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Percival Jenkins wondered when life got away from him. It hadn’t been an overnight affair. Somewhere along the way, amid business loans, payroll insurance, and a dozen other tasks that ate at the free time he had once spent binge-watching the same movies repeatedly on cable, the man of twenty-nine simply lost track of what life was supposed to be about. 

In the years since opening Bethesda Swag, Percival’s top priorities shifted from fulfilling the dreams of his youth to turning a profit. He was the envy of the guys at the monthly Chamber of Commerce meetings, yet lacked any genuine connections in his life. 

He missed the simplicity of his youth. Hell, he missed a day off once a week—a rarity he could ill-afford for fear of some calamity striking the store.

Thankfully, today passed without incident. Twelve hours had amounted to less than ten patrons browsing the shelves. Only three had made a purchase—two of which were supposed “gag” gifts for friends. He expected to see the shirts hanging in the window of the local Goodwill in a few months.

The lock slid into place. He held the key for a long moment to test the mechanism. The handle shook under his grip, but the door remained in place. It was his nightly ritual, one that soothed him, yet irritated him at the same time.

“Okay,” he muttered through his routine. “The drawer is locked up in the safe. Receipts counted. That took a long time. Pfftt. Let’s see, what else?”

He put the store’s operation on his shoulders. Most of his colleagues spoke of managers carrying the load while they hit the links for a quick nine, or whatever people say when they play golf between beers. Percival never trusted in anyone that much—not with his store, and definitely not with his livelihood. 

“Have to remember to have Sue stay for inventory next week,” Percival said. “Or is it Jasper’s turn? I should write it down. Why don’t I write more down?”

He turned from the store, then stopped. A quick shift and his hand was back at the handle. Three shakes reminded Percival that the lock remained in place. 

“See you tomorrow morning, beautiful. Bright and early.”

He cursed the schedule. He condemned the never-ending pull the store maintained in every decision he made—or didn’t—in his life. Still, the store was his, and he took pride in that despite the nightmare it caused on a personal level.

“It could always be worse,” he grumbled. His hands shot into the pockets of his tan trench coat. He left the safety of the awning over the store, and the rain greeted him for the walk home.

Lightning struck behind him. The sound made him jump, and the intensity drove him deeper into the rain. Wind swept the street. Loose paper and trash swirled about him. Percival tucked his head lower to push through the growing storm.

He turned at the sound of more lightning. His eyes widened at the sight of purple bolts slamming along the pavement. They formed above the rooftops, not from the clouds in the black sky. Each strike concentrated on a single area, one of the converted warehouses across the street that now served as a fitness center.

“What the hell?”

The lightning spun, no longer content with hitting the ground. The purple beams coalesced into an oval-shaped hole in the middle of the air, just off the ground. 

As the portal grew, a figure formed at its center. He fell through the hole in space to the pavement, landing on hands and knees. Purple energy sizzled as it streamed off the newcomer.

With its occupant discharged, the portal shrank. Light flashed, blinding Percival. When he opened his eyes again to the street, the hole was gone and only the man remained.

“H-H-Hey,” Percival stammered, working up his nerve. Part of him wanted to return to the locked door of his store to start his routine over. The other half screamed to run like hell. His feet, however, stuck to the pavement. “Are you all right? Do you need me to call someone for help?”

The man stood; he towered over Percival’s five-and-a-half-foot frame. His clothes, what appeared to be a military uniform of some kind, stuck to his skin. The man’s bones were visible in multiple areas, like he hadn’t had a meal in years. Gaunt didn’t do him justice. Around his neck, he wore a collar with blue lights adorning the unique accessory.

“I have a phone you can use if you—”

Percival’s offer ended the second the man’s eyes opened. Percival saw no pupils, only a deep red—like they were drowning in blood.

“Oh, God.”

Percival ran. His body still worked well enough to recognize danger, and he let his survival instinct take over. He flew down Elm, then turned left on Arlington for uptown. Percival crossed busy intersections; cars beeped their dismay at his stupidity. He didn’t care. All that mattered was getting away from the man with the red eyes.

