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      The ocean was a dark, sinister gray as the blizzard cut across the barren Siberian shores and tore whitecaps off the Laptev Sea.

      Across the water, the prison lay almost flat to the ground, a vast windowless concrete slab built next to a breakwater, low enough to withstand the fierce Arctic wind. This part of the world spent six months of the year in darkness and six months in blinding white, so it was easy to deny the prisoners any natural light. Recently, human rights activists had tried unsuccessfully to shut the prison down on the ground that a lack of natural light was a form of starvation for the human body. It was not the first time the prison had been threatened with closure. In the winter of 1986 a blizzard had buried the entire building. Two rescue military helicopters were sent in but crashed in the storm. Eventually a ship was dispatched, but when it finally reached the prison, half the inmates and wardens had frozen to death.

      Yet the prison remained open for one very good reason: in all of Russia and Siberia, government officials could find no better place to keep their worst criminals as far away from civilization as possible.

      The cruiser battled the waves, dipping into troughs and tipping over foaming crests. The ex-military boat had been retired from service by the Russian Navy and was now used as convict transport. Needless to say, comfort on board was minimal. Every time the boat took off from the crest of a wave, it gave an unsettling groan. When it landed in a trough, it let out a thud as loud a sonic boom.

      Shane and the Professor shared this disconcerting voyage with the stubble-jawed, cigar-smoking captain of the floating bucket, and a young pale British foreign correspondent who was gazing with some alarm at the sleet-slicked window. Shane was certain the guy was about to throw up at any minute.

      “How far away are we?” the correspondent asked the captain in broken Russian.

      “You sound anxious,” laughed the captain with a smoke-filled smirk. “Don’t worry, she’s only sunk once before.”

      At that moment, a giant wave smashed into the bow of the vessel. The cruiser pitched to port and the correspondent lurched straight into Shane, who managed to catch him but couldn’t stop their heads from butting together.

      “Ow! Jesus!” Shane growled, pushing the young man aside.

      “I’m so, so sorry!” the young man stammered in a distinct British public school accent. “I’m not very good on boats.” He offered Shane his hand by way of introduction—and apology. “Daniel West, foreign correspondent for the London Town Crier.” Shane looked vague. “It’s a newspaper,” Daniel explained.

      Daniel was in his mid-twenties and handsome, in a geeky kind of way, with black-rimmed glasses and short slicked-back hair. But he was neither frail nor feeble. Years of being bullied at school had taught him how to fight and he’d won many a schoolyard battle. Shane had felt the tough, solid body underneath that heavily coated exterior.

      “Shane Houston,” Shane said in return, shaking Daniel’s hand with one hand and rubbing his forehead with the other.

      The young reporter adjusted the glasses on his nose and turned to the Professor. “And you must be Professor Fathom. You’re on your way to see him too. He asked for you personally, didn’t he?”

      “Who?” the Professor asked, feigning ignorance.

      “Caro Sholtez. The minute I heard someone had been granted access, I did everything humanly possible to tag along for the ride. Is it true what they say? That he burned down an entire village in Papua New Guinea, simply because they wouldn’t allow him to enter their sacred jungle?”

      The Professor answered softly, carefully, not feeling the need to raise his voice above the rumble of the blizzard crashing against the boat. “New Guinea is a remote place. Those reports are…unsubstantiated.”

      “But it’s true he plundered and murdered his way across four continents before U.S. forces tracked him down. And it’s true the United States government paid the Russians a small fortune to buy Sholtez a one-way ticket to Laptev Prison, right? Yet Nobody knows what Sholtez was after. He went to jail without a lawyer.”

      “A lawyer would have sold his secrets.”

      Daniel’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You know, don’t you. You know what he’s looking for. You know what drives him.” The young reporter’s hands dipped into the pockets of his jacket, pulling out a pen and notebook.

      The Professor paused. “Yes. I know what Caro is looking for. And yes, I know what drives him: obsession. But if you don’t mind, Mr. West, please put your notebook away. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re not here to interview me.”

      “Sorry, it’s a reflex action, I’m afraid. I’ve been doing stories on poverty, prostitutes, and the coal miners of Vorkuta for the last two years, and suddenly I’m staring down the barrel of a cover story. I guess I’m just a little excited… Not to mention nervous.”

