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Summary:
  
Jack Sigler, Callsign: King, field leader for a black ops organization known as Endgame, is accustomed to feeling capable of handling most any situation. It is a confidence forged in the fires of battle against both monsters and madmen. But the introduction of Asya, a sister he never knew existed, and the kidnapping of his parents has him reeling. Using Endgame's resources, King and his "Chess Team" (Queen, Rook, Bishop and Knight) scour the planet for his parents, tracking a man known to the world as Alexander Diotrephes, but known to King by another name. The legendary Hercules is alive, well and plotting something beyond imagining—something that will affect two thousand years of history.
  
While the team is spread thin, an intruder walks past their secret headquarters' defenses, sits himself down in the director's chair and waits. When he's discovered by Endgame's coordinator, Tom Duncan, Callsign: Deep Blue, he's easy to identify—Richard Ridley, the team's oldest and most dangerous enemy, who is supposed to be dead.
  
But he isn't Ridley. He is a clone in search of his master, the real Ridley, who yet lives and is being held captive by the same man holding King's parents. Believing Ridley is the only one capable of stopping Alexander's plans, a temporary and tenuous alliance is formed, and Alexander's location is soon uncovered. The team, along with three clones, heads for a citadel buried beneath the ruins of ancient Carthage. Already in the area, King and Asya arrive first to find their parents and a staggering family secret that leads to the end of King's life as he knows it. The rest of the team arrives to find Richard Ridley free to act, an army of high-tech mercenaries bearing down on their location and evidence of their leader's demise.
  
King is dead. Long live King.
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THE STORY SO FAR
 
Richard Ridley was a megalomaniac with twin dreams: immortality and ultimate power. His multi-billion dollar genetics company, Manifold, was poised to give him both, when he discovered the historic resting place of the Lernaean Hydra—on the Nazca plains of Peru. Combining Hydra DNA with humans, Ridley hoped to create invincible regenerating soldiers and to gain his much-coveted eternity.
A crack squad of Delta operators, known as Chess Team—King, Queen, Bishop, Rook and Knight—orchestrated by the US President, defeated Ridley, his security forces and the unintentionally resurrected Hydra in a desperate battle. Along the way, the team had help from a mysterious man named Alexander Diotrephes—the legendary Hercules, alive, well and immortal. But in the chaos of the battle, Richard Ridley escaped.
A year later, nearly the entire population of the Siletz reservation in Oregon was exterminated. The only survivor, 13-year old Fiona Lane, the last living speaker of her native language, ended up in the custody of Jack Sigler, callsign: King, field leader of Chess Team.
The following year, King’s parents unexpectedly revealed they had led a secret life as former Russian spies. Then Richard Ridley returned, murdering the last living speakers of the world’s most ancient languages and deciphering the mother tongue—an ancient protolanguage, otherwise known as “the language of God,” which bestowed its user the ability to animate inanimate objects. With help from Alexander, Chess Team kept Fiona safe and defeated Ridley once again. But when the smoke had cleared, King’s parents were missing and presumed on the run back to Russia. Ridley was presumed dead, but had, in fact, become the prisoner of a man who had no qualms about torture.
Attempting to take some time off, King went repeatedly toe-to-toe and wits-to-wits with a criminal mastermind named Graham Brown, aka Brainstorm, and in their final battle, he stopped a black hole forming in the Louvre from destroying all of Paris. He fought side-by-side, once again, with Alexander. Unseen by King, Alexander pocketed a small round piece of rubble in the aftermath.
Meanwhile, in the Ukraine, Zelda Baker, callsign: Queen, discovered an old Manifold facility and faced off against Richard Ridley’s brother, Darius Ridley. In Norway, Stan Tremblay, callsign: Rook, took some unauthorized time off that led to him discovering a former Nazi laboratory. Erik Somers, callsign: Bishop, was horribly experimented upon by Ridley in their initial clash. Although cured, he still bears the emotional scars. Shin-dae Jung, callsign: Knight, faced the horror of the resurrected Hydra alone in the team’s first fight against Ridley. Hoping for some of his own down-time, he wound up facing another genetic monstrosity in an abandoned city in China. Also in the aftermath of the mother-tongue skirmish with Ridley, Tom Duncan stepped down from the US presidency to assume his Chess Team duties as callsign: Deep Blue, full time, running the team from a captured Manifold facility in New Hampshire, and rechristening the expanded Chess Team organization as Endgame.
Most recently, the team faced a world-wide threat of annihilation that resulted in a frantic battle in Norway and the capture of otherworldly technology capable of opening portals to different dimensions. Rook’s Russian ally, Asya Machtchenko, turned out to be King’s sibling—the result of his parents’ double lives in the mother country. Asya claimed their parents had been abducted, and she asked the team to help find them.
At the end of the fight in Norway, when the team returned to New Hampshire, a laptop containing the designs for the dimensional technology was mysteriously lifted from their headquarters, and a note was left behind explaining that Alexander needed the designs and that he was holding King’s parents hostage. King was warned to stay out of the way, but instead, he vowed to take the fight directly to the legendary immortal—and if necessary, to the death.
 



  
  
  
“Only when the clock stops, does time come to life.” 
~William Faulkner
 
  
 
“Time is a brisk wind, for each hour it brings something new...but who can understand and measure its sharp breath, its mystery and its design?” 
~Paracelsus
  
 
 
“Time is the most undefinable yet paradoxical of things; the past is gone, the future is not come, and the present becomes the past even while we attempt to define it, and, like the flash of lightning, at once exists and expires.” 
~Charles Caleb Colton
  
 



  
  
  
PROLOGUE
Rhodes, Greece, 226 BC
 
The rocky slope shuddered. Two isolated jolts. Then the ground really started to move. Acastus Vassos clutched the large white boulder he had been sitting on while eating his bread.
He enjoyed hiking up into the green hills each day to eat. The sound of his sandaled feet on stone were like music as he climbed the low rises. When he was high enough, he turned around and admired the bustling harbor laid out before him. He would eat, absorbing the view and the gusting breezes off the blue Aegean Sea. The thick air in town was often stagnant because of the buildings, the throngs of merchants and the unwashed sailors. But up on the hill, the air was fresh, and the temperature in the summer felt cooler on his skin.
Vassos had been climbing the rocky incline to his normal perch for years, but he had never seen the small white pebbles on the ground hop and jump as they did now. A devout man, he quickly reminded himself of the last time he had made devotions to the gods, at the temples near the Acropolis. The rumble grew louder and louder, until Vassos pulled his hands from the boulder—no longer afraid of falling down the hill—and slammed them against his ears to stop the now deafening thrumming and grinding noise. He began to shout to Zeus for mercy, as his body slid down off the white rock to the ground a few feet below. The soil bounced and juddered just as the boulder had done. The ground squirmed. A living thing.
Only when his eyes turned toward the view of the harbor, did he cease worrying for his own safety. What he saw in the distance made him forget about himself.
Rhodes was renowned throughout the world for its one major tourist attraction. Across the view of the town lay the busy harbor. At the end of two stone jetties, stood the Colossus. A giant bronze statue of the sun god Helios, over three hundred feet in height, the statue stood even taller on the pedestals below its feet. The bronze guardian stood astride the twin jetties, and all the world’s ship traffic passed below the arch of its legs.
Vassos’s father, Cletus, had watched the construction of the statue for the twelve years it took, and he would frequently tell the tale before his death of how architects and builders had scoffed at the notion of building a statue astride the entrance to the port. The bronze was too soft and would never support the weight of such a creature, they had said. But, as Cletus had explained to his son, the genius designer, a man named Chares, from nearby Lindos, had an idea. He used several long iron rods inside the structure in a crossing X pattern, pulling the upper left of the statue to the lower right, and vice versa. The crossing iron bars would also add support to the statue’s limbs and head. The result was a statue strong enough to stand with legs apart, even at its immense size.
Vassos had heard many stories of the assembling of the Colossus as a child. After the twelve years of its construction, peoples from leagues and leagues away would come to Rhodes to see its magnificence, as the sun glinted off the polished metal.
Vassos had known the statue all his life. It had stood at the entrance to the harbor for fifty-six years—twenty years more than Vassos had been alive. It was a comfortable friend, and like most of his fellow townspeople, he felt innate pride when he thought of the giant harbor sentry. It was, after all, a constant reminder that the people of Rhodes had thwarted the invasion forces of Antigones the One-Eyed.
The statue was a part of daily life for all of the Rhodian citizens now. But daily life had never included the ground shaking like a caught fish in its death throes. Now, as Vassos looked out over the town to the harbor, he beheld the strangest sight of his life: the Colossus was moving!
The buildings in the town swayed violently. Some collapsed. Boats were tossed over the waters like toys. Three fires erupted around the town. But the Colossus was what held Vassos’s gaze. One leg had broken loose from a pedestal, and the other had twisted. The loose leg swung out over the sea, then came back in to the jetty, where the other leg remained. It looked to Vassos like a soldier turning about 180 degrees. Where previously the visage of Helios had faced outward toward the sea, both a welcoming beacon for merchants and sailors, and also a reminder of the fortitude of Rhodes, now the statue faced the trembling city and the sloshing waters of the harbor.
Vassos’s mind was already in a panic, but what he saw next made his mouth fall open, and all reasonable thoughts shut down.
The Colossus took a step.
The long, gigantic bronze leg swept along the jetty toward the town, and the foot planted itself down. Then the left leg lifted up off its pedestal and slid up and ahead of the right. The statue looked for all the world like it was walking toward the city and the distant hill where Vassos gawked in horror.
The rumbling continued, and Vassos thought the ground might buckle and launch him into the sky. Then he saw the ground rupture in several spots along the hillside, gaping gouges in soil and rock. He suddenly worried less about flight and the Colossus, and more about being sucked down into the fiery bowels of Hades. He shut his eyes and squeezed them tightly, hoping the disorientation and nausea from the shaking world would go away.
Then it did. All at once, everything stopped.
His eyes snapped open. The rumble was gone. In the distance he could hear screams on the wind. The Colossus had moved even further toward the town, and now it faced out toward the West, its back to the town again, but it was leaning backward and looking up. Toward the sky.
Then Vassos understood. No.
It isn’t looking up.
It was falling over.
Vassos scrambled to his feet and watched as the giant statue fell backward, slamming into the city and crushing homes under its back and limbs. The impact sent up a fluttering wave of dust and debris. A second later came the thundering echo, like the crashing boom of Zeus’s own lightning, and a wind that pushed hard against Vassos’s skin.
When the breeze off the water finally cleared the dirt from the air, Vassos saw the statue’s torso had come loose from the legs. One arm snapped and rolled, crushing more small houses and buildings. The head had broken off and came to rest on its side. Helios’s once proud visage was now shamefully wounded.
Vassos stood shocked for just a moment as his mind took in everything his eyes were showing him. Then something in him snapped, and he understood the need of every able-bodied man to assist in the rescue of those that might have been injured. He ran down the rocky hillside, leaping wide dark ruts in the ground, where the world had been torn asunder. When he reached the congested city, the damage was far worse than he had expected. The quaking Earth had caused more death and destruction than the fall of the statue had, but Vassos knew it would be the statue’s collapse that people would remember—that, and its walking performance. He assisted struggling men and sweaty soldiers for hours, helping bleeding old women, children with broken bones, and even lost and frightened animals wandering aimlessly and scared in the marketplace.
When he finally made his way closer to the harbor and saw the fallen remains of the giant bronze statue, his heart was heavy. Crowds of onlookers simply stood and stared at the fallen idol, now that most of the injured had been tended to and the dead had been carried away. People spoke of the statue’s fall in hushed whispers. Vassos listened, but he quickly realized that very few of the onlookers had seen the statue walk, as he had.
He began to question his own sanity as the days went on and people talked of the devastating earthquake. He wisely kept his impression of the statue walking, as if of its own free will, to himself. Very few folks had been up in the hills to see the entire event as he had, so the stories of how the bronze giant had made it so far from its original stance astride the harbor varied wildly.
But Vassos knew the truth. The mighty image of Helios had walked. He felt certain of one other thing too, and on this point he was in agreement with all of Rhodes. They would rebuild the statue, and it would be mightier than before.
But Vassos and the rest were wrong.
 
 
The statue’s ruins would remain on the ground throughout Vassos’s lifetime and for hundreds of lifetimes more. Then, centuries later, a man came with almost one thousand camels, which he traded for the ruins. He had workers slice the ruins apart and load them on several boats over the course of many days. The Colossus of Rhodes left the island in pieces and was never seen again. Rumors abounded of what the man would do with the cut up statue. Some said it was melted down, the bronze refashioned into coins. Others said the swarthy man took the statue to a distant land and had it reassembled. Others still said it was rebuilt only to be toppled again. But the rumors and theories soon abated when the land was attacked once again by invaders—this time from the Arab world. People had other worries now.
The last evidence of the statue, its plaque, which the buyer had callously left behind, disappeared some time during the invasion. But its inscription was remembered in the words of poets and men of letters:
 
To you, o Sun, the people of Dorian Rhodes set up this bronze statue reaching to Olympus, when they had pacified the waves of war and crowned their city with the spoils taken from the enemy. Not only over the seas but also on land did they kindle the lovely torch of freedom and independence. For to the descendants of Herakles belongs dominion over sea and land.
  
 



  
  
  


 



  

  
  
ONE
Somewhere Deep Underground, 2013
 
The pain was everything.
Bound in darkness, the man’s confinement was absolute. If the man’s eyes were open or closed, he couldn’t tell. He perceived no visual difference between the two states. He longed to speak, to use the words, to free himself from the never-ending agony. But his tongue was swollen and dry in his mouth. The dry heat of the room confining him had long ago sucked all moisture from his flesh.
His body—a modern miracle of his own scientific genius—would keep him alive, struggling against the damage caused by incessant heat and dry air. He was given the most meager amount of water daily. It was really just enough to keep him alive. Without the genetic tinkering to his DNA, he would have died long ago.
His body was a marvel, but there was only so much it could do. He needed to use his voice to escape his present confinement, but that ability was denied to him. Each day when the small, slow stream of liquid dribbled into his open and waiting mouth, he quickly swished it around his swollen tongue, hoping to moisten his mouth enough that he might speak the words. But while his mouth and tongue could make the movements, the breath needed to vocalize the sounds never came to him. In the end, he would swallow the tiny portion of water, never feeling it hit his stomach, and the days would go on and on.
His last visit from his abusive captor had been, by his own reckoning, at least seven months ago. It was hard to keep track of the days, but he forced himself to do it anyway. Besides the daily struggle to speak, and his thoughts of the ways he would get revenge, maintaining a mental log of the days was the only thing to keep his mind off the pain.
His nervous system fired wave after wave of angry buzzing sensations into his brain, and the pain never stopped. He guessed he had not slept in close to a year—the pain was simply too much to endure. His mind could never rest enough to summon the elusive slumber.
Consciousness was both a blessing and a curse. At first, the agony was so much he thought he would lose his mind completely. But his body’s miraculous healing abilities helped to keep him on the edge of sanity. He wondered whether his captor would know that. He wondered a lot of things about his tormentor.
Despite the constant pain, the man was sometimes able to focus his thoughts with a tremendous effort of will, blocking out the stimuli, allowing him to think and plan. These sessions were of varying duration, although in the dark and deep underground, he was never quite sure of elapsed time on a minute by minute or hourly basis. The one thing he knew without question was that the duration would be short, and afterward the waves of unending suffering would return. The surge of pain, when his willpower was finally exhausted, would be overwhelming, and he would silently scream for what he imagined was the rest of the day.
The thing that was more maddening than his imprisonment and torment was the location his captor had chosen for confinement. He knew exactly where in the world he was. He even knew the room. He should after all—it belonged to him. He was trapped in the bowels of a facility he’d designed and paid for, with no way out.
Yet.
He knew that sooner or later, someone would come to free him. He had planned for this contingency. He would have been foolish to even contemplate immortality without having a plan for incarceration. How horrible to be confined eternally. As terrible as his anguish was, he knew it would be finite. He had left the entirety of his escape plan with four different individuals, upon whom he could count implicitly. They would secure his release.
Then, armed with the words, his regenerating DNA and his allies, he would be free to seek out the final prize he sought. The item was so close to his present location. Just minutes away. With that object in his grasp, he would exact his revenge on his tormentor and then on the world. No one and nothing would stop him. He would be immortal. Immune to harm. And with the fabled power the item he sought—invincible.
The pieces would be falling into place on the surface. The last of his wealth would have been accumulated. Forces would be gathering. Traps would be springing. His opponents would be closing in, and his allies would be ready. He would pit them all against one another, and when they thought they had the upper hand, he would move in for the kill. His secret weapon waited, hiding in plain sight. He had transmitted the necessary information to his general, and no doubt, the different installations around the globe belonging to his key adversary would have been eliminated by now.
Soon, his adversary and torturer would be alone, his hideous failed experiments destroyed, his resources used up and even the Chess Team would turn against him. With a little luck, Jack Sigler and the adversary would kill each other.
 


 
TWO 
Endgame Headquarters, New Hampshire
 
Jack Sigler was on his knees, in the worst pain of his life.
He had come up against a lot of opponents, and he had even faced unimaginable creatures and otherworldly threats, but the thing he hated the most was waiting. And worst of all was waiting for this. Right now, looking down at him as he held the small red velvet box aloft, Sara Fogg’s face was unreadable. And Sigler’s heart was breaking.
“I said, ‘Will you marry me?’ It’s generally a yes or no kind of question.” The broad smile that had been on his face the first time he’d uttered the question was slowly sliding off it now, like an indecisive snail. He could feel the smile. It had turned into a half-crazy leer as he forced it to remain on his face, while she looked down at him with no emotion showing on hers.
“Sara?”
“Jack, I… I… Stand up for a minute,” she gently took his hand and helped him to stand, but he twisted and sat on the bed instead. She sat down next to him, and gently placed her hand on his face, turning it to look at her. “You know I love you, Jack.”
“There’s a ‘but’ coming. So this is a ‘no?’” Sigler began.
“Hush. It’s not a ‘no’, silly,” Fogg smiled. “It’s just that it’s complicated. You know that. You have your life of danger, hunting terrorists and genetically engineered monstrosities, and I have my career with the CDC. We hardly see each other between your missions and my dealing with outbreaks in Africa and the jungles of Borneo. We catch up in hotel rooms around the world, or we spend a few blissful days here in your room in this bunker—with no windows even. And we’re trying to raise a fifteen year old girl somehow in the midst of all this madness.”
“I know,” Sigler sighed. “I know it’s not perfect. But these were never things I planned for. I had no idea Fiona would come into my life. I never pictured myself as a parent. I never expected I’d fall in love with a woman who thinks I can sing well, because to her she smells roses instead of hearing a dog howl.”
Fogg laughed and ran a finger through her dark hair. She had kept it short in the past, but she was growing it out now. The subject of her Sensory Processing Disorder had become a playful joke between them, when they had their few intimate moments.
“It actually smells like regurgitated orange peels, but I still love to see you do it—on those five or six times a year, when we actually get to shower together,” her smile faded. “This is what I’m talking about. How are we supposed to be married to each other with our lives like they are? Our regular jobs aside, you’re searching for your abducted parents, we’re all constantly dealing with security like at the White House—”
“Actually,” Sigler interrupted, “Endgame has better security than the White House…”
“I know, that’s not the point,” she stood and strode around the small room that served as Sigler’s personal quarters. “I can’t ask you to give up your life. Your work with Chess Team is too important. I get that, and so does Fiona. I could quit working for the CDC and just assist here, but even that isn’t an ideal life. How do we make marriage work, when we’re running for our lives from armed incursions and giant mutated spiders—”
“To be fair, there was just the one spider,” Sigler pointed out.
“You know what I mean. I love you. And your foster daughter loves you. We have, despite all odds, built a family in this crazy world of yours. You live in this top-secret base in New Hampshire, with constant danger both here and abroad. You’re hardly ever here. We cherish the days when we see you, but you and your sister are off on this hunt for a man who could be the historical Hercules, for God’s sake.” Fogg sat on the bed next to Sigler. She ran her fingers through his dark shaggy hair. “How exactly do you picture a marriage working?”
“Look Sara, I know it’s not the normal life. I want it to be different too. Asya and I need to tie up this Hercules thing. You know that. The rest of the team are starting to wonder if I’m ever coming back. But even when this thing is done, there will always be times when we’re apart for long stretches. It’s just the nature of our jobs. We already talked about why I can’t leave mine. I don’t want you to have to leave your work either. You’re good at it and you love it. What I wanted to do, was just cement our commitment to each other. There isn’t anything we can do about the practical stuff, but I wanted you to know how serious I am.”
Fogg leaned in and kissed him. When they parted, she looked up at him with tears glistening in her eyes, but no drops had yet fallen down her smooth cheeks. “I love you. You are a damn romantic fool, you know that? Yes, I’ll marry you. I have no idea how we’ll make it work, but yes.”
He smiled. “Really?”
“Really.”
 


 
THREE
Mountains North of Sonbong, North Korea
 
The view of the valley was a V shape, between two low green hills. The chemical weapons plant, a bland affair with slabs of rectilinear gray concrete and rolls of razor-wire fencing, stood in the middle of the valley. Several undernourished soldiers in bluish-gray uniforms walked glumly around the perimeter, but their patterns were lazy rather than random. Guard towers, like in a prison complex, occupied the four corners of the facility, but the men stationed in the towers were armed with old Soviet era AK-47 assault rifles, just like the men ambling around the perimeter. To the east, a small dirt road led back to the main tarmac and the town of Sonbong to the south.
From the hills, through the V, the facility looked like a target at the end of a long shooting gallery. The small grassy hillside held four oblong bushes, gray rocks and large tufts of brilliant green grass. When one of the bushes snickered, one of the others spoke.
“Rook, we’re supposed to be undercover here. What’s your problem?”
“Sorry, Queen,” Stan Tremblay, callsign: Rook said, shifting in his ghillie suit. Like the other members of Chess Team, he had once been a Delta Operator. That changed when the team became part of a black budget, ultra-secret organization known as Endgame. The ghillie suit, made of netting and artificial foliage, made the wearer appear to be a shrub—provided the wearer stayed still. The effect when Rook moved was as if the bush had taken on a life of its own and rolled over on the ground. “It’s hard to take these douchenozzles seriously. Plus, my ass is starting to ache.”
The first bush that had spoken, Rook’s teammate and current field leader, Zelda Baker, callsign: Queen, shifted as well. “They do seem pretty lazy, but the state of your ass is not my primary concern here.”
Another bush spoke. “My ass is so asleep it’s snoring.” The third bush was larger than the others. The man inside, Erik Somers, callsign: Bishop, was a huge mountain of a man, yet generally the most patient and least talkative of the team. “When are these guys gonna do something? We’ve been up here in the hide for a month, and they still have yet to send out or receive a shipment. By the time something happens, my muscles might have atrophied.”
“You too, Bishop? This is supposed to be deep cover. Quit breaking radio-silence, and stop moving.” The bush that was Queen, shook briefly toward the top, and Rook could tell Queen was shaking her head back and forth in disgust, the way she frequently did at his antics.
They each wore small tactical radios, so they could communicate remotely. They had earpieces and thin microphones that stuck to their throats with a gooey glue-like substance. But instead of relying on the radios, they were speaking out loud. If any North Korean soldiers had been in the vicinity, their position would have been given away. A softer voice spoke up now, from the receivers in their ears.
“At least you two still have asses. Mine fell off last week, and I’ve been looking for it ever since.” Shin-dae Jung, callsign: Knight, the team’s sniper, was in a different location, far closer to the weapons plant.
The bush that was Queen rolled over. “Sweet Jesus, is there no such thing as military bearing?”
Rook laughed, and his ghillie suit shook. Soon Bishop was snickering too. “Blue, seriously. What the hell? Why are we sitting here in the boonies? Either this place is or isn’t concocting chemical weapons. Either way, let’s blow it up and go home. Anything so I don’t have to listen to these clowns anymore.”
A softer, but more serious voice sounded through their earpieces.
“Sorry team. Gaining intel on this facility has been sketchy at best. Everything points to chemical weapons, but I’ve been reluctant to just send you in. Who knows what conditions are like in there. You might attack the place and wind up sucking in lungfuls of airborne weaponized anthrax. Or it could be a prison, and if you blow it up, you’d be killing hundreds of innocent civilians and protestors. Until we get some better intelligence, you’re gonna have to stay put. I can’t even offer you any satellite coverage on this one. North Koreans would go ballistic if they detected a satellite or a spy plane overhead. Best I can do is this remote communication. Their systems are not sophisticated enough to pick up our tactical radios, and even if they were, they’d never break the encryption.” Tom Duncan, callsign: Deep Blue, the team’s founder and handler, was back at their headquarters in New Hampshire. His voice was sympathetic, and none of the team would argue with the man. He was, after all, a former President of the United States.
“Maybe it’s time we shook things up then,” Queen said.
“What are you thinking, Queen?” Deep Blue’s voice sounded concerned on the radio.
“Knight, how close are you to the building?” Queen asked.
“Did you see that guard on the southeast tower spit just now?” came the reply in their earpieces.
“Seriously?” Queen asked.
“It landed on my leg.”
“Damn, Knight,” Rook chuckled, then sat up and pulled his ghillie suit mask off his head. He turned to Bishop’s location, only to find that Bishop had already removed his mask too. Over the last week, Knight had gotten more and more brazen with how close he crept to the building. He was now inside the lazy route the guards walked around the building, inching around as a bush that any of the guards should have noticed wasn’t there the previous week.
“See if you can make your way toward the windows on the eastern side and we’ll let you know when it’s clear so you can stand up and peek in,” Queen said, then she sat up and pulled her own mask off. “These damn things are stifling.”
“Risky, but understandable. Good call, Queen. I’ll check back with you in an hour. Deep Blue out.”
With masks off, the three team members in the hills were still camouflaged. Their faces were painted with forest swirls of green and black, and both Queen and Rook wore black and green polyester buffs on their heads to hide their blonde hair. Bishop, with his chestnut Iranian-American skin, left his shaved bald head exposed, although it was painted with the same camo as his face. Rook procured an energy bar and tore the packet open. He began to munch on it, small pieces of the bar lodging in his month of heavy beard growth, which had begun as a carefully sculpted goatee, but was now a mess of hair thick enough for small creatures to nest in it. Bishop began stretching his shoulders, moving in small movements. Although he was over six thousand feet from the occasionally watchful eyes of the plant’s guard towers, he knew that sudden or large movements might attract the human eye. He was camouflaged enough for the distance, even without the ghillie mask, but he wouldn’t tempt things with a big arm sweep. Queen lay down on the ground on her back, then flexed her neck sideways, procuring a loud pop as her cervical vertebrae realigned.
The three knew it would take Knight at least two hours to creep the thirty feet he needed to cover to get to the window on the east side of the building undetected. He was, after all, a shrub, to the eyes of the occasionally passing North Korean soldiers. He had to move in such tiny increments, that they would not even notice the movement, allowing the men time to adjust to the bush’s location in their subconscious, so they wouldn’t suddenly realize there shouldn’t be a shrub under the window, when suddenly there was.
Knight was always amused at how the human mind worked. He loved the small subtle visual tricks you could play on the mind. He recalled a TV show he had seen where a person would be stopped on the street for directions, and while the person was answering, two men would carry a large piece of furniture between the asker and the askee, obscuring the asker from view. During the brief moment, where the workers moved the furniture, the asker would step away and another person would step in to receive the directions once the sofa or whatever was past the scene. It was amazing that most people never noticed they were replying to a completely new person. As a sniper, Knight found many of these small lapses in human attention to his advantage. But even still, he knew it would take him some time to get to the window.
On the hill, Queen, Rook and Bishop sat silently, eating small vacuum-packed energy foods and drinking small sips of water from Camelbak water reservoirs hidden under their ghillie suits, the camouflage-painted drinking tubes secured to their shoulders, so a simple tilt of the head would allow them to grip the bite valves with their mouths. Despite the brief lapse in protocol, the three stayed silent for most of the hour, lost in their own thoughts. When the first hour had nearly elapsed, a shrill voice shattered the silence.
“Ma! Eolleun il-eona!” The voice was high-pitched and screechy. Queen, Rook and Bishop turned to look behind them on the hill and saw a small squad of five North Korean soldiers, each armed with a fully automatic North Korean produced Type-58 version of an AK-47 rifle. Most of those weapons were pointed at the team, although some shook, the hands holding them unsteady. The men looked no more than eighteen years old, but it was difficult for Queen to tell their ages.
The man that had spoken, yelled again. “Eolleun il-eona!”
“Party’s over,” Rook said, slowly raising his hands above his head.
Knight’s voice came over their earpieces. “He said ‘Stop’ and ‘Get on your feet.’ He sounds upset. I’d do what he says.” Knight was of South Korean ancestry. He was fluent in the South Korean language, and it was similar in some respects to the language here, even though he had remarked that the North Koreans had challenging accents.
Queen slowly stood and looked at the five young terrified soldiers. “Wonderful,” she said.
The man who had ordered them to stand began to shake violently with fear, the barrel of his rifle wavering and swerving, sweat running down his forehead. Then his rifle went off, sending a small burst of bullets at Queen.
 


 
FOUR
Endgame HQ, New Hampshire
 
Deep Blue stood up from his computer chair and stretched his lower back, twisting side to side, then he leaned forward and touched his toes. He took pride in the fact that he was probably the only former US President who could touch his toes. He was young for an ex-president, and he had stayed in good shape through those grueling years. Then he had been forced to play a more active role in the field with Chess Team, reminding him that while he was exceedingly fit, he was still getting on in years. Injuries that would have been mild during his days as an Army Ranger took far longer to heal now. After the last major catastrophe the previous year, where searing spheres of energy had devastated several global population centers, he decided to officially retire himself from the field.
Besides, people in DC were starting to ask him as Tom Duncan, former US President, if he would undertake some humanitarian missions. He was genuinely interested in some, but he had needed to turn them all down.. As far as the world knew, he was simply retired and reclusive. Following the lead started by Jimmy Carter, and later by Richard Nixon in 1985, he was hardly the first former President to refuse secret service protection post-presidency. His stock excuse was that he was enjoying his time fishing and resting after the stress of four years in the White House and several years before that in the capitol.
In truth, his work with Endgame took up all his time. He had formed the organization to combat extreme forms of terrorism, but it had ended up becoming a full-scale assault force for dealing with viral outbreaks, genocidal madmen, marauding cryptids, dimensional incursions and rampaging rock creatures.
Now, just finding time to exercise was a challenge. With the bulk of Chess Team in North Korea, King and Asya frequently coming and going while looking for their abducted parents, keeping his global eye on possible hotspots around the world and assisting and advising with some of the reconstruction after the energy-portal fiasco the previous year, Tom Duncan was exhausted.
It was nearly 10:30 at night, but with the time difference in Korea, Duncan knew he would be awake for several more hours. He looked around the empty computer room. Lewis Aleman, his right-hand man and computer guru, had turned in, and the other staff members had gone home or to their on-station quarters to get some sleep. With little happening for Chess Team in Asia, and with King and Asya at the base, the other support members really weren’t needed to keep tabs on things overnight. Plus, Duncan enjoyed working alone in the electronic womb of the command center.
The central computer room was kitted out with all the latest equipment he could get his hands on using the deep-black Pentagon budgets he had procured for the team before officially leaving office. Large flat-screen monitors lit up the walls, allowing him to keep an eye on the world from a multitude of satellites. He used surveillance cameras too numerous to count and too easily hacked. He even used video streams from field operatives equipped with hidden video cameras on their persons—both those they knew about and those they did not. In the intelligence game of the 21st century, it was all about the cameras.
Besides the large video screens, the room was filled with several workstations and ergonomic chairs. Air-conditioning systems even pumped in a slight scent of jasmine. In the corners of the room were several oxygenating peace lilies and philodendrons, whose vines stretched up to and across the ceiling. Both plants could exist off the artificial lighting in the room, with occasional bursts from solar simulator lamps. They helped to reduce the stress in the room visually, but they also pumped plenty of clean air into the space as well.
Duncan dropped down to the carpeted floor and performed twenty pushups. On the last repetition, he heard the door open.
“Seventy-eight…” he said.
When he looked up, Jack Sigler, callsign: King, was standing in the door with a goofy smile on his face.
“Yeah, right,” King said.
“Even we desk jockeys have to stay in shape, Jack.”
“You are the most in-shape desk jockey I’ve ever seen,” King said.
Duncan stood and walked over to the door. “What’s up?”
“Some good news for a change, Tom,” King rarely used Deep Blue’s first name, although Duncan had, on many occasions, encouraged him to do so, especially when they were alone. Duncan smiled expectantly. He had an idea what this might be.
“Sara and I are engaged,” King said, his grin growing to epic proportions.
Duncan beamed, then hugged King. “Congratulations! That’s fantastic! Does Fiona know yet?”
Fiona, King’s foster daughter, was attending a boarding school nearby at Brewster Academy, where she stayed along with three rotating Endgame bodyguards.
“No, it just happened an hour ago,” King said.
“You popped the question here at HQ? How romantic, Jack.” Duncan raised a disapproving eyebrow.
“I didn’t want to wait. Who knows when Asya and I will have to head out again on another false lead.” King frowned.
Duncan placed his hand gently on his friend’s shoulder. He knew that King was worried for the safety of his missing parents. The Siglers—no, the Machtchenkos, Duncan reminded himself. Their true name had been revealed once King had learned his parents were former Russian spies. They had been missing for several months now. Endgame assumed that Alexander Diotrephes, their former ally and now a possible enemy, held King’s parents. But they had found no proof, and had seen no sign of Peter and Lynn Machtchenko. Nor had they been able to find Alexander, a man better known as the historical Hercules, who, although immortal, was no bastard child of Zeus. For months, King and his sister Asya had been following every lead, but they kept coming up empty.
“You’ll find them. I know you will,” Duncan said. Then, trying to bring the conversation back to the upbeat, he asked, “So when is the happy date?”
King looked up and grinned again.
“Actually, we—”
“I have hit ‘Herculean Society’ Jackpot!” Asya interrupted. She burst into the room, a living projectile fired from the hallway beyond. She was small and lithe, with long dark hair. Stunning to look at, but often deadly serious. She moved to a computer station and brought up an e-mail account.
Initially given the callsign: Hammer, by Queen, as both a nod to the woman’s Soviet heritage and standing her own in a knock-down drag-out fight with Queen when the women first met in Norway, Asya’s callsign was later changed by Deep Blue to a permanent Pawn status. Far from an insulting callsign, the designation was used for temporary team members in the field, but in this instance, it was an honor for Asya—a woman with only basic Russian infantry training—to be included as a long-term member of Chess Team, which was comprised of former Delta soldiers. Asya had made no complaints about the new callsign.
Now the small woman brought up a digital image of a building. “It is here,” she said.
“What are we looking at?” Deep Blue asked. The photo showed the front of a European building with Roman style columns. A statue stood in front. In the foreground was a plaza full of umbrella-covered tables. It could have been any of a number of similar plazas all over Europe, where tourists and locals alike drank beer, ate pizza and ogled passing strangers.
King leaned closer to the image, and brushed his hand through his shaggy dark hair. “Looks like a library.”
Asya turned to the men. “It is. National Library of Malta, in Valletta.”
The woman turned back to the computer and brought up a second digital image. This one showed a drawing of the building, before the installation of the statue in front of it.
“1812. The library was moved to this building from a different location. Notice the circular arch in front of the entrance.”
Both men had. A huge stone circular arch had been erected before the columns, making the two inner columns on either side of the door form the stylized letter H of the Herculean Society, a group of secretive people dedicated to helping Alexander Diotrephes hide certain historical truths and artifacts. King and Pawn had been searching for Society facilities for months, often finding empty office spaces, and in two instances discovering just recently vacated premises. They seemed to always be two steps behind, in their search for Alexander.
Pawn turned to the men and smiled widely. On the normally dour woman’s face, the smile held a sinister look. “The arch was taken down after just two years. This was only image I could find with it. Queen Victoria statue was placed in the exact same location in 1891, covering up any evidence that the arch had ever even been there. If the Society people are not in the library…” She let the thought hang in the air.
“They might be under it,” King finished for her. “Let’s go.” King turned and strode out of the room. Deep Blue watched him go. As Pawn neared the door, following her brother, he called out to her.
“Asya.”
The woman turned.
“Take care of him. And get him to tell you the good news.”
The woman nodded, then hurried after King. Duncan could hear her Russian-accented voice in the hallway as she asked, “What is good news? Blue says you have some.”
Duncan smiled. He hoped the lead in Malta would finally go somewhere. Then he turned back to the ergo chair he liked best, a swiveling thing that resembled a dental patient chair, with a split keyboard on either side, touch screen controllers that swung in front of the user and comfortable memory foam seating from head to toe.
He activated his radio for the Chess Team members in North Korea and immediately heard rapid gunfire. His good mood was crushed as his heart began to race.
 


 
FIVE
North Korea
 
“You little shit!”
Queen looked down at her left hip and saw her blood starting to soak through the artificial fabric of the ghillie suit. She looked back up incredulously at the shaking North Korean soldier. “You fucking shot me.”
The wound was shallow—just a nick for Queen, who had taken far worse injuries, but the fact that the soldier had unintentionally loosed six rounds in her direction, made her furious. Most of the bullets had gone into the soil around her, but the one had creased her hip.
The soldiers were shouting at each other now in a heated argument, and Queen quickly determined that no one was in charge. She could probably kill all five with only her hands before they got off another shot, but amateurs were often unpredictable. It made them dangerous. So she hesitated. Plus, she knew Rook had something special in store for them.
Instead of moving toward the men, she took a step backward.
The men ceased arguing and they all trained their weapons more carefully at her. Behind her, she could hear Bishop breathing slowly and regularly.
“Geulaeseo?” she asked in Korean, based on Knight’s radio advice. So? What now?
“Son deul-eo!” the soldier that shot her screamed.
“Hands up,” Knight translated in her ear.
Queen squinted at the man.
“Quee-eeen,” Rook implored her from behind.
“SON DEUL-EO!”
Queen spat on the ground and stared at the man.
“Bil-eo meog-eul!” the man shouted and stepped forward. As he did so, his ankle pushed against a cleverly concealed tripwire Rook had placed, attached to a modified trigger device. The ground in front of the soldier exploded upward with an ear-shattering boom, the C4 explosive in the M18A1 Claymore mine spraying one-eighth inch diameter steel balls directionally through all five North Korean soldiers, effectively turning the young men into little more than perforated meat bags. The five soldiers were dead as their shattered remains collapsed on the grassy hillside with wet thumps. Queen and the others, on the far side of the device, were blown backward by the blast’s pressure wave. They were spared from the hail of projectiles because they launched in just one direction—toward the enemy. 
“Queen, what’s going on?” Deep Blue’s voice came over the radio.
“Communication difficulties. These guys can’t read English.” Queen stood and brushed dirt off her face.
“Explain,” Deep Blue’s voice came back, frustrated.
“Three little words…” Queen began.
Rook chuckled, thinking of the words stamped on the front casing of the Claymore. “Front toward enemy.”
“Target confirmed,” Knight’s voice came over the radio.
“You have visual?” Deep Blue asked, before Queen could do the same.
“Affirmative,” Knight said. “I’m bugging out while everyone is distracted by the blast and heading for you guys.”
Queen turned to Bishop. “Light it up.”
Bishop stepped over to the fourth bush on the hill. A camouflage net, similar to his own ghillie suit, covered the ground, forming the artificial bush. He pulled it back, revealing an AGS-40 Balkan automatic grenade launcher. For this mission, the team had been equipped with primarily Russian armaments, with the exception of Rook’s mines. Each member of the team had SR-3 Vikhr machine guns, but Bishop had decided to bring a little something extra. The Balkan was a tripod-mounted beast that looked like a forward slung cannon, with a giant green side drum that held a chain of caseless 40 mm grenades. He opened fire now on the facility down in the valley. The launcher had a maximum effective range of over 8000 feet, and he was well within that distance.
“Better run, Knight,” Bishop said calmly. With each pull of the trigger, another grenade was fired down the valley, creating a deep plunk noise. The weapon had a firing rate of 400 rounds a minute, but Bishop was shooting leisurely, targeting the guard towers first, then the center of the concrete building. Plumes of orange flame and thick black smoke erupted from the chemical weapons factory, as grenade after grenade exploded in the distance. Soon it was impossible to even see the former facility through all the smoke.
When they heard weapons fire down the slope in front of them, Rook sprayed down the hill with his Vikhr. The few soldiers down the slope ran in all directions without focus, as soon as they realized they were under fire. Then Bishop angled the Balkan down the hill at them, and sent off a few rounds for good measure. He watched as four of the ill-trained soldiers went airborne, grenades detonating all around them, ending lives in an eruption of fire and soil.
“I almost feel sorry for them,” Bishop said.
Queen stepped up next to him, firing down the hill with single shots, eliminating anything that moved. “Fuck ‘em. Play with chemical weapons, you get burned.”
Rook stopped firing, sensing the battle was pretty much done. They would need to hustle a few miles to the south and get to the sea, before reinforcements were called to the area. “I think their real mistake was shooting at you. Must be one of the quickest ways to get dead.”
“Aww, hon, you know how to flatter a girl,” Queen said with a grin.
“You know it,” Rook said and turned to help Bishop pack up the Balkan and their supplies.
“Knight, where are you?” Queen asked.
“I’m already on the other side of you guys. I’ll try to provide cover as you make for the boat.”
“Copy that. We’re moving.” With that, Queen turned and began to run for the shore. Rook hefted a supply pack and followed her. Bishop collapsed the tripod, and lifted the still warm barrel of the Balkan over his shoulder, then followed them at a jog.
“Queen, the jet will be providing your distraction in twenty minutes. You better hustle.” Deep Blue was referring to a stolen Chinese jet they had acquired that would be firing rockets five miles east of them. With the chemical weapons facility so close to the Chinese border, the plan had always been to implicate the Chinese in the attack, and to focus the North Korean forces toward the border, while the team slipped out to sea on a Zodiac inflatable, to rendezvous with their submarine they’d dubbed the Kraken. Once safely out in international waters, the sub would surface and the team would be collected with a vertical take off and landing (VTOL) troop transport, the team had rechristened Crescent II. The plane would take them back to New Hampshire at supersonic speeds, while the submarine would move on to the next hotspot.
“Copy. Twenty minutes.” As she said it, a small group of soldiers came up over the rise in front of her. “Better make that twenty-five.”
 


 
SIX
Luqa Airport, Malta
 
King stretched his lower back as he stood in the immigration line next to his sister. He was still getting used to the idea after all these months that he had another sister. He had grown up with his American sister, Julie, who had joined the service and died in a plane crash. But after he discovered that his parents had led double lives as Russian spies, he had met Asya, a sister he never knew. She had been raised in Russia, but had been aware of him.
His emotions were mixed about Asya. She was wonderful, and he was learning to love her as a sister, but she also brought up painful memories for him over the death of Julie, and the betrayal he felt over his parents’ deception. Each time he thought he had learned all there was to know about Peter and Lynn Machtchenko, the more they felt like strangers. But through all his feelings of hurt over their keeping secrets from him, his thoughts quickly came back to the fact that they were being held by Alexander Diotrephes. The circular train of thoughts, from Asya to Julie, to their parents, and back to Alexander, made it easy for King to keep his mind off his bizarre family tree and on business. Asya, with equal parts determination and typical Russian stoicism, seemed fine with that nature to their relationship. She had been thrilled when he had told her of his engagement to Sara, but within minutes, she was back to business, discussing this latest lead with him.
After a Maltese official in uniform, who looked no older than seventeen, stamped their passports, King turned to Asya and handed her a thick wad of US hundred dollar bills. “Why don’t you get us some Euros, and I’ll go talk to the guy at the information desk.”
She took the money without a word and strode over to an HSBC bank counter.
King walked toward the front of the airport arrivals area. He had no baggage to collect, just the small carry-on North Face duffel bag he carried. Near the front of the hall, he found the circular information counter, with one man seated behind it. The man had a square jaw and a hard look to him. King pegged the man as British immediately, even before he spoke.
“Can I help you, sir?”
King approached the counter. No other passengers were in the area, most still back collecting their bags from the conveyor-belt carousels.
“I was wondering if you could tell me how many tourists Malta gets in a year,” King said with a grin.
“One point two million a year,” the man replied immediately.
“I was hoping for something closer to five,” King replied, sounding disappointed.
The man stood and slid a small cardboard box across the counter toward King, on top of which he placed a tourist map. As he pointed to the map, he said, “I think you’ll find nine is a better number.”
King thanked the man, took the box and the map, and turned to walk toward Asya, who was just returning from the exchange counter.
“I have money,” she told him.
“I have something better. Let’s go get a car.”
They quickly arranged for a rental car, dissuading the attendant of his notion that they would need a driver. Once they reached the privacy of their rental car, King opened the box, and removed two MP-443 Grach pistols. He recognized these as the modern Russian 9mm sidearm. They were more commonly called Yarygins. He handed one to Asya, and she quickly chambered a round from the seventeen in the magazine. He did the same. Then he chuckled.
“What is funny?” Asya asked him.
“You know this weapon?”
“Yes, Pistolet Yarygina. Why is this funny?”
“Also called a Grach. Or Rook. It’s Deep Blue’s way of making a joke about how we are on this wild goose chase for our parents and not out helping the team.” He started the engine of the gray Mercedes sedan. The car barely made a noise.
“Blue is…a complicated man.” Asya turned away from him slightly as she spoke, but King saw her cheeks flush. Realization dawned on him.
“Oh my God, you have the hots for him,” he laughed.
“I do not have hots,” she said, still facing the window.
King laughed harder as he brought the sedan out into traffic on the main road, passing a McDonald’s. They would need to drive about five miles to get across the main island of Malta, to reach the capital, Valletta. He opened the windows on both sides of the car, letting the warm Mediterranean air wash over them. He was looking forward to getting to the coast, so he could see the brilliant blue hues of the sea, which had looked so stunning from the air.
The traffic was thick, but they made it to Valletta in good time. After a twenty minute search, King found a place to park the car. They walked along Republic Street to the plaza in front of the library, which was packed with tourists having lunch at the many umbrella-shaded tables. King wore his signature outfit: jeans and a simple black t-shirt with the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll, showing his back to the audience, and holding a microphone in his hand. King guessed he now had close to a hundred different Elvis t-shirts. It was the only thing he collected, besides scars. Tucked under the shirt, in the waistband of his jeans, he carried the Yarygin.
Asya walked next to him, her long dark hair up in a ponytail. She wore a light blue blouse and a tight black pair of jeans. King didn’t know where she carried her gun, but he knew she had it on her somewhere. Maybe in the small purse-like backpack she wore.
The white umbrellas over the tables all read Café Cordina on the flaps, and the chairs were a strange mix of plastic patio furniture and woven wicker backs. A long aisle had been left down the center of the plaza, leading to the statue of Queen Victoria in front of the library’s doors. Currently, the statue’s head was mobbed with about five white and gray pigeons, all jostling each other for the best perch on the Queen’s noggin. Above it all, high on the roof of the library building, the Maltese red and white flag flapped loudly against its flag pole.
Above the doorframe, the word BIBLIOTHECA was carved and inlaid with gold. King also noted a ridiculous number of CCTV cameras clustered over the arch, but most pointed outward toward the crowd in the plaza.
“Ten cameras is excessive,” Asya stated, and once again, King was startled to find how similar he was to this woman that had grown up on the other side of the world from him.
They passed through the stone columns and in through the library’s main entrance. King’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the lower light. The floor was a zigzagging pattern of green and white marble. He spotted what he was looking for as soon as he entered the room.
Asya looked at the long tables and the walls lined with wooden bookshelves. The main chamber was a huge rectangular room, running to their left and right, the length of the building. Although several windows allowed light to pour into the space, he and Asya both had pink spots in their vision from having been outside in the brighter sunshine.
“Where should we begin?” Asya asked.
King pointed down to the floor, just inside the door, where the green and white marble had been laid in the H symbol of the Herculean Society. 


“I’m going to say we should look for stairs to a basement.”
 


  
SEVEN
Endgame Headquarters, New Hampshire
 
Tom Duncan stood by the open hangar door, as he always did when the team returned from a mission. He would be present to greet them unless there was a dire situation somewhere that required him to be in operations, where his computers and a connection to the world waited for him. He knew that King and Asya would have only just touched down in Malta, so as the morning sun streamed in the massive hangar door, he smiled warmly for the returning field team.
They came roaring up in a black Land Rover, driven by the team’s new head of security, Quinton Saunders. Saunders was yet another steal from the 10th Mountain group at Fort Drum. Duncan had sent the man to collect the team from Laconia airport, where their transport plane would slip in and then be hidden away in a private hangar. Although the vehicle had VTOL capabilities, there was nowhere near the Endgame Headquarters, which was built in sections under several mountains, to keep the plane. The hangar in which Duncan stood normally housed two Black Hawk helicopters—both of which were being upgraded at Fort Devens, down in Massachusetts.
Rook was the first to emerge from the vehicle, and Duncan was surprised to see the month-long growth of blonde beard on the man’s face. Combined with Rook’s bulk, the overall effect made him look like a wild mountain man.
“Rook, good to see you. If that really is you past all that hair,” Duncan said.
“It’s coming off today. I’ll be glad to have a proper shave.”
Bishop, Queen, Knight and Saunders, the new callsign: White Zero, all stepped out of the vehicle, and onto the concrete floor of the wide hangar.
“You could have shaved in the field, like I did,” Bishop said.
“I’m just wondering how come we never saw Knight shave,” Rook replied.
“I’m Korean. Our hair is trained to grow only where we want it to.” Knight smiled, then headed off toward the far end of the hangar.
“Queen, anything you want to tell me?” Duncan asked.
“We were lucky. A small patrol stumbled up on us, just as Knight was moving in to take his look. He’ll tell you all about the interior from the look he got, but the intel was righteous. Bishop took it down, and we got the hell out of there. Better intel would have made a month-long stakeout an afternoon takedown.” She shook her blonde hair out of a ponytail, and a long swath of it fell across the branded scar she bore on her forehead, covering it.
“Sorry about that. Sometimes we have to go on what we have. I’m glad it turned out alright.” Duncan replied. He put his hand on her shoulder. “You were wounded?”
“A scratch,” Queen dismissed it. “How are the North Koreans taking it?”
They turned to walk toward the far end of the hangar as they talked. Bishop and Rook had gone on ahead, and Saunders had taken the Rover back out to handle another matter.
“As you might expect. Saber-rattling at both China and Russia, because they don’t know who did it. They’ll turn their venom on us by tomorrow, whether they have any inkling it was us or not. They always do. They’ll threaten to nuke us, and the UN will level more sanctions at them, and it’ll blow over. But there will be one less chemical plant in their hands.”
“And how long will it take them to build another one?”
Duncan sighed. “Estimates are one month.”
“That’s not a good ratio. One month to take them down and one month to build them?”
“I know. Some days I feel like we need ten Chess Teams.”
A shrill alarm rang out throughout the base, with a red light circulating on the hangar ceiling. The steel door to the hangar began to close on its hydraulic pumps. Five soldiers wearing woodland-camouflage battle dress uniforms (BDUs) raced past Duncan and Queen toward the guard shack on the side of the main hangar door.
“What’s this now?” Queen asked.
Duncan touched a Bluetooth earpiece. “White Zero, what’s going down?”
“Sir, we have footage of three intruders on the perimeter of the base. Just down the road from Central. We’re looking for them now. Teams are reporting in from Labs and the Dock, but it looks like it was just the three guys.” White Zero sounded out of breath.
The base was a sprawling underground affair in three sections. On a map, the three main sections of the facility formed a capital letter A. High speed trains, hidden underground, connected each section of the appropriated base. This section was designated Central, and it contained the hangar, the computer rooms and surveillance equipment that Duncan would use to orchestrate Chess Team field operations and a variety of smaller labs and offices. Central sat at the top point of the letter A. The lower left of the A was a section designated Labs, because it mostly contained those. That was the section of the base the team had first encountered when the whole base belonged to the megalomaniac Richard Ridley. Finally, the lower right leg of the A-shape was the Dock, because the team kept a captured submarine there—the same Russian Typhoon class the team had used to escape North Korea. The sub reached the New Hampshire sea coast through a series of massive natural flooded tunnels and caverns.
The base had initially caused Duncan no end of headaches, because he first needed to get the Army to help clear it of chemical and biological weapons. After Chess Team had begun to move in, they had fought off an incursion of hostile forces and mutated creatures, while Duncan had been trapped inside and his security forces had been trapped outside. Since then, he had been continually beefing up security. Now three men had just sauntered up to the front door of his top-secret base. Duncan wasn’t happy.
Queen reached over to a nearby desk and picked up a radio earpiece. She placed it in her ear and listened in on the conversation.
“Zero, who are these guys?” Duncan asked, irritation creeping into his voice.
“No idea, sir,” came the reply. “But, they looked pretty weird.”
“Define weird.” Deep Blue was racing for the main computer operations room, and Queen was at his side, her firearm out. Once in his chair, Deep Blue could use the vast security systems as his disposal to find the intruders faster than White Zero could on foot.
“They look the same. Three guys in white business suits,” came White Zero’s reply.
Queen and Duncan exchanged glances as they reached the door to the central computer lab.
“They all have bald heads too. In the footage I’m seeing, they look like triplets.” White Zero’s voice sounded confused.
Deep Blue opened the door and then stopped dead. The room was mostly dark, but the lights had been on when he left. Queen read his body language and had her pistol up in front of her. She stepped in front of Deep Blue, motioning for him to remain shielded at the side of the doorway. Unarmed, he complied.
Queen began to enter the mostly darkened room. There was one recessed light in the ceiling, dimly lit, and shining down on the central computer chair in the room. A tall man with a bald head sat in the chair. He wore a fine white linen suit, and a huge shit-eating grin on his face.
“Richard Ridley,” Queen said, her gun trained on the maniac’s face.
“Not quite who you were expecting, eh, Ms. Baker?” The man’s grin grew wider. Two men stepped out of the shadows behind the chair to stand on either side of Ridley. Each man looked exactly like the other.
They were all the same man.
They were all Richard Ridley.
 