Three blocks passed before Percival could do no more, and he stopped at the corner. He hugged tight to the lamppost. The rain pounded harder than ever. Three teenagers threw him queer looks, then giggled as they continued to the bar across the street. Others stared at his actions while they murmured to their friends.

The man from the glowing portal was nowhere to be seen.

Percival let out a deep breath. “Probably just a loon. Hopped up on something.”

The rationale was enough to calm Percival’s nerves for a second. He turned from the lights of the street and started back toward home.

At the end of the block, a hand shot out and snatched his coat. Percival’s feet left the ground as the darkness between buildings swallowed him whole. Red eyes loomed over him.

“Please,” Percival said. His hands clasped before him, unable to act against the towering menace. “I didn’t see anything. I didn’t do anything.”

People passed the alley without a look. He tried to call out to them, but his words caught in his throat. The man with the red eyes grabbed him by the neck and hoisted him against the wall. When the people cut across the street to meet their friends, the man dropped Percival to the ground.

The wounded fool rubbed his neck. “Why? Why me?”

A low growl escaped the man’s lips.

“You don’t have to do this,” Percival said. “You don’t have to—”

Percival’s attacker opened his mouth. Razor sharp fangs greeted the terrified shopkeeper. There wasn’t even time for him to scream before the end arrived.

The body dropped to the concrete, and the hunter gave a satisfied roar.

Through fire and storm, over the shrill screams of hell itself, he had returned to the world. Much had changed somehow. Moving away from his victim, the sensations hit him all at once. The smell of the place seemed different; the air was even more diluted than he recalled from his first trip through the portal.

His victim, though, had been waiting for him. His target had stood in the rain and greeted him, as if unable to recognize the threat before him.

The chase had done nothing to sway him, the pleading little more than an irritant. Nothing would stop the hunter from achieving his goal. 

His target’s broken and bleeding body lay on the cracked concrete. His cries ended before any disruption had occurred. There had been no need to draw in more victims. Only the one had been given as the mission. 

The hunter surveyed his dead prey, sniffing the air. Another anomaly caught in his nostrils. He reached for the body to turn it over. Everything appeared to be correct. The man’s height was average, the same in build. The tan coat matched the one he remembered. Even the mussed up hair from a long day and the tired eyes matched as well.

Yet the man carried no weapon like before. The hunter clawed at the man’s coat in his search. There was no identification, no license or badge to fit into his pockets. He found nothing, except an over-sized ring filled with jingling keys and grocery store membership cards.

The hunter growled in frustration. He couldn’t be wrong. After struggling to make it back, after being lost in the ether, he couldn’t let his mission end in failure.

The evidence before his very eyes told a different tale. The victim at his feet was nothing more than a mistake.

There could be no more. 

The hunter slipped into the shadows of night. The hunt was on, and it was only a matter of time before he found his true target.
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Wesley Fuller gripped the television remote like it was a life-sustaining IV. He kept it tucked close, unwilling to let the others in the room so much as look at it, let alone steal it from him. He was enjoying yet another Law & Order marathon. The show comforted him. It kept his mind moving.

No one else in the common room of the Happy Acres Retirement Village cared for it. They always preferred something happier, something from their youth that made them smile rather than the murder spree that typically accompanied Wesley’s picks. 

While most stayed quiet, suffering in silence over Wesley’s power grab with the remote, some turned their attention to other diversions. There were games to play, cards being the most popular choice with the senior crowd. Some slept through the entire ordeal. A select few made their wishes clear and threw nasty glares at him as they shuffled past.

Wesley paid them no mind. None of them bothered him. Truthfully, he cared little for any of them. He merely existed with them rather than connect on any meaningful level. Overburdened nieces and nephews had forced the retirement village upon him. When he lost his house to an accidental fire, Wesley understood their reluctance to take him in and accepted his sentence to the last home he would ever know.

No loved ones were left to look after him. No siblings were still around, and no spouses or children from a life well-lived. He knew better than to think that way. His life had been one of necessity and little more. His choices had left him empty—an old man without purpose or direction.

The episode cut to a breaking news update. Wesley leaned forward as the news anchor took over the feed. 

“A sudden storm surprised a neighborhood in downtown Bethesda tonight. But one unlike any storm we’ve seen before.”

