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1

	 

	Murdoch still wasn’t sure how he felt about this new congregation, even though he’d had a lot of sex with the minister when they were both younger.

	He leaned against one of the big rocks and looked at the minister across the moonlit beach. She talked with a few of the folks up at the front of the crowd, clasped her hands and laughed at something one of them said to her. The nighttime surf caught their words and dragged them out to sea with a faint hiss.

	She still wore her hair long, letting it hang in a straight, dark sheet down the back of her robe. A robe that couldn’t hide the fact she’d stayed slim and toned. She looked good enough to make him think fondly of the old days. Back when they’d been teens. When he could still pass for human, and she was just Anne, not the minister.

	As Murdoch watched, she detached herself from her latest bit of small talk and moved to stand in front of the congregation, the ocean behind her. They quieted down and focused. Almost three hundred members altogether. Some had brought beach chairs, while others lounged on blankets. A few at the back, like him, stood or slumped against one of the beach’s big stones.

	“This is probably a bad way to start this,” Anne-the-minister said, just loud enough to be heard over the surf, “but, to be honest, I lost my faith years ago.”

	An awkward chuckle worked its way through the crowd. Murdoch smiled with them.

	“I was a typical kid,” she explained as she strolled back and forth across the sand. “Thought I knew everything. Thought my parents were idiots.”

	Like every typical kid, she’d found someone to hang out with her parents wouldn’t like. Murdoch had been her friend in grade school. Then her boyfriend in junior high. And then—in the awkward, fumbling way of overenthusiastic teens trying to get it right—they’d become lovers.

	It had been one of the happiest points in Murdoch’s life.

	“The one thing I knew for sure, though,” continued Anne, “that I knew for a fact, was that the Great Ones weren’t real.”

	This time an uneasy murmur crept through the congregation. The Todwings prided themselves on being more progressive than many of the various sects, notably the one Murdoch had grown up in. They’d accepted a female minister, after all. But the casual joke about the Great Ones still made their skin crawl. Their discomfort was clear, even in the dark.

	“I’d lost my faith,” Anne repeated. “Truth be told, maybe I never had any faith at all. I went to Sunday school. Listened to the sermons. But I didn’t believe.”

	She stopped pacing for a moment to look out at the midnight ocean.

	“I ran away,” she confessed, turning back to the congregation. “Left my parents. My brother. My boyfriend.”

	In the dark, her eyes flitted up and met his. Just for an instant. A quick smile graced her thin lips.

	So she did know he was here.

	The ugly truth was he’d done the abandoning. She’d left the Family, yes, but they’d made secret plans for months to run off together. Get married in Vegas. Maybe settle down somewhere on the East Coast, as far from the Family as possible.

	Then the Change had come. Later than most, for both of them. It brushed across Anne, enhancing her eyes and hair and skin, turning her from a skinny girl to a lustrous woman. Murdoch, though … 

	It had hit him hard. Hard enough to make him question their plans. And his lack of faith. Anne begged him to leave with her anyway, but years of Family conditioning had its teeth back in him. No amount of pleading or young love or enthusiastic sex could convince him to leave. Not looking like he did. Not with what it implied.

	“I cut all ties and wandered off,” said the minister. “I supported myself as best I could. I tried acting, like everyone in Los Angeles. Ended up waiting tables. Got a temp job doing data entry at a magazine that stretched on for almost a year.”

	She stuck her hands deep into the pockets of the robe and swept its hem back and forth across the sand. “And then one day my brother called. He said he had proof. That he’d done it. He said he’d found the damned Machine.”

	Another ripple across the crowd, partly for the curse, partly for what she’d attached it to. Murdoch echoed this one. Even when they were all kids, Andrew had been kind of a sanctimonious prick. He’d only gotten worse as they got older.

	“I think we all remember that night,” Anne told the congregation, “and how it turned out for the Olmstead side of the Family.”

	A rumble of acknowledgement and approval. Murdoch echoed this one too. It’d been dumb luck he hadn’t been rounded up with the surviving members of his congregation. He’d been on an errand up in Oakland, collecting a lost heirloom with the standard double-blind rental truck. Nothing in the vehicle tying it or him to the Family. Nothing with the Family tying them to him or the truck.

	 

	He’d taken his time driving home from Oakland, though, reconsidering the idea of running away. The thought of it had never completely left him, and over the years Anne had been gone it’d grown strong again. Sunglasses could hide his eyes. If he kept his hands in his pockets, out of sight, no one would ever suspect a thing. He could do it. He could run away and live somewhere else.

	Then he’d made it home to see Family members in handcuffs being loaded into black vans, and the idea had withered again. He drove by without slowing. Without more than a casual, curious glance. Got back on the freeway and headed back up to the Bay Area to hide for a month.

	“I was supposed to be with them,” said Anne. “I was supposed to be there. But I didn’t believe. So my brother found his destiny, one way or another, and I—” She looked out at the congregation and gave a big theatrical shrug. “I moved to San Diego and got a job as a receptionist.”

	They all laughed. Murdoch chuckled at the thought of his wild high school girlfriend sitting at a front desk and answering phones.

	“I’d been doing that for almost two years when it happened. There was an emergency in one of the buildings in the complex I worked at. I pitched in, was helping with some malfunctioning equipment. And then suddenly, right in front of me, one of the holy vanguards appeared.”

	Murmurs and gasps rolled through the crowd like breakers across the sand.

	“A seraph. Not five feet from me. He fixed his eyes on me. Judged me. Spoke to me in the old tongue. Asked me if this world was ready for the Great Ones.

	“I told him it was ready. Swollen with its ripeness.” She paused and gave the congregation a quick, shy smile. “At least, I think I did. Like I said before, I wasn’t the best Sunday school student, and I hadn’t uttered a word of the old tongue in years at that point.”

	Another nervous chuckle from the crowd. Embarrassed they were giggling at something they knew should be heresy. It amazed Murdoch how well she played them.

	“It went to speak to me again,” she continued, “and the humans killed it. They gunned the holy one down right in front of me. I heard it breathe its last. Watched it die.”

	Gasps of horror now. A few sobs that mixed with the gurgle of the incoming tide. A man off to Murdoch’s left balled his hands into fists and muttered an angry prayer.

	“I was in shock for the better part of a day,” Anne told them. “But when I could think straight again, I realized how wrong I’d been. About everything.

	“And that’s why I’m here, talking to you. It’s why I rejoined the Family. It’s why I’m so glad you’ve accepted me after Father Jacob’s death, may he rest with the Great Ones.”

	The Todwing congregation echoed the phrase back to her, all smiles again. Murdoch muttered the empty words and stared down at his bare feet. He flexed his toes in the sand.

	“But you need to understand something—I never found my faith again.” Anne let the murmur build, then raised her voice to speak over it before it had a chance to die down. “I don’t speak to you from a position of faith, but from one of knowledge. I’m talking to you about inarguable facts as I’ve experienced them. The seraphs are real. The Great Ones are real. Our mission is real.

	“We will end the tyranny of the Machine. We will open the door for the Great Ones. And we will save this world from itself.”

	She’d stretched her arms out, her fingers spread wide as if she was funneling her message to the crowd. They applauded. They loved her.

	Murdoch watched from the back as the congregation lumbered forward, all wet cheeks and outstretched arms. Anne grabbed hands, accepted hugs, exchanged agreeable words and nods. She bent to greet some of the elders who’d been wheeled to her at the water’s edge but couldn’t rise from their chairs.

	And once, during a free moment, her eyes flitted back and found him against the rocks.

	He couldn’t read her eyes at all.
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	As someone who’d spent most of his life in the city, surrounded by office buildings and apartment high-rises, Chase kept being surprised by how hypnotic he found the huge expanse of nothing. Especially at sunset.

	He settled against the Makara’s railing, felt the wind and spray pepper his face, and just looked out at the rolling ocean. The water stretched to the horizon in every direction he could see. Always the same, always different. Endless possibilities and a huge lack of options at the same time.

	Or maybe he was projecting just a bit.

	He’d been traveling with no destination for almost a year now. Eleven months, two weeks, and a day. The Makara was the eighth cargo ship he’d booked passage on in that time. Not the nicest captain or crew, but far from the worst.

	A lot of times, traveling on these ships almost felt like staying in a small, floating hotel. Good rooms. Good food. Rec rooms. Gyms. Nightly movies. A few of them even had shops.

	The Makara felt more like a floating bed-and-breakfast. Or like an old-fashioned boarding house. The crew was polite and offered conversation over meals, but for the most part they just left him alone. If not for the other passenger, there would’ve been three or four days when he never spoke to anybody.

	“Hey! Chaser!”

	He looked up from the railing and saw the first mate—a man with the too-good-to-be-true name of Katanga—strolling across the deck toward him. Over the past two weeks, he’d gotten the sense the first mate also doubled as a sort of hospitality director. They’d had four or five pleasant bouts of small talk over dinner and breakfast.

	“Just Chase,” he reminded the first officer. He stepped to the side, making space for the other man on the vast open railing.

	Katanga had jet-black skin and a rolling accent that touched on Scottish with an occasional Brooklyn twang. He set his hands on the railing and smiled out to sea. “A man like you needs a more dynamic name. Chase is a boy’s name. Spoiled rich kid’s.”

	“It’s my name.”

	“Change it. I did.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Yes.”

	A wave crashed up against the side of the Makara. The boat didn’t even shudder. It plowed on through the sea, heading for the sunset.

	“So,” said Katanga, “who is waiting for you in Johannesburg?”

	“Nobody.”

	“A business trip?”

	Chase shook his head.

	“Sailing the world?”

	“Sort of.”

	Katanga rubbed his chin. “I see. So it’s the great journey of self-discovery, then.”

	“What?”

	“Travel from ship to ship. No real destination. Mull over your life, wonder about the decisions you made, figure out where you’re going with your life.”

	“Captain told you my sob story, huh?”

	Katanga made a rude noise and shook his head. “He doesn’t tell me anything.”

	“Christ, am I that much of a stereotype?”

	The first mate shrugged. “Believe it or not, there aren’t many types of people who pick us over a Carnival cruise.”

	Chase laughed. “Makes sense.”

	“So?”

	“So what?”

	“Are you going to tell me your sob story?”

	“Seriously?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I forgot to sync my Kindle before we left port. I finished my last new book three days ago.”

	“So you want my life as entertainment?”

	Katanga shrugged. “I need my stories.”

	Chase turned and stared back out at the waves.

	“About two years ago, a hurricane hit my hometown. Houston. I lost everything.”

	Katanga clucked his tongue. “Everything?”

	“Everything.” Chase took a slow breath and arranged the story elements in his mind. He’d told the big lie a few times now, enough that he’d gotten very good at it. He’d learned which parts of the truth to tell, which to leave out. And which ones to gloss over. “I’ve got an engineering degree, but I couldn’t get a job anywhere big. Ended up opening my own shop. I’d repair electronics. Or buy stuff and refurbish it.”

	“Good money?”

	“Good enough. Mostly I’d fix televisions for people. Sometimes entertainment systems in cars. People think electronics are all super-complex these days, that it’s easier to throw them out than repair them. A lot of the time, though, it’s just a bunch of simple systems working side by side. Like picture-in-picture? It isn’t some high-tech thing. It just means your television’s got two tuners. One for one image, one for the other.”

	“So you lost your business?”

	Chase rapped his knuckles on the railing. The big lie always started with a lot of boring truth. It put the listeners in a certain mood. “I gambled on the hurricane. Everyone saw it coming, but I figured lots of storm damage meant lots of business for me. Sank a lot of money into parts and supplies. Had it express shipped so I’d get it before the storm. Even made an awful television commercial that ran on the Houston channels for three days before the storm. Emptied our savings and maxed out the cards. Pissed off my ex-wife.”

	“Ex then or ex now?”

	“Now. But we were already on the way out then. I thought a nice solid payday might let us ignore some things, stretch it out a while longer. Worst-case scenario, our marriage falls apart anyway and I sock some extra money away for our daughter, Deena. Start a college fund or something.”

	Katanga gripped the railing and leaned back, stretching his back and legs.

	“That what happened?”

	“No. The hurricane hit hard. Caused more flooding than anyone expected. A lot more. Wiped out my shop. And my inventory. And the house we were renting.”

	“Your family?”

	“Elisabeth … wasn’t happy. There was some insurance money, but by the time we got it in our hands we’d racked up more debt just trying to stay alive. A few months after the storm she ended up going to stay with her mom in Dallas. A lawyer showed up with divorce papers about two weeks later.”

	“Damn. That’s cold, man.”

	“Like I said, the writing was already on the wall. It burned, but I couldn’t say I was surprised.” He took his hands off the rail and shrugged. “I got a crappy apartment and a job installing cable for Spectrum.”

	“She take your daughter too?”

	“Yeah,” said Chase. “Yeah, she did.”

	He turned from the sea to meet Katanga’s gaze. Unlike the Makara’s other passenger, who came back to the topic every three or four days, the first mate understood this part of the story was over.

	Katanga turned around to lean against the railing and inspect a stack of shipping containers.

	“How did you end up here, then?”

	Chase shrugged. “I just did it once, at first. Houston to Belgium. Just wanted to do something to feel alive. I’d gone through almost a year of getting beaten down by everything. I just wanted to get away from everything, do something impulsive. But I liked it.”

	“So you did another trip?”

	“It’s all I’ve been doing. The Makara’s my eighth, counting that first one.”

	“What about home?”

	“I read this article a couple years ago about old people who were living on cruise ships instead of going into nursing homes. Better conditions, helpful staff, lots to do. Even better medical care if they needed it.”

	Katanga nodded. “Heard this story before.”

	“Yeah, apparently it’s true. So I had that in my head. I’d been back from my first trip for about two days and I was reading a Lee Child book.”

	“Love the Jack Reacher stories,” said Katanga with a grin. “I don’t think I’ve read any of them in order, but I love them all.”

	“Did you read the new one?”

	“I don’t know. The last one I read started with the woman on the train who shoots herself.”

	“I remember that one,” Chase said with a nod. “Anyway, I opened the book and hit one of those sections where Reacher’s explaining his whole lifestyle. How he just travels around and doesn’t own anything except the clothes on his back. He was even breaking it down, showing this woman how much cheaper it was to just buy new clothes every three or four days rather than have a house with utility bills to hold the clothes and a washer and dryer.”

	Katanga grinned.

	“And right there, it just all made sense. It was cheaper to travel than to stay in the crappy apartment. So I sold about 95 percent of what I had left after the storm and the divorce and shoved the rest in a storage locker the size of a closet. Cancelled the lease on the apartment. And got on a ship.”

	“Just like that?”

	“Three weeks. Twenty-one days, from decision to boarding. That was a year ago. Since then, I’ve been enjoying the peace and figuring out how I’m supposed to move on. Like you said, big spiritual self-discovery trip.”

	“Got to tell you,” Katanga said, “that’s all pretty pathetic. You, my friend, are a textbook case of doing everything wrong.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	“No, seriously.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Don’t take it as an insult. You won’t find anyone on this ship who did everything right, believe me. But sometimes the wrong path can still take you to the right place.”

	“That’s deep.”

	“Thank you. I just made it up.”

	“So what’s your deal?”

	“How do you mean?”

	“You always want to be a sailor? Sail the oceans, all that?”

	Katanga shook his head. “Only thing I know how to do. Only thing I’ve ever done.”

	“How’d you get into it?”

	The first mate held one hand out over the rails. He used his thumb to crack his knuckles one at a time.

	“Are you one of those Americans who freaks out over things?”

	“I just told you I lived through a hurricane.”

	“Yes, but you’re American. You people freak out over all sorts of stupid little things.”

	“I think I’m pretty calm.”

	Katanga nodded. “I was a pirate.”

	“What?”

	“A pirate. Out of Somalia. For about three years.”

	“Did you ever kill anyone?”

	The first mate shrugged. “Nah. I fired my rifle up in the air once or twice, but that’s it.”

	Chase nodded once while he considered the words. He kept his eyes out on the ocean. “How’d you end up here?”

	“The government cracked down. Many of my friends and family went back to being fishermen. I went to Kenya, got a job on a boat. That was almost twelve years ago.”

	“So I guess you’re on a big journey of self-discovery too.”

	Katanga smiled and blew some air loudly out of his nose. “I discovered myself years ago. That’s when I became Katanga.” He slapped his chest twice with his palm. “This is who I am now, and it matters just as much as who I was then.”

	“If you say so.”

	“I do. I also say there’s a monster of a storm coming up behind us. Captain Hagen might be ordering everyone to stay off deck tonight and tomorrow, so keep an ear out.”
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	Murdoch stood in the hall and stared at the door. He always felt a bit uneasy in nice apartment buildings. “Out of place” tended to be his default setting whenever he went out in public, but the dial turned even more to the right when he found himself someplace where rent was distinctly higher than he could afford.

	He glanced up and down the hall for a third time. Took a breath. Tried to shake his shoulders loose. He couldn’t be sure if it felt more like he was heading toward a first kiss or a firing squad. His heartbeat wasn’t helping him figure it out.

	He raised his hand and knocked on the door a lot harder than he meant to. The sound echoed in the hall. He looked around again, waiting for angry neighbors to appear.

	Footsteps padded behind the door. A chain rattled. A deadbolt turned.

	Anne swung the door open. Her hair was up in a loose bun, and she wore dark tights with an oversized shirt. Still looking like some kind of model, he thought, even when she was being casual.

	“Murdoch,” she said. “Come on in.”

	She stepped back and waved him inside. He followed her. Closed the door behind himself. Wondered if he should reset the locks.

	“Do me a favor and kick your shoes off,” she called back over her shoulder. “White carpets.”

	He slid his sunglasses off and stared after her. Looked at the small mat by the door covered with a jumble of shoes. All small. All hers.

	No other footprints in the plush white carpet.

	He pried his shoes off by the heels and toed them onto the mat. 

	The carpet was as soft as it looked. 

	He relaxed a tiny bit more.

	Anne’s apartment felt a little barren for its size. Big rooms with just one or two items of furniture. The stark white walls and carpet didn’t help. He looked across a small breakfast bar into the kitchen and saw empty counters. As he watched, she pulled open a cabinet to show four glasses sitting in the middle of three empty shelves. “Do you want some water or anything?”

	He shook his head.

	The cabinet closed and she joined him in the living room.

	“Calm down, Murdoch. You’re not in trouble.”

	“I’m calm.”

	She dipped her head toward the floor. “You’re doing the thing where you flex your toes, and I don’t think you’ve blinked yet. Old habits die hard, right?”

	“Not all of them.”

	“Good to hear.”

	She waved him to the big table in the dining room. It stood alone in the white room, without the usual cluster of chairs he’d expect to see surrounding it.

	At least three or four maps covered the table. The largest one, near the bottom, covered almost two-thirds of the surface. It showed an island shaped like an old fifties flying saucer. The name was small and upside down, and Murdoch had never been good at reading upside-down words. It took him a few moments to read the name and reorient the map in his mind.

	Anne cleared her throat. “I wanted to check a last few things with you. Make sure everything was good.”

	“I … okay.”

	“Is there already a problem?”

	“No, no,” he said. “Everything’s going fine. I’m just … don’t you have elders or deacons to help you with this?”

	She nodded. “I do. But I’m still getting to know them. And I know you. You’ve always been good at reading people and picking up on things. The Todwings are a small enough congregation that you would’ve heard about anything not going as planned.”

	Murdoch shrugged.

	“If it makes you feel better, I could have you appointed as a deacon.”

	“Please don’t.”

	She laughed. “Is the flight set up?”

	He nodded. “Private jet flying out of Van Nuys tonight at 11:14. Should just get you to Paris, then Paris to Cairo, and from Cairo to …” He waved at the map.

	“Visas?”

	“I think Ambrose is working on it with a branch of the Family based out of Cairo. Haven’t heard of any hang-ups, just …”

	“Just what?”

	Murdoch hooked his thumbs on his jeans. “I know a couple people are worried this is draining all the congregation’s money. They’re not upset, just … a little worried.”

	“They’ve had other ministers make false promises to them in the past,” Anne said, squaring her shoulders. “I understand their concern, but once we do this there won’t be any need for money.”

	“I think they’d still prefer it if we were all flying coach.”

	Another laugh from Anne, shorter this time. “Well it’s not like we can take our specialist on a Virgin Airways flight, is it?”

	Murdoch pictured it in his mind. Shrugged. “Not really, no.”

	“Speaking of which, did they send a car to pick her up?”

	He tapped his tongue against the roof of his mouth, trying to phrase his question carefully. “Does she have a name?”

	“Not one you’d be able to pronounce. The car?”

	“It left about an hour ago,” he said, mentally brushing his questions aside. “They haven’t checked in, last I heard, but they’ve probably picked her up by now.”

	“I hope so. Stretch limo, yes?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Good. More room for her to flail around if that’s her thing. What about the boat?”

	“Midsize yacht. It’ll be waiting for us in Toamasina when we arrive on Wednesday.” He paused. “So it’s in Madagascar?”

	Anne nodded. “Near there. Relatively speaking.”

	Murdoch stared at the map. He curled his lower lip in, squeezed it between his teeth, let it back out again.

	“Yes?”

	He blinked. “Nothing.”

	“Seriously, I know all your tells. You haven’t changed at all.”

	He cleared his throat. “If I may ask … how’d you find it? The Family’s been looking for over a century and you found it in just a few months.”

	“One hundred and eight days. Could’ve been less if we didn’t have to move so slow.”

	“So how’d you do it?”

	“If you’ll pardon a little bit of heresy,” she said, giving him a wink, “it’s because most of the Family elders are idiots.”

	Murdoch swallowed his immediate reaction. It caught in his throat and some of it bubbled out as an awkward cough. He covered it with a wry smile.

	“It’s okay,” she said. “I won’t tell the minister.”

	“Thanks.”

	He tried to keep his expression neutral. If this was bait, he wasn’t going to take it.

	She folded back two layers of maps to reveal a schoolroom-size picture of the world. She gestured at the Eastern Hemisphere. “We’ve always had a vague idea where it should be, but they were so stuck in the past. They’d check the old books and cast their scrying bones. The smarter ones tried to make calculations, but even they were centuries out of date.”

	Anne pointed through a wide archway separating the apartment’s dining area from the living room. A wooden steamer trunk sat against the wall, its latches hanging open. “Do you know what I found in Father Jacob’s effects? An abacus and an astrolabe.” She shook her head. “The man had access to Google Earth and he was relying on navigation equipment people stopped using after the Middle Ages.”

	Murdoch bit his lip again. “Is that … safe? For us?”

	“Us?”

	He blinked twice. “Sorry. Not us, you and me. I mean, for us, the Family. After what happened with our … with the Olmsteads, I thought one of the rules was to keep as low a profile as possible. Even online. And since you worked for the government … sort of …”

	She nodded and let the maps fall back into place.

	“I know I’m on at least one or two of the more benevolent watch lists after my time with DARPA. It’s bad for any of us to get online for much more than Twitter or Instagram, but anything I do falls right in a spotlight.”

	She picked up an old smartphone that had been holding down one corner of the maps. “Burner phone,” she said. “Just like in all the movies. They’re anonymous, which means you turn the hotspot on and you’ve got anonymous internet. I told a few members of the congregation what to look for, and they’d spend a few hours a week browsing different search engines.”

	“And you’re sure that’s safe?”

	“We’ve bought dozens of them over the past two months. We swap them out every two or three days, just to be safe. I’ve got two kids who drive up and down the coast tossing the old ones in whatever rest stop or food court trash can they can find. Never the same one twice.”

	“Smart.”

	“These days it’s just common knowledge,” said Anne. She set the phone back down on the maps. “Like I said, the elders have been centuries out of date. All it took was one change.”

	He nodded. Looked at the image of Madagascar again. “What else do you need?”

	“I think we’ve covered everything.”

	“That’s it?”

	She nodded once, lifted her chin a little higher. “Yes. That’s everything. Thank you for coming.”

	“Yeah. Sure.”

	They looked at each other for a few moments. Then, as the awkwardness began to pile up, he bowed his head and headed back to the front door. As he crouched, getting one shoe tied back on his foot, she cleared her throat.

	“Look,” she said, “can we talk?”

	“Haven’t we been talking?”

	“You know what I mean.” She took an awkward step toward him, two quick steps back, and then settled almost exactly where she’d started out. “This is weird, right? Me and you. Together again. With a new congregation, no less.”

	Murdoch kept his face blank and finished tying his other shoe. He didn’t sense a trap, but he still had trouble reading her, and it’d been so many years since he’d been honest with any member of the Family. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

	She rolled her eyes. “I’m talking about the fact we’ve seen each other naked more times than either of us can count. From about every angle possible. And now we’re just standing here like we’re two people in a supermarket line who vaguely recognize each other.”

	He straightened back up. “Is this why you had me come here?”

	“No. Maybe.”

	He relaxed. Just a little. “It’s … a bit weird.”

	“Thank you!” She let out a little laugh. “I know it shouldn’t be. We’re supposed to be mature adults and everything.”

	“But you’re a minister now. It’s going to be weird.”

	“Yeah, I know.” She reached out, threaded her fingers through his, and squeezed once. A good firm squeeze. Then she released his hand and stepped back. “I’ve got to be honest. I’m nervous about this.”

	“This?”

	“This,” she repeated, waving her hand back toward the dining room and all of her maps. “We’re going to do it. After more than a century. Almost five generations. All those stories and predictions and in the end they were all about us.”

	“I guess we’ll see.”

	“No,” she said. “This is it.”

	He almost spoke but stopped his tongue.

	“I’m glad you’re here with me,” said Anne. “I can’t think of anyone else I’d want by my side. For all of this.”

	Even with all the worry that had been spinning in his gut for years, he relaxed a little more. “I’m glad to be here.”

	“Just … do me a favor.” She gave him an awkward, slightly mischievous smile. “If anyone asks how we know each other … be a little discreet.”

	He bowed his head. “I promise only to talk about what a rocking body you had when we were younger, but not any of the things you did with it.”

	“Remember,” she said, “I can actually have you killed.”

	He smirked.

	“And, for the record, I still have a rocking body.”

	“Going to waste now.”

	“Play your cards right, maybe we can find some kind of loophole.”

	Murdoch shook his head and let out a laughing sigh.

	She pointed at the door. “Go. Get ready. We have a flight to catch later.”
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	At the start of each day, before showering, breakfast, or even coffee, Chase liked to go to the highest point on the ship he could and take in the view. Rain or shine, stormy or calm, he liked to start the day with the sea. He’d read a Stephen King book years back, one of the prison ones, and the phrase that had stuck with him was that “the Pacific has no memory.” Chase had found it to be blissfully true of at least three oceans so far.

	He stood on the walkway outside the bridge and leaned against the railing. From here, high up on the side of the Makara, he could swing his head in either direction. He could see the faraway prow and feel the wind on his face. Or he could look almost down at the stern and feel the air pick and grasp at the back of his head.

	And out past the stern, a few miles behind them, was the monster storm.

	The past year at sea had told him that, from this high up, the horizon was about twelve or thirteen miles away, and he guesstimated the storm was a little closer than that. Maybe nine or ten miles behind them. A sprawl of gray clouds, forty or fifty miles across. From this distance, they looked like a haze above the water, just thick enough to block some of the horizon from view.

	He couldn’t see any movement with his eyes, but he’d heard one of the deck hands, a bruiser named Seth, say the storm was gaining on them.

	As he watched, a thread of white blinked into existence for a fraction of a second, connecting the clouds and the sea. He pictured having Deena with him, counting off the seconds together as they waited for the thunder. A good old father-daughter activity.

	Of course, with the rumble of the engines and the rush of the wind, he’d never hear the thunder.

	And he’d never see Deena again, either.

	He focused on the storm.

	Dark threads reached down from the clouds, seemed to brush the surface of the ocean, and then withdrew. He watched the waterspouts curl and twist. He counted two stretching down, then three, and at one point there were at least ten. They didn’t seem to have enough force or speed to stay connected for any length of time before retreating back into the clouds. Or maybe some other meteorological factor was at play that he just didn’t understand.

	Five of Chase’s previous trips had been smooth sailing. The big ships pushed through the water, their massive weight crushing the smaller waves flat beneath them. For the first few days, the rumble of the huge engines deep below had kept him awake. Now he almost couldn’t sleep without it. More than a few times, reading in his stateroom at night, he’d forgotten he was even at sea. His natural, half-sprawled sleeping position kept him stable on his bed throughout the night.

	Of the other two times, one had been rough enough to notice. He’d become aware of how weak his sea legs were. The other time …

	Well, the other time made him aware of how weak his sea stomach was. The lurching ship had thrown his belongings to the floor and thrown his lunch—a great chicken cordon bleu sandwich that hadn’t tasted as great the second time—into the bathroom sink. It had taken almost an hour for the ship to get to clearer water. Chase had spent most of it braced in the bathroom doorway, even though he’d emptied his stomach.

	Katanga had called the storm behind them a monster. Chase didn’t know a lot about weather, but his gut told him the first mate had been underestimating the storm. It wasn’t just a monster. It was king of the monsters. A Godzilla of storms.

	In Chase’s limited experience, there were only two responses to a storm. Ships could force their way through smaller ones (and deal with the resulting chicken cordon bleu in the sink). Or they could alter their course and swing out of the way, usually off the instructions from some central hub in Europe or Southeast Asia.

	As best he could tell, the Makara didn’t have a main office anywhere. A few decades ago, it probably would’ve been called a tramp freighter. More or less independent, picking up all the smaller jobs the big companies priced themselves out of.

	He’d never been on a ship where the crew was eager to talk about their cargo, but on the Makara they actively discouraged any discussion about the hundreds of containers stacked on deck. Chase assumed most of them were legal, but at least a few were enjoying the ship’s lower profile when it slid into different ports around the world. Which led him to believe the ship’s course and schedule had less to do with a central office and perhaps more to do with a small handful of well-paying clients.

	Which was why, he guessed, Captain Hagen had ignored the two standard responses to a storm and chosen a third, ordering the Makara to full speed an hour before sunrise. He wanted to outrun the storm as long as possible before going off course to avoid it. If Chase understood the little snippets he’d overheard here and there over the past two weeks, the captain was hoping for a sweet bonus if he got his cargo to port early. Or some specific part of his cargo.

	So far the gamble seemed to be paying off. They were staying far ahead of the storm’s edge, rushing toward the setting sun. The eleven-year-old ship slammed against wave after wave, shoving them out of the way like a large man moving through a crowd.

	As if on cue, some muffled shouts slipped out from the bridge and were snatched away by the ocean winds and light spray. A steel hatch squealed open, then clanged shut.

	“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” snapped Ayman, the Tanzanian third mate. “Didn’t see you there.”

	“Sorry. Seth told me to get off the deck, so I came up—”

	Ayman cut him off with a swipe of a hand—a hand with three or four good-sized burn scars on it. “Go grab breakfast or something. Captain’s in a mood, and you’ll get an hour of it if he runs into you like I just did.”

	Chase glanced back at the storm. “Is there a problem?”

	“Look, for ballast, you seem like a good man. But get below decks.”

	Another wave crashed into the side of the ship, sending a cloud of spray racing between the stacked cargo pods below. Ayman’s face twisted into a scowl. The ship lurched against another swell and they both rocked forward. It took Chase a few moments more to recognize the sensation.

	The Makara wasn’t pushing through the waves anymore. They were pushing back. Slowing her down. Dragging her to a halt.

	Ayman spat out something in Swahili. Chase couldn’t understand the language, but he’d heard it plenty of times over the past thirteen months. Whatever the word meant, Ayman repeated it two more times, then added, “The engines have stopped.”

	“What?”

	Even as he said it, though, Chase felt it. The lurch of deceleration had hidden it, but now he sensed the lack of vibration in the walkway and the railing. The constant rumble of the Makara’s huge engines had ceased.

	Another blast of shouting came from the bridge. Hagen sounded angry and frustrated all at once.

	Chase was starting to doubt that bonus was still in Hagen’s future.

	He followed Ayman’s advice and headed back to the crew and passenger areas, although he made as much of the walk as he could outside. He quickstepped down two of the steep, narrow staircases and cut across the deck. Then a hatch swung closed behind him and the sounds of wind and water vanished.

	The Makara showed its age most with its interior carpeting. All the paint on the ship was fresh, every surface was clean, but the carpets in the living areas showed their years of use. They were a rich, velvety blue near the bulkheads, fading to a weathered, beaten-down gray-blue near the center.

	He passed the galley. Two of the crew sipped coffee in their bright yellow coveralls, while a third shoveled the last of breakfast into his mouth. Continuing down the passageway took him past the unoccupied exercise room and the lounge. It had a large television, a trio of well-worn couches, two big chairs, and a fairly large, only slightly out-of-date collection of HD-DVDs.

	And one occupant.

	Chase had tried hard to like Doug, the other civilian passenger on board the Makara, but something about the other man had rubbed him the wrong way right from the start. Not something. Almost everything. It was as if some secret government lab had designed Doug to be as passively annoying as possible. He had bad taste in music, a wardrobe that felt put together from catalog pictures, and an opinion on everything. It was kind of amazing, really, how often he had an opinion. Even on topics he knew nothing about.

	Doug’s orange-brown beard stretched down to touch his chest. It ended in a carefully shaped wedge. The beard tried so hard to look like a rugged, natural growth on his chin and cheeks, but every inch of it proclaimed how thoughtfully it was maintained. Too neat. Too straight. Too well-shaped.

	He sprawled across one of the lounge couches, showing off today’s outfit. A plaid vest Chase felt pretty sure was worn just to clash with the pink Oxford underneath it. A pair of bright red Chucks at the end of jeans so tight the average supermodel would probably be too embarrassed to wear them.

	Doug’s tablet balanced on his hand. Most internet devices were useless on a ship, but (as he’d explained numerous times in the first week) he’d paid an outrageous amount to get a satellite phone that kept him connected. He needed it to upload video files to the cloud. His video files in the cloud came up a lot too.

	It bothered Chase how much he knew about Doug.

	Almost none of it by choice.

	Still … they were going to be stuck together for another six days. Chase had made it this far. He didn’t need a week of hostility with the only other civilian on the ship.

	He cleared his throat. “Morning.”

	Doug looked up from the tablet. “Hey, good morning, neighbor. You sleep good?”

	“Yeah. You have breakfast yet?”

	“Yep.” His eyes drifted back to the tablet. “You?”

	“I was going to hit the shower first.”

	“Oh, right. Did your morning meditation thing.”

	“It’s not meditation. Just … quiet time.”

	“Right. Onyango made these fantastic breakfast burritos. I ate three of them.”

	“Okay.”

	An excited, tinny voice came from the tablet. Doug’s brows wiggled up and down as he studied the screen. The corner of his mouth twisted up.

	Chase debated, weighed possible outcomes, and finally asked, “What’re you watching?”

	“Well,” Doug said, punctuating it with a long-suffering sigh, “it’s supposed to be the KTLA evening news stream from LA. But it looks like some hacker hijacked it and replaced it with a giant monster movie.”

	“Godzilla?”

	“I wish. Who doesn’t love a good monster suit, right? No, it’s some found-footage thing. Can’t figure out if it’s any good or not.”

	“Why not?” Chase kicked himself for asking, but the words had slipped out before he could stop them.

	“Weellll,” Doug said again, “the director’s too in love with all his monster stuff. We keep getting all these helicopter shots of it, views from the street, graphics of where it is in the city. It looks great, but there are no characters. I mean, who am I supposed to be rooting for in this, right? Where’s the hero’s journey? The redemptive arc? All the stuff that makes a story worthwhile, right?”

	“Yeah, I guess it—”

	“And it’s kinda dull, to be honest. I mean, nobody likes explosions when they hit Michael Bay levels and everything blows up. But you want something to blow up, right?”

	Chase shrugged in response.

	“Plus, this whole found footage thing is so 2008, right? Nobody with any talent does this crap anymore. Cloverfield did it better, and even it wasn’t that great.” He flipped the screen around to show a dark-haired woman on a nighttime street. “That’s a nice touch, though. They got what’s-her-name, the real evening news person, to do a spot. Nobody outside of LA will get it, but it’s cute.”

	“Is that normal? Getting a newscaster to do fake news stuff?”

	Doug turned the screen back to himself and his eyes drifted back down. “For movies? Oh, yeah. Everyone in Los Angeles wants to be in the industry. I remember one of our newscasters showed up on Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. once, just playing herself reporting on superheroes and stuff.”

	Chase waited for something more, but Doug had slipped back into the movie. He decided to count his blessings. He took a step back into the passageway and continued down to his stateroom.

	He got out of the shower fifteen minutes later to the phone ringing. It wasn’t really a phone—more of a shipboard intercom with delusions of grandeur. But it hadn’t rung before and he found himself jumping to answer it, almost dropping his towel as he dashed across the room.

	“Hello?”

	“Chaser.”

	“Katanga?”

	“I am sorry if I woke you.”

	“No, I’ve been up. I just got out of the shower.”

	“Then get dressed. Captain Hagen would like you to join him for breakfast.”

	“What?”

	“Breakfast. Half an hour from now in the galley.”

	“Is this about the engines?”

	“Just be dressed and in the galley in half an hour.”

	“Okay.”

	“And Chaser?”

	“Yes?”

	Katanga’s voice dropped, and Chase pictured the man cupping his hand around the mouthpiece on his end. “Don’t worry. It’s all going to be fine.”

	“What is?”

	“Half an hour. In the galley.”

	The line went dead.
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	Chase walked into the galley and saw Captain Hagen sitting in the back at his table. Their eyes met and Hagen gestured toward the trays of food with his fork. Then the captain turned his attention back to his plate, spearing a sausage patty and popping it whole into his mouth.

	At the buffet, Ayman filled his own plate. A few strips of bacon, a prepackaged Danish, and what looked like a foil-wrapped breakfast burrito. He gave Chase a polite nod of the head but kept his mouth shut. He balanced his plate in one hand, filled a coffee cup, and went to sit two tables over from Hagen.

	There was, Chase noticed, nobody else in the galley. Not even Max, the steward who normally refilled the chafing dishes and cleaned up the counters. Just him, Hagen, and Ayman.

	He went along the line, picked up a few things, and then stood by the coffee pot.

	Hagen looked up, waved him over. “Please,” he said, gesturing at the seat across from him.

	Hagen was a tall Scandinavian with a faintly drooping face, a bird’s nest of curling gray-blond hair, and beautifully accented English that made Chase feel a bit ashamed talking to him sometimes. The man always wore a dark, snug Henley beneath a pair of wide suspenders. He either washed the shirt nightly or owned a dozen near-identical ones. Twice Chase had seen him wear the sleeves pushed up to show off a swirl of elaborate tattoos on hard, muscled arms.

	Over the past two weeks, they’d had dinner twice and talked once during a casual tour of the Makara’s bridge. Hagen’s attitude toward extra passengers fell somewhere between indifference and begrudging acceptance. His conversations with Chase had been limited to different ports they’d each visited and the small overlapping collection of books they’d both read. That was all.

	Chase set his plate down. “Good morning.”

	Hagen stopped eating and dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “Good morning. Thank you for joining me at the last minute.”

	“It’s no problem. I was heading here anyway. Is something happening?”

	“It can wait until after we eat.”

	A few minutes later Doug wandered into the galley, the backpack with his tablet and other recording gear slung over his shoulder. He waved to Chase, grabbed a plate, and began scooping scrambled eggs and sausages onto it. A few minutes later it clattered down next to Chase. “Morning, campers,” he said. He walked back, got himself a cup of coffee, and joined them at the table.

	“I thought you already ate,” Chase said.

	Doug raised his cup to Hagen. “Breakfast with the captain. I didn’t want to look ungrateful.”

	Hagen replied with a thin smile that he covered with his coffee mug.

	They ate for a few minutes without another word. Chase munched on a slice of toast. Doug continued to smile at the other men while he shoved food in his mouth.

	Hagen took the last corner of his own toast and ran it around his plate, soaking up bits of egg, sausage grease, and butter. He washed it down with some coffee and dabbed at his mouth with the napkin again. “So,” he said, pushing the plate to the side, “you may have noticed we’re having some engine trouble.”

	Chase nodded.

	“We are?” asked Doug. “Is it bad?”

	Hagen sipped his coffee. “Bad is relative. If we were in port, it wouldn’t be bad. If these were calm seas, it wouldn’t be a problem. If we weren’t on a tight schedule … you get the idea.”

	“So it’s bad,” said Chase.

	“It’s not ideal,” Hagen agreed. “It’s made worse by radio interference.”

	“How much interference are we talking about?”

	“We haven’t been able to make contact with any port.”

	“So we don’t have engines or communications?” Chase set his fork down. “That’s definitely bad.”

	“If you like,” said Doug, picking his pack up from the floor, “you’re welcome to use my satellite phone. It should be able to—”

	Hagen held up a hand. “We have a satellite phone. Calls have been made to certain parties.”

	“I can take a look at the radio, if you like,” Chase said. “Electronics are kind of my thing.”

	“The insurance companies would never hear of it, but thank you for the offer.” 

	Hagen paused for another sip of coffee.

	“As it happens,” he continued, “insurance is what I wished to speak to you about. We need to take certain precautions because of the oncoming storm. Regarding the two of you.”

	Chase felt a twinge of uncertainty between his eyes. Doug paused in his eating. “What’s that mean?” he asked through a mouthful of scrambled eggs.

	“The storm is a few hours out. With no engines, Makara is in for an especially rough time. There are also certain items of cargo which are going to require complete attention to make sure they stay safe. It will be better, in several regards, if neither of you was on board for this.”

	“Sorry, what?”

	Hagen smiled. Chase thought it felt like a banker’s smile. A little too practiced, not entirely honest. “If anything happened to the two of you,” the captain explained, “even just a minor injury, it would bring a great deal of attention to us. And this trip. And, perhaps, some of the cargo.”

	“The cargo?” echoed Doug.

	The smile got a little wider. “We’re all men of the world here, yes? We understand how things work? Some of Makara’s clients prefer … less visibility. Nothing illegal, but they’d be unhappy with the attention an insurance investigation might bring.”

	Chase cleared his throat. “Are we talking about—”

	Hagen’s hand came back up. “We’re not talking about anything. First rule—we do not discuss the cargo. I’m simply trying to explain the situation we all find ourselves in.”

	Doug ate more scrambled eggs.

	“So … we’re being evacuated?” asked Chase.

	“In a manner of speaking. No, sorry, calm yourself. I phrased that poorly.”

	They all shared an uneasy laugh.

	“There’s a small island about three miles away. A few of the crew will take you over there and wait out the storm with you. Afterwards, you can all come back. Perhaps we’ll even have the engine repaired by then, but from what my engineer tells me, that’s not likely.”

	“I’d be fine staying on the ship,” said Doug. He hefted his bag. “I could get footage of the storm, all of you working, it’d be cool.”

	“And again, that won’t be possible. For insurance purposes. Just consider this … a little adventure.”

	“Sounds like the setup for a bad horror movie,” Doug grumbled, shoving a piece of toast into his mouth.

	“And when the storm’s passed,” Chase said, “we come back to the ship, right?”

	“Yes,” Hagen assured him. “We are not stranding you there like a pair of Robinson Crusoes. That would cause far more insurance problems.”

	“Good to know.”

	The captain set both hands on his mug in a thoughtful way. “I apologize for this, truly. There is a chance you may have an uncomfortable night on the island, two at the absolute most. But rest assured you’ll probably be better off than the rest of us. I almost envy you.”

	Chase tried to think of something to say or a question to ask.

	Doug swallowed loudly and pushed his own plate away. “What’s its name?”

	Hagen blinked twice. “I beg your pardon?”

	“The island. What’s its name?”

	“To be honest, I have no idea. It’s not on any of our charts or maps. I believe it’s too far from any mainland for anyone to claim it.”

	“So it’s our island,” Doug said with a smile.

	“If you like.”

	“Is that normal?” asked Chase. “I mean, an uncharted island in the middle of nowhere.”

	“More common than many people realize,” Hagen said. “Once you travel out of the shipping lanes, there’s a great deal of ocean no one ever sees. We never would’ve seen it ourselves if we hadn’t gone slightly off course trying to stay ahead of the storm.”

	“But we’re sure it’s safe?”

	Hagen lifted his cup, looked into it, and set it back down with a small sigh. “It looks to be barely three or four square miles. The closest major land mass is Madagascar, almost a thousand miles away. There will be no angry natives. No big predators. No lions or tigers or crocodiles.” He gave his cool smile again. “Perhaps a dinosaur or two.”

	Doug laughed.

	“Ayman will be in charge. Please give him all the courtesy you give me. You’ll be departing in”—Hagen glanced at his watch as he stood up—“forty-five minutes.”

	Doug stopped laughing. “What?”

	“Well, we can’t send you out after the storm hits.”

	Chase stood up as well. “How are we getting there? Lifeboat?”

	Hagen shook his head. “No, no, lifeboats are for a very specific use. They have emergency beacons and lights and they’re expensive to reload. Again, insurance. We’ll be using a Zodiac.”

	“You’ve got a Zodiac?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why?”

	Hagen gave him a patient stare. “Just in case we need to run to shore for something.”

	A figure moved on the edge of Chase’s vision. Ayman had finished eating and moved one table closer. He sat just behind Doug, sipping a hot cup of tea.

	Hagen clapped his hands together. “Well then. I need to go speak with my engineer and you need to go pack for a day or two. Thank you for being so understanding and cooperative. I’ll see you back here as soon as the storm breaks.” He gave them each a sharp bow of his head, acknowledged Ayman, and headed out.

	“You heard the captain,” Ayman said. “Forty-five minutes. And that was five minutes ago.”
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	This close, the island sprawled along the horizon, filling most of Chase’s vision when water wasn’t spraying in his face. He guessed it was maybe a little under a mile wide. Palm trees towered across it, swaying back and forth in the wind.

	Ayman angled the motor and the Zodiac bounced over a last few waves before gliding up onto the eastern beach. The other crewman with them, Seth, had already flipped his legs over the rounded frame of the boat and let momentum toss him up onto his feet. He dragged a line with him and hauled it five, ten, fifteen feet up onto the beach, pulling the Zodiac another foot or two out of the water as he did.

	Doug lurched forward, but did a halfway-decent job of making it look like he’d wanted to brace himself on the inflatable boat’s swollen tubes. His other hand pawed at the strap of his bag as it slipped down across his shoulder. He pushed himself up and staggered out onto the sand.

	Seth came back, waved Chase to the side, and pulled a steel rod the length of his arm from the floor of the boat. One end hooked over like an old man’s cane. Seth even swung it like one as he hiked back up the beach.

	Chase didn’t know much about Seth. The wiry Somalian didn’t talk much and seemed no-nonsense. The only thing Chase had learned about him was the man didn’t ever take off his beanie—a black, ribbed cap topped with a ragged black-and-white pom-pom. He wore it out on deck with his jumpsuit, in the galley, in the lounge. Maybe he slept in it too.

	Behind them, Ayman locked the motor in position, then popped open the case and plucked something out. “Fuse,” he explained, seeing Chase’s look. “Motor won’t start without it, so no one can steal the boat.”

	Chase looked up the beach to the tree line. “Do you think there are a lot of boat thieves here?”

	“Better safe than sorry. That’s what they say, right?” He tucked it into the pocket of his jeans.

	“I guess so. As long as you don’t lose the fuse.”

	Ayman waved a dismissive hand and pulled a close-to-bursting backpack from under his bench.

	A series of sharp clangs echoed across the beach as Seth used a rock to pound the steel cane deep into the sand. Each impact made his pom-pom bounce back and forth. Despite the warmth, he’d decided to wear a heavy cotton sweater to the island.

	Chase swung a leg out of the raft and stepped onto dry land. The white, clean sand reminded him of beaches in Houston where he’d taken Deena. Where he’d gone as a kid himself. Almost no rocks. A minimal amount of seaweed at the high water mark, just below where Seth worked.

	The tree line began about ten yards from the water. The palm trees stretched a good thirty or forty feet into the air, but Chase felt pretty sure he could get his arms almost halfway around the trunks. A scattering of tall, weedy grass stretched back into the forest.

	Not the worst place to spend a day or two.

	Doug had pulled on a beanie, too, with a large, triangle fringe circling it like a crown. He opened his bag and pulled out the little pole he referred to as his handheld camera setup. It didn’t seem to be anything more than a handle with a clip to hold his cell phone. He insisted on using it for almost everything.

	The clangs stopped. Seth had hammered more than two-thirds of the metal cane into the sand. He scooped up the line from the raft, made a few loops, and deftly tied off the boat.

	A new sound echoed across the beach. Metal sliding against metal, ending with a snap. Doug looked up from his equipment and his eyes went wide. “What’s the hardware for?” He punctuated the question with a nervous laugh.

	Chase looked to his left in time to see Ayman take his hand off the pistol’s slide. He slid it into a nylon holster that had appeared on his hip. “The captain insisted,” he explained. “We have no idea who or what is on this island.” He hiked up the side of his hockey shirt, making sure it stayed tucked around the holster.

	“You’re really serious about not letting anyone steal the boat,” said Chase.

	Ayman grinned and pulled another holstered semi-automatic pistol from his pack. He barked out something in Swahili to Seth as the other man ambled back to the Zodiac, and tossed the gun to him with a gentle underhand throw. Seth caught it and slipped the paddle-holster onto the waistband of his corduroys.

	“Did you bring enough for the whole class?” Doug asked with a chuckle.

	Seth and Ayman both looked at him.

	“No,” said Seth.

	Chase glanced at Ayman’s hip. He didn’t recognize the pistol, but it was mostly hidden by the holster, and there were only a handful of pistols he could recognize on sight anyway. “Better safe than sorry?”

	Ayman grinned again. “Yes indeed.” He headed up the beach with the pack slung over one shoulder.

	Doug had his phone up on the stick. He turned in a slow circle, panning the lens across the water, the raft, the beach. “Why do you have guns on the ship, anyway? Aren’t there international laws about that sort of thing?”

	“We have them in case of pirates,” said Seth. He took a few steps to his left, keeping away from the lens. “And the occasional passenger we want to get rid of.”

	Doug laughed, then let it die when he realized Seth was staring at him. He turned his attention back to his camerawork and muttered a few words Chase couldn’t make out.

	Seth reached back to get another bag from the raft, and Chase wandered farther up the beach. More of a hike, really. The stretch of sand had a noticeable slope toward the water. He pushed his feet down into the sand and took a few big strides toward the trees.

	“Oh, come on,” said Doug. He’d turned almost completely around. “Right into my shot.”

	“Sorry.” Chase took a few more strides, angling himself away, and headed toward Ayman. The man had stopped a few yards past the steel anchor point, staring at the trees.

	Chase tried to follow his gaze. “What’s up?”

	The lanky man held up two fingers, shushing him.

	Chase waited to see something move. He strained to hear a telltale sound. After twenty or thirty seconds, he picked out a big beetle or something crawling down a tree trunk a few yards away, but nothing else.

	“There is someone watching us,” murmured Ayman.

	Chase felt his eyes widen. He searched the trunks of the trees. “Where?”

	Ayman lifted his hand, set it down on the butt of his pistol. “Do you see the bush with the red flowers? He is in the shadows to the right of it.”

	“Are you sure?” Chase asked, keeping his voice low.

	“Yes. I saw him move. Saw the light hit his eyes.”

	“I don’t see anything.”

	“He is there. And he is holding something up by his head.”

	“I still don’t see anything.”

	“I am looking directly at him.”

	Chase studied the shadows. Tried to pick out something that looked less like a tree and more like a person. He found at least half a dozen possible shapes, but as he stared two of them turned out to be fallen palm fronds and the rest were just illusions created by broken light and perspective.

	Ayman slid his pistol out.

	“Whoa,” Chase said. “Are you sure about this?”

	“I see you,” Ayman said to the trees, raising his voice just above a normal speaking level. He aimed the pistol into the trees. “Drop your weapon and step out onto the beach.”

	Nothing happened.

	He spoke again in Swahili, a few quick bursts of words. When that didn’t get a reaction, he switched to French, although the words came much slower this time. Chase remembered enough of his high school French to confirm the man was repeating the same order he’d given in English.

	Still, nothing from the forest.

	Chase let out a little breath. “I think it might just be a trick of the light. I don’t think there’s anyone—”

	“He is right there,” snapped Ayman. His pistol didn’t waver. “He is wearing a hood and some sort of camouflaged cloak that blends with the trees.”

	“Hey,” yelled Doug. “What are you guys looking at?”

	Chase waved a hand at Doug, gesturing down at the sand.

	“D’you see something cool?”

	“Ayman,” called out Seth. He followed it up with some more Swahili as he headed up the beach to join them.

	Ayman answered in the same language, then tilted his head back toward the forest. “You in the trees,” he shouted. “I am giving you one last chance. Lower your weapon or I will defend us.” As he spoke, he adjusted his aim.

	“Okay,” said Chase, “maybe you should calm down—”

	“Whoa!” shouted Doug. “You can’t just kill someone.”

	“Yes I can,” Ayman said.

	“No!” said Doug. “No you can’t. They might be indigenous people. Maybe they own this island.”

	“Nobody owns this island. People do not own islands in real life.”

	“Johnny Depp does! He owns an island.”

	“I hate to say it,” murmured Chase, “but I think he’s right on that one.”

	“I don’t care if he is right,” Ayman said.

	“Just … maybe consider we could be trespassing and you might be pointing a gun at the rightful owner.”

	Ayman’s eyes flicked over to Chase, then past him to Seth, and back. “Then the rightful owner is making my skin crawl and he would help things a lot by lowering his arm and stepping out onto the beach.”

	In the corner of Chase’s eye, he saw a blur of motion at the tree line. Something tall and thin and fluttering and just wrong, blocked out by a quick, blurry flash of white. Wind tugged at his hair even as a hammer strike jolt echoed across the beach, paired with a thunderclap that made his ears throb. Something in the forest let out a wet, gargling roar. Grass rustled and the whirling shape of gray and brown vanished before he had time to focus on it.

	“What the fuck!” Doug shouted.

	“You saw it!” Ayman made it more of a statement than a question. “I told you.”

	Seth snapped at Ayman and the two of them fired syllables back and forth at each other. Then he looked at Chase. “Are you all right? Does it hurt?”

	“Does what hurt?”

	“Jesus, man,” said Doug. “It must’ve missed you by an inch.”

	Chase looked around, looked back at the trees. “What missed me?”

	Seth pointed back toward the water. A long shaft of pale wood, a bit thinner than a broomstick, stuck out of the mud near shore. If the angle had been much steeper, it would’ve been lying flat on the ground.

	Then Seth caught his eye again. The crewman reached up and tapped his ear. Chase stared, and then felt the wetness leak into his ear canal. He reached up to touch his own ear.

	His fingers came back sticky and red. Not soaked in blood, but more than a razor nick. Enough to make his breath snag in his chest for a moment.

	Something small and pink and curved clung to his middle finger. A little piece of meat, barely a half-inch long, not even a quarter of that wide. It looked like a sliver of pink chicken or …

	His ear started to throb. Right at the top. A few more drops slid down and muffled the sounds of the wind and ocean.

	“Oh shit,” said Chase. He put his hand back to his ear, winced as be brushed the straight, sticky line of the cut.

	“You were lucky,” Seth told him, before throwing another handful of Swahili words at Ayman.

	Chase took a slow step away from the tree line and bumped into Doug. The other man had his phone-on-a-stick steadicam up and pointed at the side of Chase’s head. “You okay?” he asked. The question rang of narration more than concern.

	“I … I think so.” The cut felt like a nightmarish sunburn, sizzling away on the top of his ear. “It hurts like hell, but I don’t think it’s that deep or anything.”

	Doug panned his steadicam off Chase’s head and across the tree line. “What do you think it was?”

	“I didn’t get a good look,” Chase admitted. He tipped his head back toward the arguing men. “Ayman says it was a man in some sort of camouflaged coat or cloak or something.”

	Doug shook his head without moving his eyes from the camera’s screen. “I don’t think it was a man.”

	The ripple of unease Chase had felt earlier moved under his skin again. “What do you mean? Was it a woman?”

	“No, it …” he started, then shrugged. “It just didn’t move like a man. A person, I mean.” He swung the phone back the other way.

	“What’s that even mean?”

	“It means we’re going after him,” said Seth, pushing past them. He stalked toward the trees.

	Ayman called after him in Swahili.

	Seth reached the patches of grass before the tree line and slowed. Just for a moment. He raised his pistol, stepped forward, and then moved between two of the big palms.

	Chase glanced back at Ayman. “What’s he doing?”

	“Come on.” The second officer stepped around them, bugged his eyes in frustration, and moved toward the forest.

	Doug finally looked up from the screen. “What are we doing?”

	“We are going after the person I shot.”

	“Is that a good idea?” asked Doug. He waved a hand back at the raft and the supply packs. “Shouldn’t we be setting up a base camp or stitching up Chase’s ear or something?”

	“I don’t think I need stitches.”

	“Then it’s settled,” Ayman said. “Everything will be here when we get back.”

	Chase took a few quick steps and caught up with Ayman in the tall grass. “Are you sure about this? If that person …”

	“Seth believes they are either going to need help because they were shot, or they are going to be angry they were shot. Possibly both. Either way, we should find them.”

	“Assuming you hit them.”

	Ayman looked back at the beach and the Zodiac. “You are a good man. Tougher than I thought. I think I trust you. You want to stay here, take care of your ear, keep an eye on Steven Spielberg there, that is fine by me. But we could probably use more eyes in there.” He waved a hand at the trees.

	Chase looked at the woods, then back over his shoulder. His ear pulsed again, and his skin trembled with the need to keep moving. He looked down at his bloody fingers and flicked away the little sliver of meat.

	“Hey, Doug.”

	“Yeah?”

	“You want to get all this, right? For your documentary?”

	“I guess so.”

	Ayman clapped his hands twice. “Time to get moving, then.”
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	Chase followed Ayman through the trees. Doug lumbered a few yards back, trying to shoot with his steadicam while they moved through the forest. It made Chase think of the stupid people in found footage movies who kept filming when they were running from monsters or chasing after someone.

	Of course, they really were chasing after someone.

	And, to his credit, Doug hadn’t stumbled or tripped once.

	Chase kept catching quick glimpses of Seth forty or fifty feet ahead. The deck hand still had his pistol out. His head would tilt down to the ground and then he’d dash ahead another few yards. Sometimes he’d glance up at the trees around them.

	His ear throbbed. The burning had dulled to an ache, but the occasional gust of wind or strand of hair still set off quick jabs of pain. He probably should’ve washed it back at the beach, but instead he marched into the jungle.

	Chase glanced around the forest again. After spending his whole life in cities, his experience as an outdoorsman amounted to a handful of college camping trips. He didn’t have a real basis of comparison for marching through knee-high grass with dozens of four- and five-story tall palm trees stretching up around him.

	And yet … something about the forest felt wrong.

	The grass ranged from dry and yellow to lush and green. A few thick clusters of bamboo reached ten or twelve feet into the air. Plenty of space divided the trees, although here and there two trees grew side-by-side. As he walked, Chase even saw three trees growing in a tight triangle. But they never grew tight enough that bladelike shafts of sunlight couldn’t stab down like some heist movie security system.

	Seth crushed a path through some old palm fronds, paused, then altered his course off to the left. Ayman swung to follow. Chase’s own shoes crunched in the grass as he pivoted to stay behind Ayman.

	They crashed through the forest for another five minutes before Chase coughed into his shoulder. “You still think you hit it?”

	Ayman glanced back. “We could bet on it. You want to lose twenty dollars?” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

	“Just thinking, if I got shot I’m not sure I could keep ahead of people running through a forest for this long.”

	“You could if you were scared enough. People can do amazing things when they are scared.”

	“They can also keel over from blood loss,” said Chase.

	Ayman grunted and turned his attention back to Seth’s receding form.

	“I’m just saying, I don’t think you hit him.”

	“Maybe I only grazed him,” Ayman conceded. “But I still hit him. How is your ear?”

	“Stings a bit, but I think I’ll live. Barring some deadly jungle infection.”

	Ayman grinned at him.

	The rustling footsteps behind Chase quickened and Doug came up alongside them. “This place is weird,” said Doug. “Is it just me or does it feel fake?”

	Chase glanced up at the trees again. “I was thinking the same thing.”

	“To be honest,” Ayman said, “there is something about it I don’t like. The trees are wrong.”

	“It feels like a movie set,” declared Doug. “I did the Universal Studios Tour a couple of times, and all the places they showed us had this sort of fake feel. It might work for movies, but when you were there in person you could tell it just wasn’t … real.”

	“The trees are wrong,” said Ayman again. He stalked forward, glancing up at the treetops. “They’re too … even. Like an orchard.”

	“And they’re too tall,” Chase said, the words pushing out through his lips just as the thoughts formed.

	Ayman shot a look at him.

	“Too tall,” Chase repeated. “This is my third trip through this part of the world. I don’t think the trees here—especially the palm trees—they don’t grow big like this. That’s a movie thing.”

	“Yeah,” agreed Doug. “Like I just said.”

	Ayman blinked. “What?”

	Chase took a moment to unspool the chain of thoughts in his head. “I had a couple days in LA back in April. The palm trees were all like this. It’s what people expect because it’s what they always see on shows that film in Los Angeles. ”

	“But that doesn’t really explain it,” Doug pointed out. “Palm trees aren’t native to LA, either. They started shipping them in and setting them up back in the twenties as a marketing gimmick.”

	Ayman frowned. “Eh?”

	“They were trying to get people to buy property,” explained Doug. “It made the desert look lush and exotic.”

	“So you believe those trees came from here?”

	“No.” Chase shook his head. “That’s it. These are all Mexican fan palms, if I remember right. And those over there are Australian kings. These trees aren’t native to here, either.”

	Ayman’s hand cut through the air. “What is your point?”

