon. Black holes could not be seen because their gravity was too strong to allow light to reflect back to an observer but an accretion disk was a pretty good indicator of the presence of a black hole. King recalled that the destruction of matter in a black hole also released gamma radiation, which could cause lethal cell damage in humans. That wasn’t something he wanted to think about.

Then he saw something else revealed in the glow of the flashlights. A group of people stood on the edge of the crater, about thirty yards away, similarly gazing down into its depths. He recognized one figure immediately, the tall, massive form of Alexander Diotrophes—the immortal Hercules himself—squinting into the glare.

This revelation was accompanied by equal parts anger and hope. Of course he’s here, King thought. He always seems to turn up when the world’s about to end. He probably saw this coming, but was too damn secretive to share what he knew with the rest of us.

On the other hand, there wasn’t much that Diotrophes didn’t know. If there was a way to stop this thing, Alexander would be able to tell him how.

Then he saw the faces of Alexander’s companions. His heart sank as a joyful squeal echoed from the walls of the crater.

“Dad!”
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Somehow, Julia wasn’t a bit surprised by the appearance of the man Fiona identified as her father. She was not surprised to learn that the man, introducing himself simply as ‘King’ was also Sara’s boyfriend, nor did she have any difficulty accepting that King and Carutius were old acquaintances—she didn’t think they were friends exactly, but there was history there. She felt like she had lost her capacity to be surprised by anything where Carutius was involved.

But her mind still boggled with the revelation that the man she had met earlier, the man who had identified himself as ‘Trevor,’ was in fact Timur Suvorov, a Russian special forces soldier. That was too much.

Trevor—Timur, she corrected—did not allow the awkwardness of the situation to put down roots. “I will explain everything later,” he told her. “But right now time is short.”

“No kidding,” Fiona chirped, and then with what could only be described as youthful enthusiasm, she summarized everything that had happened, starting with following Carutius—whom she kept calling Alexander—and leading up to the appearance of the dark shape.

“Basilisk,” King muttered approvingly. “That sounds like a good name for it. We ran into it as well.”

“The basilisk,” Alexander said, “is merely an extension of the black hole’s consciousness. The real danger is there.” He pointed out to the accretion disk in the center of the crater.

“I’m not so sure,” King countered. He held up something that looked to Julia like an ordinary cell phone. “This is a quantum computer. One of ten that Mr. Brown over there—” He pointed to an older man who was being held at gunpoint by one of Timur’s companions—“was going to use to sabotage the world’s power supply. The man who actually built the things had other plans. He somehow found a way to remotely wake up the black hole down there with the quantum computer network and evidently give it some brainpower. I think it wants to make that connection permanent, so it has that basilisk running around collecting them all. This is probably the last one, and if it gets it, we’re finished.”

Alexander considered this a moment. “Perhaps not. This may be a unique opportunity. If it possesses true intelligence, we might be able to interact with it…”

He let the thought trail off before any of the others could voice an objection. “No. There’s no time. We need to act against this entity, just as the Buddhist monks did centuries ago.”

“I can do it,” Fiona said. “I’m going to use the mother tongue.”

Julia noted the look of apprehension that crossed King’s face. Before he could respond, the noise of a gunshot reached their ears. Several more followed in short bursts then fell silent.

King looked away for a moment, then bent forward and embraced Fiona. “You can do this,” he told her, and then he drew back and spoke to Alexander. “The basilisk is here. I have to go.”

The entity knew that its awareness was almost complete, and while it did not yet understand the subtleties of such intangible realities, it experienced satisfaction. The manifestation had collected all but one of the fractured pieces of its consciousness, and the last remaining piece had, quite inexplicably, been drawn near to the source—to the entity itself.

Its new awareness had increased the entity’s knowledge of its physical environment. It knew that the manifestation was outside the building, and that it needed to go inside, but the way was blocked by a wall. That posed no great difficulty; with a touch, the manifestation could change the mass of the obstacle, transforming it into a gaseous vapor. But as it reached out to open a passage, it felt again the impact of an assault.

Bullets, fired from a gun.

This had happened before, when its understanding was not complete. Now, as then, the bullets could not harm it. As they touched the manifestation, the projectiles were changed, but this simple action caused the manifestation to halt its advance, if ever so slightly. These bullets…the gun that fired them…were keeping the manifestation from accomplishing its purpose, and that was intolerable.

Though it did not understand the subtleties of intangible realities, the entity experienced annoyance.

It reached out with its awareness. The bullets…the gun…a man.

The manifestation changed the man.

The assault ended. The entity experienced satisfaction. The manifestation returned to its purpose and began moving again.
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King drew away from Fiona and Sara and turned to Suvorov. He didn’t know what to make of the Spetsnaz. Was he the Russian’s captive? His partner?

“I’ve got to get moving,” he said.

Suvorov nodded. “We’ll try to slow it down.”

King started to move away, but the Russian called out to him.

“Wait.” He handed King the suppressed Uzi and the satchel full of magazines and improvised explosive devices. “Might come in handy.”

King wasn’t so sure about the sentiment, but was grateful for the gesture. He slung the satchel over a shoulder and then without further delay, set out along the perimeter of the crater, all the while feeling irresistibly drawn toward its center.

He knew that he had to stay ahead of the thing, but also that he had to draw it away from the others, because even a glancing contact would prove instantly fatal. Getting back outside the museum seemed his best course of action, but doing so would be a challenge, as the quake had collapsed hallways and blocked points of egress. A single wrong turn might send him to a dead end in a very literal sense.

Multiple reports—the Spetsnaz’s Uzis and Chesler’s pistol—reached his ears over the insistent grinding from the accretion disk, signaling that the dark shape, Fiona’s basilisk, had arrived. He risked a glance back and saw the thing emerging at the edge of the pit, not far from the passage he and the Russians had used. But the basilisk didn’t need to negotiate the choked corridors of the museum; it had passed right through all obstacles in its path.

The muzzle flash from the guns illuminated the surreal skirmish like strobe lights, revealing the scene in a series of freeze-frame images. The basilisk barely moved as bullets poured into it. Suvorov had been right about being able to slow it down, but he didn’t dare believe that it was possible to harm this otherworldly thing. Indeed, despite the hesitation, the great dark shape appeared to shrug off the fusillade and began sliding forward, creeping out over the edge of the pit, angling straight toward King.

King realized immediately that the basilisk was unaffected by the micro black hole’s gravity well, and felt panic rise in his chest. The basilisk would be able to cut across the crater and quickly close the intervening distance while he was reduced to practically crawling along the precarious edge of the pit.

Damn. I should have expected that.

He reached an opening leading back into the museum, and reluctantly climbed inside. He caught one last glimpse of the others—of Sara, Fiona and Alexander huddled together in preparation to do whatever it was they were going to do to stop the black hole—and he breathed a silent prayer that they would succeed. Then he ventured into the dark tunnel.
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The explosive report of gunfire made Fiona jump, but Alexander’s firm hand on her shoulder calmed her nerves. She gazed up at him. “Tell me what to do.”

“Do you recall the sound from the recording I was playing? ‘Om.’ It is an ancient word, the first part of the Buddhist mantra, which when chanted, clears the meditative mind and opens one’s awareness to the universe. The word likely derives from the mother tongue and is full of power.”

“If it’s that simple,” Sara asked, making no effort to hide her anxiety, “why do you need Fiona to do it?”

“Last time, it took the combined voices of an entire village to render the black hole dormant, and even then, it was a close thing. They repeated the word, but did not understand it. It is my belief…my hope, that Fiona’s ability to understand the mother tongue will make the difference.” He turned his attention again to the girl. “The word might be only the beginning. As you speak it, open your mind to what you know of the mother tongue. The knowledge is in you. Your ability to recognize the hidden language of creation in works of art proves it, and if you can unlock that knowledge, you will be able to bend the black hole to your will, even as you once used it to stop the golem.”

