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			CHAPTER 1:

A New Plan

			Night fell in Switzerland. High up in the Alps, the setting sun felt closer than ever, and so did the rising moon. It was a perfect, calm, midsummer night with the faint sound of chirping insects and hooting owls in the fields and forests near the Maximum Security International Terrorist Penitentiary.

			The Black Bunker, as it was called, was a subterranean prison facility, hidden from the world. Farther above was a small outpost, a cluster of buildings that served as the main terminal for supplies that came in and out. The whole operation was highly classified, supported by black op agencies around the world. One of those agencies was the Animalis International Team, which used the facility to hold a few dark secrets and vicious criminals. 

			The most vicious of those criminals was cloistered away at the lowest level, so far below that some of the newer guards didn’t even know of his existence. An AIT veteran turned traitor, he’d siphoned the agency’s resources on a gamble for immortality and was caught in the act by his former allies. 

			Gator Croc.

			His days were meant to whittle away as the effects of age crept up on him slowly while the world above forgot him. However, that would not be the case. He was far too formidable to be repressed forever and had hatched an escape ploy accordingly. Despite how flawless the ploy was, he was smart enough to plan for contingencies too. 

			The window of opportunity opened that night, just as the moon faded behind a front of clouds. A team of black balaclava-clad warriors rushed across the field. Hidden in the nocturnal shadows, they avoided all forms of detection. They invaded the penitentiary grounds, neutralized the guards, and made their way into the facility with their leader close behind.

			Once the prison was infiltrated, the warrior team made quick work of the guards inside. No alarms were raised, and no victims were spared. Only a few guards remained, untouched and unaware. The servers were hacked, and false camera feeds were fed in to give the remote surveillance an illusion of normalcy.

			The prisoners were none the wiser about the ominous developments around them. Their cells were tiny, with solid walls on three sides and metal bars on the fourth that granted them a view of nothing beyond murky hallways. Dim yellow lights constantly flickered to deprive them of real rest. It was a place of passive, constant torture for the worst of the worst. To their frazzled minds, the perception of time had slipped away; sometimes days passed like hours, sometimes hours stretched to days. 

			Only Gator Croc remained consistent. When he wasn’t underfed, he conserved his sanity through meditation. Despite their torturous methods, he had refused to give away any information, and the location of the last of the funds he’d seized still remained unknown.

			Before he would crack, the funds from his last job would get him out of here.

			The door raised, and a blinding light spilled over him. He was drawn out of his trance and raised a scaly hand in front of his eyes. The lack of sun and water had dried his hide, and his skin was a tone of dirty yellow, paler than his usual shade. 

			“Sorry, boss,” the intruder whispered. “Did I wake you?”

			“Grr,” Croc grumbled. He pushed himself up and exited his cell. The hallway was occupied by his hired hands — a band of warriors — led by their captain, a South African mercenary. Standing as tall as a human with a primal ape’s expressive face, he went by the name Mondo Mandrill. Unlike the warriors, however, he sauntered right through the prison, sporting a smart vest and tie.
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			“Well, well.” Croc’s lips curled up. “I’d say you’re just in time.”

			“The 12th of July, as paid for.” Mandrill smirked. “And now, the second phase can begin.”

			“Right.” Croc made a hissing noise as he sighed. “The AIT locked me up here. So, I locked up all the information I have in here”—he pointed to his head—“and threw the keys away. They didn’t get anything out of me.”

			“Then we’re okay for the go-ahead?”

			Croc flashed his gnarly crocodile teeth. “Those imbeciles at the AIT have kept too many artifacts hidden away,” he tut-tutted. “What a waste to let so much power just sit and gather dust. I know where we’ll be heading next.”

			“We’re bringing a helicopter around, about a mile and a half south, out of sight.”

			Gator pushed his limbs out and cracked a few knuckles. “Well, that’ll give me a chance to stretch out for a bit.”

			Mandrill held out his hand and offered Croc a long object. “According to the local forecast, it’s meant to start raining soon.” He gestured at the umbrella.

			With a sly grin, Croc received it, tossed the umbrella to the ground, and crushed it. Then, he took his claws to his orange jumpsuit and ripped it off his shoulders. Prison had worn him down. His formerly rigid gut was sunken in, and his muscles had shriveled up. His skin was dry and flaky all over, with scales still shedding off in flakes. “Is this some sort of joke? I can’t wait to feel water again.”

			Mandrill scoffed as if he’d already predicted how the croc would react. The next second, the crushed umbrella began to emit an invisible gas from the fractures of its handle that flooded the lower floors. The rest of the prisoners on Croc’s level — inmates who were nearly as powerful and dangerous as him — were instantly affected by its noxious effects. Whenever a prisoner’s vitals stopped, barriers were triggered and automatically responded by sliding open, so medical staff could rush in to treat them.

			“Here we go.” The duo left together strutting through the passages, flanked by the warriors.

			When the AIT rushed in sometime later, all they could find was the evidence of a grand conspiracy and the mysteriously missing body of one inmate. Regardless, they quickly got to work. The infiltration was covered up, and the evidence was disposed of. Junior agents were tasked with cleaning up the mess. Once that was done, members at the top-level stepped in to suppress all traces of the breach—for good.

			Only an incredibly small group of executives were aware of what really transpired, and they dispensed the information through highly secure channels. In-person meetings and written notes hidden in unassuming places were the preferred communication methods until, eventually, the word reached the directors of affairs.

			Gator Croc is on the loose and hunting down another artifact. Working for him is Mondo Mandrill, a South African mercenary warlord and his band of deadly warriors.

			By protocol, the Animal Squad had to be assembled. They would meet and be assigned their tasks. Then, using the AIT’s information network, they would depart for a zone close to where enemy movement was detected.

			Agents who once risked their lives to put Croc away for good had either retired or were occupied with assignments. Johnny Fox was part of a specialist team now, working as a consultant for AIT and other intelligence agencies. Rambo Rhino was conducting training camps for the AIT, prepping and priming new recruits enlisted from a host of mysterious origins. Diego had left on a long leave of absence, stating ‘training’ as a reason. Essentially, he’d fallen off the grid at some remote corner in Indonesia.

			The list of agents was short; not so good for numbers, but not so bad when it came to the speed at which they could be assembled. Before long, a team was gathered and deployed into the field.

			Once again, Gator Croc’s newest ambition would ensure he crossed paths with the precision, tactics, and lethal force of the Animal Squad.


		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2:

First Mission

			The garden was serene. Green leaves drifted down towards pebble-covered grounds. A lone figure stood in the middle of the Japanese countryside estate, his long white ears twitching gently with the breeze. His beady eyes gazed at the horizon while he had a hand on the hilt of a blade.

			The zen of his estate allowed Kenshi Rabbit to meditate in peace. He was given a humble plot of land in the mountains, a forest famous for its bountiful population of wild rabbits and its proximity to the shrines, which paid respect to Tsuki-Yomi, the Moon God.

			In a flash, as a leaf fell, he unsheathed his blade, his relaxed pose transforming into a defensive one. The sound of metal echoed. The leaf gravitated down, split into two symmetrical halves, both pieces blowing away in different directions. He continued to hold his pose for a moment until his ears picked up a new sound — a distinct drone coming from his home.

			Kenshi sheathed his sword and entered his home, a small but traditional abode that resembled a mountain shrine rather than a hideaway. He made his way towards the rear, entering a room that held the only technology for miles. Apart from that room and one closet that he used to store his belongings, his residence was completely bare, devoid of modern amenities.

			The distinct drone was the sound of his ‘official’ phone. No matter what the nature of the call, he knew it was one he could not ignore. His purpose was being tested. The very reason for his existence was about to be put to the task. He picked it up and awkwardly pawed at it until the ringing stopped.

			He missed it. It’d been a while since he operated the phone, and he was slow to work the keys. He sat down nervously, staring at it, hoping he would have another chance. Thankfully, it came, and he managed to finally turn it on in time at the second go.

			The small screen brightened, and the Animalis International Team logo flashed in front of him until it was replaced by the face of a veteran agent seated in a lavish lounge. For Kenshi, the sight of a fox facing him, even though it was only through a screen, put him on edge.

			“Good afternoon to you, Kenshi Rabbit.” Johnny Fox smiled. “Was I interrupting anything important?”

			“No, sir,” Kenshi answered. He was still young and instilled with the concept of honor and fealty to his superiors, particularly those who worked in the field before his time. They were his senpai, and he had to respect them — regardless of the differences in their race or practices.

			Johnny tapped on his screen, flicking something aside. “I may use sophisticated gadgets, but sometimes, technology is a hindrance more than it is a boon.”

			“I concur.”

			“I’ve got official business for you.” Johnny lifted his eyes away from the screen as if thinking through what he was about to say. “Very unfortunate business, at that. A mission.”

			“It would be an honor to be of service to you.” Kenshi paused to reword his response in proper English. “My blade is yours, Johnny-san.”

			“Very good.” Johnny nodded across the screen. “I’ll be sending an agent over to get you relocated at once. This is an International mission to tackle an emergency of the highest order.”

			Kenshi’s eyes widened, and he stood up. “Johnny-san.” He tried not to stutter. “I have not undertaken any missions outside Japan since my formal training ended. Would it not be better to consider—”

			“All due considerations have been made,” Johnny stated, cutting him off. “I apologize for the interruption, but you’ve succeeded in your field testing with exceptional results. And as of now, we have a limited list of agents available ever since Operation Swamp Parade began. And unfortunately, this new situation has everything to do with it.”

			“I shall prepare myself at once.” Kenshi held his chin up in respect.

			“Good.” Johnny’s lips curled into an appreciative smile. “The agent should be with you this evening. You’ll be jetted out to Italy to meet the rest of your team. I will bring you up to speed on the situation there, and we’ll begin the first offensive. This is a chase, a fox hunt, if you will.” He drummed his fingers on the armrest with a hint of pride. “Our target is always moving, but so long as we know where they’re headed, we can keep ourselves abreast of their actions.”

			“I will be in your care, Mr. Fox.”

			“You will, Kenshi.”

