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Dedication

This one’s for my terrific tribe, fantastic feedback fiends, and resplendent readers.


Chapter One

I hunkered down over my mountain of food the smiling, blonde waitress slid in front of me. I admired the pile of carbs, protein, cheese, gravy, and more cheese before digging in with a knife and fork. Three bites into a meal that was already better than anything I’d eaten in my two-thousand years on this world, my phone buzzed with an incoming call.

I chewed and swallowed my mouthful of ambrosia as quickly as I could as I dragged my cell phone out of the inside pocket of my black, leather jacket. The ID read, “James Bach.” James was a long-time client of mine for my under-the-table private investigation job. He paid well enough, and my funds were running tight lately with the repairs I’d done on my Harley. Too bad the repairs hadn’t solved all the problems I had with the motorcycle.

I smiled at the thought of another large payday from Bach and answered the phone, “Marcus here. How’s it going, James?”

He said, “I’m in a bit of a pickle. I need you to track down some information for me.”

Wow. No preamble. No checking on how I’m doing. Nothing. His words let me know he was stressed, and his clipped tone told me even more. Last time he hired me was to keep tabs on his teenage daughter, but that lucrative gig ended when she moved away for college. I checked around the diner, and no one else sat close enough to me to eavesdrop if I kept my voice down. “What kind of information?” I asked.

“I need to find a guy named Gerard Thomas Fields. We … ahh … I need some paperwork from him. Our scouts say he always keeps it in his locked briefcase. One of his companies is planning a hostile takeover of my employer. I know that for a fact, but I can’t find the details on how they’re going to execute the plan. I—”

“Whoa. Hold on James. I’m a P.I., not a thief. I’m not going to bonk him on the head and take his briefcase! That’s not my style. Also, why can’t your ‘scouts’ take it from him?”

Excitement poured through the phone. “We need distance from this, so I’m calling you. You can make it look like a mugging. No one will be the wiser and no trail will lead back to my employer, or me.”

I held out a hand in front of me while holding the phone with the other. Even though James couldn’t see my motions, the defensive stance came out as a reflex. “Whoa! No! I can’t fake mug someone. I can’t—”

“So real mug him.”

“Fine. Who’s going to pay my bail? Who’s going to pay my lawyer when I go to trial for a brutal assault?”

“You can pay that yourself. Well, you can pay the bail yourself. The lawyers are a different matter. I just wired twenty thousand dollars to you. Another thirty thousand dollars will follow when I get the paperwork in hand.”

I leaned hard against my table and breathed in the fragrant steam coming from the cooling pile of food in front of me.

Fifty-thousand dollars.

I wondered what to do with that much liquid cash. Of course, my “account manager” who really owned my banking accounts would take his ten percent off the top. With a glance out the window at the battered, unstable, and hideous motorcycle I rode, I made my decision. “Deal. I can tell you’re desperate, and I could probably get more out of you, but I’m not going to abuse you over a little cash. You’re going to cover my expenses, though.”

The sound of grinding teeth came through the phone. A solid ten seconds passed. “Fine.” James spit out. “Fifty thousand plus expenses. Try to keep it reasonable, will you?”

“I’ll do my best. I always do.”

“Good.”

“What other information do you have on this Fields guy?”

“It’s not like I have his Social Security number or driver’s license or anything.”

“You’re not giving me much to go on, but I can work with it.” I sighed.

James said, “I expect quick results for this kind of cash.”

“I’ll give it my complete attention.”

Before hanging up, James said, “Good. Stay in touch if you need anything else.”

I slipped the phone back into my jacket and dug into the food. Something didn’t feel right about this gig already, but I needed that payday. Maybe this would be as simple as snatching up a briefcase full of paperwork, but I doubted it. I had greater concerns at the moment, though. My food was getting cold along with my coffee, and I couldn’t let that happen to such a glorious creation.

