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      JACKS SLID OPEN the glass door, stepped out to the balcony of his twelfth-floor hotel room, and carefully closed the door behind him. Caracas yawned far and wide in his vision like a constellation of stars. It was bordered by the darkened palisade of Ávila National Park, and to the north, the vast Caribbean Sea. The city’s tropical swelter felt like it was drenching him, though he had come out of his air-conditioned room in just a pair of white briefs from an economy pack he had purchased at a street market.

      He sat down on one of the balcony’s twin plastic chairs and unfolded the weathered codex. The ancient book needed to be handled delicately. It was a miracle it had held up so well. Its creator had crafted its sheepskin pages and stitched them together possibly two millennia ago. The book’s wood covers were upholstered in animal intestine that had petrified with age. They were barely secured to its frayed binding.

      The room behind Jacks was dark, but he could read by a trace of light from the LED circuit that ran up the side of the hotel. His feline vision could penetrate the night. The book’s arcane glyphs and bar-and-dot characters had been a hopeless mystery so far. He had studied the first page many times and scanned through the entire twenty-five pages during his sea voyage from Barbados. He thought the bar-and-dot characters represented numbers, and he had distinguished a dozen glyphs which looked like faces and animals. But he couldn’t see a message or pattern. Decoding the ancient relic he had recovered from Benoit’s safety deposit box was going to take an expert in archeology or ancient world linguistics.

      As far as he knew, he was one of a tiny handful of people who had seen the book. It was called the Báalam-Tet, and it was a grimoire of sorts for werecat magic. Jacks felt he should be able to make sense of it. When Benoit had reared his feline soul, he awoke with a knowledge of transformation that felt as innate as any capacity of his body, so he ought to understand the language of his kind. The barbaric glyphs held his fascination with an uncanny familiarity. But they were like memories from a dream just out of grasp.

      He looked over the first line of glyphs and numbers again. He had to decipher something from it, whether the combination of images formed a greater picture or they merely called up an instinct or a mood from his gut. So much depended on unriddling the codex. As Annika told him before she was killed trying to protect it, the Báalam-Tet held the secrets of the rearing ritual. If those secrets were lost, Jacks’s generation of werecats would be the last of their kind. If those secrets were discovered by the Glaring, a radical werecat faction, they would use them to wipe out humankind.

      His boyfriend, Farzan, opened the balcony door, and Jacks could hear snoring from Kwame, a six-foot-five, 230 pound West African. He smelled Farzan’s shower-fresh scent and then the dander of his tiger-striped tabby, Bella. He grinned as he heard her scamper out the door before Farzan shut it behind him.

      Bella jumped up on the ledge to look out at the city. Farzan drew up beside Jacks. His thin frame swam in an oversized T-shirt and boxer shorts, and his thick, black mop of hair was bed-tossed, putting an exclamation mark on his indignation.

      “Don’t you think you could give that a rest for the night?”

      He laid the codex on his lap. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “It’s three o’clock in the morning.”

      Jacks licked his lips. He would have gladly stayed in bed with Farzan and slept through the night. But his mind couldn’t rest. “I have to make something out of this thing.”

      “What are you going to do? Stay up night and day looking at it? We just got into town this morning.”

      He knew it had been a horrible journey for Farzan. Jacks had made an enemy of the yacht’s owner, Maarten, after leading him and his friends into an ambush by the Glaring when they went to retrieve the codex from Benoit’s safety deposit box in Bridgetown. Two of Maarten’s friends had died in the fight along with Maarten’s sister, Annika. Maarten hadn’t wanted to get involved with the Báalam-Tet in the first place. Annika pushed Jacks to get it, and now Jacks felt responsible for her death. Maarten had treated Jacks, Farzan, and Bella like stowaways to dispense of at the nearest port, and his arrogant attitude toward humans had pounded on Farzan’s buttons.

      That made for plenty of tension while they were confined on the boat, and there had also been the awkward matter of Jacks having disappeared on Farzan for weeks before Farzan came down to Barbados, fearing Jacks was dead. He had been living a carefree life with Maarten and his pride of friends. He had even joined them one night in a cuddle pile that turned into a group sex kind of thing.

      He had admitted everything to Farzan, and they had reconciled since then, though it had been hard to feel good about it while stuck on Maarten’s party boat—the scene of his disloyalty. They had both been relieved by the sight of the harbor of Caracas after the two and a half day sail.

      Jacks tried out a wry grin. “You think we should be checking out the nightlife?”

      Farzan dragged over the other chair and flopped down on it. “We’d be safer hitchhiking through Somalia. Have you seen the U.S. Department of State’s travel warning for Venezuela?”

      “There’s supposed to be some great clubs in the Sabana Grande. That’s like four or five blocks from here.”

      Farzan glanced from the book to Jacks. “When did you have time to work out a gay itinerary? I thought you were trying to decode that thing.”