			Johnny disconnected the call. Kenshi replaced the phone and its cradle back into the closet. He stepped back and drew a deep breath to calm his rapidly beating heart.

			Then, in a moment of weakness where his nerves overwhelmed him, he dragged his ears down over his face and shuddered. Was he truly ready for a mission of such high caliber? Training offered him a sense of purpose and control, but raising his blade to an actual enemy was a different league altogether. And which fellow agents would he be working with? How would they receive him? To the outside world, he had been in training for what felt like years. But in reality, he was still a novice in the field with less than ideal social skills. Despite the stoic, zen-like persona that Kenshi wore on the outside, deep down, he was still a scared bunny, afraid of failure and disappointment.

			There was no backing out, though. He knew the team would arrive very soon. He’d already given his word to his superior. It would bring him shame to reject the call to action, which was the sole reason he was training so rigorously in the first place — a mission that was apparently so critical, they couldn’t afford to wait for better agents to take over.

			***

			He prepared for the travel, packing up his belongings. He made sure the blades of his weapons were sharp and that his sword-care kit—stocked with sharpening and cleaning tools—was in order. On one side of his hip hung a katana—an ancient weapon passed down to those who worshiped at the shrine. Etched at the base of the katana’s blade, in kanji script, was the lettering for ‘rabbit.’

			He also packed a yumi, a longbow. His archery proficiency, particularly in wielding the Japanese longbows that stood much taller than other western bows, made up for his lack of firearm training. It helped that the skill was related to his natural traits and acumen. Namely, his hearing prowess.

			When his escort arrived, he could pick up the sound of the chopper blades from over a mile away. Why, with his incredible sense of hearing, he could even keep track of the thousands of rabbits who lived in the hills as they left their burrows and hopped along the grass. A single target flying through the woods was easy to catch.

			Kenshi steeled himself. Having donned his samurai garb, he sat in the middle of the main room’s floor in preparation. He looked like a stoic, meditating monk at a distance. But, his senpai knew better.

			“Kenshi,” Rebel called out. The sound of the spunky, sharpshooting Raccoon girl made Kenshi’s eyebrow twitch. Even though they were stationed in the same country for their assignments, their approaches to the culture around them were vastly different. However, he respected her authority and held back his opinions about her constant taunts on his reserved demeanor.

			“I am ready.” Kenshi stepped out with his bag.

			“Okay, great.” She popped her bubblegum, watching the rabbit’s blank stare. “Well, come on then. The helicopter’s waiting.”

			He pointed to the chopper she was dangling from. “According to Johnny-san’s instructions, we were supposed to be flying by jet.”

			“We’re taking this sweet ride to the jet.” Rebel patted the inside of the chopper. “You’ll board the jet to Italy alone, take a boat to the island from there, and then a taxi to the final meeting point.”

			“Oh?” Kenshi blinked.

			“So, make sure you get rid of all your rabbit pellets now. I don’t think the jet’s plumbing system is equipped for nervous poos.”

			“That’s undignified!” Kenshi curled his paws into fists.

			A second later, he realized he’d lost his composure. Rebel broke out into a smug grin while he straightened his expressions and resumed his samurai stance. It was going to be a long and arduous mission, during which he was often going to be tested on a trait that was his greatest drawback — socializing.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3: 

Isla Seritopita

			The helicopter ride was awful. The swaying and the high altitude sent Kenshi’s stomach twisting into knots. The badgering of his Raccoon partner wasn’t helping either. By the time they landed, all he wanted was to lie down, but his jet was already waiting on the runway, ready for takeoff.

			The flight was fast. Too fast. It put his senses out of whack. He was encouraged to rest as much as he could during the trip. However, by the time he left Japan, the high-speed transport had brought him to Italy before breakfast was done being served.

			Then came the boat ride. Kenshi had never been on a boat before, and for most of the journey, he was seasick. Fortunately for him, the AIT valued its members’ security and privacy, which meant the crew left him alone. For, even while he was heaving, slumped over the sick bucket, what concerned him most was preserving his image as a warrior.

			Finally, much to his relief, his destination loomed in sight. The boat docked at the bay of a remote island off the Italian peninsula. With only a single village spanning its entire length and breadth, the island was a covert base for operations in the Mediterranean co-owned by the AIT and other secret agencies involved in maintaining world peace from the shadows.

			A taxi ride took him inland. The roads were not well developed, and it was a bumpy trek throughout, but the island made the perfect base for AIT’s hidden facility. On the outside, the perspective of a rural fishing island, cut off from the Italian mainland, offered the perfect cover-up for all those sophisticated gadgets and fleets that let them trot the globe unseen.

			Kenshi’s cab crested a final, steep hill and came up to the town. There was a rustic, laid-back air about the place. The buildings sported a quaint look, its structures and stairways built of traditional stone that hadn’t seen an upgrade since medieval times. It was a different kind of calmness than the one he was used to.

			He hopped out onto the solid ground and drew a deep breath, enjoying the cool, salty breeze. He knew this feeling wouldn’t last. Once he met with his team, who’d gathered here, and received the details of his assignment, the mission would take him away from the island straightaway.

			Thankfully, due to the nature of the island, everyone was familiar with his kind, and no one was startled by the sight of a rabbit-man walking around, although they did give his clothes a curious second glance. He was the only man in all of Italy wearing a full kimono.

			He was guided down a dusty cobbled road to what looked like a typical fisherman’s house overlooking the sea. Inside, the rooms were cramped, allowing for very little privacy. The furniture was basic and frayed from overuse. Then, through a small wooden door, he was led down a series of metal steps to the cellar.

			***

			Below ground was an entirely different world—a sprawling grid of bunkers connected through a network of hallways and tunnels that operated in the safety and secrecy of the dark. Generators built into the island’s rocky coast that drew their power from the sea’s currents provided unlimited power for the operations. An assembly of rusty old antennas mounted on the roof hid a sophisticated wireless technology matrix in plain sight, giving them access to the most secretive information networks.

			“Mr. Kenshi, welcome.” A man dressed in a tailor-made black suit ushered Kenshi into a room where he met his two allies, seated at a round conference table.

			One was an animal-man with a long snout and fearsome protruding tusks. However, the silky fur on his face and the small beady eyes softened his look. He was dressed in a sleek muscle-hugging armor vest that left his bulked arms exposed and a pleated skirt that showed off his impressive calves—a modern version of a classical Roman warrior. 

			“Ayy, man!” hollered the other agent. He had the face of an iguana and the body of a grown man. With a cocky smile permanently curling his lips, a vibrant shirt, and waves of dreadlocks spilling out of his beanie hat, he gave off an air of gaiety that wasn’t otherwise commonly found in the academy. “Itz the sam-oo-rai! Boy, come over here and sit down with me.” He had a quirky candor, and he hummed his words in a thick Jamaican accent. “Lemme introduce meself and me friend here who don’t talk at all to nobody. I am Ziggy Iguana, and him, he is Marcus de Boar.”

			Marcus nodded affirmatively. 

			“How do you do?” Kenshi bowed. “I am Kenshi Rabbit, field operative from the Japanese office of wildlife enforcement and covert operations.”

			“Yeah, man!” Ziggy exclaimed. He rolled his shoulders and bopped in excitement. He was the most animated person in the room; so much so, it made Marcus and Kenshi look like statues. “Sam-oo-rai. Gladiator. And me.”

			Reaching down, he hoisted up a compact rocket launcher onto the table. “Bazooka! We got all our bases covered. We like home team baseball champions out here now!”

			“Is that armed?” Kenshi’s fluffy brows furrowed.

			Ziggy clicked his long tongue. “No... no… no… no. I aren’t the kind what would be bringing such a thing stocked up and all dangerous into the office. Unless it was an office full of the bad guys, man!” With a deep and throaty laugh, he snapped his sharp claws.

			Suddenly, a screen lit up with the AIT logo. Kenshi took a seat, and the other two agents turned their attention to the screen as Johnny Fox greeted them with a warm glow of light rising behind him.

			“Good afternoon, gentlemen. I’m glad to see all of you assembled here. I hope your journeys were comfortable enough.”

			“Ayy, sir.” Ziggy greeted him with an animated salute.

			“Unfortunately,” Johnny responded with a mild smile, “you won’t be staying long to enjoy the Italian scenery today. You’ll be on a variable submersible vehicle shortly and due south to infiltrate the Nile River, from which you begin a journey into southern Sudan. Disembarking there, you will pursue the target to his last traced location.”

			“Who is our target?” Marcus cleared his throat, his stern and weighty voice making him appear older than his age.

			“Our old friend.” Johnny sneered, a hint of personal distaste darkening his eyes. “Gator Croc.”
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			CHAPTER 4: 

Denial is not a river in Egypt

			The amphibious submersible recon vehicle was revealed. It resembled a submarine with treads on it. The wheels were able to convert from rubber traction treads for rough, dry terrain to water-wings and propellers powered through the water—all in one smooth maneuver—a perfect stealth craft for their mission.

			Kenshi stood at the dry dock, studying the shuttle, aware of the eyes on him awaiting an expression of approval. In reality, he was dreading the trip. He’d already suffered terrible sea-sickness on a regular boat and air-sickness on a regular jet. The next vehicle he was about to board appeared to be a strange combination of both!

			Marcus had no objection—neither against the model of the craft nor against any of the instructions meted out. Ziggy was the one making most of the noise, and that somehow made him seem like he was heading the team. However, Kenshi couldn’t bring himself to agree with that image. From where he came, leaders were stoic and disciplined, and the iguana was simply too optimistic, chirpy, and flippant to be one. However, knowing he wasn’t qualified himself—especially after what he’d heard during the briefing—he kept his thoughts to himself.

			While the crew in the dock were busy preparing the craft for its next adventure—Kenshi’s thoughts drifted back to the briefing in the conference room, where Johnny Fox’s broadcast had revealed the severity of the situation.

			“As you may be aware”—the veteran had pointed to few photos on a digital projector— “Gator Croc, a longtime associate and ally of the Animalis International Teams, utilized a network of spies to embezzle a huge amount of resources from us to fund a personal army. This army offered him cover while he obtained and assembled the pieces of the Topax Amulet. He was caught, stopped, and detained in a secure detainment facility, the Black Bunker, which was breached by a private military force last week. Now, Gator Croc is on the loose, plotting another terrifying plan of world domination.”

