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EPISODE 1







CHAPTER ONE


 The Black Sea, Sixth Century BC


  The drum beat in unending rhythm, matched by the sound of five hundred oars striking the water in time. A whip cracked the air, but not a single slave cried out. They never cried out, Captain Theophanes reflected. They never cried, never complained, just dropped dead if pushed too hard. It was a damned shame the overseer kept killing such fine stock. 


  Theophanes looked down at the sea of corded, glistening arms as they pulled the oars, the blank faces without a single grimace. The anger flared inside him. These slaves were promised to him, but those damned passengers, those forty Byzantine lords, were going to kill them all before they reached Byzantium if they kept up this pace. 


  At least he had the boat. Theophanes leaned his hand against a wooden pillar as the deck beneath him tilted with the rising sea. He stared at the carved symbols in the walls, the light from the swaying lanterns playing across their surface. One of the lords whose name he didn't bother to find out said the symbols were for protection.


  Theophanes pounded the pillar angrily with his fist.


  These Byzantine lords were proving to be trickier than he would have given them credit for. Oh, they’d played him for a fool, luring him into their service by paying in full before departure, throwing in the promise of ownership of the boat and slaves once they reached their final destination. The boat was the finest thing he had ever seen. Six stories tall. Large enough to easily fit the forty lords, their personal stewards, Theophanes' crew, and six hundred slaves—five hundred to row, one hundred as spares—in addition to horses, food, and cargo.


  The overseer's lash cracked again and one of the slaves keeled from his wooden bench onto the ground, his skull striking the deck with such force, blood spilled across the groaning boards.


  Theophanes roared at the overseer, "Who do you think you are, destroying my property? I'll take it out of your hide!"


  The overseer did not say a word, just motioned to a row of slaves sitting on a bench beside him. Two of them rose and silently walked over to their fallen comrade, picking him up by the arms and feet and carrying him up the stairs to toss overboard. Another slave stepped forward to take his place. 


  Theophanes ground his teeth. The overseer never replied, never made any acknowledgment, just continued to push on. Theophanes realized that though he'd own the boat when they arrived in Byzantium, he'd have to buy a whole new lot to row it home, and he’d used up most of his money on whores before they left port.


  "Peace," said the steward at Theophanes' elbow, interrupting his thoughts as he placed his hand softly on the captain's sleeve.


  Theophanes jerked his arm away. These Byzantine lords never deigned to speak to him. They always pushed off their dirty work on their stewards, who scraped and bowed at Theophanes with false reverence. He knew they mocked him.


  "I shall take the matter up with my lords," continued the steward in soothing tones. "You have my word that after tonight, this matter shall be resolved."


  "Enough!" declared Theophanes. "I'll have no more of your promises. It is time I have a word with our 'honored' guests and let them know who is the master here! I'll not have their slave kill my slaves! I'll not put up with it a moment more!" 


  He stormed up the steps as the boat tilted unnaturally. The roll of distant thunder shook the planks, and the first drop of rain hit just as he emerged from below. 


  The forty lords stood on either side of the boat, perfectly spaced along the deck, watching the darkening horizon. They were dressed in robes of the finest white linen, embroidered with thread of spun gold and silver. The metal caught the flash of lightning. The thunder rumbled closer. Theophanes strode over to the nearest man, but as he opened his mouth, the lord stated in a droning monotone, "We must not be delayed."


  "If your overseer would stop killing my slaves—" began Theophanes.


  "We must not be delayed."


  "There is a storm rolling in and your man keeps killing our only means of transportation—"


  "We must not be delayed."


  Frustrated, Theophanes turned to his first mate, who was manning the tiller. He looked up as the storm clouds rolled fast over the sky, blocking out the moon and all the stars, and shouted, "Why didn't you inform me of this coming storm?"


  "I am sorry, Captain!" the man replied, shouting as the wind carried away his words. "There was no warning. I fear we have angered the gods!" 


  "Delay is unacceptable," the lord said.


  The silence hung between them as angry as the sky above. A wave crested the deck, the boat lurched, and the water of the Black Sea pooled around their feet.


  The rain began to fall in huge sheets, slanting sideways as the gale struck the ship. Theophanes grabbed on to the railing as another wave crashed. The forty lords stood as if rooted to the boat, impassive to the howling wind and rolling thunder.


  Theophanes cocked his head. He heard something—a noise. Beneath the rage of the storm. The sound of metal upon metal. It seemed to be coming from below. He strained his ears. There were angry shouts. 


  Mutiny! he realized. Theophanes drew his cutlass and ran towards the stairs just as a horde of armed soldiers poured from below. He recognized their faces, the faces of the stewards who had served their lords so faithfully until this point. Yet now they were dressed in the vestments of the religious and bore naked steel in their hands. Theophanes stepped back, looking for a defensible position. With a fierce battle cry, he ran at the closest man, but after briefly crossing swords, the steward ran past him and straight towards a lord. 


  Theophanes stood in confusion, but then the words of the steward who had spoken to him below rang in his head. You have my word that after tonight, this matter shall be resolved. The steward had tried to tell him. If these fools killed his slaves or his paying passengers…If these stewards were leading his slaves in revolt…Theophanes did not complete the thought. 


  "Protect the passengers!" Theophanes shouted at his crew. They pulled out their swords, battle cries tearing from their throats. Each bolt of lightning lit the deck, showing the chaos as stewards and sailors clashed.


  Yet the lords did not budge. Their lips moved silently in unison, whispering some prayer, Theophanes supposed. It would take more than a prayer to get out of this mess, he thought.


  One of the stewards shouted at him, "This boat must not reach Byzantium—!" He did not complete the thought. The warning he shouted at Theophanes distracted him and he did not see the sailor who came up from behind and ran his knife across the steward’s throat. The steward fell, choking on his own blood as it poured down his open windpipe.


  "Damn you!" shouted Theophanes at the sailor, wondering what the hell the steward had been trying to tell him.


  Theophanes ran below. All his slaves were there. He breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Those stewards and lords could kill each other off for all he cared, as long as his property remained intact.


  The beat of the drum continued and the oars continued their unending dip and row. And then, suddenly, they all stopped. The drums, the rowing, everything was silence. The slaves released their oars in a single movement and stood as one. They reached beneath their seats and removed five hundred swords.


  And then, in unison, they all turned and looked at Theophanes.


  A chill ran down his spine.


  There was something wrong with their eyes. Their eyes were dead. Blank. 


  And then five hundred slaves blinked as one. 


  Theophanes held up his cutlass, his heart beating like the drum in his chest. He slowly backed out of the galley, but his foot slipped on the stairs. Five hundred lips curled. Five hundred faces transformed from impassivity to wolflike hunger.


  Theophanes turned and ran as he heard the quiet shattered, as all those slaves broke out in bloodthirsty cries. He felt the echoes of their feet on the wood beneath him. He felt the boat thrum with their war lust. He felt them coming.


  He reached the safety of the deck and stood, ready to take up arms with the stewards to stop whatever dark magic gripped this boat. Raising his cutlass, he ran at one of the lords, but the lord tilted his body to one side and Theophanes' strike passed harmlessly by his ear. Theophanes lifted to his sword and swung again. This time, the lord brought his arm down on Theophanes' elbow, knocking the sword harmlessly to the side, and then thrust the palm of his hand into Theophanes' solar plexus. Theophanes gasped, coughing. The lord fixed Theophanes with a stare, raised his arm, and pointed two fingers at the captain. Theophanes tried to raise his sword to thrust once more but felt a searing pain, first in his back, then in his belly. He looked down to see a metal blade covered in blood, his own blood, looking up at him. A hand was placed on his back, bracing him, as it pulled the sword out again. 


  Theophanes fell to his knees, gasping. Looking up, he saw his attacker, a slave, walking away dispassionately. The lord smiled, and Theophanes reached out towards him, not sure if he wanted to kill him or beg for mercy. The bottom of the lord's shoe in his face was the reply. 


  Theophanes fell and  the cold, wet deck of the ship pressed against his face. The only warmth he felt came from his own blood as it poured out and pooled around him. He groaned, no one caring that he lay there dying, using his body as higher ground as they fought. He coughed and the taste was metallic.


  As the world darkened, he saw one of the steward-priests stand upon a crate. The steward raised his hands to the sky and shouted at the storm, his words lost in the wind and the rain. But the heavens listened. The lightning struck the steward, passing through his body, then flowing out until it encompassed the entire boat. Theophanes felt himself sliding as the deck listed. He cried in pain as he struck the rail, as the salt water poured into his wounds. Still the boat sank. The last Theophanes knew was the water of the Black Sea claiming him, pulling him down into its everlasting embrace.







CHAPTER TWO


Dallas, Present Day


  Tanis Archer threw her apron down on the counter. "Fuck this."


  "Tanis, get back here!" her boss called. The line of people waiting for their iced soy lattes with extra shots of bullshit wrapped around the entire coffee shop.


  "I'm out, Ray!" Tanis shouted over her shoulder as she grabbed her purse from under the counter, long black ponytail swinging. "Do you understand the concept of 'I quit'?"


  "Come on, Tanis. Quit after Bethany shows up," he pleaded. He was sweating through his ironic hipster T-shirt.


  She put her hand on her hip and sneered at him with her red-painted mouth. "I have got a shit-ton of people showing up for dollar drafts in celebration of my birthday tonight, and I am not spending one more minute in this goddamned dead-end armpit to nowhere. I should have quit three years ago."


  Ray pointed his tattooed finger at her. "Ain't my fault you stuck around."


  "Ain't my fault your head is stuck so far up your ass, you didn't know a good thing when you had me." Tanis' Dr. Martens clomped on the sticky linoleum as she strode to the door, flipping him the double bird. 


  The bell tinkled cheerfully as she slammed her hands against the glass and stepped into the blazing heat of Dallas in July. She jumped into her pickup truck and revved the engine. Its diesel engine vibrated like a Harley and it roared out of the parking lot, tilting on its oversized wheels as she hooked the corner tight.


  Tanis tried not to think about what she'd just done and how she was going to break it to her mom. She'd probably have to find another place to live. She looked into the rearview mirror and flattened her Bettie Page bangs nervously. Hopefully, she'd be able to hide the fact that she’d walked out on another job until after her twenty-fifth birthday tomorrow. It wasn't her fault she was too busy to get to her classes at the community college. It wasn't her fault that Ray had said she could either work a double shift at the coffee shop tonight or quit and she chose to quit. It wasn't her fault.


  She pulled up in front of her mom's town house. Her mom said she could stay here as long as she was in school and held down a job. Tanis leaned her head against the steering wheel. 


  Her mom was going to kill her.


  They’d had a knock-down, drag-out battle this morning. Her mom said six years was too long to waste on an associate’s degree. Tanis didn't even want to think about what her mom would do when she found out the truth. Tanis had gone to the career counselor that morning, ready to come home with all the facts about why her mom should get off her fucking back.


  Instead, Mr. Pasty-Faced Career Center had looked at her from across his desk with great big sympathetic eyes.


  "Well, young lady, seems you certainly have been exploring your options," he said, spreading out five pages of transcripts as Tanis slouched in a plastic, statically charged chair that shocked her when she first touched it.


  "So tell me what I can use to get a degree," she said.


  He shook his head. "I'm afraid none of these is particularly useful…"


  "What?" Tanis snapped, pointing at the papers. "I have over a hundred and twenty credit hours. What the fuck do you mean none of them is useful towards a degree?"


  "Now, now, little missy, none of that language here," he said, taking off his fat, Coke-bottle glasses and wiping them with his brown polyester tie. "I'm just here to help."


  "Well, fucking help me!" Tanis said. She couldn't believe this guy.


  He pointed at the papers. "You never progressed beyond hundred-level courses in any of these. Just a smattering of info across all of our rich academic options."


  "What do you mean?" 


  "I mean, you've only taken freshman and nonacademic classes. And while I'm sure pottery and ancient cultural appreciation were fascinating, they don't fulfill the requirements of an AA degree. Maybe a math or a science class…"


  "So what you're saying is that you've been taking my money and it doesn't count?" Tanis grabbed all the papers off his desk.


  "What I'm saying is you should have come to me six years ago so that we could have put together an academic plan. But we can do this now! We just need to get you focused!"


  "Focus on this!" Tanis said, giving him the finger, a foreshadowing of the rest of her day.


  She looked at the front door to her mom's house, not sure how she was going to break all this news to her.


  She turned off the engine and slid out, resting her hand on her truck. At least this was something. After years in that fucking coffeehouse, putting up with all the shit customers and crap from her boss, she’d saved up enough money to buy herself this truck in cash just last week. Maybe she'd pitch a tent in the back and live in it.


  She looked up at the house.


  It sucked that that was probably what she was going to have to do.


  She walked up to the door and opened it. Her mom looked up from the living room. She was dusting her carousel snow globe collection, her hair in its perfect perm, her pastel business-casual clothes always perfect, without a wrinkle, her hands perfectly manicured as they wiped away all the dirt. Tanis bit her black-painted thumbnail nervously.


  "Well, look who's home early," her mom snapped.


  The morning's fight was obviously not forgotten. Tanis threw her purse in the hall closet. "Hey," she said.


  "Is that all you have to say to me?" asked her mom, bristling.


  "Yeah," said Tanis, heading towards the stairs.


  "Get back here, young lady!" her mom bellowed.


  Tanis walked back, her face burning.


  "Seems you and I need to have a little chat about responsibilities."


  "Mom, listen, I'm meeting up with a bunch of folks for my birthday. Can this wait until tomorrow?"


  "You are almost twenty-five years old, Tanis. Twenty-five. You are too old to sit there screaming at me and treating me with disrespect. I am your mother." Her mom crossed her arms, then straightened her back and announced, "I've given this a lot of thought, and I want you to pack your bags and find yourself another place to live."


  Tanis had known it was coming. She’d known this was what her mom was going to nail her with. But that still didn't make it sting any less. "Mom, you said I could stay here as long as I had a job and was in school," Tanis replied.


  "That was before I knew you were going to be so ugly to me. You're lucky I let you stay as long as you did! Your father kicked you out ten years ago."


  "Dad kicked all of us out, Mom."


  "You think I don't know that? And so I worked and scraped and did everything for you, sacrificed everything for you, and you think screaming at me like some ungrateful twelve-year-old is the way to thank me? Well, you can just get out."


  Tanis rubbed her forehead, angry tears prickling in her eyes. "Fine. Fine! I'll get my fucking things and get the fuck out and we don't ever have to see each other ever again!"


  Tanis ran up the stairs and slammed her bedroom door behind her. 


  "I will pray for you!" her mom shouted vehemently from below. 


  Tanis heard the front door slam. She looked out the window and saw her mom marching angrily to her car, lighting up a cigarette, and getting behind the wheel.


  Tanis hated this. Hated how it never changed. She wiped away the wetness from her cheeks. Her hand was streaked with black from her mascara. Tanis walked over to the mirror to clean herself up.


  Fine, she thought. Fine. She would get the hell out, just like her mom always wanted her to do. Tanis Archer slid the bloodred lipstick across her lips and looked at herself in the mirror. She never fit in here. Her Greek features, her black hair and olive skin, stood out next to Dallas' tanned, blond cheerleaders. Tomorrow, she'd get on the next bus to Austin. She’d switch back from her mom's last name, Archer, to her dad's name, Toxotes, just to piss her off. She'd get a job and pick a major and show that bitch she wasn't a waste.


  She wiped away another tear. She heard the front door open and shut again. She looked outside for the car, wondering whom it could be.


  "Tanis!" came a shout from downstairs.


  "Brett?" she called back, disbelieving.


  "Get your old-lady ass down here!"


  Tanis ran out of her bedroom, skipping down the stairs. It was her brother. Her big brother! "Brett!" she shouted, launching herself across the room and hugging him around the neck.


  He held her tight in a bear hug. It felt so safe. He was brilliant. He was wonderful. And right now, he was the only person in the world she wanted to see.


  Brett let go of her and walked to the kitchen. "Brought some Chinese food. You want some?"


  "I'm going out," Tanis said, following him.


  He ruffled her hair as he teased her. "Going out? Going out? My baby sister is goooing ooout."


  "Quit it!" she laughed, socking him in the arm.


  "Just think, after tomorrow, you'll qualify for Cougar Nite!"


  "Shut up!"


  "Happy birthday, sis," he said, giving her a great big kiss on the cheek before sticking his fork into the chow mein.


  Tanis plopped down into a faded blue La-Z-Boy recliner her mom refused to get rid of. The entire room screamed country chic, with fat oak furniture and bowls of potpourri. Tanis began tying up her boots. "Fucking birthday."


  "Use language like that, young lady, and the birthday fairy is gonna stick rattlesnakes in your cake."


  "Mom kicked me out," she said.


  Brett shrugged, taking another bite. "So you'll come stay with me until she gets her panties out of a wad."


  "I don't think she's getting anything out of a wad anytime soon, Brett."


  "You guys fight like this all the time. You wouldn't even know what to do if you weren't trying to kill each other."


  She smiled and leaned back in the chair. He always knew what to say. Always. He was the only reason their family stayed together after their dad left.


  "I dunno, Brett. Maybe she's right. Maybe I am just a fuckup."


  "I've been telling you that for years."


  "Shut up."


  Brett came over and sat on the arm of her chair. "Do you really want to do something with your life?" Brett asked.


  "What do you think I've been trying to do?" Tanis said, looking at him like he was an idiot.


  "Become Dallas Community College's oldest continuing coed?"


  "Shut up." She jammed her foot into her other boot.


  "Listen, if there is something you don't like about the way your life is going, just change it. Nobody's saying you have to live the life you've got. Nobody."


  "Says you."


  "Says someone who fucking cares about you, you little shit." She leaned against his arm and he kissed the top of her head. "You know I got your back."


  "Yeah," she said.


  "You can do anything you want, Tanis."


  "Sure." She said. "I gotta go meet some folks."


  "I just came to hang out with Mom. I don't give a shit if you're here or not."


  "Thanks, Brett."


  Brett pointed his fork at her. "Call me if you need a ride. No one-eyeing it down the road."


  "I promise!" she said, raising her hands in protest, before getting up. She went over and gave him a hug, ignoring the noodles hanging out of his mouth. "Love you, Brett."


  "You, too, sis."


  She went out to her truck but stopped for just a second to look back at the town house and the shadow of Brett on the window shade. He believed in her. And that was all she really needed.


  She drove out of the subdivision and pulled onto the freeway. She had the road completely to herself. She headed up the High Five, a stretch of freeway elevated 120 feet above the ground for no other reason than to look pretty. 


  She turned on the radio. Tonight could be the start of something new. She wouldn't get too drunk, she thought. That way she wouldn't be hungover tomorrow. She'd find a new job and pick a major. She'd crash with Brett and they'd get it all figured out. 


  She looked down at her speedometer and realized she was doing ninety straight up. She couldn't help smiling. Her old car could barely pass fifty-five miles an hour without shaking itself to death. This new truck was so smooth, she didn't even realize when she was breaking the speed limit. She reached over with her right foot and braked. 


  The car didn't slow. 


  Instead, it accelerated to 100, then 110, then 120. The curve of the High Five was straight ahead of her and she couldn't slow down. Tanis slammed the brakes again and again. Her heart started pounding. Her palms sweat and slid on the steering wheel as she tried to control the car at the bend, but she felt the wheels slide as the car hit 130, then 140. 


  "Stop it…stop it…stop it…," she said as the whole world slowed.


  She fishtailed, her tires losing contact with the road. The back of her truck hit the concrete guardrail and she started spinning. Time stopped. She couldn't even scream. She clung to the wheel, as if somehow she would be able to regain control. The nose clipped the guard rail again and the steel of the truck tore like tissue paper. The tires popped and she felt the car roll right over the barrier.


  There was nothing but silence as her truck fell 120 feet towards the ground, as she watched the earth speeding towards her..


  "Help…," she whispered before slamming into the concrete.






CHAPTER THREE


The Black Sea


  The sound of Heather's voice crackled in his helmet. 


  "How's the weather down there?" she asked.


  "Wet outside, but I'm nice and cozy!" replied Steve.


  The bottom of the Black Sea stretched before him like the surface of the moon. Slowly, he lifted his foot. The yellow robotic suit matched his movements as if it could read his mind. For the first time in history, a human was walking on the floor of the Black Sea. A digital screen popped up on his visor, indicating his depth and the water temperature and pressure. Using only his eye movements, he was able to scroll through the data and, with a blink, send it straight to the science boat on the water's surface.


  Heather Paxton's voice came through again. "We're getting your info dump loud and clear up here."


  Steve laughed. "Ready for more?"


  "Yes."


  "Beg for it, baby."


  "You're a tease, Steve."


  "Beg." 


  "You know I always want more."


  He blinked again, capturing the view of the sea filling his visor, and shot the image above.


  Heather's voice was husky in his ear. "Don't stop."


  Steve smiled. Heather could be a coldhearted, power-hungry bitch, but they both knew data made her wet. 


  "See any life down there, Steve?" she asked.


  "Negative," he replied, shining his headlamps into the darkness. "Well below the death zone. I'll take some samples to be sure, but I see nothing here but us microbes."


  He reached over and pressed a button on his right wrist. A small door slid open in the suit, revealing an interior vial. The door slid shut again and Steve knew the little robotic arms inside were capping and labeling it, adding it to the bracelet of samples protected inside the metal walls of this suit, the only thing protecting him from the crush of the water.


  "How about you making your way over to the shipwreck we pinged?" Heather asked.


  "What? You got a problem with me taking it nice and slow, baby?"


  "Roll me over and get this done, Steve. I'm tired of your foreplay."


  He smiled and clicked another button on his belt. Slowly, the fans on the bottom of his feet kicked on, levitating him off the sea bottom and propelling him towards the graveyard.


  Aboard the science vessel, Heather Paxton watched the monitors breathlessly. She had spent the past three years putting together this research trip to the Black Sea and devoted her entire life to the study of ancient Byzantine culture. After close to a decade in the underwater archeology program at Seattle Northwest University, she had finally managed to cobble together the grant proposal for this trip. She and her team had been at sea for the past three months and the money was about to run out. That was, unless they found something.


  "See anything yet, Steve?" she said, leaning forward towards the microphone.


  "Holy fuck."


  It came over the horizon of the floor like a mountain. 


  "I'm seeing a spike in your heart rate, Steve. Everything okay?"


  He swallowed. He'd never seen anything this beautiful since Farrah Fawcett hung on his bedroom wall. "You're never going to believe this, Heather."


  Steve hovered above the ocean floor, suspended in the water as his lamps hit the boat. It spread before him like a beached blue whale, the masts sticking up like the sun-bleached ribs of a carcass. It was a Byzantine ship, but bigger than anything he'd ever seen before. He didn't even know how the technology had existed to build it. It was six stories tall, the portals for the rowers in the middle deck instead of the top. It was covered with carvings—and was so perfectly preserved, it looked like it had just been sunk earlier that day.


  He snapped a picture and sent it up. He heard Heather's gasp. 


  "Oh God…," she whispered breathlessly.


  Steve propelled himself closer. Not a barnacle. No sign of water erosion. He peered at the base. It wasn't even sunk into the silt and dirt. It was just lying there.


  "Can you get closer?" Heather said.


  "I thought you would never ask," replied Steve. He aimed the fans and rose up the side of the boat.


  On the science vessel, Heather was dragging and dropping all the data onto the external hard drive, backing up the info. There was no way in hell she was going to let this be destroyed. She opened her e-mail and shot off the images to Seattle Northwest University. Fuck them if they thought they were going to cut off her funding.


  "There are bodies everywhere…"


  She leaned forward in her chair. "Give me some pictures, Steve!"


  Steve looked up and down the deck of the boat, his light falling frustratingly short. He tried to increase the output, but his lamps were giving all they could to pierce the darkness. From what he could see, there were two sets of victims.


  "There seems to have been some sort of a battle," Steve said, snapping pictures in every direction he turned.


  The mummified corpses were in various states of flight. Some holding swords. Some with swords sticking out of them. Some reached towards the surface as if they wanted to swim to safety but were tied by invisible strings to the boat.


  "Looks like maybe some sort of slave rebellion," said Steve. "Look at the way the water preserved their clothing! Rags, religious vestments, looks like we have some royalty, too."


  He counted forty bodies laid out on the deck peacefully with their arms crossed over their chests. Their clothing was woven with a silver material and gold, both of which still glistened when he caught them with his light.


  "Maybe some sort of funeral barge," he added. "Don't kill me, Heather, but I'm going to try something."


  "What?" she asked. 


  He turned off his fans and his feet landed on the deck. "I'm standing on the boat," Steve replied.


  "You're an idiot! You could have gone clean through! You should have gone clean through! If you damaged that thing—" she yelled into his earpiece.


  He banged his foot on the surface. "It's solid, Heather. It's like it was just built."


  He looked at the body by his foot, the body of some forgotten lord sent out to sea for burial. 


  There was a feeling that crawled up his spine then. Like accidentally walking into a bad neighborhood at night. The feeling of malice built. He tried to ignore the sensation that he was being watched. He was in the dead zone. Nothing could live down here. He turned, but there was nothing there. He turned again. Nothing. It was just in his head, he told himself. He kicked on the fans and sailed down to the other end of the ship.


  He didn't see the two eyes glowing yellow in the pitch behind him. 






CHAPTER FOUR


Dallas


  Tanis opened her eyes. Darkness. Nothing but darkness. Cold. She was cold. And naked. Bare metal bit into her skin. Her teeth chattered. There was something covering her face. It crinkled almost like a paper tablecloth. She moved her fingers and pulled it away. There was nothing to see, just darkness.


  She shot out her hands, searching for escape. They hit metal. The noise reverberated like she had struck an empty oil drum. The metal beneath her had a lip to it—it felt almost like a tray. Beyond that, she felt a smooth metal wall on either side. She reached up and there were more smooth metal inches above her. Metal on every side. A box. A metal box. She was trapped in a metal box.


  "Help!" she shouted. Her voice echoed loudly around her.


  She needed to get out. Get out! started screaming in her head. She was going to die if she didn't get out right now.


  She shimmied down to the bottom of the tray until her feet hit the end of the box. She bent her leg as much as she could and began kicking, kicking, kicking.


  There was a whooshing sound, like some sort of air seal was broken, and then a light on the other end. She tilted her head backwards so she could see, blinking into the glare. A figure. A silhouetted head was looking in on her.


  "What the fuck?!" she shouted.


  The silhouette reached out and grabbed the tray. Tanis slid out of the box.


  She was in some sort of a medical facility. Autopsy tables in the middle of the room. A drain in the gray tiled floor. 


  She jumped off. Her legs wobbled. But that didn't stop her from grabbing the guy and slamming him against the wall. She leaned her forearm tight against his throat. He didn't fight. His pasty, doughy face showed nothing but shock. "Where the fuck am I?"


  "You're supposed to be dead," he stammered.


  She looked around. It looked like a morgue. Her tray hung out of a wall-sized refrigeration unit. 


  "Did you cut me open?" she shouted, slamming her arm into his windpipe again.


  He shook his head, red-faced and upset. He pointed at her chest. She looked down. No incisions. No stitches.


  Also no clothes.


  It didn't matter. She just needed to get out. "Where the fuck are your keys?" she hissed dangerously.


  The guy blinked and pointed at a desk by the door.


  "Don't you fucking move, you fucking sick motherfucker," she roared.


  He nodded, swallowing and closing his eyes like he just wanted this nightmare to go away.


  She backed slowly away, picking up a dissection knife from a prep tray, never taking her eyes off the man. "Do you make a habit of sticking live people into refrigerators, you sick fuck?"


  "Listen, ma'am, you're in the county morgue. You were dead. I swear to God. You were dead," he pleaded.


  Tanis kept the knife up as she opened the desk drawer with one hand and found the keys. 


  The guy started to step towards her. "Listen, I just need to get my supervisor. There's been some mix-up—"


  "Like hell I'm going to sit here waiting for you to get a supervisor." She picked up the chair and threw it. He cringed. "What? So this time you can make sure I'm dead, you fucking serial killer?" 


  He looked like he was going to cry. "We checked! We checked everything! You were dead! You were in a really bad accident off the High Five. You were dead!"


  "Where the hell are my clothes?" Tanis screamed at him.


  "We had to cut them away!"


  She found the keys. She was getting out. She was going to be okay if she could just get out. "Which one is your car?"


  "The 1995 red Honda Civic. It's got a blanket over the backseat."


  He acted like he was going to walk towards her again. She picked up the metal wastepaper basket and hurled it at him. It hit the prep tray, clanging noisily, and the surgical tools flew through the air. He whimpered.


  "I will fucking kill you if you come one step closer. Do you understand?"


  He nodded again, shrinking as far as he could into the corner of the room.


  Tanis ran over and grabbed the paper sheet from the morgue tray. She wrapped it around her and ran out.


   The hallway was sterile and windowless, lit only by the bare bulbs of the overhead fluorescent lights. She jogged down the hallway and up a set of linoleum steps and stepped out into a foyer with marble floors and sandstone walls. Huge windows looked out on a parking lot. The county seal hung on one wall. A metal detector was set up in front of the door. The place was deserted. She pushed on the bar of the door. An alarm went off, but she didn't care. She just kept running. She had to get out.


  She ran down the granite steps. The parking lot in front of her held just a couple of cars. She doubled her speed. There it was. A crappy red, scuffed, and scratched hatchback. Safe. She was going to be safe. She flung open the door and climbed inside.


  Her hands were shaking. She couldn't even get the key into the ignition. She looked back and saw the guy from the morgue and another guy coming out of the front of the building. They were trying to flag her down. She jammed the key in and revved the engine, peeling the tires as she screeched out of the parking lot.


  She didn't know if she was laughing or crying. But she was alive. She got out of that room alive.


  What had happened? What? There was that moment with the accelerator. It was stuck. The sound of the car hitting the guardrail. The spin. The fall. The ground coming towards her. And then waking up in that box. 


  What had happened?


  She pulled up in front of her mom's town house. The lights were on. People were moving around behind the blinds. It was like nothing had changed from the night she left on her birthday. Maybe it still was her birthday. Maybe someone slipped her something at the bar and it was all nothing but a bad dream.


  She turned off the car and grabbed the blanket from the backseat, wrapping it around herself like a bath towel. She walked up the steps to the door and jiggled the handle. It was locked. She could hear voices rumbling. She pounded with her open hand and screamed at the top of her lungs, "Open up!"


  Feet shuffled to the door. It swung open. Brett stood there, his face tearstained and his eyes puffy. He looked like he hadn't slept in days. The entire house was filled with flowers. But when Brett saw her, he turned as white as a sheet.


  Her mom asked from the kitchen, "Brett? Who is it?"


  Tanis heard a chair slide across the linoleum. Her mom stepped out of the kitchen. She gave out a half-choked scream and collapsed onto the ground.


  Brett and Tanis stood in silence.


  Finally, Tanis broke the spell. "Can someone tell me what the hell is going on?"






CHAPTER FIVE


 The Black Sea


  Raise the ship.


  The message blinked in Heather Paxton's in-box. They went for it. The university went for it. They were behind her on this.


  Sending vessels to aid in recovery efforts. Do not abandon site, the e-mail directed.


  She looked out the door of the onboard laboratory at Captain Marco. He and his crew, her scientists, the entire mob, were coming towards her. And they were angry.


  Need more money, Heather wrote back hastily. We have had a death.


  It was the only way to keep them on her side.


  She leaned over towards the microphone, tucking her blond hair behind her ears. "Steve? I need you back up here. Steve?"


  He didn't say anything. Heather rested her head in her hands. It seemed like it had all started with that first load of artifacts they pulled up from the Byzantine boat. The events, logically, had nothing to do with each other, but it was that moment she pulled the first urn out of the water that things started happening.


  Heather remembered leaning over the science ship's rail, watching as the divers guided up the first artifacts.


  "Look at those!" Heather shouted. 


  They came out of the ocean as pristine as the day they were made. It wasn't logical. "Quick! Get them on board before they oxidize!" she commanded. Seconds in the air could cause them to crumble.


  Her crew scrambled. They hung off the ladder as the divers handed the artifacts over. Gently, they passed them to the scientists above like firemen in a bucket line. The moment the first urn touched her hands was the proudest in her life. She cradled the urn like a mother with a newborn. Never, in all her years of study and research, had she seen anything like this find. "The seals are still intact," she whispered. "The contents might even still be inside." She placed it gently on a foam pad in a large saltwater tank. 


  But the moment it touched the water, the ship lurched. One of her guys cried out. He was on the ground, clutching his leg. She ran and grabbed the urn that the scientist on the ladder had been trying to pass to him, terrified it might break. She rushed to get it to the bath before turning back. "Are you okay?"


  His face grimaced in pain. "I turned my ankle. I think I tore something."


  He had. She lost him and a second crew member as they rushed him in the dingy to shore. The next day, one of the divers got the bends. He survived it, but they lost the load to water as his partner tried to save his life.


  That evening, as they watched the sun dip into the sea, Captain Marco said to her and Steve, "The sea doesn't want us to have anything from this ship."


  Steve laughed, "Superstitious, Captain Marco? Don't let your fear link together random events."


  The swarthy Greek man replied, "They are only superstitions if they aren't true." 


  "Can you imagine what it would be like if somehow we were able to raise the entire boat?" Heather mused.


  "It would be a death wish to us all!" spat Captain Marco.


  Steve ignored him. "If you could only see this thing. It's so perfect. I bet we could row it to shore."


  "I wonder if I should write the university," she said, "just to see if the funding is there…"


  She looked at Steve, hungry. A knowing smile crept across his face. "You should."


  Captain Marco spat into the sea in disgust, then walked away, muttering angrily.


  Heather laughed. "Tell me again about those forty lords. Tell me about their perfect bodies and perfect clothing—"


  Steve cut her off. "What would you say to trying to bring one up?"


  Heather looked out at the sea, her heart racing. "Yes."


  Now Heather looked out the door into the breezeway, watching the angry mob come towards her, and her heart raced for other reasons. "Steve, you need to get up here now. There has been a terrible accident," she said into the mic.


  They had been so careful. They had worked so hard. Heather looked over at the beautiful urn on the other side of the room. This project was bigger than her. This find was more important than a life. She was the protector of this find.


  Just a few hours ago, Steve had brought the corpse of the lord up to the diver. She should have just had Steve bring it all the way. But she wanted him to go back, to continue the retrieval. She needed those artifacts. She longed for them. She dreamed about them.


  They all waited as the diver continued his ascent. Slowly. So that the bends didn't get him, too. He was so close to the surface, just feet below the waves, close enough that they could see him. None of them saw the shark. There shouldn't have been a shark. It shouldn't have attacked. But she would see that red in the water until her dying day. Hear the diver's screams as he crawled his way to the surface. Repeat the film of him thrashing as the shark pulled him down, again and again, until he disappeared and was gone. They all stood there for an hour, looking into the water for any sign of him. There was none.


  And that body of the lord he was bringing up was lost, too.


  "Steve, we lost the body. There was a shark—"


  Steve's voice crackled in her headset. "Heather…the body…," Steve said. "That body is back here. On the deck. It is back here where I took it from."


  A cold chill washed over her. "What are you talking about?" she asked.


  Captain Marco strode into the room, interrupting her. "We are going. We are leaving."


  Heather pulled the headset off her head and hung it around her neck. "We can't. Steve is still down there. We can't leave him."


  Marco pointed his stubby, calloused finger in her face. "This is a cursed ship. Too many accidents. Too many deaths."


  "You can't blame the ship for a shark attack!" Heather shouted at him. "It isn't the ship's fault that some diver ascended too quickly and got the bends! That someone tore his Achilles. We are paying you a lot of money to finish this trip—"


  "You get him up here," Captain Marco said, "or we leave him here."


  She could hear Steve's voice in the earpiece. He was speaking fast. She put the headset back on. "I'm here, Steve. I need you to surface."


  His voice was panicked. "Heather…Heather, one of the symbols. It lit up. It was like a glyph. It lit up…Oh God! The eyes! Their eyes!"


  And that's when she heard his screams. Not the screams of someone who was startled or tripped or injured himself. They were the screams of a man being ripped apart. 


  "Steve, I'm bringing you back," Heather shouted into the microphone. She grabbed the controls and switched command of the suit from the diver to the ship. "Steve! Talk to me!"


  The screams stopped. There was nothing but silence on the line.


  "What? What is it?" asked Captain Marco,  looking over her shoulder at the monitor.


  "Something is wrong with Steve," she said, trying to remain calm. She could see the dot on her monitor that was Steve. Achingly it ascended through the depths on her screen.


  "Slowly!" Captain Marco said. "Slowly! You don't want to give him the bends!"


  "We don't have time!" said Heather.


  "You do it too fast and you will boil his blood! You will kill him!"


  "That suit will protect him. That suit can protect him from anything the sea can throw at him!" She sped up Steve's ascent.


  Finally, it looked on the monitor like he was at the surface.


  "Everyone, out to the deck, now!" she commanded the mutinying crew. "Look for Steve!"


  They all ran.


  The salt air hit her face as she scanned the waves. "Do you see him?" asked Heather, desperation in her voice. "Does anyone see him?"


  There was silence as everyone scouted the surface, looking for the telltale sign of Steve's yellow suit.


  "There! There he is!" someone cried.


