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Preface


“There’s a flame of magic inside every stone & every flower, every bird that sings & every frog that croaks. There’s magic in the trees & the hills & the river & the rocks, in the sea & the stars & the wind, a deep, wild magic that’s as old as the world itself. It’s in you too, my darling girl, and in me, and in every living creature, be it ever so small. Even the dirt I’m sweeping up now is stardust. In fact, all of us are made from the stuff of stars.”  
– Kate Forsyth
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Prologue


1894 Nepal, North of Kathmandu (Twenty-Four Years Ago) 
Reginald Hooker was, without a doubt, a pioneer in the application of mathematics, correlation analysis, economics, and agricultural meteorology. What he was not was a world-renowned explorer. In fact, he had never explored anything in his life outside of new ideas, theories, and the chalkboard back home in his Cambridge office. 
It was fair to say that no one was more surprised than Reginald that he was walking knee-deep in thick, hard-packed snow in the Himalayas.
Reginald guessed that he and his guides were somewhere over eighteen thousand feet above sea level, one hundred miles northwest of Kathmandu, Nepal, on the southern side of a mountain named Manaslu. At almost twenty-eight thousand feet high, Manaslu was the eighth-highest mountain in the world, although they had no intention of going to the top or past twenty thousand feet.
Reginald’s father had told him that the name Manaslu meant Mountain of the Spirit, and was based on the same legends and myths that Reginald’s father had chased for over three decades. He was fortunate that independent Nepal and Britain had a fairly amicable relationship politically, and that the man and his team were welcome in his explorations. 
Not so many explorations anymore. At seventy-eight years old, Reginald’s father was too old and frail to climb up and down the peak in the hopes of finding his dream. Instead, his father waited patiently for Reginald at the base camp they'd set up at the bottom of the mountain.
The air was sparse this high up on the mountain, and each breath he sucked into his lungs contained only half of the oxygen of that same breath at sea level. That meant a lot of gasping as he climbed. He was only twenty-eight years old, but his muscles ached and weren’t yet accustomed to operating in such frigid weather or thin air. Ice clung in tiny icicles on his brown beard, mustache, and eyebrows. 
He and his guides had entered the clouds several hours ago. They had been on the mountain for two weeks now, trekking up and down in search of an old man’s fantasy, only returning to the base camp for supplies and to report their progress to his father, Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker. 
The four men with Reginald, each born and raised in this region, carried twice the weight in supplies as he did but seemed to struggle half as much with their breathing. These were hardened, rugged men acclimated to the cold and high altitude. Only one of his guides spoke English, a man named Evin. He looked to be a few years older than Reginald, reedy-tall and packed with tight muscles. He’d been a friend to Sir Joseph for the past twenty years, with only a brief reprieve from his guide duties to attend the University of Belgrade when he was younger, on Sir Joseph’s dime.
His father had met the man when Evin was a scrawny lad. Evin’s father had been a guide to Reginald’s father, and now Evin was guiding Reginald. Evin’s father, like Reginald's, was too aged to make the journey this far up the mountain.
Unlike Reginald, Sir Joseph was a world-famous explorer, or had been in his younger days. Now that he was too old to climb so high up, he lived his dream through his son’s eyes, unfortunately for Reginald. His father was also a well-known botanist, a recipient of the Royal Medal, the Copley, and, most recently, the Darwin Medal. 
So, when his father approached him and asked for his help with the greatest exploration in history, Reginald had the desire but not the heart to say no to him.
He was a devout son that way.
Sir Joseph Hooker, like most great explorers, had his own personal white whale he'd been chasing long before Reginald was born. Reginald doubted his father’s quest to find what the locals called the lost monastery in the clouds. Reginald, along with his mother and his father’s friends, thought the monastery a fairy tale, a desperate act of an old man wanting to find fame one last time. 
Although he didn’t believe in his father’s desire, he also could not deny the old man this one request. Many people more qualified than Reginald had already refused Sir Joseph, and his father truly believed this was the last chance of finding the monastery while he yet lived.
Reginald sighed in a heavy breath as he thought about the day his father had asked him to go. How could he say no?
Reginald only hoped this fool’s mission would give him and his father some time together before his father died. They had never been close while Reginald was growing up, and he longed to use this opportunity traveling to make up for lost time. Even if it meant doing so on the side of a mountain.
Over the last fifty years, Sir Joseph Hooker had collected outdated maps, scrolls written in old Mandarin or ancient Nepalese, and drawings made with charcoal scribbled on goat skins. He bought or traded for anything that mentioned the mysterious traveling monastery. If the writings were to be believed, then the mythical monastery appeared out of nowhere for only a precious few days every twenty-five years. His father was unable to explain where the monastery may have come from or where it vanished to. No witness had ever claimed to have seen the monastery twice, although several had written that they tried. No two reports placed the monastery in the same spot, but the mountain region remained consistent.
Reginald’s father theorized that the monastery came and went like the wind on some kind of predetermined timeline, tied to some unknown metaphysical force, always drawn to the same region but never the same spot. He espoused theories about the alignment of the stars, the planets’ location in the universe, and even ley lines drawn across the Earth.
Not for the first time, Reginald thought to himself how he was wasting his time climbing up and down this mountain, looking for an imaginary Santa Claus and his merry monks. Lifting his head into the icy wind, his squinting gaze pierced the hazy clouds to find his guides walking ahead of him. Being last in line, the trek was easier for him since he was able to step in their footsteps. Walking the path of packed-down snow was far easier than making the path. 
Reginald felt no guilt in this – unlike Reginald, these men were being paid to waste their time.
Their food stores were getting low, and they’d have to make their way back down the blasted mountain tomorrow to tell his father that they again found nothing and to gather more necessary provisions. This time would be different, though. This time he vowed to inform his father that the next trip back up the mountain would be his last. Three weeks climbing the mountain, plus the weeks of travel it took to get to Kathmandu, in addition to the weeks of travel it took to return to Cambridge, was more than enough sacrifice on his part to ease his father’s mind. He’d proven his love for his father by playing along with Sir Joseph’s delusions this far.
Evin, for his part, had only made matters worse. 
As a boy, Evin and Evin’s father preyed on the desperate needs of Reginald’s father, claiming to have once seen the traveling monastery. Evin had told Reginald that when he was a young man, about six years old, he and his father had come upon it, peeking from the clouds. He claimed they were close enough to see the stone towers of the largest monastery Evin had ever seen. In his tall tales, the cut stone was bright white, not of any rock he had ever encountered, with two large, wooden doors at the entrance. Though he had been only six years old, he’d said he would never forget what the mythical edifice looked like.
