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PART I

THE SERPENT REVEALED
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The poor girl, fated to perish, failed to see that a monstrous viper lurked in the long grass just over the river.



Orpheus and Eurydice, 458 - 459 Georgics, Virgil



Black mud closes them in, and the rotting sedge of Cocytus, with its sluggish disgusting fens, through which the Stygian water meanders in ninefold looping, cutting off any escape.



Yet even the lowest hell, the deepest circle of Hades, even the Furies with livid vipers entwined in their hair, gaped in surprise, even Cerberus silenced his triple-jawed barking, and Ixion’s wheel stood still as the wind drove it silent.



473 - 480 Georgics, Virgil









	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 1
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The silence in the valley pressed down upon Dayna’s nerves, scattering her thoughts and disrupting her concentration. She looked up and scanned the cream-colored hills that rose and fell in monotonous waves all the way down to the Dead Sea, the terrain devoid of life except for the occasional desert plant. The Nehal Sekhakha, the dry riverbed or wadi, meandered through the sun-baked humps of the foothills just below the rock where she was sitting. Maybe it wasn’t the silence that disturbed her, but the ominous dark cloud that was creeping in from the west, from the direction of Jerusalem. A prompt kick from her swollen belly reminded her that her baby felt the tension in her body as well. She edged closer to the chalk-dusted rock of the cliffside, depending on its shadow to reduce the glare on her tablet.

A series of high resolution, magnified photographs were bundled in the folder on her device—photographs of Frank’s extraordinary discovery, a second copper scroll dated to between 25 - 100 AD. She had decided to ignore how it was acquired. What did it matter now, anyway? They’d tested it in the lab in Boston—after Frank had come clean—and found the carbon 14 date was identical to the first copper scroll which had been found in Cave Q3 near Qumran in the Palestinian Territories in 1952. But astonishingly “Frank’s scroll,” as she affectionately called it, had been secreted in a Greek location. How had he determined it was buried in the Alepotrypa cave based on the obscure directions in the original artifact? Experts and laymen had been speculating for over a century, deliberating over scrambled clues in strange locations, but had never come close to finding an ounce of silver or gold, let alone the second piece to the puzzle. Everyone had assumed the map, although ancient, was a hoax.

Frank strode past, his lank frame withered by the sun, as he joined their crew of excavators. They were heading to the tunnel they’d already dug several feet into the mountain, revealing a series of carved stone steps.

“Frank,” Dayna called. “You still haven’t explained . . .”

She remembered the day he was about to tell her how he’d deciphered the muddled references. It was in Switzerland a few days after the Armageddon Event, as it was now called, after Shaun’s brother, Lucas, had caused an explosion that unleashed a volcanic nightmare leading to a runaway greenhouse effect in the Canadian north. Frank had been interrupted by a swarm of WEPA (World Environmental Protection Agency) agents as they arrested Shaun. That was another nightmarish day.

“I will,” said Frank, barely pausing. “When I give my men further instructions. We’ve hit a delicate part of the excavation.”

Dayna nodded, in full agreement. The workers needed his explicit directions in how to proceed meticulously from now on and not damage artifacts. The tunnel they were excavating lay beneath an ancient mountain topped by the ruined fortress, Hyrcania. John Hyrcanus I had originally constructed the fortress in the second century BCE, during the Hasmonean period of Jewish history, an independent span of 80 years before the Roman occupation. The fortress was later used as a house of horrors by Herod the Great. Herod, in his paranoia that there was a conspiracy to overthrow his rule, tortured and killed many potential usurpers, even his own son, Antipater, in this very fortress. No archaeological team had ever been allowed to excavate the site until recently, since Israeli troops had designated this territory as a training ground for military maneuvers for years. It was well over fifty years ago that an archaeologist, following the direction of a treasure hunter, had explored the northeastern side of the mountain and discovered a similar tunnel to the one they were now digging. But he had found nothing inside the site but a clay pot dated from the Hasmonean period and the skeleton of a 35-year-old man. Frank’s scroll redirected the search to the southwestern side of the mountain, with detailed instructions. 

She withdrew a copy of the original copper scroll from her folder. It was written in Mishnaic Hebrew, unlike the other Dead Sea Scrolls which were written in Biblical Hebrew. It had been a challenge for the first scholars to translate this document. It was often grammatically incorrect and was written much like a Greek inventory list. It even included a few Greek words—Ken, Chag, Hen, Thaah, Day, Taph, Sook meaning Yes, Their Festival, Rooms/Booths, Enough Timbrels/Tambourines, Anointing. The clues were meaningless without the second scroll. And the Greek words? Still a mystery to her. She silently read through the first paragraph of directions.




תחת רוכע קמעבש הבירח 1.1

תומא חרזמל תאובה תולעמה 1.2

הילכו ףסכ תדש ןיעברא חירא 1.3

1.4 KεN הרשעבש ןירככ לקשמ



1:1 In the ruin that is in the valley of Acor, under

1:2 the steps, with the entrance at the East,

1:3 a distance of forty cubits: a strongbox of silver and its vessels

1:4 with a weight of seventeen talents. KεN





The Greek words had no contextual coherence with the directions, and Dayna still marveled at how Frank had determined some connection to the Alepotrypa Cave in Greece. The original archaeologist to study the copper scroll had pinpointed Hyrcania Valley as the Valley of Achor and Hyrcania as the ruin in this location—somewhere northwest of Jericho where an Israelite named Achan was executed for disobedience to God. But the second scroll gave additional instructions.


1.1 מהכניסה המזרחית לכו בשביל

1.2 מערבה לבור ארבעים אמה,

1.3 מתחת למגדל הייסורים: ארגז כסף וכליו

1.4 עם משקל של שבעה כישרונות.



1:1 From the East entrance, follow the path

1.2 West to the cistern forty cubits,

1.3 beneath the tower of torment: a strongbox of silver and its vessels

1.4 with a weight of seven talents.