			“Boss,” Ziggy raised his hand, “I got a question.”

			“I could try to answer it.” Johnny nodded. “But it’s likely the rest of my presentation will do that for you. Could you wait and let me finish first?”

			Ziggy made a sweeping motion with his arms in an exaggerated show of compliance and allowed Johnny to continue without interruption.

			“The breach was finally detected 24 hours after it happened. The defense system in the Black Bunker keeps a security breach on one level from being leaked to other levels until a physical inspection is performed. The group that infiltrated the bunker were experts, hired and instructed preemptively by Croc, who knew the place inside out. We managed to track them down to Egypt, where they’ve been spotted by some ruins, isolated from the normal tourist routes—inactive or suspended dig sites. This could have some connection with AIT’s ongoing scheme to locate and secure ancient mystical relics across the globe.”

			“Your mission,” Johnny concluded in a business-like voice, “is to track his whereabouts down the Nile River to a hidden valley in northern Sudan. We believe he is after the Staff of Duat, a powerful mystical relic located in an ancient proto-Egyptian temple called the Lost Temple of Thoth, in a dried-up river valley. Either get to it before he does or take it from him before he can use it. Permission to destroy the relic if it proves too powerful is granted as a last resort. That will be all. Good journey, Animal Squad.”

			The whole meeting played over in Kenshi’s mind as he slipped into a meditative state on the dock. Until a sudden, loud clanking of machinery startled him out of the trance. He jumped in his spot, his nose twitching rapidly.

			Ziggy laughed at what he saw. He was making his way to the boat with a bazooka slung over one arm and a trunk loaded with ammunition tucked under the other. His arms were short, but his claws made up for it with their powerful grip. “It’s a day trip down through the sea, man. Yuh may as well save the sleeping for the boat!”

			“Right.” Kenshi frowned. He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to sleep on the boat at all. The contents of his stomach were already churning in dread. He needed some form of a confidence booster, one he couldn’t achieve through meditation alone. Ziggy did not seem like the person to go to for a pep talk, and Marcus hadn’t uttered anything apart from a polite snort to either of them.

			His first experience with the team was shaping up to be difficult, and they had a tremendous responsibility to fulfill. “Why us?” The question hovered in his mind repeatedly. They were starkly different personalities, with scattered origins and ties, the only common factor being that they were animal-men employed by the AIT.

			An announcement rang out in the dock. The vehicle was ready for departure. The crew—Ziggy Iguana, Kenshi Rabbit, and Marcus Boar—boarded the submersible and assumed their positions. Once the doors were sealed, the space seemed to shrink. The craft had an inbuilt auto-pilot mode, but Ziggy sat behind the control deck just in case manual steering was needed. Kenshi had never handled any form of vehicle before, and neither knew what Marcus could do.

			“Alright, bruddas.” Ziggy rubbed his claws. “Let’s go find this Gatah Crocodile and shove a ballistic surprise in his massive jaws, shutting him up for good!” 

			“Our mission is to claim the Staff of Duat first,” Kenshi reminded him. “It would be better to bring the criminal to justice for his crimes than to kill him dishonorably.”

			“Ay, you know what them people say.” Ziggy leaned back and chuckled to himself, leaving his parable open to interpretation.

			“Huh?” Kenshi observed him with a confused look. Giving up his attempts to understand the iguana, he held onto the railing when the boat started moving. It was hoisted forward on a crane and lowered into the water. As soon as it was released, the water rose up, submerging its hull. The vehicle was sturdy and tough against the building water pressure, but the team could feel the strange sensations all around them. The monitor displayed what the camera mounted at the front relayed.

			“This is mission control,” a voice crackled through the radio. “Launching now. Mission commences—Operation Nile Denial.” With that, the water-wings lifted the craft, supporting its body just above the water, while the propellers below boosted the carrier forward through the water tunnel that led out into the open sea.

			The ride was surprisingly smooth, but the unfamiliar movements made Kenshi’s stomach grumble. They were making progress at last; the first official steps of their mission were underway. In a few hours, they would enter the delta and merge into the shallows of the Nile River.

			“Kick back and relax,” Ziggy crooned. He assumed a relaxed pose with his arms up, tied behind his head, and his legs perched on the console.

			“There may be confrontations from close quarters, particularly in the ruins.” Kenshi hoped the subject of defense would spark a conversation amongst the team. “My weapons of choice are a Japanese long sword — a katana — and a bow. I’m also trained in constructing arrows and other basic toolsmanship.”

			“That’s nice, man.” Ziggy smiled at the skies. “If anything’s more than ten feet away, give me a yell, and I’ll blow it up. Just make sure yuh get 20 feet away first.” He laughed at his morbid joke.

			Kenshi grimaced and turned to Marcus. The boar tilted his head and pointed to the round, metal shield and a short gladius sword on his back.

			“Hey.” Ziggy’s eyes moved swiftly, from the rabbit to the boar, from the boar to the rabbit. “If y’all aren’t gonna be using any bullets, that just leaves more for me.”

			“We will be in your care.” Kenshi blinked.

			Marcus snorted, but Kenshi couldn’t understand ‘snorts.’ Was the boar offended by his remark? Was he queasy? “Oh, dear.” He finally shook his bunny ears in worry.

			The team that’d been assembled efficiently was not very efficient at communication, and their mission had only just begun...

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5: 

Sand Rabbit

			The Nile Delta. A rich, fertile land: the basis of an empire which stood the test of time. A haven of life in the desert. The meeting point between the greatest river on the planet and the sea it fed, carrying water from Africa’s distant waterfalls and lakes. A bustling port of trade and travel.

			Underwater, the vehicle was beginning to scrape the surface of the shallow polluted riverbed. In the span of a few hours, they’d left their dock and arrived in Egypt stealthily, plowing their way against the river current towards the stretch of inland that would lead them south, to their eventual destination.

			The water-wings retracted, and the rubber traction treads of the wheels latched onto the ground. They weren’t being propelled by sea-currents any longer. Their journey inland would continue with the all-terrain wheels carrying them across uneven landscapes in a short while. The sudden rumbling and shaking of the hull alerted Kenshi and sent his fur standing upright.

			“You claustrophobic too, brudda?” Ziggy asked with a sly chuckle. “Ease up your mind a bit. We got days of breathable air on circulation and only a couple hours of journey ahead.”

			“Our journey is going to be longer than that,” Marcus grunted. “Even at our fastest, according to the coordinates, we’d reach the destination with barely any time to prepare ourselves. Cramped spaces inhibit muscle function. We should reroute towards land now and stretch when we have the chance.”

			“I got a sports maniac.” Ziggy waved his palm. “And a Japanese samurai on an all-access river tank. We got nothing to do but lay back until we get there. I wanna be sleeping, but yuh boys wanna stretch. Fine. I’ll see what I can do, but I’m not movin’ from me seat!”

			Still reposed on his recliner, Ziggy stretched his legs out and started working the console with his feet and tail. Kenshi watched with his mouth agape as his ally managed to steer the controls with his scaly fingers. The vehicle shifted and lurched as he familiarized himself with the gauges and levers. The shift was felt as he guided it closer to the riverbanks.

			Regardless, the process of maneuvering the craft onto land took time since they had to be sure it was safe to emerge. They had to avoid the cities and probably most of the rural settlements too. Their mode of entry—not to mention their choice of vehicle—would amount to a breach of several international treaties. Subtlety was paramount.

			It wasn’t until nightfall that they made it to land. By then, even if observers managed to spot the animal-men through the dense veil of night, their stories wouldn’t be believed. Ziggy stayed inside to send a report back to base on their whereabouts, while Kenshi and Marcus enjoyed the brief peace in the Egyptian countryside along the famous river.

			Kenshi was finally getting to understand his teammate, Marcus. He was a boar of few words but very self-assured. He treated his body like a temple, his choice of dinner being a plate of dried mushrooms, berries, and whole grains—washed down with a squeezable bag of nutrient juice. Kenshi, on the other hand, boiled some water for a meal of instant cup noodles.

			“We’ve been formally introduced,” Kenshi began, “but even so, it feels like we haven’t met. I am Kenshi. I’m a samurai fighter and have been training with a katana for the last few years. I practice the ethical codes and morals of bushido in Japan.”

			Marcus frowned. “So, you are a native of Japan?”

			Kenshi paused. “No, I’m not.”

			“I see.” Marcus chewed through his coarse meal, a snort shooting out of his snout every now and again. “I am a Roman warrior, a boar-man who serves the Empire, and a survivor of their bloody wars. My bloodline can be traced back to one of the Caesars. My people are related to the she-boar who nurtured the future founder of Rome itself. We were guardians of the land of Italia, fated by the Gods who made us.”

			Kenshi listened with an unblinking stare. “I see.”

			“I have stood true to my blood roots,” Marcus proclaimed with a smirk. “I am a gladiator, an Olympian fighter. There is no one I cannot outrun, out-wrestle or out-duel. No matter the blade or technique, all forces of history have fallen to Rome’s power.”

			“Impressive. That is a noble upbringing you’ve had.” Kenshi swallowed before sinking into an uncomfortable daze, realizing that he had nothing else to add. Neither was he a descendant of legendary warriors like Marcus nor did he have any such battle stories to boast of. And it rattled him. Resigned to eat the rest of his dinner in silence, he picked up his noodles quickly, forgetting how hot it still was.

			“Ouch!” His paw burned, and he dropped the scorching cup on the ground.

			When he watched the spilled contents of his cup, a glimmer of movement in the distance caught the attention of his keen eyes. There was someone out there. Someone observing him and Marcus. “Nante koto da!” This could spell trouble. There was a reason they went to extreme lengths to stay hidden— even the slightest rumors could disrupt the mission. Kenshi’s ears stiffened up like pillars, his eyes dilating into big black beads. His panoramic vision was capable of detecting the slightest stir, his ears could track danger by picking up sound waves, and his nose sniffed out even well-hidden predators. Being a warrior, he’d honed all these senses to perfection. The figure he saw was not the wandering eye of a curious passerby; it was fixed on them with deadly intent.