Thirty minutes later, I pushed back from the table and smiled down at my empty plate. Even the finest meals at the table of King Louis VI couldn’t compare to the mountain of chow I’d just sucked down. I stood up and grabbed the half-full coffee mug from the table. The steady stream of inky-black goodness flowed into me as I slugged it back.

Without looking at the check in front of me, I fished my wallet out. I knew the prices here, and my waitress needed some extra to help support her little girl. I wished I could do more for them, but that wasn’t in the cards. After dropping two twenties on top of the bill, I called out, “Catch ya next time.”

The skinny waitress tossed her blonde ponytail out of the way before flashing her brilliant smile. “See ya!”

I made my way out of the diner with my sea bag over my shoulder. Outside, the scorching July sun beat down on me. I accepted the San Antonio heat like I did everything else, with a shrug and a smile. I learned centuries ago that bitching and moaning, while fun to do sometimes, accomplished very little.

Just as I reached my Harley, my cell phone vibrated with another incoming call. Plopping my bag on the ground, I pulled out the phone. The caller ID said, “Downtown Escape,” which was the bar my buddy, Eddie, owned. Only three people were allowed to use the phone there. I doubted Joe, the bouncer, would be there yet. Eddie always called me from his own cell phone. Which left Harriet, the head bartender. I really didn’t want to deal with her today. It was too nice of a day to be ruined by someone berating me, but Harriet rarely called without a good reason.

I answered the phone, and before I could say, “Hello,” or anything else civilized, Harriet tore into me.

“Where’s Eddie? What have you done with him this time? This shit’s gotta stop, Marcus!” With each word, her voice rose in pitch and volume. I was surprised I didn’t hear dogs baying in the background. Harriet was a spitfire and could handle a biker brawl solo, but if anything, or anyone, got Eddie into a bind, she came unglued.

The intensity of her screeching caught me off guard, and I stammered into the phone without making much sense. She always knew how to get to me. I could tackle the toughest humanity could throw at me and most everything from the ancient world’s mythologies-turned-real, but I never could handle Harriet.

Her accusations of me getting Eddie into trouble weren’t baseless, but my friend had nothing to do with any recent escapades with me.

Once she lost steam on her tirade, she asked, “Well? Where is he?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him for about a week.”

“Uh huh. Eddie said you were into some weird shit from last year when you robbed some rich guy’s house. I know what you did, but I don’t know the details. Eddie’s swearing on his soul that he can’t tell me what you’re up to.”

The fewer people who knew I was a bounty hunter for the deities of mythologies from ages past I call the Ancients, the better off my life would be. I trusted Harriet but not that far. She knew Eddie and I worked together doing breaking and entering jobs. I went along as the muscle. He went along as the talent. We’d done a good number of jobs together over the years. If Eddie got picked up by the police, even as the victim of an assault, I wasn’t too far behind.

“Seriously. I haven’t seen him for a week, and the last time we worked together, was …” I did some mental calendar math. “… about six months ago. What’s going on?”

“Eddie’s missing.”

I said, “Okay. Just don’t call the cops. I’ll get—”

“No shit. I’m not calling the cops on my employer when he does what he does. That’s just stupid.”

“When and where did you see him last?”

“Yesterday.” Harriet’s voice hitched like she was on the verge of a breakdown. “He left just before the nightly rush to go to mass with Father Pedro.”

Despite the situation, I smiled at the fact that Eddie had returned to church. “I’ll start there. When I know something, you’ll know something. Okay?”

“Just find him.” Harriet’s voice cracked. I wished I could be there to hold her in my arms and comfort her.

“I’ll find him. I find people and things. It’s what I do best. He’ll come home to the bar.”

“Promise?” Harriet begged.

Dammit.

I hate it when people make me promise. I don’t make them lightly, and I always do my best to never break them. It’s happened, but not often. This was important. I felt the despair in Harriet’s single-word request. That was highly unusual for her because she was normally incredibly self-confident. With her combination of despair and hopelessness at the situation being out of her control, I closed my eyes and hoped I wouldn’t break this one.