	Chase gestured at a tree. “My point is, who imports non-native plants to a deserted island in the middle of nowhere?”

	“Invasive species are a problem worldwide,” huffed Doug.

	“It’s not invasive if someone’s bringing them,” Chase said.

	“Yeah, it is.”

	“I mean, it’s not accidental. Nobody accidentally brought a few thousand palm trees here and planted them.”

	Ayman slashed a hand through the air again, silencing them, and pointed through the forest after Seth.

	They followed with quick steps, faster than walking but not quite running. Up ahead, Chase could see a break in the trees. The usual pattern of growth had failed, creating a small clearing twenty or so feet across where the full brilliance of the sun came down. Seth stood off to one side of the open space, waiting for them. He turned his head back and forth, scanning the trees, the canopy, and the floor of the clearing. The pom-pom on his hat flopped back and forth as he did.

	Despite the sunlight, the grass seemed stunted here. Several inches shorter than the overgrowth that spread through the forest. Gray-black stones shoved up through the weeds like little monuments, marking off important parts of the clearing. Some of them stood as tall as his hip.

	They all looked around and Chase tapped one of the taller rocks. “What do you think throws up rocks like this?” he asked. “Earthquakes? Volcanoes?”

	Seth made a low noise, somewhere between a grumble and a growl. “People,” he said.

	Chase stepped around the hip-high stone closest to him. Looked at it and the shorter stones around it. And then he realized the rectangular stones weren’t like monuments.

	They were monuments.

	His focus shifted and he counted up four of the dark tombstones. They stood in a rough line, disguised by the grass and their irregular shapes. The taller stones surrounded them in a loose frame, like fence posts that had never gotten their crossbeams.

	“It’s a graveyard,” said Doug. He panned his lens across them, then leaned in close to one. He murmured a quiet narration as he did.

	“An old one,” said Ayman. He turned to Seth and they fired Swahili sentences back and forth at each other.

	Chase crouched by the closest stone and pressed the grass down around it. The numbers and letters chiseled into the stone were neat and clean, but the way they sat in relation to each other lacked the subtle finesse of a professional. It reminded him of amateur repair work in electronics—done by people who clearly knew how to solder, but just as clearly had never done this specific work.

	At the top, CHARLES MARTIN had been carved into the stone. Just below it was a simple, roughly carved curlicue leading down to the dates. The first one read February 14, 1894. The one inscribed below it, just along the top of the grass, read January 23, 1905. A Valentine’s Day baby, not even in their teens before they died.

	Not much older than Deena the last time he’d seen her.

	He turned to the next marker. This one had no name, just the two dates. They were set higher on this stone. Born December 22nd of 1893, died April 16th of 1904. Another one who died young. What was a children’s graveyard doing out on …

	He squatted lower and pushed aside the grass surrounding the second stone.

	“What the hell?” he murmured.

	Or maybe he didn’t murmur it. Ayman and Seth stopped their arguing. Doug stumbled over from the far side of the graveyard. “What’s up?”

	Chase pressed the grass flat against the ground, revealing all of the small slab.

	A third date stretched across the bottom of the grave marker. August 15, 1949.

	“What does that mean?” asked Ayman.

	Chase straightened up, moved to the next stone down the line. No name. Three dates, one over the other.

	January 8, 1933.

	March 27, 1944.

	October 30, 1984.

	Doug passed him to crouch at the fourth stone and nodded. “1971, 1982, 2011.”

	“Is it a religious thing?” Seth asked. “A baptism or christening date?”

	“Maybe that’s when they were reborn or born again or whatever they call it.” Doug turned his camera on the stone in front of him, getting in close to the carving.

	“The second date is always when they’re around eleven years old,” said Ayman. “As if they were following a tradition of some kind.”

	“Or some kind of ceremony,” said Seth. He’d stepped away to study the forest.

	Doug raised his voice, speaking for the camera as much as to them. “Three dates on each gravestone, but no names.”

	“Except the first one,” Chase said.

	Ayman raised an eyebrow at him.

	Chase gestured over at it. “It’s got a name on it—Charles Martin—but only two dates.”

	“So,” Doug said, “someone brought a bunch of trees and dead people to this island, and then stuck them all in the ground.”

	“Hey,” barked Seth, “show a little respect.”

	“Why? They’re all dead. Except the trees.”

	“They planned for more,” said Ayman. He pointed at the surrounding post-stones. “Look how much space is marked off. If they keep the same spacing, someone expected to have another four graves here.”

	Chase reached up to scratch his jaw just below his ear. “That’s not many for a graveyard.” Flecks of blood scraped off as he worked at the skin, wedging themselves beneath his fingernails.

	“Perhaps it is a private area.”

	“So private it’s on an island in the middle of nowhere?” asked Doug.

	“Maybe they’re not graves,” suggested Chase. “Maybe they’re some other kind of memorial for … something.”

	“Very convincing,” said Ayman.

	Chase waved at the stones. “I don’t know. Doesn’t this feel weird to you?”

	“Four graves in the middle of a transplanted forest on an island that is not on any of our charts.” Ayman snorted. “No, this is completely normal to me. It happens two or three times on every voyage.”

	Seth hissed at them. One sharp breath’s worth of sound. “Here. I have the trail again.”

	Doug whipped around with the camera. “The trail?”

	“The person he shot,” said Seth. He exchanged a look with Ayman and left the clearing.

	Chase straightened up, but kept staring at the stones until the boatswain barked at him to get moving.

	



	


8

	 

	Seth moved slower now, but to Chase it still amounted to speed-walking through the forest. They walked that way for ten minutes. He looked back toward the graveyard and the beach, and wondered how far they’d gone. He couldn’t see the clearing anymore, but wasn’t sure if it was because of distance or all the bamboo and trees being just thick enough to block his view. How far across the island were they at this point? Maybe they’d only seen the narrow side and it was bigger than he first thought.

	Doug glanced back too. “Something on your mind?”

	“Thinking about the graveyard,” said Chase.

	“What about it?”

	“Remember what Ayman said about it being a private area? That’s been nagging at me. I don’t think he’s right.”

	“Really? Why?”

	“The dates. They cover over a hundred years, but they all barely overlap.”

	“So?”

	“Well, if it was a family’s private lot, wouldn’t you expect more people the same age? Mothers and fathers, that sort of thing.”

	“My mom died when I was seven,” said Doug. “She wasn’t even thirty. Now my dad’s almost sixty.”

	“But you’d still see a bigger overlap. These are all like one parent, one child.”

	“You a dad?”

	Chase shot a look at the other man. He’d talked to Doug about his divorce at least twice over the past two weeks. “Yeah.”

	“Figured. You’re a family man, so you assume it’s all a family.” He smiled. “I notice the little details.”

	“Yeah, a regular Sherlock Holmes. There’s something else odd about them, about the middle set of numbers, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

	“Do you need to see them again?” Doug raised his camera setup a few inches. “I don’t like showing raw footage, but if you think it’d help …”

	Chase reached up and tapped his skull just above his slashed ear. “Got it all in here for now.”

	“You sure?”

	“It’s just dates. I’m good with numbers. Helped a lot with my old job.”

	“Right. You were an electrician, right?”

	“More or less, yeah.”

	Doug smiled again. “See. Like I told you. Good with details.”

	Ayman glanced back at them and slashed a hand through the air. Doug frowned at being silenced, but altered his pace to drift a few yards from Chase. As if he thought they needed to be separated to stop talking.

	Seth slowed to a halt, his pistol straight out in front of him, targeting a patch of mossy stones a dozen yards away backed by a thick wall of bamboo. He took a few cautious steps forward. Then a few more.

	Chase crept forward to stand by Ayman. The boatswain had slid his own pistol free, but kept it low, right by his thigh. Doug wandered back over to join them, his steadicam rig up and running. Ayman reached across Chase’s chest and put his free hand over the camera’s lens. “Shut it off.”

	“Hey,” Doug started.

	“Shut it off now. Do not make me take it away from you.”

	“But I—”

	“We do not know what we will find. We will decide afterward if you can record it.”

	Doug glanced at Chase, then back to Ayman, and muttered something tinged with resignation. He tapped the phone’s screen and it flickered back to desktop mode. His arm swung down and the steadicam pole hung at his side.

	Seth had cut the distance between him and the stones by half. “I see you,” he called out. “Do not try anything. We do not want to hurt you.”

	“Maybe we shouldn’t’ve shot at him, then,” murmured Doug.

	Seth took another step forward. Then another. His pistol dropped as he moved, staying aimed at the stones. Ayman moved forward a few steps as well. Chase followed, and Doug moved slowly behind them.

	Seth reached a foot forward and tapped a stone that could’ve been a half-buried football. A few seconds later he toed it in the side, not hard enough to be a kick. The stone rocked, as did another stone next to it, and the blanket of moss shifted across them.

	Chase abruptly had the moment of seeing through an optical illusion, of his awareness shifting. The collection of stones and moss and other shapes became the long figure of a man, sprawled beneath a leathery cloak of random browns spotted with green. Even knowing the person was there, Chase had trouble getting his eyes to focus. He’d shift his attention and the camouflage would immediately reestablish itself.

	Seth shuffled forward and prodded the figure again. Somewhere near the hip. Then he took a quick step and slapped the top of his boot into it.

	Nothing from the shape under the cloak.

	He gave it another kick.

	Still nothing.

	Ayman and Seth traded a few silent gestures and nods. Ayman’s pistol came up, pointed at the form’s indistinct, hooded head. Chase tensed as Seth crouched low, keeping his pistol on the prone figure while his other hand reached for the cloak’s ragged hem.

	He threw the cloak open, stepping back as he did.

	The mud-caked figure beneath still didn’t move.

	The palms rustled above them, and some of the lower leaves as well. It struck Chase how quiet the forest had become. The sound of wind, but no chirping birds. No buzzing insects.

	Just like on the beach.

	From where he stood, Chase couldn’t make out many details of the body. The cloak had flopped back down, covering one side of the figure again. It was tall. Skinny. Hard to be sure, but it seemed to be masculine. Bare-chested and barefoot. Every inch of skin he could see had been painted in what looked like wet, gray clay. He’d seen photos of old college friends who ended up smeared like that after doing mud runs, but he rarely saw anyone covered so completely.

	Seth stared at the figure for close to a minute. “He’s not breathing,” he finally said.

	“You killed him,” Doug said to Ayman.

	“I didn’t want to, but he made me worried for our safety.” Ayman holstered his pistol. “What do you Americans call it? Stand my ground rules?”

	“That’s not what that means.”

	“How’d you even see him?” interrupted Chase, stepping forward. “That cloak pretty much made him invisible.”

	Seth tapped his temple right by his eye. “Color blind. I’ve always been good at seeing through camouflage.”

	Ayman said a few words in Swahili. Seth replied, and a new, calmer conversation began.

	Chase moved closer to the body. He’d found a few dead people right after the hurricane and seen two or three more since he started touring the world. They’d brought sadness and denial, shock and disgust. This one just made him feel uneasy. It had a sense of wrongness he couldn’t put a name to.

	He remembered another famous optical illusion, one he’d seen a few times. The tuning fork with two square posts by the handle that somehow became three round tines at the end. Whenever he saw it, he’d lose a moment looking back and forth, trying to figure out the point where his brain’s interpretation of the image shifted. That’s what looking at the body felt like, even though it had been exposed. His brain couldn’t decide where it changed and became something unnatural, even though he was sure it did.

	The dead man’s face was still hidden by the loose hood of his rough leather cloak. Barely leather. Closer to hides and skin, cured by age and exposure more than effort. Part of his lower body was still covered by a sheath of the same almost-leather. Depending on just how it hung when the man was standing, the garment could’ve been a loincloth or a skirt. A ragged band wrapped around his wrist, tied off with some cords of the same material. It was too wide to be a bracelet, not wide enough to offer any sort of protection.

	A bloody bullet hole marred the muddy skin a few inches above the waistband of the skirt-thing, just below the ribs. The blood looked like oil in the dappled light of the forest. Two thick lines of it ran down into the dirt.

	Chase was close enough that, if he wanted, he could kick it just like Seth had. Instead, he crouched and looked at the two exposed feet and the long stretch of calf. What he’d mistaken for paint had to be some kind of body makeup. The wet gray was so smooth over the skin, with no clumps or streaks or bare patches.

	And the feet. Not much wider than his, but three or four inches longer, easily. Each toe had thick, curling nails wrapping down over the front to a jagged edge along the thick dirty calluses. They were like wide cat claws, cracked and broken after being walked on for years.

	Chase paused, rewound his thoughts, and looked at the bottom of the foot again. The toes, ball, sole, heel … all of them were painted with the same glossy gray pigment. An impossibly smooth, even coat, with no streaks or smears.

	“Fellas?”

	Ayman and Seth’s conversation ended. “What is it?”

	“He has gray skin.”

	Seth snorted a humorless chuckle. “It is just mud or clay.”

	“No, it’s not.” Chase pointed at the colors along the bottom of the foot. “Wouldn’t some of it have rubbed off running through the forest?”

	They all moved closer. Seth leaned in next to Chase and stretched out a finger. He ran it down the center of the man’s foot, just a quick tickle. No streaks. No exposed skin. Seth held the finger up and examined it, looking for any smudge of pigment that had carried over. “His skin feels funny.”

	“In what way funny?” asked Ayman.

	“Like I’m touching the skin of an eel. Not human skin.” Seth stepped past Chase, across the body, getting closer to the head and shoulders. He took the hem of the hood between his finger and thumb and tugged it back away from the man’s face.

	Chase reeled and paused for a heartbeat—convinced all of this had to be a hoax, a trick the crewmen were playing—and then stumbled back again. He slipped, fell on his ass, and scooted backwards through the grass. “Jesus Christ!”

	Seth muttered something under his breath.

	“What in God’s name is that?” murmured Ayman.

	Doug raised his steadicam. “What is he?”

	Chase rolled forward onto his knees, then crawled back to the body.

	Teeth. The man—the thing—had too many teeth. Dozens and dozens of long, needle-like teeth jutting up from an oversized jaw. Its mouth was filled with miniature tusks, stretching up around the flat slits of its nose.

	“That’s not normal,” Doug said.

	“No, it is not,” agreed Ayman.

	Chase examined the face, tried to look at anything that wasn’t teeth. The lack of nose gave it a flat face, like the evil wizard in the Harry Potter movies, He Whose Name Chase Could Never Remember. It had stringy sideburns and a deep, greasy widow’s peak. Its ears were withered things, baby ears on an adult skull. The eyelid farthest from him swelled out, and he could see an equally swollen, round eye peeking out beneath it. It reminded him of the animation in Japanese cartoons Deena always watched. Or those big eels that lived in coral reefs.

	Two bumps stretched up through the thin flesh of the other eyelid. Chase tried to think of anything that could make the weird ripple, but didn’t like any of the answers he came up with. He set his fingers just below the hairless brow and pushed the skin up. The eyelid slid with it, exposing a dull, elongated iris.

	And then a second iris.

	He yanked his fingers back.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Doug.

	“It’s got two eyes.”

	“So?”

	“It’s got two eyes there,” he said, jabbing a finger toward the closed eyelid. “In the same eye socket.”

	Seth reached down like Chase had and pulled the lid open again. The two eyeballs pressed together in the oversized socket. Ayman shuddered. Doug leaned in with his camera. “Is that …” he said, his narration voice faltering. “That thing can’t be real.”

	“It’s real,” said Chase.

	Seth let the eyelid drop and moved his hands down the gray, flat face. He hooked a finger against the creature’s thin upper lip and pulled it up toward the nostrils. “Look at all those teeth,” he murmured.

	From where he crouched, Chase could see the blue-gray gums and a dozen tiny shreds of flesh lodged at the base of the needle-like teeth.

	“This is the part of the movie where it bites your hand off,” murmured Ayman.

	Seth glared at him. “Shut up.”

	“Just like in The Thing, yes? The original one, not the remake.”

	“Actually,” said Doug, “the Carpenter one was a remake, too. Howard Hawks made the original back in—”

	“You shut up too,” said Seth.

	Chase let his gaze run down the body. The chest pushed forward, high in the center. He could see the shape of its ribs through the gray flesh. He followed the gaunt arm down to a hand with long fingers, just long enough to be creepy, not so long as to seem monstrous. Each one ended in a fingernail that had grown into a chipped, ragged chisel.

	He reached for the creature’s bunched-up cloak, still draped over one side of its body. Seth locked eyes with him and nodded. Chase pinched the ragged edge and pulled it back. His fingers trembled as a shudder ran through his arm, and the leather hem slipped away from him. His stomach churned with denial, but he couldn’t keep from leaning in closer.

	None of them said anything for a few moments as the wind blew through the treetops.

	“No way,” murmured Doug, breaking the quiet.

	Under the creature’s skin, muscles spread in a wide fan out from the peaked breastbone. Its exposed shoulder bordered on a hunch, sitting almost as high as its chin. The right arm sat high as well. And just below it … another fully formed right arm stretched out from the ribs. This one a hair lower on the torso than an arm would sit.

	Seth’s fingers flexed. “What the fuck is this thing?”

	“It’s some kind of mutant,” said Doug. He swung his camera rig around, getting the bizarre double-shoulder from a different angle. “Maybe some kind of evolutionary throwback.”

	“Yeah, from back in prehistory,” Chase agreed, “when we all had extra eyes and arms.”

	“I’m just blue-skying here, man. We won’t know for sure until scientists get hold of it.”

	“Wait,” said Ayman, holding up his hand. They grew quiet, and he curled his fingers down, pointing at a dark spot further down the thing’s side. “What is that?”

	Seth leaned in, turned his gaze to the creature’s stomach, and scowled. “It’s another bullet wound.”

	“Oh,” said Chase. “That’s not good.”

	“No it is not,” Ayman said, setting his hand down on his holstered pistol.

	Seth straightened up and drew his own weapon.

	Doug looked up. “What’s the problem?”

	“Ayman only fired only one round,” said Seth, shaking his head. “This isn’t the one he shot.”

	“Somebody else killed this one,” said Chase.

	Doug’s eyes went wide.

	Seth nodded. “And the one he shot is still out there.”
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	Murdoch stood on deck as the Liza Dane hummed through the waves toward the island’s west coast. Even with his sunglasses on, he squinted at the wind and sunlight hitting his face.

	After almost two solid days inside the Todwings’ chartered jet, though, being outside on the deck felt wonderful. Blissful, even.

	It had been a long trip. Turned out a private jet was just like a bus—less enjoyable the more people were onboard. The experience he’d expected from movies and books didn’t pan out once you packed in a dozen Family members and the five-person crew, and set aside the private cabin in the back for the specialist.

	He’d run into some of the Family members Anne had chosen for the trip before. Daniel Todwing could pass for a mainstream human and had run the LA Marathon twice, as he loved to bring up. Hannah, like Murdoch himself, could pass as long as her eyes were hidden. He’d never actually spoken to Phoebe, the dark-haired Amazon with the just-too-wide mouth, but her sheer size made her pretty unforgettable.

	And then there was Barnabas. The man looked like death. Literally. The Change had left him with dark, round eyes under a hairless brow, and his nose had been reduced to just two long slits in his face. He’d spent most of the trip wearing dark glasses and a dust mask, hiding his face under the pretense of being a germaphobe.

	Murdoch had found himself paired up with Abraham Todwing, a teeth-grindingly annoying man, for the entire multi-stage flight to Madagascar. He’d often tried to avoid Abe back in LA, because the man would. Not. Shut. Up.

	It didn’t help that, four hours into the flight, Murdoch had let something slip—he wasn’t even sure what—and Abe had realized Murdoch had known Anne since childhood. He hadn’t spilled the intimacy of their relationship, but whatever he said had been enough to spark a nonstop barrage of questions and speculations between the constant invitations to pass the time with cards or dice or some giant robot game Abe had on his tablet.

	The two of them had sat in the back of the plane together and babysat the specialist. They took turns getting her food, guiding her to the jet’s small restroom, and making sure she was as comfortable as possible. Most of the last bit had amounted to helping her back onto the bed after a vigorous bout of thrashing.

	Being in the back had served another purpose as well. Abe, as the elders liked to say, had received greater gifts than most when the Change came on him. His eyes were even larger than Murdoch’s. The tint of his skin would convince anyone not in the Family that he was deathly ill. And his hands …

	Murdoch came from a more conservative branch of the Family, one that embraced the most severe of changes, even if it meant hiding a cousin from the outside world. That said, the last time he’d seen hands like Abe’s had been during a classic monster marathon. Aside from a lack of scales, they were dead ringers for the Creature from the Black Lagoon’s webbed talons.

	No surprise the man was a zealot. What else could he be?

	And, of course, through all of this they also had to make sure the specialist wasn’t seen at all by any of the jet’s crewmembers. The flight crew had been paid a great deal of money to keep their mouths shut and ask no questions about some of the “disfigurements” they might glimpse during the trip. But still … seeing the Family’s honored guest would almost definitely make someone freak out. At the least, it would make them more willing to place a quick radio call or talk to airport security during one of the refueling stops.

	Which would not end well for anyone.

	Especially the crew members.

	So Murdoch, who’d never been on a plane in his life—for obvious reasons—flew a little over eleven thousand miles and had only been able to look out the windows twice at night.

	But now …

	The past two days on the yacht had been amazing. Murdoch squinted against the wind and sun at the approaching island. Anne had showed him the calculations and the photos they’d coaxed out of Google Earth, but he hadn’t really believed they’d find anything out here. It’d turn out to be another waste of time and effort based on old scribblings and vague prophesies, like all the Family’s little crusades.

	The island wasn’t enough to restore his faith, but it did bring a faint smile to his face.

	Then again, maybe it was just being out in broad daylight without sunglasses or his hands stuck deep in his pockets like a pervert. All the members of the Family walked around the yacht without masks or heavy glasses or any of the other elements that had been part of their lives for so many years. This whole crusade might be a flop on the church side, but he could see how much it was lifting everyone’s spirits. Abe grinned like an idiot. Rachel had stripped down to a bikini top to bask in the sun. Barnabas had almost smiled.

	As they got closer to the island, two other Family members joined Murdoch at the front of the yacht. Claudia, a younger woman who had eyes like his own and sharp teeth, but was otherwise a stranger, and a skinny man Murdoch had met and almost forgotten, one of the local Family members crewing the Liza Dane. Matthew or Matthias. All he could remember was offhandedly calling the man “Matt” and getting glared at.

	Matthew-Matthias wrapped his hands around the yacht’s chrome railing, showing off some claw-like fingernails in the process. “At last,” he said. “All these decades and we’ve found it. It’s finally going to happen.”

	Claudia nodded. “The Great Ones have truly blessed us. To let us live in this time and to be the tools of their release in this world.”

	A wave exploded into spray as the yacht plowed through it. Murdoch blinked the salt water from his eyes. When he opened them wide again, he found the two Family members staring at him. A few seconds ticked by.

	“Yeah,” he said. “It’s great. Lucky us.”

	Claudia raised an eyebrow. Matthew-Matthias glared. “Why are you here, again?”

	Murdoch tried to stand a little taller as the ship heaved through the waves. “Because she trusts me.”

	It was enough for Claudia, who turned her eyes back toward the island. Less than a mile away now. Matthew-Matthias held his gaze for another few moments. Murdoch could almost hear the man counting to ten, determined not to look weak or foolish before he swung his head back to the approaching beach.

	Murdoch could pick out dozens of tall palms, just like the ones in Los Angeles, and a few of them reached high above the top edge of the forest. The beach was a wide swath of white sand between the green of plants and blue of the ocean, some of it pushing out to form a shallow cove. With the clear, sunny sky, it could’ve been a picture from some sort of fantasy vacation postcard.

	Not at all the kind of place you’d expect to go to end the world.

	Anne stepped out onto the deck. She’d tied her hair back into a braid that went past the waist of her jeans. An entourage of Family members trailed behind her. Daniel; Hannah; a black-eyed man whose name Murdoch had never learned; and Barnabas. All four of them wore backpacks. Daniel and Barnabas also had rifles.

	Anne glanced at the people on deck, and her eyes lingered for a moment on Murdoch. “We’re pretty much ready to disembark as soon as we anchor,” she told them. “Claudia, will you join us in the first wave over?”

	“Thank you, minister.”

	“Go grab some gear.” Anne looked at Murdoch. “The specialist can keep resting for now. We’ll need her soon enough, but until then … why don’t you join us, too.”

	A few sets of eyes settled on him. He cleared his throat and echoed Claudia’s “Thank you, minister.”

	Anne’s mouth formed an ever-so-faint smile, just for a moment.

	The yacht pushed through a few more waves and its engine relaxed. Murdoch could see water crashing against big chunks of volcanic rock stretching up out of the water, the outer edge of the cove. The yacht slid between them, and the water calmed a bit on the other side. It drifted a little farther, and he guessed the shore to be forty or fifty yards away.

	The captain, another local Family member named Solomon, shouted something in French to Matthew-Matthias. Chains rattled and echoed across the deck. The yacht went forward a bit more and then slowed as if the water had thickened around it. Murdoch swayed, watched everyone else sway with him, and the Liza Dane was at rest.

	The yacht was just big enough to carry a small boat of its own. A little thing, not much bigger than a rowboat, but it could hold four or five people and had an outboard motor about the size of a gallon of milk. The word Alert was printed in flowing script on its side, but Murdoch wasn’t sure if it was a brand name or the boat’s name. How big did boats have to be to get a name?

	As they lowered the Alert into the water, Anne touched his arm.

	“Murdoch, you’re with me.”

	She tossed her pack into the small boat, smiled, and kicked off the deck, knifing down toward the water. She vanished beneath the surface with barely a ripple and reappeared a few moments later a dozen yards closer to shore.

	Murdoch tucked his sunglasses inside his shirt and dove between the rails. It was like diving into a bright bath. He flailed beneath the surface for a few heartbeats, baffled at how the ocean suddenly seemed so alien to him. He looked at the bubbles around him, the webbing on his hands, the trembling sky up above.

	He’d never swum during the day before.

	A few broad strokes sent him racing through the cove. A few more caught him up with Anne, and he saw the floor of the cove rise up toward him. He let his feet drift down and waded in to the beach.

	Anne sloshed up onto shore a few feet ahead of him. She squeezed some water from her braid, then grabbed the bottom of her shirt and wrung it out as well. She glanced back as he walked out of the low waves.

	“Well?”

	“Well what?”

	“We haven’t had a chance to talk since we left LA. What do you think?”

	He looked around at the beach, up at the line of trees, back at the volcanic rocks. “It’s beautiful. It’s the kind of place I figured we’d live back when we were planning to run off together.”

	She gave him a sharp look. “I thought our plans had always been to find somewhere in New England or Canada.”

	“Yeah. I guess I wasn’t that smart as a kid.”

	Anne laughed. “No you weren’t. But we’re here now, that’s what matters.”

	Murdoch bit his lip. He walked a few feet along the beach, then a few more up toward the trees. Water squished out of his shoes with each step, and the sand wrapped them in a layer of mud.

	The island was quiet. Not silent, but … quiet. He could hear the small waves as they popped and bubbled up onto shore. The wind rustling back and forth through the tall trees. The approaching motor of the small boat.

	And nothing else. No birds or animal sounds. No hum or click of insects. Had he and Anne startled them all to silence when they splashed up out of the water?

	He turned to her. “So … any idea where this thing is?”

	She squeezed some more water out of her shirt, shook it off her hands. “It’s here on the island.”

	“It’s kind of a big place.”

	“Not that big. Three and a half, maybe four square miles.”

	“And we don’t actually know what we’re looking for.”

	“Which is why we brought the specialist,” Anne said, tipping her head back toward the ship. Her gaze settled on him. A little flirty, but not as warm as it had been the other day. “You’re not suddenly doubting again, are you?”

	Murdoch pulled his mouth into a smile. “No, of course not. I just … I want you to be right about all this. I want you to succeed.”

	“Us to succeed,” she corrected him. A little warmth flowed back into her eyes. “This is about all of us, not just me. The whole Family.”

	He bit his tongue and forced another smile.

	The small boat buzzed up and a handful of Family members spilled out. Hannah stayed in the Alert by the engine, blinking her oil-black eyes in the sunlight. Once everyone else was out with all their gear, Barnabas and Claudia pushed the small boat back into the water. Hannah twisted a control, and the Alert withdrew from the beach. It made a tight circle, kicking up ripples across the cove, and headed back toward the Liza Dane.

	“All right, everyone,” Anne said, raising her voice, “remember why we’re here. Spread out, make sure the beach is secure, and look for any sort of landmark. Something that would’ve been left behind. A trail. Marks on trees. Arrangements of stones. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll have left a big painted sign for us.”

	Daniel and Claudia laughed. The man whose name Murdoch couldn’t remember blinked his bulging round eyes as he chuckled politely. Barnabas stared at Anne, but didn’t react. Way too full of himself. He would’ve fit in well with the Olmsteads.

	Back when they weren’t all dead or in prison.

	Barnabas swung his rifle off his shoulder and into his arms. He walked south along the coastline, and the no-name man wandered a few yards behind him. Daniel and Claudia headed down the beach, walking so close their shoulders almost brushed.

	Murdoch looked at Anne. “I’ll be fine,” she told him. “I’m alone on a beach. What could happen?”

	“That,” he said, “is just asking for something to happen.”

	She smiled. “Go look in the woods. Once the next group gets ferried over, you and Abraham can help our guest over here.”

	Murdoch hadn’t made it three steps before a shrieking whistle echoed across the beach.

	“Here,” shouted Barnabas from a little over a hundred feet away. He held the rifle up high above his head—as if anyone could miss him on the beach. His other hand pointed at a mass of seaweed the tide had pushed up onto the sand. The no-name man was crouching down to study the pile.

	Murdoch and Anne exchanged a glance and headed down the beach. They’d cut the distance to Barnabas in half before Anne sped up, taking long strides. “What is it?”

	The big man lowered his rifle and stepped toward the mound of seaweed. “Gideon spotted it,” he said. “It’s still fresh.”

	Anne stepped forward while Murdoch hung back, making a mental note of Gideon’s name. She reached into the mass of seaweed, grabbed a broad piece of kelp, and lifted it out of the way. A collection of sun-grayed tree limbs sat underneath, giving the pile most of its bulk.

	And then she moved the covering cloak a little more and Murdoch realized he was looking at a body.
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	“I don’t think we should jump to any conclusions,” said Doug. He kept filming as he spoke, panning the camera across the body and back up to their faces. “Maybe this is the one Ayman shot at, maybe it isn’t. Maybe there’s someone else here, maybe there’s not.”

	“It isn’t the one he shot,” said Chase. He straightened up from the dead creature. The wind had picked up, and a chill crawled across his arms. A nearby cluster of bamboo rocked back and forth. The front edge of the storm was pushing closer.

	“But how can we know that?” asked Doug.

	“Because he only fired one shot,” said Seth, speaking slowly, “and this one was shot twice. With a rifle, I’d think.”

	“Or maybe a pistol at close range?” Chase offered.

	Seth considered it and conceded with a grunt.

	“But how can we be sure?” Doug repeated.

	Ayman glared at him. “Do you turn into a complete idiot when that thing is turned on?”

	“I’m just trying to document it all. You realize what this is, right?”

	Chase stared at him.

	“If it’s not a mutant or an evolutionary throwback, it means we’ve discovered a new species. This is major stuff, and I’m documenting all of it. We’re going to be famous.”

	Seth furrowed his brow. Ayman rolled his eyes. “You are an idiot.”

	“I’m telling you, it’s some kind of cryptid, like Bigfoot or the chupacabra. This is huge.”

	Chase turned away from Doug. “So,” he asked Ayman, “what are you thinking?”

	“I am thinking animals do not wear clothes,” the boatswain replied. “I think there is at least one more thing like this out here, possibly wounded and angry. And I think there is someone else out here with a rifle who might mistake us for that angry thing.”

	“Or it could be weeks old,” said Doug. “Who knows when this thing was killed?”

	“It’s still fresh,” said Seth. “The body’s not even a bit rotten. It’s not even cold.”

	“Maybe it doesn’t rot,” said Doug.

	“Everything rots,” Ayman said.

	Chase looked around at the trees. “We didn’t hear a shot. So it had to have happened at least, what, an hour and a half ago?”

	“The wind might’ve taken the sound of the shot.” Seth gestured up at the swaying trees. “It could’ve happened just as we were landing on the beach. Possibly even as we were running through the forest.”

	As if on cue, a stiff breeze rattled the tall bamboo behind the rocks. It sent a series of dry, rustling clicks echoing down from the treetops. The sounds echoed for a moment and then the wind carried them away.

	“Okay,” said Ayman. “Back to the beach. We cannot stay here. Not on this island if there are more of these things.”

	Chase let his gaze drop from the bobbing treetops. “So where are we going?”

	“Back to Makara.”

	“Back to the ship?” asked Doug. “The ship we were evacuated off?”

	Seth frowned but said nothing.

	Ayman gestured back more or less the way they’d come. “We can probably still make it back before the storm hits.”

	Chase shook his head. “You can’t be serious. The storm’s already here.”

	“We cannot stay here,” Ayman repeated.

	Doug waved an arm at the body. “What about this?”

	“What about it?”

	“It’s a scientific discovery.”

	Seth spat at the ground near the body. “Then science can come carry it back to the beach.”

	Another gust of wind made the palm trees clatter above them.

	Doug looked at Ayman, then at Chase. “You get it, right? We can’t just leave this thing there.”

	“Got to be honest,” Chase said, “I’m thinking more about us being out on the open ocean when the storm hits.”

	“If you have a better idea, I would like to hear it.” Ayman set his fists on his hips, and for a moment the only image in Chase’s head was reading Peter Pan to Deena when she was little. He forced himself not to smile.

	Then a sound made him look up.

	The wind had faded again, but clicks and snaps still echoed down from the treetops. Not the thin, wooden sound of palm fronds, though. These sounds had a softer edge to them.

	Another memory fragment burst up in his mind. Deena coming home from school and talking about the !Kung, an African tribe who clicked their tongues as part of their language. Little popping clicks had filled their home for days.

	So much like the clicks drifting down from the treetops.

	Seth was looking up too. And Ayman. “Do you hear that, too?”

	“Is that birds?” asked Doug.

	A new sound joined the clicks. Or grew out of them. A low, rattling stutter. Almost a purr. Both sounds had a wet edge to them, like someone speaking with a phlegmy throat.

	“It’s not birds,” Chase said.

	“A leopard?” suggested Seth. His pistol was in his hand again and held up by his shoulder.

	The sounds echoed around them. Too many sounds for one throat. Chase tried to isolate them, to figure out how many sources there were, but the best he could manage was more than two.

	“We will head back to the beach now,” said Ayman, drawing his own pistol.

	“That sounds great,” agreed Chase.

	Doug pointed at the body with his free hand. “But what about the—”

	Seth grabbed Doug’s sleeve and dragged him into motion.

	Ayman took the lead, moving with firm, decisive steps. Chase kept looking between the trees and the ground as they retreated through the forest. He glanced back and saw Seth give Doug another shove.

	The clicking sounds faded a bit, then grew close again. They came from the left, then behind, then from the right, and behind again. Once a wooden scrape echoed down, the actual sound of something brushing against the thick palm fronds, but whatever it was vanished before Chase could pinpoint the source of the sound.

	He took a quick step forward. “Are we running?” he asked quietly.

	“Not if we do not have to,” said Ayman. “Many animals give chase if you run away from them.”

	“Now they’re animals?”

	“I don’t know what it is up there. I don’t know what that dead thing was. I just know I will feel better when we are away from this place.”

	“Can’t argue with that.”

	“They can’t be too big,” said Doug. He kept glancing up at the trees. “If they were big they couldn’t hide in palm trees.”

	“One of them hid right in front of us,” Chase pointed out.

	Doug took in a breath to answer, looked up again, and kept quiet.

	They traipsed through tall grass, stepped over fallen palm fronds, weaved between clumps of black rock. The chittering noises kept pace with them for a few more minutes. Then the rustle of trees in the wind rose up and replaced them.

	Doug stopped and looked up. “Are they gone?”

	Seth shoved him. “Keep moving.”

	“I think they gave up.”

	Ayman slowed for a moment. He looked to his left and right, then over his shoulder to Seth. The two exchanged a few quick words.

	Chase slowed his pace. “What?”

	“This is not the route we came,” said Seth. “We should be heading east-northeast.”

	Doug flapped his hands in exasperation. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

	“I was watching behind us, not ahead.”

	Ayman kept walking, leading them forward, but his pace faltered again. He looked over his shoulder, then forward again. “Which way is the sun?”

	They glanced up at the treetops as they hiked through the forest. Chase tried to find a strong shadow, but clouds had made the brightest spots dim and hazy at best. He slowed down for a better look, and Seth gave him a little shove.

	“It’s okay,” said Doug. “I’ve got a compass.” He slid a green metal disc from his pocket and flipped it open.

	“This is embarrassing,” muttered Seth.

	“Getting lost in the woods,” asked Chase, “or having Doug come to the rescue?”

	“Both.”

	Doug held the compass in his palm. He swung it side to side and frowned. “It’s not working,” he said after a moment. “The needle won’t point at anything. It just keeps swinging around.”

	“Give it here,” said Seth, stepping forward to snatch the compass away.

	“Hey!”

	“Don’t you even know how to use this?” He lifted it to chest height, and Chase could see the needle swinging around from the movement. It whirled to the left, a half circle back to the right, then spun around three times. The needle slowed for a moment, then started spinning like a propeller again.

	“Your compass is broken.”

	“It’s not broken. I just bought it.”

	“Then you bought a broken compass.” Seth flicked his wrist and tossed the little disc off into the tall grass.

	“Hey!” Doug loped after the compass, crouching down to push stalks of grass aside.

	“Everybody calm down,” said Ayman. He pointed at some of the more distinct shadows, then off past Chase’s right shoulder. “The sun is that way, more or less, so east is that way … more or less. It will get us to the beach. We will be fine from there.”

	Chase nodded. “Smart man.”

	“Hey, check this out.” Doug pulled something from the undergrowth. “It’s a block.”

	Chase tried to get a better look at it. “Block of what?”

	“A wooden block. You know, like, blocks. Kids’ toys.” He tossed it to Chase.

	It was maybe two inches across. The uneven edges looked hand-shaped, not machined. Flakes of faded paint hung to the different sides. Chase held the block at arm’s length and turned it until he saw shapes in the paint remnants. “I think it’s got letters on it.”

	“Of course it does,” said Doug. “It’s a block.”

	“No, I mean … I think they’re letters. I’m not sure.” He flipped the wooden cube around, one side at a time. “That’s a T and that’s an X, but this looks like … a pitchfork?”

	Ayman leaned in over his shoulder. “Is it an E? A curvy one?”

	“If it is, it’s a different style from the other letters.” He turned the block again, angling it until his eye caught a pattern in the flecks of colored paint. “And that’s a weird U.”

	“Or maybe a C.”

	“No, it’s a …” Chase turned the block upside down and pointed at two faded lines at each end of the curve. “It’s an ohm.”

	“A what?”

	“An electronic measurement. An omega.” He flipped the block back and forth. “I think these are all Greek letters.”

	“It’s all Greek to me,” said Doug, laughing at his own joke.

	“No, I mean … actual Greek. The Greek language.”

	“It was not a Greek name back on the tombstone, was it?” asked Ayman.

	“Nope. Somebody was teaching him Greek, though. Learning the classics, I guess.”

	“Or there were other kids here,” Doug pointed out.

	Chase tossed the block back to Doug. “Any others?”

	“Didn’t see any.”

	“We should get moving,” said Seth.

	They headed off on their new course through the trees. Ayman moved at a refreshed pace, looking ahead more than up. Chase glanced back and saw Doug fumbling to put his camera array back in his pack while Seth kept pushing him to move faster. Then he looked ahead again just in time to see Ayman take three steps and vanish.

	Even with just three seconds of hindsight, Chase saw the mistake. How many childhood cartoons and B-movies had warned him of this exact scenario? The fallen palm fronds all lying in a rough circle, completely covering the ground.

	Or the lack of ground, in this case.

	Ayman’s howl filled the air. It broke off, they heard him suck in a wet breath, and he screamed again. The scream broke into bubbling sobs.

	Chase ran forward to the edge of the pit. Seth reached it at the same time. They both froze.

	Ayman had fallen face down into the spike trap, and the three-foot bamboo shafts held him up above the dirt floor. A slick, red one pierced his left forearm, another his right thigh just above the knee. One coated with darker blood stretched up through the back of his hockey shirt just above his waist, but the nylon fabric also tented up close to his shoulder on the other side. Another stake had caught the side of his head and ripped through his cheek, twisting his head around and leaving a bloody gash along his jaw line.

	“Oh, fuck,” said Chase.

	Ayman let out another low moan. It trailed off into a cough that sprayed blood out over a nearby stake. His free hand flailed at the air as the fingers on his impaled arm twitched open and closed.

	Heavy drops of blood fell like rain on the floor of the pit.

	His old hurricane reflexes kicked in and Chase stepped forward, digging his heels into the side of the hole. He slid down four, five, six feet and stopped himself by grabbing one of the stakes. His feet crunched on the fallen leaves and palm fronds. He pushed through the forest of bamboo spikes, each one brushing his ribs, until he was near Ayman’s bloody head.

	“Hang on,” he said. “We’ll get you out.”

	“Easy, boss,” said Seth. He stood across from Chase looking at his shipmate with wild, panicked eyes. “We’ve got you.”

	Ayman wailed again, a mindless sound full of pain.

	“We need to lift him,” said Seth. “Get him off the spikes.”

	Chase looked at the man spread across the bamboo stakes. “Should we?” he started to say. “Is it going to hurt him more to pull him off?”

	“We can’t leave him like this!” snapped Seth.

	“I mean, first aid, I think you’re not supposed to pull things out of puncture wounds.”

	“We have to do something!”

	Ayman moaned. It could’ve been a scream that didn’t have enough strength behind it. More of his blood tapped out Morse code on the floor of the pit.

	“We have to lift him off the stakes,” Seth repeated.

	Easily a dozen thoughts and scenarios raced through Chase’s mind. The amount of blood Ayman would lose once all the stake wounds were open. The risk of infection. The odds of shock. The lack of medical supplies. Their distance from any actual medical care.

	Out loud, he said, “Okay.”

	Because what else could he say.

	They stretched forward. Chase set a cautious hand beneath Ayman’s arm, right by the stake. Another one went next to the shaft impaling his waist. Ayman cried out as Chase’s fingers pressed against his stomach.

	Seth reached beneath Ayman. He locked eyes with Chase. They stared at each other. “On three?”

	“On three,” agreed Chase. “One. Two.”

	“Three,” they said together.

	They lifted. Ayman screamed and flailed as much as his pinned limbs allowed. Chase felt the meat of the man’s arm drag across the bamboo stake. The one by Ayman’s waist resisted for a heartbeat and then slid out, prompting another scream.

	Ayman struggled and shrieked, a desperate pattern of gasping air in and wailing it back out. His free leg kicked wildly up and down. His shoe struck down on the tip of another spike and ripped the side open to the sole.

	Chase got the arm free and it lashed out at him, at the stakes, at anything it could reach. He moved both his hands to Ayman’s torso and heaved. Across from him, Seth did the same, pressing up on the body with his arms wide like a weightlifter.

	Ayman rose up off the red-slicked shafts, and his screams became low, coughing cries. He choked, coughed again, and sprayed a handful of dark blood out of his mouth. Another burst of blood was pushed out by a low, primal wail.

	Seth shouted desperate words at the man. He shifted his attention to Chase. “Lift!”

	“I’m trying!” Blood squished between his fingers as he crouched and pushed up with his legs. Raindrops of it burst on his cheeks.

	Ayman came free of the spikes. Blood spat out of his wounds onto the ground. His chest heaved and twitched. He gagged and coughed out long, red strings that ran down his chin.

	Chase’s arms trembled as he and Seth shuffle-walked Ayman over the grove of stakes to the edge of the pit. The third mate shook and pulled at their grip. His movements had slid past thrashing and toward a state Chase could only think of as convulsing.

	“We need to stop the bleeding,” he said. “We need bandages or tape or something.”

	“Back at the raft,” said Seth. “There’s a first aid kit in one of the packs.”

	They got Ayman past the last of the wooden spikes and lowered him to the ground. His arms shook free of their hands and he spit up another mouthful of blood. His eyelids fluttered and he gargled a few words.

	And then he died.
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	Murdoch stayed on his feet while Anne crouched even lower, finally dropping to her knees in the sand. She grabbed at the strands of seaweed, the thick ribbons of kelp, and dragged them off the body, each handful more frantic, more desperate than the last. It took her less than a minute to expose most of it. She folded back the ragged edge of a damp leather cloak to expose the rest.

	The creature had charcoal skin. A small forest of teeth. An extra arm. A third eye squeezed into an oversized socket.

	It also had a hole the size of a baseball in its forehead. Just enough of the skull’s dome remained to frame out a rough shape.

	Murdoch had heard stories of seraphs since he was little. He’d even seen a few simple sketches, assembled from different stories. Still, seeing one there on the sand left him feeling a bit drunk. Not in the good way.

	Anne didn’t look like she was doing much better. It crossed Murdoch’s mind that, if the story she told in her sermons was true, this was the second time she’d seen a dead seraph. Most people talked about angels their whole lives without seeing them, and this was two dead ones for her.

	Barnabas crouched on one knee. He knew what they were looking at and sensed the gravity of it. Gideon held himself tight as his eyes swiveled back and forth between them. Anne, the body, Barnabas, Murdoch, and back to Anne. He couldn’t grasp the idea of seeing a seraph in the flesh, let alone a dead one.

	Anne looked at Barnabas, then over her shoulder at Murdoch. “This is an exit wound, isn’t it?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Somebody shot it. Somebody murdered it.”

	Barnabas glanced up at Murdoch and they exchanged a quick nod. “It is,” said the noseless man. “I’d guess a high-caliber round to do this much damage. Probably a rifle, but maybe a close-range pistol of some kind.” He coughed into his hand. “If I had to guess, I’d say it happened a week ago. It’s hard to be sure in this climate, and with it being … well …” His voice trailed off.

	Daniel and Claudia caught up with them. They’d backtracked down the beach. Claudia gasped when they got close enough to see the body.

	Anne stood up and twisted around. She locked eyes with Murdoch, and he saw pain and frustration swirling behind her eyes. And anger. Lots of anger. He’d seen her eyes like this before, the night seven years ago when he told her he wasn’t leaving with her.

	She took a few breaths. Calmed herself. Murdoch thought he sensed a silent “thank you” in her gaze before she turned back to the others.

	The seraph had a knife tucked beneath a twisted band of leather that could’ve been a belt, or maybe just the ties of its simple loincloth. Anne reached down, wiggled the blade free, and held it up for all of them to see. It looked to Murdoch like a rib bone someone had ground down to a jagged point. A strip of leather had been wound tight around the bottom four or five inches to form a simple grip.

	If the stories about seraphs were true, he had a pretty good idea what the leather had come from.

	“This,” Anne declared, “goes in the chest of whoever took this noble being’s life.”

	The others murmured in agreement. Barnabas and Claudia launched into a quick, quiet prayer. Daniel and Gideon joined in. Murdoch looked at the sand and moved his mouth more or less in time with the words.

	When they were finished, Anne pushed the bone dagger under her own belt so it sat on her hip. She pointed at Gideon. “Bury it. Be respectful.”

	Gideon blinked his round eyes and glanced down the beach, out into the cove. “Are there … I don’t think there are any shovels on the boat. Maybe back on the yacht?”

	“Maybe back on the yacht,” she agreed. “Until then, use your hands. No one else should have to see a seraph fallen and disgraced like this. We’ll spare them that.”

	He bowed his head. “Of course, minister.” He turned and pointed at a spot closer to the tree line. “I’ll begin up there.”

	“We’ll help,” said Claudia. She and Daniel followed him up the slope.

	Anne turned to Barnabas. “Can you finish your reconnaissance alone?”

	“Of course, minister.” He tugged at the strap of his rifle and headed south again.

	“Thank you,” she called after him. “Murdoch, walk with me please.”

	They were halfway back to the boat before she spoke again. “You know what this means, right?”

	“There might be somebody here with a big gun?”

	She waved his words away with one low swipe of her hand. “We assumed the other pole would have some kind of protection. You’re missing the big thing.”

	“Which is …?”

	“The seraph itself. The holy progression—harbingers, seraphs, and finally the Great Ones.” She kicked at the sand. “The pole’s here. We’re near it.”

	“I haven’t seen any harbingers.”

	“We will. Have a little faith, Murdoch.”

	“I’m trying,” he said, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

	She sighed, reached out, and squeezed his hand. “I know you are.”

	She let his hand slide away, and a few different responses ran through Murdoch’s mind. He hadn’t settled on one by the time they reached the boat, and then he realized whatever moment had passed between them had ended a few steps back.

	“I think I want to advance our timetable a bit.” She gestured out toward the Liza Dane. “As soon as Hannah’s back with the others, I’d like you to bring the specialist over.”

	“Already?”

	“Yes. I don’t think we should wait for anything.”

	“Okay.”

	“Is there a problem?”

	“No. Maybe. She’s been a bit … displeased with the travel arrangements, but I think the past two days out at sea’s made her especially …” He searched for a polite word.

	Anne stopped him with a dry laugh. “I’m sure she’s been a pleasure to deal with. Maybe being on solid land will improve her mood a bit.”

	“I doubt it.”

	“Just get her, Murdoch. Bring Abraham with you when you come back. And make sure you both get sidearms.”

	He sighed and nodded.

	Anne walked back to check on the progress the gravediggers were making. Murdoch watched the Alert take on another load of passengers and come puttering back across the cove. A few minutes after they unloaded, he was headed back to the yacht.

	He boarded the ship and headed below decks to the specialist’s cabin. The yacht had four, and Anne had insisted on the smallest for herself. It had felt a little overly humble to Murdoch, but the other Family members had all eaten it up and whispered proudly about it.

	The master bedroom, or captain’s quarters, or whatever the large stateroom was called, had been given to the specialist. Abe sat in his chair outside the door, playing the giant robot game on his tablet. He glanced up as Murdoch entered the hall. “Is it time?”

	“Yeah. Anne wants her on the beach.”

	“The minister.”

	“Right. Sorry. The minister wants her on the beach. A bad habit. Forgive me.”

	“Wouldn’t want somebody getting angry with you about it.”

	“Thanks. Has she been quiet?”

	“I brought her some water just as you left. Helped her to the bathroom. What’s it like?”

	“What’s what like?”

	“I heard you when you dove into the water,” Abe said. “What’s it like swimming in the sun?”

	Murdoch caught another off-the-cuff reply before it rolled off his tongue. “It’s nice,” he said. “It was really nice.”

	“That’s good,” said Abe. “I hope I’ll get to go swimming more in the new world.”

	Another half dozen responses bounced around in Murdoch’s head. He pushed all of them down and just gave the man a weak smile and a nod. Then he gestured at the door. Abraham unlocked it and they went inside.

	The specialist stretched diagonally across the bed. Her dark suit didn’t fit right, and Murdoch still wasn’t sure if it was because of her pose or a deliberate fashion thing. She’d rolled onto her side, into a semifetal position, probably to take some of the pressure off her wrists. The cuffs didn’t leave her many comfortable positions. The manacles on her legs had a bit more length to them, so she could at least brace herself when the yacht rocked in the waves.

	Her black-haired head lifted up and swiveled toward the door as they came in, and some muffled shouts slipped out around the gag. Almost four days straight, blindfolded and gagged, but she still yelled and swore every time she thought she might be heard. It was even worse during the brief times when they let her eat and drink. The woman even shouted at them when they let her use the bathroom.

	Barnabas had pushed for a full black hood, but Murdoch had read a lot of articles about prisons and torture after the Olmstead Family had been taken into custody. He’d convinced Anne a blindfold and gag would be just as effective. They needed the woman’s mind, after all; they didn’t want to break it.

	He walked to one side of the bed, Abe to the other. They had a quick, silent conversation with looks and gestures. Then Murdoch reached for the woman’s shoulders while Abe came around to the foot of the bed and took her ankles.

	At their touch, she hollered and kicked. Not scared flailing. Angry resistance. She twisted away from Murdoch even as her feet flew at Abe’s chin.

	Murdoch grabbed her shoulders and pinned her down. “Hey. Stop fighting. We’re just trying to get you on your feet.”

	The gag caught another burst of angry language. He waited until she stopped for her second quick breath and then eased back on her shoulders. The words ceased, but he could see the scowl around her nose and across her forehead.

	“I’m going to lift you up now,” he said. “Abe’s going to help get your feet off the bed and down to the floor.”

	The wrinkles of her scowl deepened, but she nodded once.

	They got her up and guided her toward the door. She hobbled down the hallway, the short chain jangling between her ankles. Murdoch considered removing her blindfold, or maybe the manacles, but he wasn’t sure how Anne would react when they got back to the beach.

	They stepped out on the deck and the specialist took a deep breath through her Romanesque nose. The yacht tilted as a larger wave rolled through the cove, and she hunched even as her feet shifted awkwardly. She growled out some more syllables behind her gag.

	“You’ll be on dry land soon enough,” said Murdoch, guessing at her words.

	They guided her to the back of the yacht. Abe hopped down into the small boat. Some water splashed far below. The specialist’s head shot up and her body stiffened. She pulled against Murdoch’s grip and tried to hurl herself away from the railing.

	It only took him a second to understand her panic. “Hey,” he yelled over her howls. “Hey! Do you really think we brought you halfway around the world just to throw you off a boat?”

	It didn’t calm her down. She thrashed her shoulders again, and he had to twist his fingers into the material of her dark blazer just to hold on. She switched tactics and slammed into him, driving her shoulder into his body, but she was just too small to knock him over.

	Murdoch gave her a quick shake. “Look,” he said. “There’s a boat. I’m going to lower you down to Abe. We’re trying to keep you safe, but if you keep fighting, one of us might slip and drop you in the water.”

	She froze.

	“I’m a really good swimmer. Abe’s even better. We couldn’t make it far with our hands cuffed behind our backs and our legs shackled, so I’m guessing you won’t do well at all. And that won’t work out for any of us, believe me.”

	Down in the boat, Abe glanced toward the beach. Murdoch didn’t need to look to know Anne was watching them from the shore. He wondered what Abe thought the punishment for failure would be if their special guest drowned this close to shore.

	The specialist seethed beneath her gag and blindfold.

	“Okay,” said Murdoch. “Here we go. Please don’t kick him while he’s trying to get you, all right?”

	She grunted.

	Murdoch slid his hands under her armpits and lifted. Her small body tensed, and he could feel her willing herself to be heavier. He was strong for his size—a bonus of the Change—but even if he wasn’t, he didn’t think he’d have too much trouble picking her up.

	He took two steps forward, and now she dangled above the Alert. Abe reached up and wrapped his long, clawed fingers around her thighs. She stiffened even more, and Murdoch waited for her to start kicking. They could probably get to her in time if she went into the water. He honestly didn’t know, but with those big webbed hands, he figured Abe had to be a fantastic swimmer. Even if he had to do it alone, he could probably get her.

	Abe took her weight, and Murdoch lowered his hands, letting her slide off his fingers. She wobbled in the air, then Abe brought her down into the Alert. Her shoes made a hollow thump on the floor of the small boat. She swayed back and forth, but Hannah and Abe got her settled on one of the bench seats.

	Murdoch dropped down into the Alert and took a seat next to the specialist. One of the yacht’s other crewmen, Judah, joined them. He had a rifle over one shoulder and a pack on the other. They all settled in and Hannah kicked the engine up to speed. She brought the boat around and sent them toward shore, skipping over the waves.

	The specialist swung back and forth in her seat. Murdoch put a steadying hand on her arm. “It’s not far to shore,” he said, leaning close to be heard over the outboard. “We’ll be there in about two minutes.”

	She turned her head toward him but said nothing. He wondered if the bright sunlight let her see through her blindfold. Shapes at best, if even that. Or maybe she was just turning away from the spray the boat kicked up.

	Hannah cut the Alert’s engine and let them glide in to shore. Then she and Judah hopped out and dragged the boat forward until it scraped on sand. Abe swung his legs over the side, landing in the ankle-deep water with a look of glee.

	Murdoch stood up and helped the specialist to her feet. “I’m going to step out of the boat,” he told her, “and then I’m going to lift you out. Your feet are going to get wet. And the water might feel a little cold to you.” He waited for a reaction, but she didn’t make a noise and what he could see of her face didn’t move.

	He splashed into the water next to the boat, reached back over the side, and scooped her up. She tensed in his arms. He took a few steps closer to the shore and set her down. The water covered her feet and she took in a sharp breath around the gag.

	“This way,” he said, setting a hand on her shoulder. “Uphill. It’s soft sand.”

	They walked up onto the beach. Anne waited a few yards away with all the Family members standing around her. The gravediggers had apparently finished their task. Their knees and hands were covered with sand.

	The specialist shuffled a yard or two up the beach before the angle, the sand, and the short chain between her ankles conspired to trip her. She fell facedown in the sand, unable to even catch herself because of the handcuffs. A couple of the Family members laughed, but Anne silenced them all with a raised hand.

	Murdoch rolled the woman over and then lifted her back to her feet. She hurled muffled swears out through the gag while he brushed sand from her cheeks and shoulders. He looked up at Anne. “This’ll be easier if we take off the shackles,” he said.

	Anne nodded and produced a small silver key from one of her pockets. She tossed it to him, and he snatched it out of the air. The specialist stiffened up as the key jingled on its ring.

	“Just stand still,” he told her. “I’m going to take these off because you’re surrounded and there’s nowhere you can run, anyway.” He crouched down, got the left cuff off, then the right one.

	She kicked him in the face.

	Not a great kick. Murdoch saw it coming and dodged enough that her foot just slapped his shoulder. But it still made him flinch and fall on his butt in the sand.

	She lunged past him, literally running blind. More a fast stagger across the sand than a run. Gideon stepped out of her way with a grin, but the Amazon, Phoebe, just held out her foot and let the specialist trip over it.

	She was facedown in the sand again with a muffled grunt as the Family chuckled. She tried to curl up, to get her legs under herself so she could push back up. Phoebe set her foot down on the smaller woman’s back, right between the handcuffed arms, and pushed her back down.

	The specialist screamed through her gag and kicked at the beach.

	“You’re being foolish,” Anne called out. “We just told you there’s nowhere to go. Were you just going to run until you fell and broke an arm or a leg?”

	Murdoch pushed himself to his feet and marched over to the prisoner. Phoebe gave him a wide-mouthed smirk and lifted her foot. He pulled the specialist back to her feet and brushed her off again.

	“You’re just making this hard on yourself,” he said quietly, holding onto her arm.

	The gag turned her response into a bunch of angry grunts and wheezes, but he was pretty sure she disagreed with him.

	“It’s time to begin,” Anne said. “As we planned. Walk around the island, spiral inward, cover every inch of ground. The pole’s somewhere on this island. We’re going to find it and destroy it. Finally.”

	A few of the Family members clapped. The others closed their eyes and smiled in near-rapture. Then they scooped up packs and adjusted gear. Barnabas tugged his rifle strap tight on his shoulder, and the other men with rifles copied him.

	Anne stepped closer to Murdoch and the specialist. “Let’s get all that off her.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Well, not the handcuffs,” Anne agreed. “But she needs to be able to see if we’re going to be moving through the forest or she’ll just hold us up.”

	“I think she’s going to try to hold us up no matter what we do.”

	“I’m sure you and Abraham will be persuasive.” She focused her attention on the specialist. “We’re going to take off your blindfold and gag. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. There’s absolutely nobody who can hear you for over nine hundred miles, so all screaming your head off will do is make us put the gag back on. Do you understand?”

	The other woman tensed, but gave a quick nod.

	Murdoch locked eyes with Anne one more time, giving her a chance to change her mind. Taking off the blindfold could signify something else to the specialist—that they didn’t need to hide from her because she wouldn’t make it off the island. Anne had never openly discussed killing the woman, but Murdoch felt pretty sure the idea wasn’t off the table.

	But Anne just gave him an impatient look and a quick lift of her chin.

	He fiddled with the knot for a few moments before the blindfold sagged and dropped away from the woman’s eyes. He slid it free and let it fall to the ground. The gag came loose much faster, and he wiggled it out from her mouth. He almost dropped it, but remembered Anne’s threat and wadded it into his pocket instead.

	The specialist blinked against the brilliant sun as she spat loose fibers out between dry lips. Murdoch hadn’t gotten a good look at her before. The team that picked her up had black-bagged her there on the spot, and she’d been blindfolded and gagged since their trip began.

	He’d guessed her to be Indian, or maybe Arab, based off her hair, skin, and nose, and seeing her whole face made him feel better about his guess. Her dark eyes started fierce as they got used to the sun, then softened as she looked at the people standing around the beach. He saw her gaze linger on Abraham and then on Claudia and Barnabas.

	“Son of a bitch,” she muttered.

	“Do you want some water before we get going?” asked Murdoch. “I’ve got a couple bottles in my pack. Be easier here than trying to do it on the move.”

	“Look,” she said, “I … I don’t know what’s going on, who you people are, but you’ve got the wrong person. I don’t have any money. My family doesn’t have any money. I’m not worth anything.”

	“It’s not about money,” said Anne. “It’s about what you know.”

	“I don’t know anything,” said the specialist. Her feet shifted nervously in the sand, and Murdoch set a hand on her arm in case she bolted again. “I write code, but most of the time I just do data entry. There are hundreds of people who know more than me. Thousands. I’m not—”

	“We’re not interested in your job either,” Anne said. “Well, not entirely. We want to know about where you live.”

	The small woman tensed again, and her expression froze.