  Like a dead man, the robotic suit floated facedown in the water, yellow metal against the blue of the sea.


  "Oh God…," Heather whispered. She pointed to one of the last remaining divers. "Take the winch. Get him on board!"


  "There are sharks in that water, bitch!" he shouted back. "My partner died an hour ago!"


  "Fine," said Heather, challenging anyone to stop her, challenging everyone to look at themselves and see their own cowardice. "Fine! I'll do it."


  She grabbed the clamp and turned on the winch, letting out the aircraft wire. She crawled down the side ladder, dropped into the ocean, and swam to Steve, swam to her friend as all of the other people watched from the safety of the deck. She fixed the clamp to the bar on the back of the suit.


  "Reel us in!" she shouted.


  She held on to Steve and allowed the boat to tow her in with him. "I am so sorry," she whispered. "I am so sorry, Steve…"


  She grasped the ladder, wiping the salt water and tears from her face. The winch continued to turn, lifting Steve out. He hung, lifeless, from the wire. Seawater poured out of his suit.


  "Oh God," said Heather. "The suit didn't hold."


  She climbed up the ladder and stood shivering on the deck as they swung him over the side and onto the deck. The window to the helmet was cracked. Inside was a blob of pink and red. It was like someone had taken hamburger and molded it into a lump. The sea had crushed him. It was all that was left of Steve.


  Marco made the sign of the cross. "This boat is cursed."


  "It is not cursed," said Heather, suddenly snapping. "It was just an accident. Just a horrible, horrible accident!"


  "That is no accident!" said Marco accusingly. "You said that suit should have held!"


  "Well, obviously it didn't!" Heather shouted back.


  "We have to go," said Marco, waving at his crew. He turned around and pointed his finger in Heather's face. "You leave everything at the bottom of the sea."


  Heather stepped dangerously close. "I will not let my friend die in vain."


  He pointed at Steve. "Your friend is killed! Do you not see that he is dead? Because of you?"


  She turned to the crew. "I want you to remember. I want you to remember who was willing to jump into shark-infested waters to retrieve the body of our team member. I want you to think about who would give up everything for you. Do you want to leave now? The whole world is going to know about our find, and if we don't do it, someone else will. Do you want this, all of this, to be for nothing? So that someone else gets the Nobel? So that some archeological pirates can steal our artifacts and sell them on the black market? Because that is what is going to happen if we leave now. We are stewards of this ship. We are the protectors of this site."


  Heather walked back into the science laboratory, leaving them to fight and squabble among themselves. She opened her computer, wiping away the tears that blurred her eyes, to write the university and tell them what was going on. 


  There was a new message from them: You have a $4M budget.


  Heather swallowed. Slowly, she pushed back from the desk and stood. She walked back out. Angry voices were shouting back and forth. Captain Marco's face was red as he tried to yell everyone down.


  Heather put two fingers into her mouth and whistled so loudly, it cut through all the arguing. Everyone turned and looked at her.


  "I have four million dollars’ worth of reasons to stay," she said. "And four million dollars’ worth of reasons why none of you are leaving."


  A bell clanged and a seagull cried.






CHAPTER SIX


Dallas


  Tanis woke, panic gripping her throat. The box. The darkness. She touched her quilt. She was still here. It was just a nightmare. She turned her head. She was in her own room with her clothes still strewn on the floor and the piles of class notes everywhere and the trash she always forgot to empty. She sat up and put her feet on the ground. 


  She wanted to pretend that the accident, that waking in the morgue, never happened. 


  But Brett took her to the spot where he said she died. Last night, she stood there as the sounds of the freeway whizzed overhead. The concrete was cracked. She recognized the place. Sickeningly. She knew, as sure as she knew that she was breathing, that this was where she landed. 


  "Sis, you were dead," Brett just kept saying. 


  Tanis looked over at him, so frustrated. Between him and her mom, it was like a broken record. "How could I have been dead? I'm alive, right in front of you! People don't just die and come back to life."


  But as she looked up at the top level of the High Five, 120 feet above them, she knew there was no way she could have lived.


  "Tanis, I went down to the morgue myself. Me and Mom. We had just been sitting there, talking about this surprise party we were planning for your birthday. And then the cops said you were dead. I saw you, Tanis. I saw you lying on that slab. Your neck was broken. Your face was smashed. Your bones were sticking out of your arms. You were dead."


  "Well, you got the wrong girl," she replied.


  Brett looked up. "They said your car went over the guardrail."


  "It did," Tanis replied, shivering, unable to tear her eyes away from the freeway. Her car went over the side. She went over the side. She walked over and hugged Brett, needing desperately to remember that she was still alive. She squeezed him tight around his neck and tried to joke. "Guess you can't get rid of me that easily."


  He didn't say anything for a long time. Finally, he whispered, "Mom sure organized a really pretty funeral for you, sis."


  "Too bad I messed it up by living."


  "Shoot, even Dad's side of the family was going to show up."


  Tanis broke away, rolling her eyes. "The Toxoteses? Maybe we can pretend I'm still dead."


  "Tanis…"


  Silence hung between them. Tanis chewed on her thumbnail. "Was Dad planning on coming?"


  Her brother didn't say anything, but they both knew what the answer was.


  # # #


  Tanis picked up a pair of her jeans and folded them, putting them in the drawer. She lived. Somehow she lived. So starting this moment, things would be different.


  She went downstairs for breakfast. Everyone was gone. Brett. Her mom. Her mom spent the whole night chain-smoking her menthols and yelling at the police and the hospital. And now was at work like nothing had ever happened. 


  Tanis got a box of cereal from the pantry and sat down at the kitchen table. She wondered if her mom was still going to make her move out. After Brett and she got back, there was that fight. Her mom was at her from the moment she and Brett walked back in the door.


  "Where have you been?" she yelled.


  Tanis hung up her coat. Brett squeezed her hand.


  "We just went to look at the freeway," Tanis replied.


  "So did you fake it? Did you fake your own death to try and teach me some sort of lesson?" her mom shouted. "Did you fake it?"


  Tanis shouted back. "Mom, my car is totaled. You and Brett saw my damned body. Hell, they stuck me in the fucking morgue…"


  Her mom slapped her across the face. "Don't you use that sort of language in my house! Don't you open a portal to evil under my roof! Not with those words!" And then her mom ran, crying, to her room.


  Sitting at the kitchen table, Tanis touched her cheek, the pain from last night gone. It was how things always were. She poured her cold cereal into her bowl. She would make things different. Starting today.


  # # #


  The bell to the coffee shop tinkled.


  Ray looked up from behind the counter. "Holy fuck, I thought you were dead."


  "Yeah, that's what everyone keeps telling me," Tanis replied as she walked in.


  He stood there staring at her. "I don't know whether to hug you or tell you to get the hell out of my shop."


  Tanis shrugged. "How about giving me back my job?"


  "You stormed out of here, telling me to go fuck myself. Why the hell should I do that?"


  "Maybe think of it as my last request?" Tanis suggested.


  He looked at her, rubbing the tattoos on his arm. He shook his head ruefully and tossed her an apron. "Come on. I haven't found your replacement yet."


  Tanis tied it on awkwardly and walked behind the counter. The shop was empty. Usually, she and Ray would just shoot the shit. Tanis picked up a rag and started wiping the pastry case.


  Ray leaned against the back bar. "So—what? Did you fake it or something?"


  Tanis shrugged. "Misunderstanding. They thought I was dead. I wasn't. They even stuck me in the morgue."


  "Holy shit."


  She gave him a small smile. "Yeah. One of those things that kinda changes you a bit."


  He nodded. "Good. I like this better." He flicked Tanis with his towel. "And when you're done, you can clean the bathrooms."


  Good ol' Ray, Tanis thought.


  But that was when the customer walked through the door. Tanis gagged. The smell. It was like charred, rotting meat. How could anyone look like that and still be living?


  The woman's face was decaying off her skull. Half her cranium was missing. Her brain pulsed red and angry as congealed blood seeped out of the open wound. Her eyelids were charred. Pus wept from the sockets.


  "I'll get you an ambulance, ma'am!" Tanis said, trying not to panic as she picked up the phone and dialed 911.


  "Why the hell do I need an ambulance?" the woman spat back.


  "Tanis…?" asked Ray worriedly. "What are you doing?"


  Tanis looked at him and looked at the lady. How could Ray even question her? "She's been in some sort of horrible accident. Half her face is gone!"


  "Are you on some sort of drugs?" the lady asked. "I should report you to the police!"


  "Hello? 911. What is your emergency?" the voice said in the receiver.


  Ray was looking at her like she was crazy. "Tanis, it's Pauline. You see her almost every day," said Ray. "Remember? Double-shot latte, extra-hot?"


  The world began to hum in Tanis' ears. "Don't you see her?"


  "Are you on drugs?" Ray asked. "Is that what happened? You ODed and let everyone think you were dead?"


  "No! She's charred! I can see her brain!"


  "Are you tripping, Tanis?"


  "No!" Tanis shouted. "Why can’t you see her?"


  The woman leered at her. A tooth fell from her blackened gums. A piece of rotting flesh fell from her jaw, splattering on the ground.


  "She's dead! She's dead and rotting! What is wrong with her? She should be dead!" Tanis screamed hysterically. "Why isn't she dead?"


  "Shut your mouth before I come over there and shut it for you!" threatened Pauline.


  "She’s dead, Ray!"


  "Tanis! Stop it!" Ray shouted. "Stop it!"


  "Hello? 911. Please state your emergency," the voice in the receiver said again.


  Tanis picked up the knife they used to slice the bagels and pointed it at the woman. "Don't you come a step closer! Don't you fucking touch me!"


  Pauline whipped out her keys. Attached to them was a canister of pepper spray. She nailed Tanis right in the face.


  Tanis fell to her knees, dropping everything and clutching her eyes. It burned. Her throat felt like it was closing. She didn't know if she could breathe.


  Ray picked up the phone, whispering into the receiver, "We need an ambulance…"






CHAPTER SEVEN


Dallas


  She was strapped to the gurney. She couldn't move. Restraints on her arms, her legs, her neck. The paramedic poured something in her eyes to take away the burn of the pepper spray.


  "I'm not crazy!" Tanis wept. "You have to believe me! She's dead!"


  The flashing ambulance lights. The rattle of the gurney as they arrived at the emergency room.


  "Seems like maybe someone slipped you something funny at that coffee shop," the paramedic tried to soothingly joke. "Don't you worry. We'll get you fixed up."


  "Why won't you believe me? Why won't anyone believe me?" Tanis screamed.


  The paramedic didn't answer, just shook his head as he signed the paperwork, turning her over to the ER.


  A female nurse in scrubs began pushing Tanis down the hall, the lilt of her Spanish accent coloring her words. "We're going to give you something to calm you down. Maybe sleep a little until we figure out what's going on."


  She deposited Tanis inside one of the ER rooms.


  Tanis could smell him before she could even see him. 


  "Oh God, no…," said Tanis, terrified to see what he looked like when he came around the corner. "Don't let him come in…," Tanis whispered. "Please don't let him come in…"


  And then the doctor walked into the room. His skin was melting, like someone had poured acid on him from top to bottom. A portion of his jaw was missing, and Tanis could see his forked tongue as he spoke.


  "Don't let him touch me!" Tanis screamed, arching against her restraints, trying to get free.


  The nurse walked over to the cabinet. "Calm down! You're hallucinating. There is nothing there!"


  It seemed like every time Tanis shouted, the doctor's rot got worse. A glob of mucus and blood dripped onto Tanis' shirt.


  "Get it off!" she screamed. "Get it off! Get it off!"


  The nurse handed the doctor a syringe from a drawer. The needle was thick and large. The rotting man plunged it into a bottle and filled it. There was too much joy in his eyes as he tapped the needle to get out the air bubbles. The doctor walked over, his skull grinning. He brought his rotting, fetid face close to Tanis and said, "Nighty-night."


  And then he plunged the needle into Tanis' arm.






CHAPTER EIGHT


Dallas


  The days were a haze of forgotten memories. So many needles. So many drugs. Tanis woke to find herself inside an MRI machine, the dull pings echoing around her head. She began struggling. Then she heard the sounds of cursing and feet running and then more oblivion.


  She opened her eyes. She was in a bed in a brightly lit hospital room. Flowers were everywhere.


  "Tanis?" said a male voice. "Tanis? Are you awake?"


  Her mouth was so dry. She turned her head. Brett was asleep in the room’s other bed.


  "Tanis?"


  The voice was coming from the other side. She turned her head the other way.


  A doctor just a little older than her stood there looking at her with kind eyes. His face crinkled into a smile, a dimple appearing in his tanned cheek. The light in the hallway made his sandy curls look like a halo.


  "Hello," she said. 


  "Hello," he replied. "My name is Dr. Jared Dolgner. Do you know where you are?"


  She wiped her face with her hand. "A hospital?" she guessed.


  He laughed. "Yes, a hospital." He sat down on the corner of her bed. "How are you feeling?"


  "Okay," she replied. "Thirsty."


  He reached over and poured her some water from a pink plastic pitcher. He handed her the paper cup. "Heard that you’ve been having a rough week."


  Tanis looked over at Brett as she sipped. "Has it been a week?"


  "Thereabouts," he replied. "Your other doctors told me you were in accident, and then you began seeing some strange things?"


  It seemed so ridiculous now. How could she have believed that people's faces were rotting off?


  Dr. Dolgner reached out and gripped her hand in his own. His was cool and soft. "It's okay. I'm here to help."


  Tanis wondered if she could trust him, wondered if she was better off talking about it or pretending like nothing happened.


  But there was something about him. Something that seemed like he actually, genuinely cared. "There were people," she confessed slowly, having a hard time saying the words. "And they looked like rotting corpses."


  He nodded. He didn't make fun of her. He didn't tell her she was crazy. Instead, he said, "We think that as a result of your accident, you started having some hallucinations. It’s normal. Traumatic brain injury is to be expected from the kind of fall you took."


  "They didn't seem like hallucinations…," Tanis replied. "It was so real…"


  "Of course. That's what hallucinations seem like. Sometimes it just takes a little longer for the brain to heal than the body. But the good news is that your body is fine. These hallucinations are just a residual effect." He took out a piece of paper and wrote down his contact information. "This is the address of my office. I'd like for you to come see me. Right now, three times a week, and once things start getting better, we'll taper it down. Okay?"


  He handed her the paper. She looked at it. Dr. Jared Dolgner and his address.


  "You're going to be discharged today. I want you to start coming by tomorrow." He got up and held out his hand to shake hers. "Okay?"


  She gripped the piece of paper and nodded. "Tomorrow."






CHAPTER NINE


  Dallas


  "Tanis! I brought you more boxes!" her mom shouted from downstairs.


  "Thanks!" Tanis yelled back, not moving an inch from her computer. 


  "Get off that damned blog and come get these boxes!"


  "In a minute!"


  Tanis heard the front door slam. The cursor on her blog blinked at her. She clicked "upload" and the picture appeared. The rotting face sneered at her from the screen. She used to hate them, used to have to force back the bile every time she ran into a rotting person in public. But that was before Dr. Jared taught her how to lean into the discomfort, to laugh, to relax, to accept that they weren't real and they were nothing to be feared.


  And now she sought them out. She might be crazy, but she was going to be a rich crazy. Most of the classes she'd taken over the years were a total waste, but the one in graphic manipulation was becoming useful. She clicked “refresh,” enjoying the satisfaction of all the hits rolling in on her page counter. She added another advertisement to her sidebar.


  She saw the rot, even in the pictures she took. Whatever was triggering the hallucinations was that strong. But by tracing over the images her mind was creating, she had created images that showed what she saw, so everyone else could see it now, too. Her posts went viral. Horror fanatics loved them, the fans of Wes Craven and Eli Roth and Barnabas Yancey. Tanis scanned through her posts. It was so weird how mean all the rotting people seemed to be. It was all there on her blog, story after story. They were always yelling at someone or being an irrational dick about life. She almost got run off the freeway by some asshole whose finger fell off as he hung it out the window. 


  She clicked “refresh” again. Five hundred hits. Sure, she had to put up with a couple of online stalkers, but Dr. Jared helped her deal with that, too. And eventually, the stalkers disappeared, just like he said they would.


  She leaned back in her chair. Dr. Jared Dolgner. Jared. It was like talking to her best friend instead of some doctor. They'd been meeting for two months now in his dumpy little office in a dumpy little strip mall in the middle of nowhere. Two months was longer than she'd ever dated any guy. And she’d never felt as good with any of them as she did with him.


  She looked around her room at all the empty boxes her mom kept bringing home from the office. He was helping her with this, too. Didn't matter that she survived an accident, that she was half-crazy. Her mom was done with her, wanted her out. She said that these hallucinations were a sign of some deeper evil. Dr. Jared laughed when she told him.


  "Tanis," he said, "some people, when they almost lose something they love, push it away so that they never have to feel that sort of hurt again. Your mom loves you."


  She looked around the brown-paneled office with its orange industrial carpet. She picked at a chip in the brown pressboard desk. "Doesn't mean that it doesn't suck."


  "Think of the liberation. You finally have a chance to be yourself. I think moving out on your own is a great idea."


  She looked up at him. "Do you live alone?"


  He nodded. "I do."


  "No…girlfriend or wife…?"


  He laughed. "No. I haven't been that lucky."


  "Seems strange. You seem like the kind of guy who would have a wife or a girlfriend…"


  A silence hung between them. Dr. Jared cleared his throat. "Tanis, sometimes when a person is in therapy, they…well, they think of the safety and comfort of these sessions and think that all of life could be like that if they could make it go on forever. But I am just as messed up as you are."


  "No, you're not."


  "Sure I am. Just in different ways. Listen, you are a beautiful, intelligent young woman—"


  "We're almost the same age—"


  He stopped her. "And I am here to help guide you."


  She didn't know why he would never just say it. She could see it. She could see he liked her. See that he wanted to let her know. He just didn't.


  "Whatever," she said, staring down at the floor.


  "Tanis?" he asked.


  She looked back up at him, "What?"


  "Have you ever thought about taking a vacation?"


  She shrugged, "Sure. You know, with all my mountains of gold."


  "I'm serious. You have that settlement coming in from the automaker because of the accelerator malfunction. Malpractice money from the hospital after they misdiagnosed you as deceased."


  She laughed. "They sure fucked up that one."


  He smiled at her, his face almost glowing as he urged her. "Get away. It will help. Your mind needs a rest to make the hallucinations go away. Go someplace beautiful. Get out of this town. I've always wanted to leave. Let me live vicariously through you…"


  Tanis stared back at her computer. She wished he would come with her instead of just wanting to live vicariously.


  The doorbell rang. She pushed herself away from her desk and walked downstairs. She opened the door. It was just the postman.


  "I have a registered letter for Tanis Archer," he said, holding out the electronic pad for her to sign.


  She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. There was only one thing this could be. He handed her the envelope and she shut the door. She ripped the envelope open. There was a letter with some legal bladdity-blah on it. But what had her attention was the check. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Her hand shook. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. It was more money than she had ever seen in her entire life. The settlement from the car company. She looked at the boxes her mom had left for her. She could just leave. She could just go far, far away. She could take that vacation and maybe stay forever. She smiled. Maybe, once she deposited the check, she'd run over to see Dr. Jared. Maybe let him know she was ready—ready to escape…


  She threw on her jacket and ran out to her brother's old car. He had let her use it while they waited for this check to come through. She thought about how she could buy him a whole new truck. She climbed inside. 


  A great big grin spread over her face as she thought about how happy he'd be for her. She put the car in gear and drove over to the bank.


  The world suddenly seemed completely different. It was an amazing day. The sky was blue. The roads were open. She didn't even let herself get weirded out by the security guards with their rotting faces when she walked into the bank. She was going to get out of this town and whatever it was that was triggering this awfulness. There was going to be an end.


  She got into line and pulled out her phone. This was deserving of a Facebook update. She punched in, "Incredible day. My whole entire life just changed."


  The scream was the thing that pulled her away from her phone. The popping sound, almost like a car backfiring, and then the screaming of the bank teller. It faded to a whimper as the woman fell to the ground. And then there was another shot and the bank teller was quiet.


  Tanis turned. The three security guards who had been standing in the room now held guns. She tried closing her eyes, tried to clear her vision so that she could see their real faces and not the gangrenous flesh. Why, in the midst of a life-or-death situation, was she hallucinating?


  "Oh God," she whispered. She was swept along as the crowd in the bank fled towards the door and then stopped as one of the security officers placed a decaying finger on the trigger and fired, striking three people dead where they stood.


  He turned his worm-eaten body and aimed at a lady in her eighties. The old woman was waving her arms, as if trying to get the security guard's attention. Tanis caught the woman's eye, and the woman mouthed, Run. In her little immaculate suit and perfectly coiffed hair, she stepped into the line of fire so that others could escape. Tanis didn't look back as she ran, didn't look back as she heard the bullets, as she heard the old woman cry. She just ran. 


  There was a row of empty desks in the customer service area. She climbed beneath one, hoping that maybe these men would go after the money and not waste their time on her.


  But she heard the screams as more shots were fired. She heard the laughter from the guards. They were loving the bloodbath. They were loving the sport of a massacre. Someone fell against the top of the desk where Tanis was hiding. Open, lifeless eyes stared right into hers. A trickle of blood dripped onto the floor.


  "Oh please, God," she prayed.


  The body was flung aside and Tanis screamed. The putrid face of one of the guards came into view as he peered down at her. 


  "Ain't no God here," he said. He pointed his gun straight at her head. "I kicked him out."


  Tanis shrank back and braced herself, ready for the blow. This was it. She thought of Brett and how he never would recover. Of Dr. Jared and how she never told him that she loved him. Here she had a chance to live again, and now it was all gone.


  The security guard stood, laughing, delighting in her fear, pointed his gun…and his head went flying off his body.


  Tanis looked up. Everything was quiet. Not a single gunshot. Not a single cry. The security guard's body fell to the side. Standing there behind him was a tall, brown-haired man dressed in red flannel and blue jeans. His face looked like he had seen too much, like the guys coming back from the war. He was covered in blood, and in his right hand he held an ax.


  "My name is Matt Cahill," he said as he reached out to her. "Welcome to the world of the undead."

  




EPISODE 2







CHAPTER TEN


  Dallas


  His hand was rough and calloused. Tanis gripped it like a lifeline as Matt pulled her out of her hiding place. His ax hung easily at his side, silver covered in red. Red on the marble floors. Still bodies at awkward angles. Sprays of blood across the walls. Globs of pink and black charred meat splattered across the carpet. 


  She just wanted it to stop. She just wanted the hallucinations and the reality, which was even worse, to stop.


  "They're all dead," she whispered, unable to look away.


  "But you're not," Matt reminded her. "In fact, I heard you don't like dying much."


  He acted as if this wasn't the worst thing a person could ever live through, as if this was something he dealt with every day. A fury rose inside her. She hated him for it. The security guard whose skull Matt had cleaved right off was bleeding on her shoes. 


  She shook off Matt's hand and stumbled over the corpse, scraping her boots on the carpet to try to get the blood off. "Fuck you," she said. And then she tripped on something. She looked down. It was the security guard's head. "I'm going to be sick."


  Matt grabbed a trash can. He wouldn't even let her hold it. He just guided her to a chair and placed it between her feet. She leaned over, not sure if she was going to pass out or throw up first. He held back her hair and rubbed her back like she was some kid who woke up from a bad nightmare. 


  "It gets easier," he said.


  She turned her head, resting it on her knee. She should have remembered to close her eyes. There was nothing here she wanted to see. Especially not the security guard's face, which was looking right up at her.


  She sat up. All the rot was gone from the head. The decay, the worms, the maggots. It didn't make sense. The security guard looked just like any other normal person. Everything…everything…it was all just a figment of her imagination. Dr. Jared was right.


  "It disappears when you kill them," Matt said.


  "What?" she asked, feeling as if he had just slapped her.


  Matt moved away and leaned against one of the empty desks. He picked up a piece of the bank's letterhead and started cleaning the gore from his ax like that was something a normal person did after decapitating a security guard. 


  "The rot," he replied. "It goes away when you kill them."


  "How do you know about the rot?"


  "I've been seeing it for a long time."


  "They are just hallucinations."


  "They aren't hallucinations, Tanis," Matt said.


  She looked up at him sharply. "How do you know my name?"


  "You blog a lot."


  "Oh!" she said, the pieces starting to fit together, realizing who he was. "Oh! You're one of those crazy assholes who follows my blog, thinking that this is all just fun and games. What did you do? Stalk me online and then begin following me around? Is all of this"—she motioned to the carnage around her—"just some sort of punked joke you created so that you could fulfill your twisted little fantasies?"


  He rubbed his hand along his beard stubble as he shook his head with incredulity. "What is going on in your life where you could string together a series of thoughts and come up with that as a plausible theory? Tanis, did you hear me? I can see the rot, too."


  The anger felt good. When she was mad, she didn't have to look at the woman in her business suit slumped against the wall with her eyes open but half her head missing. "I'm sorry to ruin whatever little ‘we're BFFs because we're both the same brand of crazy’ you've concocted, but take it from me, the rot is a figment of your imagination." Tanis got up and threw the wastepaper basket under one of the desks. She stepped on something squishy. She didn't even look to see what it was. "God, I hate this."


  Matt stood. "I promise, it will get easier."


  "Why are you pretending you can see my hallucinations?" Tanis shouted at him.


  "The rot is real."


  "No, it is not!"


  "Why do you say that?"


  "My doctor told me so!"


  "Your doctor doesn't understand."


  "Oh, I think he understands more than you do, you freak."


  "Tanis," Matt said. He waved at all of the bodies in the bank. "This is real. The rot you see is real. It's on the faces of people who have been corrupted to the core of their soul. It makes them do stuff like this. And you and me and a couple of others can see it. And we can stop this sort of carnage before it even begins."


  Tanis waved at the exact same spots Matt indicated. "Well, looks like you're doing an excellent job with that!" She looked at the little old woman who had given her life to protect Tanis and the others. She forced back the choking feeling in her throat, the one that wanted her to crumble instead of shout. "You might want to work on your timing."


  "I know," Matt said, his eyes sad, his face human and vulnerable for just a moment. But then he looked up at the clock over the main counter and the hardness returned. "We need to go." He walked away.


  Tanis called out after him. "Go? Are you kidding me? Excuse me. We need to wait for the police. There was a massacre here, and you, personally, happened to lop off someone's head."


  "You're going to want to keep a low profile, Tanis. Trust me on this," Matt said, pausing with his hand on the door. "You died, Tanis. But now you're alive. Come take a walk with me and I'll tell you why."


  And then he left.


  Tanis stood there. All the corpses were looking at her, looking at her like they were waiting for her decision. She tried to turn away, but their lifeless eyes and blank faces were everywhere. Waiting. She screamed in frustration and spun back. Matt was still there, just outside the door, his back to her. Tanis hated him. And hated him for knowing she was going to have to follow.


  She strode towards the door and slammed it open with her hands. She wasn't going to let him think he won. "Fine," she spat. "Tell me how the fuck I was able to come back to life."


  Matt began walking with huge strides, and Tanis had to half walk, half jog to keep up. The sound of sirens wailed in the distance. They turned the corner onto a sterile street of cookie-cutter businesses and perfectly manicured hedges where the sirens weren't as loud.


  Matt slowed down. His ax swung softly in his hand. "I don't know how it happens," he finally said, "but I died, just like you. And I got a second chance, just like you, too. And for whatever reason, when we were brought back to life, we were given a gift. We have the power to see evil. There are more of us. People like you and me. And there are other people, people with special powers…"


  Tanis let the contempt roll off into every word. "Special powers? What? Were they dropped into nuclear waste and now can walk on walls or something?"


  "I know. It sounds crazy," said Matt staring up at the sky like it might hold some answers. "You're looking for a logical reason why all this happened and why it all happened to you. But I am here, as someone who knows, to tell you there isn't a logical reason. What I can tell you is that you can't hide from it." He stopped, gently put his hand on her arm to stop her, too. He looked straight into her eyes. "This sort of violence started happening all the time to me. You have no idea what I have seen. I had to try and stop it. You are going to have to try and stop it."


  "Excuse me?" she said.


  "Because now that you can see it, evil will follow you wherever you go."


  There was something about the way he said it. Something in his voice. He was telling the truth. She didn't want him to be telling the truth. She pulled away from him. "I'm sorry, what? I get in one car accident and suddenly I'm some sort of an evil magnet?"


  "There is a…man…except he isn't a man. His name is Mr. Dark—"


  "Mr. Dark? Are you kidding me?" She hung her head back and forced a laugh. "If you say his name three times in front of the mirror, does he come out and turn off your nightlight?"


  "He's killed a lot of people I care about," Matt said sharply. "He's going to try to kill people you care about, too."


  "This is bullshit," she replied.


  "Want to hear something else that’s 'bullshit'? Something I never would have believed except that it happened to me? There is a university that wants to use us to unlock the secrets to eternal life."


  "I have a freeway they can take a flying leap from if they'd like to try my method."


  "This university will come after you, too."


  She threw up her hands and gripped her head. This man was talking crazy. "That's ridiculous. Why would some university come looking for me? What are they going to do? Offer me a scholarship?"


  "They're going to torture and kill you," Matt replied. There was not a single ounce of humor in his voice.


  Tanis shifted uncomfortably. Matt seemed like he actually believed what he was saying. "How would they even find me?" she asked dismissively.


  "The same way I did."


  Tanis didn't have a comeback.


  "Join us, Tanis. I came all this way to talk to you, and when I finally found you, this was going on. This is just the start. It is only going to get worse. Come with me. Help us so that we can help you."


  She pointed her finger at him and started walking towards him. "Or maybe, if you are the evil magnet that you say you are, all of this happened because you brought it with you."


  This time, it was Matt who didn't have a comeback.


  "You're telling me you go around killing people and you want me to do it, too. Excuse me, I'm not a murderer." Tanis held up the check she’d originally gone into the bank to deposit, the check that put her in the wrong place at the wrong time. "I just got a second chance at life, a huge settlement from that accident I was in, and if anything, this has shown me you may never get a second chance."


  "Death spit you out, Tanis, and believe me, unless someone is really determined to end you, death doesn't want you back. When you become like us, you get third and fourth and fifth chances to set things right…"


  "Well, those people in the bank didn't get that chance." The silence hung between them. She could feel her legs starting to get weak. She couldn't let him see. Tanis spoke slowly so that Matt would hear and comprehend that she meant every word. "You're right. I have been given a gift. I have been given the gift of still being alive after all of this. All of this. And I'm not going to waste a moment of this second chance running around killing rotting people on some crusade with some stranger I just met."


  "Tanis…," said Matt, pleading with her.


  She couldn't. She just couldn't. Tanis started walking back towards the bank. "I am going to go tell the proper authorities everything that happened, because that is what a respectful citizen would do. Then I'm going to put this damn check in an outside ATM, which is what I should have done in the first place. And then I'm going to enjoy the rest my life. And, yes, by the way, thank you for saving it. Have a great day."


  "Wait!" said Matt. 


  Tanis stopped, wishing he would just let her go and live her life. 


  He pulled a pen out of his shirt pocket and a slip of paper from his wallet. He wrote something on it and jogged over to Tanis. "This is how to contact me when you change your mind," he said.


  The paper had a phone number and a smear of blood from Matt's hand.


  "I won't need it," she replied.


  "I know you won't," said Matt. He gave her a grim smile and then walked away in the opposite direction. "I'll talk to you later, Tanis."


  "No, you won't!" she shouted after him. He didn't even look back. 


  Tanis turned the corner. The bank was surrounded by police cars and fire trucks. Her hands started shaking. She slowed down. She couldn’t go back. She couldn't face that room filled with death. She couldn't. But still, she walked over to one of the officers.


  His face changed the moment he looked at her, like he could tell something wasn't right. "Ma'am?"


  She pointed at the bank. "I lived through that."


  Time became strange. Someone found a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders, as if somehow that was going to make things all better, would erase the images burned into her mind that she knew she would never be rid of. 


  She tried to ignore the police chief, who had a pock of brown decay eating into his cheek. The edges of it were crawling on his face like tentacles. She wondered what would happen to the spot if Matt chopped off his head. She wondered, just for a moment, if she could save someone from a massacre like this if she killed the chief now, if she slaughtered the people with the rot wherever she saw them. She wondered if eventually her face would start to look like theirs. 


  Someone took her elbow. An officer who was saying something to her in calm, sympathetic tones. She didn't hear. He sat her on a bench and said someone was going to be there soon to take her statement. People kept handing her cups of terrible coffee. They introduced themselves with names she forgot as soon as they finished the sentence. A detective in a suit put a recorder on the bench and opened up a notebook. His pen stopped when she said the name "Matt Cahill." There was just a flicker of something on his face. Recognition of something he wasn't supposed to acknowledge.


  "What?" asked Tanis. "You've heard of this wack job?"


  He began writing again. "His name has come up before. In situations like this one. Thought it was just rumors, though. Heard he's saved a lot of people."


  Two investigators walked by, talking in low tones.


  "You're a really lucky girl," said the detective.


  "Right," she replied. She looked down at the check she still clutched in her hand. The paper was shaking. It was too quiet without her anger. Her mind flashed through the image of the security guard's rotting face leering at her, blocking out the light. 


  A news van pulled up to the curb. 


  She thought of Matt's words, the way he told her she needed to keep a low profile. She pushed off the blanket wrapped around her shoulders. "I need to go."


  The detective nodded and turned off the recorder. "We know how to get ahold of you if we have questions. Can we give you a lift home?"


  She shook her head. "No, I just need to go."


  "Let me escort you out…"


  But she was already gone. She rushed away, daring anyone to stop her, and ducked under the police tape. She shivered, she felt so cold. She walked around to the back of the building to the drive-through. A car honked at her as she tried to pound her pin number into the ATM. Her hands kept shaking and couldn't hit the numbers right. She kept dropping the check. Her throat tightened. Everything got blurry and tears started pouring down her cheeks. She couldn't understand why she was having such a hard time putting in the check. She heard a wracking sob and then realized it was her.


  The driver laid on the car horn.


  "Fuck you!" she screamed. She ran over and kicked its bumper, feeling the impact of her foot against the metal vibrate up her leg. "Fuck you! Come out here and I will fucking kill you!" The eyes of the perfectly coiffed driver got huge and she threw the car into reverse. She drove away before Tanis could land another blow. "Fuck you!" Tanis shouted, chasing her out of the parking lot. 


  She walked back to the ATM, rage pouring through her veins. Her hands were steady again. The machine took the check. She leaned against the hot metal, letting it warm her. She wasn't going to play. If this asshole, Matt Cahill, was telling the truth and there was some battle between good and evil and some power that wanted her to be its pawn, she wasn't going to do it. She looked up and wiped away her tears. She wasn't going to do it.


  She strode over to her brother's car and flung open the door. She revved the engine and peeled out of the parking lot. She liked the sound of the tires screaming. She drove straight to Dr. Jared's office. She stormed through the door, through the empty lobby, into his office.


  He was sitting at his desk and looked up as she burst in.


  "Oh my God, what happened to you?" he asked as he took in the blood on her clothes and her tearstained face. She was shaking.


  She ignored the question and asked one of her own. "Jared, you know that vacation you keep telling me I should take?" 


  "Yes?"


  "Well, I have had a hell of a day and I finally figured out what I need."


  He got up from his desk and walked around to her, his face full of concern. "And what is that?"

  
  "You."

  




CHAPTER ELEVEN


The Black Sea, Three Weeks Later


  "Be careful with that body!" Heather Paxton shouted. The crate crashed back onto the deck. "Goddammit," she said. "Did any of you even bother to check the safety wires?" She strode over. The group shifted uncomfortably, the crate smashed upon the deck.


  One of the scientists stepped forward. "Dr. Paxton—"


  "Don't pretend you're sorry." She crouched down to see how bad the damage was.


  His face got red, "We checked the wires—"


  "Well, obviously, you didn't. Otherwise, this crate, which contains the perfectly preserved body of a member of sixth-century Byzantine aristocracy, would not have come crashing down on my perfectly preserved sixth-century Byzantine boat!" 


  She rubbed her forehead. There was so much money riding on this. So much at stake. If she screwed it up, if she let one more accident happen…She stopped herself from completing the thought.


  Raising the fifteen-hundred-year-old boat from the bottom of the sea had been eerily easy. The university sent robotic submarines after Steve's death. They blamed her for the failure of his suit. And she knew they were right. It was her fault. It had to be her fault. She played that day over and over again in her mind, trying to figure out what she did wrong, what she should have done differently. If she could just figure it out, she could make sure it never happened again.


  She'd get back in their good graces once they saw the ship, once they saw the full enormity of the find, once the papers and prizes were awarded. She and her crew had been kept so busy trying to preserve all the priceless artifacts on the upper decks, they hadn't even seen what was below. She could only imagine the artifacts it held.


  But as she looked at the broken crate, she tried to ignore the cold chill she felt creeping its way up her back. Whenever her team attempted to remove a body, the accidents started again. They hadn't managed to get even one across to the hold.


  Heather could feel his eyes. Captain Marco, that smug bastard, was leaning against the railing of the science vessel, watching. He shook his head slowly, as if he was saying, I told you so.


  "Can we get this mess cleaned up?" she asked. Two of her team ran forward to take off the lid and see how bad the damage was. 