“Yes. I promise.”

Harriet let out a shuddering breath. “Good. Now get to work. Call me with updates.”

“Will do. Take care and don’t let the customers know anything is out of whack.”

Harriet’s mix of anger and relief came through in a single word. “Bye.”

The line went dead, and I didn’t waste a moment in speed dialing Father Pedro’s church.

After three rings, a young woman answered, “Our Lady of Mercy. How may I help you?”

“May I speak with Father Pedro please?” I tried to keep the tension out of my voice. “This is Marcus Barber.”

“One moment.” After a soft click, low-tempo Gregorian chanting played in Latin.

I miss Latin as a daily language. Such a beautiful language.

I listened to the chanting for two long minutes and chewed on my bottom lip. What if Pedro didn’t see Eddie last night? What if this is a dead end? What other clues do I have to find my friend?

Worry ate at me because now I had to find my friend, but I also had fifty grand riding on another job that I’d just landed. The choice for me was easy. Eddie and my promise to Harriet came before my payday. If I had to, I could go camping out in the wild somewhere in the area to save some cash until I landed another job. Then again, if I could locate Eddie fast enough, maybe Bach wouldn’t mind a slight delay in me getting that briefcase into his hands.

Of course, I had to make sure not to break my promise first.

The music stopped, and Father Pedro came on the line.

“Marcus? What can I do for you? More stitches?” The jovial tone in his voice set my mind at ease. Pedro was a retired Army medic, and I always went to him with my injuries that didn’t require hospital-grade equipment. He was in the know on my work with the Ancients and filled in as my spiritual advisor when I swallowed my pride enough to let him.

I cleared my throat. “Nah. Nothing busted up at the moment. I’m looking for Eddie. Harriet mentioned he went to mass last night. Did you see him?”

“Of course. He’s been a regular for about a year. I understand the church has you to thank for bringing him back into the fold.”

“I only talked to a friend with honesty and care. The Lord did the rest to bring him to you, and you ran with it from there.”

Pedro chuckled. “Such humility. That’s rare for you. You relit the fire. I just keep it stoked. So, is Eddie in some sort of trouble?”

I shrugged even though Pedro couldn’t see it. “Maybe. Harriet called me and said no one’s seen him since he left for mass yesterday. I guess you were one of the last people to see him roaming around. Got any clues for me?”

“Hmm. Maybe. A deacon mentioned someone left their car here last night. I didn’t think much of it. Some of our parishioners don’t have the most reliable cars. Hold on. Let me go check.”

The chanting returned. I closed my eyes and prayed for guidance to find my friend. It wasn’t often I said a prayer, and even more rare I said one for myself. I patiently waited for the priest to return to the phone. Seconds turned to minutes, and I began to wonder if I’d been forgotten.

A car coasted by with its stereo blasting out deep bass and shaking my bones. The driver had his window down and half hung out of the car pointing his index finger at everyone as he cruised by. With each person he passed, he mimicked shooting them by flexing his thumb like it was a hammer falling. Tattoos ran from his arms, across his bare shoulders, and up his neck to his face. His forehead and hair hid beneath a red bandana.

Feeling his tunes more than hearing them, I pressed the phone harder against my ear. I really wanted to hang up and teach the punk a lesson on civility, but now wasn’t the time. I had more pressing concerns. I settled for glaring at the man-child as he made his pass. We locked eyes long enough for him to coast off course and bump the curb. With a yelp and curse, he pulled back into his lane with a jerk of the wheel. He threw a pissed off look my way and sped up to get away from his embarrassing moment.

The gangbanger finally turned a corner and put some buildings between his deafening subwoofers and my eardrums. The hold chants coming over the phone stopped, and Pedro’s voice came through.

“Yeah, it’s Eddie’s car. I didn’t see anything wrong with it. No flats. No fluids. Maybe he went home with someone else? He has been making friends here at the church lately.”