Reginald had smirked at Evin’s tale.
Evin and his father returned to their village to announce what they found, yet when they returned days later, the monastery was no longer there. Villagers had called him and his father liars, although none of the elders appeared to doubt the story.
Reginald’s panting increased as he tried to forget this miserable hike. They were currently trekking up the mountain at a forty-degree angle, each miserable step a herculean effort on its own. Reginald wore goggles and a scarf that covered his nose and mouth, but he had stopped raising his head hours ago as the wind and snow scratched his exposed cheeks. Reginald studied his feet and the path through the knee-high snowdrift right in front of him made by the guides and let his mind wander.
A sudden change in the weather made the wind that had been ripping at him suddenly die down. After so much loud, burning cold wind, its absence was shocking. Lifting his eyes, he saw his guides had climbed out of and above the clouds. 
He was still standing in snow, crystallized moisture puffing out his mouth with every exhale of breath, yet Evin and the guides stood on dry, clear dirt. The snow just impossibly ended, like they were crossing a peculiar border to a region that was much warmer than the one he presently shivered in.
Evin yelled something to him and pointed up ahead. Reginald lifted his gaze higher up the mountain, past Evin’s finger, and saw it. 
It was built like many of the ancient monasteries Reginald had seen and matched Evin’s description. Bright white stone walls rose high, surrounding two massive wooden doors. One of the large doors had what appeared to be a smaller door cut into it. The temple and dwellings surged high behind a palisade wall. A large bronze gong hung by thick timbers that formed an upside-down V in front of the front wall, off to the right of the doors. 
A dizzying display of colorful flowers carpeted the ground, thousands of them. Reginald didn’t know their names but had seen them at lower levels on the mountain. They were a common enough blossom, if never at this altitude. 
The unusual thing was that the flowers grew in neat rows, and the ground had been tilled, as if someone had intentionally planted them there. A herd of goats grazed on grass to the side of the flowers. Several large, tawny-colored cows drank at a wooden carved water trough, next to a pile of straw and hay. Two men dressed in brown robes stood next to the cows.
Reginald froze in place, feet still planted in snow, trying to comprehend what he was looking at. 
This is impossible, his shocked mind thought.
His brain could not process the fact that he was seeing a monastery this high up that was not on any map that Reginald had seen.
Holy beans. Father had been right?
Evin was yelling to him, waving his arms to break Reginald’s trance. In truth, Reginald was overjoyed that the guides saw the same impossible sight that he saw, otherwise he’d think the snow and cold had finally addled his mind.
The two monks looked their way and gave a wide-eyed start. They immediately moved with purpose to the smaller pedestrian door cut into the larger one. Opening the smaller door, they stepped into the monastery, disappearing as they shut the door behind them. 
Reginald ran forward, abandoning the snow for the dry dirt, until he caught up to Evin and the guides. His mind had returned, and he moved with purpose. Ripping off his backpack, he dug in it and pulled out the flat, folding Kodak camera his father forced him to bring on the climb. The camera was capable of taking up to forty-eight pictures but had to be unloaded and reloaded in a dark room, so he hadn’t bothered to bring any additional film with him. 
Raising the camera, he pointed it at the monastery and removed the brass cap for the exposure to take. He replaced the cap, then pulled out the key for the camera and stuck it in the small hole at the bottom of the device. Turning the key until it stopped, the camera was ready to take another picture. 
Reginald was unsure whether this was real or a hallucination, but he wanted proof of either. Raising the camera again, this time waving Evin and the guides to step to their right so that they would also be in the photograph. There would be no doubt that he took the photograph here on this mountain, not if Reginald had any choice in the matter, and the men would serve as a scale to which his father could determine the height of the walls. Removing the cap, he repeated the process and let the film be exposed to the light.
Replacing the cap, he set the camera into the backpack, slung the pack onto his back, and moved forward. Evin’s associates refused to go any closer and, evidently afraid of what they saw, begged to go back down the mountain. When Evin translated this to Reginald in his thick Nepali accent, Reginald agreed, telling the guides to go back to the base camp and report what they had found to his father. The others did not hesitate and rushed quickly down the hill, first entering the snow, then disappearing in the clouds. 
Reginald watched them until the cloud cover was too thick and he could see them no more. Returning his attention to their location, he again noted the dry, fertile dirt where the snow should have been. The snow stopped several hundred feet in every direction from the monastery, making a perfect circle around the enigmatic place, with the temple sitting in the middle. It was almost as if a protective bubble surrounded the temple, pushing back the snow and holding off the cold. 
Reginald and Evin slowly crept closer to the monastery. Evin stopped to touch one of the cows to make sure they were real. The animal swatted at his hand with its tail, then turned its wide head to gaze at the two intruders with its soft brown eyes. 
Real enough.
Moving past the beasts of burden, the two men stood in front of the doors and shared a glance, unsure what to do next. The doors were a beautiful deep redwood, smooth and polished. Birds and butterflies were carved into the surface. Reginald lifted his hand to pound on one of the doors when Evin stopped him and pointed to the bell. Reginald nodded his head, realizing the gong was there for a reason, and not respecting these people’s ways might lead to disaster. 
The timber that supported the gong was well preserved. It was a redwood, like the two large doors, but not from any redwood tree Reginald had ever seen on this continent – rather, it was more like something from his own homeland. The wood should have been dry and cracking in this arid weather and exposed to the elements, but it wasn’t. It was smooth to his touch like it had been polished daily with some kind of wax. 
Beeswax perhaps? 
Reginald studied his thumb and first finger as he rubbed them together. They slid along as the resin prevented any friction. Reginald took out his pocketknife and, running the blade down the edge of one of the timbers, he cut a piece not much bigger than his pinky finger. 
Slipping the knife and the sliver of timber into his pocket, he focused on the bell. Inside the gong was a piece of rope tied to the bottom of the clapper. Reginald grabbed and pulled on the rope, striking the clapper against the inside of the rim. The gong boomed and vibrated in the air abnormally long and seemed to penetrate deep into his bones. He pulled again, the second gong beginning before the tremor of the first ended. Pulling a third and final time, the gong rang out again, somehow louder, as if the vibration and sound waves were multiplied.