The tower of torment, she surmised, was a tower Herod’s minions had used to torture his innocent victims, although she imagined the more tyrannical he became the less innocent they were. Remnants of the stone structures still remained near the access road and ascent path to the top of the mountain, giving them clues as to where they should dig. There were two towers considered watchtowers, but in Herod’s reign they may have been adopted for other purposes. Like, perhaps, suspending prisoners from a rope upside down from the turret. Or leaving them shackled in the sun in the brutal heat of the summer. And, finally, after considerable suffering, hurling the poor souls from the tower to their death on the rocky ground below. Their crew had dug test pits around each tower until they’d discovered carved limestone steps, and a few skeletons.

Another strange, although more reasonable, entry in the second scroll was the amount of treasure listed. It had been significantly decreased from the original text since no treasure the size described had been known to exist except perhaps in Egypt. The first scroll had no doubt been created in so obscure a fashion as to send the Roman troops on a wild goose chase. She could imagine the priests of Jerusalem—since the treasure was presumedly from the Jewish temple before the Romans destroyed it—chuckling at the troops if they had discovered the scroll as they scoured the land for this treasure, sometimes getting close if they understood references to ancient biblical locations, but never close enough.

Dayna’s team could be on a wild goose chase themselves, of course. After all, it was just as likely that thieves had discovered the treasure long ago. Or this second scroll was also a hoax. She’d never been beguiled by treasure anyway, only the human historical record it provided. But at least the excavation kept Frank and Pedro busy, and it gave her an excuse to travel to Israel and its surroundings. The key to Shaun’s freedom lay here. She was sure of it.

“D’ya think we have it right?” asked Pedro, tramping toward her and unloading a wheelbarrow full of dirt and rocks down the slope. The sun traced harsh lines on his scarred face and caused the grime-streaked sweat on his enormous biceps to glisten. A puff of dust erupted in the barren valley below.

“We’ve uncovered the steps. That’s a good sign,” she said, smiling at him, though her thoughts still lingered deep in the past.

“But someone might have found them too, way back, and stolen all the goods.”

He heaved his bulk onto the ground, creating another puff of dust. Dayna handed him a water bottle, which he gratefully accepted.

“It’s possible. But I didn’t see any signs of earlier excavation.”

“And if we find it,” he continued, taking a slug of water and gulping the precious fluid, “will it even matter? The world is dyin’.”

Dayna grimaced, the headlines on the Internet scrolling through her mind. “Another Earthquake Hits Central America.” “Mount St. Helen’s Erupts for the First Time Since 1980.” “CO2 Levels at an All Time High.” “Ten New Tsunamis Devastate Southeast Asia and Four Smash Through Barriers in Europe.” “Worldwide Drought Causes Food Shortage.”

“Not dead yet, though,” she said sternly. “And if we find the treasure, some acquisitive plutocrat might be willing to pay billions for it, which we would promptly hand over to the scientists and production leaders who are trying to develop drought-resistant crops or efficient amphibious homes.” The thought of selling artifacts to a wealthy collector gave her intense pain, but the world now demanded difficult moral choices.

“That won’t stop the fighting over food and energy, and now safer places to live,” he grumbled, eying a particular worker, Rashid Farsoun, who’d behaved oddly since they’d hired him. He seemed too absorbed in the work, and overly inquisitive about the archaeologists, and Dayna already had a target on her back. Frank had been reluctant to single him out to fire him, and on that point Dayna agreed. He was a danger either way, but if he was ejected from the crew, he would then be disgruntled as well, and potentially more threatening.

“Nothing ever stops the fighting,” she muttered. “But we still have to try to calm things down; think through our problems logically. Frank and I are archaeologists, or Frank is nearly one anyway, and in this case our discovery may actually help those in need.”

“But it won’t help Shaun,” he said matter-of-factly. “And Frank and me could work on this ourselves.”

“I have to do something. I have to keep busy,” she answered his unspoken question. “I’ve tried everything I could think of to get him out of prison, but the Swiss authorities defer to WEPA, and they won’t listen to me. And Shaun thinks it’s safer if they don’t know I’m pregnant. He wanted me to hide somewhere. What better place to hide than the Middle East?” She tried to don an ironic grin, but her lips quivered.

Pedro sent her a castigating look. “I’ll bet he don’t like yer choice.”

“He doesn’t know. He doesn’t have to,” she said, meeting his gaze with equal firmness. “Besides, I have more reasons than the treasure to be here. I think I can get him released from prison if I can prove . . .”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Well, that not all of them are revolutionary and genocidal.” Us, she whispered to herself. Not all of us.

“And how do ya do that here?”

Dayna fondled the necklace with the medallion concealed beneath her blouse. If there was anyone she could trust, it was the man who’d concocted a rescue plan to save both Shaun and her in Botswana. She pulled out the medallion, displaying the coin Felicity had found several months ago in a bog in the Canadian north. The Roman Emperor Vespasian was imprinted on the obverse. She flipped it to the reverse, the side that showed the most wear. Through a series of meticulous chemical washes, she’d managed to remove the crust of silt and mud revealing the words Judea Capta and the image of a young woman—symbolizing the Jewish people—mourning under a date palm—symbolizing the province of Judea.

“The Roman coin dates from the time of the first Jewish revolt against the Romans and their subjugation—a triumph for Vespasian and his son that he celebrated with this coin or similar imprints. Shaun’s ancestors must have lived somewhere in this region during that time period. I need to find more evidence of their existence as peaceful people. I need to prove that he’s not like his brother.” 

“He already proved that by helpin’ us and stoppin’ the Zim— that Zimba— that man from Africa.”

“And his own ex-wife. I don’t suppose, though, since she was involved, that it reflects well on him. And then there’s his brother, Lucas. The mass-murderer himself. But maybe a few of his people still exist around here. Maybe some that live decent lives and aren’t terrorists.”