“Bend it?”

“Tell it what to do. Black holes are so much more than just destroyers. They are gateways to other realities, gateways that are closed to us because of our own physical limitations. You hold the key to changing that, Fiona.”

“I just want to stop it.”

“And so you shall. But you must trust me, and follow my instructions no matter how difficult it seems.” He grasped her hands and directed her to sit on the floor. He sat in front of her, crossing his legs in the yogic lotus position, but bracing her against the inexorable pull of the black hole’s gravity. “Now, let us begin.”

“Can I help?” Sara asked, likewise settling down next to Fiona.

Alexander nodded then drew in a deep breath, indicating that they should do the same.

Fiona felt her chest grow tight with fear. What if she couldn’t do this? What if Alexander was wrong and she didn’t know how to tell the black hole what to do? King would die…they would all die.

But if Alexander was right about the radiation poisoning, they were all dead already. So what difference did it make?

With her lungs filled like a balloon about to burst, Fiona pressed her lips together and let the strange word vibrate from the roof of her mouth.

“Om.”


41

Fickle luck decided to throw King a bone. In addition to being broad and relatively intact, the passage was lit at intervals by battery-operated emergency lights and exit signs. He sprinted down the corridor, glancing back every few seconds to see if the basilisk was following. The third time he did this, he saw that it was.

The thing was a moving wall of darkness, filling the height and breadth of the hallway, rolling forward like a ponderous but unstoppable tsunami of night. One by one, the emergency lights were engulfed in its mass and the scant illumination behind King dimmed.

He put on a fresh burst of speed, taking a left turn at an intersection—as indicated by the arrow on the exit sign—without slowing, and once again, briefly lost sight of the basilisk.

A few more turns brought him to the exit, or rather the place where the exit door had been. Now, there was just a gaping hole where the entire wall had collapsed inward. He picked his way across the rubble, painfully aware that the delay was erasing his lead, and vaulted through the opening into the night.

Muted light issued from the breach in the wall, and as he ran out across the courtyard, he glanced back, waiting for the moment that the light would be eclipsed by the basilisk’s bulk.

Several seconds passed, but the light did not change.

Something was wrong. The basilisk wasn’t following him anymore.

King felt a new rush of fear as the realization hit home. If it wasn’t chasing him, that could only mean…

“Fiona!”

The entity had no memory of its past, but it comprehended this new threat.

The manifestation had nearly reached the man who carried the last fragment of its consciousness, but that was no longer the entity’s primary concern. The word resonated through every particle of its physical being and it understood what would happen if the speaker of the word was not immediately silenced.

The entity was not defenseless. The word stimulated it in a way that the creatures of this world would understand as pain, and just as pain triggered a violent, instinctive reaction in those fragile beings of flesh, so too did the harmonic vibrations cause the entity’s essence to respond with furious intensity.

Raw matter spiraled into the entity and was changed. Its mass increased…doubled…and doubled again.

The steady hum of the word faltered as the world around the entity shook, but the reprieve was short-lived. The speaking resumed and the pain returned.

Though it did not understand the subtleties of intangible realities, the entity experienced fear.

Filled with primal desperation, the entity turned the manifestation away from its pursuit and summoned it back with a new purpose.
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As a vibration rumbled up through the ground, Suvorov threw his arms around Julia and tackled her to the ground. The reaction was instinctive. He barely knew the woman and she meant nothing at all to him, but protecting her felt like the most natural thing in the world.

He’d felt the same way about assisting King. Despite the fact that the man was notionally the enemy of his country, despite the fact that King had killed Kharitonov, Suvorov knew that King was motivated by something profoundly superior to patriotism or a desire for revenge. King was risking himself to help others, to save a world of strangers, and that was something Suvorov could not help but admire.

He had emptied two magazines into the basilisk before it disappeared into the passage after King. The bullets had definitely slowed the thing down, and that made him think that it might be possible to kill it. It would surely take more rounds than they had, but he wasn’t going to let that fact prevent him from taking action.

Then the quake had started.

He covered Julia with his own body as the walls of the Louvre groaned under the increasingly violent shaking. The earlier tremor had already collapsed the roof overhead, eliminating the danger of anything falling on them, but now pieces of debris were breaking off and falling at an angle, like raindrops being driven sideways by a fierce wind. Suvorov felt chunks of marble and wood strike his exposed back before bouncing away and tumbling into the pit. Then he felt Julia and himself sliding into the crater as well.

He frantically scrambled for a purchase and his fingers curled around a piece of metal jutting from the wall of the crater.

Pain tore through him. He felt as if his left arm had been wrenched from its socket. It was not just the combination of his own weight with Julia’s; he felt impossibly heavy, like his clothes were made of lead. Julia, her arms wrapped tightly around his waist, seemed to weigh a ton, and he could feel her slipping.

A scream pierced the ominous rumble and Suvorov glimpsed his teammate, Konstantin Vasileyev, tumbling down the side of the pit. The Spetsnaz’s fingers clawed at the rough slope of the crater but to no avail. Vasileyev slammed into the slowly gyrating mass of debris at the center and was smashed flat against it like an insect against the canopy of a fighter jet.

Suvorov thrust the horror of his comrade’s demise from his mind and focused on saving himself and Julia. He wrapped his legs around her, squeezing tight to prevent her from slipping further, and then released the embrace of his right arm and reached for the metal protrusion.

Ignoring the agony in his left shoulder, he heaved with all his might. A sustained exertion got him only a few inches before exhaustion forced him to relent, but thankfully, the sloping crater wall afforded enough resistance to keep them from sliding back. After a few seconds of respite, he tried again.

The ceaseless ordeal seemed to drag on forever, though in reality it took only about a minute. As soon as he got his upper torso level with the protrusion, he was able to heave Julia up and over the lip of the crater. The black hole’s gravity still tugged at him, like sandbags tied around his ankles, but without the additional burden of Julia, he was able to scramble the remaining distance to join her on the flat ground at the pit’s edge.

The earth still shook beneath them and pieces of rubble peppered them like hailstones, but through it all he could hear a faint humming—Fiona, Alexander and Sara, clinging together precariously at the edge of the crater, but still sounding the atonal chant that would, if the big man was to be believed, render the black hole dormant.

A series of loud reports alerted him to a new danger. Chesler, about twenty yards away and clinging with one hand to an upright column, was firing his pistol into the shadows.

No, not shadows, Suvorov realized. The basilisk.

He could barely make out the dark shape as it slid from the ruins of the museum and began oozing along the crater rim.

It got King and now it’s coming back for the rest of us, he thought.

The basilisk seemed to recoil from the impact of Chesler’s rounds. Suvorov felt sure he could sense its frantic need to advance, and suddenly he understood. The quake had started at almost exactly the same moment that Fiona and the others had begun to chant. The black hole knew what they were doing and was desperate to stop them.

Chesler’s pistol clicked empty and he hastily hit the release and let the spent magazine fall. The metal arced away at an impossible angle and bounced down the side of the crater. Chesler fumbled another magazine from his shoulder holster, but before he could insert it into the pistol grip, a dark tentacle snaked toward him.

Suvorov grimaced as the SVR operative was vaporized. The chant was working, but if the basilisk reached Fiona and the others, all would be lost. And he was the only one left who could stop it.

The basilisk resumed its advance, now only ten yards away.

Bullets wouldn’t be enough, he realized. They might slow it down, but he didn’t have enough rounds to keep it pinned down indefinitely. No, he knew what he would have to do to stop it.

He threw back the flap on his satchel and reached in. His fingers closed around one of the IED’s, but he did not draw it out. It was one of the flash-bangs they had improvised, but that wouldn’t make a difference for what he had in mind. When the device detonated, it would set off the rest—nearly five pounds of Semtex altogether.