      “Kwame told me about it. He’s been here before.”

      “He could have suggested a better hotel. There’s cockroaches in the bathroom.”

      The Continental Towers was a dingy place, well past its heyday by two or three decades. For the first time in his twenty-three-year-old life, Jacks could say the room was under budget. He had fifteen thousand U.S. dollars in cash from a withdrawal of Benoit’s unclaimed assets at the bank in Barbados, and there was over fifteen million in Benoit’s account, which he had access to with a debit card. The Báalam-Tet was what he had really been after. Benoit’s fortune was an unexpected boon.

      But Jacks was wary of drawing attention to their arrival in Caracas. They certainly didn’t look like billionaires who stayed at luxury hotels. He knew Farzan understood, even if he reserved the right to gripe. They were on the run from the Glaring, and he was a fugitive from the New York City police department and the F.B.I. He had left the country in the midst of two murder investigations: Benoit’s and the thief Bernard’s. Jacks had killed both shifters in self-defense, but he couldn’t risk giving himself up to the authorities. They would lock him up as a freak of nature.

      Kwame’s snoring racket cut through the noisy air conditioner. Jacks reached over and squeezed Farzan’s hand. “Maybe I should have booked two rooms.”

      “It’s all right. I suppose it’s safer this way.”

      Jacks studied him curiously. “You don’t mind sharing the room with Kwame?” Besides his snoring, the big guy had no qualms about strutting around in the buff in the boxy room.

      Farzan’s expressive face darkened. “He adds to the scenery.”

      Jacks looked away and smirked. He supposed Farzan had a right to a wandering eye, though a touch of jealousy bit at him. Kwame was built like an Olympic water polo player. He hadn’t considered what effect that would have on Farzan. Kwame had been the only one of Maarten’s friends to offer to accompany them on their mission, and he was a huge asset. Besides being able to take on any werejaguars that came after them, Kwame had traveled through South America. He also knew French and could translate Benoit’s notes about the codex.

      Jacks clasped Farzan’s slim hand and kneaded it in his. “I wish we had time to enjoy this. Like a real vacation.”

      “I would’ve preferred Aruba.”

      He ran his hand farther up Farzan’s arm, feeling the soft hairs of his forearm, gliding up to the smooth skin of his triceps, and slipping beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt to grasp the dome of his shoulder. “When it’s all over, we’ll take a really good trip. Just the two of us, okay?”

      “When will it be over?”

      “When I figure out what’s in this book. And we find Tepe.”

      Tepe was the Glaring’s capitán. He had a secret compound in the Amazon. He had to locate Tepe and negotiate with him. Maybe offer him Benoit’s money.

      Goose pimples bumped up from the skin of Farzan’s arm. “You still think it’s a good idea to find Tepe? What could you possibly say to a fanatic whose sole ambition is to exterminate humankind? It’s like trying to negotiate with I.S.I.L.”

      Tepe had orchestrated a night of terror across the East Coast of the U.S., just one month ago. Three hundred people were killed, and many more were mauled by werecats. At the bank in Barbados, the Glaring must have killed a dozen bank employees and policemen.

      Jacks used his free hand to push back his dirty blond hair. “What else can I do? They won’t stop until they find me.” He looked back to the room. “You ought to bring your phone out here in case Sammy calls.” Sammy was Farzan’s older brother. It was risky for them to contact anyone back in New York, but they had purchased a burner phone when they arrived in Caracas. In order to not alarm his parents, Farzan told them he was doing a three-month internship at a hospital in Puerto Rico for medical school, but he had entrusted Sammy with the truth.

      “The phone needs to charge.” Farzan rustled up from his chair. “We should both go back in. We can salvage a few hours of sleep before the morning.”

      Jacks didn’t move. Farzan stared at him in exasperation.

      “Just give me a little more time with the book.”

      “I don’t understand you. It’s ancient hieroglyphs, Jacks.”

      “I feel like I can get somewhere with it.”

      “Kwame has Benoit’s journal with all of his notes. He’ll translate them for us in the morning.”

      Jacks didn’t know what to say. He just needed to try with the book. Otherwise, he would be staring at the ceiling all night thinking about it. Farzan turned his back to him and went back into the room without another word.

      Alone on the balcony, Jacks stared unfocused into the night. He felt like such a shit. Why couldn’t he be a good boyfriend and lay down with Farzan for that one night? Farzan put on a tough front, and he truly was tough when he needed to be, but he had to be going out of his mind with worries about his family. He had dropped out of medical school and left his family’s home for the first time in his life to be on the run with Jacks, in constant danger.

      Farzan had given up so much, and if Jacks couldn’t glean some information from the codes, some way to protect Farzan’s family, his sacrifices would be for nothing.