  "Both lines snapped," spat a scientist, clutching his arm. When he removed his hand, it was covered in blood, and a deep, angry cut ran the length of his biceps.


  The crew fell silent. 


  She knew they still hated her for making them stay. Hated her, hated the boat, hated the project. She told herself it was just grief, that once they towed the ship to port and all this bad luck gave them a break, they would see the incredible part in history they were playing. But as her crew stared at her with accusing eyes, she knew that day was not today.


  Heather rubbed her forehead again. She was so fed up with all of this. She pointed at the science vessel. "Get over to sick bay and find someone to fix it." She turned and addressed everyone. "Actually, all of you. Head back. We're done for the day. Get back to your quarters. We'll try this again in the morning."


  She turned her back to the team as she waited for them to clear out. She shouted over her shoulder, "Don't drip blood on the deck!"


  "Too late," he replied, the wind carrying away his words. 


  She looked and there were drops of crimson all over one of the carved symbols. "Shit," she said, looking around for something to try to wipe it up with. The sound of the dinghy’s outboard motor had faded away by the time she found a rag. And the blood had already dried, staining the glyph with rust-colored spots. 


  Her crew didn't understand, she thought. She looked at the forty crates, all lined up in a row. They were miracles, every last one of these remains. Why couldn't her team see the bigger picture? Why couldn't they see the importance of this find?


  She walked over to the broken crate and picked up the lid. The lord rested inside in a saltwater bath, water she insisted they bring up from the fathoms below so that his body wouldn't know anything had changed. He was beautiful, mummified by the sea. He retained his skin tone, muscle mass, even most of his hair. His clothing appeared to be linen, but there was no way linen could have survived underwater this long. There must have been some sort of microorganism living at that depth that was responsible for their preservation. Such a microorganism could hold the secrets to eternal life. She needed to get these bodies to her lab.


  She looked at the snapped aircraft cable on the winch. Both the wire and the safety were meant to hold seven thousand pounds of weight. Was it the salt water? Was it defective? She sighed. The only thing that mattered was that it didn't happen again. 


  "I'll take care of you," she whispered to the ancient lord before lowering the lid. She rested her hands on the crate, letting her will seal the promise.


  She disembarked, climbing down the ladder to the remaining dingy, the one that should have been weighed down by at least one member of the Byzantine aristocracy. She fired up the motor and headed straight to the science boat.


  Captain Marco was waiting for her, still smoking that goddamned pipe. She hated how he just stared at her as she tied on and climbed up the ladder. She gritted her teeth and forced a plastic smile.


  The sea air caught strands of her blond hair, whipping them into her mouth. She removed them with a crooked finger. "Tow the boat as far as you can tonight. My team will head back over tomorrow to continue working."


  "Should have left the thing at the bottom of the ocean," said Marco.


  She was so tired of this argument. She was so tired of him thinking the university was paying him for his opinions. "Listen, Captain, we have a big journey ahead of us. Let's just get started towards Seattle."


  Marco took another puff from his pipe and shook his head. "This is trouble. I feel it in my bones. It is trouble."


  "I'll make sure to note it in my report. 'Captain Marco has a feeling in his bones.'"


  "I won't have it be told that I'm responsible when things go to hell."


  "'Under protest' noted!" she said as she walked away.


  She ducked down the stairs and headed towards her room. Several members of her team were standing in the hall talking. They stopped as soon as they saw her.


  "Excuse me," she said as she turned sideways to get past. They just stared angrily. Ever since that awful day with the shark and then the suit, everyone on board made sure to let her know they were hired hands, nothing more.


  She opened the flimsy plastic door to her cabin and went inside. She couldn't let the crew know that it bothered her. She was holding things together by a thread. They should be happy, she thought. They were getting paid enough.


  She stripped off her T-shirt and cargo pants, hanging them to air out. She stood, looking at her bag, knowing she should get dressed and join everyone for the evening meal.


  She flopped onto the bed. Not tonight, she thought. She couldn't face them again tonight. She put her arm over her eyes. The cool sheets felt good against her bare skin after the long day in the sun. They would be sorry, she thought. They would be sorry when they got to Seattle and saw that it—all of it—was worth it. 


  The night sky twinkled at her, but the stars were out of place. She heard the creaking song of the wooden beams, rubbing against each other as the ocean pushed and pulled. The moonlight bathed the Byzantine boat in silver, catching the edges of the glyphs and carvings. There was an energy…a something…that made her heart pound in her chest.


  She felt something trickling down her arm. She touched it. Blood. Her arm was cut across the biceps. She tried to hold the wound shut, but the blood dripped from her elbow and fell upon one of the ancient symbols.


  She knew that was a terrible thing. A terrible, terrible thing. 


  The symbol began to glow, eerie and yellow. At first, it was just the one. But the glow spread like a spill, as fast as wine tipped upon a tablecloth.


  It should have been beautiful, the entire boat lit like it was made of one hundred paper lanterns, shining through the cutouts of the glyphs. 


  But it was not.


  Heather gripped the railing, the blood now pouring like a river down her arm. 


  The lids of forty crates flew off. Forty dead lords sat up, their white robes gleaming. They turned their heads as one and faced Heather Paxton, foolish Heather Paxton.


  "Stop…," she whispered.


  Their eyelids lifted and the same glow, that awful yellow glow of the glyphs, filled their empty, barren sockets.


  Heather Paxton sat up in bed, drenched in sweat. The sun was shining through her porthole. She had fallen asleep. She dropped back onto her pillow. It was just her mind processing the light from the sun, she thought. Nothing more. It was just the sun and a bad dream. She wiped away the moisture from her neck and chest and tried to will her heart to stop pounding.


  # # #


  Half a hemisphere away, Brett Archer sat up in the darkness of his bedroom. He opened his eyes and light poured out.


  "I am ready, my lords," he said.


  # # #


  Heather Paxton stepped onto the bridge. Marco was sitting in his captain's chair at the helm, doing nothing. His pipe sat unlit as he mouthed the end. It was nearly eight a.m.


  Heather braced herself for another fight and forced a perky chirp to her voice instead of screaming at him like she wanted to. "So what time are we planning to set sail?" she asked.


  "We already are."


  "What are you talking about?"


  He took out his pipe and used it to point at the satellite GPS. "We're the little green blink, there."


  Heather slipped on her reading glasses and peered at the screen. She banged on the monitor.


  "Hitting it doesn't help anything," he said.


  "What's wrong with the gauges?" she asked.


  "Nothing."


  "This says that we've traveled five hundred nautical miles."


  "Yep." He put the pipe back into his mouth.


  "Do we have replacement instruments?" she asked, looking around the bridge as if one would magically appear. "This is an issue if we can't figure out where we are." Captain Marco wasn't moving. "Are you going to help me?" she asked, exasperated, thinking he should be a little more upset that their navigational systems were offline.


  "I already checked. It's correct," he replied. "Somehow, we are five hundred nautical miles from where we were last night."


  She looked out at the Byzantine boat floating outside the window. The chill of her nightmare washed over her body.


  "How is that even possible?" she asked. 

  




CHAPTER TWELVE


  Gulf Coast Resort, South of the Border


  Tanis didn't even open her eyes. Just reached over to grab a beer out of the ice bucket. "Fuck. I'm out."


  The waves crashed on the Gulf shore in endless, rolling static.


  Dr. Jared rattled the empty bottle dangling from his fingertips, not lifting his head from the back of his chair. "Me, too."


  He let it drop hollowly onto the sand.


  Tanis hadn't been sober since the massacre, and she wasn't about to start now.


  "We should remedy this," Tanis commented.


  Neither of them moved.


  The sun beat down hot on the beach. A gull cried. Tanis reached over and ran her fingers down Jared's suntanned arm, the sweat of him wet on her fingertips.


  He looked over. "How's my favorite patient?"


  "In desperate need of some medicine," she said.


  "Make it a double. Doctor's orders," he replied before settling back to fall asleep.


  Tanis turned around. Atop the crest of the private beach, a little Mexican waiter dressed in a white jacket was waiting for this moment. Tanis waved him over, the movement almost causing her to tip out of her chair. She steadied herself as the world spun, pressing herself back into her seat. "Jesus, half this guy's face is starting to melt."


  It seemed like they were everywhere, the rotting faces. She saw them all. And now there were people with glowing eyes. She told herself they were just hallucinations, just tricks of her sick mind. But right beneath that thought, all she could think of was that asshole, Matt Cahill, and how he said that it was just the beginning. The security guard's face flashed across her mind, the gun pointed at her, his head flying off, looping over and over. The screams. The ax. The bloodstain on her shoe.


  She leaned over and threw up in the empty bucket.


  "You okay?" Jared asked.


  Tanis wiped her mouth, the acidic bite of the bile and old salsa burning her nose. "Just making room for seconds."


  She leaned back in her chair, needing something stronger, anything stronger to make these hallucinations and memories go away.


  "It's all in your imagination," said Dr. Jared, waking up enough to reach over and grip her hand. "You're here and you're safe. Nothing will harm you as long as you're with me."


  She turned and shouted over her shoulder. "Where the fuck are those beers?


  "Focus on me…," he said. "I'm here." He placed her hand on his heart. "You're here. We don't ever have to go back. Just enjoy the now."


  He looked so sincere, so wanting for her to be happy. Her face cracked into a wicked grin. She slid her fingers down his chest and into his trunks. He was awake. The tip of his dick was already wet and its head fit so nicely in the cup of her palm. 


  "We could just…stay here…," mentioned Jared. "Forever."


  Her thumb stroked across the head. "Maybe.


  Neither of them paid any attention to the waiter as he stumbled through the sand to reach them, picking up the discarded bottles, not realizing until too late that one of the buckets was not empty. He didn't blink an eye, just cleared his throat to let them know he was ready to take their order.


  "Dos bucketos of cervezas more," Tanis said, pulling her hand out of her boyfriend's pants to show how many “dos” was. "Charge it to mio roomo."


  The waiter nodded, his right cheek bubbling with pus. He hates us, Tanis thought. She was glad. She hoped he hated them so much he never came back and she never had to see his rotting face again. She turned away so she wouldn't have to watch him bow and scrape as he backed up the hill. 


  "Is he gone?" asked Jared.


  "Let me check," said Tanis. She stood, wobbling on her feet, and swayed over to Jared's chair. She threw her leg over and knelt, straddling him. He grabbed her waist and she let him help her slide down, running her body the length of his torso until she was nestled down tight into his lap. She bit his neck and then peered over the back of his chair, one-eyeing it so that she could focus through the haze of alcohol. "Yep."


  He grabbed her hair and pulled her face to his. This was what she wanted. The days of soft, tentative kisses were long behind them. His mouth was rough on her, hungry, wanting. This made the memories disappear. 


  He untied the top string of her bikini. She thought for a moment about pulling it back up, but why the fuck not? That waiter could come back with a semiautomatic instead of a bucket of beers. Life was too short. Fuck it all. Jared was nuzzling her tits and his hardness between her legs was rubbing her just right.


  And as luck would have it, the waiter didn't bring a gun. He just dropped off the buckets in the sand and walked away. His eyes flickered up at them only once.


  They weren't going to die today, thought Tanis. She reached behind her and untied the last string, pulling off her top and dropping it out of the way. She grabbed a longneck from the bucket, downing it without stopping for a breath as Jared shifted his trunks and his fingers pulled her bikini bottom to the side. He was hard, and she was wet, and that was what vacations were for, she thought, feeling the tip of his dick and then the squeezing thrust as he pushed inside. She put down her drink only when he laid the back of the chair flat, rolled her over, and started pounding till her toes curled.


  That was what vacations were for.

  




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Gettysburg


  Abraham Lincoln's head rolled across the Gettysburg battlefield.


  Matt Cahill hadn't seen this coming.


  The tour had started about an hour ago. Leading it was a historic reenactor who, other than being five-four, happened to be the spitting image of Abraham Lincoln. He said that he was going to show them one of the bloodiest battlefields of the entire Civil War, and he hadn't been lying.


  But it all started long before Matt killed Honest Abe. There was a new rot in town. Matt hadn't seen it himself, but one of his team swore that instead of fetid flesh, the new face of evil involved yellow, glowing eyes. Matt almost laughed. Glowing eyes. He'd gladly take glowing eyes over the maggot-infested sacks of decaying human meat he usually had to fight. There had been buzz recently around Gettysburg—gruesome violence, ritualistic torture, the kind of stuff that made Matt know that Mr. Dark was in town.


  So he came.


  He knew evil would find him. It was the game that Mr. Dark and he played. Mr. Dark always saved the most horrific scenes of humankind's depravity just for Matt, like some sort of love letter.


  Matt brought his duffel bag with him on the tour, slinging it over his shoulder. It made people less nervous than when he carried around his naked ax. They thought he was on his way to the gym, and he had his weapon close at hand, ready to pull it out whenever evil decided to rear its ugly head. Win-win.


  "If you'll please turn off your phones and be mindful of the sacred site that we are about to enter," the tour guide was saying when Matt walked up.


  Sure enough, evil always found him.


  The tour guide's eyes were glowing yellow.


  "Please turn off your phones!" Lincoln shouted again. No one was listening. A sweaty fourteen-year-old was busy chasing his younger sister around the grave markers to pummel her. Their parents were too busy texting to care. A teen had her hands down her boyfriend's back pockets, and he was taking self-portraits at arm's length. Two good ol' boys thought it would be funny to look like they were getting ass-raped by the statue of General Warren.


  "Four score and seven years ago!" Abraham Lincoln shouted. No one was paying attention. "Four score and seven years ago!" he said again. 


  Matt almost didn't blame him for what happened next. Almost.


   The tour guide drew a saber out of his cane. "I said be respectful!" He knocked the phone out of the father's hand. "Of the sacred space," he continued as he slashed the blade across the man's throat. The father fell to his knees, the blood spewing from his neck like a fountain as he clawed at his windpipe, trying to breathe. "Of one of the bloodiest battlefields…" He skewered the couple next, their arms and legs too intertwined to run. His sword went through them both. "Of the Civil War!" He yanked it out and they clutched their wounds, screaming. But not for long. He began hacking at them with the joyful glee of a kid with a piñata. 


  Matt threw his duffel bag onto the ground as the rest of the group ran. A chunk of the couple's flesh hit Matt in the shoulder as the tour guide continued swinging. The zipper slipped out of Matt's fingers. Abraham Lincoln stopped. His shoulders slumped and he sighed, as if at once terribly bored. He turned, his glowing yellow eyes falling on Matt.


  "I don't think you are being respectful," the tour guide said, the joy returning to his face. He raised the sword over his head. His voice changed. It became low, rumbled out of his chest. It roared. "You will obey my commands!"


  Matt grabbed his ax and stood. "I was always more of a George Washington man."


  He lifted his ax, blocking Abe's downward blow with the handle. Abe sawed his sword forward, trying to catch Matt with a thrust. Matt dropped the head of his ax, grabbing the handle with two hands, and swung it at Lincoln. 


  "Be respectful of the ancestors!" Lincoln shouted as ax and sword met, again and again, as they parried across the graveyard. 


  Lincoln sure was spry for an old guy, Matt thought, leaning back as the sword swung by his ear. He was slipping, though, Matt noticed, as if he couldn't understand why Matt wasn't just lying down to die.


  Matt ran behind the base of a large marble obelisk and waited.


  "Let me free you from this life," hissed Abraham. 


  Matt stood with his back against the marble and waited, watching both sides to see which way Honest Abe would sneak up on him. It was on the left. As the sword slowly appeared, Matt swung, catching the sword in the crook of his ax, where the metal met the wood. He gave it a yank and tore the blade out of the tour guide's hands, disarming him. 


  Lincoln backed away, his old face looking pitiful and confused, as if he didn't understand what was going on. He cringed. "What sort of monster are you? I don't…I don't understand…What have you done? I'm unarmed! Please! Let me live!" 


  But the tour guide's eyes were still glowing.


  Matt tried to puzzle it out. Did the glow keep them in thrall only for a certain amount of time? Were they aware of their actions? Was the free man trapped inside able to fight? Able to regain control?


  Matt started to lower his ax.


  And that was when the tour guide made a diving run to pickup up his sword.


  Matt didn't give him a chance.


  He raised his ax and brought it across the man's neck like an executioner. And it was done.


  Abraham Lincoln's head went rolling across the Gettysburg battlefield.


  Matt walked over and turned it to face him, lifting the lids. The glow was gone. "Not free, just tricky, huh?" he said. The skull did not answer.


  Applause and cheers made Matt look over his shoulder. All the other members of the tour group had been watching. They were crying and snapping pictures, shouting thank-yous and hugging one another.


  "Great," he muttered, cleaning the edge of his ax in the grass before grabbing his duffel bag and walking back to his car. He didn't want to be here when the cops showed up. They always asked questions he couldn't answer.


  The good news was that these new glowing-eyed minions could be killed just like the rotting ones. But Matt couldn't help wonder as he slid into his seat what new evil Mr. Dark had unleashed upon the world, and why. 


  




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Gulf Coast Resort, South of the Border


  The phone buzzed, cutting into her dream. She peeled her eyes open. Palm trees. There were palm trees above her. The smell of chlorine. Her head pounded. Her mouth was cotton. Tanis raised her sunglasses and stared at the phone, wondering if it was worth the energy to roll over and answer. A waiter with a rotting face walked by, looking at her strangely. Two kids ran past her squealing with delight, their hateful fat feet slapping on the concrete deck. They jumped into the pool, giggling like it was the greatest thing in the world, splashing and carrying on.


  Tanis looked to see if she had any smokes left. The pack was empty.


  So she picked up the phone. It was her brother. There weren't many things left in this world that could get a smile out of her anymore, but this was one of them. She pressed "talk." "Brett! You know I'm too far away to bail you out…"


  She was met with silence.


  "Brett?" she asked. She heard a choked inhalation of breath. She pushed herself up in the deck chair, her hand slipping through the plastic rungs, causing her to scrape her arm. She rubbed it on her belly to get rid of the sting. "Brett? Are you there?"


  There was another pause, and then Brett started talking in hushed tones, as if he was scared someone might be listening. "Tanis…Tanis, you gotta get back here."


  "Are you okay?" she asked.


  "It's Mom…," he said. She heard a strangled sob.


  "What's wrong with Mom?" asked Tanis, getting out of her chair. She tried to bend down to put on her shoes, but it hurt so bad, her teeth ached. She squinted and slid them on with her toes. She couldn't find her room key. Something was wrong with her mom, and she couldn't find her goddamned room key. It hurt too much to think.


  "You gotta get back here," he said. "She's gone crazy. I think…she's…"


  "What, Brett?" Tanis asked. There was silence on the line.


  "I think she's trying to kill me."


  "What?" Tanis felt like someone had punched her. "That doesn't make any sense—"


  "I know, Tanis! I know how insane this sounds. I know…I can't talk," he said. "There is something really, really wrong. Please, come home, Tanis," he pleaded. "Please."


  Tanis felt like the entire world was crashing around her ears. Her brother didn't freak out. Her brother wasn't the guy who imagined things. Her brother was the man who held their family together. Always. If Brett said that their mom had gone crazy and was trying to kill him…She didn't even want to complete that thought…


  Tanis started a slow jog back towards her room, as fast as her hurting body would let her. "I'm on my way, Brett. I'll be there in just a couple hours!"


  "I'm scared, Tanis," he replied. His voice cracked. 


  This was her big brother, the football quarterback who never cried. She ran faster. "I'm on my way," she repeated. "Just…get somewhere safe. I'm on my way!"


  She turned off her phone. She passed by the happy families in the lobby checking into the resort, their protective bubble of paradise about to begin. She hated them. She hated them to her core. And wanted, desperately, to be them. 


  He’d warned her, though, she thought as she quickened her pace. Matt Cahill had warned her that it was going to get worse. The thing he said that caused the rot…that man…what was his name…? That Mr. Dark person who killed all of Matt's friends…She stopped. It wasn't real. The hallucinations weren't real. This wasn't about her. She wasn't the center of some evil conspiracy. She was just a twenty-five-year-old woman with a mom who’d snapped. 


  But that was when she heard a good ol' boy's southern drawl chuckle, "Git it, girl!"


  There was something about that voice that cut through her panic. Something very, very wrong. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. There was another cluster of laughs, cruel and nasty. They were coming from behind a door marked "Security Room." The door was ajar.


  She stood in the center of that paisley carpet in the middle of that hallway, closed doors stretching before her and behind her, all except for that one. The entire world slowed to a crawl as the universe demanded her choice. 


  She could leave now. She could just walk to her room and grab Jared and take care of her mom and that would be that.


  Or she could find out what was behind that door.


  She did not want to see what they were doing. She didn't want to know. 


  She wished she had a choice.


  She walked over, hoping no one would hear her. She pressed her head against the door and peered inside. Four guards were in the room. Three of them looked normal…but the fourth…The smell of decaying flesh, built up in the small quarters, made her gag. She held her fingers under her nose to block it out. She told herself it was all in her imagination. But like every other time, it didn't make it go away.


  They were watching a television set. There were monitors on every wall with live feeds of all the public areas, but what they were watching in the center monitor was a recording. Her blood froze like ice in her veins. 


  They were watching her. 


  They were watching her that day on the beach. She watched as the top string of her bikini came undone. As she set down her drink. As she started having sex with Dr. Jared.


  Except Dr. Jared wasn't there. It was just her, topless, writhing around with her bikini bottom pulled to one side. She didn't understand.


  "I always liked a girl with some imagination in bed," laughed one of the men.


  Tanis could not help the little gasp that fell out of her mouth as she saw the chair drop back without her touching it. As somehow she rolled from top to bottom on the chair and then as her body rocked back and forth, legs up, knees around her ears, her business out for everyone to see.


  One of the security guards looked back at the door, catching Tanis' eye. She could not move. He put his hand on his boss's shoulder.


  His boss turned around. He licked the pus and sores weeping on his bottom lip. "Well, lookie here. Looks like we got ourselves a girl who likes to watch herself almost as much as us."


  She backed away. "You better turn that off. You better turn that off and destroy it or else I'm going to tell your supervisor," she said as he rose from his chair. 


  He began walking towards her. "I am the supervisor," he said. "If you're so hard up, girlie, I'd be happy to give you a hand," he said, unbuckling his pants and unzipping his fly. "I swear to god this meat'll be sweeter in that cooch than the air you're humpin'." Maggots crawled out of his tighty whities like overgrown pubes.


  Tanis slammed the door. She heard them laughing as she ran. Heard their laughter chasing after her. The door to her room was ahead, open, as if waiting for her.


  Dr. Jared was sitting in a chair by the sliding glass doors of the patio. The sun shone through his blond hair, like a halo. A lollipop hung out of his mouth and he was scraping his teeth on it. He was reading a magazine as a motherly-looking Latina maid reassembled the bed he and Tanis had torn apart last night. He looked up at Tanis with a smile.


  "Who are you?" Tanis asked.


  His face changed. Like she had struck him. "What?" he asked.


  "I just the maid…," said the housekeeper, her eyes shifting nervously.


  Jared rose with concern, coming towards her. "You know who I am…Are you feeling okay, Tanis?"


  "No, I have no idea who you are!" she said, jerking out of the way and out of Jared's comforting reach.


  "Lady, I just the maid…," repeated the housekeeper in confusion.


  "Not you!" Tanis shouted.


  "Don't do this, Tanis…"


  She pointed at her boyfriend. "Him!"


  There was a look in his eyes as she said this, a look that said everything was about to change. The face that brought her such comfort, such happiness, was gone. It was no longer the face of the man who stroked her hair and shared the same pillow after a night of lovemaking, the man who laughed with her as they made fun of the same people and who promised to protect her from the world. 


  No, the man before her was dangerous.


  "It is only you and me, señorita," said the maid.


  "Stop it, Tanis. Just stop now and everything can be as it was. Don't destroy this," Jared said.


  Tanis turned to the maid and pointed back at Jared. "Do you see the man right there?"


  She looked where Tanis was indicating and shook her head. She put the pillow down gently on the bed, half in sympathy, half in fear. "I get you the doctor. You maybe in the sun too long."


  "Why can't she see you?" Tanis asked, her world ending. "Tell me! Who are you?"


  Dr. Jared took the lollipop out of his mouth and said, "Guess."


  Then he touched the maid.


  The rot spread from that touch like fire through dry brush. The maid's skin began to boil as it spread, leaving behind it charred blisters. The maid just stood there, staring at Tanis as the rot multiplied, completely unaware that something terrible was happening.


  Tanis let out a scream.


  The decay crept up the woman's neck and then covered her face. That was when the change occurred. Her innocent confusion was replaced by a smoldering anger, a delighted cruelty. Her eyes never leaving Tanis, she slowly sauntered over to the chair where Dr. Jared had been sitting.


  Tanis looked at him, tried to see what was real, willing herself to comprehend. When understanding came, the words fell out of her mouth. She didn't want them to be true. She wanted him to deny it. "You're the man Matt Cahill warned me about…You're…Mr. Dark…"


  He clucked his tongue, watching as the maid slammed the chair again and again against the wall until the leg broke off as he answered Tanis. "Send Matt my regards, will you?"


  And then the maid came straight for Tanis. She swung the leg and struck Tanis in the shoulder. Pain erupted like fire through her bones as she fell to the ground. The maid roared as she swung the leg down like a hatchet, trying to hit Tanis in the chest. Tanis rolled to the side and was able to scramble up.


  She heard Mr. Dark laughing as she dodged past the maid, over the bed. 


  "What did you do to my mom?" Tanis yelled.


  Mr. Dark's head tilted in curiosity. "Absolutely nothing."


  "Tell me what you did!" she screamed.


  "I suppose I should go find out…," said Mr. Dark. 


  The maid grabbed her leg and struck her across the back of her calves, her thighs. Tanis shouted, "Get off me!" and started kicking. She caught the maid in the chest and managed to push her away. She grabbed at the lamp on the bedside table and missed. The maid struck her again.


  Tanis was done. The rage, the anger, the fury, everything came boiling over. She grabbed on to the chair leg as the maid tried to bring it down on her once again. It stung her palms. She didn't care. She leaned forward and bit into the rotting slime of the maid's hands, feeling her teeth slide through the skin as if she were biting through Jell-O, stopping only when they scraped the bone.

  
  Screaming, the maid let go and instinctively clutched her wound.


  "You're not real!" Tanis shouted, spitting out the sludge. And then she swung and smashed the woman across the temple with her own chair leg. The maid fell to the ground with a sickening thud.


  Tanis looked for Mr. Dark, ready to finish him off, too. He was gone. Tanis wiped her mouth and spat again. Her spit landed next to the housekeeper. If Matt Cahill wasn't lying, the maid was still alive. The rot was there. Tanis stood, the anger pouring through her veins, the kill-or-be-killed survival instinct welling up deep from her primordial brain. 


  Did she end this woman? Did she finish her off? Did she become like Matt?


  Her heart pounded in her chest. Her hands started to shake.


  She threw aside the chair leg.


  Not today.


  She grabbed her purse and a cover-up and ran out the door.


  She had more important people to save.

  




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Dallas


  The door to the town house was wide open. The lights were blazing. But no one moved around inside. Tanis stood out front, jangling her keys nervously. No one had picked up when she tried calling from the airport. No one had responded to her texts. Brett hadn't been waiting for her when she arrived. And now the door to her house was just standing there, open, as if someone was in a hurry to get in…or get out…


  "Please, just keep them safe from Mr. Dark," Tanis whispered to anything that might be listening. The spread of the corruption, the spidery lines of rot across the maid, the transformation as it grabbed hold of her mind…it repeated itself over and over again—the taste was still in Tanis' mouth. As she sat in the plane, willing it to go faster, the maid's face was replaced by her mother's. The rotting flesh, the evil, the cruelty…


  "Please…," she whispered again.


  She walked up the steps, her rubber sandals clicking with each step. A single car drove by, its occupants unaware. She wanted to wave them down, force them to come inside with her, to hold her hand just until she found out everything was going to be okay. But the taillights faded into the darkness. There was no one to make it better.


  Tanis placed her hand on the doorframe and peered around the corner. "Hello?" she called. There was no response, no flurry of welcome, no sign anyone was even here. Only silence.


  Something heavy dropped upstairs. And then the light in the stairwell went out. 


  Her heart leapt, pounding against her chest. "Mom?" she called again, knowing in her soul that something was very, very wrong. 


  She crept up the stairs, not sure whether to call out or try to sneak up on whoever was hiding.


  The hallway was dark. The light in her mom's room crept out from under the door. She knew that was where her mom must be waiting for her. She steeled her courage. She placed her hand on the door and pushed it open.


  At first, she couldn't comprehend what she was seeing. There were sprays of rust-colored wetness covering the walls. It dripped from the lamp. The taupe carpeting was covered with stains and handprints. Not just handprints. A hand. It was her mother's hand. Wearing her mother's ring. It wasn't attached to a body, though. The body was on the bed. But it wasn't really a body. It was some sort of red, pulpy mass. It spilled over the sides like someone had run meat through the propeller of a boat. But it didn't have a head, so there was no way of knowing if that was really her mom…or just some…joke…But then Tanis saw the face. Her mom's face was kicked under the corner of the bed, like someone had been playing soccer with it, but it got caught by the dust ruffle and spoiled the game. Tanis ran forward to pick it up, wanting to put the head where it should be, on the neck where it should be, but she couldn't figure out where the neck was. 


  The door to the bathroom flung open.


  "Hey, sis."


  Brett, her beautiful brother Brett, her big brother who solved everything, stood before her soaked in blood. Entrails hung around his neck like a scarf. His eyes were glowing yellow. In his right hand, he was carrying a chain saw covered in chunks of flesh. He pulled the cord and it roared to life.


  "Who's next?" he asked.






EPISODE 3







CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Dallas


  “Who’s next?” Brett repeated.


  Tanis Archer stood, frozen in place. Her darling brother was standing there, eyes glowing yellow, a buzzing chain saw in his hands, bloody entrails flung rakishly about his neck like a scarf. Like when the two of them were kids and they used to play Snoopy and the Red Baron. 


  “Who did this?” Tanis asked.


  Her brother looked at her in stunned surprise. “Isn’t it obvious?”


  Yes, it was. But what she saw and what she knew about her brother created an incongruity that she found impossible to grasp. She shook her head.


  Brett raised the chain saw above his head. “You’re next!” 


  She ducked down behind the bed. There was toolbox next to her on the floor, its contents strewn across the carpet. Screwdrivers, pliers, a claw hammer. Her father’s tools. The only things he’d left behind when he walked out on them years ago.


  She slid under the bed, praying that her brother could defend her, praying for a clear head that could help her make sense of this atrocity. Brushing against something with her arm, she caught it so it wouldn’t clatter and give her away to the madmen who had no doubt invaded the house. She looked at the object in her hand. It was one of her mother’s many snow globes, a Currier and Ives snowscape in three dimensions, a sight that Tanis, growing up in Texas, had never seen in real life. The globe was leaking down her wrist. Tanis took a closer look at it. Suspended in the liquid, along with the flecks of white glitter, there floated a human eye.


  Screaming, Tanis scuttled out from under the bed. In her panic, she grabbed the first thing her hand fell on—a claw hammer. Springing to her feet, she raised the hammer above her head, ready to brain whoever came at her.


  There was only Brett. He was standing there, just as she had left him, chain saw above his head, his eyes glowing that unearthly yellow.


  “Are they gone?” she asked.


  “What?” Brett shouted over the whirring of the electric chain saw.


  “Who did this, Brett?” she yelled.


  “Duh,” Brett said, rolling his eyes. “Who’s holding the chain saw here?”


  The conclusion was obvious, but still Tanis couldn’t wrap her mind around it. How could her brother have done such a thing?


  “You?” was all she could say.


  Brett shrugged. “I cannot tell a lie. I did it with my little chain saw.” He sputtered with laughter just like he used to do when they were kids. “Run and hide. You’re next!”


  Tanis didn’t run. She stayed rooted to the floor, her mind demanding an explanation, her hand tightly gripping the hammer. Her brother wasn’t rotting. There was none of the decay on his face or body that would attest to Mr. Dark’s infestation of his spirit. The only thing that looked out of place in her brother’s appearance was the yellow glow of his eyes. And her mother’s guts around his neck.


  “Come on! Run!” Brett said, annoyed. “It won’t be any fun if you don’t run!”


  He was talking just like he did when they were kids and he wanted to play hide-and-seek


  “Are you going to kill me?” she asked.


  “Yep,” he said, “if I can catch you.”


  “Why?” 


  “I’ll tell you after I’m done,” he said. Then he came at her, chain saw growling.


  Turning on her heels, she bolted from the room. Running towards the kitchen, she thought back to days when she used to scoot across the hardwood floor in her socks while Brett used to chase after her, holding a plastic ruler in his hand and pretending it was a gun.


  Racing into the kitchen, she heard Brett’s footsteps close behind her and barely had time to circle the table before he was in the room. She looked across the dirty dishes at Brett as he raised the chain saw.


  “I have to do this, sis. It’s the only way to save you!” He leaned forward with the chain saw. All at once its whirring stopped and it sputtered to silence.


  Brett looked at it, annoyed. He grabbed the electric cord, which dangled loose from the chain saw.


  “Goddammit!” he said. “And it’s my own fault, too. I made such a big deal about ‘going green’ and getting an electric chain saw to clean up the yard. Said it was ‘better for the environment’ and would ‘save the earth.’ Ha! Like the earth was ever going to last that long.”


  Pulling on the cord till the plug came around the corner, he picked it up and brought it to a power outlet. He was about to slide it in when he stopped for a minute and sat down at the kitchen table, weary.


  “Do you mind if we take a breather for a second?” he said. “I’m beat. Do you have any idea how hard it is to dismember a human body? It took the whole day! And I don’t know why I thought it would be a good idea to put that eye in that snow globe. That took, like, two hours, and in the end it didn’t even look that cool, not really.”


  Tanis gripped the back of the kitchen chair with one hand and said nothing. She held the hammer behind her back.


  “Sis,” Brett said, “would you mind making me a cup of coffee? I could really use the pick-me-up.”


  What could she do? She crossed the kitchen to make her brother a cup of coffee. She set the hammer on the counter.


  “How have you been?” she heard herself asking him as she filled the Mr. Coffee and waited for it to perk.


  “Not bad,” he said, “I can’t complain.”


  “Why did you kill Mom?” she asked, still hoping he’d deny it and give some explanation, however impossible. She’d believe it. She’d have to.


  “I had to,” he said simply. “You understand? I saw. I saw what is going to happen. With these eyes.”


  Tanis swallowed. “Your eyes are yellow.”


  He looked at his refection in the toaster. “Yeah. They’ve been like that. Ever since I could see it. It’s weird, huh?”


  “See what?”


  “What’s going to happen. To everybody.”


  “What? What’s going to happen?”


  He shook his head. “Better that you don’t know. Don’t ask. I didn’t want Mom to go through that. So I cut her throat. While she was watching Jeopardy. I waited till she got an answer right, then…It’s the way she wanted to go.”


  “Why did you cut her up like that?”


  “To make sure she didn’t come back. She wouldn’t have wanted to come back. Not like that.” He looked at his sister full of love. “I’ll do the same for you. You don’t have to worry.”


  Picking up the plug, he got up and walked over to the counter, starting to insert it into the power outlet. “Trust me,” he said, “it won’t hurt. Well, maybe a little, at first. But after that—”


  Tanis flipped the table and sent it sailing towards Brett. She grabbed her hammer off the counter and ran down the hall to the laundry room. Running to the back door, she grabbed the doorknob and tried to fling it open. It wouldn’t budge. Locked? She grabbed the key off the hook by the window and slid it into the latch. Still the door wouldn’t move. It was then that she saw the nails driven into the doorjamb. 


  “I nailed it shut,” Brett said from the doorway, over the buzzing of the chain saw. “You can’t get away.”


  She turned to face him. She still had the hammer in her hand. She raised it, showing it to him.


  “What,” he laughed. “Do you think I’m going to stand here and wait while you pry the nails loose? Come on, just let me kill you.” He said it like he was ten, asking for her extra Eggo at breakfast. “It’s better that way. You have no idea what’s coming. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen it with my eyes. I have to do it.”


  She struck him on the forehead with the hammer.


  He looked stunned. 


  She hadn’t hit him hard, not hard enough. And she’d used the face of the hammer, not the claw. She knew she hadn’t stopped him.


  He shook his head and looked like he was about to cry, like he did when they were kids and she pulled his hair instead of tickling him. She just wasn’t playing fair.


  Then he screamed and lunged at her, the chain saw pointing towards her belly.


  She swung again. Brett fell back, the claw of the hammer buried in his temple. 


  The chain saw clattered to floor, spinning wildly on the linoleum. She kicked it aside and bent over her brother’s body. He was still breathing, but his eyes were rolled back in his head and he was making a gurgling sound in the back of his throat.


  His eyes. They weren’t yellow anymore. They were brown and peaceful and they looked like her brother’s eyes. She cradled his head in her lap and gently pried the hammer from his head. It came loose with a gush of blood, which she stopped with a T-shirt from the laundry. 


  Pulling her cell phone from her pants, she called 911 and said her brother was hurt. Then she bandaged his head as well as she could, made a pillow for him with old linens, walked out the front door, got in her rental car, and started to drive. 