	Anne smiled. “But I think you already knew that, didn’t you, Malavika? Or do you prefer Veek?”
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	Chase rocked back on his heels and stared at the dead man. Seth howled and took Ayman’s chin in his blood-soaked hand. He spoke fast, desperate syllables. He pried the other man’s eyes open and stared into them.

	Chase reached past him and took Ayman’s hand. He slid his fingers around until they settled against the inside of the man’s wrist. He counted to twenty, then shifted his fingers and counted to thirty, just to be sure.

	Nothing.

	Chase glanced up at Doug, still standing at the edge of the spike pit, gazing down at the body. The other man’s face had gone pale, and his arms hung limp at his sides. His precious camera array dangled at his fingertips, waiting for a gust of wind to knock it free.

	Chase cleared his throat. “I’m sorry.” He reached out and gave Seth an awkward pat on the shoulder. It left a bloody handprint. “He didn’t deserve this.”

	“No, he didn’t.” Seth let his head sag, and the ragged pom-pom on his hat swung forward. Blood spotted some of the yarn.

	“Yeah, I’m sorry too, man,” said Doug from the edge of the pit.

	The deckhand glared up at him. “Why didn’t you help us?”

	“I was just … I …”

	“What? Too concerned about your stupid camera?”

	Doug’s fingers tightened around the grip. “I just … I don’t do well with blood.”

	Seth’s face curled into a snarl. “You what?”

	“Hey,” Chase said, “we’ve got to think about now. What are we doing?”

	Seth looked at him, then down at Ayman’s body. “We’re not leaving him here to rot.”

	Doug nodded too enthusiastically. “I could help with that.” He looked around. “We could use some sticks to help dig a grave, and I think we could roll one of those big rocks over for a—”

	“I said we’re not leaving him here.”

	“You … you want to take him back to the cemetery?”

	Chase listened to the wind and to memories of talking with people after the hurricane. Other people who’d suffered a degree of shock and loss. “We don’t have much time before the storm hits,” he said to Seth. “I don’t think we’ll make it back to the ship if we’re carrying … him.”

	“We’ll make it back.”

	“Then we have to do this now. Sorry to be blunt, but we can’t waste any—”

	“I know!” snapped Seth.

	As he spoke, a sun-bleached palm frond came free from one of the trees with a loud, wooden crack. It swooped down and hit the ground a few yards away with a crunch. Chase looked at it, then back up to the trees, listening for the sounds of pursuit.

	“So … what are we doing?” asked Doug, his eyes shifting from side to side.

	A few heartbeats passed. The three men exchanged looks. Chase waited a few more seconds for Seth to say something, but the man had focused on the body again.

	“Let’s get him out of this pit,” Chase said. “Seth, you and I lift him, then you and Doug can hold him against the side while I climb up. Then we can drag him out or at least hold him until you’re out to help us.”

	Doug cleared his throat. “Ummmm, I’d rather not touch—”

	Chase shook his head. “We don’t have time, Doug.”

	He shifted to stand next to Ayman’s body, and Seth let out a breath and moved to the opposite side. They grabbed the arms, the back of the body, and pulled the dead man to his feet. Each of them stepped in, getting a shoulder under one of Ayman’s arms. Just like two fellas supporting a friend who’d had too much to drink.

	They took a few awkward steps back, then leaned into the pit’s steep slope. The body slumped just a bit too much in the torso. Chase looked at Ayman’s bloody wounds and realized the stakes had probably broken three or four ribs when they smashed through his chest. Maybe cracked his hip too.

	They heaved the body up high against the slope. Ayman’s head flopped out above the rim of the pit. Doug squatted down and, reluctantly, took hold of Ayman’s shirt.

	“Grab him, you dumbass,” snapped Seth.

	“I just—”

	“Doug!” yelled Chase. “Come on!”

	Doug crouched lower, shuddered, and hooked his hands into Ayman’s armpits. The three of them shifted their holds, inching the body higher as they did. When they were done, Seth had his arms wrapped around the dead man’s belly, while Doug had him in a loose full nelson hold.

	Chase stepped back until one of the tall stakes brushed his back. Then he launched himself at the pit’s sloping wall. His toes dug in once, twice, and then he was heaving himself up onto the ground next to Doug.

	They hauled Ayman’s body out and laid it gently down on the ground. Seth climbed up out of the spike pit. Doug found a patch of grass and wiped his hands over it again and again. Chase watched him and felt the blood on his own hands getting sticky. It felt like it’d be disrespectful somehow to wipe it off too soon, even though he probably looked like a horror movie survivor at this point.

	He slid back down into the pit.

	“What are you doing?” asked Seth.

	“Looking.” Chase kicked through the bloody sticks and palm fronds in the bottom of the pit. He spotted the black metal on the far side of the pit. Either momentum had bounced it or Ayman had flung it away before hitting the spikes. Chase scooped up the pistol, checked the safety, and held it up to show Seth.

	“Do you know how to use that?”

	“I’ve got two handguns and a shotgun back home,” Chase said.

	“Ever use them?”

	“A couple of times. At a range.”

	Seth gave a grunt of acceptance and turned back to the body. Chase crawled out of the pit and slid the pistol into his belt. Doug had apparently wiped enough of the blood off his hands that he could break his camera rig down and stash it away in his pack.

	“We should go,” Chase said. “The storm’s got to be right on top of us, and we still don’t know about whatever was up in the trees.”

	Doug looked at the body, and a little tremor ran through him. “Look,” he said, “I’m already carrying my pack.”

	“You’ve never seen a body before?” guessed Chase.

	Doug shook his head. “Only been to three funerals. Two were closed casket, one was—”

	“Let’s go, then,” said Seth. “You can take the lead.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Because you can move faster,” said Chase. “Get a stick or some bamboo and beat the ground in front of you.”

	Doug’s eyes went wide and his head swung around. “Do you think there’s more traps?”

	Seth dragged the body up into a sitting position. “Do you think there’s just one on the whole island and we happened to find it?”

	Chase and Seth got the dead man up and did their drunk-carry again. They took a few test steps. Ayman’s toes dragged on the ground, but it was easier than moving on the uneven floor of the pit.

	Doug looked around in the tall grass and bushes. “What kind of forest doesn’t have any sticks on the ground?”

	“There’s got to be something,” said Chase.

	“No. But don’t worry, I’ve got it covered.” He let his pack slip off his shoulders and fumbled with one of the long side pockets.

	“We don’t have time for—”

	Doug held up a finger as he slid a short rod from the pack. He twisted it and extended it out into a five-foot-long pole. “Walking stick,” he said. “Doubles as a monopod and now as a minesweeper.”

	“You won’t be clearing a lot of mines with a five-foot pole,” muttered Seth.

	“Great,” said Chase. “Let’s go.”

	They headed east, checking the sun as they went. Doug swept the rod back and forth in front of them like a blind man, pausing every few yards to whack the stick on a suspiciously large patch of palm fronds. Chase and Seth followed behind, the body slung between them.

	Chase had experienced dead weight before with Deena. Especially once she decided she was old enough to stay up and watch television all night. He could think of at least a dozen times he’d found her sprawled in the living room after she’d snuck downstairs to watch a bunch of those Japanese cartoons on Netflix. He’d carry her limp body to her bedroom and …

	Thinking about Deena and dead bodies made his stomach swirl. He tried to focus on the now, which wasn’t much better. Ayman’s head hung forward, the sticky gash along his jaw line inches from Chase’s face. And nose. He sniffed the air once and automatically shook his head. Then he checked above them and behind them.

	“Hey,” he said.

	Seth glanced across Ayman’s shoulders. Doug looked back. “Yeah?”

	“Have either of you heard any bugs?”

	Doug furrowed his brow. “What?”

	“Bugs. Insects. It just struck me … well, Ayman’s not attracting anything.”

	Seth scowled at him.

	“I just mean … There’s a lot of blood here. On him. On us. On the ground behind us. And I haven’t heard or seen a single fly.”

	“I think I saw some beetles or something on the way in,” Doug called out.

	“I think I saw some of those too. But nothing else?”

	“No.”

	“So there’re no flies,” said Seth. “Are you complaining?”

	“I just think it’s weird,” said Chase.

	“Maybe it’s like how bees are all dying off,” Doug said, whacking a palm frond with his walking stick. He raised a finger on his free hand. “Maybe … maybe some corporation uses this island as a dumping ground. Chemicals kill all the insect life and then some guy ends up here and it mutates him into a monster. Then the corporation has to shoot him so nobody finds out what they’ve done.”

	“I haven’t smelled any chemicals,” said Seth.

	“It’s just an idea.”

	“It’s a stupid idea.”

	Doug made a gurgling noise and stopped sweeping the path. Chase and Seth came to an awkward, swaying halt just as he took a step back. They shifted their grips on the body and then Chase followed Doug’s gaze.

	A shimmering cloud rolled silently through the underbrush toward them. For a second, Chase thought it might be some kind of ground fog, or maybe a swarm of gnats caught in a perfect beam of sunlight. He could see through it to the bamboo and bushes it had passed. But then the cloud swept forward through a shadow and continued to glow, showing little glimpses of color in its depths.

	“What in God’s name …” muttered Seth.

	Chase could see a general shape, even though it twisted and bubbled as he stared at it. Taller than it was wide, easily as tall as Doug, who stood close to six-foot-three. What he’d first thought of as tendrils of fog looked more like gleaming limbs as it got closer. Six or seven of them on each side of it.

	The bottom of the shimmering shape danced along the forest floor. It stretched down to silently tap at the ground again and again, like a balloon bouncing in slow motion. It moved through the tall grass, not rushing but definitely not just drifting like a cloud should.

	Doug took a few nervous backward steps, retreating and also trying to get out of the thing’s way. Seth heaved, pulling Ayman’s body away from Chase, and stumbled off to the side as well. The body crashed to the ground. Chase almost followed, but the cloud was close. He stepped back once, twice, and the not-cloud passed by him.

	He’d been seeing it dead-on and hadn’t realized how long the thing was. It stretched out a good twenty or thirty feet. Its back was a rippling series of humps that shifted and moved, flickering bright to dim independent of the actual light coming down through the trees.

	Chase took another step back and then instinctively dropped when the shooting started.

	Seth fired two, three, four rounds through the cloud and kept going. The thunder of his pistol echoed through the trees. Between shots, Chase could hear Doug wailing. A patch of bark exploded off a tree a few yards away. 

	The glowing cloud rolled on without reacting. The bullets didn’t even make a ripple anywhere in it. Seth sent more rounds after it until his trigger clicked. He growled.

	It went a dozen yards deeper into the jungle and dimmed. Like watching a shadow vanish when the sun came out from behind a cloud, just in reverse. The echo of Seth’s gunshots faded away, and the shimmering shape vanished a few moments later.

	They all stared after it.

	“What the fuck,” Chase said, glaring at Seth. “You shot at a cloud!”

	“It was coming after us.”

	“You shot at a cloud while I was on the other side of it!”

	Seth waved the words away. “I didn’t come anywhere near you.” He looked at his empty pistol, released the slide, and shoved it back in its holster.

	Chase stared at the pistol. “Did you just shoot all your ammo?”

	“It’s no big deal.”

	“No big deal? Something’s following us, maybe hunting us, and you just emptied your pistol shooting at fog!”

	“That was not a cloud or fog and you know it!”

	“Right,” said Doug. “What did I tell you? Chemicals. This whole island’s probably covered with them.”

	“It’s not chemicals!” snapped Seth.

	“No it wasn’t,” Chase agreed. “But what the hell was it?”
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	The Family made their way into the jungle. And like so many things the Family did, Murdoch thought it was a bit of a production. Pointless theater to make everyone feel good.

	Barnabas took the lead, moving slowly and sniffing the air with his rifle in one hand. Claudia and Phoebe followed behind him, forming a rough triangle. Their heads all swept back and forth, trying to spot something, even though they had no idea what the pole looked like. Murdoch thought they looked like people who taught themselves how to be soldiers by playing video games.

	Anne walked a few yards behind them. She kept her back straight and her chin high, taking in deep breaths of the island through her nose. Murdoch recognized her excitement and wondered how long she’d be able to keep it up.

	Daniel and Hannah stayed just in front of her, Rachel and Paul just behind. An amateur-hour Secret Service escort. But Murdoch gave them some credit. Since landing on the island—and discovering the dead seraph—a lot of their casualness had hardened into zeal and resolve. They felt more like the Olmstead branch now.

	Murdoch and Abe walked on either side of the specialist, Veek. The handcuffs kept her arms back and gave her an awkward gait. She also stopped now and then to study the path as if she expected to see something there and couldn’t find it.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked after her ninth or tenth hesitant stop.

	“A bunch of assholes kidnapped me and took me to some jungle island,” she said, not looking at him.

	Abe chuckled.

	Murdoch ignored it. “What are you looking for?”

	She glared up at him, and her glare made his lungs catch for a moment. She’d put a lot of work into it. “I don’t have my glasses,” she said. “They got knocked off when you idiots grabbed me. Since you’re making me walk through a forest without them, I’m guessing they got broken or left behind.”

	Murdoch glanced at Abe. “You were with the team when they picked her up. Do you remember any glasses?”

	“I was in the van the whole time. Backup.”

	Veek shook her head.

	“Sorry,” said Murdoch.

	“Oh, great. All’s forgiven then.”

	Another laugh from Abe.

	She used a lurching, uneven step to move a bit closer to Murdoch. “I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong person,” she said, dropping her voice a little. “I don’t know what any of this is about and I don’t want to know. I just want to go home.”

	He studied her face, watching the slight movements of her nose and eyes. “You don’t know who we are?”

	“Who we?” Veek glanced at the Family members ahead. “Is this your adventure club? Why are half of you wearing monster makeup?”

	“You really don’t know?”

	“You’ve got the wrong person,” she insisted. “I’m a code monkey, not a … whatever you want.”

	Up ahead, Anne laughed. “Lies,” she called back over her shoulder. “She knows what we’re looking for because she’s been looking for it too.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” cried Veek, but he caught the oh-so-slight hesitation in her words. “I’m not looking for anything. I like my life, I like my partner, I like my job. I just want to go home!”

	“Ask her where she works, Murdoch,” called Anne.

	Veek closed her mouth. They walked in silence for a minute. He glanced back at Gideon and Judah bringing up the rear.

	“Well?” Murdoch asked her.

	Veek glared up at him again, but it wasn’t as confident this time. “Well what?”

	He guided her around the base of a large palm tree. “Where do you work?”

	“I told you, I do computer code and data entry. Half the time I’m working out of my apartment or a coffee shop or whatever.”

	“Working for who?”

	“Y’know, you’re inept kidnappers and boring conversationalists.”

	“You’re being rude,” said Abe. He flexed one of his talon-like hands. “Answer his question.”

	“Hey.” Murdoch stopped the other man with a quick shake of his head. He focused on Veek again. “Who do you work for?”

	She rolled her eyes. “I run the website for the real estate company that owns the building I live in, okay? I update listings for them. Make sure their mailing list is current. Nothing that would help with hunting big game or whatever you’re doing here.”

	Something about the answer tickled the back of Murdoch’s mind. A name that came up three or four times in all the stories he’d been fed as a kid. And in some of the crazy theories Anne’s brother had spouted as they got older. “What real estate company?”

	Veek shook her head and pressed her lips together.

	“I’m trying to be polite,” said Murdoch.

	“Yeah, the handcuffs and the blindfold were the first hint.”

	“What real estate company do you work for?”

	She sighed. “It’s called Locke Management. They do rental properties. Mostly office buildings and warehouses in southern California.”

	Murdoch stopped walking. She got two steps ahead of him and he lunged to catch up. “Did you say Locke? Locke with an E?”

	Her face went slack. Her eyes went wide.

	Before he could say anything else, the line staggered to a halt. Barnabas had his hand up. Murdoch and Abe each set a hand on Veek’s shoulders.

	Barnabas reached out a finger and prodded at a dangling leaf. He tipped his head toward the ground, then took two steps forward to look at some grass. He crouched lower to study the thin stalks.

	While he examined the plants, the line milled about. Anne stepped away from her escorts and danced her fingers across one of the tall palm tree trunks. The breeze shifted the treetops and made random shadows dance across her skin.

	“There’s definitely someone else here on the island,” said Barnabas. “Probably been through here in the past day or so.”

	“An animal, maybe?” asked Daniel.

	Barnabas shook his head. “Not unless it’s as tall as Claudia and wearing shoes.”

	Murdoch glanced at Claudia. Nobody would ever call her tall, but she stood at least five-eight. “Besides,” added Barnabas, “there’s no sign of any animals here.”

	“So we won’t get eaten by tigers,” Abe joked to Murdoch. “That’s good.”

	Anne still had her fingers pressed against the palm tree. “Can you tell which way they were going?” she asked Barnabas, half turning her head to him.

	“Can’t be sure, but it looks like they were heading the same way we are.”

	“So they were coming from the beach?”

	Murdoch’s mind drifted back to the seraph on the beach. And the hole in its skull.

	“Can’t say,” answered Barnabas. “Maybe, but there’s not enough of a trail to be sure.”

	“Thank you.” Anne lifted her hand away from the tree, and the flickering shadows kept scurrying across the back of her palm and up over her fingers.

	She turned back to the group and showed her hand to Hannah and Daniel. Paul and Rachel leaned in too. Phoebe craned her head to see. They all smiled and whispered to each other.

	Anne stepped past them and walked up to Murdoch.

	No, he corrected himself. She walked up to Veek. Anne held out her hand, and the smaller woman flinched away. Murdoch looked at her face and saw a set jaw, along with a bit of fear and revulsion dancing in her eyes.

	Three bright green cockroaches crawled back and forth over Anne’s hands. The largest was almost the size of her thumb, the smallest still a little over an inch. They circled her wrist, the base of her thumb, dashed across her knuckles.

	One climbed her finger to pose on the tip. Its antennae waved back and forth while it decided what to do next. It balanced there for a moment, holding her fingernail with all seven of its hooked feet, then raced back down into her palm.

	Veek’s nose wrinkled up. Murdoch felt a shiver go through the woman.

	Anne smiled at her. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. “You know what it means, don’t you? Them being here?” The way she asked, they were barely questions.

	Veek took in a deep breath, then tried to shake off Abe and Murdoch’s hands.

	Or maybe she just shook off the part she’d been playing. Her nervous hunch vanished. She met Anne’s gaze without blinking.

	“Yeah,” said Veek, “I do. They’re just like every other kind of cockroach. They squeeze through cracks in the walls.”
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	Seth crouched by Ayman’s body. “Come on,” he said without looking up at Chase and Doug. “Help me get him back up.”

	“Look,” Chase said, “maybe we’re better off leaving him here. Just for now.”

	“No,” said Seth.

	“He’s slowing us down.”

	“We’re not leaving him.”

	Chase closed his eyes and tried to rub away the headache forming in his left temple.

	The wind blasted through the trees again. It whipped the heat away from Chase’s exposed forearms and sent a trio of big palm fronds crashing down to the forest floor. The three men looked up and listened.

	Nothing.

	“Maybe,” Seth said, without taking his eyes from the treetops, “we are just being paranoid. We haven’t actually seen anything else.”

	“We found a dead … whatever that thing was,” said Chase, “and we know it’s not the one you shot at. Do you really want to bet they’re the only two on the island? Especially now that you’re empty?” He waved his hand at Seth’s holstered pistol.

	“Wait a minute,” said Doug. “You shot all your bullets? You don’t have another clip? We’ve got nothing left if something else attacks us?”

	Chase held up Ayman’s pistol. “We’ve got this. I think it’s got at least a dozen rounds left in the magazine.”

	“And there’s ammunition in the Zodiac,” said Seth.

	“Seems like everything we need got left at the Zodiac,” Doug commented.

	“Shut up,” growled Seth. “And help me get Ayman up again.”

	Doug turned away and muttered something.

	Seth pushed himself up to his feet. “What did you just say?”

	“Nothing,” said Doug, dismissing Seth with a wave of his hand. He gathered his fallen pack and slung it over his shoulder.

	“No,” growled Seth. “What did you just say?”

	“Hey, it’s not important,” said Chase. “Let’s get Ayman up and we can—”

	“Fine,” snapped Doug. He gestured back the way they’d come. “I said I can’t believe you want to drag a corpse through the jungle, but we just left a major scientific find back there to rot.”

	Seth pulled his pistol and deliberately aimed it at Doug’s chest. “That corpse,” he said, “was my friend.”

	“Okay, fellas, cut it out,” Chase said, stepping forward. “We need to keep it together and get back to the beach.”

	Doug smirked. “Your pistol’s empty, asshole, remember?”

	Seth brought the pistol’s barrel down hard on Doug’s wrist. Doug screamed and leaped away. As he did, Seth snatched the pistol from Chase’s belt. He stepped forward and shoved it in Doug’s gut.

	“This one is not,” said Seth. “Now shut your mouth or I’ll put a bullet in your stomach and leave you here.”

	“You wouldn’t dare.”

	“We’re on an island in the middle of nowhere. No one will ever find your body. We’ll say you got swept overboard in the storm and no one will think twice or ask about it because I don’t think anybody cares about a skinny rat like you.”

	They glared at each other over the pistol. The wind carried mist with it now. It moved fast enough that it felt like fine grains of cold sand tapping Chase’s arms.

	“Seth,” he said. “We’re out of time. If you want to bring Ayman, help me get him back on his feet. Now.”

	The mist chilled Chase’s eyes and face before Seth stepped away from Doug. The deckhand shoved Ayman’s pistol into his holster and the empty weapon into his belt. Then he turned his back on Doug and went to help Chase with the body.

	They pulled Ayman up and got under his arms again. Doug found his walking stick in the grass. He made a point of striking it hard on the ground ahead of them, smacking at the ground again and again.

	“Doug,” Chase said after they’d covered a dozen yards, “try to keep it quiet.”

	“I’m doing my job.”

	“If anything’s following us, we don’t need to lead it straight here.”

	Doug took in a breath to retort, then glanced at the jungle around them. He nodded once. His walking stick brushed the grass ahead of them.

	They passed a massive palm tree Chase guessed had to be a hundred years old, and two more that probably started growing shortly after it. All three creaked as the wind pushed at them and they forced themselves upright, only to be buffeted again. Off to their left, a massive black boulder the size of a Volkswagen glistened like glass. A slim tree pressed up alongside it.

	The mist was a full drizzle now, carried by the near-constant wind. It leached away more of Chase’s body heat and made his wounded ear sting. He thought of his pack back at the beach, with the big hoodie he’d bought to wear at Deena’s soccer games. He was going to wrap himself in it.

	Once they got to the beach.

	“Wait,” said Chase. “Are we going the right way?”

	“Jesus,” Doug said. “Again?”

	“I just …” He twisted his head around, trying to see past Ayman’s shoulders and Seth’s head. “Doesn’t it feel like we’re heading in the wrong direction? Shouldn’t we be at the clearing with the graveyard by now?”

	“We could’ve just missed it,” said Seth. He looked up at the treetops. “Cloud cover’s blocking most of the sun. We might not recognize the clearing, even if it was just a few yards away.”

	“We’re staggering a bit,” Chase said. “We could’ve missed it by a lot.”

	“It’s a goddamned island,” snapped Doug. “How hard can it be to find the ocean? It’s in every direction. Let’s just keep walking.”

	“I hate to admit it,” said Seth, “but the skinny rat is probably right. We find the beach, we’ll be able to see the boat. We can’t be that far off.”

	Doug snorted and turned back to sweep the forest floor ahead of them. His walking stick swung left, right, and then stopped. “Found something,” he said. “There’s a string tied off the path about six inches above the ground.”

	“Don’t touch it,” said Seth.

	“Thanks. Like I’ve never seen a movie.”

	“What does it set off? A trap?”

	“Is it a trigger for a mine or something?” asked Chase.

	Doug peered into a small cluster of bamboo at one end of the string. “It looks like … bells.”

	“Bells?”

	“Yeah, like … jingle bells?”

	Seth grunted and tried to lean closer, dragging Ayman’s body and Chase with him. “Jingle bells?”

	“Yeah. Sleigh bells? The big round ones you see at Christmas.”

	“So it’s not a trap,” said Chase. “It’s an alarm.”

	Doug waded through the grass and around the bamboo to the far end of the trip line. “I think so, yeah. I mean, it doesn’t look like it’s attached to anything else.”

	“Are you sure?” asked Seth.

	“I can’t see anything on this end.”

	“Can we go around it?” asked Chase. “Just to be safe.”

	Doug walked back over to them, carefully holding his walking stick at waist height, almost like a sword on his belt. He leaned forward to his right, then headed left. “This way.” He drew a slow line back and forth with his finger, drawing out the trip line’s placement.

	They moved around the line, took a moment to orient themselves, and pushed on through the forest.

	Chase looked over Ayman’s cold shoulders to Seth. “How many of these do you think there are?”

	“The traps? Several, it would seem.”

	“Yeah. So why didn’t we hit any of them on our way into the jungle?”

	Seth shook his head. “We didn’t hit them because I was tracking the thing in the cloak.”

	“I guess we should be glad it didn’t lead us straight into any of them,” Doug called back.

	“I think it was running scared,” said Seth. “It avoided them, so we avoided them.”

	“Avoiding them,” Chase mused, “because it didn’t set them. The traps were set for it, not by it.”

	Seth tried to shrug with Ayman’s weight stretched across his shoulders. “I don’t know what it was,” he said, “but I don’t think it has spare Christmas bells lying around.”

	They lumbered along. Ayman’s dragging feet rustled through the grass and scraped over the occasional dried husk of a palm frond. The dull gray space between the trees looked brighter up ahead, although compared to the gloom above anything seemed brighter.

	“Want to know what I think?” Doug called back over his shoulder.

	“Not particularly,” Seth sighed.

	“It’s still not chemicals,” said Chase.

	“No, I get that. You were right to say that was stupid. I think we may be in more of a Battle Royale situation.”

	Seth shook his head. “A what?”

	“Isn’t that a Japanese cartoon?” asked Chase. The name sparked a memory, something Deena had mentioned to him once. “It’s like a Japanese Hunger Games, right?”

	“Actually,” said Doug, “it’s a Japanese novel which was adapted into a movie and a manga.”

	“What is he talking about?” muttered Seth.

	“It’s a story about kids being dropped on a remote island and made to fight to the death. The whole island is set up to force them to them fight, with all these shifting death zones, and if they don’t they’ve got these collars that explode and kill them anyway.”

	“And you think that is what this is?”

	“Yeah, probably. Think about it. All the traps and alarms and weird things to keep us freaked out and moving.”

	“So it’s more like that story of the man who hunts people on his private island,” Chase said.

	“The Most Dangerous Game?”

	“Yeah, I think so.”

	Seth shook his head. “Whoever’s doing all this is not a big game hunter.”

	Doug glanced back again. “No?”

	“No.”

	“Holy hell,” Chase cut in, pointing with his free hand. “I think that’s the beach up there.”

	Fifty or sixty yards ahead they could see an end to the trees. The wind carried the familiar scent of salt water Chase had grown used to on ships, the texture of it prickling his skin. Just under the sound of the treetops scraping against each other he heard the crash of waves.

	He and Seth heaved Ayman’s body a little higher, held him a little tighter, and moved toward the beach. Doug stayed ahead of them, still whacking out a path with his walking stick.

	They stumbled out onto the sand. Chase’s knees wobbled and his footing shifted. He caught himself before he fell and managed to keep the dead man upright.

	Waves crashed on the beach, dragging away handfuls of sand and then throwing mud back on the shore. The mist was cold now, draining the heat out of the air, even out of the sand. Chase caught a glimpse of storm clouds and lightning near the horizon.

	He didn’t see the boat anywhere.

	He twisted his head around to his right and looked down the stretch of sand. The long ribbon of white followed the coastline, thinning out in places, and then curved away behind the island. Here and there he could see black lines, like dirty scratches in the beach, where the waves had pushed up neat rows of seaweed and other ocean debris to dry on the sand.

	Then the waves rolled in again and the Zodiac lifted into view, maybe a half-mile down the beach. He’d almost been staring right at it, but in the overcast light its dark colors had camouflaged it against the ocean. He traced the thin line of the anchor cord up along the sand and picked out the small collection of packs, disguised between random piles of kelp and driftwood.

	“I see it,” he told them. “There’s the boat.”

	Doug made a wheezing noise.

	“Excellent,” said Seth. He glanced out to sea, toward the Makara. “We can still make it back. The ocean’s rough, but we should be able to …”

	His voice trailed off. The weight on Chase’s shoulder increased as Seth’s grip on the body slipped. He leaned with it, but Ayman’s body pulled free of his grip and collapsed on the sand.

	Doug made another wheezing noise. A gasp. Chase looked at him and saw the man struggle to pull in another open-mouthed breath as he stared out to sea.

	Seth stared out to sea too, his expression somewhere between awe and horror.

	Chase turned his head, followed their gazes out across the waves to the Makara. The ship sat a little closer than the horizon, a bit further north from where they stood. It could’ve been its own island, stable and still visible against the twisting storm clouds filling the sky.

	Then the clouds moved, and Chase’s mind tried to process what he saw.
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	“Hold,” said Barnabas, sticking his hand up again. “There’s another one.”

	The line staggered to a halt again in the tall grass. Murdoch bit back a sigh and looked up at the treetops. More grumbles from Judah and Gideon in the back.

	Anne took a slow breath. “Are you sure?”

	Barnabas gave a quick glance back over his shoulder. Without saying a word, he dragged a few of the dried palm fronds from the floor of the small clearing. The delicate balancing act shifted and the pit’s cover collapsed, dropping the rest of the fronds and leaves down between the stakes.

	The grumbling turned to mumbles and quiet exclamations. They’d found another spike pit about forty minutes ago. Anne and Barnabas had discussed it and he’d started scouting a few yards ahead. It’d slowed their progress, but finding this pit confirmed it was the right thing to do.

	Murdoch wouldn’t have guessed avoiding so many painful deaths could be this boring.

	On the other side of Veek, Abe let out a subdued mouthful of nonsense syllables. None of the devout Family members ever actually swore. It was one of the things that made Murdoch feel uncomfortable but also annoyed. After all, if you were all using the same nonsense words as swears, and you all knew what they meant, weren’t you essentially swearing anyway?

	His mind wandered for a moment. When they’d been young heretics together, he and Anne had enjoyed swearing their heads off during their frequent rendezvous, giggling like little kids spitting out forbidden words. Fuck had been a favorite, both the spoken word and the act.

	“How do you live with yourself?” asked Abe.

	The words jarred Murdoch back to the present. He glanced over and realized the man had focused his over-large eyes on Veek. She ignored the comment, just like she’d ignored most of the overly polite jabs Abe had sent at her.

	Barnabas guided them around the pit. They stepped along its edge, each of them glancing down into it as they did. Murdoch held onto Veek’s arm as they walked past, and they each took a quick look.

	To Murdoch’s eyes, it looked the same as the first one they’d found. Four or five feet deep, maybe seven or eight across, with twenty or twenty-five bamboo stakes spread across the bottom. He couldn’t imagine any way someone could fall in and not get impaled by multiple spikes.

	It also looked old. Cracks and splinters marred the bamboo. The edges of the hole were rough from dozens of tiny landslides. It could’ve been dug decades ago. Maybe even longer.

	Maybe when the Family’s enemies had set up the other pole here.

	Murdoch glanced at Veek. She didn’t look like much. He wouldn’t have guessed she was an enemy of the Family.

	Up ahead, Daniel peeled off his shirt as they walked. His pale skin gleamed in the forest’s dappled light. Phoebe had already stripped down to her tank top and tied her shirt around her waist. Judah had done the same, exposing a broad chest and vestigial fins along his arms. The thought of it tempted Murdoch. He’d already rolled his sleeves up to his elbows. Abe, on the other hand, still wore his button-up shirt with its stiff collar, even though it was soaked with sweat.

	Veek’s toes caught on a rock and she stumbled forward. Murdoch took a quick step and got his arm in front of her shoulders. He got a glare in return. And then she yelled in his ear.

	“Hey,” she called out. “How about a pee break?”

	“Just go in your pants,” said Anne without slowing her pace. “In all this fresh air no one will notice, and you’ll dry out pretty quick.”

	“Thanks,” Veek yelled back. “I don’t know why everyone thinks you’re the bad guys.”

	“You’re the bad guys,” snapped Rachel, glaring over her shoulder with her inky eyes.

	“Tell you what,” Anne said. “Pick which one of our brothers you’d like to help you out of your pants and the two of you can duck behind any tree you like.”

	A few of the Family members sounded off with chuckles or barking laughs. Abe leaned in close to Veek and wiggled his talons in front of her face. “I’ll help you out of those pants,” he said with a leer.

	Murdoch smacked him in the shoulder. “Back off.”

	Abe’s expression crumbled. “I wasn’t going to do anything,” he said. “I’m just trying to keep her, y’know, intimidated.”

	“She’s handcuffed and surrounded in the middle of the jungle on a deserted island. I don’t think we need to intimidate her.”

	Abe straightened up and narrowed his round eyes. “You don’t decide that. The minister does.”

	“Anne—the minister—had us bring her here for a reason. And it wasn’t so you’d finally get to touch a woman’s ass.”

	Abe’s nostrils flared, and Murdoch realized he’d offended the man. Probably more by using the word ass than accusing him of wanting to sexually assault a prisoner.

	“Just give it a rest, Abe. Right now, the Family needs her more than it needs either of us.”

	“Stop calling me Abe,” grumbled the other man. “My name is Abraham.”

	“Yeah. Sorry.” Murdoch looked at Veek. “Do you need to piss?”

	She met his eyes. “Honestly, I was hoping you’d undo my cuffs and I could try to escape.”

	“See?” said Abe.

	“There’s nowhere you can go. And you’re probably safer with us.”

	“Not how I see it.”

	The line marched on for another few minutes. Their path had led them deep enough into the forest that Murdoch couldn’t see the shore any more. He wondered if they’d done a full circuit of the island already. If not, they had to be close.

	He looked at Veek again. “I never thought you were real.”

	She didn’t return the look. “What?”

	“The people who run the Machine.” He shot a quick glance at Abe, but the other man stared off into the woods as they walked, searching for the pole like a good Family member. “The Machine itself.”

	“What about it?”

	“I just figured it—and you—were something the Elders made up. Some sort of Family urban legend, like men in black or the Illuminati or something.”

	He’d let the words flow without thinking. Years of watching what he said and now he’d just blurted out his heretical views to a prisoner. To one of them.

	He bit his tongue before saying any more and looked at Abe again. The man scowled at him. The distrust that had flickered in his eyes earlier burned brightly now.

	Veek turned her head just enough so he could see her roll her eyes. “You’re clearly the brains of this operation.”

	Abe took in a slow, almost hissing breath.

	“Another one,” called out Barnabas.

	They all looked ahead. The point man had crouched low, studying something near the ground. Murdoch didn’t see the telltale collection of palm fronds that had marked the last two pits.

	“What is it?” somebody up front asked. Murdoch couldn’t tell if it had been Phoebe or Claudia.

	“Something new.” Barnabas reached over and pried a rock out of the ground, a big piece of black stone the size of his head. He stood up, took three steps back until he was closer to the main group of the Family, and tossed the rock at whatever he’d been staring at. It bounced once, flattening some grass as it rolled a few feet.

	The grass trembled and hissed as bells chimed all around them. Half a dozen thin, bent-over trees snapped up straight, dragging ropes with them. The trees bobbed back and forth, and the empty snares bounced and danced around them.

	“What the hell,” said Murdoch. A few of the others spat out similar thoughts.

	“Somebody doesn’t want you here,” murmured Veek.

	“Two trip lines, about three feet apart,” said Barnabas. “I count seven snares. Depending on where they caught you, they might’ve twisted an ankle or a wrist. Maybe worse if two or three of them caught you and snapped in different directions.”

	“And the bells?” asked Daniel.

	“So someone knows the trap’s been sprung,” said Anne. “But the big question is, is said ‘someone’ still around?”

	Murdoch cleared his throat. “The stakes in the pit looked pretty old. I think they’d been there a while.”

	Barnabas nodded. “I agree.”

	Anne reached out and lifted one of the limp snares. “How long could rope last out here, though?”

	Barnabas looked at the cord in her hand. “Maybe ten years. Probably not even half that, in these conditions.”

	“So the pits might be old,” she said, “but the snares are recent. By someone passing through? Or someone who’s still here, guarding the pole?”

	Anne turned slowly to look at Veek. The others did too.

	“Hey,” said the specialist. “I didn’t even know this place existed until you took off my blindfold.”

	“But you suspected,” said Anne. “You know more about the Machine than almost anyone alive, so you must’ve reasoned it out, just like we did.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“What else do you know?” Anne let the circle of rope swing back and forth from her hand. “Do you know who set these traps?”

	“I did.”

	The voice rang through the trees. Murdoch turned to find it, tightening his grip on Veek as he did. In the corner of his eye he could see Anne, Daniel, and Phoebe turning too.

	The speaker stood about forty feet away, by a large palm tree. The immediate thing Murdoch noticed about him was the rifle he held at his shoulder. It had a lot of dark wood and black steel and was pointed close enough to Murdoch’s general direction that he couldn’t be sure how long it was.

	Then Anne took a step toward the man, and the rifle swung to focus on her.

	Murdoch stopped the gasp before it came out. He didn’t stop himself from letting go of Veek’s arm and stepping toward the man, toward the line between the man’s rifle and Anne. A series of quick clicks and snaps echoed around Murdoch as different Family members brought their own weapons to bear on the stranger.

	Anne’s fingers twitched. She raised both hands slowly, open. A smile spread across her face. The same casual one she’d shared a few times now with Murdoch.

	“Hello, there,” she said. “There’s no need for that. We’re all peaceful here.”

	“Lots of weapons for a peaceful group,” said the man. The rifle stayed fixed on Anne, the finger poised on the trigger. “What are you doing on my island?”

	“Your island,” she echoed, her hands still up by her shoulders. “That’s kind of a bold claim.”

	“Answer the question, please.”

	Murdoch put the man somewhere in his late fifties. Maybe early sixties. A silver-white Santa Claus beard covered his chin. He still had some hair on his head, but not enough to be called anything but bald. His voice had a faint Slavic edge to it. Smoother than Russian, but Murdoch didn’t know enough languages to pin it down. He stood maybe an inch taller than Claudia.

	His clothes were in the style of the “white guy on safari” from every old Tarzan movie Murdoch could remember stumbling across on late-night, low-end television. Not just old-style, though. Even from forty feet away, he could see the frayed hems and countless patches on the shirt, vest, and pants. It made the white-bearded man looked more like a classic castaway cliché or one of those soldiers who had never heard the war ended and stayed at their post for decades.

	The rifle pushed things more toward the soldier idea.

	“Who are you?” asked Anne.

	“I am losing patience,” said the man. “And you’re running out of time.”

	“Is that a threat?”

	“Just a statement of fact. It’s not safe to be in the forest …”

	His voice trailed off as his gaze slid over Anne’s shoulder to land on Murdoch. It was a gaze Murdoch knew too well. Someone who’d managed a better look at him and needed to reconcile the sight of him in their mind. Normally, back in LA, where even the most unusual appearances could be rationalized, he’d turn away, maybe step behind something or someone else. Here in the forest, he somehow didn’t even have a nearby tree.

	And besides, nobody else was moving.

	The man’s attention drifted over Murdoch’s shoulder to Abe. Then back to shark-faced Rachel, wide-mouthed Phoebe, and Barnabas with his skull-like features. As he looked at each of them, his face hardened a little more.

	“You’re from the Family of the Red Death,” he said.

	“Well,” Anne said with a smile, “that takes care of any last doubts we were in the right place. I don’t suppose you’d like to tell us where the pole is?”

	The stranger’s eyes narrowed to slits. 

	Behind Anne, Paul coughed—a fast, hacking sound harsh enough to grab Murdoch’s attention for a moment. The man’s webbed hands dropped to his side and he coughed again. This time it trailed off as his chin sagged down to his chest. An ivory shaft stretched up from the ground and supported his limp form.

	Hannah shrieked, and her scream turned into a wail. Another long beam of pale wood had stretched up and punched right out of her chest through her left boob. She flailed at the foot and a half of wood stretched out in front of her, howling more every time she moved it.

	A third shaft appeared in the ground between Claudia and Phoebe. They each flinched away from it. Another one grazed Phoebe’s ribs, getting an angry roar from her, and Murdoch realized the spears weren’t coming out of the ground.

	They were coming from the treetops.

	He stepped back without thinking, and another spear hit the ground next to him. It stabbed through a palm frond with a loud crack and trembled next to his knee. He took another step back, then looked over at Abe and Veek.

	He turned just in time to see a spear punch Abe in the chest. The man’s breastbone cracked like driftwood as the long shaft impaled him. His big Creature from the Black Lagoon hands came up, but only one of them made it far enough to hook a claw onto the portion of the spear that hadn’t passed through him. Abe spat out a mouthful of blood, coughed out some pinkish foam, and then retched more, darker blood.

	A rifle barked out a quick burst of bullets, followed by a single blast and a woman’s scream.

	Veek’s knee came up and hot pain exploded in Murdoch’s nuts. It shot through his gut and up his spine, almost doubled him over, nearly dropped him to his knees. One hand went to his crotch while the other made a grab at Veek’s arm. She twisted away and past him.

	He swung his head back to Abe. He’d stopped coughing up blood, and now the trails of red just ran down his chin onto his shirt. He’d also stopped moving and breathing. In the space of a minute, his eyes had gone from accusing to agonized to dull and still.

	Murdoch took a breath, tried to push past the throbbing pain between his legs, and looked around.

	Figures dropped from the trees, their cloaks opening around them like leathery wings. The seraphs of legend, just as he’d been told in so many sermons and classes. One hurled a spear as it dropped, and it punched straight through Claudia’s shoulder. The blow knocked her to the ground.

	Anne still stood tall. Blood soaked her left arm. She looked beautiful and angry. Her chest expanded with a deep breath and she shouted a few guttural sounds.

	The seraph closest to her paused, its spear up, ready to impale Daniel. All around the clearing, the gaunt figures paused, their hooded skulls turning toward Anne. A few stepped toward her.

	“Lower your rifles,” Anne called out. She followed it with a few more sounds. They weren’t noises a human throat was designed to make with any degree of volume or projection, and Murdoch could hear them rasping on her vocal cords.

	“Minister,” said Barnabas, “I’m not sure it’s wise to—”

	“Guns down,” she snapped. “We won’t greet the heralds of our Great Lords with violence.”

	“It’s how they greeted us,” muttered Judah, a little too loud. When he caught Anne’s fiery stare, he bowed his head and hesitantly slung his rifle over his shoulder. “Your forgiveness, minister.”

	The seraphs moved closer. They didn’t lower their weapons, but their stances were less hostile, more curious.

	Murdoch used the moment to glance around the forest area. Spears had killed Paul, Hannah, and Abe. Apparently the last high-pitched scream he’d heard had been Gideon. The man had been skewered from two different directions, and the crossed spears gave him the look of a propped-up scarecrow. Claudia sprawled on the ground, writhing a bit, bleeding a lot, but overall looking very much alive.

	Veek had vanished. So had the old man. Murdoch had no clue if they’d run off together, in separate directions, or if the seraphs had plucked them up and carried them away.

	He counted seven seraphs. Four hung back, their long spears held across their bodies. The three others had moved even closer, looming over Anne.

	A radiant smile spread across her face. Blissful, almost. She looked up into the hooded face of the creature looming over her, slowly gnashing its teeth.

	“I’ve waited so long to find you again,” she said to it.
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	Chase stood on the beach and stared out at the sea. The winds sprayed salt water into his face and he had to tell himself to blink it away. He took another breath, gulping in the cold air.

	He tried, for a third time, to wrap his mind around what he saw.

	A slithery sound reached his ears, followed by a soft thud, and he managed to look away from the sea, just for a moment. Doug’s shoulders had gone so limp his backpack had slipped right off. It flopped on the sand at his feet, then slowly tipped over.

	Seth’s head bobbed back and forth like a man in sincere agreement or deep in prayer. He raised his pistol toward the sea, then let it drop back to his side. Raised it, let it drop. Raise. Drop. Each time his breathing grew more frantic.

	And then the sea, the impossible thing out at sea, snared Chase’s attention again.

	“That’s,” he heard Doug say, “that’s a cloud, right? It’s just clouds.”

	“No,” whispered Seth, just loud enough to be heard over the wind and waves.

	At this distance, almost halfway to the horizon, the Makara could’ve been a toy. Chase could make out the tiny colored rectangles of shipping containers and the irregular mound of the ship’s wheelhouse. It looked almost exactly like it had when they’d left the ship barely three hours ago, when he’d glanced back over his shoulder at it and seen the storm clouds rolling closer.

	The storm had reached the ship.

	The storm …

	His mind rebelled again. He stopped taking in air and had to will himself to breathe again. “It’s not clouds,” he said, and his voice seemed so small and weak in the presence of the … the thing.

	The thing above the ship.

	It had to be above the ship, because if he was seeing it over the ship—past the ship—it meant the thing was even bigger than it looked, made small by distance. And the thing looked huge. It looked enormous.

	When he’d first caught sight of it, he’d tried to convince himself he was seeing some once-in-a-lifetime natural wonder. A dozen, maybe as many as two dozen waterspouts or tornados all stretching between the clouds and the ocean, churning up a spray of mist and foam. It made his heart race, remembering his awful week back in Houston during the hurricane.

	But they weren’t tornados. Or clouds. At least, it wasn’t all clouds.

	The monstrous thing in the sky had tentacles. Huge, curling pillars of flesh stretching hundreds of feet down to the water. Chase couldn’t see any other features. No mouth or nose. He couldn’t even see eyes. Just so many tentacles.

	Two gigantic wings spread out above it. They had long spines and swooping edges, like bat wings. Or dragon wings. They were impossibly huge. Each one had to be at least as long as the Makara, but he thought they might be even larger. They almost blotted out the horizon, they stretched so far, their ends lost in the dark storm clouds surrounding the monster.

	It slid slowly through the sky, so slow, as if it needed time to push whole mountains of air out of its way. It drifted past the Makara and began to turn through the air. The dark clouds hid its full length, and Chase didn’t have any real sense of how far back it went. He trembled again, horrified by the idea that it could be farther away than he thought, that it could be even larger than he thought, even though his mind was barely able to accept it now.

	From somewhere behind all the tentacles, somewhere back in a body he couldn’t fully see, two long, gaunt limbs hung down. Arms with claw-like hands? Legs with talon-like feet? He couldn’t even begin to guess, and the two limbs were the most relatable part of the thing.

	A bolt of lightning arced down to the ocean. Maybe from the clouds. Maybe from the monster.

	The tentacles reached down into the sea, curled back up, and reached down again. The water stretched up after it, as if it couldn’t let go. As if gravity briefly reversed and the sea fell up toward the monster.

	A double rumble of thunder rolled across the waves and up onto the beach. It passed them by and went echoing into the forest. Another bolt of lightning lit up beneath the creature.

	Even as the tentacles dragged the ocean up toward the beast, they dragged memories up in Chase’s mind. Role-playing games when he was a kid. Monster movies when he was older. Monster movies from …

	Doug made a whimpering noise.

	Seth raised his pistol again and jabbed it at the air. “No,” he said. Then he shouted at the beast. “NO!”

	Chase made another attempt to look away from the thing in the sky and failed again. He tried to raise his hands, and a few seconds later his palms pressed over his eyes, hiding the titan from his view.

	“Can you hear it?” said Doug. “The thunder sounds like words. Like it’s talking with the thunder.”

	“Don’t listen to it!”

	The voice jerked Chase’s head around, jolting his hands from his face.

	A young man stood a few dozen yards down the beach from them. He had shaggy black hair, and his skinny arms held a brass telescope, the kind used in old pirate movies. He stared intently through it, then let it drop and turned to look at Chase with dark eyes. “That’s your ship, yes?”

	“I … sort of. Yes.”

	“How large is it?”

	“What?” Chase glanced out toward the Makara and felt his gaze drifting back to the monster.

	The man snapped his fingers, catching Chase’s attention again. “How large! I’m trying to compare sizes!”

	“What is that thing?” Chase asked as another wave of thunder crashed on the beach. “Do you know?”

	“How large is your ship?!”

	“She’s an old Panamax,” said Seth. He blinked away his dazed stare and focused on the man. “Two hundred ninety-four meters long.”

	“Exactly?”

	Seth nodded.

	The man nodded and the fingers of his free hand did a quick dance against his thumb. “Then it’s one of the small ones,” he said.

	Chase took a breath, then took a good look at the man. He was mid-twenties at best. Several inches shorter than Doug, maybe the same height as Seth. The man wore a threadbare white shirt under a khaki explorer’s vest that had seen better days. What looked like a homemade tool belt wrapped around his waist, with one large pouch riding on his hip.

	“Who are you?” asked Chase. “Have you been on the island this whole time?”

	“What is that thing?” barked Seth.

	The man waved the questions away. “Listen to me carefully,” he said, pointing back into the jungle. “Run. Go that way. About three-quarters of a mile. You’ll be near the center of the island. You’ll be safe there for now.”

	Chase risked a quick glimpse at the impossible titan up in the sky, then back to the man. “What?”

	The man collapsed the telescope and dropped it into the hip pouch. “Trust me. Run. You’ll be safe.”

	Doug spun around, scooped up his backpack, and lumbered across the sand toward the trees. Chase got a quick look at his face as he stomped past and saw bright red tears running down his cheeks. Bloodshot veins stretched across the white of one of Doug’s eyes, and the other one had gone completely red. How long had Doug been staring at the thing without blinking? How long had all of them been staring at it before the stranger had appeared next to them?

	Without thinking, he looked back at the ocean. The creature had completed its slow turn and soared through the air back toward the Makara. As he watched, the wings made a single, downward thrust at the air. The clouds whirled and spun around them, like an avalanche in the sky. The ocean recoiled, making waves big enough he could see them from miles away.

	Something grabbed his arm and shook it. Chase blinked, looked away from the ocean, and met Seth’s gaze. He looked nervous, almost scared, and Chase wondered if Seth was thinking the same thing about him.

	“Do we trust him?”

	“Do we have a choice?”

	Seth nodded once and marched away, following Doug’s messy footsteps across the beach.

	Chase took a step to follow him and his foot snagged on something, almost tripping him. He looked at Ayman’s body, sprawled facedown in the sand where they’d dropped it. Dead on the beach.

	The young stranger pulled something else from his pouch. A small, rough notebook. He scribbled in it with a stubby pencil, glancing up at the beast again as he did, as if for reference. “You should follow your friends,” he said.

	“How can you do that?” Chase whispered.

	“Do what?”

	“Look at it. How can you look at it without …?”

	“Going mad?”

	“Yeah.”

	“It’s a shock at first, but it gets easier.”

	“You … you’ve seen them before?”

	“Too many times.” He glanced up from his notes and waved a hand toward the tree line. “I’ll explain what I can when I catch up with you.”

	Chase risked another quick look out to sea, taking in all he could in a glance. The titanic thing drifted through the clouds. Or did the clouds come out of it? Maybe its sheer size attracted them as it pushed its way through weather patterns. Its tentacles dipped lower into the sea below it, and the water reached up like iron filings stretching toward a magnet.

	Chase stepped over Ayman’s body and stopped next to the stranger. “What is it? If you’ve seen it before you must have some idea what it is.”

	“Oh, yes,” said the man. He looked at Chase with sad, dark eyes. “It’s the end of everything. It’s the end of the world.”
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	Katanga had seen the thing in the sky almost half an hour ago, when it came out of the storm rolling in behind Makara. He assumed it to be a trick of the light. What else could it have been? A particularly dark cloud and a few waterspouts coming together to fool his eye. He’d marveled at it, shot a picture with his smartphone, and gotten on with the deck inspection.

	But whenever he looked back, the illusion hadn’t faded. The moment never came when the elements fell apart and the creature vanished. By the time he admitted a monster was approaching the ship, half a dozen members of the crew stood at the railing, all staring up with different levels of slack-jawed horror as storm clouds blotted out the sun and the air grew cold around them.

	Wind pulled at them as the thing soared by Makara. Its tentacles swept through the water, and Katanga watched the waves slosh up at it like—

	No. The creature sucked the water up. The long tentacles were like sponges, drawing everything in. Its skin pulled at the clouds swirling around it and the mist coming off the ocean.

	Thunder reached his ears, and Katanga somehow understood the creature was eating everything. The words echoed in his ears, in his mind, that it was so hungry. Its hunger was a deep, endless void and it would eat the world to try to fill that vast emptiness.

	Even the air itself. The massive beast didn’t push a wave of pressure out in front of it. The wild winds moved toward it as it drew them in and devoured them.

	And after its last turn, it was coming right at them.

	He shook away his awe and terror and ignored the latest thunderclap hammering his ears. “Everyone, away from the railing,” he bellowed. “Get to safety!”

	“Nowhere’s safe,” muttered Corwyn, the second engineer. He stared up at the thing in the clouds without blinking. Blood ran from his eyes like tears.

	It moved closer, blotted out the sky, and night fell across Makara. Katanga couldn’t comprehend anything so big. His brain fell down rabbit hole after rabbit hole, trying to find a comparison, trying to find words for anything so gigantic, and failing again and again.

	He forced past it, grabbed Corwyn by the arm, and dragged him away from the railing.

	The tentacles stretched down and plunged into the water on either side of the ship. Waves crashed up onto the deck and rocked the vessel side to side. An awful lurch of motion wrenched Katanga’s gut, a shift in direction, as the titan grabbed hold and dragged Makara along with it. One of the crew stumbled and caught himself against a dark blue shipping container. Corwyn fell to his knees, still staring up at the sky. Blood leaked from his nose now.

	Katanga hooked an arm under the man’s shoulder and dragged him across the deck. Off to their right, on the ship’s port side, one of the massive tentacles flexed and shifted. It dimly reminded Katanga of one time he’d been up close to an elephant. Just a massive wall of skin and muscle, stretching almost to the edges of his vision.

	The railing pressing against that wall of flesh cracked and vanished. Where the creature touched the ship, the metal rusted, flaked apart, and vanished into the tentacles.

	Something exploded next to him and sent him stumbling back. He let Corwyn slip from his grasp as he covered his ears. Another explosion went off and made him flinch. By the third, Katanga managed to turn his head and look.

	Captain Hagen pumped the shotgun and blasted the tentacle again. And again. And again. The gun ran dry and he fumbled a handful of shells from his pocket, thumbing them into the tube as fast as he could.

	Katanga glanced at the tentacle. Hagen had emptied a shotgun into it and the flesh was barely torn. He could’ve been shooting it with a child’s air gun. As Katanga watched, the small amount of damage the captain had managed to inflict swelled and knit itself back together.

	Hagen pumped the shotgun and fired again. Pump-shoot, pump-shoot, pump-shoot. His arms shook from the effort of working the weapon again and again. He emptied it and pulled more shells from his coat pocket.

	Part of Katanga knew he should run to the bridge, grab another shotgun from their hidden weapons locker, and join the captain in defending Makara. He could grab two or three shotguns—maybe grab the P90 tucked away in the back too—arm whatever crew members he could find, and they could try to drive the monster away.

	He also knew in his heart they were doomed. The hungry thing in the sky above them would devour them all. Nothing could stop it.

	The ship leaned to the side with a deep groan of metal. The storage containers squealed against their lashings. The lines hummed with tension in return. Katanga braced his feet and one hand on the deck while Hagen wobbled and shifted his legs to keep his balance. Corwyn rolled across the deck until he slammed into another container.

	A bolt of lightning whited out the world as thunder hammered Katanga’s ears. The deck lurched under his feet again before he could blink all the spots from his eyes. He heard a scream swallowed up by the wind and waves and the groaning of the ship. A clatter of metal on metal that faded right away.

	Then he could see again. Hagen’s shotgun had vanished. So had Corwyn. The captain looked at him with a horrified face.

	“We have to abandon her,” Hagen cried out.

	“I know,” Katanga shouted. The idea terrified him. So did the absolute certainty of it. Neither of them hesitated.

	“The lifeboats,” yelled Hagen, staggering away. “Get everyone to the port lifeboats. They’ll be clear.”

	A smart call, Katanga thought. Makara already listed hard to that side. He’d have made the same decision if his brain were firing on all cylinders.

	He grabbed the small radio from his belt and called up to the wheelhouse. “We’re abandoning ship,” he yelled into it. “Call it. All hands abandon ship, port lifeboats.”

	No one answered him. Chabra should’ve been there at the helm with Kazuya, but maybe they were already running for the lifeboats on their own. Maybe the sight of the tentacled thing in the sky had shattered their minds and left them with bleeding eyes and noses like Corwyn.

	Katanga switched channels and called out his orders again. Then he tried a third time, making his way across the sloping deck as he did. He pressed down with his heels, like working his way down a steep hill. He tossed the radio aside and let himself slip to the next bank of shipping containers, using their edges like rungs on a ladder.

	Makara had four lifeboats. The two on either side of the wheelhouse were bigger—high-tech, enclosed models. Well, high-tech ten years ago. Hagen had never pushed for upgrading them, and truth be told, the crew had pulled some supplies out of them over the years. Still, they were decades ahead of the inflatables toward the bow.

	Katanga came around the corner of the container stack and saw the railing. And the sea. The water sloshed and frothed far closer than it should’ve, and a twinge of fear reminded him if he slipped he’d most likely go right over or under the rail and into the ocean below.

	Hagen stood a few yards away, working the davits for the lifeboat. And there was Kazuya and someone else in a yellow jumpsuit, his back to Katanga. The crew hadn’t done an actual drill with the small cranes in close to a year, and they hadn’t gotten any solid maintenance in at least that long.

	Another bolt of lightning lit up the sky. The thunder pummeled him. He glanced back, saw the huge tentacle on this side of the ship flex. Makara wailed again. The deck trembled. The water retreated.

	“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” yelled a voice next to him. Mr. Onyango, the skinny cook. “It’s picking us up!”

	They both let themselves slide to the rail and used it to walk themselves toward the lifeboat. “Let it drop,” Hagen shouted. “It’s our only chance.”

	Kazuya’s eyes went wide. Hagen twisted around and screamed. Katanga looked over his shoulder and up.

	The tentacle curled down, already three or four yards from him. He stumbled back and watched the tree-trunk of green flesh wrap around Mr. Onyango, covering him almost head to toe, and yank him away. They watched the man’s feet kick once, twice …

	He vanished into the flesh. Something fluttered down through the wind to smack against the railing and disappear into the waves below. One of Mr. Onyango’s black tennis shoes, ripped apart and empty.

	Something grabbed Katanga by the back, pulling his hoodie and shirt tight across his chest, and he felt his boots leave the deck. He screamed in horror even as the wild, desperate thought—PLEASE, NOT LIKE THIS—burned across his mind. He tilted to the left, up over the railing, caught a glimpse of Hagen with his arms up, and realized the captain had thrown him off Makara and into the churning sea.

	He hit the water and it swallowed him up, swallowed all the noise and chaos. Just him and the sound of bubbles rushing past his ears. The cool ocean filled his boots and jeans and hoodie, gently pulled him down, offering even more peace.

	And then a groan of straining metal echoed through the water, like a mechanical whale throwing itself up onto the beach to die. He heard and felt the muffled splash of something else hitting the surface, and more bubbles as it plunged past him. The water tugged at him again, urging him to follow the mystery object into the depths.

	Katanga found the light, kicked free of the gentle pull, and reached the surface just in time for a wave to smack him in the face and push him back under. He shoved his hands down at the water, clawed his way back up. Then he was in the air, and the rain and the screaming surrounded him again.

	Something smashed into the water, just two or three wave swells away. The rust-red storage container bobbed once and drifted down. Another container landed on top of it with a muffled clang, rolled off, and plunged into the water an arm’s reach away from Katanga. He felt it drag against his legs and chest as it sank, sucking away a little more of his body heat with its downward current.

	“Help!” he shouted as loud as he could, spitting out salt water as he did. “Somebody please help!”

	“Over here,” somebody responded. “Here!”

	He threw himself across a wave, toward the voice. Something else splashed into the water behind him. The wind dragged waves across him like sheets of rain.

	The ocean rose, fell, and revealed Kazuya clutching a lifebuoy. The second officer clawed at the bright orange ring, trying to hold onto it and pull it over his shoulders at the same time. Their eyes met. “Katanga,” he bawled.

	Katanga kicked at the waves, pushing himself toward the other man. “Where is everyone?”

	“I don’t know!”

	A groan of metal came from somewhere above them and another storage container plummeted out of the sky. It flattened a wave and sprayed them with water. It rolled twice in the water, like a crocodile drowning its prey, then sank beneath the surface.

	Katanga turned back to the helmsman and caught a glimpse of another figure rising up on a wave, facing the other way. “Captain,” he yelled. “Captain!”

	Hagen thrashed around in the water and found them. He took six long strokes, slid down a wave, and came to rest near them. He raised his chin to Katanga. “Who else?”

	“Nobody?”

	“I thought I saw Joseph,” said Kazuya, “but he went under. I think … I think he got snagged on a container.”

	As if to drive the point home, a bright yellow shipping container crashed into the water near them.

	“We have to get to the island,” yelled Katanga. “Where is it? What direction?”

	Hagen twisted to the left, then turned himself in a slow circle. He let a wave lift him up. “Where’s Makara?”

	“What?”

	“Where’s my ship?!”

	Another container crashed down into the water just a few yards away. Straight down. Katanga caught a quick glimpse of dull blue steel with white serial numbers and ragged edges where the container had been ripped in half.

	Or chewed and spit out.

	He looked up.

	The creature loomed over them. It could’ve been fifty feet up or five hundred. Its wings filled the sky. Its bony arms reached down to drag through the waves even as its tentacles curled down and back up. One of them, Katanga was pretty sure, held a huge shark that vanished up into the mass of writhing flesh.

	“Where’s my goddamn ship?!” Hagen yelled again.