      The night air was suddenly cold against his skin. Both Maarten and now Farzan said it was futile to negotiate with Tepe. Jacks couldn’t let his doubts show in front of Farzan or Kwame, but he had big ones. Tepe had amassed an army of werejaguars and allied wereleopards and wereocelots from all over the world.

      Bella wove around his legs, and then jumped up on his lap. He absent-mindedly raked his hand down the cat’s back. She sniffed the codex, and he caught her firmly by the scruff of her neck. The book was fragile, and she could damage it, however innocently.

      Bella looked up at him. Something was stirring in her head. A bizarre thought occurred to him, and what did he have to lose? He opened up the codex and laid it flat on his lap so the tabby could see the first page.

      A burst of light ate up his vision, and then it was like he was peering through binoculars with fisheye lenses. The first page of the codex appeared as two planes sliding over each other, like a double-exposed photo, only fluid. He waited out the unpleasant sensation of adjusting to his vision melding with Bella’s. He had always done it with his eyes shut. Otherwise, it felt like someone had hooked his eyeballs on a fishing line. But to test out his instinct, his vision had to be focused on the same thing Bella was looking at.

      He strained to fix their two planes of vision on top of each other. They slid back and forth, and then they locked into position. The codex was sharp. Every detail and imperfection of the abstract symbols stood out crisply. He could even make out the minute brush strokes of the ancient stylus that had drawn them.

      He looked to the first line of glyphs, and nudging Bella mentally, he brought her plane of vision squarely on top of his. The first character was a bearded man with a tall, elaborate headdress, and the ones below it were a series of dot-and-line characters interspersed with glyphs. As he looked down the column, like reading a totem, the words of a story formed inside his head.

      In the year 166, the month of our lord Cit Chac, the jaguar god, the day of Ki, was born Po Nge Be, son of U Kix Chan, king of kings, ruler of the seven tribes. The boy was blessed with health and strength and beauty above all others, and the people loved him. For the prince’s name day when he was to wear the sacred pagne of manhood, his subjects brought tribute to please the gods: twenty and three bushels of maize for the corn goddess, three-twenty urns of water for the god of rain, three herds of sheep for the god of gods Hunab, and a weaned jaguar cub for Cit Chac. Of these, Po Nge Be proclaimed the cat shall not be sacrificed for he was to take him as his companion, and he named him Pu Neb.

      The people were afraid. As Cit Chac had blessed their warriors with fearlessness and might to overpower their enemies, so would He take vengeance on the kingdom and bring upon it bloody war.

      But Po Nge Be was wise. He understood that Cit Chac plays tricks on men and that the cub Pu Neb was sent to him to test his loyalty. So did Po Nge Be take Pu Neb to our lord’s temple where on the night of the jaguar’s tail, when the eye of the god of death looks down upon the world beseeching those who desire to travel between the worlds, Po Nge Be stood before Cit Chac’s totem and took the knife to the jaguar’s throat then took it to his own.

      This pleased Cit Chac, and he permitted Po Nge Be to visit his throne. When our lord returned him to our earthly realm, he was no longer Po Nge Be, and Pu Neb was no longer Pu Neb. For they were both man and cat and king of men and king of jaguars. This is how the werejaguar kings were born, on the night when Cit Chac blesses human sacrifice with the magic of the spirit world. May they protect us until the end of days.

      Jacks shook off the ethereal tethers that connected his mind with Bella’s. He looked around the balcony and the city below. It felt like the writing in the codex had swallowed him into another world, and he half-expected to have been transported to an ancient time and place. He was disappointed in his ordinary surroundings at first, but as he settled in with what had happened, he had to hold down a cry of victory.

      Bella chewed at one of her paws, grooming. He scooped her into his arms and kissed her on the forehead. With Bella as a conduit, he could read the Báalam-Tet. He could decode the secrets of werecat magic. He felt as tall as a skyscraper.

      Jacks tucked the book under one arm and carried Bella with the other, and he rushed to wake up Farzan and Kwame and tell them the news.

      

      IT TOOK A moment for the other guys to catch on to Jacks’s excitement, but they spent the rest of the night working on what he had read. Both Farzan and Kwame had been groggy and cranky when he had woken them up, but gradually they took up their respective métiers of expertise. Farzan logged on to the hotel’s Wi-Fi with his phone to research Olmec culture. Kwame pulled out Benoit’s writings in French from his travel bag.

      “Benoit told me this story,” Jacks said. “About an Olmec king who was reborn as a werejaguar. He said it was the start of the tradition that passed down to the Maya and the Aztecs.”

      The cell phone screen cast faint blue light on Farzan’s studious face. He read from a Wikipedia article. “The Olmecs were the first Mesoamerican civilization, developed on the present-day southern Mexican Gulf Coast, and lasted from approximately 1200 B.C.E. to 400 B.C.E. They are considered to be a protoculture of Mesoamerica, and they introduced the first form of writing to the Western world, although little is understood of their language, religion, and daily life.” He read a bit more to himself and looked up at Jacks in admiration. “There’s only been one find of Olmec writing by archeologists. You decoded glyphs linguists say are unlikely to ever be understood.”