  She knew she couldn’t stay and give an explanation of that hellish scene in the house to the paramedics or to the police. She couldn’t explain it herself.


  She had to go and find the one person in the world who could help her make sense of all this. She shifted behind the wheel and pulled the paper out of her pocket. The one with the smear of blood and phone number on it. The one she’d meant to throw away a dozen times but always saved. 


  She dialed the number, even though she was driving. Safety wasn’t her primary concern anymore.


  The phone rang and a man’s voice answered. “Yeah?”


  “Matt Cahill?” Tanis asked.


  “Yeah. Who’s this?


  “The girl who came back from the dead.”


  “You’ll have to be more specific,” Matt said.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Somewhere in the Pacific Ocean


  The wine-dark sea.


  Ever since she had read Homer in high school, Heather had wondered what that phrase meant. Achilles, mourning his dead friend Patroclus, had lamented with passionate distress over “the wine-dark sea.” What had that meant? How could the sea be the color of dark wine? Did that mean the water was red? Or was Greek wine actually colored blue, as some scholars had suggested.


  Looking out over the ocean, Heather Paxton knew the answer. The sea was red. The red of dark Merlot. The red of blood. Maybe it was the sunrise that was causing this odd optical illusion. Any other time she would have naturally gravitated to such an explanation. Now?


  “The ocean is turning to blood,” Captain Marcos said.


  He was at her side on the prow of the science vessel looking at the Byzantine ship they were towing, sitting in an ocean of blood.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, playing as always the voice of reason to Marcos’ superstitious ravings. But her heart wasn’t in it. Her heart was pounding like a jackhammer and she was wondering if she reached down and pulled up a handful of that water and put it to her lips, would it taste salty like the sea or salty like blood?


  “We’re going to go back to her,” Heather said. By her she meant the Byzantine ship. Heather didn’t usually personify vessels, and it sounded odd as she said it, even to her.


  “Can’t I talk you out of it?” Marco said wearily. “Look at the sea. It’s a warning.”


  She just turned and walked off. Heather was tired of arguing with Marco about the “evil ship.” She was exhausted with the man’s superstitious belief that the ship was somehow alive.


  And besides, she was calling Heather. She caught herself as she thought this. Was the ship calling to her? Of course. It was calling to her as a major historical and scientific discovery. But did it live? Did it breathe? Nonsense, Heather thought as she climbed into the dinghy and told the mate to cast off.


  # # #


  The ship was huge. Heather had been on it many times, but the same thought kept recurring in her mind. Huge. Far, far bigger than any Byzantine ship ever recorded. Or imagined. It looked like the standard oar warship of the period, a dromon it was called, but increased in size as if by magic or movie special effects. 


  A dromon usually had fifty or sixty oars—this monstrosity must have had five hundred. She checked her flashlight, took a deep breath, and went below.


  She hadn’t entered the bowels of the ship before. Heather had told herself to wait until more equipment arrived, until the ship was safely in harbor at the University in Seattle. But she couldn’t wait any longer. She had to record this marvelous find before…


  Before what? Was she letting Captain Marco’s doomsday prophecies affect her?


  She turned on the recorder and went down the steps, narrating as she went, partly to calm herself and partly so that her colleagues back in Seattle would understand the marvels she was observing.


  They ought to be observing it with her. The video feed ought to be bouncing off the satellite and right into their lab. But the cell phones and communications weren’t working right now. It was as if they were in some kind of vortex, cut off from the outside world. At least, that’s what Captain Marco said. The frightened fool.


  She reached the lower deck. Where the oarsmen had sat. And some of them were still sitting.


  “Some of the bodies of the oarsmen are still sitting at their stations, in an incredible state of preservation, as you can clearly see.” She kept her voice steady. She was proud of how little of the emotion she was feeling was registering in her tone.


  “The Byzantine oarsman was usually a professional. A sailor paid to row and to fight. These men were clearly slaves. You can see how they are chained in place. You can see how some of the chains are broken. There is evidence of a struggle. You might say a battle. Between members of the crew. Perhaps it wasn’t a storm that brought this great ship down. Perhaps it was a slave mutiny. Or some combination of the two.”


  She trained her camera on the strange inscriptions that lined the inside of the boat. 


  “These symbols are very odd. Some of them are Greek. Something about a transaction and infinite wealth. I’ll translate it later. But those inscriptions further down. They aren’t Greek or Latin. They aren’t Egyptian or Sanskrit. They aren’t any language that I recognize. They are in some ancient writing, unknown to modern scholars.”


  She heard her voice starting to tremble and she turned off the camera before it could record her breaking down in tears. This was bigger even than she had thought. This would make her, carve her name in eternity, like those carvings in the beams in front of her.


  She felt her heart race and tried to calm it, to bring it back to a restful, peaceful pace. Taking a deep breath, she bolted for the stairs and ran up them.


  Back to the blue sky and the glassy water, which was no longer red but rather a beaten, steel gray. That was better. She looked up at the sun, riding low on the horizon just above the broken mast, and breathed in the fetid air of the dromon. It seemed to Heather that it smelled like home.


  Back on the science vessel, Heather asked Captain Marco if the communications were working. She wasn’t surprised when he said no.


  “We’re totally cut off from the world,” Marco said in his usual ominous tone.


  “And where are we?”


  “According the navigational computers, we’ve traveled five hundred miles in the last hour.”


  “I told you, the computers must be malfunctioning. Which direction do the computers say we’re going?” 


  “Due east.”


  “Well, at least we’re towing the dromon in the right direction.”


  “You don’t understand, do you?” Marco was deadly serious, as always. “The dromon, as you call it—it’s towing us.”







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The Bronx, New York


  Tanis had never been to New York City before, and what knowledge she had of the city came mostly from TV shows. But the Bronx didn’t look like Sex and the City, and this particular section of Prospect Avenue didn’t look at all like Gossip Girl. Vacant lots boarded over with graffiti-decorated pieces of plywood and busted-up apartment buildings with barred windows crowded around Tanis in the dark night like no sight Carrie Bradshaw had ever seen. 


  The narrow street was so full of potholes and warning cones that driving down it would have been like navigating a slalom track. Tanis wasn’t driving, though. Once Matt Cahill had told her to meet him in New York City, she had driven as far as Arkansas, ditched the rental car, and taken the train from there. Now here she was in the Bronx in a neighborhood called Crotona. 


  That was a Greek name, Tanis reflected, thinking of her father, George Toxotes, and her own black hair and olive complexion. The bitches used to call her wetback and spic and Tanis used to yell back at them that she wasn’t Mexican, she was Greek, goddammit, and proud of it! Not that she would have minded being Mexican or that she was particularly fond of being Greek, but she doted on her father, and anything he was, she wanted to be. Until he left them. Until he cut them off entirely from his life.


  She shook her head and concentrated on the task at hand. Meeting Matt Cahill.


  Across the torn-up street was a small community garden, a one-lot plot of land behind a chain-link fence surrounded by razor wire and urban decay. A small green sign on the fence read “Garden of Happiness.” Tanis didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


  She waited as a mangy dog walked across the deserted street and trotted down an alley. Then she walked to the fence and examined the gate. The chain that locked it had been sawed clean through and hung from the links like a forgotten party streamer. 


  Tanis reached to the belt loop on the waist of her jeans for reassurance. The hammer was still hanging there. She had kept it with her, the only weapon she could think of that wouldn’t raise much suspicion during her travels. “I’m a carpenter,” she had said when people asked her. 


  Lifting the latch on the gate, she walked into the dark expanse of urban wilderness. In the dim light from the streetlamps she could just make out the beds of tomatoes and cabbages, beans and squash, laid out like graves before her. A strange clucking sound came from a meshed wire hut to her right. Chickens in the Bronx? Tanis was amazed that anything could surprise her after the events of the past week, but poultry in the ghetto made her stop and stare.


  As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could make out a figure in a hoodie, crouching down by the chicken hut. Matt had told her to meet him here, and her heart beat faster as she thought of all the questions she had for him. But when the figure stood up she saw that it wasn’t Matt, but rather a child of ten or eleven. She was about to speak to him when a hand gripped her arm and pulled her back off the path into a small stand of apple trees.


  Reaching down to her hammer, she pulled it from the loop and swung around at the head of the stranger who had grabbed her arm. The stranger bent sideways to dodge the hammer and grabbed her wrist as it swung past.


  “Whoa, Nelly!” the man said with a cackling laugh. “You’re a real firecracker, aren’t you? Matt Cahill sent me.”


  She relaxed, but just a bit.


  “He told me to meet him here,” she said. “Where is he?”


  “He’s around here somewhere,” the man said. “My dog can sense him.”


  She looked around but she didn’t see a dog. All she saw was a skinny, grizzled man who could have been anywhere from forty to sixty, with a Mets cap pushed back on his head and at least three layers of clothes hanging off his rangy body, so he looked a little like a scarecrow come to life. 


  “Where’s your dog?” she whispered.


  His narrow face crinkled into a smile. “Hunting. Same as me. Same as Matt.” He looked at her, and his green eyes seemed to reflect the light from the far-off streetlamp so that they glowed like an animal’s. “Same as you,” he said.


  She gripped the hammer and thought about striking him and running. But the glow in this old codger’s eyes wasn’t like the glow in her brother’s eyes, and it was gone as he turned away from the lamplight.


  “I’m not hunting anything,” she said.


  “All righty. Then why don’t you turn around, walk outta here, and never bother Matt again? But if you want to join the freaks, you sit and wait.”


  He sat back on his haunches and peered into the darkness at the boy who waited by the chicken coop. She sat down beside him.


  “What freaks?” she asked.


  “Freaks like me. I’m Wilson. And freaks like you.”


  “How am I a freak?”


  “You tell me.”


  “How are you a freak?”


  “Ask my dog. Hush now. If you’re in, you’re in. Be quiet and wait.”


  “Wait for what?”


  “For the creepers to show up.”


  He pulled her down further, and they sat watching the boy for what seemed like an eternity.


  The boy sat on a bench by the chicken coop and started to scratch his neck. Really scratch it, like there were bugs crawling all over it. Finally, it seemed to be too much for him. He pulled the hoodie down, and for the first time, Tanis could see his face. He had whitish blond hair and his features were almost delicate, so that he would have been pretty if it weren’t for the red, scaly skin that covered his face. 


  As he scratched at it, the skin peeled from his cheeks in shreds. Watching, Tanis had to turn away and choke back bile. When she looked again, he was pulling his hoodie off over his head. His whole body was covered in scales, flaking off him like the worst sunburn Tanis could ever imagine. He began to peel the skin from his torso, like a snake shedding its skin, leaving long translucent strips hanging off him.


  Tanis put her hand over her mouth and pressed it there to hold back the gasp. 


  Then a voice spoke up from the darkness. “Hello, Andy.”


  Two men dressed in black walked out of the darkness, one of them holding a gun. A tall bald man and a short, stocky one, looking like the Bert and Ernie of hired killers. The boy stopped scratching and stared at them, startled.


  “It took us a long while to track you down.”


  Andy, if that was the boy’s name, swallowed and asked in a whisper, “Are you from the university?”


  “Yes,” the man said. “Dr. Dorcott sends her regards.” The tall man gestured with his semiautomatic pistol. The short man pulled a zip cord from a burlap bag.


  Frightened, Tanis turned to Wilson. She was more frightened when she realized that Wilson was nowhere to be seen.


  The short man chuckled, pulled a knife from his pocket, and stepped into the light. Now that Tanis could see the short man’s face, she wasn’t surprised to notice the rot infesting his cheek and jaw. “Dr. Dorcott can’t wait to peel off the rest of that skin of yours and see what’s inside.”


  They approached Andy from either side. Andy looked from one to the other and whispered, “Why don’t you look for yourselves?”


  He reached to his shoulders and peeled off sheets of skin. The men moved in on him, as if to grab him, then stopped stock-still in their tracks as two huge, membranous, bat-like wings slowly unfolded from Andy’s back and raised themselves like twin, moist, dripping flags over his head.


  A dog leapt from the darkness and bit the wrist of the man holding the gun. The man ripped his arm away from the dog’s jaws just as Matt Cahill appeared from the shadows, swinging his ax, butt first, at the man’s jaw. The tall man collapsed. The short man took off running. Right towards Tanis. 


  She didn’t think. She just swung out with her hammer and cracked him right between the eyes as he ran by. He dropped, like a dead tree, to the ground at her feet. 


  Tanis looked down in the darkness to see if he was still moving, but she couldn’t make him out. Then a young woman walked up to Tanis. Her face was pretty and pale, and her eyes were big and terribly sad. 


  “Is he dead?” Tanis asked.


  “I don’t know. Let’s see.” She shut her eyes and her flesh began to glow like a beacon, with a blinding incandescence. Tanis took this in stride now. After the batboy, a glowing, light-up lady didn’t seem all that strange.


  In the gleaming light Tanis could see Matt and Wilson standing and staring at the short man’s body as it lay on the garden path. 


  “He’s breathing,” Matt said. “Tie him up and put him in the van.” He glanced at Tanis. “You come along.”


  “A thank-you would be nice,” Tanis said.


  Matt considered. “You do good work with that hammer,” he said. Then he turned and walked away.







CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Brooklyn

  
  “Where are we?” Tanis asked, looking through the busted window at the Manhattan skyline across the river.


  “Brooklyn. Abandoned warehouse. Freaks Incorporated,” said Wilson with a cackle. 


  Tanis looked around the loft—a large, open, high-ceilinged space with exposed pillars and a few sofas and card tables scattered about to define “rooms.” What light there was came from a few flickering fluorescents and the ever-present glow from the massive city that came through the windows. 


  There were three people in the loft, other than Tanis and Wilson. A hard-faced man of about thirty sat in a wooden chair and looked out over the city through the window, sipping coffee from a cup he held in gloved hands. Andy, now wrapped in a blanket, rested on a sofa eating soup from a bowl, while the glowing lady, now unlit, stripped the last of the scales off his face and applied a wet cloth to the shiny fresh skin underneath. The kid looked surprisingly healthy and a little older now that she could see him in the light. Maybe twelve or thirteen.


  “So,” Tanis said to Wilson, “are these all freaks?”


  “Every man jack of them. Even that one there.” Wilson pointed to the back wall of the warehouse. 


  “Where?”


  “Hey, Jake!” Wilson yelled. “Show yourself to the lady!”


  All at once, she could make out the figure of a naked man against the back wall. One second he wasn’t there and the next he was. And a fine specimen of a man he was, too. In his midtwenties, with a shaved head, very fit, and very…well, very, thought Tanis.


  “How does he do that?” Tanis asked. “Is he the invisible man?”


  “More like a chameleon. He can change his skin color to match his surroundings. Works best in low light, with a solid background. Plaid makes him crazy, ain’t that right, Jake?”


  “Shut up,” Jake said, blending back into the color of the wall. “Matt told me to keep watch, so I’m watching.”


  Wilson snickered. “Now she’s watching, too, aren’t you, Tanis?”


  Tanis could make him out, now that she knew where to look. Just his vague outline against the wall. But a nice outline it was—that was for sure.


  “How ’bout you?” Tanis asked Wilson. “What’s your freakazoid power?”


  “Me? I’m just a guy. It’s my dog who’s got the power.”


  She looked around. “Where is your dog?”


  “You’ll see him. When the time’s right.” Wilson cackled away.


  The young woman who was tending to Andy spoke up. “Don’t let Wilson get to you. He’s crazy, but he means well.”


  Tanis crossed to her and put out her hand. “I’m Tanis.”


  The woman looked at Tanis’ hand for moment, then took it in hers. “I’m Carrie.”


  As she took Tanis’ hand in hers, Carrie began to glow like an LCD display on an iPhone. She snatched her hand away.


  “Whoa!” said Wilson. “Carrie don’t light up for everybody. You must be special! What do you do anyway?”


  Tanis shrugged. “I hit people on the head with a hammer.”


  “We all got our oddities! Take Andy, here. He sheds his skin every six months!”


  She shook Andy’s hand and said, “Pleased to meet you,” because she couldn’t think what else to say.


  “I’m glad it’s over,” Andy said with a tired smile. “How old do I look?”


  “Um…about twelve or thirteen, I guess.”


  “Huh. I can’t wait till the next change. I’ll be fifteen then. That’s almost grown-up.”


  Carrie rubbed his head. “You’ll grow up soon enough, Andy.”


  “You see,” explained Wilson, “every time he sheds his skin, it’s like he grows two or three years. Clock-wise, he oughta be just six years old.”


  “What about the, uh…” She gestured to her back.


  “The wings!” Andy said, excited. “I know, aren’t they cool? They just started showing up two changes ago. I wonder if I’ll be able to fly soon.”


  Carrie smiled at him fondly. “We’ll see.”


  “What about him?” Tanis asked, gesturing to the man who sat apart, staring at the city skyline, coffee cup steaming in his hands.


  “That’s Lowell,” Carrie said. “He doesn’t talk much.”


  Lowell grunted and nodded but didn’t look their way.


  “What is his—”


  “Hey,” Carrie cut Tanis off. “You can’t be expected to know this, so I’ll just say it once and let it lie. We don’t talk to strangers about our abilities.”


  Tanis felt slapped down. “Sorry. This is all so new to me.”


  “That’s all right,” Carrie said, in tone that told Tanis that it wasn’t all right. “Matt told you to come here?”


  Something odd registered in Tanis when she heard that question. What was it? Jealousy? Did this girl really think that Tanis had driven halfway across the country so that she and Matt Cahill could hook up?


  “I have to talk to him,” Tanis said. “Just talk,” she added, then felt stupid saying it.


  “Wilson!” Matt’s voice spoke up from the other side of the room. 


  Tanis turned and saw Matt standing by an open door in the back wall. Through the door Tanis could just glimpse men in the back, tied to chairs, their heads hanging down on their chests.


  “Yeah, boss?”


  “These men need to talk to your dog.”


  “All right!” Wilson set off at a trot to join Matt. Together they went into the room and shut the door.


  “What’s going on in there?” Tanis asked Carrie.


  “What do you think?”


  Tanis looked to Andy. “Matt used you as bait? To catch them?”


  Andy shrugged. “He could’ve used any of us. I volunteered.”


  “Who are they?” Tanis asked, nodding her head towards the closed door.


  “If you don’t know”—Lowell spoke up from behind the steaming coffee—“there’s no point in us telling you.”


  The door in the back wall opened and Tanis could hear a dog snarling as Matt walked into the loft. He shut the door behind him and crossed to the coffeepot.


  “It’s cold,” he said to Lowell. 


  “Sorry,” Lowell replied and took off his gloves. Lowell grabbed the pot and held it. The coffee started to boil.


  “Thanks,” Matt said and poured himself a cup. Then he turned to Tanis and nodded.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah,” Tanis said, automatically, because that was what you said when somebody asked you if you were okay. Then she stopped and shook her head. “No, I’m not okay. What are you doing using a kid like that as bait? And why did you ask me to be there, in the middle of all that?”


  “I wanted to see how you’d react.”


  “I could have gotten killed.”


  “It’s not so easy to kill people like us.”


  Tanis considered. “It’s not?”


  “Death already spit us out once.”


  “And how did I react?”


  “Not bad. I was impressed.”


  She tried not to feel pleased. “I wasn’t trying to impress you.”


  “Better yet. Do you want a cup? Lowell makes some fine coffee.”


  She looked at Lowell as he pulled his gloves back on. “I’d rather have something cold.”


  “I can’t do that,” Lowell said, looking out at the city. Tanis took it as a joke and laughed. She had to laugh at something in this world. Lowell smiled back at her slyly.


  Matt pulled Tanis aside to a semiprivate alcove of sofas and chairs. He sat her down. “Tell me what happened in Dallas.”


  Tanis swallowed. She had relived the scene in her mind a thousand times in the past days, but she hadn’t talked about it to anyone, except to tell Matt on the phone that something bad had happened. As she related the story, she felt a weight lift from her spirit, as if she was sharing the awful burden of that day with Matt Cahill. And Matt listened. He didn’t say much, but it was as if he took the story into himself and by taking it in helped her start to heal.


  When she was done, he reached out and took her hand for a moment. “At least you didn’t kill your brother. At least you were spared that.”


  “Yeah. He’s in a coma. They don’t know if he’ll ever come out of it.” She wished she’d taken the cup of coffee now. 


  Tanis looked to the closed door. They could hear the sound of Wilson’s dog snarling. “So who are they?” she asked.


  “Agents from the university I told you about. We know their main campus is outside Seattle. We’re trying to get some more information out of them.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m sick of just reacting to whatever shit they deal out. I’m tired of playing Mr. Dark’s game. They are hunting for people like us to find out what makes us tick so they can create hugely profitable drugs from what they learn. It’s time to stop running and take the fight to them. There aren’t very many of us. We could use whatever help you can give us.”


  Tanis considered. Then she stood up and said, “Well, good luck to you, but I don’t give a damn about the university or your fight. What I want is revenge. For whatever drove Brett to kill my mother. I want to make that bastard Dark pay.” 


  The intensity of her feelings shocked even her. The thought of the way Dark had played her, the thought that he’d been inside her, made her want rip the skin from her body like Andy and emerge fresh and new and ready to kill. 


  “Look,” Matt said, his eyes locked with hers, “I understand your feelings, but there’s a bigger picture here. There are a lot of people like your brother. It’s been happening all over the world. Ordinary people who killed loved ones in order to ‘save them.’ I think it’s Mr. Dark’s way of trying to distract us, to scatter our resources. The only concrete lead we have is the university. That’s where we have to strike.”


  Tanis shook her head. “Mr. Dark, when he touches people they rot. They decay. My brother wasn’t like that. This is something new. You didn’t see his eyes!” 


  Matt nodded. “I’ve seen that myself. The yellow eyes. I don’t know what it means. But evil is evil. We have to hit it where it lives. The university has been chasing me for years. They’ve kidnapped people like Andy and Wilson and Carrie—”


  “Freaks?”


  “That’s what they call themselves. They’ve been experimented on. Tortured. Killed. And all this time I’ve just been reacting to what they’ve been throwing at me. Too busy putting out little fires to see the whole picture. No more. The time to be aggressive is now. Time to go take this fight to the university. To free the kidnapped freaks, to get the research for ourselves.”


  “And what are you going to do with it? You’re not doctors.”


  “There’s a virologist outside of Seattle. He’s offered to help.”


  “How can you trust him?”


  “I can trust him,” Matt said simply. “We just have to find a way to get into the compound. They change the password on the keypads every three days.”


  The door in the back wall opened and Wilson staggered out, looking like he’d just been through a nasty fight. “They gave up the password. My dog had to get kind of rough with them.”


  Wilson sat down on the arm of the sofa, exhausted. Matt crossed into the back room for a minute. When he came out, he put his hand on Wilson’s shoulder.


  “They were rotting. They were evil. You did the right thing.”


  Wilson sighed. “My dog got a little carried away. I’m afraid…that he’s starting to like it.” He looked up at Matt with baleful eyes. “If my dog turns evil, you’ll put him down, won’t you, Matt?”


  “It won’t come to that.”


  “But if it does. Promise me.”


  “I promise.”


  Matt looked to the others. “We have what we need. And we have to move now.” He turned to Tanis. “Are you with us?”


  Tanis seized the grip of her hammer for reassurance. “Why not?” she said.






CHAPTER TWENTY


  Somewhere in the Pacific Ocean


  Heather Paxton was dreaming again.


  She was on board the dromon, and the only way she knew she was dreaming was that it was night. She’d been over to the Byzantine ship a dozen times in the past few days, but never once at night.


  Not that Heather was afraid to be there when the sun was down, just that Captain Marco, in his wisdom, refused to send the dinghy over in the nighttime. Besides, what would be the point in going over to the ship when she couldn’t see anything?


  Still, she was over there now, on the open deck of the ship, the moonlight gleaming off the oarlocks, the broken mainmast blotting out the stars above her in a straight line, as if it was leading her in a path to darkness. She turned to see Captain Marco by her side and felt doubly sure she was dreaming. He would never set foot on what he called “this hellish ship” after dark.


  The whole crew of the science vessel was there, wandering around, as if they had some job to do but couldn’t remember what it was.


  “Do you hear it?” Marco whispered.


  Since it was a dream, Heather didn’t hear it until Marco pointed it out, but once he did, it was as if she had been hearing it for hours. Time plays tricks in dreams.


  A splashing sound. The sound of water sloshing to and fro. Not at all an odd sound to encounter on a boat. But she knew what it meant. She’d had this dream many times before.


  The sound wasn’t coming from waves beating against the prow of the ship. The sound was coming from the forty crates that lined the deck. The forty crates that contained the bodies of the dead Byzantine lords, packed in seawater to preserve them from the corrupting influence of the air. And the hundred crates belowdecks that contained the bodies of the slaves, also in a stunning state of preservation.


  All at once, the sloshing sound stopped. Heather held her breath. On good nights, she woke up before it happened. On bad nights, she had to experience what came next.


  They heard a hollow pounding next, like the beating of a hundred drums, coming from the crates. Marco looked around, frightened. He wasn’t usually in the dream, so he didn’t know what to expect.


  The forty crates began to vibrate, to rock back and forth on the deck. The lids flew off with a clatter. The forty dead lords sat up, their white robes gleaming. They turned their heads as one towards Heather and Marco. 


  “My God,” Marco whispered. The crew stood speechless at the sight of the resurrection.


  The dead lords’ eyes opened. A wondrous yellow glow beamed from them towards the carvings that decorated the ship. The carvings began to glow, too. In the glowing light, as bright as daylight, Heather could see the dead lords reach to their sides and draw their swords.


  Then the slaughter began…


  Heather woke up. 


  She’d had the dream so many times before that she wasn’t panicked, wasn’t drenched in sweat, the way she had been the first time.


  The dream was almost comforting.


  That thought sent a shiver down her spine. She turned to the clock. It was almost five. Time to start the day.


  # # #


  The sun and moon were out at the same time.


  The moon was a sliver but shone clearly in the sky next to the blazing sun. The ocean was calm, deadly calm, so that the moon and sun were reflected in its gunmetal-gray surface.


  Heather climbed into the dinghy and sat down next to Captain Marco. It had been a week since they had been able to receive any communications from the outside world. Heather had continued sending messages faithfully to the university, but she didn’t know if they had gotten through.


  “At the rate we’re traveling,” Marco said, “the ship should arrive in Puget Sound in two days.”


  “That’s impossible,” Heather said. “When are you going to face the fact that our instruments are compromised?”


  “When are you going to face the fact that we’re never going to see land again?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Did you ever hear of the Flying Dutchman?”


  “Yes. It was Dutch. Not Byzantine. And you said we would be in Seattle in two days, not wandering forever. Make up your mind.”


  “I said the ship would be there. I didn’t say anything about us.”


  They cast off for the dromon.


  Heather wanted to get as much footage as she could of the hieroglyphs, just in case something happened to the ship before she could get it into the harbor outside Seattle. Before she could present it to the university with a big bow around it. She decided to equip most of the crew of the science vessel with cameras linked by satellite to the university, so they could wander about and film every square inch of the vessel again and again. There would be so much footage of this ship that not a millimeter of it would be left undocumented.


  She laughed when she thought that the image of the crew wandering aimlessly around the vessel in her dream had given her the idea for this maneuver. Even in her dreams, she was working.


  The hours passed slowly as Heather oversaw the slow digital recording of the Byzantine ship. She glanced over now and then to Captain Marco as he stood in the dromon’s prow, watching the sky and sea as if waiting for some unforeseen disaster to strike. 


  Let him wait. She had work to do.


  “Dr. Paxton,” Marco said, “look up.”


  “In a minute, Captain,” Heather snapped, annoyed. Not that she was so busy that she couldn’t have looked up. She just didn’t want to give Marco the satisfaction.


  It grew dark.


  At first Heather thought a cloud must have passed in front of the sun. She looked up.


  The moon was traveling in front of the sun, so that it looked like a crescent had been cut from the yellow orb.


  An eclipse?


  How had she not known an eclipse was forecast? How had this taken her by surprise?


  “Did you know this was coming?” she asked Marco.


  “It wasn’t coming. It wasn’t predicted. It just is.”


  The sky grew darker. The stars started to come into view. Heather swallowed, trying to quell the fear that was coming up from her gut.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “An eclipse can’t come out of nowhere.”


  Then she heard it. The sound of water sloshing in the crates that lined the ship’s bow.


  Her first thought, as she walked towards Marco, was that this must be a dream. The dark of night. The wandering crewmen. She would wake up anytime now in her bunk on the science vessel and laugh this off. But she barked her shin against one of the crates, and the sharp pain told her that this was no dream. 


  The pounding began. Faster than in her dream. More impatient. 


  The sudden night around her was pitch-black and the crew was frozen in place, their cameras recording the darkness, possibly sending it back by satellite to the university.


  The cover on the crate next her to began to split open from the inside.


  Heather ran to the rail of the ship. Towards the rope ladder that led to the dinghy. Her eyes began to adjust to the darkness just in time to see the dinghy drifting away from the ship, bobbing up and down like a child’s toy. There was no way off the dromon. 


  Then the lids flew off the crates.


  Heather didn’t stay to see the dead lords rise. She had seen it often enough. She ran to the gangway and went down into the depths of the ship.


  She heard the screams of her crew being slaughtered as she ran into what should have been the dark bowels of the dromon. But the light from the glowing carvings blinded her, as did the piercing yellow eyes of the hundred corpses of the slaves as they rose from their crates.


  Try as she might, Heather couldn’t wake up. This was no dream. This was a nightmare.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



  Bremerton, Washington


  The view from the Seattle-to-Bremerton ferry was strikingly beautiful, but Tanis didn’t see any of it. She slept the whole way. When the ferry was coming into the landing and she woke up, she found her head slumped over on Matt’s shoulder. She sat bolt upright and saw Carrie sitting across from her, looking annoyed.


  “Sorry,” she said to Matt.


  “Don’t worry about it,” he said, getting his duffel bag


  The weather on the flight from New York had been too rough to allow Tanis any sleep. She had been crammed into a seat next to Wilson for that long flight, and what with his incessant talking and constant scratching, rest was impossible.


  Evidently Wilson had never been on a plane before, and he commented, loudly, on every detail of the flight, got up to pee frequently, and insisted on hinting, but not outright saying, that he and Jake had “appropriated” the entire group’s airfare by holding up several liquor stores throughout the greater New York area.


  “You gotta fund Freaks Incorporated somehow, if you get my drift,” Wilson had said with a wink. “And we’re in a hurry to get to the Emerald City. We only got a three-day hall pass to that university.”


  What with that and thinking about where they were headed, Tanis slept not a wink on the flight, and she hardly thought she’d fare any better on the boat ride across the Puget Sound. She’d been happy to sit next to Matt in the large cabin of the ferry—she had a million questions for him. So she was surprised and disappointed that she’d nodded off and slept like a baby for the whole hour.


  She rubbed her eyes and caught her knapsack when Jake threw it at her. She walked onto the ferry landing with Jake, Lowell, Carrie, Wilson, and Matt and was greeted by the lowering gray skies of the great Northwest. Rain, as always, was imminent.


  Matt took a deep breath. “Smells like home,” he said.


  They met a very tall, middle-aged man whose gentle voice belied his huge physique. “Hello, I’m Dr. Vincent Mendelsohn. Welcome to Bremerton.” 


  # # #


  Mendelsohn’s house was a little clapboard bungalow on a dry patch of ground on McKenzie Street. The remnants of a once-lovely garden lay scattered about the front yard, like a reminder of better times.


  The living room was littered with newspapers and books and leftover plates from many leftover dinners.


  “Sorry,” the doctor said, throwing books and magazines off the sofa to make room for the freaks. “I don’t entertain much. My wife was quite the hostess, but she…”


  He left that comment hanging and went to get them coffee. 


  “The doc seems kinda preoccupied,” Wilson said.


  “Wouldn’t you be?” Matt said.


  “Remember me?” Tanis spoke up. “I don’t know what’s going on.”


  “The doc used to work for a company called Pavlov and Kirk,” Matt explained to her. “They developed chemical weapons.”


  “Lovely,” Tanis said.


  Matt went on. “They created a particular chemical weapon—”


  “We call it Virus X,” Wilson piped up.


  “Only you call it that,” Matt said, annoyed.


  “Well, you gotta call it something!” Wilson said.


  “The virus made whoever contracted it a mindless killing machine until the virus passed, but by then, everybody is dead. It was a way to wipe out the enemy from within. Get them to kill one another for us. But it had another side effect. It made the infected who happened to survive immune to Mr. Dark’s touch. I’ve seen it, and Mr. Dark has, too. It terrified him.”


  “No shit?” Tanis said.


  “No shit,” Matt said. “If we can get hold of the virus, there might be a way for Dr. Mendelsohn to purify it. Remove the killing strain and leave the immunity intact. We could beat Mr. Dark for good.”


  Tanis took this in. “But Mendelsohn used to work for the big, bad company that made it. What makes you think that Dr. Mendelsohn will help—”


  “It’s because of my wife,” the doctor said, coming from the kitchen with a tray of coffee and cream, like a good host. “You see, she was…different.”


  “She was a freak,” Wilson said.


  “The way you mean it, I guess she was, yes.” Dr. Mendelsohn put the coffee tray on a corner of the table that wasn’t covered with notebooks and texts. “She had a green thumb. Anything she touched sprang to life.”


  “The garden outside?” Tanis asked.


  “There was that. And other things. How old do you think I am?”


  Tanis considered, with a sinking feeling in her gut. “Fifty?”


  “Oh, dear.” He looked perturbed. “I’m eighty-five. While Amelia was with me I could pass for thirty. She’s been gone for two months now. Time passes.”


  “The university?”


  “Yes. I tried to keep her abilities a secret, but, well, I couldn’t help but draw attention. Even if we moved every ten years and changed our names. I could only get work in the same field. Virology. I had to take whatever job came along. Even Pavlov and Kirk. 


  “Eventually the university tracked us down. They took her. I have to get her back.”


  “Or you’ll grow old and die.”


  Mendelsohn looked surprised. “Oh, I suppose I will. But that’s not why I have to get her back. You see, I love her.”


  They sat in silence for a long time. Then Matt spoke. 


  “The password’s only good for another six hours. We have to get moving.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Seattle


  The promenade leading to the campus was a flat lawn, lined with maple trees and dominated by a mirror pool, reflecting a 1930s streamlined rectangular edifice with the words “Fort College” inscribed over flat columns. The building was white, but, bathed in green lights, it glowed like a jade gemstone in the night.


  If Seattle was the Emerald City, this was Oz.


  “Fort College went under a few years ago,” Dr. Mendelsohn was saying. “The economy. The university bought the campus up cheap. They use the facilities for their research. They have a genetics department, a virology department, an archeology department—”


  “Like Indiana Jones?” Wilson asked, excited.


  Mendelsohn shot Wilson an irritated look.


  The gang of freaks was loitering underneath one of the maple trees in the gathering dusk, and Matt turned up the fleece collar on his dusty barn coat as a soft rain started to fall. They made a rather suspicious crew, Tanis thought. Hardly the typical gathering of folks on a college campus. She and Carrie could pass for students, she supposed. And Mendelsohn looked like a professor. But Wilson and Matt? They looked like they’d never seen a textbook. Lowell, in his black gloves, looked like he was going to rob the place. And Jake? One didn’t often see a man disrobing on a college campus. Except during fraternity rush.


  “Building C houses the Medical Research Department,” Matt was saying. “That’s where the Virology Department is based. We think.”


  Tanis was only half listening to him. She was distracted by Jake’s striptease. He had, she marveled, a magnificent body. And she noted that he was totally shaven. She guessed his body hair didn’t change color, so it made sense that he shaved it off. All of it. She made a note to ask if Jake was seeing anybody after all this was over.


  “What’s the plan?” Lowell asked Matt.


  Matt pulled his ax out of his knapsack. “We go in. We find the virus and Mrs. Mendelsohn. We get them out.”


  “That’s the plan?”


  “You got a better one?”


  Lowell shrugged as he pulled off his gloves. “Not really.” He hands glowed red.


  Matt nodded to Jake. “Go for it.”


  “My dog’s gonna like this!” Wilson said.


  Tanis wasn’t exactly surprised when Wilson shook and shivered and transformed himself before her eyes into the dog she had seen in the Garden of Happiness. She had suspected that Wilson and his dog were one and the same, but still, seeing his bones twist and turn, seeing the fur sprout from his skin as it remodeled itself from man to animal, was disconcerting to say the least. The dog shook itself free from Wilson’s clothes and snarled.


  She pulled her claw hammer free from the loop in her pants and thought, This is all I have. I hope it’s enough.


  Jake approached the building. Tanis saw a security camera pointed at the front door, but as Jake came into its view, he blended with the green light on the white marble, so that he was as near to invisible as could be.


  Tanis turned to Carrie. She expected Carrie to light up. Instead her skin turned translucent so that Tanis could see her bones and veins gleaming through, like the old model of the Visible Girl she’d had in high school. She couldn’t help but stare. 


  Carrie looked self-conscious. “It happens when I get excited,” she said.


  “When I’m excited, I get the hiccups,” Tanis said, and Carrie laughed. It was the first sign of friendship from Carrie. Maybe they’d have a cup of coffee and share stories of old boyfriends. If they lived through the night.


  Jake crept to the keypad by the front door and entered the password. He tried the door. It opened.