Wesley stopped listening. The hype behind the promo was nothing more than a distraction from the image displayed on the monitor. A storm had passed through earlier in the evening. The heavy rains had now dwindled, but he’d noticed nothing involving lightning.

Amateur video caught the lightning on their phone. They were not streaks of white, brightening up the darkness of the city, but bursts of purple crashing to the street. They left scorch marks on the pavement in the shape of a circle.

“No,” Wesley muttered. His hand shook, and the remote slipped from his grasp. The power button connected with the ground, and the television turned off. Grumbling rose from those around him. Wesley, however, remained locked on the blank screen. He still saw the streaks of purple lightning. “No, it can’t be.”

He pushed off the couch, unaware of his surroundings. His shaking hand slammed into the elbow of another resident. Her pills scattered from her grasp, and joined the remote on the ground. She nearly tumbled herself, but was caught by another patron of the home. 

“Fuller!” the woman snapped in anger. “Look what you did!”

Wesley made his way to his feet, then shifted away from the debris strewn carpet. “An accident, Etta. I—”

“It’s Edna, you idiot!”

Terrence, the attendant in the room, started over. The doctors in the hall stopped their discussion to check out the scene as well—always watching and judging from a distance. It was like a great social experiment for them as they waited to see who would die next and how.

“What’s going on here?” Terrance asked.

The elderly gentleman at Edna’s side used the couch to help him get down on his knees to collect the fallen objects. Neither Wesley nor Edna made any such move.

“Wes?” Terrance turned to the still shaking resident with concern.

“It can’t be him,” Wesley whispered under his breath. He ran his shaking hands along his cheeks. “Not now. Not after so long.”

The crouched man retrieved Edna’s pills and held them out for her. She shook her head in refusal, which caused her savior to sigh at his efforts. He passed them to Terrance, then snatched the remote off the floor. The television returned to life as the man sat on the couch.

“He went mental,” the man said. “As usual.”

“Now Ed—”

Ed didn’t sound right to Wesley. He had been thinking Frank or George.

“My pills,” Edna cried. “All my pills!”

“I’ll take care of the pills, Edna,” Terrance said in a calm voice. He left Wesley’s side and helped her join Ed on the couch. “You know your heart can’t take another episode. Sit down and relax.”

She nodded. Wesley shifted for a window at the front of the room, where he caught her reflection pointing at him. “He’s a menace. He’s always been a menace.”

Wesley pushed her words away and settled against the window. The glass was cool to the touch from the rain, which still came down in spits and starts. The wind was more of an issue; tree branches swayed violently toward the home.

Terrance’s hand settled on Wesley’s shoulder. The big man had always shown Wesley a degree of respect no resident ever had. Good people still lived in the world, and Terrance topped the list in Wesley’s view.

“Wes?” Terrance called. He tried to pull him from the window, but Wesley resisted. “Come on, let’s get you—”

“He’s back,” Wesley said. “The monster is back.”

The concern in Terrance’s eyes grew. Voices picked up behind them, calls from more attendants fresh to the room. Terrance waved them over, his focus never leaving Wesley.

“Okay, Wes,” Terrance said. His hands clasped on Wesley’s arms. Slowly, he guided his attention away from the window. “Let’s get you to your room. You need some sleep and—”

Wesley pushed off the strongman. The sudden shift caused Terrance to stumble back a step, colliding with the edge of the card table surrounded by three residents. 

“Don’t you see?” Wesley said. “He’s coming for me! He’s always been coming for me, and now he’s found me!”

All eyes fell on him. Even Ed and Edna’s, though there was no concern to be found in their cold stares, only excitement as a trio of staffers surrounded Wesley. He tried to break away from them for the exit. He didn’t need to sleep—not now, not with what was out there looking for him. The nightmare of his youth that had plagued him for so many long decades was back.

Couldn’t they see what was happening?

Terrance’s hands clamped down on Wesley’s shoulders. Mammoth fingers locked Wesley in place and ended his brief escape attempt. The other two guided Wesley to a waiting cot to take him to his room for the night. No one spoke up in his defense, the only voices heard being those from the couch.