The double doors opened silently on gigantic, well-greased hinges to reveal what could only be a village in front of a temple. A dozen monks stood before them dressed in brown and white robes. They had shaved heads and thin smiles. The youngest had to be about ten, while the oldest, leaning on a staff to stay upright, with age lines and wrinkles covering his face, was beyond guessing. 
Another monk, about thirty years old but bigger and more muscular than the rest, stood at the side of the old monk. He appeared to be ready to catch the old monk if he fell, while at the same time never took his intense gaze off Reginald and Evin. He was also the only monk not smiling at them. 
Evin bowed and spoke three words of what sounded Nepalese. Reginald copied the bow but didn’t speak Nepali and was afraid to mimic Evin. The monks appeared confused, as if they were not sure what Evin had said. The oldest monk spoke first, his voice quiet and broken. With his head slightly tilted, Evin listened for a few minutes to put the words together and finally nodded his head.
“They are speaking an odd mixture of Mandarin and Nepalese, but I think I can figure it out,” Evin said, looking over at Reginald.
“Can you ask them who they are?” Reginald asked his guide as his right hand gestured towards the monks.
“No.” Evin shook his head. “Not yet. I can work out what they are saying, but I don’t know the words until I hear them. It’s a language that might predate Mandarin or Nepalese.”
The old monk spoke again, sweeping his hands, and Evin said that he was welcoming them to the monastery. But Reginald barely heard him – he was focused on the tattoos the monks had on their arms. Even the young boy had a tattoo on one of his hands.
Understanding that communication was limited between the two groups, the old monk motioned with an arm for Reginald and Evin to enter the monastery grounds.
“Ask him what this place is called,” Reginald requested as he tried to look at everything at once.
Evin spoke Nepalese, but the monks shook their heads. He tried again in what Reginald thought might be Mandarin, and then quickly repeated himself in Nepalese. The monks seemed to figure out that their language was a combination of the two, or that the two evolved from their language. Either way, they understood what he was asking, and the old monk spoke again.
Evin had to repeat the words to himself to figure them out. “I think he's saying that they are the chosen people. Or people who were chosen. The words are easier to figure out than the true meaning of them.”
“Chosen for what?” Reginald whispered, more to himself.
“I have no idea,” Evin said with a shake of his head. Then he squinted at Reginald. “Do you feel anything?”
“Feel anything?” Reginald asked, glancing at Evin with concern.
“I keep feeling this pull,” Evin answered. “Like I was metal, and the monks were magnets. Not a strong pull. I wasn’t sure if it was real or my imagination, but I can feel something.”
Stepping closer to the monks, Reginald spotted color on the monks’ skin. Did they bear tattoos? Yes, yes, they did. The monks bore tattoos of birds, hawks, fish, butterflies, beetles, grasshoppers, and a few creatures that Reginald didn’t immediately recognize. 
The tattoos were brighter and more colorful than any tribal or rough sailor’s tattoo Reginald had ever seen. The blue, black, white, brown, and yellow inks were so fresh and strikingly vibrant that Reginald first assumed they must be painted on. The creatures looked alive, as if they might hop off the skin or fly away.
The unsmiling monk had different tattoos. What appeared to be a tattoo of a bow and arrow was on the inside of his left arm. The bow was brown, drawn to look like a wooden bow, but the arrow was bright silver. A knife was tattooed on the inside of his right arm. Reginald saw yellow on the man’s chest peeking out from under his robes, but what the tattoo was, Reginald couldn’t guess.
Before today, Reginald had only seen blue and black tribal tattoos of lines and checks, or sailor tattoos, which were dull, faded black ink, and mostly topless women, sharks, or a girl’s name. He had never in his life seen such richly colored ink tattoos.
The monks allowed Evin and Reginald beyond the walls, closing the doors behind them. Reginald and Evin both jumped as the doors collided together as they shut.
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Chapter 1
Jack


Russia 1918, Last Days of WW1 (Present Day) 
The wind ripped through Jack’s dirty woolen coat in the spaces between the buttons, frigid and biting. The cotton shirt under his coat, while reducing the sting a little, did next to nothing to reduce the chill. Jack sat on the frozen round steel of his helmet in front of a modest fire made from the broken tinder of what had once been a horse cart. The fire was small, but the crackling of burning wood gave a slight illusion of warmth. 
In reality, the bottle of vodka the men passed around provided more warmth than the small flames did. The smell of tobacco filled Jack’s nostrils and caught his attention. Jack’s nose lifted as his eyes pulled away from the newspaper clipping he was reading. His right hand swept his lanky brown hair out of his eyes. He needed a haircut, but he’d had long hair that rested on his shoulders his whole life, and he wasn’t going to let the war make him cut it short now.
Jack scanned the area to find who was smoking and, not for the first time, considered trading something for a single drag. He had gone two months without a cigarette, and though the worst of the cravings had passed, smoking now would make it harder to get through the day without another. Jack carefully refolded the clipping and placed it back into his billfold, not wanting the cold, damp air to damage it any more than it already had. 
He had been in the same muddy trench surrounded by the same platoon of Russian soldiers for two days now. They weren’t a bad bunch of guys, a little rough around the edges, but once you got used to their sense of humor, they were friendly enough. The soldiers seemed to have accepted Jack as one of their own, teasing him good-naturedly about the fact that, unlike the common Russian soldier, he didn’t have holes in his boots. 
The platoon Sergeant, the husky Comrade Pavel, sat next to Jack, laughing at a joke one of the soldiers had told.
Pavel was the first friend Jack had made when he was first assigned to this platoon. He was ordered to show Jack around and acquaint him with life in a Russian platoon. The trench they sat in extended for hundreds of miles, dug only a few miles from the Austria-Hungary border in an area called the Eastern Front. The trench provided decent cover from the German bullets and from the shrapnel from the artillery shells but did little against the hardships of the frigid Russian winter they faced.
The Germans were currently west of their position, locked against Russia’s main fighting force in front of them. The Russian high command estimated that the Germans were planning to turn from the main fight soon and try to break out. That meant they would be pushing Jack’s way. Jack was assigned to the Russians to interrogate any tattooed Germans they located to gather intelligence on their magical capabilities.
The little fire burning in front of Jack did nothing to cut the cold wind, but it was enough to heat up the strong black coffee in his cup. They lacked a rack to suspend their cups over the fire and were forced to set them directly in the red-hot coals. With a gloved hand, Jack reached into the fire and grabbed the handle of his cup. 