Five yards away now, and only about thirty yards from where Fiona desperately tried to keep up the chant. Too close, he thought, and he knew exactly what he was going to have to do.

As a soldier, he had always been ready to give his life in defense of his country. But what did that even mean? How many brave men—men like his blood brother Ian Kharitonov—had died, not protecting their fellow citizens from invaders, but simply to advance the interests of a privileged few, for mere political or economic gains?

Suvorov was about to give his life to save the world. How often did a chance like that come along?

He activated the timer and shouted, “Julia, stay down!” 

Then he turned to basilisk and smiled.

He caught a flicker of movement as a dark tendril lashed out at him, and then saw no more.
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As King dashed back into the Louvre, the earth began to move beneath his feet. He careened back down the tunnel, but the violent shaking sent him bouncing off the walls. Chunks of debris fell from overhead to land directly in his path. A few pieces struck him, knocking him flat, but thankfully none were large enough to pin him down or cause unconsciousness.

He reached the edge of the crater just in time to see Chesler evaporate. The man’s abrupt demise sent a shudder through him. He’d witnessed every manner of death and knew that rarely was the final passing ever truly instantaneous. He had always wondered if death would be like that old Ambrose Bierce story, where the final moments of consciousness stretched out into a wondrous dream. But what went through your mind when every atom of your body came apart in a nanosecond?

King ventured out into the crater, and immediately felt the black hole’s gravity pulling at him. It was much stronger now; at least as powerful as the G force he felt when Chess Team’s supersonic stealth plane, Crescent, took off. The difference here was that instead of being pushed back into an acceleration seat, the force here was trying to yank him off his feet and into the crater. He leaned into the wall and, with as much speed as he could muster, headed out after the basilisk, but even as he did, he knew he wasn’t going to make it in time.

He hauled the Uzi around and took aim. Maybe he could distract the thing, get it to come after him the way it had Chesler, and give Fiona a few more seconds.

The basilisk filled the Uzi’s sights, but in the corner of his eye, he saw Suvorov make a move. Even from a distance, he could see what the Russian was about to do, and threw him a mental salute as he waited for explosive package to detonate.

The Russian disappeared from view but after a few seconds, the dark shape advanced again, and King saw Suvorov standing motionless with the satchel still clutched in his hands. The Spetsnaz leader did not move. The IEDs in the satchel did not explode, and King knew with sickening certainty the man and the devices had been transformed into stone.

Now nothing at all stood between the basilisk and Fiona.

King pulled the trigger on the Uzi. The suppressor muted the violence of the discharge, but a stream of lead arced out across the crater and vanished into the basilisk’s bulk. “Come on,” he shouted as the bolt slid forward against the last spent cartridge. “You wanted me, remember?”

The basilisk ignored him and oozed ever closer to Fiona and the others.

If it gets to her, we’re all finished. There was only one way he could think of to save Fiona.

He let the useless pistol fall, not even noticing as it was pulled away in the gravity storm, and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Fiona!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Stop!”
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Through the earthquake, Fiona had managed to keep up the chant, but it seemed like all they were accomplishing was to really piss off the black hole. Now the basilisk was heading their way.

She concentrated on uttering the mantra, but fear stole her breath and she could only manage a few seconds of humming with each inhalation. Alexander’s hand gripped her arm, a forceful but silent exhortation to ignore the threat and stay focused, but she knew it wasn’t going to work. The basilisk was going to kill them all.

And then King’s voice reached out to her, telling her to stop.

She did.

“No Fiona,” Alexander rasped. “You must keep going. It’s the only way.”

Sara fell silent as well and then hugged Fiona protectively, as if silently encouraging her to trust her decision in the face of Alexander’s growing rage.

“You must keep going,” Alexander repeated urgently, “Or all will be lost.”

Fiona felt her heart torn in two. Alexander knew what he was talking about; he’d stopped the black hole once before. But she trusted King implicitly, and if he said to stop… But what if he was wrong?

The basilisk halted its advance, shadowy tentacles poised mere inches from where they sat. Fiona wanted to retreat from it, but her limbs were leaden and the ground was still shaking violently beneath her. She feared that any attempt to move might send her plunging into the crater.

King’s voice continued to reach out across the ominous grinding noise of the debris shifting into the black hole and the groan of the Louvre coming apart all around them, but he wasn’t talking to Fiona anymore. He held up a phone and waved it. “This is what you want, you bastard. Right here. Come and get it.”

Fiona wasn’t sure she could trust what she was seeing; the basilisk was moving away.

“Now,” Alexander roared. “It’s leaving. We must resume the mantra.”

“No.” The word was barely audible, a timid breath that seemed to falter before she could get it past her lips. She gathered her courage and tried again. “No. King said to stop. He knows what he’s doing.”

“He knows nothing!” Alexander’s rage was as overpowering as the black hole itself.

Fiona hugged Sara tighter, and when she spoke, her words were directed only at herself. “I believe in him.”

For a fleeting second, she thought Alexander’s anger might turn physical. But if such was ever his intent, he didn’t get a chance to act, for at that moment, a section of wall broke free behind them and sailed toward the black hole like a kite caught in a gale force wind. Fiona caught just a glimpse of it before it slammed into all three of them, sweeping them toward oblivion.

When the word ceased to be spoken, the speaker winked out of the entity’s awareness. Without the word to guide it, the manifestation halted, poised to act the instant the sound resumed and all the while aware of the close proximity of the remaining fragment of the consciousness.

The entity waited. Its consciousness, incomplete though it was, understood the causal nature of the world it now inhabited. It understood what would happen if the word continued to be spoken, and it understood that the speaker of the word intended exactly that outcome.

Why then had the speaking stopped?

The entity could not comprehend this, and was, for a few brief nanoseconds, caught in an endless logic loop. Failing to find an explanation for the cessation of the word, the entity returned the manifestation to its original purpose. Perhaps all would be clear when the final piece of its consciousness was added.

The manifestation moved immediately for its original goal and reached out with a finger of its strange essence. It embraced the item that contained the last fragment without changing it, and immediately as it made contact, the entity’s sense of satisfaction multiplied. With the assimilation of the final piece, its mind was made complete.

Now, there remained but one final task for the manifestation: return the complete mind to the entity. The entity’s awesome power to change the very fabric of reality would be joined to the limitless possibilities of awareness…of thought.

Though it did not grasp that ancient villagers had once thought it to be a devil, the entity now understood that it had become what the insignificant inhabitants of this world would call a god.
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King remained motionless in the face of the basilisk’s advance. It seemed to be moving faster now, but that was probably just an illusion caused by the fact that it was coming straight at him. Even if he had wanted to flee, it would have been impossible with the black hole’s gravity exerting an almost irresistible pull that threatened to send him tumbling down into the crater.

He watched as a tendril reached out for the satchel where he’d stashed the quantum phone. If Brown’s supposition about the importance of a connection to a human user was correct, then the basilisk would be coming for him next, but that was a sacrifice he was willing to make to give Fiona a chance to finish what she needed to do.

The quantum phone disappeared into the basilisk’s massive form, and then without a moment’s pause, it shifted course and descended into the pit, toward the accretion disk.

King waited, not daring to breathe. He had just given the black hole the one thing it wanted most; if this gamble failed, there was no telling what the consequences of that decision would be.

The basilisk reached the swirling rubble pile and then, as if it were no more substantial than smoke or shadow, seeped into the grinding rock mass.

Then something strange happened. There wasn’t a flash or an explosion or any other kind of display, but the change was just as instantaneous. The mass lurched a little, as if the accretion disk had hiccupped, and shimmered in the dim light as the swirling pieces of rubble and debris were pulverized into particles finer than sand. Then the entire mass appeared to implode, shrinking inward as if sucked through a straw into another dimension.