      The cruiser shuddered and groaned, and Daniel West swiftly took his seat.

      “By the sound of your voice, I’d say extremely nervous,” the Professor said.

      “It’s this boat. Or rather, the water. I can’t swim,” Daniel admitted openly.

      “I think, in this part of the world, it’s not drowning you have to worry about. It’s freezing to death.”

      “Twenty-nine degrees Fahrenheit,” Daniel nodded. “Or if you like, minus one point eight degrees Celsius. I read that somewhere. I suppose I have a knack for trivia and puzzles.”

      “Puzzles?”

      “You know, crosswords, memory games, that sort of thing.”

      “I imagine that might come in handy for you someday,” the Professor offered up encouragingly.

      The captain of the vessel suddenly pointed through a starboard window and shouted in broken English, “Gentlemen, say goodbye to the world you know—and hello to Hell. Welcome to Laptev Prison.”

      The boat landed and a gangplank slippery with icicles bridged the gap between the rocking cruiser and the concrete wharf that led to the prison block, which resembled a massive bunker. Two stern Russian guards—sporting thick hooded military coats and Kalashnikov assault rifles with underbarrel grenade launchers—escorted Shane, the Professor, and Daniel West along the wharf.

      On the way to the prison entrance they passed a small wire pen with four silver huskies caged inside. A sled was strapped to the roof as an excuse for shelter. The howl of the trapped dogs competed with the howl of the wind. Shane shot an angry glare at the guards.

      The Professor instantly sensed Shane’s disapproval and murmured softly to him, “Now, now. We’re simply visitors here. Let’s not give them any reason to invite us to stay.”

      They reached a huge steel door which opened from the inside as they approached, and were briskly escorted into a corridor where the only source of warmth emanated from the buzzing fluorescent lights overhead.

      As the steel door closed behind them, a guard snapped at the three clearly unwelcome visitors, shouting in angry Russian and waving his rifle to the left.

      “He wants us to follow him,” Daniel translated.

      With one guard behind them and one leading the way, the Professor, Shane, and Daniel walked past several prisoners, whose faces were twisted wrecks of silent rage. They squatted in the shadowy corners of their cells or sat perched on their bunks like strange, wild birds. Only one stood at the bars as they passed.

      Actually, he didn’t just stand at the bars. He stroked them, rubbed himself against them, licked them.

      His scabbed lips were bent in a cracked, wicked grin. His long, rotting yellow fingernails clicked against the cold bars. And a laugh, guttural and primal, slid from his salivating mouth.

      “I…want…eat…you!” he guffawed loudly in broken English.

      A chill shot up Shane’s spine. “Please tell me that’s not Caro Sholtez.”

      By way of a response, the guard snarled at the prisoner. “He is Vladimir Voltar.” The guard spat, then struck the bars with the butt of his automatic. Voltar barely flinched. He just continued to stare hungrily at the visitors. Dribbling. Laughing.

      “He’s one of the worst serial killers in recorded history,” the Professor informed Shane quietly. “He tortured and mutilated one hundred and eight men, women, and children across Eastern Europe. And they’re just the ones whose bones they found. He killed them mercilessly, and then ate their flesh. He is, by every definition of the word, a monster. That’s the kind of place this is. A monster’s lair. I suggest we keep moving.”

      Next door to Vladimir Voltar was Caro Sholtez’s cell.

      Despite Shane’s heated objections, the Professor was sent into Sholtez’s cell alone while Shane and Daniel were ordered to wait outside.

      Inside the sparse cell, a guard sat the Professor down rather brusquely in a chair at a table in the center of the room. The Professor heard a voice opposite him. “Take it easy! The man’s blind, can’t you see? Treat him with some respect.”

      The guard snorted, left the room, and slammed the door behind him.

      Once they were alone, the Professor turned to the voice opposite and said in a cool, even tone, “Hello, Caro. It’s been a long time.”

      “Too long,” said the voice. “I’m beginning to think you don’t enjoy my company anymore.”

      “I don’t,” the Professor said bluntly.

      Although the Professor could not see, Caro Sholtez made a mocking frown. He was the same age as the Professor, with silver hair, silver eyes, and a face lined with intelligence, but not a glimmer of kindness. “Oh, come now, Max. You make it sound as though I’ve harmed or offended you in some way.”