Gratitude at news of Eddie’s new friends soothed my nerves a bit but piqued my curiosity. I filed it away as a possible set of leads. “Mind if I swing by and check out his car?”

“Come on over. I’ll meet you out back.”

“Thanks. See you in a bit.”

Before I could hang up, Pedro said his ritual goodbye. “Go with God.”

I secured my bag to the Harley’s back seat with a couple of bungee cords. It took a couple of tries and a backfire before my bike finally started. Even though it was Friday afternoon, the crushing weekend traffic had barely built up, and my cruise to the church was beautifully clear. With the summer sun beating down overhead, and the hot winds coming off the asphalt, I wished for lighter gear. My leather jacket didn’t breathe at all, and very little airflow pushed through my tight jeans. I didn’t feel like risking road rash if I got in a crash, so the gear stayed despite the rivers of sweat pooling up in uncomfortable places.

Not quite halfway to the church along the interstate, a familiar booming sound came up from behind me. Even over the pipes of my Harley, the subwoofers rattled my body. I glanced in my sideview mirror and spotted a familiar sedan speeding up on me.

Great. The gangbanger from earlier is going to mess up this perfectly fine ride with his music.

I kept my speed steady and watched as the punk’s car caught up.

Right before he sped into my blind spot, the passenger window rolled down and an arm extended all the way out with a submachine gun aimed in my general direction. Even though the dumbass with the gun held it sideways, I figured he might get lucky with more than a few bullets.

I slammed on my brakes hard enough that my bike fishtailed and almost got away from me. The car flew past me before the shooter had a chance to line up a shot. Smoke poured from the car’s tires as he locked up his brakes and skidded to a near stop.

The concrete dividers along the side of the highway kept me from escaping to the side. The traffic behind us closed in fast, so I took a chance. I turned hard to the right and revved the engine with a quick twist of my right wrist. Cutting across two lanes of traffic, I made it clear of a maroon minivan and to the shoulder. With some level of grace, I skillfully turned onto the shoulder but facing against the traffic.

With a quick look over my shoulder, I spotted the gangbanger’s car. He’d pulled over on the far shoulder and had crammed his car in reverse to line up with me.

With a wicked grin on my face, I mentally dared the gang members to try and keep up. I put my Harley into first gear, revved the engine, popped the clutch, and took off down the shoulder.

Going the wrong way.

In the suicide lane.

What a crazy ride!


Chapter Two

I kept my speed to a saner forty miles-per-hour, but this meant I was doing a head-on speed of a little over one-hundred miles-per-hour against the other cars. One slip or mistake on either side, and I’d be turned into a red paste on someone’s windshield. It’s really not the worst way I’ve died, but I had things to do.

As soon as I hit an exit, I slowed down to make the hairpin turn to go the correct direction on the ramp. I wasn’t sure where the gangbangers had run off to or what happened to them, but I was pretty sure it would be the last I saw of them today. Taking backstreets to the church added some time to my ride, but I didn’t think Father Pedro would chastise me too much for making him wait.

I finally rumbled through the church’s parking lot and behind the building next to the cottonwood trees separating the church’s parking lot from neighboring buildings. Sure enough, Eddie’s car sat in a slot, and Father Pedro leaned against the trunk waiting for me. I coasted to a stop three spaces over, killed the bike, and waited for the engine to cough and sputter its way to a stop.

I can’t wait to get this thing tuned up.

Pedro and I shook hands.

I asked, “Find anything interesting?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure what to look for. I don’t know why he left it here.”

“Well, let’s check it out.”

I walked around the car and tried all of the doors. Locked. I made another circuit of the car and looked in the windows. The usual fast food bags littered the floorboards. Random tools were scattered about the back seat. I checked the tops of the tires and found no keys there. I guess he only does that while “on the job.”

After my brief investigation, I came up empty. I looked at Pedro and shrugged. “Nada. I’m not sure if he even came back to the car last night.”