For a fleeting instant, King thought his plan had worked. When the basilisk had grabbed the satchel with the quantum phone, it had also taken about five pounds of Semtex, wired to a detonator which he’d set with a ten-second delay.

Suvorov had given him the idea. The Russian had observed the effect of bullets on the thing and had sacrificed himself in a futile effort to get explosives close enough to do some real damage. Unfortunately, the basilisk’s touch had altered the chemical nature of the plastique, rendering it completely inert.

But Suvorov’s idea had been a good one. King had gambled on the fact that within the monster’s impenetrable body, the quantum phones were still intact, and that it would add his phone to the collection, along with his ticking time bomb.

Beyond that, he hadn’t known what to expect. He didn’t know if the basilisk could be damaged; maybe it could absorb the energy and shrapnel as effectively as it absorbed bullets. He was hoping that, at the very least, the blast would completely destroy the quantum phones. When the basilisk had gone into the accretion disk, he had dared to hope that it might somehow be enough to destroy the black hole itself. Instead, the energy of the explosion, compressed and amplified by the black hole’s gravity, had liquefied the accretion disk, allowing the entire mass of debris to be instantly consumed by the singularity.

King wondered if he had just made things a hell of a lot worse. He could still feel the black hole’s gravity, stronger now than before. He couldn’t tell what was happening at the center of the pit; it roiled in his vision like convection waves off hot asphalt.

At least the basilisk seemed to be gone. Now it was up to Fiona to save the day. He turned away from the crater and searched for Fiona and the others…

His heart seized in his chest as he tried to comprehend what he was seeing. A massive piece of rubble—a section of wall or ceiling—had crashed down right where they had been seated. Alexander was still there, his head and arms protruding out from beneath the slab and out over the edge of the pit. Fiona and Sara had both been swept over the edge. Alexander had caught them, but it was evident from the strain on his face that he couldn’t hold on much longer.

King started crawling toward them. He didn’t dare try to stand; if he raised his center of gravity, he would surely topple over and fall into the black hole. Even now, pressed flat against the ground, he felt like he was slipping sideways.

King was only about ten feet from Alexander when something slammed into his ribs. As he slid into the pit, King caught a glimpse of a gloating Graham Brown, staring down at him.
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Once they’d discovered the black hole inside the Louvre, both King and the Russians had completely lost interest in Brown. He could have slipped away at any time, and several times, he almost did.

But what good would that have done?

This wasn’t the first time he’d lost big; nobody could climb as high as he had, without getting knocked back down a few times. He’d always come back, stronger than ever.

Not this time.

He couldn’t believe how badly he’d misjudged Pradesh. He was an excellent judge of character, and the Indian computer expert had never struck him as anything more than an opportunistic cyber-mercenary. He never would have believed that the man harbored apocalyptic delusions, much less the technical know-how to use the quantum computer to summon a black hole out of thin air.

But that was exactly what Pradesh, with Brown’s unwitting help, had done. Pradesh had started a wildfire that would devour everything, and there wasn’t a thing anyone could do to stop it.

So why bother trying to escape?

His only regret was that he wouldn’t be going out a winner, and when he spied King crawling along the edge of the crater, he saw a chance for one last victory. Again and again, this man had beaten him, thwarting his carefully laid plans. Now, it was time for payback.

His first kick caught King completely unaware, and sent him sliding toward the edge. Brown hugged the ground to avoid being dislodged from his own precarious position, then drew back his foot and kicked again, driving his heel toward King’s face.

He missed. King ducked away from the attack, and then threw one arm around the gambler’s outstretched foot. King’s weight stretched Brown’s leg like a hangman’s rope. The gambler grimaced in unexpected agony as his knee and hip joints hyper-extended with a sucking noise. King felt impossibly heavy. Brown clutched at the ground, but found nothing to grasp. The heels of his palms skidded futilely on the rough ground as he slid toward the crater, with King desperately trying to pull him down…

No, he realized. He’s trying to pull himself back up.

Through his agony, Brown felt a sudden thrill of understanding. Why was he fighting this? They were both dead men anyway; by struggling against his fate, he was really accomplishing nothing more than to give King another chance to beat him.

In fact, the probability was quite high that if he managed to endure this, King would survive—albeit temporarily—and exact his own retribution against Brown. The only way to win this game was to be in control at the very end, and so, with something almost like a smile, he stopped fighting and launched himself toward the pit.

One final time, King defied Brown’s expectations. Perhaps anticipating that Brown would opt for a pyrrhic victory, he had spent those desperate moments securing a handhold, and when Brown let go, so did King.

The black hole’s gravity caught Brown instantly. He slammed against the side of the crater and tumbled uncontrollably down the slope like someone being dragged behind a speeding car.

And then he stopped.
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King pressed himself flat against the ground, trying to create as much friction as he could to keep from following Brown into the black hole. His legs and lower torso still dangled out over the precipice. He didn’t know whether the gambler had thrown himself in or simply fallen, but from the moment he’d managed to snare Brown’s leg, he’d known that his survival would depend on finding something else to hold onto.

In his peripheral vision, he’d glimpsed Brown’s arrival at the event horizon of the micro black hole. The gambler’s plunge seemed to slow as he neared the bottom of the crater, coming to an almost complete stop, suspended in mid air right above the roiling distortion that concealed the black hole. Brown’s agonized face gazed up from the pit, an expression of profound disappointment fixed there as if sculpted in bronze. His legs and lower torso, much closer to the center, appeared to stretch, as if made of taffy, and swirled into the nothingness.

King thought about what Pradesh had said earlier. You experience infinity…like being one with the mind of God.

I wonder what Brown’s infinity looks like.

He turned away, knowing that he was one wrong move away from sharing Brown’s fate. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be any right moves. Then he felt a hand close on his outstretched arm.

It was Julia. Her face was a twisted mask of fear and exhaustion, but her grip on his wrist was fierce, determined. She certainly wasn’t strong enough to pull him back, nor did she weigh enough to anchor him, but he could see that she wasn’t about to let go. He gave her a nod of encouragement, and then, trusting in her resolve, he took a chance.

On his first try, he managed to scoot forward just an inch, but it was progress. He tried again and succeeded in getting his thighs up onto solid ground, and after that, he was able to extricate himself in short order. As soon as he was moving unaided, Julia shrank back, away from the edge, and pressed herself against a section of stone wall. King realized that he knew nothing about this woman that had just come to his aid; he wondered if he would ever get a chance to change that.

Fiona and Sara still dangled from Alexander’s outstretched arm. How long had they been there? A few seconds? Minutes? Alexander’s strength was literally the stuff of legend, but even demigods had their limitations. And if the mythic Hercules wasn’t strong enough to pull them back from the brink, what could he hope to accomplish? The simple truth was that pulling his loved ones from danger was beyond his ability. So what did that leave?

He was moving again before he had an answer, crawling to where Alexander still lay pinned and almost completely spent, but he did not stop there. Instead, he kept going, out over the edge. He moved with the practiced caution of a veteran climber, picking out handholds, wedging hands and feet into cracks. His limbs felt like molten lead, and every maneuver required an extraordinary exertion, but his destination was close.

“Sara!” He called out, and then, “Fiona! I’m here.”
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Fiona, wide-eyed with fear, looked at him and opened her mouth. The black hole’s gravity was making it impossible for her to breathe. She tried to shout back at him, a plea for help, but what came out was a barely audible squeak.

King held her gaze. “Fi. Remember what you were trying to do? The mother tongue? Singing this thing a lullaby? You have to keep doing it. You’re the only one who can.”