  The freaks moved in.


  # # #


  Karl Neumann didn’t want to be where he was. He wanted to be with the DEA, chasing drug smugglers on the Mexican border. But Karl Neumann was color-blind and, in the infinite wisdom of the U.S. government, the Department of Justice wouldn’t take you if you couldn’t tell red from green. 


  But Karl Neumann really wanted to carry a gun and shoot at people. Private security wasn’t nearly so picky about Karl not being able to operate a color wheel. So he went to work for Tigon Security and, because of his basically mean disposition, rose to the top ranks of the division that dealt with corporate and executive protection.


  If that sounded like a glamorous profession, like something from paperback novels, Karl was here to testify that it wasn’t. It consisted mostly of watching video monitors and doing perimeter checks and sitting on his ass waiting for something to happen. He hardly ever got to draw his gun on angry thugs to protect a curvaceous woman wearing nothing but a small hand towel.


  And then there was the university, the worst gig he’d ever gotten. Run by faceless bureaucrats who were totally paranoid about security for whatever research they were doing, it was more tight-ass than even the U.S. government. And Dr. Janet Dorcott, the administrator in charge of research. There was a stone-cold bitch if Karl had ever met one. Not bad to look at, but boy, if you ever tried to fuck her, she’d probably cut your cock off and put it in one of those labs she guarded so jealously.


  This was the sort of thing Karl Neumann thought about while sitting at his station and staring at the bank of security monitors that surrounded him. Had he lived long enough, he would eventually have woven those daydreams into stories and published them as a series of moderately successful erotic S and M e-books under the pseudonym Uriana Fallopina. But life had other plans for Karl Neumann.


  Now there was this latest news, coming down from on high yesterday and throwing everything into turmoil. Like it was the end of the world.


  Karl’s train of thought was broken when the front door opened and five people and a dog raced down the hall towards him. The man in the front of the pack was brandishing an ax. Reaching to his holster, Karl finally got a chance to pull his gun in order to blow somebody the fuck away.


  Unfortunately, by the time he’d raised his Glock and brought it to bear, some crazy chick swung a hammer down on it and knocked it from his hands. The ax went chopping into Karl’s console with a shower of sparks and shattered glass, stopping him from sending a warning to the rest of the building.


  Somebody else grabbed Karl from behind, while the guy with ax brought his face in close and demanded, “Where’s the virus?”


  “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” Karl said. “And if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you.”


  The man with the ax looked at him with murder in his eyes. Then he glanced to the man who was holding Karl and nodded. Karl waited to be struck in the face or the gut. But nothing happened.


  Then the hands that were holding Karl began to heat up. At first they just grew warm in a curious kind of way. Then they started to get uncomfortable. Then they began to burn. The hands squeezed Karl tighter and the sleeves of his shirt began to sizzle, then burst into flames. 


  Karl screamed as his flesh was seared.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about! Everyone has gone!”


  The man let go of him and Karl dropped to the floor. The pain didn’t stop, just eased somewhat. The Ax Man lifted Karl by his burned arms and asked him, “What do you mean?” 


  “She got a message from somebody on a boat somewhere. That’s the rumor. She just came out and told everybody to leave town. Said it was too dangerous to stay. So they went.”


  “Who told them?”


  “Dr. Dorcott.”


  From the way the Ax Man reacted, Karl could tell he was familiar with the woman. He squeezed Karl’s arms more tightly and there was more hate in his eyes.


  “You mean she’s not here?”


  What the hell? Why defend that bitch of a doctor? Why not send Ax Man after her? “Oh, she didn’t leave. She said she had some things to wrap up. Besides, she’s not afraid of anything.”


  The Ax Man gave Karl a look that made his blood run cold, in spite of the burns on his arms.


  “She should be,” the Ax Man said.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Fort College


  Matt raced down the hallway, determined not to lose the element of surprise. Tanis was at his side. They ran up to a door marked “QUARANTINE.” Matt entered the password into the keypad.


  A message came up on the display screen: DENIED.


  Matt looked at it for a second, considered. Then he chopped at the door with his ax. The ax bit into the door but bounced off with a clang of metal. Wilson’s dog jumped up and sniffed the scar on the door as an alarm rang out.


  They waited. Then they heard the sound of several footsteps running towards the closed door from the other side. Matt gestured for the others to move back while pointing to Carrie to take point.


  Carrie moved to the middle of the hallway and began to glow. By the time the door swung open and five armed guards rushed out, Carrie was blazing like a lighthouse. The guards stopped for a second, blinded, as Matt and Tanis drove down on them from behind. Slamming her hammer down on the ballistic helmet of the man closest to her, she put all her weight behind it and felt his knees buckle. Matt swung the butt end of the ax up at his face and knocked him back against another guard, wiping them both out. He took another chop at them, this time with the blade edge of the ax. Blood spurted.


  Wilson’s dog brought another man down, while Lowell grabbed a fourth with his burning hands. Matt swung his ax at the last man and caught him under his chin, carrying him, like a long line drive, to the wall.


  Carrie dimmed her light. They stood breathing heavily in the suddenly quiet room. Tanis looked down at the fallen guards and saw, for the first time, their rotting features under their police helmets. She turned to Matt.


  “I wasn’t sure,” she said.


  “Wasn’t sure of what?” Matt asked.


  “That they were rotting. I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure it was right to kill them.”


  Matt hefted his ax onto his shoulder. “I was sure,” he said.


  # # #


  In the gleaming white-walled laboratory, Erik Satie’s Gymnopédie No. 1 played softly on the sound system but failed to drown out the screaming. Dr. Janet Dorcott was used to that. She didn’t play the music to hide the screams, but to enhance them. To make them even more beautiful.


  Subject 07 was a difficult one, and to tell the truth, Dr. Dorcott was sorry she couldn’t keep her alive just a little bit longer. If things were normal, she would have kept the subject alive for months, continuing her research, which had been so promising. 


  But things weren’t normal. Changes were coming. Dr. Dorcott had to cut her losses. 


  She had begun by flaying the patient alive. She was interested in seeing if there was anything between the dermis and the epidermis that could account for the strange effect Subject 07 had on others. So far, she had separated the skin from the right shoulder down to the wrist but found nothing unusual. 


  Oh, well. Science was full of disappointments. Dr. Dorcott placed her scalpel on a tray held by a nurse who wiped her brow. The nurse had volunteered to stay with Dr. Dorcott and do the cleanup here, rather than leave with the rest. To escape what was coming. Dr. Dorcott supposed she did this to curry favor with her. If so, it didn’t work. Dr. Dorcott didn’t favor anyone.


  The nurse dropped the tray to the floor with a clattering of steel on linoleum, and Dr. Dorcott looked up to see Matt Cahill and a bunch of freaks come barging in. He didn’t look a day older than he had when she’d first experimented on him.


  “Drop the scalpel,” he said.


  “My idiot nurse already did that.” She sighed and pulled off her surgical mask. “I must say, Matt, that your timing is impeccable.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re here just in time for the Apocalypse.”


  





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  The Coast of Washington, Approaching Puget Sound


  Heather Paxton hadn’t eaten for two days. She hadn’t moved, not an inch, for eight hours. She didn’t know that, of course, for time meant nothing to her, crouched as she was in the bowels of the dromon, with nothing to keep time with but the beating of her heart.


  She had run here, to the ship’s darkest hold, yesterday. Or was it the day before? She had pressed herself in the dark crevice, scarcely daring to breath, while the slaughter went on around her. It had gone on for hours or days or minutes while she shut her eyes to keep the glowing of the hieroglyphics out of her mind.


  But they remained, burned into her mind. In every ancient language known to man and some unknown since the dawn of time. They all translated to the same thing:


  WE ARE COMING.






EPISODE 4







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


 Fort College


  Dr. Mendelsohn bandaged his wife’s mutilated arm, and Tanis Archer could see tears in his eyes. As he worked, Mrs. Mendelsohn stroked her husband’s hair with her good hand, looking more concerned for him than she was for herself. 


  “I knew you’d come,” Mendelsohn’s wife whispered.


  Dr. Mendelsohn kissed her forehead softly.


  Tanis watched this encounter, experiencing an odd mixture of feelings. After the horror she’d been through in the past days, she didn’t think she’d ever see such tenderness in the world again. But the happiness she felt was mixed with envy, because she doubted she’d ever have such simple, pure love in her life. And it was all overshadowed by a sense of awe as she watched Vincent Mendelsohn grow younger under his wife’s touch. He’d gone from fifty years old to thirty, all in the space of five minutes.


  Amelia Mendelsohn was quite a freak.


  Matt Cahill was impatient. He turned to Carrie, who still glowed translucently in the aftermath of the fight. “When Dr. Mendelsohn is done, try to locate the virus.”


  Wilson’s dog growled at the nurse and Dr. Dorcott. He had them pinned in the corner, and it looked like it was taking all his self-control to keep from ripping their throats out.


  Matt walked over to the doctor. Her lab coat was smeared with Amelia Mendelsohn’s blood. Given that Dr. Dorcott was cornered by a big man with an ax, a weirdly intelligent snarling dog, a glowing skeleton of a woman, a naked man whose flesh blended in with the lab’s white walls, another man whose hands burned like coals, and a crazed-looking chick with a hammer, you’d have though she’d be terrified or at least intimidated. Instead, Dr. Dorcott looked like she felt she had the upper hand.


  “It will happen in just a few hours,” the doctor said. “I’ll enjoy seeing you ripped apart, Matt. Especially if you don’t die. I wonder if the pieces if you will live on, separately. That will be interesting to observe.”


  “I’m not going to ask you what you’re talking about,” Matt said. “We’re just here for the virus.”


  “What are you going to do with us?” the nurse asked, her voice quavering with fear. 


  Matt looked at her as if he were considering something he hadn’t thought of before. The nurse was in her early thirties, plump, and sweating. To Tanis, she looked like any one of the customers at the coffee shop she’d worked at in Dallas. One of the ones who would order a latte macchiato with an extra shot of espresso and then complain because it was too strong. 


  “Yes,” Dr. Dorcott said, challengingly. “What are you going to do with us?”


  “We should kill you, Doctor,” Matt said. Wilson’s dog yapped in agreement. “But we’re not like that. We’re just going to lock you in here. Tie you up. Give ourselves a chance to get away.”


  The nurse looked at Matt in terror. “You can’t do that! You can’t leave me here!”


  Dr. Mendelsohn spoke from the table where his wife was hugging him. He looked younger than ever. “I’ll look for the virus now.”


  Matt smiled. “Dr. Dorcott will help you find it.”


  “You think so?” the doctor said with a smile.


  “If you don’t, I’ll let Wilson’s dog here chew through your Achilles tendon and leave you here for whatever happens.”


  Dr. Dorcott looked slightly disconcerted. Then she recovered her old confidence. “You’re bluffing. The Matt Cahill I knew would never do that.”


  Matt step closer to her, his face as hard as stone. “I’ve changed.”


  Wilson’s dog nipped at Dr. Dorcott’s ankle. She backed against the wall.


  “I’ll help you,” Dr. Dorcott said. “Just promise you’ll take me out of here before daybreak.”


  Matt smiled. It was a smile without warmth. “I promise I won’t let you out of my sight.”
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  The nurse’s name was Mildred. She was born in the eighties, when old-fashioned names like Max and Schuyler were all the rage, and her parents thought “Mildred” would catch on. It didn’t. It just gave her something else to hate them for. 


  Mildred sat quietly with just a crazed-looking woman holding a hammer to keep her company. The other intruders had gone off to look for the virus. The hammer in the woman’s hand had blood caked on it. It made Mildred uneasy.


  Mildred jumped when the man Dr. Dorcott had called Matt Cahill walked back into the room. She could tell from his gait that this was the man in charge now. Mildred automatically assumed a subservient stance. She’d learned long ago to bow down to authority.


  “Have they found it?” Hammer Girl asked.


  “They’re looking,” Matt Cahill said. Then he turned his eyes on Mildred. “What are you afraid of?”


  “You,” Mildred said.


  “But there’s something you’re even more afraid of. Some reason you’d rather go with us than stay here. Tell me what it is.”


  Mildred looked down at the floor. It was time to change sides, she thought. Always land on your feet, her mother had taught her. 


  “It’s the dromon,” she said.


  “What’s that?”


  “I’ll show you.”


  # # #


  The room was lined with television screens surrounding a conference table that was littered with half-filled coffee cups, some of them knocked over on their sides, as if whoever had been watching these monitors had left in a hurry.


  Matt and Tanis sat among the discarded paper cups and watched the flickering images on the screens. The deck of a ship could be seen. An ancient wooden ship. Covered with hieroglyphs carved into every inch of its surface. 


  Mildred hit the “fast-forward” button. She stopped on the image of a wooden crate lashed to the ship’s rail. The camera tilted up and a score of wooden crates could be seen, all lashed to the side of the ship, the glassy sea beyond them.


  Then, all at once, darkness fell. One camera whipped up to see the sun being swallowed by the moon. An eclipse.


  The other cameras stayed focused on the crates. In the dim light, Tanis could see the crates begin to vibrate, could hear the sloshing of water. The wooden lids of the crates began to split as if struck by blows from within. White fingers crept out, clawed their way through the splintered wood, and pried the lids open. Dripping figures in gleaming white robes emerged from the watery containers. They opened their eyes and Tanis saw the same yellow glow she had seen in her brother’s eyes. Her breath caught in her throat.


  Then the robed men leapt out of the crates and onto the deck. The cameras were dashed to the ground. Most of them went black. One of them held an image. An upside-down shot of a man in a captain’s uniform being attacked by four of the men in white robes. Their teeth bit into the captain as he tried to fend them off.


  Tanis had to look away.


  This last camera went blank.


  Matt broke the long silence with a question. “Where is the ship now?”


  “It’ll be in Puget Sound by daybreak,” Nurse Mildred said. “Should reach the Bremerton docks by noon.”


  Dr. Mendelsohn burst into the room, brandishing a small glass bottle in his hand. He was followed by Jake and Lowell and Dr. Dorcott, held firmly in Lowell’s dangerous hands.


  “We have it!” Dr. Mendelsohn said. Matt looked at the bottle. It was filled with a plain clear liquid that didn’t glow ominously or emit a kind of unearthly hum. It looked positively prosaic, but it held within it the promise of salvation.


  “Where can you go to work on it?” Matt asked him.


  “A place out in the country,” Dr. Mendelsohn said. “Moses Lake. There’s a lab there, BioGen Industries. It’s run by a friend. He should take us in.”


  “Will this friend ask questions?”


  “Yes, but I won’t answer them.”


  Matt smiled. Then he turned to Dr. Dorcott. “What happens when that Byzantine ship makes landfall?”


  Dr. Dorcott frowned thoughtfully. “You know, that’s not really in my wheelhouse. I’m more in the medical department. But the way I understand it is…Well, to use an old cliché quite literally, all hell will break loose.”


  Matt grabbed his ax off the table. “All right. Jake, go with Dr. Mendelsohn and his wife to Moses Lake. And take Mildred, here, with you. The rest of you, if you want to clear out of here, that’s fine. But I could use your help.”


  “What are we going to do?” Tanis asked. The we was thrown in as an afterthought. Of course she was going with him.


  “We have to stop that boat full of hell spawn from docking in Seattle.”


  “What do we do with her?” Lowell asked, shoving Dr. Dorcott to the middle of the room.


  Matt raised his ax as if to strike her down. She looked up at him, for the first time real fear in her cold eyes.


  Matt stopped and lowered his ax. 


  “Bring her with us,” he said. 






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Bremerton Docks


  A weather-beaten sign reading “Demeter Boat Charter” was mounted over the door of a boathouse. The boathouse, which looked like it had seen better days, and that from a distance, was built on pilings that straddled Blackjack Creek as it emptied into Puget Sound. 


  Tanis didn’t know much about boats, but she thought the craft bobbing about at the end of the dock looked a lot like the SS Minnow from Gilligan’s Island. As she recalled, that three-hour cruise hadn’t ended well.


  They sat in a rental SUV, motor idling. Matt was at the wheel, Carrie rode shotgun, and in the back were Lowell and Wilson with Dr. Dorcott stuck between them like a perp in the rear seat of a patrol car. Tanis sat in the way back, like an unwanted child. The three suitcases full of explosives were nestled in the back.


  “Shouldn’t we get a bigger boat?” Tanis asked.


  The remark was greeted by stony silence. Really, Tanis thought. Nobody in the car has seen Jaws?


  “Wilson,” Matt said. “Go charter that boat. If Quint hasn’t gotten to it first.” Tanis admired Matt’s deadpan delivery. She was surprised to see he had a sense of humor behind that steely glare. 


  Wilson got out of the car. Dr. Dorcott stretched out, taking advantage of the extra room.


  “I have to pee,” the doctor said.


  “Hold it,” Matt said.


  Tanis didn’t look at her. The first time she’d seen Dr. Dorcott, the good doctor was in the middle of flaying Amelia Mendelsohn’s flesh from her right arm. Tanis couldn’t look at the doctor without wanting to strike her hard with her hammer.


  “Why did we take her with us?” Tanis asked Matt.


  Matt didn’t answer.


  “What else could he do?” the doctor said. “Jake has his hands full with the Mendelsohns. It’s either take me with you or kill me. Isn’t that right, Matt?”


  “I’m still considering it,” Matt said.


  “But I know about Moses Lake,” Dr. Dorcott went on. “You can’t ever let me go. So what’s the plan, Matt?” 


  “Lowell, take Dr. Dorcott out and let her pee,” Matt said.


  “You’re going to take me out to that boat and let the Byzantines do your dirty work. Isn’t that right, Matt?”


  Matt fixed his eyes on her through the rearview mirror but didn’t say a word.


  “But there’s one thing you failed to consider,” Dr. Dorcott went on. “What if I’m one of the Descendants?”


  Tanis didn’t know what a Descendant was. She looked at Matt, certain that he didn’t know, either.


  Matt shrugged. “Then we’ll throw you overboard,” he said. “You can pee in the water.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Puget Sound


  The Demeter rode up each wave, crashed down with a bone-crushing thud, then rode up over the next with stomach-churning monotony. Tanis held on to the rail, not sure whether keeping her eyes open or closed would be the best way to stave off vomiting. 


  “I’m afraid the whale watching is a bit off right now,” the Skipper said. “Just two days ago we had dozens of sightings, but now…It’s like something has spooked them.”


  Tanis hadn’t caught the Skipper’s name. She only thought of him as the “Skipper” because he was middle-aged, burly, and captain of a ship she could only think of as doomed. The “crew” consisted of one tired-looking East Indian young man who looked nothing like Gilligan.


  Matt shrugged. He and Carrie stood next to the Skipper at the wheel, spray in their faces, looking like they loved the rollicking roil of the boat’s progress. 


  “That’s all right,” Carrie said. “We just love being on the water.”


  Tanis choked back some bile in the back of her throat and looked over at Lowell and Dr. Dorcott sitting in the back of the boat like a couple on the verge of the worst divorce ever. They hardly looked like they loved being on the water—or anywhere at all in each other’s presence.


  Wilson sat on the floor of the boat, next to the suitcases, his baseball cap down over his eyes, looking for all the world like a sick puppy, waiting for the trip to end.


  “So where do you want to go? It’s your dime,” the Skipper said.


  “Out to sea. There.” Carrie pointed on the map to the San Juan Islands up above the Canadian border.


  “That’s quite a ways,” the Skipper said. “We’re not a cruise ship.”


  “Well, we can just head on out that way,” Matt said. “And we’ll see what we see.”


  “You’re the bosses,” the Skipper said. “But I’m the captain. Don’t you forget that.”


  Tanis settled in the back of the boat with Wilson, who looked up at her from under the bill of his cap.


  “You’re pretty good with your hammer, young lady,” he said.


  “Thanks. You’re pretty good with your…dog.”


  “My dog and I have been through some rough times.”


  “If you don’t mind my asking, how long have been able to…turn into a dog?”


  He tilted his head. “Well, now, that’s an interesting question. You assume I’m a man who can turn into a dog. How do you know I’m not a dog who can turn into a man?”


  Tanis didn’t know how to reply to that.


  # # #


  They saw it just as they were entering Admiralty Inlet. The Skipper blinked as the thing hove into view, filling the inlet, blocking their way.


  A massive ship.


  “What the hell is that?” the Skipper said.


  The huge wooden craft towered above a smaller vessel, which appeared to be towing it. Tanis had been expecting it, but it still took her breath away. 


  It was an old Greek galley, but impossibly large, curved from prow to stern, oars sticking out, unmoving but all intact, like a dead centipede’s legs.


  “What the hell is that?” the Skipper repeated.


  “Let’s get a closer look,” Carrie said.


  There were no brakes on a boat, no way to stop it dead in its tracks, but the Skipper did the next best thing, shifting into neutral and spinning the wheel to the side.


  “What are you doing?” asked Matt.


  “We’re getting the hell away from that thing,” the Skipper said. 


  “No, we’re not,” Matt said. Carrie tossed Matt his duffel and he pulled out his ax. 


  “What are you doing?” asked the Skipper, incredulous.


  “Turn the boat around, Captain,” Carrie said.


  “What the fuck are you talking about? Do you see that ship? I don’t know what it is, but I don’t want to have anything to do with it.”


  “Turn the boat around,” Matt said.


  “Or you’ll what? You’ll hit me with that ax?”


  “No, I’ll hit you with this hammer,” Tanis said, standing behind the Skipper, hammer at the ready.


  The Skipper was flabbergasted. “Are you people crazy?”


  “Turn the boat around,” Matt repeated.


  “Fuck you!” the Skipper said. “Amir!”


  The lazy East Indian was suddenly standing behind them, not lazy at all, with a shotgun in his hand. The Skipper reached into the map cabinet, pulled out a pistol, and leveled it at Matt. 


  “Now,” the Skipper said, “put down that fucking ax and that fucking hammer.”


  Tanis hesitated. Carrie hesitated. 


  “I’ll turn this boat around myself,” Matt said, stepping for the wheel.


  In the back of the boat, Lowell let go of Dr. Dorcott and dived for Amir. As Lowell grabbed him, Amir let blast with both barrels of the shotgun straight at Matt.


  Matt fell to the deck bleeding.


  Tanis sent the hammer crashing down on the Skipper’s gun hand just as Carrie leapt for him.


  As Amir struggled with Lowell, fighting for the shotgun, Lowell’s hands started to heat up, turning red, burning Amir’s flesh. Coming up from below, Wilson clocked Amir on the jaw. Lowell pried the shotgun away from Amir’s hands and threw it overboard with a splash.


  Carrie had the Skipper down on his knees in a half nelson. He looked up to see Wilson, Lowell, and Tanis coming at him, ready to do battle. 


  “What the hell is this?” the Skipper asked.


  “A mutiny,” said Lowell.


  Tanis hurried to Matt, who was struggling to get up, his left arm bloody and peppered with shotgun slugs. Lowell had deflected Amir’s aim, but the blast had still done some damage. 


  “Are you all right?” Tanis asked.


  “I’ve been better,” Matt said weakly.


  “Oh, you’ll heal,” Wilson said. “You should see him heal, Tanis. He heals like nobody’s business!”


  “I’m not fucking Wolverine,” Matt said. “It still hurts.”


  Amir groaned from the deck, the burns on his arms blistering. They ignored him.


  “Does anybody know how to drive a boat?” Matt asked.


  “I used to do some fishing on the Hudson,” Carrie said, still holding on to the Skipper. “I think I can handle it. But what do we do with these two?”


  “Throw them overboard,” Matt said.


  Lowell grabbed the Skipper and dragged him to the rail. Wilson seized Amir, pulled him up, and got ready to toss him over.


  “Matt,” Tanis said, “you can’t do that. They’ll drown.”


  “We don’t have time for anything else,” Matt said.


  Dr. Dorcott spoke up, sitting in the back of the boat. “You’re right, Matt. It’s the expedient thing to do. But why don’t you tie their arms and legs together while you’re at it? They’ll sink more quickly that way.”


  Matt’s face flushed with anger. He picked the Skipper’s gun up from the deck and walked over to Dorcott.


  “I ought to just put a bullet in your head and throw you over with them,” he said.


  Dr. Dorcott looked up at the barrel of the pistol. “Let me get this straight. When I kill, it’s to increase human knowledge. When you kill, it’s because it’s convenient. But I’m the monster and you’re the hero?” 


  Matt flipped the gun around and cracked her across the face with it. 


  “At least put them in the dinghy,” Tanis said. “Set them adrift. They don’t know what’s going on. To them, we’re the bad guys.”


  “You heard her,” Matt said to Lowell. “Put them in the goddamned dinghy.”


  The freaks hoisted the dinghy overboard, dropped the two men in it, and cut the line. The procedure took time, and by the end of it, the Demeter had drifted away from the Byzantine ship. Distance made its size all the more unbelievable.


  “Carrie, catch up with it,” Matt said.


  Carrie gunned the motor, and the boat started its jerky, slamming ride to the massive ship. Tanis clutched the rail to keep her footing. At least the shock of the fight had settled her stomach for the time being.


  Matt stepped up to the rail next to her, looking out at the choppy sea, clutching his wounded arm. “You think I was being too harsh back there.”


  “You were planning to drown two innocent sailors. I don’t think harsh covers it.”


  “I didn’t do it, though.”


  “No. But you considered it.”


  “I have to consider everything. It’s the only way.”


  “My brother said something like that. Right after he killed my mother.”


  Matt looked out at the Byzantine ship as they approached it. “I’ve known other people like me. People who died and came back. Two of them became crazed killers. One of them just retreated from the fight and became a hermit. I’m the only one who’s kept fighting the evil.”


  “What about me?”


  “Too early to say. But if I turn, if I think the fight starts to justify my own evil actions, I want you to do something for me. Can you promise me?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Wilson made me swear to put his dog down if he started to like killing too much. Would you do the same for me?”


  “Kill you?”


  “Yes.”


  “How can I? You’re already dead.”


  Matt looked at her. “You’ll figure out a way.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  Admiralty Inlet


  The Demeter cruised alongside the smaller vessel that towed the ancient ship. A smaller vessel, but still quite a bit larger than the tiny Demeter. Tanis could see no sign of life on board the boat. 


  “What do we do now?” Tanis asked.


  “You hail her. Say we’ve broken down and need help,” Matt said. His left arm was bandaged and bloody.


  “How do I do that?” she asked.


  “Shout.”


  “Why me?”


  “You have the loudest voice,” Dr. Dorcott said. She was tied up with fishing wire and lashed to the cleat at the back of the boat. Carrie gave her kick to shut her up.


  “What do I say?” Tanis asked.


  There was a muttered discussion among the freaks, and finally they settled on Mayday or SOS. Tanis decided Mayday was easier to shout.


  So she called out, “Mayday,” and yelled that their motor had broken down and that they needed help.


  No answer. Nothing stirred on the other boat. 


  “Do you think they heard me?” she asked.


  “I don’t think there’s anyone to hear,” said Matt.


  Just to be sure, they set off a flare. It shot off in a broad arc through the sky and disappeared with a faint hiss into the water. 


  No response from the other boat.


  “Pull up alongside it, Carrie,” Matt said. “We’re going to board her.”


  # # #


  Tanis climbed from boat to boat, losing her footing once, her legs dangling over the open sea for a moment before Matt grabbed her by the arm with his good hand and pulled her the rest of the way up. She went sprawling onto the wet deck, bruising her knees as she fell. Reaching for something to steady herself, she realized she had grabbed Matt’s leg. She snatched her hand away quickly.


  Carrie offered her a hand and helped her to her feet.


  “It’s a nice leg, isn’t it?” Carrie said dryly.


  “Don’t worry, Carrie. I know he’s yours.”


  “He isn’t anybody’s,” she said and walked off to join the others.


  There was no crew on the deck. They went below and searched all the cabins. No one there. But the engine still hummed and the boat still plowed through the water, heading inexorably towards Seattle.


  “It’s a ghost ship,” said Wilson as they gathered in the bow of the boat. “It’s still pulling that big-ass thing to Seattle, but they’re ain’t nobody on it. It’s a goddamned ghost ship.”


  “Stop saying that,” Matt said.


  “Well, where did they go?” asked Tanis.


  “Over there,” said Lowell, looking at the Byzantine ship, attached by towlines, looming behind them like a haunted house afloat.


  “Do we go on board that?” Tanis asked.


  “No. If we set foot on that ship, we’re never getting off. We just have to stop it from reaching landfall. We have to scuttle this ship. Lowell, how much of the explosives do we use?”


  Lowell shrugged. “I just stole them. I don’t know how to work them.”


  “Fine. The rest of you get back to the Demeter. I’ll plant a whole bunch of bombs and then we’ll get the hell out of here before they blow.”


  Back on the Demeter, Tanis helped unpack the explosives from the suitcase. Innocuous-looking cardboard tubes wrapped in oily paper with a clunky timing device and a digital display board, the explosives looked like the came straight out of the 1980s.


  “Where did you steal these from, the set of Die Hard?” Carrie asked Lowell.


  “They may be old, but they’ll work,” Lowell said. Then he added, under his breath, “I hope.”


  They formed a bucket brigade to bring the explosives across to the other boat. Tanis was last in line and reached over, across the open sea, to hand the oily sticks to Matt, who placed them gently on the deck of the science vessel. Just as she passed the final explosive to Matt, she jumped over and landed, square on her feet this time, on board the doomed ship.


  Matt glared at her. “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “I’m helping you,” Tanis declared.


  Matt shrugged and started gathering the explosives into his arms. “Come on,” he said.


  # # #


  The rumble of the engine was deafening belowdecks. Tanis looked at the controls on the dashboard—there were a lot of them, she didn’t know what they did, and none of them was labeled “off.” Turning each of them one way, then the other, she heard the engine make a lot of angry sounds, but it didn’t turn off. If Wilson had been there, he would have said it was possessed and couldn’t be stopped.


  “Do you think that’s enough?” Matt asked. He stood by a jumbled heap of explosives, like a pile of pickup sticks that rose almost to his knees.


  “Do you want to put this thing in orbit?” 


  “I want to blow it out of the water.”


  “Then that’s enough.”


  Matt turned on the timing device. 


  “How much time are you going to give us to get out of here?” she asked.


  “Fifteen minutes should be enough.”


  He said that, but the timer started counting down at six minutes. 


  Tanis swallowed nervously. “Can’t you reset that?”


  “It would take five minutes to figure out how.”


  They started to run.


  They had almost made it to the ladder when a figure stepped out from the shadows, blocking their way. A man, his arm half-devoured and dangling by a thread, his eyes shining with a deathly yellow glow.


  “I’m Captain Marcos,” he said. “What are you doing on board my ship?”


  Matt tried to step around him, but Marcos used his good arm to strike at Matt, driving him back against the bulkhead. With only one good arm apiece, the men were evenly matched, and Matt had left his ax back on the Demeter. Tanis drew her hammer from the loop of her painter’s pants and moved in. 


  “Captain,” she said, “we’ve planted a bomb on the ship. It’s going off in six minutes. Make that five minutes. If you want to live, you’ll dive in the water and swim for it.”


  Captain Marcos turned his glowing eyes on her. “What makes you think I want to live?”


  She raised her hammer. “Let us go.”


  “No. You stay on board. We belong dead. I’ve seen what’s coming. We’re better off.”


  Tanis remembered her brother’s words back in Dallas. I saw what is going to happen. She lashed out, swinging the hammer at the captain’s head. He deflected the blow with a belaying pin and hooked the hammer by the claw, pulling it out of Tanis’ hand and flinging it away.


  Matt took advantage of the captain’s distraction to leap forward, driving his shoulder into Marcos’ gut. The two of them fell back onto the ladder. Matt yanked him up by the shoulders—and the captain’s right arm came off in Matt’s hand.


  Matt flung the useless arm aside and glanced back at Tanis. “Go,” he said, as the captain leapt up and whipped at Matt with his remaining hand, clawing at Matt’s face with his nails.


  She wasn’t going to leave Matt here to struggle with this demon alone. Dashing over to her hammer, which had come to rest in the bramble’s nest of explosives, she grabbed it, sparing a second to look at the timer. Four minutes.


  She yanked the hammer free, whirled around, and saw Captain Marcos with his knees on Matt’s chest and his fingers trying to dig at Matt’s eyes. She pivoted, putting all her weight behind the hammer, and drove the claw down into the captain’s back, cracking his ribs.


  Marcos reared up with an anguished cry and fell against the bulkhead. Clumsily, Tanis pulled the hammer out, then helped Matt to his feet. Together they ran up the ladder.


  As soon as Tanis and Matt climbed up onto the deck, Matt shouted across to the Demeter, “Get away!”


  To Tanis’ surprise, Carrie didn’t question it, but immediately put the boat in gear and pulled away. 


  “Can you swim?” Matt asked Tanis.


  “I can dog-paddle.”


  “Good.”


  They made it to the rail. Just as they were about to jump overboard, bloody fingers clutched at Matt’s throat from behind. 


  “Die!” Captain Marcos said, his ribs stabbing through the flesh of his back like bloody sails.


   Matt shoved Tanis and she fell overboard into the choppy sea.


  The water felt like concrete when she hit it. The air was knocked out of her lungs. She tried to suck in a breath and water filled her throat. She tried to cough it out, clawing through the water, clutching for air. Pumping her legs, she didn’t know which way she was propelling herself—sideways, down, or up. She opened her eyes and tried to search through the murky salt water for some sign of the surface, but the stinging pain was too much for her. She shut her eyes again and began to drift down.


  All at once, she was lifted out of the sea by an explosion that boiled through the water and sent her sailing to the surface like a bobbing cork. 


  She could see the Demeter, knocked sideways by the force of the shock wave. It righted itself and rocked, back and forth, like a child’s toy.


  Twisting around in the water, Tanis looked for some trace of the other ship. Nothing. It was as if it had never been there.


  A hand grabbed at her from beneath the water. She beat her legs out, kicking with all her sapped strength. 


  Something broke the surface of the water with a loud gasp. Matt Cahill, spitting up bloody foam.


  “I really could use two arms,” he said, beating at the surface feebly with his bloody left arm.


  She swam to him and held him in her arms, helping him tread water.


  The Demeter’s rocking had subsided and Wilson was yelling out to the others. He had spotted Tanis and Matt bobbing like flotsam and jetsam in the waves.


  Tanis waved to Wilson frantically. The Demeter swung its nose in their direction and came chugging towards them.


  Matt was looking at the horizon, at the Byzantine ship, sitting, becalmed, on the surface of the sea.


  “We did it,” he said. “We stopped it.”


  Tanis couldn’t help herself. She kissed Matt’s face. It was a celebratory kiss, she told herself, not a romantic kiss. The first one was anyway.


  Then they noticed something moving on the great hulking ship. The oars. They stirred. They reached out. They dipped down. They began to stroke the sea, calmly, deliberately. They began to propel the ship forward. 


  The damned ship hadn’t been stopped at all.






CHAPTER THIRTY


  The Demeter


  The engine sputtered and coughed but refused to turn over. Carrie tried it again. It struggled but refused to come to life.


  Tanis struggled for breath herself. She’d been on the boat for what must have been five minutes by now, but she still couldn’t get enough air in her lungs. 


  She looked around at the rest of the crew of freaks on the Demeter. They were wet and bedraggled and looked like they’d been sucked down to hell and spit back out.


  Especially Dr. Dorcott. She was still lashed to the cleat at the rear of the boat and had been twisted and turned when the boat nearly capsized, the fishing line cutting into her flesh as she was flung into the water and back onto the boat with violent rapidity, again and again. It almost robbed her of her composure.


  The rest of them were not much better off. Lowell had been cast overboard and Carrie had to pull him back in with a wooden boathook. Wilson was the only one who looked positively refreshed by the experience. He shook himself dry and looked out at the Byzantine ship as it rowed past them.


  “There she goes,” Wilson said. “Right past us, like an arrow from a bow.”


  “Can’t you get that engine started?” Matt snapped to Lowell and Carrie.


  Lowell was in the trapdoor, half-submerged, looking at the engine, which was swamped with water. “I don’t know about boats,” he said. “I know about trucks. And if this was a truck engine, we’d be fucked.”


  Matt watched the Byzantine ship as it headed away from them. Towards port. Towards Seattle. 


  “How can we stop it?” Tanis asked.


  “We have to get on board,” Matt replied. “We have to blow it up.”


  “You said if we went on board we wouldn’t get off.”


  “That’s what I said.” Matt’s face was a mask of determination.


  The engine sputtered, coughed, then turned over, chugging to life. Lowell jumped out of the trapdoor and slammed it shut.


  “It’s running. Don’t ask me how, but it’s running.”


  Carrie shifted the gears. 


  “Take it slow,” Matt told her. “Don’t push it.”


  “Which way do we go?” Carrie asked.


  Matt looked at her and she nodded. She pointed the boat towards the Byzantine ship and they slowly crawled in its direction.


  “You don’t want to get near that galley,” Dr. Dorcott said, picking at her split lip. “Trust me. You want to get as far away from that ship as possible.”


  Matt looked back at the doctor, still tied with fishing line to the cleat on the back of the boat. “If we go there, you’re going with us.”


  “I’m well aware of that,” she said. “That’s one of the main reasons I’m telling you to put this boat in gear and head out to sea. A long, long way from here.”