	The massive wings pushed down and Katanga felt his ears pop as the pressure changed. More wind raked across the waves, spraying them with salt water. He felt a chill dance down from his fingers into his thighs and shake its way out into the ocean, taking a little more warmth with him.

	“Jesus no,” cried Kazuya as one of the tentacles plunged down to grab him. The lifebuoy dropped down as the helmsman rose out of the water and vanished into the column of green flesh.

	A shadow fell over Katanga and he twisted around, letting himself sink down low into the water. Better to freeze and drown than to be eaten. The orange shape loomed over him, rocking on the waves.

	“Oh thank you holy Jesus,” yelled Hagen.

	The lifeboat drifted past them. Katanga saw a pair of jagged edges where it had ripped free of the davits, cracking its fiberglass hull in the process. The rear hatch banged open and shut against its frame.

	Hagen reached it first. He grabbed a railing, got another hand on a higher rung, and dragged himself out of the water. One of his legs kicked up into the open hatch, bracing the door open. He swung back around, found Katanga, and reached out an arm. “Come on,” he shouted.

	Katanga took a deep breath and threw his own arm out, scooping at the water in a clumsy dog paddle. A wave lifted him up and set him down a good seven or eight feet closer. Katanga saved his strength, ready to ride the next wave, and one of the massive tentacles folded around Hagen’s outstretched arm and yanked the captain away.

	Gone.

	Katanga twisted, looked up at the vast belly of the creature above him, but couldn’t see his captain anywhere. The leviathan reached down and scooped up something at least a quarter mile away.

	A wave lifted him up. He kicked, thrashed, and came less than a yard from the lifeboat. All of the back end was a gaping hole, dissolved away when the tentacle brushed against it. He pushed himself through the water, reached up for what was left of the railing …

	Stopped.

	Katanga let his arm drift back down, clawed at the water, and turned himself around.

	The thing, the monstrous thing in the sky, had mostly moved past. Its long twisting tail stretched across the clouds above him. The head with all its tentacles looked to be maybe … half a mile away? He still couldn’t get a sense of scale, and thinking about it too much made his head hurt.

	As he watched, the impossibly huge wings swept down again and more of the tentacles curled into the water. How many tentacles did the damned thing have? Dozens more than any creature he’d ever seen. They curled back up and he caught glimpses of things folded into the green flesh before they vanished altogether.

	He looked around. No sign of Makara anywhere. No sign of anyone else in the water with him.

	Numbness prickled at his toes and fingers. Each wave bobbing him up and down carried a little more heat away with it. He wouldn’t freeze to death, but he wouldn’t last much more than an hour, maybe two in the ocean.

	How far off was the island?

	The monster forced its way through the sky, shoving clouds out of the way. One of its bony arms reached down, grabbed something, carried it back up to the body. Another waterspout swirled up and vanished against the beast’s flesh. The wings shifted, came down again, and the monster banked slowly to the right.

	Katanga turned himself in the water, faced the bright orange lifeboat again. He shot a last glance up over his shoulder, then reached out to grab at the steel railing. A wave lifted him up, pushed him closer, and he hooked his arm across the rail.

	Cold and terror had sapped most of his strength; ten minutes of treading water in a rough ocean had claimed the rest. The gaping hole to the inside tempted him. Seats. A heater. Emergency blankets. A small engine to get him the hell away from here.

	Also a narrow aisle between the chairs. A cramped helm. And the small engine had been loud as hell the last time they tested it.

	If it grabbed the lifeboat, he’d never get away in time. His legs and bits still hung in the water, but hanging on the back end at least gave him the chance to drop away if the beast reached for the boat. If it moved further away, he might risk it.

	Lightning showed him the churning clouds above and the vast expanse of ocean around him. Another bolt flashed, and Katanga tried to spot anything on the surface of the water. Floating containers. Another lifeboat. Wreckage. Bodies.

	Nothing.

	No one.

	He followed the length of the beast to its distant head and saw it reach down into the water with tentacles and long claws. It dragged the storm in its wake, taking the wind and rain and lightning with it as it sailed away. The air and sea twisted and spun around it, trying and failing to escape its pull.

	Thunder rolled across the ocean again.

	The lifeboat rocked in the waves, lifting Katanga up out of the water and then dipping him back down. He watched the distant monster and tried to decide if it was distant enough. How far was far enough with something this size?

	He looked away, heaved himself up high enough to see across the lifeboat, and saw the island.

	Katanga took a breath and flexed his arms, heaving himself up over the railing, through the half-melted hole, and into the lifeboat.
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	Veek speed-walked through the jungle. She wanted to run. She really wanted to run.

	Normally she avoided running whenever she could. At best, it left her aching and gasping for air. At worst, it set off an asthma attack and left her … well, gasping for air much more desperately.

	Right now, though, she’d be willing to risk it. If only her goddamned hands weren’t cuffed behind her back.

	It made it tough to keep up any sort of rhythm. Her shoulders and hips fought her for balance, each with their own ideas of how she needed to move. Every quick shift or dodge threatened to send her tumbling and drove home the fact that she wouldn’t be able to catch herself if she fell.

	It also didn’t help that without her glasses she couldn’t focus on anything near her. The distant trees and grass stayed sharp, but as they worked their way closer they softened. Everything around her feet was a blur, and she’d already mistaken two rocks for patches of flat dirt, leading to more balance-threatening stumbles.

	So she pressed her hands against her butt, kept her back straight, and moved as fast as she could away from the Family.

	After a few minutes of running, she made a sharp left turn around a clump of dark, probably volcanic rocks. She’d taken a few online classes on how to lose a tail, and she hoped the basic ideas that worked in a city also held on a tropical island. The Family might not be after her right now, but odds were good as soon as that little firefight ended they’d make time to hunt her down. So getting as far away as possible, while leaving as little trail as possible, was her main concern.

	The other big concern, of course, was that Veek had no idea where to get away to. She knew she was on an island. Knew the Family was here. And the roaches were here. The goddamned cockroaches. Which meant this island was …

	Well, exactly what Veek feared it was.

	Unless the Family had screwed up. She could always hold out hope for that. After all, it’d taken them almost a century to make any headway back in Los Angeles. But unless they’d really screwed up, Veek felt pretty confident she was about nine hundred and fifty miles east-south-east of Madagascar.

	And the whole world had no idea how much trouble it was in.

	In a perfect world, if she was crazy lucky, Nate, Mike, Xela, and the rest of her friends were just a few hours behind her. They’d tracked a license plate or a flight number or something. Mike caught that sort of stuff all the time. And then Nate would’ve had Reggie Magnus call in favors from the Marines again, or the DOD, or that weird guy with the cookie fetish, St. Germaine, who they had quarterly meetings with. Right now they could all be in a military helicopter with a lot of big guns, heading straight for this island. Straight for her.

	If she was crazy lucky.

	But she wasn’t going to bet on it.

	She passed a cluster of bamboo and shifted direction again. Back to the right, splitting the difference. Still heading away from the Family, but not in the direction she’d left them. She lurched a little too far forward and had to thrust one leg and her hips out to catch herself, like some sort of yoga lunge.

	Veek steadied herself, straightened her back, and resumed her hasty walk.

	The Family’s boat was here. Ship? Yacht? Whatever it was. It would have a radio. Or maybe she’d be really lucky and one of them left their smartphone behind so it wouldn’t get wet. Would there still be people on board? She’d gotten the sense all the people on the yacht had been Family members, and it seemed like they’d all come on shore to the island. Maybe she could circle back to the beach and get out to the yacht. Maybe even get it far enough from shore that they couldn’t swim to it.

	Of course, the Family wanted to be on the island, so that didn’t accomplish much. Also, she was willing to bet driving a yacht was at least as complicated as driving stick, which … she wouldn’t be good at it. And based off what the guy, Murdoch, had told her when he brought her to the beach, she’d have to get the yacht really far from shore to make sure none of them could swim to it. Like, over the horizon far.

	Maybe she could just find a damned handcuff key.

	The other option, of course, was to look for … well, the other pole. Maybe there’d be something near it she could use to free herself, or call for help. But if the Family was tracking her through the jungle, that would also mean leading them right to it.

	She switched directions again, going sharp right and, she hoped, more or less back to the beach. The yacht idea sucked, but it was the best—and safest—one she had, barring some kind of divine intervention or—

	The translucent thing spilled out from behind a tree in front of her. Like some kind of multilegged Zerg monster with a cloaking field. It surged silently across her path, stretching out and pausing to let its back legs catch up.

	Veek took a quick step back, then another, and then the thing rolled over her like a glowing cloud of warm smoke. She retreated again, something caught her foot, and she tripped over the ONE GODDAMNED ROOT in the whole jungle. She fell, the forest spun around her, and her stomach wrung itself tight, squeezing its contents in both directions. She clenched her jaw, saw a tree trunk rushing up at her, and felt it smack the side of her head.

	Her shoulder hit the ground first. She flopped onto her chest and knocked the air from her lungs. She wheezed twice, and another pulse of nausea ran from her stomach up to her head and back as she rolled onto her side.

	The glistening, translucent thing had vanished.

	She heard noise, grass rustling behind her, and twisted around to look, but all she could see from the ground was a blurry wall of tall grass and scrub plants.

	Veek pulled her knees up toward her belly, rolled forward again, and got her legs under her. A few awkward lunges got one of her feet placed right and she pushed herself up onto one knee. It slid in the thin coat of mud covering the ground.

	A strong wind had replaced the translucent creature, rustling the grass and even making the trees sway. Clouds darkened the sky. A heavy mist, almost rain, pattered down on her.

	She’d heard tropical storms could move in fast, but … had she passed out? How hard had she hit her head on that tree? It had seemed like a bump at the time, but it might’ve just been adrenaline, fight or flight letting her ignore the pain. She couldn’t even remember walking close to it.

	The wind died down just for a moment, and she heard another echo from somewhere. Bells. Little chiming bells, like stores hung over doorways to announce customers.

	She let her head hang low and took a few slow, deep breaths to calm the tickle in her throat. She closed her eyes and tried her best to be calm. When her breathing steadied, she opened her eyes.

	A pale cube sat by her foot, half under some leafy plant spreading out near the base of the tree. She tapped it with her foot, watched it rock back and forth, got a sense of its weight. She straightened her neck, tried to put a little more distance between the wooden cube and her eyes, and squinted.

	Not a cube. A block. A water-stained and faded toy block. The upright face had some red paint in a line, maybe a capital I or a one. Another side had the faint remains of a blue A, or maybe it was a V. She moved the block around again and revealed a side with three miraculously bright lines of green paint. Three capital Is.

	Roman numerals?

	Veek twisted around for a moment, trying to get her hands close to the block, but gave up after a few seconds. With the cuffs on, there’d be no way to grab it without sitting down flat on the muddy ground. And then she’d be stuck with it in her hands, assuming she’d be able to get back up without dropping it.

	She hoped it wasn’t some quest item she’d need later.

	She pushed herself all the way to her feet. The mist had already built a few heavy drips on her face, and she could feel it dampening her jacket. She shook the water away and looked around again, getting her bearings. She’d fallen with her head that way, and fallen backward, which meant that was the direction she’d come from.

	More or less.

	Maybe.

	She turned slowly, looking for something she could remember passing, any kind of recognizable landmark, and had to admit she hadn’t been paying attention to anything. Her focus had just been on getting away and not falling while she did. And she’d been doing about half of that right so far.

	Veek turned to look behind her again, then struck off into the jungle, hoping she wasn’t heading right back toward the Family.
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	Anne kept staring at the seraphs in a way that reminded Murdoch way too much of a starstruck teenager meeting a pop icon. The most honest smile he’d seen from her in weeks spread across her face, and her words had a babbling quality. Not the old tongue, but more of a random train of thought.

	Granted, most of the others weren’t acting much better. Rachel had dropped to her knees in the tall grass. Claudia’s arm hung limp from her wounded shoulder, and she held it in place with her other hand, but she almost seemed happy now that she knew what had attacked her. She and Barnabas both had their heads bowed, muttering nonstop prayers next to the spear that had almost impaled her. Daniel and Phoebe stood there with their expressions shifting from nervousness to rapture and back.

	The seraphs bothered Murdoch more, though. Their malformed brows furrowed and their triple-eyes blinked in a one-two-three pattern. They stared down at Anne, gazed at the others, and adjusted their fingers on their long spears. A nervous—no, an anxious energy filled the air. Like a cat trying to decide if it was done playing with a mouse or not, and how it wanted to end the game.

	One of the seraphs, a lanky brute with one particularly long tusk in its gnashing mouth, focused on Murdoch. They’d all noticed him, not bowing and praying like the others. He met Tusk’s gaze and tried to keep his expression as neutral as possible. And keep his hand near his holstered pistol.

	His heart beat at least a dozen times before Tusk shifted its attention over to Barnabas. Its eyes moved one at a time, the last lingering on Murdoch for what felt like far too long. He relaxed a little, but didn’t move his hand away from his pistol.

	Then his own eyes flicked over to Abe’s body, held upright by the spear through his chest. The pistol wouldn’t do Murdoch any good when the seraphs could throw their spears that fast and hard. Having it close to his hand still made him feel better, though.

	Anne coughed out a few more syllables, paused, then repeated them with a slight variation.

	The lead seraph loomed over her. It stood a foot taller than the others, and it kept its oversized hood pulled low over its face. The shadows stretched down to its array of teeth, and Murdoch could just see the gleam of eyes under the hood’s ragged hem.

	The Hood barked out a few words at Anne. Its voice was so harsh it almost sounded mechanical. Each syllable sounded like it had been dragged across a steel rasp. Murdoch tried to remember what he’d learned of the old tongue, but it had been so many years and he’d never used it. The words were vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t guess at what they meant.

	Anne’s hands came up and did something in front of her body, between her and the Hood. Her fingers dropped lower, then lower again. By the time Murdoch recognized the motions, she’d gone almost to her waist. He hadn’t seen her do it in years.

	Anne pulled her shirt out of her jeans, then shrugged it off her shoulders. She let the sleeves slide down her arms and over her hands. It dropped to the ground, leaving her bare in front of the Hood.

	Murdoch’s breath caught, just for a moment, at the sight of the broad swath of once-familiar skin.

	Anne raised her arms, laced her fingers on top of her head, and took in a deep breath. Her skin fluttered along her ribs. With the second breath, her gills waved open and shut, like a fish drowning in the air. She swayed for a moment, then took a third breath, letting them open wide, displaying herself to the seraphs.

	The Hood reached out a too-long, gaunt finger tipped with a claw-like nail. It brushed the jagged edge along one of the flaps of skin and Anne trembled. The nervous shiver of someone being tickled.

	Yes, Murdoch decided, best to think of it as a nervous shiver and not something else.

	One of the seraphs barked out a few words, and Tusk added a few more. The Hood lifted its hand and grabbed Anne’s chin with its skeletal fingers. It turned her head to the left and right, staring into her eyes.

	Then it released her and coughed up a single sharp syllable.

	Murdoch couldn’t read their expressions, but their bodies loosened. Their hands relaxed. The tips of their spears lifted up, the butts resting against the ground.

	Murdoch caught a last three-eyed glare from Tusk before the seraph stood its spear up straight like some sort of palace guard.

	Anne babbled out a quartet of sounds, paused, then tried again with a different one on the end.

	The Hood blinked its eyes at her.

	She half turned her head back to the Family. “I did warn you all I was a bit rusty in the old tongue. This might take a little while.”

	It got a nervous laugh from Claudia and Daniel. The others stayed quiet. Barnabas and Phoebe had both averted their eyes when Anne took her shirt off.

	Anne spoke again.

	The Hood stood there. One of its eyes, its largest one, focused on one Family member after another, but kept coming back to Anne, topless before it. Murdoch couldn’t shake the disturbing idea it was less like ogling and more like someone picking a lobster from a restaurant fish tank.

	Anne turned her head again. “Murdoch,” she called out. “Bring our specialist up here. I’m trying to explain what we’re looking for and I’d like a better sense of what it might look like.”

	Barnabas glanced back at Murdoch. At Abe’s impaled body. At the clear lack of Veek in the surrounding area. Their eyes met, and Murdoch could see Barnabas was trying very hard to set him on fire with his gaze.

	Murdoch cleared his throat. “She … uh, she got away. Minister.”

	Anne’s shoulders twisted back, exposing more of her gills. If Barnabas wanted to set Murdoch on fire, Anne was determined to burn a hole straight through his head. Other eyes fell on him as the Family turned to stare.

	“What was that?”

	Any trace of warmth and familiarity had vanished from her voice. She sounded like one of the elders she and Murdoch had mocked as kids when they were feeling extra rebellious or scared or ashamed.

	Murdoch met her stare for a moment, then looked over at Abe’s body. “During the … the attack?”

	She said nothing.

	“During the attack, she took advantage of the confusion and Abe’s—Abraham’s death. She attacked me and ran into the woods.” He could feel the Family judging him as he spoke.

	Anne rolled her fingers into fists. She turned even more, exposing herself to Murdoch, and unease skittered across his shoulders like a handful of harbinger cockroaches. Her expression, the way she held herself, the attitude rolling off her like clouds off dry ice—it all came into sharp focus.

	The woman standing in front of Murdoch was not the girl he’d been in love with all those years ago. Not even remotely. He’d always had trouble reading her, but he’d let old memories and emotions blind him to who she was now.

	“Well,” Anne said. “Go after her.”

	He looked through the trees in the direction he thought Veek had run. “How am I supposed to find her?”

	“The island’s barely three miles across,” she snapped. “Look!”

	He nodded.

	“Now! Find her!”

	Murdoch winced, took a step, and caught his ankle on the shaft of the spear holding up Abe’s body. He stumbled but caught himself before he fell. The impact knocked Abe’s claw-like hand loose and it swung down to hang limp at his side.

	“GO!” roared Anne.

	Murdoch ran into the forest, away from the monsters.
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	Seth glanced back over his shoulder as they ran though the wind-whipped jungle. His pom-pom bounced back and forth with each stride. “What the hell was that thing?” he shouted back at Chase.

	Chase stumbled over a rock half-hidden in the knee-high grass. They’d been running as best they could for ten minutes now, but he wasn’t sure how far they’d actually gone from the beach. They slogged along, and the forest countered all their best attempts to sprint. Hell, Doug had managed to stay ahead of them and he was just plodding along in a determined, stomping march.

	Seth threw more questions. “Where did it come from? Was it under the sea? Is it an alien?”

	Chase looked back himself, half expecting to see the impossibly huge, tentacled thing looming over the treetops. If it could pick up a ship the size of the Makara, could they do anything to stop it? Without the ship, did they have any chance of getting away from it?

	“I don’t know.”

	“What did he say it was?” Seth waved an arm back behind them. “The man on the beach?”

	“He didn’t. He just said we’d be safe at the center of the island.”

	Doug stopped his stomping walk and whipped around. The misting rain had softened the lines of blood on his face, but they still left trails down to his chin like dark tears. “There’s nowhere safe,” he snapped. “Nowhere.”

	“Then go back to the beach,” growled Seth.

	Chase took Doug’s arm. “Come on,” he said. “We’ve got to keep moving.”

	Doug shook his head, and the movement squeezed a few more drops of fresh blood from the corners of his eyes. “There’s no point. There’s nowhere safe. It’ll find us. It’s going to find everyone.” He wrapped his arms around himself and looked up through the trees. Up at the sky.

	Chase pulled. “Come on!”

	Doug’s head drifted side to side. “They’re going to find everyone and eat everything. We can’t get away.” He took a step back the way they’d come.

	“We don’t have time for this,” said Seth.

	“A minute ago you didn’t know what the hell it was,” said Chase. “Now you’re the expert on how much time we’ve got?” He gave Doug’s arm another tug.

	Seth growled. But he waited.

	“Nothing gets away from them,” murmured Doug. “They’re going to eat it all.”

	“Come on,” Chase said to him. “Let’s get moving.”

	Doug kept his bleeding eyes on the sky, but he let Chase lead him away.

	A palm frond whipped through the air and crashed into the ground just ahead of them. Seth flinched, swore at it, and gave it a kick. He glared back at Chase and Doug, then grabbed for his pistol.

	Chase heard rustling behind them, the low thud of heavy steps, and spun around. He fumbled at the gun tucked in his waistband.

	A figure wobbled between the trees, following the rough trail their feet had beaten into the grass and weeds. It tried to hold itself as upright as possible while it moved, and bobbed awkwardly side to side because of it. Chase saw dark hair and tanned skin, and for an instant thought the man from the beach had followed and caught up to them. But this figure wore a dark jacket and stood much too short. And was clean shaven.

	And was also, he realized as she got closer, a woman.

	Seth stepped toward her, his pistol out. “Who are you?” he called out over the wind.

	The woman stopped a few yards away, her arms tucked behind her back. She squinted at the three of them suspiciously, and took a long look at Doug’s blood-streaked face before focusing on Seth and his pistol again. “Who are you?”

	“You first. And show me your hands.”

	“I can’t.”

	A gust of wind sliced through the trees, and they all flinched from the rain that briefly hit like the spray from a garden hose.

	“We’re from the Makara,” said Chase.

	Seth glared at him.

	The woman raised one eyebrow. “The what?”

	“It’s a freighter, anchored about three miles offshore.”

	“Why are you all bloody?”

	Chase glanced at Seth. “A friend of ours was killed. We tried to save him.”

	“Killed by what?”

	“A trap.”

	She stared at each of them, peering intently into Chase’s eyes. Her shoulders dropped a tiny bit, but she kept her hands behind her back. When she had examined each of them, she looked back at Chase. “You didn’t come on the yacht?”

	Seth perked up and let the pistol drift down. “What yacht?”

	The woman took a cautious step forward. “We came here on a yacht. I think from Madagascar. It’s in a cove or a lagoon or something on the west side of the island.”

	“Who’s we?” asked Chase. “How’d you end up out here in the jungle?”

	“I was running away from them.”

	Seth looked past her. “From who?”

	“The people who kidnapped me. They grabbed me in LA and brought me here.” She studied Doug’s face again. “They call themselves the Family.”

	Chase caught the heavy emphasis, a clear capital letter at the start of the word. “Is that some sort of cult thing?”

	She shrugged awkwardly, still keeping her hands behind her back. “Yeah, sure, you could call them that.”

	“Wait a minute,” said Seth. “Are you tied up?”

	“Handcuffed.” She twisted her body around and wiggled her fingers at him. “I mentioned the whole getting kidnapped thing, right?”

	“Are you okay?” asked Chase.

	“Don’t suppose you’ve got a key?”

	Seth smirked. “What kind of amateur needs a key to open handcuffs?”

	Another blast of wind and rain ripped through the forest. Chase turned his head, protecting his wounded ear from the pelting drops. The woman staggered forward. Doug mumbled words that got carried away before anyone could hear them.

	“You should come with us,” said Chase. “It’s safe at the center of the island.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Safe?”

	“It won’t matter,” said Doug.

	“We’ll explain on the way.” Chase held out a hand. “You with us?”

	“I guess so. You’re my best option at the moment.” She took a few steps forward. “I’m Veek.”

	“Chase.”

	“Can we get moving now?” Seth waved them onward, his gaze drifting upward as he did.

	Chase kept one hand on Doug’s arm and nodded at Veek. “You want a hand for balance?”

	“You going to perp walk me?”

	“Figure it beats picking you up two or three times.”

	“Yeah, whatever.”

	He hooked a hand under her arm, a loose grip but ready to grab tight if she slipped. They fell in step behind Seth, traveling with long strides. “This is Doug,” Chase said. He nodded up ahead. “That’s Seth.”

	She looked over at Doug. “What happened to him?”

	“We’re not really sure.”

	“He looked at that thing for too long,” Seth called back over his shoulder.

	Chase felt Veek’s arm and torso tense. “What thing?” she asked.

	“The thing up in the sky.”

	Her arm tensed even more. It felt stiff beneath Chase’s fingers. “A monster?”

	He nodded. “You saw it too?”

	They all ducked their heads as a sheet of rain crashed down on them, and then another one. Doug closed his eyes but kept looking up. It cleaned his face off, if nothing else.

	Veek looked back and forth between them. “Who are you people?”

	“I told you. I’m Chase, he’s Seth—”

	“No, I mean, who are you with? Why are you on this island?”

	“With?”

	“Makara is a private subcontractor,” said Seth. “I’m crew, they were passengers. One of our engines blew out and left us stranded. The captain sent us here to this island for safety while they rode out the storm and made repairs.”

	Chase pictured the huge thing in the sky reaching for the Makara and wondered if the repairs had ever been finished. Or if they ever would be.

	The rain tapered off, and so did the wind. Seth charged forward, and Chase tried to hurry the others along to keep up. The wet grass clung to them as they waded through it. Veek tried to high-step, leaning against his hand to keep her balance.

	Did the lack of wind mean the monster had left, taking its clouds and storm with it? Or were they in the eye of the storm? He glanced up, peering at the sky through the treetops, wondering if the tentacled thing was right above them. But he only saw clouds and a glimmer of sunshine.

	They marched along for another five minutes when Chase noticed the lack of trees. The nice, even distribution Ayman had noticed before had disappeared. No bamboo, either. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the line of trunks a few yards behind him. They’d walked into a clearing without even realizing it.

	Of course, it wasn’t exactly a clearing. That implied a big open space. The rough circle of trees wasn’t empty.

	Seth glanced over his shoulder at them. “You think this is what the guy was talking about?”

	It took Chase a moment to recognize the block. What looked like decades, maybe centuries of moss and vines and other plants had all but covered it, blurring the edges and camouflaging the shape. Three palm trees grew along its edge and pressed up against it as they stretched up to the sky.

	Around forty feet tall, maybe just as much across, and he hadn’t noticed the frigging thing until he was standing ten or twelve feet away from it.

	“What the hell is it?” murmured Veek.

	Seth took a few steps forward, staring up at the huge shape. Veek shook herself free from Chase’s arm and took a few cautious steps of her own. Even Doug swept his eyes back and forth across it, finally looking at something besides the sky.

	Chase tried to focus past the plants and get a sense of the huge block’s true shape. It looked too regular, the edges too straight, to be a natural formation. In his first months of travel he’d carried three or four guide books with him, and this reminded him of the glossy pictures of places like Beng Mealea and Angkor Wat. Overgrown stone temples and palaces, all but buried by nature.

	He stepped to the side, then stepped again. The gigantic block stretched back twice as far as it did across. Not a cube, but more of a huge, boxy slab.

	“It’s got to be man-made,” he said. “At least shaped or carved by someone.”

	Veek scuffed at the moss with her heels, knocking some of it loose and exposing a swath of gray. “Not carved,” she said, squinting at the coarse material. “It’s made of concrete.”

	“Really?”

	“Concrete or cement. It’s definitely not rock.”

	“Okay,” said Chase. “Maybe it’s an old war bunker or fort someone built out here on this island. Something like that.”

	“Maybe. Huh.”

	“What?”

	Veek prodded at something near the base of the wall with her toe, then rolled it out into the open. Her foot stretched back and dragged something else out. “Wooden blocks. For kids. Y’know, like you find at an old war bunker.” 

	He stepped to join her and crouched down. One of the blocks had a faint bit of green on one edge, and a faded-but-legible number three in red. The other one’s marks had survived a bit better, on three of the sides anyway, and it only took Chase a moment to recognize the symbols for division, addition, and equals.

	“We found one like these out in the jungle,” he said, “but it had Greek letters. I think Doug’s got it.”

	“I found one with Roman numerals,” Veek said.

	“Do you have it with you?”

	She raised an eyebrow at him and turned her hips so he could see her cuffed hands. “How would I bring it with me?”

	“Sorry. Are there more of them?”

	“Just saw the two.”

	Chase shuffled closer to the wall and rooted through the underbrush. His fingers brushed something solid and he pulled out a third block with blue and yellow markings. Then a small wooden horse—or maybe it was supposed to be a donkey—and then another block. Water spots seeped into each toy, and in places the wood grain swelled and came apart like a fraying rope.

	“Somebody left all their toys out in the rain,” murmured Veek. She kicked at more of the moss and tried to scrape some of the smaller vines away. “What do you think this is?”

	“It must be the safe place he was talking about.”

	“Who?”

	“The guy on the beach.”

	“What guy on—”

	“It’s not enough,” said Doug, shaking his head. “It won’t be enough.”

	“It’s made of bricks over here,” called out Seth. He pulled some more of the vines away from the block and waved at the exposed red rectangles.

	Chase left Veek clearing off the concrete and walked toward Seth. Halfway there he noticed something else in the overgrowth, hidden between the two tall trees pressing up against the huge shape. A curved expanse of bricks, maybe six feet across, stretched between two vine- and moss-covered shapes. Only a few creepers reached across the bricks. Just enough to break up its outline. And the outline of the layer above it. By the third step, they blended into the greater mass of the block and its surrounding vegetation. He counted four, five, six steps total and by then he saw the railings wrapped in vines and the door.

	Not a hatch or a blast door. Just a regular wooden door. Maybe a little wider than normal. It had a latch on one side and a small window in the center. A concrete lintel stretched above it, supported by two sets of pillars.

	Seth closed the distance between them and followed Chase’s stare. “What is this?”

	He stepped forward and pulled some of the creepers away from the concrete banister on one side of the small staircase. A trio of bright green cockroaches scurried out from beneath the leaves, their legs a blur of motion. Two headed for the ground while the other one headed up toward the door.

	Not a staircase, thought Chase. He’d seen this basic setup before, countless times back in Houston. In every city he’d ever visited.

	It was a stoop.

	He pulled another handful of leaves off the banister, then stepped back and looked up at the block. He picked out elements of the facade behind the vines. He found the sills and boarded-up windows flanking the door and stretching up across the front of the structure.

	Veek made a small choking sound, then followed it up with, “Oh my God.”

	“It’s a building,” said Chase. “It’s an old apartment building.”
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	They all stared up at the vine-covered shape.

	“What’s an apartment building doing here?” asked Seth.

	“I have no idea,” Chase said.

	“We’re in the middle of nowhere,” insisted the deckhand, as if it would change things.

	Veek stared up at the building with the same confusion. Not just confusion. Amazement. Her eyes were as wide at the building as Doug’s had been at the monster in the sky.

	Chase touched her arm. “Do you know something about this?”

	She shook her head, and her shoulders swayed back and forth. “I can honestly say I’m as surprised and baffled as you.”

	Chase glanced at her hands, still cuffed behind her back, then over at Seth. “Can you get her out of those?”

	Seth studied the handcuffs for a few seconds and shrugged. “We still don’t know who she is.”

	“I still don’t know who you are, either,” said Veek.

	“I feel better leaving her cuffed.”

	“Does that mean you can’t actually get them off?”

	“I can do it,” Seth said. “I just feel better with you wearing them.”

	“Seriously?” said Chase. “She’s half your size. Literally, half.”

	“She’s also right here in front of you,” Veek said.

	“Sorry.”

	“And believe me. I’m not who you need to be worried about.”

	“That’s very true,” said Doug. He’d slumped against the concrete banister, letting himself sink into the leaves and vines. His breathing seemed slower, his movements less twitchy.

	Seth gestured at the building. “You think this is the place?”

	“It must be.” Chase waved a hand at the cuffs. “And if it isn’t, we want to be able to move as fast as possible, right?”

	“We still have him to deal with.” Seth tipped his head toward Doug.

	“I’m feeling much better.” Doug waved a dismissive hand. “I just … just lost it for a few seconds there.”

	“For about twenty minutes,” said Seth.

	“I’m okay now. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

	“Plus,” Veek added, nodding her head at Doug, “if that phone works I can probably have us off this island before sundown. Maybe even with a Marine escort.”

	Doug looked down at the satellite phone on his hip.

	“Seriously?” said Chase. “And you’re just bringing that up now?”

	She smirked. “Yeah, because we’ve all been besties for so long. Cuffs off and I make the call.”

	Seth blew some air out through his nose. Glanced up at the sky. Looked back at Chase and Veek. “Fine.”

	He pulled out a wide pocket knife and ran his finger along the ridges. His thumbnail pried out a tool. It looked like an inch-and-a-half-long rod to Chase, and then he saw the thin flathead tip.

	Seth beckoned to Veek. “Give me your hands.”

	She turned and pushed her hands away from her butt. He grabbed her palm, tugged it back a little more, and twisted her hand until the cuff’s keyhole was out in the open. Veek grunted and gritted her teeth.

	“Just be a minute,” Seth said.

	Chase leaned over his shoulder and watched as Seth worked the narrow screwdriver into the keyhole. “I thought you needed a special key for handcuffs.”

	“Newer ones,” said Seth. He wiggled the screwdriver back and forth, and Veek bit back another grunt. “Older ones though, the cheap ones, they just have a spring and a ratchet. They look and feel impressive, but they’re just two or three steps above being toys. You feel around on this side of the lock, find the lever, and push. Nine times out of ten, that’s it.”

	As he said it, the cuff popped open.

	Veek sighed, brought her arms around, and rubbed her wrist. “What happens the one time out of ten?”

	“You spend the night in jail and hope you can get back to the dock in the morning before your ship leaves. Do you want me to get the other one or are you going to wear them?”

	“Off, please.” She held out her arm and he went to work. This one went even faster. Veek stepped away, free, slowly turning her wrists.

	“Better?” asked Chase.

	“Yeah. I’ve had those on for four or five days.”

	“The people who kidnapped you … why’d they do it?”

	“I’m secretly a tech billionaire. Zuckerberg fears me.”

	“Really?”

	“No.” She rolled her shoulders a couple of times.

	“So why? You just a random victim?”

	“Probably something like that, yeah. You want me to make that call or what?”

	Doug stayed against the wall, but he unclipped the phone and held it out to her. “It’s a buck-fifty a minute,” he warned her without looking up.

	“Send me an invoice,” Veek said, taking the phone. “Make sure to add a reference note of ‘getting you off the damned island.’”

	Seth coughed out a quick laugh.

	Her thumbs danced on the phone. A frown broke across her face. “No signal.”

	“It’s a satellite phone,” said Chase.

	“And it’s got no signal. Not right here anyway.” She sighed and looked up at the vine-covered building. “Don’t suppose anyone wants to go for a walk in the woods?”

	“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Chase.

	She glanced down at the pistol in Seth’s waistband. “What about you? You know how to use that?”

	“I used to be a policeman,” said Seth.

	Doug looked up. “Really?”

	“Yes, really. I was the only honest policeman in Mogadishu.”

	“And now you work on a freighter,” said Veek.

	“Yes.”

	Chase waited for more, and finally asked, “Why?”

	“Because I was the only honest policeman in Mogadishu.” He looked at Veek. “We’re not going back into the jungle, but don’t worry. I know how to use a pistol.”

	She snorted. “If the Family finds us, I hope so.”

	“We’ve got bigger things to worry about than some religious cult.”

	“Much bigger,” agreed Doug. He pushed himself away from the wall and took a few cautious steps. “I think I’d like to go inside now.”

	“Yeah,” said Veek, handing the phone back to him. “Let’s go inside. Maybe there’s a working phone.”

	Chase nodded in agreement. Seth led them up the steps and paused in front of the door. Chase half expected him to knock, and it crossed his mind Seth might be struggling with the same instinct.

	Seth grabbed the handle and squeezed the latch. He growled and squeezed it again. Then he shook it.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Veek.

	“It’s locked,” said Seth.

	Chase reached past him and tried to work the latch. “Who locks the door on a deserted island?”

	Doug let out a little laugh at the bottom of the steps. “Well, it’s not all that deserted at the moment, is it?”

	Chase tried to peer through the door’s small window. It had bubbled glass with at least ten years of grime on it. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like there were lights on in the entranceway and hall past the door.

	“I think I see lights,” he said, “but I don’t hear a generator.”

	Seth shot him a look. “So?”

	“So what’s powering the lights?”

	Veek let out a nervous chuckle.

	Seth pounded on the door three times with his fist, then kicked it once.

	“It looks like a pretty thick door,” Chase said.

	“Yeah,” agreed Veek.

	Seth went down the stairs with heavy steps that weren’t quite stomps. “So how are we supposed to be safe here if we can’t get inside?”

	“You can pick handcuffs,” said Chase. “Can you pick the lock?”

	“They’re not remotely the same.”

	“Ah,” said a new voice. “You found it. Excellent.”

	The young man from the beach strode into the open circle around the building. His oversized tool pouch trembled against his leg like a nervous dog’s tail. He held a long, thin rifle Chase guessed had to be close to a hundred years old, maybe more. Maybe as old as the man’s battered safari vest. Everything about him had a hand-me-down look to it.

	The man focused on Veek, looking puzzled and worried at the same time. “Who are you?”

	“I’m Veek.” She gave him a similar look and tipped her head at the vine-covered building. “Do you know anything about this?”

	“Quite a bit.” He turned to Chase and Seth. “What happened to your friend? The dead one on the beach?”

	Seth flinched.

	“The guy on the beach is dead?” asked Veek.

	“Different guy,” said Chase. He looked back to the man in the old clothes. “It was a booby trap. A stake pit. He fell in and … died. Pretty quickly.”

	“Oh,” he said. His expression dropped. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I saw your ship offshore a few hours ago. I didn’t realize you’d come ashore until I heard the gunfire.”

	Seth’s head twitched up. “You knew there were traps?”

	“Of course.”

	Chase looked over, saw the calculations and conclusions on Seth’s face, and set a hand on his arm.

	“They were your traps?” asked Seth, a question inching toward a statement. “You dug that pit? You killed him?”

	The young man met Seth’s eyes. He made no attempt to raise his own weapon, still holding the rifle more like an awkward walking stick. “My intent was not to kill your friend. As I think you may have learned, existing on this island is an ongoing challenge. I am sorry he died because of my precautions, but I do what I must to survive.”

	He stepped past Seth toward the building’s front steps.

	“On which note … we’ll need to take shelter. I’ve found they mostly come at night. Mostly.”

	Veek blinked. “What?”

	“Is that supposed to be funny?” asked Doug.

	The man glanced between them. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Quoting movie lines.”

	“Movies? You mean motion pictures?”

	“Yeah. Motion pictures.”

	“I’ve never seen any. No, I simply mean the seraphs tend to be nocturnal. Although now that the predators have broken through, I can’t guess what effect it may have on their behaviors.”

	A shudder ran through Veek. “What do you mean … predators?”

	He looked at her. “Extra-dimensional forms of life. Alpha predators. They travel between worlds, devouring everything they find.”

	Chase looked at the man, then Veek. “What are you two talking about? The thing out in the ocean?”

	Veek’s eyes got wide. “They’re here?”

	The man gave a solemn nod. “Yes. They’ve broken through.”

	“On the beach,” said Chase, “you said you’d seen them before.”

	“I’ve studied them for years. This place was constructed to keep the world safe from them.”

	“Looks like it’s doing a fantastic job,” growled Seth.

	Veek looked up at the building, then back at the man. “Wait … this place?”

	He nodded. “Yes.”

	“This place,” she repeated, “this building, keeps the world safe?”

	“Well, in a manner of speaking. It may look like a building, but it’s actually a highly sophisticated machine.”

	“A machine?” asked Chase. “What kind of machine? Is it some kind of weapon?”

	“No, not at all. It would take a while to explain but—”

	Veek slashed her hand through the air, silencing him. She leaned in close, then stepped back, trying to focus her eyes on the man’s face. “Who else lives here?”

	He took a step back himself. “Why do you ask?”

	“Because I think I’ve seen you before.”

	“I doubt that.”

	She pointed at the building. “You live here?”

	“Yes.”

	“Who are you?”

	He blinked, then raised an eyebrow at her. “Forgive me,” he said. “You can call me Alex.”

	Chase leaned closer to her. “You know him?”

	“Sort of. I think.” Veek looked over her shoulder at Chase, then at his clothes. She glanced at Doug, then at Seth. “This is probably going to sound weird, and I’m not sure how the math works out, but … I think I might be from your future.”
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	Murdoch stalked through the jungle. He’d started at a run, but as he got farther and farther away from the Family he’d slowed until he hit his current pace. He hadn’t meant to. When Anne sent him after Veek, his first thought had been to do her bidding, to make her happy.

	He’d had second thoughts since then. And third thoughts. And then noticed the trees weren’t going by as fast as they had fifteen or twenty minutes ago when he’d started hunting.

	Granted, it was barely a hunt. Murdoch wasn’t much of a tracker, and many members of the Family had sharper senses than he did. But Veek had left an unmistakable path of trampled grass between the trees. He’d be able to see it wearing his dark sunglasses. At night.

	Plus, after being in close proximity to her for almost five days, he could just pick out her different scents wafting among the smells of the forest. The hand sanitizer from the airplane washroom. The laundry detergent on her shirt. Something like old, dusty books. A faint, tangy spice.

	She wouldn’t get away from him.

	But “getting away” was still pretty solidly on his mind.

	Looking back, Murdoch couldn’t say what he’d expected to happen on this trip. There’d be all the usual things, of course. Energetic prayers. Another failed attempt to find the fabled Machine holding back the Great Ones. A lot of mutual reassurances and commiserating on the way home. He’d done at least half a dozen little crusades just like this growing up with the Olmsteads, although, granted, none of them led halfway around the world. Usually they’d just been overenthusiastic field trips to Koreatown or Echo Park or one of the many older, downtown-adjacent neighborhoods of LA.

	He’d always hated those field trips. They summed up everything he couldn’t stand about the Family. The mindless devotion. The self-deception. The rationalizing. He and Anne used to privately mock their cousins and the Elders for all of it.

	Something rustled nearby, and he spun around. A moment later he grabbed at his pistol and wrenched it out of the holster. It occurred to him they had no idea where the old man had gone. He might be following Veek too. Heck, the seraphs might’ve decided to hunt her on their own. They could be out here, all around him.

	It seemed as if the seraphs liked Anne. Everyone liked Anne. But not everybody liked Murdoch, and he didn’t feel all that confident about how the seraphs would react if they found him wandering alone deep in the woods. Probably okay. He was still part of the Family after all.

	Of course, Abe had been part of the Family. And much more devout. And now he looked like he belonged in a science fair butterfly collection.

	Murdoch followed Veek’s trail past a tall clump of bamboo. Around a large boulder. On the other side of a fallen tree trunk—the only fallen tree he’d seen on the island, it struck him—her tracks shifted direction. He couldn’t see any reason for it. Unless that was the reason. She was trying to throw off any pursuers.

	He set off along the new course.

	Anne. It was all about Anne, of course. It was pathetic, but he had to admit it. He’d had faint hopes for … something. Anything. She’d reminded him of a time in his life when he’d been happy. When he hadn’t felt alone all the time.

	When he felt loved.

	He lost the trail for a moment, but a few deep breaths through his nose sent him in the right direction again. Hand sanitizer. Laundry detergent. Old books. Spice.

	Murdoch knew the young love he’d had with Anne was long over. He wasn’t stupid. But he’d hoped something from those old times had survived. Even if it was just to have the kind of friendly relationship of two old lovers who could make the occasional naughty reference or share a pleasant memory. For a brief time, after visiting her at her apartment, he thought they were heading there.

	But now he felt pretty sure Anne had known what he’d needed. What he hungered for. And she’d used it. Used him. How could he have guessed that, fifteen years later, Anne would’ve become the embodiment of everything they’d hated as teenagers? Every reason they wanted to get away.

	The trail vanished again.

	Murdoch shook the thoughts from his mind. He looked left and right, seeing if Veek had shifted direction again. The grass in every direction stood tall and unbent. He took another deep breath through his nose and smelled …

	Nothing. Nothing but island. Palm trees. Moisture. The faint, electric scent of the harbingers.

	But not Veek.

	He took another step forward, stood a little taller, and looked around again. Shifting his view didn’t change a thing. Still not a trace of her.

	He’d been so busy whining to himself he’d missed another change of direction. He’d just been walking blindly through the jungle for at least two or three minutes since he could last say he’d been on her trail. He turned and started to backtrack, wondering how far he’d gone and if he’d be able to find—

	Something punched him in the gut. Hard. His stomach churned and his abs knotted up, twisting in on themselves with each spasm. He rocked on his feet for a few seconds, then dropped to his knees. One arm grabbed his stomach and the other shot out to catch himself before he fell face first in the dirt. His head sagged between his shoulders and his gut clenched again, hard enough to send sickly bubbles up his throat.

	Not an actual hit. Just his stomach with a sudden case of the flu or food poisoning. What had he eaten? Everything on the yacht had been packaged food. Power bars and sports drinks and some overly dry turkey jerky. There’d been some mediocre room service at the hotel the night they landed in Madagascar, but it hadn’t smelled bad.

	Murdoch crawled forward, tried to climb back to his feet, and another wave of nausea made his arms and legs shiver. His head spun and he willed himself not to throw up. He would not throw up, he would keep it down.

	And then a cool breeze slid across his cheek. His stomach unknotted. The need to vomit passed.

	He stood up, and away from the ground the breeze became full-on wind, shaking the tall grass back and forth. Rain, too. He closed his eyes for a moment and let the water wash away the last of his nausea.

	He opened his eyes, looked around, and saw a tall, skinny palm tree a few feet from his shoulder. How lost in thought had he been that he couldn’t even remember walking past a damned tree? Maybe Veek had just walked up and punched him in the gut and he hadn’t noticed.

	He followed the trunk down and saw a small clump of tall grass that had been pressed flat. Quite a bit of flattened grass and weeds. More than he’d done just now.

	She’d fallen here. He’d barely walked ten feet past the spot before noticing the trail had vanished. He crouched and spotted the edge of a footprint, half in the mud, already getting soft from the rain. A small shoe.

	He sniffed the air. The rain brought out lots of wet, earthy smells, and the surges of wind tugged them away. But there it was, like a quick glimpse in a crowd. Laundry detergent and spice.

	Murdoch took a few steps toward the scents and saw the trail through the grass.
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	Chase laughed.

	He knew it was rude. Veek clearly believed what she’d just said about being from the future. With everything else that had happened in the past ten hours or so—hell, just in the past three hours—he didn’t know why the thought of adding time travel to it made him laugh.

	Maybe it was just the thing pushing him over the edge, “the straw that broke the camel’s back” as his mom used to say. The laughter could be hysterical, a sign of his broken mind. Shattered, just like Doug’s. Although, if he could make that leap of logic, his mind couldn’t be too shattered. And Doug did seem to be doing better now that the shock had worn off.

	Even so, Chase coughed out a few more chuckles before he could speak. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s just … it’s been one of those days, y’know?”

	“Oh, do I,” said Veek.

	“So,” Doug said, “you’re from the future.”

	She stared at Alex. “Yeah, pretty sure.”

	“Fascinating,” said Alex.

	Seth shook his head. “Bull.”

	Chase’s laughter had dried up. “How far? A hundred years? Two thousand?”

	“I’m not sure.” She gestured at Alex as he headed up the stairs to the building’s front door. “Looking at him, thirty years. Maybe forty.”

	“So you’re from, what … 2049? 2059?” Chase asked. “Somewhere in there?”

	She snorted. “No, I’m from 2019.”

	Doug laughed. “You’re from 2019, but you’re from the future?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Are you from … what, November? December?”

	She looked at their expressions. “What year is it here?”

	“It’s 2019,” said Chase.

	“What? No.” Veek pointed at Alex. “I just met him less than an hour ago, and he was thirty, thirty-five years older, easy.”

	Alex turned from the door. In his hand Chase saw a large brass key, an older-style one with an oval at one end and a few square, jagged teeth. His eyebrows slid a little higher on his forehead. “Oh,” he said, focusing on Veek. “Oh, I see. Then we might have a chance.”

	“Chance for what?” asked Seth.

	“Survival. Where did you see me earlier?”

	“Back on the beach,” said Chase, “where we saw the—”

	“Not you.” Alex nodded at Veek. “Where did you see me?”

	She looked around the clearing, pointed more or less back the way they’d come from. “Back that way. Maybe … a mile. There was a big fight between the seraphs and the Family and … the older you.”

	A breeze rattled the trees and made Chase turn his head, but he glanced back at Veek. “The Family, they’re the people who kidnapped you? The cult.”

	“Yeah.”

	“The Family?” repeated Alex. “The Family of the Red Death? They’re here on the island?”

	She nodded. “Yeah. About a dozen of them, I think. Some got killed, though.”

	His face became a grim mask.

	“So was that you or wasn’t it?” asked Veek.

	“In a manner of speaking.” Alex unlocked the heavy wooden door and pushed it open. As he did, another pulse of wind surged through the trees, as if someone had shoved the air at them. Chase looked up. So did Doug.

	Up along the trees, past the edge of the clearing, Chase caught a glimpse of something massive moving through the clouds. Dragging the clouds after it. Even with the trees as a reference, he could only get the faintest sense of scale. His subconscious continued to push the idea that all his instincts had to be wrong. Nothing could be solid and in the sky and so big.

	A choking noise, just loud enough to be heard over the wind, worked its way out of Doug’s throat.

	“Fellas,” said Chase.

	Seth turned, followed his gaze. So did Veek. Alex took a few steps down from the door and stared up.

	The monstrous creature surged over the treetops, like a whale breaching the ocean. Lightning crackled along its length and traveled down the edges of its wings. Clouds churned in its wake as the sky swirled around it.

	The wings came down, and a few moments later the wind surged across the island. A few small twigs, palm fronds, and a blast of cold ocean mist came with it. The rain followed close behind, slapping at the ground like machine gun bullets.

	Doug whimpered. He swayed on his feet. Two fresh tears of blood ran down from his eyes. The rain washed them away as they reached his cheeks.

	Alex ran back up the steps and pulled the heavy wooden door shut.

	“What are you doing?” shouted Seth.

	“We have to get inside,” Veek said. “Now!”

	“No!” Alex spun the key in the lock, pulled it free, and dropped it into one of the many pockets of his vest. “I can’t risk any of my equipment getting damaged.”

	Chase waved a hand at the thing in the sky. “It’s not safe out here.”

	“It is safe enough,” Alex yelled over the wind. “Safer than we’ll be if the Machine is damaged.”

	As he spoke, a brown, gnarled piece of wood plunged out of the palm trees and smacked against the stone arch above the door. It dropped and hit the stoop by Alex’s feet. The wind caught it again and it skittered down the steps to tumble across the clearing.

	Veek grabbed Doug and turned him around, putting one of her hands over his eyes. Rain plastered their hair down onto their scalps even as the wind tugged at their clothes. Doug crouched low, pulling himself into a sort of standing fetal position.

	The creature surged up above the tree line again. Chase tried hard to put numbers to it, calculating its size, how far up it was, how far away it was. The best thing he had for comparison were the clouds around it, but they twisted and spun so much he couldn’t be sure of them either.

	“I’d guess it’s about a mile and a half away,” Alex called out from the bottom of the steps. “Although it may be a bit farther. It may have grown, depending on how much it ate from the ocean.”

	“That wasn’t even an hour ago,” Chase shouted over the wind. “How could it have already grown?”

	Alex waved up at the creature. “It’s what they do. They consume. They grow. They look for more to consume.”

	“Open the door,” shouted Seth.

	“I will not. Not until it passes.”

	Chase could hear the rapid-fire thud of rain on the wooden planks covering the windows. The oversized drops were coming down at an angle. Forget angle—they were almost sideways, like getting sprayed with a garden hose. The wind surged again and now it was a fire hose blasting against Chase. He threw his arms up to protect his face, tried to cup one hand over his ear. The rain pounded his chest and thighs and he turned his back to it.

	Off to the side, a branch—or maybe a small sapling—flew across the clearing to strike Seth on the hip. He staggered, slipped on the wet ground, and went down. He tried to get up, but couldn’t protect his eyes and get leverage against the wind and rain.

	On Chase’s other side, Veek used Doug as a shield, crouching behind him. He didn’t seem to notice her or the rain. He huddled low with one arm around his body and the other around his head. His beard stuck out from under the crook of his elbow.

	A wave of cold forced its way through Chase’s body. The chill in his bones shook him. A shadow fell over him, and the mad idea crossed his mind that just being in the monster’s shadow could be draining the heat—the very life—from his body.

	The shadow passed, and the chill vanished as quickly as it had come on. The rain abated to garden hose levels. The wind went from near hurricane strength to what Chase guessed was barely gale force.

	He straightened up and did a quick self-check. He could’ve fallen into a pool and been dryer. He could feel some sore spots on his back from the blasting rain, but guessed he’d escaped any real injury.

	On the plus side, most of the blood was gone from his hands and arms. Hopefully his face too.

	Seth got up with a grunt and flicked mud and water from himself. His pom-pom hat had vanished, revealing a smooth, dark scalp. He took a step and winced, putting a hand where the branch had hit him. He shared a look with Chase, then let his hand slide lower, past his muddy holster.

	“Everyone okay?” Chase asked over the wind.

	Seth grunted again. Veek straightened up and made a positive noise. Doug stayed in his crouch, but looked up at Chase and nodded. His eyes had gone past bloodshot. They didn’t have whites anymore, just pupils floating in red.

	“Excellent,” said Alex. “We probably have a while before it reaches us. Their own size and mass is their only weakness. As they get larger, it becomes more difficult for them to make simple flight adjustments.”

	“Like a big ship,” said Seth. “You can’t course correct in minutes. There’s too much momentum.”

	“Correct,” said Alex. “Judging by how long it took to adjust and come here after what happened to your ship, I’d say we have a little over four hours before it reaches us here.”

	“Unless it wanders off to eat something else first,” Chase said.

	“Unfortunately, no. It will be drawn to this spot the way we’re drawn to scratch an itch.”

	Another handful of comments and questions raced through Chase’s mind, but a last chill shivered through his arms and knocked them away. Instead he headed over to Veek. She’d peeled off her wet jacket and was busy wringing water out of it.

	“You okay?”

	“Oh yeah,” she said. “A wet t-shirt contest was just what I needed to put the past few days in perspective.” She took a moment to pluck the clinging shirt away from her body.

	Again Chase thought of a few possible responses, but couldn’t come up with one that didn’t seem mildly creepy or openly dismissive. So instead he said, “You didn’t freak out.”

	“Why did you think I would?” Veek squeezed more water from the jacket sleeve and raised an eyebrow at him. “You secretly a sexist pig, cowboy?”

	“No. But almost everyone freaks out the first time they see that thing. That’s what Alex said.”

	“Makes sense.”

	“But you didn’t.”

	Her lips pulled into a grim, tight smile.

	“You’ve seen it before.”

	“Yeah.”

	“But not down at the beach.”

	She shook her head. “No. I saw a couple of them a few years ago. In Los Angeles.”

	He blinked. “Them? There’s more than one?”

	“Yep.”

	“And they were in Los Angeles?”

	“Sort of. They were … they were where Los Angeles was supposed to be.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“It’s complicated.” She looked at Alex. “I think it’s even more complicated than I realized.”

	“Great.”

	Doug stood up, wobbled a few feet away, and wiped his face. Streams of blood ran from his nose this time, too. He smeared it on his shirt sleeve. Then he pulled off his crown-like cap and squeezed a stream of water out of it as he took a few more staggering steps.

	Chase walked after him. “You okay?”

	Doug looked up at the sky, then back to Chase. “It was the movie.”

	“What?”

	“I just … that thing.” He wobbled again, and Chase, after a beat, held out a steadying arm. Doug set his hand on it and lowered his voice. “That was the thing in the movie. The thing attacking Los Angeles.”

	It took Chase a few beats to catch up. “The movie you were watching in the lounge? The found-footage thing?”

	Doug nodded. “This thing was in California this morning.”

	“Or it’s not the only one,” Chase said, looking back at Veek.
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	Murdoch looked around, but the trail had vanished.

	Again.

	In both directions.

	He couldn’t find the trail ahead or the path through the trees behind him when he tried to backtrack. He’d lost Veek’s trail and his own.

	It might not be the trails, he admitted to himself. Ever since the gut-punch of nausea had hit him, he’d felt … off. Distracted. The wind and rain hadn’t helped him focus, swinging the tall grass back and forth, weighing down the tall blades so they all hung at angles. It had kicked up tons of new scents, too, burying Veek’s like a distant conversation at a loud club.

	Not that Murdoch had ever been to a club, or even a bar. Experience taught him crowds were not his allies. But he’d seen enough in movies and on television to know it was a good metaphor.

	He stopped. The water pelted him. The wind tugged at his clothes and hair as he stood there. Somewhere, in some direction, Veek got a little farther away from him.

	“Fuck this,” he said.

	It slipped out all on its own. Without a thought from him. Just the experiences of the past day—of the past week, in context—all piling up, and his thoughts manifesting in a simple, straightforward way.

	It felt good to finally put voice to it, so he said it again.

	“Fuck. This.”

	What was he even doing here? Anne wasn’t the woman he’d known. The Todwings weren’t his Family. Hell, even if they were, he’d never liked his side of the Family, either.

	Anne may have convinced the others, but Murdoch wasn’t a fool. This little trip around the world was going to be like every other attempt to stop—hell, just to find—the Machine. If it even existed. The only difference was this one had cost a fuck-ton more than the others.

	Sure, he’d seen the seraphs and the harbingers. So what? It didn’t mean the Great Ones were real. Just because there were camels today didn’t mean there’d been an ark a few thousand years ago. Just because some Christian zealot found their keys didn’t mean prayer worked or proved the existence of their God.

	“Fuck all of this,” he yelled to anyone who could hear him. Probably nobody, with the wind picking up.

	Murdoch looked around, found the slightly brighter part of the sky beyond the trees that was probably the sun, and headed that way. They’d sailed in from the west, so it was the direction he wanted. Based off the rough map in his head, the Family’s path through the jungle and Veek’s escape trail more or less formed two sides of a triangle. All he had to do was walk out that third side, heading more or less west, and he’d be back at the beach. With the small boat.

	And the yacht.

	Two men had stayed behind on the yacht, if he remembered right. Matthias and Solomon, the captain. Their third had joined the Family on the island search. Murdoch was pretty sure he’d survived the seraph attack.

	He could try to convince them the others had been killed. He wouldn’t even have to lie much. Monsters. Booby traps. Crazy old man with a gun. The two sailors were devoted Family members, especially Matthias, but Murdoch sensed they both also had the tired skepticism that came from too many failures. Not enough to be doubters, but enough that they’d probably accept another search for the Machine hadn’t panned out.

	And if they didn’t believe him, didn’t want to head back to Madagascar … well, he’d have the element of surprise. How hard could it be to pilot a boat? Weren’t half the systems automated on a big yacht like that one? He’d figure it out.

	He moved faster through the trees. No need to be quiet. If anything, running out of the forest might help sell his story. The scared, lone survivor.

	A flash struck his eyes through the trees. The setting sun dipping below the clouds to hit the water. He winced and grinned at the same time. He could feel freedom getting close. The freedom he’d gotten so close to years ago with Anne. He’d chickened out before, but this time nothing would stop him. Not doubt. Not the Family. Not Anne. Nothing.

	The forest soil under his boots shifted to sand. He staggered, pushed himself upright and out onto the beach. The wind from the swelling storm blinded him, and he fumbled with his sunglasses while he strode down to the shore.

	The dark lenses dropped over his eyes and he looked up and down the beach. He’d come out too far from their landing spot. He couldn’t see the little boat, the Alert, anywhere.

	But … no, he was pretty sure he recognized that trio of boulders. And the one tall palm tree with its scaly trunk. This was the cove where he and Anne had swum ashore.

	So where was the Alert? Had the tide carried it away? Had Matthias retrieved it, taken it back to the yacht? He could easily swim out to the yacht, but the missing boat bothered him more than—

	Where was the yacht?

	He pulled off his sunglasses, squinted into the setting sun, and still couldn’t see any trace of the Liza Dane. Not half hidden by some of the taller rocks. Not a silhouette on the horizon. Not a series of bubbles and some wreckage floating on the surface.

	He walked down to the shore and waded into the water until it soaked his thighs. It didn’t feel as warm and inviting as it had this morning. He still couldn’t see the yacht anywhere.

	Had Solomon moved the ship away from the cove, out of his line of sight? Maybe on some secret order from Anne? Had he decided to leave the Family there, abandoning them and Murdoch to the island?

	Had they all abandoned him to the island?

	Had Anne abandoned him?

	The thought didn’t hit as hard as it once would’ve, and he brushed it aside. They couldn’t’ve all made it back here and gotten the yacht beyond the horizon, even if they’d all come running back the moment he left to go hunting for Veek. Plus, Anne might not be the woman he knew, but he didn’t doubt this new Anne’s devotion. She believed they’d find the other pole on this island. She may have left without him, but not before accomplishing her goal here.

	So where was the damned yacht?

	Murdoch was a strong swimmer, but not open ocean, a-thousand-miles-back-to-Madagascar strong. If he couldn’t find the Liza Dane, he’d be on this island for a while. And going off how the seraphs had reacted to finding strangers on the island … it probably wouldn’t be a long while.

	It crossed his mind yet again how different things would be now if he’d just been brave enough to run away with Anne back then.

	A few waves crested and broke on his thighs even as a gust of wind pelted him with sand and dried seaweed from the beach. The cool water numbed his toes, and he flexed them inside his boots. He took a last, careful study of the horizon, on the slim chance the yacht had been hidden by the glare of a wave.

	He’d have to see if the Family had left anything behind. Most of the packs had a day’s worth of food and water in them, along with various supplies. He might have to travel back to where the seraphs had killed Abe and the others.

	Murdoch turned back to the beach just in time for a blast of wind to smack him in the face. Sand peppered his eyes and lips and tongue. He shielded his face with an arm, leaned into the gale, and tried to blink his eyes clean. The wind lessened just enough that he risked spitting out a glob of gritty saliva and taking a quick look around to get his bearings.

	His breath wheezed out, and he couldn’t remember how to get it back.

	In the distance, high up over the trees, possibly on the far side of the island, soared one of the Great Ones. As a child he’d seen drawings in the sacred books, heard dozens of descriptions all agreeing on the same key details. The wings. The long arms. The tentacles. The size.