			“Get down!” Kenshi exclaimed in a hushed tone. He dove for Marcus and yanked him from his seat, pushing him to the ground just as a glint of metal whizzed by them, the twang of a string echoing in the distance. Kenshi’s paws scrambled on the muddy ground for his sword.

			“What’s going on?” Marcus huffed.

			As the figure emerged from his hideout, the silhouette grew clearer—it was a man rushing towards them with quiet treads. His elbows were stiff, and his shoulders menacingly arched forward, ready for action. He was sheathed in a dark fabric that was layered with armor. “A... shuriken warrior?” Kenshi gasped. On his wrist was a miniature crossbow loaded with the shuriken, a lethal Japanese throwing star.

			Kenshi retrieved his sword and frantically drew it out of its scabbard. As the warrior neared, aiming the crossbow at Kenshi, he spotted the samurai sword and changed course in a split second. However, Marcus lunged forth and jerked the warrior’s arm just in time; the shuriken smacked into the ground and bounced away.

			Marcus then put his thick arms around the lanky man’s neck and used his legs to lock him down in a wrestling chokehold. The warrior started shaking, unable to break free, as Marcus squeezed the air out of his lungs.

			A second later, another warrior surfaced. Followed by two more. Soon, a small team of wild-eyed warriors had emerged from the thickets nearby and pounced on them. Kenshi dashed in and swung his blade twice in the air, cutting two of the attackers down before they could load their crossbows.

			Marcus snapped three other necks in quick succession, pulling off their masks as he rose. The mystery warriors had strange faces. They were human but warped. Their skins were stretched and fuzzy with hair in places human hair didn’t normally grow. Their teeth were gnarly and long, and they had metal plates replacing their left ears.

			Having just claimed his first victory on a real battlefield, Kenshi straightened his spine and flicked the blood of his victims off his blade, his skin flushed with newfound pride. “I am a fighter—” he stopped, noticing three others dashing for the tank in the river. “Ziggy!” A warning honk belted out of his lungs. “He’ll be attacked!”

			All of a sudden, a blinding streak of white-hot light zoomed across the night sky, followed by a deafening explosion. Lights blew out from houses far away. The earth reverberated beneath their feet. A plume of fire and smoke rose up from the ground, and the last of the warriors were obliterated into a smoldering pile of ash.

			Ziggy swished back his dreadlocks and stood on top of the tank, a smoking barrel of a bazooka slung over his shoulder. He wore a serious expression for once, which compelled Kenshi to pay attention to what he was about to say. “You okay, bruddas?”

			“Yes.” Kenshi shared a look with Marcus to ensure he was unhurt. The boar flicked his tusks in approval. “Who were they?”

			“Them enemies bossman talked about.” Ziggy clicked his long tongue with annoyance. “Croc hired himself an army. Only one army is gonna stand around and wait in places like these. Break time’s over. We gotta get a rush on now.”

			“I concur.” Marcus jogged back to the tank. Kenshi glanced over his shoulder at his accomplishment. Two swings, two kills. However, he couldn’t celebrate yet—for there had been no life in those mystery shuriken warriors, to begin with.
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			CHAPTER 6: 

The Lost Temple of Thoth

			The Nile seemed to bring life to anything it touched, even the desert. Having surfaced from the north Saharan band of ancient dry lands, the team made their way into the fringes of the African ‘junglescape,’ riding through the undergrowth in their tank.

			Ziggy kept to the controls while Kenshi was perched on top, in the commander’s cupola hatch, now dressed in a tailormade combat suit, playing the role of a scout with his bow and arrow. The rumbling of the tank would not waver his aim. As long as he was on the ground and the sky above—rather than the other way around—he’d be fine. The attack the previous night was still shooting spurts of adrenaline into their veins. They hadn’t even sighted Gator Croc’s camp yet and were already waging war against him. Their enemies knew they were coming, which meant they’d lost the element of surprise.

			It didn’t bode well for the status of their first mission. Even Ziggy had grown oddly quiet, and Kenshi could sense there was a lot he was not telling his teammates. “Is he hiding something personal?”

			The tank slowed to a halt on the slope of a hill. In the distance, Kenshi could see a great mountain on the horizon just past the treeline. From thereon, sub-Saharan forests took over; there was no sign of civilization for miles.

			It was almost sundown before Ziggy climbed out, clutching his bazooka. Marcus was second to leave the tank, his traditional sword and shield plastered across his back. Kenshi was last to clamber out of the vehicle, his bow and sword tucked into their holders as he hopped down to join his mates.

			“We gotta walk it from here.” Ziggy clicked his fingers, pointing forward. “Tank’s gonna be a liability if we roll up on them now.”

			Marcus and Kenshi nodded. “Go ahead.”

			Ziggy continued to assume his serious-mode as he led the triad, no iguana-ish smile or sarcastic tone. Marcus kept to the middle, and Kenshi was their lookout at the rear, his arrow nocked against his bowstring and ready to strike at the first sign of an enemy.

			They crept slowly through the jungle brush, quieter than the animals that their appearances were frightening away. Birds fluttered off, returning to their branches only after the animal-men passed by. Critters hid in their burrows. Ripples of unfamiliar howling and chittering could be heard throughout. The jungle was announcing their presence.

			“Map says the missing temple is just ahead. Gotta be unseen, in case they waiting for us.”

			Marcus acknowledged with a low grumble. Kenshi kept his ears perked up, but he didn’t hear or sense anything dangerous, just the ruffle of foliage as they moved through.

			Against the setting sun, they crested a hill that overlooked an ancient valley, dry beds of old tributaries that’d since become overgrown with vegetation. Down below was an opening in the riverbed wall that was propped up by decrepit stone arches. “The hidden temple.”

			Ziggy saw the shuriken warriors stalking around. They were moving slowly, spreading out across the shrubbery in search of any intruders. Alerted by the failed attack the previous night, they were on the prowl.

			“If we get caught—” Ziggy tapped on the bazooka and then pointed to the opening in the ground. Marcus and Kenshi nodded. It was a simple plan, but it would definitely be effective. 

			***

			Down below, where the ancient workers toiled, the stone mouth gaped into a ceremonial crypt. Hieroglyphics lined the walls, depicting humans and hybrids with animal heads. There were visages of ancient gods and the people they ruled facing them in obeisance.

			A crude passage had been drilled all the way down to the crypt using excavation equipment, the accessway lit with industrial lights. The warrior team kept to a single file behind their boss, Mondo Mandrill, while Gator Croc paced ahead. Slowing to a halt in front of an archaic door, he inspected its frame and then turned around, gesturing at it.

			Mondo fished out a device and tapped the screen. Immediately, the two warriors closest to the door positioned themselves by its latch. Gator retreated a few steps and watched as they worked the seal. 

			BAM!

			It opened, unveiling a trap that lay hidden behind it. Ancient vents blasted noxious steam at the warriors’ faces. Both stumbled back, holding their heads, writhing from the effects of the poison, and then tottered to the floor, limp.

			“I’ll pay you back for that one.” Gator smirked.

			Mondo tilted his head in style. “You’ve already paid me in full. Kill as many as you want. I’ll get more when I need them.”

			Gator nudged aside the fallen bodies with his boots. “Well… even dead, they can come in handy.” He strutted through the narrow dusty corridor, which yawned into a wide atrium. The musty smell of the dingy sealed crypt was overpowering, but as a croc, it wasn’t something that affected him. Besides, the rewards were tenfold. At the center, a single narrow pillar of light seeped down through a crack and lit up a tall glass jar. Posed inside the jar was a staff of brilliant gold, covered with a spattering of verdigris.

			“The Staff of Duat!” Gator’s eyes shone like twilight. “Allows its wielder to open a portal to the afterlife and summon dead souls—souls who’ll follow the bidding of their new master. An immensely powerful artifact that brought down a mystical Egyptian empire. The wand of undeath!”

			“Do you know how it works?” Mondo seemed amused by all that grand talk.

			Gator hissed. “I know how every major relic on this planet works. The AIT cracked all these codes years ago. I was just biding my time until I could get my hands on all of it.”

			“Very prudent, boss.” Mondo cracked a semi-grin.

			Gator approached the jar and motioned his hired sentinel towards it. Two warriors approached the precious relic. One wriggled the protective jar out of its stone grip and toppled it over. The other stuck an arm in to remove the staff. All of a sudden, blood gushed out of his hand that was being sliced by invisible blades of glass that guarded the staff, and he had to lose most of his arm before he could dislodge the staff and pull it free.

			Receiving the relic with a victorious beam, he wiped the blood off on the injured warrior’s tunic and cradled the staff in both hands. After a thorough examination, he paced the room, deep in thought, scanning the etchings on the walls. Mondo watched him, his vibrant face neutral and observant. “Going to give it a quick test on one of the dead warriors?”

			“I can.” Gator sounded distracted as he took a closer look at a set of glyphs on the wall. “This is a different script than I thought it was, though. It’s more Nubian than Egyptian. Same difference. I just need to say the right words.”

			Gator squared his feet and held the staff straight above with his head tilted back. He recited a dark verse of a long-dead language, and his booming voice filled the cavern with a sinister wind. The more syllables he recited, the more intense the ominous forces around him grew. Ancient dust filled the air in a cloud. Mondo’s men closed in, forming a tight wheel of protection around their boss, while the mercenary scanned the shifting scenes around him warily.

			When Gator ended his incantation, the winds died down, and the ground started to rumble. The dead warrior’s eyes moved, his fingers stirred. A shocking beat later, he pushed against his elbows and knees, rising back up. The ground started to pulsate like it’d been struck by an earthquake splintering its surface. A downpour of dust showered down. Dead bodies were rising, one after another. The ancient warriors who guarded the staff were summoned to this world by its new wielder, and they’d arrived to obey his command. Gator witnessed the phenomenon, his glee brimming until it spilled over into a peal of riotous laughter.

			From nowhere, one of the undead swung his clawed hand at the living warrior beside him, slicing his neck. Other mummies took up curved blades and sickles at Mondo’s guardians. “Hey, boss, what gives?”