She gave her head a quick shake, fearful that any movement might dislodge her from her precarious position and send her plummeting into the black hole. “Can’t,” she mouthed.

“Yes, you can.”

“I don’t know what to say.” This time, she got words out in a hoarse whisper.

“You do know,” King insisted. “You just don’t know that you know. Start talking, start singing. It will come to you.”

“He’s right, Fi,” Sara said, whispering into her ear. “The words don’t even matter…”

Despite her own looming death, Fiona could not help but smile as she finished Sara’s statement: “It’s the thought that counts.”

But wasn’t that the truth? Alexander’s recordings had used the correct word, the precise frequency that should have prevented the black hole from reawakening, but it hadn’t worked because the words weren’t coupled to a specific intention.

She thought back to the words she had spoken to stop Richard Ridley’s golem; words in the ancient mother tongue, the language of creation, and wondered if her intention at that moment had been a source of greater power than the words themselves?

Those words would be of little use now. So also, she realized, was Alexander’s Bhuddist mantra. That word was meaningless to her; how could she believe in the power of a word she didn’t even understand?

But there was a language that she did know intimately, a language that had its roots in the ancient mother tongue, a language of which she was now the sole living guardian.

Fiona sucked in a breath against the crush of gravity, then freed one hand and began clapping it against her thigh, beating out a steady, insistent rhythm. Then, she began to sing.
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King didn’t understand a word of what Fiona was saying, but recognized that it had to be her native language—the nearly extinct tongue of the Siletz tribe. The noises didn’t even seem like words, just a string of vocalizations, but he could see the effect that they were having on the girl. The pain and fear had slipped from her face, replaced by a serene, almost confident expression.

King focused on what she was saying, and began to distinguish certain words that were repeated every few seconds like a refrain. He began to anticipate when she would utter the phrase, and gradually, haltingly at first, but then with more gusto, added his voice. He became aware that Sara was trying to harmonize as well.

“This is wrong,” Alexander rasped from above. The words had to fight their way past clenched teeth. “You cannot control it this way. You must speak the word I taught you.”

Fiona ignored him, but when King glanced up, he saw a strange fury building in the other man’s eyes.

He wouldn’t…

There wasn’t time for King to finish the thought. He threw his right arm out and embraced Fiona and Sara just as Alexander’s grip failed.

There was simply no way he could hope to hang onto their combined weight or arrest their slide into the crater, but that didn’t stop him from trying.

He shoved his free hand into a crack, braced his feet against protrusions on the cave wall, and pulled back with all his might.

It was like trying to pull a locomotive uphill. The shoulder of the arm that held the falling women burned; the muscles and tendons taut like a wire about to snap.

He felt his feet slip from their perch, then his hand was torn free and they were all sliding down the slope. It was not a free fall, not like it had been with Brown. The slope was about forty-five degrees but there were plenty of protruding surfaces to provide a little resistance in the form of painful friction. Nevertheless, the end result would be the same. Gravity owned them now, and the journey would not end until they reached the event horizon, where time would stand still and they would spend an eternity on the cusp of oblivion.

Through it all, Fiona kept singing, as did King.

After a few seconds passed, King realized that they were no longer sliding toward the event horizon. His efforts to find a handhold had paid off; the fingers of his left hand had wrapped around a protruding horn of rock. What surprised him though was that he had been able to maintain the grip, and he understood that the tidal force of gravity had, if only momentarily, abated.

Whatever Fiona was doing was working.

He noticed a change in her song, new and unfamiliar phrases issued from her mouth, and when he glanced down, he saw that she had stopped clapping out the rhythm and in fact had gone almost completely limp. Her eyes had rolled back in her head and the words that burbled from her lips were the mumblings of someone in a trance state.

King listened for a moment, trying to learn the refrain of this new mantra—it didn’t sound like a Native American language anymore—but then a movement at the bottom of the crater arrested his attention.

Something was emerging from the event horizon.

King knew that what he was seeing could not really be happening. Nothing material could escape from the event horizon of a black hole. To do so would require acceleration to faster-than-light speeds—a physical impossibility—and would require more energy than existed in the entire universe. Impossibilities notwithstanding, there was a definite bulge in the visual distortion at the center of the crater.

The basilisk! King thought in a sudden panic. Maybe the explosion hadn’t killed it after all. Maybe he’d failed to destroy the quantum computer network with the IED.

Suddenly, the event horizon erupted. It was not the black mass of the basilisk that burst forth, but rather a gray-brown column that shot like a geyser into the air above the crater. The crown of the plume was lost in the dark night, but in the space of a few seconds, King saw particles of fine dust precipitating from the cloud.

As the fallout intensified into a choking miasma, he hastily tugged free a shirttail and fashioned an impromptu mask as the gritty rain began to cloud his vision.

In the darkness that followed, he heard Fiona’s voice, still speaking the strange language. Then, after a few minutes, she stopped, coughed twice, and fell silent.
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King pulled Fiona and Sara close. He could see them now, though just barely. It had taken nearly twenty minutes for most of the dust to settle, but the finest particulate would probably remain suspended in the air for hours. King didn’t need to see the aftermath to know that the threat of the black hole was gone. The Earth had stopped shaking, there was no longer the sound of matter from the accretion disk being crushed into the event horizon, and the sense of disorientation and heaviness that had accompanied the alteration in gravity was gone.

King’s mind burned with questions about what had happened, but for a few minutes, he was content to simply hug the pair—his family.

Twenty feet above them, Alexander gave a tremendous roar as he lifted the section of wall that had pinned him, and shoved it aside. Then, as if merely recovering from a stumble on the sidewalk, he brushed himself off and glissaded down into the crater where he greeted Fiona like she were a long lost relative.

“You did it, child!” He exclaimed. “When my grip failed, I feared all was lost, but you succeeded.”

King managed to keep his expression neutral as he regarded the big man. There was something disingenuous about Alexander’s praise.

He let them fall…but why? King shook his head. That didn’t make any sense. He was allowing his natural distrust of Alexander Diotrophes make him paranoid.

“Tell me,” Alexander continued. “How did you accomplish it? The language you were speaking…that was the Siletz dialect, was it not?”

Fiona nodded. “Dad told me to just start talking, and it came to me. I thought, if anything can stop this thing from destroying the world, it would be the story of the creation of the world. My grandmother taught it to me. Then I sang the healing blessing. As I said the words, I just kept telling myself to believe that everything would be fixed. That we would all be okay.”

Alexander nodded approvingly and King detected no trace of deception in his dust-streaked face. King saw that Julia had also joined them on the side of the pit, and at the mention of ‘healing,’ she took something from her pocket and inspected it in the dim light. King saw that it was a film badge dosimeter, similar to the kind used on nuclear submarines to alert the wearer to possible exposure to dangerous levels of radiation.

The disk was uniformly white.

That surprised King. The destruction of matter at the event horizon of a black hole released intense gamma ray bursts, and it was believed that the effect would be even more pronounced with micro black holes. But the dosimeter had not changed color; apparently, they had dodged that bullet. Julia must have been thinking the same thing, because as she held the badge up for the others to see, they all broke into unfettered laughter.

The triumphant moment soon passed and King finally asked the question that was foremost in his mind. “Sara, what in God’s name are you and Fi doing here?”

Sara’s story was only part of the greater chronicle of the night’s events, and before long, Fiona and Julia…and even King himself, added to the narrative. Alexander offered a few insights, but discreetly avoided mentioning anything that might reveal his immortal nature to Julia. King however didn’t bother with secrets. Julia had questions about Suvorov, and he felt the best way to honor the man’s sacrifice was to tell her the truth.

“So what happened to the black hole?” King asked when all the stories were told. He directed this inquiry to Alexander who was inspecting the center of the crater.