 
EIGHT
Valletta, Malta
 
King was ready to give up. The dreary basement of the library held several hundred cardboard boxes of books, and rows and rows of dusty metal shelving. He felt like he was looking through a haystack and wasn’t even sure he was after a needle.
“There must be something,” Asya said. He could tell she was losing her patience too.
They had been in the basement for over an hour, looking at the boxes, the walls, the ceiling and the floor, for any sign that the Herculean Society had been here, or that they had at least stored something here. But short of going through all the boxes, King had no idea what his next move was.
“Should we open boxes? That assistant librarian might be back at any moment. If she’s looking for something further from the stairs next time, we will have nowhere to hide.” As usual, Asya was thinking what he was thinking.
“It won’t be in the boxes. It’ll be something more secretive, and it’ll probably be marked in some way, like the floor upstairs—” King stopped and he squinted, thinking hard about the layout of the building, as he had viewed it since he entered.
“You only squinch your nose like that when you have idea,” Asya told him.
King turned to her and smiled. “Squinch?”
“I am trying to sound more American.”
“Let’s go back upstairs. I might have an idea.”
Asya followed King up a spiral metal staircase to the main lobby of the library. They slipped quietly through the door and wandered back into the larger part of the hall, as casually as if they were just returning from the restroom.
King scanned the long hall, then turned his eyes up to the second story balcony that ran around the entire room. There were more shelves up there, and several small windows that let golden sunlight stream into the echoing chamber. Asya watched him look, then turned her own eyes up. She pointed to the spot on the balcony directly above the front door—and above the Herculean Society symbol on the floor.
“Was up, not down,” she said.
“Yep. Up,” King moved to another circular staircase. This one was in the corner of the large hall, and the ironwork along the railing was far more ornate than on the stairs to the basement, with small sections painted in gold leaf.
At the top, they navigated past the occasional book browser, along the carpeted floor of the balcony to the spot above the main hall’s doors. King glanced around the space. It was a small reading nook with a chair and a low table. Nothing fancy. He leaned over the balcony’s rail and looked down at the H on the floor below. Then he looked both ways along the balcony. No one was on this side of the second floor. He quickly turned and started searching every inch of the wall behind him, sliding the chair aside, and looking behind the table. Asya casually leaned on the rail watching him. Finally he stood straight and faced the wall, scratching his head.
“I don’t see it,” King said.
Standing slightly behind him, close to the rail, Asya swept her hand up and smacked King in the back of his head. He whipped around and looked at her, more in irritation than pain.
“Use your eyes,” she said. Then she pointed her thumb over her shoulder. “That way.”
King looked across the space to the railing on the other side of the library’s second floor. An identical reading nook mirrored the one in which he stood, with one major difference. On the far wall, behind the chair, and at head level for anyone standing in King’s position, was yet another small stylized H symbol, this time carved into the wooden surface of the wall molding.
King mentally kicked himself. He had stood here first and looked down at the symbol on the floor, and looked sideways down both lengths of the balcony, but he hadn’t bothered to look across the beautiful library and seen what was right in front of him.
“I’m starting to be glad we didn’t grow up together,” he grumbled, then started to walk the perimeter of the balcony.
Asya chuckled softly and walked after him. Once on the other side, the first thing King did was look back at the first nook—just in case. Then he zeroed in on the wooden molding on the wall. There was a nearly imperceptible groove around the circular part of the symbol. King grasped the uprights of the stylized H with his fingers and twisted. The entire symbol slid clockwise with a smooth wood against wood scuffing noise. King glanced down the balcony and saw only one other patron on the second floor with them.
“Go,” Asya said.
King twisted the H the remainder of the distance until he had spun the symbol a full 180 degrees. A soft thunk sounded, and the wooden wall swung back on invisible hinges, revealing a tiny door in the wall behind the chair. Asya slid the chair aside, and King stepped up to the door. It was just slightly more than a foot in width, and only about four feet tall. He had to put his head in first, and then slip in sideways.
Once inside, he was in complete darkness. He reached back on the inner wall behind him as Asya slipped into the doorway, pulling the chair back to its original position as she came. King’s fingers brushed across a plastic panel, and he flicked the light switch. A long row of ceiling-mounted fluorescent bulbs illuminated the room. It was a narrow brick passageway, the walls having long ago been painted a shade of white, but the paint was peeling and crumbling now. Asya pulled the door nearly to the closed position and examined the rear of it for a similar handle. She found an identical one in wooden trim that had been painted the same shade of off-white as the corridor, but the handle was smudged from years of dirty fingers. They wouldn’t be locked in. Asya pushed the door gently until it clicked in place.
King pulled his Yarygin and walked cautiously to the end of the tunnel. He noticed the floor declined a bit, but certainly not enough to take them to ground level. Along the way, he checked every inch of the ceiling, wary of traps. Although Alexander and his Herculean Society specialized in protecting—and in some cases obscuring—antiquity, he knew the man was not above using cutting edge technology to do so. King was expecting security traps or, at the very least, CCTV cameras. Instead, he found only the painted brick tunnel.
After about seventy feet, the tunnel ended at a T-intersection. King checked for cameras. Still surprised to find none, he looked in both directions. Fluorescents ran the length of the cross tunnel. At one end was what appeared to be a small room with dark gray metal file cabinets. The other end of the tunnel was in darkness. King looked into the gloom for a long moment.
Then he turned and walked toward the room with the file cabinets. Asya followed, checking behind her as she walked, her own Yarygin in hand.
The room was ten foot square, and as with the tunnel, King found no sign of cameras. The floor was rough, unfinished concrete. The room had no furniture, only seven large black file cabinets. At a quick glance, King could tell they were all unlocked.
“Why is there no security?” Asya asked.
“Uh-huh,” King said, moving toward the cabinet in the middle of the room.
“Why that one?”
“Gotta start somewhere. M. Roughly in the middle of the alphabet.” King smiled at her. “Figured I’d see what he had on Manifold. Be ready for shit to go haywire.”
King grasped the handle of the top drawer and gently pulled, just a half an inch. He checked for tripwires inside the drawer, but he found only hanging green folders. He pulled the drawer out further and saw that the files were all for names starting with the letter L. He didn’t recognize most of the names. The few he did recognize seemed innocuous: Labor Smart, Inc., Labwire, Lepenica, Lico. He slid the drawer closed and repeated the safety check on the next drawer. It was the M drawer. Close to the front, he found what he was looking for. Manifold Genetics.
He pulled the thick folder out and laid it gently on top of the cabinet. He soon saw the documents weren’t going to be much use to him. Most of the text was in Greek. What little was in English, was mostly what he knew already. Manifold Genetics was a biotech and genetic engineering firm, owned by the madman Richard Ridley. King and Chess Team had gone against the company and stopped them when they had discovered the head of the Lernaean Hydra buried in the sands of Nazca, Peru. Ridley had been cooking up designer soldiers, and Chess Team had put an end to it, appropriating one of Ridley’s labs in New Hampshire, and destroying two more in South America and on an island in the Atlantic. The file had US news clippings from the attack on Fort Bragg, when Ridley had reared his head again. But with Alexander’s help that time, Ridley had been shut down.
There were what appeared to be telephone transcripts—but in Greek—and photocopies of ownership documents, scientific formulas and all manner of material that King suspected would have been incredibly useful for the team when they had needed to stop Ridley. The intelligence would be invaluable, once they got it all translated. He was about to close the file and slip it into his shirt when the corner of a map slid out from under the stack of documents. King pinched the tip of it with his fingers and slid it out. The map showed the world, with five locations marked in black Greek letters. Although King wasn’t fluent in Greek, he and the rest of Chess Team had all spent the last few years studying up on ancient mythology, archeology, history and ancient languages. He was familiar with the Greek alphabet, even though he couldn’t read full words. And in this case, the meaning of these letters was obvious. In New Hampshire, the Greek letter Alpha denoted the former Manifold installation that Endgame now called their headquarters. In South America, King saw the letter Beta was crossed out with a circle and a slash mark in red permanent pen. Gamma, on Tristan da Cunha in the Atlantic Ocean was likewise marked as finished. In the Ukraine, King saw the letter for Delta was also crossed out.
King tapped it with his finger and said, “Queen dealt with this facility when she was looking for Rook.”
“And this one?” Asya asked, pointing to the fifth black Greek letter.
It was the symbol for Omega, and over the top of it, the person with the red pen had drawn the Herculean Society symbol. Under that, the word Carthage had been written in a smooth cursive script.
King heard a low guttural growl coming from the corridor behind them, in the dark.
“That’s where we’re going if we get out of here alive.”
A second growl came out of the dark at the end of the tunnel, and then the fluorescent bulbs at the far end went out. Then the next set went dark. King and Asya moved to either side of the open doorway, their weapons trained on the end of the tunnel as the darkness advanced toward them.
 


 
NINE
Endgame Headquarters, New Hampshire
 
“Clones,” Queen said with disgust.
She stood in the room, with three perfectly identical copies of Richard Ridley seated before her. The original Ridley was a robustly tall man, with a gleaming bald head and a menacing smile. She recalled the man’s likeness. As she looked at the three seated men, she could detect nothing to indicate she wasn’t looking at three of him. They were perfect replicas of Ridley in every way.
The three men sat in metal chairs that had been hastily bolted to the floor. Their hands were cuffed to the backs of the chairs with industrial-strength plastic zip ties and metal handcuffs. Bishop, Knight and Rook stood behind Queen, each armed and suited up for battle, their weapons trained on the triplets. To the side of the room, another five armed Endgame soldiers, wearing battle armor, held M-16s trained on the seated duplicates.
“We prefer ‘divinely created persons,’ actually,” said the Ridley seated in the middle. “My name is Seth.”
“I’d prefer to put my boot up your—” Rook spoke up.
“Rook,” an electronically modulated voice came over the black speakers tucked up into the corners of the interrogation room. “That’s no way to treat our guests.”
Seth smiled. “Ah, the mysterious Deep Blue, at last. Or maybe I should be calling you the Man of the—well, no, you’re not the Man of the Hour anymore. What do they call former presidents, Mr. Duncan?”
“Not sure what you’re talking about. You can call me Deep Blue for now,” came the electronic response.
Queen was stunned. Blue’s identity as former President of the United States, Tom Duncan, was a closely guarded secret, and on the few times the man had appeared in public as Deep Blue, he had worn a tactical battle suit with a helmet and a tinted faceplate. He had been out of sight in the hallway when they had discovered the Ridleys in Ops, and Blue’s own checks of the computer system had revealed that although they had entered the room, they had not accessed any of the cameras in the base. There was no way they could have seen Deep Blue’s face. The fact that Ridley—Seth—had Deep Blue’s operational callsign, and that he even knew of Deep Blue’s existence, was bad enough. That they knew his true identity meant that somewhere, someone else knew it too, and the original Richard Ridley had gotten his hands on the information somehow. Queen imagined Blue’s mind was reeling right now, but the electronically altered voice remained flat.
“You haven’t introduced your companions, Seth.”
“Quite right. My brothers Enos and Jared were not created quite as well as I was. Jared cannot speak, and Enos is mostly deaf.”
Queen tried to discern some distinguishing mark so she could keep the three clones straight, but they were all even wearing the same white linen suit.
Deep Blue’s voice came over the speakers again. “So we are to understand that the three of you were created by Richard Ridley—the original—when he briefly had access to the mother tongue? When he was trying to enslave the world? Why would he do that?”
Seth smiled again. “Which? Why would our Creator make us or why would He try to enslave humanity?”
“Can I shoot him now? Dumb and Dumber can answer the questions. This one is raising my hackles.” Rook stepped forward, leveling a .50 caliber Magnum Desert Eagle at Seth’s face.
“Stand down, Rook,” Deep Blue said. “We might need all three of them alive.”
“These guys aren’t even really alive,” Rook said. “They’re just animated heaps of clay. Shooting them in the head would be like shooting a rock, only more fun.”
“Agreed,” Deep Blue replied. “But let’s see what they have to say for themselves.”
Rook stepped back.
Seth smiled at the reprieve.
“But if I don’t like what I hear in response to my next question, you can start cutting off his fingers.”
Rook smiled. “Then I’m going to make a Kmart run. Pick up a Play-Doh Sweet Shoppe. Make me some Ridley-clone ice cream cones.”
The smile vanished from Seth’s face. Queen smiled softly, looking at Rook. Then she turned back to Seth. She knew the question Deep Blue would ask, and she wanted the answer just as badly as everyone else.
“Is Richard Ridley alive?” Deep Blue asked.
“We wouldn’t be here otherwise,” Seth said.
“Where is he?”
When the voice came through the speakers, even though Queen knew the modulator both disguised Deep Blue’s voice and removed any traces of emotion, she still thought the question sounded stern.
Seth’s face darkened as he looked at the floor. “He is being held prisoner.”
“Where?” The volume of Deep Blue’s voice increased with his urgency. It was clear that he thought he’d have to fight for the answer to this question. The truth was less dramatic and deprived Rook of the pleasure of knocking out a few teeth.
“A former Manifold facility in North Africa.”
“Bullshit,” Queen spoke up. “He’s dead and buried.”
Seth looked up at her and sneered. “He is immortal. He could live forever with the mother tongue, even without His genetic enhancements.” Seth looked hard at her. “I know our Creator lives because we three are still alive.”
“Explain,” came Deep Blue’s voice over the speakers.
“If He were to die, the command He gave in the mother tongue, the command that granted my brothers and me life, would end. We would return to the inert elemental materials from which we were formed. As all things do in time. But we yet live. So you see, Richard Ridley lives, too.”
“Assuming we believe you, that Ridley is alive and being held prisoner, why are you here?” Deep Blue’s voice buzzed.
“That should be obvious,” Seth said. “We want you to liberate Him.”
Enos nodded vigorously on Seth’s right. Jared sat stone still, unsmiling.
“You have gotta be kidding me,” Rook said.
“I’d sooner put Willie Nelson’s greasy hair between my legs and light it on fire,” Queen joined in.
Seth grinned, finding humor in the visual. “Nevertheless, I suspect you will all aid us in this endeavor.”
Queen leaned forward, hands on her knees, all trace of humor gone. “Richard Ridley is a megalomaniac who raised and loosed an ancient horror on the world. He extinguished countless endangered languages by murdering their last remaining speakers. He brought chaos and hellfire to the world in the form of giant golems, and he personally attempted on more than one occasion to kill members of this team and our loved ones. Sometimes in very painful ways. If there is such a thing as the Devil, your creator is the closest I’ve ever seen to him. Why would we possibly want him free?”
Seth turned to face his two brothers, then turned back to face the members of Chess Team. All three brothers smiled. This time, the smile was wicked.
“I haven’t told you who holds Him prisoner, or why. As dangerous as you might believe our Creator to be, there is a man who is even more troubling. That man holds Ridley Prime prisoner. That man... He is a threat to every man, woman and child on this planet. That man’s megalomaniacal schemes for world domination make Ridley Prime’s ambitions appear miniscule by comparison.
“Why would we come here and ask Chess Team to help us liberate our Master? Because our Creator, Richard Ridley, is the only man alive who can save the world.”
 


 
TEN
Valletta, Malta
 
King held his fire until the darkness moved. He fired two shots, then waited. Asya held her fire beside him. The booming of the gun inside the tight confines was excruciating, and they needed to conserve their limited ammunition. Plus, he didn’t know if bullets would even affect the things.
And they were things. He’d had enough experience with the unexplainable to recognize it when he saw it, or in this case, didn’t see it.
Only two fluorescent bulbs were still lit at King’s end of the connecting cross-tunnel. He briefly considered making a rush into the dark for the side tunnel, but dismissed the idea. He knew what waited for them in the dark.
“The Forgotten,” he said.
“What?” Asya shouted. They were both suffering from the hearing loss associated with him firing his weapon in these tight confines.
“The Forgotten,” he said louder.
“The wraith-like things that serve Hercules?” Asya asked. She’d been briefed on the team’s previous missions, their enemies, allies and all the strangeness they’d encountered over the years.
From the shadows in the hall in front of them, they heard a guttural growl, as if in affirmation.
“They don’t like light,” King said, his Yarygin still aimed down the hallway at the blackness. Of the two bulbs still lit along the ceiling, the second one was flickering. He hadn’t noticed it with all the others on before, but now with just the two, its erratic behavior was obvious. It flickered and strobed, tossing its light around the confined space of the white-washed hall. Then it extinguished. Only the lights in their room and the one tubular bulb just outside the doorway remained. The light extended to about ten feet past King’s outstretched arm and pistol, then met an unnatural wall of blackness, where it was absorbed.
As King watched, the dark wall shuffled forward, like a lumbering elephant. When it stopped moving, the wall of dark was only five feet past his extended arm. King pulled his arm back, but kept the pistol trained on the inky barrier, ready for what might emerge.
“Here,” Asya had reached into her purse and procured a small but powerful LED flashlight. King took it and shined the light into the blackness ahead of them. The darkness grunted back at them, in reply.
“Get the file,” King said.
Asya stepped back from the doorway, where King remained, and turned toward the still open file cabinet.
The darkness shrieked at them. Asya clapped her hands against her ears. As bad as the gunfire had been, this sound was immensely worse. When the noise abated, dying down to a clicking sound, King called to her.
“Leave it. We’re getting out of here.”
“How?” Asya asked as she joined him again at the door, her Yarygin pointed at the dark.
“Quickly,” then he raced into the darkness, gun in one hand, flashlight in the other. As he moved, the last bulb in the hall extinguished, and the light behind them in the room blinked out. King’s flashlight was now the only source of light in the tunnel.
But the wall of darkness retreated from the powerful flashlight. Asya was at his heels. Just before the wall of black reached the point that would allow them to slip into the side tunnel, it stopped. And then snarled.
King understood. This was as far as the wraiths were prepared to back down. He had encountered the creatures before—in Rome, when he was looking for Alexander. Then the creatures had reacted similarly. They would flee in pain from bright light, but ultimately they would not shirk their duty. King hadn’t needed to actually kill one though. Alexander had called them off, the last time. King wasn’t even sure it was possible to kill them. Alexander had implied the creatures were early experiments of his, when he was looking for ways to use the Hydra’s blood for longevity. The man had said the wraiths were the inspiration for vampire legends. King could understand why after seeing them up close in Rome. They had hideous wrinkled gray skin. Some were missing facial features like noses and mouths entirely. Still, despite being scientific mishaps, they were each fiercely loyal to Alexander and his mysterious goals.
King took one single step forward and thrust the flashlight out. He needed to send a message to the Forgotten. He would not be dissuaded in his mission either. The tip of the flashlight touched the wall of shadow and a fine film of smoke rose up from the end of the light, filling the tunnel with a charred smell.
King heard Asya fire her weapon once behind him, but he couldn’t turn away from the wall. He knew if he did, the thing would be on him in a second.
“Pawn?” he asked.
“There is another behind us, but it stays back.”
“We’re in a standoff. Again.”
“What will we do?” she asked. King admired the lack of fear in his sister’s voice. She wasn’t worried at all in her abilities or in his. She was merely asking him about the plan.
“Be pushy,” King told her. Then he stepped into the field of blackness. The light sizzled harder. Then he felt a hand grasp his left wrist inside the wall of dark, pushing the flashlight up. With his right hand, King fired the Yarygin point blank into the blackness.
The hand still held his wrist and pushed his arm back. Then it moved forward and the field of supernatural darkness dissipated like smoke clearing in a strong wind. Only instead of being blown off to the side, the smoke retreated back down the length of the hallway. The hallway was suddenly revealed in the flashlight’s beam—the hallway, and the creature inside it.
A wraith stood before King.
The creature looked like a man in a tattered gray cloak. The skin not covered by the hood over its head was a dark charcoal. The eyes were sunken hollows. This one had a single vertical slit where its nose should have been. It had a lower jaw, but it looked fused to the skull, the flesh melted and scarred where the mouth should have been. Its taut skin clung to the muscles and skeletal structure, like the thing was malnourished.
The creature shoved his wrist hard and let out a clicking growl. King saw the bullet wounds in its chest, but the injuries did not lessen the creature’s strength or resolve. He struggled to force his left arm down, pointing the light at the creature again. It began to shake in his grasp. He fired two more shots at its chest, then moved to swing the arm up and point the gun at its head, but the Forgotten, with an amazing reserve of strength, forced the flashlight all the way up and back in one swift move.
When the beam of light hit King’s face, the wraith made a loud sharp bark noise. Then it let go of King’s arm.
King pulled his arm back to his chest and pointed the light at the wraith again, but it had leapt to the side of the wall and was retreating down the tunnel, following another looming by the door to the darkened room. Then a third wraith passed over his head, skittering along the ceiling of the tunnel, following the first two.
When the third creature reached the dim recesses of the room at the other end of the tunnel, the fluorescent lights all flicked back on again, suddenly filling the hallway with a brilliant glare. King shielded his eyes for a second, but he kept the Yarygin trained on the far end of the hall.
“What did you do?” Asya asked, coming up next to him.
“Nothing. I think we just got our first lucky break. Once it saw who I was, it retreated. Alexander must have told them he wanted me alive for some reason.”
“And me?”
“Let’s not stick around to find out.” King turned to move back to the file cabinet for the Manifold file, but he heard the guttural growling again from the end of the hall. He stopped and turned back to the hallway. Half the fluorescents had been shut off. He stood waiting, and as he did, the lights slowly turned back on, one by one. The message was clear.
“I think we’re being given safe passage out, but we don’t get to take anything.”
Asya gave a nod and slipped ahead, heading down the side hallway. King paused at the junction, staring into the darkness at the end, where the wraiths waited. He let the moment spin out, assuring them he was not afraid.
“Where is he?” he shouted at the darkened room.
He waited a full minute for a reply of some kind. When none came, he turned to leave.
But then he heard the distinctive tink of metal striking stone. He whipped his head back toward the dark room, and saw a small metal object come skipping along the rough concrete floor toward him. It wobbled to a stop just a few paces from where he stood. He took one long stride and bent down to pick it up. The cool metal in his hand told him what he held.
It was a coin. An ancient one.
King backed into the side corridor with Asya and made his way to the exit. He kept an eye out behind them, but the darkness no longer encroached. When they reached the door, King was prepared for absolute bedlam on the other side. They had fired several shots. The library and the plaza outside would be in an uproar.
“Get to the car as fast as you can,” then he swung the door opened and scooted the chair on the balcony aside.
The library was quiet. Business as usual. Patrons were down on the first floor, and an old man was in the stacks up here on the balcony, looking at them as they emerged from the wall. Asya shut the door behind her. The old man turned his attention back to a red leather-bound book in his hand.
King looked at Asya and she shrugged. She tucked her pistol into her purse. Taking his cue from her, King slipped his weapon into the waistband of his jeans, lifting his Elvis shirt over the grip. The gun was still warm against his skin, but not too hot.
They headed out of the library into the strong glare of the Mediterranean sunshine and strolled through the crowded plaza, toward the street.
Once away from people, Asya spoke up in a voice just shy of a shout. “Do you think secret passage was soundproofed?”
“Must have been,” King could tell he was shouting too. He hoped his hearing would improve before they got back to the airport.
“What did it throw?” Asya asked.
King held his palm out for her. She examined the small coin. It had rough edges, making it round only in the loosest sense of the word. On the face of the coin was a raised image of a woman, with a crescent moon over her head.
“An ugly woman?” Asya was not sure what she was seeing.
King laughed. “That’s supposed to be the head of a lion. This is a coin showing Tanit, a Punic goddess of fertility and war.”
“What does it mean?”
King’s face soured. “It means Alexander is in Carthage. Probably at the last Manifold facility. Omega.”
 


 
ELEVEN
Carthage, Tunisia
 
Asya Machtchenko sat in the white Mercedes cargo van, watching her brother negotiate with an Arab. She was constantly amazed by him, despite the façade she presented of disapproving sister. She was really coming to like him.
King was talking with the man, and the exchange appeared to be friendly. He had told Asya that he would be getting some necessary supplies, but she suspected he was negotiating for some weapons. They had ditched the Yarygins in Valletta before leaving Malta. Traveling across borders with firearms had become practically impossible, but there were always plenty of weapons on the ground in any country. A booming secondhand trade had begun in most parts of the world, and covert military and spies always made purchasing side-arms their first step after clearing customs. Asya knew that in some parts of Russia, you could find the salesmen in the actual parking lot outside the airport. In this case, they had needed to drive into the surprisingly clean city of Tunis. Asya had not been to many locations in North Africa, although she and King had visited Egypt earlier in the year, following a lead. She found the wide streets and business-like approach of Tunis to be refreshing after the chaos of Cairo.
She watched as King, in yet another of his Elvis shirts—this one showing the aged and sweaty man with big square sunglasses on a red fabric—reached forward and shook the small Arab’s hand. Good, she thought. Almost done. The temperature in the van was fine with the air conditioning running, but she was anxious to get moving. She felt they were very close to finding their parents.
King was led to the side door of another van. The man slid the door open, slowly procured a few small packages and placed them on the floor of the van, stepping aside. King quickly examined the contents, nodding as he did, never keeping a package exposed for long. Then the man handed King what had to be a cloth-wrapped assault rifle. The weapons went into a nylon duffle bag over King’s shoulder. Then King passed the man a stack of US dollars. They shook hands again. King turned with his purchases and was walking away when the small Arab called him back.
This cannot be good.
King returned to the man, on guard. She could see it in his posture. She had no weapons if a fight broke out, but she placed her hand on the door handle anyway, prepared to leap out of the van and race to her brother’s assistance if necessary. The small Arab smiled and produced a tiny package from under his shirt. He handed it to King, and King laughed good-naturedly. Asya relaxed. King shook the small man’s hand again—far more vigorously this time. Then he came back to her van, smiling all the way.
King opened the rear door of the van and slid the nylon bag onto the floor, removing the rifle and laying it down next to the bag, still wrapped in its white cloth covering. Then he climbed into the driver’s seat, still smiling. Asya watched him the whole time.
Eventually he turned to her and saw the look on her face. “What?”
“What is so funny?” she asked.
“He said for being such a good customer, he wanted to give me a bonus gift.” King smiled and produced the small package she had seen the man hand over. King’s fingers removed the cloth, and Asya saw an olive drab WWII-era grenade, commonly known as a pineapple. She knew the weapon had been out of use since the 1960s.
“Bozhe moi, do you think that thing will even still work?”
King laughed. “Well, it looks like Vietnam era, so maybe.” The small dark thing had rust on the pin already. “We’re weaponed up. I got two Sigs and an AK. Now, where to?”
Asya showed King a small tourist map that highlighted the ruins of Carthage, and she pointed to one of the southerly sites labeled Tophet. “I think we start here. Your Tanit Goddess had connections to this place, or so the guide book says. If not this one, then we work our way up and check out all the ruins.”
King started the engine and they headed south.
 
 
Hours later, with the sun nearly going down, King was exhausted. They had visited each of the ancient sites, hoping to spot some indication of a hidden entrance to a former Manifold base, while also keeping an eye out for the Herculean Society symbol. But discovering Omega’s location was turning out to be far more difficult than finding the Valletta library’s secret file-room.
King wiped sweat off his forehead with a bandana. “As fascinating as Tunisia is, we haven’t made much ground.”
Asya sat next to him in the cab of their van, luxuriating in the air conditioning after being out in the heat all afternoon. She fanned a limp tourist map on herself and turned her head to the ceiling of the vehicle. “This is like Kyrgyzstan heat. I am melting. We have seen all of Carthage’s major sites.”
“Let me see that map,” King said, after taking a swig of an ice cold Coke he had bought from a nearby vendor. Asya handed him the map. It showed the archeological sites as orange shapes, and no other detail besides the roads. “This isn’t going to work. Can you bring up a satellite map on the laptop?”
Asya opened their rubber-coated magnesium alloy laptop, designed for rough treatment in the field. She had a small satellite antenna attached to the Ethernet port, which allowed them to access the vast array of computing power Deep Blue had back in New Hampshire, as well as a simple Internet connection from anywhere they could reach a passing satellite. Asya opened a satellite view of the ruins in Google Maps.
“You see, we are here,” she said.
“Zoom out a bit,” King said.
Asya’s finger slipped on the mouse’s scroll button, zooming the image out to where they could see the whole coastline of Tunisia. She apologized for going too far, then began zooming back in on the ruins, one click at a time.
“Wait,” King said, pointing. “What the hell is that?” His finger pointed to a huge rectangle, clearly visible, long before the other structures were.
Asya quickly re-centered the map on the rectangle, and zoomed all the way in.
“It is parking lot for the mosque.”
“The mosque?” King asked.
“You know the big one? We saw the tower, when looking at the ruins of the theater.” She sounded tired.
“Zoom out again a bit,” King said.
She did as he requested, then looked at him, still fanning herself with the useless tourist map.
“You cannot be thinking Ridley would get permission to build Omega inside a mosque. Not even Ridley had that kind of money,” Asya tapped the keyboard for a few seconds, searching for information. “The Malik ibn Anas mosque was built in 2003, and was originally called El Abidine. It holds 1000 worshippers and even has a radio station.”
“A radio station?”
“For broadcasting the call to prayer,” she told him.
“Ah. No. You’re right. Not even Ridley had that kind of clout. But I’m not thinking of the mosque. You said it was built in ’03?”
“Yes. But if not the mosque, then where?” she asked.
King smiled and put the van into drive.
 
 
“You are serious?”
“I’m telling you, this is where it will be.” King pointed at the lines and lines of parked cars. They had been sitting in the southwest corner of the immense parking lot, watching the worshippers arrive in droves for Maghrib, the evening prayer. The sun was mostly down on the horizon, as hundreds of men clad in a variety of dress had all jockeyed for parking spots and then quickly hurried into the massive white mosque across the Boulevard de l’Environnement. King had kept the engine running, chewing through petrol, so they could continue to stay cool.
“The parking lot? It’s insane. Look how full the lot is. How could Ridley and his people get in and out without being seen?” Asya asked.
King turned to her and grinned. “Easily, as long as he did it at any time of day except during the five times of prayer.”
Approximately twenty-five minutes after the last man had entered the mosque, the first of them began hurrying back to their vehicles. Then a swarm of humanity flooded from the structure and the parking lot was inundated with pedestrians and moving vehicles. King thought it vaguely resembled a swarm of fire ants around a hive. In twenty minutes more, the lot was nearly empty, and King marveled at the efficiency of the drivers.
They waited five more minutes and their van was the only vehicle in the gigantic darkening lot.
“That was amazing,” Asya said.
“Now to see if I was right.”
A few minutes later, he spotted a shadow darting from cover to cover in the little park on the far side of the empty lot.
“There,” King pointed, as the shadow shifted.
“A wraith, like in Malta?” Asya asked.
“Maybe.”
The shape darted behind white concrete, and then it was gone. King waited a minute, then drove the van across the parking lot with the headlights off. He parked on the north side of the lot, where they had seen the moving shape. To the left was a tiny park with landscaped trees and shrubs. Directly in front of them was a small white fountain. A tiled walkway stretched to the right, off the edge of the lot. Beyond that, was the crosswalk over the boulevard and the courtyard in front of the massive mosque. King looked at the building, seeing the bright white surface suddenly illuminated with spotlights, as the dusk deepened.
Then he turned back to the not-functioning fountain in front of them. He glanced down to the laptop, still open on Asya’s lap. He reached over and zoomed in on the satellite view of the fountain.
“This will be the entrance,” he said.
“I was thinking the same,” Asya closed the laptop, then reached into the nylon bag behind her seat and pulled out the two Sig Sauer pistols, handing one to King. She got out of the van and stood in the lot, looking at the fountain. King stepped out, slipped the grenade into the pocket of his jeans and retrieved the rifle from the back of the van. He slipped its strap over his head and shoulder. Although the lights illuminated the mosque at the end of the giant parking lot, the small park and fountain area were still dark. He reached in the van one more time for the LED flashlight.
“Should we check in with Deep Blue before going in?” Asya asked in a whisper.
“No need. He’ll know where we are within an hour, when a satellite passes. I have a micro-transmitter on me.”
“A micro-transmitter?” She eyed him up and down. “Where?”
He gave a lopsided grin. “Where no one would want to look.”
They made their way to the fountain. There wasn’t a drop of water inside.
“It is bone dry,” Asya said, stalking around the structure and looking for a lever of some kind.
King looked to the west into the trees of the small park. Then he understood.
“It was late.”
Asya looked at him for an explanation.
“The Forgotten. It was late getting back to the fountain. It was caught outside in the sun all day. It stayed in the shade of the park, probably hidden in a tree, or under one of those shrubs. As soon as the sun set, it retreated back to the fountain. This is the entrance.” King turned back to examine the stone fountain.
“I don’t see any symbols. Only abstract patterns,” Asya said.
“Of course,” King nodded. “It’s Islamic art. There won’t be any lettering or obvious symbols or shapes. Just geometric patterns. Plus, remember, this was Ridley’s place. The Society only took it over recently. There won’t be any obvious letter H.”
King lifted his leg and stepped into the empty basin of the concrete and marble fountain. As soon as he brought his full weight into the fountain, a loud crunching sound emanated from the stone. A portion of the floor slid away, revealing the upper rungs of a ladder.
“Isn’t that a risky design? Anyone could have found it.” Asya stepped into the fountain with King, as he began his descent into the darkness.
“No one ever takes the time to come here. You saw how quickly people hurried into the mosque, and then how quickly they bailed after prayer. Plus the fountain is empty. No one would give it a second glance—and they would never think to step inside of it.”
“A child—” Asya started.
“—is probably not heavy enough to trigger the hatch,” King finished.
Asya grunted in agreement.
The ladder descended just ten feet. King stepped off and to the side, allowing Asya to come down. His footsteps echoed telling him he was in a huge underground space. He left the flashlight off, not wanting to give away their position any more than the twilit sky would. He also wanted his night vision to adjust.
When Asya was off the ladder, the concrete opening slowly slid closed above them, entombing them in absolute darkness. A scratching noise tickled his ears. Then a small skitter. And a scrape. There were Forgotten here. King pulled up his Sig, prepared to keep the Forgotten at bay.
When he flicked on the LED flashlight, his hopes were suddenly dashed.
There were Forgotten here.
Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. They were in some kind of huge underground space and the Forgotten were all clustered in the dark, clinging to the walls, and hanging from the ceiling above them. When the harsh glare of the LED illuminated the space, they shrieked as one, with a rising tone like an alarm.
From directly behind him, King heard his sister’s thick Russian accent.
“Is never easy with you, is it?”
 


 
TWELVE
Endgame Headquarters, New Hampshire
 
“Make no mistake,” Seth said, “the man you call Alexander Diotrephes is the historical Hercules. If he even is a man. But one way or the other, he has probably been alive for over 2500 years. We don’t know what he’s planning to do with the technology he’s gathered, but if he were to combine the dimensional technology you acquired and lost last year, with the other...items he has collected? Well, let’s just say he could blow a hole in the side of this planet that would leave the Earth looking like a crescent moon.”
“Not possible,” Deep Blue’s electronic voice came over the speakers in the room. “How would he even power such a weapon?”
The three Ridleys smiled at Queen and the others. “In the last few years, your Chess Team witnessed our Creator revive the Hydra. You saw a virus that could stop hearts. You discovered an entire city of Neanderthals—still alive—living under a mountain in the jungles of Vietnam. You have seen the power of the mother tongue, the very language of God. King discovered the Elephant Graveyard in Ethiopia, and you…” Seth pointed to Queen, “…you escaped an amusement-park deathtrap and fought creatures that could only be described as...what? Werewolves? How can you—how can any of you—question anything at this point?”
The room fell silent for a moment. The litany of strange events they’d all survived conjured images of monsters, tortures and scars, some of which would never fade.
“As much as I hate to say it,” Knight spoke up from the corner of the room, “he has a point. Let’s not forget that hydra-dragon thing I fought in China too. At this point, I don’t think we can dismiss any possibility, no matter how unlikely it seems. Or how untrue we want it to be.”
“Alexander has been a fair-weather friend,” Bishop added from behind Queen. He had lowered his weapon, but his eyes remained trained on the three Ridley clones.
Seth looked up at the black speaker in the corner of the room. “Your people saw the tremendous power possibilities of the Bluelight project Graham Brown was working on. Alexander—Hercules—has that technology.”
Queen recalled the reports King had given of a man named Graham Brown who might have been masquerading as a worldwide computer network known as Brainstorm. The Bluelight project was a power system that operated on the principle of firing proton beams into a magnetic field, resulting in a plasma storm above the atmosphere, from which energy could be harvested. But the system was wildly unstable, and King had shut it down…permanently. Or so they had thought.
“Then there’s the matter of the miniature black hole,” Seth said, his face suddenly grim.
“The what?” Queen asked, startled. This was getting bad.
Deep Blue’s modulated voice answered. “He’s referring to the incident at the Louvre, two years ago. King stopped a black hole from eating Paris. Alexander was present. As far as we knew, all signs of the phenomenon were gone at the end of the incident.”
Seth grinned. “Review the security camera footage. A few of the cameras in the museum were powered by a battery backup. Even though the city was struck by a blackout and an earthquake, some of the cameras kept recording. Hercules removed a small token, when King wasn’t looking. Placed it in his pocket.”
“You don’t mean to suggest that an entire black hole was contained in something small enough to fit in a man’s pocket?” Deep Blue’s modulated voice did not intone the sarcasm, but Queen felt it would be present on his end of the conversation.
“The video shows him struggling to lift the object. A stone the size of a golf ball. How heavy do you suppose it must have been if the legendary Hercules nearly couldn’t budge it?”
Silence filled the room. Rook shuffled along the side wall, his weapon still pointed at the Ridleys. Queen could not see Bishop or Knight behind her, but she knew they would remain vigilant. The other Endgame soldiers kept their weapons trained on the seated figures.
Queen lowered her pistol and stepped closer to Seth. She squatted, placing her eyes level with Seth’s face.
“Could a miniature black hole be used to power that dimensional technology from Norway? To bring those things from the other side back here to Earth?”
“That dimension was theoretically only one dimension of a possibly infinite number. There could be far worse things out there. And yes, the energy contained in a black hole—no matter its size—could power anything. Theoretically, of course. No one has ever done it before…that we know of.”
Deep Blue’s voice buzzed into the room again, “What makes you think Richard Ridley can help?”
“With the mother tongue, the Creator is capable of anything. We three do not possess the mother tongue. But He does. He could simply unmake Hercules. He could stop the threat of the black hole and the dimensional technology all at once.”
“Or,” Deep Blue’s voice interrupted, “he might try to claim that technology for himself.”
Seth nodded grimly. “But, you are missing the point entirely.”
Queen raised a questioning eyebrow. She tried putting herself in Seth’s—or Richard Ridley’s—mental state, to guess what he meant, but she couldn’t see his side of things.
“Oh my God,” Deep Blue said through the speakers, after a minute.
“Yes. Exactly,” Seth smiled. “Do you really want a man that has the biological ability of regeneration, some kind of unnatural immortality, immense strength, unlimited power and the technology to tear holes between dimensions to suddenly acquire and possess the all-powerful language of God, as well?”
The moment spun out, with no one speaking.
Queen found herself looking at the black speaker up in the corner of the room, waiting for Deep Blue’s reply. When the words came, she knew there would have been resignation behind them, if she had heard the man in person. But she also knew it was the only possible response.
“Let’s make a deal.”
 


 
THIRTEEN
Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
The space opened before King like an immense underground parking garage, with thick concrete support columns equally spaced and receding into the unlit portion of the echoing space. King’s LED light cast an arc of illumination fifty feet into the throng of shifting wraiths. It was enough.
Well, this sucks, he thought. He guessed the space likely stretched most of the length and breadth of the parking lot above and beyond. It seemed equally likely that it was filled with Wraiths.
But then he noticed something odd. The Forgotten were not attacking him and Asya. They were hissing and screeching, scampering along the ceiling of the space and on the wall behind him—even on the ladder, but they were keeping their distance.
King focused on the wraith closest to him. It was like the others—sickly gray skin, deformed facial features and a long tattered cloak. But it also held a look of curiosity. King watched as it appraised him, tilting its hairless head first one way, and then the other.
“Why do they not attack?” Asya whispered.
“Not sure,” King replied. As King spoke, the wraith closest to him stepped forward and hissed louder. Moving slowly, it brought its face just inches from King’s. Then it repeated the strange head movements, swaying as it turned its skull. A cobra dancing to an Indian snake charmer’s flute.
King moved his forehead closer, in the same manner, and now his face was an inch from the wraith’s. It hissed louder, but he sensed the hiss might be out of something else...appreciation or even submission maybe, but not a threat.
King took a chance.
“My name is Jack Sigler,” he shouted. “You might know me as King.” He moved the LED flashlight up as he spoke, as he had done in Malta, illuminating his face for the creatures to see his features. The Forgotten’s yellow reflective pupils dilated from the light, as its face elongated, and its eyes opened wider—as if in shock. Or maybe just really bad eyesight, King thought.
The creature stepped back from King and emitted a loud rising shriek that sounded like a referee tweeting on a whistle. All of the wraiths in the giant space were suddenly silent. The echoing chamber fell quiet except for the scratching noise of clawed hands and feet clinging to the walls and concrete support columns. Their tattered cloaks fluttered as they moved, but the creatures had stopped their incessant noise. To King’s relief, the creatures remained docile.
“Step closer to me, Asya,” he said quietly. He felt her brush up against his back. “Now walk with me, very slowly.”
King took a step forward into the crowd of wraiths.
Asya shuffled forward with him. He took another step, and the wraiths ahead of them parted to reveal the white concrete floor. King began to walk forward at a slow pace, with Asya right behind him. A wraith from the left came close, and he turned to look at it, shining the LED up, so his face would be lit in the harsh white glow.
“King!” he told it, and the creature receded into the crowd.
“Why are they letting us pass?” Asya asked, keeping one hand on his arm.
“The important thing is they are. The question is, for how long? Remember in Malta, they wouldn’t let us take the file. For some reason, I’m off limits as long as I play by Alexander’s rules.”
As King and Asya moved forward, the wraiths filled in the space behind them, never allowing them more than a circle of twenty feet in diameter.
“No chance of retreat,” Asya said, looking behind them. “They are following.”
“That’s fine,” King said, gaining confidence. “I am King!” He shouted, and the crowd of Forgotten flinched back, widening the circle of clear floor around King and Asya.
They had covered perhaps three hundred feet from the ladder, with the wraiths curiously clustering around. Occasionally one would dart closer, and King would raise the flashlight and speak his callsign. Then the creatures would dart back to the group.
“I think we’re almost under the mosque,” King said. The gigantic room ended just ahead at a large, flat wall, with a single unmarked metal door, the only aberration. Several wraiths remained in front of the door.
As King approached the door, more of the wraiths clustered before it, blocking his path.
“I don’t think they will allow—” Asya began, but King pressed on, shoving some of the wraiths away from the door. Others slid away at the sight of his forcefulness.
The gray, steel door had a knob, but no lock. King reached for it and unslung the AK-47 from his back. Asya drew her weapon as well. The wraiths kept their distance around them, but the circle now gave them ten feet of floor and ten feet of vertical wall. The wraiths swayed and hissed softly, as if awaiting instructions.
King slowly raised the AK in his left hand to a 45 degree angle, still careful to point it at the floor, and not directly at any of the gyrating creatures. With his right hand, he reached for the door knob. Some of the hisses increased in volume. He got the idea that while the Forgotten were, for some reason, standing down, once he opened the door, all bets would be off.
“Be ready to run in after me,” King said. “Three…two…one. Now!”
King whipped open the door, took one step and stopped short. But Asya ran into his back, shoving him forward into the obstacle.
The other side of the door was bricked up from top to bottom with old orange bricks and whitish mortar.
King coughed as the air was knocked from his lungs and his face pressed against the stone. But the impact was harmless. He recovered quickly and turned back to face Asya and the wraiths, who were hooting and shrieking again, as they had when he had first switched on the light.
I knew this was too simple.
The circle of wraiths moved in, hissing and howling.
 


 
FOURTEEN
Over the Atlantic Ocean
 
Queen shuffled in her seat, trying to get comfortable. The flight would be a few hours, and she was already wound up. It didn’t help that this plane, a duplicate of the original Crescent, a stealth VTOL troop transport, was more spartan than its predecessor. Named for the craft’s curved flying-wing shape, the original Crescent had perished in battle the previous year, when King had piloted it into a tear in the fabric of reality, stopping an incursion from another dimension.
Although the half-billion dollar vehicle had been totaled, the move had arguably saved the world. Deep Blue had arranged for the team to keep Crescent’s twin, the Persephone, which had been assisting in the battle. Now renamed Crescent II, the current vehicle was Endgame’s for the foreseeable future.
Like its namesake, radar-reflective material covered the ship from one tip of its moon shape across 80 feet of breadth to its other tip. The giant, flat plane could carry 25,000 pounds of load and travel at above Mach 2. With VTOL capability, the plane could pick the team up anywhere and drop them off just as easily, but Queen didn’t like it. The original Crescent had been fairly plush inside. Crescent II was far more utilitarian, and Queen found herself missing that small bit of comfort in her life. She spent enough time in uncomfortable holes in the ground. She just hadn’t realized how much she had enjoyed the downtime in the original Crescent until she was faced with hours of nothing to do in Crescent II.
Her agitation over the uncomfortable seating came through in her voice when she spoke.
“You know the Three Ridleyteers are going to screw us the first chance they get. And if they don’t, the real Ridley will.” She tugged on the straps on her impact-resistant battle-armor suit, tightening a plate of gray metal and foam on her forearm.
“No kidding. I don’t particularly relish the thought of having to deal with four of that ass-clown,” Rook, clad in a similar battle suit, nodded toward the flat-screen LED monitor on the wall of the small troop area, showing the three clones strapped and chained to the wall of the rear cargo area of the plane. The Ridleys weren’t going anywhere, and the team needed some privacy to develop a plan as they rocketed across the Atlantic Ocean for Tunisia. “We can’t trust them, Blue.”
Deep Blue was with the team through their headsets, via an encrypted transmission across a military satellite. “I know, Rook. But they make some compelling arguments. Or at least Seth does, while his companions pretend to be deaf and mute.”
“Pretend?” Rook looked shocked, and turned to Queen, Knight and Bishop, as if to ask whether he was the only one that hadn’t seen through the deception. The others looked equally mystified.
“How?” Queen asked, and it was understood she was addressing Deep Blue.
“I’ve been carefully watching them the whole time. Enos reacts to loud noises, so he’s not really deaf. While they’ve been in the cargo area, I’ve seen Jared’s lips moving, although the audio sensors in the compartment haven’t picked up any sound. It’s likely he’s fooling too. Doesn’t matter. You’re right, Queen. They will turn on you at the first opportunity, but not until they have Ridley back. So stay sharp, and when the time is right, we’ll turn the tables on them.”
“What have you got planned?” Knight looked up from a fashion magazine he was reading.
“First things first. You need to remove Ridley’s regenerative abilities. Our scientists have had time to work on the original formula we used to cure George Pierce, back when Ridley infected him with the Hydra’s DNA. The formula now requires just a small dose to inhibit the regenerative strand. There’s a case on the bottom of the locker, Queen, if you’d retrieve it.”
Queen stood and walked over to a black metal weapons cabinet bolted to the wall of the crew room. It was empty except for a small black plastic case at the bottom. She returned to her chair and flipped open the case. Rook leaned over to see the contents.
The case held four small inch-long vials of nuclear green liquid and four spring-loaded auto-injector syringes.
“So we just stab one of these into Ridley?” Queen asked.
“Yes. It should work in seconds. If you can inject him covertly, he might not even know what’s happened. But be warned, Ridley will still have the mother tongue, and as long as he can speak, he’ll be able to heal from grievous injury.”
“Or turn us into paste,” Rook added.
“And that’s only if we take the clones at their word,” Deep Blue said, “which we shouldn’t do. They each might possess the mother tongue, but I doubt it.”
“What makes you doubt it?” Bishop asked, with his eyes closed. Queen had thought he was asleep and that she was going to need to fill him in later.
Deep Blue’s voice was absent from their earpieces for just a second, and then he came back. “If they could speak the mother tongue, they could literally move Heaven and Earth to get Ridley back. That the duplicates came to us and requested our help, means they really need it to free Ridley. If Seth and the others actually had the mother tongue, then they would each be unstoppable—and they would have freed Ridley from Alexander’s captivity long ago.”
“What do you suppose happens to the duplicates if Ridley were to die?” Queen asked. “Will they really just fall apart?”
“Theoretically, I suppose it could be true. In the original golem story, the rabbi that created it could later unmake it by destroying the word that gave it life. If the sacred word was written on a piece of paper, it could be removed from the golem’s mouth. If the text was inscribed on the golem’s body, it could simply be altered.”
“Emet to met,” Bishop said, recalling what they’d learned about golems while dealing with the threat.
“Exactly,” Deep Blue said. “Seeing as how Ridley spoke life into the duplicates, he could be the word himself.”
Rook shook his head. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”
Deep Blue fell silent. The three other members of the team turned toward Rook. He noticed their collective gaze after a moment. “What? It’s from the Bible. Am I the only one that’s been to church?”
Deep Blue cleared his throat. “We have to also consider the possibility that Ridley was able to grant them real life. Under their skin might be blood and organs and minds that will continue to live after Ridley dies. It’s not what we saw with his other duplicates, but we can’t rule it out. And neither can they. I suspect it’s part of why they want to find him.”
“Pinocchio wants to become a real boy,” Knight said.
“That creates two wildly different motives, doesn’t it?” Queen asked.
Rook shook his head. “I’m not following. If Ridley dies and they die too, that gives them the motivation to keep him alive, right? That’s just based on survival. But if his life isn’t tied to theirs, they still want him freed, because he’s their what? Some kind of messiah, right? A god?”
“If they can live independently of him, they might simply want the mother tongue for themselves. It is a learned language. And never forget—each duplicate has the same crazed hunger for power. They are each as dangerous as the original—if not more so, because they see an unlimited potential for power within their grasps.”
“I got a question,” Bishop sat up in his chair and opened his eyes. “We know where Ridley is being held, and we know who has him. We know the danger he presents. And we have three more of him in the cargo hold, who, you just said, are possibly even more dangerous than the original…” Bishop paused, and the others present in the room turned to listen. “Why shouldn’t we just shoot these three in the head and drop a bomb on the secret base they’re taking us to?”
The room was quiet. Deep Blue did not comment.
“That would have been so much cooler if you’d quoted Bishop from Aliens,” Rook said. “‘It’s the only way to be sure.’”
No one smiled. Bishop had presented them with brutal, but clear logic that would end all their problems at once. Even Rook’s comparison to the Aliens movie fit. Why should they engage a proven and deadly enemy up-close and personal when they could end the fight from a safe distance?
When Deep Blue spoke again, he stopped the violent line of thinking. “We can’t drop a bomb; first because it’s a mosque and we don’t want to start World War III, and second... King is already on site.”
 


 
FIFTEEN
Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
King raised the LED flashlight to his face and screamed as loudly as he could. He waved the rifle and rushed at the approaching horde of wraiths. The reaction was instantaneous. The wraiths—all of them, including those scrabbling with claws along the ceiling—turned and fled to the far end of the massive parking garage-like space.
A moment later, as King looked on bewildered, he saw a dim light at the end of the space, as the hatch he and Asya had entered through was opened. The hundreds of Forgotten poured out into the night.
King turned to his sister in the dark, the flashlight now pointed at the floor. “Did I forget to brush my teeth?”
“Whatever the reason, they are frightened of you. We should count ourselves lucky—and find a doorway that is not bricked up.”
King turned back to the bricked up door and began to run along the wall to the right. Asya followed him. After about a hundred yards, they came to another door, identical to the first. King opened it, the AK-47 at the ready. This door revealed a long dark corridor that sloped down at an angle.
“Jackpot. Let’s go,” King slung the rifle over his shoulder and pulled out the Sig handgun. He raised the LED light, then sprinted down the darkened hallway.
“Shouldn’t we go slow? Look for booby-traps?” Asya asked, huffing behind him in the dark.
“If you had an army of those things would you need booby traps?”
“This is true.”
At the end of another few hundred yards, the corridor ended with an open stairwell. They descended what felt like three hundred more yards before the stairs ended at another corridor, this one moving in a right angle to the first. King guessed it would take them back toward the ruins of the Amphitheater, behind the giant mosque. Well, under the amphitheater, he thought.
Shortly they came to another stairwell leading up, and the corridor turned at another right angle, this time to their right.
King stopped to look at both possibilities.
“Up or right?” Asya asked. King noticed he was breathing harder than she was.
The stairs were metal and fairly new, with rust in only a few small spots. King took a few steps down the side corridor, then called to Asya. “This way. Look at the walls.”
Asya stepped closer until she could see what King had pointed at, in the light. The walls were concrete at the mouth of the tunnel, but after a few feet, the surface switched to ancient pitted stone.
“This is part of the ruins,” Asya said.
“That would be my guess. And if I’ve kept track of where we are accurately, this tunnel runs from beneath amphitheater to the Antonine Baths.”
“What about the staircase?” she asked.
“Maybe another entrance?” King shrugged. “Let’s see if this tunnel takes us to more ruins first. Ridley and Alexander are both fans of antiquity. My money is on the Baths.”
The stone corridor got smaller as they moved forward, and it began to slope sharply after two hundred yards. Then they came to a metal door, with a security keypad next to it.
King checked for security cameras and tripwires, then examined the keypad. It was a pretty simple pad, with just numbers and an enter button. He didn’t have any technological tools with him, and even if he did, he wasn’t very good at picking locks.
Asya reached for the doorknob on the door and pulled. The door gave about a half inch, then hit its stop. She titled her head to the side, to look at the gap the door made. She looked at King and raised her eyebrows at him. Then she pulled a curved plastic hairclip from her head, and slipped it around the edge of the door and into the gap. In less than ten seconds, King heard a click. The hairclip broke, but the door came open in Asya’s hand.
“Nice,” he told her.
“We do things low-tech in Russia,” she smiled.
“Yeah, I’ve heard the gag about the cosmonauts using a pencil.” King stepped in through the door to behold a large janitorial closet. The inside of the door held a large triangular plaque with a lightning bolt and a sign reading Electrical Breakers. He tapped the sign for Asya’s benefit.
“Camouflage. Effective,” she said.
“A secret escape tunnel for Ridley. The rest of his employees most likely didn’t know about it.” King moved across the closet to the opposing door, raised his Sig, and slowly cracked the door open.
They were in a well lit laboratory, with blinding white walls, stainless steel counters and cabinets, with bank after bank of fluorescent lamps lining the ceilings. The counters were filled with computers, microscopes and equipment King had only seen a few times before—in Manifold labs. He understood some of the basic principles of genetic science after studying up on the field when they had first run afoul of Ridley, but he really didn’t have a desire to press deeply into the subject. Viruses and DNA strands all felt like a tiny invisible world to him. Sara felt at home in that microscopic, unseen realm, but he would rather live in the world he could see, where there were threats he could shoot.
His thoughts drifted to his new fiancée for a moment. He’d left her in a hurry once again, and he couldn’t help but feel bad about it. She’d just finished pointing out the chaos of their lives and how hard it was going to be for them to have anything resembling a traditional marriage. She’d said yes, but he wondered if she was now second guessing that decision. Because really, who asks a girl to marry him and then flies halfway around the world to fight wraiths and Hercules? Of course, when he got home, she might already be flying off to some other corner of the world, fighting a breakout of some civilization-ending bird flu.
“What is all this stuff?” Asya asked, pointing to one of the few devices King recognized. It was a white plastic box that looked something like a futuristic cash register—as imagined by Stanley Kubrick for a 1960s sci-fi film.
“A PCR. It performs a timed-thermal cycle so you can get an amplification of a polymerase chain reaction.”
“Huh,” she grunted.
King smirked to himself. If she asked about a dozen other objects in the room he would have been clueless.
At the far side of the lab, were two black doors. King had seen similar doors in Endgame’s headquarters. He knew they would seal with rubber airtight stoppers the second any kind of biological contaminant was released in the room. He didn’t see any other exits, so he made his way to the bio doors and opened the first.
He peered into a long white hallway that stretched to his right. It had shiny white linoleum floors. Black doors lined the walls, leading to what he presumed were more labs. Directly opposite from his doors were another set labeled Cold Lab. King glanced behind him for the sign on his doors. Microbiology Lab.
To his left was an unmarked single door with a tiny window. The glass was reinforced with wire. “This way,” he whispered. Leading with his handgun, he slowly opened the single door and found what he was hoping for. More stairs. They had been painted a nightmare shade of institutional blue and the stairwell walls were a dull and lifeless gray. The steps led down.
Asya crept down the stairs behind him. “The floor above?” she whispered.
“Probably all labs. I’ve been in a few of Ridley’s places. They all have the same general segregation of living quarters from labs. What we want will be in the offices.”
At the bottom of the first set of stairs they came to a landing with a red fire extinguisher and another single black door. A plate above the door read Sub Level 2. King passed it and followed the steps deeper into the bowels of the facility. Asya asked no questions this time.
The steps ended at another door, labeled Sub Level 3. King gently opened this door, and peered down yet another long corridor, although this one was carpeted in soft gray, and the walls, while painted white, did not glare. The lighting in this hallway was recessed in the ceiling, casting a soft orange glow. The hall held doors only on the right. The first set, were double doors, and looked to be made of cherry wood. King spotted no sign of bio seals around the door’s edges. This one will be an office, he thought.
He was surprised by the room’s contents. It was not an office. Instead, it was a massive natural cave, and along the walls, strange technology lined every inch of the curved stone from floor to ceiling.
But it was the room’s occupant that really got King’s blood boiling. Standing at the far side of the cavern stood a man with dark curly hair and tanned skin. His chest and arms rippled with muscles, just barely contained beneath his business suit.
Alexander Diotrephes.
He turned just in time to see King rushing into the room and about to tackle him.
 


 
SIXTEEN
Amphithéâtre de Carthage, Tunisia
 
Daryl Trajan, known by his operational callsign of ‘Trigger’ to most, stayed perfectly still in his tree, on the northern edge of the ruins of the amphitheater. The sun was down, and there was no one around to see him, but he didn’t want to chance that the enemy’s sniper might be scoping his way. The man was said to be formidable with a long-range weapon—any long-range weapon.
Trigger had been on lookout at the amphitheater for hours, just like he had been the last two days, but today the boredom had cracked in half and blown away on the ocean breeze. First, he had spotted the slim guy in the Elvis t-shirt and some woman making for the fountain entrance of the Omega facility. Then he had witnessed the mass exodus of cloaked figures. The “cloaks”, as he’d dubbed them, gave him the willies, what with their shriveled gray skin and their herky-jerky movements, but he felt pretty sure he would have no problem mowing them down with his HK416. The assault rifle looked like an AR-15—black and sexy—but with a wicked scope and a vertical fore-grip. Even though he mostly made his bones as a mercenary by shooting things, for this job, so far all they had done is surveillance.
Trigger keyed his tactical microphone and called in the new development.
“Trigger to Carpenter, I’ve got eyes on the flying wing. Team is landing in the field north of the mosque.”
“Trigger, this is Eagle. I want a complete account of who emerges from that transport.” The unexpected voice was deep and gravelly.
Crap, Trigger thought. He had been expecting his fellow mercenary and friend, Carpenter, to answer the call. But apparently the Big Boss was here now. The man was ugly as sin, with a huge bald head criss-crossed with scars and a jagged hole where an ear should have been. He had chosen the name Eagle for himself, but behind his back, most of the mercs referred to him as Beak, because of the man’s immense nose.
“Tell me about the cloaks you saw too,” Eagle said over Trigger’s earpiece.
“Well, sir, like I told Carpenter, shortly after Elvis and the woman went in the fountain entrance, the cloaks started streaming out of it. They headed southwest into the trees on the other side of the parking lot.”
“We’ve seen the cloaks make for those trees before,” Eagle said, his voice grating like metal scraped on concrete. “Why was this different?”
“This wasn’t just a small pack of them. This looked like all of them. Hundreds. Maybe a thousand. And they were moving fast. They were in a damn hurry.”
“No sign of them since?”
“None, sir. I’ve got eyes now on the sniper and the big one, exiting the craft. The one with the hand cannons is leading three bald men as prisoners,” Trigger described each occupant of the strange stealth craft, as they exited and took to the field. He looked on through the scope of his rifle as the short sniper and the big guy moved directly toward him, but neither seemed on guard yet. They were just hustling to get out of the open. “I have a shot on the sniper and the big one.”
“Negative. I repeat, do not fire. We want all of them, and we want them inside the facility. What about the blonde woman?”
“Not yet, I—wait a minute. I’ve got her on the ground behind Hand Cannons. Transport is dusting off and they are all making for my position. I need to bug out soon.” Trigger was frustrated that he couldn’t just snipe the targets now. If he took out the sniper first, they’d all be sitting ducks. Still, if Eagle was paying the bills, then Trigger would do as he was told.
“Pack up and head out, Trigger. They’re probably heading for the amphitheater entrance anyway. Remember, we want them all inside the facility—and the blonde bitch is mine. Acknowledge.” Eagle’s voice sounded plenty angry over the radio. Trigger wasted no time replying.
“Acknowledged. The blonde is all yours. Making for the fountain entrance. Trigger out.”
He climbed down out of his tree as quickly as he could, without disturbing the branches and leaves. Even without a scope, the sniper might have really good eyes. No point taking a chance.
Trigger hit the ground and started moving west. He crossed a small field, and seconds later was hidden from the incoming targets, the giant mosque blocking their line of sight. He made his way across the boulevard and rendezvoused with four more mercs at the fountain entrance—all the while keeping an eye on the woods, in case the spooky cloaks came back. But Trigger figured them for gone. The way they had left made it seem like they were bailing for good. But the rest of Trigger’s team had eyes on the only other entrance. So there was no way the Greek had escaped. He was inside still. So were Elvis and the woman. Now the rest of the team would be inside soon too, with the three bald men.
The plan seemed as safe and secure as it could be. Almost too secure. Dull, even. They would wait until the enemy team entered the facility, then Trigger and his men would enter from the fountain, while a second group followed their targets into the amphitheater entrance. Finally, Eagle and the rest would enter through the secret vehicle entrance in the woods northwest of the nearby American Cemetery. Trigger still found it crazy that a huge US military cemetery was smack dab in the middle of North Africa, but it made sense. Some 2800 white crosses lined the 27-acre field, all American casualties from World War II. There was a tunnel that ran underground from the cemetery to the loading dock in the bottom of the subterranean Manifold facility.
All three entrances covered. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. Trigger and the rest of the mercenary forces working for Eagle would come in like the waves of the ocean in a fierce storm, smashing and crashing, devastating everything in their path. The Greek and the enemy group Beak had referred to as Chess Team would have no escape. It was going to be like shooting fish in a barrel—with a howitzer.
 