			“Ahh.” Gator sighed. “I knew it. That wasn’t the whole verse.”

			“Then… finish it!” Mondo’s tone was beginning to strain while his soldiers were being attacked from all sides.

			“I don’t know how.” Gator shirked his narrow shoulder. A second later, he laughed his blunder off while the undead horde continued to grow. “Feel free to break them apart. This was just a test run. The real activation will happen in Cairo, as planned.”

			“If you say so.” Mondo exhaled. He took out a gun and shot a mummy’s head into an explosion of dust. Its body continued moving, though, flailing its skeletal arms at his men, stopping only when they managed to crush it to a million pieces. “Damn.” His thick brows cocked into a frown. “I should have charged way more for this.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7: 

The Land of the Dead

			Outside the crypt, on the hill that overlooked the valley, the Animal Squad was lying in wait. Ziggy took to the trees, his unyielding grip making easy work of scaling the bark despite the weight of the bazooka on his back. He stopped when he reached the highest branch from where he’d be able to survey the situation. If something was about to go wrong, Kenshi and Marcus would know.

			The shuriken warriors were still patrolling the spaces inside and outside the tunnel. Their tactical positioning was flawless, allowing no weak spots or access for infiltration. All the Squad could do was wait, knowing their prey would only have one way out.

			Kenshi lay prone on the ground, just like Marcus. They’d been stuck in this position in the dark for what seemed like hours, with insects buzzing around their ears and faces. His paws were itching to launch the arrow he’d nocked. It would be far quieter than the rocket Ziggy was primed to fire, and it would get things going—but he did nothing of the sort. He wasn’t acting alone like he used to during his field training exercises. He was part of a squad now; a squad always stayed together and strategized together, and he respected that. 

			Sensing his silence, Marcus nudged him and pointed all the way across to the other side of the valley. “There may be a second path out,” he whispered. “You should investigate. Take the long route around the valley and see if you can find another entrance to the tunnel that connects to the underground.”

			Kenshi’s mouth parted in surprise. “Should I?”

			Marcus nodded. “You have stealth and speed on your side,” he reminded him with a smirk. “I’m strong and a good sprinter, but I am far too burly to be hush. Have you trained for speed and stealth in forests and woods?”

			“Yes.” Kenshi’s eyes twinkled. He was used to jogging in the woods on a daily basis since his estate was far removed from the luxuries offered by modern society. What would be a day-long hike for others was a mere afternoon’s jog for this rabbit-man. “I think I can do it.” He cast another glance down at the valley and noticed a stir amongst the shuriken warriors’ otherwise clinical movements. “Look… a group of them are rushing into the tunnel. Something’s happening.”

			“Go... now!” Marcus grunted, adding a valuable nugget of advice for the novice, “Keep your senses sharp at all times.”

			“I will try.” Kenshi gulped. For the first time, he was about to enter a combat zone — alone. A lot hinged on him not failing this mission. Retreating down the slope of the hill, he darted along the circuitous route that Marcus had pointed to. His white fur did not blend in with the surroundings. But there was a line of tall trees for cover, his treads were soft, and Kenshi managed to escape notice. Holing up in the hollow of a tree, he caught up on his ragged breaths, his mind whizzing with anxious questions. 

			“No. Kenshi”—he eventually pumped a fist—“you can do this.” 

			Willing his pulse to calm down, he slipped out and circled around to the back of the temple. Within seconds, his trained strides brought him to an open area — a patch of burned trees littered the barren ground, remnants of a breakout of a small fire. The further they moved from denser forests, the drier the air that blew in from the Saharan wasteland got, parching the foliage. A small spark would be enough to start a wildfire, reducing acres of green to crisp waste. A bazooka was probably the wrong weapon to bring.

			Kenshi scoped the dim expanse, his ears listening closely for the slightest whoosh of wind over an unseen hole.

			Then, he heard it—the creaking and groaning of a heap of dry branches that were piled over an escape route. From deep beneath the pile echoed a rumble. Something was attempting to rise up to the surface. He continued observing the phenomenon, flattening himself behind an acacia tree a few yards away from the disturbance.

			What emerged was a decrepit, emaciated being, its skeletal body covered in ancient bandages with metal armor bound to its skin by thick ropes. It clawed and crawled its way into the dim sunlight for the first time in eons. “A mummy?” Kenshi stifled a gasp. That mummy being was soon followed by another. And then, another—all armed with weapons as old as they were.

			Kenshi considered his options. He would defeat one warrior easily. Even against three armed opponents, he’d win; his katana maneuvers were faultless. Beyond three, however, he would be walking towards certain death. His bushido training, and his Moon Rabbit Slice attack, would not be enough to fight off a horde of undead.

			But, he couldn’t leave them be either. If they wandered out, they could find their way into civilization and wreak havoc. At the very least, he had to make their mission tougher. So, he emerged from his hideout, revealing himself, and shot an arrow from his bow. 

			Twang! It rammed right into a mummy’s face. The mummy staggered two steps back from the force of the surprise attack. A second later, its head squeaked as it turned in Kenshi’s direction, the shaft of the arrow still sticking out of its glowering, hollow eye socket.

			“Oh!” Forcing down the nervous lump in his throat, Kenshi leaped, forcing every ounce of energy into his legs. The mummies chased after him. They weren’t clumsy and bungling like zombies; they were still warriors with the pace of athletes. They were pouring out of one escape route, and he was sure there would be more spilling from the other entrance.
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			He gave them the slip and returned to the peak of the hill, peering across the valley for his mates on the other side. He spotted Ziggy taking aim from the top of the tree. Marcus had vaulted up to his feet, his sword and shield swinging about, as he began fighting off a group of mummies and shuriken warriors who’d hemmed him in from the other entrance.

			The struggle was fierce. However, Marcus’ blade was a recreated neo-Roman gladius, a durable body with a lethal edge, perfect for stabbing and slicing with minimal effort. His shield was a complex carbon-fiber bulletproof buckler that could be extended into a full-body protector.

			He swung his sword and shield together, chopping two mummy-necks off at once. Once the head was gone, the body disintegrated into dust. Ziggy, meanwhile, stayed in the shadows of the branches, keeping his eye on the tunnel, for a different sort of prey—a living one.

			Kenshi glimpsed over his shoulder. The few boorish steps that’d been chasing him a few minutes ago had now turned into the march of a hundred pursuers. With no time to waste, he retreated a few strides and then charged forward from the peak, his powerful hind limbs springing him all the way to the other side of the valley. As he flew, he reached for his sword and spun its shiny blade mid-air. He got two mummies in one swipe and nearly half the neck of a third.

			Marcus heaved, snorting with pride once the last of the enemies around him had shattered to dust. “Kenshi, did Croc get the staff?”

			“Looks like it. There was another exit.”

			“Did you see him escape?”

			“I didn’t.”

			A new wave of undead had started to swell up at the top of the hill, where Kenshi had jumped. Among them were a few shuriken warriors too, and they looked even more formidable than the ones they’d been fighting so far. Clearly, the dark powers that’d summoned the dead mummies had been used on dead shuriken warriors too.

			“We can’t fight them off forever,” Marcus said, his lungs having only just caught up on some air. Kenshi was still short-winded from the lengthy sprint too, and the looming threat of facing a thousand lifeless warriors made his heart hammer against his chest.  

			“Hey!” Ziggy waved, busy undertaking dare devilish leaps from one high branch to the next, the bazooka swaying dangerously on his back. “Get back to the ship! We leaving!”

			“Gator is nearby!” Kenshi shouted back. “Are we pursuing him?”

			“Of course!” A moment later, Ziggy stilled, rolling his dome-shaped eyes. “But, we gotta clean this mess first… or they’ll neva stop comin’ for us.” Ziggy clung onto a steady branch and hauled his weapon up onto his shoulder. “We’ll bill him for the damage, oh yeah!” 

			Marcus and Kenshi realized that the spout of Ziggy’s bazooka was focusing on a spot not too far from where they stood.

			“Run!” Marcus roared, and the duo broke out into the fastest dash of their lives.

			As they both split, chasing whatever direction that’d take them furthest away from the blast, the army of undead warriors began rolling down the ridges of the hill towards them. Ziggy waited—calculations blitzing in his mind so he’d know the point at which his missile would unleash most destruction. He stalled for an instant to creep close.

			Closer…

			Closer…

			Close enough.

			BOOOOOOOOOOOM!

			The rocket was ejected from the muzzle and struck the group, dead-center, blowing hundreds of mummies into bits and dust. As chunks of flaming dirt and bandages went soaring into the air, the remaining mummies who were still clambering up the hill were rattled by the explosion and fell back.  

			Ziggy erupted into a gritty laugh, maneuvering through the trees until he was on the ground with his allies, near the amphibious craft. “Let the Croc make as many of them mummies as he wants!” he cheered. “He can’t be raising anything more dangerous than us!”

			Kenshi appreciated the mention. From his perspective, though, the most dangerous among all of the AIT agents—Gator Croc included—was iguana-man Ziggy himself.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8: 

Trudging down Africa

			The Squad rolled out of the forest on their amphibious assault vehicle, watching the trail of destruction left in their wake. As Kenshi shuffled on the commander’s cupola hatch at the top, keeping watch, he saw the forest shrinking in the distance while the plumes of smoke grew. “Sigh. If nothing else, it’ll cover our tracks well.”

			He sank back into the tank as it rumbled over the sub-Saharan wastelands traveling south for two days before it reached a stretch of rugged, hilly terrains.

			“No pursuers,” Kenshi reported during another one of his routine checks.

			Ziggy was steering the controls with both his hands on the console, his features assuming an intense expression. “Better not be, bruddah. I’d be lyin’ if I said I’d expect otherwise. We stepped in Croc’s soup all the way up to the hip now. If he finds us out, he’ll boil us alive.”

			Marcus interlaced his fingers, deep in thought. They were no longer in the desert. It was past sunset, and the worst of the noon heat had passed, but it was still warm enough to send trickles of sweat running down his temple. “You’re absolutely certain you didn’t see him leaving, right? Through the back entrance?”