The soldiers around him seemed content with leaving their cups in the fire for now. Unlike Jack, these were not men who had grown up in the big cities of the world but hardened men, born and raised in the harsh countryside of Russia. They dealt with the weather and hunger on a daily basis. These men knew the hardships of getting up before the sun ever showed itself to till the frozen ground, tend to animals, or if they were lucky, walk several miles to a manufacturing plant to earn a pittance for an outrageous amount of work.
Four years ago, when Mother Russia called on them and demanded their service, they arrived to fight in the war to end all wars – a conflict that involved not a few countries but several continents. The United States herself had been dragged into the worldwide conflict. 
However, Jack was the only American that he knew of within fifty miles of his location. 
My punishment for my gifts and ability to speak Russian. 
Jack took a sip of the hot, bitter coffee and grimaced. It was horrible but warmed the insides. A few of his Russian comrades pointed and laughed at the sour look on his face. Holding his cup out, one of the soldiers poured a splash of vodka in. These men found comfort in their vodka or anything that quelled the pain and dulled the edge of reality. Jack was impressed at how unselfishly these men shared what little they had.
When Jack had initially arrived, he first noticed how badly these men smelled. Absolutely reeked. Now he could no longer smell them. After weeks of muddy enclosures and no baths, he wondered if his nose had stopped working or if he smelled so bad himself that their odor no longer offended.
Their laughter stopped, and the men froze in place when the whistling began. It started at a high pitch and then turned, getting lower.
“Iron rain!” one of the men shouted in Russian.
That phrase had become a familiar term.
Dropping low and covering their heads, they waited for the explosions that would come. Jack stuck his helmet on his head and waited. Artillery rained down on them, confirming that, for the first time in his experience, Russian High Command was correct and the Germans were breaking out and coming their way.
The first explosion was far off, maybe a hundred feet from the trench. The Germans adjusted their aim, walking the rounds towards the trench. Subsequent rounds landed closer, maybe fifty feet from the trench, then thirty feet. The explosion threw chunks of frozen dirt into the air. Jack covered his cup with the flat of his hand, not wanting any more dirt in his coffee than was already there. 
The Germans were using their movable four-inch guns, and not the larger ten-inch howitzers. The bigger guns were firing at the Russian main force to hold them back while the smaller guns moved Jack’s way to cover the foot soldiers.
“Here they come!” a voice down the line yelled in Russian.
Hoping it wasn’t his last, Jack took a final drink of his coffee and set his cup back in the hot coals. Rising, Jack peeked over the broken earth ledge of the trench. German soldiers were crashing through the tree line two hundred yards away. They stopped and waited for the artillery to finish, not wishing to run into their own wall of death. 
Normally, they would be content to wait days and let the big guns kill as many Russians as possible before going any farther, but those fighting the main Russian force could not break off and run until this smaller force cleared the way, and that meant killing Jack and his new friends.
The German krauts took up positions lying in the snow or hiding behind trees, watching the artillery rain down around and along the trenches. Rounds struck closer, and Jack ducked back down, closing his eyes. Reaching into his coat pocket, Jack pulled out two crinkled cigarette butts and crammed them into his ears, hoping to provide his eardrums with some protection.
Men screamed as one of the rounds found its way into the trench, killing a score of Russian soldiers. Red mist filled the cold air, liquid crystallizing and slowly falling to the ground in a crimson hail. The Russian soldiers were anxious to help their comrades or return fire to the Germans, but until the iron death stopped raining down on them, there was nothing they could do but duck and pray. 
The shelling continued for twenty minutes yet seemed to last forever. Several more rounds landed in the trenches, throwing body parts and iced blood spray into the air.
The shelling ended as suddenly as it had started. The quiet seemed as loud as the explosions had. Heads popped up from the trenches and peered around. None of them expected the bombardment to end that quickly. Pulling out his cigarette butts from his ears, Jack opened his mouth to speak when Pavel shushed him, tilting his head and listening. 
Then Jack heard what he was listening for. The sound of engines grew louder. Jack and Pavel stood up together and gazed over the ledge to see what had changed. Two German tanks crashed through the trees, running over bushes and tearing through the snow-covered ground.
A whistle in the distance blew, and the German soldiers fired rifles and machine guns at the same time. Lead filled the air between the trench and the forest. Russians on both sides of Jack stood up and fired back. The tanks each fired their main guns, rounds exploding in the dirt in front of the trench. Russian and German soldiers fell to their bloody deaths as the war of attrition continued. 
The tanks rolled closer and fired again, and this time, rounds exploded directly on the trench, killing men who had been near the edge. Bullets bounced off the two tanks as Russian soldiers desperately shot to stop the unstoppable killing machines.
The Russian High Command had informed them that the Germans did not have tanks in the area, so they hadn’t laid wire out in the field to entangle in the tank’s finals. They had learned the hard way that the best means of stopping the metal beasts was stringing wire across the fields. It didn’t matter what kind of wire – barbed wire or telephone wire – anything that would get caught up in the tracks and wrap itself around the powertrain that turned the finals, the section of the tank that turned the tracks. When the wire cut into the seals and jammed up the sprockets, the tank was dead in the water. But thanks to misinformation from the High Command, they now had no way of stopping the tanks.
Jack cursed under his breath in English as he watched the horrific scene unfold.
Russian soldiers threw hand grenades that exploded around the tanks, sometimes hitting the tanks only to bounce off and explode in the dirt. The tanks were a mere fifty yards away, and German soldiers lined up, marching behind the metal shields to close on the Russians.
“Is there anything you can do, Comrade Wesson?” Pavel shouted to Jack over the sound of gunfire.
“Pavel, I told you to call me Jack!” Jack shouted back as his eyes scanned the landscape.
The tanks zig-zagged in the dirt, steering around giant craters in the ground caused by artillery rounds and bombs dropped in earlier battles for this same piece of worthless ground. As they pushed forward, going around these holes, they kept crossing one another’s path as they neared the Russians. Jack had one idea, but he’d need to get closer and time his attack perfectly, especially as Jack was assigned as an adviser, not a combatant. Though he was not supposed to run into combat, if he sat here and waited, then he’d die with his Russian comrades. 
Combat came to him.
Nodding his head, he turned to Pavel. “Get five men and follow me,” Jack yelled as he pulled off his coat and rolled up his shirtsleeves to expose a black and silver shield tattoo on his left forearm.
Pavel pointed out five men and waved them over, ordering them to stay behind himself and Jack, no matter what. Amid the gunshots and rain of dirt, Jack climbed over the ledge of the trench and extended his left arm in front of his body, saying what he called his “power word” that activated his shield as he pulled out his German Luger. 