	Oh, holy fuck, the size. It had to be hundreds of feet long. Maybe over a thousand, tip to tail. He’d never seen anything so big before. It was like watching an aircraft carrier in flight.

	The wings swept down, like a landslide in the sky, pummeling the clouds and the air. He could see the tentacles and arms moving, reaching for things hidden by the trees. What could it be feeding on, he wondered. Fish? Ships? The ocean itself? All the stories said they ate everything. Something that size would have to eat everything. How else could it survive?

	A tornado-force wind blasted out of the trees, knocking him over into the cove. The cold water closed over his head, and he thrashed his arms, pushing himself back up to the surface. Thunder shook his eardrums. The wind hurled spray and sand and even clumps of grass across the water at him.

	He struggled up onto the beach, his eyes locked on the Great One as it moved through the sky. One of the beings he’d been told about since he was old enough to understand words. One of the beings he’d doubted as a teenager and scoffed at his entire adult life. Right in front of him.

	Its size made it seem slow, but he could still track it crawling across the sky. Already his head turned to follow it. As he stared, the beast sank below the tree line like a submarine going under while on the move. He didn’t know how long he stared after it, watching the clouds spin and swirl like dust behind a fast-moving car.

	Anne had spoken in her sermons about meeting the seraph, about the shock of realizing the creatures they’d grown up hearing about were real. She made it seem like she’d run into Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny.

	She’d been so horribly wrong.

	Up until this moment, there were few things Murdoch had been sure of in his life. Death. Gravity. Evolution. Maybe his teenaged love for Anne. Looking up at the Great One looming in the sky, he’d found one more.

	This wasn’t meeting Santa. This was walking home alone at night and bumping into Jason Voorhees or the Slenderman. It was locking yourself inside with your best friend and finding out they were the monster wearing your friend’s face as a mask.

	Even at a distance, Murdoch could sense the thing up in the sky wasn’t benevolent. It wasn’t a god. It was a black hole, devouring everything in its path. Its only concern was hunger.

	It was a monster. Pure and simple.

	He staggered to his feet and took a few awkward steps toward the trees. He wiped some of the water and sand from his face, and his hands came back streaked with red. He closed his eyes and felt them swell and throb against the lids. Bleeding from his eyes. Great.

	Another gust of wind swelled out from the trees, coating his damp jeans with sand. His shadow stretched long on the beach. The sun had hit the horizon behind him.

	He’d always known the Family was wrong about the Great Ones, but never guessed they were this wrong. They might be misguided, sometimes ruthless idiots, but they didn’t deserve what the thing in the sky was bringing.

	Anne didn’t deserve it. No matter what she’d become.

	A few key memories of Anne shouting orders brought his thoughts back around to Veek. The woman they brought here to help open the gateways. And who might know how to shut them again before any more of the Great Ones came through and it was too late.

	Murdoch forced himself to take a long, slow breath and headed back into the forest as the sun went down.
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	“We don’t have long before the world ends,” Alex called out as he bounded back up the apartment building’s stoop. “We need to be ready for it.”

	Chase looked after him. “Why do you keep saying that? What do you mean, before the world ends? What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Exactly what it sounds like,” said Alex. He gestured up at the sky. “This creature and its kin are the ultimate predators. They will eat the world, if they haven’t already begun.”

	“That’s stupid,” said Seth.

	“They are consuming the Earth. Quite literally devouring it, like a starving man seated at a lush buffet.”

	Chase looked at Doug and thought of the man’s ravings about the hungry monsters. “It’s just not possible,” he said to Alex. “Nothing could eat a whole planet.”

	In the corner of his eye, Veek shivered.

	“Not all at once, no,” Alex agreed. “The world is a vast place. It will take five or six days for them to eat all of it. Perhaps a week. Come inside and I’ll explain what I can.” He unlocked the door and pushed it open. “Normally I’d caution you about the heat, but I think we’ll all welcome it at the moment.”

	He walked inside. The air above the doorway rippled, and a soft glow poured out into the dusky clearing, as if hundreds of candles were lit in the building’s foyer.

	Veek walked to the concrete stairs. Chase stepped forward, and a movement caught his eye. He looked, and Seth gestured again. A low, quick motion, beckoning him over.

	“I’m not going in,” said Seth.

	“I thought you wanted to get inside.”

	“And I changed my mind. I don’t trust him.”

	“Do you trust any of us?”

	The corner of Seth’s mouth went up a little. “You’re probably top of the list, but it doesn’t go that high.”

	“Thanks.”

	“It’s nothing personal.”

	“So what’s got you on edge?”

	Seth glanced up at the sky. “You know what the big problem is with most of you Americans?”

	“Our President?”

	“Close. Most of you only know the one language. You all communicate the same way. You only have to think about what people are saying, so you ignore everything else about them.” He kept his hand low and pointed two subtle fingers at the building. “That man’s lying to us. I don’t know about what, but he gets anxious whenever he talks about this world ending business. And whenever he looks at her.”

	The fingers swung to point at Veek as she stepped through the doorway.

	“She knows him. And he knows something about her.”

	“You think they’re … what, working together?”

	“I don’t know. But I do know this island’s not that large. If there are a dozen other people here searching for her like she says, it’s odd we haven’t heard or seen any sign of them.”

	“They kidnapped her. They’re probably trying to keep a low profile.”

	“Why? They don’t know anyone else is here. They think they’re alone.” Seth nodded at the building again. “Unless they know they’re not alone.”

	The door swung slowly behind Veek. Not closing, but finding some balance point. It settled with a gap between it and the jamb.

	“What are you getting at?”

	“I don’t know. I just know that none of this adds up right, and it bothers me. So I’ll stay outside and keep watch.” He looked up. “At least until that thing comes back.”

	“Okay, then. Doug?”

	Doug shook his head. “I’m going to stay out here, too.”

	“You sure?”

	“Yeah.”

	Chase looked up at the evening sky.

	“I’m good. Really.” Doug swung his bag off his shoulder. “I’m going to see if I can get a signal. Maybe I can get that mov—that news broadcast again.”

	“Let me know.”

	Doug gave a quick nod, then turned his red eyes down to his bag.

	Chase exchanged a final, cautious look with Seth and walked up the steps.

	He could feel the mass of the door as it swung. Solid wood. Maybe even wood layered over metal, like a security door. He registered the soft lighting and the thought crossed his mind again—where’s the power coming from?

	Then the door was open wide enough for him to step inside.

	The clear glass bulbs in the hallway caught his attention first. They let off a low, warm light his mind translated to a dimmer switch at just below half power. Then he noticed their odd shape, not even close to standard bulbs. Plus they were spaced so close together, in double and triple rows of five or six bulbs each.

	Seconds passed. His brain took in more details, made more observations, and Chase found himself wondering if Alex had turned the building into some sort of art installation. He’d seen pictures of such things in cities like New York and Los Angeles. Antique technology repurposed into works of art that looked like something from a retro science fiction story.

	And then one of the rows of vacuum tubes flickered in series, and Chase realized he wasn’t standing in an art installation.

	“Yeah,” Veek said near his elbow, “it’s a lot to take in all at once, isn’t it?”

	The inside of the building had no walls. Not in the conventional sense. It was broken up by racks and arrays of shining brass and steel and glass. Bundles of cable ran through old-fashioned porcelain insulators, between racks, and along the floor.

	Except there weren’t even floors. The expanded steel platform just inside the door served as a starting point for a long catwalk stretching back into the Machine. Other mesh walkways branched off, leading to platforms in different sections. He could see down at least thirty or forty feet through crisscrossing platforms and catwalks, into the foundation and sub-basements, at least. It felt like staring down from the top of some huge factory or power plant.

	To his right, a metal staircase led up to a second level and then folded around, continuing upward. Just past it to the left, where the main catwalk began, stood what looked like the framework of a narrow elevator shaft. It led up as high as he could see, and stretched down into the shadowy depths.

	He felt like he’d been shrunk down and dropped inside an antique radio, the kind that whistled and hummed and howled as you tuned it. The big wooden ones families gathered around to be scared by made-up Martian invasions. Or maybe the radio had been scaled up, made big enough to communicate across the planet. Across the solar system.

	The systems ran off to each side, as far as he could see. He craned his head back and looked up. The electronic arrays stretched up above him, all the way to the top of the building, the platforms-and-catwalks pattern repeating in every story.

	The sheer scale of it overwhelmed Chase. His brain kept trying to break it down into familiar components, like he used to do every time he’d see the guts of a new model television back in his shop, but it was all so archaic. Power cables. Capacitors. Resistors. Inductors. Transformers. Hundreds, maybe thousands of vacuum tubes. Warm air swirled around him, and the smells of ozone and metal.

	“You all right?” asked Veek. “You’re looking a little … overexcited.”

	“It’s just … crazy.”

	“Yeah.”

	He leaned in to look at a vacuum tube array. At least twenty across and three deep, each row higher than the one in front of it. Stadium seating for antique radio parts. “When I first started learning electronics, in high school, the guy who taught me started me on the oldest stuff he had. World War Two tech. Take it apart, put it back together again. Again and again. Sometimes he’d disconnect something or put it in wrong, just to mess with me. Then 1950s stuff, 1960s, ‘70s, so I learned where it all came from, what it all did, how it changed over time.”

	“He sounds like a fantastic teacher.”

	“He wasn’t bad. Kind of a drunk, but he knew his electronics. This is all two or three generations before that stuff, but about a hundred times more complex. Like one of those old computers that was the size of a gymnasium but couldn’t do much more than a pocket calculator.”

	She smirked. “And who uses pocket calculators anymore?”

	“Right?”

	“You’ll have to forgive me,” Alex called out from the top of the stairs. “I never caught your name, Mister …?”

	“Chase.”

	“Welcome to my home, Mister Chase.”

	“No, Chase is my—”

	But Alex had ducked away from the stairs, heading deeper into the second floor of the massive, antique Machine.

	Chase yelled up after the man. “Is it safe for us to just be walking around inside here? Is everything … grounded?”

	Alex’s voice echoed down to them. “The catwalks and platforms are completely safe, as long as you don’t touch anything. Try not to lean past them. Depending on where you do, there can be a variety of effects.”

	“Like?”

	“Well, it’s a complex system with many different components, projecting a series of electromagnetic fields. In some areas it may cause dizziness or nausea. Others result in disrupted sleep patterns. There’s one section where four or five effects overlap. That one can cause severe depression and suicidal thoughts after prolonged expo—”

	“So what is this, exactly?” Veek shouted. “Is this … a backup Machine?”

	Something moved up above and to the left. Alex stood on a large platform, examining instruments. He moved to a railing and looked down at them. “What do you mean?”

	She headed for the staircase, leaving Chase behind on the main platform. “Is it some kind of secondary system in case the first one in LA fails? Or is it a support system or—”

	“If by ‘L-A’ you’re referring to Los Angeles, it’s the same system,” said Alex.

	Her brow twisted up. She took in a breath, let it out between her teeth. “But how does it work in relation to the LA machine?”

	“They’re the same Machine,” said Alex. “It’s all one system.”

	“What do you mean,” asked Chase, following Veek up the stairs, “the Los Angeles machine?”

	“This half of the Machine is directly opposite a matching one in the city of Los Angeles. It’s a small coastal city in California,” he added helpfully to Chase.

	“You’ve been on this island a long time, haven’t you,” said Veek. It wasn’t a question.

	“Oh, yes. In simple terms, they are the two poles of a very precise electromagnetic field generator. Together they create, in a manner of speaking, a shield that surrounds the Earth and protects it from the Alphas.”

	Chase reached the next landing. The staircase opened up to a new catwalk, but also continued up to another level. Veek looked around the insides of the Machine with an expression somewhere between recognition and amazement.

	A few feet away, Alex stood in an open area. Another platform, some of its open edges protected by a railing of well-worn, polished wood. On the other sides, tall panels lined the platform like walls, each one covered with switches, dials, and large knobs. Chase could see a few large levers and Frankenstein-style knife switches.

	He cleared his throat. “The Alpha. Is that … the thing in the sky?”

	Veek’s brow shifted.

	Alex nodded as he checked readings and made adjustments. “An alpha predator. An evolutionary apex from an alternate dimension. They eat everything and can survive under almost any conditions, in any state. Under normal circumstances—for the past century, at least—the Machine has kept Earth protected and hidden from them.”

	Chase caught the man looking at Veek, matching her gaze as she stared at him through the racks of glowing vacuum tubes and cables.

	He went a few steps deeper into the Machine. Right across from Alex’s control area sat a large insulated box, or maybe a room, about fifteen feet across. It had a metal-framed door made from the same mesh as the catwalk, although it looked like it had been doubled up, giving it a layered, woven look. A web of wire and metal foil covered the walls and seemed to wrap around the top and underside of the box. Chase leaned close and squinted through the mesh, but the room beyond was unlit and pitch black.

	“What’s in here?”

	“A minor spatial distortion.”

	Veek let out a laugh.

	“A … what?” asked Chase.

	“It’s an inverse effect of the field. A minor spatial distortion. Just don’t open the door.”

	“Why do you have a door on it if you’re not supposed to open it?”

	“Maintenance,” Alex said, stepping out onto the catwalk with them. He looked past Chase to Veek. “I get the sense little of this is new information to you.”

	Her gaze dropped down and she blinked. “Sorry. I’ve just never seen it like this. Never really seen it at all, I guess.”

	Chase looked around. “Seen … all of this?”

	“The truth is … I kinda work at the Los Angeles Machine. Or that end of the Machine, I guess. For a couple of years now. It’s why the Family grabbed me.”

	“Ahhhh.” Alex smiled. “And it’s why you recognize me.”

	“No.” She shook her head. “I told you, I saw Future You with the Family.”

	“But you never met me in Los Angeles? Even though you work with the Machine?”

	“Barry Allen must’ve really messed up your timeline,” she said.

	“I’m afraid I don’t know the gentleman.”

	“Never mind.”

	Chase cleared his throat and tried to find some stable ground in the conversation. “So … you made an artificial magnetic pole?”

	“Simply put, yes.”

	“And … did you start here and then work back to Los Angeles? How did you—”

	“We—my team and I—began our work in Colorado Springs. From there we moved to set up the Los Angeles end of the Machine, and once construction there was underway, we came here to begin work on the opposite pole.”

	“Came here?”

	“Yes.”

	“You just happened to find a small island in the middle of the ocean that was exactly … what would you call it, globally opposite from Los Angeles?”

	“I believe the word you’re searching for is ‘antipode.’”

	“Thanks.”

	Alex walked past them, back toward the stairs. “And, no, of course not. I made it.”

	A moment of silence passed between them before Veek spoke up. “You made …”

	“The island.”

	“You made the island?”

	“Well, father did,” Alex admitted. He turned and headed down the metal staircase with quick, familiar steps, and the steel flexed and pinged beneath his toes. “Fortune did smile upon us in some ways. The ocean is relatively shallow here, and there is a minor fault line we could use as a power source. We simply needed to tap into it and create a vigorous undersea volcano. Once we had that, it took about four months for the island to form, with a little guidance, and another three weeks for it to cool enough for us to begin construction. A simple matter in the larger scheme of things.”

	They both stared at him.

	He stopped at the landing and turned back up to them. “Is something wrong?”

	“You made an island?” said Veek.

	“Yes.”

	“But … no.” Chase shook his head. “It all would’ve been solid rock.”

	“It was at first,” Alex agreed, “but the ocean begins to break things down rather quickly. We also brought three freighters worth of soil out here. They thought we were mad. After that, nature took over. Moss. Grasses. Trees. By the time construction was completed in 1895, half the island was seeded, either deliberately or by natural means. A sort of ‘camouflage,’ as they call it.”

	“So you … you just made this whole island,” Chase said.

	“Yes.” Alex sounded a bit impatient now, like a teacher dealing with a deliberately ignorant student.

	“So why does it look like a building?” asked Veek. “The Machine? Especially way out here. Why not just a bunker or a steel box or something?”

	Alex paused again at the base of the staircase and turned back to give her a curious, almost puzzled look. “The other half of the Machine, in Los Angeles, was hidden within the facade of an apartment building. At the time, it was the best defense we could afford. Alas, when this half was constructed, my diligent work crews followed the diagrams to the letter, including the facade.” He waved a hand at the catwalks. “I managed to stop them before they plastered the interiors. A good thing, too.”

	Veek and Chase reached the bottom of the stairs. “So what happens now?” she asked. “I mean, if the squales have gotten out I assume you’ve got some sort of plan?”

	“Squales?” asked Chase.

	“Squid-whales. It’s a term we came up with the first time we ran into them.”

	Alex gave her another odd look. “I thought it would be obvious,” he said, “especially to someone who’s worked for years at the Los Angeles end of the Machine. The plan is to save the world.”
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	Doug walked back and forth in front of the vine-covered apartment building, his satellite phone held out at arm’s length, angled up at the sky. With each pass, he stepped a little farther away from the building. And a little closer to the trees.

	He’d tried to put on a brave face, but the truth was being out under the open sky had his heart pounding and his shirt damp with nervous sweat. His back and underarms were actually wet. The guy from the beach, Alex, had said the sky-monster wouldn’t be back for a few hours, but Doug couldn’t keep his fingers from shaking as he tried to get the phone to connect.

	It didn’t help that the building seemed to be putting out some kind of interference. The phone had great reception back on the Makara and as they were walking around the island. Doug had even managed to upload some of his footage of the small graveyard to Instagram and his YouTube account. So he’d been suspicious when the woman, Veek, suddenly declared she couldn’t get a signal. Maybe she’d broken it or turned something off. But it really did seem more like the phone was getting jammed or blocked.

	Doug had started pacing, watching the screen for flickers of signal. And glancing through his pictures of the dead creature they’d found, with its mouthful of teeth and the extra eyes and arm and the fingernails like claws. His back-and-forth path had already taken him more than halfway across the clearing around the building. Still out in the open, but less than ten feet from the trees.

	The steadily darker, shadowed trees.

	Where the other monsters waited.

	His satellite phone let out two sharp chirps.

	“Yes!”

	He glanced back at Seth. The sailor still sat at the base of the steps. He hadn’t acknowledged Doug once since they’d decided to stay outside. His pistol sat on the slab next to him in three or four pieces, and Seth seemed to be reloading it or fixing it or something. Doug was pretty sure guns got cleaned, although he didn’t know how one did it. For a while he’d thought cleaning guns just meant wiping off fingerprints and gunpowder residue.

	“I got a signal,” he called out.

	“Good for you.”

	“That means we’ve got internet too.”

	Seth ignored him and focused on the pistol.

	Doug activated the hot spot and clipped the phone over the top button of his Oxford. The thick antenna bumped his chin, but better that than losing the signal. He dug his tablet out of his bag and started searching for newsfeeds.

	It didn’t take long.

	The web was in chaos. People posted to Twitter and Instagram so fast it looked like the old Matrix scroll, just a constant stream of characters soaring past the screen. He made a quick post about his situation but it vanished downstream with the refresh.

	YouTube had hundreds—no, thousands—of videos of the monster in Los Angeles. Last night and up to the minute. Now that he knew what to look for, Doug could see the tentacles and the long, gaunt arms. They’d looked like generic monster movie features before. Now they were damning details.

	It had plowed through downtown Los Angeles, knocking over three or four of the taller buildings. Nobody seemed to know where it had come from. It just dropped down out of the clouds, bringing rain and lightning with it.

	And it ate people.

	Hundreds of people.

	Thousands.

	Tens of thousands.

	Maybe more. There were so many videos of tentacles sweeping through crowds and snatching up six, eight, ten people at a time. When there weren’t people, the monster ripped tall, skinny palm trees out of the ground and carried them up to its body. The tentacles were like the sticky tape people hung for flies. Except now people were the flies.

	Doug tried to piece together its path of destruction from the maps a few people and news stations had posted. The massive creature had appeared in downtown a few hours before sunset last night—or this morning, because he was on the other side of the world—and then started sweeping back and forth, just like the one here. Just like Doug had been with his phone, searching for a signal.

	He shivered. And his stomach grumbled. He tried to remember if he had any snacks stashed in his pack.

	The creature had eaten its way through a couple different sections of Los Angeles—Silver Lake, Echo Park, Koreatown—before reaching Hollywood sometime after midnight and going berserk. So many people had posted nightmarish footage of their friends and neighbors and total strangers being dragged away into the night sky. Now the sun was rising there and the survivors were posting new videos.

	It struck Doug that even with all the different shots and angles of the monster, he never saw a mouth. He couldn’t remember seeing one on the beast here, either. The tentacles just lifted things up and they vanished. Sometimes pieces fell free, as if they’d been bitten through or dissolved, but thankfully not too many of the videos showed that sort of thing. Either people selectively edited it out or the huge creature rarely let anything go to waste.

	It also struck him how poor the composition was on most of the videos. He recognized the monster in Los Angeles as the same one they saw here—or the same type of monster, at least—but nobody ever had a good complete shot of it. If he’d been thinking back on the beach, he could’ve gotten phenomenally clear footage of the thing out over the water, and then he’d be the one getting all the views. But instead he’d been thinking about …

	What had he been thinking about back on the beach?

	His eyes throbbed as a reminder.

	Doug scrolled through the sidebar, looking for more videos he hadn’t seen. Some of them were in other languages. Not surprising. A giant tentacle-monster taking out Los Angeles had to be news all over the world. He studied the thumbnails, looking for water and wondering if maybe another ship or a plane had spotted the one out here in the Indian Ocean.

	Instead he saw sand. And a stone face. And what he was pretty sure was a tentacle grabbing three men in robes.

	He enlarged the video.

	Another one of the monsters—it had to be another one, the video had just been uploaded twenty-three minutes ago—had decided to decimate Cairo. Doug couldn’t understand a word of Arabic, spoken or written, but he recognized the Sphinx and the Great Pyramid with its two smaller neighbors. Apparently there was an amusement park near there too.

	Armed men in dark uniforms fired up at the creature with semi-automatic rifles as it reached down out of storm clouds. Doug bit back a giggle as it snatched up two camels as they ran across the sand, then choked as another tentacle wrapped around a group of children in shorts and faded t-shirts. The view spun, went black, and he realized he’d been watching a live stream.

	Had the person working the camera gotten away?

	Doug dismissed the video and skimmed though the other thumbnails, looking for other landmarks and the occasional city name in English.

	He recognized enough Japanese characters from anime to identify one city as Tokyo. The creature there forced its way down between buildings, closer to the panicked crowds. Its tentacles darted up and down like a speed typist, stabbing, withdrawing, lunging out again.

	In another video, a commentator with a heavy accent, looking out what seemed to be a window in a high office building, described the destruction as one of the creatures moved across Shanghai. The next clip he found showed one in London, no question. Then another one maybe somewhere in India. He was guessing based off the people more than anything else on that one.

	“How many of them are there?” he murmured, pushing a few snacks into his mouth.

	Doug flipped through two other live streams before he glimpsed an open-armed statue of Jesus looming behind one of the monsters. That was somewhere in Brazil, if memory served. Rio? He’d had a friend in high school who’d been an exchange student, back before things had gotten bad down there. As the thought danced through his mind, tentacles yanked three people off the streets. The camera shuddered.

	He tried to Skype with his brother. Kevin lived in Jersey City, just across the river from Manhattan. The app gave him the spinning refresh circle. He’d never seen the circle on the app before. He switched to FaceTime, but it was moving so slowly he gave up before it even fully loaded.

	It crossed his mind to try a more direct route.

	He set the tablet down and unclipped the phone from his shirt. He tried Kevin first. A recorded voice told him all circuits were busy and asked him to try again later. He tried again right away and got the same message. On the third time, the call didn’t even connect.

	He called his mom in Portland on both her numbers. Then he tried to call Jer in upstate New York, close to Buffalo. His ex, Lacy, lived in Los Angeles. They all got the same results. A dull recording or the silence of a dead circuit.

	He remembered being in school on 9/11. The math teacher, Mr. McAllister, trying to keep the class calm while he made call after call on his cell phone. It had been a flip phone. Doug remembered being worried by the idea that such a high-tech phone couldn’t reach anyone.

	He skimmed through more of his phone numbers. Offices. Pizza parlors. He debated calling the Thai place near his apartment and seeing if they knew anything.

	He still had a number for another ex-girlfriend in Oakland, across the bay from San Francisco. It hadn’t ended well, but he’d never deleted her number for some reason. Probably she was the only person he knew in the Bay Area and he wanted to keep a potential couch surfing contact, even if the odds were slim. He tried calling anyway.

	It rang.

	Halfway through the third ring, Autumn’s panicked voice blasted out of the phone. “Doug?”

	“Are you okay?”

	“I think so. It’s just … I can’t get hold of anyone. I’ve been trying for hours.”

	“I know, me either. I just … I still had your number, so I tried.”

	“Thank you. Thank you! Where are you?”

	“I’m traveling. I’m on an … I’m out by Madagascar, I think. The other side of the world. Is one of them there?” He figured she’d know what he meant by them.

	“Yes. It’s just going back and forth across the city, like it’s … like it’s grazing. Like it’s at a fucking buffet!” Her shout echoed over the phone from the other side of the world.

	“Are you safe?”

	“It’s eating people! I saw the news and it’s eating everyone in the city. It got whatshername, the morning woman from Channel Seven. She was reporting on the scene an hour ago and it just reached down and grabbed her head and pulled her up into the sky. The cameraman followed her for a minute and then he ran off. He left her to get eaten.”

	“It sounds like he couldn’t do anything,” mumbled Doug.

	“It’s eating everything. It’s eating people and dogs and cats and trees—”the phone went silent for a few heartbeats before her voice returned“—a whole streetcar full of people.”

	“I lost you for a minute,” he said. “Autumn? Are you safe? Do you still have your car? Can you head up to Portland or somewhere away from it?”

	The phone stayed silent. Doug glanced at the screen and realized he’d lost the call. He still had a signal—it had gone dead on her end.

	Maybe the thing in San Francisco had eaten a cell tower. Maybe a bunch of cell towers. Maybe it sucked up cell phone signals the way it had sucked up ocean water.

	He clipped the phone back on his collar, popped another snack in his mouth, and picked up his tablet. A few seconds of scrolling found him a video of the tentacled monster working its way through San Francisco. He tried to figure out which way it was headed and how far it was from Oakland.

	He told himself Autumn would be fine. She was smart. She’d calm down and get out of the city.

	Doug swished his fingers across the pad, pushing the San Francisco monster away. He touched another image and brought Shanghai back to full screen. Someone had apparently declared air strikes were the thing to use against the creature. They seemed to be doing more damage to the buildings than the creature itself. They didn’t even tear the thin skin of its wings. But the missiles kept coming and it kept ignoring them. Whenever fire touched it, the flames just smothered and vanished.

	“What are you watching?”

	Seth stood behind him, looking over his shoulder.

	Doug’s conversational reflexes lunged forward. Long-rehearsed mini-lectures on privacy and personal space. But they stumbled on his tongue and his brain froze up. “It—”he started to say, and then just blurted out“—They’re everywhere. All over the world.”

	Seth scowled. “How many of them?”

	Doug shook his head. “I don’t know. A lot. I think they’re on every continent. Doesn’t look like there’s ever more than one of them, but they’re … they’re in cities. Just one does a lot of damage. They’ve killed a lot of people.”

	Seth started to respond, and then his lips just twisted up as he stared at the screen. “So this is all live?”

	“A lot of it, yeah.”

	“So the woman, Veek, she can make her call? Get us out of here?”

	“I mean … if I stay right here, we’ve got a signal but—”

	“Good. Bug.”

	“What?”

	Seth pointed. “You have a bug on you.”

	One of the bright green cockroaches took slow steps across Doug’s free hand, crossing the fleshy triangle between his thumb and finger. It wiggled its antennae at him. He flicked his hand and sent it scurrying away with a shudder.

	Seth grunted out something like a laugh, and then his head snapped up, away from the tablet.

	Doug heard the thud of footsteps, the rustle of grass, and the snap of thin wood. He took three hasty steps past Seth, putting the sailor between him and whatever was coming out of the woods. He may have screamed as he did it, and tried to listen for an echo as he turned around.

	Seth had his pistol out and aimed at a man a dozen yards away, still in the shadows of the forest. The man rocked back on his heels, having come to a sudden stop, and lifted his hands up above his head. He kept his fingers pressed tight together, Doug noticed, like someone getting ready to do some kind of karate chop.

	“Who are you?”

	“Hey,” the man called out, “Not me! I’m not a threat!” His eyes were covered by glossy John Lennon sunglasses, and his dark hair had the messy look of having gotten wet and dried on its own two or three times. His face was smooth and whisker-free, which Doug always viewed suspiciously in this day and age.

	“Who are you?” Seth repeated.

	“I’m Murdoch.”

	“Is that a pistol? Toss it over here.”

	“I’d rather not pull it out and give you an excuse to shoot me.”

	“What are you doing here?”

	“I’m looking for someone. A woman.”

	Doug remembered the name Veek had used, the oddly emphasized one. “Are you part of the Family?”

	Murdoch said nothing, but his sunglasses flickered twice in the dim light. It took Doug a moment to register what he’d seen, and then another two for his brain to accept it. The glossy lenses looked back and forth, from him to Seth.

	“Oh, fucking hell,” gasped Doug.

	Seth tightened his grip on his pistol and his finger quivered over the trigger.

	Murdoch held his hands a little higher and blinked his dark, round fish eyes again. “I swear, I’m not a threat.”
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	Katanga’s shoulder settled against the wet sand and he released his death grip on the life vest. A wave splashed over him. The ocean made one final attempt to drag him back and settled for the life vest instead. It spun away into the night, then came back to give him a farewell tap on the elbow before retreating again.

	He clawed at the mud with numb fingers and dragged himself halfway out of the water. His arms felt like sandbags. Clumsy. Senseless. He swung one out in front of him and moved a few inches closer to the dry sand.

	The lifeboat had carried him almost a third of the way to the island, its interior ankle-deep in water, before the engine had sputtered and died. The lights had dimmed and faded minutes later, as if just being near the great creature had leached away all the boat’s energy. The fuel tank was full, but the gas smelled off. Sour.

	Katanga had had a brief hope the waves would take him closer to the island, but the ocean currents had gone mad. The lifeboat would spin, shift directions, and every second or third shift would drag him back toward the thing in the sky.

	Just before the monster completed its massive, supertanker-sized turn, he’d dug a life vest out of the onboard stores. He’d abandoned ship—again—making himself a smaller target, and tried to guide himself toward the distant island even as the ocean sapped his body heat little by little. He’d looked back later and the lifeboat had vanished from view. Maybe hidden by waves in the dark, maybe sunk.

	He hadn’t risked putting the vest on, either. If the thing came back, he wanted to be able to dive out of sight as quickly as possible. He didn’t know if he could go deep enough to make a difference, but he knew he’d prefer drowning to ending up like the rest of Makara’s crew.

	And now, a little less than three hours after abandoning Makara, here he was. Nauseous. Shivering with cold. A lump of flesh on the shore of the island.

	Katanga opened and clenched his fingers again and again. He couldn’t feel them, but he could see them. He ordered them to move until they obeyed, kept moving them until they were filled with pins and needles. He squeezed his fists until he felt his nails digging into his palms.

	Then he hauled himself up onto his forearms and crawled the rest of the way onto the beach. He collapsed into the sand. It still held a little of the day’s heat, and he pushed his hands into it, burying his prickling fingers until they settled down.

	He tried to repeat the clenching process with his feet. He couldn’t feel his toes, but a few nerves in his thighs told him his boots were shifting up and down. He tried to squeeze harder and bent his knees, letting his feet drop down onto the sand. The impact made his legs tremble.

	He pushed himself up onto his hands, then back into a kneeling position. The winds bouncing across the waves chilled his skin, and his wet clothes held the cold tight against his body. He shivered, beat his fists against his arms, and lurched to his feet.

	He made it four strides before his head spun, his gut wrenched itself into a knot, and a bolt of nausea knocked him back to his knees. He spat up a few mouthfuls of sea water he didn’t remember swallowing, then waited to see if anything else followed it. His stomach rewarded him with more sea water. He couldn’t remember when he’d last eaten something.

	His insides calmed and steadied themselves. A few deep breaths banished the dizziness. Katanga struggled back to his feet and walked stiff-legged up the beach. The air warmed just a few yards from the water, and gravity pulled some of the water from his clothes. His knees loosened and his stride relaxed as he made his way farther from the water.

	And then his left leg dropped out from under him and he was face-first on the ground again.

	At least his arms and hands had recovered enough to take most of the impact. He spat out some sand and rolled over. The uneven ground pushed up at his back. He shook the landing from his wrists, cursed passionately in two different languages, and got back to his feet yet again.

	The moon hadn’t risen yet, or if it had a cloud hid it. Either way, the beach was little more than shadows and outlines to his tired eyes. He looked north along the shoreline, then south.

	The camp would be somewhere nearby. Ayman and Seth had come here from Makara, so they should’ve landed in the same general area. Somewhere along this side of the island, at least. Maybe not right on the shore, but not too far from it, either.

	They’d have food. Blankets. Maybe even a fire. Katanga would be thrilled with any one of those right now. All three and he might just die a happy man.

	The thought sent a different chill through him, one that crawled just under the skin.

	Katanga looked up at the sky. A few clouds. A lot of stars. But nothing else up there. He swept his eyes back and forth but couldn’t see any sign of a vast shadow. No pounding wings or reaching tentacles. It had to be off making another one of its three- or four-mile-wide turns.

	He wanted to be deep in the forest, as far from shore as possible, by the time it got back. Preferably on the other side of the island. In the Zodiac. Heading for another major shipping lane.

	Where was the Zodiac?

	He peeled off his sopping wet hoodie as he looked north and south again. He couldn’t see the inflatable boat in either direction. Or a campfire. Or even an electric torch.

	He twisted the hoodie and water splattered on the sand. Four more twists, a good shake, and then two twists the other way before he struggled back into it. It was still wet, but it weighed a pound or two less, and the breezes didn’t cut through it as fast.

	Still no sign of the Zodiac. No sign of them at all. Of course, he couldn’t see all of the island’s east shore from here. He couldn’t even be sure this was the east shore. Just enough clouds dotted the sky to keep the key stars from him. Maybe a current had moved him north or south so gradually he didn’t realize it.

	He thought about calling out, but his throat still burned with salt water and stomach acid. He didn’t think he’d get more than one or two yells. And he might need them later.

	Plus, Katanga didn’t feel a great desire to draw attention to himself. After being in the presence of the great beast, being witness to its raw hunger and appetite, he never wanted to be noticed again. He thought of Kazuya and Mr. Onyango and Hagen, all plucked away before his eyes. All dead.

	No shouting.

	He’d have to find them the old fashioned way.

	Which direction. North? South? Into the woods?

	He moved closer to the tree line, rubbing his arms as he did. He didn’t want to travel out in the open, but stumbling through the forest at night also didn’t seem like a clever path of action. Then again, if Ayman and the others had set up a sheltered camp any distance into the forest, Katanga might not see it from the beach. Even if they had a campfire.

	He took a few more shambling steps and his boot kicked something just beneath the sand. It burst free and skidded into the tall grass near a tree. He plodded over, crouched—oh, the ache in his legs—and found the little thing.

	The shape was about the size of a paperback book, maybe an inch thick at the center. He guessed the stringy wood came from one of the island’s palm trees. Water damage had frayed it apart at some points, but the remaining edges were polished smooth. He turned it once, flipped it over, and turned it again.

	A bear. Someone had cut and carved the wood into a simple teddy bear. And judging from the well-worn edges, a much-loved one. It might’ve been painted once, but any color had long since been claimed by nature and time, leaving nothing but the shape and etched details.

	Katanga set it back down, propped up against the tree to stare at the ocean with its little wooden eyes.

	Taking the bear as a sign, he moved cautiously into the woods.
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	Chase heard the scream from outside and looked for the door. Wires, cables, and long strips of metal covered the interior walls, and it took him a moment to find the way out. He recognized the door frame by the shape more than anything, spotted the latch, and yanked it open.

	Night had fallen outside. The light from the door spilled out behind him as he half-jumped down the steps. Another shadow joined his on the stoop—either Veek or Alex following him out. Maybe both of them.

	By the time he reached the bottom step he’d spotted Seth and Doug. A third man, too, who Seth had at gunpoint. They led him into the clearing.

	“Who’s he?” asked Chase.

	Doug took a few cautious steps back, keeping a safe distance from the stranger. “He says his name’s Murdoch. He has a gun. I think he’s one of those Family-cultist people Veek told us about.”

	The stranger—Murdoch—perked up at mention of Veek. He turned his head to look at Chase, then shifted to look behind him. “You’re safe,” Murdoch said. “Good.”

	“No thanks to you,” came the reply from Veek.

	“Is he one of them?” Chase asked. “The Family?”

	“Yeah. He’s one of the ones who kidnapped me.” She pushed past Chase and marched over to the prisoner.

	Murdoch cleared his throat. “Technically,” he said, “I didn’t have anything to do with your kidnapping. Not directly, anyway.”

	“Are you seriously mansplaining my abduction to me?”

	“I just … I tried to protect you as best I could.”

	“Oh. I guess I missed that. Did it happen during the five days I had a bag over my head?”

	“It was only four days. And it was a blindfold.” Murdoch tilted his head. “And gag.”

	“Not helping your case.”

	“Look, I’m sorry.”

	“Well, that makes it all better then.”

	“If he’s here, should we be expecting others?” asked Chase as he moved closer. Then he got a good look at Murdoch’s face. “Jesus!”

	“Yes,” said Seth. “He’s some kind of freak or something.”

	“That’s kind of offensive language,” said Doug. “Sorry. Reflex response.”

	“Shut up.”

	“No, he’s right,” said Murdoch. “It’s pretty offensive.”

	“You shut up, too,” said Seth, jabbing his pistol at the man.

	“I told you,” said Veek, “he’s part of the Family.”

	“Family of what?”

	“The Family of the Red Death,” said Murdoch.

	“I just told you to shut up.”

	Chase leaned to the left, trying to get a better look at Murdoch’s half-shadowed face. “You didn’t mention they were … werefish or something.”

	Murdoch sighed.

	“Some of them can pass for human,” said Veek. “The one leading them, Anne, could probably be a model. But about half of them are like this.”

	“So they’re … monster people?”

	“Sort of. Some of them more than others.”

	“Do they have something to do with the monster-people here?” asked Seth. “The ones in the forest?”

	“The seraphs? Distant relatives,” Murdoch said. “Very distant.”

	“Last warning. Shut. Up.”

	“You asked.”

	Chase looked out at the dark forest. “We should probably tie him up and get him inside, out of sight. We don’t want him signaling to the others.”

	“No signals. Seriously, I … I’m on your side.”

	Veek snorted.

	Chase leaned in close to Murdoch, took hold of the pistol on the man’s hip, and tried to wiggle the holster off his belt. It was a better holster than the worn, secondhand ones Seth and Ayman had. Murdoch kept his hands up and didn’t resist at all. When it came free, Chase stepped back and met the man’s eyes.

	This close, he could see the edge of white on either side of Murdoch’s eyes. Not fish eyes. Just large and wide with dark pupils, as if they were dilated so far the color couldn’t be seen. They reminded Chase of a live-action anime movie he’d seen a few months back, on a cargo ship with an extensive, up-to-date HD-DVD collection. The kind of thing Deena would’ve gone nuts for. The lead character had been a cyborg with eerily-oversized eyes that made her seem inhuman, despite everything else about her.

	Murdoch’s eyes were like that. Not exactly monstrous, just … inhuman.

	Chase stepped away with the pistol. “Seth, you still have those handcuffs?”

	“Yes.”

	“Check his pockets,” said Veek. “He had me locked up before. He might have the keys.”

	“I do,” offered Murdoch. “It’s in my left pocket.”

	Chase handed the pistol to Doug, then took it back and handed it to Veek. He ignored Doug’s whines and went back to Murdoch, sliding his hand into the man’s left pocket. He didn’t need to go deep. A small key ring sat near the top, holding a single thin, silver key.

	Seth gave him the handcuffs and they ordered Murdoch to turn around. The man obeyed and brought one of his arms down. Chase took a moment to work the cuffs open and around the man’s wrist.

	“Make them tight,” said Veek. “Some of them are stronger than they look.”

	Chase squeezed the cuff and it ratcheted down onto Murdoch’s wrist. The second arm came down and the other cuff tightened, pinching his skin. His fingers spasmed, a quick flex open. Long enough for Chase to get a glimpse of something hidden there.

	“Whoa,” he murmured. “Do we have a light out here?”

	Veek stepped aside to allow more light from the building. Doug swiped his hands across his tablet and flipped the bright white screen toward their prisoner. Murdoch tried to press his fingers back together, pulled them into tight little cups, but Chase pulled at them until the other man relented. Murdoch let out a little sigh, then spread his fingers as wide as the cuffs would allow.

	In the harsh light of the tablet, the membranes almost looked white. They stretched between the last knuckle of each finger with soft, curved edges. Chase could see a vein stretching though the one that reached between Murdoch’s thumb and index finger.

	Seth traded a quick look with Chase. Chase shrugged and shook his head.

	“You should’ve seen the other one they had watching me,” Veek said.

	Seth put a hand on Murdoch’s shoulder and marched him toward the building. As they approached, Alex stepped outside. His face twisted up when they walked their prisoner into the light.

	“Is there somewhere we can lock him up?” asked Chase.

	Alex crossed his arms. “He’s part of the Family. We’re not letting him near the Machine.”

	“Okay. Is there another room we can—”

	“We’re not letting him inside.”

	Chase stared at Alex, then glanced at Veek. She shrugged. “The whole building is more or less the Machine.”

	“Are you serious?”

	“Remember what you said about old machines filling a gymnasium?”

	“So what do we do with him?”

	Alex pointed a finger off toward the side of the building. “There’s a drain pipe on the northeast corner. Chain him to it.”

	“We can’t just leave him out here,” said Chase. “What if he starts yelling or something?”

	“I’m not having him near the Machine. He’s part of the Family, which means he can’t be trusted. Any disruption could be fatal at this point.”

	“I’m not part of the Family, though,” said Murdoch. He turned his head to look at each of them as best he could. “I swear.”

	Veek glared at him. “Oh, really?”

	Murdoch rolled his oversized eyes. “I mean … yeah, I am. By nature. I can’t help that. But, look, even as a kid I thought the whole doomsday religion was messed up. I haven’t believed any of that stuff in years. I never did.”

	“Still not believing you,” said Veek.

	“Well, I mean …” He paused. “I know it’s real. I’ve seen the harbingers and the seraphs and even one of the Great … one of the big ones. I just don’t believe the religion part of it. I don’t think it’s all some divine plan or part of a greater good. I mean, I know Ebola’s real, it doesn’t mean I think Ebola running wild all over the world is a great thing that’s supposed to happen.”

	“That’s a creepy analogy,” said Doug.

	“Look, I can tell you whatever you want to know about the Family.”

	“Do you know where they are on the island?” asked Chase.

	Murdoch rolled his eyes again. It made Chase uneasy, watching them move in their sockets. When they finished, Murdoch jerked his chin at the apartment building. “They’re searching for this place, I’m guessing. I couldn’t tell you exactly where they are at the moment. I left to find you.”

	“Sent out to recapture the prisoner?” sneered Veek.

	“No. Well, yes, but it gave me time to think. Honestly, I don’t like any of these people. I just wanted to go home and then I saw the … the big one.”

	“Squale,” said Veek.

	His big eyelids slapped down and up again in a huge blink. “What?”

	“We call them squales. Squid whales. Makes them easier to deal with.”

	“I doubt that,” grumbled Seth.

	“I’m not even sure they’re still here,” said Murdoch. He turned to Veek again. “I went back to the yacht and it’s gone. The others may have seen the … the squale was already here and just decided to go home.”

	“Wait,” said Chase. “They didn’t know it was out?”

	Murdoch shook his head.

	“They didn’t do something to let it out?”

	“No. When I left them to look for Veek, they hadn’t found the other pole of the Machine—this place. And they still haven’t. Right?”

	“We’ve been here about an hour now,” said Veek. “Maybe a little more.”

	Chase looked up at Alex, still at the top of the steps. The last light had faded from the sky and he was almost a silhouette in the bright doorway. “You said this place was protecting the world. That they couldn’t get through.”

	Alex nodded once. “Yes.” The word came out tired. Exhausted.

	“So what’s going on? If the Family didn’t set the … the squale loose, who did?”

	The silhouette didn’t move.

	“Well?”

	“We should discuss this,” said Alex. “Back inside. Away from him.”

	Chase took in a breath to argue, let it out, and looked at Murdoch. His gaze wandered to Veek. She shrugged.

	He turned to Seth. “Can you …?”

	The crewman nodded. “I’ll watch him. At least, until we figure out what we’re going to do with him. Or until that thing comes back.”

	Chase and Veek headed for the staircase. Alex cleared his throat. “Just you, Mister Chase.”

	“What?”

	“Seriously?” said Veek. She crossed her arms and glared up at the silhouette. “Boys club? Now? Do we have time for this?”

	“The alpha … your squale should not return for another two or three hours. I just require a few minutes with Mister Chase.”

	“It’s just Chase.” He turned back to Veek. “You good with this?”

	“No. So make it quick. None of us wants to get stuck out here.”

	Chase walked up the concrete stairs and Alex stepped aside, holding the door open. They walked back into the warmth of the giant antique radio, and Alex led him down one of the catwalks past the stairs and toward the center of the machine. “From things you said earlier, I gather you are some kind of electrical engineer?”

	“That’s being generous. I’m more of a repairman.”

	“A repairman who grasped the basics of the Machine in just a few minutes.”

	“The bare basics. What’s your point?”

	“In our own way, we are both men of science. We deal with facts and absolutes, unhindered by personal bias or sentiment. Because of this, I am hoping you are also a trustworthy person.”

	“What are you getting at?”

	Alex pressed his hands together and raised his fingertips to his lips. “How well do you know your companion, Miss Veek?”

	“I’m pretty sure it’s just Veek. And as well as any of us knows each other, I guess.”

	“She was on the ship with you?”

	Chase shook his head. “No, we met here. Right after we saw you on the beach with the … the squale.”

	Alex sighed at the term. “I see.”

	“What? What is it between you two?”

	“I do not believe Miss Veek is who she claims to be.”

	“What? Why?”

	“She claims to be employed at the Los Angeles end of the Machine. Yet she doesn’t recognize me.”

	“Why would she? Do you have a video link or something?”

	“I have a brother who works there.”

	“Do you look a lot alike?”

	“For all intents and purposes, we are twins.”

	“Well,” Chase looked around the arrays of vacuum tubes and circuitry, “this is a big place. Maybe they work in different sections. Or they’re on different shifts. She just might not know him well enough to recognize you.”

	“Doubtful. But I must confess, it is only one of my reasons not to trust her.”

	“Okay.”

	Alex cast a slow look around them. “Someone has been sabotaging the Los Angeles end of the Machine.”

	“What?”

	“For several years now. There have been erratic surges. Brief shutdowns. Interference. I’ve often been able to compensate from here, but there have been many close calls. And now I fear there has been a catastrophic failure. Perhaps a deliberate failure.”

	Chase mulled it over. “You think that’s how the squales got out?”

	“Not out. In.”

	“But you think it happened because someone sabotaged the other end of the Machine?”

	“I only know the Los Angeles end had become more and more unstable. And now one of the … the squales is here.”

	“And there. Doug was watching a news report this morning. One of them was in Los Angeles, too.”

	“This morning?”

	“At least twelve hours ago.”

	Alex closed his eyes. He trembled on his feet. For a moment Chase thought the man was close to passing out.

	Then he opened his eyes.

	“You see my concern, then. The Machine fails on that end, the Family arrives here on my island, and with them is a member of the Los Angeles staff. Someone who does not know my brother and seems to have only a passing knowledge of the Machine’s functions.”

	“Someone they kidnapped.”

	“So she says. I am familiar with the Family. Their nature makes them lean towards deception and trickery. It is not uncommon for them to infiltrate a target.”

	“She was running through the jungle. Handcuffed.”

	“Which made you believe her claims.”

	Chase thought back to Veek stumbling out of the woods. “What are you suggesting?”

	“I think, perhaps, Mister Murdoch should not be restrained alone.”

	“Oh, come on.”

	“I don’t believe we can trust her near the Machine.”

	Chase shook his head. “Sorry, no. I don’t think either of you is telling me everything, but I still trust her.”

	“As I said, these are the facts I have. Tell me, what other direction could they be pointing?”

	“I don’t know. But one way or another she knows about all of this, and I think we need all the in-the-know people we can get right now.”

	“It’s simply too big a risk.”

	“Says you.”

	A cough behind him stopped the conversation. Alex’s expression stiffened. Chase looked over his shoulder.

	Veek stood by the door a few yards away. Watching them. The pistol they’d taken from Murdoch hung at her waist, half covered by her coat.

	“We’ve got things to do and I got bored waiting for your boys club to wrap up,” she said. She looked at Alex, then Chase. “Anything I should know about?”
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	Chase said nothing. Neither did Alex. They both stared at Veek. She stared back.

	“If a squale’s loose, we don’t have time to stand around,” she said. “So if there’s something I can do that’ll speed this up …”

	Another long silence.

	Chase shook his head and waved a hand up at the walls of spun wire and glass.

	“Do you work at the Los Angeles end of this thing?”

	Her face wrinkled up. “What?”

	He looked back at Alex. The other man scowled at him. “He thinks you might be some kind of plant or spy or something.”

	Veek squinted at Alex. “If I was,” she said, “you’d be pretty stupid to just tell me you were suspicious.”

	“Not the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. So are you?”

	“If I’m a spy, I’m just going to lie anyway.”

	Chase shrugged. “If either of you is telling the truth, we’re heading towards the end of the world. I’m going to go out on a limb and trust you.”

	She snorted, but her shoulders slumped a bit as she did. She pulled the holster off her hip, stepped forward, and handed it to Chase. “You’re probably more comfortable with this than me.”

	He took it. Nodded. Slid the holster onto his jeans.

	Veek looked at Alex. “I work at the Kavach Building in Los Angeles. Nikola Tesla named it that. He’s the one who actually built this place, right?”

	Chase blinked and looked between them. “Seriously? Tesla?”

	“Please,” Alex said, “continue.”

	She looked around and pointed up into the Machine. “Assuming both of them have the same layout, where you were earlier is the main controls. Store room is back there. My partner and I live … right over there.”

	“So you do have a partner?”

	“We have a whole team, but I meant partner in the other sense.”

	“Ahhhh, a husband.”

	“No. Marriage is an obsolete convention that reduces women to property.”

	Alex furrowed his brow, the expression of a college professor three times his age facing down a rebellious student. “And which systems are you responsible for?”

	“What now?”

	“You work on the machine. Which systems are yours?”

	Veek glared at the man. “The needles.”

	“Needles?”

	She waved a hand at the control area. “We keep the needles at zero.”

	“Yes, but what do you do?”

	“That’s what we do.”

	Alex’s face shifted. It took Chase a moment to place the new expression. He’d seen it a few times back in Houston, just after the hurricane. Alex had just made a horrible discovery, and they were watching him wade through shock and denial at the same time.

	“I’m—” he started to say, then swallowed the words down. “My brother isn’t there, is he?”

	“Your brother?”

	Alex’s eyes got even wider. He pressed his lips together and took a few quick, short breaths through his nose. He grabbed his hands, released them, grabbed them again.

	“He says he’s got an almost-twin brother who works there in Los Angeles,” explained Chase. “It’s why he thought you’d know him.”

	“Surely someone there knows him,” said Alex. “Someone has met him. Has been trained by him.”

	Veek shook her head. “No meetings. No training.”

	“None?”

	“Are you sure?” asked Chase.

	“Very sure,” she said. “Sorry to break it to you, but from everything we know the LA Machine went almost a hundred years with nobody managing it. I mean, there were people taking care of the building, but they just thought it was, you know, an apartment building. Nobody knew about the Machine.”

	“But you do.”

	“We found it by accident. Figured out what it was. Realized somebody needed to take care of it.” She shrugged. “We’ve just been winging it, figuring things out as we go.”

	Alex swallowed. “A hundred years?”

	She nodded.

	He stared up into the machine. “So this … this has been a doomed venture all along. Without a trained crew there, the Machine’s failure was inevitable. And here we are.”

	“When was your brother supposed to be there?” asked Chase. “When did he start working there? Maybe they just never overlapped.”

	The other man sighed. “That’s a complicated question. I don’t think you’d believe me.”

	“It’s been a crazy day,” said Chase. “I can’t imagine you could say much that’d surprise me.”

	“I can take a guess,” said Veek. “You and your brother, you’re related to Aleksander Koturovic, aren’t you?”

	Alex’s eyes went wide again.

	“Who?” asked Chase.

	“The guy who designed this machine a hundred years ago and built it with Tesla,” she said. “Since I didn’t travel through time, I’m guessing Alex here is his … what, great-grandson? Great-grandnephew, maybe?”

	Alex coughed out a bitter laugh. “No. No, Aleksander Koturovic was the man I call Father, but he had no children.”

	“Okay,” said Chase, “that sentence needs some explaining.”

	The other man sighed. Took a breath. Straightened up.

	“Father realized there would be a need for him. People would try to undermine his work. Groups like the Family of the Red Death would work actively against it.”

	Veek nodded. “Been there. Seen that.”

	“So he devised a plan to extend his influence, a project he worked on parallel to the Machine. There is a botanical process he’d been studying, one where duplicates of a plant are propagated from cuttings. What is not generally understood is these are exact duplicates, down to a genetic level. One is not growing a new plant in the traditional sense, one is growing an identical copy of the same plant.”

	The words sparked a random image in Chase’s mind. A vague memory of a young, dreadlocked scientist with glasses explaining scientific concepts to a group of her friends. It took him a moment to remember where he’d seen the young woman--on a BBC America show his wife, Elisabeth, had been addicted to. The show about …

	“Wait,” he said. “Are you telling us you’re a clone?”

	“Oh,” said Alex. He let out a small sigh of relief. “You’re familiar with the concept.”
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	“You know what?” Veek said. “You’re right. I don’t believe this. And I live inside a giant steampunk machine that projects force fields around the Earth.”

	“I assure you,” said Alex, “it is the truth.”

	“But … okay, this still doesn’t make a lot of sense,” said Chase. “If I’m understanding all of this, you’re still too young to be a clone of …” He glanced at Veek.

	“Aleksander Koturovic.”

	“Thanks.”

	“I am a clone,” said Alex, “but I am not the first. Father’s experiments yielded fourteen viable embryos.”

	“Fourteen?” said Veek. “Seriously?”

	“Yes. He divided them between the two ends of the Machine and established a crèche in each. Estimating a useful period of fifty years per body meant I would have, optimistically, three hundred and fifty years at each location.”

	“So the older version of you I met,” said Veek, “he was the earlier clone. The one that came before you.”

	“In a manner of speaking. From a strict, linear point of view, yes, but the Aleksander you met is—”

	“But even taking age out of it,” interrupted Chase, “a clone’s just biology. Even if you were a perfect double of … your father, you wouldn’t have his knowledge, his memories, his personality. You’d still be a different person.”

	Alex nodded once. “Correct. I realized this … Father came to realize this as well. Fortunately that was a much easier problem to solve. He simply made a device to copy the electrochemical structures and patterns of the brain from one individual to another.”

	“He what?”

	“In all fairness, Nikola helped with some of the finer details to ensure there was no degradation between copies.”

	“Yeah,” said Veek, “back to not believing any of this.”

	“There are some limitations. The process requires a certain degree of development within the target brain. Eleven years is a good minimum. Fourteen is ideal, but as of yet ideal conditions have been … rare.”

	Chase thought of Deena. Three months from her tenth birthday. “What do you mean?”

	Alex gestured behind him and down. “The children born from the crèche are still children. They age no faster. To get the brain to an eleven-year state of development requires eleven years. It is a constant balancing act. I never want to let a child out of the crèche too early and have to transfer before it is truly necessary. By the same token, however, when it is truly necessary, there is rarely the luxury of an eleven-year wait.”

	“So you …” Veek’s head seemed to sink into her shoulders. “You’re the Aleksander Koturovic?”

	“For all intents and purposes, yes.”

	“And you’re … a hundred-and-fifty-years old?”

	“My consciousness is, yes. One hundred sixty-one years.” He gestured at his chest. “This body is only twenty-three, though.”

	“So if you’ve got all the same memories, if you’re him, why do you keep calling him Father?”

	“It cuts down on confusion during conversations like this one, among other reasons.”

	“Do you have a lot of conversations like this?” she asked.

	“Eleven years,” Chase echoed. “The graveyard.”

	“Ahhhhh,” said Alex. “Yes. You saw it.”

	“What graveyard?” asked Veek.

	“When we first got here, we followed something into the jungle. One of those monster-men with the extra arms and all the teeth.”

	“Seraphs,” Veek and Alex said at the same time.

	“Right. Anyway, we found a graveyard with a couple of tombstones. No names, but they all had three dates. The middle one was always about eleven years after the first one.”

	“No names are needed,” said Alex, “because I am the only one buried there. My personal graveyard, where I’ve buried myself four times.”

	Something about the graves tickled Chase’s mind. “But there was one other one. The only one with a name.”

	“Yes. Charles Martin.”

	“Right. He died before … before the clones.”

	Alex gave a polite nod. “He was one of the workers who helped with the construction of the Machine. A mason, I believe. We had a camp a short ways from here with almost a dozen tents.”

	“So what happened to him?” asked Veek. “Why did he get buried here and not, I don’t know, shipped home or something?”

	“Martin was one of the last to leave,” Alex explained. “He was a good man with a quick mind, so he stayed behind to help with final preparations before we—”

	“No.” The gravestones still gnawed at Chase’s mind. “That’s not right. Charles Martin was a kid. He was only nine years old when he died.”

	Veek blinked. “What?”

	“His tombstone. I remembered it because he was pretty much the same age as my daughter, Deena, when she … When she died.”

	Veek caught her breath. Alex’s face shifted. Then it shifted again, softening into an all-too-familiar expression of sympathy.

	But Chase had seen the first look on his face. The look in his eyes. Worry, with a bit of frustration around the mouth.

	“I’m sorry,” said Veek.

	“It was two years ago. It’s okay.”

	But it wasn’t okay. The dates on the stones—all the gravestones, not just Martin’s—still gnawed at him. He remembered what Seth had said about Alex, about his body language. About not trusting him.

	About the wooden blocks they’d found. The blocks with Greek letters and Roman numerals on them. The classics.

	“Who was Charles Martin?” Chase asked. “Who was he really?”

	“He was just what I said. A worker here who helped—”

	“What happened to him?”

	Alex’s expression reverted back to frustration. “This isn’t relevant right now.”

	“If we’re deciding who to trust,” said Veek, “I think it’s very relevant.”

	Alex crossed his arms and tapped his fingers against one bicep. Uncrossed them. Paced a few feet down the catwalk. Walked back.

	“We were under a tight schedule,” he said. “The field the Machine produces counteracts certain effects that occur when the human population passes a certain threshold. These effects are what attract the alpha predators and allow them to pass through into our world. I had made the calculations, based off known population growth figures at the time. We had a target date for activating the Machine, and a projected date for reaching the population threshold. We were short on time. Achieving the activation date required supervision at both sites.”

	“So you made the clones,” said Veek.

	He shook his head. “No, as I explained, the crèche children were developed alongside the project. They aged at a normal rate. At best, I could put my mind into a fifteen-month-old body with an undeveloped brain. It would cause dozens of problems.”

	He turned his head away from them and looked up into the heart of the Machine.

	The tombstones stopped gnawing at Chase.

	“You used Martin,” he said. “You used the mind-machine and copied yourself into him.”

	“Yes,” Alex said. “It had to be done. I did tests of all the viable men on the island and when I had the results Martin … volunteered … for the process.”

	“I bet he did,” muttered Veek.

	“So what happened to him?” asked Chase, although he already suspected what the answer would be. “To his mind? His memories? His personality?”

	“The copying process, by its nature, replaces all the existing information in the target brain with my own. It is much like bleaching the paper pages of a book and printing new words on them. The original information is gone forever.”

	“You … you overwrote him,” said Veek. “Like reformatting a hard drive.”

	“Yes. As I said, it had to be done.”

	Chase punched him in the face.

	His arm shook with rage. He’d never been much of a fighter, but most of his fist still managed to connect with most of Alex’s nose. The other man staggered back and caught himself on the catwalk’s wooden rail before he fell.

	“What the hell?” shouted Veek. She grabbed Chase’s arm before he could deliver another punch.

	Blood dribbled out from one of Alex’s nostrils. He reached up, touched it, then examined his red fingertips. He glared at Chase.

	Chase shook his arm free of Veek’s grip. His breath came out in quick, hot gasps. His blood tingled and urged him to attack again, to do anything.

	Veek backhanded his arm, then smacked it again. “Seriously,” she snapped, “what the hell’s wrong with you?”

	“Don’t you get it?” Chase yelled.

	She flinched, but only in her shoulders. Her eyes never wavered.

	He took a breath, tried to calm the speed bag pummeling his ribcage. “He’s been doing this to kids! They need to be at least eleven years old, right? All the toys we found? He lets them grow up, lets them be kids, and then he erases their brains and keeps himself alive.”

	Veek opened her mouth to speak, said nothing, and then slowly turned to stare at Alex.

	He wiped a thin stream of blood from his upper lip. He straightened up and looked Chase square in the eye. “It was necessary.”

	“Bullshit!”

	“I needed to be here to maintain the machine. And there, in Los Angeles.”

	“Bullshit,” Chase shouted again. “You could’ve taught somebody what you know. You could’ve taught them!”