			“No. Only the undead - as I mentioned before.” Kenshi kneaded his temple, still plagued by the horrible recollections of the warriors’ faces. “I knew it was in the report, but I still can’t believe it—undead soldiers… the staff’s power is real.”

			“It be like that.” Ziggy shook his head, his dreadlocks swinging by his ears. “All relics that’s been gathered and looked after have the crazy powers the world shouldn’t learn about. It was a big deal when one of these relics came about in the old days long back. Some are less impressive than others, less potent than me bazooka - even in a pair of smart hands. But, an army of mummies? That’s powerful. Can’t mash them up easily.”

			“They die like most living creatures do.” Marcus wiped his forehead with the back of his callused palm. “With the detachment of the head.”

			“Oh man. What I blew up didn’t lose heads. I guess you two got more kills in this mission than me!” With a deep laugh, Ziggy returned to focusing on the route ahead, humming the words of a rap song. As always, his voice and expressions were boisterous. However, the tension in his posture didn’t escape Kenshi’s watchful eye. He didn’t bring it up, though, out of respect for the iguana-man, unwilling to disarm the shield of humor that was clearly being put up to hide a few troubled sentiments. 

			The group rode on until sundown and camped outdoors at a cooler spot by a small stream on a rugged hill. The elevation offered their signal a boost, and they were able to easily establish a link with their headquarters. While Ziggy stretched out on a shady spot and Marcus paced outside to patrol their vicinity, Kenshi stayed back in the assault vehicle to contact Johnny Fox and apprise him of all that’d happened at the temple. 

			The screen came on, revealing Johnny Fox seated at his study. London was about two hours behind Egypt, and the dusk light streaming in through the large windows cast a pink hue on the columns of leather-bound books behind him.  

			“Good day, agent.” 

			“Johnny-san.” Kenshi instinctively bowed. “I have an update on the mission to deliver.”

			“Why, of course.” He leaned back on his chair. “Report away.”

			Kenshi sighed. “Gator Croc has obtained the Staff of Duat. And, he has used it”—he gulped down the lump of guilt stuck in his throat—“to summon an army of undead, ancient warriors, who were laid to rest within the hidden temple the staff was kept in. He did so with the assistance of Mondo Mandrill and his unit of shuriken warriors, the ones who helped release him from his prison in the Black Bunker.”

			“That’s unfortunate.” Johnny’s expressions betrayed no hint of disappointment. “Gator Croc is a genius when it comes to manipulating the game to his advantage—and he knows the workings of the AIT far too well. But he’s impatient. He will falter at some point. Regardless, if circumstances do spiral out of control, as a last resort, the relic can still be destroyed.” 

			“Understood, Johnny-san.” Kenshi paused. “We’ve currently set up camp en route to a resupply base in Ziggy’s native territory of Uganda. He has assured us that we will lose no time once we arrive.”

			“Ziggy is an expert at African customs and military warfare. It’s at the forefront of his training. You can safely rely on him to guide you through the continent.” Johnny gestured with an open palm. “Wishing you better luck as you step into the next leg of your mission.”

			“Hai,” Kenshi confirmed with a warrior’s resolve. The screen faded to gray, signifying the end of the transmission. He’d reported on their failure and was essentially told to keep plodding on. Neither dismissal nor dejection, just a pat on the back and a nudge forward. It was honorable of Johnny Fox to do so, but the samurai discipline flowing in his veins continued to suffer guilt at the dishonor he’d brought upon on his senpai. “We cannot afford to fail again.”

			A short while later, Kenshi shifted in the vehicle restlessly. It was time for him to step out and camp alongside his mates. His rabbit instincts knew it was safer inside the vehicle than it was outdoors, where there were barely any trees to offer him cover from nocturnal birds of prey. But his noble heart would not allow him to hide away in the tank alone. He had two fellow-agents—mates he relied on and who, in turn, relied on him for company and support. “Nakama,” he repeated the Japanese word for such mates. “Or Battle-brothers, as one might say in English.”

			As soon as he left the vehicle, he spotted Ziggy lounging with his arms stretched back and his legs kicked up. “What did the boss-man say?”

			“I reported the details of our failed mission. He has advised us to proceed and to leave the tracking and navigation to you, as we have been so far.”

			“Yeah.” Ziggy sounded listless. “How’d you get wrapped up in this mission, anyway?”

			“I was summoned, like any agent would be. I dropped everything I was doing in my field to travel across the world to fulfill a higher duty, for which my training was needed.”

			“Ayyy.” Ziggy snorted through a semi-smile. “It seems they picked a real good guy finding yuh for this. They must have a lot of trust in yuh.”

			Kenshi’s brows crinkled with confusion. “That’s normal, right? You’re part of AIT, as is Marcus. We go where we are needed.”

			Ziggy lurched up and turned around to face him. “Or,” he began, “we volunteer.”

			“Did you?”

			“I did.” Ziggy took a while before adding to that statement. “Mainly because of the one man who broke Croc outta the Black Bunker so he could get his webby hands on that zombie stick. You know the one called Mondo Mandrill?”

			“I’ve been briefed on him.” Kenshi tilted his head, trying to recall the criminal’s fact file. “A mercenary leader who uses cruel experiments and forcibly recruits para-militants in and around the Congo region.”

			Ziggy clicked his fingers bitterly, its harsh sound snapping through the still air. “Not just Congo, his operations extend across half of Africa. All the way from Somalia and Sudan to Nigeria and Congo. He’s the warlord here, and his hybrid warriors— cyborgs—control all the jungles yuh see. He’s a tyrant, does anything for money. Mashes up villages. Buys arms. Builds factories. Tears down buildings. Sells lands off to foreign megalomaniacs.” Ziggy sucked through his teeth like he needed a breather from the rant.

			Kenshi noticed shades of pain coloring his green features, but he did not pry.

			“I volunteered.” Ziggy nodded with determination. “Ayy, I was already hunting him down when I heard he’d gone missing from his usual hideouts. As soon as I heard Mondo was involved in this mission, I wanted to be a part of it. He’s dangerous, and he’s my target.”

			“Ziggy.” Kenshi cleared his throat after what seemed like an eternity had passed in silence. “I understand you have a personal grudge against him, but we are here on a mission to protect the world from the evil ploys of a traitor. All I’d like to say is that vengeance must not cloud our decisions or jeopardize the mission.”

			“Heh.” A dry chuckle rumbled through Ziggy’s chest. “You know who the one that put Croc in that bunker was? Our boss-man himself, Mr. Johnny. He was the last one that tangled with him when the big Topax deal went down. And now he’s the head of this mission, yeah?” He raised his fingers up to quote. “Next time yuh talk to him, can you tell yuh Johnny-san that vengeance must not cloud his decisions too?”

			“I—” Kenshi stuttered, sorely regretting his decision to counsel the iguana. “I refuse to be lured into this conversation anymore. Ziggy, as ordered, I entrust the remainder of our journey’s navigation to you and will not pose you any further questions.”

			“Take it easy.” He smirked, throwing his head back to return to his nap.

			Kenshi moved over to a spot, facing the other way, while Ziggy tossed to his side nonchalantly, both ignoring their feelings. Marcus had noticed the seeds of discord being sown from afar while on his rounds. With a low grumble of disapproval, he returned to the base to join them. At first light, they would ride out again; the duo had better iron out their differences before then...

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9: 

Congo Katana

			Kenshi sat in meditation on the floor of the craft. While he was relaxed and resting on his knees, breathing deep, he couldn’t even feel the vibrations around him. He expunged the weaknesses from his mind, preparing his soul to face the many lifeless foes that would be set upon him in time. The enemy had control over a horde of undead warriors, and he had a vendetta to fulfill.

			But then, so did his comrade Ziggy. He did not disparage the idea of revenge. However, in the face of a greater duty, he saw it as a lesser concern, even if it was something deeply personal and immoveable from the iguana-man’s heart. The tension between them was rising, made worse by Ziggy’s raucous attitude.

			“Ayy,” Ziggy called out to the back, “wake rabbit-boy up. We here.”

			Marcus nodded and turned to the fellow-agent. But before he could nudge Kenshi out of his meditation, the craft came to a sudden halt. The jerk was hard enough to throw Kenshi off his balance, backward. He instinctively rolled onto his spine and leaped up onto his feet in one neat move, despite the cramped space.

			“Nice trick!” Ziggy applauded.

			“Thank you,” Kenshi said with quiet indifference.

			Once outside the craft, Marcus and Kenshi were greeted with a sight that caught them by surprise.

			It was nothing close to the high-tech post or secured location they were expecting. The only markings that implied they’d arrived at their base were the letters ‘AIT’ spray-painted in bold lettering on the side of a large structure of corrugated metal.

			The village ahead was located in a narrow valley between the hills and surrounded by trees on all sides. A single river ran through that was regulated by gates at multiple points, from which freshwater was extracted for drinking, fishing, and at the furthest end downstream, for waste removal.

			It was an efficient system that apparently formed the bedrock of a community of self-reliant African villagers. A group of men wielding guns approached them with AIT painted on their old, battered helmets. Kenshi and Marcus decided to stand by until Ziggy joined them.

			All of a sudden, a chorus of cheers burst out, and the duo realized it was the sight of their fellow-agent crawling out of the craft that’d set it off. 

			“Welcome home, brudda!” They roared and whistled.

			“Ayy, I’m back!” Ziggy tilted his head in the direction of the new arrivals. “Meet my friends! Get them some food!” He sauntered up to them with languid strides, blending in with the group so well despite his appearance being so distant from theirs. Kenshi and Marcus kept to themselves as they followed them down into the center of the village.

			Inside the garage with the AIT marking were multiple high-end armored vehicles, some of which could be classified as miniature tanks rather than cars with gun turrets. The technology was scarce but sufficient—bursts of radio waves and satellite fixtures that drew energy from basic fuel cell generators and batteries.

			The meals the team was treated to were hot broth, an army favorite, and fresh vegetable salad. Kenshi and Marcus accepted the food gratefully, chewing through their delicious meals in stoic silence, while Ziggy chomped on the contents animatedly, jabbering with friends and acquaintances.