      “The harm you bring to others offends me. Simply to get what you want.”

      “Simply?” Caro asked, a little stunned, eyebrows raised. “There is nothing simple about what I seek. The only thing simple about it are the lives that get in the way. How can you compare a pathetic human life here or there to the most important discovery in history? I thought you of all people would appreciate that, Max.”

      The Professor shook his hand. “No, Caro. History is the story of life, not the destruction of it.”

      “Oh, I forgot,” Caro Sholtez chuckled. “Max the merciful. And me, Caro the killer. That’s all you think I am, isn’t it? A murderer.”

      “Have you ever kept count of the people you’ve slaughtered?”

      Caro laughed again. “Of course not. That would be morbid. People would start to put me in the same class as my dear friend next door. You met Vladimir on your way in, no doubt. Poor thing. He has the IQ of a stray dog—and the appetite of one too. I don’t doubt he’ll be studied and written about in history books for decades to come. Me, on the other hand—I intend to rewrite history books.”

      Caro Sholtez leaned forward then and said in a low, serious voice, “Max, I’ve found the first piece of the clock.”

      Outside the cell, Shane paced anxiously up and down the corridor while Daniel checked his camera settings. Suddenly a third guard came thundering down the corridor. A worried exchange took place among the prison staff. Shane felt the skin on the back of his neck prickle with alarm. Daniel caught a single word: Karosta.

      Inside the cell, the Professor sat up. He couldn’t help but ask, “The clock? Are you sure? Where? Where did you find it?”

      Caro sat back and smirked. “You can’t help yourself, can you Max? For all your honesty and integrity, you want to find it as much as I do. You just want me to do all the hard work. Rather thankless of you, don’t you think? Now it’s my turn to sit back while you and your boys get your hands dirty. Which is why I asked you here. I want you to find the other pieces.”

      “I cannot and will not become involved in your search, Caro. I made that clear long ago.”

      “Come now, Max, you can’t possibly resist. I thought your days of denial were over. If you turn your back now, you’ll regret it forever—and forever is a very, very long time.”

      The Professor shook his head, slowly, determinedly. “Once upon a time I might have helped you. But you’ve become a murderer, Caro. You’re nothing but a terrorist now. Denying you and your ways is something I could never regret.”

      Caro let out a long, cold sigh. “Very well, then. I didn’t want to have to do this, but it seems you give me no choice.”

      “Do what?” the Professor asked suspiciously.

      “Leave you behind, along with my good friend Vladimir. You see, I promised him that if you refused my offer, he’d have more than enough food to last him the rest of the Siberian winter… Starting with you.”

      Outside the cell, Shane grabbed Daniel as two more guards bolted down the corridor. Their frantic shouts echoed off the cold walls. “What are they saying? What’s going on?”

      Daniel was trying to catch every panicked word and translate them. “Karosta, it’s an old war port in West Latvia, overrun now by rebels known as the Liberdade Army. Apparently they’ve just stolen a KA-52 Werewolf⁠—”

      “A what?”

      “A military helicopter. An assault chopper with antitank missiles. It’s a flying arsenal.” Daniel turned to Shane. “The Russian Air Force has managed to track it. It’s headed this way!”

      Shane spun to the cell door of Caro Sholtez in sheer horror. “It’s a prison break!”

      Outside the prison, through the thick concrete walls, the shrill howl of the wind transformed into another ear-piercing sound—a whine, a deafening mechanical squeal.

      Sitting opposite Caro Sholtez, the Professor moaned, his voice filled with dread. “Oh, Caro, what have you done?”

      “I suggest we get down,” Caro whispered beneath the deafening whir. The Professor could almost hear the smile in Caro’s voice.

      In the corridor, Shane rushed at the cell door, shouting and slamming his fist against the small glass panel to try to warn the Professor, just as⁠—

      KA-PHOOOOM!

      The outer wall of the prison exploded in a giant blast.

      Massive chunks of concrete flew through the air.

      The door in front of Shane blew off its hinges and slammed him against the far wall.

      Glass shattered.

      The metal bars of cells pierced the air like javelins.