  “What’s going to happen when that ship hits port?” Tanis asked.


  “You saw the video feed,” Dr. Dorcott said. “It’s full of resurrected men. And they’ve been dead a lot longer than you were. They’ve been waiting for over a thousand years. And they’re impatient.”


  “For what?”


  “For their deal to be fulfilled.”


  The engine spat a puff of smoke. Carrie threw it into neutral and let it ride for a second, then shifted it back into gear again. The motor purred like a kitten.


  # # #


  “Good going, Carrie,” Lowell told her.


  They moved closer to the Byzantine vessel. It loomed above them, more like a mountain than a ship.


  The freaks grew silent, in quiet awe.


  “What the hell,” said Wilson, breaking the silence, “it’s just a ship. So it’s full of zombies. It can’t have more than a few hundred. What’s a few hundred zombies against five freaks?”


  “Stop trying to cheer us up,” Carrie said.


  Matt bent down and untied Dr. Dorcott. 


  “You’re letting me go? Or you’re going to throw me over the side?” she asked, tentatively rubbing her skin where the fishing line had scratched her raw.


  “If we go over to that ship, you’re going with us,” Matt said.


  “As I said, it’s not actually in my wheelhouse. But I would like to see it. In the flesh, as it were.”


  Matt turned around and faced the Byzantine galley. Its oars were moving up and down, up and down, so close that he could have reached out and touched them. The hull of the ship rose like a cliff face in front of them, high and impenetrable. 


  “How the hell do we get on it?” Lowell asked.


  Matt pointed to the side of the ship, to the oars as they swiveled and turned through worn and burnished holes. “There,” he said, simply.


  “Aren’t there oarsmen on the other side of those?” Tanis asked.


  “Let’s find out,” Matt said.


  The holes were large enough for a man to crawl through and low enough for them to jump to from the deck of the Demeter.


  “How much explosive do we have left?” Matt asked Lowell.


  “Enough,” Lowell replied.


  “All right,” Matt declared. “Let’s get ready.”


  Before Matt could say another word, Lowell hoisted up the suitcase with the remaining explosives in it and jumped up onto the gunwale. Timing it to avoid the sweep of the oar, he pitched the suitcase into the oar hole, then leapt after it. He clutched on to the side of the galley and clambered into the hole, disappearing into the darkness.


  Just then, Carrie pointed up to the deck of the galley. Something was moving out from the surface of the ship, something long and snakelike, with an ornate spigot on the end.


  Dr. Dorcott looked suddenly afraid. She leapt up onto the gunwale herself, ready to dive for the Byzantine ship.


  “What is it?” Wilson asked.


  “Greek fire,” Dr. Dorcott said as she jumped for the oar hole.


  Then a spout of fire shot out of the spigot. Burning liquid, like napalm from a flamethrower, rained down hell on the Demeter. 







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  The Dromon Galley


  Tanis flew through the air.


  She leapt from the Demeter just as the flaming liquid had poured from the Byzantine ship. She hadn’t had enough warning to time her jump properly, so she struck the side of the galley with her outstretched arms and slid down the wooden hull, tearing her flesh.


  Twisting around in midair, she clutched at a huge oar as it descended towards the water. She hit it and the air was knocked out of her lungs. Seizing the oar’s rough wooden surface, she wrapped herself around it and hung on.


  She looked down at the Demeter. The boat was engulfed in flames. As far as she could tell, all the freaks had jumped, either into the water or onto the Byzantine ship—she couldn’t tell which. But there was no retreat. The Demeter was done for.


  Tanis swung her legs around the oar as it began to rise. She inched her way forward, towards the galley. What was on the other side of the oar holes, she didn’t know. But it was the only destination open to her other than the roiling sea.


  Out of the frying pan, into the fire, she remembered her mother saying whenever Tanis made any decision. From hell to Hades.


  She approached the opening, crawling up the oar. The rim of the hole was framed with brass, and she reached out to it, her hand slipping on the cold metal.


  The oar shifted, making the turn from up to down. It was now or never. She dropped off the oar and pushed herself towards the dark hole. Her hands slapped at the brass surface, and she slipped down, feeling her body fall.


  At the last second, her fingers gripped an engraving in the brass. She hung there, her legs dangling, the choppy sea far below her.


  Tanis pulled herself up, muscles and tendons strained past the limit of endurance. She could smell the fetid air from inside the galley. Her legs swung up and her heels hooked on the edge of the opening. Pausing only long enough to take a deep breath, she propelled herself into the dark bowels of the Byzantine ship.


  And into the lap of a living corpse.


  The corpse was dressed in rags and it clutched the oar in front of it as if that were all there was in the world. Its skin was withered and wrinkled, like ancient parchment. Its flesh looked like it would crumble to dust if she touched it, but her shoulder rested in the living corpse’s lap and it supported all her weight without a whimper. It felt like she was sitting in an old leather chair. The corpse didn’t even acknowledge her, but rather just kept pulling on the oar, as did the one next to it on the bench. They put all their strength into moving the oar and didn’t even turn their dead eyes towards the woman who had invaded their space so abruptly.


  Tanis crawled gingerly off them and stood on the deck, her eyes adjusting to the dim interior, her stomach roiling at the stench.


  The dark aisle, the low ceiling, and the heavy oppression of the sheer number of slave corpses toiling at the oars filled Tanis with a sense of dread. There must have been hundreds of them. Maybe more.


  But as her pupils dilated, she could just make out Lowell and Carrie standing under the curved beam of the galley’s interior. They were going through the suitcase, pulling out tubes of explosives so intently that when Tanis walked up to them, they jumped.


  “Tanis,” Carrie said. “You made it.”


  “Barely. Who else is here?”


  Carrie and Lowell exchanged a look. 


  Someone spoke up from the depths of the ship. “We’re it,” the voice said. 


  Tanis strained to see who was speaking. It was Dr. Dorcott, bending over, full of curiosity, examining one of the oarsmen as he rowed.


  “But Wilson?” Tanis asked. “And Matt?”


  “They’re not here,” Carrie said bleakly.


  “The Greek fire got them,” Dr. Dorcott said enthusiastically. “No one alive has seen that weapon. Not for a thousand years. Some people didn’t even believe it was real. What a privilege it was to see it in action.”


  “A privilege? It almost killed us.”


  “Well, something is going to kill us,” Dr. Dorcott said. “We might as well face that. We were dead the moment we decided to go on this ship. Every second we exist is pure gravy. Let’s enjoy it. Otherwise we’ll just be like this one.” She gestured towards an oarsman, blindly rowing them on. 


  “Why don’t they react to us?”


  “Because they’re dead. They can only do one thing at a time. They’re dreadful at multitasking. And right now, that one thing is rowing. When they get to land? That’s when the real fun will begin.”


  “Come on, we’ve got to blow this ship up,” Lowell said. “We’ll place charges against the bulkheads here and over there.”


  “Where is the timer?”


  “There isn’t one.”


  “So how do we set it off?”


  “Press this button,” Lowell said, displaying a red button connected with short wires to a bundle of explosives.


  “That’s suicide.”


  “You bet. So is that one,” he said, gesturing to another button and another bundle.


  “I’ll do it,” said Tanis.


  “Sorry,” said Carrie, “I already called it.”


  “Get out. Swim. Get away. We got this,” Lowell said.


  “I can’t leave you,” Tanis said. “Not now.”


  “She’s right,” Dr. Dorcott said. “It’s too late.”


  “What do you mean?” Lowell asked.


  “Look.”


  They followed her gaze to the back of ship. To the ladder that led up to the deck. To the men in white robes descending the ladder with short swords in their hands.


  They looked stronger than the oarsmen, less desiccated, more alive. And their eyes gleamed with an eerie yellow light.


  Tanis gripped her hammer, ready to fight.


  “Who are they?” Tanis asked.


  “Those are the lords. They’re the ones whose job is to kill us,” Dr. Dorcott said. 






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


   The Dromon Galley


  The dead lords approached, their daggers held like a wall of spikes in front of them.


  Tanis wielded her hammer above her head. Lowell’s hands started to burn. Carrie began to glow brilliantly.


  “How exactly will that power help you?” Dr. Dorcott asked.


  “It’ll help them spot you,” Carrie replied.


  The dead lords struck, their daggers thrust forward. 


  Tanis blocked a dagger with her hammer, twisting in and forcing it aside.


  Lowell grabbed the nearest dead lord by the hand and felt it sizzle and burn.


  Carrie glowed with a white-hot light, and the dead lords blinked and winced, their eyes blinded by the intensity of it.


  Dr. Dorcott tried to run but was enveloped by the dead lords. The last Tanis saw of her, she was being swallowed by them, carried into the mass of white-robed men like a paramecium being eaten by an amoeba. 


  Then something happened to Carrie. Her light went out and they were all plunged into darkness.


  Tanis struck out with her hammer, feeling the satisfying thunk of metal hitting bone. She crouched down and lunged forward, pushing through the robed figures like a wide receiver doing an end run down the football field.


  Thrashing with her hammer from one side to the other, she knocked the lords aside and would surely have reached her goal if she’d had one. But there was nowhere to run but further into the hell that was the Byzantine ship.


  She stumbled over a hatch and fell headlong onto the deck, dropping her hammer as she fell. By then her eyes had adjusted enough to the dimness to allow her to see a lord looking down at her, his eyes glowing with the sickening yellow light, a dagger up-reached, ready to strike at her. She felt in vain for her hammer on the deck around her.


  Just then a set of fangs fastened on the wrist of the hand that held the dagger. A growling, snarling beast leapt on the lord from behind and brought him down on top of Tanis. Wilson’s dog, his mouth foaming in fury, bore down on the hapless lord’s back and tore at his desiccated flesh.


  Tanis struggled out from under the lord as Wilson’s dog continued to rip him apart. Twisting around on her stomach, she crawled to the nearby hatch and lifted it open. She could pry it open only enough to allow herself to crawl inside and drop headlong down the ladder, further into the bowels of the ship.


  The hatch slammed shut behind her, sealing Tanis in darkness.


  # # #


  Heather Paxton wasn’t sure if she was dead and dreaming of life, or alive and dreaming of death.


  Until recently, she had been lying in the same position for days, breathing very little, eating sometimes from a couple of granola bars she had in her field pack, her digestive system shut down almost completely.


  Then, about an hour ago, she had heard an explosion that had crashed through the ship like a thunderbolt. Then for a moment the dromon had been becalmed, resting motionless except for the waves washing against the hull.


  Had something happened to the science vessel? Heather was surprised that she felt only mild curiosity, despite the fact that it was her boat, her jewel, representing her career, her future. None of that mattered now. All that mattered was that she was alive this second.


  The stillness had not lasted long. It was followed by a creaking sound, a sound of wood on brass, a sound of water splashing. The oarsmen were back at work.


  This was a galley, after all. Whatever had happened to the science vessel wasn’t going to stop the dromon in its progress towards Seattle. 


  Heather curled up tighter in the dark hole she’d found for herself in the depths of the ship’s hold. She had become very good at remaining motionless, at letting time pass, minutes uncounted. At just being.


  Not long after that, she heard the rush of flames and the sound of burning. Was the galley on fire? Deep in her heart, she prayed that this was so. That the ship would burn to cinders before reaching land. True, Heather would be burned up with it, and the prospect of a fiery death didn’t appeal to her much. 


  Still, it was far better than the alternative.


  However, as time passed and the combustible sounds faded away, Heather came to the realization that fire was not to be her salvation. The fire was probably another weapon that the dromon had to fend off attack.


  The dromon was going to complete its mission, no matter what.


  More time passed. 


  Then she heard scuffling on the deck above. The sounds of fighting and struggle. Like the sounds from when she’d first hidden in the hold of the ship, an eternity ago, when the resurrected lords had slaughtered the men from the science vessel. 


  But no, these were different sounds, weren’t they? A week ago, there had been screams and the sounds of slaughter. This time there was scuffling, but no shrieks of terror. And the scuffling was faster and, to Heather’s ear, more purposeful. 


  Almost as if someone was fighting back. As if a few people were prepared to meet this horror straight on and not go down without a struggle.


  She heard the snarling of a dog, and suddenly, her days of enforced isolation, of voluntary neutrality, were forgotten. She crawled out of her hole to see what was happening.


  The fighting was on the deck above her, and she wasn’t going to climb up there to join in the fray. She wasn’t that brave or that foolish. But she had to know who was—who had been fearless enough to come on board this ship and fight with the undead. 


  On this level of the ship, three decks down, the ceiling was so low that Heather couldn’t stand. She crouched and crawled her way to the forward hatch, listening to the sounds of scuffling just inches above her.


  Then the dog was howling and the hatch above her opened, just slightly.


  Heather skittered back into the darkness of the hold as the figure of a woman pushed its way through the hatch and down the companionway, the lid slamming shut after her. She fell down the ladder and landed on the deck in front of Heather, her eyes shut and her chest heaving.


  Heather crawled out and looked at her. Her long black ponytail snaked out from her head like a serpent. She was young and probably would have been pretty under other circumstances.


  Her eyes opened and locked with Heather’s for an instant. They were a startlingly pure green and not yellow at all.


  Heather placed her finger to her lips and gestured for the woman to follow her back to her hidey-hole. Then Heather went back, trusting that the woman would follow her.


  She did.


  # # #


   


  Tanis thought she might have been imagining things. The fleeting glimpse of the crazed woman’s face before hers, her eyes crazed but not glowing yellow, putting her finger to her lips and then disappearing in the darkness like a vision.


  But she had gestured for Tanis to follow her, and follow her she did. Crawling through the dark cavern of the ship’s hold, Tanis lost sight of the phantom woman. 


  Crawling farther into the darkness, she’d just about decided the woman was an illusion, brought on by the stress of the moment, when a hand reached out and grabbed her arm. 


  “Come here,” the woman’s voice whispered.


  Tanis followed the arm into a coffin-sized cubbyhole. There was barely enough room for the two of them to fit.


  “Do you come from the university?” the woman asked.


  Tanis blinked, straining to see the woman’s face. She was dishwater blond and in her thirties. She would have been pretty under other circumstances.


  “No,” Tanis said. “We came to stop this ship.”


  “How many of them are you?” 


  “There were six.”


  Tanis could just make out the woman’s expression. It was not hopeful.


  “Six of you? That’s all?”


  Without warning, a hand gripped Tanis by the leg and began to pull.


  Tanis found herself yanked out of the confines of the cubbyhole and onto the hard surface of the deck. A dead lord was there, his white robes billowing around him, his dreadful yellow eyes glowing with a ferocious intensity. She wished to God she still had her hammer.


  He raised his dagger, ready to slash it down across Tanis’ throat. 


  Then, all at once, he fell to the side, an ax buried in his brain.


  Matt Cahill stood behind him. As the dead lord fell to the deck, Matt pried his ax loose from the body. 


  “Where’s your hammer?” he asked her.


  “I lost it.”


  He reached down and picked up the dead lord’s dagger from the deck and handed it to her.


  “Till you get it back,” he said.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


 The Dromon Galley

  
  “My name is Heather Paxton.”


  Matt had snapped a glow stick and they sat around the eerie green light, breathing heavily. They spoke in whispers, for the ship had fallen into silence again.


  Matt had just told them how he had fallen into the sea from the burning deck of the Demeter. Clutching the bottom of the galley, he had climbed up into the hawsehole, grabbing on to the anchor and pulling himself up. Then he made his way from the bottom of the ship to this midlevel deck, where he had seen Tanis under attack.


  Now there was this half-crazed-looking woman, this survivor. Tanis couldn’t help but think of her as Ben Gunn, the mad pirate, marooned and forgotten, in Stevenson’s Treasure Island. Her father used to read that to her and her brother to put them to sleep. She cast all thought of Brett from her mind and listened to Heather’s story.


  “I used to be a marine archeologist,” Heather said. “But that was a lifetime ago. I headed an expedition to the Black Sea to find this ship. If possible, to raise it. To bring it back to the university.


  “What I didn’t know, what I couldn’t conceivably have known, is that the men on this ship had been waiting. Waiting for the chance to fulfill their destiny.


  “I’ve spent my time here reading these inscriptions and hieroglyphics. Translating them. Deciphering them. Decoding them. Reading their story.


  “These men, the lords, they traveled to an island in the Black Sea. I don’t know where. I don’t think it exists anymore. I think it’s been swallowed by the ocean. I hope it has. 


  “On the island they made a deal with…a being. An otherworldly force. I don’t know what to call it. They called it a god. They called it ‘Moloch.’ They sold their souls in exchange for unlimited power over the world. 


  “Now, I don’t know what that means. But I do know this. This ship must never reach port. For when it does, that deal will be fulfilled.”


  Matt nodded with steely determination. “Don’t worry. We’ll stop it before it makes shore.”


  Tanis couldn’t keep quiet. “But how? It’s all well and good to say we’ll stop it, but how? The explosives are gone. The men in robes have them. And Carrie and Lowell and Wilson—they’re gone, too. How are we going to stop this damned ship, just the three of us?”


  “There might be a way,” Heather said. “There’s a temple in the front of the ship. A chapel. Whatever. It’s dedicated to Moloch. I crawled through when they were slaughtering my crew. There’s an altar there. With hieroglyphics. Somehow, the hieroglyphics make this ship operate. They’re empowered in some way. If we were to get there and destroy that altar, the spell might be broken. The ship might lose its power.”


  “Spell?” Tanis said in disbelief.


  “Do you find that hard to believe after all this?” Heather asked.


  “You say ‘might,’” Matt said. “You don’t know for sure?”


  “I don’t,” Heather said. “I only know that if we destroy that altar, it will change things.”


  Matt nodded. It fit with his past experience. Twice he’d destroyed altars in his post-resurrection journeys and it had diminished the power of the evil forces he was battling at the time. “Then let’s get going. We’re running out of time.”


  # # #


  Tanis crawled through the ship, the dead lord’s dagger gripped in her hand. She didn’t like it. She missed her hammer. She wondered how Matt would feel if he didn’t have his ax, if he had to carry a sword instead.


  Heather was leading the way. She stopped.


  There in front of her was a door with an odd insignia on it, like nothing Tanis had ever seen before.


  “That’s it,” Heather whispered. “The altar is in there.”


  “Why isn’t there a guard?” Tanis asked.


  Matt shrugged. “Who would they be guarding it from? They think they’re alone on this ship.”


  They crept to the door and waited, listening. Voices came to them from the other side of the door. Voices speaking English.


  “It’s Carrie,” Tanis said.


  Before she knew what was happening, Matt had kicked the door in and burst through it.


  Carrie, Lowell, and Wilson were chained to benches. Four lords guarded them. Matt took out the first one with a sideways blow from his ax. Tanis handled the second one, before he had time to react, plunging her dagger into his stomach and twisting it.


  The two remaining lords were ready for them. Brandishing their daggers, they jumped for Tanis and Matt. Matt chopped down with his ax and the lord’s hand flew off, dagger and all.


  Tanis danced away from her lord as he approached, her dagger held out like a switchblade. She moved to the side and he moved with her. Quickly, she darted to the right and grabbed the lord’s dagger arm, pulling it down. The lord yanked it back up, slicing Tanis in the leg, but Tanis pulled him in close and shoved her dagger in his throat.


  It was over in less than a minute.


  “You did good,” Matt told her.


  “I still miss my hammer.”


  Matt took a key off the wall and proceeded to unchain Carrie. 


  “I knew you weren’t dead,” she told Matt. “I knew they couldn’t kill you.”


  “Why didn’t they kill you?” Tanis asked, unchaining Wilson.


  “They didn’t know what the fuck we were!”


  “I think they were curious,” Lowell said. “They saw what we could do. They wanted to find out more about us.”


  Tanis looked around. “What about Dr. Dorcott?”


  “They weren’t curious about her,” Wilson said.


  Heather was examining the stone altar at the far side of the room. It was rough, made of granite, and on it there were ancient carvings. They looked like they’d been old even when this ship was built. 


  The carvings were intricate and entwined, looking like a cross between Celtic runes and Easter Island inscriptions. 


  “What does it say?” Matt asked her.


  “I don’t know. It’s ancient. Older than any known system of human writing. It may not even be human.” 


  “I don’t care,” Matt said.


  Matt swung the butt of his ax down on top of the altar. It cracked. It rumbled. It loosed a tremendous roar.


  Footsteps came pounding down the deck.


  Matt brought his ax down once again. The altar crumbled and fell.


  A yellow glow came from within it. A high-pitched, piercing noise, like a scream or the buzz of a million insects, began to fill the air.


  Matt struck with his ax again. The yellow glow spread throughout the room, throughout the ship.


  The door flung open and the lords rushed in.


  The lords collapsed. Fell to the deck. Lifeless. Dead.


  The freaks had won.


  # # #


  The inside of the galley was filled with a yellow, pulsing glow. 


  All the slaves were dead on their benches, still clutching the now motionless oars in their lifeless hands. Walking down the middle of the aisle, Tanis spotted her hammer, cast aside under one of the benches. She moved one of oarsmen’s legs aside to reach it. The leg crumbled to dust under her touch. She grabbed her hammer and picked it up, not sparing the slave a second glance.


  “Let’s get up and breath some real air,” Lowell said, moving to the companionway.


  Tanis climbed the ladder and felt the cool night air on her skin. She’d never thought she would feel that again. She sucked the air in, loving the wet, humid taste of it. 


  The ship still glowed, every inch of it. Tanis remembered reading about St. Elmo’s fire when she was a child, and she imagined it as something like this.


  But beyond that, she looked out at the skyline of Seattle stretched out before them. 


  “The boat found its own way to port,” said Matt.


  “The sailors are all dead,” Wilson said. “So that’s all right, right? We won, didn’t we?”


  All at once, the yellow glow intensified and focused into a beam of light, which shot from the ship and spread like a beacon towards the city. It shot like a laser, casting its light into every corner of the city and far beyond. It gleamed and hummed and pulsed as it covered all of Seattle in an unearthly effulgence.


  Then the light dissipated into drifting particles of dust. The yellow glow went flickering away.


  “What was that?” Wilson asked.


  “It wasn’t the lords we had to worry about, or the slaves. It was the ship itself that was the danger,” Matt said. “And it’s sent its signal.”


  Oh, crap, Tanis thought. This is just the beginning.






EPISODE 5







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


 Dayton, Ohio 


  “Stop!” the cop shouted as J.J. dashed across Fourth Street. 


  The steady rain made it hard for drivers to see and even harder for them to stop. A guy in a blue pickup slammed on the brakes, but his tires slid on the slick asphalt. The truck bumped J.J., knocking him down. He immediately sprang back up, fueled by adrenaline and the hit of coke he’d taken a few minutes ago. He kept running.


  “Stop where you are!” the skinny cop yelled again. 


  J.J. glanced back. The two officers were gaining on him. Shit. He hurried down the empty sidewalk. At one forty in the morning, everything was closed. Then he saw light shining through the window of a twenty-four-hour convenience store just ahead. He shoved the door open and ran inside.


  He nearly collided with an old woman by the front counter. J.J. grabbed her and threw her into the doorway, hoping to slow down the cops. He ducked down an aisle and ran for the back. There had to be another way out. 


  The burly cop slammed into him, pinning him against the door of the refrigerated section, his face jammed into the cold glass. J.J. struggled, but Officer Alvarez was too strong. He wrenched J.J.’s right arm behind his back, then his left, and closed handcuffs around his wrists. 


  “You have the right to remain silent…,” Alvarez began. 


  His partner caught up to them, winded from the chase. Officer McCauley didn’t visit the gym as regularly as Alvarez did, which earned him no end of shit. He grabbed his radio to call in the arrest. 


  A beam of yellow light shone through the wall of the convenience store. It was the light from the dromon, undimmed across two thousand miles. It bathed J.J. in a golden glow. Then it faded away. The two officers didn’t see it. They also didn’t see the change in J.J.’s eyes, which now radiated the same yellow light.


  J.J. twisted one of his manacled hands and touched Alvarez’s fingers. In a reasonable tone, he said, “I want you to shoot your partner.”


  McCauley snorted a laugh. “Yeah, I bet you do.”


  Alvarez drew his service pistol and shot McCauley in the head. The sound of the shot reverberated through the small store. A neat round hole appeared in the cop’s forehead and a spray of red flew out behind him. He dropped bonelessly to the floor. 


  The clerk at the front counter screamed. She and two customers fled the store. J.J. ignored them. He glanced at Alvarez, who just stood there, his expression blank, awaiting further instructions.


  “Uncuff me,” said J.J. The officer complied. J.J. was neither overjoyed nor amazed by the sudden turn of events. He felt, for the first time in his life, perfectly calm. And he knew exactly what to do next.


  “Let’s go.” J.J. stepped over the growing pool of blood around the dead body and walked out of the convenience store, with Alvarez right behind him. 


  # # #


  Panama City, Florida 


  Carl woke to the sound of his son screaming. He forced his eyes open and peered at the baby monitor. Aidan was hungry. Again.


  He rolled over to nudge his wife. It was her turn to get up. But she was already out of bed. In fact, she was quietly getting dressed. Carl felt a sudden flare of panic. She was leaving him. She’d been threatening to go for weeks, and here she was, sneaking out as he slept.


  “Wendy?” He hated the plaintive sound of his voice and tried to sound more stern. “What’s going on?”


  Wendy turned to her husband with a placid smile. Her eyes seemed almost to radiate warmth. She placed a hand on his arm. “Come with me,” she said.


  At her touch, Carl felt all his worries—about his marriage, their finances, the incredible privilege/burden of raising a child—fade away. He wasn’t responsible for any of that anymore. What a blessed relief.


  He pulled on a T-shirt over his boxers and followed Wendy out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and out the front door. In the empty house, Aidan continued to wail.


  # # #


  Dallas 


  It was quiet in Brett Archer’s hospital room, other than the soft, steady beep of the heart monitor. Brett lay still. He’d been in a coma for weeks, ever since his sister, Tanis, had nearly beaten him to death with a claw hammer. To be fair, he’d been trying to dismember her with a chain saw at the time.


  The night-duty nurse came through on her rounds. She checked his IV and his vital signs. No change. The light from the dromon shone in and surrounded Brett, unseen by the nurse. His eyes opened, infused with a golden glow. He sat up.


  The nurse gasped and took a stumbling step back. Brett smiled at her. “It’s all right,” he said as his hand closed around her wrist. 

  





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


 I-90 East, Washington State


  “That’s weird,” said Tanis, looking down at her phone.


  “You’ll have to narrow it down for me,” Matt said. 


  They were dealing with a self-powered ancient ship, undead Byzantine lords with glowing eyes, and a virus that turned people into homicidal zombies. Everything was weird. 


  The two of them were on their way to Moses Lake, Washington, to meet up with Dr. Mendelsohn and find out what he’d learned about the virus. They’d left Wilson, Carrie, and Lowell at the dock in Seattle to keep an eye on the dromon, in case it sent out any more bursts of light or started moving again. Heather had returned to her office at Seattle Northwest University to analyze the information she had collected on the dromon expedition.


  As Matt drove, Tanis had used her new phone to check the recent posts in online groups about the paranormal, supernatural, and bizarre. Since she’d started blogging about her visions of people with decomposing faces, she’d been embraced by what she would once have dismissed as the lunatic fringe. Among the online discussions of UFO sightings and government conspiracies, Tanis sometimes found useful information about the real evil in the world. There had been plenty of posts about the recent rash of murders, people killing their loved ones in order to “save them.” That’s exactly what Brett had said after he slaughtered their mother, leaving her body in pieces. 


  Thankfully, there were no new reports of similar murders. But another strange killing caught her attention. A private on a military base in Utah had suddenly left his post and started to walk off the base in the middle of the night. The soldier at the gate told him to stop. He didn’t. When the soldier threatened to shoot, the private shot him instead. He never even broke his stride. Two MPs promptly grabbed the guy, but instead of arresting him, they left the base with him instead. Tanis found it especially interesting that this had happened at 1:47 a.m. PST, right after the dromon had sent out that weird light.


  As she searched, more stories appeared about people suddenly walking away from their lives with no explanation. A waitress at an all-night diner had left in the middle of taking an order. An entire rave party had abruptly left the club, leaving their stash of ecstasy behind. 


  Even creepier was a video posted by a teenager in West Virginia, an unsteady camera-phone view of the family next door leaving their suburban home just before five a.m. local time. Dad wore sweatpants, Mom was in her nightgown, and the three little boys sported pajamas with various Disney characters. All were barefoot. They came out the front door and headed for the sensible minivan in the driveway. They didn’t look scared or excited, just…blank. When the owner of the camera phone shouted to them, only Dad even glanced up. He said nothing, just got into the car with his family and drove away. Clearly, these people were victims of a government mind-control experiment, stated blogger TruConspiracy99. Tanis suspected something worse. 


  She related this to Matt. “The signal from the dromon must have been pretty fucking strong. It’s affecting people all over the country.”


  “But only some people. Why them?” he wondered. “And where are they all going?”


  Tanis scrolled back through the posts. “Nobody’s been following any of them to find out,” she said. The lunatic fringe had let her down.


  She sat back, frustrated. She’d been glad to do something useful, finding these stories and connecting them to the dromon. But it turned out to be one more mystery to solve. As if they didn’t have enough already.


  The sun was beginning to rise when they reached Moses Lake. Matt pulled up to a generic office park. Three boxy buildings faced an open parking lot. This early on a Saturday morning, the offices and the lot were empty. Matt parked the SUV in front of a light-blue building. As he and Tanis stepped out of the car, a familiar voice called, “Hey! Look who’s still breathing.”


  A man-shaped section of the wall stepped forward. The blue faded into Jake’s normal skin tone as he approached Matt and gave him a hug. He turned to Tanis and hugged her as well. “Glad you made it.”


  The hug caught her off guard, and not just because she was suddenly in the arms of a hot, naked man. She and Jake weren’t exactly best buds. They’d never had an actual conversation that she could recall. 


  But she supposed that fighting the forces of evil together created its own kind of bond. She hugged him back. 


  “It’s been quiet so far,” Jake told them. They knew that university operatives would find them here eventually. To study the virus they’d stolen, and then to modify it, Dr. Mendelsohn needed certain equipment. Of course, searching every lab that used this equipment would take time. The plan was to work fast and get out before the operatives got around to this one. And before the rightful owners of the lab showed up on Monday morning. Technically, it was the property of BioGen Industries. The facility was closed for the weekend, but a former colleague of Dr. Mendelsohn’s who worked for BioGen had slipped him the access code. 


  Jake grabbed a pair of shorts he’d stashed behind a box hedge and put them on. He led them into the building and down a hallway lined with security doors, each with an accompanying keypad. Jake stopped at one and entered a code. There was a brief tone and a click as the lock released. 


  Matt and Tanis went in and Jake returned to guard duty. Tanis didn’t know what she’d expected a genetics lab to look like, but nothing this swanky. Polished stainless steel covered the counters and a long table in the middle of the room. There were several workstations stocked with microscopes, centrifuges and other equipment Tanis couldn’t identify. Genetic engineering wasn’t really her thing. The room was open and airy, with a high ceiling and a large window that let in the morning light. There was even a break area with a gleaming coffee machine.


  Dr. Mendelsohn had been working for nearly twenty-four hours without a break, with the occasional boost of energy from Amelia. She helped him when she could and kept an eye on their prisoner. Mildred was secured with zip ties to one of the chairs in the break area. Her face was smeared with mascara. She’d been crying. 


  On the drive to Moses Lake, Mildred had thanked the Mendelsohns profusely for rescuing her from Dr. Dorcott, who had been forcing her to assist. She would be more than happy to help Dr. Mendelsohn with his work. She’d been friendly with one of the guys who was developing Virus X, and he’d talked to her about it. 


  “Don’t call it that,” said Amelia. She was disgusted by Mildred’s craven efforts to win their sympathies. At the university lab, this woman had seemed perfectly willing to assist Dr. Dorcott as she flayed Amelia’s arm, never looking their victim in the eye or responding to her pleas. 


  When they reached the lab, Jake stayed at the front of the building to keep watch. He stripped off his clothes and seemed to vanish against the side of the light-blue wall. 


  Mildred gasped. “You’re one of them.”


  “Yeah, I’m a freak,” said the wall. “You want to peel off my skin, too?”


  When they got inside, Mendelsohn asked Mildred what she had learned about the virus from her friend. 


  “He said it was a chimera, made from the common cold, a strain of rabies, some weird tropical disease, and…” She tried to remember the exact phrase. “Irradiated glycoproteins.” 


  She smiled proudly. He nodded. “Interesting. What else?”


  “Um…” Mildred wracked her memory. “He said it was going to make them a fortune.”


  She’d clearly exhausted her supply of insider information. Amelia put an encouraging hand on hers. “Are you sure there’s nothing else?”


  “That’s all I remember,” the younger woman assured her. “I wish I could tell you more.”


  Amelia nodded and asked, “Do you know why Dr. Dorcott wanted to study me?”


  Mildred looked uncomfortable, not wanting to linger on that unfortunate episode. “Because of your special abilities.” She glanced at Dr. Mendelsohn, who could pass for thirty. “She said you have the gift of rejuvenation.”


  Amelia tightened her grip on the woman’s hand ever so slightly. “Did she tell you it works the other way as well? That I can drain a person’s vitality?”


  This was a lie. At least, she thought it was. It had never occurred to her to try. But Mildred fairly leapt back, trying to yank her hand away. Amelia held on to it.


  “Please,” Mildred begged. “That’s all I know.”


  “I don’t believe you,” Amelia said calmly. She watched the tears welling up in the other woman’s eyes with a bitter satisfaction that she knew was petty and cruel. But it felt good nonetheless. “Where else are these vivisections going on?”


  “I don’t…” The former nurse started to protest, then burst out, “Wait! Dr. Dorcott said something one time, about the Sioux Falls facility. But I didn’t hear anything else. I swear…”


  She dissolved into sobs. It was enough for Amelia. She’d pass along the tip to Matt. He might be able to use it to plan a future rescue. She released Mildred’s hand and turned to see Vincent looking at her with a combination of admiration and shock. He still had things to learn about his wife.


  They found some plastic zip ties and used them to bind Mildred’s wrists to the back of a chair. She might actually be a capable lab assistant, but Mendelsohn thought it equally likely that she’d steal the virus and sell it to the highest bidder.


  Amelia helped him prepare the viral DNA samples for amplification and sequencing. The state-of-the art machines in the lab would make fairly quick work of it. When Matt and Tanis arrived, he stated confidently that they’d have a complete genome by this time tomorrow.


  “Then the real work begins,” he told them. “Identifying which gene sequences control which functions.”


  “How long will that take?” asked Matt.


  Mendelsohn considered. “It’s difficult to say. Once I find an effective viral vector, I should be able to isolate segments of the host DNA…”


  Tanis felt her attention drifting, as it always did in those endless community college classes. She felt guilty about it every time. She’d been lectured about her lack of focus by her teachers, and her mother, on a regular basis. 


  “Could I please have some water?” It was the nurse. Tanis filled a paper cup with tap water and held it for Mildred to drink.


  “Thank you.” She finished her water in a few sips, then looked up at Tanis miserably. “I just needed a job, you know? I was broke. And working in a university lab sounded really interesting.”


  Tanis didn’t answer. She’d been broke and unemployed more times than she cared to remember. And had made an ill-advised decision or two as a result.


  “It was, at first. Dr. Dorcott said we were exploring the next stage of human evolution, which was pretty cool, right? Most of the procedures were pretty harmless. And when they started to get more…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. “She was my boss. I needed the money. What was I supposed to do?”


  Any shred of empathy vanished. Tanis had plenty of ideas about what Mildred was supposed to do with herself. Then she remembered what Brett had advised when she was gearing up to vent her wrath on some asshole. 


  The guy won’t hear a word you say, he’d told her, and you’ll look like the asshole. 


  Tanis had usually gone ahead anyway, but this time she would actually listen to her brother. She walked away from Mildred without a word. Brett would be so proud. When he was all recovered and back to normal, she planned to tell him about it.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


 Moses Lake, Washington


  Jake struggled to stay awake and alert as he leaned against the wall. He took the occasional walk around the perimeter of the building, but as soon as he stopped moving, his brain seemed to shut down. None of them had slept much in the past couple of days. Whatever was going on with that Byzantine ship was bad, very bad, and Jake suspected they hadn’t seen the worst of it yet. 


  Then he saw a middle-aged couple walking up the road, towards the office park. He might think they were out for an early morning stroll, except that the man was in his pajamas and the woman wore a terry-cloth robe. They turned in to the parking lot. As the couple got closer, Jake wondered if they were stoned. Their faces seemed oddly blank. They went to the far corner of the lot and stopped. Then they just stood there, not talking to each other, perfectly still. They seemed to be waiting. But for what? Yoga class? Bird-watching club? They had no weapons, and Jake didn’t think they were university assassins, so they weren’t exactly a threat. For now, he’d stay hidden and keep watching.


  # # #


  Tanis roamed restlessly, steering clear of Mildred, as Matt and the scientist talked. She knew this virus was important, but she wanted to do something. She didn’t belong in a damn laboratory. She should be outside with Jake, guarding the place. Maybe having an actual conversation.


  “The problem,” Mendelsohn was saying, “comes in identifying which gene sequence controls which function. I’ll remove one short sequence at a time, infect subjects with the altered virus, and see how it affects them differently. Of course, finding willing subjects for a project like this poses its own challenges—”


  “You have willing subjects,” Matt told him. 