 
SEVENTEEN
Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
When King crashed into Alexander, it felt like hitting a brick wall. He’d let the AK go flying to the floor, and he lost the Sig on impact with Alexander’s bulky chest. But the collision was still satisfying, as both he and Alexander slammed into the wall of machinery.
“King, wai—” Alexander started, but King had scrambled up to his knees and rammed his fist into Alexander’s nose. King felt cartilage crunch under his fist, and Alexander howled, as a burst of bright red blood arced away from his face.
King was pulling his fist back for a second pistoning shot at the same spot, when Alexander let out a roar like a lion and flung his arm out wildly. The strength in the sweep of Alexander’s arm took King by surprise. The man was flailing, but King still found himself airborne, sailing across the room.
King’s body hit the polished stone floor of the room and slid, as if he were on the bright yellow Slip n’ Slide he had as a kid. He came to rest with his arm outstretched and his Sig in view across the floor. He lunged for the gun. Alexander would be much too tough an opponent for him. Thoughts of what might happen to his head if Alexander landed a clean punch helped to speed him across the slippery floor.
“Jack, you don’t under—oh no you don’t,” Alexander’s booming voice grew louder as the man rushed King like a freight train. King dove to the slick floor, counting on his slide to take him the rest of the way to the weapon.
His fingers reached out and grasped the grip of the Sig, just as Alexander slammed into him. They both slid toward the open doors King had rushed through. Asya was nowhere in sight. King had just a split second to wonder where his backup went, before his arm was coming up with the gun as his body continued to slide. Alexander’s meaty hand was on his wrist, forcing his arm back.
King bent his wrist as far as it would go and started pulling the trigger, hoping he would either hit some part of Alexander’s flesh or at least make the man back down.
Instead, the sound of the shots booming in the echoing rock cavern filled the large man with fury, and suddenly, through Alexander’s roar of anger, King found himself lifted and shoved hard against the wall of the cavern. The collision with the unyielding stone took his breath away, but his anger at this man for endangering his parents was making King see red. He pulled the trigger of the Sig as he swung his dangling leg up and connected with Alexander’s crotch. The big man flinched, but then pulled King’s body, which he was completely suspending in the air now, away from the wall a few inches, before slamming King backward yet again.
King felt ribs break and his whole body started tingling, as his ears roared with adrenaline. The Sig was lost and Alexander’s eyes were filled with fury as he smashed King against the wall a third time, then moved his grip, so he was holding King aloft by his neck.
Alexander began to speak again, but King could only hear the man as if he were a long way away.
“…what I’m trying to explain to you…”
King’s arm was down by his side and brushed the pocket of his jeans. He felt the small hard lump on his hip, and his fingers dipped into the pocket. The jeans felt tight with the object in his pocket, and his fingers had a hard time reaching around the thing. Finally, the tip of his middle finger hooked on something and he tugged.
“We can end this right now!” Alexander was shouting.
King feebly moved his left fist up as if to punch at Alexander’s face. He kept his speed slow and his accuracy way off. It was the perfect feint. Alexander turned toward the arm and brought his own up to block the strike.
Then King moved like a striking cobra, swinging his other arm up and inside the outstretched arm that held him in the air. The pineapple grenade in his fist, King launched the metal upward and bent his wrist back at the last second, so the grenade crunched into Alexander’s already broken nose, and King’s fingers were spared from being mashed.
Alexander stumbled back and dropped King. King landed in a crouch on his feet, then sprang back up, catching a sharp breath from the broken glass feeling in his side as he did so. His arm swung out like a baseball pitcher’s and the fist clutching the grenade came down on top of Alexander’s head at the apex of King’s jump, once again, the metal connecting with bone.
Alexander staggered back, unsteady on his feet, his arms swinging around like a wild brawler in a bar-room fight, punching at invisible enemies. Then his eyes cleared. They were dark and full of rage.
Oh shit, King just had time to think.
Then the legendary Hercules—healed of all his injuries—was running for him.
King backed up to the wall, and waited for a blink, then dove to the side. Alexander—barreling at King at full speed like the fabled minotaur—mashed into the wall of the cavern. He brought his arms in front of him at the last second, his forearms crossed at the wrists to help cushion the blow. But his speed and strength were no match for centuries old stone. When Alexander hit the wall, the stone exploded outward, spewing large hunks of rubble and the powerhouse of a man out into the carpeted corridor. He tumbled and sprawled into the wall on the opposite side of the hallway before he hit the floor.
King was stunned. He knew he needed his weapon and he needed it fast. He quickly scanned the floor of the room. Where is the damn AK? But then he spotted his Sig Sauer, tucked under the front of a desk with a computer monitor, and a stack of papers on it. He raced across the room and leapt onto the floor, the polished surface gliding him right to the weapon. The jolt to his ribs when his hip hit the floor made him wince, but this fight would soon be over.
King reached out to grasp the gun, but it was struck and knocked out of reach. A cloud of red dust shot out from under the table and small chunks of stone scattered everywhere, several pieces pinging into King. He turned and stood, to see Alexander was standing in the giant hole he had torn in the wall. He held a slab of rubble twice the size of a human skull in his right hand, and the intention was clear.
The man had deadly aim. He had thrown a stone across the room that had smashed into the Sig and probably launched it far under the computer desk. The next shot would be to King’s skull.
Still holding the grenade in his left hand, King sneered at Alexander and reached the fingers of his right hand for the safety pin. Alexander pulled his arm back with the stone and let it fly.
 


 
EIGHTEEN
Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
A scream rang out through the room as Alexander threw the large stone and started to charge toward King.
“Ostanovit!” Asya’s Russian shout was punctuated with a rapid burst of 7.92 mm bullets blasting into the stone ceiling, one of which made a wild ricochet noise, when it bounced off. “Stop! Both of you!” The sharp tang of gunpowder filled the space.
King flinched at the sound of gunfire in the confined space. The thrown stone whistled harmlessly overhead and shattered against the wall behind the computer desk. Rocky debris sprayed to the floor in a clatter that echoed in the abject silence after the gunshots. Alexander halted his most recent charge and turned to look at Asya. She stood in another doorway that led from the cavern into what appeared to be a small sitting room.
Asya had the AK-47 trained on Alexander. No one spoke for a minute.
“I’ll ask you kindly, dear lady, not to fire that in here again. This room is full of very delicate scientific equipment.” Alexander stood up straight and began swatting dust and dirt off his torn suit jacket. A flap of fabric that should have been on his chest hung down nearly to his knee. He picked up the flap and looked at it in disgust, then stripped out of the jacket and let it drop to the floor. The front of his white dress shirt had a spatter of blood down the neck and chest, from when King had broken his nose.
King reached under the computer desk and retrieved his Sig. It was scratched and coated in red dust, but it appeared mostly undamaged. He slipped the grenade—its pin still intact—in his pocket again, then stood and trained the pistol on Alexander with his right hand, while clutching his broken rib with his left.
“Morons, come!” Asya turned her back and began walking into the adjoining room.
“Morons?” King asked, his voice rising and a fight still in him.
Asya wheeled back on the men. “Yes!” she shouted. “Morons!” She pointed at Alexander. “You are idiot for letting us think you had kidnapped our parents! How did you think it would end?”
Alexander was about to reply, but Asya whirled to face King. “And you! You had pistol and rifle. You had a grenade! But you chased after him and tried to stop him with your fists? Yeban ko maloletneye.” She turned and stalked off into the adjoining room.
King looked at Alexander. “What did she just say?”
Alexander shrugged. “My Russian is a little rusty, but I think she called you an ‘adolescent jerk.’ It might have been something about a donkey, though.”
King motioned for Alexander to follow Asya with his Sig. His rib hurt like a bastard, but he didn’t want Alexander to see. He followed the large man into a lounge, which was separated by a thick metal door.
The lounge was lushly appointed with overstuffed comfortable-looking sofas, and armchairs. Off to the side of the room was a wet bar where a man was pouring a drink of single malt scotch for himself. King recognized the man instantly.
“Dad?”
Peter Machtchenko was clean shaven in a pinstripe gray suit that complimented his salt and pepper hair. The wrinkles around his eyes revealed his age to be in the fifties, but his level of fitness and posture suggested a much younger man. King glanced to a chair on the opposite side of the room and saw his mother. Lynn Machtchenko wore a tan pair of slacks and a long-sleeved white cotton blouse with a culturally appropriate scarf around her neck that she would cover her head with, when she went out. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, accentuating her facial similarity to Asya. Her eyes were kind, with a hint of a smile in them. Neither seemed concerned about the battle that had been fought in the room next door. The thick door and walls must have dampened the sound.
“You’re both here... You’re okay?” King’s voice was quiet. Stunned.
“Why don’t you have a drink, son?” Peter said from across the room, dropping ice cubes into a crystal glass with a loud clink. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
“Actually, if you’ll all excuse me, I’d like to go change my clothes first,” Alexander said.
King raised his Sig at the man. “I don’t think so. You’re the one with the most explaining to do. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
Alexander turned to face King. “Look, Jack, the scientific equipment in the next room represents the last fifty years of my hard work, and several hundred years of planning. I’m not going anywhere. I just want to put on a clean shirt. Then I’ll answer all of your questions.” He looked King in the eye, and raised his eyebrows. “All of them. Okay?”
King squinted at the man, still not fully trusting him. “Fine.”
Asya walked over and handed the rifle to King, then patted him on the shoulder. “Compromise. Just like big boys. Very nice.” Then she moved over to a sofa and sat down.
Alexander chuckled, then walked to a set of doors leading from the lounge into the hallway. “I’ll be right back.”
King slipped the strap of the AK over his shoulder and slid the Sig into the waistband of his jeans, behind his back. Then, gingerly, he sat down in a wingback chair.
“Were you hurt?” Lynn asked, concern making the smile in her eyes vanish.
“I’ll be fine, Mom,” King grunted. “Just a broken rib. Why are you two here?”
Peter walked over with a glass of scotch and set it on a glass-topped coffee table for King, then he took his own glass and plopped in a chair next to Lynn. “Well, it’s kind of a long story.”
King raised an eyebrow at the man. “Asya and I have been looking for you two all over the globe. We’ve spent a small fortune, used government assets and put ourselves in harm’s way to find you.”
“Not to mention a totally unnecessary fist fight with a guy who heals faster than I can say ‘Hercules,’” Asya said. She was joking, but not smiling. They were both relieved that their parents were alive, but neither were happy to find they’d been duped.
“So you’re going to tell us everything.” King leaned back in his chair. “You take just as long as you need.”
 


 
NINETEEN
Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
“Alright, Dad. Let’s have it.” King leaned forward in the chair, then instantly regretted it, as a fresh shot of bone-jangling pain ripped through his side.
“Well, you already know that Lynn and I worked for the Russian government,” Peter began.
“That’s putting it mildly. You were spies. Sleeper agent spies, no less. You still are spies—” King spat.
“No, son. That’s where you’re wrong. We wanted out. What I told you about when we last met was true. But we got roped into one last job, which was supposed to be our way out. For good.”
King recalled the story he had been told about Peter and Lynn Machtchenko breaking all ties from the Soviets in 1988. Russia had sent assassins after them just the once. King didn’t know the particulars beyond the fact that his mother, who he’d always seen as a gentle woman, shot the man. The would-be assassin survived, but the implication was that the Russians would never try it again. But then, years later, Peter had been outed by the US Government, who promptly threw him in jail for a decade. Upon his release three years ago, the KGB came sniffing again, hoping to reactivate Peter and Lynn as resources on US soil. The couple had created an elaborate scam to fake Lynn’s death, but King had stumbled upon it.
“Your story would work just fine except for the fact that you bugged me. Oh yeah, and there were those dead bodies in your hotel room. And then you were gone. You better have something more meaningful than ‘Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.’” King was getting tired of the lies. He looked over to Asya and found her simply nodding in agreement.
“Do you remember my twenty-second birthday?” Asya asked, looking at Peter. “The hunting trip? You gave me a speech that day, about honesty.”
“I remember,” her father said.
“I think it’s time you took your own advice and—”
“Hold on,” King said, on the verge of imploding. “Your twenty-second birthday?”
Peter’s eyes turned toward the floor.
King groaned. “You were never in jail, were you?”
“Jail?” Asya said, baffled.
“You let me think you were in jail for ten years?” King shook his head, feeling a mixture of betrayal and sadness.
“The fewer people who knew about Asya, the better,” Lynn said. “We have a lot of enemies. You have more. Family can be a weakness, so we hid you from each other. I raised you in the States. Your father raised Asya in Russia.”
King understood the reasoning. It was classic spy paranoia, which wasn’t necessarily unfounded. But the presence of his sister, of his still living sister, had become a source of stability for him over the past few months. “Family can also be a strength.”
Lynn nodded. “We’re together now. I hope it will be enough.”
“Things have changed in Russia,” Peter said, moving on. “Old elements are reclaiming power. They found me again. I had no choice but to make a deal. One last job. For your sister’s sake. It was just supposed to be surveillance. They wanted to know your activities and whereabouts. I was assured you were not a target. It was just intel. I figured what could it hurt? You were already wrapped up in your own problems with the attack on Fort Bragg. People were actively trying to kill you. Doing that one last job was supposed to ensure our immunity, and get them to leave you—both of you—alone for good.” Peter sighed loudly, then sipped his scotch.
Lynn leaned forward in her chair, her long scarf falling from her neck to her lap. “We were set up, but so were the Russians. It turned out they were being pressured from a business partner that wanted the information…”
“Let me guess,” King interrupted. “Richard Ridley.”
“Exactly,” Lynn continued. “And once things started to go haywire for him, his people picked us up. They were surprisingly good. We were really good once too, but we’re getting up there in years. Neither of us stood much of a chance.”
King winced at the thought of his parents being mistreated by Ridley’s thugs.
“So what happened next?” Asya asked.
“I did.” Alexander entered the room from the hallway, holding a large tray with a tea service. He wore a new pale blue shirt, and dark slacks. His face was clean and his hair was damp. His nose looked mended. “I suggest we have some tea. It’s my own brew. Very relaxing.”
When King raised an eyebrow, Alexander smiled. “It’s just tea, Jack. But if you want something for that rib you’re clutching, I still have some of the seeds from the Garden of Hesperides.”
King recalled the effects of the apple seed. When crushed and liquefied, they acted as a potent regenerative medicine. King himself had been healed by one once, thanks to his good friend, George Pierce.
“Thanks, but I think I’ll heal the old fashioned way,” King said.
“Thought you might say that,” Alexander tossed a white plastic bottle through the air toward King. “Heads up.”
King caught the bottle in the air with his left hand, grimacing, as his chest muscles stretched.
“800 milligram ibuprofen tablets—the old fashioned way. Have some green tea to wash it down.” Alexander began pouring tea from an ornate golden cloisonné kettle into delicate little matching teacups. King raised an eyebrow at the man again.
“Seriously,” the large man said. “Green tea has long been known to reduce the risks of heart disease and cancer, as well as boosting the metabolic rate. Plus, it’s soothing to the nerves.”
“You were saying about my parents?” King asked, watching the man’s hands for any signs that he was slipping something into the brew.
“Peter and Lynn were being held by Ridley’s people. While Chess Team was content with the New Hampshire base, my people were taking all the other Manifold facilities around the world.” Alexander nodded to Peter and Lynn. “I freed them. They were in Singapore under my protection until last week, when I brought them here. You see, Jack, Ridley was long fascinated with all aspects of antiquity. One of the things he wanted most—the mother tongue—he eventually got his hands on, as you well know. But to get there, he hunted down every sign and every clue he could find that would lead him to the last living speakers of several ancient languages. You know all this.”
Alexander finished pouring the tea, placed a cup on the table in front of King, next to the untouched glass of scotch, then took his own seat, next to Asya. He pursed his lips, blew on his cup to cool the brew, then sipped his tea. The tiny teacups looked ridiculous in his massive hands.
Lynn reached for her own cup and took a sip. Alexander had not poured a cup for Peter. The man still had a glass of scotch in his hands. King eyed the tea suspiciously, but seeing no ill effects on Lynn, and not wanting to be rude, he sipped the brew. It was strangely lacking in flavor, like drinking hot water. He wondered why anyone would drink it. Still, he popped the ibuprofen and washed it down with another sip of the scalding liquid.
“Those speakers of ancient languages all had one other thing in common, Jack. Something I didn’t find out until too late, which is why so many of them perished, and why I was so keen to safeguard them all.” Alexander scowled at the thought of the dead that he had failed to protect.
“What did they have in common?” King asked.
Alexander looked directly at him. “Me.”
King turned to Asya, but she looked as confused as he did.
“I don’t follow.”
“Jack, I know you might not believe it, but I am several centuries old. How many offspring do you think a man like me might have had over those years?”
Then it hit King all at once. “No…”
Asya hadn’t figured it out yet. “What?”
“All those people…my daughter. They’re all your descendants.” King looked at Alexander, with his mouth open. “And...shit. We are too.” He glanced at Asya again so she would know the ‘we’ implicated her.
Alexander nodded. “As is your father. I didn’t know at first, but I looked into the incident when your mother bugged you.”
“Sorry, son,” Lynn smiled sheepishly.
“I had suspected our connection for quite some time, Jack.” Alexander drank his tea.
“You mean to tell me you weren’t tracking my movements?” King asked.
“Think about it, Jack. Centuries, and generation after generation? I can’t possibly keep track of all my descendants. But sometimes I come across someone I’m sure about. You noticed that you and your sister were immune to those creatures—you called them Dire Wolves—in Norway, while the rest of your team was affected?” Alexander pointed to King and Asya. “My blood, diluted by centuries of course, but enough to keep you from feeling the effects of those creatures.”
King recalled that other members of Chess Team and even support members of Endgame had been affected by a fear-inducing sonic cry from the creatures they had faced the previous year. He alone had seemed immune to the effect. But during the final battle, he had discovered that Asya was likewise unaffected.
“Wait, you’ve mentioned that you’ve been known by many names. Was one of them Adoon?”
Alexander’s face darkened. “Where did you hear that name?”
“In Norway. The thing we fought—Fenrir—referred to us as the ‘Children of Adoon.’ I thought at the time that it was speaking of Earth’s inhabitants or referring to the Biblical children of Adam, but it wasn’t, was it? It was talking about me…and my connection to you. Who the hell are you?”
Alexander sighed. “I’m just a man trying to get home, Jack. And I need your help.”
“When you say ‘home,’ you don’t mean Greece, do you?”
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It had been only a few hours, but Queen, was already deeply tired of the three Ridley clones. They were the enemy, but as much as she wanted them gone, she needed to understand them.
“So you three are exact duplicates of the original Ridley? You have the same emotions, the same thoughts? How does that work?” she asked.
They were standing in the ruins of the Roman amphitheater, a large circular walled field with patchy grass and stone debris of what Queen guessed were once buildings. The remains of pillars stood around the circumference of the stadium—some only nubs after the ravages of time. A lone standing pillar stood on a raised platform. The center of the arena had a recessed area like a trench with gates on either end. Seth led them down to one of the gates, which he then unlocked with a key.
“As I’ve said, we three do not possess the mother tongue, but as I understand it, our Creator used the mother tongue to merge his DNA with the raw material he imbued with life.
Queen raised an eyebrow. It sounded hokey as hell, but she’d seen it with her own eyes more than once. “By raw material you mean, what, clay?”
“It is the most stable of elements with which to imbue life,” he replied. “And our lives began as fully formed duplicates of our Creator, complete with his memories, aspirations and intellect. But from that moment forth, we each began creating new memories and having new thoughts shaped by our individual experiences. So while two years ago we were duplicates in every way of Richard Ridley, now we might even be considered human, as we have each led separate lives and made choices our Creator might not have.”
“That’s too bad,” Queen said, as they entered the shadowed end-chamber behind the gate. Knight and Bishop had barrel-mounted flashlights on their MP-5 submachine guns that illuminated the space around them. Jared moved to the wall and began running his fingers along the top, where it met the ceiling. When his fingers found an indentation, he slipped his index and middle finger inside.
“Why is that?” Seth asked.
A loud clatch noise filled the arched space, and a portion of the stone wall began to slide back on incredibly quiet pistoning motors. Queen could just barely hear them hissing like air compressors.
She shoved Seth toward the open doorway. “Because I was thinking about killing one of you. If you were just plain old duplicates of Ridley, I wouldn’t shed a tear. But on the off chance that as ‘new humans’ you might have some redeeming quality, I’ll keep you alive a little longer.”
Seth stepped into the new opening, which revealed a modern metal stairwell and concrete walls. He reached to the wall and flipped on a light switch. Suddenly the stairwell was lit up with bright fluorescent spotlights mounted on the walls and protected by metal cages. He turned to Queen. “That is very considerate of you.”
Rook walked past the man, intentionally slamming his shoulder into Seth’s. “I didn’t make any such promise, cupcake.”
Seth looked at Knight, but the short Korean just stalked away into the stairwell after Rook and the other two duplicates.
Then Bishop walked toward Seth. “Don’t even look at me.” Unlike Rook, Bishop walked around Seth, as he made for the stairs. He was the poster child for anger management, but that was primarily because he stored up his rage for when he really needed it most. Then he became a volcano. If he let himself rough up one of the duplicates, he might just open the flood gates and end one of them.
Or all of them.
Queen, on the other hand, had no trouble being physical. She took Seth by his shoulder, and with one deft twist of her hand, she guided his body around, so he faced the stairs. Then she shoved him to follow Bishop.
The stone door slid quietly shut behind the group as they made their way down the stairs. At the bottom, they faced two corridors, but Jared, the supposedly mute duplicate, pointed down the tunnel leading west. Eventually they came to a metal door. On the wall beside it was a keypad.
Jared tapped in a code of five 9s, and the door unlocked with a soft clicking noise. Enos, the supposedly deaf duplicate, pulled the door handle open to reveal a janitorial closet filled with mops and bottles of cleaning supplies on high shelves.
At the other side of the closet-sized space was another door.
Queen nudged Seth.“What’s on the other side of that door?”
“It’s a biology lab. Should be empty. There’s no more staff here. Just Alexander and his...servants. But as far as we could tell, they tend to congregate near the mouth of the vehicle entrance for some reason. We’re taking you in a different way. We should be able to get to where Alexander is holding the Creator without being seen. Unless Alexander is present. He’s the only real obstacle.”
“I’m less worried about him than I am about you three,” Queen mumbled.
Seth smiled. “Across the bio lab to the hallway. Turn right and go all the way to the end. We’ll take the stairs down. At that point we’ll need to be quiet in case Alexander has protection about.”
Knight led the way, with his MP-5 submachine gun at the ready. He’d normally have an XM2010 Enhanced Sniper Rifle strapped to his back, but for this mission, sniping wasn’t going to be a useful skill. Behind him, Jared and Enos followed, with Bishop coming behind them, also armed with an MP-5. The weapon felt tiny to him, but the large machine guns he typically wielded in the field weren’t the best choice for enclosed spaces or fast getaways. Finally, Seth followed Bishop, and Queen brought up the rear.
They moved across the lab with its shiny tables and brilliant white walls into a hallway exactly as Seth had described. At the far end of it, after passing several doors labeled for different kinds of labs—Cold, Sequencing,
Data, and Restoration—and one door labeled Personnel, they came to the stairwell, and descended. Queen noted the sign on the back of the door as she closed it. Sub Level 1. They passed Sub Level 2, and stopped at a door for Sub Level 3. Jared waited at the door as she and Seth descended to the floor.
“What’s on Sub Level 2?” she asked Seth.
“Mostly office space. This level is primarily storage and the loading dock I mentioned,” Seth answered her in a quiet voice, not quite a whisper. “We’ll need to move silently from here. The hallway runs straight through to the other side of the facility, just like the hallway on Sub Level 1. On the right will be a solid wall. On the left there’ll be a storage room, the dock, and then the security room, where He will be. After the security room is a bathroom, more storage and a small lounge. Then a natural cavern and another stairwell at the end of the hall. Any questions?”
Queen shook her head. She peeked through the wire-reinforced window in the door. The hallway looked like Seth had described it. “Bishop, you’re on point. Knight, keep an eye on our six. Rook, you keep an eye on the Three Amigos, here.” Bishop stepped in front of Jared and grasped the doorknob with one hand, his MP-5 at the ready in the other. “Go.”
Bishop slipped the door open and moved out into the carpeted hallway. As promised, they passed an unmarked door on the left, and then came to two windowed doors that led to the loading dock. Bishop peered through one of the windows and motioned that they could continue. As Queen slipped past the door, following Seth, she glanced in and saw a large concrete platform that dropped away to a larger lower space where a bright yellow forklift sat in front of a ramp. On the end of the dock was a blue metal dumpster. Otherwise, the dock was free of vehicles, and there were no signs of any people or Alexander’s wraiths.
The next room was clearly marked Security. Bishop paused at the door, then opened it slowly, the barrel of the submachine gun leading. As prophesied, the room was empty. Five black office chairs sat on casters in front of five darkened monitors and computer stations. At the back of the room on the left was a door with a security pad, like the one they had seen upstairs.
“He will be in here,” Seth began to rush toward the door, but Bishop shoved the man roughly aside. Rook turned a fierce gaze on the other two duplicates, but neither made a move.
Queen stepped up to the door and the keypad. “What’s the code?”
“It should be disabled with the code we punched in upstairs,” Seth replied. He looked surly about having been held back from his master.
Queen opened the door and stepped in. When she gasped, Rook was right behind her into the room.
“Oh my God,” she managed. “This is… This is…”
“That’s some gnarly fuckin’ potatoes, is what that is,” Rook said.
They were looking at Richard Ridley—or what was left of him.
 


 
TWENTY-ONE
Loading Dock Entrance, Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
The vehicle paused at the entrance to the ramp that led from the massive underground parking garage to the loading dock down on Sub Level 3. He climbed out of the white van and checked that his Beretta M9 handgun was seated in its holster. Then he walked across the huge echoing space, leaving three more vans and the bulk of his men to wait.
He knew a small team of three covered the amphitheater exit above ground, but most of the men would go in with him through the loading dock. He was damn glad that the cloaks had mysteriously bugged out. That would make his job a lot easier. He loved it when things came together smoothly on an op—not like that mess in the Ukraine, where he’d lost an ear to that blonde bitch.
A few more strides across the deserted concrete floor and he came to the ladder at the base of the fountain. Two men stood to either side of the metal ladder, and he knew a third would be up top, hidden in the trees near the unused fountain.
The men snapped to attention at the sight of him.
“Who’s topside?” he asked.
“Sir, Trigger is up top, in a tree about ten meters from the entrance.” The man was short, with thick hairy forearms, covered in thin straight scars. Eagle respected the man and his knife fighting scars. There were a lot of them, but seeing as how the man was standing here, his opponents faired far worse. “Sounds good, Carpenter. You two stay frosty. When the shit hits the fan—and it will—things are likely to bubble up here. Anyone not wearing solid black BDUs like us? You dust them. That includes the clones.”
“Understood, sir.” Carpenter nodded.
Eagle smiled grimly.
Carpenter’s companion, a greasy, nasty man named Keller, who went by the callsign of Raven, simply stood and looked forward, as if Eagle wasn’t even there. Eagle wondered if Raven’s bearing was from his time in the Marines, or if he was just zoned out on drugs. It didn’t really matter too much. You took what you could get with a mercenary force. Most of the soldiers were veterans of multiple engagements, and they would all stay loyal through the mission; the money he had promised them would ensure that.
Eagle, tall, imposing and to his own mind, hideously deformed, turned and strode back across the garage to his waiting caravan of mercenary soldiers. Each was armed with smoke grenades, and AK-47s, like his. Except for a few of the men, who were less than savory, he liked most of them. Twenty-three in all, they made a nice round twenty-four with him. His own little private army, funded with money from the former Manifold Genetics.
He keyed his microphone as he walked. “Station Two, give me a sit-rep.”
“This is Mason at Station Two. They just went in. We gave them five and moved in after them to lock the gate down. No one coming in or out over here, Eagle.” The voice was young, but Eagle knew the man was a competent fighter, and the veteran of some bloody battles in Rwanda and Burundi. Eagle had brought the young man on the previous year.
“Excellent. We’re moving in. Expect things might come your way. Anything coming down that tunnel is to be considered hostile. Kill it. Eagle out.”
He smiled and strode back to the waiting line of vans. As he reached the third van in the convoy, he slapped the side of it hard. In response, the driver started the engine. Without needing to be told to do so, the second and first vans did likewise. Eagle stepped up to the passenger side door on the first van and slid into his seat. He pulled an AK-47 up out of the foot-well, and lowered the window, leaning the tip out. He knew the vehicle tunnel leading three levels down to the dock was plenty wide for the vans. There was no danger of hitting the walls with the tip of the rifle.
“It’s time for the Chess Team and Alexander Diotrephes to die. Let’s go,” Eagle barked.
The driver threw the van into drive and slowly proceeded down the ramp.
Then Eagle keyed his microphone again. “This is Eagle. Squad One is moving in. Squads Two and Three, stay alert. If the fighting gets past us to the surface, you move in.”
Twenty-Four men in the immediate fight. Another forty-eight waiting up top—just in case.
Oh yes, he thought. In less than an hour, this installation will be mine. He would execute the members of Chess Team. Kill off the intruding Greek. Eliminate the ridiculous doubles. Then Omega, and its information on the last resting place of the Chest of Adoon would be his. And along the way, he’d get to stab that bitch that took his ear. It was going to be a great day. Darius Ridley was finally going to have his revenge.
 


 
TWENTY-TWO
Lounge, Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
Alexander led King back into the adjacent cavern-like room. Peter and Lynn remained in the lounge with Asya, speaking in animated Russian. King really looked at the equipment along the walls in the cavern. Before, he had been too busy trying to stay alive. But now, some of the arched metal structures lined with thick electrical cables in their black rubber insulation, reminded him of something he’d seen before.
“How did you get here so quickly? I was expecting you, of course, but not for a few more weeks, if I’m honest.” Alexander moved to the wall of machinery. He examined a few parts of the curved metal, tugged on cables as if to ensure they were not loose and scrutinized small parts. Then he nodded, as if assuring himself that the machine was built correctly. King figured it was all an act to appear disinterested in how King had found the man.
“The library in Malta,” King said, leaving the explanation at that.
“How did you get past the Forgotten?” Alexander asked. Then he turned, a storm of anger brewing in his tanned face. “You didn’t kill them, did you?”
“No. Once they saw who I was, they let me pass. Made things a whole lot easier that you told them to leave me be.” King walked past Alexander to look closer at one part of the machinery. The arched design made the thing look like a seven foot tall Greek letter for Omega: Ω. King wondered how much of the tech he was looking at came from Ridley and how much from Alexander.
“Did they?” Alexander mumbled, absentminded as he checked over a computer screen, attached to the side of the machinery. “Hmm. Well, I suppose that makes sense, doesn’t it?”
Then he turned to King, all pretenses at dithering with the machine done. King was watching the man like a hawk.
“Do you recognize elements of the design?” Alexander pointed to the Omega shaped piece of machinery, and all at once, King knew his suspicions were correct. This was the same machinery he’d dealt with in Norway, the designs for which were on a laptop stolen from Endgame headquarters.
“You know I won’t let you activate it,” King said. His hand hung loose at his side, but it could easily reach for the Sig Sauer in his waistband, if need be.
“Actually, Jack, I’m hoping you’ll be the one to help me activate it.”
“You’re nuts. The last time dimensional tech like this was activated, it ate half the planet. If you think—” King began.
“Please,” Alexander said, holding out his hands, to appease King. “Just let me explain a few things.”
King stopped his rant, and just looked at Alexander, raising his eyebrows, as if to say There’s no way you can convince me, but go ahead.
“I’ve spent hundreds of years amassing scientific knowledge and acquiring technology like this,” Alexander pointed a brawny arm at the machine along the wall, “all for one purpose. I’m not a bad man, Jack. Yes, I’ve made some mistakes, and yes, I’ve sometimes let my goals overcome any sense of modern morality. But you’ve seen the Forgotten. You know they were my own experiments, in my early days of testing the limits of immortality.”
King frowned again, thinking of the shriveled, hideous creatures that were once normal men.
“But I also take care of them now. I protect them. They are directionless, and if left to their own devices, they might just die, Jack. I would hope that caretaking alone might count for something with you, to show I’m not a monster. I’ve aided you against Richard Ridley. Hell, I believe we saved the world together. And I have helped you to keep your daughter, Fiona, alive, along with several other last speakers of languages all around the world. The Herculean Society has a membership of thousands—many of whom are being helped more by the Society than they help me. So when I tell you what I’ve been working on for hundreds of years, I hope that you will see I am being sincere.”
“Okay,” King said. “Surprise me. What’s your motivation?”
“Love,” Alexander said, his face completely serious.
King was flabbergasted. It was the last response he ever would have expected.
“What?”
“Listen, Jack. I’m not trying to rip open a portal to another dimension. You can relax. I’ve retooled this machinery, so it works properly now. But I need your help to make the machine work...and get me home. That’s really all I’ve ever wanted. The machine is perfectly safe now.”
King shifted the strap of the AK-47 across his chest and stared at the man.
“The machine is ready. Like I said, I wasn’t expecting you for weeks yet, but I finished work on the device early. It will open a portal to another place. A dangerous place. And... I will need your help there.” Alexander raised his hand and flipped a switch on the terminal behind him. The arch of metal and electrical cables hummed, and a field of blue light crackled to life in the circular center of the arch. King felt the hair on his arm stand up, as the electrical field tugged at him. He realized the arch was just large enough to be a man-sized portal, but the last time he had seen a portal like this, he’d seen creatures just larger than a man come through. And even larger creatures waited on the other side.
“Turn it off.” King said, hand on the grip of his gun. “I haven’t said whether I’m helping you yet.”
The chime of a phone drowned out the hum of the machine. Alexander drew the small device from his pocket and looked at the screen. He held his index finger up, indicating that King should wait, and then he took the call.
King almost shot Alexander out of sheer annoyance, but controlled himself and decided to listen to the one-sided conversation instead, hoping to glean a hint of what was going on.
“She’s on?” Alexander asked whoever was on the other end. “Connect us.” He gave King a slight grin. “Hello? Yes, please hold.”
Alexander took the phone away from his ear and held it out to King. “For you.”
King squinted, but took the phone. “Hello?”
“Dad?”
“Fiona?” His eyes went from confused to enraged. If Alexander had taken her again, he would kill the man or die trying.
“Why did you call?”
“I called you?”
“Umm, that’s what they told me.” She sounded more confused than afraid. In fact, there wasn’t a trace of fear in her voice. She’s still at school, he realized.
“I just...wanted to see how you were doing,” he said. He knew how she was doing. She had armed guards keeping tabs on her, guards who reported in every night, even if she didn’t.
She laughed, and the sound of it made him miss her more than usual. “I’m fine. A little bored, but I think that’s normal for someone who’s done the things we do.”
The things we do.
King smiled, nearly forgetting about Alexander. Fiona had survived Richard Ridley’s attack on the Siletz reservation that killed her family—her people. She’d been taken by Alexander and subsequently kidnapped and held hostage by Richard Ridley. She’d used the mother tongue to defeat a towering stone golem, saved the entire team and finally, had nearly been sucked inside a black hole, once again proving instrumental in saving his life...and the world. She would one day make a fine addition to the team. She might even be the best of them. But right now...right now she was still a kid.
His kid.
Then he remembered. “Actually, I have some news, but I want to tell you in person.”
“So you just called to torture me then?” she said. “Tell me, now. Or I’ll flunk out on purpose.”
King turned away from Alexander. This was a private moment. He squinted against the glow of the activated machine. I’ll deal with you in a moment, he thought, and then said. “How would you feel about having a mom?”
“Oh my God...” Fiona was quiet for a moment. “Oh my God! You asked her!”
“I did.”
“She said yes?”
“Why wouldn’t she?”
“Well, you know. All the bullets and explosions and monsters and—”
“We talked about that.”
“So, who’s retiring?”
“What?” King felt rattled. Even his teenage daughter could see that marriage for him would be tricky. Perhaps trickier than having a daughter.
“We’ll talk when I get home, okay?”
“And that will be?”
That was always the question. When. He’d been on the road so much, searching for his parents, that he’d seen Fiona far less than he should. She was at a boarding school, sure, but she was just twenty minutes from the base. He should see her more often. He considered telling her that he’d found his parents, but that would bring up a lot of questions he didn’t have answers for yet. And he needed to get them. Now. “I’ll see you in a few days. I promise.”
“You better, ’cause, you know, Knight taught me how to track. I could hunt you down.”
King smiled. “I’ll be there.”
“Love you, Dad.”
“Love you too.”
King hung up the phone. His smile faded. Turned into a frown. He turned slowly toward Alexander. “Why?”
“Because I’m merciful,” Alexander said. “It was a gift.”
“A gift?”
“The chance to say goodbye.”
King glanced at the field of energy just a foot away from him. “I’m not going anywhere.” He turned back to look at Alexander. The big man was rushing him.. There was no time to get the pistol up. No time to react.
 
 
Asya opened the door to the cavernous lab just in time to see Alexander tackle King, and just in time to hear King shout out “No!”
Both men were instantly locked in a grappling embrace as their bodies slammed into a circular wall of crackling blue energy. When they hit the blue light, the wall pulsed outward into a broad sphere of power, stuttering streaming bolts of lightning shooting out across the room in all directions.
Then the machine, and the blue ball of light that had engulfed the men shrank down to two thirds its normal size, before exploding outward in a tremendous blast that sent Asya flying back through the doorway and across the lounge. Her body crashed into one of the small sofas with such force that she toppled the piece of furniture, her body rolling to the far side of it and coming to rest against a coffee table. The impact of her body on the table was enough to overturn a cup of tea that had gone cold. The liquid spread off the end of the table and poured onto her head.
Peter and Lynn stood from their seats and rushed to their injured daughter as smoke and flame billowed out of the doorway to the cavern. A huge cloud slid across the ceiling of the lounge.
“What happened?” Peter asked Asya, cradling her bleeding head.
“I…” Asya started. She sat up and her mother helped her. Asya looked back at the dark gray smoke coming out of the doorway.
She started to stand up, and Peter stopped her. “Are you okay?”
“I am fine,” she said and struggled to her feet, with her parents helping her on both sides. She had knocked her head slightly, but otherwise she was alright.
“It was Alexander,” she told them. “He and King…they fought again. They crashed into the machine.”
“Jack’s in there?” Peter was about to turn and run into the cavern. Asya grabbed him by his sleeve.
“You don’t understand. The machine exploded...with them inside.” Asya turned to look at her mother’s already tearing eyes. Then she turned back to her father. His face was suddenly drawn, and long. His eyes filled with shock and understanding.
“Jack is dead.”
  
 



 
 

  


 



  

  
  
TWENTY-THREE
Security Cell, Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
The thing before them could barely be called human.
Richard Ridley’s cell was a 20x20 room, and humidity was almost completely absent from the space. It was baking hot, as if they had all crawled inside an oven set to 400 degrees. In the center of the room, two cages were suspended by chains. The top cage was a rusted metal box formed from crisscrossing bars, like some kind of oversized death metal Christmas ornament. Attached to the outside of the cage was a device that looked like a gerbil’s water dispenser, but larger and connected to a hose that ran into the ceiling. Hung a few inches under the top cage was a larger rectangular cage suspended vertically, and made from the same rusted iron bars as the first.
Inside the top cage was Richard Ridley’s head.
Inside the bottom cage was the man’s limbless torso.
But it was what was in the four-inch space between the two suspended cages that had prompted Queen’s disgust and Rook’s admiration.
Ridley’s skin was cracked and gray, all over what remained of his body. The places where his limbs should have been were darkened stumps. But the places at the bottom of his head, and the top of his torso, where his neck should have been, were alive with pink flesh. Tendrils of nerves and blood vessels dangled down from the severed head or stretched up from the headless torso. The tendrils wavered slightly in the air, each struggling and reaching to meet their counterparts on the opposite side of the deadly gap. Only three tendrils had been successful so far, but Queen could see that they were struggling to maintain contact with each other. The spinal cord was a grayish orange stump.
The man was in a constant state of failed regeneration.
As Queen stepped closer, she could see that the eyes were gray and lifeless, sunken back into the sockets, like ill-fitting rubber balls that had been placed into their holders, like toys on a shelf. The mouth hung open, and the tongue was shriveled and black.
“It is worse than I had feared,” Seth spoke from behind the group.
“Ridley or not, this is inhuman. Get him down.” Queen ordered.
Rook and Bishop moved to the cages and began opening them. They were not locked. There was no need. Knight stepped into the room with the three duplicates, keeping an eye on them, his submachine gun raised.
Seth turned to Knight and Queen. “May we assist in removing Him? I suggest we lay him on the floor and allow the head to rejoin with the torso. Water might also be good.”
Queen hesitated, but nodded. Ridley wouldn’t be speaking any time soon.
The three clones moved over to help. Rook gently pulled Richard Ridley’s head up and away from the cage. The tendrils that had managed to grasp those reaching from the torso snapped. Rook winced.
“It’s okay,” Seth told them. “Just get the torso out quickly, so He may heal.” Seth took the head reverently and laid it on the floor, holding it with his hand, so it would not roll to the side. Bishop pulled the torso out of its cage, swung it around and laid it on the floor below the head. Jared and Enos gently slid the torso up, until the tendrils reaching from the head touched with those of the torso. They moved the chest up further until the parts of the neck touched. Instantly the skin began to repair itself.
Bishop pulled a plastic tube from his armored shoulder, and offered it to Seth. The clone lowered the tube over Ridley’s mouth and squeezed the plastic bite valve with his fingers. A stream of water from the reservoir hidden under the armor plates on Bishop’s massive back dripped into the open mouth. Immediately, the blackened shriveled tongue began to thrash from side to side in the mouth, and color returned to it. Then it swelled closer to the size of a normal tongue.
“That’s enough,” Queen said. “Everybody step back and give him some room.”
Bishop stood up and leaned on the far wall, next to Rook. The duplicates stood and backed away, toward the door where Knight remained.
Already, the damaged body’s odd gray pallor was slipping away to a mottled yellow and white. Queen watched as the veins on Ridley’s forehead inflated, pressing away from the skin. Nubs pressed out from the man’s blackened shoulders, no larger than a peanut at first, but they quickly grew to the size of a pear.
His arms, she thought. I’m actually watching a man grow arms.
She had, of course, seen Bishop regenerate from grave wounds, back when he had his Manifold-inflicted abilities, but she had never seen anything like this.
She knelt down by Ridley’s side, watching the amazing transformation. Femur bones were extending out of the gaping openings under his hips. Then a trail of blood vessels and nerves swirled down the length of the bone, and muscles began to form in patches. Queen looked back up to the man’s head, and saw his mouth was healed entirely. Where the nose had been little more than two vertical slits, more resembling a skull than a human face, the full nose had regrown.
His eyelids moved and jittered, his eyes under the flesh darting all around, as if the man were in REM sleep.
Then he took a deep breath in and slowly exhaled.
The breath took Queen by surprise, as if up until now she had been watching a strange science video about the body, but now she was forcefully reminded that she was kneeling next to her worst enemy. And he was coming back from the dead.
His eyelids flicked open. Richard Ridley’s pale blue eyes stared at Queen. He spoke in a whisper. “Ms. Baker. Not the first face I thought I’d see upon waking, but a pleasant one, nonetheless.” Sweat had popped out on his forehead, from the strain the regenerating was taking on him.
“Hey asshole. You can speak again,” she said. “Does that mean you can use the mother tongue to finish healing yourself?”
“I could, but why—”
Queen stabbed his chest with the injector she had slipped out of a pocket on the outside of her armored leg. The serum pumped into Ridley’s heart and spread to the rest of his still-regenerating body in a flash. The growth ceased.
“What are you doing?” Seth screamed.
“Shaddap,” Rook threatened, raising his MP-5 at Seth and the other two duplicates. Knight, who was still standing near them, pushed Seth back against the wall with his free hand.
“Relax, Ridley,” Queen said to the panicked eyes below her. “Just removing your chemical regenerative abilities. The serum alters your DNA, stripping the bits that you got from the Hydra. You don’t need them to get back into shape. Once you’re healed, if you cross me, I shoot your damn mouth off, and your ability to regenerate is lost forever, without a tongue to use your magic language. Are we clear?”
“Hmm,” Ridley said. “I’d nod, but I don’t have the musculature back yet. What exactly is it that you want, Queen?”
“I want you to help me kill Alexander Diotrephes.”
Richard Ridley laid on the floor, his extremities suddenly stopped from returning. He smiled broadly, showing sparkling white teeth. “That…would be my pleasure.”
 


 
TWENTY-FOUR
Security Cell, Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia
 
Queen stood and moved toward the three duplicates. She pulled out another auto injector.
Seth’s eyes grew wide. “What is in that?”
“Same thing he got,” Queen answered, motioning to Ridley.
Seth looked confused, but the attention turned away from him when Ridley chuckled. “They’re golems. Earthen men. They cannot regenerate flesh they do not have.”
Seth looked a little disappointed to hear this, but tried to hide it.
Knight held Seth with one hand and pointed his MP-5 at the man’s temple. “I’m sure you won’t blame us for not taking your word on that.”
Queen jabbed Seth with the injector and moved to the other two clones. Jared looked as if he might fight.
Rook spoke up from across the room. “Don’t even dream it, Captain Kangaroo. I got you covered from here, and she could kill you thirty ways with that injector and another eighty with her bare hands if she wanted you gone.”
Jared offered his arm up, pushing up the sleeve of his linen suit jacket, but the fire never left his light blue eyes. Enos offered his arm meekly. Queen wondered at the differences she saw in personalities between the dupes, but she recalled what Seth had said about each of them gaining new experiences. They really are becoming different people. She wondered if any of them had a chance at redemption. Could they change from what the original Ridley was—or would she need to kill all three of them?
The serum injected into all four Ridleys, Queen moved back to the man regenerating on the gray concrete floor. A thought occurred to her. “Do you know how you were being imprisoned?”
Richard Ridley moved his head, while mumbling a chant in the mother tongue that was completing his regeneration. His eyes fell on the cages. Queen could see him working it out in his mind. When a dark frown fell on his face, she knew he understood.
“Look at me,” she said.
He turned his head toward her, with far less effort than it had taken for him to look over at the cages, still swaying on their chains. His face was neutral now, all signs of the frown gone.
“If you try to screw us, Rook and I will think up something worse than this hideous shit. Do you believe me?” Queen slid the bandana off her forehead, revealing a nasty brand she had received at the hands of an enemy in the past. “I’m no stranger to torture.”
Ridley nodded slightly. He paused his chant. “I believe you.”
“Good,” she said. “I want intel. Describe this facility. Tell me what its purpose was. I want to know every secret fucking panel in this place, and I want to know where Alexander is likely to be held up.” She glanced down at the legs Ridley was growing. The feet looked like deformed baby’s feet attached to the ends of withered adult legs. “We’ve got a little time before you’re ready to walk.”
“I need some water,” Ridley said.
Queen looked up at Bishop. The big man stepped over and kneeled, pouring water again from his plastic hose, directly into Ridley’s mouth. The regenerating man swallowed in huge gulps, like a man who had just crossed a desert.
“Thank you. This facility was for genetic research initially, but it eventually became a storehouse for archeological finds and artifacts as well. It has three levels, which you would have seen some of to get here. We are on Sub Level 3, which consists of this cell, the outer security room, a loading dock, storage, and a lounge. There’s also a natural cavern that predates the Roman occupation. That’s at the end of the hall. Second floor is all offices and a meeting room. Plus my office. Oh yes, there’s a little kitchen up there too. Sub Level 1 is the labs, and living quarters for the staff. Two ways in and out of the facility: the loading dock and the secret door through the janitor’s closet at the back of the bio lab, on Sub Level 1.”
“We came in that way,” Queen nodded. “What else?”
“Well, from that closet, you might have come in one of two ways: the stairs from the amphitheater, or the tunnel that leads to the parking garage. The garage connects with the loading dock also. From the garage, you have two ways in or out. The vehicle tunnel takes you to the American Cemetery. There’s an emergency ladder from the garage to the unused fountain on the surface, next to the mosque’s parking lot.” The man no longer had sweat popping out all over his head. Queen noticed that his body appeared nearly whole, although he was hardly as muscular as he used to be. Still, he looked like he might be able to walk again soon.
“We didn’t know about the fountain. Nice to see you’re telling the truth,” she told him.
“Why wouldn’t I? I want what you want right now: Alexander.” Ridley pushed his torso up with his newly formed arms. He didn’t have quite enough strength to sit up fully, so he rested on his elbows, looking relaxed and assessing the growth of his legs.
“May I?” Seth asked Knight, attempting to remove his linen jacket. Knight gave a grim nod.
Seth stepped forward into the room, and removed his cream colored linen jacket, gently draping it over Richard Ridley’s exposed genitals.
“Thank you, Seth,” he said. The duplicate nodded, and stepped back.
“How can you tell them apart?” Queen asked. She had only been able to remember Seth based on his being the only one who spoke and by keeping mental track of where he was in the room.
“I created him. And the others. I know them.”
“How many more are there?” Queen asked, pointing to Jared.
“Sadly, these three are the last, but they are my favorites.”
Suddenly, the door to the room opened, and Knight quickly swiveled his weapon toward it. On the other side of the room, Bishop had his weapon up and trained on the door as well. Rook kept his weapon trained on the three duplicates, despite the sudden intrusion into the room. They had discussed close quarters strategies like this on the plane. They each knew their jobs, and Rook’s was to never take his eyes off the duplicates.
Queen swiveled her head toward the door, then stood up and away from Ridley on the floor.
Standing in the doorway was Asya Machtchenko. Pawn. The team had come to know her and love her as family, since discovering that she truly was King’s sibling. Originally attaching herself to Rook on a ship in the Barents Sea, she had proven herself a worthy ally, first with Rook in Norway, and later in a pitched battle involving the whole team. In the year since then, she had been constantly helping King look for their parents. On the few times when she had been back at headquarters, Queen had seen the woman bonding with King’s girlfriend, Sara Fogg, and his foster daughter, Fiona Lane. Asya had very quickly become an unofficial part of Endgame, but a well liked and well loved part.
The woman stood in the doorway with tear-streaked mascara on her cheeks, looking distracted and surprised to find the whole team in the room with four Ridleys.
Queen walked quickly to the woman. “Pawn? Are you okay?”
Asya stood silently, her eyes wide, clearly in shock more than surprise, now that Queen was close enough to the woman.
Queen gently placed a hand on Asya’s shoulder. “Asya?”
Asya blinked, twice. “King is dead.”
 


 
TWENTY-FIVE
Location Unknown
 
King and Alexander smashed into the wall of the cavern, a halo of electric blue light dancing around the ceiling of the space. The men slid down the rough stone wall, and the crackling light winked out, plunging the entire cavern into darkness.
Lying on the floor, King groaned, his ribs having been spared a direct impact, but still protesting from the fall to the floor. “Son of a bitch.” King’s will to fight disappeared with the light. Wherever Alexander had taken him, the way back was closed. His only chance of returning to his family was to stay calm and use his brain before his brawn. The latter wouldn’t do much when it came to a man who could heal from nearly any wound.
Alexander laughed good-naturedly in the dark. “Actually, my mother was kind of a shrew.”
“Alcmene?” King asked, cradling his chest with an arm. He had studied ancient history extensively, and Hercules especially.
Alexander grunted. “You can’t believe everything you read in modern history, Jack. Things get distorted over centuries. Sometimes by accident, but more often by design.”
A brilliant light flared in the dark.
King shielded his eyes for a moment, and then saw that Alexander held a small LED flashlight in his hand. It was tiny—like a keychain light.
“Take me back.”
Alexander smiled. “I need your help to save a woman, Jack. She desperately needs help, and I can’t do it alone.”
Despite his anger, King felt Alexander was being forthright, and his natural instinct was to want to help save a life, but he remained skeptical.
“Where?”
“We are still in Carthage. In the very same cavern.”
King looked around the echoing space. The shape of the room looked similar, but the machinery was all gone, the floor of the room was rough and unfinished, and he couldn’t see the doors in the distant shadows.
“Bullshit.”
“Listen. What do you really know about that technology you appropriated in Norway? About quantum tunneling and dimensions?”
“We didn’t have much time to study that tech before you stole the plans and left your threatening note.”
“Sorry about that. The note did serve its purpose, though. You are here with me, as intended.” Alexander chuckled.
King’s patience waned. He pulled the Sig Sauer pistol and pointed it at Alexander. “I saw what was on the other side of that portal in Norway, and I watched globes of energy destroy entire cities. I’m not going to let you do the same.”
Alexander waved casually at the handgun. “You know that can’t kill me.”
“I can make you hurt,” King countered.
“You might want to conserve your ammunition,” Alexander said. “It’s going to be a long time before you have a chance to find more.”
King, deflated, lowered the pistol to the cavern floor and slumped with his back against the wall. The AK-47 dug into his back, and he pulled the strap off over his head, wincing a bit as he did, but appreciating the fact that the ibuprofen was finally kicking in some.
“Let’s start with Einstein. You know his theory of relativity?” Alexander asked, sitting on the floor cross-legged in front of King. His posture was completely non-threatening now, so King relaxed his guard.
“Math isn’t my strong suit, but I get the basic gist.”
Alexander nodded. “Time and space are joined, but movement faster than the speed of light theoretically allows forward travel in time—or through vast distances in space, yes? The dimensional portal technology in Norway functioned this way. The energy the device used was not only powered by the ocean currents, but also by a special element that came from the other side of that dimensional tunnel—a kind of miniature black hole. A stable one. Infinite power. Enough to punch a doorway to a different dimension.”
“How?”
“Imagine two flat sheets of paper, separated by an inch of air. One paper is this world, the next is...someplace else. The machine, and the black hole, essentially pushed on the outside of both sheets of paper until they ruptured and formed a tunnel between the two.”
“You’re talking about an Einstein-Rosen bridge, right? A wormhole?” King asked.
“Yes, exactly.” Alexander smiled like a schoolteacher enjoying that his pupil was keeping up. “But imagine instead that you don’t need to travel far; it’s not like a ship going through a long tunnel, like in Star Trek. Because the Einstein-Rosen bridge doesn’t form between the surfaces of the planes or dimensions, leaving a long funnel-shaped tunnel. Instead, it draws the edges of the planes together to where they nearly touch. Travel between the dimensions was instantaneous, right? Like passing through a waterfall or even a thin membrane?”
King recalled the feeling from the previous year. “Something like that, yeah. So what?”
“So take away one of the pieces of paper. Fold the remaining paper over on itself in the shape of a sideways letter U, maintaining that inch of distance between the sides of the paper.”
“I don’t follow. Isn’t the paper flat? Doesn’t it have to stay that way?” King asked, interested in the discussion, now that it was beyond his understanding. He frequently looked at learning new things as a challenge to be overcome.
“Einstein’s theory suggested that any mass could curve space-time. Instead of paper, think of a sheet of plastic wrap. If you hold it tight from all four corners, but drop a heavy marble on it, it will bow and distort in the center of the wrap, correct?”
“Okay,” King said, understanding the reference, but not how an entire dimension could curve into a U shape. “I’ll take your word for it.”
“Now, what if you used a larger infinite power source—say, another black hole—and you punched a wormhole from one side of the paper to the other. What would you have?”
Thinking he understood, King replied immediately. “Teleportation.”
Alexander let a small smile show. “Close. Remember that the wormhole is faster than light. It’s actually a distortion in space-time on both ends of the tunnel, right? Each side having been pushed inward until they meet. Or, in this case, pushed from one side until the tunnel blasts through the other side. In fact, imagine that instead of a black hole, you have a small ring of collapsing micro-stars that have yet to become black holes. Now picture them rotating and glowing, like the ring around Saturn.” Alexander drew a circle in the air with his finger. “Centrifugal force keeps it all from forming a singularity—or multiple micro-singularities. So there’s no gravitational force at the center of the ring, which would tear you—or anything—apart, as we saw in Paris. Instead, it’s just the opposite. A complete absence of gravity, like floating in space. Low friction. Easy to blast through the center of it, if you had a rocket or a faster-than-light drive of some sort. Keeping in mind the two sheet example, if the tunnel was only an inch thick, or less, even minimal force might be used to get from one side to the other. Theoretically, you would still be travelling faster than light once you entered the tunnel. Distances shrink, and space-time itself ceases to function as it would if you remained on the first sheet.”
“I think I get that,” King said, nodding. “So what happens? Where do you go?”
Alexander stood slowly, then offered King his hand. “Follow me.”
King snatched the AK, took Alexander’s hand and was pulled to his feet.
Alexander led them with the small keychain light to a broad opening in the wall and turned left, to a tunnel hewn from the rock itself. Twenty feet later, the tunnel dead-ended in a long sloping pile of rubble. Alexander turned to the pile and started ascending the slope of scree. King followed him up the loose rocks. Far ahead and above them, there was an opening to the bright blue sky. Alexander moved surely on the loose rock. He reached the top of the underground hill and the opening in minutes. King went slower, because of his rib, but he reached the surface shortly after the larger man.
At the top of the slope, they were outdoors. A brilliant cloudless blue sky greeted them, with a blazing yellow sun over head. King was relieved that it appeared he was still on Earth. Around them and behind them, the landscape was barren rock and sand. In front of them, twenty feet away, was a beautiful turquoise ocean, casting waves at an immense natural barrier of piled rocks that stretched over three hundred feet along the shore. King could see a more sandy beach to the left of the rocky barrier, and the land rose to larger rocks and boulders at the other end of the barrier.
Alexander turned around in a full circle, a broad beaming smile on his face. Then he looked at King and held his arms out to the side, encouraging King to take in the vista.
“The question, Jack, is not ‘where do you go?’ It’s when do you go.”
King looked at the man. He wanted to tell Alexander he was insane. Wanted to write off his claim as a delusion. But he couldn’t. How could someone who’d traveled between worlds believe moving through time was impossible?
Shit.
Alexander continued to sweep his hands around at the landscape. “Look around you, Jack. We are still in Carthage. We are standing outside the Omega facility, and what will one day be the ruins of Carthage. Except the buildings those ruins once were in our time, are not even here yet. Carthage has yet to be built!”
King looked at the shoreline. He had studied maps of the area before arriving from Malta, and he had looked at a map on the laptop with Asya all afternoon. He understood what Alexander was saying. He made mental adjustments for the slight alteration of the coast by time and erosion.
He was looking at the coastline of Carthage.
He drew in a deep breath. The mild pain in his ribs, dulled by the ibuprofen, assured him he wasn’t dreaming. He knew Alexander was telling the truth. They’d traveled backwards through time. It was ridiculous, but not impossible. In his mind, nothing was impossible. Not anymore. But one question remained unanswered. “When are we?”
Alexander looked him in the eye. “800 BC, give or take a year.”
 