      It seemed that the entire prison was under attack, then, suddenly, the lights flickered and died, sending the whole building into complete darkness.

      Shane coughed dust up from his lungs, pushed the door off him with all his strength, and sat up, hearing the groans and cries of guards and prisoners alike echoing in the blackness. “Professor!” he called.

      There was no answer.

      He staggered to his feet and tried to feel his way along the smashed walls, tripping over rubble and the occasional soft, heavy form of an unconscious guard.

      “Professor! Professor, can you hear me?”

      “Shane?” came a voice from behind him. It didn’t belong to the Professor.

      “Daniel? Are you okay?”

      “I think so,” came Daniel’s rattled voice, somewhere in the dark.

      Suddenly, Shane heard a horrific scream in the distance, accompanied by a hideous cackle, then laughing squeals from the cells followed by the unmistakable clang of snapped metal bars being used as bats and hammers.

      The prisoners were escaping from their shattered cells.

      “We gotta get outta here,” Shane said ominously.

      “How? I can’t see a thing.”

      “Any way we can. I think the animals are loose in the zoo.” Shane quickly stumbled his way toward Daniel’s voice. “Keep talking so I can find you!”

      Daniel’s head was scrambled. “What do you want me to say?”

      “Start by telling me what a goddamn chopper is doing all the way out here! I thought helicopters couldn’t fly in this weather.”

      “It’s not that they can’t, it’s that their pilots won’t.”

      “I guess if you want something bad enough.”

      “You think Sholtez has done a deal with the rebels?”

      At that moment Daniel felt something tug at his neck as Shane lifted the camera off him. “That’d be my guess,” Shane answered, “but I ain’t stickin’ around to find out.”

      In the next moment, the world went from complete darkness to blinding illumination as Shane—now with Daniel’s camera around his own neck—popped the flash so they could see their surroundings.

      What they saw in that split second was the twisted, crazed faces of a dozen escaped prisoners, rushing down the corridor toward them like vampires exposed to the sun. Leading them was a grinning Vladimir Voltar. As darkness swallowed the light, Shane and Daniel heard the erratic hungry stampede coming for them. Shane pressed the shutter button again.

      Flash!

      The sight of the ruptured doorway leading into the holding cell imprinted itself on their retinas.

      “Over here.” Shane grabbed Daniel’s arm and dragged him stumbling behind him. He kept popping the flash, both ahead of them and behind, to piece together the route of their escape and keep the prisoners at bay with the blinding flares.

      Flash!

      They jumped over the rubble into the shattered holding cell.

      Flash!

      Shane glanced behind and saw the demented face of Voltar bearing down on them, getting closer and closer, only a few feet behind Daniel now.

      Flash!

      In front of him he saw the shards of the table where Caro Sholtez and the Professor had been sitting. Sholtez was nowhere to be seen, but under the broken tabletop lay the unconscious body of Professor Fathom.

      Shane snatched up a split plank from the tabletop, and as Vladimir Voltar came screaming into the cell, Shane pushed Daniel out of the way and swung the piece of wood in the direction of Voltar’s blood-curdling cry.

      There was a loud thwack!

      Voltar’s scream turned into a gagging grunt.

      Flash!

      The maniac fell backward through the doorway, eyes wide and dazed, blood gushing from a broken nose. He crashed into several other clambering inmates, creating a bottleneck in the doorway.

      Shane dropped to his knees. “Professor! Wake up!”

      The Professor shook his groggy head and felt Shane’s face with his fingertips. “What happened?” Then, suddenly recalling it all, he added, “Where’s Caro?”

      At that moment, Daniel grabbed Shane, who eased the Professor to his feet. “Come on, there’s wind coming from this direction. I think it’s a way out.”

      They scrambled over the rubble, pushed past some broken bars, and saw a beam of light filtering in through the bombed outer wall of the prison.

      Behind them, Vladimir Voltar tried to push himself off the other bumbling inmates. As he fell on top of an unconscious guard, he found the cold barrel of an AKM assault rifle lying by his side.

      Freezing air and sleet blasted Daniel’s face as he emerged from a breach in the wall into the stark Siberian daylight. Shane pushed the Professor through the hole, then pulled himself to freedom, just as the deafening whir of a military chopper appeared overhead. The chopper hovered a short distance off the ground, watching their escape.