Alexander blew grit away from a gritty stone—just another chunk of debris that had settled at the bottom of the crater. He held up the dark chunk of rubble, inspecting it. His face soured and then he seemed to notice that all eyes were on him. After a quick search of his memory, he shrugged and looked to Fiona for the answer. “Ask her.”

The girl seemed surprised by the question and spread her hands in a gesture of ignorance. “How should I know?”

“It responded to you,” Alexander supplied, brushing off his hands and standing up. “You took control of it. What did you tell it to do?”

“I don’t remember telling it anything,” Fiona said, but a thoughtful look came over her. “I remember though, when I was singing the creation story, I kept thinking how the black hole was the opposite of creation, and what the universe must have been like before the Old-Man-in-the-Sky made everything.

“I think maybe I told it to un-create itself,” she finished, saying it almost like a question.

King recalled how Fiona had slipped into a trance-like state; whatever she had been saying during that time, it hadn’t been her native Siletz language. “Well, it’s gone now,” he said, giving her another hug.

“It may be gone, but there’s going to be a hell of a mess to clean up,” Julia intoned. “How are we going to explain all this?”

“An earthquake,” Alexander said. “Rare for this part of the world, but not unheard of. The seismological record will confirm that. As to the exact nature of the damage...” He shrugged.

“Why not just tell the truth?” Sara asked, matter-of-factly.

“That a crazy man managed to figure out a way to turn on a black hole?” King replied, a hint of good-natured sarcasm in his words. “And a teenaged girl sang it a lullaby, and saved the world.”

“Well, when you put it that way…”

“An earthquake then,” Julia agreed. “But how will we explain those?”

She pointed to the two towering objects that dominated the center of the crater. King had never seen these massive carvings, hadn’t even seen pictures of them, but he had no trouble recognizing them.

Emerging from the spot that once been obscured by the event horizon of the black hole, and rising more than a hundred feet into the Parisian night above the ruins of the Louvre, untouched by the ravages of time and the intolerance of terrorists, stood the Bamiyan Buddhas.


EPILOGUE

Two days later

King stretched his legs out on the plush hotel bed—appropriately, a king-sized mattress—and propped his head up on a double-thickness of pillows. He could just make out the sound of water running in the suite’s bathroom, and while Sara was showering, he decided to catch up on the latest news out of Paris. She had firmly forbidden him from watching the nearly constant coverage of the situation there, especially in Fiona’s presence, and King understood her reasoning. Fiona probably felt a little like the biblical prophet Jonah—an unlucky magnet for trouble on an epic scale—and the last thing she needed was to be reminded of what they had gone through.

While the quake had rocked every corner of the city, most of the structural damage was confined to the area around the Louvre, and thankfully, the loss of life was minimal. And while the former palace-turned-museum had suffered catastrophic damage, only a few of the irreplaceable works of art had been damaged beyond repair. Julia Preston would certainly be busy. As curator-at-large for the Global Heritage Commission, she would be instrumental in the effort to repair the damage done to the Louvre. Restoration of the museum and the artwork, like the rebuilding of the city itself, would bring Parisians together in a unified effort, at least in the near term, just as the international relief effort—which had almost immediately been launched on various social networking platforms—was unifying the globe.

It’s too bad, King thought, that it always takes a tragedy to get people to work together.

What was still not understood was the cause of the city-wide power outage, though some experts now believed that the quake had been part of an electro-magnetic event—not a full-blown magnetic pole reversal, but a definite polar hiccup. That theory was gaining popularity, particularly as it offered an explanation for the fact that almost all radio communications had been interrupted at the time of the quake. The phenomenon would also account for the fact that several helicopters and small planes had been knocked out of the sky. Nothing of course could explain the appearance of the fully formed Buddha statues, but that story was being kept out of the news.

King switched off the television. The real story would probably never become public knowledge, and he was just fine with that.

He was still troubled by the role Alexander Diotrophes had played in the events of that night. There was no question that the man’s awareness of the micro black hole’s existence and his knowledge of how it might be stopped had been pivotal in preventing a global cataclysm, but the very fact of his presence—right place, right time—made the hairs on the back of King’s neck bristle with suspicion. It was almost as if the man had known that something was going to happen…as if he’d been waiting for it to happen.

And had he really let Fiona and Sara fall? Had that been intentional?

He shook his head, certain that he had misinterpreted the look in Alexander’s eyes. The big man had said all along that Fiona was the only one who could stop the black hole; what possible reason could he have had for letting her die?

He swung his legs off the bed and stood, crossing to the desk where he picked up the telephone and dialed a number. When an anonymous computerized switchboard began reciting a menu of options, he keyed in the code that would immediately connect him with Deep Blue.

“King!” The voice in his ear was both relieved and irritated. “Where have you been?”

“My phone got knocked out by whatever it was that hit Paris. This is the first chance I’ve had to check in.” That was mostly true. He probably could have called sooner, but his first priority had been to get Fiona and Sara away from Paris. Given the disruption of infrastructure and communications in the region, that had been no mean feat.

“What exactly did happen?” Deep Blue asked. “Was it related to Brown’s quantum computer scheme?”

“There’s a lot I’m still trying to piece together, but I can assure you that Brown won’t be a problem anymore.”

There was a brief silence on the line, then the other man said simply: “Understood. Hold on.” Deep Blue’s muffled voice could be heard speaking to someone else for a moment. Then he came back on the line. “Lew is here. Has some intel you might find interesting. I’m putting you on speaker.”

The phone crackled and then Aleman spoke. “Can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” King said.

“I’ve been looking into Pradesh and it turns out even the mighty Shiva’s security—and his bank—can’t keep me out. He received several payments from Jovian Technologies, who it turns out, also designed the quantum phones for Brown. The root of Jovian is Jove, better known as Zeus, father of Hercules. Its speculation, but we all know how Alexander likes to name things, including himself, for the ancient Greek myths, many of which he created.”

“Carutius,” King said. “That’s what he was calling himself this time. The same name he used when he married Acca Larentia, before the formation of Rome on the land he owned.” The idea that Alexander owned the very land Rome was founded on never ceased to amaze King. They’d found an underground citadel belonging to Alexander, hidden beneath the ruins of the Roman Forum, but how much more of the city still belonged to him?  

He turned his thoughts back to Pradesh. If the man was working for Jovian, did Alexander know the man was a cult member? Of course he did. Alexander wouldn’t care if Pradesh threw himself into the singularity. What difference would the man’s death make? As long as the man achieved his goal—to control the black hole somehow. Maybe direct it’s path. What Alexander didn’t know was that the quantum phones would grant the black hole sentient thought and allow it to chose its own path. That’s when things got away from him. So the lingering question was, “What did Alexander want with a black hole?”

“That, I can’t tell you,” Aleman said. “But he was definitely working behind the scenes on this thing.”

King looked up as Sara came out of the bathroom, one towel wrapped around her torso, another turban-like on her head, and he flashed her a smile. Alexander and his motives could wait. The man’s secrets wouldn’t be uncovered by dwelling on them. “Oh, I did meet up with Sara and Fiona. They’re fine.”

“I had no idea that I’d be putting them in danger,” Deep Blue said, guiltily.

“Actually, I appreciate the gesture. And now that Brainstorm is finally kaput and Alexander has disappeared again, I think that family vacation you proposed is definitely in order.”

Deep Blue paused, and then said, “King, as much as it pains me to have to say this...”

King tensed. If it had been anyone on the other end of the line, he’d have already hung up, but if Deep Blue needed him for something, it most likely couldn’t wait. “What is it?”

“Can you pick up one of those ear hats? I think I’m going to make Rook wear one for a year when—if—when we find him.”

King laughed, said he’d pick up a few for all the new recruits, and hung up the phone.

Sara leaned against him. “All quiet on the home front?”