 
TWENTY-SIX
Ancient Karkhēdōn, 799 BC
 
“That’s...” King cleared his throat. “That’s a long time ago.” Even in the alternate dimension, he’d never felt so far from home.
“Actually, it’s now,” Alexander said, walking toward the breakwater of giant stones.
King followed him up the rise, taking in the view of the pristine Gulf of Tunis. He looked around again in a full circle. Untouched rocks and sand for as far as he could see, in most directions. Far north along the coast he thought he could make out a structure, but it would have to be only a single story building—possibly a rock. But the geography of the coastline was accurate. He tried to wrap his mind around it. He was seeing Tunisia before it was occupied. Then a history lesson caught up with him. “Wasn’t there a Phoenician city here before the Romans?”
Alexander was stalking around the breakwater, looking at rocks, and sometimes squatting down to peer closely at them before standing in a huff and looking elsewhere. He pointed absentmindedly behind him, at the large boulders to the south of the breakwater.
King walked over to the boulders and climbed them to the top.
South of the breakwater, spread out before him, was a small village. Several of the structures were wattle and daub, but a few were comprised of earth-colored stone. At a quick glance, King put the population at fewer than a thousand people. He saw several wooden boats with brilliant white sails tied to a long wooden pier. On the southern fringe of the town were dozens—possibly hundreds—of camels, tied to wooden posts, and in one case, walking aimlessly in a wooden corral.
King walked back down the boulder to where Alexander was still looking at the stones. He was acutely aware of the grenade, still in his pocket. The AK-47 strapped to his back and the Sig Sauer handgun tucked into the waistband of his jeans. Even his garments and his wristwatch. Everything about him marked him as what he was.
A man out of time.
“That’s the mighty kingdom of Carthage?” King asked in disbelief.
Alexander stood upright and smiled. “First, Jack, remember what I said about taking modern history at face value. Second, you’re getting your years mixed up. Carthage, or Karkhēdōn, as the Greeks will come to call it, has existed as a city at this point only for a few years. Carthaginian hegemony doesn’t begin for another hundred and fifty years or so, when they strike out for the island of Ibiza. But trade is going like crazy right now, and it will help us in our mission.”
“And that mission is?” King asked.
“Hmm,” Alexander mumbled as he continued looking at stones.
“What is this mission you’ve shanghaied me for? I think it’s time you told me.”
Alexander looked up at King. “I’m sorry, Jack. You’re right. I’m just getting ahead of myself. We need to get to Rome. We are going to save my wife, Acca Larentia, from her untimely demise at the hands of my Forgotten.”
King was stunned. The man really was motivated by love. “You told me she had stumbled onto one of your labs, when you weren’t there.” King recalled the man’s admission when they had fought side by side under the ruins of Rome’s Lacus Curtius.
“Yes, she did. To my eternal regret. So we have come back in time to prevent that from happening.”
“How?” King asked. “Don’t we risk screwing up all of history if we change something in the past?”
“There are several theories about the issue of paradoxes, Jack. I believe only one of them: that whatever we do here in the past, has always happened this way. Whatever we do will not change history. It already is history.”
“But if we rescue Acca, won’t the younger version of you know? You told me you found her after the Forgotten had attacked her. They drank her blood, you said.”
“Yes. She was curious, and she had found the lab, and the Forgotten were behind bars. They hadn’t eaten in weeks. She held a cup of water out to them…” Alexander drifted off, lost in the memory.
“I’m sorry,” King said. “But how can we save her then without changing the past?”
Alexander’s head snapped up, a cheerful look replacing the distant look of loss. “I always have a plan, Jack.” He glanced down at the stone at his feet. “Ah! Here it is.”
He stepped back off the stone he was standing on, and King could see a very faint, and very rough letter H. This one did not have the typical circle around it. Alexander reached down and picked up the stone, setting it carefully aside. Then he pulled the three surrounding stones aside; each was slightly larger than twice the size of a basketball. He reached into the hole he had created in the top of the breakwater and pulled out a small wooden chest, six inches long by four inches wide and probably three inches deep—maybe less depending on the lid’s thickness. The outside of the box was ornately decorated with thin gold foil, and the hinges were hidden on the inside. Alexander handed the box to King.
It was surprisingly light.
What the hell is in this? King wondered.
He held the box in his hands and turned it over, looking at the ornate gold design, and trying to determine where it opened. Then he wondered if it was some kind of puzzle box, like in the Hellraiser films. “What is it?”
“What you hold in your hands, Jack, is the infamous Chest of Adoon.” Alexander beamed.
“The who of what?”
“Remember what I told you about history being manipulated by some and changed by others. That chest was a simple box of mine. It contains something very valuable. I was drunk one night in Palermo. This must have been around 100 BC, I guess. I was mouthing off, and I said some things about this chest and what it contains. But over the years, the rumors got a little out of hand.” Alexander took the box and depressed a hidden button on its backside. The lid popped open with a hiss as trapped air escaped.
“Airtight?” King asked. “How’d you manage that in this day and age?”
Alexander smiled. “I had my ways.” He opened the lid and showed King the contents of the box. A small handful of rubies and several dried herbs no longer than an inch in length. In a separate compartment inside the wooden box, were more herbs, finely chopped.
“You went to all that trouble to hide your pot?”
Alexander laughed. He pulled out one of the longer herbs and held it up for King. “This plant is a genetic sibling of Silphium. Have you heard of it?”
King shook his head.
“It was widely known for its medicinal properties. Cyrene even printed it on their coinage. The plant is extinct in your time. This one, though, was even more powerful than Silphium. This one, Jack, can grant immortality. This is essentially what led to the Hydra. This herb, will help Acca to live. And the rubies will get us to Rome.”
“So what were the rumors that got out of control?”
Alexander laughed. “It’s funny, you know. The contents of the box grant eternal life, but the rumor that got started was that the chest contained a powerful weapon of destruction and death. There are faint references to it throughout history, but even into your time, the rumors persisted. By the 21st century, the rumor about the Chest of Adoon, as it came to be known, was that it contained something with godlike destructive powers—like the Ark of the Covenant in that Indiana Jones film.” Alexander scooped out the rubies and dropped them in his pants pocket. Then he delicately placed the four long herbs into a plastic sandwich baggie that he pulled out of his shirt pocket. He took out another baggie and held it open, pouring the smaller herbs into it.
“What’s that one?” King asked.
“Green tea from China. You have no idea how hard it is to get in this part of the world, at this time.”
King tried not to smile. He didn’t want to. But it happened anyway. “Hold on, if your theory of time is correct, the irony is off.”
“How so?” Alexander raised an eyebrow.
“In the 21st century, the box won’t contain the herbs anymore, because you will have removed them. It will just contain air.”
“Exactly. I only thought of that when I was dealing with Ridley.”
King became serious. “What are you talking about? Ridley was—”
“My prisoner,” Alexander said. “Held just a few rooms down from the lounge where we talked.”
“You what?” King shouted, clutching his fists.“If he gets loose, Asya and my parents are still back there.”
“He won’t get loose, don’t worry about that. Your family will be fine. Besides, shortly before we went through the portal, the rest of your team arrived.”
King thought about the situation and knew Chess Team would protect Asya and the Machtchenkos. They would find Ridley, and if he was still a threat, they would simply end him. Still, it pissed him off that Alexander had kept so many dangerous secrets.
“All this time you had Ridley?”
“It took a long time to get what I needed from him. Eventually I had to offer him a trade.”
“Explain.” King was not pleased to hear that Ridley might have gotten something he wanted, which usually led to hundreds of people dying.
“Relax. I needed him to teach me one small phrase of the mother tongue. When I told him what it was, he seemed to think it was harmless enough, but he was a stubborn bastard and didn’t want to part with his secret words. I tortured him for a while, but he was too good at resisting. Eventually I offered him something he wanted. You see, he had heard about the Chest of Adoon too. Had looked for it for years. After becoming immortal and capable of regenerating, after learning the mother tongue, which granted him the power to bestow life, the only thing he still desired was the so-called godlike destructive power contained within the chest. He wanted it badly. So I told him where it was. I figured, the Chest was still in its hiding place in 2013, so he could have it—after all, he was already immortal. The herbs would do nothing to help him. I guess at the time, I was thinking only of taking some of these herbs from the Chest, but I see now it would be too dangerous to leave any of them, even though we only need two for Acca. And I’m not letting Ridley get my tea.” Alexander chuckled at his own joke.
King pointed at the hole under the rocks where the wooden chest had been hidden. “That’s not a very secure location. How do you know it was undisturbed all those years?”
“I come back eventually—the younger me does. I changed, or rather, will change, the location slightly. It’s plenty secure in the 21st century. No one ever finds it.”
“What about you, when you come back to move the chest? Won’t you open it and see everything missing?” King asked, trying to wrap his mind around the intricacies of paradoxes versus determined fate.
“No, I never opened it again. I just moved it. I was in a hurry that day.” Alexander seemed lost in thought again, the many years of his long life washing over his consciousness.
“So if Ridley gets free, he’ll go after the box?”
“Yes. But it will be empty. Actually the true irony is that the box was under his nose all along. Ridley had been searching for the Chest of Adoon for years. He ended up taking over a small place of mine on this spot and building his lab here for an entirely different reason. He had no idea he was practically sitting on top of the box. You should have seen his face when I told him where it was.”
Alexander was about to put the empty box back in the hole.
“Wait. No one ever opens that box again, right?” King asked, moving closer, and taking the box from Alexander.
“No. Why?”
“Let’s leave a little message for Ridley, in case he ever finds it.” King placed his message inside the box and carefully shut the lid. It hissed for a moment, some hidden mechanism once again removing the atmosphere from inside the box. Then he placed the box into the hole in the ground.
Alexander laughed heartily. Then he hefted the boulders back into place, careful to put the one with the H on top, exactly as it had been. “I like your sense of humor, Jack.”
 


 
TWENTY-SEVEN
Karkhēdōn Port on the Mediterranean, 799 BC
 
King waited by the docks wearing the itchy robe and sandals Alexander had procured for him. He looked the part, except for the rifle, which he kept wrapped in a swaddling of fabric, strapped across his back. The Sig was tucked under a flap of cloth on his rope waistband. It didn’t feel very secure, and he kept unconsciously adjusting it, hoping the motion wasn’t giving him away, and then realizing he had nothing to worry about—people in the era had never seen a concealed carry, because there weren’t any guns yet, and wouldn’t be for another eighteen centuries.
The dock was crowded with men coming and going. Most wore similar robes and sandals. They carried loads to and from the waiting boats, and they haggled for prices in several different languages. King saw mostly North African faces, but there were enough seafarers from afar, and even white European faces, that he blended in with the crowd. King had even heard what sounded loosely like Latin being spoken.
He tried to stay vigilant, but then reminded himself he had no need to be. To everyone else on the crowded docks, he and Alexander would be just two more travelers or merchants.
“Jack!” Alexander came strolling down the pier, waving. The period clothes—a robe like his own, sandals and a small satchel made from an animal hide—seemed to fit the man perfectly. “I’ve arranged passage for us to Sicily.”
Alexander smiled broadly and pointed to a short shabby man with a scraggly goatee and dark skin. King stepped up to Alexander and the man slipped an arm around his shoulders like they were pals, and led him to meet the little shabby man. Alexander was acting overly casual. For a moment, King wondered if he was just happy to be back in a forgotten time, like visiting a childhood home. But then Alexander spoke quietly. “I’ve told him you don’t speak the language, but he still wanted to meet you. Just nod to him.”
King did as he was told, and the man nodded in return, smiling widely, showing just three blackened stumps of teeth.
“They’re pirates, but they should get us safely to our destination,” Alexander told him.
They followed the short man, who occasionally turned and beckoned them forward with his hand. He led them past most of the boats along the pier, finally arriving at a small, twenty foot long vessel. The square sail was a hundred shades of dirty. The crew looked in worse shape than their captain, with about ten men, all in various stages of scurvy to King’s eyes.
“Climb aboard, Jack. I’m just waiting on…ah! Here he comes.” Alexander looked down the pier to a small boy of about ten years, who was running toward them holding a wooden tray on the top of his head, a rag twisted to look like a turban keeping it balanced.
“What’s this?” King asked, but before Alexander could answer, King figured it out. As the boy got closer, King could see two small orange cups on the tray on the boy’s head, and a huge jug with steam rising out of the top.
The boy arrived and steadied the tray with a hand, then used both hands to pull the tray down and present it to Alexander. The immortal man took the tray, gave the boy a kind word in a language King did not know, and the boy happily scampered away. Alexander took the delivery and climbed aboard the boat, delicately balancing the tray against the swaying of the boat on the harbor’s blue waters.
“Is that what I think it is?” King asked with disgust, climbing over the gunwale from a small wooden plank. He sat next to Alexander on a hard wooden bench attached to the inner wall of the boat.
“Tea. Practically unknown in this part of the world. We must celebrate. And give prayers for a successful journey.” The man picked up the clay urn with one meaty hand and poured the steaming liquid into a cup. The tea was nearly translucent, with just a slight green tinge, but the bottom of the cup was murky, when King peered into it.
“I did mention I’m not a big fan of tea, right?”
“You’ll drink it now, Jack. The water in this time period would kill you if it wasn’t boiled. Your system has no immunity to the bacteria and viruses of these days. And you’ll be hard pressed to find a bottle of Sam Adams for another 2800 years.” Alexander handed King a cup. “Drink it fast. They don’t know how to glaze the clay yet, so if you wait too long, your cup will disintegrate in your hand.”
King looked at the brew skeptically, but then took a sip. It was better than the tea they had had in the lounge with his parents.
Alexander poured and drank from his own cup, as the last of the crew boarded and took their seats at oars. The sail was luffing as the crewmen, without orders or chants, began rowing the boat away from the pier. The lines were dumped haphazardly on the deck. No one had time for coiling the rope, King guessed.
The sky was patchy with white fluffy clouds, but there was no sign of a storm anywhere. King swallowed more of the tea and found the flavor improving. “This vessel doesn’t look particularly seaworthy. How long of a trip is it to Sicily?”
Alexander finished the rest of his cup of tea in one gulp, then looked at King with a raised eyebrow. “About twenty-five hours. Longer if the wind isn’t with us. Hence the prayers…and the tea. Unless you’d rather drink seawater.”
“I never thought you’d be much for praying—or do you pray to the old Greek pantheon?” King asked.
“Actually, I pray to them all. God, Allah, the Greek Gods, Buddha, Vishnu and whoever. I figure it can’t hurt on a sea voyage. We’ll use the time on the trip for me to fill you in on a few things about the way the world works in this time. Things you should and shouldn’t do.”
“Like burning my favorite Elvis t-shirt?” King asked, still feeling the sting of giving up his modern clothes.
“Exactly. We wouldn’t want some enterprising twentieth century archeologist to stumble across that AK-47. So you’ll need to keep track of it. If it breaks, there’s no way to fix it in this time, so you’ll have to dismantle it, destroy the pieces, and bury them in different places. Dropping the bits in the sea here…” Alexander pointed over the starboard bow, as the man in front of him on a bench continued to grunt as he rowed, “wouldn’t be a bad idea either. The point, as in all things like this, is to be as unnoticed as possible.”
About halfway out of the harbor, the captain spoke to the men in a long rambling speech. The oarsmen grunted and groaned, but stowed the oars and began pulling in the lines for the sails. A few men with red-stained gums produced small packets of something wrapped in large leaves that they sucked. King imagined it was the equivalent of a smoke break for some of the oarsmen. Only three men appeared necessary for manning the sail. The wind snapped the sail taut and the boat sliced neatly through the crystal blue waters, heading out of the harbor. Soon they were in open sea.
Moments later, an argument broke out between two of the sailors. King and Alexander watched, not really taking much interest. “The tall man says he’s due a greater cut of their haul, because he did more work last time. The shorter man says he always gets the dirty jobs,” Alexander told King.
The two sailors bickered and more men joined in the argument, their voices raising in volume. From the stern behind him, King could hear the captain feebly berating his crew, but they were past the point of listening. The men’s faces were flushing with blood as the argument heated up.
Suddenly Alexander leapt up and moved toward the throng of arguing men. King stood too, wondering why Alexander was leaping into the fray.
Is this about us? King wondered.
Alexander was turning to look at King. “Jack! It’s a distrac—”
He never got to finish his cry.
King felt a searing burn in the middle of his back, making his arms jerk outwards to his sides, and his head jerk involuntarily upward. His torso blazed with so much pain he couldn’t form a coherent thought. As his eyes fell downward, he saw something that shouldn’t be there.
In the middle of his chest, sticking out of the white scratchy robe, was at least seven inches of metal, coated in blood.
His blood.
He had been stabbed in the back so hard, that the blade had plunged clear through his chest.
As life left him, his only thought was that Fiona would be angry at him for breaking his promise.
 


 
TWENTY-EIGHT
Security Cell, Omega Facility, Carthage, Tunisia, 2013
 
The words hung in the air.
King...dead.
The room was silent. Queen looked sharply at Asya. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. There was an explosion. Alexander and King were at the center of it. There’s no way they could have survived. Not even Alexander. Their bodies...they’re gone. Dust.”
Asya all but fell into Queen’s arms. The two women latched onto each other in a strong embrace. When they had first met, Queen had attacked Asya and they had fought a knock-down drag-out fight that was oddly similar to her first encounter with King. Asya, surprisingly, had held her own in the combat. Since then, Queen and Asya had become friends, mostly through Queen’s acknowledged admiration for Asya’s fighting ability and for her connection to King.
Jack, Queen thought. Oh no.
“I know...that we were foes,” Ridley was in a full sitting position on the floor when Queen turned back to see him, “but I’d like to offer my—”
“Hey, Dick!” Rook called out, angry sarcasm dripping from his mouth as he uttered the nickname. He stalked over to squat in front of Ridley. “Do you know the only two parts of the human anatomy that are affected by radiation from a microwave oven?”
Ridley looked back at Rook, not comprehending the sudden shift in the conversation. “I…I really can’t say that I do.”
Rook scowled. “The eyeballs and the testicles. Unless you want me to put yours in a microwave, shut the fuck up.” Rook stood and walked past the three clones, throwing each dirty looks, before returning to his original post against the far wall.
Queen scanned the room after Rook’s outburst. Knight was looking at the floor, all memory of his mission to guard the door and keep an eye on the duplicates when Rook wasn’t, now forgotten. Bishop still leaned on a wall, and although his facial expression had changed just the slightest, in the form of a raised eyebrow, she knew he was reeling inside. Ridley wisely closed his mouth and looked at his left foot as its big toe formed a toenail.
The duplicates stood in place, although Queen noted that Seth was now closer to the door.
“Knight,” she called. The small Korean man’s shocked face stayed aimed at the floor. “Knight!” She shouted this time. The man’s head snapped up, irritation replacing his look of shock. “Stay sharp.” She motioned to the duplicates. “We’re not out of the shit yet. We’ll mourn King later.”
“Copy that,” Knight nodded, his eyes returning to a practiced focus, aiming directly at Seth. “I’m solid.”
Queen moved slowly away from Asya. “Goes for you too, Pawn. Your brother would want you to fight.”
Asya nodded, wiped her tears and stood up straight.
Queen moved to the center of the room where Ridley sat on the floor. She looked down at the man’s still forming toenail. “Can you walk?”
“Give me five more minutes,” he said, not looking up at her.
Queen turned to Asya. “Alexander is gone?” Then she clarified. “All of him?”
Asya stepped further into the room, still somewhat dazed. She nodded. “Like I said, dust. Vaporized. I have looked over what little is left of the wreckage. There is nothing left...nothing to bury.”
Queen hung her head.
She touched her tactical throat microphone. “Did you copy all that?”
After a few seconds pause, she heard Deep Blue’s voice in her ear. “I…I’m sorry, Queen. The embedded homing chip he had is gone from my screens too.”
“And…what do we do with these ass-clowns now that we don’t need them for Alexander?”
“They’re too dangerous to allow them to go free. Bring them back home. We’ll get them to a secure prison.”
“Are you sure that’s the way you want to play it?” Queen asked.
There was a moment of silence, followed by, “We’re better than that.”
“Just wanted to be sure,” Queen said, fighting to hide her disappointment, because right then, she really wanted to kill a bad guy...or four, though only one of them was truly alive.
Queen stood and walked back to Asya. She leaned in close, not wanting to share the information with the Ridleys. “Your parents?” she asked quietly.
“Safe,” Asya nodded.
“Good. We’ll get them, take these Ridleys back home, and figure out how to break the news to Sara and Fiona.”
“I will tell them,” Asya said, clenching her jaw. “I would not want them to remember you as the bearer of such bad news.”
Queen’s appreciation for Asya’s stoic Russian ways increased all the time. Here this woman was, having just lost the brother she had come to know and love, and the woman was thinking of others first. Queen patted her on the back.
Queen nodded and turned back to Richard Ridley. “On your feet.” She reached down, grabbed his arms and hefted him to his feet. The linen jacket slid to the floor, exposing his now fully reformed genitals and pubic hair, but he didn’t seem to care. His chest was hairy while his bald head gleamed under the bright heat lamps recessed into the ceiling. His skin, a sickly gray and yellow before, was now back in the full pink of health. His muscles had been rebuilding while the team had mourned the news of King’s demise, and now, with the exception of hair still growing on his legs, and the large toe, still looking shriveled, on his left foot, he was pretty much back to the way he had been when Queen had first seen him.
“You can stand even if you can’t walk,” Queen told him.
“Yes. It’s just the big toe yet. It affects balance, so I can’t—” Ridley began.
Queen threw a punch, landing the blow hard on Ridley’s cheek, shattering the man’s cheekbone, and sending him flying across the room. He smashed into the hanging cages, the impact ripping the chains from their moorings in the ceiling. Ridley, the cages, the chains and all sailed across the room in a tangle of whipping iron, careening against the floor and the wall.
Queen felt like she might have broken a finger bone on the punch, but it was simultaneously one of the best looking and most dynamic punches she had ever thrown, as well as being the most personally satisfying.
“Can I go next?” Asya asked.
Queen barked out a short laugh, her tension broken completely by the woman’s sharp dry wit.
Queen turned toward the three duplicates. They looked angry, but said nothing. Seth was still very close to the door, but Knight had his eyes fixed firmly on the duplicate. There was little chance the duplicate would make a break for it. If he did, it would be a very short run.
Richard Ridley sat up from the tangled cages and chains, rubbing his face with his hand and whispering something. Already, Queen could see the three places on the man’s face where the skin had split were healing. In seconds, all that remained to indicate an injury was a little bit of blood, which he pawed at angrily.
Queen stepped over to him, her MP-5 leveled at the man’s face. “Alexander is dead. We don’t need you any more. Please. Make a move. I dare you.”
Ridley said nothing. Just stared. Then his eyes darted to the left, looking over her shoulder, for just a fraction of a second. When they came back to her, he smiled. A huge grin. A winning grin.
Shit, she thought.
Queen turned to look back at the door. Knight had been distracted by her attack on Ridley. Seth had inched closer to the door. He stood in front of a control panel next to it. She had noticed it when she had first turned away from the horror of Ridley in the cages. A stainless steel panel, with an LCD display screen, temperature controls, an intercom, light switches and a large red button, which she assumed was a panic button. Seth stood in front of the panel now, his back to it. His eyes were directly on hers, and his face held the same malicious grin as Ridley’s.
Slowly, he leaned, until his back depressed the red button.
 


 
TWENTY-NINE
Tyrrhenian Sea, 799 BC
 
Jack Sigler became aware of two things when he woke. The ground was moving, and he didn’t feel dead. Long years of experience with precarious situations had taught him to take stock of his surroundings using his other senses when waking, before opening his eyes. He did so now.
He smelled the salty sea. The gentle rocking motion and wooden creaking noises told him he was on a boat. A new scent reached his nose. Something acrid and foul. He had trouble placing it for a moment, because it was masked by the smell of the sea, but then the familiar scent registered.
Blood.
Old blood.
Still, he kept his eyes closed. This time he listened. There was a complete lack of human sounds. No breathing, or shuffling feet, clunking oars or shouted orders. Even if the crew were sleeping, they’d be a noisy bunch. I’m alone, he thought. Left for dead. Perhaps adrift at sea or maybe tied to a dock.
He let his mind move from the environment around him to his personal wellbeing. He didn’t feel like a man who had been run through. In fact, his chest felt fine—strong and pain free for the first time since his ribs had been broken. He let his mind roam over his body, and he realized that every part of him felt okay. Better than okay. He felt as good as he did on the few times when he and Sara had taken a break, staying at some random bed and breakfast, waking to the rising warm sun instead of to an alarm clock. Strong. Relaxed. Refreshed.
He tensed his muscles, preparing to leap into a fight if need be, and slowly opened his eyes. He lay on his back in the middle of the boat, his feet pointing toward the bow. The gunwales and the deck were spattered with dried blood, but there was no sign of the crew. The sail luffed gently above him, on a soft breeze.
King twisted around and glanced to the stern. Alexander was slumped at the tiller, his head leaned back against the stern, his mouth open, his chest rising and falling. The man was asleep at the wheel. He also had a full, dark, curly beard.
How long have I been out?
King reached a hand up to his own face and felt at least a month’s worth of thick facial hair. I really hate the past, he thought, recalling the series of events that had befallen him—including being stabbed in the back—since being yanked out of his time. He stood up slowly and took stock of the sea around him. They were near a coastline of some sort, jagged hills of green with jutting white rocks no more than a mile away. The waters were an amazing shade of translucent greenish blue. When he looked over the side, he saw they were grounded on a sandbar—the water was no more than a foot deep. The gentle roll of the boat was not the vessel swaying on the water, but rather rolling on the sand in the shallow liquid. There was no sign of the other men, besides the blood spattered on the wooden surfaces of the ship. King found his Sig on the deck and picked it up.
He walked over to the sleeping man and called his name.
Alexander came awake immediately, clear eyed, as if he had been only resting his eyes.
“Jack. It’s good to see you up again.” He stood up and stretched his arms.
“How long was I out? What happened?” King looked around the boat, his unasked question about the crew obvious.
“They set us up.” Alexander glanced around the boat at the blood. “I might have gone a little rough on some of them.” Alexander looked sheepish, like a man that had gone on a full-on temper tantrum and now felt guilty.
“You killed them all?” King asked.
“In my defense, they were trying to kill me. And...” He set his eyes on King. “...they had already killed you.”
King looked down at his robe and realized it was not the same robe he had been wearing. He touched the spot on his chest where he had been stabbed, expecting to feel the welt of a thick scar under the rough-spun cotton. Instead his chest felt smooth.
“It was the tea. I hope you’ll forgive me, Jack, but I felt it might be safer for us both, considering the dangers of the present age. Turns out I was correct.”
“The tea?” King looked up. “You dosed me with one of your healing herbs? I thought I was dead. I didn’t realize those things were so powerful.”
Alexander smiled. “You were dead.”
“What?”
“The herbs are extremely powerful—similar chemically to the formula I used to heal you in Rome—but these can actually restore life. They alter the DNA in much the same way as Ridley’s Hydra serum. Your body healed all the damage from the sword strike, but the first full resurrection always takes a long time.”
King looked at his arms as if he expected to see something different, but they looked the same to him. “I died...and came back?”
“Congratulations, King. You’re immortal.” Alexander said the words casually, like he’d just proclaimed King the winner of a spelling bee. “Come on, let’s make for shore. You’ve been unconscious for twenty-eight days.” Alexander leapt nimbly over the side of the boat, his rope sandals in his hand, his feet splashing into the shallow water.
King felt sick, though not physically. He’d been kidnapped to the past, manipulated, and now, without his consent had been...altered. Into what? “What are the side effects of—”
“Side effects?” Alexander shook his head. “This isn’t some crude formula developed by Ridley. You’re not going to grow scales or go on a murderous rampage. You drank my original formula, Jack. There are no side effects. Other than not aging, the ability to heal from most any injury short of a nuclear blast, which, let’s face it, is a long ways off, and the resilience to handle some of my other...brews. If you ever need a boost of strength, we can—”
“Keep it,” King said. He had experienced Alexander’s strength-enhancing brew once before. It was like a nitrous-charged adrenaline shot that made him stronger and faster, but at the expense of his body. He tore muscles and ligaments, broke bones and landed himself in a coma. From what he understood, the strength-enhancing concoction caused significant injury to Alexander as well—he just healed immediately.
King pursed his lips, a thousand questions coming to mind. In the end, he decided to handle it like Rook might. “Fuck it.” King glanced around. “Where’s my rifle?”
“Lost at sea. In the fight. Let’s go,” Alexander called, as he began walking through the knee-deep water toward the distant shore.
King hopped the gunwale and landed in the water. “Are we swimming?”
“The water stays shallow like this all the way to the beach. We have to move by foot. Hopefully when we get to land I can find us some donkeys.”
“Donkeys? Where are we?” King splashed through the water, catching up with Alexander.
“Donkeys are miserable beasts, but they get us from point to point in Italy. I think we’re near what will be Naples.”
“That sounds like it’s going to take a long time,” King said. He’d seen enough time travel movies to suspect they would return to their present just seconds, maybe hours or days, after they left, making the departure a temporary discomfort for the people he left behind, but he didn’t relish the idea of spending a few months in the past. Not that he would age. Alexander had taken care of that. “Will it wear off? The immortality?”
“If it did, you wouldn’t be immortal, would you? We can reverse the effects later on. But for now, for this mission, you need to be strong, immune to injury and most of all, able to withstand the years. It will take us some time to get where we’re going and do what we have to.”
King ground his feet into the sand and came to a stop. “Wait.”
Alexander paused and looked back. King could see that the man knew what question was coming next. He didn’t even need to ask it.
Alexander sighed. He looked honestly apologetic. “Twenty-five years, Jack. Acca doesn’t die for another twenty-five years.”
 


 
THIRTY
Security Cell, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
Queen snarled as jets of gas sprayed down from the ceiling. She lunged across the room toward Seth while holding her breath, but she had already sucked in a lungful of the gas before realizing the true threat.
Her body flew through the air at the smiling bastard, but she could already feel an immense cough building in her lungs, and as her torso tightened, she could see Seth beginning to whisper. Alarm had registered on Knight’s Asian features, but his first response was to suck in a lungful of the gas, and he stood directly under a jet. As Queen reached her hands out to choke the shit out of the smiling duplicate, Knight’s body sank toward the floor. She heard a pistol fire from behind her, and then her chest shuddered and she coughed hard, whooping in a huge chest-full of the gas-laced air.
She smashed into Seth, the two of them toppling awkwardly to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Queen felt sleep taking over. It wouldn’t kill them, but she expected to wake in shackles. Or maybe not wake up at all.
She rolled on the floor. Her body felt heavy. She fought against her closing eyelids, but it was a losing battle.
Seth’s brow furrowed as he focused on whispering. Queen closed her eyes, promising herself she’d end Seth, the first chance she got. No more Ms. Nice Queen, she thought, and then she dreamed.
 
 
Thirty seconds after the gas stopped shooting from the nozzles in the ceiling, a ventilation fan in the wall behind Bishop’s slumped body activated. The vent sucked all the white gas from the room, while an air conditioning vent on the far wall pumped fresh air into the cell. The rubber seals around the sole door in and out of the room, which had activated when Seth’s body hit the large activation button, released. An audible hiss filled the room as the pressure equalized.
Jared was the first to stir, waking up and performing a perfect push-up, before springing to his feet. He moved to Richard Ridley, and checked the man’s pulse, his fingers touching his creator’s neck as delicately as if he were caressing eggshell-thin porcelain.
Satisfied that the man was alive, he stood from his squat and walked toward Enos. Something was wrong. Enos’s chest was not moving. The duplicate wasn’t breathing. Jared squatted down and rolled his brother over. In the center of Enos’s head was a perfectly round hole, just large enough for the tip of Jared’s pinky finger. Still in Jared’s grasp, the body softened and drooped. The color faded and the features that defined Enos fell slack. Jared lay the heap down and stepped away. Enos was now nothing more than a human-shaped mass of clay dressed in an expensive suit.
Jared growled. They had each been so focused on using the mother tongue to avoid the effects of the gas—a compound of Fentanyl altered by Richard Ridley to create a more effective and less potentially lethal type of knockout gas—that their self-defense lapsed long enough for a Chess Team member to squeeze off a single, but highly accurate shot. Jared considered using the mother tongue, taught to him by Richard Ridley before his incarceration, to animate the clay once more, but it wouldn’t be Enos. The memories and experiences that made him unique were gone forever. Enos was dead.
Jared stood and turned to see Seth stirring and disentangling himself from Queen’s limbs.
“The Creator?” Seth inquired.
“He is well. Enos is dead. One of them got a shot off,” Jared said with disgust.
“Regrettable,” Seth said, walking over to Ridley. “Help me get him up.”
Jared walked over, pausing only to kick the unconscious Bishop hard in the face, fracturing the man’s nose. Blood sprayed against Jared’s pant leg.
“Leave them,” Seth said.
“They will hunt us.”
“The Creator is our priority, and time is short.”
Jared nodded and helped Seth lift Richard Ridley up. They dragged him toward the door. By the time they reached it, Ridley was waking up.
Seth and Jared carried Ridley through the door, and he began to take some of his own weight. They guided him to one of the chairs in the room, easing him down. Ridley raised a hand and rubbed it on his forehead, as if he were waking from a long slumber.
Seth moved to a nearby locker, pulled out a black zip-up security jumpsuit and handed it to Ridley.
The man stood and stepped into the legs of the suit, then pulled it up on his body and yanked the zipper up to the middle of his broad, hairy chest. Then he started to lace up the boots Seth passed him. “Thank you, Seth. Where are our enemies?”
Jared pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the still open door to the room full of unconscious bodies. “What would you have us do?”
Ridley looked at his bare wrist, as if a lifetime of habit was driving him to check the time. Seth handed him the limited edition silver and black Rolex Submariner from his own wrist. Ridley smiled and donned the expensive wristwatch. “What’s the situation?”
Seth replied before Jared could. “Your brother Darius has amassed a sizeable force. He was poised to attack the facility any day now. We didn’t see him on the way in, but the last I heard from our informant, he was near. We’ve taken precautions. We used Chess Team’s resources to get to you, but King is apparently dead, as is Alexander Diotrephes. The rest of the building is empty.”
“And the Chest?” Ridley asked.
“We were unable to locate it, but we have some leads and—” Jared began.
“Never mind. I know where it is.” Ridley smiled at his two duplicates.
Jared flipped on three security monitors, adjusting the reception on the CCTV cameras hidden around the installation to show the large garage filled with vehicles heading down the ramp to the loading dock and armed soldiers stationed outside the amphitheater. There were men at the foot of the stairs leading to the surface as well.
Ridley’s smile evaporated. “Looks like they’re here already. Disappointing.”
“The timing could not be helped,” Seth said.
“We are so very close. Let’s leave Chess Team and Darius to squabble among themselves. I want the prize.”
Jared pointed at the monitor showing the stairs to the amphitheater, behind the secret janitorial closet door. “This way.”
Seth turned to the cell door and slammed it shut, listening to the lock tumble.
 


 
THIRTY-ONE
Security Office, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
Peter Machtchenko held his breath. He raised his hand up to Lynn, behind him in the small supply closet filled with uniforms hanging on pegs and cardboard boxes filled with three-ring binders. She was already being silent though. They were out of practice, but training like theirs, despite being forty years old, was impossible to forget, even if the body wasn’t always up to the task. When the bio-seal door had begun to open, Peter obeyed the rising hairs on the back of his neck and had leapt into the security room’s closet with Lynn.
Now inside the cramped space, listening to the voice of the man he knew to be Richard Ridley, Peter was hoping desperately that his daughter was still alive. He had already lost one child this day, and two over the course of his lifetime. Losing the third would destroy him.
He overheard something about a chest, a sizeable force and a man named Darius. That was all Peter needed to hear to know things were going to go from bad to worse. After a minute, the voices receded on the other side of the door. Lynn reached around him for the handle. He grabbed her hand and held her there for a few seconds more, just to be sure. They might be ex-spies, but neither of them were armed, and Peter wouldn’t feel better until he had a 9mm in his hand.
He let go of Lynn’s hand and she turned the handle on the dark wooden door. It opened smoothly and slowly. No squeak. They stepped out into the empty security room and quickly scanned the area. Ridley was gone. One of the monitors on the desk showed a view of the nearby loading dock. Vehicles were pulling in, one by one, and an army of soldiers were getting out.
“Not good, not good,” Lynn said.
Peter moved to the locked door in the corner. He had tried to scope out the facility earlier in the week, when Alexander had brought them here, but the man was always unexpectedly around whenever Peter had tried to creep through the place unnoticed. Peter had made it down to this security room, but he hadn’t seen inside the closed door, which he assumed led to some kind of a holding cell.
They had come looking for Asya, only to unexpectedly see someone emerging from the locked door. Peter and Lynn had ducked into the supply closet just in time. But now all the old alarm bells were ringing in Peter’s head, and his hackles were on high alert. He didn’t know what was behind the door, but he guessed it was connected to everything.
Peter scanned the edges of the door quickly, noted the un-inflated rubber biohazard seals around the edges, and then ignored the threat they implied. Now was not a time for caution. Now was a time for action. And that meant opening this door, risks be damned.
Peter glanced around the room and saw a security officer’s belt hanging on a peg. The belt was glistening black leather with pouches. It held a radio and a ring of keys. More importantly, he found a variation of what he was looking for. He wanted a wooden police baton, but what he found was a 16” telescoping steel and chrome baton in a holster. It was better than no weapon, so he snatched it from the belt and turned back to the door. He knew Lynn was behind him monitoring both the door and the video feed of the loading dock.
He unlocked the latch as Lynn spoke, “Hurry. No time left.”
Peter whipped open the door and was ready to swing down with the baton.
Instead, a hand shot upward, restricting his downward thrust, as a blonde woman’s face plunged through the door.
Peter staggered back, dropping the baton, slipping and falling backward on to the floor. His head connected with the hard concrete and he unconsciously shouted out. “Fuck!”
The blonde woman’s hair was sweaty and plastered to her face as she staggered into the room. “Sorry,” she said.
Asya came out of the room next, supporting a beefy man with a blonde goatee. Asya looked ill as well, while the blonde man just looked weak.
Then came a small unhappy Korean man, followed by a mountain of an Arabian man with a broken nose and a bloodstained face. Each of them was armed with rifles and wore tactical battle armor. Peter recognized them as the rest of his son’s team.
“No time!” Lynn shouted, picking Peter up off the floor. “Must go now.”
Already the blonde man was at the outer door with Asya. Despite the fact that they were not armed, Lynn shoved Peter after the two, ahead of the rest of the team.
They turned right outside the door, heading past the door to the loading dock, Lynn shoving Peter the whole way, so that he was pushing against Asya and the blonde man.
The blond man turned around, annoyed. “What’s the rush?”
Behind them, the blonde woman and the other two men had just emerged from the security room. The door to the loading dock, now between Peter’s group and the stragglers, burst open and three metallic objects flashed into the air.
Peter saw the blonde woman recognize the aerial objects and turn about on her comrades, forcing them back into the security room. Lynn was shoving him through a door, as Asya pulled his shirt from the front. They all landed in the room with a split second to spare. A thunderous crack sounded, filling the corridor behind them with light and smoke as the door to the room slammed shut.
Peter raised his head, looked at the room they’d fallen inside, and smiled. “You chose the right place for a standoff, dear,” he said. The others turned their eyes from the door to the room behind them, taking in the rack after rack of military hardware, explosives, rifles, handguns and grenades. An armory.
“I think I just got a Manifold stiffy,” the blond man said, smiling, as he reached for a strange looking rifle with three barrels.
 


 
THIRTY-TWO
Campania, 795 BC
 
“You never said anything about lions, damn it!”
“True,” Alexander grunted, as he wrestled a four-hundred-fifty pound lion to the ground and then head-butted the creature. “But I did tell you the Oscans would eventually lose to the Samnites. You were the one that said we should help out the little guys.”
King stalked across the marshy ground in a slow circle, his crude iron sword up, the thick-maned brown lion snarling as it kept pace with him. He found himself wishing he still had the Sig Sauer—or the damn AK that Alexander had lost at sea four years ago, when they had first travelled backward in time. The lion stopped moving suddenly and leaned back, but King knew it was preparing to spring and not retreating. He squatted, making himself an easier target, the blade held close to his side, and the tip extending just past his hunched body.
Although Alexander had bestowed him with eternal life, pain was still pain, and being eaten alive created the very unpleasant possibility of being a long meal. Plus, while the larger Greek had an otherworldly strength in addition to immortality, despite King’s newfound healing ability, he still possessed only the strength of a normal man. Against an angry, underfed lion on a battlefield in rural Villanovan-era Italy, he stood only a slim chance.
The creature sprang at King, its mouth opening up in a toothy roar, ready to devour him, just as the invading Samnites had planned when they had fired bloody chunks of mutton at the Oscans from makeshift trebuchets. Once again, King had been surprised at the inaccuracy of historical accounts, as he had read that catapults and trebuchets hadn’t been common place until the third century BC. Once the bloody meat began to fall from the sky, the Samnites had loosed five lions as their vanguard. The starved beasts had wasted no time racing toward the crude defenses King and Alexander had helped the locals build around their village.
Now the deadly lion was airborne for King’s position, and he needed to time things just right. The creature closed the distance with its huge lunge, and at the last second possible, King shoved upward, throwing the full weight of his body behind the blade, and then sidestepping the incoming mass of fur and claws. King rolled over backward on the ground, landing in a crouched position on his feet, his balance having become much better after years of living outdoors and engaging in frequent hand-to-hand battles.
The lion impaled itself on the broad blade of King’s iron sword, landing without grace on its head and snapping its own neck in the process, as the full weight of its attack came pounding down to the ground. Even if the sword hadn’t ended the lion’s life instantly as it ripped through fur and flesh and muscle, the broken bones might have finished the creature off. King stepped cautiously toward the beast, but it was done. Its huge chest no longer moved. King could see the animal’s ribs clearly, and once again he raged at the thought that men had tortured and abused this majestic animal, training it for war against a mostly unarmed and peaceful people. King knew the history. He and Alexander had spent long hours discussing the ways things went down. He knew his actions wouldn’t change the historical outcome, but he intended to take as many of the Samnites with him as possible, before the fight was over.
He pulled the bloodied sword from the lion’s chest-wall, and bid the creature a safe passage to its next life.
When King turned, he saw Alexander extracting his meaty fist from the shattered head of the lion that had attacked him. Yellow fur was matted with blood and bone across his knuckles. King knew Alexander, like him, took little joy in killing animals, but sometimes it was the only way.
“That’s the last of them,” Alexander said, standing up and wiping his hands down the front of his already filthy robe. “The spears will come next.”
“We’ll be ready for them, then,” King said with a lopsided grin.
“Or we could just move on. We know the outcome,” Alexander replied, but from the smile on his own face, King knew the man was just playing Devil’s advocate and he had no intention of leaving the fight now. Over the years, they had found a common ground. Despite King’s continued anger at being temporarily trapped in the past—if twenty-five years could be called temporary—his painful longing for Sara and Fiona and his continued concern for the fate of his team and family, he could not turn away from people in need. And to King’s surprise, neither could Alexander.
“Who’s to say whether one of the Oscans we save today won’t go on to father someone important? If we stay and fight this losing battle, then we always stayed and always fought this fight. That’s your theory on time travel, right?” King walked back toward the crude wooden battlements he and Alexander had built. They had discussed their working theory on time travel dozens of times over the years, but without any further evidence of their actions from King’s time, and knowing the vagaries of inaccurate historical accounts, the issue was truly moot.
“Who is to say,” Alexander parried, “that we didn’t always leave this fight in the middle, abandoning the Oscans to their fate?” The big man followed King, and they put on jovial smiles for the worried locals, both of them knowing they would fight and both of them knowing that in the end, they would lose. But the locals—kind people who had sheltered and fed them, who loved songs and lived simple farming lives—had no such knowledge. So the men would show them brave faces and teach them radical battle techniques.
“Who is to say?” King grimaced. “My conscience.”
Alexander nodded. “Your conscience has gotten us into more scrapes…”
“Not just mine,” King said. Alexander had gone to extremes in his pursuit of time travel. He had put a lot of people in harm’s way. Maybe worse. But now that he was here, in the past, moving toward saving the woman he’d missed for thousands of years, his true self was showing. Hercules had been a hero, or at least, he was now. King decided to let Alexander off the hook. “Besides, it’s not like we have anything better to do. How is the practice coming along?” King asked.
Alexander frowned.
For months and months he had been practicing the simple phrase he had tortured out of Richard Ridley. A single expression in a nearly extinct language. The mother tongue. Alexander didn’t want the whole language. Just one sentence. The one that would allow him to create a lifeless human body out of inanimate clay. A body that would completely pass for human. The body of his wife, Acca. For five years, Alexander had been practicing the sentence, first in the safety of the Omega facility in 2013, and now creating inert bodies that the two men would leave buried all over Italy. With each attempt, Alexander’s work was more and more perfect, with one exception.
“I still can’t recall her face. It’s maddening, Jack. She was the love of my life, and I’ve spent centuries looking for a way to save her. Now that I nearly have it, I’m frustrated by the fact that I can’t remember her face clearly enough to recreate the corpse accurately.”
King had examined several of the faces Alexander had created over the years. Each was slightly different. Eyes spaced a bit farther apart than the last or a bit narrower. Brows higher or lower, mouth pursed slightly more or less. He understood the depth of Alexander’s love for Acca, and he didn’t fault the man. When he had first heard that Alexander was having trouble recalling Acca’s visage, he tried to recall the image of his dead sister Julie, and found it hard to picture just how her nose looked. Even worse, he was starting to have trouble picturing Sara and Fiona, who he hadn’t seen in years. He couldn’t imagine how tarnished his memory might have been after centuries.
King placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You’ll get it. And even if you don’t, we can always get a good look at her before you need to.”
Alexander smiled, accepting the advice. “You’re right.” He turned his eyes to the field ahead of him. Five thousand soldiers with long spears ran across the marshy ground, screaming incoherently. “We’re outnumbered four to one. Still like our chances?”
King grinned. “Of winning? No. Of making them work for it? You bet your ass.”
As a pair, they leapt past the defensive wall and rushed out to meet the enemy.
 


