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The first disappearance was written off as an accident.

The second was called a coincidence.

By the third, Sheriff Sarah Morales stopped using either word.

The fourth made her call the state.

The fifth made her call the Pursuant.

The first man was Dr. Nathaniel Porter, a wildlife researcher who had spent six years studying animal migration patterns in the southern Everglades. He disappeared after telling a colleague that something was disturbing the animals near an abandoned drainage system.

The second was Marcus Bell, a contractor hired to clear vegetation and repair a section of an old service route.

The third was Aaron Voss, a survey technician who had been mapping subsurface limestone formations for a private engineering company.

The fourth was Daniel Ruiz, a helicopter mechanic who had been servicing aircraft supporting the survey operation.

The fifth was Lucas Warren.

Antique dealer.

Artifact broker.

Professional collector of things that sensible people left buried.

That one got Morales's attention.

She had never met Warren.

But she had seen his name in a federal notice.

She had also seen it in a report from Missouri.

So when the fifth disappearance happened, she called the only people who seemed to understand why a missing antiques dealer might have something to do with four missing men and a seven foot creature wandering through the swamp.

The Pursuant answered.

Marion Kenway read the file twice.

Then he looked at Zia Kose.

"Florida."

Zia sat across from him.

"That's what the file says."

"I was hoping it was a typo."

"It isn't."

Kenway closed the folder.

"When do we leave?"

"Already arranged."

He stood.

"Of course it is."

Zia smiled.

"You could always say no."

"I could."

"You won't."

"No."

"Why?"

Kenway reached for his jacket.

"Because apparently I make poor decisions."

The Florida heat hit them the moment they stepped out of the vehicle.

Kenway stopped.

He looked across the flat expanse of sawgrass, shallow water, and twisted cypress.

"This is going to be unpleasant."

Zia adjusted her equipment.

"You've been here thirty seconds."

"I have eyes."

Deputy Sarah Morales approached from the edge of the access road.

She was thirty two, experienced, armed, and clearly unimpressed by federal consultants.

"Inspectors?"

Kenway nodded.

"Kenway."

"Zia Kose."

Morales looked at their equipment.

"Consultants?"

"Technically."

"Technically what?"

"Employed by an organization that prefers not to appear on paperwork."

Morales stared at him.

Kenway smiled.

"Secret organization."

"I figured."

"Good."

She handed Zia a folder.

"Five missing."

Zia opened it.

"Any bodies?"

"None."

"Blood?"

"Some."

"Vehicle?"

"Porter's truck."

"Found where?"

"Near an abandoned drainage route."

Kenway looked toward the swamp.

"Wildlife researcher?"

"Porter."

"Why was he there?"

"Studying unusual animal activity."

Zia looked at the photographs.

"Animal activity?"

Morales nodded.

"Animals started avoiding one section of the swamp."

Kenway looked up.

"Anything else?"

Morales hesitated.

"People reported a large figure."

"How large?"

"Seven feet, maybe more."

"Description?"

"Covered in hair. Walks upright. Broad shoulders."

Kenway nodded.

"Skunk Ape."

Morales frowned.

"You know about it?"

"Legend."

"Is that what you're expecting?"

Kenway looked toward the trees.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Legends don't usually make the Pursuant dispatch two Inspectors."

Morales stared at him.

"What is the Pursuant?"

Kenway smiled.

"Still working on the paperwork."

Porter's truck sat half submerged in mud.

The driver's door was open.

The windshield was cracked.

There were no signs of a collision.

Zia scanned the vehicle.

"Residual biological material."

Kenway crouched near the driver's side.

"Blood?"

"Small amount."

"Human?"

"Yes."

He looked at the surrounding mud.

Footprints.

Several.

Boots.

Then something larger.

Bare feet.

The prints were broad and deep.

Morales stood beside him.

"You've seen tracks like that before?"

"Not here."

"Are they human?"

"Technically."

She looked at him.

"That answer doesn't help."

"It wasn't designed to."

Kenway followed the tracks.

They crossed the mud and disappeared into shallow water.

He activated the Pursuant scanner.

The device produced a low tone.

Zia looked at him.

"Resonance."

Kenway's expression hardened.

"How strong?"

"Faint."

"Direction?"

She turned.

"South."

Kenway looked toward the swamp.

"Of course."

They found the first clue two hundred yards from the truck.

A small aluminum equipment case.

Inside were soil samples, water containers, a portable recorder, and a notebook.

Zia opened the notebook.

Most of it concerned animal behavior.

Then she found a final entry.

She read it aloud.

"Animal movement is inconsistent with weather, food availability, and predation pressure. All species are avoiding the same area."

Kenway looked at the next page.

A hand drawn map showed a drainage channel.

There was an X beneath it.

"What did Porter find?"

Morales shook her head.

"He didn't get to tell anyone."

Kenway examined the map.