Pedro looked around the area and to the edge of the parking lot where a line of tall bushes separated the church’s property from their neighbors. He walked over to the bushes and looked down with a frown. Something had caught his eye, and I didn’t have a good feeling about it.

I moved up next to the priest. “What is it?”

He pointed down. “Blood. Not much, but enough to tell me someone was injured.” He traced the line of blood into the bushes by pointing his finger at it. I spotted more blood on the leaves and branches. Some of the plants were crushed and crumpled. Something, or someone, heavy had been wounded and dragged through the foliage.

I stepped in closer to get a better look. “Any idea how old the blood is?”

“Yesterday, maybe. It rained two days ago. This hasn’t been washed away but has turned brown. It could be a couple hours or a day old. In this heat it’s impossible to tell.”

I moved some branches aside and glanced through the gap to the other side. A cell phone lay nestled on the ground between the base of the bushes.

“That’s Eddie’s cell phone. I recognize the case.” Squatting down, I snagged the phone and checked it out. The screen was cracked, but still functioning. A red LED blinked at me, and the battery indicator showed eight percent of the battery life was left. The background photo was the new sign over his bar.

I didn’t know Eddie’s passcode to unlock the phone, so I held down the power button to turn it off. I’d charge it up later and see if I could get into it.

Pedro said, “That doesn’t look good.”

I only nodded and wondered what could have happened.

A glint of sunlight from something metallic on the ground caught my eye. I leaned down and picked up an odd symbol made of silver hanging from a broken, shimmering chain. It was a crescent moon in a circle in front of a seven-pointed star.

Pedro looked over my shoulder. “That’s not good.”

“Yeah. Mithras. I haven’t seen this symbol openly worn for centuries. He was kinda a big deal when I was growing up.” I held the symbol up on the chain to let it spin in the sunlight. There was nothing special or ornate about it, but it was definitely the Mithraic symbol.

“How common was his worship back then?” Pedro asked.

I shrugged. “Hard to say, but I know at least a third of my fellow soldiers worshipped him. Most of them were fanatical and barely abided those of us that chose a different path. For most followers of Mithras, the devotion to him runs deep.” Something I didn’t say to Pedro was that Mithras’s power and influence among the Ancients was also legendary, and he wasn’t someone I wanted to put on my bad side.

With thoughts of Eddie’s disappearance and the appearance of an Ancient’s symbol on the scene, I looked around the bushes some more, thinking. Any other day, the relatively cool shade at the edge of the parking lot and birds chirping in the nearby trees would have been peaceful. Today, they were all distractions I didn’t need.

Pedro peered at the symbol some more, but didn’t reach out to touch it. It was as if he feared some type of spiritual contamination if he did. He said, “It’s not that dirty, and the silver isn’t tarnished. There’s no way that symbol had been there that long. Think it might have been dropped at the same time as Eddie’s smashed phone and that blood?”

I nodded. “Probably. The way the chain’s been snapped, had to be a violent thing.” I looked in Pedro’s eyes, and saw my concerns for Eddie’s safety mirrored there. “Why in the world would a follower of Mithras abduct Eddie? I don’t get it.”

“Could be a random thing? The necklace, that is.” Pedro asked.

“Maybe, but I doubt it. Most Mithraic worshippers are highly disciplined. I doubt one of them would do a freelance kidnapping. I have to work off the assumption this was done under orders, but why?” Waving away puffs of cottonwood fluff floating past my face, I decided to look around the parking lot again. There had to be more clues in hand to point me to Eddie’s location.

I walked back to my bike and dropped Eddie’s busted up phone into one of my saddlebags. I looked around the area some more from my vantage point to see if anything else caught my eye.

Father Pedro also walked the edge of the parking lot, looking around. While he walked, I turned my focus to the Mithraic symbol in my hand. Rarely did opponents of Mithras come out on top, let alone survive an encounter.

Several of my father’s more recent journals contained vague mentions of a Mithraic cult operating in the area. I hoped the symbol was a red herring. I didn’t want to wrestle with a cult of that dedication and fanaticism.