In an instant, a full-sized Spartan shield sprang out from the tattoo, deflecting the bullets. A thin, almost invisible silvery-blue glow emanated from the edges of the shield, extending the magical protection to a six-foot barrier. Jack crept forward, giving the Russians room and time to climb out of the trench.
Pavel tapped Jack on the back, letting him know that the men were out of the trench and ready to move. Jack ran forward as bullets bounced off the shield, with Russians running behind him as close as possible, shooting as they ran. Jack’s shield was only solid on the outside and in front of them, so it didn’t stop their bullets from going out, just the German bullets from coming in. Hundreds of bullets sparked against Jack’s shield as they ricocheted off and away.
“Aim for the men behind the tanks!” Jack yelled over his shoulder. “That’s where we’re going.”
Jack kept firing his Luger with his right hand at the men behind the tanks until it was empty. Dropping the pistol, Jack drew his second Luger. The men behind Jack fired from the safety of his protection as German soldiers behind the tanks fell. 
One of the tanks spun its gun their way as it crossed the path of its counterpart and fired. Dirt erupted ten feet in front of Jack, and although his shield saved them from having the shock wave tear their bodies apart, the impact of the tank round so close to Jack’s shield threw him backwards into Pavel. 
As Jack was knocked into his comrades, bullets peppered them, and one of the young Russians fell onto his stomach. Lying on his back, Jack rolled over as one of the Germans rushed in for an easy kill. The Russian raised his rifle as Jack raised his left arm, calling out Sharp! The dagger on Jack’s left forearm shot forward as if thrown, striking the soldier in the chest. 
As he dropped backwards, Jack finished coming up on one knee and called his shield again. The shield appeared in time to protect them from the onslaught of bullets that rained down once more.
Pavel stepped up behind Jack, grabbed him under his armpits, and lifted upward, helping him to his feet while the remaining Russians continued shooting. The second tank turned their way, dismissing the trenches and focusing on the man with the shield.
“Do something, Jack!” Pavel screamed in Jack’s ear.
“Not yet!” Jack yelled back. “A few more seconds. Just keep firing. We need to keep moving forward. Stay behind the shield.”
Pavel threw a grenade past the tank, taking out several Germans. Jack rushed past the tanks but was still thirty feet away, trying to get behind them while keeping his shield pointed at the forest where the German soldiers shot at Jack and his Russian soldiers.
The tanks had spun around to come Jack’s way. As the second tank crossed behind the first and its gun turned, Jack waited for the second tank’s gun to cross over and point at the rear of the first tank.
Dropping his second Luger, Jack extended his right arm and yelled out Spark! A powerful and blinding lightning bolt shot from Jack’s inner forearm with a deafening crack of thunder breaking the air. The bolt struck the main cannon of the second tank, not only frying the engine and electrocuting the men in the tank, but the electrical charge set off the main cannon shell in the gun, firing it. His timing had been perfect.
The disabled and now dead tank shot the first tank right in the ass – the weakest spot on the beast, blowing the top of the tank off the main body.
Three Germans ran at Jack and fired their rifles. Jack lunged forward, calling forth a short sword from the tattoo on his right bicep, keeping his shield between himself and two of the Germans while slashing the third soldier in half with his magical blade. The sword, like his shield, was a magical conjuring that had its own distinct aura.
Jack turned to face the two, and as Pavel shot one of them dead, Jack slashed downward then upward and finally across the German soldier. Jack’s downward slash cut the man’s rifle in half. His upward cut ripped through the man’s chest, and his cross swing removed the man’s head.
The Russians in the trench cheered in celebration as they poured out of the hole and charged the stunned German force in the tree line. Men raced past Jack, firing their rifles as they gave chase to the retreating Germans. One of the young soldiers who had been behind Jack handed him his two dropped Lugers, then clapped Jack on the back. Jack was out of ammo and would need to search the dead Germans for more.
“Why didn’t you do that from the trench?” Pavel asked. “Before we came out? I don’t understand why we had to expose ourselves.”
“Because, comrade,” Jack panted as he showed Pavel the tattoo that now looked dissolved, almost wanting of color and even allowed this natural tan skin tone to show through where the bright ink had been. “I can only do that once. I have to wait for the magic to return before I can do that again. And I didn’t want to miss.”
Jack's shield was gone, the magic having returned to the tattoo on his left arm. That one he could use again if he needed to, although the shield was not as bright as it had been, having used up some of the magic. It too would return to its brightness as the spent magic found its way back to the charmed tattoo ink.
“Let’s go back and finish our coffee,” Pavel said with a toothy grin. “Let the rest finish up here. We've done our part for today. There should be some vodka left.”
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Chapter 2
Nikola


Russia 1918 
Nikola and the two men traveling with him sat in what the Russians would consider a first-class compartment on the train. The only difference that Nikola saw between this compartment and the rest was that his compartment had its own privy. If a closet-sized room with a hole in the floor topped with a wooden carved seat so you could relieve yourself directly onto the railroad tracks as the train roared along at forty-five kilometers per hour was considered a privy. 
The hard wooden compartment bench seat had to be the most uncomfortable thing his ass had been forced to sit upon. To make matters worse, no food service ran on this train – he hadn’t even received an alcohol card. Nikola’s stomach rumbled as loudly as the train. He’d eaten a small breakfast that morning, but he would have eaten more if he’d known it was a fend-for-yourself kind of train. He hated not knowing things.
Half the benches on the train faced forward, and the other half faced backward. Nikola chose to face forward, right leg crossed over the left and a birdcage next to his leg. Noticing a crease in his pants, Nikola pinched the material and tugged a little, trying to pull out the distracting wrinkle in his pant leg. Having people face backwards while the train was moving was barbaric. Nikola didn’t have motion sickness, but the thought of watching the scenery go by backwards made him feel a little nauseous. 
At least they managed to have the compartment to themselves. The Russian government had arranged for privacy, but the overhead railings were packed with luggage. Having no success with the persistent wrinkle, Nikola blew out a lung full of air, frustrated with his pants, and looked out the window to his right. White snow, frozen dead trees, and frozen rock-covered hills filled his view of the countryside. What looked like a great forest rose near the horizon. 
They had departed from Moscow several hours ago and would be sitting here longer still before they reached their destination. The Russian army had escorted him and his friends from the hotel to the train station. He was treated politely and with respect, but also standoffish. On the way to Moscow, the Russian officers had wanted to converse with him. Since leaving the hotel, they were not only standoffish but acted as if he had leprosy.