Suddenly the sun-brightened hills became noticeably shadowed. Dayna peered around Pedro’s bulk to discover the bank of bruised clouds she’d noticed earlier had advanced toward their mountain from the direction of the Mar Saba monastery.

“I think you should call down to Frank and tell him to evacuate the dig,” she said. “We don’t want the crew caught in the tunnel if we get another flash flood.”

“Right,” said Pedro. “They seem to be happenin’ more often.”

“A sign of the crazy climate,” she remarked. “Please, get those people out of there.”

Pedro, reacting to the urgency in her voice, spun on his heel and strode toward the tunnel. He yelled down to Frank, who promptly ushered the workers up the steep stone steps, a scrambling column of dust-shrouded men and women.

“We should climb to the crest of the hill,” said Frank, just as a tremendous rumble pierced the air.

Dayna agreed. These flash floods were becoming more numerous. The rain could descend and accumulate quickly, rain that often became the turbulent, erosive streams and rivers that carved out these very wadis. Pedro offered her his hand as she plodded toward the path. Most of the workers had already scrambled up the mountain, but her bulk slowed her down. Four or five excavators tramped behind her, too tired to hurry.

She clutched Pedro’s arm just as another rumble rolled through the hills, along with a sizzling strike of lightning. The approaching tempest was not a typical thunderstorm. She needed to pick up the pace, even as her heat-exhausted body protested with cramping muscles.

“Dayna,” said Pedro.

“I know.” Then a vice-like cramp seized her leg and she faltered, clinging to his arm.

“This is serious.”

“I know.”

Then the rumble became a roar.

The water chased around the bend in the valley and bore down on them like the parted Red Sea on the Egyptians so long ago, or so the story goes. Why had Lucas transformed the world into such a tinderbox, where disasters flared in an instant in the superficial calm? She screamed and tried to sprint despite the clawing at her leg. But the water swept in and swept her off her feet; she was caught in the raging river, water swiftly filling her mouth.
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CHAPTER 2
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Shaun eyed James Gerard disconsolately, through droopy lids, as the WEPA agent draped himself over the straight-back vinyl chair in the Swiss prison cell. The agent looked tired and disheveled, his beard straggly from lack of grooming, but he still maintained a degree of sharpness that Shaun couldn’t muster anymore. Shaun had been incarcerated for three months now, in this austere but functional cell, with a simple cot in one corner and a toilet and sink in the other, surrounded by maroon curtains for privacy. They’d also supplied him with a scratched wooden table and chair, and a tablet, but of course all his outgoing communications and Internet engagement were undoubtedly monitored. And his Mars link was blocked.

What did Gerard want now? Hadn’t the endless rounds of interrogation told him everything he needed to know? There were no threads of Shaun’s life that he hadn’t unraveled, but he kept plucking away.

“So . . . ,” he began. “The Zimbabwean company was just a front, as we suspected. And GenTech has been totally infiltrated. In how many other companies are your people operating?”

Shaun sighed and muttered under his breath. “I’ve told you many, many times, I didn’t know what they were up to or where they were operating. I explained everything about Lucas already. I left my village, which was on the outskirts of Algonquin Park, years ago when I began my studies. I left my wife a few years after we were married. I refused to participate in their plans, which at the time were certainly not this global but were already sounding extreme. They had people training in weapons technology, of which I didn’t approve. And I knew that they were conducting genetic research, but beyond that . . .” He shrugged.

“You didn’t think they might try to infect us with a biological agent, since they were conducting genetic research, as you say?”

Shaun slumped in his chair. “They weren’t that stupid. They knew they would be risking their own lives if they did that.”

“Aren’t they risking their own lives now? By triggering a runaway greenhouse effect? I’m sure you’ve seen the headlines. The detonation of the spacecraft, Phoenix, caused a mantle plume to erupt, releasing a blast of heat, and at the same time causing the permafrost in the bogs to release stored CO2. The planet in turn is cooking in some places, leading to fires, drought, and crop failure, and in others experiencing violent climate swings that produce floods, hurricanes, and tornadoes beyond the highest levels we’ve ever seen. The new eruption has affected the mantle resulting in additional volcanic activity, earthquakes, and tsunamis. And the melt continues, flooding lowlands worldwide. Aren’t they putting themselves at risk by destroying the Earth?”

“I suppose,” said Shaun, “they have contingency plans. If you want to find them before they leave for Mars, I suggest you look in highlands and more stable inland regions. And I suppose they would have stockpiled supplies. Like I said, they’re not stupid.”

“But they still were counting on us considering the disaster an accident. So, they may have slipped up, left a trail of breadcrumbs to their stockpiles, like they did on Mars.”

Shaun leaned forward, thoroughly frustrated with this endless line of questioning. “Look, James. You’ve been here countless times asking the same questions. You know I wasn’t involved, which is why I was helping Dayna. I wanted to stop them. They poisoned my best friend. Why are you wasting your time and mine? Let me go, and maybe they’ll contact me, and I can get more information. Or . . . let me talk to Lucas.”

“It doesn’t matter what I know,” said James. “It only matters what you know, even inadvertently. I can’t let you go.” He leaned in as well. “Remember, the cameras are always rolling.” He sat back. “But maybe you can talk to Lucas.”

Shaun blinked in astonishment.

“Tomorrow, or the next day.”

His heart grew heavy again. Although what would it really accomplish? What do you say to a brother who is nothing like you could even fathom—a mass murderer.

“But in the meantime, you could tell me where Dr. Lugan went. I still have a few things I need to clarify. And she seems to have slipped off the radar.”

“I have no idea where she went,” he snapped. “She’s probably back in Boston.” But he hoped she’d heeded his unspoken warnings and disappeared somewhere far from her home.

“Then why haven’t you tried to communicate with her? I thought you two were . . . intimate.”