Pedro finished his survey of the small lot and walked to my side with a shrug. “I don’t see anything else that stands out.”

“Same here.” Leaning on my Harley, I tried to look nonchalant, but I had a serious question. “Father Pedro? Does the church’s lore say how Jesus’s teachings rose to the top in Europe? There were so many active choices back then, and Mithras had a huge following. How did a lone man, even the son of God, get to where things are today?”

Pedro patted me on the shoulder. “You probably know the history better than any historian in the Vatican. It wasn’t an easy road for Christians for a long time, but remember a key thing. Jesus wasn’t ‘a lone man.’ He had his disciples. He had his own followers. Jesus united people. He taught love, respect, and honor for all people. Many of the Ancients you work for and against typically teach a handful of things, but most of all they want respect and honor for themselves. Some achieve this through love and boons. Others get there via fear and dominance.”

“I think I see where you’re going. Jesus knew he was important to people. He may have been the best person in the room, but he never acted like it.”

Pedro smiled. “Exactly. This attracted people to sit by his side and learn his words. This is why we have the gospels today that align so well.”

“I’m just glad Mithras didn’t become one of the dominant religious figures of today’s world. We have enough problems as it is.”

“How would Mithras make things worse?” Pedro asked.

“It’s hard to put my finger on. I’ve always seen a weird, fanatical light in the eyes of those that follow Mithras. They seemed off in the head and willing to throw away their lives at even the simplest idea that their actions could push forward the ideals of Mithras. It concerns me that people still take up his cause.”

“I agree, and it’s even more worrisome that we found that symbol by where Eddie’s phone was at,” Pedro said.

I rolled the Mithraic symbol in my fingers as I considered the implications. I’d been recruited by several different cults in the name of Mithras over the centuries, and I always turned them down. Unfortunately, my refusals usually resulted in a crazed follower’s corpse sliding off the end of my sword to twitch on the ground. When killing one of them didn’t stop the recruitment efforts, I’d sometimes have to take out entire groups just to get away and maintain my freedom.

I needed some leads on who may have wanted to harm Eddie. He had ample underworld connections, but I wasn’t sure I could crack into those easily. He only had a few friends, and most of them attended church here. Maybe someone saw something that could help me. “You wouldn’t mind sharing that list of new friends Eddie’s made?” I asked.

Pedro’s eyes grew wide as he tightened his lips together.

Before he could object, I said, “I’m not accusing them of anything. They may have seen something that can help me find Eddie. I just want to talk to them, not rough them up.”

Pedro’s face relaxed into a smile. “Of course. I know you well enough to know you can be discreet when necessary. Let me go get some contact information for those that I’m aware of.” The good priest jogged to the back door and let himself in while I stood there and looked around the area some more.

A rush of air passing my ear interrupted my pondering about faith and followers. I barely caught a glimpse of the arrow that had narrowly missed my head. I ignored the streak of where the arrow went and spun to face my attacker, drawing my Glock with one smooth motion.

A short man with tanned skin stood about fifty feet away from me, another arrow drawn back in an ornate short bow. I immediately recognized Opochtli, the Aztec Ancient of hunting and fishing. A pair of green sashes covered his otherwise bare, and well-muscled, chest. A short skirt of plaited corn husks covered his upper legs, and a flowered design stood out on his red buckler.

Why would an Ancient be hunting me? How had he missed?

I lowered my weapon and tried to look harmless before the Ancient. He loosed another arrow that swooshed between my arm and chest. The fletching of the arrow barely grazed my leather riding jacket. I flinched hard, but the arrow had already passed me.

Opochtli drew another arrow from his quiver in a smooth motion and fired again before I could react. Once more it flew by without hitting me.

He had to be shooting at something behind me. I twisted to look at his target when Opochtli yelled out.

“Get down, Marcus!”