Which was fine with Nikola.
The side-to-side rocking of the train and the ear-piercing sound of the steel wheels turning against the rails had an unnerving effect. Nikola knew everything there was to know about the axles of a train, and he could tell by feel and sound that the axles on this train had not tasted fresh grease in years. 
He pulled out a small pad of paper and a pencil from his coat and started sketching a better design for a train axle that might contribute to the McCoy lubrication system. He was inspired by the thought of the self-contained seal that allowed the axle to recycle its grease. Maybe a pressurized seal, where the pressure forced the grease through a wire hose at the bottom of the axle, leading back to the top of the axle, hence constantly recirculating the grease.
His two companions paced around the narrow compartment, complaining about his actions this morning. Sergeant Maxwell Stone and Sergeant David Kleine were both too upset with him to care about comfort or improving the train’s axles. They were with the U.S. Army and assigned to him as protection, and although he believed the younger men took their jobs a little too seriously at times, Nikola, at the age of sixty-two, enjoyed their youthful company. 
Max was in his late twenties and David in his early thirties. They constantly searched for threats in the shadows, insisting that one of them walk in front of him while one remained behind him. Always closing curtains so no one could see into whatever hotel room they happened to be in, and they were always armed. Sure, he understood the need here in Russia, but they had also packed heat in New York.
All three men were dressed in business suits, trying not to advertise their identity. Nikola had tired of their cheap suits that they had worn when first assigned to him. They stuck out like rough men dressed in their Sunday best, so Nikola had bought each of them two new suits. He told them it was so they didn't embarrass him, not wanting to admit to the real reason – that he saw his bodyguards as companions, even friends. While he knew that his friends carried pistols under their jackets, as always, he was fine with it as long as they kept their guns hidden.
Nikola’s pencil froze in place as he recalled the events of the day. 
They had awakened this morning as usual in Nikola’s spacious room that his friends insisted they share. The Russian government had offered them three rooms, but Max and David had refused the offer, requesting that two cots be brought up to Nikola’s room. The three of them had been dressing and preparing to check out of the hotel when a fist had pounded upon the door.
David, who had his shirt on but had not put on a tie or coat yet, answered the door, his shoulder holster and large 1911 Colt forty-five pistol with black pearl handle in plain view. 
The fact that these men carried their pistols in plain sight for the world to see made Nikola uneasy. Max said that they prevented more problems than Nikola knew by letting people see the weapons. Nikola understood his point, but here in Moscow, they were emissaries for the president, diplomats of goodwill.
The guns stuck out nearly as badly as their poor suits had.
Two Russian officers stood at the door and spoke in low tones as Max strolled up to see what was going on. Max also did not wear a coat but at least he’d finished tying his tie. He, too, wore a shoulder holster with a Colt 1911. His weapons had a normal wooden pistol grip – not an ungodly garish black pearl grip.
David Klein shut the door and instructed Nikola to hurry and dress. They’d been invited to breakfast with a leader of the Bolshevik Party, Joseph Stalin. This was unplanned and unexpected. Nikola was told he would be meeting with some of Russia’s top scientists and leading Ink Magic experts, not political leaders. He’d come to teach and give advice only.
“Hurry up, Nikola,” Max Stone said with a touch of urgency. “He’s waiting downstairs in the dining area.”
“Nikola, listen to me carefully,” David said as he straightened Nikola’s collar. “Eat fast, talk little, and say nothing about the birdcage. He will smile and be polite, but you can’t trust him. He’s a snake but has Lenin’s ear. He’s very powerful and influential. We’re heading to the train station right after, and I don’t want to miss that train.”
From his tone, Nikola sensed that it would be most unfortunate to miss their train.
When they’d finished dressing, the porter had collected their luggage, each of them having one suitcase and one bag. Nikola kept his birdcage with him, not trusting it out of his sight. Downstairs, they were met by an army of people taking pictures. Flashes had fired off from a dozen different cameras, temporarily blinding him. Stalin used this opportunity to show the world that he had breakfast with Nikola. That’s what this breakfast was about – a chance to spread more propaganda.
Although there were more than twenty chairs around the long, shiny wooden table, the dining room was empty except for Stalin himself. The man was sitting at the far end of the table, drinking coffee from a white porcelain tea cup. Nikola could still remember how the aroma of the coffee filled the room as steam wafted from the pot sitting in the middle of the table. Two plates had been laid out in front of Stalin. One had several pieces of ham with three fried eggs. On a second plate sat two poached eggs and a stack of already buttered toast, as if Stalin couldn't be bothered to butter the toast himself. Some kind of pudding filled a bowl, off to the side of the plates. A glass of water still filled sat on the table, arms reach away from Stalin, as if it had been pushed away from the Russian, untouched. 
His people lived on brown bread and melted snow while he dined on meat and fresh coffee. His subjects starved while eggs were imported just for him, and in the depths of winter at that.
Two stiff soldiers flanked the doorway to the dining room. Nikola marched into the room without being stopped, but their hands rose when Max and David tried to enter. Nikola turned back when he realized that he was alone.
“It’s fine, Nikola,” Stalin called out in his accented English, waving a hand for Nikola to continue. “I wanted this to be just you and me. My security would never allow armed men this close to me.”
Stalin laughed at the surprised look on Nikola’s face. “Yes, my friend, we know they are armed, but we are allies, yes? You’re welcome to have weapons, just not in the same room as I.”
Even with the thick mustache, Nikola could tell that Stalin was smiling. Stalin took another sip of his coffee and waved to Nikola again. Nikola glanced over his shoulder and saw the worried expressions on Max and David’s faces, but what choice did he have? One did not exactly say nyet to Stalin. 
As he had moved down the table, Stalin motioned for him to sit two seats away. A plate of food, hot coffee, and a glass of water waited for him. Nikola thought it strange that Stalin had him seated two seats away, but guessed it was most likely a security matter. 
“You have a pitisa?” Stalin had asked, pointing to the cage as Nikola sat it on the floor by his feet. “A bird?”
“No,” Nikola said, pulling himself and his chair closer to the table.
“You have a birdcage but no bird?” Stalin asked, bewildered.
“Yes,” Nikola said simply and looked down at his food. The same ham, eggs, and toast.
Stalin scrunched up his face, as if to say, You’re a strange man. 
“I like you, Nikola,” Stalin replied instead. “My scientists say you give much help to them. You helped them, so you’re helping me. You're helping me, so you’re helping all of Russia.”