“For now.” King leaned over and kissed her forehead, then he left the suite’s master bedroom and knocked lightly on the door to Fiona’s bedroom. He eased the door open and found the girl nestled in a cocoon of blankets, a pillow covering her eyes.

“Fi,” he called out. “Up and at’em, lazybones. Let’s go see what kind of trouble we can get into today.”

The pillow fell away as Fiona sat up, her eyes wide with apprehension. “You’re kidding, right?”

King was taken aback by her response. Fiona’s sense of humor had yet to make a full recovery.

“Of course I’m kidding, kiddo.” He gave her gentle smile. “It’s Disney World. What could possibly happen?”

###
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DESCRIPTION: 

Dodge Dalton's discovery of an ancient outpost at the bottom of the world made him a hero, but now a new evil has arisen, intent on seizing the power of the outpost to literally unleash Hell. Guided by a deadly prophecy, a faceless villain will stop at nothing to transform the world into a place of skulls. It's a race to save the world from the terrible secret that lies hidden......at the Outpost of Fate! 

EXCERPT: 

Chapter 1—Any Port in a Storm 

The story about the miraculous reappearance of the plane ran in the evening edition of the Clarion, but because the airline spokesperson had kept the more salacious facts of the case out of public circulation, the item was relegated to a few column inches, half way down page four. The article stated only that the plane, which initially had been feared lost in the storm, had arrived safely after a brief delay. 

David Dalton—known to friends, co-workers and thousands of American readers of the syndicated weekly feature "The Adventures of Captain Falcon" as "Dodge"—had not yet read that item or any other headlines in the evening edition as he stepped from the Clarion Building and into the storm-swept streets, but he was certainly making good use of the tabloid; he held it open, over his head, to deflect some of the torrential rains that had already soaked through his shoes. He wasn't terribly worried about getting wet; the urge to shelter himself was mostly automatic. If he'd stopped to think about it, he would realized how foolish it looked and simply endured Mother Nature's assault, but his mind was a million miles—or more accurately, eight thousand miles—away. 

The telegram was crumpled in his pocket, but its message had been burned into his memory: URGENT I SEE YOU...AMNH TONIGHT...CONCERNS OUTPOST...A. PENDLETON. 

He knew Augustus Pendleton—Professor Augustus Pendleton—by reputation only, but that was enough to pique his interest. Pendleton, an expert on pre-Columbian archaeology, was one of a select group of scientists that had been made privy to the discoveries Dodge and his associates had made at the bottom of the world—a remote ice cavern in the permanent winter wilderness of Antarctica. They had taken to calling the place "the Outpost," but that name said little about its true function; in fact, the purpose intended for the cavern by its designers, like the identity of those architects, was one of the mysteries being pursued by Pendleton and other members of the U.S. government's brain trust. The actual location of the Outpost was known only to Dodge and three other souls, but they had provided the scientists with detailed descriptions of the cavern and some of its artifacts. Dodge could not imagine what news Pendleton might have that could be so urgent as to require a late audience at the Museum of Natural History, but he was eager to find out. 

As he reached the sidewalk, he caught a glimpse of a Checker Cab sidling along with its flag up. Dodge thrust out a hand to hail the taxi and hurriedly opened the door, but as he started to get in, someone called his name. He drew back and peered in every direction through the watery veil. There wasn't another living soul for blocks.    

Shrugging, he got inside. Must be hearing things. 

The rain was drumming a staccato pattern on the metal roof, making it difficult to hear his own voice, much less the sound of someone calling for him. "Museum of Natural History," he shouted over the back of the driver's seat. The fellow in the front of the cab nodded and pulled back into the deserted streets. 

The headline on the sodden newspaper was still visible, HURRICANE BEARS DOWN ON CITY, but the interior of the cab was too dark to read the smaller print below. Dodge tossed the tabloid aside and gazed out the window, thinking more about Prof. Pendleton and the Outpost, than the imminent storm. 

Dodge, along with Brian "Hurricane" Hurley, Father Nathan Hobbs and Miss Molly Rose Shannon, were together the de facto owners of the Outpost, though it was situated in a place where land deeds had little value. Those among the scientific and military communities respectively who knew of its existence had demanded that such a prize must be shared, but the four people who actually knew where it was had demurred. There were things in the Outpost that humans were not meant to see; technologies that might be used for evil purposes by nefarious men, or even by well-intentioned souls who could not see past their immediate concerns to the future peril that possession of such awesome power might awaken. Dodge, as spokesman for the group, had offered to share some of the knowledge with the scientists, in exchange for custodianship of the Outpost. The deal had received unexpected support from the highest authority in the land; the President had been the victim of a plot by the first discoverer of the Outpost, and had been rescued from certain death by Dodge’s last-second heroics. Not only did he owe Dodge and his companions an enormous debt, but he also knew firsthand how the ancient science locked away in the Outpost might be perverted. 

The taxi stopped at a traffic signal and Dodge glanced up to see where they were. He noticed that the meter on driver’s side fender was silent. He leaned over the seat. "Hey pal. I don’t mind if the ride’s free tonight, but I’m only paying for what’s on the meter." 

The driver grunted as he fumbled for the lever that would activate the device for tallying mileage. Something about the scene struck Dodge as odd, but his musings about the Outpost and Pendleton’s summons quickly drew him back. 

A lot had happened in the weeks since they had rescued the President from the diabolical schemes of a madman who had, in discovering the secrets of the Outpost, believed himself a god. Dodge and Hurley, already public figures because of Dodge’s weekly feature—an adventure serial based loosely on the real exploits of Hurley’s Army unit—had received the lion’s share of the acclaim. Father Hobbs and his adopted daughter Molly had also been briefly thrust into the spotlight, until the fickle attention of newspaper readers was distracted by something newer and shinier. None of them missed being a celebrity one bit. Dodge and Hurley went back to work on the Falcon stories, newly inspired by recent events, while Father Hobbs contemplated his next move. Prior to the crisis, he had supervised a Congo River mission for the better part of a decade, but all that was gone now, destroyed by a fiendish river pirate. Now that his daughter had grown into a lovely young woman, the idea of returning to a life of austerity on the Dark Continent was not quite so appealing. For her sake alone, or so he claimed, he had elected to take a teaching position at the St. Joseph’s Seminary in Dunwoodie, exchanging the rough life of a missionary for the cerebral challenges of academia. Dodge however wondered if the man they called "the Padre" didn’t have a different motive. 

Hobbs had also been one of Captain Falcon’s soldiers; a member of a special unit nicknamed ‘the Fighting Falcons’ whose mission had been to stem the rise of criminal empires in aftermath of the Great War. Hobbs had walked a fine line between soldier and priest during those years; though he had eschewed the use of weapons, his actions had nonetheless contributed to loss of life, both of the enemy and his own comrades. When the Great Depression ended the mission of the Fighting Falcons, Hobbs had immersed himself in helping the oppressed natives of the Congo Basin, a desperate attempt to atone for his perceived sins. But Dodge had shown him that there were other ways to find solace and better ways to make use of the superior intellectual gifts which God had granted him, for Nathan Hobbs knew more about ancient religions and the occult world than anyone. In the tapestry of myths and superstitions, Hobbs had glimpsed a more credible origin for the Outpost than anything proposed by the President’s brain trust; given the choice, Dodge would rather have the Padre at his side than any of those eggheads. 

And then of course there was Molly. 

Dodge glanced at the street again, but the signposts were obscured by the film of rain on the glass. He lowered his window, taking the full fury of the storm on his face as he stuck his head out and squinted at the street marker they had just passed. He didn’t recognize the name on the cross street, but before he could ask the driver about it, the headlights of the vehicle directly behind the taxi, abruptly receded as if the driver of that car had been spooked to find Dodge leaning out into the night. 