The power of an Ancient’s command coursed through me. I found myself prone on the scorching asphalt before my mind even processed the words. The heat from the blacktop burned into my hands, but it was pain I could handle. I stayed down. I wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but I didn’t want to defy an armed Ancient.

A rapid buzzing of arrows filled the air directly over me. Without rising, I craned my neck to see what he was shooting. Dozens of two-foot-tall, silver men erupted from the bushes where I’d found the necklace. Each of them had the same symbol of Mithras engraved on their otherwise perfectly smooth bodies. Brilliant sunlight glinted off the heavily muscled forms as they rushed toward me. Even though they stood not quite two feet tall and were unarmed, the roiling mass of silver headed my direction frightened me.

With each arrow from Opochtli’s bow, one of the silver constructs exploded into small fragments that melted into small puddles of mercurial liquid. The Aztec Ancient did his best to slaughter the things as quickly as he could, but it was clear they would reach me before all of them died.

Trying to stay as low as possible, I rolled onto my side to free my right arm. I brought my Glock to bear and put a test shot into the closest construct. The 9mm round burrowed into the metallic creature and slowed it down. I quickly fired two more rounds into the same one as more arrows flicked past me to explode into other targets. The one I’d shot finally fell to pieces from the bullets’ impacts. I retrained my weapon on another only to have the creature explode from an arrow strike.

Giving up on taking out the closest targets, which Opochtli took care of, I aimed past the front line and waited for an arrow to do its job. A split second after the next enemy died, I fired three rounds into the second row. Another construct splattered to the asphalt in a pile of silvery goo. About half a dozen remained, and a mere ten feet separated the closest one from my feet.

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. Opochtli obviously had my back, and I had to trust him. At the same time, I had to help him out. An arrow took out another construct, and I picked a target. Three rounds later, another construct exploded. A splash of the glistening metal landed on one of my boots with the acrid smell of burnt carbon. The metal sizzled on the leather, and the heat from the reaction reached my skin. It was uncomfortable, but I was certain it would get worse before it got better.

I had greater concerns than a burned foot. Three Mithraic minions marched toward me, apparently unconcerned with their own safety.

Another arrow. Another blast of silver liquid.

I took out another with my Glock.

The last one went up in an eruption of silver that I had to roll away from. Metal blobs rained down around me, and some specks landed on my leathers. One hit the back of my left hand and immediately lit me up in agony. I dropped my Glock, cradled my hand against my chest and curled up into a fetal position, wailing.

The last time I’d felt raging fire like this was during The Great War. The Germans’ mustard gas had sunk into the British trench I’d been sheltering in. The gas melted into my exposed skin, and when I drew a breath to scream, my lungs lit up in agonizing flames. The next several minutes were filled with the sounds of men gurgling through fluid-filling lungs as they attempted to scream. My body’s demise followed soon afterward, and that release from pain was one of the best I’d ever experienced. As with all of my other deaths, I awoke a few days later, weak as a newborn, but alive.

As quickly as the pain in my hand came, it vanished. In shock, I held out my hand to inspect the damage. Nasty, red, swollen flesh surrounded a black circle about the size of a quarter on the back of my hand. Despite the burn, it didn’t smell like charred flesh. There was a scent of burning, but it was more like smoldering dry leaves than what I’d smelled before when I’d burned to death a few times. The silver liquid had vanished from my skin.

Thankful for the sudden release from the pain, I looked around. Small pits covered the surface of the church’s parking lot, but no sign of the Mithraic constructs remained. All of the silver metal had disappeared. I wasn’t sure what happened, but I was thankful it was gone.

“Are you well?” A shadow fell over me. I looked up into Opochtli’s concerned face and nodded. Then it hit me. I faced an Ancient and probably owed him a heaping amount of gratitude.


Chapter Three

I rolled from my side to a kneeling position.

“What task do you have for me this day?”

“Rise,” the Aztec Ancient said. “Let us speak.”

I rose to my feet and wavered a bit from a head rush but held my stance in front of the Ancient. “Thank you for rescuing me from those silver minions of Mithras.”