“Why would I?” he growled, fighting to contain his growing ire. “She’s gone through enough these past few months. She was shot and nearly killed. Now most of the people in the world want to see me hanged for what my brother did. She’s far safer if she doesn’t contact me, if she just stays away.”

“And yet, you desperately want to talk to her,” James said quietly.

Shaun slouched back and didn’t reply. Hungrily was the word.

“I don’t want to use extreme measures to extract information from you, Shaun. I don’t work that way.”

The sparks reignited in his chest, like a live wire. But you will, just to see if there’s anything you missed.

“I’d like to say no one in my organization would touch Dr. Lugan either, but not everyone believes she’s innocent of involvement in your species’ plans, since she disappeared after you were incarcerated. But perhaps I can find a way to protect her if you were very cooperative.”

“I am being cooperative. I’ve emptied my head of everything I know about the Movement, which is basically nothing. I’ve tried to explain Lucas’s psychology. Dayna is an archaeologist. I’m sure she’s just on a dig somewhere. And she was a victim in all of this. Why would anyone think she was involved?”

James smiled. He patted his pockets, then removed a smokeless cigarette, lit up and inhaled the nontoxic vapor. “Maybe . . . because someone tampered with her DNA record at GenTech, just like everyone we’ve identified so far with your species.”

Shaun froze; his chest locked as he fought to breathe. Finally, he caught his breath and managed to speak. “That’s . . . that’s impossible. Dayna is not one of us. I just met her in Polar Bear Provincial Park when she chased after her student last June. She had no idea we were even different until she ran the DNA on the bog bodies Felicity discovered. She and her students were the ones who exposed my species.”

“And yet, records don’t lie. Or should I say tampered ones. As you should know, all electronic records now have footprints. We don’t have the resources to examine everyone, but if any international organization comes under suspicion, we can initiate our software and detect alterations. GenTech’s records are full of deletions and alterations. Including Dr. Lugan’s records.”

Shaun looked down, examining every crack in the battered tiles on the floor. “I don’t understand.”

“Oh, I think you do. Which is why I will give you a choice that may help Dr. Lugan or condemn her. Your pick.”

Shaun slowly raised his eyes and met Gerard’s unwavering gaze. The bastard. “Last thing I heard you didn’t arrest Baruti. And Baruti must have at least half our DNA. You believe he wasn’t involved.”

“Of course, he wasn’t involved. I recruited him to discover your secret, and he pursued his investigation ruthlessly. So I will give you the same option. Help me hunt them down. Help me expose their next acts of sabotage or attack. Join me and a select team to follow wherever the clues may lead and unearth their lairs before they eliminate what’s left of the Earth.”

“You want me to be your hound dog?”

“Precisely.”

“And what about Dayna?”

“Dayna who?” said James, adopting a conspiratorial expression, his face mildly compressed like a cat’s. 

Shaun took a deep breath and agreed. After all, what choice did he have? “I’ll even shoot my own brother, if I have to.”

“That’s a little more extreme than what I was thinking. First, you’ll need training, along with a few of my other recruits. Then—” He pulled up a satellite map on his tablet, initiating the holographic projection through subtle eye movements. “There’s strange chatter coming out of Jordan.” He pointed to the location south of the Dead Sea where Bedouin camps blanketed the hilltops. “As you may know, Bedouin tent communities are becoming rare, as more and more were offered permanent dwellings over the last thirty years. The housing project in this region was an effort on the part of the Global Welfare Society to combat poverty and prevent terrorism. The Bedouin usually aren’t susceptible to the terrorist doctrine anyway, yet we’ve detected the transportation of long-range rocket components to this area.”

Shaun examined the map. It could be a Gilgamesh stronghold. He had no idea where they operated.

“I’ve handpicked a number of extremely motivated individuals to join us in investigating this anomaly,” Gerard continued. “And I will lead the team.”

Shaun looked at him in surprise. His paunch protruded from beneath his jacket. His face was round, if not jolly. Every few minutes he coughed as if he had a lung affliction. He certainly wasn’t in peak physical condition.

“You?” Shaun said, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

“Yes. I haven’t operated in the field for some years, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten my training. And with these terrorists still at large, I think it’s time I return to active duty. We can’t put the genie back into the bottle. The damage is done. But we can make those who uncorked it pay.”

He motioned to the guard to open the cell and strode out without a backward glance. Shaun wasn’t a soldier or an agent. He didn’t want to make the terrorists pay, in Gerard’s sense of the word. But he’d do anything to protect Dayna and his child. Anything.
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CHAPTER 3
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Bob plunged his shovel into the crusty red Martian soil and flipped another spade-full onto a nearby heap. The digging was excruciating work, made even more demanding since his body had a Martian metabolic pathway that conserved oxygen. The cumbersome oxygen tank added to the energy expenditure. But the more gardens the three Martians planted, the more likely they could dispense with the tanks, at least for short periods of time. The genetically modified blue-green algae that now blanketed the planet had already increased the oxygen level from 0.13 % to 10 %.

Bob paused and looked beyond the mound he’d just created to Gita, his fellow gardener. Gita was adding manure—basically their own faeces—to the mix of Martian soil along with nitrogen-fixing bacteria that they’d cultured in the lab from the stockpile of genetic material. The soil in this crater near the outflow channel of the Ares Vallis already possessed some nitrates, a product of volcanic activity. The hardy lichen they’d planted here earlier had broken down the harder rock and now they just had to add fertilizer and water to the tephra—a glassy volcanic ash that contained more beneficial minerals than some other sites they’d surveyed.

“How’s it going?” He spoke into the mic in his helmet.

“Exhausting,” she replied. “But it’s going. Now if we can get these seeds to germinate—” She patted the canvas bag that was leaning against the side of the rover. “—we can actually grow crops. What I wouldn’t give to bite into a plump juicy tomato.”