      “It was like my native language once I got Bella on the job.” He strode over to her lounging on top of the dresser and gave her an enthusiastic rub beneath her chin. “But the dates and the conditions for the rearing ritual—I don’t know what they mean. Whoever wrote that book was writing about the world as it was known to people tens of centuries ago.”

      Kwame looked up from his journal. “Benoit was working on that. He made some calculations here. It could be he was trying to translate the Olmec dates to a modern calendar, but it is a little bit tricky to follow.”

      Jacks took short paces through the room. He was remembering some things from an anthropology class. “The ‘eye of the god of death’ sounds like the moon. Many ancient cultures associated the moon with death. Suppose it’s as simple as a full moon? And the ‘jaguar’s tail’ could be a pattern of the stars, don’t you think?”

      “I’ll look it up,” Farzan said.

      His head filled to bursting with many thoughts. He recalled the night when Benoit trapped him and performed an occult ritual that involved the coupling of their blood. The werejaguar kings Po Nge Be and Pu Neb were the ancestral fathers of every werecat in the Americas. Their blood had been passed down for dozens of generations. It was part of him as well. He wished he could remember more about that night in Montréal when Benoit had reared his feline soul. It had been violent and coercive, and he hadn’t been paying attention to things like the position of the moon and the stars in the sky.

      He turned to Kwame. The rearing was a sacred, very personal experience, but Jacks ventured a question. “Do you remember your rearing?”

      Kwame hesitated. Though they had skipped around the Caribbean together for four weeks on Maarten’s yacht, he knew little about Kwame’s past. He had asked him how old he was since that was always a curiosity. Werecats didn’t age like humans. They could live to be three hundred, even four hundred years old. Kwame had said he was ninety-four and grew up in West Africa.

      “In Africa, there are two ancestral lines to the feline gods,” Kwame said. “The Zulu, like Maarten and Annika, who possess the white lion spirit, and the Ashanti, who can be wereleopards or werelions like me. My family emigrated from the old kingdom to Cote D’Ivoire many years before I was born.

      “What you call ‘the rearing,’ my people called le revenir. This happened when I was a young man. I did not know the one who gave the gift to me. I cannot say what moon or stars were in the sky that night. I can only say it was a blessing.”

      Jacks sat down on Kwame’s bed, facing him. He very much wanted to hear more. Farzan looked at Kwame from behind his cell phone. Kwame laid Benoit’s journal beside him on the bed.

      “I grew up on a coffee plantation outside of Grand Bassam. My parents, brothers and sisters, and I were farm workers, but the maître took a special interest in me.” A blush burnished his swarthy face. “He was a bachelor, and I took a special interest in him as well. He made me his partner in business and in his bed. This was very much a scandalous feat for a dark-skinned country boy. Our affair began when I was fifteen years old, and he invited me to live with him in his grand chateau when I turned eighteen. My parents objected. The workers gossiped about it. I did not care. I dressed as a proper French gentleman, and if anyone regarded me with ridicule, I repaid him with a look twice as ferocious. Even then, I was stronger and taller than most men. And more, I was naïve and in love.

      “In 1929, this was not a time for such an untraditional arrangement in Cote d’Ivoire. There was discontent over French colonial rule. The shipping business and most other industries were moving from Grand Bassam to the new capital of Abidjan. There were Christian missionaries ‘enlightening’ the country folk about their backward ways and teaching them about sexual sin.”

      His voice, which had rose up bitterly, dwindled, and he looked away from his companions with a hard stare. “One night, a band of rebels and the newly righteous joined together to plunder our home and burn our fields. There were too many to fight. They held me down and slaughtered my husband in front of me. They beat me so badly I could not raise my hand to protect my face, and then they dragged me through the fields to bring me to the cabanes where my family and all of the workers could witness my execution.”

      Farzan gaped in disbelief. For Jacks, who had heard before stories of injustice against dual soul people, Kwame’s tale struck a familiar chord. Still, it was chilling.

      Kwame spoke as though haunted by the memory. “My comprehension of the world around me was bleary and delicate. I remember only a roar that seemed to eviscerate the night and then the cries of people scattering. I knew no more. It was as though I was drunk and blacked out, and I was grateful for it.

      “I woke early the next morning, remembering nothing. My wounds had healed, the mob was gone, and I discovered that the raid on the plantation had not been a dream. I found my husband dead in our home, which had burned down to its scaffolding.”

      He shifted a bit, reawakening to his companions. “Some months later, when I was living in Marseille, I found an Ashanti witch doctor who explained what came to pass that night. A wereshaman had taken pity on me. From time to time, we had seen lions in the forest beyond our fields. It could be the shaman was one of them, watching over me. Le revenir was the only thing he could give me to save my life. But you see, my story does not help us to understand what is written in the Báalam-Tet.”