      Shane, the Professor, and Daniel shielded their faces against the downdraft that lashed at them. The pilot of the chopper wore a black helmet and black fatigues. And in the passenger seat—his face grazed and a little bloody—sat Caro Sholtez, laughing.

      Suddenly the wall a few feet behind Shane shattered with a loud blast that came from a grenade inside the prison.

      Shane, Daniel, and the Professor ducked as rubble once again flew through the air.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Shane pulled the Professor up by the arm. “Let’s move!” he shouted at the top of his voice, and the three of them bolted for the wharf.

      Behind them, the breach crumbled wide open with another grenade blast, and Vladimir Voltar came staggering out, cackling and grinning and waving his new assault rifle like the lunatic he was.

      At the end of the wharf, the captain of the old transport vessel—cigar clenched grimly in his teeth—was frantically untying his boat and casting off the lines. He glanced back at the prison in horror: smoke billowed from its razed walls; dazed guards stumbled from the ruins and were attacked, disarmed, and killed by deranged escapees; and through it all, Shane, Daniel, and the Professor raced toward the end of the wharf, calling and waving desperately in an attempt to get the captain’s attention.

      They succeeded, but the captain wasn’t waiting for anybody. Nothing was going to stop him from getting the hell out of there.

      Well, almost nothing.

      In the Werewolf, Caro Sholtez turned to the pilot and said into his headset, “Show them what you can do, my dear.”

      Beneath the black helmet the pilot nodded, and with a majestic sweep, the chopper flew directly over the heads of Shane, Daniel, and the Professor and down the length of the wharf.

      The captain cast off his boat, gunned his rickety motor, then stared in terror as he saw the Werewolf zoom over the wharf toward him. His mouth fell agape and his cigar tumbled to the floor as the antitank missile hissed through the air.

      It slammed into the hull and the cruiser exploded.

      Shane shielded the Professor as all three of them slid to the icy surface of the wharf, staring in shock at the huge orange and black fireball rolling into the sky and the shards of the disintegrated boat splashing into the frozen sea.

      “Oh, God,” Daniel whispered.

      Shane glanced back at the prison, thinking fast.

      Vladimir Voltar was charging through the sleet toward them, his assault rifle in hand.

      That’s when Shane heard the bark and howl of the huskies.

      Voltar fired another grenade, but in his frenzied state he missed his target completely. The grenade blasted into the ocean.

      Shane bolted back down the wharf, toward Voltar and the burning prison, reaching the kennel before Voltar could fire off another shot.

      He pulled the sled down and opened the cage door, and the four silver dogs stopped barking and came to him as if he was their mother, joyously licking his hands and face. “Hey you guys. We need you to get us outta here.”

      In the blinding white sky above, the chopper swept across the sea and headed back toward the wharf. Inside, the pilot turned to Sholtez and said in a distinctly female Russian voice, “You want me to finish them off?”

      Sholtez shook his head. “Let Vladimir take care of them. If I’m going to leave him here to die, he might as well die on a full stomach.”

      Shane, Daniel, and the Professor all ducked as the chopper passed close overhead and swiftly vanished in the blizzard.

      On the wharf, Daniel helped the Professor onto the sled as Shane harnessed the dogs. There was another shot from Voltar’s rifle, and a grenade soared between Shane and Daniel and landed in the empty dog pen.

      “Get down!” Shane cried.

      The three of them dropped, and the grenade blew. Shredded wire and metal filled the air. Not wanting to waste another second, Shane jumped on the front of the sled and Daniel on the back, and with the Professor sandwiched tightly between them, Shane snapped the reins and called, “Yiddy-up!”

      The dogs responded instantly to Shane’s voice and leapt into motion.

      The sled lurched and began sliding quickly along the icy wharf, heading back toward land.

      Shane held the reins tight, aiming straight for Voltar, who was running at them, rifle in hand, head rocking with mad amusement. He fired once more, and the grenade passed so close to Shane’s head he felt its burning hot shell brush his hair.

      It exploded behind them just as Shane steered the huskies directly into Voltar, knocking the crazed cannibal clear out of their way.