“Or taste a slice of fresh bread,” he added, referring to the wheat.

“Or feast on a great green leafy salad.”

“But the field mustard and lupins are just as important as green manure and nitrogen fixers. So, we can expand, and expand, and expand.”

Gita looked down and finished sifting soil with manure, then stood, stretching her back. “You seem more excited than usual,” she commented. “You’re not grumbling for a change.”

“Don’t get me started,” he said, feeling the suffocating weight press down on him again.

“At least we can talk freely here,” said Gita. “Lucas isn’t helping us for once. And he’s at least two hours out of the comm’s reach.”

“That’s why I feel lighter, buoyant even. But don’t you wonder why he isn’t helping us today? He said he had to do additional work on the solar array because of the damage it sustained due to the last quake, but I thought we’d repaired it adequately.”

“I don’t think it has anything to do with the array. I think he’s expecting his people on Earth to contact him. I caught him a few days ago, transmitting a message that advised against colonization because of the extreme volcanism we’ve been experiencing. But I think things are just as dire on Earth and they’re willing to take the risk. We may have visitors soon.”

The tension re-exerted its grip on Bob’s chest, making it even more difficult to breathe. “And then we’re expendable.”

“Do you really think he would kill us?”

Bob tossed the shovel aside, strode across the small field, and stood in front of her, studying her strong chin and piercing eyes. In many respects she was still the commander, even though Lucas had now taken charge. The imperial rigidness in her stance said, ‘he wouldn’t dare.’

“He’s basically killed the Earth. Why would a couple of measly astronauts bother his conscience?”

Gita sighed. “I have weapons prepared, just in case. Lab implements I didn’t think he’d miss. And these gardening tools may come in handy, too. But I think you’re wrong about his conscience. It’s an odd thing. We seem to matter, and certainly you do, Bob, more than the hundreds of thousands he’s already slaughtered on Earth.”

“Odd is right. I guess when he got to know us personally, he developed reservations about killing us. I just wish he had extrapolated that connection beyond the two of us. I wish he had discovered the humanity within his soul before he started a war that no one can win.” Bob paused, still wondering why he hadn’t killed Lucas before the man had assaulted him with his genetic concoction. Of course, he knew the answer. It was because he certainly wasn’t a killer, and he might have even grown to like the asshole.

But he didn’t like him anymore. And maybe it was time to become what he abhorred.

“I think we need to take him out before his guests arrive.”

Gita grimaced beneath her mask but, surprisingly, she nodded. “We have access to all the lab materials and information now. We can survive without him. Even if he doesn’t plan to kill us, if his people arrive, they’ll probably have no such qualms. But . . . I don’t know if I can do it, Bob. And Lucas is stronger than the two of us put together.”

“I’ll do it,” said Bob. “When he’s sleeping.”

She nodded and sighed. “He’s as despicable as any terrorist,” she said. “Do you think he’s their leader?”

“He has power, but I don’t think he’s in charge. He’s a general, brutal in his tactics, but still a follower. There’s someone else leading his army.”

“But he’s the only one holding a strategic position. If we can take him down and reclaim Mars . . .”

“We’ll still have to prepare for a greater fight. They’re coming, whether he’s here to welcome them or not.”

“The thing is,” said Gita, “Mars is just as dangerous as Earth right now. They’d be walking into a nightmare of volcanic eruptions, CO2 bursts across the planet, tornadoes and violent windstorms, not to mention the sudden appearances of rivers and streams as frozen aquifers melt. They might not even be able to deorbit and descend.”

“But in their opinion, this is the Promised Land. And they don’t care how many risks they have to take to reach it or how many people they have to kill to claim it.”

“I understand their position,” said Gita quietly.

Bob eyed her severely. How could she even consider empathizing with these genocidal, or more appropriately, speciescidal terrorists?

“Well, I do. They’ve faced severe prejudice in the past. They’re few and have hidden most of their lives in order to escape persecution and potential genocide themselves. They’ve become clever enough to leap ahead of our own scientists in producing a viable planet and changing their own genetic makeup to survive here just so they can live without fear. I feel for them. I hate their solution, and I would hope if they had ever emerged from hiding and placed themselves on our mercy that they wouldn’t be correct in their fears. But I honestly don’t think we’ve evolved substantially as a species. I despise our own choice, because it just perpetuates the ‘them versus us’ mentality, and violence never solves anything. But I do believe they will kill us when they arrive. I doubt they would believe we would willingly work by their side and hold no grudges.”

“Could you hold no grudges after what they did to Earth?”

“Probably not. But the only way to stop a war is to set aside those grudges.”

Gita turned her attention to her pile of manure and dug her gloves into the squishy mixture. She tossed it into one of the holes Bob had excavated, complete with volcanic fines. “We’d better keep working while we still have light,” she said.

Bob nodded and trudged back to his shovel. A quiet blanket of fog rolled over the nearest hill and dabbed him with moisture, raising droplets on his jacket. He could no longer see Gita, but her harsh breathing clearly filtered through his comm unit. He was still percolating with anger at Lucas and his species, despite the sense of Gita’s words. “They started it,” he mumbled to himself. “Why should I feel anything for them?” Least of all Lucas, the devil incarnate. “Besides, I’m not the one who’s prejudiced.  But they’re certainly prejudiced against us. I like all manki— all species.”

“I can hear you, Bob,” said Gita. “And I don’t think you like the mosquito.”

“No. Neither do I like the snake. But if I’d known about Lucas’s kind, I’m sure I wouldn’t have treated them differently.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I’m not like that.”

Gita sighed. “I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder where all my cruel, hateful thoughts come from. Sometimes—”

A rumble shuddered through the air, halting all conversation. What was that? Bob paused, squinted at the fog, held his breath. Nothing good, that’s for sure. The next instant the ground rippled beneath his feet. It tipped him off balance and sent him sprawling to the ground. The pile of dirt beside him slumped as if it had suddenly lost its foundation, and small rocks skittered and rolled across his legs and midriff. He heard a gush to the north and a splatter nearby, accompanied by a tangerine glow.