He said that last part with a broad smile, spreading his arms wide as if he was including the whole country in the conversation. Nikola had to wonder if Stalin knew that Lenin was the leader of Russia and not he.
“You’re welcome, sir,” Nikola answered, then picked up a piece of toast to put in his mouth, as David had told him.
More camera flashes from the adjacent room had captured Stalin’s outstretched arms. Nikola hadn’t noticed before, but Stalin’s eyes were red and bloodshot. Nikola wondered if the man had been drinking already, or if he’d been up all night, sleepless. A large bird had sat on the windowsill, looking in. The window was blurry from frost, but Nikola was sure the bird was a hawk.
Stalin finished his poached eggs and called for more while Nikola picked at a few more bites. Stalin had asked about the world-famous Tesla coil, and Nikola explained how the coil worked. He loved to talk about his inventions, so it was always nice when people asked him to talk about them. Stalin had smiled and nodded his head as if he was following along and understanding Nikola. 
“I don’t like magic,” Stalin said out of nowhere, changing the subject and surprising Nikola. “Don’t get me wrong. I think magic wonderful, but Russia has hard time getting ink. We are at…what is word? Disadvantage. We are at disadvantage. We need more ink. Always need more. Russia has never been allowed into the mighty Coalition. I cannot get single country to make motion to allow us to join the mighty six. Chancellor Hooker has unprovoked dislike of Russia. Russia has always been a friend to Coalition. This is about some sort of imagined slight. The Germans have more than us. As you know, they were a part of the Coalition, back when they were the Mighty Seven, until Germany was kicked out, and only because of the war. My people tell me Germans built up stockpiles before the war, in case they were removed from the Coalition. I believe they still have plenty. I know your President calls on you for matters involving ink. I would like you to speak for Russia. Russia has sustained more losses in this war than any country. We should be part of the coalition. Short of that, we should get Germany’s ink.”
Nikola put a small, fake smile on his face. “Maybe one day that will change. Maybe one day the coalition will not be the only producers of ink.”
Stalin seemed to care about his people and was genuinely worried about his country’s future. Nikola wanted to give the political leader hope and optimism for the days to come.
Stalin pulled out a cigarette and picked up a lighter that was lying between his plate and a brown leather book. Nikola had not noticed it until that moment. 
“How so?” Stalin asked, eyebrows climbing.
Nikola bit the inside of his lips. He’d said too much. This was no idle comment of conversation. He had watched Stalin light the cigarette and inhale deeply before his gaze returned to the book on the table. The name Reginald Hawthorn Hooker was inscribed on it, a name Nikola knew very well. 
Nikola had been friends with the man’s father a lifetime ago. Nikola also knew Reginald Hooker himself, having spent time with the man and his father in Kathmandu. The last time he had seen the man was two months ago, when he needed special permission to pick a special flower. The man was always very secretive and spoke very little. Although Nikola knew Reginald was the man who had discovered the flowers, his father had been the engine powering the machine. Reginald never shared the whole story of the ink with anyone except his father.
Nikola had read everything Reginald Hooker had ever written in hopes of finding some missing detail, but this book next to Stalin’s muscled hand was unfamiliar to him. It looked more like a journal. Reginald had kept so many secrets from the world that if Stalin possessed his journal, then he might know things that Nikola did not. Stalin had followed Nikola’s eyes down to the book and placed his left hand over it, covering the top.
“How so?” Stalin asked again as he leaned forward. 
“I mean to say we may one day learn how to grow the flowers that produce the ink anywhere,” Nikola answered with another weak smile and picked up his coffee. “Right now, we believe that the flowers don’t produce magic unless they are grown in a certain environment, in a certain soil, under certain conditions that only a certain mountain provides.”
“Da,” Stalin interrupted. “In Manaslu.”
“But what if one day we could reproduce those conditions?” Nikola asked. “That would bring hope to Russia and the rest of the world.”
Stalin leaned back in his seat, trying to look hurt. “You have such a way. America knows how to grow plants and doesn’t share with her allies?”
“No, no, no,” Nikola had replied, raising his hands in protest.
“This is an act of aggression!” Stalin shouted, slapping his hand down on the table. “We share our science with America, and she holds back on us.”
“We can’t yet. I promise you,” Nikola kept his hands raised.
This is going all wrong. He had been sent to Russia to help prevent fractures between the two countries, not make them worse.
“But you are working on a way, da?” Stalin asked, leaning in toward Nikola to read his face and search for any signs of a lie.
Nikola knew that if he lied, the man would know it.
“Yes,” Nikola answered quickly, glancing down at the birdcage. “I’m working on a way, but it’s not completed yet. It’s nothing more than a theory.”
“I see,” Stalin replied, looking around the corner of the table to the floor. “The birdcage, da?”
“It’s a theory,” Nikola insisted, hands raised. “When it’s completed and if it works, America will share with her allies.”
Stalin was not smiling. “Very good. America and her allies will have the advantage over the rest of the world.”
Stalin opened his mouth to say something more when flashbulbs fired off again. Pictures had been taken of the two men eating breakfast together. Stalin looked to have been brought back from his thoughts by the flashes, and instead of speaking, he snapped his fingers. The two guards stepped in and clapped their feet together. Stalin yelled at them in Russian, and the men nodded their heads.
“I told them that we are done here,” Stalin announced and pushed his chair away from the table. “My soldiers will escort you to the train station and see to it you are left alone.”
With that, Stalin picked up the book and strode out of the room, cameras and their flickering flashbulbs following in his wake as if pulled by gravity. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“I don’t like this,” Kleine said loud enough to pull Nikola from his thoughts of earlier that morning with the overbearing leader of the Bolshevik Regime. Kleine was bouncing back and forth, looking out the windows on both sides of the train, like a kid not wanting to miss anything. He exuded anxiety.
“You shouldn’t have done that, Nikola,” Stone scolded again, his cigarette bouncing between his lips as he spoke. “You don’t understand that man, and you’ve put us in a lot of danger.”
“Nothing has happened, Max,” Nikola said dismissively, placing his notepad and pencil back into his coat pocket. “We’ve left Moscow and haven’t had a single problem yet. We’ll be in Saint Petersburg soon and back on a ship for New York.”
“Yet,” Kleine snapped, repeating Nikola’s words. “Max is right. You don’t understand that man or the danger we’re in.”
Nikola threw his hands up in the air. “If he wanted to do something nefarious, he could have done it in Moscow. You two keep saying something bad is going to happen but nothing has. The army escorted us to the train station.”