      “What did you do after the plantation was destroyed?” Farzan asked.

      A wry grin bewitched Kwame’s downcast face. “Henri, my lover, had a sizable estate in a bank in Marseille. There were papers making me his sole successor. The French governor of Grand Bassam interceded on my behalf in order to be done with the ugly affair. Through interpretation of the law, the governor even granted me French citizenship. I sailed to Marseille, collected my inheritance, and began a new life.” He looked at Jacks, eager to lighten the moment. “Some sixty years later, I met Maarten at a nightclub in Nice, and he invited me for a sail on his yacht. He brought me into his pride. We were two-spirit creatures living as we wanted to, only bothering with the human world when we needed to anchor overnight at a port. That brings us to our recent trip to Barbados where I met you good people.”

      Farzan looked like he was bursting with questions. Jacks beat him to it. “Did you ever look for the wereshaman who saved your life?”

      Kwame folded his big arms behind his neck. “There is an unspoken vow in Maarten’s pride to leave the past in the past.”

      Jacks remembered Maarten’s indifferent attitude well. He said the only thing that mattered was the present, and of that, his concern consisted of getting high on Valerian snuff and moving from one thrill to another. “What about before you joined up with him?”

      “Some among us had tried to find our makers. But the twentieth century was not kind to lion priests in Africa. Between tribal feuds and lion poachers, the wereshamans were all but exterminated. In the 1940s, I traveled to Ghana and tracked down one of my half-sisters from my werelion father. She told me our father had been killed by trappers, and no one knew if any of the old masters lived.”

      Farzan broke in. “If your husband had lived, would you have wanted him to become a werecat like you?”

      Jacks studied Farzan. He thought Farzan understood it was not that simple. Only people with an ancestral connection to feline mysticism could be transformed.

      “Henri could have had that potential.” Kwame looked at Farzan kindly. “There was a time when I thought about such things. But as far as I know, he was a Frenchman through and through.”

      Farzan looked askance. He spoke quietly. “If we figure out how and when the ritual can be performed, you two could create an army to fight back the Glaring.”

      Jacks twisted up his face. “Are you serious? Like we go round kidnapping people and turning them against their will?”

      “It’s just an idea,” Farzan said with some heat. “There were nine of you at the bank in Barbados when we got ambushed by the Glaring, and six survived, barely.” He modulated his tone. “I don’t mean to be crass, but it wouldn’t hurt to have some backup, don’t you think?”

      Kwame chuckled merrily. “My friend, you have a point.”

      Jacks stared at Farzan in disbelief.

      “Maybe we get volunteers. With all the money you have, you could pay them.”

      Jacks rubbed his face. He’d never seen this mercenary side of Farzan. Maybe it was from the trauma he’d been through along with sleep deprivation.

      “I’m just brainstorming,” Farzan went on.

      “Babe, creating more werecats won’t solve the problem. It’s not like conjuring up a zombie army. The ones we turn could just as soon run off. They could even choose to join the Glaring.”

      Farzan looked away in exasperation. Meanwhile, a different thought occurred to Jacks. He said to Kwame, “You think the Ashanti lion priests are extinct, and Annika told me she thought the Zulu wereshamans were gone as well. But what about weremasters from other parts of the world? They would make good allies against Tepe.” He gestured to the Báalam-Tet. “Like the werejaguar kings the book talks about, the wereshamans believe in peaceful coexistence between men and cats. They’re supposed to protect humankind.”

      “What about Egypt?” Farzan said.

      Kwame gave him a woeful scowl. “We are not descendants of the Sphinx. The Egyptians worshiped feline gods, but if they knew werecat magic, it would have made front page news. Their civilization has been studied more than any ancient culture in the world.”

      Farzan sat down on the bed and said quietly but thickly, “I’m sorry. I must have missed class the day my social studies teacher went over werecat history.”

      “There are five centers of the werecat diaspora,” Jacks said. “Africa, North America, Mesoamerica⁠—”

      Kwame finished his list. “India, with its Waghia tiger cult and the Suea Saming skin-walkers of Indochine.” He glanced at Jacks, gravely. “But as far as we know, their weremasters have all succumbed to age or assassination. Their progeny live in hiding or they have been corrupted into joining the Glaring.”

      A troubling thought occurred to Jacks. “What if Tepe is a weremaster? That would explain the respect he’s earned from other werecats. Maybe he wants the book so no one else will have his power.”

      “A weremaster is sworn to maintain harmony between the human and spirit world,” Kwame said.