Another volcanic eruption!

“Holy crap! Gita, we need to get out of here!”

Before she could respond, the air resounded with another rumble, along with ricocheting cracks and snaps. Then came Gita’s screams.

“Gita!” Bob scrambled to his feet and stumbled across the quivering ground. He could barely see in the dense fog and just managed to stop before he collided with a massive boulder. He followed the slope of the boulder downward until he found Gita splayed on the ground, writhing and moaning, her mobility limited to little jerks and shudders. Dropping to his knees, he assessed the situation. Gita’s arm extended underneath the truck-sized boulder, pinned, trapped, crushed.

“Get it off!” she screamed. “Get it off!”

Bob leaped up and planted his feet to give himself traction. He applied all his weight to pushing the boulder, grunting and groaning, his muscles straining. But it didn’t move a fraction, and he knew it was impossible. Still, he pushed, prodded, muttered, cursed. He scrambled back to the rover and grabbed the winch, unwinding it and strapping it around the rock. Gita groaned weakly, as blood spread beneath her arm like a scarlet wing. 

“Hang on,” he said, as he tapped the controls on his wrist. 

The chain grew taught, the gears grinding as it fought with the rock’s weight. The boulder shifted an inch, and then another. At least Mar’s gravity was less than Earth’s, requiring significantly reduced power to move objects. But it still needed extra thrust. 

Bob started the rover and added more power to the task, the wheels slipping at first, but finally moving forward and dragging the rock off the wounded astronaut. She screamed as the pressure was released.

Bob bounded out of the rover and dropped to his knees beside her. She looked too pale, more than just the ghostly product of the fog. He examined her arm, which was crushed beyond repair. He ran to get the med kit and quickly applied a tourniquet above the damage, but in his mind he despaired. Would she even survive? And if she did, what would Lucas do with a disabled worker? Would he think her dispensable now? 

Regardless, he had to try to save her. Save them both. But first he needed to stop the bleeding and transport her at Mars-permitting top speed back to the cave. And he’d have to circumnavigate a spreading lava pool. Survival was becoming more and more tenuous.
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CHAPTER 4
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Felicity collapsed into a wicker chair behind the bungalow on the outskirts of Maun, her face beaded with perspiration. The heat was oppressive, much hotter than usual for the summer season in Botswana, temperatures sometimes reaching into the 40’s or 50’s. But even though she felt as wilted as the pathetic sprouts in the fenced garden to her right, she could still admire the view. Baruti’s father’s house backed onto a wildlife sanctuary laced with stands of fan palms and acacia thickets, the feathered leaves piercing an azure sky. In the distance, along the river, a herd of wildebeest created a tan carpet as they grazed en masse and, farther down, the long, spotted necks of giraffes protruded from the crowns of the trees. As she pulled her gaze back to the veranda, between the butterfly-shaped leaves of a mopane tree, Felicity spotted a vervet monkey, its thoughtful face framed by cream-colored fur, its lips parted as it panted to release the intractable heat. It met her eyes and began chattering, as if it were begging her to bring about a cool rain.

The back door creaked open on its spring hinges, and Baruti appeared carrying a plastic tray with three glasses of lemonade—thank goodness it wasn’t tea, or she might drown in her own sweat. He set the tray on the wicker patio table and sat down beside her. The ice inside the glasses clinked merrily, giving Felicity relief even before she drank the lemonade. The glass exterior instantly beaded with condensation, rewarding her hand with a sweet chill.

“Three glasses?” she asked. “Is your father joining us?”

“I insisted. The only way to deal with him in his condition. But he had to make a pitstop and he may get sidetracked before he reaches the back door, so I might have to drag him out eventually. How are you handling the heat? You look . . . tired.”

“Surviving,” she said. “But I don’t know if the animals are doing as well. The river looks like it might dry up completely.”

Baruti sat on the chair beside her, his face drooping, his eyes mournful. “I know their intention was to kill us, but did they even consider everything else they would kill?”

“In a way, I think they did. That’s why they preserved all the species they could in cryogenic zoos. But cloning doesn’t bring back the same creature; it doesn’t erase the suffering they’re causing. I know I said we need to forgive Lucas, so we can move forward, but I’m still so angry at him.”

“I think the only way we can move forward is to find out everything they were planning, and if my mother was involved. If I can survive the chrysomelid poison, and I’m only a hybrid, then they are more resilient, or maybe they’ve been altered so they have become stronger. We can’t stop the runaway greenhouse effect, but maybe we can become stronger too, so more of us can survive. But what I really need to know is if we can become smarter because, somehow, we need to save more than a trickle of humans. We need to save the planet.”

“Or save as much of it as we can.”

Baruti grabbed the lemonade, but he seemed to sag, his determination faltering. “It seems so hopeless, but I can’t give up on them.” He pointed at the emaciated, heat-exhausted animals and thirsty plants.

“Why do you think your mother was involved? Maybe she didn’t know anything about this.” Felicity didn’t want to entertain the thought that Baruti’s mother could have been so fiendish. By Baruti’s wince, the idea pained him even more.

“Because . . .” He paused and gulped his drink, obviously delaying what he needed to say. “Because she killed herself.”

“But . . . your father said she was mentally ill. She had a severe episode of depression before she committed suicide.”

“The question is, what caused her depression? She seemed quite happy with my father. And it only started in her later years. There could be a genetic cause, but I have a feeling they convinced her to participate in their plans.”

“Even though she was married to one of our species? Why would she cooperate with them?”

“Maybe she didn’t realize what they were really planning until she’d already done something she couldn’t undo. She was a scientist, you know.”

“Oh,” Felicity said, suddenly realizing how little she knew about Baruti and his family. “What was her area of study?”