“Nikola,” Stone hollered before taking a slow, deep breath to calm himself. “He couldn’t do anything in Moscow. There were too many witnesses. Lenin would have heard about it, and Stalin would answer for his actions. It might have led to another Russian civil war. But we are no longer in Moscow, and there are no witnesses out here. He can do anything he wants, and no one could prove he had anything to do with it. Hell, Nikola, he could blame the Krauts if he wants.”
“No witnesses?” Nikola asked as he stiffened and sat up, his eyes scanning their compartment. “There are several hundred witnesses on this train. I dare say we are safer on the train than we’d have been in Moscow.”
Kleine groaned. He wanted to pull out his hair and instead dug his fingernails into his palm. “You don’t understand Nikola. The man can do whatever he wants. These witnesses on the train are in more danger than we are. He doesn’t have a use for them, or for me or Max for that matter.”
“Nikola, why did you show him that?” Stone asked, pointing to the birdcage with the sheet over it by Nikola’s leg. “You were here to help the Russians with their understanding of ink, not show them your inventions. That device could help advance whatever country has it. You promised you wouldn’t say a word about it until we were safe in New York.”
Nikola’s upper body shifted forward as the vibrations of the brakes being depressed pulsed through his shoes. Sergeant Stone must have felt it too, because he threw his cigarette to the floor and stepped on it. He spun on his toe to the window next to him, unlocked it, and shoved it upward. Russia was cold and the window stuck hard, either from the buildup of ice or from the fact that it likely had never been opened before. Stone had to hammer it upward with the open palm of his right hand several times to get the window all the way up.
“First of all, I didn’t show him the device,” Nikola replied to Stone’s back as he counted on his fingers. “Second, the President himself asked me to come here and help these people. They need hope, and I gave it to them. Third of all, they’re our allies, not the enemy. I’m sure we are perfectly safe.”
“Nikola!” Kleine yelled and pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “You’re not listening! Our countries are allies, yes, but that man is out for himself. He’s helped Lenin sacrifice millions of their own people to the German meat grinder, and he doesn’t care. Every German killed is one less enemy of the motherland. Every Russian slain is one less mouth for him to feed. That’s who this man truly is. Plus, we are only allies because of the war, and Stalin doesn’t even believe in the war. He wants to make peace with Germany and let the rest of the world do the fighting. As soon as the war is over, our alliance is as good as forgotten.”
Max leaned his head out the window to face the direction they were traveling. “Shit. There’s two Russian tanks and several trucks about a mile up ahead. One of the tanks is stopped on the tracks. They’re waving the train down.”
“Do you think the train would make an unscheduled stop?” Nikola asked, his eyes wide.
“Well, one of the tanks is on the tracks, and they both have their cannons pointed at the train.” Stone yanked his head in and answered slowly so that the scientist would understand how dire this situation was. “So, yes, Nikola, I think the train will stop for them.”
Stone stuck his head back out the window but looked up this time, scanning the skies. The train’s smokestack was spewing out too much black smoke that surrounded the train, and Stone couldn’t see past it. He pulled his head back into the train and faced his two friends as Kleine jerked two of their suitcases down, handing one to Stone and opening one himself.
“Should I get my luggage?” Nikola asked. He rose and reached for one of his black leather cases.
“No, Nikola,” Stone answered tersely as he pulled out a Thompson forty-five caliber machine gun and slapped a thirty-round magazine into the bottom of the weapon. “Leave the luggage. Grab the birdcage.”
Kleine pulled out his own Thompson and loaded it with a magazine. Both men tugged back on the charging handles on the top portion of their weapons at the same time, loading a round in the chamber.
“What’s the plan?” Kleine asked Stone. “Fight or run?”
“The only good news is that the hawk should still be overhead,” Stone said. “I couldn’t see it, but Sara knows to follow us to the end. She’ll know what happens here soon enough.”
“That means help will be sent tomorrow at the earliest,” Kleine responded in a dry tone. He flicked his eyes to the door, then the window, and back to Max. “What’s the play?”
“You take Nikola and move to the back of the train. As soon as it slows down enough, you jump off and hide.”
“You mean we jump off and hide?” Kleine faced Stone and lowered the barrel of his Thompson so it was pointed to the floor. “Right, Max? We. You mean we jump?”
Stone shook his head. “No, David. I’m not going. Your chances are low as it is. Help’s not coming until tomorrow, and that’s if you’re lucky. I’ll hold them off here for as long as I can to buy you some time and get as far away as possible and hide. Stay hidden, and if they give up and leave, keep an eye out for the red-tailed hawk. Don’t take any chances. Kill any bird you see that’s not a red-tailed hawk.”
The two men held eye contact for a brief moment. Then Stone’s right hand released the pistol grip of his Thompson, and he extended his open hand to Kleine. With pain written across his face, Kleine slowly brought his open hand up and grasped Stone’s hand.
“It’s been an honor serving with you, David,” Stone said in a dire voice, shaking his friend’s hand. “But you need to go and go now, while you can.”
Kleine swallowed hard, unable to speak. Max Stone was sacrificing his life to buy him and Nikola a few extra minutes. Then Kleine nodded and turned abruptly. He grabbed Nikola’s arm, pulling him as he marched to the back of the train while Nikola clutched the birdcage to his chest like it was a priceless family heirloom.
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Chapter 3
Max


Russia 1918 
With his friend and his charge moving to the rear of the train, Max Stone got to work. First, he tossed his expensive brown hat to the floor. He loosened and removed the blue silk tie, not risking it around his neck. With one hand, he unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt, then moved his head back and forth, making sure his breathing wasn’t restricted. 
Stone withdrew his Colt forty-five from his shoulder holster and pulled the slide back a hair. Looking down between the slide and frame, he saw the shiny brass casing of a bullet in the chamber, right where God and Samuel Colt had intended it to be. Confirming that his Colt was loaded and chambered, he released the slide and placed the pistol back in its holster. 
Reaching under his right arm, he pressed the two Colt magazines there, where they rested until they were needed. From his case, he pulled out Thompson magazine after magazine, filling his pockets until they bulged. Then he took out the two grenades he wasn’t authorized to have for this mission and placed them on the bench next to him.
Better to be prepared, after all.
Stone was about twenty feet from the forward compartment door and looking back, he was the same distance from the door leading to the next compartment. He nodded to himself. This was as good as he could hope for. He tugged down the luggage from overhead, most of which
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