      Jacks thought about his maker, Benoit. One horrible night, he had watched him stalk a pair of homeless men in Central Park, bury one of them with his heft and rip open his throat. That urge to dominate was inside every werecat. Maarten, Kwame, and their party boat of friends had blunted themselves on Valerian to stave off the hunger to kill. Jacks fought against it himself, and he understood it wasn’t necessarily evil.

      Living in the wild, a werecat could hunt to satisfy his feline nature without hurting humans. But contact with humans was nearly unavoidable such as the world was now. That had driven Benoit to strike out ruthlessly in the end. He had lived for two hundred years containing his wild cat impulses and trying to understand the ancient histories when men and werecats shared the world in a natural balance. But his jaguar soul had overtaken him. Could the same thing have happened to Tepe? As Jacks thought about it more, there was another plausible possibility. Tepe could have been overcome by the distinctly human characteristic of greed.

      “Maybe Tepe is the reason the other masters are dead,” he said.

      Kwame raised his dark eyebrows.

      Farzan stood. “What we do know about Tepe is that he’s on a mission to wipe out humankind. It’s going to take more than the three of us to stop him. We should be sharing what we know with people who deal with terrorists.”

      Kwame sat up on the bed, squaring his broad shoulders. “The Glaring killed three of my friends.”

      Jacks glanced at Farzan strangely. “What people? Like Homeland Security?”

      “And the C.I.A., the British Secret Service, Interpol, and whoever else handles terrorists.”

      “They’ll slaughter every one of them or have them locked up for study,” Jacks said. “And they’ll lock the two of us up for interrogation.” He turned to Farzan. “You realize I’m a wanted criminal.”

      Farzan’s face turned dark burgundy. “So, I’ll make the call. Neither one of you has to be involved. We just need to give them a general idea of the location of Tepe’s headquarters.”

      Jacks eased off for a moment. “Let’s take things step-by-step. We’ve got the book. We need to crack it open more. We also came down here to find Tepe’s location, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      Kwame nodded. “Tomorrow, we will look up an old friend of mine, Javier. He spent some time with us on Maarten’s yacht, and he runs tours of the rainforest out of Puerto Ayacucho. If there have been any werecats headed into the Amazon, Javier will know about it.”
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      LATE THE NEXT morning, they showered and dressed, packed up day bags, put Bella in her carrier, and headed down to the hotel’s dining room for breakfast. Jacks didn’t like keeping Bella confined in a cage, but he needed to spend more time reading the Báalam-Tet, and he needed Bella with him to do that.

      He had awoken feeling spooked about being on the mainland. Domestic and feral cats would be watching them, and very possibly hunters from the Glaring were on lookout. It was best that they stayed together at all times. Bella was as much an enemy to the Glaring as any of them. The strays and the hunters knew about her connection to Jacks, and back in New York City, she helped Farzan fight off a hunter who had broken into his family’s house. Jacks couldn’t risk leaving her alone in the hotel.

      In the dining room, he and Kwame heaped their plates with ham and liverwurst from the breakfast buffet and several glasses of milk apiece to wash the food down. They joked about the menu they had gotten used to on Maarten’s yacht, prepared by a private chef who spoiled them with sushi grade fish and the best cuts of raw lamb and veal.

      Farzan came back from the buffet with a stack of pancakes and a plate of scrambled eggs. Jacks fed Bella scraps of ham through her carrier door. The table was silent while they ate. They each had prodigious appetites from overtiredness and the anxiety of what lay ahead. At the most, they had managed four hours of sleep.

      On his cell phone, Farzan found a bus to Puerto Ayacucho. The trip took fifteen hours, and left once a day at five o’clock by a well-rated, private bus company from La Bandera Terminal. A bus was the best way for them to travel. Besides the fact that Jacks and Kwame had dubious passports, they could encounter hunters on watch at an airport. Renting a car meant having to navigate the Venezuelan back country, and Farzan was quick to point out the prevalence of car-jacking, murder, and kidnapping in country towns. Venezuela had become the “homicide capital of the world” since the period of political instability following President Hugo Chavez’ death.

      The late afternoon departure gave them time to walk through the Sabana Grande district, though they found it disappointing. Kwame said it had been filled with gay bars and coffee shops when he visited in the 1990s, but now it lacked any indication of a gay community. The wide pedestrian boulevards were vestiges of a once-thriving commercial district, and the eclectic urban buildings suggested an upscale tourist area. But the shops that remained were dingy and inscrutable. Cheap street markets had overtaken the sidewalks. Behind those stalls, the low-rise buildings looked depleted, if not abandoned. Torpid clouds hung low in the sky, washing a gray mood of desolation over everything.

      Through Farzan’s navigation, they found their way to El Recreo, an indoor mall of a familiar American scale and with the familiar retail trappings. There, they decided to browse a sportswear store for shorts and shirts suitable for the tropical weather. None of them had more than two or three changes of clothes packed up from when they had disembarked from Maarten’s yacht. Jacks and Kwame had cargo shorts and cotton tees, while Farzan favored track pants because he was self-conscious about his body. While Kwame and Jacks stripped off their shirts in the middle of a store to try on new tees, Farzan wandered away through the racks. Jacks passed a glance to Kwame to keep an eye on Bella’s carrier, and he went after Farzan.