He drew back inside, but continued to gaze through the small rear window at the trailing vehicle. There were hardly any cars on the streets tonight; sane people had returned to their homes hours before to batten down the hatches and ride out the storm. While there was nothing inherently strange about two cars sharing the same destination, Dodge had an uneasy feeling about the car that had dropped back half a block. 

"Hey," he said without turning. "Can you take the next right and circle the block?" 

"Are you serious?" answered the driver. 

"Do it," Dodge affirmed. "I just want to test a theory." 

"It’s your money." The cabbie whipped the car around down a side street and accelerated toward the next intersection. 

Dodge held his breath as the other car reached the corner behind them and then made the same turn. Once is coincidence, he thought, but what had been a nagging suspicion now reached the level of a claxon ringing in head. The taxi made another right hand turn and a few seconds later, the headlights were back. 

"That car is following us," observed the driver, peering into his side mirror, and stating what Dodge now believed to be the absolute truth. The man’s comment was strange, almost emotionless, but Dodge’s attention was fixed on what he perceived to be the more immediate concern. 

Okay, he’s following us. And I thought I heard someone call my name back at the Clarion Building. But why did he pull back when he saw me? 

He thought about Pendleton’s telegram: "Urgent I see you." What if the urgency of the situation owed, not to some breakthrough discovery, but a threat to the Outpost’s security? Dodge contemplated trying to find a policeman, but quickly discarded that idea; they would have their hands full with the hurricane. The headlights continued to illuminate the taxi from behind. 

He leaned over the back of the driver's seat. "Just take me the museum. I'll handle it from there." 

"I'll take care of him," the driver grunted, and punched the accelerator. 

The sudden burst of speed threw Dodge back into his seat momentarily. "Hold your horses!" he shouted. "I don't need any heroics from you. Just take me to the museum..." 

His voice trailed off as he realized the taxi was now moving south—downtown, away from their destination. Over the driver's shoulder he could see the speedometer needle quivering at fifty miles an hour. With virtually no traffic to evade, the taxi raced away like a meteor, into the unknown. A chill crept up Dodge's back that had nothing to do with the storm raging outside. 

He didn't waste breath inquiring about the driver's intentions; it was clear enough that this was no ordinary taxi ride. That this abduction should occur on the heels of an urgent summons from Prof. Pendleton could not be a coincidence. 

So what about the car following us? Friend or foe? 

He considered trying to assault the driver or wrestle control of the car, but discarded both courses of action as too dangerous given their present speed. Nevertheless, he had to do something to take control of the situation and quickly; the taxi driver would certainly have confederates waiting at the end of the line. Dodge gripped the door handle waiting for circumstance to force the driver to reduce speed enough that a desperate leap from the moving vehicle might be survivable. A traffic signal loomed ahead, flashing a red stoplight, but the taxi did not slow. The Checker cab blew through the intersection heedless of cross traffic. The pursuing vehicle was matching their speed and likewise ignoring the signals. 

"Okay, time for plan B," Dodge muttered. "Whatever that is." 

The taxi whipped hard to the left, making a sharp turn without slowing, and Dodge was thrown against the passenger side door. The vehicle fishtailed and nearly spun around, but the driver calmly regained control, and steered and accelerated out of the skid. When Dodge lifted his head, he saw that they cab was now charging onto the Brooklyn Bridge. 

In desperation, he snatched up the discarded newspaper. He made a tight roll with the damp pulp—tight enough to simulate the barrel of a gun, he hoped—and jabbed it forcefully into the back of the driver's head. "Pull it over friend, or I'll blow your head off." 

The driver seemed completely oblivious to the threat; he did not flinch or start, did not even glance in the mirror to see if the object pressed against his skull was indeed a weapon. Dodge pushed the rolled newspaper forward again, hoping to elicit some kind of reaction. 

The driver abruptly stomped on the brake pedal and Dodge was hurled forward. His shoulder struck the back of the cabby's head, but the man was as rigid and unyielding as a tree trunk. Dodge's momentum pitched him over the seat and headlong into the windshield. 

His next memory was one of pain; half his body slammed into the dashboard, delivering what felt like a head-to-toe bruise, while the rest smashed through the thin windshield, stabbing splinters of glass through his suit pants and jacket. He clutched ineffectively for a handhold as he bounced up and onto the hood of the cab. Before he could shoot forward onto the rain swept bridge deck however, a powerful hand closed around his biceps. 

The cab lurched forward again and Dodge was hauled unceremoniously back inside to lie in a heap in the floor well beside the driver. After a few seconds of pure agony, Dodge managed to raise his head and gaze up at the other man. The driver's expression was as impassive as a dead man's, but there was something familiar about the face that stared unblinkingly forward as the vehicle accelerated into the driving rain. 

"Hey! You're—" 

Dodge didn't get a chance to put his revelation into words. The cab driver, almost without looking, drove a fist into Dodge's upturned face. Dodge twisted his head at the last instant, taking only a glancing strike on the cheek that nonetheless rang through his head like a bell. This time however, he was ready. 

He didn't attempt to fight the driver; recognizing the man had been indication enough that such a course of action would be a waste of effort. His only priority was getting out of the car, and to do that, he had to slow it down. Even as he recoiled from the man's punch, Dodge jammed his right hand against the gearshift stick. There was a shriek of metal grinding at high speed, and then the engine revved loudly. 

A perplexed look crossed the ersatz cabby's face as he tried to comprehend what had happened. In the two seconds it took for him to realize that the car was no longer in gear, Dodge scrambled away from any further retaliation and gripped the door handle. When the driver dropped his free hand to the stick shift, Dodge bought both feet up and stomped his heels into the man's face. 

To his credit, the driver did not even flinch. One of Dodge's shoes gouged a bloody weal along his cheek but the assault was equivalent to scraping the bark off an oak tree. Nevertheless, it did have an effect; the driver's attention was distracted for one moment more, long enough for the speedometer needle to creep down to thirty-five miles an hour. Dodge knew he wouldn't get a better chance. He turned the lever. 

The driver saw it and reacted immediately, but not as Dodge expected. Instead of trying to get the vehicle in gear and resume accelerating, the man suddenly cranked the steering wheel and the cab swerved to the right. Still coasting at more than thirty miles and hour, the Checker plowed through the river of water streaming down the gutter then jolted into the curb. 

The door latch clicked but even as Dodge started to push it open, something slammed against the exterior of the vehicle, crushing the metal back into its frame. The car crashed through the guardrail, sacrificing the last of its momentum, then the front end dropped with a lurch as the cab bottomed out on the edge and ground to complete halt. 

For just a moment, Dodge thought the peril was past. The impact had tossed him alternately into the dash then up against the headliner and back again, but he had fared better than the driver. The man groggily raised his head, blood streaming from his brow, but was unable to move his lower extremities; the steering wheel had snapped off in his hands and a piece of it had driven through his abdomen to pin him to the seat. Yet, despite what surely had to be a mortal injury, the man remained inhumanly focused on keeping his passenger from escaping. A beefy hand stabbed out for Dodge's throat. 

Wincing, Dodge pulled back and the fingers closed only on the fabric of his jacket, still much too close for comfort. Dodge tried to wrestle free of the grip but there was nowhere to go; the door was jammed shut. Unable to get out of the front of the car, he shifted his weight planting a foot against the floor and tried to propel himself over the back of the seat. 

In the instant that he thrust down with his legs, Dodge got a glimpse of what lay beyond the front of the taxi—or rather, the nothingness beyond the shattered windshield. The Checker protruded from the breach in the guardrail of the Brooklyn Bridge more than a hundred feet above the turbulent storm tossed surface of the East River. Then, with a noise that sounded more like a rusty hinge than a harbinger of doom, the cab began to tilt forward.
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