“He didn’t even apologize for my pills,” Edna said with her nose in the air.

Ed grumbled against the cushion of the couch. “Lousy ingrate. Always hogs the remote, too.”

The attendants wheeled him out of the common room. Terrance kept him locked against the sheets. Wesley tried to squirm free; his panic caused him to scream into the darkness of the home.

“You don’t understand,” he said with wide eyes. “He’s come to kill me! To kill us all! How can you not get that? Don’t you see?”

They ignored him. Each attendant focused on the procedures in place. Wesley had observed each as they were done on others in the home. He had always tried to be quiet, to keep to himself. Now it had cost him a chance to explain what was happening—what was waiting for them all in the dark.

The attendants lifted Wesley from the cot to his own bed. Terrance tried to settle his nerves. Wesley grabbed the man’s arm and pleaded for him to understand. 

“He’s back,” Wesley said. “We’re all doomed.”

Terrance turned to one of the others and nodded. “Right. Better grab that sedative.”

Wesley surrendered to their care and to the needle that slipped into his arm. His vision blurred, but he could still see the flashes of lightning. He knew what was coming, and why, as he fell into a deep sleep.

I’m doomed.
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“Are we there yet?”

Morgan Dunleavy wondered how many more times she would hear the incessant whine of Ben Riley’s voice before they reached their destination. He only did it to engage—a conversation starter, he called it. To her, it was nothing more than filling an awkward silence.

He had been that way since his return. For the joy and jubilation that consumed those first moments after learning he had survived his brush with death, concern and worry followed quickly. Every glance in his direction confirmed he was indeed back, that the damage wrought by Sullivan’s coup and Hendricks’ brutal torture was gone. All evidence of the pain Ben endured had been brushed aside and tucked away by a miracle drug.

A drug injected by the Witness, of all people.

That fact scared the living hell out of her. Just knowing the man was involved, after everything he had done in Bellbrook and since, troubled Morgan to no end. Ben tossed her concerns aside. There was nothing left to say on the subject in his eyes. He was back. It was time to move on. She couldn’t. Not by a long shot.

“Morgan, I’m serious,” Ben said over the whipping wind and the choppy waves beneath the scow of the boat. “Are we there yet? All this bouncing around isn’t great for my delicate constitution.”

The jokes he made played into her concern. There was always a dig about his health, something that mattered to her. To Ben, however, it was a way to lighten the mood. More accurately, his joking lightened his own mood—never hers.

“Up ahead,” she finally said, not bothering to look at him. 

“This is the place?” Ben shifted to her side. He removed his sunglasses and squinted through the brightness of the day at the oil rig in the distance.

“According to Adler,” Morgan said. Their rental boat skidded across the surface of the Gulf of Mexico. As the massive legs of the rig loomed closer and closer, Morgan slowed the boat to let it settle along the side of the dock installed for incoming travelers. “She hasn’t been able to get far with the intel we managed to get from Sullivan and Stallworth, but this place raised a ton of red flags.”

Three weeks, and they barely had a blip of a lead on the Trust. Sullivan and Stallworth, for all their duplicity, had kept a tight leash on any viable intelligence for the DSA to glean. Most of the conversations recorded amounted to nothing more than gloating over their successes. They never named those involved with the Trust, or their strongholds.

Three weeks of waiting. The delay wasn’t Adler’s fault. She was built for logistics, not decryption. When she stumbled across the intel for this place, Morgan jumped at the chance to head into the field. 

She was glad for something to do, and she could tell Ben felt the same. He leaped from the boat to the waiting dock. Morgan tossed him a rope. He secured it around the post at the end of the dock, and Morgan killed the engine of their rental.

Ben helped Morgan from the boat, then pulled his sidearm out. She followed suit, and the pair started for the stairs leading to the top of the rig.

“How the hell could a place like this be buried right in the DSA’s overhead and Metcalf didn’t notice?” Ben said. Morgan wondered the same thing. They all missed too much of late. “I mean, what did the list look like exactly? Paperclips, printer paper, and—oh, yeah—an oil rig? I feel like we’re going to find someone inside wearing an eye patch and stroking a cat.”