	“I couldn’t take the chance!” Alex looked at Veek. “You understand what’s at stake here. I couldn’t risk teaching someone else and hoping I taught them everything I knew, that I’d prepared them for every possible scenario. I couldn’t hope their minds would grasp the full extent of the concepts and ideas behind the Machine. It had to be me!”

	Chase shook his head. “So you killed children.”

	“Do you think I don’t know that?” yelled Alex. “Do you believe it somehow escaped me, when I raised them as my own sons? Do you understand how many times I’ve blinked and opened my eyes in a new body? Looked at an older version of myself staring down at me. Do you think I never regretted it?!”

	His shout echoed through the Machine.

	Veek looked away from him. She shifted her feet and leaned ever-so-slightly away from him.

	Chase unclenched his fists.

	Alex let out his own shaking breath. He pulled a threadbare handkerchief from one of his vest pockets, blotted another thread of blood from his lip, then wiped the edge of his hand clean.

	He finished with the handkerchief, stuffed it back into his vest pocket. “If I could have done something else, anything else, I would have. But I knew what would happen to the world if I did not. So I did what was necessary.”

	“But it wasn’t,” Veek said. “You built it … the Machine’s so good it went on without you. Without anyone. For decades. It didn’t need your supervision.”

	Another silence stretched out between them.

	Then shouting and gunfire came from the far side of the Machine.
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	Katanga pushed through the tall weeds, shifting small branches aside, stepping around the larger trees. He tried to move silently through the forest, like the heroes of the books and movies he devoured in his free time. One after another he cycled through as many of their tips and lessons as he could remember.

	He couldn’t find a single sign of Ayman, Seth, or the others. Granted, he was wandering through a forest at night, but once his eyes had adjusted to the darkness he felt like he should find something. Some footprints, a broken stick, an overturned rock.

	Lord, he hated nature. Loathed it with a passion. Ever since he’d gotten out of his village, nothing but cities for him. His beloved Makara was—had been—a beautiful, mechanized home. Lights. Heat. Shelter. Nature kept at a healthy distance by a double-hull of steel.

	He hated nature, yes, but even if he hadn’t … the island made his skin crawl.

	The forest somehow muffled the booming thunderstorm that had accompanied the tentacled dragon-beast in the sky. And the wind. Even the waves on the shore, less than half a mile behind him.

	And the forest itself was silent. No hooting animals or birds. No buzzing insects. Despite all his efforts, every footstep Katanga took seemed to echo between the trees.

	Fucking nature.

	He slumped against a tree and rested his legs. They still felt cold and stiff. And tired. When he found the others, they could carry him while he slept for ten hours.

	Or they could all keep running from the monster.

	As the sobering thought passed through his mind, dragging a double handful of grim implications behind it, something made his ears itch.

	Instinct made him wave the bug away, but a second later his tired, on-edge brain processed the sound. Not the buzz of an insect, distorted by the silence. Voices. A distant conversation.

	Finally.

	He pushed off the tree, took in a breath to call out, and his legs reminded him to save that breath for moving. Much easier on his throat, as well, to call out once he was closer to them. Better than wasting his strength on a few weak shouts they might not hear, even in the eerily quiet jungle.

	He took a second breath and headed in the direction of the voices. A few minutes passed, and he feared they’d moved on. His pace felt pitifully slow, and he worried they’d outdistance him.

	But no, there they were. Just past a small grove of bamboo. A voice in American English. One of the passengers, then. Either Chaser or the annoying one. And the quick flash of an electric torch. He could almost make out the words. Then someone answered, and Katanga came to a dead stop.

	Had that been a woman’s voice? What was a woman doing out here? Where had she come from?

	A few years under Hagen’s command as a smuggler—even a part-time one—had given Katanga a healthy sense of caution. It also taught him the biggest problems, as he’d quickly learned, often came from the smallest of things. A misspoken word. An overlooked detail. A poorly-timed glance. Sensing and identifying those elements helped avoid problems.

	The sound of the woman’s voice in the woods set off those same warnings. The woman was a problem. Which meant her group was a problem.

	He slowed his pace. It let him move quieter. And it made sure he didn’t suddenly stumble into the people ahead of him.

	Another torch beam panned through the trees. A dozen branches and bamboo stalks broke it up before it reached him, but he froze anyway. The male voice—no, a different male voice—was talking again.

	“I agree with Barnabas,” said the voice. “We’re going in circles.”

	“I didn’t say that.” This from the first voice he’d heard. “I just said I think we’ve passed this tree before.”

	“Which means we’re going in circles,” said the female voice.

	“No it doesn’t,” said Barnabas.

	Katanga crept closer. His feet drifted inches above the ground, quietly pushing grass and twigs out of their way. His knees bent, turning his stride into more of a crouch.

	“Well, how else do you explain it?” asked the first voice. “This island’s not that damned big and we’ve been walking for hours.”

	The torch cut through the woods again. Katanga sank even lower, ducking his head and hitting his butt on the heels of his boots. He froze as the grass around him became a weave of light and shadows.

	A new voice cut in. Deep. Another woman. She sounded big, and maybe just a few yards away. “Are you doubting the seraphs?”

	Another sound echoed through the forest. A sort of wet, rattling purr. Or maybe a growl. Katanga couldn’t tell if it was a person or an animal.

	The beams of light swept back to their source, and now he could see them. The flickering lights and shadows gave them huge eye sockets and overly-sharp features. At least six people. The light jiggled and bounced between the trees, making it hard to count how many, especially while some of them were pacing around and creating shadow twins. It gave him the sense they’d just stopped for a rest, not to make camp for the night.

	“Of course I’m not,” said the man’s voice. “I just … is it possible they don’t understand what we’re looking for?”

	“I thought I was clear with them,” said a new voice. Another woman. This one’s voice had the tones of command. Someone casually used to having their requests carried out. “But it’s possible we misunderstood each other.”

	One of the torch beams hit something and reflected enough light to show the speaker. A good-looking white woman, perhaps a bit younger than Katanga. Big, dark eyes, a long braid, a little skinny for his taste. Her shirt hung open, unbuttoned, and in the indirect light her pale skin almost glowed.

	She turned to one of the trees and spoke in a language he didn’t recognize. Lots of deep sounds from back in the throat. It had a flowing quality that reminded him of Arabic or Farsi, but he knew enough of each language to be sure it wasn’t either of them.

	The tree unfolded in the wavering light. Katanga bit back a gasp. He reached up and pressed a hand over his mouth to make sure he didn’t cry out.

	The cracked and streaked leather of the creature’s cloak had hidden it. Now that it moved, Katanga could see its gaunt shape and the unnatural way the cloak sat on its shoulders. It looked down at the woman from inside an oversized, shadowed hood. It spoke back in the same language, and the light gleamed on dozens of needle-like teeth as it did. Too many teeth to actually fit inside a mouth.

	While it spoke, two other trees shifted and turned. More of the things. Katanga kept getting quick glimpses as the light bounced and reflected. He got the sense the people with the torches were trying not to shine them onto the tall creatures.

	Without moving his head, his eyes went left and right, examining the dark outlines of the trees near him.

	The woman in charge spoke more with the hooded creature, and it continued to respond. Gestures passed between them. Katanga watched the back and forth as best he could. Part of him wanted to move closer and get a better view, but another part responded with a gut, animal instinct to stay away. The same instincts that warned you not to move closer to rattlesnakes or crocodiles or sharks.

	He peered closer through the tall grass. At first he’d assumed the wavering lights and shadows were tricking his eyes. The longer he watched, though, the more he became certain there were too many hands gesturing in that conversation.

	A low burn worked its way through his thighs. He’d been crouching for a few minutes. He leaned cautiously one way, then the other, trying to ease the pressure a bit.

	The good-looking woman sighed and turned away from the hooded monster. “We have had … a misunderstanding,” she told the others.

	One of the other women let out a low groan. The others turned to glare at her. She cowed and lowered her head. Dark stains covered one side of her shirt.

	“The seraphs won’t approach the pole. They say there’s—I think the gist of what they’re saying is there’s too much wrongness there for them. They don’t like it and assumed we wouldn’t, either. So they’ve been guiding us around its perimeter.”

	“So, we have been—” the man started to say.

	“Yes, Judah. We’ve been walking in circles. You were right.”

	“Apologies, minister.” Judah bowed his head.

	The title rang in Katanga’s ears. What religion had their minister—a female minister at that—walk around with their clothes hanging open? And converse with monsters?

	His life had always revolved around the sea, from his boyhood in his shitty Somali village to almost two decades on five different ships as a legitimate crew member. The sea had its own legends and folk tales. A minister with monsters in her congregation fit well into more than a few of the stories he’d heard.

	“We’re going to have to take the lead,” the minister said. “If I understand them correctly, we need to head that way. They say we can’t miss the pole. It’s huge.” She pointed with one hand through the dark forest, the fingers all straight out like a blade. Katanga felt a momentary relief she wasn’t pointing in his direction.

	“And they definitely know what we’re looking for?”

	“Are you doubting, too, Claudia?”

	Claudia—the groaning woman—shook her head. “I just want our task to be completed,” she said with great sincerity.

	The minister smiled. “The pole is what drew the seraphs to this place. They don’t know what it is, but they understand we’re looking for it.”

	A collection of satisfied noises came from the group. They reshouldered packs and a few of them took up rifles. They pushed on into the forest. The tall creatures waited, then, almost reluctantly, fell in behind them.

	Katanga let them go on ahead. The circles of torchlight jumped and skittered off through the trees. The sounds of rustling grass and the occasional snapping twig grew faint.

	He stayed in his crouch, despite his aching legs. He studied the shadowy trees around him. How high up did they go? He pictured himself straightening up and one of the tree trunks splitting apart, throwing open its cloak like spreading wings.

	The ache in his legs progressed to actual pain. They’d been through too much in the past few hours. He gritted his teeth behind his lips and counted to twenty.

	The trees didn’t move.

	He leaned forward, gave his muscles a bit of room, and pushed himself to his feet.

	Nothing.

	He turned his head and saw the distant flickers of light, broken up by tall weeds and bamboo shafts. The minister and her group were at least a hundred yards away, moving at a slow-but-steady pace through the forest. In another few minutes, they’d be gone.

	Leaving him alone in the dark woods.

	Something about the minister gnawed him. Not in a good way. Her monsters scared him. Not terrified, but close. He didn’t know how or why they were on the island, or what it was they were searching for.

	He did know they were the only other living creatures he’d seen—or even heard—since washing up here.

	So he followed them.

	At a healthy distance.

	He tried to stay low as he moved in case they directed the lights back behind them, and he didn’t move unless he could see at least two torch beams up ahead. In too many stories he’d read, someone would hide and wait behind to catch pursuers. He knew it wouldn’t help him if one of the tall things hid in the darkness, but it made him feel safer. Better to take a few weak precautions than no precautions at all.

	After thirty minutes of Katanga half-crawling through the undergrowth, the lights up ahead came to a halt. He glimpsed quick flickers, now being directed even farther forward. The words reaching him sounded excited. Hopeful. He inched forward a little more.

	A new set of sounds echoed through the dark forest. The loud, yawning creak reminded Katanga of rope stretching between a ship and a dock. Right behind it came the sounds of snapping branches, something rushing through the tall grass, ending with a pair of hollow, wooden thuds.

	Then the screaming started. The lights swung around wildly. Someone wailed. It might’ve been a man.

	Katanga scuttled forward, gambling that the noise and disarray would hide any faint noises he might make. He skirted wide, trying to come up alongside the minister and her group. The torch beams gave him glimpses of a clearing in the trees, and the strangers clustered at the edge of it. He inched closer.

	Two logs, each one easily as thick around as his chest, hung like giant swings at the end of long ropes. The branches on each one had been cut short and sharpened, or maybe they were stakes that had been hammered into them. The logs still swayed a few feet above the ground with spent movement. He couldn’t be positive from this angle, but Katanga felt pretty sure they were hung at chest height.

	The bodies supported this idea. The man propped up against one of the palm trees had two large, bloody holes in his shirt, and the chest beneath the shirt had a shallow, irregular shape. Blood coated his lips, chin, and collar, as if the impact had squeezed a quart out of him all at once. A torch beam lit up a woman sprawled on the ground, limbs splayed and her forehead caved in like a deflated football. She’d probably caught the log in the face as it swung down.

	Another man, the one called Judah, flopped on the ground like a fish on the deck of a ship. His mouth opened and closed as he let out silent gasps of agony. One of his arms had at least three new joints, and his shoulder didn’t look much better. The big woman examined him, and her torch revealed a gouge on his cheek spilling blood across the side of his face.

	The minister stood there, glaring. Not worried or scared. Not horrified or sad at the loss of half her group. The torch beams bounced up to underlight her face and emphasize her furious features. It made her as much a monster as the tall things.

	Where had the tall creatures gotten to? He didn’t see any of their bodies, so they’d escaped the booby trap. Had they lapsed back into stillness, despite all the chaos, blending into the forest?

	“Leave now,” a man’s voice called out through the trees. “I have no wish to kill you, but we all know what is at stake.”

	The minister whipped her torch around, aiming it out into the clearing. Katanga caught a glimpse of something huge covered in vines. An old wall, or maybe a building.

	As the torch’s beam shifted, one of the tall things unfolded from behind a tree, a dark shadow hurling its spear toward the building. A sharp echo of wood-on-wood rang back at them. Silence followed it.

	“He won’t let us leave no matter what.” Katanga recognized the voice as the one called Barnabas. The torch beam swung back to light him up. He had a skull face, with two slits for a nose and round, dark eyes. “He can’t risk us telling others and coming back in force.”

	“We came in force this time,” muttered the big woman crouched by Judah.

	“Get their weapons,” snapped the minister. She pointed at the two bodies. After a moment, she swung her accusing finger over to point at Judah as well. “Can you still fight?”

	He gritted his teeth and nodded. The big woman helped him to his feet. Judah swayed in the dim light, but Katanga recognized the fire in the man’s eyes. Above all things, he was a zealot, willing to die for the cause.

	“Should we wait for Murdoch to return?” asked Barnabas. His tone told Katanga it was a required question, not a serious one.

	The minister’s face ran through a few expressions before she shook her head. “No. He’s useless in a fight.”

	The big woman looked back through the trees, toward the building. “Who is that old man?”

	The minister scowled at her. “Who do you think? He’s the adversary. Evil incarnate. He’s the one who built this thing.”
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	Doug followed Seth and the prisoner, Murdoch, out behind the building. He thought about recording it, because the perp walk and the mysterious stranger would’ve been great material for a future documentary, but then the reality of things crashed down on him again. Monsters in every city. Autumn screaming at him. 

	Plus, he didn’t know how Seth would react. The man had gotten harder and harder to read as they learned of the other monsters and night fell. Doug wouldn’t put it past him to lash out. Did Seth have friends or family in one of the big cities?

	“You don’t need to do this,” said Murdoch.

	Seth gave the man’s shoulder a quick, hard shake. “Shut up.”

	“I’m on your side. I want to find a way out of this just as much as you do.”

	“I doubt that,” Doug chimed in.

	They rounded the back corner of the building. Doug wasn’t sure why he’d expected something more like a back yard. Just the same clearing, stretching the same distance from the building, with the same vines and moss covering everything. The wall looked flatter here than the front, but he couldn’t even be sure of that with all the plants covering it.

	Seth turned to Doug and gestured at the building. “Look for that drain pipe he told us about.”

	“Why me?”

	“Because I’m watching the prisoner.”

	“I’m not exactly a flight risk,” said Murdoch.

	“How many times have I told you to shut up?”

	“Enough that it’s getting boring.”

	Doug sighed and started pushing vines aside. The back door had been mostly cleared, but overall the growth seemed even thicker on this side of the building. He wondered if it was a directional thing. Plants grew better facing some directions than others, if he remembered right.

	He debated pulling out his tablet and using it as a light again. He didn’t have an actual flashlight app on it, but any white screen worked just as well. The battery had read 63% last he checked, but he had a portable charger in his pack.

	Something pricked his finger and he swore.

	“What’s wrong now?” asked Seth.

	“The vines.” Doug held up his hand to show the pink scratch. “They don’t have thorns but some of these little branches are really stiff.”

	“Just find the damned pipe.”

	Doug pushed his hands back into the vines and tried not to flinch when a trio of thumb-sized cockroaches came scuttling out. One dropped onto his sleeve and he brushed it away. It landed on the ground and pitter-pattered back into the vines at the base of the building.

	He stepped back and looked at the wall. Alex had said the pipe was on the corner, and he’d pointed more this way than that. Doug took a few steps to his left and felt his way through the vines again. He pushed his hands through to the bricks again and again, yanked them away from a particularly large roach that tickled the back of his fingers, and then rapped his knuckles on something hard.

	“Think I found it,” he said, bending back a bunch of leaves with his forearm. Rust flowered across the pipe, but it still felt thick and solid. Doug picked at a few spots but couldn’t get more than a bit of orange dust to float free. He pushed some more growth away and found a thick bracket holding the pipe against the building.

	Seth elbowed him out of the way and pushed Murdoch up against the wall, almost burying his face in the leaves and vines. He raised the pistol, tapped the back of Murdoch’s head with it. “Right at the base of your skull,” he said. “Don’t try anything.”

	“I’m not going to try anything,” Murdoch said with a sigh.

	Seth fished the key ring from his pocket and handed it to Doug. Doug stared at him and got an eye roll back. “Cuff him to the pipe.”

	“Why me?”

	“Because it takes two hands and I’m holding the gun.”

	“I could hold the gun.”

	“I’m not giving you the gun.”

	Doug leaned a little closer to Seth. “His hands creep me out.”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said Murdoch. “Do you want me to do it myself?”

	Seth smacked Doug’s shoulder.

	Doug stepped forward, trying hard not to get distracted by Murdoch’s pale, webbed fingers. He’d read some of the Hannibal Lecter books after getting into the TV show, and he remembered a whole bit where Lecter escaped the FBI because everyone was looking at his extra finger and not at the other hand holding a lock pick. Doug wasn’t going to make the same mistake, even though he didn’t see how Murdoch could hide a lock pick between his fingers.

	He fumbled the key into the lock and one cuff fell open. Murdoch flexed his fingers once, spreading the membranes between them wide. Doug shuddered and took a step back.

	“Move,” said Seth. “Put them on both sides of the pipe.”

	Murdoch obeyed.

	Doug stepped back in and fumbled in the darkness between the drainpipe and the building. He pulled the cuff through, wrapped it back around Murdoch’s wrist, and snapped it tight.

	“I’m so glad I found you guys,” Murdoch said to the wall. “You’re so much more rational than my religious-nut Family members.”

	Seth muttered something under his breath.

	Doug stepped back. “So now what? Do we just leave him here?”

	“No. He could start yelling, lead his people here.”

	“They’re not my people anymore,” Murdoch said.

	“Well, then,” said Doug. “I guess I’m going to go inside with Chase and the others.”

	Seth shook his head. “You’re staying out here with me.”

	“Why?”

	“So I’m not alone with the prisoner.”

	“Why can’t … are you going to do something to him? Like, Gitmo stuff?”

	Even in the dark, he could see Seth’s scowl. “I just don’t want to be alone out here, idiot.”

	“Calling me an idiot isn’t a great way to make me stay out here with you.”

	“Then it’s a good thing you’re a better person than I am.”

	Doug considered going back in anyway, but Seth had really backed him into a corner. Instead, he tugged his phone back out and looked for bars. “I’m going to see if there’s any more news.”

	“Sure. Whatever.”

	He pulled his tablet from his pack and opened a few windows. Almost a third of the live streams he’d been watching before had ended. He wondered how many of them were dead and how many had just decided to stop filming and run. He’d always mocked found-footage movies when the cameraman didn’t drop everything and run in the face of obvious danger, and he wondered if he was being proven very right or very wrong.

	He looked over at Seth. “What’s closer? Cairo or Hong Kong?”

	“Cairo. By a lot.”

	Doug curled his lips. “The one in Cairo looks like it’s leveled most of the city. There’s only a couple people still streaming video there.”

	“So?”

	“So maybe it’ll come here next.”

	“Lot of Africa between there and here,” said Seth. “It’ll run into a few other cities first. Khartoum. Mogadishu. Nairobi.”

	Doug pictured the monster—the squale, Veek had called it—eating its way through a bunch of African cities. He wondered if any of them was strong enough to slow it down.

	Murdoch cleared his throat and turned his head as best he could.

	“Excuse me. Are you saying there’s more than one of them in the world already? They’ve all gotten loose?”

	“How many is all?” asked Doug.

	Murdoch shrugged as best he could. “I don’t really know. More than one. Less than twenty, I think.”

	“Isn’t this, like, your religion?”

	“I stopped paying attention in Sunday school, and I barely remember most of that. But I know more of them is worse.”

	“I’m not in a cult and I could tell you that,” said Seth.

	Murdoch turned his head back to the wall. “Just trying to help.”

	Doug shifted through a couple more videos and found another live stream from Los Angeles. Someone two or three stories up, looking down at different buildings. He caught a glimpse of the El Capitan with its big-old fashioned marquee sign. The viewpoint was high enough up to see over the buildings and across the city. The monster loomed in the sky, ripping up palm trees, scooping up cars, gathering all of it up into itself.

	It looked to Doug like half the buildings were on fire. The flames all spiraled up to smother against the monster’s vast underside. Or maybe it sucked them in through its pores, eating the fire and ash and smoke like it ate everything else. That would explain why missiles didn’t hurt it.

	A faint squeal came from the tablet’s speakers, and whoever was behind the livestream tilted their phone or webcam down to street level. An oversized pickup truck sat in the middle of the street, a bit of rubber on the pavement behind it. A quartet of men in baseball caps piled out. Doug thought they looked like gym rat office workers or weekend cowboys. Then he saw the one in the back of the truck throwing rifles out to each of them. The sound was muffled, but he heard the distant pop-pop-pop of gunfire.

	The squale didn’t seem to notice, but one of its tentacles swept down out of the sky and carried away the truck with the one poor bastard pinned in the back. The others scattered. The person holding the camera let out a few dry laughs.

	Seth perked up. “Did you just hear a gunshot?”

	Doug held the tablet a little higher. “I think it might’ve been on the video. It looks like … I think some right-wing militia guys are trying to fight one of those things. It’s not going well for them.”

	“Good,” said Seth. “Stupid Americans.”

	“Hey.”

	Seth waved him off. Or maybe gave him the finger. It was hard to tell in the dark.

	Doug crunched some snacks between his teeth and scrolled through a few more streams. Most of them didn’t have titles, and the ones that did weren’t all that helpful. MONSTER ATTACKING MY CITY or THE END IS HERE. One person had titled theirs CTHULHU HAS RISEN. Doug hadn’t read any of those old stories, but he’d seen enough about H.P. Lovecraft online to know it was more or less appropriate.

	One video caught his eye. A woman out of New York, if her bio was accurate. She had the camera on herself, out at arm’s length. The squale filled most of the skyline behind her. She had delicate features, like an elf in some fantasy movie, but tears had left dark streaks of makeup across her cheeks. Her clothes looked like office wear.

	He pulled up the video.

	“ … can’t imagine how many people it’s killed,” she said. “It’s been making its way across the city for hours. There were a couple people up here on the roof with me. Some of them joked about having an end of the world party, but nobody laughed and now they’ve all left. Some of them I … I think most people are trying to hide now. I’ve been alone up here for about an hour, maybe. I kinda lose track of time when I look at it.”

	The background spun behind her as the woman turned to look at the monster again. “I almost went with them,” she said. “I should probably go try to calm Quasimodo, my cat, or maybe let him out so he can run for it. But there’s just no point.” She closed her eyes for a moment, and tears started to run down her face again. “There’s no point. It’s going to eat us all. It’s going to eat everything. It’s … it’s so hungry.”

	The words drove spikes into Doug, and his eyes burned. He paused with his hand halfway to his mouth.

	“I think it’s talking to me,” the woman continued. “It’s broadcasting its thoughts or speaking on some other frequency or something. It’s in my head and it’s so very hungry. And we’re its prey. Just prey for it to eat. It’s so hungry it’s going to eat the world.”

	She tipped her head back, just a bit, and the streaks on her face gleamed red. Not makeup at all. As Doug watched, a fresh stream of blood dribbled from the woman’s nose.

	“So hungry for prey,” she said just before he closed the video. And then the whole window. He shoved the tablet back into his pack. Where were his snacks? Had he finished all of them?

	“How bad is it?” asked Seth.

	“We’re fucked,” Doug said. “Completely, utterly, bent-over-the-couch fucked. Even if we get out of here, I don’t know if there’s going to be anything left out there.”

	“It’s only been a couple of hours.”

	Doug shook his backpack. “You want to tell that to everyone in Tokyo?”

	“They don’t need long,” said Murdoch. He talked into the vines, not even turning his head this time. “My Auntie Bradbury used to say they could clean the world in two weeks’ time if enough of them got through.” He raised his hands as best he could and snapped his fingers. The sound echoed in the dark.

	Doug stood up, pulled the pack onto his shoulders, and heard the snap echo again. As he turned, something grabbed his pack hard and tried to yank it away. By the time he responded, the pressure had vanished, but an elastic tension remained, as if the backpack had gotten snagged on something.

	A hard crack echoed out, wood on stone, and Murdoch screamed.

	A giant firecracker lit up the night, then another, and a third. Seth shouted something that got lost in the aftermath of the gunshots. A white line flicked past him and he fired two more times.

	Doug tried to duck, but whatever held his backpack kept him upright. He struggled against it for a moment, then raised his arms and wiggled down out of the straps. He glanced back and watched the pack slide down the length of a light gray pole.

	Seth fired two more times. He shouted something in a language Doug didn’t recognize. His pistol went off again and then froze, its top extended back over the base of his thumb. Doug had seen enough movies to know what that meant.

	Murdoch yelled too. Also in another language. He shouted out a few halting syllables and clicks, straining to be heard over the gunshots. He kept it up after Seth’s pistol ran dry, shouting himself hoarse.

	The building’s back door swung open and Chase and Veek tumbled out. Chase had his gun drawn like a TV cop. Alex came a few steps behind them, lugging what looked like an oversized car headlight attached to a long cable.

	“What’s happening?” yelled Chase.

	“Ambush,” snarled Seth. “Something in the trees attacked us with spears.”

	Alex straightened up from his device and a beam of white light blasted out into the forest. He panned it back and forth. “The seraphs,” he said. “Normally they avoid the Machine.”

	Doug looked over at Murdoch. The prisoner’s chin dropped to his chest. He sagged against the building, cradling the drainpipe with his arms.

	Then Doug looked at his backpack with the spear through it.

	Seth reached out, calmly took Chase’s pistol, and handed him the empty one. “I used up my last rounds,” he explained. He phrased it low, but his baritone rumbled through the dark.

	“They could still be out there,” Chase said.

	“That’s why I took your gun.”

	The backwash from Alex’s spotlight lit up the rear of the building. He looked around and shook his head. “Doubtful. Spears are a one-use weapon, and the seraphs almost never carry more than one apiece. They most likely threw these and fled.”

	“Most likely,” echoed Veek.

	“Again, they normally avoid the Machine. I haven’t seen them attack like this in almost fifty years.”

	Doug pointed at Murdoch. “He called them.”

	Murdoch let out a grunt. “No I didn’t,” he said through gritted teeth.

	“Oh shit, you’re bleeding.” Chase crouched near Seth’s leg. A spear had sliced the fabric open like a pass from the sharpest scissors. Blood seeped down from a razor-straight line.

	“I’m fine. Just get me a bandage. Or some duct tape.”

	“Not sure we’ve got either.”

	“Then I’ll be fine.”

	“I’m telling you,” Doug said, a little louder, “he was talking to them!”

	Chase looked up from Seth’s wound. “Can you talk to them?”

	“A little,” Murdoch said. “Not really. They teach us the old language when we’re kids. I only remember a couple of words.”

	“He told them to attack us,” yelled Doug.

	“They were attacking before I said anything.”

	“That’s what you say.”

	“Yeah.” He twisted his head away from the building to glare at Doug. “That’s what I say.”

	Murdoch’s gaze dropped to the shadows around his legs. One of the dark shapes flickered white in the backwash of Alex’s floodlight. The spear trembled as Murdoch moved.

	“Damn it,” said Veek.

	The spear skewered the meat of Murdoch’s thigh, a few inches above his knee. Blood streaked along the end leading into the building’s vines. The other end dragged on the ground. It had twisted his cargo pants as it hit and then see-sawed in his leg.

	Doug noticed the spear had conveniently missed the bone. Just a flesh wound. No permanent damage, probably. The kind of thing people did in movies to build sympathy. To prove they’re victims too.

	He decided to put it out there first, so nobody else had to. “I say we kill him. Just to be safe.”

	He waited for someone to agree with him.

	Nobody did.

	Chase looked at Murdoch’s wound. Veek peered over his shoulder. He reached for the spear close to the entry point, but stopped before he touched it. “Does it hurt?”

	“It’s a fucking javelin impaling my leg. Yes, it fucking hurts.”

	“Good,” said Doug. “I still say we should shoot him.”

	Seth smacked the back of his neck. Hard. “We’re not shooting a man in chains.”

	“Then take the handcuffs off him.”

	“I believe Douglas and I concur on this,” said Alex. “We can’t trust him. It will be simpler to kill him.”

	“We’re not killing a man in chains,” Seth repeated.

	“I would guess a hundred million people have died in the past half-hour.” Alex waved his free hand at the trees, but they all saw the real gesture. He waved his hand at the world. “More than a billion will be dead before the next sunset. One more death won’t matter.”

	“It matters to me,” said Chase.

	A tense moment stretched out between Chase and Alex. All the others paused, waiting to see what happened next. Even Murdoch set his jaw, his big eyes flitting between the two men.

	Doug felt his confidence crumble.

	“Of course,” said Alex. “Forgive me and my panic. Survival at any price is hardly survival.”

	Chase glared at him, then turned back to Murdoch’s wound. “I think … I don’t think you’re supposed to pull things out of puncture wounds.”

	“That sounds right,” said Murdoch with a nod.

	“Break it off,” said Seth. “Leave that part in him.”

	“I don’t think we can break it off without doing a lot more damage,” Chase said.

	“Why do you care?” asked Murdoch.

	“What?”

	“Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful. Just a little confused. Why not just let them kill me?”

	Chase looked up at the huge eyes, then back to the spear. He took a breath and pushed the memories of Deena from his mind. “I haven’t seen a lot of death, but what I saw was enough. Definitely don’t need to be part of any more. Especially with somebody who’s handcuffed and helpless.”

	Murdoch nodded slowly. “That’s too bad.”

	“Why?”

	Murdoch looked up at the sky. “Because there’s a lot of death coming.”

	Doug followed his gaze upward. He thought of the woman in the livestream with the bleeding eyes. Just like his had been bleeding. The woman who heard their voices in his head. The woman who’d felt their hunger.

	“Do you guys want to get a room or something?” asked Veek, interrupting Doug’s thoughts.

	Chase shot her a look, then looked at the wound again. “I know it’s bad, but I think, all things considered, our best bet is to pull the spear out.”

	Murdoch’s jaw shifted.

	“If we had tools or something, maybe we could cut it off, but …” He glanced over at Alex.

	The other man shook his head. “Nothing close.”

	Chase turned away. “We’re going to need something to use as a bandage.” He looked at Veek.

	She stared back at him, then shook her head.

	“No. Screw you, no, we’re not doing the ‘woman tears up her shirt for bandages’ thing.”

	“You’re the only one with long sleeves.”

	“Doug has long sleeves.”

	“This is vintage,” said Doug, putting one hand up over his shirt.

	“And did I mention the ‘screw you, no’ part of this?”

	Doug saw something flutter through the air and land on Chase’s shoulder. A balled-up handkerchief. Blue with dozens of white paisleys on it.

	“Shut up and use it,” said Seth.

	Chase snapped the handkerchief open. “Is it clean?”

	Seth shrugged.

	“Infection’s pretty low on my list of worries right now,” said Murdoch.

	“Okay, then.” Chase set his hands on the back half of the spear. It quivered, and Murdoch bit back a grunt. “You know this is going to hurt like fuck-all, right?”

	“Just get on with it.”

	A breeze danced across Doug’s eyes. Strong enough to force a blink. He glanced up at the trees and saw their shadows sway against the night sky.

	“On three?” asked Chase.

	Murdoch nodded and pulled his arms close to the drainpipe again.

	Chase’s lips silently counted to two before he yanked. The spear resisted. It’d been thrown so hard it was caught in the bricks of the building.

	He yanked again, ignoring a whine from Murdoch, and something crumbled behind the vines. The spear’s tip appeared from between some leaves. Even in the unsteady light Doug could see the barbs, but it was already in motion. It snagged on Murdoch’s pants, caught again on the muscles of his thigh, and ripped free with a juicy noise like spareribs tearing off the bone.

	Murdoch screamed.

	Blood spurted out. Chase tossed the spear aside, whipped out the handkerchief, and wrapped it around the gaping hole in Murdoch’s leg. Then he pulled it loose and wrapped it again, covering more of the gory wound. He spun the ends between his fingers and pulled the knot tight.

	Murdoch roared into the vines, and his cry rang up along the drainpipe.

	Doug turned slowly, looking at as many dark treetops as he could. The tops bobbed back and forth now, shoved around by the wind. It rattled their trunks too.

	“It’s a mess,” said Chase, “but I think he’ll be okay.”

	“You a doctor now?” asked Seth.

	“I took a first aid class once.”

	“Still probably makes you the most qualified.”

	Murdoch got his breathing under control. “Thanks.”

	They all kept talking, but Doug focused on the trees. A low surge of wind pushed out from the forest to make his hair flutter. Even the longer whiskers of his beard moved. It faded, and then swelled again a few moments later. Like breathing. Or a slow heartbeat. Or wings.

	“Guys,” he said.

	Another, stronger surge of wind from the trees. Dark clouds rolled in, were shoved into his view, blotting out the few stars he could see. One of them flared, lit up by internal lightning. The faint echo of thunder rumbled down out of the sky, almost sounding like whispered words as it brushed his ears.

	“Guys, it’s back!”
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	Katanga crouched behind a weedy fern of some kind and watched the cult people spread out as best they could along the edge of the clearing. By his count, there were only five of them left, one of them being Judah, the man with the crushed limb. He had a rifle propped in the crook of his good arm, but Katanga had fired enough weapons to know how that would work out once the man pulled the trigger.

	It turned out there were also more of the monster-creatures than he’d thought. At least four of them altogether. They dropped out of trees and stalked out of the shadows. The supermodel minister babble-grunted instructions to them. They drifted out to join the lines surrounding the vine-covered building.

	She had a quick conversation with the skull-faced man, Barnabas, which Katanga couldn’t hear well enough to understand. A breeze had picked up, just enough to make the leaves and grass scrape against each other. They made a soft white noise that was very annoying while he tried to eavesdrop.

	The cult people propped up their few electric torches with rocks. Barnabas attached his to his rifle. All together, they lit up the building enough for Katanga to make out a few details. Considering its location and age, going off all the growth, he would’ve guessed it to be some old military building. Maybe some kind of bunker or fortification. But it seemed much more civilian, like an old hotel or apartment building. There were steps in the front leading to a big door. Numerous windows, but many of them had been covered with planks and wide boards. They weren’t well-lit, but it seemed like many of the planks had seen better days, and those days had been decades ago.

	One of the cloaked monsters took a few awkward steps into the clearing. Katanga watched it raise and plant a foot, and even in the shadows it was clear the creature walked on something closer to a hoof. It rolled its shoulder, pushing the cloak back, and raised its spear.

	Its arm blurred, back and forward, and the spear cracked into one of the wooden planks on a second floor window. The board creaked as the spear tilted down, and they crashed to the ground together. The open space left behind let out a soft glow. It reminded Katanga of Makara’s bridge with the lights out, lit just by the panels of instruments.

	Then a thunderous gunshot echoed across the clearing and the monster flapped all three of its arms wildly. It let out a chattering howl, spun around, took a clumsy step toward the trees, then changed course and took two more in Katanga’s direction. He sucked in a breath and the creature veered off again, heading back into the clearing. At its new angle, he could see the spurts of blood coming from its head. It dropped to one knee and tried to keep moving forward with its other leg.

	A second shot hit it in the chest and it flopped to the ground. One of its hands twitched open and closed, open and closed, and then stopped. Its unnatural body relaxed.

	The minister-woman screamed. The other creatures let out a few stuttering, clicking roars. Another spear cracked against the frame of the same window. The leaves and vines rippled as twenty or thirty rounds blasted into the building. A few of them sparked against stonework. Somewhere, glass broke.

	The loud, distinct shot came from the building again and a tree next to the minister spat out a mouthful of wood and pulp. She dropped. Katanga thought she’d been hit, but a moment later she crawled away. It had just been damned close. There was some piss in her pants, he’d wager. Just piss, if she had good self-control.

	Another spear went at the building. Then some more bullets. They were shooting wildly, he realized. They knew—they suspected—the shots were coming from a window or the roof, but they had no real idea. It had all happened fast, and Katanga couldn’t recall seeing a muzzle flash, either. Whoever was shooting back at them could be anywhere.

	Judah, the man with the broken arm, finally pulled the trigger on his rifle and it went just as Katanga figured it would. The weapon jumped and kicked. Judah twisted around, trying to keep it braced, and scattered shots across the clearing. The rifle threw itself away from him but stayed hooked on his finger so it got to fire off two more rounds almost straight down. He wailed and stumbled away from the spray of dirt. His broken arm slapped into a tree and the wail became a shriek.

	Stupid bastard, thought Katanga.

	He heard another of the heavier rifle shots ring out, followed by another gargling growl. And then another angry yell from the minister. She seemed more upset about the monsters being shot than her own people.

	Another spear. Some more bullets. Katanga wondered how long they were going to waste time trying to hit someone they couldn’t see.

	Then he spotted the skull-faced man, barely a shadow and just a few yards away. Barnabas crouched with his rifle up to his cheek, staring down the iron sights. Focused. Patient.

	The rifle kicked once. Then two more times in quick succession.

	Katanga swung his head back in time to catch a flurry of motion on the second floor, right by the front corner of the building. A figure leaned out, flailed at the window frame, caught itself before one of the boards across a window broke free. Another one split lengthwise with a crack.

	Katanga saw a flash of bright white beard, even whiter in the harsh light of the torches, as the old man tumbled out of the window. His hand grabbed at the sill, spun him around, but momentum and gravity had him. He plunged down to the ground and hit upright. One of his legs made a sound almost exactly like the splitting plank, and Katanga cringed.

	The old man dropped face first to the ground, caught himself, and tried to crawl. The minister stalked out into the clearing after him, pulling something from her hip as she did. Barnabas and the big woman followed a few steps behind her.

	“You don’t understand.” The old man’s voice whistled through gritted teeth.

	The minister held up a knife with a white, curved blade. “I understand more than you ever have.”

	“They’ll kill everyone. Everyone! They won’t spare—”

	She slashed at the old man’s throat. He got his hands up to defend himself and she swept the blade across his exposed stomach. Then she crouched and stabbed it into his chest. His flailing arms tried to knock her away, to protect himself, but she stabbed again and again. Red splashed on the blade, on him, on her. The man shouted, then screamed, and then his voice faded as she buried the knife in his chest with a two-handed thrust.

	“More lies,” she spat out. A gust of wind carried her words across the clearing and swung her braid back and forth behind her, like a cat swishing its tail. Even mostly from behind, Katanga thought it made her beautiful and terrifying all at once.

	He set his hands down, lowering himself to all fours. Shifted one knee back, then the other. He kept his eyes ahead, watching the people by the building as he felt his way backward. The minister was speaking, but the breezes were rattling the grass and leaves again.

	He’d backed up about ten or twelve feet when he risked raising himself into a low crouch. Another ten feet shuffling backward and almost none of the light from the clearing touched him. He straightened up a little more, took a few more slow, backward steps, and then turned and walked straight into a tree.

	Somehow, Katanga didn’t make a noise. Neither did the tree. Its bark scraped his face a bit, but it was soft enough to absorb most of the impact.

	The tree unfolded.

	And a tooth-filled face looked down at him.
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	As soon as the white-hot static of pain faded from his brain, Murdoch smelled the salt on the wind. A strong wind, growing stronger by the second, getting pushed off the ocean and carrying a sea mist with it. It prickled his nostrils. A call to home and a warning all in one.

	He tried to turn, but the handcuffs grabbed at his wrists, jerking him back to the iron drainpipe. The shudder rolled off his shoulders, down his back, and shook his freshly-bandaged leg. He craned his head to look at the sky. The building and its rooftop overhang took up so much of his view, but he could just see a few dark clouds rolling in and smell the sharp tang of ozone as lightning came with them.

	He glanced over at the others. The woman, Veek, looked around. She sensed it too, even if she hadn’t identified it. So had the man, Alex. He headed over to the building’s rear door. The guy with the accent, Seth, followed him, although Murdoch got the sense it was out of suspicion more than anything else.

	Chase and Veek joined them. “What’s going on?”

	Alex waved them through the door. “Inside please.”

	“Why?”

	“Please. Inside now.”

	Chase eyed the man suspiciously, but went in, Veek just a few steps behind.

	“Hey,” said Murdoch.

	“Guys,” wailed the hipster with the goofy hat and the blood-filled eyes. “Guys, it’s back!” Then he looked around and realized the others were already heading inside. Seth gave him an impatient wave and the hipster scampered for the door.

	“Hey,” Murdoch called out. He jangled the handcuffs. “What about me?”

	The blood-eyed hipster glanced back, then turned to Alex. Alex muttered something Murdoch couldn’t hear, but apparently it satisfied the hipster. He followed the others inside.

	The faint mist became actual rain drops as the wind swelled and picked up speed.

	Murdoch stared at Alex and swallowed. “You don’t have the keys, do you?”

	“I do not. I am so very sorry, but there’s just too much at risk. I cannot trust you near the Machine.”

	He pulled the door shut.

	The lock slid home.

	The rain came down.

	“You fuckers,” growled Murdoch.

	He heard voices shouting inside the building, but the wind crashing through the trees drowned them out. It surged again and again, and Murdoch could picture the huge wings driving it. Pounding down.

	The wind ripped at his hair and clothes. He pushed himself closer to the building, trying to shelter as best he could behind the drain pipe. The cuffs held his wrists just right, kept him from wrapping his hands around it, forced one of his arms out in the open to be scoured and chilled by the wind. He closed his eyes and buried his face in the vines around the pipe.

	A new sound reached his ears, brought to him by the hurricane winds. The crash of waves, followed by the rush of water over ground. Big waves. Crashing close by, even though he had to be at least a half mile from the beach. Maybe a full mile. And then a series of long, splintering cracks. The sound of tree trunks breaking. Or maybe being torn away.

	Murdoch’s foot slipped on the rain-slicked ground. The howling wind grabbed at his wounded leg, twisting his jeans around just enough to send a jolt of agony up through his side. He dragged his foot back and pressed himself tighter against the building.

	The gale sucked the heat from his fingers as it whipped across his knuckles. It pushed on his eyelids until it forced out tears. It caught his lips and shook his cheeks. Leaves slapped him. Vines lashed him. No matter how much he tried to flatten himself against the wall, his chest caught the wind like a sail. It pounded against him, rain blasting him like thousands of bullets.

	He hooked his fingers as best he could on the drainpipe, willing them not to slip. Tried to dig his nails into the rusted iron. Squeezed it between his palms.

	The world outside of his eyelids darkened. The wind shifted. He risked tilting his head back and squinting through slitted eyes.

	The wind forced them shut almost instantly, but Murdoch saw the bat-like wing of the Great One stretch out across the sky.

	His foot slipped again in the mud and his fingers slid from the pipe.

	The wind yanked him away from the wall. The handcuffs caught him, his arms locked straight and sent a dull ache throbbing out from both elbows. He tried to grab the pipe again, but the cuffs pulled tight across it, keeping his wrists trapped.

	He kicked at the ground, tried to lunge back toward the pipe, but the hurricane force pounded his shins, his thighs. It twisted and jabbed at the wound in his leg. His feet slid again and again, stretching him out away from the wall. He dug his toes into the ground and felt them slide back out.

	He heard a sharp crack. Breaking wood. The wind peeled off one of the boards covering the windows.

	Something grabbed him, wrapping around his arms and neck. Murdoch screamed in terror and then realized it was a few tangled lengths of ivy swinging free of the building. He kept screaming anyway. The wind tried to force the sounds back down his throat, choking him with his fear.

	His toes came away from the ground as the wind picked him up. The handcuffs scraped on the pipe. His body rocked back and forth in the air. His wounded leg could’ve been on fire, a coal-hot blaze in his thigh.

	Another scrape of steel on iron. He hung by the handcuffs now, and they gouged his wrists. The wind battered his chest, pummeled his head, beat at his legs. His feet dangled behind him.

	No. Even with the nightmare of wind and pain, his arms slowly pulling free of their sockets, his sense of balance insisted his feet …

	Another grinding scrape, and a lurch he felt in his gut.

	His feet were above him. The cuffs were holding him down. Keeping the tornado winds from hurling him up into the sky, up toward …

	The cuffs cut into his wrists as the wind lifted him higher. No, not the wind. It was drawing him up. Sucking him in. Him, the trees, the rain. Even the air itself.

	Murdoch risked another glimpse over his shoulder. The Great One loomed over him. It filled the sky. His eyes throbbed and watered at the sight of such glorious, unending hunger even as its shadow devoured his warmth. 

	The handcuffs shifted on the iron drainpipe. They stopped sliding with a clink he felt more than heard, caught on one of the supports that jutted out from the wall, holding the pipe in place. His shoulders burned as his feet and legs kept trying to drag him up into the sky. Into the Great One.

	A low hum echoed up through the pipe. It grew louder in seconds, like a car approaching at high speed. The handcuffs vibrated. Something washed up over him like a gust of warm air, or a gentle wave, and surged off into the sky.

	Thunder hammered Murdoch’s ears. Pain made his eyes wince closed, breaking the squale’s spell over him. The wind shifted, pummeled him again, and slammed him into the side of the building. Bare bricks scratched his arms and tore at his bandaged leg.

	His body dragged down the side of the building, scraping through the stiff vines and along the bricks. The handcuffs scraped again, but now they pulled up, slowing his descent. But not by much.

	He shook his head clear. The wind receded quickly, taking his lift with it. He opened his eyes and saw the ground coming at him. He flailed, hugged the drainpipe with his elbows, then wrapped his knees on either side. A desperate fireman who remembered at the last minute to grab the pole.

	Murdoch landed on the ground. The impact shot up from his heels, taking a few moments to rattle around inside his wounded thigh before it forced its way out his throat as a wail of pain. A last gust of wind slapped him in the back of his head and shoulders. He dropped to his knees and a support on the drainpipe yanked his hands up. Kneeling tightened the flesh of his legs and sent a burning throb out from his wound.

	He stayed there on his knees, hands up, and tried to figure out if he was praying or surrendering.
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	Veek glared at Alex as he herded them through the door. “You said we had four hours before it came back!”

	“I assumed it would follow their usual feeding patterns,” he told her. “That it would follow a path of maximum intake to reach here. Nothing ever suggested they would make the destruction of the Machine a higher priority.”

	“Well, it looks like they did,” said Chase.

	Alex gestured Doug in and pulled the door shut. His fingers twisted a series of locks, one after another, then turned a key that vanished into one of his vest pockets. “We have a chance to drive it off if we act quickly.” He pushed past them and ran down the catwalk stretching through the Machine.

	“Hey, wait!” said Chase. “What about the guy? Murdoch?” He stepped back and tried to open the door.

	“Quickly!” yelled Alex as he bounded up the stairs.

	Veek ran after him. Footsteps clanged on the catwalk behind her. It felt odd to see the building with no wood and plaster covering its inside walls, like she was running through a mechanical duplicate.

	Up the stairs, across another catwalk and just a quick glance over at the tall door leading to a blocky chamber—the one enclosed room in the entire Machine. Power cables wrapped around it and a thin layer of what might’ve been rubber coated every seam and edge.

	And then she was inside the control area with all of its switches and dials.

	Chase stepped in a moment later. “You left him out there?”

	Alex flipped a row of switches down with the side of his hand. “We do not have time for this!” He sidestepped, twisting three, four, five knobs one after another, turning each one as far he could.

	Veek looked down through the machine, trying to pick out the back door. The wind howled across the outside corners of the building. She didn’t like or trust Murdoch, but the thought of him chained outside, exposed and unable to protect himself, made her gut burn. “What the hell is wrong with you? He could die out there.”

	Chase took a step forward, his fingers curling into fists again.

	“We cannot take the risk,” snapped Alex. He took three quick steps, checked a wall of dials, and then spun another knob. “The system is too fragile, especially now. The slightest problem could cause a collapse before we’re ready, and I will not allow that!”

	Chase’s fist came up, and Veek felt her own fingers tighten.

	“If you can control your base instincts for two minutes, there is still a chance we can survive this. If we do, you may feel free to strike me then.”

	Chase glanced toward the back door, too, and then he let out an angry snort. “What are you trying to do?”

	“Quickly, then.” Alex pointed at a few different panels of equipment and rattled off some terms Veek vaguely understood. Hardware had never been her thing. Chase seemed to get it, though. He ran across the control room, studied one of the panels, and began to flip switches.

	Alex flipped a large knife-switch, turned three more knobs, then locked eyes with Veek and pointed past her. “That bank there.”

	She turned. An array of glowing vacuum tubes filled the wall behind her. Each one was staggered and slightly higher, like the tiny steps of a museum display, packing as much as possible into the case while still making them all visible.

	“On my signal,” said Alex, “break the third valve from the left, fourth row up, second row back.”

	“Valve?”

	“The vacuum tube,” Chase explained from his panel.

	“Break it?”

	“Destroy it,” Alex confirmed with a quick nod.

	“Got it.” She squinted at the glowing array, counted off spaces, and found her target.

	Alex wrapped his hands around a large lever with a bicycle-grip-like handle. He leaned into it, inching the lever higher. As he did, the low hum of the machine rose to the frantic buzz of a huge insect swarm.

	She looked around for a tool, a stick, anything. Alex kept his control room much cleaner than the one back in Los Angeles. She patted her clothes out of habit, but the Family had cleaned everything out of her pockets.

	The buzz grew into the angry drone of a hive. Alex kept pushing the lever. “In three … two … one … now!”

	Veek gritted her teeth, shoved her fingers past the front row, and grabbed the tube with her bare hand. She felt a tingle, a sense of pain, rushing up her arm and she twisted the hot glass as hard as she could. It splintered and sliced into her palm with a loud pop. The vacuum tubes on either side of it burst an instant later, showering her fingers with more glass.

	The other tubes—all the other lights in the Machine—flared brighter. A blast of what felt like warm, static-filled air rose up from the lower levels. She could almost see it, like a faint heat mirage. It flowed over her and left her skin with a shivering, tingling feeling.

	The lights faded back to normal. The buzz of electricity faded back to a gentle hum. And beneath that, the sound of the wind rubbing against the building faded, too.

	Alex slumped against the wall next to his lever. Blood leaked from his nose again. Chase staggered and bent over, looking like a drunk getting ready to hurl.

	“What the hell was that?” Seth asked. He swayed in the entrance to the control area, supporting himself on one of the vertical beams. Shiny red lined his nostrils, then dripped into the stubble of his upper lip. Behind him, Doug leaned heavily on the catwalk’s wooden railing.

	Alex coughed, pushed himself off the wall, and straightened up like a college professor addressing his class. “An idea my older counterpart and I have been working on. One might call it weaponized reality.”

	Veek gritted her teeth and plucked a shard of thin, curved glass out of her finger. “Weaponized what?”

	“Well, this specific reality.” Alex gestured at the controls. “I had Chase shrink the area of the Machine’s field while I triggered an overload. You sabotaged the safeguards just before the power was diverted into the secondary batteries, so the field’s amplitude shot up to what would normally be dangerous levels.”

	Seth wiped his bloody nose on his sleeve. “And they’re not dangerous now?”

	“Dangerous is a relative term,” said Alex. “An animal can tear a pound of flesh from either your arm or your throat. Neither is healthy or pleasurable, but one is definitely better than the other.”

	Veek plucked another shard of glass out of her hand. “Will it work? That’s the important thing.”

	“We are still alive and the Machine is still standing, so I would presume, yes, it has worked.”

	“Which means what?”

	“Of that, I am less certain. We’ve driven it away from the Machine, and it will require a certain amount of time to circle back around. We may have given ourselves … an hour? Perhaps more.”

	Chase stepped forward. “Give me the key.”

	“I beg your par—” 

	“The key to the door.”

	Alex locked eyes with him. “I did what needed to be done. We did not have the time to free him, or an assurance he would not have sabotaged the Machine as soon as he was inside.”

	Chase’s fingers rolled up into his palm, but he kept his arm at his side. “Give me the goddamned key.”

	Alex slid the key from his pocket and held it out. Chase snatched it away and marched out to the catwalk. The clang clang clang of his footsteps echoed down the stairs.

	“It was a dick move,” Veek said, focusing on her hand. “Leaving him out there.”

	Alex furrowed his brows and moved to reset some of the dials. “I agreed it would be wrong to kill him, but I will not make an extra effort to save him. Especially if such effort endangers the Machine. Or any of us.”

	“Y’know, I’ve wondered what it’d be like to meet you for years now. I expected you to be a lot different.”

	“I am sorry to be such a disappointment to you,” he said, “but perhaps your world continuing to exist for the past one hundred and thirty years balances the scales in some small way.”

	She squeezed her fingers around another sliver of glass and pulled it free with a wince. He went back to adjusting the controls.

	“Do you need help?” asked Seth.

	Veek looked up at him. “I think I’ve got most of it. A lot of it was shallow. I could just shake it off.”

	“Good.”

	“Are you okay?”

	He glanced back over his shoulder, crouched a little lower, and focused his attention on her bleeding hand.

	“I am worried about Doug.”

	“How so? Is something wrong?”

	“His eyes are filled with blood.”

	“Yeah. It’s kind of a … a side effect of looking at the squales.”

	“I think he may have looked too long.”

	“You think it did something to him?”

	“I do. In a way that makes me nervous.”

	“Skinny hipster guy makes you nervous? I thought you used to be a cop.”

	Seth pinched a shard of glass between the nails of his thumb and index finger. He slid it out of her hand, and a drop of blood welled up behind it. “I was. That’s why I know his behavior should make me nervous.”

	“Thanks. What’s he doing?”

	“He’s not blinking that often,” said Seth. “And he’s eating.”

	“Eating makes you nervous?”

	“I don’t know what he’s eating.”

	“He looks like a trail mix guy. Maybe he’s got some in his backpack.”

	Seth shook his head and slid another sliver free from the edge of her thumb. “I never see or hear him open the pack.”

	“Maybe you just missed it.”

	He snorted. “I wasn’t just an honest policeman. I was a good one. He’s not getting food from his pack.”

	Veek heard feet on metal. It wasn’t a steady rhythm. Chase helped Murdoch limp down the catwalk. They turned to step over onto the control platform, and Murdoch’s eyes somehow got even wider. He met her gaze, then shot an angry glare at Alex.

	“Just to be clear,” said Murdoch, “you people all suck.”

	His arms were cuffed in front, and Veek could see the deep gouges circling his wrists. Gummy, just-starting-to-dry blood edged each slash. Scratches and pinpricks covered his arms and some of his face. A red line went through his eyebrow, turned pink over his eyelid, and back to red on his cheek.

	He looked her in the eye again, then up at the banks of old instruments and tech around them. “This is amazing,” he said. “I’ve been hearing about this place my whole life, but I never thought it was real.”

	Veek snorted. “Even though you’re part of the Family?”

	“A lot of people celebrate Christmas,” said Murdoch, still looking at everything. “Doesn’t mean they think Santa’s workshop is a real place.”

	“So,” Chase said, “what’s our next step?”

	He looked at Veek. So did Seth. And Murdoch.

	She shook her head. “Don’t ask me.” She pointed at Alex.

	Alex looked back at all of them.

	“So we need to … what, turn up the volume on this thing?” asked Chase. “That’ll take care of it?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“The monsters. The squale. Squales. You’re saying this machine makes some kind of barrier. A force field. So we turn it up, increase the amplitude or the charge, whatever it needs, and push them back to wherever they came from.”

	Alex shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I … I thought you understood.”

	Chase furrowed his brow. “Understood what?”

	Something cold settled in Veek’s gut.

	Alex raised his arm, swept it to take in all the antique machinery. “Everything that can be done has been done. Even this was simply a feeble, last-ditch effort. Our last round, fired into the air to frighten the beast off. At this point, we are using paper tape to hold a sinking battleship together.”

	Veek cleared her throat, trying to force the cold thing out of her body. “And the battleship is …”

	“Our world. The alpha predators, the squales, are here in this reality. They are the end. The Machine can do nothing now. They cannot be stopped. They cannot be pushed back into their last world like a genie of folklore back into his lamp.”

	Alex looked at Seth. At Doug. At Chase.

	“This world cannot be saved, my friends. It is already dead.”
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	They all stood in the control area, staring at Alex. The man’s shoulders slumped under his weather-beaten safari vest and an air of complete exhaustion washed over him. Chase suddenly had no problem believing the man was over a hundred and sixty years old, in spirit if nothing else.

	“Well, there has to be something we can do,” he said.

	Alex shook his head. “There is not.”

	“But the weaponized reality thing,” said Veek. “We could do it again. If your building and my building both did it at the same time, maybe we could drive them away.”

	“Your building in Los Angeles?” asked Doug.

	“Yeah.”

	“Well, it’s probably already gone, right? I mean, most of the city is at this point.”

	Seth let out a low whistle.

	Veek turned to him. Blinked twice as she tried to focus on him. “Most of the … what?”

	Doug looked back at her with his bloodstained eyes, at Chase, back to Veek. “I thought … I thought you knew. They’re all over the planet. Los Angeles. Rio. Shanghai. London. They’re … they …”

	“They’re attracted to major population centers on every world,” Alex said. “And they’ve made destroying the Machine a priority. Even if they hadn’t, the nature of the Machine makes the two poles a likely place for a major breach.”

	Veek shook her head. “But we don’t know that. Maybe they …”

	She met Chase’s eyes and he looked away. He knew that desperation. He’d worn the same expression when the police arrived to tell him they’d found Deena. Found her body.

	“The squale in Los Angeles,” he said, “it’s been there for hours. At least twelve or thirteen now. It was there before we even left our ship this morning.”

	Murdoch cleared his throat. “So LA is gone?”

	Doug shrugged. “I guess. The streams I saw said it appeared downtown and it’s in Hollywood now. I mean, that’s almost, what, a third of the city?”

	“No, but it’s a lot of it.” Murdoch looked at Veek. “And it’s pretty much straight through Koreatown.”

	Veek shook her head again and swayed. “My friends are all there. My … my partner. They might be out looking for me. Or the building might protect them. It’s saved us before.”

	Alex waved his hand dismissively. “The Los Angeles end of the Machine suffered a catastrophic loss of function almost fourteen hours ago. I tried to compensate at this end, but there was only so much I could do.” He glanced at Chase. “When I first found you down on the beach, I was looking for breaches. I expected one of the Alphas would come through in this general area, but not quite so close.”

	Veek opened her mouth, snapped it shut. Her lips twitched. So did her fingers. She turned and walked out to the catwalk. She stared at the weird room with the door across from the control area, then spun back to face Doug. “Give me your phone.”

	“I don’t think you’ll get a signal in—”

	“Give me the damned phone!”

	He pulled it out and Veek snatched it from his hand. She marched down the catwalk toward the back of the building. They watched her go.

	Doug cleared his throat. “So … everyone’s going to die?”

	“Yes, that’s correct.” Alex turned to examine a bank of dials. The needles on several of them wobbled to one side or the other. A few of them had dropped flat, already dead.

	“Everyone? Everyone in the whole world?”

	“Yes. It’s what they do. What they’ve done for thousands of years, to millions of worlds. They travel from reality to reality, devouring the Earth again and again and again.”

	Seth pointed a finger at the ceiling. “That thing up in the sky?”

	“Yes.”

	“It eats planets?”

	Alex gave another tired nod.

	“So we’re talking about, like, a full multiverse,” said Doug. “Sort of like Crisis on Infinite Earths.”

	“A bit overly dramatic, but that would be an accurate way to describe it.”

	“Well, actually, it’s the title of a popular—”

	“You’ve known all along,” interrupted Chase.

	“I had hoped the situation wouldn’t decline so fast but … yes, I suspected it was too late. I would’ve been more clear sooner if not for my doubts about Veek’s loyalties.” Alex gestured at the antique controls around them. “I’ve done what I can to extend our time here, although the surge has affected that.”

	“How?”

	“We overloaded and destroyed three transformers. If I had time, I could scavenge parts, combine them into a single working unit. We also burned out the emergency suppression system, although I don’t believe we’ll need it again anytime in our future.”

	The finality Chase had been running from for two years settled across his shoulders like a shroud. A tremor ran up his spine and shook his jaw. “How long do we have?”

	Alex tapped one of the dials, watched the needle bounce up and down. “We now know it’s coming directly here with the goal of destroying the Machine, possibly to clear a wider path to this world for some of the larger ones.”

	“The larger ones?” echoed Seth.

	“Oh, yes. I would guess this one will need another forty minutes to turn itself around and return. If we replace those valves, we may slow it down and perhaps give us … another ten.”

	Chase looked around at the assembled machinery. “That’s it? Not even an hour?”

	Alex coughed out a bitter laugh. “You have perhaps heard the analogy of man’s relationship with God being like an ant’s relationship with a man.”

	“I don’t think I believe in God anymore.”

	“But you are all familiar with the analogy?”

	“I’ve heard something like it, yeah.”

	“So have I,” said Doug.

	Seth grunted.

	“Then you must understand,” Alex said, “we are less than this to the alpha predators. We are less than bacteria to them. Less than atoms. We are nothing. Once they are in a position to take action, we are completely powerless.”