 
THIRTY-THREE
Sub Level 1, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
Jared, the more naturally militant personality of the three men, led his Creator and his duplicate-brother out of the stairwell and into the hallway of Sub Level 1. He moved slowly into the hall, glancing down its empty length, and peering cautiously at the doorways leading into the opposing Cold Lab and the Microbiology Lab. Darius’s forces hadn’t entered this level yet.
“He’s probably hoping to flush them from the loading dock upward. We’ll spring the trap behind the janitor’s closet before they’re expecting it,” he told Ridley and Seth.
He approached the door to the Microbiology Lab and opened it slowly, expecting a hail of gunfire. When none came, he moved in and the other two men followed. The lab looked untouched.
“They’ll be on the other side of the closet, or down the tunnel at the Amphitheater stairs. Either way, they have a defensible position. They’ll—”
“It makes no difference,” Seth interrupted.
Richard Ridley walked over to a security panel on the wall. It had a 6-inch LCD screen and a few buttons next to a numerical keypad. Ridley typed in a security code and the LCD came to life showing two soldiers stationed in the hall outside the janitorial closet’s secret door. They looked bored as they lounged against the tunnel walls, completely unaware they were being monitored by the camera in the security plate next to the door.
“Only two men,” Ridley said. “Hardly an obstacle.” He typed in another sequence on the keypad, and a locked metal cabinet on the wall sprang open. Inside it, he retrieved a satellite phone and a Browning 9 mm pistol. He handed the phone to Seth and the gun to Jared.
Seth stepped away from the other two men and began dialing a number. Jared cocked the weapon and moved to the janitorial closet. He carefully moved a mop aside, allowing Ridley to follow him into the cluttered space. Jared looked back to Ridley for confirmation. The man nodded, the overhead bulb shining off his bald head.
Jared turned back to the door, opened it and fired two shots. Both of the soldiers were caught completely off guard, crumpling to the tunnel floor without even raising their weapons.
Jared stepped into the tunnel, reached down and pulled a Glock 19 from the dead mercenary’s holster. He kept it and handed the Browning back to Ridley. Seth, finished with his phone call, stopped at the control panel and punched in a third sequence, then he joined the other two. “We’re ready,” he said. “Communications are jammed.”
Jared stepped over the two corpses bleeding on the tunnel floor and led the way into the dark tunnel. Ridley paused at the security panel on the far side of the door. He typed in a code and the tunnel filled with light from several caged lights lining the walls.
Jared turned back to Ridley. “Sir, they’ll know we’re coming…”
Ridley simply nodded and they moved on down the length of the tight tunnel. The pitted stone walls were just wide enough for the broad men to pass, but would make an excellent place for an ambush.
As they came to the end of the tunnel, they could see the stairs that led up to the amphitheater, but no mercenaries guarding it. Jared stepped to the foot of the stairwell.
He immediately jumped backward, his Glock raised, as a body tumbled down the stairs, rolling to a stop at his feet. The dead man’s throat had been sliced. There was no sign of anyone on the stairs above them.
“Trigger?” Seth called out.
Jared looked around at his brother in surprise. Whatever this was, his brother had kept him in the dark.
“That you, Seth? Sorry about that. He was a struggler, that one.” Daryl Trajan, callsign: Trigger, descended the steps, his sniper rifle strung across his back, and a bloodied Gerber folding knife in his hand. The slim man wore black BDUs. He bent to wipe the blade of his knife on the dead man’s clothes, then stepped over the body. 
Jared lowered his pistol and looked to Ridley and Seth. They were smiling.
“Are we good?” Seth asked.
“All clear at this end. Carpenter will have the stairwell to the garage in a minute,” Trigger replied, folding up his knife and slipping it into a sheath on his belt.
“You have no qualms about switching sides?” Ridley asked.
“No, sir. Some mercs follow a code of honor. I follow a code of greenbacks. With as much money as Seth offered me for this job, I’ll be retiring to a villa in Honduras.” Trigger smiled a huge grin, clearly pleased with having chosen the correct side of the struggle between the Ridley brothers. “Darius and his forces are all inside the loading dock by now. Any men loyal to him on the surface have been eliminated.”
Trigger glanced down to a wrist-mounted two-way pager, which was gently vibrating against his skin. He depressed a button three times, then looked back up at the others.
“Gentlemen, this is Carpenter,” Trigger introduced the stocky man coming down the dark side tunnel from the second stairwell that led to the garage. As the man stepped into the light, Jared could see he wore black BDUs like Trigger, but he had thick pink scars on his brawny exposed forearms.
“Garage is secured. Everyone up top is loyal to us,” Carpenter said in a surprisingly soft voice.
Jared looked at the man and wondered about loyalty. He was irritated that Ridley and Seth had not confided in him about this part of the plan, co-opting some of Darius’s forces to work for Ridley.
“So,” he said, a little of his irritation creeping into his voice, “what’s next?”
Richard Ridley stepped forward, patting Jared on the shoulder as if to say Don’t worry about the small stuff, we didn’t tell you because there wasn’t time. He grinned at everyone. “Let’s go up top and get my Chest. Darius’s force should engage the Chess Team in the next five minutes. When they do, send in the second wave of soldiers to kill everyone.”
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Rook burst out of the door bringing up the MetalStorm rifle he’d taken from the armory. He rolled to the floor and fired down the hallway. MetalStorm weapons fired rounds straight out of the barrel, triggering each with an electronic jolt. The first three rounds exited the three barrels before Rook felt the kick. He’d been trained to fire in three round bursts, because each shot moved the barrel up just a little higher. With a MetalStorm weapon, all three shots would be accurate and the need to adjust for the next three was minimal. But Rook didn’t adjust at all. He held the trigger down and unleashed all thirty rounds in just under two seconds.
The small cluster of men that had already come in through the loading dock were greeted by a wall of bullets. They dropped in a heap, their limbs tangling. Rook stood on unsteady feet, the effects of the gas still making him woozy, but he shook his head with a grin. “Deep Blue has got to get me one of these.” Then he tossed the weapon to the floor, not knowing how to reload the thing. He brought up his MP-5 from his shoulder.
Peter and Asya followed him out the door into the hall, each armed with a newfound Manifold MP-5, also opting for weapons they knew how to use and reload. Lynn ducked her head out of the armory and looked at the bodies on the floor. The four men, each dressed in black BDUs, had motley looking hair and tattoo-covered skin on their exposed forearms. A pool of blood formed around their tangled bodies.
Rook took a tentative step further toward the loading dock doors, which were on the other side of the fresh pile of corpses. There was no sign of Queen or the others. Rook guessed they had successfully ducked back into the security room, the view inside of which was now blocked by a closed and bullet-riddled door.
Rook was about to take another step toward the dock, when the doors burst open into the hallway, and another four armed men rushed into the cramped space. He let loose a burst of fire from his MP-5, stepping back, but the sudden movement sent a wave of nausea through him. He slipped and fell backward. He tried to turn it into a back roll, but awkwardly smashed into the wall of the narrow corridor instead.
Peter raised his weapon to finish the newly arrived men, but Asya had stepped forward and already sprayed them with a burst of fire from her own weapon. Rook got to his feet as the newly arrived men fell. They looked just as unkempt as the first bunch.
“Mercenaries,” he said, thinking about who they might be working for and how Chess Team was going to deal with this new threat. He keyed his microphone, trying to reach Queen, but all he got in his earpiece was static.
Rook frowned. “Something’s blocking coms. This is going to suck donkey—”
The door to the loading dock inched forward again, and before Rook could put some bullets through the door and into whoever was on the other side, something came flying into the corridor. He knew this projectile would not be just a stun grenade.
He turned to tell the others to run, but they were already turning.
He turned his attention toward the end of the hall. A shadow moved across the stairwell door window. There were more of them. Rook’s group was about to be pinned down in a crossfire, and getting holed up in the small armory on the right would just make the slaughter go faster.
“Go left!” he shouted.
Lynn, the closest to the stairwell, was already moving in that direction. Asya was right behind her as they both slipped into the unmarked door across from the armory.
Rook took a huge lunging step, shoved Peter through the door and toppled into the doorway, his legs still not inside the room when the air was knocked out of his lungs. The clap of noise was deafening. Something—metal fragments most likely—sliced into his foot. His toes went numb. The doorway filled with smoke from the detonated grenade. Rook felt someone tugging his wrist, pulling him into the room. He twisted and looked back into the corridor, now choked with dark billowing clouds near the ceiling. At the floor level, from Rook’s vantage point, he saw what he had hoped for—a limp arm extending from the partially ajar stairwell door, lying in its own blood.
Then his feet were past the door, and his view was cut off as the door closed to the carnage in the hallway. Rook rolled over in his bulky impact armor and staggered to his feet. He was grateful for the suit. It had clearly protected him from the bulk of the grenade’s blast, despite the stab of pain in his foot.
“Where are we?” he asked.
“The viewing gallery,” Peter replied. Then a light came on and Rook could see the older man standing by a light switch on the wall. The room was twenty feet across but appeared to run the full length of the facility, paralleling the corridor they had just escaped. The ceiling was twice as high as that of the corridor, and there was a balcony rail up above the space, in the center third of the room, so those on the second floor could look down into the vast space.
Rook checked his ankle and saw a small trickle of blood. Then he saw several other pitted marks in his armor’s leg and chest plates.
Well, mostly protected me, he thought.
Rook looked to his left. The far wall appeared to be a darkened Plexiglas of some type. He jogged over to it, the small wound in his foot shooting pain up his leg with each step. He put his eyes up against the dark wall, but couldn’t see through it. He quickly realized how close the base was to the sea, and guessed that this was a giant Ridley-designed aquarium.
“Is there a door at the other end?” Rook asked, as he started down the long empty room.
“Only way out of here is up,” Peter said. The older man pointed up at the second floor balcony with the barrel of the MP-5.
“Stairs?” Lynn asked.
“No. We’ll have to climb up somehow.” Peter looked doubtful.
“Alright,” Rook said. “Pawn, take the door.”
Asya took up a position guarding the door they had just come through. She still looked a little pale from the gas, but she threw herself into the task without complaint.
Rook ran over to the wall and turned his battle armored back against it. “Up,” he said to Peter. Rook held his hands out. Peter quickly scrambled up onto Rook’s shoulder’s and reached the lip of the second story balcony, pulling himself up.
“We got one thing in our favor,” Rook said, as Peter left his shoulders and Lynn began to climb up his body to her husband’s waiting hands. “Their coms don’t work either—or they wouldn’t have blown the crap out of their own people in the stairwell.”
Lynn scampered up Rook’s body and was up on the balcony before he knew it.
“Pawn, you’re next.”
Asya turned to him. “But the door…”
“I’ll handle it.”
Asya wasted no time. She was looking better—less shaky. Whatever the effects of the gas were, she appeared to be dealing with them better than everyone else.
Asya lowered her weapon and sprinted to Rook’s position, placing one foot on his outstretched hands and springing lithely up to the second story. Rook immediately had his weapon up and trained on the door at the start of the long gallery. He spotted a small black wire at the bottom of the door—a fiber optic spotting scope. He opened fire on the door, blasting the scope and hopefully scaring whichever mercenary was so timid as to check the room out before throwing grenades in. Rook crossed the space to the Plexiglas wall. He opened a hidden compartment on the bulky thigh of his impact armor and extracted a large brick of C4 explosive, which he smacked against the wall. Then he affixed a detonating blast cap. The radio switch to detonate the explosive was on his wrist. He didn’t know if whatever was blocking his communication with the rest of Chess Team would block the signal to the explosive, but it was worth a try.
He was just about to race back to the wall under the balcony and make the climb himself, with some assistance from Asya, when the door to the room exploded off its hinges and into the room, knocking him to the ground.
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Queen paused by the door. She was getting no connection to Deep Blue back home and she couldn’t raise Rook either. Something was scrambling communications.
Two things, she thought in something like a prayer. That’s all I want. Active coms and Richard Ridley’s head back in a bird cage.
They were fools to have freed the man. Now with Alexander dead and no longer a threat, Ridley would go after the most powerful weapon he could find. She didn’t know what his long game was, but as soon as she saw Seth’s smile when he activated the gas, she knew it had been his plan all along. Not the duplicates’, Ridley’s. He had somehow planned the whole thing out himself.
A burst of gunfire in the corridor had her crouched by the door, ready to add her own bullets to the fray.
“Ready, Knight?”
The small man was deadly in a fight and as hardy as the rest of the team, but the loss of King seemed to have demoralized him worse than the rest. He didn’t respond to her.
“You want me to—” Bishop began.
Queen whirled on Knight, who was slumped against a wall. His face was paler than usual, and she knew it was the gas they had breathed. She moved over to the man and saw his eyes were glazed and unfocussed. “Knight?”
No response.
She shook him by the collar of his battle suit.
Knight didn’t respond to the shaking.
“Shin!” Queen shouted and slapped the man across his face.
His eyes startled and fluttered. Then he focused in on Queen and she saw an angry glare creep across his face.
“You awake? You with us? We need you, man.”
“I’m good,” Knight said. “Fucking gas. I’m a little guy, you know.”
Queen grinned. He was, in fact, a few pounds lighter than she was, though that was their little secret. “Good, I’ll open the door and cover you. You try to find the jamming device and disable it. I want Deep Blue’s support, and I want to put Ridley back in his grave. Can you handle that?”
Knight nodded.
She turned to look at Bishop. No longer looking like his normal serene and placid self, Bishop appeared to be dealing with King’s demise and their betrayal by the duplicates in his typical fashion. Rage. The kind she hadn’t seen on Bishop’s face since the days when he’d been infected with Ridley’s regenerative serum.
“You okay, big guy?”
His eyes darted to her, sharp, focused and burning. He didn’t need to say a word. He was ready to tear someone apart.
She moved back to the door, and cracked it open. She heard shouting in the hall and peered around the door frame, her MP-5 up and ready. At the end of the hall, she saw Rook’s armored form leaping into a doorway. Men were at the stairwell door at the end. Down on the floor, a grenade skittered to a stop.
Knight crouched next to her, about to leap out into the hall and run like hell toward the far end of the corridor, in search of the jamming device.
“No!” she shouted.
She threw her weight backward, blocking Knight from leaving the room, when the grenade detonated, spraying the hallway with steel fragments. Her left arm, although covered from shoulder to wrist in the impact absorbing battle armor suit, was perforated with projectiles. She pulled the numb limb back and saw blood trickling from several spots on the appendage.
“Motherfu—” she cut herself off, as she took in a deep breath when the pain kicked in.
Knight leaned in with an auto injector syringe and showed it to her. “You want this?”
Queen recognized the cocktail they each carried. It contained a mix of caffeine and 1000mg of Ibuprofen. The drug wouldn’t make her tired, but it would dull some of the pain.
Queen just nodded.
Knight placed the device against the side of her exposed neck and activated it. Queen inhaled sharply again, as the injector rammed the drug into her body.
“What now?” Knight asked.
Queen didn’t have an answer.
“I say we blow through the wall to the next room. If need be, to the one after that. We can’t fight them all in close quarters, and we need to not be where they think we are.” Bishop held up a small wad of C4 in his hand.
Queen nodded, then struggled to her feet. “Everyone back in the cell when it goes off.”
Bishop affixed the explosive to the wall just above a computer monitor on a desk, and the others fell back toward the cell. He placed a timed detonator for ten seconds, then rushed to the door to the cell, swung around it and hid behind it, while keeping a steel toed boot in the jamb.
Queen nodded at the move. The last thing they needed was to get locked in the hellish cell again.
The blast went off. Several chunks of rubble pelted the wall, filling the room with the scent of hot plaster dust.
Bishop moved into the room and coughed from the dust and smoke. Queen followed him and saw a nightmare of architecture. The wall behind the computer stations had been shattered, but the next room must have been a bathroom, because they had broken through into a crawlspace with water pipes that were now a tangled mess of jagged metal and spraying water. The far side of the space was another wall, still mostly intact. Water erupted across the exposed electrical wiring and damaged security stations, spraying arcs of spitting sparks across the whole side of the security suite. The hole they had blasted was probably large enough for them to get through—even with the bulky impact armor suits—but the tangle of jagged metal, spraying water and electricity made it a deathtrap.
“Gonna have to use more C4,” Bishop said.
Then Queen saw the door to the security room open just a crack at the end of the blasted room, a large piece of rubble stopping the door after just an inch.
“Quickly,” she whispered, and raised her weapon.
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“Ostentatious much?” King asked.
Alexander frowned. “I admit I was a bit full of myself in those days.”
The men were looking across the lake to a villa built up on a hill that would come to be called the Mountain of Roman Rock, but which at present was unnamed. The villa resembled the medieval castles that wouldn’t come to the region for centuries yet. A round stone tower attached to the villa’s side rose up two stories. Other homes nearby were much smaller, and most were made low to the ground and from wood. The landscape was dotted with trees—absent in King’s own time—and he once again marveled at how different the landscape of Italy looked millennia before he would be born.
The building was their final target after almost twenty years of living in the past. They had fought countless battles, and even spent years as farmers and shepherds, living quietly, and waiting for the perfect time to save Acca from death at the hands of Alexander’s Forgotten wraiths. By this point, Alexander had practiced with the mother tongue so much that he had gotten the body perfect, including the withered nature of the corpse after the Forgotten had sucked her dry of blood. But he still needed the face. They had stayed away from the woman for fear of creating problems with the timeline, or from running into Alexander’s younger self. Now they needed to glimpse the woman, so Alexander could practice the face as well, before they needed to exchange her for a duplicate desiccated corpse, while the younger Alexander was away.
“You sure a five-years-too-young Acca will do the trick for practice?”
Alexander, who had on many occasions told King stories of the woman’s beauty, just smiled. He had that far-away look King had seen so many times, when the man thought of his wife. Then he nodded. “Yes. She changed little in those years, when our sons were grown men. And after the incident…” Alexander always referred to her death as ‘the incident’, “…her face was shriveled from blood loss. Nearly unrecognizable. But it needs to be perfect.” Alexander had rarely spoken of the twin sons he had had with Acca, but when he did, it was always obliquely and brief. King got the impression that Alexander didn’t like his sons much, so when the man mentioned them again now, he let the comment pass.
Alexander had long ago described the full scope of his plan. King ran through it all in his head again. They would surreptitiously contact Acca, explain about the details of her death and how Alexander had come back to save her. They would leave the pseudo-corpse for Young Alexander to find and mourn over, setting in action a course of events that would lead them back in time. While Alexander’s younger self grieved, they would use a machine in another of his laboratories to get home—separately. King didn’t know where or when Alexander considered home. They’d lived a lifetime as brothers now. But that was one secret Alexander had yet to reveal.
“This isn’t far from Rome,” King observed.
“You mean, from where Rome will be,” Alexander clarified and then shook his head. “Only about twenty miles. But there’s a village to the south where we can get rooms. They make great wine too.”
“Where are we most likely to spot her?” King asked, as they left the view across the lake behind and turned for the village. King’s body was now deeply tanned, his healing abilities strangely not affecting the pigment in his skin. His hair was longer now too, down below his shoulders, and to fit in with the era, he had grown a thick luxuriant beard. The few times he caught a reflection of himself in shined metal, he thought he looked more and more like Alexander. The robes and sandals helped with that image.
“Either in the village or we’ll make a call up at my villa at some point.” A wistful look came over the big man’s face. “We spent a lot of time there.”
“Let’s get some wine before you start crying.”
Alexander smiled. “You have a way with words, Jack.” The two had become close friends over the years, and King had long since forgiven him for the abduction that led to their travel into the past.
But King had yet to shake the pain he hid. He spent time every morning, sitting in the glow of the rising sun, eyes closed. To the observer, he was praying or meditating, but all he was really doing was remembering. He played the events of his modern life through his mind each morning, when his imagination was most fertile, and he watched his life like an ongoing TV show, watching key events repeatedly like reruns. He thought about Fiona and Sara most of all, but his parents and Asya were always present in his mind, as were Zelda, Stan, Erik, Shin and Tom. At first, he’d thought of them by their callsigns, but three years ago he had trouble recalling Bishop’s name. He’d had to ask Alexander. Knowing he and Alexander were closer to their goal filled him with an anxious tension that threatened to tear down the mental blocks he kept in place through hardened discipline. If those barriers ever broke and the full weight of the despair he felt from missing his loved ones washed over him, he would be useless. So he fought, and worked toward Alexander’s goal and the promise of home, in the arms of his girls, with the same passion as Alexander, who was near the end of his much longer, but similar struggle.
“I still haven’t seen why you needed me on this little adventure of yours,” King said, distracting himself from thoughts of home.
“As I’ve said before, I needed someone I could trust—and we have yet to face any real problems.”
“Real problems?” King asked with a raised eyebrow. “You nearly lost your head in Corsica.”
“How was I to know that arrogant bastard was a Prince?
“Prince or not, you didn’t have to urinate on him…”
“He was a ponce.” Alexander let out a guffaw.
The two joked as they wandered into the nearby village, which was a collection of low buildings and ramshackle wooden structures nestled between picturesque chestnut and olive trees. King watched a man walking toward them. Unlike most of the people he saw, this man looked like he was taking in all the sights around him for the first time, the way King felt he must look every time they traveled. But the man’s manner didn’t resemble that of a stranger to the region. Rather, he was nodding to himself at things he saw, as if he were ticking things off a mental checklist. King didn’t think of the man as a threat—hardly anyone was a threat to him and Alexander. Still, he found the man’s manner interesting.
The man looked to be in his forties, and had a graying beard, with a high tanned forehead and a receding gray hairline. His eyes were a pale blue, nearly gray. Small crow’s feet around the man’s eyes lent wisdom to his already intelligent face. Like King, he wore a robe and sandals. As the man neared, King was about to move his eyes away from the man, when something on the man’s arm caught King’s eye. The man had faded rope wrapped around his forearm like a bracelet, but underneath it, King could have sworn he had seen a glint of metal or glass. Circular...like a watch.
Before he could be sure, the man had walked past them. King turned to Alexander and put his hand on the big man’s bicep to stop him from walking on.
“Did you see that?” King asked.
Alexander whipped his head around and instantly noted the man to whom King was referring. He mumbled a name that sounded like, “David,” and added “Steer clear of that man, Jack. He’s nothing but trouble.”
With that, Alexander turned and strode on toward the village.
Shrugging, King followed. If Alexander didn’t come forth with a full explanation on something, no amount of cajoling would get it out of the man. King knew if the story was important enough, it would come out eventually—usually with wine.
Alexander found a place he remembered and told King it had the best bread he would ever taste, when suddenly the large man stopped in his tracks and grabbed King painfully by the arm.
King turned his head and looked. He quickly identified the man Alexander had seen. His hair was shorter, and he wore a thin cloth band around his forehead that looked like a kind of crown. His robes were far richer than those King wore—dyed fabrics, and elaborately stitched roses along the hem. The man’s bearing was regal, as if he thought himself far above the people around him. People stepped out of the way as the man moved through, as if they knew and feared him.
King was looking at Alexander. The young Alexander.
He turned and looked up at his friend, who had grown his hair and beard long, and who was dressed in a poor man’s robes, like King. King’s Alexander was over 2800 years older, but to see the man’s face, he was just ten or twenty years the senior of the man in the wealthy robes. The resemblance was there, but you’d have to know to look for it. The hair and disparity in appearance of wealth made a large difference. Anyone besides King was unlikely to link the two men, even if they stood near each other.
King looked back to the younger Alexander with the burgundy robe and took in the man’s bravado. King’s Alexander had certainly mellowed over the years. This younger man acted like a hoodlum, pushing into people who got in his way, talking loudly with shopkeepers, and bragging about everything. King had learned several of the Etruscan dialects during his years in the past, and this man, naturally, spoke with a wealthy, educated dialect.
They watched quietly as the younger, brasher Alexander wandered the market in the center of the village, almost as if he were killing time.
Then they saw her.
King did a double take when he saw the woman. He could not believe his eyes. He was looking at a woman that looked almost exactly like photos he had once seen—of his own mother.
 


 
THIRTY-SEVEN
Etruria, 780 BC
 
“That’s her…”
Alexander spoke with a reverence that made King take note. He’d known his friend for years now, and heard the man in every kind of mood. But the sudden appearance of his lost love in the busy village market had taken the man’s breath away.
The woman, like Lynn Machtchenko in her younger years, had a slim build, but wider flared hips. Her hair was lustrous and dark, cascading over her shoulders in waves. High cheekbones and a subtle smile made her face come alive. Not a man in the market could keep his eyes off her. She looked to be about twenty-five, but Alexander had said she would be closer to forty. No matter which way you looked at her, Acca Larentia was a stunningly beautiful woman. If she didn’t look so very much like his own mother, King could see falling under the woman’s spell. Alexander had told him story upon story about the woman’s tenderness and generosity as well. Her beauty was only a bow tied around an amazing package.
“I thought my father was your descendant,” King said. The likeness to his mother left no doubt that she’d been the one to pass on Alexander’s bloodline.
“Actually,” Alexander said. “Both of them are.”
While Alexander’s bloodline had been thinned over millennia, having two parents descended from the man rather than just one made King’s and Asya’s blood a little more...Herculean…than usual. King wondered if that’s what had drawn Alexander to him, but he didn’t ask. It was ancient history now.
King turned to watch his friend admiring the woman. He felt an odd satisfaction at seeing Alexander’s eyes wide with wonder, where before there had always been something dark in them. In the future, when they had first met, King had taken that look for deviousness, planning and machination. Over time, he had come to know it instead as a look of dark bitter regret—regret at the life lost with his wife in the pursuit of eternal life for them both.
As King watched, Alexander’s look of hopeful joy turned sour. King reached out and whispered, “Your wait is almost over.”
Alexander turned and started away from the village, back toward the lake. King raced to keep up.
“That’s not the problem, Jack,” Alexander’s voice was almost a growl. “I screwed up the timing. We don’t have five years to prepare.”
“I’m afraid to ask. How much time do we have?”
“Closer to five hours. It happens tonight, Jack. She’ll return from the village on her own. She pokes around the house and stumbles onto my secret lab. She’ll find the Forgotten. They look famished. They haven’t been fed in some time. In those days—these days—I was lazy about such things. Left on their own, they go mad. But kept in herds and fed in captivity, they thrive.” Alexander’s face was lost in remembrance for a moment. King let him have the space instead of prompting him for more.
They kept up a fast pace, hiking along the trail back toward the lake. Just when King thought Alexander wouldn’t speak again, the man cleared his throat.
“You remember how it will happen?”
King nodded. “She’ll find them parched. Offer them a drink.”
“That has always been my assumption. I never saw it happen. When I came in, the cup and the water were on the floor, her body laid out of reach, but sucked dry and withered. She offered them a drink. They accepted. Tonight. We have to get there first. We have to stop her, and we have to create a perfect duplicate corpse—but I’ve had no time to practice her face.”
“Will the look you had tonight be enough for that?” King asked.
“It will have to be.”
They circled the lake in silence and the afternoon turned into evening. The sky filled with rich hues of deep blue and streaks of orange as the sun set behind the hills southwest of the lake. The few people in the area had already retired for the night, and the duo had the trail to themselves.
Alexander’s villa sat high up on the side of a hill, almost 1500 feet above the level of the huge lake, but Alexander led King away from the hill, and around to the north of it.
“There’s a tunnel entrance on the other side that leads directly to the lab. We’ll go in that way.”
They circled around the hill until the gloom of the oncoming night cloaked the forest in shadows.
Alexander led them closer to the base of a rocky wall, and they trudged through the forest until the going was so difficult, King thought he might trip over a tree root.
Alexander stopped suddenly, as if he heard something.
“What is it?” King whispered.
Alexander let out an exasperated sigh. “It’s been so long, I’ve forgotten exactly where the stone is. I think we have to go back a bit,” Alexander chuckled.
“I thought you were supposed to be a genius.” King smiled.
Alexander’s tension melted away slightly. “It’s not like that time in Poseidonia, you knew where you were going…”
“How am I supposed to know the difference between a temple to Poseidon and a temple to Hera, when they don’t even have any Doric columns yet?”
Alexander smiled. “I told you those wouldn’t come for another few hundred years. I’ve never seen a priestess so angry.”
King rubbed his cheek. “I can still feel that slap.”
They moved back the way they had come, Alexander mumbling to himself and running his hand along the rock wall as they went. King could just barely see the man moving his arm in the deepening dusk.
“Aha!” Alexander stopped and hugged the rock wall, stretching his massive arms around a huge protruding rock. The man took a huge breath and then struggled until King could hear a grinding sound. Alexander rolled the massive round stone to the side, revealing the dark yawning mouth of a cave.
“That’s a little Biblical, isn’t it?” King asked, raising an eyebrow. He was frequently amused, and sometimes disturbed, by Alexander’s stories of the hubris of his youth. He had certainly seen improvements in the man’s behavior over the last two decades, and he attributed the change to their friendship. Alexander himself professed to not having had nearly enough close friends over the years in whom he could confide.
“It was practical at the time. No one else around would have been able to move the stone but me.”
Alexander stepped into the darkened tunnel. King looked around and voiced his concern. “Should we close it up after us?” He couldn’t see how it could be done, but it went against his nature to leave his six unprotected.
“No need,” came the soft reply from down the tunnel.
King walked cautiously into the dark, feeling for the walls and ceiling of the tunnel, but they were broad enough to allow Alexander to move through them swiftly. Then something occurred to King, and he slowly pulled his sword from his belt.
“Why are you whispering?”
The reply took a second, and King knew he was about to receive bad news.
“I forgot to tell you something.”
Before King could ask, he heard a low snarling sound that rose in volume until the bass of the growl shook his bones, like amplifiers at a rock concert.
“I forgot to mention the dog.”
“The dog?” King asked. But then understanding dawned on him. “Please tell me it doesn’t have three heads.”
Alexander’s reply was drowned out by a robust growling that vibrated the stone under King’s feet. Three heads or not, the thing sounded huge and hungry.
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Viewing Gallery, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
The heavy door smashed hard into the Plexiglas wall, dislodging the explosive Rook had set, and knocking it to the floor against the aquarium wall, where the door promptly landed on top of it. Rook had been thrown backward by the blast and ended up on his back, struggling like a tortoise to get onto his legs.
Asya let a burst of bullets fly from her position on the second level, strafing the doorway. Rook heard her utter a Russian curse as a heavy mercenary fell through the doorway onto his face. Then he saw something arc down from the balcony, hit the door and bounce out through the open doorway and into the corridor.
Rook got to his feet and let out a grunt as he raced for the wall. Asya had tossed a grenade she had taken from the armory down the length of the gallery. It was a good throw. A deflection off the 45 degree angled door, and straight out of the room and into the waiting arms of the mercenaries was a nearly impossible shot. But with the door open, Rook could find himself on the receiving end of more metal fragments. He heard screams behind him and then the explosion. The shockwave sent him slamming face first into the wall. He missed Asya’s outstretched hand and slid down the wall to the floor.
“I feel like a pregnant kangaroo on a pogo-stick in this friggin’ armor. Doesn’t anyone ever use a handgun any more?” Rook pulled out one of his two Desert Eagle pistols and waited on the floor. As soon as he saw the forearms of the first man enter the room, he fired twice, the loud booming shots echoing through the long room. The first shot missed, but punched a softball sized hole in the wall. The second shot struck the mercenary’s arm—and took it off. The merc fell back, screaming in pain.
Rook looked up to the metal guard rail around the second story balcony. He saw Asya was rapidly tying a bed sheet to the rail, while nervously watching the door at the end of the gallery’s lower level. He holstered the Desert Eagle and scrambled on hands and knees for the dangling sheet.
“I can’t cover you and help you climb,” Asya said, as she finished tying and then swept her submachine gun up again on its strap.
Rook didn’t see any sign of Peter or Lynn. He assumed they had already left the upper room, looking for the way out. He couldn’t blame them. He would have done the same.
Rook quickly unbuckled his chest armor, removing the bulky plate and impact foam pieces around his arms and torso, dropping them to the floor. They offered protection, but they were stiff and added a lot of weight. He debated removing the leg armor, but the one now coated in his blood, was probably acting as a compression bandage for his wounded leg. He decided to leave it.
Freed of the weight of the chest armor, and wearing only a black synthetic t-shirt over his broad chest, Rook attacked the bed sheet, shimmying up the cloth, while Asya sprayed the door at the end of the hall with the odd burst of gunfire, hoping to dissuade further incursion. But Rook knew it was just a matter of time until they tossed in another grenade—or worse. He tugged his weight up and after two pulls, gave up on keeping his legs wrapped around the spindly sheet, relying instead on the raw strength in his beefy arms.
Once at the lip, he placed one hand on the concrete floor, and reached up with the other for the bar, pulling himself horizontal in the process, and then rolling under the guard rail onto the balcony. When he stood, Asya was again blasting down into the gallery, by the door. He took quick stock of his location—a large, swank, sparsely decorated office of some sort. Most likely Ridley’s, he thought. Potted plants dotted the space around a low leather sofa and a glass-topped coffee table. When Rook spotted the executive bathroom at one end of the office and the ajar doorway to a nice bedroom at the other end, he knew his guess was right. He could see the fitted sheet from the bed on the floor of the bedroom. Now I know where the sheet came from, he thought. One more exit led from the room to a lighted hallway beyond, the door left wide open. That’ll be where Peter and Lynn went.
“Can we run now?” Asya asked, stepping up to him.
“Cover me for just a minute,” he said, jogging over to the desk near the center of the huge office. The opportunity to learn even a little of what Ridley might have planned was too good, but he’d only sacrifice the minute. He knew Asya’s supply of magazines would run out, and he counted on the mercenaries downstairs to get crafty any second now. Plus, if they figured out he and Asya had ascended to the next level, they would try to flank him by taking the stairwell at the end.
Asya made it back to the rail just as a sustained burst of AK-47 fire strafed the balcony. Rook recognized the sound of the weapon, and knew the jig was nearly up. He altered course away from the desk before he’d even made it there, and instead he made for the far end of the balcony, where he saw a control panel on the wall, next to a large potted fern.
Rook opened fire on the gallery floor, and the AK stopped with a sputtering burst. Asya popped up at her end of the balcony and fired her own sustained burst of gunfire down at the mercenaries, who quickly darted back to the cover of the doorway. Rook caught a glance of the last guy—dressed in black BDUs and snakeskin cowboy boots with a big white ten-gallon hat.
“What a maroon,” he mumbled to himself. He raised one of the Desert Eagles and held his angle on the doorway down below at the end of the gallery. “Asya, go. Get with Peter and Lynn, then rendezvous with Queen if you can.”
Asya paused and looked at him sternly.
“I got this. Go,” he told her.
She turned and sprinted for the door to the hall.
Just then, Ten Gallon came back into the doorway. The sights on Rook’s barrel were already lined up. All he had to do was squeeze. The big Desert Eagle boomed once, and the white hat jumped, the brim of it splattered with blood and bone. The mess that had been Ten Gallon’s head actually stuck to the wall next to the door—hat and all. “Now that’s nasty,” Rook said before the hat fell with a wet thud.
“Bunch of amateurs,” he called out. “I got a bullet for each of you. Maybe you nut-twists should go home and get more guys.”
He glanced to the control panel on his left and scanned the controls. There was a button labeled Kliegs, so he pushed it.
Immediately, the massive dark Plexiglas wall came to life, as several enormous underwater spotlights on the other side illuminated the water. A bewildering array of fish were swimming just on the other side of the wall. Rook guessed the glass wall was maybe 350 feet long by 30 high. This isn’t an aquarium, he thought, it’s the fucking ocean!
The water was crystal clear, with a sandy bottom and a few bits of coral and tufts of sea plants. Sea stars and several dozen black spiny urchins sat on the sand.
None of those things held Rook’s attention though. The glass wall had been built for one obvious purpose. To view the monstrosity taking up ninety percent of the underwater view. Lying on its back was a giant statue of a man, measuring at least 300 feet in length. The surface of the statue was covered in barnacles and coral, and other sea life, but the massive figure, posed as though standing, was impossible to miss.
As soon as the thought of the statue standing entered Rook’s mind, his eyes grew wide. Remembrances of past battles with Ridley’s animated golems filled his mind. The thought of this monstrosity standing up made Rook’s stomach flip.
“Satan’s flaming taint! Why do I get all the fun?”
Just then the balcony erupted in sparks as bullets ricocheted off the rail, and Rook realized the shots were coming from behind him. He was pinned.
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Sub Level 3, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
Knight shoved Queen and Bishop out of the way, hurling a grenade at the door to the security suite, and another toward the damaged wet wall. Then he pulled the door closed all the way. The grenades exploded seconds later, and the door’s automatic bio-hazard seals inflated, then quickly deflated. Knight guessed they had been punctured by a grenade fragment.
Luckily, the locking mechanism didn’t engage, even though the seal had. He swung the door all the way open and loosed a burst of MP-5 fire around the room. No one had made it into the suite, but the previously damaged deathtrap wall was now a gaping hole into the adjacent bathroom, with pipes and spitting electrical wires having been cleared by the grenade blast. Knight leapt through the opening, his weapon up and ready to fire in the direction of the parallel corridor. Then he ran for the hall before Queen or Bishop had entered the bathroom.
Knight whipped the bathroom door open and prepared to blast any mercenaries in the long corridor, but all he saw to his right was a long pile of black-clad bodies, stretching back to the loading dock doors and beyond to the stairwell at that end. The other end of the hallway was clear except for some stone rubble near the end. Knight sprinted in that direction.
He found a storage room on his left. Ran past. Just as bullets pinged down the hallway near his feet, he dove through the next door, into a lounge. He quickly scanned the space. Sofas, a table. Nothing he could use. Beyond the lounge was an open double doorway filled with debris. He crossed to the doorway and looked in on what appeared to be a natural cave formation, but the room was filled with mechanical wreckage and the rubble of the collapsed ceiling. Above him, a few wooden cabinets and part of a tilted refrigerator hung out of the ruined ceiling. A kitchen, he thought.
He heard gunfire down the corridor. An AK-47. Queen and Bishop answered with a barrage of their own, spurring his climb up the rubble and wreckage, heading to the next level. Most of the kitchen floor was gone, but Knight managed to scramble into and out of the second floor kitchen. He pulled himself to a tottering standing position by the horizontal door handle. As soon as Knight stood, the handle of the door jiggled. The door opened inward. With nowhere to go but backward and down, he quickly leaned forward, straightening one arm above the door handle and leaning his weight against the shoulder. There was a tiny one-inch-square plastic catch at the bottom of the door designed to grab the stopper pin on the wall, so the door could be kept open. Knight placed the toe of one of his boots on the plastic box, and stepped up.
The door swung in abruptly, and Knight rode the back of the door as it swept him toward the wall. Two men rushed into the room only to find no floor on which to stand. They plummeted ten feet to the unexpected rubble below them. One man’s leg shattered on impact, and Knight could hear the sickening crunch of bones as he impacted a large piece of misshapen rock. Knight swung his MP-5 out in his left hand, firing two quick and deadly accurate three-round bursts before swinging around faster than most men can blink and firing twice more. The two men in the hall fell to the floor wearing matching surprised expressions frozen on their faces. One of them managed to squeeze off a single shot before he died, but Knight felt nothing. The quick spin and lingering effects of the gas stole Knight’s balance. He dropped the submachine gun knowing its strap would hold it in place. With his hand free, he reached out and snagged the front handle of the door, which was swinging closed. With a yank, he was upright again. Without people shooting at him, he slipped around the door and into the hall.
The two dead men dressed in black BDUs lay sprawled on the floor. One had a swarthy mustache, and the other man had tattoos of jigsaw pieces over one half of his face. Jigsaw man was still breathing, but unconscious.
There was no backup in sight. He looked right. The hallway ended at a T junction. He looked left. The hallway looked identical, but a woman suddenly appeared. He called to her. “Pawn!”
Asya ran up to him. “Are you alone?” He nodded and raised his MP-5, only to discover the weapon was ruined. The single shot fired by the merc had struck the MP-5’s barrel. The dent was small, but any imperfection could result in the weapon blowing up in his face.
He unlooped the submachine gun’s strap and dropped the weapon to the floor before drawing his Browning 9mm sidearm and pointing it down the long hallway.
“Everyone still alive?” he asked.
She nodded. “Queen and Bishop?”
“For now,” he said.
“Which way?” Asya asked.
“Your way. Up. Looking for a communications scrambler. Probably in Ridley’s office.” Knight said. He climbed to his feet, keeping a wary eye down the hallway.
“Just came from there. Nothing like that. Maybe in the labs upstairs?”
“Worth a try.”
He followed her around the corner to the stairwell. Distant bursts of automatic weapons fire echoed up from below. Asya opened the door to the stairwell and glanced down. No one in sight. She motioned for him to follow. Knight stepped into the landing and looked up. Finding no sentry, he raced up the concrete steps to the next level’s door, clearly marked Sub Level 1 in black letters. He peered through the chicken wire-reinforced glass window and found an empty hallway. He said a silent prayer for small favors and slipped into the hall. Asya was right behind him.
“Been in there,” Knight said, passing the initial lab doors through which he and the others had entered the facility. He started walking past the doors and down the hall.
“What about this one?” Asya asked. She pointed to a set of doors across from the Microbiology Lab. The sign next to the doors read Cold Lab. Beside that was a small stylized icon of a seven-headed dragon.
“They have tissue samples of the hydra in there,” Knight said, and he kept walking, quickening his pace. The hydra had been reawakened after its long, petrified sleep in a Manifold lab, just like this, while he traded bullets with Manifold’s security force. He wasn’t eager for a repeat.
“Are you sure?” Asya asked, joining him in his long strides down the hallway.
“Pretty sure.”
Asya smiled. “Last Crusade. Love that movie.”
“Indy never had to face a multi-headed regenerating nightmare. I would have taken the snakes.”
Further down the long hallway, they came to two more sets of doors on opposite sides. The room on the left was labeled Data Lab, the room on the right, Sequencing Lab.
Knight popped his head into the Data Lab. The room was dark, but the acoustics inside told him it was large. He found the light switch on the wall, and flicked it with an audible snap. Long rows of overhead lights flickered to life, revealing desk after desk of computer stations, reminding Knight of Hollywood versions of NASA or NORAD headquarters. At the far end of the room was a radio station with a long, thick rubber-coated black antenna. Although all the other computers in the huge lab had been turned off, this station was alive with green and red LED lights.
“Is that—” Asya began.
Knight raised his pistol and fired off three shots, shattering the equipment in the corner and throwing a shower of sparks into the air.
Knight tried his throat microphone. “Queen? You read?”
He heard a burst of static and then Queen’s voice came through. “Thank fuckery. Where the hell are you?”
“Sub Level 1. You still on 3?”
“We’re pinned down in the bathroom. You got out just in time.”
“Blast through the next two walls. You got a storage room, then a lounge. Access up to the next level through a caved-in kitchen.” Knight walked back to the hallway as he talked and Asya was right by his side.
As he stepped out into the hallway, bullets raced past him from the stairs he had used. He ducked back into the Data Lab. “Shit. You’re gonna need to try for the South stairwell when you get on Two, Queen. North is now hostile.”
“Crap,” he heard her say. “Hold on.”
Knight heard a distant booming noise from the bowels of the facility.
“We’re gonna try to circle around to the south side of the loading dock and pin these bastards down,” Knight said into his mic.
Knight looked at Asya and she gave a curt nod, indicating she was ready to rush out into the fray again. She was a lot like her brother.
“‘We?’ Who have you got?”
“Pawn. Give us five. Then make for the south stairs.”
“Got it. Where the fuck is Rook?”
“Haven’t seen him,” he said.
“Rook is on Level 2,” Asya said, intuiting Queen’s line of question. It wasn’t hard. She knew Rook and Queen were an item. Generally inseparable. She would never admit it, but Queen’s concern was personal as much as it was tactical.
Knight relayed the message and turned to Asya. “Ready?”
“Go,” Asya said from behind him.
Knight yanked the door open in one hard pull.
Standing on the other side of the door was a huge man dressed in black and wearing a camouflage Vietnam-era infantry helmet. His AK-47 was raised at Knight’s heart. As the man’s finger began to squeeze, Knight closed his eyes.
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Lake Bracciano, Etruria, 780 BC
 
“What...is that smell?”
“That…would be puppy,” the voice came floating back softly. King could just barely make out the man’s silhouette in the dark tunnel. They were coming up on some kind of light source in the distance, but it was faint.
“You called Cerberus, the three-headed
hellhound guardian of Hades, ‘Puppy?’ Really?”
“I couldn’t bring myself to destroy the creature. He was...cute once. When he was small. Also, I have yet to weave the Cerberus story into the ancient religions. It started on its own, really, after puppy got free one night.”
“You’re telling me that the fabled twelfth labor of the mighty Hercules was basically catching your loose dog?”
“Actually, that’s probably the most accurate telling of the story I’ve ever heard,” Alexander whispered. “I found him in a cave. Brought him home.”
As more light filled the tunnel, King could finally make out the stone wall of the natural cave. Alexander’s form was fully visible ahead. The tunnel ended at a huge round arena-like space, all carved from a naturally formed cavern. King could see where stone ledges had been fashioned as seating, but there were also natural stalactites that connected with stalagmites, forming thin columns that supported the roof far overhead. Across the floor of the giant space was a thick iron chain. Each link looked large enough for King to crawl through. One end of the chain was pegged to a rock wall. The other end of the chain was out of view to the right of the tunnel entrance.
Alexander held a hand up, preventing King from entering the arena. “‘Hellhound’ was a bit of an exaggeration, although he is large.”
“How big are we talking here?”
“Ever seen a rhino up close?”
“You’re kidding.”
Alexander’s grim face said he wasn’t. “That’s how big he was when I got him.”
King’s jaw fell slack. “You said he was small when you got him.”
“Comparatively speaking,” Alexander said with a shrug. “And we can’t kill him, either.”
“Why not? And won’t he recognize your scent?”
“I’m afraid he might not. My body chemistry might have changed since the inclusion of the herbs and serums that give me my longevity and strength. But the reason we can’t kill him is more complex.”
King understood immediately. “The time-stream. He saves your life at some point?”
“I told you he was a good pup.”
Alexander strode out into the arena. King followed. Almost immediately they heard another rumbling growl that shook the stone on which they stood.
King looked to his right, down the length of the arena. A few torches burned along the walls of the broad expanse, but the thing he desperately wanted to see at the end of the chain wasn’t there. The end of the chain was a big iron ring and a bolt that went through it. There was no sign of the beast.
“He’s loose. Great. I hate you, you know that, right?”
Alexander turned to look at King, but his face angled up and above the tunnel entrance, far over King’s head.
“He’s behind me, isn’t he? I really hate you.”
King turned as the beast growled again, and this time he had a visual to go with the epic rumbling. He wasn’t disappointed. The creature stood crouched on a ledge above the tunnel entrance. It was probably twenty feet tall if it hadn’t been crouched. King expected a three headed dog to have three necks as well, but it didn’t. All three heads grew out of a single thick neck, and one of the three had grown at an odd angle, as if it were a genetic mutation. King could only count five ears on the creature. Where the other should have been, two heads were fused. Thick black fur covered the creature. Its tail had been docked like a doberman’s, but the overall shape of the beast reminded him of a terrier crossbred with a huge Labrador retriever for the shape of its body and a Saint Bernard for the shape of its heads.
One of the three heads appeared to have been sleeping but was rousing now. The other two were snarling, with lips pulled back and long ropes of slobber as thick as King’s arm drooling down to the ground like the cave’s stalactites.
“Distract him!” Alexander called. Then the man ran off to the side of the arena.
King looked around desperately. “With what!”
The hellhound stepped down to the arena floor with one massive paw, effectively blocking retreat down the entrance tunnel. The paw and foreleg were, by themselves, as tall as an African elephant, but in all other ways besides size, looked just like a dog—with hair the thickness of twine.
King turned and ran for the nearest cave column. The ground shook as the giant animal pounced down from the rock ledge and gave chase.
King got to the column and glanced back. Just in time. The gaping maw of the central head was inches behind him. He threw his body to the side, behind the column. The three-headed beast’s momentum carried it past, but the left side head turned in time to snap at him, spraying a long rope of frothy saliva at him. The moisture smacked into King’s face like a soaking wet towel.
He rolled on the floor and swiped at his face with the sleeve of his robe, hardly penetrating the thick coating of saliva. He ignored it after that. Had to keep moving. He had correctly guessed that the hound wouldn’t damage the delicate columns in the arena, so he planned to use them as shields, at least until the beast lost its patience and decided the cavern could lose a column and not collapse.
He got to his feet and ran for the next column. The slathering creature was right behind him. He heard metal grinding across the stone floor of the cavern. When he looked, he saw Alexander hauling on the giant chain like a sailor pulling in a simple rope. He hoped whatever Alexander had planned, he would do it fast.
As he ran, one of King’s rope sandals broke and went flapping off his foot. He shook his leg as he ran, flinging the broken sandal away. The thought flitted across his mind that if he was lucky, the three-headed monstrosity giving chase would fetch the slipper. The loud growl behind him disabused him of that notion. He kicked off the other sandal with a hop and sprinted as fast as he could across the cool stone floor.
Just as King reached the column and was about to make his jump, he felt his left arm painfully wrenched behind him, when he was pumping his elbow back. Then his whole arm was on fire and tugging him to a halt and upward. His body swung in the air and twisted.
Then he saw it. His entire left arm was in the jaws of the creature’s central head. King was lifted up, hanging from the thing’s jaws.
Then the hellhound violently thrashed its head from side to side, and King screamed.
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Under Alexander’s Villa, Etruria, 780 BC
 
The scream echoed around the arena until King’s limp form flew across the room and landed on the floor in a heap.
After a moment, King opened his eyes and looked at his arm—or what was left of it. The flesh had been torn just above the wrist and peeled off up past the elbow where the jagged skin and torn muscle dangled down from his shoulder. He could see his radius and ulna bones in his forearm, stripped clean of muscles and tendons. Yellowish-white ligaments were all that held his elbow joint together. His hand was still whole but looked grotesque now, like a Mickey Mouse glove on a stick figure.
His head fell back onto the stone floor with a thunk, and his eyes closed. He tried to scream again, but no voice came. The overwhelming scent of his own body’s blood and meat filled his nostrils, churning his gut. But he didn’t panic. He’d gone through this before. Not the giant three-headed hellhound, but he’d survived mortal wounds on a few occasions. He knew what would happen next. With his eyes still closed, he turned his head. Then he opened his eyes and watched the impossible. The jagged flaps of skin at the shoulder stretched and grew as snakes of musculature slipped out from below it like alien tendrils probing for a meal. The flesh at his wrist grew upward toward the elbow. In a minute, the tendrils of muscle had joined and were filling out. The sensation was pure fiery agony. It sucked the air out of his lungs, but he fought against the building scream and remained calm. It would be over in moments.
Just a few more seconds of world class torture, he thought, then I’ll—
Movement across the arena caught his eye.
Alexander stood on the monstrous dog’s back. He held the massive chain wrapped around the creature’s single throat like a garrote. The hellhound snapped its three sets of jaws and thrashed its heads from side to side, but Alexander refused to let go. He looked like some kind of insane rodeo rider on a dog that weighed more than a tank.
The creature ran from side to side, then forward and stopped suddenly, like a maddened bull. Alexander struggled behind the beast’s neck, then cried out in triumph and leapt off the animal. He landed nimbly on the floor and raced for the side wall and the tunnel entrance.
Is he leaving me here? King wondered.
Cerberus chased him toward the wall. The massive chain sprang up off the floor behind the beast.
The chain pulled taut. The center head snapped up, and the giant animal’s momentum suddenly came to a complete stop. Its legs slipped up out from under it into the air, and the massive beast’s body slammed back onto the ground. The chamber shook from the impact. Dust cascaded down from the ceiling.
Alexander had successfully chained the dog. He smiled from the doorway of the tunnel, then began edging his way around the arena, as the giant creature got to its feet and began barking at him—each vocalization sounding like a peal of thunder in the enclosed cavern.
King looked down at his arm and saw that it had nearly finished knitting back together. He just needed a few more layers of skin. The process felt like a severe sunburn, but in reverse. The healing also left him ravenously hungry.
He rolled to his side and gingerly tested putting some weight on the arm. The muscles were as strong as ever. Like new...because they were. He pushed himself up to a sitting position, then stood.
Alexander ran around the perimeter of the stone arena. Cerberus kept pace at the end of its tether, barking at him in three distinct voices, each taking turns to create an unceasing wave of sound.
“You’re not out of the—” Alexander was yelling.
King looked down at the ground, then at the oncoming beast-dog. He wasn’t out of the radius of its arc.
Crap!
He turned and sprinted for the wall, his bare toes finding little crevices and impurities in the stone floor as he ran and gripping them, propelling him faster. At last he slammed into the stone wall at the far side of the cavern, just as Alexander zipped around the back of him and the massive dog passed him, hot on Alexander’s tail. The wash of air that swept over King reminded him of standing on the edge of a subway platform when a train slammed past without any plans of stopping at that station.
King edged around the circumference of the stone wall, scratching his itching forearm. He saw his sword in the arena. It was bent to hell and too far inside the arc of the hellhound’s tether.
Another lost blade.
He made his way to the opposite side of the arena from where they had entered. There was an identical tunnel mouth. Alexander stood there waiting, as though nothing exciting had happened. The giant dog barked twice more and then ran off toward the far side of the arena.
“Not a word about its bark being bigger than its bite. I nearly lost my arm,” King said.
“But your clever distraction worked. I was able to leash him.”
“Clever distrac—? Did I mention that I hate you?”
“Once or twice,” Alexander replied.
“Today?” King prodded.
“I think we’re up to three. Come on. The lab is this way.” Alexander led them down a long dark tunnel. King ran a hand along the dark wall until it flared away, leaving him only with Alexander’s dim silhouette to guide him forward. “Next, we will deal with the Forgotten. Then the creation of the body.”
Suddenly, the shape of Alexander’s body disappeared in the darkness ahead.
“Right. The Forgotten. But they’re all locked up. Hey, where did you—”
Something smashed into King’s body from the left, throwing him against a wall, hard. He rolled with the impact, and came up on his feet. He could hear a scrabbling in the dark and wished he had nabbed one of the lit torches in the arena.
Something hit him low in the gut, but through long years of rigorous exercise, King’s abdomen was like a rock. The blow still took air out of him, but it did little damage. He thrust down with two balled fists, hitting his attacker before it could retreat and launch a second assault from the gloom. The impact was hard and brittle under his fists, like he had just punched a wooden board encased in bubble wrap.
King could hear Alexander struggling in the dark. Then a match flared brightly. Matches wouldn’t first see widespread use in China for another twelve hundred years, but Alexander and King had agreed to make and use some modern amenities at times when others were not around. Matches were one of their creature comforts.
The match lit a torch sconce on the wall, casting orange light in all directions. They had entered a wider room at the end of the tunnel. Like the parking garage in Tunisia, every surface—floor, walls and ceiling—was covered in wraiths. There were hundreds of them chittering in the dark.
The Forgotten were free.
Unlike in Tunisia though, this time they attacked all at once. King watched as a swarm of the creatures mauled Alexander. Then they turned on King, a chaotic mass of fast, nimble bodies moving with the ravenous excitement of hungry lions who have just spotted a baby zebra. He tried to fight them, but it was no use. They moved too fast, and more often than not, his punches struck only their cloaks.
In just ten seconds, King was overwhelmed, buried beneath a mass of hungry wraiths reaching for his skin—and the blood beneath it.
 


 
FORTY-TWO
Ruins of Carthage, Tunisia, 2013
 
The sun would not rise for another hour, but the dark heavens were already lightening. Pale blue leached up into the Arab sky on the horizon.
Richard Ridley smiled.
It was all coming together. That bastard Alexander was dead. King was dead, too—both unexpected gifts. His rebellious brother, Darius, had walked into a trap. Chess Team was cut off and unable to contact support. Although they had robbed him of his genetic immortality, it made little difference. With the mother tongue, he could repair damage to his body and give himself longevity by forcing his cells to age slower, perhaps not at all. And now...the Chest of Adoon. The power it contained was said to be without comparison. A civilization destroyer.
His company, Manifold Genetics, was in ruins, like the landscape around him, to which Trigger and Carpenter had led him. But that made little difference. He had many holdings and subsidiary companies. He had the wealth, even without the labs. Soon he would have a destructive power to correct all the wrongs done to him. Combined with his superior intellect, the mother tongue, and a lot of money, he would be an unstoppable force.
No more toying with these people, he thought. It was time for real power. World changing power.
He slowed his pace, allowing Seth and Jared to walk ahead of him. At first, Jared kept glancing back, afraid he would miss something. Seth continued on ahead, secure in his role. They walked through the dark ruins, Trigger lighting the way with a flashlight. Carpenter fell back to the rear to protect their small group.
They crossed La Goulette Road and headed into the trees on the opposite side, next to a house. Ridley still found it amusing that the wealthy Tunisians had built estates nestled in between the standing ruins. If they had been in a Western nation, the entire area would have been a World Heritage site, but here, the wealthy had managed to get every scrap of land that didn’t have an ancient rock on it.
They passed through a small copse of trees that ran along the backside of a house, and then they were in the necropolis. Beyond the tombstones lay another small forest, and then the ruins called the Antonine Baths. Beyond those, the Gulf of Tunis.
Richard Ridley looked around at the small stones of the darkened necropolis. He smiled again. The necropolis was as good a place as any. He raised the silenced pistol Trigger had provided him, and shot Jared neatly in the back of the skull. The sound the weapon made was like someone spitting in the dark. Jared’s body collapsed to the ground, draping over one of the low stones that acted as markers for ancient graves. Without time to prepare to use the mother tongue to heal himself, Jared was dead. His body went slack as it reverted to clay.
Seth turned at the act, shocked.
“Don’t worry, Seth. I know you are loyal to me. Jared dreamed of independence. From the moment I gave you life, you were all individuals, with personalities and emotions all growing further away from mine, based on your experiences. I didn’t like the direction Jared was going. Sooner or later, we would have butted heads. Or he would have gone to our enemies. That’s no good for business.”
Trigger and Carpenter looked unconcerned. They knew they were getting paid—and extremely well—to do their jobs. As long as they performed, they wouldn’t be getting bullets to the head. Besides, Ridley thought both men most likely imagined themselves capable of drawing their weapons on him faster than he could gun them down. Little did they know, in a few moments, he would no longer require their services.
“Let’s move,” Ridley said.
Trigger led the way into the trees on the opposite side of the necropolis, and the group unceremoniously left Jared’s gray corpse draped over the stone.
“Once we have the Chest,” Seth said to Ridley, “what do you intend to do next?”
Ridley shook his head. “That depends on the nature of the destructive force contained within the Chest. If the weapon is easily used, perhaps I’ll test it out on Tunis. But in my experience, ancient weapons with this kind of destructive power most often turn out to be biological. It might require study.”
“Destroying Tunis would be simple, even now with just the mother tongue, but perhaps not the statement you want to make to the world for your first assault. Maybe something bigger? The destruction of an entire nation, perhaps?” Seth spoke hesitantly. Ridley figured he was no doubt wary of getting a silenced bullet in the face. But it was a reasonable suggestion.
Ridley smiled at the idea. “Maybe China. I would like to have my own tea empire.”
They came upon the ruins of the Baths. The third largest Roman Bathing Ruins in the world, Antonine was something special. In its heyday, it would have been like an aquatic gymnasium, with pools of differing sizes and purposes. An amazing place to while away a Roman-era day. The complex faced the sea. An incredible view. It was also architecturally clever, lying at the base of two sloping hills, allowing water to flow down to it. Ridley considered having the baths reconstructed once the whole of North Africa was his. His only problem with North Africa was all the people. Nothing a little genocide can’t fix.
With the power he would soon possess, nothing would be impossible.
That’s what he told himself, but there were lingering doubts. Despite all of his research into the Chest supporting the idea that it contained a destructive power beyond imagining, he had to remember that it was placed there by ancient people who had yet to conceive of the atomic bomb. That said, he’d read texts comparing it to natural forces like typhoons and earthquakes, as well as mythological forces such as Zeus’s lightning bolts and the fires of Hades. Even by modern standards of destruction, those comparisons gave him hope that the weapon inside the chest would give him dominion over the human race. The mother tongue—the language of God—made him divine. The power inside the Chest would allow him to enforce his divinity world-wide.
The ruins, now little more than stumps of rock, walls, arched doorways and the occasional cave, had one other major benefit, unbeknownst to most. He had built his Omega facility under the baths at gigantic expense, and the process had required the continual hiring of architects and builders, who were quietly murdered later on. Bribing government officials had nearly bankrupted him at the time. But he had known of the mother tongue even then, and he had known it would only be a matter of time until he acquired it.
With the mother tongue, the prize under the Gulf of Tunis was invaluable. How ironic that two powerful weapons had been concealed here.
Building the aquarium wall had been maddeningly difficult with no less than twenty architects telling him it was an impossible feat, and five eventually designing the thing. They were all dead now. But in the end, he had it: one of the world’s most amazing offices with an unparalleled view of one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.
He had stood at that railing, lusting to control his secret find for long years, while his people scoured the globe for antiquities, secrets and power. The Hydra had blown up in his face, with the involvement of the Chess Team, first at his Peru facility, then again in the Atlantic and finally in New Hampshire. But those defeats were minor compared to the advancements in genetics he had made, and the serum he had designed to give himself regeneration. It occurred to him that he still had the formula. A smile slipped onto his face. He could make more, and ensure he could always regenerate from injury. Better yet, he would build a loyal army, unable to be killed. Visions of unkillable soldiers marching on Washington D.C., supported by living stone golems filled his imagination. The possibilities were endless.
And distracting.
The others paused where the ruins met the shoreline. Ridley walked past them, and strode into the lapping waves of the Gulf of Tunis. He knew that the shallows ran twenty feet out before the shelf dropped 80 feet. He had SCUBA dived here on several occasions, exploring the area well.
The others hung back, still unsure of why it was necessary to make haste for the shoreline.
The sun would soon be peeking over the eastern horizon across the sea. The sky grew lighter. Ridley checked his watch. 4:00 a.m. on the dot.
Showtime.
Richard Ridley raised his hands into the air, facing the sea. He began shouting commands into the air. As usual, when he used the mother tongue, his mind heard the commands in his head in English, but what came from his mouth sounded guttural, strange and distorted.
A Bible verse flitted through his mind and brought a smile to his face.
The Lord killeth, and maketh alive: he bringeth down to the grave...and bringeth up.
Up, Ridley thought. I bringeth thee up!
 