Morgan pushed past him as they reached the deck. Her Glock settled against her palm. She rolled her eyes at him. “He had a scar, not an eye patch.”

The landing pad occupied much of the open space on the rig’s surface. The platform led to a lower level, where twin double doors sat ajar. Morgan headed for the shadows. She waved for Ben to follow.

“All I’m saying is watch out for booby traps and sharks with laser beams on their heads,” Ben continued, his voice quieter as they entered the station’s interior. 

“Anything to hear yourself say booby.”

Ben laughed. The sound echoed through the darkened corridors. 

Morgan held up a finger for quiet. “Grow up, Riley.”

He passed her his flashlight, and she took it to light the way. “That ship has sailed.”

“Along with any chance of an actual conversation, right?” 

Ben’s smile faded. “Not this again. I’m fine, Morgan.”

“Sure.” It was the same answer he had given since his return. She had pressed him for an examination, for further study of what the Witness had done to him, yet he remained obstinately against it.

Refusing to rise to the bait, Morgan bit back the mounting questions swirling through her thoughts. She focused on the task instead. They headed deeper into the confines of the rig. The initial entrance appeared to be standard fare for such a setup. Bare walls and pipes ran along the sides. After the first turn, that changed to white walls and signs documenting directions throughout the complex.

The place appeared to be more medical research facility than oil rig. Laboratories of study occupied every corridor. Multiple avenues of study were mentioned on the signage throughout the place. None staggered them more than the name adorning the top of the main double doors to the complex: THE ARK.

“It can’t be,” Ben muttered. Both knew of the place from Metcalf’s debriefing after their time in Chicago during the Promethean affair. 

“Come on,” Morgan said. “There must be something left behind.”

She was wrong. Despite the massive complex, filled with multiple labs on different levels throughout the place, nothing remained from the previous tenants. Every room, be it storage or lab, had been picked clean. Computers were taken or destroyed. The pair of DSA agents found not one scrap of evidence to share with their colleagues back home.

That wasn’t the worst of it, though. No, that came from what the previous occupants of the rig did leave behind, and what the pair of DSA agents found as they entered the Cryogenics lab. The occupied tubes were gone, but the names attached to each remained mounted to placards at the base of each station. 

One drew Morgan’s attention immediately. “Jake...”

Jacob Grissom had brought her into the DSA. He had saved her life and shown her a way to continue to make a difference. Everything she’d known about the man had turned out to be a lie. He had betrayed the DSA, and her in the process. Still, the sight of his name—his body no doubt kept on ice here for months—saddened her.

She turned to Ben, who was standing before the neighboring station. “Hendricks made a comment about it, but I didn’t believe him.”

“What do you mean?”

He stepped away. The flashlight illuminated the name emblazoned on the placard. “Henry Reed was here. I thought we saved him, but all we did was put him in danger.”

She reached for him, a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll find him.”

Ben pulled away. He widened his arms to showcase the room. There were dozens of empty stations, and names none of them recognized. “And the rest?” Ben asked. “How the hell did we miss this?”

“By not asking the right questions.”

Ben took her meaning. “I said, I’m fine.”

“I don’t believe you,” she pressed. “How have you been sleeping? Any dizzy spells? Dietary changes? These are things we should be monitoring, Ben. The Witness—”

“Saved my life,” Ben said. “Don’t ask me why. Don’t ask me how. He did it. And I really am fine, Morgan. Trust me.”

“I... I do, Ben, but—”

“Good,” he said, not caring to continue the conversation. “Then can we finish up here? This place gives me the creeps.”

“Me too,” Morgan agreed with a nod. She led them back through the labyrinth of halls until they could see daylight. Ben pushed ahead through the last doors, where the wind washed over him like a wave of fresh air. Morgan slowed to watch. Something was different about him. It was more than being saved by the Witness. 

When she joined him in the center of the landing pad, his hands were at his hips and he was letting the sunlight wash over him, like he needed to be cleansed from the operation that had been concealed in the abandoned rig.

“We need to make this right,” he said.

“We will,” Morgan replied. He ran his hands over his face. “Hey. Ben, we will. You know that.”

Ben’s dusty brown eyes met hers. A slight nod
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