			For Kenshi, the luncheon was as novel as was everything else he’d experienced in this mission so far. It’d been a long while since he ate with anyone else. He wasn’t used to the company and far less used to the clamor. In the rare opportunity that he did have company over at his retreat, meals would be a reserved affair. Conversations happened after dining, not during. In Uganda, however, hospitality came along with a lot of free chatter.

			They were curious about life in Japan, and soon, Kenshi became the focus of a stream of never-ending questions.

			“Do you know kung fu?”

			Kenshi smiled lightly, realizing their knowledge of the country was colored by popular culture. “I’ve practiced jiu-jitsu, karate, and aikido. Kung fu is actually Chinese in origin.”

			“Is that a samurai sword?”

			“It’s a katana, yes. The official measurements that differentiate a katana with the shorter daisho are—.”

			“Do you say HIYAH when you punch?”

			“N-no, that’s not commonly—”

			“We have no rice, I apologize.”

			“It’s all right. The food is plenty.”

			“Hey! Why isn’t anybody talking to me? I feel left out.” Ziggy jested from the other end. The circle of friends around him threw their heads back in amusement. The hysterics caught on, and soon, the rest of the crowd were shaking with laughter too. The villagers were lovely and the air jovial, but Kenshi decided he needed some solitude.

			So, once he finished eating, he excused himself to take a walk and was given directions to the outskirts of the village.

			In the distance was nothing but sweeping mountain ranges, shrouded by impenetrably lush forests, with rolling clouds of mist swirling in and around them. The path they were about to venture on was fraught with much danger. But at the moment, the horizon was like an exquisite green jewel to look at, nature at its most exotic and unspoiled.

			Unlike that serene horizon, though, there was so much about their ongoing quest that was arbitrary and disorderly. “No.” Kenshi had to reorder his mind. Any impatience with his allies could cost them their mission. Drawing out his sword, he posed in a meditative stance, feeling nothing but the weight of the metal while the burdens of the world dropped away.

			He maintained that pose for a while until he heard someone approaching. The distinctive clopping footfall-echoing from a pair of toughened partial hooves-told him it was Marcus, even before he’d opened his eyes.

			“Are you busy?”

			“No.” Kenshi sighed. “I am specifically busy trying not to be busy at all.”

			“I see.” Marcus shook his head and took a few measured steps closer. “I’d like it if you were busier talking to us.”

			“I don’t want to appear non-communicative.” Kenshi lowered his weapon. “Or rude. This is simply how I remain unstressed.”

			“Does it work?” Marcus scratched his nose, earnestly curious.

			Kenshi gazed at the tip of his sword that was hovering just above the ground. “This is my first international mission.” His voice was deeper than usual as if booming from the recesses of his belly. “My nervousness is influencing my mood, and my powerlessness to stop our foe when we found him has put me on edge. As a result, I fear my reactions might be straining the camaraderie of our group. However, rather than be met by a calm correction or disagreement, I am laughed at by our companion, over and over.”

			“Hmph,” Marcus grunted. Kenshi couldn’t tell if he was agreeing or disagreeing with him. “I heard you trained in aikido.”

			“Yes.” He paused. “Why?”

			Marcus squared his shoulders and raised his arms. “Roman grappling is very different.” A rare spirited glimmer brightened his features. “Have you practiced or sparred with other styles of wrestling?”

			Realizing what Marcus was going for, Kenshi decided to accept the challenge. He quickly sheathed his sword and assumed a new stance. Flopping his ears behind him, he kept his elbows low and raised his shoulders up in defense.

			They edged closer and circled around a spot, their eyes trained on each other.

			In a practiced move, Marcus darted his hand out to grab Kenshi’s arms. Kenshi was unfazed, his feet still firm on the ground, waiting for the precise second to make a countermove. However, in one skilled stroke, Marcus yanked his opponent up and toppled his body behind him. Kenshi went tumbling right over Marcus’ back.

			Less than a second after touching the ground, Kenshi hopped up and recovered, loosening the slight twist in his shoulder. He vaulted forth mid-air, landing his knee on Marcus’ forehead, which barely made a dent on the boar’s strong neck muscles. Marcus shirked his back which forced Kenshi off him and onto the ground.

			They were evenly matched. Kenshi’s speed and Marcus’ might couldn’t beat one another. They tried once more; this round, Kenshi made the first move. He trapped Marcus in a wrist hold, bracing himself to flip his heavier opponent down. But Marcus deflected by dropping down to his knees and coiled his other arm around Kenshi’s waist in a vise grip.

			After a heated tussle, Kenshi used his legs to kick himself free, and they were both apart once more, catching up on their breaths. 

			Dusting the mud off his clothes, Marcus straightened up with a smirk. “We all have different ways to show our strength. Men like you and I, we train, we prepare ourselves to fight. We do this for glory, tradition, and honor-do you agree?”

			“Yes.” Kenshi nodded, neatening his clothes.

			“Do you think Ziggy has no such honor?” Marcus pointed an accusing finger at his fellow-agent. 

			Kenshi was startled by the interrogation that seemed to have come from nowhere. In his mind, the answer to that question was a ‘yes,’ though he wouldn’t repeat it aloud. And then, in the moment that passed, Kenshi saw in Marcus’ eyes the words he couldn’t bring himself to say—that if Kenshi did admit his opinions about Ziggy aloud, he’d have to admit he was being judgemental too, which he didn’t want to.

			“A warrior’s heart,” Marcus spoke with the conviction of an experienced fighter, “is not inherited because of blood or ingrained through culture. It is earned. Honor reaches deeper than you may imagine.” He fisted his chest. “Just remember that.”

			“I will,” Kenshi whispered reflectively. He’d meditated to seek a solution for his unrest, but it was elsewhere that he found an answer to it. With his doubts cleared, and the sun dipping to rest, a much-calmer Kenshi retired to the camp, alongside Marcus, where the next step of their mission was being prepared…

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10: 

Hearts of Darkness

			Farther north from where the Animal Squad was encamping, deep in the wilderness of Egypt, Gator Croc, Mondo Mandrill, and the rest of his special mercenaries advanced towards their next destination, unhindered and unstoppable. An excavation was already underway, and the area was cordoned off by authorities, but the barricades would not stop them.

			Gator approached a group of workers who were busy on site. The men saw him approaching and paused. 

			“Sir.” The site supervisor walked up to him, addressing him calmly. “This is a prohibited area for civilians. Please state your—”

			Once he was close enough, Gator spun around, and his unbound tail whipped at the worker, sending him flying into the hard rock wall. As soon as the rest of the men witnessed what happened, they abandoned their disguises. They were with the AIT, awaiting his arrival.

			“What kind of archaeologist,” Croc snorted at the state of the man, “wouldn’t just run if they saw me?” 

			The AIT members cocked their guns, prepared to attack. But their speed was no match for the shuriken hybrid warriors, who’d already crept behind them. 

			Argggggggh!

			Piercing screams rippled through the air as they were all stabbed in the back in a synchronized assault. Croc hissed with laughter as he sauntered forward and entered the crypt with the warriors pacing ahead of him.

			“Messy.” Mondo tut-tutted, glancing over the injured bodies of the squad. “This job is getting very messy.”

			“Hey!” Croc shouted back, from just within the enclosed entrance of the archaeological site. “I never said this job was clean. You asked for the money, and you got it. You can stand outside if you want.”

			“Before you grandstand again”—the subtle inflection in Mondo’s voice slowed Croc to a stop—“I just need to know. Your plan, as it stands, is to use the staff to summon its original owner, who’s sleeping underground here?”

			“That’s right.” 

			“And he’ll just... obey you?” Mondo’s jaw flinched. “Sorry, Croc, but I have a niggling doubt. You see, as a man who’s all about carrying out dirty deeds, for which I charge very expensively, I’m having trouble following the line of logic that someone with the status of an ancient king will spring for a little bling.”

			“Hmmm,” Croc hummed, “you’re rhyming again.”

			A second later, Mondo dropped his tone. “Sorry.” It was part of their contract. If Mondo complained, he couldn’t lapse into a rhyme, something that was a quirky trait of his. A minor hang-up, but it was what Croc had asked for, no more than a whimsical demand that allowed him to keep Mondo’s pride in line.

			“Now, you are right about the fact that no ancient king is going to be bought for a couple of dollars,” Croc admitted, “but I’ve got an angle on that. This pharaoh will recognize a fellow animal-man when he sees me. He’ll have some respect—enough to listen—and then I can convince him that I belong to the ilk of the same god-touched creatures that his people drew on walls for thousands of years.”

			Mondo flicked a brow. “So you’ll lie?”  

			“Undoubtedly.” Croc smirked. “Come on. At least practice saying the name.”

			“Fine, it’s Sobek,” he repeated, pronouncing the name with a tinge of gangster flair. “Easy enough to pronounce.” 

			“And with an appearance to match.” Gator waved a hand over his body, laughing aloud. “Sobek, the ancient Egyptian God of crocodiles and the river Nile.”

			The two criminals entered the crypt and followed their scouting warriors’ trail through its long, narrow halls. Once again, they used the hybrids as buffers to test for traps and for weak spots in the walls to break through.

			A short while later, they surfaced at a darkened vault. Light from Croc’s halogen pen and Mondo’s LED torch showed them the way in the dark, illuminating columns of an army of mummified warriors entombed in the walls. Each mummy held weapons in both hands, with shields strapped to their backs. A quick glimpse and Croc realized there were at least a few hundred in that vault alone.

			They continued plowing deeper into the bowels of the crypt for another hour, finding themselves moving from one immense cache of mummies to another. Meanwhile, the warriors navigated the passages with their heightened senses thanks to the programming in their master circuits located within their heads.

			Finally, they stumbled upon an area that stood out amongst the ruins. A massive cavity that opened into a cavern. And beyond the edge of the ridge where impenetrable darkness loomed was a sarcophagus surrounded by golden pillars and enough treasures to fund a second mercenary army.

			“Well, now.” Croc’s voice swelled with hope.

			“Assuming you’re going to help yourself to an advanced payment?” Mondo grinned.

			“Nah. He’s a pharaoh, remember? All this gold is still his. We can’t touch it.”