      He spotted a short-sleeve World Cup soccer shirt along the way and grabbed it. He stepped over to Farzan and showed it to him.

      “You’d look great in this.” He wriggled his eyebrows. “And you’d fit in with the locals.”

      Farzan skirted his gaze. “This is my worst nightmare. Shopping for clothes with two guys who look like cover models from Men’s Fitness.”

      Jacks scoffed. Kwame certainly had a ridiculous body, but Jacks still thought of himself as lanky and awkward, though he had bulked up and gained definition since his transformation. His protein diet accounted for some of that, but it seemed to be happening automatically as his human body adjusted to his hybrid physiology. He was still surprised when he caught a reflection of himself in the mirror.

      “I thought you liked the ‘scenery.’”

      Farzan frowned. “I’ll be over in the young men’s collection for assless, anemic medical school dropouts while you two get suited up in Lycra.”

      “I was thinking of trying on one of the Speedos.”

      His attempt at humor didn’t catch on with Farzan. He caught him lightly by the arm. “Hey, I love medical school dropouts. And you’re not assless or anemic.” He leaned into Farzan’s ear and spoke quietly. “I think you’re really hot.”

      Farzan blushed as Jacks pressed up closer. “How about coming with me to the changing room?”

      His boyfriend smiled for the first time in days, but then he shook his head. “Thanks, but we’re in enough trouble without getting locked up for public indecency in a foreign country.”

      Jacks glanced around the store. No customers except for Kwame, who was checking out the sneakers on a far wall of shelves. A pair of salesgirls at the cashier counter were busy chatting with each other. Jacks pulled Farzan close and kissed him.

      Farzan was wooden. He told Jacks in a low voice, “Cool your heels, Romeo. Public opinion of homosexuality here is comparable to Alabama.”

      Their quick smooch had gotten Jacks noticeably eager. He turned modestly away from the front of the store. Luckily, the clothing rack covered him from the waist down. “It’s been a while since…you know. We should find a way to have some privacy, don’t you think?” He eyed Farzan playfully. “Maybe in the bathroom of the bus.”

      Farzan sighed and pulled away from him. “Honestly, it’s not the first thing on my mind right now.”

      Jacks was wounded. He just wanted to show Farzan how much he cared for him and appreciated that he was risking so much. “Do you regret coming with me?”

      “You’re asking me that because I’m not comfortable having sex with you in a changing stall?”

      Jacks bowed his head. He was much better at showing Farzan how he felt than talking about it, and Farzan had turned that around and made him feel like a creep.

      Farzan stepped nearer. “I’m not trying to hurt your feelings, Jacks. Maybe when we get settled in Puerto Ayacucho, we’ll have our own bedroom or something.”

      Jacks felt like he could break into pieces. He knew it wasn’t rational, but he was suddenly a child needing Farzan to confirm his feelings for him then and there. “Did I kill things between us?”

      Farzan went back to looking through shirts on hangers. “Yes. I only came along on this suicide mission for the thrill of it.” He added, sharply, “Why are you bringing this up again?”

      The corners of Jacks’s eyes burned. “You could go home, y’know? Get a flight back to New York to be with your family. I wouldn’t hold it against you.”

      “We already talked about this.”

      “I’m trying to say…I love you. And I don’t want you to get hurt. And I know you’re scared, Farzan.” He wiped his face. “That’s my fault. It’s not fair to put you through this, especially after what I did.”

      “I’m putting myself through this. Because I want to be here, with you.” He frowned, musingly. “Could it be a huge mistake? Maybe. But FOMO, y’know?”

      They studied each other for a moment.

      “I love you so much for doing this,” Jacks said.

      Farzan smiled a little. “You should.”

      Jacks encircled him in his arms. “I do. So, you don’t have any regrets?”

      “No. For the hundredth time, I don’t have any regrets.”

      “Thanks.” Jacks quickly kissed him on the cheek. “I just need to hear it again sometimes.”

      

      AFTER THE MALL, they picked up bottled water and headed to La Bandera station in a taxi well ahead of their departure time. Inside the gritty terminal, they found the cashier stand for the bus company Farzan located online, and they purchased tickets to Puerto Ayacucho. With plenty of time to kill, Jacks went to a nearby currency exchange and changed more of his US dollars for bolivars.

      The fleet of luxury liners for Carina Travel Express inspired some confidence, but their five o’clock bus was nowhere to be found at five o’clock. Kwame said buses were notoriously unreliable in South America. The trip would take much longer than the posted schedule.