"Who else knew about this location?"

Morales opened the remaining files.

"Bell."

"Contractor."

"Yes. He was hired to clear the access route."

"Voss?"

"Survey technician."

"Ruiz?"

"Mechanic."

Kenway looked at her.

"And Warren?"

"Antique dealer."

Kenway nodded.

"That's the one that doesn't fit."

Zia closed the notebook.

"Unless he brought the others together."

Kenway looked at her.

"Exactly."

The second clue came from Aaron Voss.

His survey equipment had been recovered near an abandoned maintenance station.

The instruments were destroyed.

Not smashed.

Burned from the inside.

Kenway examined one of the devices.

"Electrical surge."

Zia scanned it.

"Not ordinary."

"Agreed."

Morales looked at the equipment.

"Lightning?"

"No."

"What then?"

Kenway pointed toward the casing.

"The current moved through the system without coming from the power supply."

Morales stared at him.

"How is that possible?"

Kenway stood.

"Badly."

Zia checked the scanner.

"The resonance is stronger."

Kenway looked south.

"Something underground."

They followed the old drainage route on foot.

The swamp swallowed the trail within minutes.

Water reached Kenway's knees.

Zia moved behind him.

Morales brought up the rear.

Something splashed ahead.

Everyone stopped.

Kenway raised his spring loaded rod.

Zia scanned the water.

"Nothing."

Another splash.

Closer.

Morales raised her weapon.

Kenway shook his head.

"Wait."

The water moved.

Something large passed beneath the surface.

Kenway followed it with his eyes.

The creature surfaced twenty feet away.

For one second, they saw its head.

Dark hair.

Broad face.

Pale eyes.

Then it vanished.

Morales whispered.

"Skunk Ape."

Kenway nodded.

The scanner chirped.

Zia stared at the display.

"Spatial distortion."

Kenway shook his head.

"Not phase shifting."

"I know."

"Good."

She looked at the readings.

"Environmental resonance."

Kenway nodded.

The creature surfaced again.

This time it screamed.

The sound echoed through the swamp.

Birds erupted from the trees.

The creature disappeared.

Kenway lowered his weapon.

"It knows we're here."

Morales looked at him.

"How?"

Kenway stared at the water.

"Because this is its territory."

The attack came twenty minutes later.

The creature struck from the reeds.

Kenway saw movement.

He shouted.

"Down."

The Skunk Ape exploded from the vegetation.

Morales fired.

The shot struck the creature.

It barely reacted.

Kenway fired his spring rod.

The impact hit its shoulder.

The creature staggered.

Zia struck its side.

It turned and swung.

Zia ducked.

The creature's arm hit a cypress trunk hard enough to strip bark.

Kenway moved behind it.

He struck the back of its knee.

The creature dropped.

Zia hit it again.

It roared.

Kenway stepped back.

"Fall back."

They moved toward higher ground.

The creature followed.

Then stopped.

Its head turned.

It looked toward the south.

Not at them.

Kenway noticed.

"What did it hear?"

A deep vibration moved through the ground.

The creature growled.

It backed away.

Then it ran.

Not toward them.

Not away from them.

Toward the deeper swamp.

Morales looked at Kenway.

"Should we follow?"

Kenway watched the creature disappear.

"Yes."

Zia looked at him.

"You said it was territorial."

"It is."

"So why are we following it?"

"Because it just showed us where its territory ends."

The trail did not lead directly to a cave.

It led to an old drainage system.

Morales stopped.

"This wasn't here."

Kenway looked at the concrete walls beneath the vegetation.

"It was."

"When?"

"Decades ago."

Zia scanned the structure.

"Older than that."

They followed the passage.

The concrete eventually disappeared.

Limestone replaced it.

Then carved stone.

Then smooth black material.

Kenway stopped.

He recognized the construction.

"Agartha."

Morales stared at him.

"What?"

Zia answered.

"Ancient subterranean technology."

Kenway looked deeper into the passage.

"Portal network."

Morales shook her head.

"You can't be serious."

Kenway glanced back.

"Unfortunately."

They found the abandoned camp before the cave.

Three tents.

A generator.

Survey equipment.

Several crates.

A portable communications array.

And an ancient map.

Kenway unfolded it.

His expression changed.

Zia stepped beside him.

"What?"

He pointed.

"Missouri."

Another marking.

"Point Pleasant."

Another.

"Lake Champlain."

Then Florida.

The same network.

Different nodes.

Same symbols.

Morales stared at the map.

"What were these people doing?"

Kenway looked at the equipment.

"Searching."

"For what?"

"A node."

Zia opened the nearest crate.

Stone fragments.

Metal components.

Ancient objects.

Some had been cut from larger structures.

Others were intact.

She found a small brass device.

The scanner reacted.

Kenway took it from her.

"Don't."

She froze.

"Why?"

"Because it might be connected."
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