 
FORTY-THREE
Sub Level 2, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
Queen leapt nimbly over the rubble and scrambled up Bishop’s body onto the second level, through the shattered kitchen. She checked that the hallway was clear, then helped Bishop work his massive frame—made bulkier by the impact armor—up into the hallway of Sub Level 2.
They both sat panting on the floor. Queen kept her weapon trained on the length of the hall, while Bishop focused on the nearby turn toward the north stairwell.
It had been a long hard slog, first blowing a hole through the wall into the storage room, and then again into the lounge. Then they had found the collapsed kitchen in what looked like a cave. In each room except the cave, they had needed to exchange gunfire with the mercenaries in the hall. The men seemed to be pacing them. Queen didn’t know if the mercenaries knew about the collapsed kitchen, but if they didn’t, it wouldn’t take them long to figure out that their prey had fled upward.
She keyed her throat microphone. “Deep Blue? You read?”
Still no answer.
Although Knight had gotten the internal communications working, she couldn’t reach further afield. She had tried Domenick Boucher at CIA too, but hadn’t been able to get a long distance signal.
Probably interference from the structure. We’re pretty far underground.
They’d need to get topside before she could call in reinforcements. Queen had tried Rook too, but she couldn’t raise him. She tried not to think about it. If King was gone and Rook bought it too, she didn’t know what she’d do. She still had a hard time wrapping her head around King being gone—just like that.
It seemed impossible.
King had always been there. His skills in the field and casual attitude had been the glue that held Chess Team together. Each member of the team would have willingly died a dozen times over for King. He never asked for their respect, but he had earned it just the same. He never backed down from any threat, and his maverick, hare-brained approaches to getting things done had continually impressed.
She just couldn’t believe he was gone.
“If we’re gonna go…” Bishop started.
“I know,” Queen said. “Let’s go.”
They both stood, and not a moment too soon. A door just down the corridor opened as a man stuck his head out, followed by the barrel of an MP-5.
Queen took aim, but stopped her trigger finger just in time. “Mr. Sigler?”
Peter came rushing out of the room with Lynn close on his heels. The two aging spies were out of breath from their quick sprint down the carpeted corridor.
“Have you seen our daughter?” Lynn asked as she turned to keep an eye on the hallway behind her.
“She’s with Knight. Let’s go. This way.” Queen started for the south stairwell.
Lynn held up a hand. “CCTV in the office. The stairwell is full of men below and above. Can’t go that way.”
Queen turned to Bishop and nodded. The big man turned toward the nearer end of the corridor, and the right angle turn that led to the north stairwell. When he got to the corner, he placed the barrel of his weapon at the edge of the wall, then darted his head around it. The others followed him without a sound when he pushed forward.
He paused at the door.
“Knight and Pawn are on the floor above us,” Queen said. “Rook’s out of touch.” Not having to mention King’s status felt wrong. She filled the gap with the obvious. “Whoever is below us is hostile.”
Bishop opened the door and threw his last grenade down the stairwell, then stepped back, allowing the door to close. A few seconds later, an explosive roar shook the stairwell. Smoke rose up past the small window in the door. “That was my last.”
“I’m out too,” Queen looked to King’s parents. She couldn’t imagine what they must be going through. “Lynn: you’re my Pawn. Peter, you’re with Bishop. Stay by our sides, and we’ll try to get you out of here alive.”
Lynn’s only response was to hand Queen two extra magazines for her MP-5.
Peter nodded.
Bishop led the way, spraying the upper stair landing with a hail of bullets as he lunged into the stairwell. His legs pistoned up and down as if he were a track star, instead a of a mountainous war machine. Queen nudged Peter to follow Bishop, then Lynn was next, and she took up the rear, keeping her eye on the lower flight of stairs. They encountered no resistance.
At the top of the stairs, Bishop lurched out of the door, throwing himself to the smooth floor of the corridor. He fought the instinct to just spray bullets into the hallway, which was what he might have done if he had one of his chain-fed machine guns. But spraying and praying was just a quick way to waste ammo with a submachine gun. Instead, he fired controlled bursts at the small group of men fifty feet away. He picked his targets one by one, dropping them with accurate gunfire. Knight would be proud.
Queen took the lead with Lynn at her side. They moved into the Microbiology Lab, and made for the janitorial closet. By the time she had the door open, Peter was with them. Bishop ducked inside the door to the lab, as gunfire ripped through the corridor again. One of the mercenaries at the end of the hall must have survived. Either that or more of them had arrived.
They’re like cockroaches, Queen thought. If we can just leapfrog our way out like this…
But the long tunnel beyond the janitor’s closet could be a killing field, the perfect place for an ambush—and this mission had already cost them too much.
“Knight, Rook, if you can hear me, Bishop and I are bugging out with Peter and Lynn, I suggest you do the same.”
There was no response.
Fuck.
“Lynn, you’re a good shot, right?”
“Pretty good.”
“Cover our six. Bish, up front with me. Anyone in our way is hostile. Shoot until you’re out of bullets.”
Lynn gave a nod. The same kind she’d seen King give a hundred times before rushing out to face an enemy.
Queen flung the door open and crouched. Bishop took a stance next to her. No gunfire came. The tunnel was lit. There was a small pile of bodies just beyond the door. Someone had already exited through this route. She didn’t know who, but she was glad for the lucky break. “Go.”
The group sprinted down the tight tunnel, with Queen and Bishop’s armored bodies acting as a shield for King’s unprotected parents. Although the lights were on now, Queen couldn’t see to the end of the tunnel. Still, what she could see looked promising—an empty run until the curvature of the tunnel’s incline obscured her view of the stairs.
They ran until they reached the stairs. More bodies lay at the foot of the stairwell, and for the first time, Queen got the idea that the forces attacking her were not directly under Ridley’s command. They made their way up the stairs to the amphitheater door, only to find it unlocked and ajar. The outer gates were not locked either.
They emerged into the Tunisian pre-dawn twilight, and the smell of the nearby salt water filled her nostrils. Bishop scanned the ruins and the trees that ringed the amphitheater with a small set of night-vision goggles.
“That way,” he said.
“You see tangos?” Queen asked.
“No.”
“How could you know they went that way, then?” Peter whispered.
“Some tree branches are disturbed, bent and broken.. Also, about 2000 feet through the trees that way is the sea—and a helipad. Ridley likes helicopters.”
Queen started for the tree line. “Somebody paid attention during the briefing.”
“He’s not getting away again,” Bishop said. “This time we’ll take care of him permanently.”
Queen let that comment wash over her. Bishop had more reason to loathe Ridley than the others. He’d been turned into a monster and had nearly killed Knight as a result. While the rest of the team fought Ridley and licked their wounds afterwards, Bishop had struggled with the physical and psychological fallout of being turned into something inhuman. She clapped Bishop’s shoulder. “This time, we’ll end him.”
As they crossed the road and slipped into the trees, Queen contacted Deep Blue. Now outside the confines of the Omega facility, she had a clear link to New Hampshire.
“Queen, what the hell is going on over there?” Deep Blue’s voice was modulated only to protect his identity—the emotional stabilization program that removed all trace of his state of mind wasn’t activated. He sounded extremely worried.
“Everything’s gone tits up. I’m with Bishop and two new Pawns. Pawn Zero is with Knight. Rook is MIA…” she paused. “Blue...King and Alexander are down.” Her voice trembled slightly. She squashed the rising emotions back down and said, with more authority, “Repeat. King is down. Ridley is loose with two of the Three Amigos.”
She paused.
“I…want…you…to…bring…the…fire. You read me Deep Blue? This man does not escape us this time. The Grim Reaper is waiting for him with open arms.”
There was a pause on the line as she entered the necropolis. She saw one of the Ridley duplicates draped over a stone marker. She walked up to the body and confirmed it was dead, reverted to an inert clay form. “One of the Amigos is down. That makes Ridley plus one. Copy?”
“I copy, Queen. Stay your course.”
Queen couldn’t tell if Deep Blue had activated the emotional stabilizer or if he was bottling things for later, but he sounded cool and in control.
“I’m showing four heat blooms near the water,” Deep Blue added. “Straight ahead.”
Ridley, Queen thought, and started forward.
“Help is on the way, Queen.” Deep Blue said.
“The fucking fire, Blue. Make it happen. Out.”
She moved into the trees on the far side of the necropolis. Bishop ran beside her, Peter and Lynn following close behind.
One more try, she thought. One more. Please be there.
She keyed her microphone.
“Rook?”
“Queen!” Rook’s voice filled her ear, loud, desperate and fouled by static. “For the love… God… don’t… outside.”
“Rook! You’re coming through patchy. Say again. Say again!”
“Don’t let Ridley… tongue… For fuck’s sake! This… crazy...massive!”
She burst through the trees into a clearing—the baths.
The shoreline was just a hundred and fifty feet away And he was just beyond, wading in the shallows.
In the lightening sky, she could see Richard Ridley in a dark jumpsuit, his arms raised to the heavens. Three other men stood nearby—one of them was the last remaining duplicate, whose white linen suit glowed in the pre-dawn twilight.
The air filled with a rumbling sound like thunder, and she realized it was caused by Ridley, shouting out at the sea.
“Don’t let him use the fucking mother tongue outside! No matter what!” Rook finally came through clearly, but his warning was too late. The sea was writhing.
 


 
FORTY-FOUR
Sub Level 2, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
“It’s already too friggin’ late, isn’t it?” Rook rubbed a hand over his blond hair and then raised it back into the air as he’d been commanded to do.
Queen didn’t respond.
Three armed men stood in the doorway of the office. They wore black, but the odd assortment of accoutrements each man wore, besides the basic black BDUs, revealed them as mercenaries. One man wore a Braves cap. Another had three blue bandanas tied over one thigh. The third man was tall and slim. He wore a green jungle hat. Each was armed with an AK-47.
Rook glanced down into the gallery and saw five more black-clad mercenaries rush into the space and cover his position from below.
“Don’t even breathe fast, gob-shite,” the tall mercenary said. “Or we’ll turn you into Swiss bloody cheese.” The accent was Lancashire.
Probably ex-SAS, Rook thought. Wonderful.
Rook let his eyes wander to the illuminated glass wall holding the ocean at bay. As he looked out at the enormous submerged statue, a school of small black fish darted over its face, then abruptly changed direction and fled off to the right, past the edge of Rook’s view.
“Just so you know, the sarcastic humor, witty nicknames, and creative threats are kind of my thing,” Rook said.
“Too bloody bad,” the SAS man said, stepping closer, weapon raised. Rook made an easy target.
But Rook didn’t take his eyes off the glass wall. “Course, colorful language ain’t gonna save you from Jolly Green over here.”
“What do you—” the SAS man started, but then stopped when a grinding noise filled the gallery.
Even through the several-inch thick wall of Plexiglas, every man inside the space heard the loud crunch and rumble of grinding stone. The remaining fish lazily swimming near the statue turned and fled. The massive head outside the window slowly rotated, until the face was turned directly toward the viewing gallery wall. Seaweed was wrapped around the long tines of the statue’s crown, the elongated spikes reminding Rook of a demonic statue of liberty. But this statue was male. The face was bearded.
As the SAS man lost his voice, the gigantic head stopped turning.
Then it opened its eyes, and the screaming began.
Hardened men of war started shouting in the gallery below. They ran for the door, gripped by fear. No amount of training could prepare a soldier for such a sight, and no amount of money could provide that much courage. The enormous statue peered through the aquarium wall, raw unbridled anger filling its solid eyes. Immense eyebrows furrowed and frown lines appeared at the mouth, which was larger than the upper office in which Rook and his three captors stood.
Rook turned to look back at the men by the office door. They had each let the barrels of their respective weapons droop, as they stared at the huge moving head with slack jaws.
“I’m guessing you boys weren’t in on Ridley’s plan. We’re all gonna be chopped sushi.”
Bubbles exploded from the ocean floor surrounding the statue. Silt and sand billowed in massive clouds as the statue pulled away from its long-time resting place and began to sit up. Its huge arm twisted toward the wall. Each fingernail was larger than a man. The face turned to a vicious scowl, and the tips of its stone fingers touched the Plexiglas.
“Sweet mother of God…” the man with the leg bandanas said, as his bladder let go and a puddle of acrid beer-smelling urine stained his pants.
Rook brought his raised hands together, fingers resting on his wristwatch. The remaining mercenaries still weren’t looking at him as he slipped one battle-armored leg through the metal railing of the balcony and held on tight. He took one last look at the rising stone monstrosity beyond the viewing window and then leaned toward the metal control panel on the wall. Moving slowly, he bumped the light switch with his shoulder. The office went dark, but the giant statue awakening from the sea bed remained illuminated like a Neptune-themed Christmas tree.
“What the—” the SAS man started, but never finished as Rook depressed the radio trigger on his wristwatch.
The block of C4, still hidden under the metal door on the floor of the gallery, exploded. The door spun through the gallery, but posed no real threat. That came next. The immensely thick aquarium wall shattered right up the center with a hideous shriek. The crack spider-webbed faster than a sneeze, and the wall gave way. The Gulf of Tunis—just a small portion of the mighty Mediterranean Sea—gushed through the now nearly 300-foot long open window into the subterranean base. The pressure-driven salt water instantly filled the gallery, blasting down the Sub Level 3 corridor. A tidal wave of white frothing fury swept over the balcony rail, and a second after Rook grasped the rail with both hands, it hit.
The impact was like getting punched in the face and chest by a gaggle of heavyweight fighters, but Rook clung to the rail, his armored legs firmly locked in place around the metal. The tsunami of water plowed through the office space, crushing furniture across the room, and slamming the three mercenaries into the wall, pinning and drowning the shocked men.
Rook had taken a huge breath before he detonated the C4, and he had closed his eyes against the wall of water, but the second he felt the initial surge of terrifying pressure leave his face, he couldn’t help but open his eyes to take in the sight.
He wished he hadn’t.
The Colossus was rising.
 



 
  
  


 



 

  
  
FORTY-FIVE
Sub Level 1, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
Knight was about to die. The man pointing an AK-47 at his heart had a long handlebars mustache under his Vietnam era helmet and a look in his eyes that said he was going to enjoy what came next.
Suddenly, the man’s chest ripped apart, small bursts of flesh and fabric spraying upward from the man’s chest. The sight was coupled by the staccato clap of an MP-5 being drained of its ammo. Bullets ripped into the man until he fell over backward.
Knight turned his head down and saw that Asya had slipped down between his splayed legs and fired her MP-5 upward from the floor—missing his crotch by inches—to fill the mercenary full of bullets and death.
She slid gracefully out from between his legs, popped to her feet, replaced her spent magazine and then checked both ways down the hallway of Sub Level 1’s laboratories.
“Thanks,” Knight said and walked out into the hallway, gingerly stepping over the dead man. A pile of bodies covered the floor at the southern end of the hall. He distantly recalled hearing gunfire, but thought it had been on a different level.
Then they heard yet another explosion, deep in the depths of the facility—but this one was stronger. The air in the hallway started rushing past him.
His mind didn’t have time to process what he was experiencing before his instincts took over. He grabbed Asya’s hand and dragged her toward the Microbiology Lab and its secret tunnel to the surface. Asya asked no questions, but simply ran with him. As they rounded the doorway into the lab, water began spraying out of the bottom and sides of the stairwell door.
Knight ran faster.
They reached the janitorial closet and found the secret door wide open. More bodies covered the floor on the other side. Knight heard the stairwell door blow up behind him. Rupture, was the word that swept through his mind. Water rushed into the hallway behind him with mad intensity, the wave crashing into the lab, upturning tables and equipment like a rampaging monster.
“Go!” Knight yelled.
They ran as fast as they could, but the water was faster.
The wave of water blasted into them from behind, knocking them down and launching them toward the tunnel’s end. Knight managed to shut his mouth just in time. He hoped Asya had done the same.
The salt water stung his eyes when he tried to look for her, so he snapped them shut again, and reached out with his hand, hoping he would be able to grasp the staircase railing.
But he didn’t have to. His body was tossed up and out of the water and onto the floor of the tunnel. The water sloshed around him, and then began to recede back into the tunnel. Knight raised his head and saw Asya a few feet in front of him. Her long hair was down in front of her face. After a moment’s stillness, she coughed the water from her lungs.
Knight heaved in a deep breath, then saw that the stairs were nearby—only they didn’t look right. He staggered to his feet and looked back the way they had come. They had been swept right past the amphitheater stairs and into the next tunnel. He didn’t know where these stairs led, but they went up. It would be an improvement over the flooded subterranean base.
“You okay?” he asked.
“I think I swallowed most of Mediterranean,” Asya said between coughs.
“Let’s get out of here,” Knight said, taking the stairs and trusting that if Asya could joke, she’d be fine.
They ascended the stairs to another tunnel, and then found a door that led to a huge underground parking lot with concrete support columns, and a nearby vehicle tunnel leading down.
Not what I want.
Knight looked across the vast lot, but couldn’t find another exit.
“Come, this way. Entrance from fountain is near mosque.” Asya led the way across the garage.
Knight followed, looking for CCTV cameras or men taking cover behind the pillars, but once he was convinced they were alone in the echoing space, he began jogging faster. Then he spotted a black metal ladder on the far wall, and two dead bodies at the foot of it.
“No shortage of dead men here,” Asya said.
She climbed the ladder and opened the hatch at the top.
They climbed out of the fountain and into a small park. They were alone.
“Almost dawn. Mosque worshipers will arrive soon.” The sky was a pale blue, the sun just below the horizon.
“Can’t be helped,” Knight said. Then he keyed his microphone.
“Queen, you read?”
“Knight! Get your ass to the shore on the far side of the Baths. The shit is getting deep.” Queen’s voice sounded frantic. Then he heard distant gunfire.
He started to run toward the looming mosque, and the ruins just beyond it. Asya stayed right by his side. They raced through the concrete and manicured shrubs of the park to the road. Traffic was trickling through already, and several cars honked at them as they sprinted across the asphalt. Knight was drenched with sweat and sea water. The battle armor wasn’t helping. They angled across the road to a triangular parking lot where early arriving worshipers were already parking their cars. Knight paid them no heed as he made for the relative privacy of the trees beyond, which created a natural boundary between the mosque and amphitheater ruins.
When they reached a stand of trees and were free from the confused looks of the devout, he paused to catch his breath.
“Help me out of this crap,” Knight said, unbuckling one of the battle armor forearm plates. Asya stepped up and helped him unbuckle all the armor. Each new piece removed made him feel lighter and cooler. Even after the recent swim, he felt over-heated, and realized it had been hours since he’d had a drink of anything. With the armor off, he bounced on his feet twice, refreshed slightly by the feeling of lightness, and said, “Let’s go,” before tearing off again, much faster than before.
On the far side of the trees, they found a small path and a concrete bench. Next to it was a closed up and boarded food cart, with a hand-painted wooden board listing the food options in Arabic. He wanted to stop, break in and guzzle some water, but he’d trained to operate for days on minimal food and water. He could drink when the fighting was done.
His soaked BDU pants clung to him as he ran, but his synthetic t-shirt had nearly dried—damp only at the armpits and neck. He looked over at Asya as they ran through more trees right next to the concrete wall of a house. She glistened with seawater and sweat, but ran with the same look of determination he’d seen in King. The Sigler family had a lot in common.
Then he was on the ground, and Asya was shouting. His left arm burned with pain. He looked at it and saw blood. Gunfire rattled through the trees above him. He couldn’t move his head far enough to see what had happened to Asya.
Then he saw a man emerge from the trees. His scarred bald head gleamed in the first rays of the sun. The side of his face was horribly disfigured, and he smiled a huge leering grin. Then he took three running steps forward and kicked his boot into Knight’s stomach. The air left Knight’s body at the same speed the consciousness left his confused mind.
 


 
FORTY-SIX
Sub Level 3, Manifold Omega Facility, 2013
 
Rook was nearly out of breath as he left the balcony rail. The oncoming rush of water subsided, but the room was completely submerged. He could feel the pressure of the deep mashing against his ears. It wasn’t easy to swim over the rail with the added weight of the impact armor plates and foam still attached to his legs, but he didn’t think he had time to take them off. The combat boots weren’t helping either.
Salt water stung his eyes as he stroked over the gallery toward where the Plexiglas wall had been. He thought his only chance would be swimming for the surface instead of trying to navigate up underwater stairwells and hallways. He didn’t know how far up the water went, but if the whole second level was under water, chances were good the entire complex was drowned.
His lungs burned as he stroked with his arms, hoping that outside the flooded gallery would be a clear shot to the surface—and not some underwater cavern with no air waiting for him.
The klieg lights in the water lit up the sandy bottom, from which the enormous statue was still rising. It had turned its head away from the exploded Plexiglas wall, and was now using its hands to push itself up. Rook couldn’t see the size of the gigantic thing—he was too close to it. What he could see were the enormous spikes on the crown, and the huge shoulders of the creature, as it started to rise up in the water.
He clawed for the surface, fighting the swirling waters created by the giant’s rising. He kicked and struggled, but as he rose, a sinking feeling began to grow in his heart.
He wasn’t going to make it.
He could see the glowing sky above. Layers of darting fish above showed him just how far below the surface he was. He just wasn’t moving fast enough. He lost some of his air in an involuntary exhale, then reached for his nose with one hand and clamped his mouth shut with his jaw. His lungs sucked hard at the scant air in his mouth, and he could feel the depth still trying to force its way into his ears.
His eyes moved to his left to where the stone behemoth was still in slow motion.
Bastard.
Then he had an idea. He used the rest of his strength to stroke madly with his arms, exhaling the last of his air and kicking wildly. As long as the giant didn’t spot him, he might have a chance.
But the monstrous statue started to turn its head again. Rook quickly shifted his direction, to stay behind the creature’s head as it rose, but the head was faster. One of the long spikes on its crown careened into him from behind, lifting him through the water faster. He twisted and tried to push off the spike, but it was too late. Rather than fight, Rook spun around and clung to the crown’s barnacle-covered spike.
A moment later, his head broke the surface. He took in a huge gulp of the sweet morning air. Then he started coughing and spluttering, drawing in deep drafts of air in between each fit. He fell from the crown and landed on the ground, hugging it as he coughed.
Then sense returned.
This isn’t the ground.
Rook had only intended to catch a lift to the surface of the water on the express train that was the rising statue. But his desperation for air had cost him. He was now lying face down and hugging the top of the giant’s crown. He leaned over the side and looked down to the water some fifty feet below him and receding.
The creature was standing up. It rolled over onto its hands and knees, then raised its waist. Rook clung on for dear life as he rose one hundred feet above the water, then two hundred, then more. When the gigantic statue was fully erect, only its lower legs were still submerged under the water—what Rook had judged to be fifty feet or more of salty brine.
“Well ain’t you the biggest fucking golem in the history of the world,” Rook said, and for the first time he realized what this statue was—the Colossus of Rhodes.
The statue took a step toward the shore and shallower water. Rook was at the back of the head, facing out to sea. He struggled to turn around so he could see where they were headed. He crawled across the head, hands and knees splayed wide like a water bug. The statue took another huge step, shaking its frame when it contacted the ground. Rook slid over the curved head and shouted as he saw the world ahead come into view. He slammed into the edge of the raised crown and clung on.
The head was enormous. Rook judged it to be forty or fifty feet in diameter inside the ring of the crown. He leaned back, inside the crown’s lip, and felt safer once he couldn’t see the immense drop. Inside the ring of the crown was like a balcony; the crown itself surrounding the top of the skull like a low wall. Rook slowly stood, wary of the next jolting step, and once again looked at the world before and below him.
The view was amazing.
Dawn had fully struck. The land was bathed in sunlight—except for a long stretch in front of the giant, where its shadow left a swath of ground in night. Rook was 300 feet up, and the few people he could see on the shore looked more like specks of ground-up pepper than ants. He knew how high he was. He knew what he was riding on. As a part of Chess Team homework, he’d had to study the ancient world, and the starting place had been the Seven Wonders: the Great Pyramid of Giza, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the Temple of Artemis, the statue of Zeus at Olympia, the Halicarnassus mausoleum, the lighthouse at Alexandria.
And the Colossus of Rhodes.
He didn’t know how or why it was underwater off the coast of Tunisia, but he knew he was standing on its skull 300 feet in the air. And as it took its first step out of the sea onto the dry land of the Carthage ruins, crushing ancient stone under foot, he knew if Chess Team couldn’t find a way to stop it, or stop Ridley, the Colossus would grind half of North Africa under its heels before enough military might could be on hand to destroy it.
 


 
FORTY-SEVEN
Under the Mountain of the Roman Rock, Lake Bracciano, 780 BC
 
King lost count of how many times he had died.
The wraiths kept coming, and their embrace was deadly. Every time King awoke, the battle began anew. He punched, kicked and head-butted until he was overwhelmed again. Then they would suck him dry, leaving his withered corpse on the floor.
And then...he would come back.
The cycle repeated for what felt like a lifetime.
But that was about to change. King was pissed. Instead of punching and kicking, he started eye gouging, and tearing out throats. He bit and growled and roared and slammed the full weight of his body behind every blow, knowing that any self-sustained injury would be healed by the time he struck again. At times, the crushing throng of Forgotten fell back, recoiling at his rage and ferocity. He stopped going for body shots and focused solely on heads.
This time he was alive long enough to see past the writhing, swarming bodies to Alexander.
The man was a whirlwind of rage and action. Wraiths were flying everywhere as Alexander hurled them and batted them away as if they were paper dolls. But still they came. King couldn’t understand how there could be so many of them, unless Alexander had gotten the date wrong.
They’re supposed to be locked up.
Then an idea grew with each strike, as he felt the energy leaving his limbs from every touch of a wraith. Tiny tendrils on the creature’s palms latched onto his skin, like a million tiny leeches. With just a glancing blow, they could suck a patch of flesh dry. When the idea finally resolved in his mind, King felt a burst of energy and began plowing through the wraith bodies around him, making his way for Alexander.
“You said they were locked up!”
Alexander flexed his brawn, sending half a dozen crouched creatures flying off his chest and back.
“Now really isn’t the time for recriminations!” he shouted.
“No! They are supposed to be locked up when she comes! Remember? We have to get them penned up!”
Alexander grimaced. King recognized the expression as pained agreement.
“Follow my lead!” Alexander shouted.
The big man started bulling through the swarm of wraith bodies, batting them away, so their deadly fingers could not drain his life force. He herded them toward a far wall of the cavern. King did his best to keep up.
The bigger man was building up momentum, and King could see he wasn’t really battling the wraiths any more, but was plowing a path through them. King did the same. They moved the battle through a low arch, the Forgotten crawling down on them from the ceiling and the stone of the archway.
On the other side of the arch, King found himself in the lab. Iron-barred cells lined one of the walls. They stood empty. Wall mounted torches lit the space. Crude scientific equipment, well before its time, covered the many stone tables scattered throughout the large room.
Alexander made his way toward one of the cells, swung the door wide and ran inside. A dozen of the wraiths followed him into the cell. King understood and did the same with the next cell. The spaces inside were no bigger than a ten by twenty room. Only so many of the Forgotten could squeeze themselves into the spaces without getting in their own way. King had the advantage in the space. He fought and pushed, slammed and crunched his way around the room following the perimeter until he was at the door again.
Reaching hands grasped at him from all directions as bodies continued to fill the cell, all swirling and rushing in search of his blood. He lunged out of the door, took a wraith by the neck and shoved it into the cell, knocking those by the door back. He slammed the door shut and heard the lock clunk into place.
Before he could feel some satisfaction at locking up a large number of the monsters, King was struck from behind and slammed into the cell’s bars. Arms grabbed at him from inside, and then from outside. Locked in place, his body was quickly sucked dry until the wraiths released him, dropping his dried husk of a corpse to the floor.
 
 
It took five more deaths to imprison the rest. King wasn’t sure how many times Alexander had fallen, but he’d seen the big man go down a few times. In the end, there were more bodies on the floor of the lab and the outer cavern than there were in the cells, but the cells were still tightly packed. Once the prison was full, it was easier to kill the stragglers than it was to try to stuff them into the already overcrowded cells. For every one they stuffed in, two would slip out.
When he killed the last wraith by ripping its throat out, King fell over onto its corpse, breathing hard and waiting for his regeneration to bring him back to full vitality.
“I was…right about…one thing,” Alexander said weakly. He must have been worse off than he looked, but King knew he would be back to his hearty self in a few minutes. “They didn’t…recognize my scent.”
“My God. Did you have to go through this every time you wanted them locked up?”
Alexander laughed softly. “No. They obeyed the younger me.”
“You told me once that their embrace was an awful thing,” King said, breathing heavily from his pile of corpses.
“I was telling the truth,” Alexander said, finally sitting up.
“I see that now.” King tried to stand, but his body wasn’t ready.
“You understand now, why I cannot let this happen to her.”
King just nodded and the men fell into silence.
After a few minutes, they had recovered sufficiently to stand. King was pleased to see he was able to stand first.
“We’ll need to get the bodies out of here. Can you drag them to the edge of the arena, while I start work on the duplicate corpse?”
“You want me to feed them to puppy?” King asked.
“It’s the quickest way to dispose of the bodies,” Alexander said. “The Forgotten occasionally have it out with Cerberus, so even if some scraps are left behind, my younger self will think nothing of it other than wishing he’d seen the fight.”
King nodded. “What about her face? Can you recreate it?”
“If I can’t get it right, I’ll finish it when she gets here. We won’t have a lot of time—he’ll arrive not long after.”
King started dragging the Forgotten bodies out of the lab. Some of the equipment had been damaged too. He’d have to ask Alexander about that. It took him several trips, dragging the pathetic withered bodies by the capes or hoods of their dark gauzy cloaks. He felt slight regret. To hear Alexander describe them, the Forgotten were like animals or children—not fully capable of taking care of themselves. Leaving their bodies in the arena for the hellhound was probably a fate they did not deserve. But there would be no time for a memorial service.
By the last load, Alexander had nearly finished with his lifelike corpse. The body was naked, but it was withered in places, and definitely female. The hair was right—just like King had seen in the market earlier in the day. The face was still a blank slab of creamy flesh. Alexander stood over the body repeating a sentence in a language King could only hear as grunts and rumbling murmurs. The corpse’s arm was growing less withered instead of more, and King realized where Alexander had gotten his raw materials for the body.
At last the man stopped speaking, but the face on the body was still blank.
“You used one of them,” King asked, indicating the Forgotten behind the bars.
“It seemed…right. I don’t know how else to explain it.” Alexander shrugged.
“I’m not questioning your choice. I know this can’t be easy for you. What about all this blood? And the broken equipment?”
“I thought about that,” Alexander said, standing and stretching his neck from side to side. “When I found her, I saw her body, and the spilled glass of water. We’ll need to remember that. But I didn’t see anything else. The whole room could have been in shambles and I wouldn’t have noticed. Afterward…well, there won’t be much lab left when I’m done.”
King nodded. If something were to happen to Sara or Fiona, whatever inanimate objects surrounding him would get the full force of his vented anger. He felt his concern over seeing them again well up, but he and Alexander were almost done. Alexander had sworn King would be returned to his time, his family, friends, daughter and future wife. The end was in sight. “Okay. Let’s get the glass of water,” King said.
“You could have mine, if you asked politely.” Standing in the door, watching the two of them, an earthenware cup of water in her hand, Acca Larentia looked angry.
  


 
FORTY-EIGHT
Alexander’s Lab, Mountain of the Roman Rock, 780 BC
 
Acca Larentia placed a hand on her hip, waiting for an answer from the two men.
She wore the same dyed fabric dress from the market. Her sandals, interwoven with thin strings of gold, showed her wealth. Her hair was a little more windblown than it had been in the market, but it still strongly resembled the styles King had seen his mother wearing in photos from the 50s, when she was a young woman. Acca’s face was flushed with color, but her skin was perfect. The woman was absolutely beautiful, and once again, King could see waiting centuries for her.
“Acca...” Alexander whispered and took a step forward. “Do you recognize me?”
She took a step closer, lowering her cup. “You do look...familiar, sir. Perhaps a heretofore unnamed brother of my husband?”
Alexander took one more gentle step and then stopped. “Except you know he has no brother. You know the story of Iphicles to be a false one.”
Acca descended the remaining steps at the doorway to the floor, and walked close, but she kept one of the stone lab tables between her and Alexander. She also warily eyed King. He stayed still, waiting to see how things would play out.
“My husband, Carutius, told me only two people knew that story of Iphicles was false—he and I.” The anger on her face was replaced by confusion. She squinted at him. “You could be my husband’s twin, indeed.”
“You are also one of the few alive who know that your husband’s true name is not Carutius,” Alexander said cautiously. He moved closer to the center of his side of the lab table.
“Who do you think he is, then?” she asked. “And who are you?”
“You know who I am, my love. My appearance has changed slightly, but you see the same man before you. Others have called me Heracles, but you alone in this time know my secret name of Alexander.” A tear began to trickle from his eye down his bearded cheek.
Acca raised a trembling hand to cover her mouth with the tips of her fingers—as if she had suspected this truth, but the full revelation of it confirmed some madness in her soul.
“I left you in the market not an hour ago. Your hair was shorter. Your beard less wild. Your clothes different. Your manner, even, has changed. Is this some trick of the gods? How can this be?”
Alexander quickly related the story of his past—a future he hoped yet to avoid for her. He detailed his journey to the twenty-first century without her, and his constant search for first the secrets of immortality, and then later for a way to travel back into the past to save her. She handled it well, but King supposed the woman who married this man already saw the world as a far stranger place than most people would believe. Alexander finished by telling her his plan to replace her with a duplicate corpse and said, “I have waited a hundred lifetimes to return to this night, this very moment, and undo the darkness I allowed to befall you.”
“I don’t understand,” she said, her own tears now coming freely. “Why put yourself through that anguish again? Why not just keep me safe from your creatures now, and reveal what has happened to your younger self? Then return to your strange time, where events would have changed and caught up to you?”
“It won’t work like that. It…just isn’t possible. What happened in my past, happened. There’s no way to change those things—there is only the possibility of changing the appearance of those things. Do you see? I already know that’s not how things happen, because I’d already remember it.” He paused to sigh, glanced at King, and added, “And...I am a better man, now. Your death changed me. Broke me. Allowed me to be remade into someone who is more worthy of your love. I would not undo that.” He looked at King again. “Time has a way of giving us perspective...and strength to do what must be done.”
“Well, right now we’re a bit short on time,” King said. “The younger Alexander will be back from the market soon. We need to be gone when he arrives, and we need to finish.” He glanced at the faceless corpse.
“Who is this man?” Acca asked.
“His name is Jack,” Alexander replied.
“A strange name, but who is he? Why is he here?”
Alexander smiled. “Look at him closely. Can’t you see it?”
Acca squinted at King, focusing on his eyes. She sucked in a quick breath. “He has my father’s eyes.”
Alexander nodded. “He is our descendant.”
This revelation brought a new concern to Acca’s mind. “Our children?”
“Will lose their mother tonight. But they will survive. They will thrive, for countless generations.” He nodded at King. “Long into the future. And Jack is right, Acca. Please. Let us finish what we must. We’ll take you somewhere safe, I’ll explain everything carefully, and if you don’t like what you hear, I’ll let you make your own choice as to how to proceed.” He stepped around the lab table to her, his hand outstretched.
She looked closely at his face, then reached for his hand. As King watched, he could see an almost electric jolt go through the both of them when their flesh met. Her face changed instantly.
“It really is you,” she whispered.
His tears streamed from his eyes. “Yes, my love. It really is.”
She threw herself into his arms, the cup of water flying from her hand behind them, crashing against the floor, right next to the mostly finished duplicate corpse. Alexander gently placed his arms around the woman as she sobbed into his chest. He laid the side of his cheek on the top of her head as gently as if she were an egg that might crack. King had seen his friend in many moods and manners over the years, but he had never seem him be so very gentle.
King’s eyes returned to the corpse, the spilled water and the shattered earthenware cup. It looked perfect to him, but he didn’t have the memories to confirm that.
“Alexander,” he said softly. “The face.”
Alexander took a deep breath, then stepped back from Acca and delicately raised her chin. “We must hurry.”
She nodded, and Alexander turned to the body on the floor.
“Is the cup right? The spill?” King asked.
“It’s fine,” Alexander knelt to the floor and gently placed his hands over the blank slate where the corpse’s face should have been. He began chanting under his breath. The floor rumbled beneath their feet. King turned to Acca to reassure her if she was worried, but the woman watched without fear. He guessed the touch was enough to convince her of everything.
King looked back to Alexander, as the man stood and stepped away from the false corpse.
The face looked exactly like Acca’s now—if it had been aged by twenty years, and had most of the vitality sucked from it. There was a black necrotic spot on the cheek, and the eyes were closed, but the corpse could not be mistaken for anyone else.
There was just one problem.
“Alexander—the clothes.”
The corpse was naked.
“Of course.” He turned to Acca. “We will need your robe. And your sandals.”
King was about to turn away to give the woman privacy, but she simply slipped out of the dress, and stepped out of her sandals, completely unashamed of her nudity. She picked up the robe with one hand and tossed one sandal to King. The other she handed to Alexander. Then she slipped the dress over the corpse’s head. King and Alexander fixed the sandals on the body’s feet and helped to roll the body over so Acca could pull the dress down to where it would be. Finally, she pulled a bronze bracelet off her wrist and placed it on the wrist of the body.
“The bracelet…I remember it now. I hadn’t seen it before.”
“I bought it at the market after I left you tonight,” she said. “I liked it.”
Alexander stood and rushed to a long cabinet against one wall. The cabinet was made of wood, and had several shelves built into it, like a cross between an armoire and a Chinese herbalist’s chest of drawers. He opened a drawer and pulled out a folded piece of burgundy cloth—one of his own robes. He handed it to Acca, and she quickly wrapped the fabric about her body, folding and twisting it until it covered all but her shoulders.
“We need to go,” King said.
Just then they heard a loud clanking in the stairwell beyond the doorway from which Acca had appeared.
“He’s back,” she whispered.
“Run,” Alexander said.
 


 
FORTY-NINE
Carthage Ruins, 2013
 
Queen’s fingers went slack. Her weapon fell to the ground.
Her jaw hung open, and a single phrase got lodged in her mind.
Not. Fucking. Possible.
To say that the immense statue rising from the sea was gigantic would have been an insult to it. She had been to Liberty Island once in New York. She had learned that the Statue of Liberty stood 151 feet tall—just over 300 feet with its concrete and granite pedestal. This thing was probably close to 300 feet on its own. The spires on its crown made the resemblance uncanny. This monstrosity could have been Liberty’s father. It wore a long cape of bronze with a greenish patina, and while the cape was stiff, and did not move like cloth, it did move. The rest of the statue was nude except for a small loin-cloth. The muscles of the bare chest were flat and chiseled—a bit un-lifelike, if she thought about it. The pecs were too square, the abs too circular. The sculptors had envisioned a perfect warrior, but the dimensions were off just slightly. The overall effect was compounded by the inclusion of sea growths of coral and large swatches of seaweed, draped over the joints.
Through her disbelief and shock, she recognized it for what it was.
The Colossus of Rhodes.
But how? I thought it had been dismantled years after it fell. And how the hell did it get here, all the way across the Med?
Bishop, ever the man of few words, simply leaned down, picked up her dusty MP-5 and handed it back to her.
Queen took her weapon and forced her mind back to the moment at hand. “Kill Ridley and Seth. That’s priority number one. We get them, and that fucker topples.”
“What I was thinking,” Bishop said. He started running for Ridley’s position on the shore, as the immense statue took another step out of the sea, and onto land.
Queen raced after him.
They were already within an effective range of Ridley’s group, but she held off until she closed to within seventy-five feet. She raised her weapon, and while still running at the group of men on the shore, she started firing a spray of bullets at a rate of 800 rounds a minute.
Bishop took cover behind one of the standing columns of the Baths. He joined her in laying into the enemy.
Queen took up position behind a block of stone at the end of a wall and kept firing.
One of the men in black was hit in the arm, but then both men quickly returned fire with their AK-47s.
The world’s most recognizable assault rifle had a much longer effective range than the MP-5 submachine guns, but they were all within range of each other now, so it made little difference.
Seth and Ridley had leapt for cover. To Queen’s satisfaction, the humongous statue had stopped walking once it reached the shore. Ridley needs to concentrate to control it. Hard to do that with bullets flying all around.
She smirked, but she knew the reprieve wouldn’t last long.
“Queen, you read?” Deep Blue was in her ear. “What the hell am I seeing on satellite?”
“That would be the Colossus of Rhodes, golem-style. We really need that support. Now.”
“They’re forty minutes out.”
“This will be over in forty minutes! This thing is 300 feet tall. And it looks pissed. We’re trying to keep Ridley and his twin under fire. If they can’t concentrate, they can’t use the language to work the statue. But that won’t last long. Especially if they have reinforcements on the ground already.”
“They do. I’m seeing close to a battalion of men coming your way.”
“Then you better tell them to hurry. That or bring body bags. Lots of them.”
Queen switched channels, and called for Knight. No reply. She tried Rook.
“Where you at, ma puce? You better have some fuckin’ good news for me.”
Rook’s voice came through with a lot of background hiss, like he was in a wind tunnel. “Would it help if I said ‘I can see my house from here?’”
Queen raised her hand to shield her eyes from the glare of the morning sun as she looked up, up, up, to the top of the statue’s immense head. She could only just make out movement all the way up there. He actually looked like a flea at that height.
“Sweet holy Moses,” she said.
 


 
FIFTY
Antonine Baths, Carthage, 2013
 
Darius Ridley whipped his foot back and delivered another whopping kick to the tiny slant-eyed bastard’s stomach, a huge grin spreading across his face. His plan had gone completely to hell, but he was still having the time of his life.
Somehow, and he couldn’t figure out how it had happened, Richard’s lackey clones had co-opted his mercenary force, and turned at least some of them against him. It should have been simple. Wait until the doubles and the Chess Team were inside, then swoop in covering all the exits and kill everybody. But the Chess Team, had put up a fight, and his team was sloppy. Stepped all over each other. The facility had jammed their communications—although that should have worked to their advantage, preventing the Chess Team from coordinating their response to the unexpected attack. His men shouldn’t have needed the coms—they knew what to do and how to do it.
Still, things had gone pear-shaped. As soon as he heard that their communications gear wasn’t working underground, he had held back. After the first explosion, when he began getting reports back to him by runner that they were encountering heavy close quarters resistance, he had retreated to the safety of the loading dock vehicle tunnel. The enemy had dug in from the gallery and the security suite on Sub Level 3. Even though his men should have been able to flank the bastards from the north stairwell, they were suddenly encountering resistance on all levels of the facility—and his reinforcements never came. That was when he had left his men behind and run up the ramp to the parking garage, looking for his men at the fountain entrance.
What he found were slit throats and an unguarded entrance. He had gone topside then, and found a similar scene at the amphitheater. Someone had killed his men, and his reinforcements were nowhere in sight. He’d contemplated going back to the cemetery, but he had suddenly understood what had happened. The clones had arranged it for Richard. They would get him out, using the men Darius had paid for. If he returned to the cemetery—his command center for this operation—there would be killers waiting for him.
Instead, he had waited in the shadows near the amphitheater for a time. Then he had gone back to the fountain entrance, waiting in the darkness patiently. Eventually the Korean—Knight, yes, that’s his callsign—and a Russian woman emerged. He had followed them as the smaller man ditched his armor and frantically radioed his people.
Darius really couldn’t believe things had come to this. First his brother had sidelined him for some minor failings, shuffling him off to act as head of security for a mostly pointless facility in the Ukraine. Ostensibly it was to keep him away from the more violent actions going on at some of the more important bases in Peru and the States. But in the end, that hadn’t mattered. The female member of Chess Team, Queen, had stumbled upon his base and infiltrated it before they even knew she was there. After a pitched battle, the bitch chewed his ear right off the side of his head.
She had gotten away, and he had barely escaped with his life. There was no chance of going back to his brother’s people then, and Richard himself had been missing and presumed dead. Instead, Darius had used his own resources to slowly comb through Manifold installations, hunting for any sign of Richard or the damned Chess Team. In the end, his people had located the Greek, and from that, Darius had found the clones. His people—well, he had thought they were his people—had watched the doubles long enough to learn that they thought Richard was being held in Tunisia at the Greek’s captured installation.
But Darius’s plan to kill off the clones, his brother and Chess Team, as well as to capture the bitch and torture her until the sun went out, was off the boards now. Now he just needed to make the best of the situation, kill as many of the traitorous bastards as possible and get out of Tunisia alive.
When the chance to ambush the little Korean presented itself, he couldn’t resist. And now, as the man coughed blood in the sand, Darius was suddenly feeling fine. Great, even.
He kicked the man on the ground again. He had knocked the Russian chick a good one, and he would turn his attention to her when he was done with this one.
He didn’t know why the ground was shaking. Didn’t care. He guessed maybe a shit-ton of explosives had gone off below in the base. It didn’t matter.
The squinty-eyed fucker was crawling away from him, looking up in horror. As if that would help him. He could crawl all he wanted. He wasn’t going to get away.
Suddenly something slammed into Darius from behind, and the ground shook violently again. He hit the dirt face down, taking a cloud of dust in the mouth. Now he was pissed. He rolled to the side and saw it had been the feisty little Rusky. Okay, bitch. We’re gonna dance. But instead of fighting, the woman was frantically trying to drag the Korean away.
He pulled a long Kennesaw Cutlery survival knife from its sheath on his leg. He couldn’t believe the little slut wasn’t even looking at him.
The ground rumbled again, and he had a hard time staying on his feet this time. When he regained his balance, he noticed the two of them weren’t looking at him.
They were looking up.
 


 
FIFTY-ONE
Antonine Baths, Carthage, 2013
 
Knight couldn’t tear his eyes away, as the giant foot came down.
The bald mercenary with the missing ear, who had kicked the crap out of him, only thought to look up at the last second. By that point, he wouldn’t have been able to even understand what was about to flatten him.
The immense foot smashed to the ground, squirting the mercenary out from under its heel like a stamped-on ketchup packet. The giant foot had fallen so close to Knight that for a few seconds, he wasn’t sure whether any of the gore had come from his own body. He wondered whether he would have even felt a limb or two being flattened that fast.
But then the huge foot took another step, and Knight could see the grotesque imprint of the flattened man on the underside of the thing’s massive foot, dripping wetness, as it swept overhead and pivoted, back the way it had come.
Knight coughed feebly, spitting up a wad of bloody phlegm. He was faring better than the man who’d attacked him, but he’d taken a beating.“Probably…gonna need a doctor.”
“I’ll get you to the others. Contact Queen,” Asya said.
Knight couldn’t stop coughing, so he fumbled at his ear with one hand and passed the earpiece to Asya, along with his throat mic, which he peeled away from his neck. The glue on the microphone had turned gooey in the heat.
“Pawn to Queen. Knight is in bad shape. Need assistance right now,” Asya donned the communications gear, pulling the transmitter pack from Knight’s belt. “Also, there is velikan on the loose.”
“A what?” came Queen’s reply.
“Velikan. Is Russian word for Great Big Fucking Giant.”
“We’ve seen. What’s wrong with Knight?”
Asya sighed. “Mercenary kicked crap out of him. He’s coughing blood.”
“Where are you?”
“That thing nearly stepped on us a second ago,” Asya said, as Knight finally settled down and stopped hacking.
“Okay. Stay put. I’m sending your parents to you.”
Asya turned to Knight. “She is sending my mother and father. We’ll get you to a hospital.”
“I’ll be able to limp around with an adrenaline shot,” Knight said.
“I haven’t got one. We will see what we can do. Queen says to stay here.”
Asya sat on the ground next to him and wiped some of the muck from his face with her hand.
“Flat man was a pig, but this end was undignified—even for him.”
“Quick, though,” Knight said with a laugh, and then winced at the pain in his ribs. He was pretty sure a few of them were broken. His face felt butchered too. His left arm was sore where a bullet had grazed him, and he felt like he had to pee, but if he did it would be extremely painful.
“Not gonna be much use fighting whatever the hell that thing was.”
Asya patted him on the head. “Don’t worry, Sniper-Man. We’ll just blow it up. Won’t need a steady shot for that.”
“I knew letting Ridley out was a bad idea,” Knight said, as he rubbed his forehead.
Asya said nothing.
He turned to look at her. “About Jack…I’m sorry, Asya.” She nodded, then turned away. “Now is not the time.”
They lapsed into silence, and Knight closed his eyes. He was in no shape to help her repel any more mercenaries if they showed up, and she was a pretty good shot with an MP-5. He could rest.
A minute later, Peter and Lynn Machtchenko came rushing down the path. She carried another MP-5, and he held a couple of small nylon pouches in his hands. Peter skidded to a stop and began frantically unzipping the pouches. Lynn remained standing and kept looking behind her.
“We have to hurry,” Lynn said.
Peter pulled out an adrenaline auto injector and stabbed it into Knight’s arm. Then he handed Knight two huge white pills. “Dry swallow. Sorry I don’t have water.”
Knight took the pills and ground them in his teeth, then swallowed the ground gritty remains. They were prescription-strength painkillers—he recognized the bitter taste.
The adrenaline started flowing through him.
Peter crawled behind him and slipped his arms into Knight’s armpits. He started to haul Knight up, and Asya came over to help from his front. In a few awkward seconds, Knight was on his feet. He actually felt better on his feet, since his ribs weren’t resting against anything and pushing painfully on his innards.
“Now what?” Knight asked.
“Now we run,” Lynn said. “That thing is coming back. And fast!”
Asya had one side of him and Peter the other, as they started to run. It was only now that Knight paid attention to the thunderous footfalls vibrating through the ground. Whatever belonged to the huge feet wasn’t walking now.
It was stomping.
 


 
FIFTY-TWO
Alexander’s Lab, Mountain of the Roman Rock, 780 BC
 
Alexander stopped them in the shadows of the next room. They waited from the edge of the darkened doorway, watching the lit lab, where they could see but not be seen.
“Shouldn’t we go?” King hissed.
“We need to make sure our assumptions about time are correct. I remember what I did back then. We have about twenty minutes after he finds the body before he goes on a full-on tantrum, destroying everything in sight. If it doesn’t go down that way, we might need to reconsider our next steps.”
They waited in silence.
After a few minutes, the younger version of Alexander—the Hercules of myth—stepped drunkenly out of the far doorway and staggered down the steps into the lab. He was whistling a tune of some sort, when he saw the body on the ground near the bars. The tune died slowly on his lips, as if his lungs had just run out of air to continue blowing.
He stood in place for a full thirty seconds. Then he walked slowly toward the body on the ground. He looked up at the Forgotten wraiths, clustered around the bars, watching him, and reaching through the bars for the body’s ankle, which was just a few inches too far away.
King noticed that as the shaken man walked to the cell and the body, he suddenly exhibited none of the drunken stagger he had just a moment ago. The sight of the body had sobered him in an instant.
Young Alexander knelt down next to the body, but did not touch it.
From the shadows, the older Alexander held his hand out to the others in the dark, as if to say: Wait. Here it comes. We’re either right or very, very wrong.
The younger man, still dressed in the clothes he had worn to the marketplace, reached out a hand slowly, and touched the body’s neck, feeling for a pulse. The hand stayed in place for an interminably long moment, then simply dropped to the man’s side. A low moaning escaped the man’s lips, but the sound went on and on, without a new breath. It grew in intensity until it was more like a siren then a moan.
He lowered his head, and the sound grew raspy like a growl.
In the shadows, the elder Alexander waved the other two down the hall as the younger Alexander threw his head back and howled in anguish. The sound was heartbreaking.
King turned and led the way down the long room where he had fought and died several times, and into the narrow tunnel beyond. As the last of the ambient light receded, Acca placed her hand on his shoulder. She couldn’t see. He slowed his pace in the dark as the younger Hercules’s screams echoed through the caverns.
Soon they came to the edge of the arena. King was about to tell Acca about the hellhound, but Alexander beat him to it. King saw that most of the bodies he had piled were gone now. The three of them circled around the perimeter of the massive cavern, but the huge dog didn’t notice. It was busy devouring and crunching the bones of a Forgotten.
When they reached the far tunnel that led to the forest, Alexander had them wait. He ran back into the center of the arena and quickly climbed onto Cerberus’s back. The animal was startled and began twisting its head, trying to snap at him. He quickly pulled the pin securing the chain around the hound’s central head. Then he leapt off of the beast and ran for the tunnel. The huge animal gave chase for just a second, but then thought better of it and turned back to its easy meal.
Alexander led them through the night forest and around the lake, until both Acca and King were so tired they could barely stand.
“We need to stop soon,” King said.
“It won’t be safe to stop anywhere near here. We need to get at least another town over. Tomorrow we can make for Antium, where I have another lab.”
“I am so very tired, my love. I do not think I can go another step tonight.” Acca sounded half asleep already.
Alexander reached into a small pouch on his belt and produced a tiny tin, in which King knew he kept the last of his herbs. By the light of the full moon, King watched the man pull out a small leaf and crush it between his fingers, before sprinkling the crumbs into his mouth, his head tilted back. He sighed heavily, and then swept Acca up into his meaty arms.
“I hope you can manage on your own, Jack. I don’t think I could carry you both.”
“I’ll make it,” King said, his body already easing the pain in his lungs. Then he started off through the forest again, taking the lead. Alexander’s speed slowed with the weight of his wife, but they still put a lot of distance between themselves and the lake, before the moon went down in the sky and only stars lit the way.
 
 
Acca had long since fallen asleep in Alexander’s arms as they walked. He had shifted her into one meaty arm, so he could allow the other to rest for a time. Then he would shift her to the other arm, and vigorously shake the first, as if it had gone to sleep on him. King knew the extra strength the herb had provided the man would be fading from his system soon. Even though Acca was slim, her sleeping dead-weight must have been exhausting to carry. King would have offered to carry her for a time, but he was barely able to keep going himself. If not for his body’s ability to heal, he would have collapsed long ago. They walked on under the stars in silence.
For a few minutes, King felt like it was old times for the two of them, but then he reminded himself that their mission was nearly complete, and soon he would be going home. He blinked and saw Sara’s face. It came clear to him for the first time in a long time. Perhaps knowing he would see her again allowed whatever mental defenses he had created to collapse. Whatever the cause, the brief mental glimpse brought a smile to his face.
“What’s next? We get to your place in Antium, and then what? How do we get you home? How do I get back? All you’ve ever told me was that you had access to the technology—but not until the time was right.”
“That’s the tricky part, Jack.”
“Saving Acca wasn’t tricky?”
“What comes next involves untested technology I created in this time, but never found a power source for. We have to examine the machine I made when I was younger, alter it and incorporate the things I learned from the Norway technology. We couldn’t get to the tech early, because I couldn’t be sure my younger self wouldn’t stop in for a visit. That’s not going to happen now. I spend a few days tearing up the area around the lake, and then months in a depression, rarely leaving that villa. It will be safe for us in Antium, now.”
“So the tech is dodgy, but why is this the tricky bit?” King asked, understanding the issue with avoiding Alexander’s younger self. The two had discussed such things for years, debating issues of paradox and destiny.
“Powering the machine,” Alexander replied. “I never used it to return home, because I couldn’t power it. Not until the twentieth century—but by then, I had come up with this plan to save her. The hard part is we have to power the device with this…” Alexander held up a small brown rock the size of a golf ball, which hung around his neck on a thick chain he had worn since they arrived in the past. He let it fall gently to his chest, then awkwardly tucked it back into his robe with the one hand, while his other arm cradled Acca.
“What…exactly…is that thing?” It looked familiar, but King couldn’t place it.
“Paris,” Alexander said.
The single word triggered King’s memory. He’d never forget Paris and that he’d nearly been sucked inside out by a sentient…
“Wait. We closed that portal. Completely. That can’t be what I think it is.”
“If what you think is a dwarf black hole, hidden inside the flimsiest of rock coverings? Then yes, that’s exactly what it is.”
 


 
FIFTY-THREE
Latium, 780 BC
 
“You’ve been wearing a black fucking hole around your neck for twenty years, and you didn’t think to tell me?”
Acca stirred in Alexander’s arms, so he shifted her to both arms. She laid her head against his chest and went back to sleep.
“Quiet, Jack. Let’s not wake her.” They continued walking across a pasture. “I’ve told you before how much I’ve been playing this whole thing by ear. I wasn’t sure any of this would work. But there’s simply no power source in this time that is strong enough. I took this thing in Paris for this very purpose. It’s an immense source of power. If anything can power up the portal I have here, this will be it.” Alexander moved over to a soft rise of grass and gently set Acca down on it. She stirred briefly, opened her eyes and looked around, then blinked and went back to sleep on the grass.
King plopped down on the ground himself, ready for sleep. Alexander sat cross-legged. “I’ll take first watch. Get some sleep, Jack. You’re going to need it.”
King yawned. “Why? What’s waiting for us in Antium?”
“Man eating birds with sharp bronze beaks and projectile metallic feathers,” Alexander said.
King sat up. “Seriously?”
“No. Just joking.”
“Dick,” King laid back down.
Alexander laughed. “Go to sleep.”
 
 
Hours later they began walking south again. King walked ahead, allowing Alexander and Acca time to discuss the extremely complicated story their lives had become. When they stopped in a small village for a lunch of bread, cheese and wine, Acca seemed convinced. She no longer questioned the impossibility of their having travelled back in time. Her only questions were geared toward what they needed to do next.
“Jack,” she said, “Alexander tells me that you have a woman for whom, you too, would cross the oceans of time. You must miss her very much. I am so grateful you were willing to come assist him.”
King just nodded. He didn’t think it would be right to tell her how he didn’t have much choice in coming. It was also water under the bridge for him. But the mention of Sara, made him yearn to be done with this mission—especially since they were so close to the end now.
Alexander had left them after lunch to obtain some horses. King was left to chat with Acca over wine.
“He’s missed you terribly. Everything he’s done over the years was to keep his identity a secret and to make this all possible.”
“Tell me about your time,” she said, sitting back in her chair.
He laughed. “It’s so different in many ways, but still the same in others. We’ve made many advances. Men have travelled to the moon in a flying cart, I guess you would call it. Most of the carts on the ground are propelled by what would seem like magic, but is more of a complicated series of metal parts that make the wheels move, fueled by a liquid we pump from the ground and refine. People live indoors, and we have boxes to keep our food cold in the kitchen, and other boxes to cook with. We have rooms in our homes where you can defecate and urinate, and water will flush those things away from your house to a place where the waste is treated and broken down into mostly harmless parts. We can hold a small device in our hands and speak to people on the other side of the world with it. But we’ve also made so many terrible things. Weapons that can kill a man in a blink. Weapons that can destroy entire cities just a fast. There are wars in the future that will claim millions of lives, and there are men, who would, if given the chance, destroy all of humanity.”
Acca sat up in her chair. “It sounds terrible. How did so many things come to be made? Were they gifts from the gods?”
King smiled. “No. Most of these things were simply developed over time by man, to fulfill one purpose or another. It’s our nature to turn just about everything into weapons.”
Acca seemed to digest this information, while sipping more of her wine.
“And what do you do to make this strange world of yours a better place?”
King thought about the question for a while. He thought about his life—first in the military and later with Chess Team. He decided to break it down into the simplest terms possible. “The people who kill innocents, who seek out power at the expense of others, or who, in their madness, want to destroy the world...” He looked up at her eyes, saw his mother for a moment, and said, “I find them. And I stop them.”
“And if they can’t be stopped?”
“Then I kill them.”
Acca nodded in understanding. She was no stranger to violence. “Why do you do it?”
King had often thought about the bizarre nature of what he did, but he rarely gave thought to why. It was like breathing. He just did it.
“It’s the right thing to do,” he said.
Acca smiled. “I can see why she likes you.”
 