Opochtli did not look happy, but I had a feeling his displeasure was not directed at me. “You are most welcome for the rescue, but I could not let them capture you. You have a service to provide.” He was about my height, short by modern standards, and powerfully built. I was certain his broad shoulders and well-muscled arms came from endless days of practicing with his bow. The smell of clean fur and hot vegetation filtered through undertones of fresh sweat.

“What do you need of me this day?”

His scowl deepened as if what he had to say pained him. “There is a threat against the Riverwalk in this town.”

My heart dropped. I wondered what kind of vile person would attack a beautiful area like San Antonio’s Riverwalk. Then again, many people hated beauty for the sake of hating it. I despaired at what might happen if the attack were successful. “What kind of threat?” I asked.

“Terrific horrors will be inflicted on all who live nearby.”

“There’s a terrorist threat against the Riverwalk? What a strange target. Why bomb there?”

“You have become too modern, Marcus.” Opochtli shook his head. “You need to find your roots. Think. Would I care about a mundane bomb?” He paused a moment to let the question sink in before continuing. “There is a dark Ancient, Moloch, plotting to slaughter Apep and poison the Riverwalk with his remains. Many will suffer for generations to come. Almost all in the area will quickly die from this event if it comes to pass.”

The Riverwalk was fairly well isolated from the natural rivers in the area, so I couldn’t fathom how loads of people could be afflicted by anything that happened there. Apep was the Egyptian Ancient embodiment of chaos, and I understood how his corpse or essence would be destructive to life, but the idea that millions would die boggled me. “Are you sure that many people will die?”

Opochtli spit to one side. “People. I care not for people. Fish. Animals. Nature will suffer. This cannot happen. You must stop it.”

I dredged my memories for what I knew of Moloch. Before my days on this world, people of the Middle East sacrificed their children to the worship of Moloch. He was not an Ancient I wanted to face. “Is he directly involved, or will I be facing his worshippers?”

“The followers of this Ancient will be your opposition. I doubt Moloch is aware of his worshippers’ plans … yet.”

Good. This meant I had time to investigate and stop things before the Ancient himself became involved. I took a deep breath to start negotiations with Opochtli for my services, but I didn’t have my whole heart in it. He’d already saved me from a mysterious and unprovoked attack by Mithraic constructs.

Before I could say anything, Opochtli interrupted my thoughts. “You will offer your services for no payment. This is not one of the usual jobs you perform. This is something that must be done.”

I looked up at him and raised an eyebrow. “It’s been quite a while since I’ve worked for free.”

Even though we were of similar height, Opochtli loomed over me. It was as if he grew a foot taller even though I wasn’t looking up at him.

I hate it when the Ancients leverage their powers to impose on me.

“Your concerns for payment are nothing to me. I know you search for your father, and I don’t care. Your highest priority must be saving the Riverwalk.” Opochtli didn’t back down even an inch. If anything, his presence grew stronger.

He had the upper hand, and I didn’t want to press the matter even though I also had to find Eddie. It seemed he genuinely wanted to save the Riverwalk from a supernatural terrorist attack on the environment. This was clearly not the usual employer-employee type relationship I had with most Ancients. I still wished he had offered a few of my father’s journals for me to add to my collection.

Almost two millennia now, and I’d still not tracked my father down. I knew in my heart that my father was the key to discovering who, or what, I was. His journals were my only pathways to finding that key to unlock the knowledge I sought.

I knew I’d come close at points in the past, but I’d never managed to set eyes on him, let alone had a conversation. I had so many questions about my ability to rise from the dead, the Ancients, why he’d run off when I was a child, and our general place in the world as immortals.

“Is there a punishment for failure?” I asked, dreading the answer.

Opochtli’s face darkened in a deep scowl. “If you fail, I will assure you live within the destroyed portions of the Riverwalk for the remainder of your days. You shall suffer the same fate as the natural order I seek to protect.”
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