	“But bacteria can stop a larger creature,” said Doug. “They infect it. They fight back in their own way.”

	Alex sighed. “Yes. I know this reaction. I had it myself for many years when I first learned of the alpha predators. It took me many years to get past it.”

	Chase bristled at the man’s attitude. “What do you mean? What reaction?”

	“Hope. You want to believe there is another path. A way to fight back.” He shook his head. “There isn’t. I searched for it for years and found nothing. These creatures, they are the absence of hope. They are the lack of all possibilities, of any options. I called them the end because that is what they are. They are the end of all things for any world they reach. I have seen it happen a hundred times.”

	“That doesn’t mean they can’t be stopped.”

	“It does not,” said Alex. “But they will not be stopped here. It’s amazing we’ve lasted this long.”

	“Doesn’t feel amazing,” said Seth.

	Chase thought about Elisabeth. Somewhere in Texas. Maybe already dead. Maybe one of the monsters was over Dallas right now, picking the city apart, going through the people like someone snacking on M&Ms.

	“I’m going to go check on Veek,” he said. “See if she got a signal for the phone.”

	Alex nodded. “We have more to discuss, all of us. Final arrangements to make here.”

	“I’m never going to get to cut my documentary together,” whined Doug.

	Seth rolled his eyes.

	Chase stepped out onto the catwalk. He looked through the Machine, trying to spot a sign of Veek past all the tubes and cables and framework struts. After a moment, he just walked in the same direction she had.

	Near the back of the structure, the catwalk expanded out into a broad platform stretching wall to wall inside the building. A few tables and work benches stood away from each other, each holding a range of tools. It reminded Chase of an old machine shop.

	Veek stood at the edge of one table, her hands flat on the surface. The phone rested between them. Her head stretched back over her shoulders. As he watched, she took a long, deep breath and let it out slowly. Then another one.

	“You okay?”

	“Yeah,” she said. “No. Freaking out. And I think I’m having an asthma attack, which isn’t helping the freak-out.”

	He kept his distance, let her breathe for another minute or so.

	“Good news,” she said, with a very forced smile. “Enough of the Machine has shut down that we can get a signal inside.”

	“Bad news?”

	She smacked her hands twice on the table. “Nobody in LA is answering. The network’s completely dead. I’ve tried Nate three times. I tried Xela. Mike. Jamie. Even Roger. Everybody who lives in the building. That end of the Machine. Nothing.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	She shook her head, took another deep breath, let it out. “I don’t care what he says. They’re not dead.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“Who?”

	“Your partner. I mean … sorry, I thought ‘he’ but I mean … well, if you’re in Los Angeles I guess she could be a she, right?”

	She looked up at him and raised an eyebrow. “You know being gay isn’t just an LA thing, right?”

	“Sorry.”

	“But, yeah. He. He’s Nate. His name’s Nate.”

	“And he’s … you work together?”

	“Yeah. Work from home, we tell people.”

	She swallowed hard, let another breath hiss out of her nose. She looked at him, looked around the room. Her eyes brimmed with tears, just a few drops away from spilling over. “In my building … my end of the Machine … this is a lounge.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Yeah. There’s a bunch of couches and a TV. We watch movies. Have staff meetings.”

	“How many of you are there?”

	“Me and Nate. Roger and Xela. Mike and Jamie. Debbie and Clive.”

	“It’s all couples?”

	“No. I mean, it just sort of worked out that way. We all …” She stopped. Took another deep, ragged breath. “Just give me a minute. I’ll be fine.”

	“No. You won’t.”

	“Jackass.” She held out the phone. “Do you want to try anyone?”

	He looked at the phone and thought of Elisabeth. “No.”

	“Seriously?”

	“I don’t think I’m the one she’d want to hear from at the end of the world.”

	Chase stepped in and set his own hands on the other end of the table. Then he slid forward and leaned on his elbows. Folded his hands back and rested his chin.

	He closed his own eyes.

	“When I found out Deena was dead … when they told me … I just kind of shut down. Elisabeth—my wife—she cried for two or three days. The only time she stopped was to sleep or to yell at me.”

	“Why?”

	“Because … because she needed to yell at someone. And I wasn’t reacting at all, in her eyes. And because …”

	“Yeah?”

	He took in a deep breath. Felt his own eyes get a little watery. “Because it was my fault.”

	“Was it?”

	“What?”

	“Was it your fault? You’re not just being melodramatic?”

	He took in a breath. Sighed. “Yeah. Yeah it was.”

	“What happened?”

	He straightened up and pushed himself away from the table. “Sorry. I came out here to check on you, not to spill my guts.”

	Veek snorted. “Sounds like we don’t have much time left. If you want to get anything off your chest, it’s now or never.”

	“You’re kind of calm about this. I mean, the bigger picture stuff.”

	“I’ve kinda known this was coming for a couple of years. The Family almost shut down our Machine, the LA half of the Machine, a couple of years ago. Nate and I almost died then. One of our friends did. Tim. I hoped it’d never happen again, but …”

	“But here we are.”

	“Yeah. Here we are. I just figured all of us would be together there. Fighting the good fight until the end.”

	“Her dog got out. Arya.”

	“You named your dog Arya?”

	“Game of Thrones?”

	“No, I get the reference but … why?”

	“Small and vicious.”

	Veek managed a weak smile. “Fair enough.”

	“I was trying to do sandbags around our house and she ran outside after me. When it came time to head back in, I couldn’t find her. We never did. Deena freaked and wanted to go looking for her. When we told her no, she just slipped out and did it anyway. She didn’t understand it was more than just rain.”

	He remembered telling her no. His last words to her. Her running off to her bedroom, crying for Arya.

	Veek said nothing while he remembered.

	“In a lot of places, it was just flooding. Water creeping up a foot or two. Pretty much just sitting there, but it got really deep at points.” He looked down at the floor of expanded steel, past it to the lower catwalks. “They think she was wading along and either slipped into a deeper area by an underpass or maybe just waded out too far. There was just enough flow to drag her away from the shallows. She just … drowned.

	“Elisabeth and me … our marriage pretty much collapsed. She filed for divorce without even telling me. I found out when the guy showed up to serve the papers. She took Deena’s ashes and moved to Dallas. Last time we spoke was a couple months later, the night before the divorce was finalized. She sounded impatient, but kind of relieved. Like she’d finally gotten some closure. I knew our marriage was over but I always hoped we’d at least be on speaking terms again someday.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. She was my friend before she was my wife.”

	She nudged the phone toward him. “You should call her. Try, anyway.”

	“I don’t even know her number. It’s in my phone back on the Makara. Which I think is in the squale’s stomach. Or gullet. Whatever that thing digests stuff with.”

	“No idea what it might be? The number?”

	“Who actually remembers phone numbers anymore?”

	It settled across his brain like a sheet snapped out across a bed and drifting down to cover it. A sheet or another shroud. He’d never talk to Elisabeth again. His life—and hers—could probably be measured with an hourglass.

	Veek lifted her head. “Do you hear something?”

	“Is that … shouting?” He straightened up. “Is there someone outside?”

	“Ahhhh, dammit,” said Veek.

	Their heels rang against the catwalk. They joined Alex and the others as they headed for the front of the building. Doug moved to peer between the slats of the boarded-up window, but Murdoch stopped him with a sharp “I wouldn’t do that.”

	“Why not?”

	Murdoch tipped his head to the racks of glowing instruments and vacuum tubes behind them. “They’ll see your shadow moving. Gives them a target.”

	Chase took a cautious step back. “Are they … would they really notice that?”

	“Barnabas would.”

	“Which one’s Barnabas?”

	“Kinda looks like a skinny, albino version of the Red Skull.”

	“We should be safe as long as we don’t get too close to the window frame,” said Alex.

	“Too dark to see anyone out there anyway,” said Veek.

	“I think I see them,” Seth said. He raised his head, squinting through the boards from a few feet back. “Shapes, anyway.”

	Murdoch nodded and blinked his oversized eyes. “I can see them too.”

	“Not sure we can trust what you say,” muttered Doug.

	“Fine. Get up close to the window again.”

	Chase inched a little closer and let his eyes adjust to the darkness outside. He closed his eyes and let them adjust a little more. He could see the barest of shapes down in the starlit clearing. Shadows among the shadows.

	One of the dark shapes stepped forward. A yellow flare sputtered to life, giving Chase a quick glimpse of a big, wide-mouthed woman before she tossed the flare across the clearing. It landed and spread flickering shadows around the front of the building.

	Five or six feet into the clearing stood a tall, slim woman with dark hair pulled back against her head. Her shirt hung open, and in the dim light Chase thought it gave her a sultry, femme fatale appearance.

	Then he realized who the woman was.

	“That’s Anne?” he asked Veek. “The one in charge?”

	“I don’t know,” she replied, pushing herself up onto her toes, “because I can’t see her.”

	“It’s her,” Murdoch said in Chase’s ear. He jumped as he realized how close the man had gotten to him.

	Anne looked up and smiled. Not at them. Even from here, Chase could see she was looking at the wrong window. Or maybe she just had her head angled the other way and her eyes were pointed right at them.

	“I can see movement inside,” she called out, “so I know somebody else is in there.”

	“Doug!” Chase snapped.

	“Sorry. I just wanted to see.”

	“You can come outside and surrender peacefully,” Anne continued. “You won’t be hurt. We don’t want to hurt anybody, we just want to do what’s right. I’m sure you want that, too.”

	“I don’t trust her,” said Veek.

	Murdoch let out a dry laugh. “You dated her too?”

	“No I just … wait, she’s your girlfriend?”

	“Ex. It was a long time ago. Things were different.”

	“I understand you think you’re on the right side,” Anne said to the building. “That you’re doing the right thing. The old man probably told you lots of stories about saving the world from horrible monsters. So I’m sorry I have to do this.”

	Her arm slid back, her hand gestured. The skull-faced man stepped out from the trees, dragging someone behind him. He twisted his shoulders and flung the figure into the clearing. The man stumbled, dropped to his knees, and pushed himself back up.

	“I’m going to count to ten,” said Anne, “and then I’m going to ask Barnabas to shoot this man in the back of the head. To be very clear, we’re going to kill him if you don’t open the door and come out.”

	Veek squinted between the slats. “Who is that? Is it just one of their own people?”

	Murdoch shook his head. “I don’t know him. Never seen him before.”

	The man looked up at the building. Chase had a sudden memory of sea spray and sunlight. “Oh, crap.”

	He heard Seth take in a quick, sharp breath.

	“Do you know him?” asked Alex.

	“Ten,” yelled Anne.

	Chase glanced over at Seth for confirmation.

	“It’s Katanga,” said Seth. “The first mate from Makara.”
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	“Nine!” Anne’s voice echoed.

	Murdoch’s leg throbbed as he turned from the window to face the others. “Let me go out to talk to her.”

	Seth laughed.

	“She knows me. She’ll listen to me. Maybe long enough for your guy to get away.”

	“How are we supposed to get him away?”

	“Eight!”

	“I don’t know. You can make a distraction or something.”

	“How will he know what to do?” asked Chase. “We’ll catch him off guard just as much as them.”

	“I. Don’t. Know,” Murdoch said again. “I just know she wants to talk more than she wants to shoot anyone.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“Because I’ve known her most of my life and I know when she wants something.”

	Chase raised an eyebrow.

	“Oh, grow up.”

	“Seven!”

	Doug cleared his throat. “This could all just be a bluff so he can get out and give her information about us.”

	“It’s not a bluff,” Murdoch said.

	“Yeah,” agreed Veek, “what’s he going to tell her? We’re all in here and we’re going to die in an hour too?”

	Chase looked at Alex. “You’ve been pretty quiet. What do you think?”

	“I think they can’t be trusted. Any of them. The Family will do anything to carry out their goals.”

	“Destroying the Machine,” said Veek.

	“Precisely.”

	“Six!”

	“Well, yeah,” Murdoch said, “but that’s all kind of moot now, isn’t it?”

	Chase furrowed his brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	Murdoch lifted his cuffed hands and gestured around them. “The Machine’s dead. Dying at best. The Great—the squales have come through. This is everything the Family’s ever hoped to achieve.”

	“And?” asked Veek.

	“Five!”

	Murdoch tilted his head at the window. Out at Anne. “So why’s she trying to bargain with us?”

	Chase opened his mouth. Shut it. Looked out the window. Looked at Alex.

	“You think …” Veek looked Murdoch right in the eyes. It seemed odd, and he realized it was the first time she’d looked at him without blatant hostility. “You think she knows something we don’t? Maybe this isn’t the end?”

	“I think,” said Murdoch, “it’s worth finding out why she’s still so determined to get in here.”

	“At the least,” Alex said, staring through the Machine to the control area, “he buys us a little more time.”

	“Four!”

	Murdoch looked at Chase.

	Chase shrugged. “I say we let him talk to her.”

	“Thank you.”

	Veek sighed. “Yeah, sure. Why not?”

	“Because he’s going to stab us in the back,” said Doug.

	“Seth?”

	“She knows something,” Seth said. “Or we’re all missing something. Let him talk to her.”

	“Three!”

	Doug rolled his eyes. “Oh, now you trust him?”

	“I don’t trust any of you,” said Seth. “But he’s got a point. If she’s already won, why is she talking to us?”

	Their eyes turned. Murdoch followed their gaze to Alex. The man in the old safari clothes said nothing. He raised his hands to his mouth and tapped his fingers together.

	Chase looked back at Murdoch. “Go for it.”

	Murdoch took a cautious step toward the edge of the window.

	“Two!”

	“Anne!”

	Even from thirty feet away, he saw her flinch and felt a tiny bit of tension unwind from his body. If hearing his voice made her react, it meant he could still reach her. It gave him somewhere to start from.

	“Murdoch?”

	So much packed into his name. Surprise. A little relief. Some confusion. But nothing negative. No anger or suspicion.

	“Yeah,” he called out. “It’s me.”

	“What are you—you’re inside?”

	“Yeah.”

	“How?”

	“I’ll come out and tell you.”

	Anne paused. “You’ll open the door for us?”

	“I’ll come out and talk.”

	He could see her scowl. “What’s going on?” The suspicion finally blossomed in her voice.

	He stepped away from the window. “I’m coming down,” he yelled.

	“Murdoch?!” she shouted back.

	He turned to Chase. “Well?”

	Chase’s eyes flicked to Veek, Alex, then Seth. “Yeah, let’s go.”

	They headed back down the catwalk to the stairs. Not quite a walk, not quite running. Murdoch’s wounded leg sent hot pain up his spine as he dropped to each step. They turned a corner on the staircase and he realized Alex had stayed behind, up on the second floor.

	They hit the ground floor and Chase put his hands on the two sliding bolts holding the cable-framed front door shut. “You sure about this?”

	“Not really,” Murdoch admitted.

	“That’s reassuring,” muttered Veek.

	“Just being honest.”

	Chase slid the bolts and pulled the door open. He nodded. Murdoch nodded back before twisting and side-stepping through the narrow opening.

	The bolts thudded shut behind him.

	The flare sputtered away a few feet from the stoop. Murdoch squinted at it, guessed it had burned maybe halfway through. He moved down the steps, ignoring the twist of fear and nausea in his stomach that threatened to push him down to his knees. Off to his right, a figure sprawled on the ground, clothes bright yellow in the flare’s light. He shuffled left, trying to see past the flare.

	A figure mirrored him. Moved even further to the left. He blinked away the blur of bright light and saw Anne standing before him. He took a step forward. She didn’t.

	“Hey.”

	“Hey,” she echoed. The suspicion was gone, but her voice had a healthy dose of caution in it.

	He took another step forward and stopped, trying to ignore the hot pain in his thigh. Off to his right he could see the hostage, Katanga, on his knees. Barnabas stood a yard or two behind the man, his rifle slung but his pistol out and hanging casually at his side.

	“So,” said Anne. “You got captured.”

	He shrugged. “Sort of.”

	Her mouth moved into a faint smile. Her slightly condescending one that managed to be scornful and sexy at the same time. “You’re in handcuffs and you’re bleeding, Murdoch. How much more captured do you need to be, in your mind?”

	“They didn’t capture me. I surrendered.”

	“Why?”

	He opened his mouth and paused as a dozen thoughts plowed through his brain. “Because I finally realized the truth.”

	Her brow furrowed. “Which is …?”

	Another dozen thoughts raced forward, collided, fought to be out in front. “I saw one of them, Anne.”

	She sucked in a little breath. Made a small, tight sound. Almost a squeak, but he knew from experience she’d go nuts if you called it a squeak. The sound of her almost peaking with excitement. “One of what?” she asked cautiously. Hopefully.

	“One of them,” he said. “The Great Ones. I saw it over this island.”

	She shuddered. The joy. The release. “Yes,” she said. “You don’t know how happy this makes me. All this time I was worried about you, but to hear that you understand the—”

	“No,” he said, shaking his head. “You don’t get it.”

	Her body stiffened. “What?”

	He glanced at Barnabas. At the shadowy forms lurking back in the woods. He took another cautious step forward.

	“Anne,” he whispered. “These things. They’re … they’re monsters. Real, end-of-the-world-monsters.”

	Her shoulders relaxed. “Of course they are. I know it’s a little overwhelming at first, but give it time. You’ll remember. When we were kids, this is just what Auntie Bradbury and the others used to tell us about.”

	“No.” He raised his hands, and the chain between them chimed. Barnabas stiffened and brought his pistol up a few inches, almost aiming it at Murdoch. “This isn’t what she taught us. This … they don’t care about you or me. They don’t have some great plan. They’re just monsters.”

	Anne nodded. “I know it can be interpreted that way. It’s overwhelming at first, when you realize the truth, and see it all laid out before you.” Her smile stretched wider across her face. “But soon this horrible place will be destroyed, and the Great Ones will be free to cleanse the world of all its—”

	“They aren’t gods, Anne. They aren’t going to do anything for us. They’re just going to feed on everything.”

	She shook her head. “No. Once they’re free, once they’re allowed to carry out their divine mission, they’ll reward all of the faithful. Our belief will carry us into the new world, a world where our differences won’t matter.”

	Murdoch bit his lip. The flare sputtered once, twice, and dimmed. Anne went from a brilliant, gold-hued vision to an underlit figure.

	“What do you mean,” he asked, “once they’re free?”

	She blinked. “What do you mean?”

	“Just that. You keep talking about when they’re free.”

	“Because that’s when we reap our rewards. That’s when being one of the faithful, one of the Family, finally grants us our—” 

	“They’re out,” he said. “They’re here. Now.”

	She shook her head. “Not yet. But soon. So soon.”

	“No. Now. When I told you I saw one of them, it wasn’t some metaphor or vision or something. They’re already here, Anne. They’re here in our world and guess what? The Family hasn’t gotten shit!”

	She sucked in a harsh breath. So did Barnabas. A few more whispered out of the dark.

	“I don’t know what they’ve told you, Murdoch, but you need to remember the truth. Remember what we were taught as kids. What they—”

	“I do remember being kids,” he said. “I remember what we thought about all those stories and lessons. Do you?”

	She glared at him. “I … We were foolish children.”

	“No, we weren’t. We weren’t and you know it. We saw through all this … all this propaganda. This brainwashing the Elders forced down our throats.”

	A low grunt, almost a growl, came from Barnabas.

	Anne reached up and slowly buttoned her shirt. She took a step closer as she finished. Leaned in toward Murdoch. “Why are you saying these things? What did they do to you in there?”

	“They didn’t do anything. It all happened out here. It happened when we were growing up together. And when I saw that damned thing up in the sky.”

	Even in the dim light of the flare, he saw her eyes flick up toward the dark clouds.

	“You told me seeing a seraph made you realize everything they told us was true. Well, seeing this convinced me it was all wrong. It’s a monster, and we have to do everything we can to fight it. To fight all of them.”

	“Why?”

	“What do you mean, why? So we can live. So we can have an actual life. That was the plan when we were kids, remember? To get away so we’d never have to deal with any of this ever again.”

	She pressed her lips together into a hard, flat line. Then her shoulder flexed, her arm came up, and a dark circle filled Murdoch’s vision. He saw a bright flash, felt something sharp in the corner of his eye, his thoughts went dark and …
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	“Jesus Christ!”

	Chase flinched back. He’d watched the exchange from one of the lower windows flanking the front door, looking through a narrow gap between the protective planks. He’d seen Anne bring up the pistol and …

	Point blank in the face. The echo of the gunshot faded before Murdoch’s body hit the ground. The man just tipped back, crashed into the dirt, and became another shadow on the ground.

	“That bitch,” Seth said through his teeth.

	Veek touched Chase’s shoulder. “Get away from the windows.”

	“She killed him.”

	“Yeah. They do that. Get back.”

	“Jesus.”

	“All of you,” called Alex, “both feet on the catwalks.” He bounded down the metal staircase, pausing halfway to pull apart two connectors the size of hardcover books. As they separated, a tiny arc stretched between the brass pins.

	Chase watched as Alex grabbed another connecter, this one near the base of the stairs. “What’s going on?”

	“They still have Katanga at gunpoint.” Seth craned his neck as he peered through his own gap on the other side of the window. “The rest of them are moving closer. Coming out of the trees.”

	“Excellent. Away from the windows,” Alex said. “Stand straight—no leaning or touching anything.” He slid aside a chest-high metal panel near the catwalk, revealing something that looked to Chase like an old telephone switchboard. Alex unplugged, moved, and re-plugged three cables in quick succession.

	Veek squinted at the board. “Didn’t know that was there,” she murmured. “What are you doing?”

	“Quickly. Everyone on the catwalk? Arms at your sides?” Alex stepped past Chase and Veek, reached up, and wiggled his fingers over a vacuum tube.

	“I’m good,” yelled Doug from the staircase landing.

	Alex met Chase’s eyes and plucked the tube free of its socket.

	The lights flickered and went out. The Machine trembled and let out an electric yowl. A wave of dizziness hit Chase right between the eyes, rushed through his head, and plunged down his throat. The worst level of drunkenness, achieved in just half a second. The Machine shook and spun around him. His stomach convulsed, weighing the pros and cons of emptying itself across the catwalk. Something hit his knees, then his hands, and he realized he’d dropped to all fours.

	The howling faded and quiet settled across the Machine.

	He heard Doug groan, followed by a wet, retching noise.

	“What was that?” slurred Seth. “What happened?”

	Chase swung his head to the side, and the Machine swayed with the movement. He shifted his hands to keep balance, and the metal grating of the catwalk scraped at his hands. Veek kneeled a few feet away, upright with one hand around her gut. She took a few slow, deep breaths.

	A yard or so past her—Chase’s vision still swam around too much to be sure—Alex crouched against the wall, one hand white-knuckled around a support.

	“The discomfort is unavoidable,” Alex explained, “especially in a cruder transition like this. The sudden shift in pressure causes it. The auditory canal, digestive tract, and respiratory system are most affected, although in extreme cases the transition can cause brief unconsciousness.”

	Somewhere a mechanism still spun, letting out a low wail as it did. The shriek rose in volume as it powered back up, but became more erratic. It halted, changed pitch, and a competing screech kicked in.

	Then one of the people outside took in a deep, ragged breath and screamed again.

	“What did you do?” Chase tried to sound insistent, but it sounded more like a desperate croak.

	Alex pulled himself upright. “The walls of reality are thin on this island. It’s not uncommon to catch hazy glimpses through them. In some areas they are like tissue, and the slightest pressure can tear them. Small, temporary rips are not uncommon.”

	Veek reached up to press her hand against the side of her head. “That doesn’t sound good.”

	“In a way, the Machine is like a fist, squeezing so tight to hold large things it cannot help but create gaps for small ones. Normally it does cause some issues, but in this case I was able to use it to our advantage.”

	“How?”

	“As it happens, there was enough power left in that fist to smash a hole through the walls. One roughly the size of this island.”

	Chase took another breath and willed his stomach to be calm. “You did what?”

	“I created a small overlap between two universes. Two islands are existing in the same place at the same time. We were very careful with placement, so the Machines overlap perfectly. But out there …”

	He turned his head to the window. Chase followed his gaze. So did Veek and Seth.

	“Nature is random,” said Alex. “Blades of grass. Leaves. Trees. None of them overlap. If we’re lucky, more than a few of the seraphs and Family members have been incapacitated.”

	Veek climbed to her feet. Leaned to look out the window. “Incapacitated meaning …”

	Another scream came from outside. It broke off into ragged, wailing sobs.

	“The downside, alas, is that I have smashed a hole the size of this island between universes.” Alex looked at Chase. “I know you still disapprove of many of my decisions, but your electrical engineering skills would be helpful in restoring the Machine, if you’re willing to work alongside me. And once we have repaired the tear, we can focus on our escape.”

	Chase tried very hard to process everything Alex had said, then zeroed in on the important word. “Escape?”

	“From the squales, as you like to call them,” Alex said.

	Seth’s mouth twisted up. “You said they can’t be stopped. That they’re going to destroy the world.”

	“They are. This world is doomed.” He pointed at Veek. “Once the tear is sealed, however, we can escape into hers.”

	“My … what?”

	“Your world. Your reality.”

	“What?”

	He turned to Chase. “Didn’t you tell her we had more to discuss?”

	“How would I have known this?”

	Alex sighed. “Two realities have collided here, even before this action I just took. The native reality, so to speak, of me and my Machine, is the doomed one.” He gestured at Chase and Seth. “You and your ship are also of this reality. It is my island you first came ashore on.”

	“Okay.”

	He turned to Veek. “You and your kidnappers, the Family, are from, as we would see it, an alternate universe. You landed on Aleksander’s island. He has not yet awoken a crèche child to replace him as my earlier version did. He is the third, I am the fourth, but we are not the same third and fourth, if that makes sense.”

	“No,” said Seth, “it doesn’t.”

	“It kinda does,” said Veek.

	Alex waved his hands, trying to rush past their comments. “Each of your groups has been exploring different versions of the same island. Along the way, I would guess Veek and Mister Murdoch stumbled through one of the small fractures and ended up here, in our reality.”

	Another scream came from outside.

	Chase looked at Veek. Studied her, looking for … anything. Something odd. “So you’re from another planet?”

	“This planet,” she said. “Just another version of it. Not quite as messed up as this one, apparently, which is hard to believe.”

	“What do you mean?” said Chase. “Your world has a doomsday fish-person cult.”

	“The Family exists across many realities,” said Alex. “Now, please, we do not have much time. I would guess we have twenty-five minutes at best to effect repairs before the squale returns and tears the hole between worlds even wider, dooming both universes.”

	“How was this a good plan?” asked Seth.

	“Because if the Family had gained access to Aleksander’s Machine they would’ve torn the hole open from their side and we would not have been able to reverse it.”

	More wails echoed up from outside the building.

	And then a single gunshot.
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	The nausea and dizziness slammed into Katanga a minute after the minister shot the other fish-man. It reminded him of his first time on a big container ship in high seas. Everything he’d grown used to as solid shifted underfoot, churning his stomach and playing fucking hell with his balance.

	At least this time he was already on his knees. He leaned forward and pressed one hand against the ground to balance himself. The man, Barnabas, let him tilt away with no attempt to stop him.

	A tremor ran up Katanga’s throat from his gut, but he’d thrown up everything he had back at the beach. He spat out a few threads of stomach acid and tried to straighten up. His abs and arm resisted. He couldn’t even lift his hand from the ground.

	A few cries echoed across the clearing. What was it the old man had been protecting in the building? Katanga had read internet stories about sonic weapons that caused vertigo-like effects, or sometimes nausea. Had they been hit by some future weapon?

	He felt Barnabas paw at his back. The same nausea must have hit him too. If Barnabas was disoriented, this might be a chance to escape.

	Katanga went to lean back again, and again his hand resisted. With a little soreness this time, as if he’d slammed it down on a patch of thorns or thistles. They tugged at his skin and caused just enough pain to make him stop lifting.

	He studied the tall grass poking up between his fingers and tried to figure out how long the thorns were. Could he just rip his hand free or would he need to ease it back? If he took too long he might miss his chance.

	It all went through his mind in seconds. He studied the long strands of grass again, couldn’t see any kind of barbs in the flickering light of the flare, and decided to just yank his …

	 …his fingers.

	He bowed his head lower and leaned to the side to get more light on his hand.

	The grass stretched up through his fingers. Two pale blades came up from the first knuckle on his middle finger, and another out of his ring finger. At least six strands came up through the back of his palm. One thin shaft was centered in the nail of his index finger. He tugged again and felt another twinge of pain. Almost a dozen little twinges.

	“What in God’s name is this?” he murmured to himself.

	Some of the cries around him had grown into screams. Had it even been a minute since the attack of dizziness? Half a minute? He went to turn and pain sliced through his hand.

	Katanga gritted his teeth, lifted his pinned palm as high as he could, and wedged the fingers of his free hand beneath it. He worked them back and forth, pushing deeper, breaking through the blades of grass. Pain sparked up his arm, but his hand came free.

	Barnabas scrabbled at his back again.

	Katanga flinched and looked over his shoulder.

	A thick palm tree stood just a few feet behind him. He didn’t remember it being there before. His guard, Barnabas, had vanished somewhere back into the dark woods. A stubby, lower frond stretched out from the tree to brush at his back with its splayed leaves.

	Katanga pushed himself to his feet and felt more grass rip free, woven into the fabric of his jeans. Two or three strands plucked at his knee. He caught his balance and staggered back toward the tree. The palm frond snagged at his jeans, and he reached down to brush it free. It was warm and calloused and grabbed at his fingers.

	His stomach churned again.

	The hand slowed its frantic flailing. The fingers stretched open, closed, open, trembling with each movement. His gaze followed the arm back to where it vanished into the tree a few inches behind the bulky wristwatch.

	The man, Barnabas, had worn a watch like that.

	Katanga stepped around the tree. Barnabas crouched on the other side of it. He’d been driven to his knees and reached out to keep a hand on his prisoner. It looked like he’d stretched forward, determined not to fail in his task.

	Katanga could see the back of the other man’s head sticking out of the palm tree about two feet above the ground. Maybe part of an earlobe and jaw line, the way he’d been leaning forward. No blood. Not even a seam where the tree and the man’s head overlapped.

	Barnabas kicked at the ground. Slow, piston-like movements, getting slower, as if trying to push himself forward through the tree and out the other side. His other elbow swung back and forth, and Katanga saw the man’s fingertips had been swallowed up by the tree. The thumb flicked at the coarse surface of the trunk.

	He glanced down at the strands of grass running through his hand. Felt the ones tickling his shins inside his jeans. His throat and empty stomach convulsed again.

	Katanga backed away, picking up speed as he skirted the edge of the clearing. Off to his left, the big woman, Phoebe, had her foot and lower leg trapped in the spidery roots of a tree looming in front of her. One of the tall monster things stood transfixed, embedded straight down its middle into a tree trunk.

	His captors wanted to get into the strange building, so it probably wasn’t the best place to hide. And running toward it meant turning his back on a lot of guns. His only other option was the forest, though, which seemed to be where the monster-men lived.

	Then the minister, Anne, appeared in front of him and took the decision out of his hands. Katanga got his hand up, but the woman had a lot of hidden muscles. Her backhand twisted three of his fingers aside to smash into the side of his head. His legs wobbled and he dropped back to his knees. He leaped, tried to dodge past her, and she shoved him back down. It was like being a child again, trying to wrestle with an adult who outmatched him in every way.

	The pistol trembled at the end of her arm. “I’d prefer if you stay with us for now.”

	Another scream echoed between the trees.

	He lunged to the side and ran into another woman, the one with the oversized, dark eyes and the bloodstained shirt. She slammed the heel of her palm into his chest and he fell back on his ass. The impact jarred his twisted fingers, and he wondered if Anne had broken them.

	The woman quickly bowed her head. “I think … I think everyone’s dead, minister.”

	Anne shoved her pistol back into its holster. “Everyone?”

	“Judah’s left arm and part of his chest are … they’re in a tree. He’s not dead, but I don’t think he’s got long. Phoebe’s foot is trapped. I can’t find Barnabas. Two of the seraphs, they’re … they’re sort of melted together.”

	“Another one in a tree back there,” offered Katanga. “So’s your man, Barnabas.”

	“Be quiet.”

	“Just trying to help.” Her anger made his fingers hurt a little less.

	Anne took a breath. Calmed herself. “Is your pistol still loaded?”

	The woman nodded. “I’ve only fired three shots.”

	“Good. Go end Judah’s suffering. Do the same for any of the others.”

	“I …” The woman tried out a few silent words and blinked her big eyes. It made her look even more like a fish.

	“Is there a problem?”

	“No, minister. What about Phoebe?”

	Anne took another breath. “Just her foot?”

	“It looked that way, yes.”

	“Somebody must have a good knife. She probably does. See if you can cut around it and get her free.”

	“And if I can’t?”

	“Phoebe’s a loyal and devout member of the Family. Try to save as much of her foot as possible.”

	“And him?”

	Katanga glanced over and found the woman staring at him.

	“I’ll deal with him,” said Anne.

	“Yes, minister.” The woman bowed her head and vanished back into the woods.

	The flare sputtered out, taking with it the last light in the clearing. Even the soft light in the building seemed to have dimmed. Katanga checked each of the windows, looking for the glow.

	“You feel it too, don’t you?” Anne’s voice had calmed, but it sounded forced. Like someone trying to have a casual conversation while dinner burned and they hoped you didn’t notice. “Something’s changed in there.”

	He said nothing.

	“Whatever they did, it hurt them almost as much as it hurt us. You think?”

	Katanga kept his mouth shut.

	“You can talk. It’s okay.”

	He thought about another smart aleck answer. “Feels like being in the eye of a storm,” he finally said. “We’ll all be back in the thick of it soon enough.”

	Anne’s dark silhouette seemed to consider it. Nodded. “Yeah. Yeah we will.”

	A gun went off. One shot. Some of the screaming stopped.

	“What’s your name, anyway?”

	“Katanga.”

	“Like the sword?”

	“Katanga,” he repeated.

	“It wasn’t supposed to go like this, Katanga. I knew there was a chance someone would be here, but I’d hoped it’d be peaceful. That they’d be ready to admit the error of their ways and we could just …” 

	She sighed.

	“That’s not how people work,” Katanga said. “Never has been. Nobody likes to admit they’re wrong, no matter how plain and clear it is.”

	“That’s not true. I realized I was wrong. I’d been a non-believer my whole life and then I saw the truth. I was wrong and I admitted it. That’s why I became a minister. Because I was chosen for this.”

	He saw the potential minefield of responding and kept his tongue still. Instead, he rolled over onto his hip and then up onto his knees. Now he faced her in a praying position. One he could get up from much faster.

	“This should’ve been perfect,” Anne said. “There were so many signs. The seraph found me after I left my Family. We found the island.” She turned in the darkness, a twisting shadow. “How did it all go so wrong?”

	Another gunshot. A low moan, so steady it had become background noise, ended with a wet gurgle. A few stuttering growls rose up to mark the sudden silence. Anne barked out a few words in the guttural, clicking language of the monsters—the seraphs, the other woman had called them. A few sounds echoed back out of the darkness.

	Katanga wondered if he’d gurgle or go quickly. He didn’t have much hope of it going any other way. The minister had shot the other man with almost no hesitation. Her childhood friend, if he’d understood correctly.

	Her shadowy outline shifted, twisted, and something hit the ground in front of him. It bounced and tapped his knees just as another one landed. He felt around, found the waxy rods, felt his way up to the plastic caps.

	“Light them,” she said. “Toss them toward the front door.”

	He passed the flares back and forth between his hands. “Why?”

	“Because it’s too dark for them to see.”

	“I mean … why do you need me to do it?”

	He felt her eyes on him. “Why do you think? I want to keep at least one hand free, so if you try anything I can shoot you.”

	One of the flares slipped and pattered to the ground.

	“Oh, just light the damned things. I’m not going to kill you for no reason.”

	Katanga thought of the two men she’d killed in the past hour or so and felt less than certain of that. But he lit the first flare with a few quick strikes. He touched the second one to the first, giving him one in each hand.

	Anne stared at him. The flickering red light didn’t warm her eyes. She jerked her chin toward the building.

	He tossed the flares, one after another. They hit the ground near the steps and lit up the dead man she’d called Murdoch. Katanga looked for the body of the old man, but the corner of the building hid it in shadows.

	Anne took a few steps forward. Cleared her throat. “I think we should talk,” she called out.

	A few moments passed before an echoing voice responded from the building. “You killed the last guy who came out to talk to you.”

	The voice pricked at Katanga’s ears. He’d heard it before. He knew it, but couldn’t place it.

	“Murdoch was a heretic who betrayed us,” said Anne. “Who betrayed me. I didn’t want to do it, but it was best for everyone.”

	“I think we’ll pass.”

	One of the passengers. Not the annoying one. Chaser!

	“Please,” Anne said. “I just want to explain our position. If you knew what we knew … you’d be opening that door and giving us a hero’s welcome.”

	“I think we know enough,” shouted a new voice, a woman Katanga didn’t recognize.

	“Veek,” said Anne. “I should’ve guessed you’d find your way here. We should’ve just set you loose and followed you.”

	No response.

	A smell touched Katanga’s nose. Gunpowder. He turned and saw the other woman standing behind him. The red light of the flares gleamed in her eyes, made her face look like blood.

	“Okay, then,” said Anne. “I can see why you’re hesitant. You’ve had some … some bad experiences with the Family. I probably haven’t made the best first impression. Or second impression.”

	Still nothing from the building.

	“So, same offer as before. Come out here and we won’t have to kill Katanga. Or any of you. And I’ll tell you something you’ve probably never heard before.”

	She paused. The kind of dramatic pause that made a congregation lean forward. She let it stretch out.

	“I’ll tell you the truth about the Machine.”
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	“You can’t be serious,” said Chase.

	Veek shrugged. “I can’t do much in here. You and Alex need more time to fix the Machine.”

	“She’ll kill you.”

	“Maybe. But if it means saving a few billion people … including my friends who I was grieving for …” She glared at Alex.

	“Again, my apologies. I assumed you had reasoned out the nature of things.”

	“Everyone’s making a lot of assumptions today about what I know,” she muttered.

	“I don’t like it,” said Seth.

	“It doesn’t thrill me, either,” she said. “But I’m the best choice.”

	“I’ll cover you,” said Seth. “If they try anything, run back. I’ll make sure they don’t follow you.”

	“Are you some kind of sharpshooter now?”

	“Cover fire isn’t about hitting things. It’s about making people think they might get hit.”

	“That’s not very reassuring.”

	“And if you get a chance, tell Katanga this is going to be fine. Remind him this is no worse than the time we had the leopard get loose on the ship.”

	Chase’s eyes went wide. “The what?”

	Veek raised an eyebrow. “You had a leopard on your boat?”

	“On our ship, a few years back,” Seth said. “Rich man’s pet. It got loose. Ran around Makara for two days before we caught it.”

	“I don’t think I’m going to have a chance to remind him of all that.”

	“You won’t have to. Just remind him of the leopard. It’ll make him feel better.”

	“Sure. Whatever. As long as he feels better about being out there.”

	She stepped past him to the door, where Chase and Alex waited.

	“You’ll need to be back inside once the Machine is reset,” Alex told her.

	“Because …”

	“Because once it’s active, it will restore the walls and force the two realities apart again. Those of us within the Machine will return to our reality and you would end up in the other. With the Family.”

	“Great.”

	“Good luck,” said Chase.

	“Thanks.”

	They slid the bolts on the door and pulled it open again. Veek counted to three, waiting for grasping hands or thrown spears to come through the gap. When none did, she stepped outside.

	Anne had moved three or four steps closer. She stopped in mid-stride, settled back, and raised her empty hands. “Truce,” she said.

	“I doubt that.”

	The door thudded behind Veek, but she didn’t hear the bolts settle back into place. She stepped halfway down the staircase, then went the rest of the way, stopping on the last slab of concrete.

	“I just want to talk,” said Anne.

	“You’ve had years. You’ve got all your cultists and seraphs.”

	“We’re not cultists!” Anne bit off whatever else she was going to say and let an angry breath out through her nose.

	“Ehh. Walks like a duck, quacks like a duck …”

	A silence stretched out between them.

	“Do you really want to use this time for name-calling?” Anne asked.

	Veek shrugged. “So why are we talking?”

	“If you’d prefer, I can ask the Family and the seraphs to storm your building and kill everyone inside.”

	Something moved in the dark behind Anne. A bald man with his hands up. Dirt covered his wrinkled, damp clothes. Behind him walked a woman with a bloody shirt and the Family’s signature oversized eyes. She had the man at gunpoint.

	“I’m not sure you could,” Veek said.

	“Neither am I. The old man’s booby traps have taken a toll on us. That’s why we’re talking.”

	“Hoping we’ll all walk out and let you kill us more efficiently?”

	“I’m hoping to explain things. That you’ll finally understand and we can avoid all the killing.”

	“Good luck with that. You Katanga?”

	The man perked up. In the flickering light it was hard to be sure if his expression was hopeful or suspicious. He met her eyes and nodded once.

	“Seth says not to worry. Remember, this isn’t any worse than when the leopard got loose.”

	A few different emotions flickered across the man’s face. “Seth is alive?”

	“Yeah.” She tipped her head back up toward a window—not on the side everyone had been gathered around earlier. “He’s probably listening in now.”

	“If you’re all done passing messages,” said Anne, “I’d like to get back to the matter at hand.”

	Veek managed a light snort and crossed her arms.

	“It’s good that it’s you and I talking about this. Two women. The men would just mess it all up, wouldn’t they?” Anne swung a hand up at the building. “I mean, it was a group of men who built this thing. This—”

	“You kidnapped me, brought me halfway around the world, and killed a bunch of people. We’re not going to have a Girl Power, Me Too bonding moment.”

	“Fair enough.” Anne paced back and forth. “I think the problem is you don’t understand what we’re trying to do.”

	Veek fought the urge to roll her eyes. “I’ve got a pretty good idea.”

	“Do you?”

	“You want to set the squales loose to destroy the world.”

	Anne’s mouth dropped open. “No. No, that’s not it at all. We’re trying to protect the world. We want to save it. I mean … look at it.”

	“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

	Anne threw Veek’s confused look right back at her. “Where have you been for the past fifty years?”

	“I’m not even forty.”

	“Look at the world, Veek. Overpopulation problems, climate change, food shortages. Pretty much everything’s unstable. And you know why?”

	Veek shook her head, still off guard from the abrupt turn the conversation had taken.

	“Because it was never supposed to get this big.” Anne pointed at the vine-covered facade of the building. “You want the truth? Well the truth is the Machine, this place, did this to the world. It let things go on too long. It disrupted the natural order.”

	Veek opened her mouth to say something, but Anne plowed over her without giving her a chance.

	“That’s what the Family is all about. We’re the good guys,” she insisted. “We want to set things back to the way they’re supposed to be, the way they were before Koturovic and Tesla and the rest of those idiots built this Machine. They’re the bad guys, Veek. They’re the ones who put the world at risk. All we want to do it shut it down so the Great Ones can move through and restore things to the way they were intended to be. This is your big chance, Veek. You can be the woman who saves the world.”

	“That’s what I’m trying to—”

	“No,” Anne said, cutting her off again. “You’re trying to get the Machine working again, aren’t you? I can tell it’s off. I can smell it in the air.”

	“And so you’re saying we should … what?”

	“Don’t you get it? If you want to save the world, just … don’t do anything. Just sit back and let things happen. With the Machine shut down, the Great Ones can finally pass through into our world and restore balance. You and me, Veek … we can save the world from itself.”

	Veek stared at the woman. In the light of the red flares, her smile and wide eyes made her into something out of a horror movie. “If they get into this world, they’re just going to eat.”

	“Yes. Exactly.”

	“You’re talking about killing billions of people. Billions.”

	“And none of them ever should’ve been born,” said Anne. “You’ve heard about accident kids, the ones mom and dad never planned on? Well there’s six billion accidents on Earth right now. Just think how much better things would be without them.”

	“Unless you happen to be one of them, Thanos.”

	“Are you going to help me save the world?”

	Veek shook her head. “You want to know what I think?”

	“Of course.”

	“I think you sound like one of those kids you always read articles about,” said Veek. “The ones who go away to some nut-job religious Bible camp and come back brainwashed against evolution and tolerance and stuff like that. The ones who get taught to win discussions by shouting over everyone with an opposing view. You’re so blind with belief you don’t realize how crazy you sound.”

	Anne’s face got hard. The angles of her cheeks and jaw stood out. It made her look sharp. Alien. “Fuck you.”

	“I’ve been there,” said Veek. “I know what a world looks like when they’re done with it. When they’ve ‘restored balance.’ It’s not back to normal. It’s just dead.”

	Anne let her chin sink down.

	“They aren’t coming through to save the world,” said Veek. “They’re coming through to eat it. All of it. No one’s going to survive. No one’s going to be chosen. If you do this, your ‘Family’ gets devoured just like the rest of us.”

	“You’re so wrong.”

	“Maybe,” said Veek, “but I don’t think so. You know what they call us? Cattle. Maybe they like all your prayers and worship, but in the end that’s all we are to them. Food.”

	“You’re dooming the whole world, Veek. You’re not stupid. You can see how things are. Humanity’s only got a decade or two left if the Great Ones aren’t allowed to perform their function.”

	“Yeah,” she said, “that’s bible camp talking again.”

	“My gods speak to me.”

	“A lot of farmers talk to their livestock,” said Veek. “Doesn’t change how things turn out for the cows at the end of the season.”

	Anne glared at her.

	“I think we’re done here,” Veek said. “Don’t you?”

	“Yes,” Anne said. “I think we are.”

	The door hinges creaked. Veek heard feet shuffle on the steps above her. “Whenever you’re ready,” said Chase.

	Veek nodded and never took her eyes off Anne. “Thanks for the talk.”

	“Of course.”

	“You know you’re completely nuts, right?”

	“No. I just have faith we’re doing the right thing.”

	Anne coughed on the last word. The cough became a wet, stuttering sound in her throat. She leaned her head back, opening her mouth wide as she called out to the seraphs.
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	Chase heard the noises Anne made and recognized them. “Now!” he yelled to Veek, opening the door wide.

	Veek turned, made it up one step, and something blurred between them. Just a blink of white in a line alongside the top of her head. Next to his waist. It was gone by the time she reached the second step, but the air still trembled.

	By the time she reached the third step, Seth’s pistol went off. The gunshot echoed inside the Machine, ringing off steel and copper and glass. He fired three more times before Veek dove through the doorway and Chase slammed the wooden door shut. A heartbeat later, it shook twice with heavy impacts. He slammed the top bolt back into place, bent and slapped the lower one over.

	“He got away,” Seth said.

	Veek sucked in a breath, rolled over onto her back, and took two more. “Who got away?”

	“Katanga.”

	Chase looked up and saw Alex standing at the foot of the stairs. He’d been resetting the switches there after undoing his modifications up in the control area. Now he leaned on the slanted railing, almost hanging off it. He tilted forward, and his ragged safari vest swung open for a moment to reveal the shiny red on his shirt underneath.

	“Oh, hell,” said Chase.

	Alex held out the handkerchief in his fingers. It sparkled with shards of glass. “I’m afraid they broke the valve,” he said. “We’ll need to get a replacement. Quickly.”

	Chase ran over and managed to catch him before he collapsed. Blood had soaked into the vest now, too. “What happened?”

	“One of their spears,” said Alex. “It came through the open door. Smashed the valve. Went straight through me as well.” He looked to Veek. “You know where the storeroom is?”

	“Yes.”

	Alex pushed the handkerchief at her. “Second shelf left of the door, third shelf up from the bottom.”

	She ran away down the central catwalk, the metal clanging beneath her heels.

	Chase peeled away the vest and tried to find the entry wound hidden in the bloody linen. He spotted a darker, wetter area and pressed his hand over it. The wound pulsed beneath his palm, soaking his fingers. Alex winced and hissed through gritted teeth.

	“We need to stop the bleeding,” Chase said. He worked his other hand around the man’s torso, searching for the exit wound. “Seth, give me a hand.”

	A hard thunk came from the door. The sounds of an axe slamming into a tree. It came again. And again. Between the impacts, Chase heard the wet, guttural clicks of the seraphs.

	Alex shook his head. “It’s too late for me. I know anatomy well enough, especially my own.”

	“We can give you more time.”

	“There’s no time left to give. Don’t waste what little there is trying to save a man with a mortal wound. You’re the only one here with the electronics knowledge to finish what we’ve begun.” He pointed at the wooden door. “You’ll have to open it. You can get out that way.”

	“We’re all going to make it out, don’t worry.”

	“There’s a chance I already did.” Alex coughed out a laugh and sprayed some blood on Chase’s shoulder. “There may be another of me out there in the world. Some world.”

	Veek came back with a stack of boxes. “I can’t tell them apart without my glasses, so I just grabbed all of them.”

	Alex nodded weakly. “The bottom one. Hurry. Everything else is set.”

	Veek and Seth shifted the boxes, exposing the lowest one.

	“Somebody has to take over here,” said Chase. “The spear went straight through him.”

	“Doug,” yelled Seth. “Get down here and help, skinny rat.”

	The door shook from the repeated blows. A slow, splintering noise ended with a crack. Chase pictured spears prying gouges out of the door and tried to remember how thick it was.

	Seth dropped to his knees and put his hands by Chase’s. “I have him. Go.”

	Chase pulled his hands away, wiped his hands on his jeans, and plucked a paper package from the box. Four quick steps carried him over to the bank of vacuum tubes Alex had sabotaged earlier. He unrolled the paper from the new tube as he searched for the empty socket.

	“Don’t touch it with your bare hands,” said Veek. “You’ll get oil and blood on it.”

	He nodded and wrapped the paper back around the glass portion. He reached over the other tubes, lined up the prongs with the socket, and glanced back at the others. “Everyone clear of … everything?”

	“Do it,” said Seth.

	Chase nodded, took a breath, and pushed the tube down into its socket.

	Nothing happened.

	“Son of a bitch,” muttered Veek.

	He shifted the paper around the vacuum tube. Wiggled it free. Pushed it back down into the socket again. He felt the prongs catch just as it clicked into place.

	Still nothing.

	“There must be a break in the system somewhere,” Alex said with a wet cough. “Something else they damaged.”

	Another crack came from the door.

	Veek shot up. “The spear.”

	Chase stepped away from the tubes. “What?”

	“The spear.” She stepped past Seth and Alex, heading back into the Machine. “It went through him. Where did it go?”

	He joined her on the catwalk. “Can you see okay?”

	“I’m pretty sure I’ll see a seven-foot bone spear.”

	“What has bones that big?”

	“Haven’t figured that one out yet.” She pointed. “There it is.”

	The spear was a white line in the dim light. As Chase pulled it free, the smell of overdone ribs and ozone wafted across his nose. “Damn it.”

	“What?”

	“I think it cut something. Do you have a light on you?”

	“No.”

	“What happened to the big floodlight thing?”

	“It’s back there, but it plugs into the building, too.”

	“Great.”

	He took a deep breath through his nose. Definitely some ozone in the air. He peered at the bundle of dark cables. At least five, all different sizes, all blurring together. He reached back, away from the spear’s impact point, and gave the whole bundle a shake. No sparks.

	Chase heard a swish of fabric and the cables brightened a bit. Just enough for him to make out the individual cables and a few details. He looked over at Veek and saw that she’d slid out of her black suit jacket, exposing the white shirt underneath. She held her arms out, trying to cup and reflect the emergency light.

	“That’s better,” he said. He moved his hand a foot farther along the cable and she shuffled around, angling her body to follow him.

	And there it was.

	The spear had cut an eerily clean slice into one of the thinner cables and through most of the copper wires inside. Chase studied the bundle, pushed, and got a small pop and a spark. “Good news is, I don’t think it shorted anything out. It’s just an air gap.”

	“Which means what?”

	“I need a pair of pliers, at least.”

	“There were some tools in the store room.”

	“Good. Pliers, wire cutters, some electrical tape.”

	“Wouldn’t bet on that.”

	“Spare cable insulation, then. Insulated gloves I can tear up. Band aids. Something. And I need to find the other end of this.”

	“Can you trace it without the extra light?” She wiggled her arms.

	“Yeah, I think so, now that I know where the exposed wires are.” He swung the spear up and balanced it so it stood by the nearly-severed cable.

	“I’ll be right back.” She turned and almost slammed into a tall figure standing there.

	Chase fumbled with the pistol in his belt, remembered it was empty, and reached for the spear.

	“Hey,” said the shape. “It’s me, Chaser.”

	“Katanga?”

	“Yes.” The man tilted his head. He looked exhausted. “What the hell is this place? It’s like being inside an old radio.”

	“Yeah, I know.” Chase looked behind the man, into the depths of the Machine. “How’d you get inside?”

	“I ran around the building and came in through the back door.”

	“How’d you know there was a back door?” asked Veek.

	“Just because I work on a ship doesn’t mean I’ve never seen a building before. Thanks for the warning, by the way.”

	“What warning?”

	“The leopard. It had a deck hand trapped and Seth shot it.”

	“Wait,” said Chase, “the back door was open?”

	“Not anymore. I locked it behind me when I came in.”

	“You sure?”

	“Have you seen those things? Yes, I am sure I locked the door.”

	“Where is my electrical power?” wheezed Alex from the front platform.

	“Pliers,” said Veek. She took off running.

	“And maybe wire cutters,” Chase called after her. He looked back at Katanga and pointed toward the front. “Seth and Doug are up there. They could probably use a hand.”

	“A hand …”

	“The Family’s trying to break in.”

	Katanga processed the phrase. Nodded. Jogged down the catwalk.

	Chase crouched and ran his hand along the cables, keeping his index finger pressed against the damaged one. He passed over a few loops of string bundling the lines together, through a porcelain insulator, worked his way around a metal strut, and almost yanked his hand away once when something with too many legs skittered across his knuckles. Almost a full minute of crouch-walking along brought him to what felt like some kind of junction box. He couldn’t get a good look at it in the dim light, but he could see the connector. A little prying got it loose. The cable ended in a bulbous plug with three round pins. He didn’t recognize the connector design off the top of his head, but wouldn’t be surprised if the Machine had a lot of custom elements.

	“Doug!” shouted Seth.

	Chase stopped. Listened to the sounds of chopping. The echo of Seth’s shout vanished into the depths of the Machine.

	“Where the hell is Doug?” Seth yelled.
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	Doug, after careful consideration, had decided to make a run for it.

	Granted, his “careful consideration” had only taken him about three minutes. He’d watched the hot cultist woman shoot the fish-man, Murdoch—it was true, the hot ones were always crazy—and realized this was the second person who’d died in front of him in just a couple of hours. Ayman in the pit and now Murdoch.

	Doug was a big believer in art imitating life. Which meant, logically, art was a lot like life. And he’d spent a lot of time watching art on Netflix and Vudu and Tubi. Real art, not just binging Voltron and Stranger Things and Sex Education. He understood how stories happened in art, which meant he had a good sense of how things happened in real life. Two less-important people had been killed off, which meant—according to the rule of three—it was time for someone important to die.

	Someone like him.

	Not that his life was inherently more valuable than anyone else’s. But come on. A fish man and a guy who worked on a boat? Doug was an artist. A documentarian. He contributed to culture. And he always composted his biodegradables. When he was at home, anyway. There was no question who sat higher on the food chain.

	Plus, how did the old saying go? Trouble always came in threes. Another sign things didn’t look good for him.

	All of this had flashed through his mind as he saw Veek head out to talk with the cult woman. Saw Seth aiming his pistol between two boards across a window. Watched Chase and the castaway-mad-scientist guy, Alex, run around reversing whatever it was they’d done in the first place. Turning the big Machine building into some kind of vomitorium, like doing bad mushrooms and getting on one of those spinning carnival rides Middle America loved.

	He’d understood enough of the conversation to know they’d moved into another world. More important, it seemed clear to him this world wasn’t under threat. Not yet, anyway.

	When the shooting started, Doug had grabbed Alex’s old rifle from the control area, yanked open the back door, and made a beeline for the trees. Not easy in the dark. He’d tripped over a rock almost immediately, lost his bearings, and then just kind of ran wildly for a minute or two. Distance was his first priority. Putting as much space between him and the building—and all the people trying to kill each other at the building—as quickly as possible.

	Now he’d been moving through the forest at a good pace, the rifle out in front of him like he’d seen on countless TV shows and movies. His eyes had adjusted to the dark as best they could, and it kept him from running into a tree. Moving at a brisk pace rather than running saved him from tripping over anything else.

	He also knew, deep, deep inside, that all this was wrong. He was distracted by the hunger. He wasn’t thinking right. Clearly he wasn’t thinking right. Sure, he was hungry, but he’d been eating cockroaches! Live cockroaches! With green shells and extra legs, which meant they were probably radioactive or laced with chemicals or something. They had something to do with these different worlds, that’s all he understood.

	He’d sort it out later. Once he got away. Away from the fighting. Away from the building. Away from this goddamned island.

	Murdoch had told them about a yacht on the other side of the island. Doug’s sense of direction hadn’t worked great here on said goddamned island, and his compass was useless, but he was pretty sure he could still manage to find the coast. That’s where the yacht would be. His literal ticket out of here.

	And the yacht would have food. Actual food. Cans of food. Frozen food. Drinks. Snacks.

	Real snacks. Not more cockroaches.

	A sharp snap echoed in the forest. A larger twig or one of those big palm fronds. They were almost like wood when they dried out. He had to be careful not to step on any more of those. They were harder to see in the dark, but he didn’t want to lead anyone—or anything—right to him.

	But had he stepped on that one?

	Doug bent his knees and crouched low to the ground. He felt around in the weeds and tall grass. Banged his fingertips straight into a jagged rock.

	Couldn’t find a twig or frond.

	Had he stopped as soon as he heard the snap? Whatever he stepped on could be two or three paces behind him.

	If he’d stepped on anything.

	Doug had seen a lot of movies, after all. Not all of them art. He’d watched a few horror movies. Just to mock them, of course.

	He knew what the breaking twig in the woods usually meant.

	And art did imitate life.

	He straightened up and headed toward the beach. And he picked up the pace.

	The yacht would be another issue. He didn’t know how to drive a boat, but he knew it had a steering wheel and ignition, so it was probably close enough to a car for him to figure out the basics. Enough to get him away from the island and back to the mainland. Or at least to where he’d be seen and rescued.

	He also had to consider the possibility there’d be people on the yacht. A staff or crew or something, depending on how big it was. Would they be loyal to the fish-people? Would they be fish-people themselves? Fish-people probably wouldn’t need a boat, so he felt safe guessing they’d be like him. In which case it would just be about convincing them to take him away from here. He could explain the situation, offer them money, do manual labor. Or maybe it would come down to the rifle. He couldn’t think of anything he wouldn’t do if it meant getting away from—

	Another crack. Louder this time. Closer? Something thicker breaking.

	He definitely hadn’t stepped on something that time.

	Doug looked around, willing his eyes to see better in the dark. The trees around him blocked some of his view, but nothing seemed to be out there around him. No movement at all. No sound either.

	The island had been quiet since they arrived but now, alone in the dark, it seemed especially quiet.

	Too quiet, as all the good storytellers would say.

	Were there more trees around him? A trick of the dark, maybe? Or were his eyes adjusting even more, showing him things he hadn’t been able to see a few minutes ago?

	He took a breath, got his bearings again, and his nerves snapped.

	Doug ran, suddenly all too aware of where he sat on the food chain. He sprinted through the night, dodging the tall palm trunks and squat bushes as they appeared out of the darkness. The tall grass dragged across his shins and smacked at his knees. Some of the thicker clumps caught at his toes, turning his run into a stumble for a few paces.

	He caught a flicker of movement and something bumped hard into his shoulder. The kind of hit from someone passing too close on a crowded sidewalk. It knocked him a step to the left, and he made it two more strides before the pain reached his brain. Burning, searing pain radiated out of his arm, making him gasp for air. His balance gone, his rhythm shot. The old rifle almost slipped from his hands. He swung his head to the side and saw a dark stain spreading down to his elbow.

	Doug lumbered for three more steps before his knee hit something hard and locked. The pain in his arm vanished as he almost drowned in the impact. Nails and broken glass and razors filled his knee, cut at the flesh, scraped at the bone. It yanked him back, almost flipped him over. Trying to keep his balance somehow made the agony even worse. He dropped his weapon, let himself sag, and the broken glass tore its way up his thigh, drove the nails into his spine, chopped at the base of his skull.

	He tried to scream, but all the muscles in his throat had seized up so tight he could barely whimper.

	Doug inched his chin down, each movement causing another jolt of pain. His body sat slightly forward, with his frozen, excruciating leg just behind him. He tried to wiggle those toes and felt the inside of his sock, and his boot, and what felt like a half dozen needles jabbed under his kneecap from different directions.

	A branch of pale wood ran through his leg. He’d run around in the dark, stumbled, and impaled himself on it. It stretched out almost three feet from his knee and into the trunk of a …

	No no no no …

	The spear passed through his knee. Just behind his kneecap, between his leg bones. Maybe through the base of his thigh bone. Tilting his head to look at it made him shift his weight and the needles he felt became hot, burning spikes.

	One of the monster-people appeared out of the darkness. A particularly lopsided one, with one of its tusks stretching up almost past its double-eyed socket. It stalked toward him, and two more loped out of the night behind it.

	“Please,” Doug gasped. He said other words after that. Mindless things. Nothing could get out of his brain past all the sensations shoving their way in.

	Tusk brushed Doug’s arms aside and tapped his knee right where the spear entered. It shook the long shaft once, setting off a fireworks display of acid and bee stings inside his leg. Then it slid a long, pale knife from the strap of its loincloth and sliced down.

	The pain shot through Doug’s body, a complete circuit of agony. His world faded to white static after the second cut. For a time, all he knew was white, electric pain and thunder booming in his ears.