      Voltar crashed onto his back on the concrete. His rifle slipped from his hand, skidded across the wharf, and splashed into water.

      By the time he scrambled to his feet, the sled was racing past the smoking prison and disappearing into the sleet.

      But Vladimir Voltar was not as stupid as people thought. He knew that once every morning and once every night, the guards did a routine check of the prison’s perimeter. And he knew what mode of transport they used and exactly where they kept them.

      Making their way south of the prison, the huskies were like a streak of silver lightning, pulling the sled swiftly through the snow.

      Daniel looked back and saw the bombed prison vanish in the white haze of the blizzard. For a moment he didn’t see anything else.

      Then, through the snow, a single yellow dot appeared. A headlight. Getting closer and closer. And with it, over the sound of the wind, he heard the buzz of an engine straining to go as fast as it could.

      “He’s back!” Daniel yelled.

      Shane glanced behind, then gave the huskies another “Yiddy-up!”

      “Can we outrun him?” the Professor asked.

      Shane shook his head. “No, but we can outsmart him.”

      As the whine of the snowmobile grew louder and louder, Shane veered the sled to the right, taking them up a long, icy slope. The dogs ran as hard and as fast as they could. The wind caught Voltar’s drool-filled laughter and carried it past Shane and Daniel and the Professor.

      “I…want…eat…you!” the monster raved.

      The dogs yelped as they ran, as though they could smell Evil bearing down on them.

      The snowmobile sped closer and closer still, so close that Daniel, sitting at the rear of the sled, could see Voltar’s yellow eyeballs boring into him. He could see the saliva freezing around the edges of his scabbed lips. He could see blood foaming in Voltar’s mouth; the killer was so hungry, he had started eating the insides of his own cheeks.

      “I…want…eat…you!” he screamed in a spray of icy blood.

      “Can we go any faster?”

      As if to answer, the sled cleared the crest of the slope and gravity took over. Suddenly the dogs couldn’t pull the sled fast enough. In fact, the huskies were now struggling to keep ahead of it.

      Shane quickly unhooked the harnesses and the freed huskies veered away, out of the charge of the speeding sled. They snapped their restraints and dashed into the snow, a liberated pack now.

      “The dogs! Are you crazy?” Daniel cried.

      “Maybe. It’s a one-way ticket now,” Shane called back.

      “What do you mean?”

      Shane pointed.

      A few hundred feet ahead of them, the snow-covered land abruptly ended, dropping away into the white haze—into what could only be the Laptev Sea. The out-of-control sled was heading straight for it with no way of turning and slowing.

      Suddenly the snowmobile rammed into the back of the sled, hitting it with a jolt that almost knocked all three of them overboard.

      Voltar cackled and spluttered on his own blood.

      He steered the snowmobile along the right-hand side of the sled.

      Shane turned around and grabbed the Professor by his jacket. “Sorry, Professor, but you’ll thank me for this later. Remember to roll.”

      “Roll?” the Professor asked, but just as it dawned on him what was coming, Shane threw the Professor off the left-hand side of the careening sled.

      The Professor landed and rolled and skidded and toppled, sending snow and ice flying into the air all around him. Inertia carried him for a good thirty feet before he slid to a halt, covered in snow and gasping in shock.

      Voltar threw an angry gaze back at the Professor, safe in the snow, then started squealing and ranting. “Eat, eat, eat, eat!” He quickly turned his attention back to Shane, who quickly turned to Daniel.

      “You’re next.”

      Daniel glanced ahead at the fast-approaching cliff and nodded, but before he could make a move, Voltar veered hard alongside the sled. Both sled and snowmobile rocked as the blade of the snowmobile snagged the rim of the sled, locking the two vehicles together.

      Voltar suddenly pounced, leaping from the snowmobile onto the sled.

      He lunged at Daniel with his mouth wide open, aiming for his face, his nose, his lips, whatever he could bite off and eat. But before his teeth could sink themselves into Daniel’s flesh, Shane planted a hard, swift punch directly into Voltar’s already broken nose.

      The killer’s head flew backward and his hands lost their grip on Daniel, but he was back for the attack within seconds.

      Shane had already seized Daniel’s coat and pitched him overboard.

      Voltar tried to grab the young reporter’s ankle as he flew into the air, but Daniel hit the ground in a splash of snow and was gone.