      So, they sat on the terminal curbside eating arepas, which they bought from a street cart. Jacks and Kwame picked the shredded chicken and beef from the corn patties and threw out the rest to pigeons scavenging around the place. Only pigeons were dumb and stubborn enough to not scurry away from a werecougar and a werelion. Though their wildcat natures were invisible in their human form, they were detectable to most of the animal world. When a young woman passed by with a Rottweiler, the big dog took one look at them, drew back with his tail curled behind him, and bolted in the other direction, dragging his owner by the leash.

      The bus finally arrived at quarter past six. It had comfortable seats and air conditioning, and it was only half full with South American and a few European tourists. Puerto Ayacucho was on the northernmost end of the Amazon, on the Orinoco River, which constituted Venezuela’s western border with Colombia.

      Beyond the concrete mire and traffic of Caracas, the landscape gave way to tree-filled highlands. Farzan sat at a window seat, and Jacks sat next to him. Kwame sat across the narrow aisle with Bella in her carrier in the empty seat beside him. The bus wove along a mountainous two-lane highway, and after a while, the only civilization was little enclaves of miniature homes with aluminum roofs.

      Night crept up, and the lulling movement of the bus worked its enchantment on Kwame. His eyes sagged shut, and his breathing grew steady. Jacks and Farzan looked at each other in amusement. He could see that Farzan’s eyes were getting heavy as well.

      He kissed Farzan on the side of the face. “Get some sleep. We’ve got like fourteen hours to kill.”

      “You should get some sleep, too.”

      “I will. I’m just going to take another look at the book first.”

      Farzan didn’t argue with him. He took his ear buds out of his bag, plugged them into his phone, and shut his eyes.

      Carefully, Jacks reached over Kwame’s sleeping body to retrieve Bella from her carrier. She wasn’t crazy about coming out. The cabin was filled with too many bothersome scents and sounds for her liking. But she let Jacks pull her into his arms and then sat on his lap. Jacks brought out the Báalam-Tet from his backpack. Peeking around the cabin, he satisfied himself that the other passengers had settled in for the night.

      He opened the codex to the page where he had left off the night before. He spoke to Bella in a language of mental images. Communicating with domestics was more about telepathizing imagery than words, and first and foremost harnessing their attention with stern eye contact. They were like toddlers in that sense. He got Bella to focus on the page. Their visions merged, and the arcane glyphs revealed themselves to him again.

      The pages were filled with histories of werejaguar kings, who were said to have the power to command wild cats to battle, though Jacks could find no instructions on how to perform that kind of magic. He wondered who had recorded the stories and for what purpose. A werejaguar king himself? An Olmec priest who served the god Cit Chac? There was no mention of the author.

      Annika said Benoit got the book from a Zapotec mystic he met in the Yucatán. According to Farzan’s research, Olmec civilization had disappeared mysteriously around 400 A.D. The region was subsequently dominated by Mayan and Aztec empires, and then the Spanish conquistadors killed the natives or forced them into slavery, seizing Mexico and Central America and most of South America.

      Jacks had so many questions. Why hadn’t the werejaguars resisted? Or had they tried and been overpowered?

      He supposed their history should be no different than the countless native peoples who had been annihilated or subjugated by European imperialism. When Jacks discovered his Cherokee ancestry just four months ago, he had researched how they had been swindled by treaties with the British and later forced to a reservation in Oklahoma by the “new Americans” in the Trail of Tears. Feelings warred inside him. Though he was sickened by the Glaring’s wanton killing of humans, he had always understood the basis of their position. Anger bled from him anew like scratching open a scabbed wound. Why hadn’t the Cherokee werecougars fought to protect their people?

      He mentally nudged Bella to return to the book, and they paged through the werejaguar king histories until Jacks came to something different. It was the jaguar-king symbol followed by a long dot-and-slash date that seemed to jump far ahead of the previous passages. The words below it read like a prophecy.

      There is above our lord Cit Chac and above the great Hanub a mightier and more ancient god, Sim Ru, who reigned over gods and kings and cats in the days when the earth was young. As the circle ends whence it began, so shall he awaken on the night of nights when the eye of the god of death is in union with Sim Ru’s six sons. And the one king who makes sacrifice shall be brought before Sim Ru’s throne and joined in soul and body with the lord of all cats who once tramped the earth, laying claim to everything beneath his foot. He shall be the king of kings, and he shall unleash an army to raze the world, and so begins the new age of one God and one King as the age of gods and kings ends.

      Jacks blinked to break his visual connection with Bella. He was anxious to dispel the cold feeling that had sunk into his bones.

      Awakening to the dark and still bus cabin did not help much. He had been looking for ancient wisdom in the codex, but having found it, he wasn’t so sure that had been a good idea The precise meaning of the passage floated beyond his comprehension, but it was undoubtedly a doomsday riddle a terror-mongering werecat capitán like Tepe would be salivating to figure out.
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