  The man almost laughed. “You mean two people who have returned from the dead and a human chameleon? Hardly a representative sample.” 


  Amelia touched his arm soothingly. He smiled at her and continued. “Assuming I can find appropriate test subjects, it should be fairly easy to tell when I’ve removed the genes for violent behavior. The virus simply won’t have that effect.” 


  Tanis didn’t see the problem yet. Then Mildred, of all people, spoke up. They had more or less forgotten about her, but she’d been listening to every word. Having failed to ingratiate herself with the group, she now seemed pleased by their dilemma. “Good luck testing immunity, though.” 


  Mendelsohn glared. Amelia took a step towards her and Mildred shut up. 


  Matt was confused. Genetic engineering wasn’t really his thing, either. “But we already know it creates immunity. What would you be testing?”


  “Genes are interconnected,” the virologist explained. “Changing one sequence can affect others. Removing the genes that cause violent behavior could compromise or even eliminate the protective effect.”


  Tanis saw the problem. “And the only way to test that is a handshake from the Dark Man.”


  Mendelsohn turned to Matt. “Unless you know of an analog with a similar effect that I could use in the lab…”


  Matt shook his head. 


  Great, thought Tanis, so this has been one big waste of time. 






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  Moses Lake, Washington


  A young man in sweats sauntered across the parking lot and approached the middle-aged couple. They didn’t exchange hellos or even friendly nods. He simply took his place next to them and joined the exciting activity of standing around.


  Jake didn’t like it. This guy didn’t appear to have a weapon, either, but the little group tripped his inner alarm just the same. He decided it was time to have a conversation, even if that meant making himself visible. He stepped away from the wall and retrieved the shorts. He’d hidden a hunting knife under the bushes as well, and he picked that up. He held it along the inside of his arm, where it would be less obvious to the casual observer.


  The trio watched him approach with no apparent alarm. Or much interest, for that matter. As he moved across the lot, Jake could now see between the buildings, to a service road that ran behind the office park. A teenage girl was walking along that road, heading towards the lab where Dr. Mendelsohn was working. 


  This triggered more alarms. Jake camouflaged himself again and edged along the wall to keep her in sight. When she disappeared behind the building, he followed. Then he stopped cold.


  A dozen people had quietly gathered here while Jake was watching the people in the parking lot. They stood in an orderly formation, four across and three deep. They were so still, they looked almost fake, like puppets waiting to be animated. These puppets were armed. Each of them held a makeshift weapon they might have brought from home: garden shears, a kitchen knife, a handsaw.


  An attractive black woman in a business suit stood in front of the group, like a drill sergeant evaluating her troops. Her eyes were a warm golden color that seemed almost to glow. She turned and looked at Jake, right through the camouflage. He wondered if she’d been watching him all morning, maybe even sent those decoys into the parking lot to distract him from the larger group. 


  His cover blown, Jake ran to warn Matt and the others. He raced around the building, towards the front entrance, but the damn decoys were there to intercept him. He slashed at them with his knife and got the woman pretty good across the cheek. Then more people closed in behind him. Hands grabbed his arms and covered his mouth. He struggled, but it was no use.


  The woman in the suit approached him. In an almost affectionate gesture, she placed a hand on his cheek. Jake stopped struggling.


  “How many are in the lab and what kind of weapons do they have?” she asked. 


  # # #


  “We can test it in the field,” Matt insisted. “Find someone who’s decomposing and inject him with the virus.” 


  “You mean, after exposure?” asked Amelia. “As a cure?”


  He nodded. “It worked that way in North Dakota.”


  “So we might be able to save people even after they start to rot,” said Tanis. This had been an ongoing source of contention between her and Matt. He was adamant that once the Dark Man’s evil had taken hold in someone, that person was irretrievably lost. Tanis refused to abandon the hope that he was wrong.


  The window behind her shattered. She ducked instinctively as the crowbar struck again, widening the hole in the glass. Two men climbed through, one carrying a switchblade and the other with a heavy wrench. 


  Matt grabbed his ax, never far out of reach, and aimed a blow at the bigger man, who dodged it. He thrust the switchblade at Matt, but it was a clumsy move, easy to avoid. This man clearly wasn’t a slick professional from the university. He wasn’t decomposing and his eyes didn’t even glow. Same with the other guy. Tanis wondered who the hell was trying to kill them now.


  Matt planted his ax in the man’s chest and shouted to the Mendelsohns, “Gather your work! We’re leaving!” The virologist and his wife began cramming slides and petri dishes into a metal sample case. 


  More people were streaming in through the window, ordinary-looking people wielding odd, improvised weapons like golf clubs and kitchen knives. Tanis wanted her claw hammer but, of course, she’d left it in her knapsack. Which she’d put down somewhere when she came into the lab. She hadn’t yet mastered the state of constant readiness that Matt obviously had. 


  As the second man came at her with the wrench, she grabbed the closest thing at hand, a satisfyingly heavy microscope, and swung it into his chin. Tanis heard something break inside the scope and in the guy’s face. He didn’t react, didn’t cry out in pain. He just looked at her vacantly, blood oozing from his mouth. There was no malice in his eyes, no emotion at all. So what was driving him to attack? He struck at her again, and she brained him with the heavy scope. 


  Tanis spotted her knapsack near the door just as Mildred cried out, “Help!” A man with a scraggly ponytail ran towards her with a switchblade, but she was still zip-tied to the chair. It was tempting, of course, to let the former nurse find out what it was like to be sliced up by a maniac. But Tanis wasn’t like her. She couldn’t just stand by and watch. Fortunately for Mildred.


  She charged at the ponytailed man and rammed his head with the microscope. He collapsed. The scope was certainly effective, but it was too damn heavy. Her arms were already tiring out. Tanis dropped it, picked up the knife, and cut the plastic ties around Mildred’s wrists.


  “Thank you. Oh, thank you,” the woman gushed. 


  A paunchy guy came at Tanis, wielding a corkscrew, which he tried to stick into her neck. Tanis plunged the switchblade into his chest. The blade was too short to do much damage, and the stab wound barely slowed him down as he attacked again. 


  Suddenly, a chair swung past Tanis and hit the guy in the face. He stumbled back and fell. Mildred whacked him with the chair again. Wow, thought Tanis. Instant karma. Their eyes met for a moment. She still thought Mildred was morally bankrupt, but at the moment, they had a common enemy, so she silently wished the woman luck.


  Tanis hurried to her knapsack. She tossed in the switchblade and pulled out her hammer. She immediately felt better. This weapon from her father’s toolbox suited her. It allowed her to move fast and strike with precision. 


  The attackers just kept coming. A woman with a braid down her back slashed at Matt with a straight razor. He took off her arm with one swing of the ax and split her skull with the next. A tall, pale man wielding a fireplace poker charged at the Mendelsohns. Vincent used the metal sample case as a shield while Amelia smashed a large flask and stabbed the man with a jagged shard of glass. 


  Tanis was about to go and help when she heard a brief tone, followed by a click, from the door. They had gotten the access code somehow. She gripped her hammer as the door swung open. Nobody there. 


  Then she saw a hint of movement in the wall next to the door and smiled. It was Jake, in stealth mode, sneaking up on the bad guys. Sure enough, there was his hunting knife, seeming to float in the air as he held it ready to strike.


  She told Jake, “Stay here. I’ll draw them to you.”


  The knife plunged towards her. Tanis instinctively raised her right arm in defense. The blade sliced through muscle, its point emerging from the back of her forearm. The claw hammer fell from her hand, and Tanis screamed in pain and horror. She could see Jake’s face now, as its natural color returned. He looked utterly vacant. Somehow, he was one of them.


  She backed away, the knife still lodged in her arm. She scanned the floor desperately for her hammer. Jake spotted it just as she did, and they both dove for it, but Tanis was faster. She grabbed the hammer with her left hand and slammed it into his head.


  Jake collapsed. Stay down, she mentally pleaded. She didn’t know what had happened to him, but he was still Jake and she didn’t want to hurt him more than necessary. His leg shot out and kicked her in the gut. Tanis fell backward, sending an excruciating jolt through her injured arm. Jake grabbed the hammer, trying to pry it out of her hand. She held on fiercely, searching his eyes for any sign of the decent man she knew must be in there somewhere. She saw none.


  Jake seized the handle of the hunting knife and ripped it out of her arm. She screamed again. He raised the knife over her chest. 


  The top of Jake’s head came off as the ax blade sliced through it. He fell forward onto Tanis, his lips almost brushing hers. She pistoned out her good arm, trying to shove Jake’s body off. Matt pulled it away. He held out a hand to help her up, but she stood on her own. Her whole body was shaking and her injured arm was on fire. Blood streamed from the entry and exit wounds. But she couldn’t worry about that now. They had to get out of here.


  Matt led the way out the door and into the hall, where still more vacant-eyed attackers awaited them. Vincent and Amelia followed and Tanis brought up the rear, facing their pursuers from the lab. She remembered Mildred and quickly scanned the room, not really expecting to see her alive. But the pudgy ex-nurse was still fighting, backed against the wall but holding off two assailants with a chair leg in one hand and a shard of glass in the other. Tanis didn’t think she had much of a chance, but the woman obviously had a talent for saving her own neck. 


  She lost sight of Mildred as a guy with a crew cut sprang at her and grabbed her shirt. Tanis slammed the hammer into his elbow, breaking it. She planted her foot in his midsection and kicked hard, driving him back into the two women just behind him, who fell against the people behind them. 


  Matt kept the group moving forward, swinging his ax in wide arcs to clear a path. Tanis struck at any weapon or body part that came within reach. Someone in the surging crowd thrust a Taser at her, crackling with arcs of current. She knocked it away with the hammer, only to face a barbecue fork rushing towards her face. She deflected it, too. But her left hand was weaker than her right, and quicker to tire. Worse, she was starting to feel light-headed from blood loss. All she could do was keep moving.


  She was very happy to see sunlight as they reached the front door. But, of course, another half dozen people stood between them and the SUV. One was a woman in a suit, her eyes glowing with that sickly yellow light. She seemed to be looking right at Tanis as she said, “Kill them.”


  The rest of the group attacked. Matt aimed his ax at a short man’s neck. The guy blocked it with a nine iron. Tanis saw someone coming at her, too, but it was so hard to focus. She swung the hammer in the direction of the threat, struggling to stay conscious. It struck soft flesh. Her next blow hit only air. She glanced at the car. They were close. She had to keep fighting a little longer, she told herself. Just a little longer. 


  Then everything went black.







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


 I-90 West, Washington State


  Tanis woke up on someone’s lap. She heard the steady rhythm of tires on asphalt and realized she was lying across the backseat of the SUV, her head resting on Amelia Mendelsohn’s legs. And her right arm hurt like hell.


  She sat up, triggering a dizzying head rush. Amelia put a steadying hand on her shoulder. “Easy. You lost a lot of blood.” 


  She saw Matt in the driver’s seat and Dr. Mendelsohn beside him. They’d made it. Even after she’d crapped out, and the others had to haul her sorry ass the rest of the way, they were safe. Matt glanced back at her. “You okay?” 


  “Let me get back to you on that,” said Tanis. She looked down at herself. Her clothes were stained with blood, mostly her own. Her injured arm was neatly wrapped in a bandanna. When she tried to move her hand, it only twitched. Three of her fingers felt numb. Nerve damage, she figured. That’s what happens when you get a fucking knife through the arm. 


  Memories of the horrible battle in the lab flooded her mind. She saw the eerie emptiness in Jake’s eyes, felt the dead weight of him crushing her. 


  “You killed him,” she said quietly.


  Nobody had to ask whom she was talking to, or whom she meant. Matt kept his eyes on the road as he answered, “I had to.”


  Grief welled up as anger. “He was brainwashed! It wasn’t his fault!”


  He didn’t look at her, didn’t raise his voice. “He was about to put a knife through your heart.”


  “There could have been some way to snap him out of it,” she insisted. “Like with those people on the highway, dunking them in cold water.”


  “This was different,” said Matt.


  “You still should have tried something…anything, instead of just killing him!” she shouted. 


  Tanis saw the muscles of his jaw working as he held back his own anger. “If I had stopped to think about that, you’d be dead. I had to make a choice. You or him.”


  She realized she was crying. “He was your friend.” 


  “You or him,” he repeated firmly. “You think I chose wrong?”


  There was no good answer to that question, and he knew it. Tanis stared out the window as they drove in tense silence. They were on a highway, but she couldn’t tell which one. She wondered where Matt was taking them but didn’t want to ask. How could he be so cold? She didn’t need to see him sob over Jake’s death, but did he feel anything at all? She wondered if the ongoing battle against Mr. Dark had changed him, or if Matt Cahill had always been a heartless bastard.


  Who had saved her life on more than one occasion, she had to admit. She couldn’t figure this guy out. He would risk his own life to help a stranger one minute, then murder a friend the next.


  “Try her again,” Matt told Mendelsohn. He nodded and dialed a number on his cell phone. 


  Amelia explained, “We’ve been trying to reach Heather Paxton at the university. If we were attacked, she might be in danger, too.”


  “Who were those people, anyway?” asked Tanis. “And that woman with the glowing eyes?”


  Amelia just shook her head. Her husband listened as the call went to voice mail, then shook his head. “Still no answer.”


  Tanis saw a highway sign marked “I-90 West” and realized where they were heading. Back to the university, to rescue Heather if she needed to be rescued. Which, given the events of the past few days, seemed likely. So Matt was taking them into another life-or-death battle. Maybe that explained both his heroics and his cruelty. Maybe he was just looking for a fight. Tanis had been accused of the same thing in her former life. Of course, she’d never gone so far as to chop someone’s head off. However tempted she might have been.


  Amelia pointed to an exit sign with the symbol for a train station. “You can drop us off here.”


  “You’re not coming with us?” asked Tanis.


  “We’re going somewhere safe,” she said. “So Victor can continue his work on the virus.” 


  “Where’s that?”


   Matt glanced back at her. “I’ve asked them not to tell anyone, including me. If we are dealing with some kind of mind control, it’s better that nobody else knows where they are.”


  He parked at the train station. As they got out of the car, he turned to Tanis. “You should go with them.”


  “No.” It came out with no hesitation. This was her fight, even more than it was Matt’s. Her family had been destroyed and somebody was damn well going to pay for it.


  “You’re hurt,” he pointed out.


  “I’ll heal,” she insisted. “Look, we can carpool or I can meet you there. I’m going.”


  Matt looked at her more seriously. “This isn’t going to get any easier. I need to know I can count on you.”


  “To kill people,” she challenged him.


  “Yes,” he said flatly. “To prevent them from killing someone else. Can you do that?”


  “Yeah. I can do that.” If there’s no other way, thought Tanis. Which, in her opinion, there usually was.


  “No matter who it is,” he persisted. “Even if that person was once a friend. Or your brother. Or me.”


  She stared at him. He was serious. “I get it,” she told him. “Let’s go.” Tanis slid into the passenger seat and slammed the door. 






CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


 The University


  Heather Paxton figured she had about five more minutes until the smoke overwhelmed her. On the plus side, death by smoke inhalation might be better than facing the homicidal students outside.


  Three of them had ambushed her as she came out of the archeology building. At first, it seemed like a mugging. A young man in a baseball cap ran up and grabbed her arm. She tried to yank it free, but two more students came up behind her, grabbing her arms and her hair. They yanked her head back, exposing her neck. Then the guy in the cap drew a knife.


  A couple of months ago, she probably would have been paralyzed with fear and disbelief that this was really happening. But the past few weeks had sharpened her survival instincts considerably. Heather swiftly slid out of her jacket, leaving it and the bag behind as she dashed for the parking lot. Two young women with oddly blank faces stood in her way. One held a butcher knife. She turned and saw three sweaty, muscular guys in football jerseys closing in from the quad. She doubted they were hurrying to help.


  She raced to the nearest building, which housed the Earth Sciences Department. Inside the main entrance was a marble-tiled lobby with a large mural on one wall, showing the layers of the earth’s crust. It was suitably impressive but offered nowhere to hide. She ran down the hall, trying knobs until one turned. 


  Heather ducked into a small office with a wall of overstuffed bookshelves and a large, old-fashioned bronze globe on the desk. She slammed the door shut. Unsurprisingly, the lock was broken. Heather got behind the desk and shoved as hard as she could. It slid grudgingly, blocking the door as one of the students tried to push it open. She heard the thud of someone throwing his shoulder against the door. The door rattled in its frame, and the desk scooted half an inch into the room. Heather quickly shoved it back and kept leaning her weight against it as the students continued ramming the door. 


  They stopped. Heather looked around the room for other possible ways in. The office had one window, high on the wall and too small for a person to fit through. She was safe in here for the time being. And also trapped.


  There had to be a phone in the office. Heather dug through the papers on the messy desk and found it. She lifted the receiver. It was dead. She punched buttons but got no results. The line had been cut. 


  She climbed onto the desk and pressed her ear to the door. It was quiet. She couldn’t imagine they had just given up and gone home. Maybe they were standing there silently, waiting for her to venture out. But Heather was good at waiting, too. She’d become an expert on board the dromon, holding still for hours, afraid to even breathe for fear that the undead sailors would find her and tear her to pieces like they did her crew. Heather shoved the memory away. Probably not the best thing to dwell on in her current situation.


  She sat with her back against the wall, facing the door, the big bronze globe by her side. If any students did get into the office, she would cave in their skulls with it. 


  A fist-sized rock broke through the glass of the small window. Heather stood quickly, holding the globe ready to strike, although there was no way anyone could squeeze through that window frame. Then a bottle of Jack Daniel’s sailed past Heather, with a flaming strip of cloth in its neck. It smashed against the overstuffed bookcase, splashing whiskey across several shelves. The burning cloth touched alcohol-soaked paper, and yellow flames sprang to life.


  She looked around desperately for water, or even stale coffee, to throw on the fire. Nothing. More books started to burn. Black smoke billowed from the shelves. Some floated out through the broken window, but not nearly enough. If she stayed in this room, she’d choke to death. If she didn’t burn first. But if she pulled away the desk and opened the door, those students would be waiting with their knives. None of her options were very promising. 


  The fire alarm started to wail. Help was on the way. If it got here fast enough. Which seemed unlikely, given how fast the flames were spreading through a room full of paper and wood. Heather started to cough as hot smoke crept into her lungs.


  Fortunately, help was closer than she thought. Matt and Tanis were already searching the campus for her when they heard the fire alarm. The sound led them to the Earth Sciences building, where they saw smoke pouring from a first-floor window. 


  As they stepped into the lobby, six students attacked. A heavily muscled guy charged at Tanis with a dagger. His face was as blank as those of the attackers at the lab. She twisted out of the way and used her hammer to knock the knife out of his hand. He turned and punched her.


  Pain exploded across the right side of her face as she reeled back. She’d been slapped before, but never punched. It really fucking hurt. Muscles retrieved his dagger and tried to stab her in the throat. She ducked below the strike and slammed the hammer into his knee. He swayed but managed to shift his weight to the other leg. Tanis cracked that kneecap, too. The guy toppled. 


  Another bolt of pain shot through her injured arm as someone grabbed it and yanked her back. Tanis turned to see a butcher knife coming at her neck. She caught the blade with the claw end of her hammer. The young woman holding the knife was at least six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier than Tanis, with a bad bleach job. She pressed the blade closer as Tanis tried to push it back with her weaker left arm. Her right arm was screaming in the young woman’s steely grip. Blondie leaned in, forcing the knife even closer, the strain barely disturbing her calm expression. The edge of the blade grazed Tanis’ neck. She just wasn’t strong enough to stop it. So she head-butted the girl.


  Tanis felt her opponent’s nose break. More importantly, she felt the force on the knife lessen for a moment. She shoved the blade away with all the strength she could summon. At the same time, she hooked her leg around the young woman’s and pulled.


  Blondie fell back, digging her nails into Tanis’ punctured arm to keep her balance. They both fell. Tanis slammed her hammer into the handle of the butcher knife, breaking several of the girl’s fingers. She let go of the knife. Tanis tried to grab it, but her useless right hand wouldn’t close. She kicked it away instead. Blondie reached for the weapon, but Tanis took her down with a hammer strike to the temple. She hit the girl one more time to be sure she was out.


  The damn fire alarm continued to shriek as she went back to Muscles. He was a determined guy, making futile efforts to stand on two broken knees. When Tanis got within reach, he stabbed at her with the dagger. She moved behind him and hit the back of his head. He fell over but just kept trying to get back up. Two more strikes made him lie still. Tanis knew that Matt would want her to keep going until he was dead. But he was a kid, for Chrissakes, maybe eighteen or nineteen years old. She had neutralized the threat. That would have to be enough.


  Tanis realized she had a clear path down the hall, to go find Heather. She turned back to Matt, who was fending off three more students with his ax. He’d already killed one guy, who lay in a rapidly spreading pool of blood with part of his head missing. Matt didn’t need her help. Heather did.







CHAPTER FORTY


 It wasn’t hard for Tanis to figure out where Heather had taken refuge. It had to be behind the door with smoke leaking out around the edges and a brainwashed student standing guard. Tanis charged at the young man, who looked thin and not too intimidating until he held up a baseball bat wrapped in rusty barbed wire. He swung it at her in a smooth, well-practiced motion. Tanis ducked and the spiked bat hit the wall beside her, smashing through the drywall.


  She backed towards the office door. It was too hot to touch. “Heather! You in there?” she called, then jumped aside as the student took another swing. The force of the blow drove a metal barb into the door, where it got stuck for a moment. Tanis struck him behind the ear. He swayed for a moment, then recovered and yanked the weapon loose. 


  She barely heard a ragged voice from inside the office. “I’m here!” This was followed by a violent coughing fit. It sounded painful, but at least it meant Heather was alive.


  “I’m coming!” shouted Tanis, not at all sure how she was going to do that. Her right eye was rapidly swelling shut. The student was bleeding from the head wound she’d inflicted, but it wasn’t enough. He raised the bat and brought it down towards her skull. She dodged aside. As he bent forward with the momentum of his strike, Tanis leapt onto his back.


  She locked her legs around the guy’s waist and hooked her right elbow around his neck. That part of her bad arm still worked, anyway. Her left hand was free to smash the hammer into the top of his head. He slammed her back against the wall. It drove the breath out of her, but she refused to be shaken loose. Tanis hit him again. 


  The young man swung the bat over his shoulder, landing a blow on Tanis’ back. The barbed wire tore into her skin. She hung on and drove the hammer into his skull even harder. He fell to his knees. She struck him again. And again. Finally, he toppled forward and hit the floor, dropping the spiked bat.


  Tanis disentangled herself from the limp body and hurried to the door. “You can come out! It’s okay!”


  There was no answer. Tanis covered her hand with the bottom of her T-shirt and grabbed the knob. It turned, but the door opened only a few inches before hitting something solid. “Heather?” she called again. 


  Heather tried to answer, but the increasingly thick smoke made it almost impossible to breathe. She struggled to drag the desk back. It moved half an inch. Then she had to gasp for air again, only to burst into another fit of coughing.


  She heard a solid thud on the door. But it wasn’t the students this time. It was Tanis, swinging the bat as hard as she could with one functional arm. Another blow and the wooden door began to splinter. She kept hitting it, creating a small hole, then a bigger one. Smoke poured out. Tanis inhaled a lungful and started coughing herself, but she didn’t stop battering the door until she heard Heather say, “Wait.”


  She held back. The opening didn’t look big enough, but Heather somehow squeezed her head and shoulders through. Tanis grabbed her outstretched arm and pulled. She dropped into the hallway, choking and wheezing.


  “Are you all right?” asked Tanis. 


  Heather nodded, coughed some more, then looked at Tanis’ swollen face and the blood-soaked bandanna on her arm. “Are you?”


  Tanis smiled. But they weren’t safe yet. She handed Heather the spiked bat and picked up her hammer. “Come on.”


  They headed back to the lobby. Tanis wasn’t surprised to see that Matt had already dispatched two more of the attacking students. Their bodies lay on the floor, blood streaming from gaping ax wounds. One of them was missing both hands.


  The last student, a red-haired guy with freckles that made him look all of twelve years old, wasn’t giving up. He moved like a dancer, smoothly avoiding the swipe of the ax blade as he darted in closer to slash at Matt with a pair of garden shears. Matt twisted out of the way, then rammed the base of the ax handle into the younger man’s jaw.


  Tanis charged at the student. He flicked a glance at the new threat. Matt took advantage of the distraction to strike. The ax blade bit deeply into the young man’s abdomen. He bent forward but didn’t fall. Matt pulled the ax free. The student straightened and took half a step forward, as if still determined to continue the fight. The wound in his gut gaped open, spilling out a rope of intestine. Tanis fought a strong urge to vomit. Matt didn’t seem bothered at all. His face looked just as blank as the students’, or the attackers’ at the lab. He killed the freckled kid with an efficient chop to the base of the skull.


  “We should go,” he told the women. 


  But as he passed the muscular guy Tanis had knocked out, the kid suddenly sat up and jammed the dagger into Matt’s thigh. Matt fell, landing awkwardly on the marble. The student reached for the ax and actually got hold of the handle for a moment before Matt drove an elbow into his throat. As the kid choked, Matt retrieved his ax and brought it down on his skull.


  It happened so fast that Tanis barely had time to start towards them before it was over. Matt pulled the dagger out of his leg with a grimace and turned on Tanis. “You said you could do this,” he shouted. “You have to put them down so they stay down!”


  “They’re not rabid dogs. They’re people,” she countered.


  “Not anymore.” He took a few limping steps to the unconscious blond girl and planted the ax between her eyes. The girl’s head split open, spilling out a mass of red jelly that had been her brain. Heather let out a shocked gasp. 


  Tanis faced Matt. “Is that what you tell yourself? That the people you kill aren’t even people anymore?” 


  He held her angry stare. “Once evil takes hold of someone, the person inside is dead.”


  “And evil is evil, right? Doesn’t matter if the bad guys are walking corpses or brainwashed kids. Doesn’t matter if there might be a way to bring them back. Put an ax through their heads. Matt saves the day.”


  “You think I do this for my own ego?” he demanded.


  “I think you like being the hero. Even better, the tragic hero. Forced to do things like this.” She waved a hand at the dead girl at his feet. “In a never-ending fight.”


  Smoke drifted into the lobby as the fire alarm kept screaming. Matt looked at the room full of corpses and the lake of blood spreading across the marble.


   “I do want it to end,” he told her, and set down his ax. “Before I die inside.”


  Tanis stared at him, anger giving way to shock. “You want me to…”


  “You promised,” Matt said calmly.


  She felt the hammer in her hand like a lead weight. It would be no simple task to kill him, she knew. She thought of Jake, and Matt’s seemingly impassive reaction to killing his friend. Had he really lost some essential part of his humanity? And who the hell was she to decide? She’d barely passed Psych 101. Now she was supposed to look into this man’s soul and judge whether or not he deserved to live? 


  He just stood there, waiting. She had her answer. “If you’re willing to let some girl kill you to stop you from becoming a monster, you’re not there yet.”


  She tucked the hammer into the belt loop of her jeans. “Let’s get out of here.”







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


 They went out through a side door as the first fire truck arrived. Tanis saw Matt trying not to limp on his right leg, which was still bleeding heavily. “You should get a bandage on that,” she said. “If you pass out, you’re too damn heavy to carry.”


  They went into the next building and found an open classroom. Large white letters on the chalkboard cautioned students, Term paper due Monday. No excuses! The three of them sat by the windows. The expected crowd of spectators was gathering to watch the firefighters tackling the blaze.


  Matt unzipped his duffel and pulled out a first aid kit, bandages, and painkillers. Tanis made a mental note to start carrying her own medical supplies. He opened a plastic bottle, took out a few pills, and handed it to Tanis. She poured half a dozen into her hand and swallowed them, wincing at the pain in her swollen, throbbing face. 


  “Try this.” Matt held out an instant ice pack. Their conversation in the Earth Sciences building, where he’d asked her to kill him and she’d actually considered it, was clearly in the past.


  “Thanks.” Tanis took the pack and squished it in her hands to activate it, then gratefully pressed it to her face. 


  Matt turned to Heather, who was brooding quietly a few seats away. “Are you hurt?” 


  “No. They hardly touched me. What matters is the ship…The dromon left from Theodosia, officially bound for Byzantium. But the Byzantine lords were paying for the trip, and they told the captain to take them to a small island called Tyrenos. The island was destroyed a few centuries later in an earthquake, but at the time, it held a temple dedicated to a god called Moloch.” 


  Tanis couldn’t help asking, “Moloch? Like in Mortal Kombat?”


  “Yes.” Heather smiled. “But the original Moloch was usually depicted with the head of a bull. He was worshipped by the Canaanites in biblical times. He’s even mentioned in Leviticus. God warns the Israelites not to sacrifice their children to Moloch, as the Canaanites were doing. Moloch demanded sacrifice by fire.” Her smile had disappeared.


  Tanis took a moment to process the horror of this. Heather continued, “The lords went to the temple to make a blood pact with Moloch, granting them and their descendants the power to rule all men.”


  “That would explain the woman at the lab. She was definitely ‘ruling’ those people,” said Matt. “And she had the same glowing eyes as the lords on the dromon.”


  “You saw one of the Descendants.” Heather felt the thrill of discovery, despite the circumstances. “The glowing eyes could mark their bloodlines, the inheritors of power—”


  Tanis objected, “But Brett had eyes like that, too. I’m part of the same bloodline he is. And I can’t control shit.”


  “You died, remember? That changes all the rules,” said Matt. He had cut open the fabric of his jeans to reveal the stab wound and was taping a wad of gauze over it.


  She wasn’t quite convinced. “So why is this power just showing up now?”


  “The dromon. This whole nightmare started when we raised the ship.” Heather looked away from them as she spoke. “He warned me, you know? Captain Marco kept telling me that we shouldn’t disturb the wreck, that I didn’t understand what I was dealing with. But I knew better. I was the scientist.” 


  Tanis recognized the tone of self-reproach. She put a hand on Heather’s arm. “It’s not your fault. There’s no way you could have expected any of this.”


  “The university did,” said Matt. “They funded the salvage. They knew what would happen when the dromon docked.”


  Tanis remembered Dr. Dorcott telling them they had arrived just in time for the Apocalypse. She had also suggested that she might be a Descendant. Tanis considered that pretty unlikely after what the dead lords had done to her. “They knew about the pact and the power to rule. They’re working with the Descendants,” she realized. “Brainwashing other people to kill their enemies.”


  She stopped as she heard something in the hallway. Footsteps. The others heard it, too. Matt moved quietly to the classroom door and stood against the wall beside it, ax at the ready. Tanis and Heather crouched behind the desk at the front of the room. Tanis held her claw hammer and Heather gripped the barbed-wire-wrapped bat. 


  The door opened and a young woman looked in. She saw the duffel bag and knapsack by the window and went closer to investigate. In one hand, she carried a glass triangle with writing etched on it. Tanis realized it was some kind of award, repurposed as a weapon. 


  Matt came up behind the woman and swung the ax into her neck. The blade didn’t cut all the way through, but it did sever her spinal cord. She fell.


  Now Tanis saw the second student, just outside the door. He opened his mouth and started to call out “Here!” 


  She threw the hammer at him. It flew end over end and struck the side of his jaw, cutting off his cry. She ran at the guy and tackled his legs, pulling him down. He kept hold of the brick he’d been carrying and tried to hit her with it. But Heather was there, slamming the bat into his head. The student went limp. Tanis quickly retrieved her hammer, ready to hit him again, but he was out.


  Heather nodded at the hammer. “Nice shot.”


  Tanis smiled. “You, too.”


  Matt looked out the window to see whom the kid had been shouting to. The academic quad wasn’t very crowded on a Saturday, so it was easy to spot the search parties. Two young women circled the Arts building, peering in windows and behind trees. Another pair of students searched the parking lot, stooping to check under every car, while a third pair went into the library. 


  He grabbed their stuff and joined Tanis and Heather. “Let’s go.”






CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  Bremerton Docks


  Ever since the mysterious Byzantine ship had arrived at the Bremerton docks, curious people had been showing up to gawk. But this group was different. There were nine of them, all wearing pajamas and nightgowns, as if they’d evacuated a burning apartment building in the middle of the night. They arrived on foot and walked silently towards the dromon.


   Wilson, Carrie, and Lowell had established an observation post on the third-floor patio of a restaurant overlooking the docks. After the ship sent out that brilliant burst of light, they’d been watching it for any more extraordinary activity, but it had been behaving itself. These new arrivals got their attention.


  The group reached the dromon and stopped. One of them, a boy of about fourteen, told two of the men, “Get a ladder.” 


  They promptly obeyed, heading down the dock until they found a boating supply store. It was closed. One of the men tried the door, which was locked. The other man picked up a broken chunk of asphalt and smashed the front window with it. The two of them climbed into the store. In a minute, they opened the door and came out carrying a ladder. 


  During all of this activity, the men’s expressions remained completely blank. “Looks like they’ve been hypnotized or something,” said Wilson.


  “Or something,” Carrie agreed.


  As they brought the ladder back to the dromon, a dock security guard ran up to them. “What do you think you’re doing? Stop!”


  The boy came forward to intercept the guard. He had to look up at the taller man, and now the freaks could see his eyes. They glowed an eerie yellow, just like the light from the ship. 


  “I’m not the only one who sees that, right?” asked Carrie.


  “No,” Lowell assured her.


  The teenager put a friendly hand on the guard’s arm and assured him, “There’s no problem.” The man’s tense posture relaxed and his face went slack. He stayed where he was as the boy joined the two men. Under his direction, they rested one end of the ladder on the dock and leaned the other against the railing of the ship. 


  The men held the ladder steady as the yellow-eyed boy climbed. He stepped onto the deck of the dromon and turned back to the people waiting below. “All aboard,” he told them, almost cheerfully.


  The group he had arrived with, along with the compliant security guard, formed an orderly line. One by one, they began to climb up to the ship. As they did, the boy opened a hatch in the deck. “In there,” he said. The boarding passengers did as they were told.


  “Look,” said Wilson. Carrie and Lowell saw what he was looking at. More groups of people were approaching the docks. Some looked like they’d just rolled out of bed. Others were dressed, including a dozen people in trendy party wear. Each group was led by someone with glowing yellow eyes.


  Wilson pulled out his phone to call Tanis.


  # # #


  The University


  Matt led the way back to the SUV, parked near the campus entrance. They stayed out of sight as much as possible, avoiding the roaming students.


  Tanis watched two pairs of them cross the quad. “Jesus, they’re everywhere.”


  “There must be a Descendant on campus, giving the orders,” said Heather. 


  Matt asked, “How do we take away the power to rule?”


  She considered this. “I don’t think we can. The pact with Moloch was sealed in blood. One of the lords had to willingly sacrifice his own life.”


  “What, so his buddies could collect?” asked Tanis.


  “And his Descendants,” Heather reminded her.


  “Still…,” she said. It seemed like an awfully high price to pay. 


  Her phone vibrated and she checked the screen. There was an incoming picture from Wilson. When she saw it, she stopped short. Tanis held out the phone to show Matt and Heather an image of the dromon, with one person climbing a ladder to the deck and at least fifty more waiting their turn to follow.


  They ducked into the nearest building. The gym was old and run-down, with peeling paint. Physical fitness was obviously not a priority for the university. It didn’t seem too popular with the students, either. The place was empty. The three of them sat in the bleachers by the basketball court, where they could keep an eye on the door.


  Tanis called Wilson, and he filled them in on what had been happening around the dromon. “I think that burst of light was like a homing signal, calling all these people here,” he concluded.


  Matt asked, “Any idea where the ship is taking them?”


  Carrie spoke up. “No. I went in closer to eavesdrop, but this crowd isn’t very chatty.”


  “Be careful,” said Tanis. “They could turn violent.” She realized that the other freaks didn’t know that Jake was dead. She knew she should tell them. They would want to know. But Tanis wasn’t very good with difficult conversations. So she did what she usually did, and chickened out.


  “Don’t worry, my sister, we’re staying out of sight,” Wilson assured her.


  Heather didn’t look happy. “I know where they’re going. Back to the temple of Moloch.”


  “You said the island was destroyed by an earthquake,” Matt recalled.


  “It was. But since the dromon was raised, the fault has become active again. According to satellite imagery I saw at the university, a chunk of the seafloor has risen. Considering everything that’s happened, I’m betting it carries the remains of Tyrenos, and the temple, with it.”


  “Why would the Descendants go there? Don’t they already have what they want?” asked Tanis.


  “Yes, but Moloch doesn’t. They still have to hold up their end of the deal,” Heather said. “In exchange for the power to rule, they’re going to bring him to life.”



  




EPISODE 6







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


 “What does that mean, bring him to life?” asked Matt. 


  “They’re going to invite Moloch into this world, in physical form,” Heather said.  


  Wilson’s worried voice came through the phone. “Then what happens?” 


  She shook her head, disturbed by the prospect. “We don’t want to find out. Moloch worshippers sacrificed hundreds of people, even thousands, in enormous fires. Parents burned their own children to gain wealth and power. A world ruled by Moloch would be very much like hell.” 


  They were all quiet, taking this in.  


  “That’s why they’re bringing along their brainwashed slaves, isn’t it?” Tanis said. “To sacrifice them.” 