      Shane glanced ahead.

      The cliff was coming.

      He knew distances. He had twelve, maybe fifteen seconds before they hit the edge. He knew if he jumped too soon, Voltar would jump with him. But if he left it too late…

      He turned back to the monstrous murderer, whose wide eyes now turned to him, whose parted, cracked mouth now drooled blood and saliva for him.

      “You want a piece of me?” Shane shouted.

      “I…want…eat…you!” Voltar nodded.

      Shane bunched up his fist. “Eat this instead!” And with that, he threw the hardest punch he could, his knuckles landing square in Voltar’s face.

      The Russian’s head jolted sharply and his arms whirled like propellers as he lost his balance and fell backward onto the sled.

      Shane looked up and saw the cliff speeding toward them. He jumped.

      But just as he did⁠—

      —Voltar’s hand shot out.

      The killer grabbed Shane’s boot, and held on tight.

      Shane hit the ice, landing on his back, and continued sliding behind the sled, Voltar clinging to him.

      Voltar laughed.

      He reached for Shane with his other hand, dragging him back onto the sled by both feet.

      Shane couldn’t reach him, couldn’t punch him, couldn’t pull himself out of his grasp. Then, suddenly, he remembered the camera. Daniel’s camera was still hanging around his neck.

      The cliff was twenty, fifteen, ten feet away.

      Shane grabbed the camera and pulled it from around his neck.

      Voltar pulled him closer, pulling them both toward their doom.

      Shane lifted the camera up, as close to Voltar’s face as he could manage, an inch from the killer’s eyes, and whispered, “Smile.”

      Flash!

      After countless days of concrete walls, dim, faltering fluorescents, and no sunlight at all, the flash of Daniel’s camera so close to his feeble, yellowed eyeballs was literally blinding.

      Voltar screamed.

      He let go of Shane with both hands.

      The cannibal’s clawlike fingers clutched at his eyes, plucking at them uncontrollably. His nails jabbed and gouged at his burning eyeballs.

      Then, suddenly, the sled and the snowmobile—with Voltar on board—launched themselves off the edge of the cliff⁠—

      —as did Shane, still sliding at top speed along the ice plain until he slid straight off it.

      Voltar sailed far into the air, still scraping at his eyeballs, drifting free of the sled and the snowmobile in midair as they disappeared into the blizzard.

      Following close behind, Shane overshot the cliff before⁠—

      Snap!

      —he was suddenly pulled back.

      Pulled back by the camera in his hands.

      Its strap had snagged on the rocky, icy edge of the cliff.

      Momentum threw him out into the air.

      The camera strap swung him back toward the cliff face, which he slammed into with all his weight and a grunt as the wind was knocked out of him.

      Clutching the camera as tight as he could, he glanced up and saw the strap caught on a jutting rock above him. He looked down and saw nothing but the cliff face fading into white in the distance far below. Through the howling wind, he heard two distant splashes and knew that Voltar and the interlocked sled and snowmobile had just made contact with the freezing Laptev Sea. And then he heard⁠—

      “Shane!”

      He glanced up. Daniel was leaning over the cliff’s edge. He had already grabbed the camera strap. He was already pulling Shane to safety with all his strength.

      “Hold on,” he said. “Don’t let go.”

      Shane shook his head. “I don’t plan to.”
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      A Russian naval frigate on a routine training exercise in the Laptev Strait picked up the distress call first and arrived at the burning prison within the hour to evacuate survivors.

      Shane, Daniel, and the Professor were abruptly escorted aboard the ship along with half a dozen wounded guards. The rest were already dead or deemed by the Russian forces not worth saving.

      “You can’t just leave them here to die!” Shane argued with one of the officers, but he was shouted down and shoved into the cargo hold of the ship.

      “He said, with this weather, they’ll be dead in an hour anyway,” Daniel translated.

      The gangplank was yanked aboard. The frigate’s engines roared, churning up the deep, freezing water, and the ship pulled away from the concrete wharf of Laptev Prison. It was the last time anyone would ever set foot there.

      That was when the Professor felt the cell phone in his jacket vibrate.
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            JOHN F. KENNEDY AIRPORT, NEW YORK
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      Jake found Sam lying in the bathtub.