“Molecular biology. She may have been intimately involved in their genetic engineering project. And when she finally found out the true substance of their plans, she couldn’t live with what she’d done.”

Felicity massaged her forehead. She was finding this conspiracy increasingly convoluted. She wasn’t sure this was the right thing to do, either, to keep digging into the mystery when she should be volunteering to help disaster victims. Or work in a lab to determine how to impart resiliency in both plants and animals so they could survive the rising temperatures. Not that she had sufficient expertise to lend to the overburdened scientists. She was better at digging up the dead.

“Baruti,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound too frustrated. “The genetic engineers created an extra chromosome to help the Homo sapiens polarensis species, or Polare people, as the media is starting to call them, survive on Mars. What could be so awful about that?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Which is why we need to find their lab. If they were creating something else, something horrible, it would explain why . . . She killed my dog, you know. Why would she do that if she were simply depressed? Something was driving her. They drove her to it.”

Felicity reached out and stroked his arm. She leaned in and kissed him, just to smooth that sorrowful crease in his brow. They were chasing ghosts. Baruti’s ghosts. He needed a reason for his mother’s actions, even though the world was exploding. The animals needed him. She needed him. But he resisted their call. Somehow the knowledge that his genetic code was half-Polare had unearthed all the pain from his past, the traumatic death of his mother, and her inexplicable behavior before he lost her. 

The door creaked open and the stooped old man with the broad nose and narrow face—etched and furrowed with wrinkles—wobbled onto the porch. Surprisingly, he had remembered their date for drinks outside. Baruti had the same broad nose, but that’s where the resemblance ended. In fact, he looked more like Shaun than his own father, with a square jaw and compressed forehead, piercing eyes—almond instead of green—and considerably taller height. Baruti rose and helped his father to a chair, even though Dchaka eyed him with displeasure and looked as if he might wrench his arm from his son’s grasp.

“Don’t need your help,” he mumbled. “Don’t need it.”

Baruti ignored him and hovered until he was seated in the wicker chair beside him.

“You’d think I was crippled.”

Baruti handed him the remaining glass on the table and waited for the old man to set it back down. He thrust the glass at him again. “It’s too hot not to drink.”

“It’s always hot,” said Dchaka Mbeki. “Always, always hot.”

“Never this hot, though,” said Baruti. “If you don’t drink it, I’m going to toss it down the drain.”

Felicity tried not to smile as Dchaka’s eyes widened, and he quickly began to sip the lemonade. Obviously wasting the drink was a far more appalling option than tossing it down his gullet. After emptying half the glass, he set it, rather unsteadily, on the table. It tipped and with a pronounced splash nearly fell over, but a snap grab from Baruti kept it upright.

“Papa, I want to talk about Mama.”

“We’ve already talked. We’ve talked about her. We’ve talked about her.” He pointed at Felicity. “I hoped you would settle down, but not with an . . . artist.”

Felicity suppressed a giggle. Funny how he’d divined that about her, even though it wasn’t entirely accurate. Funny how he found that profession offensive.

“Felicity isn’t exactly an artist,” Baruti explained. “She’s an archaeologist. She studies artifacts and . . . other things.”

“Gold coffins. Mummies. Mama. I know what she studies, but she won’t be digging up my bones.”

“Papa, please. Let’s try to focus. Where was Mama working, before she got sick? You used to say it was for a wealthy company. And that her work was important.”

“Yes, very important. So why would they fire her? So strange. Never understood it.”

“They fired her?” said Baruti.

“Oh, I wasn’t supposed to tell you that.” Dchaka slapped his forehead. “She didn’t want you to know.”

“It’s okay,” said Baruti, gently taking his father’s hand and trying to calm him down. He looked into his eyes with a tranquil and calming expression, although Felicity could spot the quiver in his leg. The look had a mesmerizing effect that did seem to subdue his father’s agitation. “I’m older now. You don’t have to shelter me. Do you remember where she worked? Her work is still important, even though she couldn’t finish it.”

“Where?” said his father. “I think . . . it was Motopi.”

Baruti nodded and smiled with satisfaction.

“Gabarone. Johannesburg.”

Baruti frowned. “Well, which one?”

His father looked down and plucked at the leg of his shorts. “She had to fly all over. She was doing great work. Saving people. But her boss hated me. I went with her once. To the laboratory by the huge church. I told him about my work with the !Kung and suddenly he changed, overnight, like a cat who’s missed his dinner. I think that’s why they fired her. Because of me. He hated me.”

Baruti’s expression soured. No wonder. He’d told Felicity about his father’s work with the indigenous people. Dchaka had tried to establish health care clinics in locations within their reach rather than forcing them to travel great distances if they became ill. But the !Kung must have already been on the terrorists’ hit list. Or simply a reminder of unfinished business. Either way, it must have enraged them even further to learn that Baruti’s mother had married outside their species.

“What was the laboratory building called?” asked Baruti.

Dchaka closed his eyes. “I can see it. But I don’t remember its name. Or did it have a name?” He opened his eyes and gazed at Baruti in despair. “I don’t remember.”

“It’s okay,” said Baruti, patting his shoulder. “You’ll just have to come with us and point it out.”

“I have her pass, though,” Dchaka mumbled.

“What did you say?” Baruti prompted.

“I still have her pass, to get into the building, I think. It’s in Mama’s old drawer in the bedroom.”

Baruti leaped up and dashed into the house. He returned several minutes later with a security pass dangling from his hand, a triumphant smile adorning his flushed face. It contained a photo of his mother in the lefthand corner, and a microchip at the bottom that undoubtedly allowed access to a secure location.

Felicity met his eyes and shook her head. Not a good idea. These people were extremely dangerous. Why would he put his father at risk? “Is there any info about the location on the card?”

“No, but Papa can show us.”

“Where would we even go?” she asked. “Motopi? Gabarone? Johannesburg? Or somewhere else?”