 
FIFTY-FOUR
Antonine Baths, Carthage, 2013
 
Richard Ridley was sweating. It took concentration to use the mother tongue to animate inanimate things, like mud and stone. The larger the golem, the harder it was to not just grant the thing life, but also give it direction. Purpose. A mission it would follow until its undoing. And as far as golems went, it didn’t get bigger than the Colossus.
The statue was made of iron, bronze, brass and stone, but unlike other such statues built many centuries later, this one was not hollow. It had been filled with crushed stone and rock of varying sizes. Over the centuries, coral and sediment had cemented the interior spaces between the brass plates forming the skin, so that even though much of the iron tie bars inside had rusted away, the statue held its integrity. Making the thing stand and walk, as if it were alive, meant forcing breaks along joints that did not exist, and grinding the stone and metal past each other, then re-bonding the molecules, so the limbs did not simply fall off.
He had used the tongue to animate things before, but the Colossus was huge, and it was taxing his abilities. Sweat poured down his face, and his arms felt weak. He mumbled the guttural language, repeatedly, like a mantra, to keep the statue alive.
Once the shooting had started, he had a hard time seeing where to direct the statue. He was startled initially at the automatic weapons fire, and he had simply stopped the thing from walking. He should have known some of the Chess Team would make it out of Omega and past his men. Their skills, while a constant annoyance, were impressive. He had ducked behind the ruins with Seth and sent the Colossus toward the sound of gunfire, stomping on anything that moved, while Trigger and Carpenter returned fire. Without time to imbue the statue with intelligence enough to control its own actions, Ridley really needed a higher perch from which to control the statue. If he could see where he was sending the ancient statue, he’d be able to steer it better. He considered the minaret on the nearby mosque, but then realized he’d only need to keep the Chess Team busy for a few minutes longer.
The statue was his. It was one of the first antiquities he had discovered in his endless search for ancient knowledge and power. He had built his Omega facility right next to it on the shore, and had paid a fortune for the sea wall in his office, so he could look at it and dream of one day making it walk. It had been a long journey from there to here. Now, he was finally making the thing move. If only the last members of Chess Team could be dealt with, he would soon have the Chest of Adoon, and then the remaining military forces of the world would fall before him. Oh, certainly they would try to destroy him first, with their special forces teams, assassins and probably even a nuclear warhead. But none of those things would work.
He stuck his head up over the stone barrier, quickly checking on the position from which the gunfire was coming. Then he looked to the sky to see where he had sent the Colossus on its last blind sprint. He was getting closer.
He dropped down behind the stone wall, just as a bullet pinged off the top of it, missing his head by less than an inch.
“What can I do?” Seth asked from beside him.
“Crawl that way. Peek around the side of that rock and shout directions to me, while I try to steer our large friend.”
Ridley returned to mumbling the ancient language commanding the statue, as Seth scrambled away to another nearby block of stone exposed from the sandy soil.
The ground trembled as the Colossus charged back into the center of the Antonine Baths, its footfalls crushing blocks of stone and fragments of columns as it came.
“Turn right a bit,” Seth called from his vantage point.
Ridley made the mental adjustment and uttered the harsh words from the back of his throat.
“Good, now bring it closer to us.”
The rumbling footfalls sped up, as the creature lumbered faster toward their location.
“They are running for the trees now. Try to angle it to the left—” Seth began.
Suddenly, their position was riddled with bullets, shots ricocheting off the stone, and hitting all around the ground of their hiding place.
“Fuck!” Ridley’s concentration was broken. He lost control of the Colossus, and it stopped moving, frozen in mid stride. He and Seth scrambled away from the stone and down the embankment to the beach, away from the gunfire.
Somehow, it was coming from above them. Ridley scanned the skies, looking for a helicopter or something, but he found nothing. He looked up the beach to their former hide. Carpenter was dead. Trigger was scooting across the sand toward a stone block, trailing a river of blood from one limp leg. The man wouldn’t last long.
“Where they hell did that come from?” Ridley asked.
He frantically looked up and down the beach. At the north end, he saw figures in black moving into the ruins—more of his men. Finally. The local military would be dressed in garishly bright camouflage—exactly the wrong color for the local environment. The police would be dressed in black, but they would be carrying plastic riot shields with Arabic text emblazoned across them.
Now he just needed the mercenaries to keep the Chess Team busy long enough. He needed to get the Colossus under control and bring it to him. All he needed was a few uninterrupted minutes.
Suddenly, more bullets ripped into the sand from above, and Ridley and Seth leapt back, diving into the water.
“There,” Seth was shouting and pointing. “It’s coming from up there!”
Ridley looked up the body of the Colossus. Right up its chest to the cape bunched around its neck and the head with its pointed crown. On top of the head, next to one of the spires jutting off the crown, Ridley could see brief flashes of light.
“Son of a bitch! One of them is on top of it. How the hell did he get up there?”
“Can you toss him off?” Seth asked.
“I can do better than that,” Ridley said. He tried to ignore the hail of bullets occasionally peppering the sand of the beach, and he sat down in the shallow water, letting the warm water rise to his neck.
He began uttering the strange ancient language. He closed his eyes and let them roll up into his head, as he focused on one thought.
One command.
He repeated it in his mind, and then his mouth and tongue uttered the thought in the foreign language over and over again.
Slap. Your. Head.
 


 
FIFTY-FIVE
Antonine Baths, Carthage, 2013
 
Bishop swore as his MP-5 ran dry. He’d been firing at the spot where Ridley and his men were hunkered down, when the gigantic statue went on a thunderous rampage, crushing everything under foot, before returning to the shore and suddenly stopping.
Then Rook had started firing from his perch up on top of the statue’s head. Ridley’s concentration must have broken.
“Longer you keep them off guard with shit like that, the more chance we have of finding you a really big step-ladder, Rook,” he spoke into his throat mic, as he set his submachine gun down on the sandy ground, and pulled out a pistol. It was better than nothing. If Peter and Lynn made it back with Knight, he’d get a spare magazine from them.
“Hardy har har,” came Rook’s reply. “I’m getting sun burnt like a friggin’ scorpion up here.”
Queen fired off a final blast of gunfire from her own weapon until the magazine was empty. “Just keep firing on Ridley’s position. If he can’t concentrate, he can’t move that thing.”
Queen turned to Bishop. “Any more mags?”
He shrugged. “Was gonna ask you,” he said, even though he knew she was out.
“Shit.”
Bishop heard movement behind his position and whirled the 9 mm around. Peter and Asya were struggling along, with Knight in between them. The little man looked like he’d been worked over by someone Bishop’s size. Lynn came behind them with an MP-5, covering the group as they moved. Bishop got up and ran to them. He slipped into Asya’s place, taking Knight’s weight.
“What happened?” he asked.
“Some bald guy missing an ear kicked the crap out of me. He said something about ‘his forces’, so I guess he must have been in charge,” Knight’s voice was weak.
“Ridley’s not running the show?” Bishop said.
“He looked a bit like Ridley, but it wasn’t another duplicate.”
Queen came and joined the group. They all crouched as another fusillade of bullets came their way, pinging off the stone ruins.
“This guy is missing an ear, you said?” she asked.
“Was. The golem squashed him flat.” Knight closed his eyes.
“I think I know who that was,” Queen said, accepting a fresh magazine from Peter, as Lynn handed Bishop her MP-5. He gave her the 9 mm in exchange.
“You do?” Bishop asked.
“Darius Ridley. Richard’s brother. I met him in the Ukraine. I’m the one who took the ear.”
“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer prick,” Knight mumbled. “Where’s Rook?”
Bishop pointed, and Knight tiled his head to look up to the Colossus. “That’s the Colossus of Rhodes. Rook’s on top.”
“Is he steering it?” Knight asked, his eyes wide.
“Nope. Just hitching a ride.”
As if to prove the point, another burst of gunfire erupted from the crown of the stationary statue, raining down on the beach. Rook let out a whoop, his voice faint, but he was clearly enjoying the crazy situation that would petrify most people.
“He ought to just chuck grenades down,” Knight said.
“I think he’s out. Besides, I’m not sure they’d make it to the ground before going off.”
“Who are we shooting at?” Knight asked.
“Ridley, one clone, two mercs,” Queen said. “I might have hit one of the mercs.”
“So let’s rush them while Rook has them pinned,” Knight suggested, then fell into a bout of coughing.
“Yeah, ’cause you’re in shape for a quick sprint up the beach followed by some hand to hand,” Bishop said.
“Let me at ‘em,” Knight wheezed.
“It’s not a bad idea,” Peter said. “I know I’m not my son, but I’ve been in a few scrapes. We can flank them while your man on the statue keeps them pinned. If we wait until their reinforcements come, we’re dead. If we wait until Ridley can control that giant again, we’re even more dead.”
Queen looked like she was running through scenarios in her head, then she nodded. “Bishop, the beach from the south. Lynn, stay here with Knight. Peter, with me to the north. Asya, you stay in the middle and make them think we’re still here.”
“I’m a better shot than Peter, why don’t I come with you?” Lynn asked. Queen and Bishop looked at her and Peter. The man nodded in agreement with the plan.
“Fine, let’s go.”
Bishop ran down a dirt road to his right, keeping low, so the short rock walls still standing from the ancient bathing complex shielded him to some small degree. He scanned the area ahead, then the tree-line to his right, the giant statue near the beach and back toward Knight’s position with Peter. As he brought his eyes back to the beach, he caught a glimpse of motion where there shouldn’t have been any, far to the north, through the ruins. He dropped behind the low wall and rolled to a stop. Then he crawled next to the wall, inched up to the top and took a peek.
He didn’t see anything for a full minute. Then he saw a man dressed in black dart from one block of stone to another. He wondered if Ridley’s boys were trying the same thing he was. But then he saw another man move through the ruins. Then another.
Shit.
He keyed his microphone. “Queen, you read?”
“What?”
“Reinforcements. North end. Wearing black and leap-frogging through the ruins.”
“Dammit.”
Bishop checked the statue again. Its hand reached up toward its head. “Rook! Get out of there! The hand is coming up! You gotta move!”
The gunfire from the top of the Colossus stopped, as the creature’s huge hand swung up and slammed down on top of its head, as if it were trying to swat away the world’s largest deerfly. The impact made a cracking sound as loud as a peal of thunder.
 


 
FIFTY-SIX
Antium, Latium, 780 BC
 
The machine was amazing, especially considering the date. The lab was full of metal components that shouldn’t exist for thousands of years.
There was a massive arc of thin metal that looked like gold, supported by a wooden frame, shaped roughly like the Greek symbol Omega: Ω. The top of the arch was taller than Alexander—easily enough room for three normal people to use the arch as a gateway. The structure stood in the middle of a huge lab. Rough unsheathed copper wire wound around the frame and the golden metal. At the far end of the room, an old wooden waterwheel stood. King could tell at a glance that the younger Alexander had tried to power the arch with crude electricity from the waterwheel, but he knew it wouldn’t have been nearly enough power.
The design of the electrical wiring, the layout of unsheathed coiled cables across the stone and the bent metal plates that lined the outside of the arch like armor reminded King of the dimensional portal he had passed through in Norway. There were other molded metal shapes, the purpose for which King could not fathom. In one part of the room, a small pit was gouged out of the stone floor and filled with a noxious green chemical liquid, through which some of the exposed copper wiring ran.
“A lot of this stuff looks like you built it with knowledge of future sciences. If this is your first trip back to the past, how did you pull that off?” King asked.
Alexander sat heavily in a chair near the apparatus and looked at King. “You’ve lived here in the past long enough to know that history and myth often present a less than accurate picture about ancient events. Science becomes religion, or witchcraft. Sometimes even the most extraordinary events or discoveries are forgotten and erased from time.”
King leaned against a wall and nodded. Acca sat in a chair nearby, listening, but her face revealed nothing about whether she was already privy to the information Alexander was about to share.
“How do you suppose people of this time would have explained me? A man of my strength and vitality? Someone with knowledge of things most people would consider magic? Even though I’ve spent most of my life keeping what I knew hidden, people occasionally catch a glimpse of what I can do. How do you think they would explain it?”
“Hercules. Bastard son of Zeus,” King said.
“Precisely. You’ve known me over two decades. Do I like snakes?”
“No. You always let me go first if there were snakes.”
“So what’s the likelihood I throttled some of them in my crib? People make up stories about people they perceive as heroes. I didn’t always keep to myself. Before Acca, I was arrogant and a showoff. Stories got told, and they amplified over the years. Some of it was based in truth. You know the Hydra was real, and you met Cerberus. But was I the offspring of Zeus? Of course not. As far as I know, Zeus doesn’t exist. And I’ve told you this was my first trip back to the past. What does that leave?”
King thought about his encounters with Alexander before their trip to the past. The man was mysterious. He kept to himself. He led a devoted group of followers. He was immortal. He had an army of the Forgotten around the world—failed scientific experiments, he had claimed. He knew things before others did. He obscured the truth about history, allowing the myths to obfuscate the truth further.
And he knew about Chess Team’s battle in Norway, even though he wasn’t there. King had traveled through a dimensional portal to another dimension, where he had encountered a creature that called him one of the ‘Children of Adoon.’ King had come to learn that Adoon was another name by which Alexander was known. And now King was looking at yet another dimensional portal that Alexander had created. The design was clearly the same basic structure.
“You’re...not human, are you?”
Alexander smiled. “Depends on your definition of human, Jack. I am a man, with biology roughly similar to most people on the planet, though more similar to yours. I don’t have two hearts or scales on my skin. I am human, but no, I’m not from this dimension. I was a scientist. A simple man of science. And I found a way between worlds. This dimension wasn’t the first I visited. I saw myself as an intrepid explorer. I investigated several dimensions and encountered many different kinds of...people, including the monster Fenrir, you encountered in Norway. I became addicted to discovery and with each new dimension, I became more arrogant. And sloppy.”
King interrupted. “You got stranded here.”
Alexander chuckled softly.
“I had the know-how to design this machine from scratch. I just didn’t realize that I wouldn’t find any suitable power sources.” Alexander stood and paced back and forth. “Can you imagine how I searched? I was just over four hundred years old when I met Acca.”
“Four hundred years old?” King asked, a skeptical eyebrow raised.
“A natural lifespan for people in my dimension, where a richer atmosphere, free of pollutants, and slightly different biology allow for longevity. There was a time in this dimension where men lived nearly a thousand years. Methuselah. Adam. Noah. All are said to have lived more than nine-hundred years.”
“You don’t believe that—” King stopped his argument, remembering the age of the man to whom he spoke.
Alexander grinned. “I travelled the world in search of power. I investigated every meteorite that fell to Earth. I followed up on every rumor of the supernatural and the strange.”
“And you built a portal home from scraps and bits you cobbled together yourself…”
“I mined some of the gold in those connectors myself.” Alexander pointed at the machine.
King looked to Acca. “Did you know he was from...somewhere else?”
She simply nodded.
“Can she live in your world?” King asked.
Alexander nodded. “Of course. The air is almost identical. It’ll be like living on the side of a mountain for her. Clear crisp air, with a slightly rarefied atmosphere. It’s a peaceful world, with far more wide open natural spaces than here…even in this time.”
“So even after Acca ‘died’…” King made quotes in the air with his fingers, “you worked to find a power source for the machine.”
“At first, I was destroyed by the grief, and like most people, I just wanted to go home to my loved ones. My family. And I had been trying for so very many years. I operated out of the shadows as best I could. For a while I affected the outcome of events and wars. If a potential outcome could get in my way, I got involved. After a while, I realized little could get in my way. So I worked from the shadows. I kept my identity a secret, and when something powerful from antiquity came along, I got my hands on it first. If something didn’t suit my purposes, I kept it safe and out of the wrong hands. Eventually I gained some followers—the Herculean Society—people dedicated to my ideals of preventing powerful objects from being used for evil and protecting historical sites—many of which hold meaning to me personally—from desecration. They also helped obscure the truth about the past with mystery and myth, though not even the Society always knew why.
“And then I encountered Chess Team. My first encounter was with Rook and Queen. They were rude but brave...and expected. I saw a recording of that battle in New Hampshire. I watched how you handled the monster, and I knew our time together had nearly begun. I kept an eye on you from then on, knowing you would become an ally. I had inside information, after all.”
“Inside information?” King asked. His face darkened. “Who?”
Alexander smiled, but it quickly faded. He became serious. Quiet. “Before the Hydra. Before Ridley and Delta. Before Julie died. I have always known you, Jack. How is that possible? Think. You have all the pieces. Use that incredible mind of yours. You were never just a soldier.”
King looked at the machine and thought about what he had just heard. He had Alexander’s genes in him. He was a descendant. Did his parent’s know more than they had told about that? Or was Deep Blue holding back on a secret alliance with Alexander? No, that doesn’t make sense. But then, as he looked at the flimsy portal and the crude copper cabling, he realized what was missing from the machine—a computer.
This machine couldn’t be automated.
Someone had to run it.
Someone...who stayed behind.
 


 
FIFTY-SEVEN
Alexander’s Lab, Antium, Latium, 780 BC
 
“I have only the one machine, Jack, and only one black hole to power it. It’s good for one trip. One way. If you want me to use it to send you home, I will. But Acca and I will be stranded here, out of time and space. Even if we go into hiding somewhere, the danger of me running into the younger version of myself will be extreme. I travelled broadly.”
“You bastard,” King stood up, and stalked across the lab to shout in Alexander’s face. “You brought me here against my will. Now you’re emotionally blackmailing me—again—telling me I’m the only hope you have for getting home. What made you think I would go for this?”
Alexander’s face was sober, but friendly, despite King shouting at him so hard that spittle had flown from King’s mouth and landed on Alexander’s face in little specks. “Because you already did.”
King frowned, confused.
“How do you think I snuck into your highly secure base in New Hampshire and stole that laptop with the plans for the Norway machine, Jack? Without triggering a single alarm? Without anyone seeing me? I’m good, but I’m not that good.”
“You’re saying I took the laptop?”
“You already made this decision.” Alexander reached out to place his hand on King’s shoulder, but King yanked away.
“You fooled me into believing you were a good man,” King said.
“This is all new to you,” Alexander said, “But to me...Jack, we’ve been friends for a long time. A very long time.”
King shook his head and stormed away. He was flustered. His face felt hot. Blood rushed through his ears. The possibility of what Alexander was telling him scared the shit out of him.
Sara. Fiona.
King felt the muscles in his neck constrict as panic set in. He wasn’t one to run from a fight, but he ran from this, as fast as he could, out of the lab. He blindly stumbled through the hallways and passages in Alexander’s Antium villa, looking for the way out. Eventually, he opened a window and just climbed outside, sucking in the evening air in huge gulps. He felt like he couldn’t breathe.
He was trapped. He couldn’t get home.
He was stuck in the past.
He ran a hundred yards away from the building toward the beach. They were on the northern shore of a town called Antium—a place Alexander had told him would eventually be the modern city of Anzio, made famous by the Allies landing here in World War II.
He staggered down to the water, thinking about the Allied landing, trying to keep his head from the enormity of what lay before him.
At the water’s edge, Jack Sigler, callsign: King, gave up. He fell to his knees in the sand and hung his head.
He stayed like that a long time, until the sky turned dark, and he heard Alexander’s footsteps behind him. The man sat softly in the sand next to him. He was quiet for a while.
“If there was any other way—”
“There is,” King said weakly. “Send me home.”
“If you really want me to do that, I will. It’ll take a few months to recalibrate the machine...but—”
“But, you know that’s not going to happen,” King said. “Because it would have already and you would have no memory of me. Did I tell you why?”
“Why, what?”
“Why I decided to remain in the past? Why I decided to give up my life?”
“You’re not giving it up,” Alexander said. “Merely postponing it.”
“By 2800 years!” King shouted, clenching his fists.
They stayed quiet for a minute and then Alexander said, “You told me...it was the right thing to do.”
It was a God-awful stupid answer, but King recognized the thought as his own, the primal force that motivated all his decisions. The right thing. But this didn’t feel right. “This can’t be how it happens...” King said softly.
“A lot of good will come of it,” Alexander said.
“For you,” King said, “I’m sure.”
“For us both.” Alexander leaned forward and lazily traced his finger through the sand. “For the world. You...make a difference, Jack. The world needed saving long before you were born.”
King perked up. Alexander was playing to his sense of duty, he knew, but he couldn’t hide his interest. “Explain.”
“The details, I’m afraid, will have to be discovered later on, but simply put, there are times throughout history when grievous wrongs need to be undone, when men and women need saving, when all of humanity finds itself on the brink...and sometimes, more often than not, I am not the one who stands up to the darkness.”
“You are full of shit,” King said. “You think a good speech is going to—”
“I didn’t save Fiona.”
King turned to him. “No, you kidnapped her.”
“Before that, Jack. On the reservation, where you found her, in the car. That was you. She would have died with the rest had you not been there. This circle...this path...it saves my wife, but it also saves your daughter.”
“How do I know that anything you’re telling me is true?”
Alexander leaned back revealing a drawing in the sand, two vertical lines joined by a circle, the symbol for the Herculean Society and Alexander’s calling card.
Mental tumblers once again fell into place. If Alexander was telling the truth, this symbol wasn’t just used by Alexander. According to his stories, King left a note bearing this symbol, once after saving Fiona and once after stealing the laptop.
“You have always misinterpreted this symbol,” Alexander said. “It was never an H. Never stood for Hercules. The circle is the world. The lines are two pillars, holding everything together. The two leaders of the Herculean Society.”
“The wraiths in the library in Malta,” King whispered. “This is why they obeyed me.”
Alexander nodded. “They could see you were different. Less sure of yourself. But the Forgotten, in the future, would never harm you.”
King searched his mind for an argument, for some other reality that made sense. Sara and Fiona were within his grasp. They had never been further, but he’d been expecting to see them soon. But if Alexander was telling the truth, and King did not stay, Fiona would die. King’s life would be radically altered. The circle that bound him and Alexander would be broken and Acca would also die.
“She’s a good woman,” King said.
“Unparalleled,” Alexander agreed. “You...will stay?”
King forced the smallest of smiles. “You already know the answer.” He stood and patted Alexander on his shoulder. “I’m glad you got her back.”
Alexander stood as well. “What now?”
“Now...we send you both home,” King said. “Before I change my mind.”
They walked back into the villa. Alexander led them directly to the lab. Acca was waiting there, sitting in a chair, wringing her hands together.
She stood when they entered. “Are you alright, Jack?”
“I’ll be okay.”
“Alexander explained what you must do. I am very sorry.” She took his hands. “Do you remember what you told me? About why you do the things you do? You said because it was the right thing to do, but you never said it was also the hardest thing to do.” She wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tightly. “Thank you.” She had tears in her eyes when she stepped away.
He nodded, then turned to Alexander. “Show me what to do.”
Alexander procured the rock on the chain around his neck. He tugged the chain hard, until it snapped off the top of the rock, where it had been affixed. Then he held it out to King.
“You’ll need to set it into the machine…there,” Alexander pointed at a round receptacle he had made from a cup, with wires running into and out of it. “The portal should open instantly. When we step through, there’s a good chance that everything will blow up on this end. I suggest you run like hell. Immortality isn’t a blessing if you’re buried alive.”
“Sounds like you speak from experience,” King said, taking the dwarf black hole in his hand. It was far heavier than he thought it would be. Probably over thirty pounds.
“I’ve seen the inside of a few jails, yes. Keep to the edges of history, Jack. You can change the world, but be subtle. Keep your face out of the history books. Stay in the shadows.”
King smiled. “Sounds like business as usual.”
“There will come a day when you will return to your present, as promised. It will be hard to remember them...your family, your friends. Do what you can to preserve their memory and do not forget Carthage. Chess Team will need its King.”
King didn’t think he could ever forget the most important people in his life, the people who made him who he was, but 2800 years was a long time. He felt his resolve waning. “We better do this now.” He stepped up to the machine and held the stone above its receptacle. “Ready?”
Alexander walked to him and held out his hand to shake with King. King grasped the hand and felt it warmly close over his. “Thank you, Jack. For everything.”
“How will I know you made it over there safely?”
“You won’t. You just have to take some things on faith.”
Alexander walked back to Acca, and they stood in front of the empty portal. “Say hello to Lancelot for me.” Alexander smiled broadly as King laughed. He pulled Acca close to him. She smiled nervously at King, then looked up at Alexander. He met her eyes with a reassuring smile and gently stroked her face with his hand.
King heard him whisper to her. “We’ll be fine.”
King dropped the golf-ball sized stone into the cup, where it connected with the copper wires.
Blue arcs of electricity shot across the bare metal cables, filling the room with a burnt stench instantly. The stone shell burst into dust, revealing a small black swirling sphere. Smoke poured off the apparatus, and the arch began to glow with a wall of bluish light.
“Goodbye,” King said.
Alexander gave a nod and led Acca into the blue light. It washed over them like a wave of water and then—they were gone. The light bowed out of the arch, stretching across the room for over twenty feet, before it snapped back into the arch and inverted. Then the frame of the arch buckled and it toppled inward, sucked into the portal. King watched, unable to turn away as the light stretched inward for what looked like a mile. Then it stopped and snapped back toward him.
He closed his eyes.
 
 
When King woke, it was daylight, the sun streaming down from overhead where the roof of the lab should have been. He stood up and breathed in the salty smell of the sea. As he stood, a large piece of burnt timber slid off his back and onto the ground. He was standing in a field of rubble.
He could see the beach and the blue waves to his left, and far off to his right he could see a shepherd leading his flock of sheep and carrying the long hooked stick of the trade. No one else was around, but the explosion would eventually draw the curious.
King stepped over the rubble and saw that his robe was in tatters. Although it still covered his crotch, there were more than a few holes singed through to his chest. That would have to be one of his first steps. He paused at the ruined wall and admired the view.
The sound of a jangling bell turned his attention away from the sea. A boy, accompanied by a goat, ran toward him. The boy couldn’t be more than ten. His eyes were wide, his face streaked with tears.
“Help!” the boy yelled. “You must help me.”
He knelt down and caught the panicked boy by his arms. “What’s wrong?”
“Thank the gods for sending you,” the boy said. “I knew it would be you.”
“You know me?” King asked. He’d never seen the boy before.
“Everyone knows you,” the boy said. “I prayed to the gods for help. The ground shook. I saw the smoke. You must have leapt from Olympus!”
King glanced back at the crater left by the explosion. The place looked like it had been struck by a meteor. “Tell me, who do you think I am?”
The boy smiled despite whatever emergency had sent him in search of aid. “You don’t know your own name?”
“Tell me,” King said.
The boy’s smile widened. “You are Perseus, son of Zeus.”
King returned the boy’s smile. “Let’s go.”
 


 
FIFTY-EIGHT
Carthage, 2013
 
Knight watched in horror as the Colossus slapped its hand down on the top of its head, hard enough to break two of the huge spires off the rear of its crown.
They tumbled end over end, until one fell in the sea and the other plunged, tip first, deep into the sand of the beach, where it stood like a modern addition to the surrounding ruins.
“Ohooiet!” Peter said in Russian, standing beside Knight.
“You still there, Rook?” Knight said into his microphone. “Rook?”
“Yeah, yeah. I’m still here. I’m on the friggin’ shoulder now. This mega-pecker missed me by inches.” Rook’s voice came through Knight’s earpiece with a lot of static.
Knight heard gunfire then and ducked his head down. Peter crouched down next to him behind the rough, pitted stone.
A few of the structures at the baths, mostly those further from the sea, were still intact, forming nearly complete rooms and doorways, and in a few cases, a second story. But after the Colossus’s rampage, very few structures were left higher than six feet. The few remaining Doric columns had been knocked over, and walls that had stood for hundreds of years had been shattered into little more than stone and pebbles.
But there were still enough walls and rocks to hide behind, and plenty of opportunities for cat-and-mouse games, if the enemy was willing to fall for them. He had spotted some of the mercenaries jockeying for position at the far end of the ruins, and knew the others might be caught unawares.
“Queen, you’ve got hostiles slipping into the complex. Get out of there and rendezvous back with me. We need to move to more level ground.”
“I hear you. We’re on our way,” Queen said. Bishop responded similarly.
“I’d love to make it,” Rook said, “but I think that would end a little messy for me.”
“Understood, Rook,” Knight heard Queen say. “We’ll get you down as soon as we can.”
“Team: this is Deep Blue. I’ve got no satellite coverage for another twenty minutes, so I can’t advise on position, but based on what I’m seeing in older satellite maps, getting out of the ruins is probably a good idea. I’ve got reinforcements coming your way. ETA, thirty minutes. Best I can do.”
Then gunfire erupted all over the ruins. The newly arrived mercenaries had tired of waiting. Queen and Lynn came rushing back to Knight’s position from the north. They slid to a stop behind his low wall, ducking for cover, as the top of the wall pinged with shots, blowing dust over Knight and Peter.
“Nice of you to join us,” Knight said. “Lovely day for a stroll.”
“Fuckers are starting to really piss me off. This whole op is a steaming pile of shit. No recon, no idea of how many we’re up against and…” Queen’s volume dropped off. Knight understood she was about to say that they had lost King, but had stopped herself because Peter and Lynn were present.
Just then, Asya came bounding over the wall, landed a full yard beyond the four clustered people, and rolling gracelessly in the sand. Knight almost fired his pistol at her, thinking she was a threat. Bullets riddled the top of the wall, just a fraction of a second after Asya came hurtling over it. He wondered if she had been hit.
“You okay?” he asked.
“I’ll be sore tomorrow. Worse if we get killed. I think we are about to be seriously outnumbered.”
“I’m pinned down,” Bishop’s voice came through the earpiece. “Move out and I’ll join you by going straight to the trees from here. Where are we meeting up?”
Queen spoke up. With King KIA, she was the field team leader. “After the trees, head north. The mercs will cut over from the ruins and try to push us south. That’s just where we want them. If we head too far west, we’ll be back at the mosque and endangering thousands of morning worshippers. The sea is to the east. South is residential neighborhoods. To the north is the Presidential palace—and I can’t believe they haven’t sent out troops yet. But they will soon. Assuming the locals aren’t in Ridley’s pocket, then I want the Presidential guard on the far side of our tangos, putting them in a crossfire.”
“Sounds like a plan, Boss,” Bishop said. “I’m on the move.”
The fact that Bishop had called her ‘Boss’ wasn’t lost on Knight. He knew that Bishop had used that nickname for King sometimes. It meant that Bishop had accepted King’s demise, and already in his head, Queen was King’s permanent replacement as the head of the team. Knight didn’t think he could process King’s loss that fast.
More bullets ripped into the sandy soil to the side of their position.
“We need to move,” Queen said. “Peter. Lynn. Get him up.”
Asya came around to the south side of the group and Queen stayed on the north side. Peter and Lynn slipped their arms around Knight and helped him to a crouch. He took in a deep gasping breath as his crushed rips stabbed into his innards.
“Go,” Queen said.
The five of them made a mad dash for the tree line, with bullets blasting past on both sides and ahead into the trees.
Knight looked back, and once more he caught a glimpse of the brilliant turquoise sea. He wanted nothing more than for his ribs to stop hurting and to be able to take a swim in that water.
Maybe, if we get out of this alive, I’ll take Beck to an island somewhere. Maybe the Maldives.
He and Anna Beck, a support member of Deep Blue’s Endgame organization, had been seeing each other for over a year now. When their relationship began, he’d thought it might not last long, but it had. Now, with bullets flying all around, and him feeling like he might die at any moment, his thoughts turned to her, and he realized how much he missed her.
Peter stumbled on a rock, and suddenly Knight fell toward the ground, with Lynn on top of him. When they hit, the impact from both the ground and Peter on one side of his ribs, and Lynn’s full weight on the other side, made Knight shout out in pain.
“Oh God, sorry, sorry,” Peter said, and he and Lynn both scrambled to disentangle their limbs from his, while Knight’s whole world contracted into a tight ball of pain. His vision went white, and he could hear a loud noise in his ears, but he couldn’t process it. His whole body was shaking with giant thumps.
As the pain subsided, he realized what was happening.
The Colossus was on the move again.
 


 
FIFTY-NINE
Edge of the Antonine Baths, Carthage
 
Queen thought they were done. The gigantic statue had resumed its rampage. They were taking fire from multiple locations. Knight was in no shape to move, let alone walk. Bishop was on his own, and Peter and Lynn had just dropped Knight in a heap on the ground.
Bullets ripped into the sand nearby as the ground rumbled from the Colossus’s thundering footfalls. Queen dropped to one knee and fired back into the ruins until her finger squeezed the trigger and nothing happened. She was out of ammunition. She looked to Lynn again, who had recovered and was helping Knight up.
“Any more mags?” Queen asked.
Lynn shook her head. Peter looked down.
Queen turned to Knight. “What do you have?”
“Just a few shots left.”
Queen dropped her MP-5 and pulled out her Browning handgun.
She held her fire, waiting to have a clear shot at one of the black-clad mercenaries darting in and out of the remaining ruins. Then she looked up to see the statue moving her way, across the crumbling walls. It looked like it might step on some of the mercs, too, but there would be no avoiding it once it arrived.
At the edge of the grass, where they had stopped because of Knight’s fall, Queen saw a metal sign fixed to a post. Across the top was a maroon strip reading ‘Danger’ in English and Arabic. Under that was a somehow comical silhouette icon showing a man either about to walk off the end of a crenellated castle’s tower or about to break out into Cossack-style dancing. The end of the tower was crumbling and dropping stones to the ground. The sign had warning in Arabic, French and English to not walk on the ruins. Just then, the Colossus took a sweeping step and its massive foot landed on top of one of the remaining structures in the ruins. The impact sent stone flying in all directions, and a cloud of dust rose up where the structure had stood.
“We’re gonna take as many of these bastards with us as possible,” Queen said. She spotted a man darting for cover and fired a shot. It was well beyond the practical range of her weapon, but she clipped the guy on the shoulder and he went down in a tumble. Peter and Lynn got Knight moving again toward the relative safety of the trees. Asya fired twice more as they ran. Queen held back on her shots, making them last.
When they reached the trees. Queen took up position behind a huge palm and extended her pistol back toward the ruins. She waited patiently, breathing in slow shallow breaths. Soon she saw just what she wanted. Another fool in black, standing out against the sand colored stone. She loosed three shots from her pistol until the man’s body jerked and shuddered, then fell. Two more men popped up in the doorway of a barely standing structure. Most of the left of the wall had crumbled, and only a foot of the right edge of the wall remained. Queen emptied her weapon, but missed the last two men, who returned fire with their AK-47s. She pulled her arm back with the empty 9mm just as the side of her tree splintered outward from heavy fire.
She holstered the handgun and looked down at the ground. Okay, she thought. Now we do things my way. She pulled out an SOG Creed knife from its sheath on her armored leg. The knife was her new favorite. At nearly thirteen inches in length, it was still useful for field operations, but the broad head gave the thing more of a machete look than a typical Special Forces knife. Marketed as the perfect tool for cutting and chopping wood, she knew its true purpose was to increase the length of the cutting edge, for opening up your enemy.
She planned to open anyone stupid enough to get too close.
“Bish, you out of the shit yet? I’m about to start cutting over here,” she keyed the mic, while keeping her eye on the fast approaching Colossus.
“Changed my mind. I went for the beach instead. About to lay the hurt on Ridley’s position with the last of my mags. Should slow up the golem.”
“Okay,” she said. “ Do it. We’re moving north.”
Queen heard gunfire across the ruins and suddenly the Colossus stopped moving. She saw muzzle-flare up on the thing’s shoulder, and knew Rook had joined the fray again.
She raced through the park’s clustered trees, staying off the few paths leading to the other sites of Carthage’s ruins and quickly caught up with the others. Knight was taking more of his own weight now, running with Peter and Lynn, despite his extensive injuries. She guessed the drugs were kicking in now. It wouldn’t matter if they couldn’t find some weapons though. They were pretty much out of bullets.
They burst out into a clearing, and she saw they were too late.
Peter, Lynn and Knight stopped running. Asya started to dart to the left back into the trees before she saw it was useless. Across the clearing, at least forty men stood waiting for them with rifles raised. Queen stopped and swore. Lynn glanced back at Queen, then lowered her weapon to the ground. Peter and Knight dropped theirs as well. Asya looked unsure of what to do.
Queen clutched the grip of her knife tightly, feeling the grooves in the metal grip under her fingertips. She toyed with the idea of rushing the men and slicing up a few of them before they riddled her with bullets. She figured she could get three of them for sure. A fourth or fifth, if luck was with her.
“Put it down lady,” one of them men said in a heavy French accent.
That made her grip the knife tighter. She took a step forward with the knife clutched in her hand. The mercenary raised his AK and seated the stock into his shoulder, pointing it directly at her. It wasn’t the most accurate weapon in the world, favored more for its availability and cheapness, but Queen had no doubt the man could hit her from where he stood.
A warm wind blew through the space, raising a swirling cloud of dust and fine sand, shifting the blond hair hanging over her forehead and revealing the bright red brand of a skull encased by a star.
The merc blinked in surprise.
Queen took another defiant step.
The man’s finger twitched.
And then, a man screamed. Then another.
In the snap of a finger, pandemonium erupted through the mercenaries’ ranks. Dozens of dark bodies in flowing gray cloaks ripped into the clearing, leaping and running. The mercs opened fire at the creatures, but there were too many of them. The mercenaries were overrun, killed or bled dry by the fast-moving Forgotten who struck with surgical precision and timing.
Queen watched stunned, as the wraithlike Forgotten, Alexander Diotrephes’s strange creatures, mauled and destroyed the black-clad soldiers. She had never seen them in the sunlight, and she believed they couldn’t bear it—much like the legends around vampires. But the creatures attacked the mercenaries without flinching from the light, or from the bullets, and before she could even comprehend what had happened, they raced deeper into the ruins, hunting out and attacking more of the soldiers. She heard gurgling screams and random gunfire from the walled ruins.
She turned to see Asya and the others looking just as shocked as she was. The clearing in front of them was now littered with bodies—mostly mercenaries but a few Forgotten, as well. And to Queen’s delight, there were more assault rifles than she knew what to do with. She ran over and picked up an AK-47 from the hands of a now headless mercenary. Then she looted the corpses for more of the distinctive curved magazines. She tossed a few to Asya, who expertly loaded a rifle and passed it to her mother before taking up another.
“That might have been the strangest fucking thing I’ve seen all day,” Knight said. “And it’s been a strange day.”
Queen heard more thunderous footfalls and looked up to see the Colossus shimmying and shaking, swatting at itself like a human being assaulted by black flies. But there was nothing there. Nothing she could see, anyway. But she knew Rook was still there. Only he could irritate a 300-foot tall golem that much.
“Day ain’t over yet,” Queen said.
 


 
SIXTY
On the Colossus, Carthage
 
Rook clung to a crack at the back of the creature’s neck. He’d moved down from the head to the shoulder when Ridley had figured out he had hitched a ride. That climb wasn’t easy, moving down the side of the head, but the folds of the ear had made decent handholds.
After he had fired down on Ridley’s position one last time, using up the remaining rounds in his submachine gun, the bastard had figured out he’d moved. The giant statue shook and shifted about in unexpected ways—trying to throw him. The shoulder offered little cover, but he couldn’t climb back up to the safety of the ear with the damn thing doing a dubstep dance under him. As he reached out for another crease at the back of the neck, where the cape began, a huge hand came up to swat at the shoulder. The collision missed, but sent up a cloud of dust and stone. It struck a second time, the crashing blow booming like a truck accident.
Rook scrabbled behind the head, hanging from his fingers.
Then the statue lunged forward. Rook’s body flew upward. He jammed one fist deeper into the crack between the neck and the bunched cape just in time. His weight yanked hard on the jammed arm, and he felt the skin on the back of his hand grinding off against a sheet of barnacles. Then the Colossus lifted its body up, slamming Rook against the cape.
As pain pulsed through his body, Rook considered sliding down the cape again, but knew there would be nothing to arrest his fall as he got closer to the bottom. He’d simply drop the 250 feet to the ground and splatter. Then he saw the huge arm raise up again, aiming for its head. Under the arm, he spotted notches on the side of the body, where the metal plates came together at a seam. He knew what they were instantly—a ladder for the creators and maintenance people to climb the statue. He remembered images he’d seen—most based on conjecture and the scantest of written descriptions—almost universally showed the Colossus with one arm raised, like the Statue of Liberty. This arm. The right one.
Rook moved to the edge of the cape and let go of the large crack at the neck. If the statue made any violent movements now, he’d be flung away. He pressed his arms on either side of the cape’s ‘fabric’—broad metal plates, long since corroded to a sickly green color. He wrapped his legs around the edge and was pleased to find that the rough impact foam that bulged from places in the leg armor improved his grip.
The massive arm swept up again. Rook reached out, not looking down at the precipitous fall. His fingers grazed the little chiseled-in nook in the armpit, just missing it. He swung his arm back and then reached out again, committing to the act. He’d either catch the handhold or fall to his death. His fingers slipped inside the notched ladder rung, fitting perfectly. There was grit inside, and what felt like a smooth sea shell, but hanging hundreds of feet off the ground, he was just glad for a handhold. He let go of the cape with his legs and swung out over the open space beneath the Colossus’s armpit. He shoved his free hand inside a second notch and found it empty and solid.
Now if I can just climb down two hundred feet before this bucking bronco throws me.
He started to descend and soon found that not all the nooks were created equal. For one thing, they were hand carved, so their shapes and sizes were not even. But more troubling was that some were filled to bursting with shells and other marine debris. He was able to scoop out some of the muck with his fingertips on the first two notches he found clogged, but the third one was hardened to the consistency of cement. He could skip a ‘rung’ of the ladder, but if he ran into two or three in a row that were clogged, he’d be in trouble.
The Colossus had stopped pursuing him, probably because he was now hidden from Ridley’s sight. The giant was now moving forward carefully, crushing any structure that remained standing—giving his team no place to hide. Ridley was coordinating the mercs on the ground.
Rook looked up again. The most precarious thing in his current position, besides being hundreds of feet in the air, was the swinging right arm. If the damn thing brushed the statue’s ribs, he’d be ground into paste.
After five more rungs, Rook felt himself tilting. He paused and held on tight. The Colossus was bending at the waist.
Oh shitfizzle.
As the statue’s chest bent forward, Rook’s fingers slipped in the notches, squashing together in a much smaller space. Shouting in pain, he fought against gravity and lifted his legs. He shoved his feet into two lower rungs and pushed up, while he pulled down with his arms. His already tired muscles shook, but he’d effectively locked himself in place, like a gecko on a window, without the suction cups.
The huge statue swung its hand like it was about to slap someone across the face, but instead, it swept through several of the ancient walls, as if it was cleaning breadcrumbs off the dinner table. Its massive legs were crouched, and the waist was nearly horizontal to the ground now, but Rook was still a hundred feet up. If they were still over the sea, he’d have dived for it, but over land, it was still too high to jump.
The Colossus made another huge sweep with its hand, slamming into stone walls and archways. When the arm lifted away, almost a third of the ruins were flattened, but the statue was also missing its hand at the wrist. Rook couldn’t see through the dust whether the hand had just fallen off or been pulverized by the tremendous impact.
The force of the strike revealed that Ridley wasn’t just clearing a path, he was using the Colossus to attack Queen and the others. Rook hated how helpless he was, but he had to use all his strength just to hold on as the statue stood tall again.
Rook let his feet fall out of the holes as the thing’s body went vertical. His body swung down and his hands once again held his full weight. He grunted at the tug on his fingers. He could feel them getting sweaty. He wasn’t going to be able to hold on much longer. He reached his left hand out of the hole, and quickly wiped the tips of his fingers across his chest. He was hoping to dry them off, but the exertion meant his t-shirt was doused with sweat and tacky. Wiping his fingers didn’t dry them at all.
Then he reached for the next lower handhold. It was packed tight with grit. He scraped his fingernail across the rough surface, but none of the debris was loosening. He reached lower for the next hole. It was full too.
Son of a bitch!
He looked down and saw the third rung was free and clear. He’d have to let go, fall a few feet and catch himself. Sure, he thought, no problem. Then he counted off in his head, one... two... three!
He let go.
And fell...up.
It took his mind a second to register that he was moving in the wrong direction, but then he realized what had happened. The Colossus’s left hand had reached across the chest and plucked him free like a wood tick.
The hand wrapped around him tightly. He couldn’t move. The fingers stopped their grinding flex, just before they crushed him to death. The arm extended out in front of the Colossus as it turned around. The face tilted down to look at him, as the hand held him up for the face to see. The face sneered at him. Then the mouth formed two words. There was no sound emanating from the mouth, no actual lungs or voice box to create sound, but the shape of the lips and tongue was unmistakable—a message for him, directly from Richard Ridley. Then the wind blasted past Rook’s head as the left arm whipped past the face and the torso twisted to the side. Rook felt his stomach lurch like he was on a fast elevator or an amusement park ride.
Then suddenly the hand stopped. The arm was cocked back. The head turned toward him and the lips formed a nasty smile.
Rook had only just started his reply when the arm launched forward, the hand moving like a rocket to pitch him out to sea.
“Yeah, fuck you toooooooo!”
The fingers opened and Rook felt his body launch out over the water.
 


 
SIXTY-ONE
Beach, Carthage
 
Bishop watched Rook sail out to sea before his position was fired on and he had to tear his eyes away. Five mercs in black were advancing down the beach toward him. He darted down to the rocky shoreline and laid down, the barrel of his recently acquired AK-47 aimed back up the beach. The sand stretched south for a bit before becoming a rocky pile, no doubt used as a kind of breakwater against storms. Still wearing his armor, Bishop didn’t notice the rough surface of the rocks below him.
He wished he had more firepower, but the AK would work for now. Instead of firing wildly, like the mercs, he switched the weapon to its semi-automatic mode, prepared to make every bullet count. He controlled each breath, blocking out the rest of the world, not worrying about Rook’s fate. He gently squeezed the trigger, and one of the three mercenaries on the beach toppled over backward, his head spraying out to the sides in a burst of red, coating his companions in gore. The other two men dropped to the sand.
Bishop could still see them. He wasn’t anywhere near Knight when it came to being an accurate shot. He had a lot of bullets though, and he knew how to take his time. He lined up the next shot and waited, allowing two full breaths to come and go. The shot was trickier, because the man was low to the ground and so was Bishop. But the head was still visible. Bishop brought his aim just a nudge higher before firing, anticipating that the bullet might drop in its arc slightly before it reached the man. It missed.
He breathed in again and released. He held his breath. When he fired again, the boom of the rifle was joined by a geyser of red further down the beach. The third man scrambled to his feet and retreated, dropping his rifle as he went. The man shouted as he ran, but Bishop couldn’t make out whether the man was saying something or just shrieking in terror.
Bishop heard a rumble and turned his gaze upward. The Colossus stared down at him.
And things were going so well.
He jumped to his feet and ran for the ruins.
The Colossus took a huge stride up the beach toward his position, then bent over and swept its massive handless arm across the ruins to Bishop’s right. A tidal wave of broken walls and chunks of rock, along with a cloud of roiling dust and sand barreled toward him, propelled by the sweeping arm. Bishop dropped the AK, made an about face and ran for the water.
He reached the rocks and dove headfirst into the shallow water. He slid beneath the waves, his armor slowing him some, but his prodigious strength more than made up for the extra drag. Then the first piece of the debris hit the water, far ahead of him. It had flown over him and crashed into the water. A large slab of stone wall, maybe seven feet tall and four feet wide sliced vertically into the sea, stabbing into the sandy bottom. Bishop turned to his left, heading north along the shore as more rock and sand arced over his head into the drink. The thunks they made under water sounded gentle, but he knew each piece of stone had the potential to crush or pin him under the surface.
He raised his head for another breath and saw that the statue had moved on, rampaging across the ruins, stomping wildly. He realized then that Ridley couldn’t actually ‘see’ through the statue. He was striking blindly, hoping to hit something.
Bishop swam back to the rocky shoreline, and activated his throat mic.
“Queen, the statue is blind. Ridley can’t see where he’s steering the thing.”
There was no reply.
Bishop clawed his way out of the water and checked the small pack on his hip for the radio—it was waterproof but it was dented in. Something must have hit him. He had no way to get in touch with the others.
The Colossus took another two rampaging steps, kicking at the ruins as it went. Bishop could see several black-clad bodies take to the sky along with crumbling blocks of stone. The bodies twisted and turned in the air before they hit the ground, screaming the whole way. They reminded him of Rook.
Bishop turned to look out to sea, but before his eyes got that far, he spotted something else about 600 yards up the beach.
The helipad. And the bird sitting on it was starting up its rotor blades.
Bishop quickly unstrapped his armor plating, and removed his boots. Then he pulled off his sticky t-shirt. Wearing just his wet BDU pants, he dove back into the water and started swimming diagonally across the water from the beach—kicking for the helipad.
On his left along the ruins, the Colossus had ceased moving again. More of its right arm was missing now. Bishop couldn’t see Ridley or any of his people. He guessed the fight had moved inland. It was hard to see anything from the water. He turned his focus back to swinging his arms and kicking his legs. He needed that helo.
By the time he got to the rocky side of the helipad, the chopper’s rotors were in full spin. Bishop wasted no time. He climbed up the rocks and sprinted around the back of the bird, to the right side of the craft, going for the pilot. He didn’t bother ducking his head like you always see in films. He knew the rotors were so high above him that they wouldn’t touch him.
The helipad was deserted, but the pilot sat inside the little Eurocopter. Bishop wasn’t sure what model it was, but it had a small body, just big enough for five passengers total. With a white body and navy blue skids, it looked more like something the Tunisian President might fly in.
As he got closer, he could see the pilot was wearing camouflage and not black. A local, he thought. Not a merc. Bishop whipped open the Pilot’s door and punched the man in the side of the head, then dragged his unconscious body out of the bird.
He was pleased to note that even though the helicopter was a civilian craft, it had a rocket pod mounted on the pilot-side skid.
He strapped himself in and gently placed his feet on the rudder pedals. He held the cyclic with his right hand and grabbed the throttle grip on the collective with his left. He had had exactly five helicopter pilot lessons, and none of them had gone very well, so he handled everything delicately.
He began raising the collective and twisted the throttle to increase his engine speed. The helicopter lifted off the ground. He moved the cyclic forward ever so gently and he felt the craft shudder as it transitioned from vertical movement to forward movement. He kept gaining altitude, but he was heading straight into the ruins, where he didn’t want to be. He pressed the cyclic to his left and depressed the rudder pedal to make a turn out to sea. He spun almost 180 degrees—more than he wanted, but he was still heading away from the land, which was what he wanted. He pressed the cyclic forward more sharply than he needed to, and the nose of the craft dipped as it moved forward. He increased the throttle and the craft sped out to sea.
Now all he had to do was keep the craft level and look out the windows for any sign of Rook. The latter proved to be more difficult. When he was sure he was further from the shore than Rook could have been tossed, he turned the craft with some difficulty, and started back.
Then he spotted something in the water. He smiled.
“You are seriously hard to kill, Rook.”
The water was splashing slightly around him as Rook swam toward shore. He was much farther south than the beachfront adjacent to the ruins, but Bishop supposed it would be hard for Rook to know exactly where to head, that far out to sea.
Bishop brought the helicopter lower with some dithering. He’d learned that nearly everything he did with the controls needed to be done gently. It wasn’t like driving a car or a motorcycle. It was like driving a car with hypersensitive power steering through an obstacle course, while sending a text message and eating a messy burger without getting any on you.
He moved toward Rook’s position, and hoped the man wouldn’t shoot him out of the sky. He came up behind Rook, and lowered the helicopter to where it was just two feet above the surface of the water. Rook turned in the water to watch him. Then Bishop gently wiggled the cyclic side to side, making the helicopter dance left and right across the water—the only thing he could think of to send a signal to the swimming Rook that he wasn’t a threat.
Bishop could see Rook mouthing the words “What the fuck?”
The windows were tinted though, and Bishop knew Rook couldn’t see who was flying the chopper. He held the bird steady as Rook swam toward him. When Rook grabbed the left side skid, Bishop could feel the helicopter dip slightly toward the water, and he raised the collective just a nudge. Then he waited.
A few seconds later, the passenger side door of the craft opened, and one of Rook’s Desert Eagle hand cannons was pointed in the doorway. Then Rook looked in. His face changed in an instant from hostile to confused.
“When the hell did you learn to fly?” he shouted.
Bishop couldn’t hear him over the rotors, but just smiled. Rook slammed the door shut and strapped himself in. Then he donned a headset, and flicked a transmitter button on the side of it. Bishop raised the collective, and brought the bird up away from the water, as Rook grabbed the second headset and reached across to seat it on Bishop’s head, before flicking it on.
“Thanks for the rescue. I thought I’d break my friggin’ back when that Frankendouche chucked me.”
“How did you survive, man? You we’re flying like a missile.” Bishop brought the helicopter up and pointed it straight at the giant statue on the shore. When he felt the helicopter was roughly the height of the giant’s head, he leveled off.
“You mean other than being the toughest S.O.B. you know? My legs hit first. The armor absorbed a lot of the impact. If I’d landed on my back, I’d be dead. It still felt like being dumped onto concrete from about twenty feet.” Rook leaned forward, looking out the window. “You have a plan beyond saving my ass?”
“There’s a rocket pod on the skid,” Bishop told him. “I was thinking we blow something up.”
“My specialty.” Rook smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Then we can use the chopper to run Ridley down and grind him into chuck.”
Bishop laughed. “Now we have a plan.”
 


 
SIXTY-TWO
North of the Ruins, Carthage
 
Queen watched in amazement as the helicopter approaching from the sea fired a rocket at the Colossus of Rhodes. The rocket raced from one of the skids on the underside of the helicopter, and left a long thin trail of white smoke as it zipped directly for the statue’s immense head.
The detonation was spectacular, spraying rock and metal fragments in all directions. The remaining giant spires on the statue’s crown went flipping end over end in all directions, as giant slabs of stone came raining down all around the ruins.
Queen watched the sky, but none of the debris would reach her. The wind was picking up, and clouds were filling the sky out to sea. The breeze cleared the cloud of smoke hanging over the shoulders of the Colossus.
The statue now had no head.
But it was still moving.
She needed to find Ridley. The arrival of the Forgotten had turned the tide of the ground battle initially, but more of the mercenaries had arrived from the north, and this time they were not startled by the wraiths. The end result was a lot of bodies littered around.
She picked her way past savaged corpses of soldiers and bullet-riddled wraith things with shriveled gray skin and mutated faces. Asya was by her side, but the others had hung back, Knight being mostly a liability in a firefight at this point.
She turned to Asya. “You know what? The hell with this. We need that statue stopped. We need Ridley dead, and we’re too outnumbered on the ground even with the wraiths helping. I want you to go get a vehicle. I don’t care if it’s a school bus, a freight truck, a bulldozer or a friggin tank. Make it big. This skulking around is getting us nowhere. I’m gonna try to find Ridley and stab his black heart.”
Asya nodded curtly, then ran off through the trees, headed for the main road.
Queen slipped off to her right, deeper into the remains of the ruins. She knew Ridley and Seth were holed up somewhere near the northern end of the ruins, but she didn’t know where. She ran through a still-standing archway, and slipped out the other side, hiding behind fragments of stone as she moved. Most of the area was covered in a cloud of dust and fine particulate sand now, but she could still see the Colossus looming above, as its headless form moved up the shore, toward the northern end of the ruins.
When Queen rounded the next corner, she could finally see Richard Ridley.
He was wearing a black jumpsuit and stood atop a round structure at the far northern end of the ruins. Bullets struck the northern side of the structure, causing Ridley to flinch, but he just ducked and ignored them as he commanded the Colossus. The statue continued its steady approach, heading straight toward him.
“Who the hell is that, then?” she asked herself, wondering who was shooting at Ridley. Maybe Deep Blue’s reinforcements are early? she thought.
Didn’t matter, they were taking the heat off of her for the moment. She moved two more walls closer to the round structure, and took aim with her AK-47.
She fired three shots in rapid succession, the third found Ridley’s arm and severed it at the elbow. But there was no blood, and the Colossus was still moving. Then the man’s arm began to grow back.
What the hell?
And then she realized. She wasn’t looking at Richard Ridley. It was Seth acting as his decoy. Seth wasn’t controlling the Colossus at all. He was using the mother tongue to regenerate his body as he was continually peppered with bullets, while somewhere else, hidden, Ridley pulled the strings of the statue. “That’s alright,” she said.
She changed the selector to fully automatic and blasted away at Seth’s head until his body fell off the raised wall. She wanted him dead too. She understood that he might not have actually died, thanks to that damned magic language, but he was out of the game for now.
She made her way toward the water, through the ruins, occasionally coming across a pitched battle between men in camo and mercs in black, or between mercs and wraiths, or some combination of the three. When she saw camo, she went the other way. She didn’t know who the newcomers were, but she suspected they were locals, trying to protect the nearby Presidential Palace. When she came across a straight merc/wraith brawl, she popped as many of the mercs as she could. The wraiths appeared to be losing, perhaps struggling in the sunlight.
Finally reaching the sea side of the ruins, she looked toward the helipad. She saw a tennis court, a few trees, and crouched down by the trees—Richard Ridley. He was looking up as he directed the Colossus toward the group of camo-clad soldiers closing in on Seth’s location.
I got you now, you son of a bitch.
She raised her rifle, only to have her position peppered with bullets from the ruins to her left. She dropped to the ground, and rolled in the sand, trying to take cover behind a nearby rock. She could see a literal swarm of black-clad men emerging from the ruins. These weren’t mercenaries, they were a private army. Bullets rained down all around her, punching divots in the sand until one of the shots found her calf.
She cried out, as the bullet found its way between her armored plates. Blood oozed warmly over her skin.
She curled into a fetal position and began removing the armor on her calf to get at the wound. When the plates and foam pieces were off, she used her knife to slice open her black BDU pants leg. The wound was mostly into meat in the back of her calf, and she didn’t think any bone had been hit.
She shredded the pants with the blade of the knife, and then cut a thin strip, that she shoved into the hole in her calf, pushing it in with her pinky finger and wincing and grinding her teeth the whole time. Finally, she wrapped another strip around the wounded leg and tied it off.
When she looked back up, with her knife in hand, she saw a mercenary standing over her, his rifle pointed at her head. He had a full beard, and the sleeves of his BDU jacket had been rolled up sloppily. One of his arms was covered in dried blood.
She pulled her knife arm back, prepared to throw the blade up at the man. He stepped back and brought the AK-47’s stock tightly into his shoulder and aimed.
She threw the knife, and as a buzzing sound filled her ears, the man squeezed the trigger of the rifle, unleashing a torrent of bullets.
 