  Heather nodded. “Whether the Descendants can actually raise Moloch or not, a lot of people are going to die in the attempt.” 


  “We can’t let them get to that island,” said Tanis.  


  Matt spoke into the phone. “Wilson, try to find some way to keep the dromon from leaving. We should be there soon.” 


  “You got it,” Wilson told him, and ended the call.  


  They continued across campus, past the dining hall, where some non-brainwashed students were getting breakfast. They were blissfully ignorant of the horrible things happening all around them, thought Tanis, just like she had been before she gained the ability to see evil. Sometimes, more often than she would admit to Matt, she wished she was still blind. 


  They reached the street where the SUV was parked. Behind it was a wide stretch of open lawn, bordered by flowering dogwoods. A statue of Jacob Allen Fort, the school’s illustrious founder, stood in the middle of the grass. There were no search parties in sight.  


  Tanis didn’t like it. “We can’t be that lucky.” 


  “We’re not,” said Matt, and nodded towards the statue. 


  Tanis looked more closely and saw the top of someone’s head just behind the concrete base of the statue. There was at least one student hiding back there, probably two. Matt led the way behind the line of trees as they circled around to the other side of the statue. Two young men huddled by the concrete base, watching the SUV. The skinny, dark-haired guy held a brick. His shorter, stockier friend undoubtedly carried a weapon of his own, but they couldn’t see it. 


  It turned out he had a gun. As Matt and Tanis sprinted across the forty feet or so of open grass between the tree line and the statue, he saw them, raised his pistol, and began to shoot. He fired wildly at the three rapidly approaching targets. Tanis felt a bullet graze her hip but just kept moving. It was too late to do anything else.  


  Matt drove his ax through the student’s neck, hitting the concrete base of the statue just behind him. Tanis plowed into the dark-haired kid, driving the breath out of him. Before he could recover, she smashed her hammer into his forehead. The back of his skull smacked concrete and he sank to the ground. 


   The student search parties really were everywhere. Even as the echo of gunshots faded, a guy brandishing a hockey stick and a tall young woman with a pair of knitting needles hurried across the lawn towards them.  


  Heather dashed forward to retrieve the fallen pistol. She’d spent exactly one hour on a gun range four years ago. Now she wished she’d let the instructor talk her into the five-lesson package. She took aim at the guy with the hockey stick and fired. She missed. Her second shot caught him in the chest. The young man stood perfectly still for a moment. Blood began to bubble out of the wound. He dropped the hockey stick and collapsed.  


  Matt swung his ax at the tall woman’s neck. She had the sense to duck below the blade instead of trying to block it, and stabbed the knitting needles into his side. Matt drove the bottom of the ax handle into her jaw, knocking her back. 


  Two more people approached from the quad, a student with a scraggly goatee and an older guy, maybe a professor. Tanis wondered if everyone on campus was getting “recruited” to serve. The prof carried a six-foot-long stick, which she recognized as a bo staff from many a Hong Kong action flick. When she aimed a hammer blow at his head, he blocked it easily, then used the staff to sweep her feet. Tanis managed to jump out of the way, only to get smacked upside the head with the other end. This guy clearly had some training.  


  Matt finished off the young woman with an ax to the neck, just as the kid with the goatee charged at him with a large chef’s knife. Heather tried to shoot the attacker, but the gun clicked empty. She’d have to use the spiked bat instead. She started towards Matt and didn’t even see the student built like a linebacker coming up behind her. 


  Tanis was having trouble with the professor. She really missed having two working arms. Every strike she made with the hammer, he deflected with the damn stick. He moved fast, hitting her with swift, precise blows. She maneuvered towards the trees, where the branches might offer some protection, but he managed to keep himself in her way.  


  She held the hammer over her head, telegraphing her next move. As she brought it down towards his skull, the professor raised the bo staff in both hands to block. She kicked him in the balls, and the man crumpled. Tanis landed two quick blows to the back of his head and he was done. She paused to take a breath. Then she saw Heather lying on the grass, pinned down by a huge guy who had his hands around her neck. Her struggles were already weakening. There was no time to fuck around. 


  Tanis got there in a few long strides. She plunged the claw end of the hammer into the top of the student’s head and pulled him off Heather. He tried to sit up, so she hit him again. And again, driving the steel claw into his skull so hard that it was difficult to pry out. Tanis loomed over him, ready to strike again if he even twitched. He didn’t. His blue eyes were open, staring blankly at the sky. He was dead.  


  Heather lay on her side, coughing and gasping but alive. Matt had dispatched the last two student assassins, but more were closing in. He hurried over to Heather and helped her to her feet. “Come on,” he told Tanis.  


   She knew they had to get to the car quickly but found it surprisingly difficult to move. Matt yanked her towards the SUV. Tanis climbed into the passenger seat, Heather into the back, and Matt drove them off the university campus. 







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


  I-90 West


  Tanis sat quietly, staring at the chunk of scalp and a couple of dark hairs stuck in the claw end of the hammer.  


  Heather leaned forward. “Thank you,” she said, her voice rough from her near asphyxiation, then near strangling. Red finger marks bloomed on her neck. 


  Tanis nodded mutely, telling herself again that she’d done the right thing. She had to kill that guy to save Heather’s life. The truth was, he probably wasn’t the first person she’d killed. She’d beaten enough people unconscious with a hammer that at least one of them must have died from a brain hemorrhage or something. She had put her own brother into a coma. For all she knew, he was dead by now, too.  


  Of all the potential career paths she had imagined for herself, serial killer had never been one of them. Before her own death, the most violent thing Tanis had ever done was punching her last boyfriend in the stomach, which he completely deserved. Now she cracked skulls with her trusty claw hammer on a regular basis. And she was disturbingly good at it. Maybe fighting skill was a side benefit of resurrection, like the rapid healing. Or maybe she’d had the killer instinct all along, buried deep down inside, and now it had the chance to express itself.  


  “You okay?” asked Matt, glancing over at her. 


  “Yeah.” She had to be. There were surely more battles ahead, and she would keep racking up the body count, all in the service of a greater good. She’d have to find a way to live with it. Because she sure as hell wasn’t backing down now. 


  They reached the Bremerton docks to see a steady line of people climbing on board the dromon under the supervision of half a dozen Descendants with glowing eyes. A big group of passengers waited their turn to follow. Matt, Tanis, and Heather avoided the Descendants as they made their way through the crowd. The blank-faced passengers didn’t even seem to notice. 


  They joined the freaks in their third-floor observation post. Heather briefly explained the pact with Moloch and the power inherited by the Descendants. 


  “We saw it,” said Wilson. “One of them yellow-eyes touched a security guard’s arm and got total control over the guy. Sent him on board with the others.” 


  “More than a hundred and fifty people so far,” added Carrie. “Maybe another seventy-five waiting on the dock. And more keep coming.” 


   “We’ve been running through ideas about how to secure the ship to the dock, or anchor her down, or capsize her, none of which are gonna work. Especially when we can’t get anywhere near her,” Wilson told them, frustrated.  


  Lowell concluded, “She’s putting out to sea, whether we like it or not.” 


  Matt nodded. “Then I’ll have to go with her. Get to the island and stop the ritual there.” 


  “How?” asked Heather. 


  “Don’t know yet,” he admitted. “But what’s the alternative?” 


  Carrie waved a hand at the crowd below. “Do you have some way that we haven’t thought of to get past all those people?” 


  “I’m not going to get past them. I’m going to join them,” said Matt. 


  Tanis stared at him. “You mean, pretend to be brainwashed and just waltz on board?” 


  “That’s insane,” argued Carrie. “You don’t think those Descendants will spot you?”  


  “They won’t be looking for gatecrashers among the human sacrifices,” Matt pointed out.  


  Tanis looked down at the line of people marching onto the dromon. Most of them had obviously just gotten out of bed, but some were fully dressed. A few people even carried purses or bags, presumably whatever they’d been holding when they’d been pressed into service by a Descendant. Matt wouldn’t stand out from the crowd. At least, not in an obvious way. 


  Carrie persisted, “Maybe you’ll look different to the Descendants, or give off the wrong aura or something. We don’t know how this thing works.” 


  “What if one of them grabs you and brainwashes you for real?” asked Wilson.  


  Matt was unshakeable. “I’ll ask again, what’s the alternative? Do nothing? Let them all die?” He didn’t mention the additional consequence of an evil god coming to life. He didn’t have to. 


  No one spoke. Carrie gave Matt a fierce hug, her body bursting with light. He grabbed his duffel and started down the stairs to the dock. There seemed to be some understanding that he would be going alone. Tanis didn’t see it that way. She took her knapsack and followed. 


  Matt saw her and stopped. Before he could say anything, Tanis asked, “We’re not going to have the ‘I’m coming,’ ‘No, you’re not,’ ‘Yes, I am’ conversation again, are we? Because you know how that one turns out.” 


  She thought he smiled at that, just a little. Then he continued on his way, Tanis right beside him. They paused at the door leading out to the dock to make themselves look brainwashed. She let all expression drain from her face, imagining a department store mannequin as inspiration. Matt appeared just as blank. 


  “Here we go,” he said. They slipped into the crowd.  







CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


 The passengers, the poor, brainwashed sacrifices-to-be, ignored Matt and Tanis, having no instructions to do otherwise. Tanis knew that could change—fast. Keeping her face blank wasn’t too difficult. The hard part was not looking around, especially to see if anyone was looking back at her.  


  They funneled into a line to board the ship. She stood behind Matt, keeping her eyes fixed on the duffel bag slung across his back, reassured by the thought of the ax tucked away inside. They inched forward. Soon they would have to walk right past a Descendant. His name was J.J., a petty criminal who’d soon become a god among men. Tanis fought to keep herself from glancing at the guy as they got closer, suddenly not so sure that he wouldn’t sense that she and Matt were different. She felt her heart racing and willed herself to relax. Like that was going to happen.  


  Matt walked steadily past the yellow-eyed man. No reaction. Tanis felt her lips curving into a smile of relief and quickly forced them back to mannequin position. She stepped in front of J.J. the Descendant—don’t look, don’t look—and then she was past him, walking across the makeshift bridge and onto the ship. 


  Two more Descendants waited on deck, guiding their obedient servants to an open hatch in the deck. Tanis followed Matt through the hatch and down the ladder into the dark, musty lower decks. She was back in the belly of the dromon. This suddenly seemed like the worst idea of her life. The ship was…wrong. The structure was permeated with the evil that had been done here. She could feel it, even more strongly now than when she’d been fighting the undead sailors, like a cold, heavy mist. 


  She thought of Brett, as she often did when she needed a boost of courage. But this time, she was inspired by a pure shot of rage. Moloch and his power-hungry followers had destroyed her family. Now they were going to pay for it. 


  They followed the line of people through narrow passageways into the cargo hold. It was a cavernous space, dimly illuminated by glowing glyphs in the walls. A young woman Descendant—her name was Wendy, from Panama City—waved them forward. Her chest was wet where her nipples were leaking milk. She was a mother with a newborn before the light took her. Now she was helping to birth something else.  


  The room was already crowded with people sitting on the wooden floor. New arrivals picked their way through the group, finding open patches of space for themselves. Matt and Tanis settled in a dark corner, away from their chaperone. People continued to stream in. Tanis estimated at least 250 potential human sacrifices. They had to stop this. Somehow. 


  The ship began to move. There was no engine noise, no sound of oars hitting water as the huge vessel pulled away from the dock. As it had been on its voyage from the Black Sea, the dromon was being propelled by some unseen, unknown force.  


  The hold was eerily quiet. Nobody even coughed or sneezed. Tanis saw a man sitting next to a little boy with an identical mop of unruly dark curls. She remembered what Heather had told them about parents sacrificing their children to Moloch. This father wouldn’t be doing it to gain wealth and power. He probably wouldn’t even know he was doing it.  


  As she looked around at the other passengers/prisoners, she realized what she wasn’t seeing: weapons. The Descendants hadn’t told them to bring any because they weren’t expecting a fight. Tanis felt slightly encouraged. 


  She leaned close to Matt and whispered, “So what’s the plan?” The people sitting nearby could probably hear her, but they didn’t react.  


  “Stop the ritual. Save as many people as we can,” he answered.  


  “Okay…” Tanis wasn’t much of a planner. She’d never made a to-do list in her life. But she’d been counting on Matt to have a strategy.  


  “We’ll know more when we get there,” he assured her. “Then we’ll just have to improvise.” 


  This wasn’t especially comforting. “Have you ever dealt with something like this before?” 


  “People who can control others and mindless slaves, yes. Ancient gods, no.” He heard what he’d just said and gave a short laugh. “It’s a strange life.” 


  “You seem to roll with it pretty well,” she observed. In fact, she’d never seen Matt lose his composure. It was a little spooky. 


  “I’m not sure that’s such a good thing,” he said.  


  “You miss your old life?” 


  “Every minute,” he said. “But mostly who I used to be.” 


  “Blissfully unaware.” 


  They sat for a moment, feeling the deck roll back and forth beneath them as the dromon headed across the sea. “One of the reasons I want to find other people like us, why I came looking for you when I read your blog, is that nobody should have to deal with this alone.” 


  Tanis smiled. Matt wasn’t always the most expressive guy, but she liked him. She trusted him. “Thanks,” she said. “For finding me.” 


  He nodded and looked around the hold. “Thanks for coming with me. I get the feeling I’m going to need the help.” 


  # # #


  On the Dromon, Somewhere at Sea 


  After what seemed like hours, the Descendants brought buckets of water down to the hold. Each of the passengers took a drink, then handed their bucket to the next person. Then the Descendants brought buckets filled with loaves of stale Wonder bread. It wasn’t exactly the Royal Caribbean buffet, but it kept them nourished. They didn’t want any of the sacrificial lambs to die before they could do the Descendants, and Moloch, some good. 


  At some point, the Descendants began leading their charges out in groups, to what Tanis discovered was a small, very foul-smelling room with a hole in the floor. Apparently, the Descendants didn’t want their offerings to the gods to be covered in their own excrement. Tanis could see how that might offend Moloch.  


   Her brainwashed comrades took their turns squatting over the little hole with no hint of embarrassment. One of them was a cop in a filthy, sweat-stained uniform. The name tag on his chest read “Alvarez.” She reminded herself that after everything she’d seen and done, this was nothing. She took her turn squatting over the hole like the rest of them and returned to her spot on the floor beside Matt.  


  She definitely appreciated having Matt around, but more than anything, she wished she could talk to Brett about all this madness. The real Brett, who had always pointed her in the right direction, even if she didn’t always manage to get there. Not the Brett who’d chopped up their mother into little pieces with a chain saw.  


  “Oh, Dr. Jared, I’ll never be as good as my brother.” The voice was a bad imitation of her own. Tanis looked around for the source.  


  Dr. Jared Dolgner sat among the passengers in the cargo hold.  


  No, she corrected herself, not Dr. Dolgner. It was Mr. Dark. It always had been.  


  Her face grew hot from the humiliation of falling for the handsome disguise, falling for him.  


  He gave her the compassionate look that had made her feel so safe, and threw her own heartfelt confessions back in her face.  


  “I’m stupid and lazy and unreliable, just like Mom says. Sometimes I think”—he stifled a faux sob—“she wishes she’d never had me at all.” 


  Tanis started to leap at him, but Matt yanked her down sharply. “Don’t.” 


  Mr. Dark pretended not to notice. “The thing is, honeybun, you’re right. You’re a disappointment. A waste of good Byzantine blood. You want to know why Brett inherited their power and you didn’t? It wasn’t because you died.” He leaned close to her, exuding a stench from his mouth that made the odor from that shithole in the floor seem like perfume by comparison. “You just don’t deserve it.” 


  “Fuck you,” she muttered. That “inheritance” had turned Brett into a monster and destroyed her family. She wanted to kill the power-hungry Byzantine asshole who had signed himself and his descendants up for it. Of course, that’d be redundant. The asshole had already killed himself to seal the pact with Moloch. 


  “Don’t listen to him, Tanis,” Matt said. 


  “Well, look where she’s gotten listening to you,” Mr. Dark said, gesturing to the people in the cargo hold. “You do know that our little Tanis is going to die on that island, don’t you? 


  That’ll be another innocent death on your head. Quite a tally you’re racking up. How many will that be now?” Mr. Dark started counting them off on his bony fingers. “One, two, three…” 


  And as he counted, he began to fade, like smoke. But his voice lingered for a time, still counting, as he went to some distant place. “…twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight…” 


  They sat quietly as the voice faded, both trying to push the Dark Man from their thoughts and both failing. Finally, Tanis said, “It wouldn’t be your fault. Even if something does happen to me—” 


  “Don’t let him shake you,” Matt said. “We can do this.” 


  She nodded. “Right. He’s only trying to sabotage us because he thinks we really can defeat Moloch. So, actually, it’s encouraging that he even bothered to show up.”  


  Neither of them believed this. Matt sat back against the wall, still thinking. “With Mr. Dark, it’s never quite that simple.” 


  Which made them both wonder why the Dark Man had chosen that moment to show himself after being absent for so long. 


  What the hell did Mr. Dark want? 





CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


 Tyrenos Island, Somewhere in the Black Sea 


  As it had done before, the dromon made the journey with supernatural speed, covering thousands of miles in only a few days. 


   Tanis was equally amazed by her own rapid healing, a miracle she still hadn’t gotten used to. The entry and exit wounds on her punctured arm now looked like fresh scars. She could feel her right hand getting stronger every time she flexed it. By the time the ship stopped, she could grip the claw hammer tightly. She was ready to fight. 


  The door of the hold opened. Matt and Tanis followed their fellow passengers up to the deck. She was startled to see two Descendants, J.J. and Wendy, now wearing white robes embroidered with gold and silver thread. Just like their long-dead ancestors, whom Tanis had unfortunately met. They directed the brainwashed people down a rope ladder to the rocky shore below. 


  Tanis looked out over the brand-new island. It was shaped roughly like a teardrop, maybe a quarter of a mile from end to end. The subterranean forces that brought Tyrenos back to life weren’t done yet. Scalding steam billowed from open fissures, superheated by the exposed magma below. Sulfur bubbled up through a lake of trapped seawater. A jagged mountain of obsidian rose near the middle of the island, surrounded by smaller peaks. The air was hot and acrid. She remembered how Heather had described the world of Moloch: it was very much like hell. 


  She and Matt climbed down from the ship and followed the line of people making their way deeper into the island. J.J. and Wendy led their mindless servants on a winding path around the steaming fissures, through a treacherous landscape of sheer cliffs and sharp edges. Tanis moved carefully in her ratty sneakers, envying Matt his sturdy work boots.  


  She watched the curly-haired boy she’d seen on the ship clambering easily through the fractured terrain, like any normal kid. One of the Descendants, a puffing, obese man, had considerably more trouble, slipping and stumbling every few steps. He was sweating heavily in the heat and his face was bright red. Tanis couldn’t help thinking that if this guy “deserved” the mighty power of Moloch, then the standards weren’t very high.  


  She’d counted eight different Descendants so far. There were probably more she hadn’t seen. The good news was, they didn’t seem to be carrying daggers, like the dead lords on the dromon had used. As she’d thought before, they weren’t expecting a fight.  


   Ahead of Tanis, the procession reached a treacherous patch of brittle rock that crumbled under the weight of a step. Several of the brainwashed lost their footing, slicing their legs and hands on the broken shards. They paid no attention to these injuries, simply righting themselves and falling back into line with the others.  


  A man in his t-shirt and boxers, Wendy’s husband Carl, was lumbering along the treacherous path when he slipped, and his foot became wedged between two rocks. He fell forward, his shinbone splintering as he went down, one jagged end tearing through his skin. His head smacked against stone and he lay sprawled across the narrow path, dazed. 


  The procession moved relentlessly forward. Tanis didn’t really expect any of the Descendants or their mindless servants to stop and help the fallen man, but she was stunned to see them walk right over him, stepping on his body like it was just part of the landscape. When Tanis reached the man, she did the same, maintaining her cover as a drone, staring at the sky to avoid looking at that awful, protruding chunk of bone. 


  They stopped on a plateau between a wide fissure and a wall of dull gray basalt. The Descendants herded their servants into orderly groups along the fissure. Heat blasted out from deep within the earth. Fire, thought Tanis. Moloch demanded sacrifice by fire. The yellow-eyed monsters were going to incinerate all these people in a pit of molten rock in exchange for eternal life, awesome power, endless riches, and maybe all the virgins they could handle when Moloch finally showed up. She glanced at Matt. From the look on his face as he stared at the fissure, he had drawn the same conclusion.  


  The Descendants formed a rough semicircle in front of the rock wall opposite the fissure. There were eleven of them. Tanis thought that seemed like a manageable number, if they were really unarmed. Now she saw what they were all looking at. There were several pieces of white marble embedded in the darker basalt—part of a fluted column and two cracked, squarish chunks. One of these bore the faded engraving of ancient hieroglyphs. These were the remains of Moloch’s temple, risen from the depths of the Black Sea. This was where the Byzantine lords had made their pact and set this whole nightmare in motion. 


  J.J. approached the ruins of the temple and knelt, bowing his head reverently. Then he stood and walked back towards the fissure. For a moment, Tanis thought he was going to throw himself in. The pact had been sealed with the willing self-sacrifice of one of the lords. Maybe that was the price to raise Moloch, too.  


  But when J.J. stopped by a group of blank-eyed slaves, Tanis knew what was about to happen. That was why they’d brought these people here. To sacrifice them. She desperately tried to think of some way to stop it.  


  The Descendant faced the tall mountain near the middle of the island. 


  “I welcome you and offer this gift,” J.J. said, then turned to the waiting group. “Go.” 


  Tanis could barely hold back an agonized shout as Officer Alvarez and eight other people walked obediently into the fissure. There were no final screams, no sounds of impact. They were simply gone.  


  She turned to Matt, her voice low but urgent. “We have to do something. What if we kill the Descendants? There aren’t too many of them, and I don’t think they’re armed. No more Descendants, no more pact, right?” 


  “Maybe,” he said, without much confidence. “But as soon as we attack any one of them, the others will turn this whole crowd on us.”  


  A violent tremor shook the island. Several Descendants and some of their sacrificial victims fell to the ground. Chunks of rock tumbled from the jagged stone peaks. Tanis realized that she hadn’t thought much about whether this ritual would actually work. She’d focused on saving the brainwashed people. But if the Descendants could cause an earthquake, maybe they could really summon a god. 


  Matt seemed to feel a new urgency as well. “I want to get to those ruins. Especially that piece with the hieroglyphs.” 


  She nodded. “Maybe it’s giving them power. Like the altar on the dromon.” 


  “I don’t think smashing it will make all the Descendants drop dead, but it might weaken them somehow. And it should stop the ritual, at least for a while.” He nodded towards the eleven Descendants, who had resumed their places around the ruins. “I just need to fend them off long enough to get it done.”  


  “You mean we need to fend them off—” she began, then stopped cold as one of the Descendants stepped forward and knelt.  


  It was Brett. 






CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Tanis felt a surge of elation. He was alive. Her joy faded as she realized that his eyes were still yellow and he wore the same white robe as the other Descendants. He was here for the same reason, to sacrifice all these people to Moloch. 


  “What is it?” asked Matt. 


  “Brett,” she told him.  


  He looked at Tanis’ brother, kneeling at the temple ruins. He didn’t see any resemblance. “I’m sorry,” Matt said gently. “But you know that doesn’t change anything.” 


  “Fuck you. It changes everything.”  


  Brett stood and walked towards the fissure. Tanis knew what he was going to do. She had to stop him. Matt’s hand closed around her arm. 


  “You can’t save him,” he said in that maddeningly calm voice. 


  “I have to try.” She struggled furiously, but Matt’s grip was too tight.  


  “I know how hard this is,” he told her. “Believe me—” 


  Brett faced the tallest mountain. “I welcome you and offer this gift.” He turned to the group of sacrifices. “Go.” 


  She could only watch as her beloved brother sent nine people to their deaths. There had to be some way to reach him, she thought desperately. The real Brett was still in there. He couldn’t just be gone. 


  The island shook again, harder this time. The fissure gaped open wider, releasing a huge cloud of steam. The big mountain started to crumble. Chunks of obsidian the size of cars broke away and crashed down the slopes.  


  Matt and Tanis were thrown off their feet. She wrenched her arm free and ran to her brother, standing by the fissure’s edge. “Brett!”  


  He looked at her with those horrible yellow eyes, then exclaimed, “Kiddo! What are you doing here?” 


  Tanis spoke in a rush. “Listen to me. You’ve been taken over by some kind of ancient magic that’s making you do terrible things. But I know my brother is still in there. You’re strong. You can fight it. Please, Brett, fight it. For me.” 


  “Kiddo…,” he said more seriously, and reached for her hand. Tanis recoiled from his touch, instinctively raising the hammer to protect herself. Brett smiled. “You don’t understand. It’s the dawn of a new world. Look.” He pointed to the mountain. 


  She looked. The broken slabs of rock were starting to reveal something inside the mountain. Something that moved. Tanis stared in horror.  


  Ancient god or not, it was enormous.  


  “You see?” Brett asked happily. “He’s coming.” 


  When Tanis had pulled away from Matt, his first instinct was to go after her. Then he saw the Descendants by the temple ruins, struggling to their feet after the quake. At least two of them were hurt. He had a clear shot. 


  Matt ran to the ruins embedded in the wall of basalt. He swung the blunt end of the ax into the chunk of marble engraved with ancient letters. It cracked into pieces, some falling out, others held in place by the rock. 


  J.J. hurled himself at Matt, who slashed his neck with the ax. The young man clutched at the wound, gurgling blood as he staggered back. Wendy had been striding towards Matt as well, but she thought better of it and stepped back. 


  Instead, she turned to the blank-faced people waiting by the fissure. There were still more than two hundred of them. She swept her hand over some of them and half the crowd peeled away towards Matt.  


  “Kill him.” Wendy commanded. 


  Tanis saw the crowd charging towards Matt. She turned to her brother urgently. “Stop them. Please.” 


  He shook his head with faux regret. “Sorry, sis. This is the way it has to be.” 


  Before they surrounded him, Matt had just enough time to smash the second chunk of marble and the fragment of column. Nothing happened. No flash of yellow light. The Descendants’ eyes were still glowing, and their obedient servants were still going to kill him.  


  “It’s all right,” Brett assured Tanis. “The temple doesn’t matter. The awakening has already begun.” 


  Wendy turned to others, the ones who hadn’t gone after Matt, and pointed to the fissure. “Go.”  


  Like the others, they didn’t hesitate to step into the crevasse, plunging into the molten lava below. 


  The island was jolted by the strongest quake yet. Tanis dropped to the ground and held on to an outcropping of rock to keep herself from tumbling into the fissure. She looked up at the mountain to see a slab of obsidian slide off and crash down the slope. Now something was forcing its way out, like a baby bird pecking through its shell. The point of what looked like a sharpened bone protruded from the peak. Tanis realized it was a horn. A bull’s horn. On a creature with the head of a bull and the body of a man. 


  Her mind was racing. There had to be some way to end this, to break the pact, but that would require one of the Descendants to willingly sacrifice himself, and she didn’t see that happening. 


  And then she remembered something Mr. Dark had said. What had he called her? 


  A waste of good Byzantine blood.  


  He’d also said that she would die on this island.  


  Maybe, in his own way, the evil bastard had told her how to stop Moloch. All she had to do was die. 


  Or it was a trick.  


  What would Mr. Dark gain from Moloch’s defeat?  


  Maybe his own, eventual dominion over humankind. 


  Or not. Maybe he just wanted Tanis gone, one less “dead person” to fight. 


  She desperately wished she could ask Matt what he thought, but at that moment, he was fighting for his life. 


  Matt had done pretty well with the first wave of attackers. They were average people with no weapons, and he managed to keep them a few feet at bay. But more kept crowding in, pinning him against the rock wall with no hope of escape.  


  Through the crush of bodies, Matt caught the briefest glimpse of Tanis, standing at the edge of the fissure. Like she was getting ready to jump.  


  Then, with sudden horror, he understood why.  






CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


 Matt remembered Mr. Dark’s words, too.  


  And while they made terrifying sense, there had to be another way to stop Moloch. He wouldn’t let Tanis die. He tried to move towards her, but a strong hand got hold of his ax, and he knew it was too late, that he couldn’t free himself from the tangle of bodies converging on him.  


  He was finished.  


  Tanis had no idea if she could really save Matt by sacrificing herself.  


  Or Brett.  


  Or the rest of the world. But if there was even a chance, she had to try. Ever since she came back from the dead, she’d been living on borrowed time anyway. For all she knew, the only reason she’d been resurrected was to make this leap. 


  She faced the mountain and called out: “Moloch! I freely give my life to break the pact made by my ancestor.” 


  “Wait!” Brett yelled. “I don’t want you to die.” 


  She turned to him with a tiny flicker of hope. He sounded like the real Brett.  


  “You’re my family,” he said. “We’ll figure this out. Together.”  


  Tanis wanted it to be him, so badly. She wanted to believe that he was strong enough to overcome the evil power of Moloch and that she wouldn’t have to jump. He reached out a hand and gave her that familiar smile. “Come on, kiddo. Please.” 


  And that was when she knew she’d made the right decision.  


  Maybe his smile was too perfect, or his voice a little too desperate, but this wasn’t Brett. It was the yellow-eyed thing inside him trying to stop her from sacrificing her life.  


  Which meant it was going to work. 


  Matt struggled against the hands gripping his body, but there were simply too many. More latched on and they began to pull. Something tore in his shoulder. They were going to rip him apart. 


  He caught a glimpse of Tanis. Her eyes met his. She offered him a thin smile and then she stepped into the fissure.  


  And Tanis was gone. 


  An unearthly roar echoed across the island. At the same time, the Descendants crumpled to the ground, crying out in pain as their bodies radiated an intense golden light that seemed to burn its way out of their flesh.  


  Matt’s attackers let go and backed away from him.  


  On the dromon, the glyphs flared even more brightly, and the wood around them burst into flames, enveloping the ancient ship in fire.  


  The mountain of obsidian disintegrated into coarse black sand that poured down the rocky slopes, into the cracks in the earth, and to the water’s edge.  


  Moloch, or whatever had been summoned from the fiery depths of the earth, had been swallowed up again.  


  Matt looked up now into some very confused faces. He forced his way through the tightly packed crowd. They seemed to be struggling out of a deep sleep. 


  Brett, Wendy, and the other Descendants were on the ground. The light around their bodies had disappeared. The glow in her eyes was gone, too. Everything had gone. They were catatonic.  


  Matt went to the spot where he’d last seen Tanis. He ached with the loss and realized, for the first time, how close he’d actually become to her.  


  An old woman in a housedress approached Matt. Her bare feet were bloody, her eyes dazed. “I know this sounds crazy, but…where the hell are we? How did we get here?” 


  Matt shrugged, pretending to be just like the others. “I don’t know. I was going to ask you.” 


  He heard similar conversations all around them. Nobody knew how they’d gotten here or, as it turned out, how they were going to get back. They were a bunch of amnesiac castaways on a lost island in the middle of a vast sea. 


  It could have been worse, Matt thought. 


  # # #


  The dromon burned steadily for the next few hours. Matt wasn’t sorry to see the ship destroyed, although it might have been nice to get one more ride first. He hoped that the smoke might attract the attention of a passing vessel, but nobody showed up to investigate. 


  Matt organized the castaways, taking a head count and distributing the limited supply of food and water that a few people had in their bags. They lit some small signal fires, again using whatever they happened to bring along, and whatever uncharred scraps of the dromon washed ashore, because there were no trees or anything else to burn on the island. It was all rock and sand, dredged up from the seafloor.  


  The catatonic Descendants, including Brett, wouldn’t eat or drink. They were totally lost. They began to die within the first day or two after the fall of Moloch. Matt felt bad for them, but in a way, he thought their fate was a blessing. He only knew about the bloodshed that Brett had caused, but if the others were responsible for similar acts of horrific violence, then they were probably better off this way, spared the pain of knowing all the death that they were responsible for while they’d been possessed with evil. And spared the legal consequences, too. 


  Matt and the others stripped the bodies of clothes, to use as kindling on the fires, and buried the corpses in the sand.  


  He was taking his shift keeping the signal fires lit when he became aware of someone beside him. The man wore a red shirt and white sailor’s cap. It was Gilligan from Gilligan’s Island. 


  “The Skipper and I used to fuck Ginger together.” It was Mr. Dark, of course, dressed as Gilligan. “Bet you didn’t know that.” 


  “What I know is that you wanted us to defeat Moloch,” Matt said. “You were afraid of the competition, weren’t you? That’s the second time I’ve seen you scared. It won’t be the last.” 


  “I just wanted to see if your little friend would kill herself. It was so nice of her to oblige, though I will miss her blow jobs. She was remarkably good at it. Shame you never got to find out. Now it’s just you and me again.” 


  Matt shook his head. “It never was just the two of us. There are others like me. Like Tanis. I’ll find them all and soon we’ll have an army.” 


  Mr. Dark smiled. “You’ll need more than that, Matty-boy.” 


  Now Matt smiled, thinking about the viral antidote to Mr. Dark’s touch that Mendelsohn was working on. “We will have it, too. Very soon, little buddy. I can’t wait to see your terror.” 


  Matt thought he detected a slight quiver in Mr. Dark’s chin. But the Dark Man quickly covered by becoming goofy Gilligan once again. “Oh, Skipper, that’s just coconuts!” 


  And with that, the Dark Man disappeared. It was almost as if he’d fled.  


  # # #


  A Turkish cargo ship spotted them the next day and brought the survivors to port in Zonguldak. Nobody was ever able to find the island again or to come up with a credible explanation for how the people had ended up there.  






CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


 Brighton, Idaho, Six Months Later 


  Matt was roaming across the country, working his way back towards the West Coast, when he stumbled on the Graham brothers in a local diner. Ken and Aaron Graham were both farmers and looked like they’d been decomposing under the hot sun for days. Flesh barely stuck to their bones. They were pure evil. Matt couldn’t just walk away from these two. So he got a handyman job on a poultry farm next to the Graham place and watched the brothers closely. They spent most of their time drunk. But late one night, when three of the Grahams’ rotting buddies showed up in a rust-eaten Impala, Matt decided to take a closer look. 


  They parked the Impala behind a barn far from the main house. Ken and little brother Aaron were waiting for them. They all gathered excitedly by the trunk, and when the driver popped it open, there was a teenage girl tied up inside.  


  The girl barely moved as the young men lifted her from the trunk. Matt couldn’t tell if she was drugged or paralyzed with fear. He struck the biggest guy first, burying his ax in the man’s thickly muscled neck. Aaron came at him with a switchblade. Matt yanked the ax free and smashed the blunt end of the blade into the young man’s face.  


  He saw two of the men carrying the girl towards the barn but had to duck quickly as Ken threw a roundhouse punch at his jaw. The bare bones of the corpse’s arm whistled through the air past Matt’s face. His skull appeared to be grinning. This guy had clearly been decomposing for a very long time. Matt swung the ax into the top of Ken’s spine. The vertebra just above his collarbone shattered. He fell and Matt sliced into him again, severing what should have been his neck. Flesh started to rematerialize on the empty bones, an unsettling sight that Matt had no time to watch. When Aaron saw his brother fall, he yelled through his bloody, broken nose and charged at Matt with his knife clutched in one fist. He ran full speed into the ax, driving the blade into his own chest. 


  The big guy with the gaping neck wound suddenly slammed into Matt, knocking him forward into Aaron. The three men collapsed in a heap. Matt rolled to the side, trying to pull the ax with him. But the blade was wedged firmly in Aaron’s rib cage. A heavy boot caught Matt in the kidney. He grabbed the man’s foot and twisted, and the guy toppled over. Matt swiftly grabbed the switchblade from Aaron’s limp hand and stuck it in his opponent’s throat. He gurgled, then lay still. Matt stood, feeling a sharp twinge where he’d been kicked. With a few strong tugs, he dislodged his ax from Aaron’s now-dead body.  


  He hurried towards the barn. He could hear the horses inside whinnying and kicking their stalls furiously. They did not like what was going on in there. As he stepped through the door, Matt had to agree. Six figures in black robes and goat masks stood in a circle around the bound and blindfolded girl, chanting.  


  He didn’t see the seventh guy emerging from an open stall behind him, swinging a shovel at his head. The metal connected with his skull, sending Matt sprawling across the concrete floor. He grayed out for a moment and looked up just in time to see the shovel swinging down at him again. He moved just quickly enough to get a glancing blow on his ear instead of his forehead. Matt scrambled for his ax, feeling slow and clumsy. Something sharp plunged into his lower back, maybe a knife? Something heavy hit his shoulder, breaking bone. He swung the ax in wide arcs, trying to ward off attack. His vision kept doubling, making it look like there were twenty of those damn goat faces.  


  Then a body hit the floor beside him. Another one slammed against a wooden post, then collapsed. The masks were turning away from him, looking towards a new figure just visible among the black robes. It was a woman, Matt saw. Not the girl, but a dark-haired, fast-moving woman wielding what looked like…a claw hammer. She delivered a vicious blow to another goat man, and as he fell, Matt saw her face.  


  It was Tanis.  


  She grinned. “Welcome to the world of the undead.” 
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