	Something big hit his back. A chill almost hid the pain, as if his knee had gone numb from cold. He blinked his vision clear and the white became black. Then the black became shades of blue and gray and he was staring at midnight clouds. On his back staring at clouds. How long had he been out of it? Seconds? Minutes?

	He lifted his head, looked over his chest. Tusk had the pale knife up in front of his tooth-filled mouth. A tongue slid out between the long teeth to clean the blade off with one, two, three licks, like the old Tootsie Pop ad with the owl.

	Christ, he had to be losing a lot of blood if he was thinking about candy commercials.

	Oh, Jesus, that was his blood on the knife.

	He craned his head a little higher and saw the spear still embedded in the tree. He didn’t recognize the thing dangling from the spear at first. The jeans had flopped down and wrapped around the ankle, half hiding his boot, even though his socks still clung to his calf.

	Doug caught a glimpse of his bloody stump before one of the others forced his head back down and passed the knife under his chin. Something warm built up in his throat, the chill spread, and as consciousness left him again he thought how lucky he was not to be awake for what came next.
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	Chase gave the twisted wires one last squeeze with the pliers, then flattened the twist against the cable. He wiggled the small piece of rubberized fabric between the exposed copper and the rest of the bundle. It flopped down over the twist on one side, hung loose on the other. Not great, but it should work. For a little while anyway.

	“Ready?” asked Veek.

	“Yeah, just ease it in.”

	He heard the connector scrape, and the cable tightened up with a faint tremble. The splice stretched just enough for him to see it. Then it clicked into place and settled.

	“Dammit,” said Veek. She came back down the catwalk, glaring at the silent machine around them, and grabbed the ivory spear.

	“No, it’s okay.” He rolled to his feet. “I took the tube back out. Didn’t want to blow it if there was a surge.”

	A moment later he stood before the bank of vacuum tubes, the replacement still in its sheath of paper. He glanced over at Alex and Seth, at Katanga bracing the door.

	“Everyone ready?”

	Seth shook his head. “He’s very weak.”

	“Don’t worry about me,” Alex said. “Seal the hole. Now.”

	Veek crouched near him. “But we’re going to need your help. Nobody knows this place like you do.”

	Alex wiggled in Seth’s arms. He reached toward the bloody side of his vest, then into the pocket, and dragged out his small leather notebook. He let it drop to the floor, where it just missed landing in the messy puddle of his own blood.

	“My most recent notes. Settings. Adjustments. Observations. A few ideas for improvements. You’ll figure them out with a little work. There are more in my quarters.”

	One of the planks came off the windows with a loud crack. An arm stretched though and grabbed at the air.

	“Seal the hole,” Alex said. “Save the other world. Then save yourselves.”

	Chase reached out and positioned the vacuum tube over the empty socket. “Everybody ready?”

	“For what?” asked Katanga.

	“Just get ready. This’ll be a little uncomfortable.”

	The first mate let out a dry laugh. “That’s been my whole day.”

	Chase pushed the tube down into the socket.

	The Machine let out a purr that built quickly to a roar. The catwalks shook. The vacuum tubes flared like little, blinding suns.

	Outside, some of the seraphs howled.

	The nausea hit Chase’s stomach like spoiled food and too many shots of low-end whiskey. He managed to yank his arm up and away before he dragged it through the double-line of vacuum tubes. His tongue twitched and flexed, waiting for the stomach acid. The catwalk hit his knees. Then it loomed up and his hands stopped it from smacking him in the face. Instead it swung over and slammed into the right side of his body. Three hard convulsions rocked him head to toe. His head whirled.

	Time passed.

	The lights flickered, dimmed back to normal, and kept flickering.

	Chase coughed twice. Took a few deep breaths to clear his head. A few more to calm his stomach.

	Katanga moaned a few words in what Chase thought was Somali. Seth responded with twice as many, ending with an emphatic “Mother of God.”

	At the edge of Chase’s eye, Veek rolled to her knees. “Everyone good?”

	“How are you up already?”

	“I think I’m close to double digits when it comes to hopping realties,” she said. “You get used to it.”

	Chase rolled himself onto all fours. He pushed himself back to his knees, swayed, and got all the way up to his feet.

	A gust of wind came in through the windows and passed a collection of new, different scents under his nose. A sharper bite of salt water. A bit more of a chill. And a rougher, outdoorsy smell, like fresh soil and chopped wood.

	Chase leaned his head back to take a deeper sniff of the air and saw the shadow dropping down through the Machine.

	“Look out!”

	He stumbled back against the rack of cables and vacuum tubes, catching himself before he slammed into all the glass. The seraph landed on the catwalk in front of him with a crash and a swirl of its cloak. It lashed out at him, slashing the jagged tip of its spear across his chest, and turned to the others. Seth tried to roll to his feet between the creature and Alex, but a hoof-like foot caught him in the side and slammed him down against the metal stairs, cracking his head against the edge of the landing.

	Chase felt blood on his chest. Pain told him the spear’s sharp edge had cut straight through one of his nipples and some muscle, but his ribs had taken the worst of it. The blood seemed to be flowing more than pulsing, which he hoped was a good sign.

	The seraph straightened up to its full height, the top of its wide hood almost brushing the supports for the upper level. A wet, popping yowl hissed out from beneath the ragged cowl, followed by a series of clicks. It swung its head from Katanga at the door to Veek closer to the catwalk, and whipped around once to glare back at Chase. All three of its hands shifted on the spear as a low, clicking growl slid out of its throat.

	“Keep it away from the Machine,” Veek yelled.

	Katanga lunged forward, grabbed the spear, and drove the hooded seraph back into the support column near the stairs. The Hood used two hands to wrestle with the spear while its other arm reached up from beneath to grab at the first mate’s throat. Katanga let go with one hand and punched it three times in the side, close to where kidneys would be on a human. It twisted around, its cloak swirling open, and threw him off.

	Chase braced himself and tried to catch Katanga, sparking a hundred razors of electric pain across his chest. They tumbled to the platform. The expanded steel scraped Chase’s bare arms and his head tipped back, stretching the wound and fanning the bonfire of pain across his chest.

	Everything went white for a second.

	Maybe a few seconds.

	He blinked the white away in time to see Katanga and Veek pull the spear away from The Hood. The seraph slammed the back of its fist into Katanga’s head, knocking him away. Another hand slashed out at Veek with its jagged fingernails, but she stumbled back out of its reach, still clutching the spear.

	Seth groaned on the stairs, rolled to his side, felt around his hip.

	Chase turned, pushed off the wall, and forced himself back to his feet.

	Veek roared and charged forward with the spear. It slipped in her hands, but still pierced the creature’s stomach. Its jaw flexed open, spreading its teeth wide, and it howled. The Hood grabbed the spear, yanked it free, and twisted it away from her.

	Katanga tackled the monster again, driving a punch into the stomach wound as he did. It snarled and dropped the spear. His legs kicked at the floor as he drove The Hood back against the front door. All three of the seraph’s hands wrapped their long fingers together around his head and squeezed.

	Katanga screamed. His arms flailed out wide and back in. His legs kicked at the floor.

	Seth pushed himself up from the stairs and fired his pistol twice, then twice again. Chase didn’t think the man even aimed, but when his head swung back to the door The Hood’s ragged cowl had taken on a new, sagging shape. Its hands dropped limp to its sides. It crumpled away from the door and onto Katanga. He turned with it and let the monster fall past him to hit the platform with a sound like a gong.

	Veek took a few slow, deep breaths. “God, this sucks.”

	“Nice shooting,” said Chase.

	Seth let the pistol drop into his lap. “I hope so. That was the last of my bullets.”

	Chase’s gaze dropped from Seth to Alex. The man in the bloody safari clothes lay in a heap at the base of the stairs. Without support, he’d slumped to the side when Seth leaped up to protect him.

	“Alex?”

	Seth shook his head, showing off a gash where his skull had hit the staircase landing. “Pretty sure he’s dead. I was about to say so when that thing attacked.”

	Veek stopped halfway through a breath. “What?”

	Three limping steps carried Chase to the body. Veek stumbled alongside him, fighting back a wheeze. Alex’s eyes stared off into the machine. The wound in his gut had stopped pulsing.

	Chase dropped to his knees with a wince, got his fingers against Alex’s throat, and waited. He moved his fingers to the other side, then tried taking the man’s wrist.

	Nothing.

	“He lost a lot of blood,” said Seth. “Different time, different place, maybe we could’ve done something. But not here. Crossing back over did him in.”

	Chase looked at Alex’s body and thought of the graveyard. Of the tombstones. Of all the dates.

	“A hundred and sixty years old,” Veek said, “and he dies like this.”

	“There aren’t a lot of good ways to die,” said Seth.

	Chase tried to straighten up, but couldn’t get his chest to move. “He only made it to a hundred and sixty by killing a bunch of children. Let’s be honest, he was just as much a monster as that thing.” He waved a hand at the dead seraph.

	Veek stayed crouched by the scientist. “Maybe. But at least he was our monster.”

	“I feel like I have missed a lot,” said Katanga.

	Seth barked out a laugh. “You have no idea.”

	Chase forced himself back to his feet and swallowed most of the wail that tried to fight its way out of his throat.

	“Oh, hell,” said Veek, squinting at his blood-soaked chest. “How bad is it?”

	He tugged the remains of his t-shirt back together, hiding the wound. “Not fatal. I think.”

	“You think?” echoed Seth.

	“It’s shallow.” Chase made a show out of taking a deep breath, then lifted his arm up so it could grab the opposite shoulder and pull the long gash together. “Hurts like all fuck, but I think I’ll be okay for now. We can worry about it later.”

	He took a few cautious steps to the far end of the platform. Something sat under the window, and for a brief moment he thought it had to be some sort of Halloween decoration. He bit down on the first words that popped into his mouth, letting them hiss out between his teeth.

	Veek heard the noise. “What?”

	He pointed. Right next to the row of rivets along the edge of the metal platform lay a gray arm. Long chipped nails at the end of gaunt fingers. An overly sharp elbow. The arm ended just past the swell of the bicep, a perfectly straight cut that could’ve been made with a laser. Or a guillotine.

	He stepped past it, pressing himself closer to the wall. The stump of the arm was perfectly smooth. Just an oval of almost-blackened flesh. It made Chase think of a charred tenderloin, a comparison that assured him he would never eat steak again.

	“One of them had its arm through the window when the machine came back on,” he said. “When the walls came back up.”

	“Sharp fucking walls,” said Katanga.

	“Damn right,” Veek said.

	“Wait.” Seth prodded the hooded corpse with his toe. “Did this one come with us or was it already here? They’re in both worlds, yes?”

	Veek nodded. “I think so. They’re kind of like vanguards for the squales. Or pilot fish, maybe? Some kind of servants? We’re still getting the hang of where they fit in.”

	Seth looked up through the Machine. “So there might be a way inside up there. Another window, maybe.”

	“There’s a door to the roof,” Veek said, her face grim. “And an elevator shaft.”

	Katanga spit on it. “It’s dead. That’s all that matters.”

	“Unless there are others,” she said.

	Chase looked up past the wires and coils surrounding the window frame, through the gap left where the plank had been torn off. He could see outside now, and this close he could feel the chill of the wind. It tore across the clearing, dragging dark shapes of different sizes with it.

	Clouds boiled in the night sky, throwing lightning back and forth between them. A rumble of thunder overwhelmed the howl of the wind, and then another, their different pitches playing off each other like …

	“Oh, shit.”

	Chase staggered back to the others, stepped over The Hood’s body, and pulled the bolts on the door. A tight trio of fresh, round gouges sat near the open position of the high bolt. Dark blood ringed all three, and dull metal glinted at the center of one, half buried in the thick wood. He could guess where Seth’s fourth bullet had come to rest.

	He yanked on the door. It thudded against the seraph’s feet, and he kicked at its oddly-jointed legs. “Get it away from the door.”

	Seth raised an eyebrow. “Where to?”

	“Just away from the door.”

	Katanga and Seth each grabbed one of its wrists and pulled.

	Chase tugged on the door with his free hand until it was wide enough for him to slip outside onto the steps. The wind pounded him, grabbing at his flannel shirt and hair. He flattened himself back into the doorway.

	Scattered down the stairs, shielded from the wind by the concrete banister, sat a collection of cauterized gray meat and bone. Hands. Fingers. Toes. The front half of a foot. Most of one arm.

	The wind died for a moment, then whipped back to near-hurricane force. Settled down. Surged back.

	He slipped to the side, braced himself against the banister, and went down the staircase. He took a step with each lull, and the wind pinned him against the concrete on the surges. He inched his way down to the bottom, stopping before the end. He could feel the wind trying to turn him, roll him around the squat pillar at the end of the banister so it could carry him off into the darkness. He pictured the wind flinging his arms wide, flaying his wound open, and he tightened his grip on his own shoulder.

	Something grabbed his arm just above his elbow. Veek stood on the step above him, her hair and collar flailing in the wind. Her mouth was set in a grim line.

	They both looked up.

	The squale filled the sky. Its tentacles stretched through the clouds, reaching for the roof of the building. They’d get close and yank back, like hands too close to a fire. Behind them, one of the massive wings swept down again, scattering the clouds the way a broom scatters dust. The pressure wave hit the ground like a bomb, blasting out in every direction, shoving them both against the banister.

	The thunder pushed its way into Chase’s ears. The sound of hunger. So hungry. Such eternal, endless hunger …

	He closed his eyes, thought of Deena, and let out a sad laugh the wind snatched away. “So I think we saved your reality,” he said.

	Veek leaned close to his ear. “Yeah. But now we’re stuck back in yours. With them.”
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	Chase and Veek stumbled inside and Katanga slammed the door behind them.

	“We’re back with the monster,” Seth said. Just a simple, numb statement.

	“Yeah.” Chase thought about saying something more but had no idea what. He stared at the bloody figure on the floor. The man who tried to save the world. The man who killed children to do it.

	Outside, the wind tore at the building’s facade. It shrieked on the corners. A new surge blasted against the boards and panels stretching across each window.

	Seth coughed. A low, quiet noise.

	“How long do we have?”

	Veek shrugged. “It’s still maybe a mile away. The tentacles are just reaching us.” She looked at the antique machinery around them. “I’m not sure if this is still doing anything.”

	“You turned it on,” said Katanga.

	“We turned it on, but we don’t know what it’s doing, or how well it’s doing it.” Chase tipped his head toward Alex’s body. “He did something different when he made the hole. We undid that, but I don’t think we fixed anything else. The Machine’s still on its last legs.”

	Seth looked up into the Machine. Toward the roof. Toward the thing beyond the roof.

	“So what are we thinking?”

	“Five minutes until it’s right on top of us. Maybe ten. It looked … slower.”

	“Maybe it’s full after eating Makara,” Katanga said.

	Seth’s eyes went wide. “It ate the ship?”

	“The ship. The captain. I think it drank up a few hundred thousand gallons of ocean while it did.”

	“It’s not full,” said Chase. “They don’t get full. Ever.”

	Veek crossed her arms. “No. No they don’t.”

	“They’re always hungry,” he added, remembering the thunder in his ears. Since the moment he’d first seen the squale, back on the beach, it had been clear about its hunger. “Just nothing but bottomless, endless … hunger.”

	Katanga shifted his feet. Seth slid back just a little. Even Veek radiated a bit of tension.

	Chase looked over his shoulder. At Alex’s body. At the dead seraph on the catwalk. “What?”

	“Not a good time to start muttering all their catch phrases,” she said.

	He blinked. “What. No. It just … you hear it sometimes. The thunder’s like words in your head.”

	“That’s not better.” Seth’s arms tensed.

	“I’m fine. Really.” Chase slowly let go of his shoulder and put his hands up. He winced past a little pain, then looked to Veek. “You’re our best expert on all this now. What do we do?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

	“You must have some idea.”

	“I don’t. Every time we’ve … When things went wrong, the building—the Machine—kind of reverts to its native reality. But that’s what this one did.”

	“Then we need to reset it,” said Seth. “Set its frequency back to the other world so we can escape.”

	Chase shook his head. “I don’t think it works that way. We’d just be punching another hole between realities.”

	“But it’s done it before,” said Veek. “Our building in LA has gone back and forth without ripping holes. It just kind of … flipped.”

	“Yes,” said Seth. “Make it flip.”

	“I don’t know how to do that,” said Chase.

	“Well figure it out,” said Veek. “I thought you were an electrician.”

	“I’m a repairman!”

	“So repair it!”

	“I’m not even sure where to begin.”

	She scooped the notebook off the floor and held it out to him. Three or four dark streaks stretched across the cover. “Start with this.”

	Chase flipped through it, looking at the math and circuit diagrams. “You’re missing the point,” he said. He stretched out his good arm, setting off needles of pain across his chest, and waved the notebook at the Machine surrounding them. “I literally wouldn’t know where to begin. Remember what we said before, about this being like one of those old gym-sized computers?”

	“Yeah.”

	“In a regular piece of electronics—a television or a receiver or something like that—I know where everything is. I’m used to seeing circuits that fit in your hand, using a little precision screwdriver to help me trace a connection. This is bigger than a house. It’s like …” He slapped the notebook against his hand until an image popped in his head. “Remember in Back to the Future, when Doc makes a microchip for Marty out of 1950s parts and they have to strap it to the hood of the DeLorean because of how big it is?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Well here it’s made of turn-of-the-century parts, and it’s the whole machine. The flux capacitor, the time circuits, the ignition, the transmission, the … the car stereo. All of it. I trained on the DeLorean and you’re asking me to figure out the steam train version in five minutes.”

	A triple thunderclap shook the building for added emphasis. It faded, but the building kept shaking, as if some massive truck was driving by. Or a huge plane flying overhead.

	“We must do something soon,” said Seth. “I believe we’re running out of time.”

	Chase slapped the book’s spine against his hand. “I don’t know what to say.”

	Veek looked down at the body. “Alex thought we could get out.”

	Seth raised a questioning eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

	“Those were his last words, weren’t they? Save the world, then save ourselves.”

	“But how? There’s nowhere left to go. Actually nowhere. That’s what all of Doug’s videos said.”

	“Maybe he was just trying to be inspiring?” said Katanga.

	Veek shook her head. “No, that wasn’t how he was saying it.”

	“Unless he was lying,” said Chase. “Just trying to get us to do what needed to be done, so we wouldn’t think too much about sacrificing ourselves.”

	Another rumble shook the building. Dust spiraled down in swirls and clouds. A few small pieces of brick tumbled down with them, bouncing off the various struts and supports.

	Chase let his eyes wander around the front door. Like most of the Machine’s interior, a wide array of antique electronics covered the door frame. Old fabric-wrapped cables. One of the gray-white porcelain insulators at each corner. Copper coils. A set of …

	The coils.

	“The fish man,” said Seth. “Murdoch. He said there was a yacht on the other side of the island.”

	Veek shook her head. “Other side of the island in my world. Not here.”

	“We could go look. Maybe it ended up here, too.”

	“And then go where? Assuming we even made it away from the building without ending up as squale food.”

	Chase leaned in close to study one of the coils. It took him a moment to recognize it. He hadn’t seen an electromagnet setup like this in years. At least a dozen of them were spaced out along the door frame.

	“This isn’t going around the door,” he said.

	“What?” Veek turned to him, then to the door.

	He traced the thick cables with his eyes. “All of this. I thought it was just diverting around the doorway, but it’s placed here. Deliberately. These components, they’re like a whole little subsystem or …”

	“Or what?”

	“It’s picture in picture,” said Chase, the words slipping out even as the meaning dawned on him.

	Veek furrowed her brow. “What?”

	“It’s like a picture-in-picture subsystem,” he said. He checked the cables, tried to identify power lines and control wires. “This whole thing, the Machine, is basically a big gateway, right? It can be opened wide or locked shut.”

	“Maybe,” she said. “Yeah, basically.”

	Chase swept his hand around the front door’s frame. “Well this is a little gateway. It’s a separate system we can power up and set to a different frequency.”

	He watched their eyes light up, filling with the same excitement that tingled through him.

	“It’s a doorway home,” said Veek. “An Albuquerque Door.”
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	Veek watched Chase dash back and forth across the platform. He ran his fingers along cables, tracing them to connectors and boxes and other things she didn’t recognize. He kept spouting a lot of technical jargon as he did. She understood some of it, didn’t worry about the rest. He seemed pretty sure of what he was doing.

	Another long rumble shook the building. She counted three, four, five thunderclaps in it. And the faint echo of words.

	Chase stopped to listen to the thunder, staring up at the Machine’s distant ceiling. Then he shook his head and returned to his work, picking up the conversation right where he’d left off.

	“That’s why we could see the Family outside even before Alex punched the hole between the two worlds,” Chase explained. “The windows are set up like the door. They’re … well, reality windows. They’re the same kind of subsystem, but it looks like not as stable. Probably dangerous to go through, but fine just to look and listen.”

	“That’s why the monster-thing lost its arm,” said Katanga.

	“Yeah, maybe. There’s probably a bunch of interplay depending on how Alex had things set at any given time.”

	His finger swung back and forth, tracking a set of cables. He winced as he bent down, unplugged one, and pulled the end as far from the wall as he could. “Untie this from the rest,” he told Seth. “I need as much slack on it as you can get.”

	“What about the other lines?”

	Chase shook his head. “They shouldn’t matter.”

	“Shouldn’t?”

	A surge of wind ripped three planks from the far window. The wooden door shook in its frame. A flash of lightning turned the world outside to stark white.

	“Making some slack,” muttered Seth. Katanga joined him, and the two men set to work on the various cords and strings tying the cables together.

	Chase beckoned Veek to come with him, punctuating the move with another grunt of pain. She followed him over the dead seraph and down the catwalk to the bundle of cables he’d been working with earlier. He examined one connector, then another, then a third.

	“Do you really know what you’re doing,” she asked, “or are you just trying to make us all feel good before we die?”

	Chase managed a humorless chuckle as he crouched down by a large cluster of connectors. “I think I know what I’m doing. Enough that I can fake what he was doing.”

	“That’s not very reassuring.”

	“I don’t have time to figure out his whole system, so I’m just hot patching the systems we need.”

	“That’s not helping much, either.”

	He tugged at the knot and waved for her to untie the next one. “It’s … it’s like jury-rigging it, but just with the power source. We don’t have time to trace everything back and actually do this through the control area, like Alex would’ve. Or did.”

	“Did?”

	“Doesn’t it make sense? Before Alex made the hole, Murdoch walked out the front door and back into your reality. And Alex kept talking about how he’d seen the squales eat other worlds. How he and the other him, the old him, were working on things together, plans they’d made. They were talking to each other. A lot. And they weren’t depending on the little random cracks that pop up around the island.”

	Veek fumbled with the knot. To her eyes, it was a dusty brown-black blob against a black smear. She worked at it with her fingers, trying to find loops or loose ends to work with.

	Chase finished with his and took a few steps past her, untying the next one. “So we don’t have time to figure out how to control it, but if I can make the right connections here I should be able to bypass the controls, give it power directly, and turn it on. And hopefully it’ll still be set to the last thing Alex used it for, which will most likely be—”

	“My world,” finished Veek. “When Murdoch went through.” The knot finally opened up in her fingers. She plucked at the twine until the cables sagged apart.

	Chase nodded and pulled the cable free.

	They dragged the cable back toward the main platform, where Seth had pulled out the matching end from the doorway. The cable bumped over the seraph’s head and caught on its skinny teeth. Veek reached to tug it free just as Chase gave a hard yank. Three of the teeth snapped off with a sound that fell between breaking glass and cracking ceramics.

	The wind surged up to hurricane strength and a low crumbling sound echoed through the building. Lightning flashed again outside, and Veek caught tiny, thread-like glimpses of it all around her. Cracks in the brick and mortar facade of the Machine. A double thunderclap rolled in after the lightning, shaking the building and setting off a few more mini-avalanches of dust.

	The sound faded and they all sprang back into motion.

	Katanga cleared his throat. “What about everyone else?”

	“Who do you mean?” asked Veek.

	“The rest of this world. Will they survive?”

	“Most of the world’s already gone,” said Veek. “There’s at least a dozen of these things. They’re in every major city. They’ve killed … they’ve eaten millions and millions of people already, just like the one that ate your crew. Maybe billions, at this point.”

	“How … how can you be so sure?”

	“One of the guys here had a tablet with a satellite link.”

	“The bearded man? Doug?”

	“Doug,” confirmed Seth. He glanced over his shoulder toward the building’s back door.

	“Yeah,” Veek said. “And it’s kinda my job to keep tabs on facts like that. Population centers, numbers, that sort of thing.”

	Katanga looked up. “One of those things? In a city?”

	“In a dozen cities. All across the planet. For most of a day now.”

	“And there’s no hope?”

	Veek thought about it. About all the nights sitting up with Nate, Xela, Mike, and the others. Talking through worst-case scenarios and trying not to think about what all the numbers represented.

	“There’s always a chance, I guess,” she admitted, “but once they make it to a world, the odds of survival are … well, from everything I know, there aren’t any. Nothing ever survives.”

	“Nobody?”

	“Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Humans, animals, plants, random compounds in the air and water and soil. They just eat all of it.”

	“But this Machine is stopping them.”

	“Slowing them. Maybe. We don’t even know that. Alex said the other end of it, the Los Angeles end, is already gone. This end’s damaged at best. So really, we’re like …” She searched her mind for a good analogy. “We’re like a ship whose engines have died, but it’s still moving forward in the water. The question isn’t if it’s going to stop—”

	“Just when,” finished Katanga.

	“Yeah.”

	He thought about it, gave a slow nod, and moved to join Seth.

	The building shook again. Ripping, cracking, tearing sounds echoed from outside. Dust and grit rained down on Veek’s head. She swept it away. “Chase?”

	He’d connected the two switches and backtracked another bundle of wires to the control panel near the stairs. “I think I’ve got this.” He stuck his head into the superstructure, tracing the wires behind the panel.

	She stepped to the window and looked outside. The lightning came fast and often, and the walls shook from an onslaught of thunder. The flashes threw huge, stark shadows over the clearing, letting her catch quick glimpses of the forest.

	A much thinner, more distant forest.

	The clearing now stretched almost a hundred feet away from the building. The most distant part consisted of a field of jagged stumps, fresh and white even in the darkness. At least fifty, maybe sixty trees had been snapped off. Some of them must’ve been almost two feet across.

	Images from history websites and books sparked in Veek’s mind. Logging camps where the forest had been stripped away, the trees themselves hauled off for wood or paper, or just to burn so there’d be room for cattle.

	The thought of raising cattle made her shiver.

	In some places the squale hadn’t even left stumps. In the lightning flashes, she could see rough patches of churned-up earth where whole trees had been ripped free. Roots and all.

	A new barrage of lightning made her flinch. The thunder hammered messages into her skull. She risked a quick look up and saw electricity arc across acres of greenish flesh. Wings stretched out. Tentacles reached down for the building, for her. Hungering for her.

	Her eyes froze open. Her neck refused to move. With the dim bit of her mind left, she managed to slide her foot away, ruining her balance. Her hips shifted, her shoulders tilted, and animal instinct took over, pushing itself into her forebrain. She staggered back from the window and caught herself before she tumbled over.

	“Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit.”

	Seth stepped toward the window, then reconsidered. “What did you see?”

	She looked past him to Chase. “Make it quick!”

	Chase looked at the window, up through the machine to the crumbling building. “Is it close?”

	“Not it,” she said. “Them.”
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	Chase looked at her. At the window. “How many?”

	“At least two, I think. Going off wings. I can’t …” She trailed off and closed her eyes, as if struck by a sudden headache.

	“Got it,” he said. “The door’s just about set. Get ready to run.”

	He flipped two switches, stepped back to the main platform, and slammed the two big connectors together.

	A sharp snap of electricity echoed across the platform, followed by a whiff of ozone and a faint sizzle. The sound faded to a hum he felt as much as heard. In the corner of his eye, the world outside the window shifted. 

	The window? 

	Despite the crashes of thunder and the howl of wind, the world he could see outside the window was calm and quiet. A breeze touched the tops of the trees at the edge of the clearing. A few gray clouds drifted through the sky, lit up by the moon.

	“Damn it!”

	“What?”

	He looked back over the cables, followed them into the spider web of wires and lines covering the wall. “I got cables confused somewhere. We powered up a window, not the door.”

	“So we go out the window! Won’t be the first time.” Seth charged for the opening.

	“No,” shouted Chase. He waved at the electrical elements around the window frame. “The doors and windows are set up differently.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means windows aren’t doors. Just give me a minute.”

	Another crack of thunder shook the building. This one could’ve been an explosion on the roof. It almost knocked him to his knees, and the movement ignited the gash on his chest, sending needles of pain through that side of his torso. A hazy trickle of dust rained down on all of them.

	Seth recovered and stared out through the window frame. “It looks fine to me.”

	Veek joined him at the window. “The guy who says ‘it looks fine’ is usually the first one to die.”

	“Shut up.”

	Chase looked around, forced down a swell of queasiness, and grabbed the severed arm. The lukewarm flesh yielded beneath his fingers as the hand flopped at the wrist. One of the long nails scraped against the windowsill as he brought it up and tossed it out between the remaining planks.

	The arm sailed twelve, maybe fifteen inches from the window before coming apart in a puff of gray-green dust and vapor, like water hitting a hot frying pan.

	“Still want to go out the window?” asked Veek.

	Seth glared at Chase. “Well? Fix it, repairman!”

	Chase wiped his hand on his jeans and yanked the cable apart. A few threads of electricity leaped from the brass pins to the other connector and then faded. The view beyond the window shifted again as a dozen palm trees blinked out of existence and a shadow fell across everything.

	“No pressure,” called out Katanga, “but they’re here.”

	Chase scrambled to the door, tracing the cables again. There was the left-side power, it tied into main power there, the cable ran here. “One minute.”

	“We are out of minutes!”

	Veek waved at the doorway, at the cables stretched across the floor. “What can we do to speed this up?”

	Chase glanced at her. “Untie everything. Every cable.”

	She set her fingers to a knot. Seth and Katanga joined her. “My kingdom for a knife,” muttered Katanga as he pulled at loops of twine.

	Chase followed the line into a bundle, side-stepped to follow it more, and saw where he’d lost it. A third cable and a wall support hid the place where the window and door lines had flipped. “Got it!”

	He traced the line another two feet, found the right set of connectors, and pried them apart. He pulled at some loops, unwound a couple dozen inches of string, and tugged the cable free of the bundle. “This one,” he called out to them, almost yelling over the wind. “Give me all the slack you—”

	The hit came like a movie artillery strike. The air pressure shot up, muffling the sound of it against their eardrums, almost deafening them. They all lurched toward the back of the building. Chase barely had time to tighten his grip on the bundle of cables. Veek slid almost a yard balanced on her feet before falling. Katanga hit the main platform hard, tumbled back, and his legs slid over the edge of the catwalk. Seth grabbed the edge of the door frame, but his body still flew out as if he’d been yanked by a rope.

	A chunk of brick and mortar the size of a watermelon crashed into the iron beam above Chase’s head and exploded, raining hard fragments and coarse grit down over him. A quintet of bricks slammed rapid-fire into the platform above them, each one shattering into red dust that sifted through the expanded steel. Another crash echoed down from one of the higher platforms. All through the Machine came sounds like hail, hundreds of tiny impacts.

	Thunder pounded in his ears. More, he thought, than everyone else heard. He could hear the sounds behind it. Hints of syllables and words, each one loaded with so much emotion.

	So much hunger.

	He shook his head, tried to clear it all away.

	“Everybody okay?”

	Veek braced her legs and helped Katanga drag himself back up onto the platform. “Just open the damned door!” she yelled over her shoulder.

	Outside the window, something massive moved through the clearing. Chase mistook it for a tree, but then a flash of lightning revealed it to be a massive column of greenish flesh. A tentacle, pulling back, building up for another strike.

	Chase found the loose connector between the window and the door frame. He yanked on it, shook it, tried to pull it free. Seth pulled apart a few more knots, letting the different lines sag. Chase pulled the cable across the platform, blew some brick dust out of the other connector, and slammed them together. The impact jarred his fingers and the corner of the connector gouged his hand.

	He glanced back at the door in time to see a St. Elmo’s fire dance over the scarred wood. A few of the metal components around the door wiggled and shifted as the magnetic field built up.

	And then nothing.

	Another clump of bricks and mortar crashed into the platform between them.

	“That should be it,” he called out.

	Seth grabbed the door’s handle and yanked. It jerked out of his hands. He checked the bolts, the big latch on the handle, pulled again. “It’s stuck!”

	“What?!”

	Seth looked up and around. “I think the frame has shifted. It’s wedged shut.”

	“Oh, come on!” shouted Veek.

	Seth placed one foot against a support strut, grabbed the handle with both hands, and heaved. Katanga looked at it. “We need a pry bar!”

	“We don’t have any tools,” Chase yelled.

	Veek pointed down the catwalk. “The storeroom.”

	“I don’t think you can risk it.”

	“We don’t have much—”

	Seth bellowed in triumph as the door grudgingly moved back a single inch. His shoulders tensed, his arms swelled, he let out a second roar, and a gap appeared between the door and the frame. Katanga stepped in, wedging his fingers in, throwing his weight back.

	The wind ripped at the building. Through the building. Lightning flashed again, showing off the countless cracks and openings around them that let the wind flow freely through the Machine. Chase heard a faint melody, like dozens of tiny bells. He followed it to the wall, to the banks of instruments, and saw flecks of dirt and grit pinging off the vacuum tubes, hurled there by the wind.

	Eventually, the wind was going to move something bigger.

	Seth and Katanga had the door open almost three inches. It scraped on the floor and the top of the door frame. Katanga flipped around, put his back against the wall, and pushed.

	Somebody punched Chase in the side of the head, right by his damaged ear, hard enough that he saw white spots before his eyes flinched shut. He swayed on his feet, got his hands up to protect himself, but no other blows came. When something touched him, he smacked it away.

	“It’s me,” snapped Veek.

	He opened his eyes, blinked a few spots away, found Veek wide-eyed, inches from his face. He stepped back, looked around, and his eyes fell to a dusty old cube of red brick near her feet, not far from the double connector powering the doorway. One corner of the brick gleamed, slick with fresh blood.

	“Hell,” Veek said. “Are you all right?”

	“Crap,” Chase murmured as the thunder pounded in his ears. He reached up to touch his aching brow, then studied the blood on his fingers.

	“It grazed you,” she said, “but it still looked like a pretty good hit.”

	“It was. I … yeah. Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

	“Good.”

	Chase took a step forward, trying to block out the ringing in his ears. The side of his head throbbed, but he didn’t seem to have any balance issues or trouble thinking. He glanced back at the double connector again. It looked secure.

	But he knew it shouldn’t stay that way.

	Katanga had both hands on the door and leaned into it. Seth heaved again. With a last squeal the door slid open another seven-eight-nine inches.

	“That’s it,” Seth yelled as the door went another half-foot and settled.

	“Come on,” said Katanga, waving them to the gap. “Let’s get out of here before the whole place comes down around—”

	He twitched. One of the buttons came off his shirt and shot across the platform, trailing red threads behind it. The third gunshot was the only one not drowned out by thunder, and blood sprayed out of Katanga’s mouth. He wobbled, his eyes glazed, and he crashed forward onto the platform.

	Anne stepped through the door with her pistol up. “Good to see you all again.”
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	Veek froze as the pistol swung around to point at her. The only thought in her head was she’d escaped the squales twice now but she was going to get killed by a crazy cult leader. Then Seth slammed into Anne from behind the door, knocking the gun from her hand, twisting her around, and shoving her outside.

	Chase dropped to Katanga’s side. Even from here, Veek could see the bloodstains on the man’s back, the gaping hole at the base of his skull. Chase looked up and shook his head.

	Veek ran to the door. She felt a faint tingle of static as she stepped through, and a faint shift in the air. Like stepping outside from an air-conditioned store, just without much of a temperature shift. Outside the sky was brighter. Quieter. The change stunned her. Just for an instant.

	Seth and Anne wrestled in the green leaves swirling at the bottom of the stairs, neither of them looking the worse for tumbling down the brick-and-granite steps. Seth had Anne pinned beneath him, but leverage didn’t seem to be a problem for the slim woman. She pushed up on his chest, giving herself room to deliver a punch to his ribs that knocked him away.

	Veek stopped halfway down the staircase as Anne stood up, and it crossed her mind that she hadn’t thought to grab Anne’s pistol. If she’d just picked it up from the main platform, this would all be ending right now. She hoped Chase would grab it.

	Anne had a pair of small green leaves stuck to her scalp. They wiggled loose, dropped to her shoulder, and scurried down her arm. She brushed the cockroaches away, and they landed with the hundreds of others swarming around the base of the building.

	“You’re not going to stop me,” Anne said, just before Seth tackled her from behind. She went face-first into the bottom step with a satisfying crunch. Veek winced, went to go help, then flinched back as a wave of emerald roaches swarmed up the staircase.

	Seth punched Anne twice in the back of the head, slamming her forehead into the edge of the bricks. On his third punch, she twisted around, knocking him off balance, and slammed her fist into his stomach. Seth flew back—his feet actually left the ground—and crashed down almost three yards away.

	Anne pushed herself up to her feet. Her skin split open just above her brow, and blood covered half her face, drawing lines across her eyelids and cheeks. One stream ran straight down her nose.

	“I almost pity you,” she said. “You’re trying to fight destiny. I’m the one who sets them free. I’m the one who saves the world.”

	“You’re the one who’s bugfuck crazy,” said Veek. She threw herself at the other woman, knocking both of them over. Anne kicked her legs up and the world spun around Veek before she slammed back down onto it.

	A moment later Anne loomed over her, blocking out the sky. She grabbed Veek by the throat and heaved her back to her feet. Veek smacked at her arm, pried at her fingers, but couldn’t get them loose. Anne wasn’t actively choking her, but it felt like a definite side effect of the grip.

	“When all this began,” Anne said, “I’d honestly hoped you’d come to see the error of your ways. That joining us on our holy pilgrimage would open your eyes to the truth.”

	Veek tried to come up with a wiseass response, but her constricted throat twitched too much for her to get any words out. She settled for kicking Anne hard in the crotch, and suddenly the grip wasn’t as tight. Another punch to the arm released it altogether and she stumbled away.

	Despite the clear, pre-dawn sky, a blast of thunder came from the building. Anne and Veek both turned. Not from the building, Veek thought. Just from the door. It’s coming through the door.

	Her second thought was that Chase had been smart enough to pick up the pistol. He had it out at arm’s length. He didn’t look as confident as Seth, but having the gun out and aimed made up for a lot.

	Then something about her view of the pistol struck her as odd, and Veek realized it was aimed at her.

	“Stop it,” he said. “Stop fighting.”

	“What are you doing?”

	“I … just stop.”

	Another rumble came from the building. And a crash of stonework on metal. Veek leaned, tried to see around Chase and through the door to get a sense of how much of the building had collapsed. Of that building. “We don’t have time to screw around,” she said, her eyes drifting back to the pistol. “We need to—”

	“Quiet!” The pistol wavered, but not much. Not enough.

	The roaches swarmed the top of the stoop and up the wall, crawling all around the door. They’d move close, scurry away, and then dash in again. Some of them scuttled back and forth across Chase’s boots. They were bright green static around the doorway.

	A triple thunderclap echoed from the building. One. Two. Three. Anne’s body tightened. So did Chase’s.

	“You can hear them,” said Anne. A bright smile spread across her bloody face.

	“I … I think I’ve been hearing them for a while now,” Chase said. “Since we got here.”

	“That’s good.”

	“No it isn’t,” yelled Veek. Her throat hitched up, tightened, made her sound like puberty all over again. She forced her breathing to calm down. “Snap out of it, cowboy!”

	The pistol jerked away from her. She felt a moment of relief, then realized it still wasn’t aimed at Anne. It pointed between and past both of them.

	Something rustled behind Veek. She glanced back and saw Seth, still crouched to launch himself at Anne. He glowered up at the building.

	“Just stay there,” Chase said. “Please.”

	Veek took in a slow breath. Took another one. Steadied her breathing as best she could. “Chase.” She couldn’t manage much volume. Hopefully he could hear her over the sounds coming through the door. “Think about this. Please. Remember what we talked—”

	“I did think about it. It didn’t take a lot. There’s only one real choice.”

	He moved forward, dropping down a step. Then another. The pistol wove back and forth, pointing at her, at Seth, back to her.

	Then Chase slumped to the side of the staircase. Pressing himself up against the concrete banister. Clearing a path for Anne up to the door.

	“Do it,” he said. “End this. Smash everything. Unplug every cable.”

	The smile on Anne’s face got even wider. Almost ecstatic. “Are you sure?”

	“Yes.”

	“No!” Veek took two steps forward, setting a foot on the staircase, and Chase met her there. The pistol looked huge. The muzzle had to be the size of a quarter at least.

	Seth growled.

	“Don’t,” Chase said. “Just don’t.”

	And he winked at her.

	Veek froze.

	Anne gave her a wicked smile and went up the wide steps two at a time. The roaches scattered, either fleeing or clearing a path for her. She shoved the door open another foot, letting the soft glow of hundreds of vacuum tubes spill out into the clearing. “Thank you,” she said without looking back.

	She stepped inside, raised her hand, and smashed it though a row of vacuum tubes.

	Veek flinched as the antique technology burst and flared and collapsed into shards. Her stomach churned. It was every nightmare she’d had for the past few years played out right in front of her.

	Anne smashed some more tubes. She pulled down two big knife switches. She turned back to them with a triumphant smile and noticed the cable stretched across the floor. She bent, grabbed it in both hands, and yanked the connector apart. The brass pins sparked and—

	She vanished.

	It reminded Veek of watching a puff of smoke fade away. There, dim, and gone. All in less than a second.

	Chase risked a glance back over his shoulder and sighed in relief. His arm flopped at his side, dropping the pistol with it, and Seth slammed him up against the banister. He drove a punch into Chase’s gut while his other hand pinned the arm with the gun.

	“No,” yelled Veek.

	Chase wheezed something, a breathless wail of pain.

	Seth twisted the wrist, squeezed hard, and Chase’s hand flinched open. The pistol clattered to the steps and Seth kicked it away. Veek grabbed his arm before he could throw another punch. “He’s on our side.”

	“Nobody who points a gun at me is on my side!”

	Chase sucked in a breath. “I winked!”

	“Well I didn’t see it,” said Seth.

	“He did,” Veek said.

	“Jesus fucking Christ,” said Chase. His hand went up to his shoulder again, trying to pull his chest wound back together.

	Veek looked up the steps at the open door. The bank of vacuum tubes gleamed inside, adding their soft glow to the dawn light. The roaches slowed their frantic scurrying and wandered away, disappearing into the vines and leaves covering the building.

	“I thought … What just happened?”

	“She smashed the Machine,” Chase said. “Probably ruined it.”

	Seth waved a hand up at the building. “But it’s fine. Not damaged at all.”

	Chase managed a weak nod. “Yeah. She smashed our Machine. The one in our reality. And then she unplugged the doorway.”

	A weight tumbled off Veek’s shoulders. “You mean …”

	He slumped back against the banister and rubbed his stomach where Seth had punched him. “She closed the doorway and trapped herself in what’s left of our world. With them.”
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	Anne smashed another row of vacuum tubes. They popped, sparked, and sprayed glass everywhere. She felt the Machine shudder in response. It let out a low groan, and the lights dimmed.

	A few feet away, near the body of The Hood, sat a board with dozens of little wires plugged into assorted sockets. It looked like a grade school electronics project. She yanked them all free at both ends, tossing them aside.

	She’d done it. She’d succeeded where so many others had failed. She’d beaten Koturovic’s damned Machine.

	She’d saved the world.

	The building shook, and the Machine let out a blinding flash like lightning.

	The thunder hit an instant later. A bone-shaking crash she felt as much as heard. She staggered back from the panel of switches she’d been flipping.

	Something struck her shoulder. Broke her shoulder. The pain slammed through her just as she registered the clump of bricks connected by lines of gray mortar. They hit the platform in front of her and shattered into rubble.

	Anne staggered away, the bones of her shoulder grinding and splintering with every jolt. She made it out through the door just as a large section of the building’s roof came crashing down through the Machine. Metal squealed and shrieked as the platform she’d been standing on tore free and tumbled down into the depths of the building.

	She pulled her arm tight against her body to stop it from swinging. Her fingers had turned dark red, almost purple, which she guessed wasn’t a good sign. The arm still flared with pain as she hobbled down the steps. Every movement was like being stabbed or shot. A brief pang of guilt sparked in her heart for how unsympathetic she’d been to Judah and his multiply-fractured arm. It was a breathtaking level of agony.

	But it had been worth it.

	She stepped away from the building and looked around the clearing. The man who’d fought her had fled, as had Veek. And no sign of Chase, either. Such a shame.

	Then lightning cracked the night in half. The thunder shouted at her. She turned and looked up through the hurricane winds.

	Two of the Great Ones filled the sky. Clouds swirled beneath their wings. Lightning arced between them. Their tentacles swept up trees by the dozens.

	They were magnificent.

	They tore the building apart, and as they did she sensed the change. The shift in the world. The last of the walls fell. Earth was open. Exposed. Stripped bare of all its defenses.

	Free at last.

	And then she felt their gaze upon her. They had seen her. Noticed her. One of the tentacles came curling down out of the sky as the last of the damned Machine collapsed in on itself.

	Anne felt a pang of regret for all the members of the Family who hadn’t lived to see this glorious moment.
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	They stood in front of the building and watched the sun creep up through the trees. The air grew warm. Not a cloud in the sky.

	Chase let his arm down slowly. “You and Katanga were prying the door open, and that’s when I realized we’d have to close the gateway behind us.” He turned his head to Veek. “From everything you and Alex said, it seemed like the door might be a big enough hole for the squales to … I don’t know, tear open? Force their way through? I figured they were like the roaches or the seraphs, just bigger.”

	“I think they all work on kind of the same principles, yeah.”

	“Yeah. So I was thinking I’d need to do it. Stay behind and unplug the power cord. Just the simplest, fastest way to do it. But then she killed Katanga and you tackled her and you all went outside.”

	Seth nodded.

	“I don’t know. It just crossed my mind she had no idea what we’d been doing. She and her people wanted to destroy the Machine, but right then we wanted it destroyed, so …”

	“Two birds, one stone,” Seth said with a tight-lipped nod.

	“Yeah.”

	“But why pull the gun on us? Were they in your head or not?”

	Chase shrugged. The morning sun warmed his back even as it lit up the forest in front of them. “It was just … I knew if I just let her go she’d get suspicious, and we didn’t have a lot of time.” He looked at Veek again. “Right after you stepped outside, the squales started ripping the roof off. Literally. They must’ve torn away the entire back half. I knew we had to shut the doorway quick, and I didn’t want her to stall because she thought I was setting a trap or something.”

	“So … you told her what she wanted to hear.”

	“Pretty much. She wanted to think we’d all come around and see the light or whatever. I told her I did, so she believed me.”

	“I get that.” Seth gave an approving nod, then looked up at the building. “So that’s it? Our world is … gone?”

	They all stared at the doorway.

	“Yeah.” Veek crossed her arms, let her gaze drop to the base of the stoop. “With the Machine destroyed, the two that were here—there—have moved on. They’re probably each cruising toward a city right now, feeding on … everything.”

	“So we’re it,” said Chase. “The only survivors.”

	“There’s probably still some people left, for another two or three days, but effectively … yeah.”

	“And nobody else gets out? There aren’t other doorways or buildings or anything?”

	Veek shook her head. “Not as far as I know, and we really try to keep track of this stuff.”

	Seth cleared his throat. “Doug?”

	Her head went side to side again. She pointed at the wooden front door at the top of the steps. “That’s it. The way in or out. I mean, he ran away when everything was overlapped, but—”

	Chase finished it for her. “He probably didn’t make it out.”

	They took a few steps away and stared at the vine-covered structure, listening to the faint hum of electricity muffled by bricks and concrete. The morning sun chased away the last few shadows lurking around the clearing. Chase tried not to look at the bodies scattered at the tree line.

	Then he focused on one of them—two of them—close to the building.
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	Veek had a good sense of where things would be in the building. She found them an antiquated but serviceable first aid kit. They used most of its supplies on Chase’s chest, and still had enough left for the gash on Seth’s head.

	She also found a pair of rust-speckled shovels and a set of linen sheets that had yellowed with age.

	Seth and Chase went through the Family’s packs and supplies. They found weapons, food, and bottles of water. The three of them ate a quiet breakfast of snack bars and dried fruit.

	It took them two hours to find the cemetery again and get everything there. Two more to dig the graves. Chase couldn’t do much, so Seth and Veek split most of the work.

	They wrapped Aleksander’s body in one of the linen sheets, Murdoch’s in the other. The old man was put to rest next to his earlier selves. Murdoch took the spot at the end of the row. They had a brief discussion about some kind of markers for Katanga, Doug, and Ayman, but all quietly agreed it somehow didn’t feel right to have markers without bodies in Koturovic’s graveyard.

	Seth wiped his hands clean. “Should we say anything?”

	Veek shrugged.

	Chase stared down into the graves. At the bodies. He crouched, scooped up a handful of the island’s dark soil from one of the piles, and straightened back up.

	“They were monsters,” he said with a glance at Veek, “but they were our monsters.”

	He stretched his hand out over Murdoch’s grave, and the soil pattered on the linen sheet down below.

	Veek and Seth each tossed a handful of dirt into the graves. They stood for another minute. Then Seth took one of the shovels and used it to guide one of the piles back into the grave, covering Aleksander’s feet.

	Half an hour later they headed out of the graveyard’s small clearing, following their own shadows into the forest. Seth took the lead, heading along the rough path of stamped-down grass. He’d found one of the bone spears near the base of the building, and he swept it back and forth in front of them. Every second or third pass, he’d switch to tapping the ground.

	Veek looked over at Chase. “Question for you.”

	“Sure.”

	“How’d you know Anne would unplug the cable? Seems like kind of a risk.”

	Chase managed a weak smile. “I just tried a dad trick.”

	“What?”

	He shrugged. “Whenever Deena got in a mood, I’d list off all the chores she could be doing. The last one I said was always the one that stuck, the one she’d stomp off to go do. So I’d make sure the last thing I said was something that needed to get done.”

	Veek’s mouth formed a tight smile. “Parenting skills save the world, I guess.”

	“A world, anyway.” He looked back over his shoulder toward the distant building. His chest wound throbbed.

	Seth stopped, looked at the shadows, and altered their course.

	Chase gazed at the trees and up at the sunny canopy above them. “Where are we heading, anyway?”

	“West side of the island,” said Veek. “We’re back in my world. That means there’s a yacht sitting there waiting for us.”

	“We sure it’s just sitting there? The Family didn’t leave behind guards or a crew or something?”

	“If they did,” said Seth, “we’ll persuade them to take us back to the mainland.”

	Veek stretched her arms and yawned.

	“Just persuade them to give us a phone. Like I said before, one call, I can get us out of here.”

	“That easy?”

	“I know a guy who knows a guy at DARPA. He pulls a lot of strings for us. Once he hears what’s on this island, he’ll probably send a private jet.”

	“Probably?”

	Seth glanced back and gave Chase a grim smile. “Either way, it won’t be a problem.”

	They waded through the grass, and Seth guided them between a clump of dark boulders. Volcanic rock, Chase realized. Two of them flanked a large tree. He wondered if it had been planted by Alex or one of his old partners.

	“Hey,” he said, “are we safe out here?”

	Veek looked around. “I think all of the Family members are accounted for, and Alex said the seraphs mostly come out at night.”

	“Yeah, that’s right. I forgot.”

	“It’s been a busy day,” said Seth. He swung the spear through the grass again.

	Chase felt the sun on his back. Smelled all the life in the air.

	“So this is a different world?”

	Veek smiled. “Yeah.”

	“Looks the same to me.”

	“There’s some differences. Like, technically you don’t exist here. Or maybe there’s already a version of you here so you’re kind of … redundant.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“I’ll set up a new identity for you. Tweak things a bit so it’s still you, but different enough on paper so nobody ever catches on.”

	“You can do that?”

	“Part of the job. I’ve done it before.”

	“And then what?”

	“I don’t know. Get a job. Contribute to society. All that sort of stuff.”

	“You hiring?”

	“Maybe? You have any useful skills?”

	Chase reached back and checked his pocket. He’d tucked the little notebook where his wallet would normally go. “I can probably come up with some kind of resume, but …” He looked over his shoulder again. Felt the ache in his chest.

	“Yeah?”

	“If everything Alex told us was true, that means there’s still kids back in the building somewhere. Three or four little kids in, I don’t know, hibernation or suspended animation or something.”

	Veek stopped walking. Turned to look back toward the center of the island. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess there are. A handful of little Koturovics. All needing a new dad to look out for them.”

	“Yeah.”

	“I’m pretty sure we can figure something out,” she said.

	Seth snorted. “The only thing I know is working on a ship.”

	“I thought you used to be a police officer,” said Chase. “You’re pretty good with a gun. And in a fight.”

	Seth smacked at the ground with his spear. “It’s tough to find a job that requires those skills.”

	“You could try the police again.”

	“Not with a forged identity.”

	“I don’t know,” said Veek. “Have you ever thought about doing private security? We’ve needed a new Tim at my job for a while now.”

	“I don’t understand what that means.”

	“Neither do I,” said Chase.

	“Long story.” Veek waved them on toward the beach. “I’ll explain while we wait for the private jet. Or while you’re driving the yacht back to shore.”

	Something glinted under a bush up ahead. Chase slowed, dropped behind Veek, and crouched down, pushing the leaves aside.

	Another wooden toy. This one in pretty good shape. Maybe four inches nose to tail. It had been carved and smoothed, and painted with a dark lacquer that still had a nice shine to it. Enough to reflect the sun and catch his attention.

	He turned the wooden dog over in his hand.

	Somebody had loved it. They’d probably been sad when they lost it. Maybe even gone looking for it.

	He squeezed the little toy, enjoying the solid feel of it, and then tucked it into his pocket.

	He caught up with the others, and they headed back to the world.

	 

	 

	



	


Afterword

	 

	If you’re reading this, you’re a patient person. Very patient. A little over six months of waiting since Terminus came out as an audiobook. 

	And I wanted to reward that patience with a little something extra. So I thought—past the usual quick comments and thanks—I wanted to take a moment and talk about how we all ended up here and where some of the characters came from. Sort of like how Stephen King ends his books, but, y’know, clumsier.

	So... how did we end up here?

	Some of you may have heard parts of this story before.

	About ten years ago, I’d kinda settled into a nice zombie/supernatural rut. I was at a small press that specialized in zombie fiction, and I’d put out three books with them. Two Ex-Heroes books and my Robinson Crusoe mash-up novel. I’d just finished up Ex-Patriots and wanted to do something different to keep up the alternating pattern I’d loosely set up. My first suggestion was this half-formed idea about zombies on the Moon, but the publisher had just picked up another zombies-in-space book and didn’t want to release two right on top of each other. I thought about it for a couple of days and then pitched him an even less-formed idea that had been rattling around in my head—a book about a weird apartment building in LA, and the tenants trying to solve the mystery of it. He agreed, I wrote it, he bought it. The end.

	Okay, there’s a bit more to it than that.

	After the contract was signed, some harsh publishing reality kicked in. Because this small press did print-on-demand paperbacks, they didn’t have a lot of flexibility when it came to page count. If you passed this page, no matter what, the book now cost X dollars more. That was the cutoff point. The cost could get eaten by the publisher or passed on to the consumer, but if it went past that page, the price went up.

	14... well, it went quite a bit past that page. It actually hit the next bracket after that one. Cuts were required. About 25,000 words. Just over a hundred pages. So I cut and cut and cut. Nate’s interactions with his office LEGO minifig? Gone. Tim’s recurring noir nightmare that eventually got him to leave his old job? Gone (although some of you may have read the full version of it somewhere else). The high priestess of the squales? Gone.

	That last one hurt the most, because it was such a great reveal. Turns out the high priestess was (big spoiler, if you jumped to the afterword first) Anne, who worked in the cubicle across from Nate. And who ended up answering phones at the Albuquerque Door project. Because I kept trying to tell her story and it just never fit. 

	Then one day, a few months after The Fold had been released, I was out for a walk and found myself thinking about her story. About a woman who’d grown up in a repressive, secretive religious cult, one that hid in plain sight. About how she’d disowned all of it and moved away. Until one day when one of the cult’s angels appeared right in front of her.

	And then was shot dead right in front of her by her boss.

	What would that do to a person? To suddenly have unquestionable proof of all the childhood beliefs you’d discarded? To move past faith to actual knowledge?

	So finally... I had to give her a book of her own.

	I had trouble pinning Murdoch down for most of the first draft. At different points he was named Thomas (too on the nose) and then Morgan and finally I went paging through a book of names I’ve got just looking for the one that jumped out at me. And the name that did the very moment I saw it was Murdoch—“belonging to the sea” or sometimes “sea warrior.” It also made me picture a young Rufus Sewell in Dark City, and from then on, well... I had Murdoch in mind.

	For the first half of the first draft, Chase had two daughters who were very much alive, and he was just the guy finding himself after his life collapsed. But the more I worked with him the more... well, shallow it felt. What kind of father just takes off because of a messy divorce? Plus, once I realized where the story was heading, I knew that wasn’t going to work without making him an even worse father. Chase’s ability with electronics came from a true story an old coworker had told me about how he taught himself by starting on the oldest machines he could find and working forward. This also worked well with the idea that a huge part of the Machine’s “complexity” is just from its outdated components and sheer scale.

	Getting to write Veek again was just wonderful. Her snarkiness and competence is such a joy. Plus, it’s fun having her there to shoot down a bunch of genre tropes. I tried very hard to keep her appearance in the book a surprise for the audio release, and hopefully that secret was kept for a lot of you who waited until now.

	Seth started out as just a tough guy from the ship, but as we spent more time with him I kind of liked the idea of giving him this semi-tragic backstory (that could also play well into where he ultimately ends up, back at the Kavach building). I had a little trouble with his voice at first, because I definitely wanted to avoid “writing” an accent, and then I stumbled across a few things saying traditionally profanity is a very rare thing in Somali culture. Insults and insulting nicknames are common, but not swearing (although apparently that’s changing as the world knits closer together). So that let me get the last bit of Seth

	“Katanga” actually started out as a placeholder name, a joke to myself. But as I went on and kept using it, I realized it’s a great, belivable name someone might claim if they were creating a new identity. For the four people who don’t get the reference, Katanga’s the captain of the freighter Indiana Jones uses to get the Lost Ark out of Egypt.

	I had trouble pinning down Captain Hagen. He has a small part, but also a pivotal one--convinving the other characters (and the readers) to head off to that island for... reasons. Near the end of the first draft my partner started watching a British show called Big Dreams, Small Spaces. It stars a gardener named Monty Don (look him up, he’s kind of amazing) and I admit something about him just kind of enthralled me. He was pleasant, talkative, very open... and yet he also spoke with a very casual, confident authority that at points seemed almost intimidating. Hopefully that came across with Hagen’s ultra-pleasant demeanor.

	But I know one thing a lot of you are wondering (because I’ve been asked it a few hundred times already) is, where do we go from here? What’s next for our ever-growing team at the Kavach Building? When will we see their next adventure together?

	Truth is... I’m not sure. One problem when dealing with massive entities of the cosmic horror type is all your characters can really do is narrowly escape. They can fight back small scale, but once the big’uns get involved, the only real option is run away and hide. Sure, this time we saw them devour a world, but the truth is most of the characters we cared about got away. Again.

	And at some point, it just becomes unrealistic. If our heroes keep getting away, these monstrous, cosmic entities can’t really pose that much of a threat. But if they are the threat they should be, that we all know they are... well, we know our heroes can’t be lucky forever.

	So I think the Kavach crew has earned a rest. Not a permanent one, but maybe a long one. They may pop up here and there, as my characters tend to, but I think after this it’ll be a while before Veek lets anybody play with any controls. And I may write other books that dip their toe in this universe (multiverse?) if things work out.

	And now, all the thanks...

	First, to all of you—so many of you, more than I ever could’ve imagined or even hoped for—who came to love these stories of gigantic, interdimensional flying squid-whales and the people who stumble across them. I expected -14- would be a little novelty book that sold two or three hundred copies. All of you had different plans for it and the other books in this unconnected series.

	The extended cast of the 8-Bit Geek podcast let me kill off pretty much all of them. Same for Autumn Christian. One problem that always comes up a lot as an author is eventually you have to kill people with the same names as your friends and family. It can make things awkward.

	Thom Brannan answered several questions about working on ships.

	Mary, as always, answered questions about horrible injuries.

	Kristi Charish talked with me a lot about genetics and cloning.

	Jonathan Maberry let me borrow a certain someone when I needed another kick-ass government agency to reference.

	John and CD both read early drafts and told me what they liked, what they didn’t, and pointed out a few things that needed fixing.

	Craig DiLouie and Eloise Knapp have offered me so many helpful tips for self-publishing.

	Steve, my editor at Audible, went back and forth with me a few times and made me really consider a few points while also showing me places I could tighten things up for a faster, smoother read.

	Ray Porter once again did a magnificent reading and brought Terminus to life. I got to be there for some of it this time. Look, I know you’re reading this because you didn’t want the audiobook but I’m telling you... check out the audiobook. Ray is fantastic. And there are free samples at Audible.

	David, my agent at LaunchBooks, set up the original deal for this book (and Dead Moon) giving me the time and space, so to speak, to tell the stories I wanted to tell.

	And finally, as always, my absolutely amazing partner Colleen somehow puts up with all my random questions, ramblings, and rants throughout the writing process, and there was a lot of it for this one. None of this would happen without her. You should all thank her, too.


P.C.
San Diego, August 6th, 2020
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