“Motopi is too small,” said Baruti. “Gabarone is possible, but I doubt their main lab would be in Botswana. We don’t do a great deal of genetic research here. My guess is Johannesburg.”

“It’s still a huge place. And your father . . .”

“I’ll keep him safe,” said Baruti. “As safe as I can in a dystopian world.”

“I don’t need you to keep me safe, Baruti,” said his father, reminding him that he may have dementia, but he wasn’t hearing impaired, and they shouldn’t talk around him as if he wasn’t there. “But you need someone to keep you safe. I think you should call him and get him to come back.”

“Who?” asked Baruti.

“Well, James, of course. James Bond.”

Baruti nodded placatingly, but a knot developed in Felicity’s gut. She couldn’t agree with Dchaka more. The person they needed most, for yet another perilous mission, was James Gerard. Or if not him, at least Pedro and, she had to admit it, Frank.
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CHAPTER 5
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Frank swung around from ushering his work crew up the hill when Dr. Lugan—Dayna, as she now insisted he call her, colleague to colleague—screamed. He watched helplessly as she and Pedro, along with five members of his excavation crew, were swept into the roaring waters of the flash flood. He turned back and raced along the edge of the rising river. Heads were bobbing in the current, as the victims were being carried farther downstream, but Pedro had latched onto a tangled shrub that stubbornly clung to the hillside, and his arm encircled Dayna. He desperately fought to keep her head above water.

Frank reached them first. He flung himself to his knees and stretched as far as he dared to grab Pedro’s hand, but it was just out of reach. Pedro gritted his teeth as water washed over him again and again, threatening his ability to breathe. He couldn’t grasp Frank’s hand either, because he would have to let go of the shrub or Dayna.

There was only one solution. Pedro gripped Dayna in a merciless bearhug and launched her at Frank. Frank caught her arm and dragged her toward dry land, although the current tried just as furiously to drag her back. Frank yanked and pulled, gradually liberating her from the inexorable flow. But he noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that the shrub, which was Pedro’s only lifeline, was losing its purchase on the waterlogged soil. It slipped, and then completely uprooted, and his friend sailed away down the raging river.

Frank yanked Dayna as high as he could up the slope and deposited her onto a sun-baked rock. Dayna coughed and sputtered—still feeling the effects of partial drowning—but gradually regained her breath and seemed decently alive. The exertion of the rescue flooded through Frank at the same time, and he felt the need to collapse beside her. But she suddenly spoke between gasps.

“P—Pedro? Frank . . . Pedro!”

“I know,” he gasped.

“Frank, he’s not lost. Please!”

Frank spun around, and true enough, Pedro had traveled farther down the river, but had managed to clutch another protruding branch. The branch was flailing in the maelstrom, and he gasped and gulped repeatedly as wave after wave smashed into his face. He’d managed to survive a few minutes longer, but he was weakening as he fought for air and purchase. His grip slipped a few inches.

“Don’t let go,” Frank yelled. “I’m coming!”

He began sprinting along the river, but he was still so woefully far away, at least fifty feet. 

But a member of his work crew leaped in front of him and sprinted even faster. He was lean and quick, his face wrapped in a keffiyeh, but Frank instantly recognized him—Rashid Farsoun. Not someone he entirely trusted. Deep-set surly eyes glanced back at him, as if to communicate . . . something, but he couldn’t translate the look. Was he racing to help or was he racing to ensure that no one helped.

Frank bid his legs to pump the ground at maximum speed. But there was no way he could overtake Rashid. The excavator sprang over rocks like a gazelle and spewed dust from his shoes like an Olympic runner. He still carried a shovel from the excavation in his hand. When he reached the water’s edge, he raised the shovel as if he might bash Pedro over the head. Or sever the slender branches that tenuously secured him to the mountain’s flank. Frank’s heart threatened to burst from his chest. Why hadn’t he fired the man, damn the consequences?

But just as he opened his mouth to scream at Rashid, the workman fell to his knees, extended the shovel toward Pedro and shouted, with surprising authority, “You take it. You take it now!”

Pedro released the branch with one hand and grabbed the head of the shovel. With a child’s naive trust, gazing into the eyes of his rescuer, he relinquished the shrub altogether and clutched the shovel with his other hand. At the same time a monstrous wave crashed over his head, and he vanished under the muddy water. But he didn’t lose his grip. And Rashid hauled him toward the dry ridge that had so far escaped the deluge. By this time Frank had arrived on the scene. He clasped Pedro’s shoulder, while Rashid dropped the shovel and seized his other arm, liberating him from the water. They pulled him six feet up the embankment.

Pedro coughed and wheezed, ejecting water and debris as he frantically tried to catch his breath. Mud striped his head and clothes; his face had assumed a wintry pallor. He shuddered and collapsed on the rocky ground, but Rashid wasn’t satisfied.

“Not here,” he said. “No rest here. Must go up the mountain. Up Khirbet el-Mird. Wadi may fill completely with water. See.” He pointed toward the surging flood waters that were steadily climbing higher, tongues lapping at the parched earth, prepared to swallow it whole. “Will fill first and then will drain.”

Frank nodded. “Can you stand?” he asked Pedro. His bulk would be hard to shoulder, even with two men.

“I’ll—I’ll try,” said his friend. With their assistance, he scrambled to his feet, his leg muscles quivering. Dayna waved from farther up the slope, her relief obvious, then she turned to trudge higher and not impede their ascent.

As they toddled upward, Pedro leaning heavily upon the two men, Frank expressed his thanks to Rashid.

“I don’t think I could have reached him in time. I really appreciate your help.”

Rashid grinned, his obscenely white teeth showing through the bristles of his goatee. “I have told you before, Mr. Campo, I am here to help. That is what I do.”

Frank was about to grin back at him, but the excavator wasn’t finished. And when he finished Frank didn’t
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