 
SIXTY-THREE
Tennis Court, Carthage Ruins
 
Richard Ridley watched the nearby exchange with great interest. He had seen his mercenaries flooding out of the ruins, and had then spotted Queen on the beach, closing in.
He smiled when his soldiers arrived and pinned her down. Smiled wider when they shot her leg. She was pinned, and nothing was going to save her.
Then he heard the buzzing noise, out of place in the seaside battle. He looked further down the beach. A man on a motorcycle—a dirt bike really—raced toward Queen. A hooded cape billowed out behind him and concealed his face. He was large and brawny, and dressed all in black. As the man approached the mercenaries that had pinned Queen, he pulled a katana from a sheath on his back, under the cape. Somehow the man maintained his hold on the bike at that speed, with just one hand.
But the most staggering thing about this man was what came in his wake. Wraiths. Hundreds more. They kept pace with the speeding motorcycle, but suddenly broke away and headed for Ridley’s army.
Then everything happened at once.
Queen threw her knife at the mercenary above her. The man fired, but missed as the stranger on the dirt bike ripped past, the blade of his sword slicing neatly through the mercenary’s neck, toppling his head into the sand a full two yards past Queen’s body.
The rider continued straight past...and headed directly for Ridley as a tidal wave of wraiths poured out of the ruins.
Ridley had thought there were a lot of the hideous creatures before, when they had attacked his men, but now there were too many to count, leaping, clawing, climbing and clinging to every surface. They ripped into the mercenaries on the beach, and Ridley saw limbs start to fly. The mercenaries fought back, but it was a hopeless situation. They would be quickly overrun by the wraiths. Ridley could see it clearly. He quickly began chanting a healing mantra.
The man on the dirt bike arrived a moment later, leaping off the speeding vehicle. He landed on his feet in a crouch, with the blade extended horizontal to the ground. The bike continued for a few yards and then crashed spectacularly, flipping end over end until it came to a halt against some trees.
“Waste of a perfectly good bike,” Ridley said. He knew who he was facing. The man’s long hair and brawn, plus the arrival of the cloaked, gray-skinned creatures was a dead giveaway. Somehow, the damned Greek had survived.
The man stood slowly, facing Ridley. Only the bottom of his beard could be seen under the long hood on his cloak, but his muscled forearms rippled with menace. Good, Ridley thought. I’ve wanted this for a long time.
The cloaked man came in fast, swinging the katana. Ridley stepped inside the swing and blocked it with his left arm, still mumbling his chant in the mother tongue. He punched hard with his right hand, the knuckles of his fingers extended to strike his opponent’s throat.
The strike was lightning fast, but the man dipped his chin at the last second, and stepped back.
That’s right, I can fight.
Ridley was glad he had invested the time in studying the Krav Maga now. The Israeli martial art was based on real street-combat techniques designed to incapacitate or kill the opponent as quickly as possibly. Ridley had had no need of studying katas and dance moves. He wanted a martial art that could kill quickly and efficiently. Krav Maga was just that. But his opponent was incredibly fast. Possibly trained in the same techniques. This would be a fight.
The Greek circled Ridley slowly, keeping his head low, and the sword well out to the side, which seemed like a foolish place for it. Under normal circumstances, a blade was a threat, but while Ridley chanted the mother tongue, he would heal from any wound. Well, nearly any wound. If he takes my head off like he did to that mercenary...
Ridley vowed that wouldn’t happen. He rushed in, kicking down at his opponent’s inner leg and punching out for the face under the hood. He would go for the eyes and the nose. Then the throat again, then the groin with a knee. He envisioned the movements as he was in motion.
But the man spun in a tight circle, bringing the blade in and slicing Ridley across the stomach. He could feel the blade tear into him, slicing through the zipper of the jumpsuit, and chewing its way through all the layers of his skin. But he ignored the pain and followed through with his plan. His fist hit the back of the man’s head, just as his mumbling made his skin lining seal up before it spilled his stomach onto the ground. The itch would be maddening if he wasn’t so focused on his next moves. His foot came down in between the spinning man’s legs. He missed his intended target, but his leg now tangled the other man’s. They fell together. On the journey down, he launched his other leg, solidly connecting with the other man’s groin from behind.
Before they hit the ground, the man threw an elbow around, continuing his spin. The bone connected squarely with Ridley’s nose. He felt his cartilage snap and blood spray out of his face and back through his nasal passage, filling his mouth with a copper tang. As they hit the sandy ground under the tree, the man remained in motion, head-butting Ridley, and then rolling out of reach.
Ridley twisted around and got to his feet in a crouch. His mouth still mumbling, the wound on his stomach was nearly healed. The Greek was on his feet too, his blade lost and now lying within Ridley’s grasp. The tenets of Krav Maga suggested he pick up the blade and use it to end the fight quickly, but he had suffered for too long at the hands of the Greek, when he was in those cages.
No, he would prolong the fight and take pleasure out of every strike he landed.
The Greek stood up slowly to his full height. He undid the cloak’s button at his neck, and pulled it away. His hair—both on his head and his beard—was long, black and a bit messy.
The hair wasn’t exactly how Ridley remembered it, but a more glaring inconsistency held his attention.
This man did not have the Greek’s eyes.
“You’re not Alexander Diotrephes,” Ridley said.
The man shook his head. “You’re going to wish I was. He’d go easier on you.”
Ridley’s eyes widened. He recognized the voice.
Then the two men ran at each other.
 


 
SIXTY-FOUR
The Beach, Carthage
 
Chaos surrounded Queen.
The newcomer raced past on his dirt bike, lopping off her would be murderer’s head. Queen struggled to her feet, her leg driving bolts of pain straight through to her brain. But she ignored the agony and rushed at the two mercs nearest to her. She tore their throats out with her hands.
The motocross man was fighting Ridley. Hundreds of wraiths streamed out of the ruins, attacking the newly arrived army. Bullets cut through the air in every direction. A thick choking smoke roiled through the atmosphere. Wraiths leapt like killer monkeys, bounding over the rubble before landing on the shoulders of men who suddenly shrieked at the hideous touch of the creatures leeching their blood away.
But the wraiths never turned on her. For whatever reason, the creatures were here as allies. And she welcomed the fuck out of them.
Queen picked up a rifle and started shooting down mercs. She stopped firing entirely when she saw Knight approaching from the far side of the ruins along with Peter and Lynn. They were all armed with stolen mercenary rifles. She didn’t want to risk hitting them in a crossfire.
“Knight, you read?” she said into her mic.
“I thought it would be just mop up at this point,” Knight replied.
“Things didn’t go exactly as planned,” she said.
Just then the helicopter came ripping by overhead. Rook hung upside down from one of the skids, his legs locked over the bar and a shit-eating grin on his face. In each hand he held a Magnum Desert Eagle .50-caliber pistol. Each pull of the trigger dropped another of the mercenaries, who were too busy worrying about wraiths to think about a danger from above.
“Eat it, Jockey-Stains!” he shouted over their communications channel.
The big guns pounded the air, boom, boom, boom.
“Who the hell is flying the chopper?” Queen asked.
Knight replied. “Bishop’s been taking lessons.”
The helicopter wobbled and then took a long sweeping turn around the stationary Colossus, before wobbling again on the other side of the statue, almost hitting it, spinning around in a circle, and then moving sideways, facing the wrong way.
“I’m gonna guess not too many lessons yet,” Queen said.
“Not sure he knows how to land,” Knight chuckled.
Queen fired off a few more shots at the mercenaries, but it was apparent the wraiths would win this battle now.
Fresh gunfire erupted from the far side of Colossus. The camouflaged soldiers were firing on the wraiths with a heavy machine gun. Suddenly the shots from Rook’s handguns sounded quieter. Someone fired an RPG into the mess. Queen dove for the sand of the beach again.
The rocket smashed into one of the last upright walls of the ruins, spaying wraith and mercenary guts alike in different directions.
With a shriek of tires, a huge blue Mercedes truck came roaring over the dirt road behind the camo soldiers, scattering them to the left and the right, as it came barreling through and loudly honking its horn.
It left the road and bounded over the ruins, running over wraith and mercenary alike.
The camo soldiers redirected their fire on the rear of the covered heavy truck, but their small arms fire did little to deter it. Even if they could get the .50 cal on it, they’re not going to stop her now.
Asya looked small through the windshield of the massive truck, as it bounced high over the rocky rubble, more in the process of crashing than driving over things. The truck had arrived so suddenly that it looked out of control, but Queen knew exactly what the feisty little Russian was planning. Smart Girl. She’s going to ram it.
Just before the blue truck crashed into the leg of the Colossus, Asya threw herself out of the driver’s side door. The truck, without its driver, swerved sharply to the side and looked like it would miss. But then the right front wheel caught on a solid piece of rubble and the back side of the truck lifted into the air.
The truck flipped and smashed into the lower calf of the statue’s leg. The truck ripped the lower leg of the statue clean off, and then tumbled further into the ruins, flipping and rolling.
Unbalanced, the Colossus toppled over, slowly falling toward where Ridley and the thickly bearded man were still fighting.
Gunfire forced Queen to hobble back down the beach, trying to get away from the camo-soldiers and the Colossus’s impact zone.
Just then the helicopter came screaming overhead, Rook now clinging to the skid with one arm and bleeding from the other. The bird was streaming smoke, and it looked like Bishop was going to crash into the sea. As soon as the helicopter was over the water, Rook let go of his skid and dropped about thirty feet, sending up a big splash. At less than twenty feet over the surface of the water, Bishop banked the craft hard to the left and dove out the right side door, the spinning blades missing his ankles by what looked like inches. The helicopter crashed into the water just as a rocket streamed in and slammed into the chopper, sending parts of the white metal skin high into the sky, amid a gurgling roiling ball of orange flame and black smoke.
Queen looked up at the falling Colossus, and back to the combatants locked in a furious fist-fight under the trees near the tennis court. Then she recognized the stranger’s fighting style and skidded to a stop.
“It can’t be,” she said.
The man seemed to sense her attention. He turned toward her for a moment. He was far away, but beyond the beard and the hair, she knew she was looking at Jack Sigler, back from the dead and commanding an army of wraiths.
Then the mighty headless Colossus slammed into the ground, flattening him and Ridley, and sending up a plume of sand and dust so thick that Queen couldn’t see anymore. The thunder from the impact nearly ruptured her eardrums, and the shockwave knocked her down onto her back.
“Queen, are you alright?” Knight was asking in hear ear.
Queen closed her eyes. She could still see his face, but it wasn’t possible. Not only had Asya seen him die, but he didn’t just grow his hair and beard that long overnight. She shook her head. “I’m just going to lie here for a while. I need to bleed for a bit.”
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Queen lay in the sand, listening to the wraiths tear the last of the mercenaries apart to her left in the ruins. The Tunisian forces had stopped firing and were in full retreat. She couldn’t see any of them on the fringes of the battle anymore. She suspected she knew the reason for that.
“Deep Blue,” she coughed a few times to clear her throat. “You read me?”
“Go ahead, Queen.”
“You behind the withdrawal of the Tunisian forces?” she asked.
“Yes, but there will be some big hell to pay later. The President is shitting bricks, and the bricks are building pyramids. I still don’t have eyes on you. Give me a sit-rep.”
“Sure, why not? I’m just relaxing on the beach.”
“Not exactly the time for sarcasm,” Deep Blue said.
“Wasn’t kidding. I am actually lying on the beach. Leg is shot to hell. What else? Ridley turned the Colossus of Rhodes into a golem. It kicked our asses, then fell over. Pawn did that. Crashed a truck into the golem’s leg. She might be dead. Bishop and Rook crashed into the sea in a helicopter that blew up. They might be dead. There’s an army of Alexander’s wraiths killing the last of the mercenary forces. I think Ridley got squashed, but I can’t confirm it. Seth took a few rounds to the head, but was doing his healing thing, so who knows? I haven’t heard back from Knight—he’s got some broken ribs.”
“My God. Anything else I should know?”
“I saw King.”
“His body?”
“Going toe-to-toe with Ridley before the Colossus dropped on top of them.”
Just then a single shot rang out loudly, cutting through the silence that followed the battle. The sound sent a jolt through her body. She sat up quickly.
“Be right back, Blue.”
“Wait! Queen—” she switched channels.
“Knight?” she asked into her microphone.
She heard another single shot. And then another.
“It’s me,” he said in her ear. “Seth is alive. About a hundred yards out from me. I keep shooting him, but he keeps getting back up. If I can’t take off his jaw, I’m not sure I can keep him down while he’s whispering that mother tongue crap.” Queen heard another single shot.
“Try to keep him incapacitated. Where are you?”
“Northwest corner of the ruins. Better hurry. I’m running out of bullets and I’m not going anywhere fast.”
She heard another shot echo through the ruins, as the smoke and dust started to clear. The wind was picking up fast now. The sun slid behind a wall of dark storm clouds coming in from the water. She struggled back to her feet and saw wraiths zipping into the ruins and away from the shore—there were no more mercenaries standing. The field in front of the shattered bits of history was strewn with bodies and parts of bodies—more parts than full corpses. She staggered over the first few arms and legs she saw, not wanting to step on the dead. But there were too many of them. She gave up and just started walking on whatever was underfoot, heading toward the ruins, armed only with her knife. She could bend down and pick up any number of rifles, but it seemed like too much work. Right now she was having trouble walking. The pain shooting up her leg with each step on her damaged calf was excruciating. But there were priorities. She needed to get to Knight and help him keep Seth down. She wanted no loose ends this time.
She tried to reach Rook and Bishop to no avail. It was down to her. So she fought against the pain in her leg and clutched the knife tightly in her hand. If Seth was still down when she got there, she’d cut his head off. That would keep the little pecker from regenerating.
As she stumbled past a three foot high wall of stone, she saw someone coming toward her through the dust. She crouched, ready to deal death if whoever was coming was another hostile.
Once she got to the ground though, she realized she wouldn’t be getting back up. She was done. Her leg felt like it was on fire, and she was having trouble staying awake.
“Queen, are you alright?” It was Peter. He knelt in front of her. Lynn stood behind him, helping Asya stand. Asya had blood streaming down her face. Lynn looked pretty banged up too.
Queen reached out the knife to Peter. “Knight. Northwest ruins. Needs help now.” Another shot rang out. “Go.”
Peter didn’t question. He just took the knife and started running through the ruins.
Lynn brought Asya limping over and gently lowered her to the ground next to Queen. Then Lynn sat down next to them, breathing hard.
The three women didn’t say a word to each other. They just watched as the dust parted and settled, blown by the increasingly wild winds of the storm. The view to the beach cleared, revealing two figures emerging from the water. Bishop and Rook. They headed up the beach toward Queen’s position. Bishop looked fine besides a small limp. He was barefoot, and bare-chested, wearing only his black BDU trousers. Rook’s arm was coated in fresh blood. He was wearing only leg armor, his chest now bare also, his shirt tied over his shoulder as a makeshift tourniquet.
They walked up to the women, and sat wordlessly on the ground next to the ladies.
The shooting stopped.
Queen toggled her com. “Knight?”
“Seth is down. Won’t be getting back up. Peter and I are on our way to you.”
“Knight okay?” Rook asked her.
“He’ll live. They’ll be here in a minute. Nice swim?”
“Brisk,” Bishop said.
They lapsed into silence, all of them just breathing hard.
She turned at the sound of a grunt coming from the Colossus, which was hidden by slowly settling dust. There was a thunk, but then much closer, the sound of footsteps. From behind. Queen turned to see Peter helping Knight walk. Peter was covered in blood.
“It’s not mine,” he said to Lynn, before she could ask.
He plopped onto the sandy ground next to his wife.
Knight leaned down, and inhaled sharply. Then he lowered himself to the ground with the group.
“Seth?” Queen asked him.
“Papa Sigler dropped a big rock on his head,” Knight said.
Queen looked at the blood covering King’s father.
He glanced down at himself. “It was more of a column. And it rolled, more than fell.”
Queen squinted at the red covering Peter. “He bled?”
Knight nodded. “Looks like Ridley got one of them right, or maybe it was the healing mantra he was using over and over. But at the end, when he saw the blood, he looked just as surprised as us. Hate to say it, but he died with a smile on his face.”
While the others watched the storm coming in, Queen watched as the dust cloud still concealing the Colossus slowly melted away. She wondered how she was going to tell them she’d seen King again, and then considered not telling them at all. He’d suffered the same fate as Ridley. Why make them relive his passing?
A distant grunt followed by a wet slap tickled her ear.
She looked to Rook. He heard it too.
“What is that?” he asked. “Survivor?”
The clouds finally reached them and the bottom suddenly fell out of the sky. The rain came down in huge cold globules. Queen never would have guessed that the rain could be so cold with the temperature so warm. They were quickly soaked, but no one made a move to find shelter from the torrential downpour. None of them had the strength.
Queen heard the clapping noise again, and looked back to the Colossus. The rain dissipated the last of the dust cloud. She could see the immense headless statue on the ground.
Standing on its chest, still beating the shit out of each other, were Ridley and the man she thought might be King.
“Oh, wow,” she said. She struggled to her feet. The others all turned to see what she was talking about.
Ridley head-butted his opponent, but the man recovered quickly, pulling back and then launching into a spinning kick that connected with Ridley’s head. Ridley rolled with the impact, bringing the back of his fist into the other man’s throat. Instead of recoiling from the blow, the man pulled in tighter, jabbing a thumb into Ridley’s left eye socket.
Ridley grunted and pulled his head back, the thumb sliding out in a bloody mess. The rain spraying from the sky washed the blood down his face. Then the eye was back, whole again. His mouth never stopped moving, mumbling all the while he was in motion.
The two combatants flowed around each other in a ballet of violence. Elbows flew, kicks snapped, punches twisted through the air. For each strike made by either man, another rapidly followed by his opponent. Both men were covered in blood that washed down their bodies in the rainwater. Neither man slowed. Ridley reached in and gouged out the flesh of his opponent’s throat. The man didn’t pause. Barely noticed. He threw an uppercut into Ridley’s solar plexus, then hooked his fingers into Ridley’s nose, ripping the skin.
Ridley’s face was already healing, and the torn nostrils didn’t slow him. He used a forearm smash to hit his opponent in the face, but the man took the strike and bought up a knee, slamming it into Ridley’s kidney. As he turned, Queen saw the man’s throat looked fine.
The grunting and thunking noises of the two opponents beating on each other was the only sound besides the falling rain.
“Should we stop them?” Lynn asked softly.
“How?” Rook said.
Just then the dark-haired man caught Ridley’s forearm and twisted while thrusting with an open palm strike. The group heard Ridley’s bone break, and saw the jagged end of a shattered Ulna bone rip through the flesh in a bloody spurt. Ridley leapt up, driving a knee into his opponent’s chin. The bone jerked sideways with a loud pop, as the man’s jaw broke. And then unbroke. He retaliated with a double punch, straight ahead, hitting Ridley’s momentarily unprotected throat, as the man landed from his kick. Ridley staggered back a step, before launching a deadly kick at his opponent’s chest. The man slipped backward and started to spin, but he lost his footing. The chest of the statue on which they stood had become slick with blood and rain. His foot went out behind him, as he face planted into the statue, then he flipped backward and rolled off the other side of the Colossus.
Ridley raised his arms and started chanting, his voice rumbling over the rain. At his feet, the giant statue’s chest bubbled and boiled up. The surface broke, spewing rocks and pebbles like a miniature volcano. The almost liquid flow of rubble carried a small wooden chest up and out of the torso of the statue, and deposited it at Ridley’s feet. The box was a dark wood with stripes of glinting metal.
Ridley bent and picked up the box. He held it reverently. Then he lifted it up to the sky, as if it were an offering, and he began chanting again.
This time, the Colossus stirred. It tried to sit up, but without a head or a leg, and missing half an arm, it was unable. Ridley looked across the ruins, and began chanting again.
Queen heard rumbling from the stone behind her in the ruins.
Then she heard a voice that left no room for doubt. “Ridley! Put the box down. I’m not done with you yet!”
The man she knew was King climbed back up onto the chest of the Colossus from where he had fallen. He was once again holding the sword.
Ridley turned to King and smiled.
“Nor am I done with you.”
He held the box in front of him and began to open it.
Queen willed King to attack, to finish the fight. She couldn’t explain how he was alive or why he looked so different, but this was King, and she knew what he could do—and that he’d been holding back.
But instead, he just stood there.
Waiting.
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Ridley didn’t mess around with trying to figure out the latching mechanism. He used the mother tongue to undo the lock and opened the fabled Chest of Adoon.
The chest hissed as its airtight seal was broken and the lid came up. Accompanying the hiss was a loud ping as a curved piece of metal spun into the air. Ridley followed the spinning metal with his eyes and then looked down. His forehead furrowed.
Then his face, his hands and the chest were erased in a concussive explosion.
Ridley’s headless torso crumpled to the Colossus’s chest. Without his genetic ability to regenerate and no face with which to utter the language of God, he wouldn’t be coming back. Ever.
King stepped up next to the corpse, and he saw the mangled head lying nearby. He reached down the front of his shirt to a leather band he wore as a necklace. He had worn it around his neck for so long, that most days he forgot it was there. Some years he had worn it on a gold chain, and at other times, he had worn it on a string, but the pendant on the necklace was always the same. A reminder of things to come. Of this very moment.
The safety pin for the grenade he had planted in the box, back in 799 BC. He had taken care of and polished the pin for centuries, and when the metal was starting to give way from age, he had had it coated in silver, and years later in stainless steel. He held it up now on the end of the brown leather cord, and dangled it over his enemy’s body. He wasn’t sure the grenade would work after all these years in Alexander’s airtight box, but if it hadn’t, he had been prepared to use the sword.
He dropped the pin, the reminder having served its purpose.
As the rain pelted the back of his head, he turned and saw the group of people staring at him.
Queen was bleeding from a tourniquet-covered leg. Rook was favoring a wrapped shoulder. Bishop looked exhausted. Knight was coated in blood and clutching his chest with one arm. Ribs, King thought. Asya had cuts on her head and was holding a cloth to the side of her face. His parents were there too. They both looked like they had been dragged through an abattoir, but they appeared mostly unharmed. Besides being wet from the rain, every one of them had one thing in common.
They all stood with their mouths hanging open in absolute shock, staring at him.
He slid down the side of the Colossus, and dropped to the ground below. It was a thirty foot drop, but he took it with ease, absorbing the shock with bent legs. Feeling no lingering pain from his battle, he stepped over to his friends and family.
“Sorry I was late,” he said, but the joke was lost as his voice became shaky. He had done and seen things few people would believe. He’d witnessed the rise and fall of nations and empires, and he had played a hand in some of it. He had watched civilizations grow, had seen humanity rise from the ashes again and again. But none of that compared to this moment.
He had watched his team over the years. Watched his naïve younger self, too. On several occasions, it took all of his strength to not get involved. To let things play out as they had. But he’d managed to never once interfere in their lives. Because of that, this was the first time in over 2800 years that he had stood, face-to-face with these people. And it nearly broke him.
His mother saw the pain in his eyes first, and whether or not she understood it, she threw her arms around him, not just hugging him but keeping him on his feet. Peter was there next, then Asya and the others. King shook with sobs, the mental walls that had kept him strong through millennia crashing down.
As King calmed and the group began separating, Rook whispered, “King...”
King looked up at his old friend.
“That was the coolest friggin’ thing I have ever seen in my life.”
King laughed and wiped the tears from his eyes. “There has never been another man like you, Rook.”
“I don’t know about never,” Rook said.
King grinned. “Pretty sure.”
Asya stepped up to King. “I saw you die when Alexander’s machine exploded.”
King shook his head. “I’ve died many times, but that wasn’t one of them.”
Lynn placed her hand against the side of his beard. She looked into his eyes. She was seeing things only a mother could. “You’ve been gone a long time.”
He nodded. “It’s a long story.”
“We have time,” Peter said.
“It’s a very long story.” King smiled and pointed to the sky where the VTOL Crescent II descended toward them. “And I would really like to see my daughter and the woman I’m going to marry.”
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A solitary set of feet pounded the dry soil, barely filling the air with the sound of a soldier on the march. But this man was not a simple soldier. Not any longer. Now he was something much, much more.
He marched without cease, without pause for food, water or rest, across the arid, lifeless Nazca plains. When the man finally stopped in the shade of a tall hill, he turned and cast a cool gaze back the way he had come.
His sweat-dampened, long dark hair clung to his forehead, but the man paid it no heed. Nor did he wipe away the beads of sweat rolling into his eyes. The woven sack he carried hung lifeless at his side, so still and bland that anyone watching the man might not even see it. And the contents might as well be air. There was no one left who would mourn the object’s passing.
He dropped the shovel he carried down onto the ground, and then he tossed the sack down. Upon striking the hot, dry earth, the sack rolled and came to a lazy stop. A cloud of dry dust rose and then clung to the fabric as though the desert were already trying to claim it.
King looked at his single piece of baggage, which contained the shattered head of Richard Ridley. They’d taken it with them from Carthage, just in case. But it never regenerated and showed normal signs of decay. Deep Blue had wanted to incinerate the remains, but King insisted on a burial.
This burial.
It was...cathartic.
As he stood there, shovel in hand, he thought back on the past month. His reunion with Sara had shaken him. All of his long forgotten memories—the way her eyes looked in the sun, the smell of her hair, her lopsided smile, and so many other details he’d taken for granted—came back in a rush. She’d been confused by his tears and weak legs, but a quick explanation coupled with his long hair and beard had helped her to quickly understand. She was shocked and amazed that he had waited so long for her...and he had waited. 2,812 years of celibacy. The only descendants of Jack Sigler roaming the world would be the ones he created with her.
Seeing Fiona was harder. He’d fallen to his knees in the parking lot of her school. Sensing his heartbreak, she’d run to him and hugged him tight. She didn’t ask about the beard or the hair, she’d simply said, “It finally happened.”
Apparently, she’d seen her rescuer in Siletz and had always known it was King...but a different King, the one with long hair and a beard. She handled the explanation better than everyone else and made him promise to regale her with stories from history. She also made him take her out of the boarding school. He agreed before she finished asking, vowing to spend as much time with her and Sara as humanly possible.
Once everyone had been gathered at the base in New Hampshire, he’d told his friends and family an abbreviated version of his story, and they had been dumbfounded by the magnitude of it. King explained how he had placed the grenade in the ‘Chest of Adoon’ instead of leaving it empty, and how Alexander had told him that he eventually arranged for the relocation of the Colossus of Rhodes to Tunisia, where he had once hoped to build a small fortress. The fortress never happened. He’d treated the statue with a special solution to prevent corrosion and left it along the shore, underwater, where only he would be able to retrieve it. Later, he hid the Chest of Adoon inside the chest of the Colossus. He thought it was clever. But only King had known the joke, and the Chest was never recovered, or opened, again. Until Ridley got it.
King remained in New Hampshire for a month, reuniting with his family and watching over his mending friends while the team’s scientists studied Ridley’s remains and ensured he was, without a doubt, not coming back. Not that anyone was going anywhere. The geopolitical backlash to the events in Carthage, which no one could find a reasonable explanation for, threatened to expose them. So they stayed silent. Waited for the world’s hackles to lower. And finally, Domenick Boucher, head of the CIA and one of the few people who knew Endgame existed, gave them the all-clear. Tensions had eased and a terrorist group was blamed for simultaneously releasing a hallucinogenic gas and detonating several bombs in Tunisia. The governments of several nations knew that was not the truth, but not one of them wanted to tell the world that the 300-foot tall Colossus of Rhodes had come to life and attacked the city. Bodies were disposed of. Videos were destroyed. Rumors were started and evidence was planted.
As soon as the all-clear had been given, King had taken Ridley’s remains and jetted to Nazca, Peru—where it all began—courtesy of Crescent II. The flight took just hours, and no one would be the wiser.
He stared down at the sack again, then looked at his watch. Crescent II was a stealth vehicle, but the Nazca plains sported more airborne tourists than anywhere else in the world. It was the only way to really see the giant geoglyphs carved into the desert by the ancient Nazcans and the occasional Greek demigod. He had an hour and a half before the first scheduled flight passed overhead.
He lifted the shovel and set to work, digging out the entrance to the cave his friend George Pierce had discovered under the massive stone, years ago. The memory was dim for King, but he knew it had happened for George only a few years back.
When the entrance to the cave, where King himself had once been trapped, was clear, he unceremoniously chucked the head into the cave, watching as it rolled along in its burlap.
He started filling in the entrance. Before the digging was done, he tossed the shovel itself into the tunnel and finished the work by hand. When he was done, he pulled a small hammer and a chisel from his belt and went to work on the side of the hot stone.
The symbol was simple, but he wanted it to be large. Large enough to be seen by anyone else that should come along in the next several hundred years. He carved it deep into the side of the stone, then he walked to the other side of the rock where Pierce had discovered the other carving, left centuries ago, by Alexander. The letters were in ancient Greek and the transcription read:
 
“Here is buried the beast most foul... Fire and sword did sever the head immortal, forever entombed beneath sand and stone. Be warned all who read these words. Heed the screaming guards within and keep dry the earth lest you wake the monster and taste its mighty vengeance.”
 
King went to work with the chisel again, destroying Alexander’s message, which had withstood the ravages of time thanks to the lack of weather on the plains. When the stone was completely smooth, he walked back to his side of the stone, and looked at the symbol he had carved, five feet tall.
He had never used the symbol before, but since Alexander—the first pillar in the Herculean Society’s insignia—was now gone from the Earth for good, it seemed fitting to start a new legacy. The Herculean Society and its wraith protectors served King now, and he wanted the new symbol to be familiar to them, but to reflect a change in the guard. It was simple and would be easily recognizable to speakers of all languages around the world and through the ages. Over the following years, leaders and governments would come to know the symbol, and what it meant.
Danger.
Stay away.
You don’t want any part of this.
They would learn to trust the symbol, and that ignoring its warning led to peril. The Herculean Society symbol had worked in the same way over the ages. It wasn’t known to all countries throughout history. Its meaning was lost and found as power shifted between nations and continents. Not every president understood it as a warning, including Tom Duncan, but they usually learned, often the hard way. Where the Herculean Society symbol was found, strange and deadly danger awaited. And whatever it was, someone else was handling it. Someone who knew better.
The symbol was the reason the Bermuda Triangle was still largely unexplored and unexplained. It was the reason the Russians still kept people away from Krasnoyarsk Krai, where the Tunguska comet had detonated. It was the reason no one would ever know what really happened to Roanoke.
King stepped back and looked at his new symbol. It was similar enough to the original that those who recognized the Herculean Society symbol might recognize the authority of the new.


It was crude, but it would do.
He turned and started walking away from the giant boulder that covered the cave. There was just one more thing to do.
He had lived an incredibly long life, impervious to harm. He almost couldn’t remember what it had been like to be afraid of death or to know that an injury could be permanent. In a way, he couldn’t remember what it felt like to be human.
King reached into the small pouch on his belt and removed an auto injector. It was similar to the serum the team had used on the Ridleys to rob them of their Hydra-induced regenerative abilities. But King’s version of the serum had started off as a potion Alexander had left for him in a Herculean Society base in Greenland. King had ordered some of his scientists working for the Society to analyze it and make small adjustments to it. If he injected it into himself, it would once again alter his DNA. It would remove the regenerative abilities Alexander had granted him by slipping herbs into his tea all those years ago. It would also remove his immortality.
He had lived a long, long time. He was ready to settle down with his family—his fiancée and his adopted daughter. He was ready to live a normal lifespan, and when the time came, he was ready to die.
He placed the injector against his skin, the metal warm from the hot sun beating down on him for the last several hours. He looked at the metal around the glass vial as it glinted in the sun. Over 2800 years. He wondered if he would still have the memories and experiences of those years, once his genetic code was rewritten, or whether, like his healing abilities, all that would fade as well.
He activated the high-pressure injector, and then it snapped loudly, driving the serum into his body. He expected to feel something, even though his techs had told him he would not.
All he felt was the slight sting on his arm from where the needle had punctured his skin. He removed the injector and looked at his arm. The needle hole oozed a tiny drop of blood. He wiped it away with his finger, and noted that the puncture wound had not closed up instantly as it would have in the past.
Easy come, easy go.
King looked up at the sky. It would be late afternoon in New Hampshire now. He pulled out a black satellite phone and called home. It took some rings and digital clicks, but the call went through.
“It’s done,” he said, when Deep Blue answered. “I am officially younger than you again.”
“Not really,” Deep Blue said.
“You know what I mean,” King replied.
Deep Blue chuckled. “Then you won’t mind if I start bossing you around again?”
King smiled. A mission was coming. “Where do you want me?”
“Home,” Deep Blue said. “Just come home.”
“Copy that,” King said. “I’ll be there for supper.”
As he hung up the phone, a high pitched whistle turned him around.
Rook stood at the top of the hill, lowering his hands. Beside him stood Queen, Bishop and Knight. And they weren’t alone. George Pierce, Sara, Fiona, Asya and his parents had all made the trip with him. A trip to say goodbye to the past and to welcome home their future.
Rook, however, had a few more words to say. He cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted down the hill, “That is the shittiest ‘K’ I have ever seen!”
King laughed and started up the hill as Fiona raced down to meet him.
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DESCRIPTION:
Jon Hudson, lead investigator for the Department of Homeland Security's Fusion Center-P, thinks his job is a joke. While other Fusion Centers focus on thwarting terrorist activity, Hudson's division is tasked with handling paranormal threats to national security, of which there have been zero during his years at the DHS. When yet another Sasquatch sighting leads to a research facility disguised as an abandoned Nike missile site in the back woods of Maine, Hudson's job becomes deadly serious.
  
Hudson and the local Sherriff, Ashley Collins, suddenly find themselves on the run from a ruthless ex-Special Forces security team, but the human threat is short-lived as something very much not-human destroys the facility and heads for civilization, leaving only a single clue behind--a name scrawled in blood: Nemesis. Working with his team at Fusion Center-P, Sherriff Collins and a surly helicopter pilot named Woodstock, Hudson pursues the creature known as Nemesis, attempts to uncover the corporate secrets behind its creation and accidental release and tries to comprehend why several clues lead to a murdered little girl named Maigo.
  
But as the body-count explodes, along with the monster's size, it quickly becomes clear that nothing short of a full military response can slow Nemesis's progress. Coordinating with every branch of the U.S. military, Hudson simultaneously searches for clues about Nemesis's origins and motivations, and leads the counterattack that will hopefully stop the monster before it reaches Boston and its one million residents.
  
Witness the birth of a legend as Jeremy Robinson, bestselling author of SecondWorld and Ragnarok, combines the pacing of Matthew Reilly with the mystery of James Rollins and creates the first iconic American Kaiju* story since King Kong. Includes original creature designs by legendary Godzilla artist, Matt Frank.
  
*Kaiju is Japanese for "strange beast." The genre includes classic monsters such as Godzilla, Gamera, Mothra, Rodan and King Ghidorah. 
  
  
1
Now
 
"You have got to be kidding me!" I shout to myself when Def Leppard's Pour Some Sugar on Me blares from my pickup truck's feeble speakers. If the flashback to my childhood wasn't bad enough, every thump of the bass drum releases a grating rattle. Whoever owned the beat up, faded red Chevy S-10 before me blew nearly every speaker. Probably some teenager. Man, I'd like to punch that kid in the face. Of course, right now I'd like to punch every radio DJ within a hundred miles, too.
I tap the radio's "seek" button. Boston. More than a Feeling.
Again. Jane's Addiction. Pets.
One more time. Aerosmith. Love in an Elevator.
I punch, literally punch, the radio's power button, but all I manage to do is spin the volume up. Steven Tyler howls in my ear. The vibrating speakers make him sound like a smoker with an artificial voice box. I tap the button more carefully, despite the racket, and silence fills the cab once more.
My neck cracks as I roll it, releasing my music-induced tension. "Welcome to Maine," I say, doing my best DJ impression, "home of the seventies, eighties, nineties, and...that's it."
I should probably invest in a new stereo system someday. Hell, I should probably buy a car with anti-lock brakes, eighteen airbags and all the other things most people care about. But that would require an effort beyond my actual desire to replace Betty.
Yeah, I named my truck. Betty was the name of my first girlfriend. Like this truck, she had a grating voice and a high maintenance personality. Despite girlfriend-Betty being easier on the eyes, I stayed with her for only six months. Pickup truck-Betty talks less. And doesn't complain when I turn her on. We've been together for going on five years now, and even though she's rough around the edges, she's just about the only thing in my life that makes any sense.
I glance in the rearview. The road behind me is as empty as the road ahead. I catch a glimpse of my face in the mirror and shake my head. I don't look like a DHS agent. DHS—Department of Homeland Security. Most of the people working for the DHS are straight-shooting, tight-ass suits. An inordinate percentage of the men have mustaches, like they're 70s porn stars or 1900s Englishmen ready to engage in some old fashioned fisticuffs.
Of course, I am sporting the beginning of a beard myself, but that's less of a style choice and more of a result of my ancient shaver, pilfered from my father when I moved out ten years ago, crapping out a week ago. I think it looks good, but if any of my superiors saw it, I'd probably get a good talking to. Proper dress. Appearances matter. That kind of stuff. It's a good thing my superiors don't give a rat's ass about me or my department. I don't think I've seen or heard from someone with a higher pay scale than mine in the last six months.
I adjust the maroon beanie cap covering my crew-cut brown hair. The tight-fitting knit hat has become a staple of my wardrobe, and it is a style choice, mostly because it disguises the fact that my hair is slowly retreating like soldiers from my muddy battlefield. I think it makes me look like The Edge, from U2, a band of the eighties, nineties, and today that I actually wouldn't mind hearing on the radio.
My smartphone—which is really a company phone—cuts through the silence, saying, "Turn right," in a far from sexy, yet feminine voice that is the closest thing I've had to a girlfriend in a year. Other than Betty, I mean. I spot the dirt road up ahead and turn onto the uneven surface. The road is covered in half buried stones the size of grapefruits and rows of hardened ridges formed by water, which, in combination with Betty's rigid suspension, bounces me around like I'm on a grocery-store horsey ride, having a seizure.
Twenty minutes and a headache later, I arrive at my destination. I pull the truck into the lone parking space, put it in park and kill the engine. The car door creaks as it opens, allowing the outside world to wash over me. Warm summer air chases away the chill of Betty's air conditioning, which works like a champ. The smell of pine and earth and, I think, water, fills my nose.
It's been too long.
Once upon a time, I'd been a real salt of the Earth type. I camped, fished, hunted, slept under the stars and smoked a doobie or two. It's been at least ten years of indoor and pot-free living since then. Thank God I'm not in drug enforcement. I'd be horrible at it, mostly because I think I'd let all of the potheads walk.
The small cabin is on loan to me from Ted Watson, one of two people I actually oversee. I'm supposed to hire two more team members out of whatever law enforcement branch I can entice them from, but I haven't really bothered. Seeing as how every case I have is like a bad episode of The X-Files, but without the actual monsters, aliens and government conspiracies, I just don't see the need to deal with more personalities.
Not that Ted is hard to deal with. He's kind of like a grown up version of Chunk, from The Goonies—chubby, funny and he occasionally breaks into a jiggly dance. He's also brilliant with computers and electronics. I'm pretty sure he got posted to my team because, like me, he doesn't exactly fit the company profile. Anne Cooper, on the other hand, does. Cooper, who I call Coop, mostly because it bothers her, is a straight-laced administrator who does things by the book, even though so little of our mandate is in any book not written by a fiction author, a lunatic or both.
They've been with me for three years now, manning the home front—a house perched atop Prospect Hill in Beverly, Massachusetts. From the top floor you can see the ocean and, on a clear day, Boston. It's a nice place to live and work, but it's not the great outdoors.
Believe it or not, I'm not on vacation. I'm working. Watson's family just happened to have a cabin in the area, and I felt like being nostalgic for a night before beginning my "investigation."
With a shake of my head, I push away thoughts of the ridiculous day I'll have tomorrow and hop up the steps to the front door. Despite the apparent disuse of the cabin, the porch wood feels firm beneath my feet. Maybe it's faux worn, I wonder, like those beat-up looking hutches made for rich old ladies who want to have rustic kitchens without the actual rust.
I dig into my pocket for the key while scanning the area. Most of the trees are pines, though a few maples line the dirt road, their leaves glowing lime green in the afternoon sun. There's no mailbox or even a number on the cabin. As I pull the key from my pocket, I lean back and peer down the road. Nothing. And there wasn't a single house on the way here, which suits me, because while I don't have any doobies, I do have a twelve-pack buried in a cooler full of ice.
I'm not supposed to drink on the job, but I'm not technically working right now and I'm pretty good at warding off hangovers. Besides, I'm pretty sure that even drunk off my ass, I'll be able to figure out the mystery of Sasquatch.
Yeah, Sasquatch.
Fucking Sasquatch.
I work for the Department of Homeland Security, and I'm investigating a rash of squatch sightings in the northern woods of Boonie-town, Maine. When the DHS was created in 2002, in the wake of 9-11, the bill was loaded with "riders," tacked-on provisions that wouldn't normally pass if they weren't attached to something guaranteed to pass, like the creation of the DHS. Riders usually have nothing to do with the actual bill, but the one that created my division did. The DHS has seventy Fusion Centers around the country. They're hubs where intel and resources from federal and local law enforcement agencies can be pooled in an effort to openly share information between departments—something that might have helped avoid the events of 9-11. Each hub has its own lead investigator tasked with investigations that affect multiple law enforcement agencies, and that are a threat to national security. That's me, lead investigator, except my Fusion Center has yet to be involved in any serious investigation. Fusion Centers are most commonly identified by the city they're in, such as Fusion Center – Boston, my closest neighbor in the DHS, otherwise known as "those assholes in Beantown".
The Fusion Center I head up is known as Fusion Center – P. The P is for "paranormal". Seriously. The supernatural paranoid who added the rider believed the end of the world was nigh and that it would be a supernatural event. That's also why we're located in Beverly, Mass, next door neighbor to Salem, Mass. Salem being the apparent gateway to hell and home to the gruesome Salem witch trials, as well as scores of modern witches like Susan Beacon, who claimed she caused the "perfect storm" with a curse. There isn't a day that goes by that I don't praise the good Lord she made that claim before my stint at the FC-P began or I would have had to investigate it as a threat against the United States.
FC-P is the seventy-first Fusion Center and it doesn't technically exist. You won't find us in any public documentation. Despite its creation, the FC-P is pretty much an embarrassment. That's why the 'Paranormal' on our IDs was reduced to the letter P.
The deadbolt unlocks smoothly, barely making a sound. I push the door open and step in. The dim room holds two comfortable looking rocking chairs, a dining room table, a wood stove and what appears to be a large, black bean bag. I try the lights, but nothing happens.
The breakers, I think, vaguely remembering Ted saying something about them being shut off. I move to take a step into the cabin, and freeze before I leave the doorframe.
The bean bag moved.
I reach for my gun, but find it missing. It's in the truck. Haven't worn it in two years. Imaginary creatures and specters don't normally pose a threat.
Before I can think of what to do next, the screen door finally decides to slam shut behind me. The bean bag explodes with motion, rearing up a round head the size of a large pumpkin. Two large black eyes fix on me with unwavering focus.
Moving with slow, measured movements, the bear stands. It's just about the same height as me, but is probably upwards of seven hundred pounds. I raise my hand in an "its okay" posture, like the bear will understand it, and I back away, but I don't get far. My back smacks into the closed screen door, which makes a loud snapping sound.
The spooked bear huffs angrily, throws itself forward and charges.
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FROZEN 
  


  
  
COMING SOON!
  
  
ABANDONED
 
May 7th, 978 AD
Eastern Coast of the Unnamed Lands, West of Iceland
 
It is not all ice, however. The short summer is hectic,
exploding in a riot of colors—so much
has to be accomplished in so short a time.
—Erik Erngaard
 
Snøbjørn Galte Holmsteinsson looked in horror across the rugged coastline to the flames he saw clawing for the sky. The Norseman began to run back toward the camp, his fur-lined hide boots slapping at the gray rocks along the stony shore. He had wanted only a small break from the bickering between his clansmen on how best to settle this new land. A short walk in silence along the sea. Was that too much to ask?
Almost sixty years after mighty Gunnbjörn Ulfsson’s voyage had inadvertently stumbled upon this unknown land, the politicians at the Althing back in the Icelandic Commonwealth finally decided to send men to explore this place and carve out a life in it, if such a thing was possible. Galte, as his men called him, was the first to volunteer for the trip.
Two years of preparations and dealing with politicians trying to second-guess his choices, had nearly driven him insane. Then, at last, armed and provisioned, they had set out from home, the red and white sails slapping in the cold wind. They had spent an insufferable amount of time on the water in the longboats, making their way from Hornstrandir. Two men had grown sick and died, then were buried on the stony shore after they arrived, as was the custom.
After the ceremonies were complete, men had set up small shelters from the wind and begun unloading their supplies. Almost immediately, fights had broken out. Eventually hot tempers were extinguished with food and drink. But the next day, the bickering had resumed.
Now as Galte ran across the small boulders and rocks that made a belt of stone around the edge of the sea before the wildly colorful vegetation took over the lower slopes of the mountains, he knew that the time at sea had been far too long. Tensions had flared more than one time between the Red Beards and the Sons of the Mountain, even while still at sea. Erik Thorvaldsson had been rabble rousing—attempting to undermine Galte’s role as expedition leader almost since the beginning of the planning stages. The man had a questionable honor and was thought to have committed some murders back in Iceland. Galte had objected to the committee members at the Althing, but they had insisted that Erik the Red, as his Red Beards called him, accompany Galte on the trip.
The flames were dying in the distance now, but a long thin stream of rich, black smoke made its way straight up into the gray sky. Galte, an older man of eight and sixty years, was still strong enough to heft an ax and throw a man after downing a flagon of mead. His calf muscles barely noticed the exertion as he sprinted along the edge of the black sea, his massive hammer in hand. His legs carried him to where the boats had run ashore and the divided group of men had made their camp.
“No,” he shouted, shaking with rage.
As he got closer to the camp, he could see immediately what must have happened. Three of the boats were leaving. The other three were on fire on the shore. His men were trying to douse the flames with seawater, and frantically attempting to salvage whatever bits of sail and wood were not yet aflame. But it was already too late.
Galte halted his run, knowing there was no point in it. He looked to the ships rowing away, each oar manned by one of Erik’s Red Beards. Then the man himself was standing at the stern, looking back at Galte.
“Curse you, Erik the Red! A pox on you and your damned Red Beards!” Galte shouted into the wind.
On the ship, Erik, a broad man in his fortieth winter, grim-faced as always, merely nodded his red-bearded head to indicate that he had heard the curse and he accepted the consequences for stranding Galte and his men. Then he turned and strode away from the rail.
Galte stood for a time, watching the three boats recede toward the horizon. He spat into the sea and then turned to face the distant mountains of his new home, ignoring his men as they struggled to put out the fires that would not be put out. Galte understood that the time for preventing the deaths of the boats was past. He had seen ships burn before.
It was summer now, and the plants beyond the stony beach were frolicking as if they had not a care in the world. But Galte knew that all too soon, those plants would go to sleep or die, and the snows and ice would come from the North, as they always did. The frost giants of Jötunheimr would blast this land, so far across the sea from Iceland. And if Iceland was cold in the winter, this place would be brutal.
Galte let his eyes drift down the slopes of the mountains to the brilliant fauna, and then to the rocks at his feet. His mind ran through what equipment they had unloaded from the boats before the fight must have started. He heard Cristian running up to him and shouting about the treacherous betrayal, as if Galte hadn’t seen the results and figured it out for himself.
“I know, Cristian” he said softly. “I know.”
Cristian, a younger man of thirty and three with blonde hair and eyes so blue they looked like tunnels of ice that run though his skull, exhaled loudly. He waited, catching his breath after his own short run to inform Galte of the disaster. His face was a mask of terror. He couldn’t wait for an answer any longer.
“Galte, what will we do?” Cristian’s eyes were wild.
Galte let his gaze drift to the foothills of the dark gray and black mountains that ringed the coast of the land, wearing helmets of snow and ice. There might be caves up there. There might be none. There would almost certainly be death. Still, some of his people might be able to survive the winter if they could find shelter.
His face hard, his gaze still on the mountains, which were strangely close to the ocean, Galte ground his teeth and spoke with determination. “We dig.”
  
 
EXPERIMENTAL
 
September 4, 1972
Over the Inland Glacier near Scoresby Sund, Eastern Greenland
 
Russia craves a true victory over the Arctic Ocean even more
than any other country, for none else owns a
greater length of shoreline in the Arctic.
—Dmitri Mendeleyev
 
The MiG 25RB single-seat reconnaissance bomber crossed over the edge of the Scoresby Sund fjord from the Greenland Sea, cruising at 600 mph. The plane was covered with a series of black-painted prototype plates that were supposed to reflect radar and make the plane practically invisible. Still, the pilot, Major Anatoli Veselov, had been instructed to keep the plane low, and travel slower than the plane’s top speed. He followed those instructions carefully. Veselov was told the technology was new and designed by patriotic Russian scientists in a secret bunker in the Ural Mountains, but he had heard the rumors and knew, just as most pilots did, that many of the developments from these so-called mysterious scientists in the Urals were actually instances of technology stolen from the decadent West. He also knew that his countrymen often managed to get their hands on the equipment, but not the instruction manuals. He would never say so aloud, but he had little faith in the efficiency of his comrades when it came to new technologies.
Veselov banked the plane and glanced down at the blue-green ice fields below him. It was unnerving how the ice looked in winter. In the summer, the ice would be fifty shades of blinding, dazzling white. Now, though, the colors almost mimicked the sea he had just spent hours flying over. Brilliant sweeps of arctic blue slashed with streaks of murky emerald green. Almost 80 percent of the place is covered by it, he thought. This place is worse than Siberia. He brought the plane level again and increased speed now that he was over the land. The Foxbat, as the Americans called the plane, would run up to 740 mph at this altitude, and visibility was fine. Flying so fast, so close to the ground might not have been safe in many places, but there were no obstacles over the ice, and no mountains for miles, now that he was away from the coastline. Veselov rolled his shoulders in the chair and keyed his radio microphone to contact his controllers back at Arkhangelsk.
“Bright Falcon to Maryushka,” Veselov was certain that his commander was still steamed about the codenames the Kremlin had sent for this mission. Maryushka was a girl from a fairy tale.
“Maryushka here. Is it time for hot tears?” Colonel Grigoriy Denisov’s voice was gruff.
“Nearly. So far, the scientific experiments have gone very well.” Veselov’s code meant that he had not been discovered in his covert flight from the Soviet Union to the coast of Greenland.
“Things proceed nicely at the laboratory as well.” The Colonel’s reply indicated that the MiG was not showing up on radar listenening stations in the Motherland.
Veselov was silent for five more minutes until he had almost reached the designated drop site. “About to let the hot tear fall. It is time for Fenist to wake up. Please confirm.” Veselov made the formal request to drop his payload on foreign soil. Well, foreign ice, he told himself.
“Sell I will not,” replied Colonel Denisov, “but you may let the tears fall free if you let me see Fenist the Bright Falcon.”
Veselov knew the fairy tale and he knew that even in regional variants of it, that line was never spoken. It was a mash up of elements in the tale, but the message was clear: drop the payload.
The bomb was yet another prototype. Veselov did not know exactly what was in it, only that it was nuclear of some sort, and Moscow had chosen to test it in the barren wastes of Greenland, where no one would be likely to see it at first. It was a small weapon, so the blast would be minimal, but the hated Americans would, of course, know that it was a nuclear detonation—they had the technology to discover blasts. All Veselov knew was he was to drop the bomb and return to Russia immediately, staying low the whole time.
He triggered the release mechanism, and banked hard, heading back the way he had come. His plane had been equipped with a small screen and a rear-facing camera that recorded video and showed him the descent of the bomb as it plunged down toward the ice. He expected the screen to go white with glare when the weapon detonated. Instead, he watched the bomb slip into a crevasse in the ice and disappear. He wondered if maybe it would explode under the ice. But still no explosion came.
“Maryushka, unfortunately, Fenist refuses to wake up,” he informed the Colonel, dreading a possible outburst of screaming and threats. Denisov was known to be quite volatile at times.
“Please repeat, Bright Falcon.”
“Fenist still sleeps,” Veselov said into his microphone.
There was silence for a full minute. Veselov steered the MiG for the coast.
“Understood, Bright Falcon. Not your fault. We were told to expect this. Fly home to the nest. Maryushka out.”
Veselov was surprised to receive resigned understanding instead of scorn, but he was well relieved just the same. As he crossed over the fjords and over the water, he wondered idly if anyone would come back to retrieve the unexploded nuclear weapon or if it would rot in the bottom of a frozen crevice for all eternity.
  
Cold, hard gray eyes watched the MiG streak away after dropping its payload. The prototype stealth plane had been visually observed and identified near the coast, and a message had been communicated to the man with the gray eyes out on the glacier. He was certain he would die when he saw the plane drop its payload less than a mile from his current location. But as he watched in horror, the bomb—or whatever it was—simply dropped into the ice, and the plane turned tail and fled. The man was already formulating a plan for how to retrieve the undetonated device as he keyed his radio to report it back to headquarters.
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
On the Ice, West of the Ammassalik District, Eastern Greenland
 
The greater part of our happiness or misery depends on our
dispositions and not on our circumstances.
—Martha Washington
 
The Earth swallowed the First Lady of the United States and two of her Secret Service agents with her.
Agent-in-charge Dale Carsten heard the noise first, as the ice crevasse of the glacier split with an ear-rending crack that made him think, at first, of a gunshot. He had been about to scream out a warning. A sniper could easily have concealed himself anywhere in the bluish-white fragments of ice erupting upward along the horizon, across the desolate fields of central Greenland. He had been concerned about just such a thing all morning.
He was even pulling his 9 mm Glock from the black leather holster strapped tightly across his bright blue parka before his mind registered that it wasn’t actually a shot. His hand stopped moving when he didn’t see any blood as he had expected, but instead he saw the First Lady sinking into the snow. Before he could have cleared the holster, the woman was gone from view. It was as if the ice had yanked her down into the frozen underworld.
His athletic body was in motion before the groaning of the ice stuttered to a stop. He slid across the frozen ground on his stomach, his left hand grabbing for a hold near the edge of the yawning chasm, while his right arm darted into the abyss, hoping beyond all hope to snatch his protectee from the jaws of death. But his gloved fingers found only glistening flakes of newly fallen snow.
Carsten peered into the depths of the newly opened ice crevasse, but his sky blue eyes could not make out the bottom, nor any sign of the three human beings that had disappeared into its maw.
“Mrs. Gaffin!” Carsten called out to the First Lady, but only echoes answered him in return. Then he tried his radio ear transceiver. “Devlin? Crakes? Respond if you hear me.”
The silence in Agent Carsten’s ear was deafening. It was only then that he began to take in the sounds of the others around him. Agent Pearcy was swearing softly. Mrs. Petersen, the Inuit tour guide with the Danish name—most of the native Greenlanders he’d met had Danish names—that had led them onto the glacier was sobbing in great heaving gulps. The other two Secret Service agents, Westhall and Moore, were scanning the horizon, in case this freakish event of nature was somehow human-induced and malicious, but Carsten knew better. Only their helicopter pilot, a former sailor named Tyne was doing the right thing. The older man was pulling ice axes and rope out of a huge red and white pack, which he had lugged across the glacier from the helicopter.
“Quickly,” the old man called.
Carsten ran over to him and the two frantically set up a makeshift anchor on the edge of the crevasse using the ice axes. The old man donned a harness, and helped Agent Moore into one as well. Then they both quickly rapelled over the edge of the break in the ice and down into the darkness. Carsten peered over the edge and watched as Agent Moore’s light disappeared into gloom.
“Moore, you stay in constant contact. I want to know everything you see.” Carsten shouted into the microphone, even though the device was sensitive enough to pick up a mumbled whisper. He was shocked to hear how poor the reception was when Moore replied.
“I’m…dy losing you…I’ll try to kee…casting even if I don’t …response from you.” The crackling in between Moore’s words was louder than the man by far. Carsten listened intently for another word from Moore, but as the minutes spun out, nothing came.
He was still listening when he sent Westhall and Pearcy, the last two agents with him, down the rope without harnesses—he just had the men wrap the rope around and across their bodies, to brake their descents. They trained for this kind of emergency rappel, so it wasn’t a new skill for either man.
“Nothing yet, sir.” Westhall said, just a hundred feet below the edge of the scar in the ground, where Carsten could still see him.
Carsten watched as first Pearcy’s and then Westhall’s heads disappeared into the darkness, the beam from their head-mounted spotlights only making a feeble attack on the murky blackness. “Keep talking until I lose you. The second you can’t hear me reply, Westhall comes back up.”
“Rog…ting to break up now. I’ll com…ve reached …ottom. There’s a mist…the ground. I’m…”
Cartsen waited. Then he waited some more.
Westhall’s transmission had died.
Carsten cursed silently, waiting for Westhall to start his ascent back up the rope, and re-establish radio contact. Maybe they could make a human daisy chain with the radios somehow. The Inuit woman looked over the edge of the crevasse next to him. He glanced at her face and saw exactly what he didn’t want to see. Resignation. The woman thought they were all dead.
He looked down again into the darkness waiting for Westhall to come back up. For the fortieth time that week, he wished that Abigail Gaffin, the young and energetic First Lady of the United States, and his charge, had not insisted on a cultural tour of a God-damned glacier in the middle of Greenland on her way back from Denmark. That fawning fool of a cultural minister Auring, had impressed upon her how “lovely” the ice was this time of year, and that had been all it had taken. After that, Mrs. Gaffin had not stopped talking about visiting a glacier.
Carsten had objected repeatedly to the last minute change of plan, but Abby Gaffin was as stubborn as she was energetic, and she was used to getting her way. He had guessed that a red head First Lady was going to be trouble for the Secret Service, and she had proved him right from her first day in the residence. The seconds were ticking away in Carsten’s head as he strained to see something in the depths of the cavernous opening.
No word from Pearcy. And Westhall hadn’t come back up.
One helicopter pilot, five Secret Service agents, and the President’s wife, all gone in under ten minutes. Carsten stood up from where he had been bent over the edge, and looked at Mrs. Petersen. She only echoed the tragedy in her dark eyes. He turned and started walking toward the helicopter and its long-range radio.
He was going to need more bodies to throw into the abyss.
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