      He pulled the poison dart from the kid’s chest.

      He found the note and pocketed it.

      He helped Sam, still stunned and confused, out of the tub, dressed him quickly, shoved some clothes in a backpack. His fingers fumbled as he set the stopwatch running on his watch: one hundred and twenty hours. He grabbed a pen out of his backpack, emptied the ink cartridge, and slipped the poison dart inside. He rummaged frantically through a drawer and found Sam’s passport.

      Sam had turned eighteen one month earlier, and while Jake reluctantly agreed to no longer call the kid Sammy, Sam in turn agreed—upon Jake’s insistence—to get a passport. Without ID, it was too easy for a kid on the street to fade away, to fall prey to the night, to disappear without a trace. Jake believed if Sam had proof of his own existence—proof that he was part of society, not a victim of it—then he would always have a chance at a better life.

      Jake felt Sam’s forehead, his pulse. “How do you feel?”

      “A little dizzy, but I’m okay. Where are we going? I ain’t goin’ to the cops!”

      “Relax! We’re not. We need real help.”

      At the airport, Jake sat Sam down and told him to stay put, then moved out of earshot and dialed a number in his phone. “Professor?”

      “Jake?” came Professor Fathom’s voice, although it was difficult to hear.

      “Professor, I got a big problem. Perron’s back. He’s poisoned Sam. I got home and found a dart in the kid’s chest. Some kind of poison blow dart.”

      “Is he alive?”

      “Yeah, but not for long, according to a note Perron’s goon left me.” Jake pulled the note from his pocket. “Dear Mr. Stone, You want your little friend to live, and I want a new treasure to replace the mansion you sent to the bottom of the Grand Canal as well as the finger I’ve lost! Your precious Sam has a rare poison called Deldah-sha running through his veins. It is slow and lethal. He will die in precisely 120 hours, roughly 5 days, unless of course he receives the antidote, the only known bottle of which is in my possession. I will happily trade it for the location of the Lost Pyramid of Imhotep. Yours truly, P. Perron.” Jake added through gritted teeth, “That son of a bitch!”

      “Do you have the dart?” the Professor asked.

      “Yeah. I’m at the airport, with Sammy. Ready to jump on a plane to Cairo.”

      “No,” the Professor said. “Don’t go to Cairo yet. Meet us in Paris. Eden can analyze the poison, see what we’re dealing with. Jake, we need you and Sam in Paris. We’ll fix this together. Trust me. Meet us at the Hotel Descartes.”

      Jake quickly agreed, “We’ll be there as soon as possible.” He glanced back at Sam, who had been watching Jake the whole time, his face frightened, yet trusting.

      “I don’t want him to die, Professor,” Jake said softly into the phone, turning his back to Sam to give himself time to fight back the tears.

      “He won’t,” the Professor assured him. “We’ll find the Lost Pyramid.”
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            SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
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      Will stood facing the blackboard, chalk in hand, in Professor Nathan James’s small college office. He was completely naked, and already hard, when he felt an enormous measure of lubricant land at the top of his ass crack. The cool gel snaked slowly between his cheeks—a sensation that turned his nipples into small, hard buds in anticipation—before being stopped halfway down his ass, then smeared generously, by Nathan’s thumb and middle finger.

      Will had been drawing on the board. “According to Professor Chamberlain,” he said slowly, trying to concentrate, his voice quivering a little, “the internal design of the pyramid consists of a main chamber with three passageways branching out from it. Only one of them leads to⁠—”

      He suddenly caught his breath as Nathan’s middle finger pushed its way firmly inside his hot, ready ass. Will pushed hard against the board and the chalk snapped in two.

      He exhaled slowly, eyes closed for a moment, and finished his sentence in a whisper. “—the ascension shaft.”

      Nathan’s finger slid in and out of Will’s ass, relaxing him, opening him up. “According to Chamberlain’s theory,” breathed Nathan “there should be a hieroglyph above the entrance to the tunnel that leads to the shaft. What is it?”

      Soft groans began to creep into Will’s voice as he drew on the board. “A snake. A horizontal semicircle. A horizontal rectangle. A circle on top of a cross.” Will sighed as Nathan pulled his finger
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