			“Understood.” Mondo slipped a hand into his pocket and started clicking at a tiny transceiver while Croc took out the Staff of Duat. One of the warriors stealthily picked up a small unnoticeable jewel from the collection before returning to its post.

			Croc approached the sarcophagus and began speaking in the ancient Egyptian tongue. His command rose far above the ground, reaching the skies, where dark clouds formed over the Saharan wastelands.

			Pulses of power surged through the cavern. Gales blasted out in all directions invading the darkness on all sides, where their winds attacked the rocks and holes in the walls. Within moments came evidence of the forces of the occult, sounds of the undead groaning, alternating with wretched wailing. Then the gales returned, a thousand times fouler than what’d been swirling moments ago, knocking Croc down onto his knees.

			Mondo removed a napkin from his pocket and used it to shield his face, watching the unfolding supernatural events in awe. Too stunned, Croc couldn’t find the words to express himself—something that’d rarely happened before. 

			The lid of the sarcophagus rose, and a silhouette emerged from within, its arms outstretched.

			The figure was well-preserved, its outline very close to its original form, showing hardly any signs of decay over millennia. A massive body stretched out to assume an authoritatively broad posture, standing at nearly ten feet tall, its thick feet thudding to a halt on the ground. Its face belonged to that of Africa’s deadliest animal, the Hippo, but its tusks were gold-tipped.

			A pharaoh dating from antiquity, the originator of the animal-headed religions of the southern Nile, the first and last of his kind, Mahmoud Hippo, had awoken from his grave. He took two thunderous steps out of his tomb and approached Croc on the ground as the terrible winds finally died down.

			Croc looked up, realizing that he was still on his knees. Rising to his feet, he met the creature from the past face to face. Hippo glared down with cold, unfeeling eyes and stuck out his mighty, thick hands, sending Croc a cautious step or two back. 
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			“Mahmoud Hippo.” He cleared his throat and spoke in a loud booming voice, hoping it’d help project the aura of a God. “I am the one who returned your soul to the world of the living, using this staff you once wielded that commands the souls of the dead. With it, I have given you life, for I am the living form of Sobek, God of the Nile, and I have great need of your powers from the world beyond.” 

			Mahmoud’s eyes flew wide open. He opened his mouth and let out a bellow that flooded the cavern walls, its pitch louder than a hundred chainsaws. It was the most deafening roar they’d ever heard, rattling their bodies inside out, one they wished would end before their skulls cracked from the force.

			“You do not need to fear me.” Croc slapped his palms over his ears, struggling to get a word through the cacophony. “You were a pharaoh, as I was a God. Our divinity has been besmirched in the lands above. Heretics buried your crypt to never be found, and humanity has forgotten your reign. Your face is missing from the murals, whereas mine is not. I seek to correct the travesty of history and to lead you to a seat of power that you deserve. For vengeance!”

			Croc held out the staff, hoping to appease the pharaoh with it. The wicked hippo took it and held it in his hand. His entire demeanor transformed in an instant. He was no longer a roaring, shambling corpse of an ancient hippo. He had the posture and appearance of a lord.

			“My enemies be plentiful”—Mahmoud spoke with a warbling voice that didn’t match the motions of his mouth—“but my power is as vast as the darkness of the underworld. With this Staff of Duat, let us seize back power in the land of the Nile, where our presence belongs.”

			“Of course.” Croc smiled, his crooked teeth sticking out awkwardly. “And allow me to show you our greatest enemy, so we may hunt them down together.”

			“You may show my generals.” Mahmoud nodded his heavy head. “I shall wake them now.”

			He held up the staff and conjured from it a terrible storm, one that circled over the southern wastelands of Egypt like a tornado, an ominous sign of the oncoming apocalypse...

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11: 

Apocalypse, Now-ish

			Many miles away, in the Ugandan base, Kenshi and the Animal Squad had gotten into their groove once again. Their time to relax had come to an end. They were ready to resume their mission—what with the team of mechanics at the hidden base having finally finished work on their newest accomplishment.

			It was an armored APC vehicle with three mounted turrets, one on the top and two on two sides, controlled either manually or remotely through the cockpit. The treads were metallic, and even if the track was thrown, it could continue being functional for several days. The armor plating was resilient enough to endure explosions and bullets of any caliber, even projectiles from a tank or helicopter.

			Thanks to the reinforcements, the weight of the tank was so massive, it sank a few inches into the ground by the time it was finished. However, this problem was rectified by adapting the drill treads from the abandoned amphibious vehicle into digging tools at the front.

			It wasn’t just the perfect machine that could counter Gator’s arsenal. It was an all-terrain mobile fortress—an unparalleled military-grade killing-machine that could combat an entire mercenary army. Mondo’s, to be specific.

			The final touch was the painted image of a mandrill getting kicked by a full-metal boot on the top of the tank, made by Ziggy himself, as he christened it the ‘Man-Driller.’ He was thrilled; he finally had access to the sort of superweapon that’d help him stop Mondo Mandrill in his devious tracks.

			While he took the tank for a test drive on the rough rutty roads around town, Kenshi and Marcus continued their training to familiarize themselves with its technology. Grappling had become something of a regular exercise for them lately—allowing them to sharpen both their skills and coordination.

			“Are you ready?” Marcus took his stance. He was sporting a pair of tight athletic pants.

			“I am always prepared.” Kenshi crouched forward in his mawashi, the traditional loincloth that Japanese wrestlers wore in the ring.

			“Go!”

			“Hajime!” They signaled in unison, their faces awash with determination.

			Not only did the exercise help keep them fit, but it was also a stress-buster and a form of bonding that could only be understood by those who possessed the blood of a warrior.

			However, that wouldn’t deter the villagers from watching. For, they’d seen nothing like two animal-men with such different forms and strengths, trading strikes back and forth in a fighting style they’d never witnessed before.

			Kenshi was toppled. He leapt back up onto his feet and assumed a martial-art pose that Marcus imitated. They charged at each other again, but this time, Kenshi gained the upper hand instead of being toppled after a brief struggle.

			Marcus huffed into the dirt and kicked up a cloud with his snorts. He rose and dusted himself off. “Your footing”—he gestured towards his opponent’s ankle—“wasn’t strong enough to stop me from grabbing your pivots.”

			Kenshi nodded in acknowledgement. “And you used too much force, my friend. Judo favors the patient, Aikido favors the quick. You must move faster than that.”

			“Very well.” Marcus grunted and stormed at his challenger with renewed grit. Kenshi leapt up, about to land on Marcus’ head, but the boar came prepared and rolled under him in an instant before returning to his feet. Kenshi landed on the ground, only to be overpowered by Marcus in a tussle.

			“Your leaps are too short,” Marcus hauled Kenshi above his head.

			“You charge too long,” Kenshi retorted.

			Freeing himself from the boar’s hold, he managed to hop onto his back and kick him off, sending him flying forward. Sprawled out on the ground, Marcus propelled himself up with his arms and then stood facing his opponent.

			He nodded at Kenshi, who nodded back. Their audience applauded.

			A second later, the ground started to rumble. Everyone’s heads whipped towards the village road, from where the reverberations were coming. The mighty tank emerged from the horizon, rolling their way, before coming to a stop in their midst.

			The roof hatch popped open, and Ziggy crawled out of it.

			“Where’s your clothes, bruddas?” he hollered. “Come on and get your seats warmed up so we can go.”

			“We’re leaving now?” Kenshi stiffened.

			“Yeah. It’s nice and ready.” Ziggy slapped the sides of the vehicle. “Cells are charged up for the trip. Can drive this all the way back to Italy along the coast. Or down along the ocean floor if we get enough air tanks on the way.”

			“It looks bulky.” Marcus knit his brows. “How will it fare through dense forests? The ones we have to cross to get to Egypt?”

			“Will take us a coupla days, me thinks.” Ziggy shrugged.

			The duo slipped into their respective clothes, packed their belongings, and approached their vehicle. As Kenshi fastened his sword into place at his hip, his ears perked up. He heard something strange, even over the rumbling roar of the tank’s engine.

			It was the sound of hoof-beats, very different from the plodding march of Marcus’ feet. They were rapid, in rhythmic pairs of four. “Horse hooves?” He mulled. “But something about them is different.” The echoes were lighter and hollower than those of a typical horse.

			“Something the matter?” Marcus darted a glance at him.

			“Something’s coming.”

			Marcus’ ears flitted around, and his eyes narrowed. The little fur on his back and head bristled uncomfortably. He immediately climbed up on top of the vehicle and started scanning the surroundings.

			“You wanna see far?” Ziggy winked.

			He ducked into the tank through the roof-hatch. Marcus followed suit. The interior was more spacious than their amphibious assault vehicle, allowing Marcus to stand tall and move around freely while Ziggy continued to hang off one wall.

			“The turret up top is scoped.” Ziggy pointed. “It’s got a good range. More than half-a-mile. Those lil guns you see—they’re lite machineguns, helicopter-shooters, brudda. Small yet power-packed, and got that radius line like a rabbit’s eyes.”

			“Rabbit’s eyes?” Kenshi was curious as he dipped upside down into the cabin. He flipped himself over just as Marcus began moving the turret above with the controls. The turret rotated until it stopped at the area from which both he and Kenshi had picked up the disturbance.

			There was a rustle moving along a patch of the forest in the distance, causing birds to flutter away. It wasn’t far from the rear of the village.

			“How fast does this go?” Marcus turned to his mate.

			“Sit on down.” Ziggy climbed onto his seat. “You wanna get to there? Let me show you how it’s done, brudda!” He engaged the wheels, and they spun out. Despite its weight, three separate engines powered by independent self-charging fuel cells meant they could reach speeds of up to 50 miles per hour even in uneven terrain.

			Marcus assumed the role of the scout, guiding them from above while Kenshi relayed instructions.

			The outline of the tank was spotted by two creatures that led a pack of skeletal horse riders. The two creatures stood in chariots that were pulled by undead steeds that galloped tirelessly uphill.

			“He… he… he, what mad sight is it that they bring our way?” the hyena-faced man cackled.

			His partner, the one with the head of a jackal, glared ahead. “It matters not. The enemy is in sight. Our master’s will shall be done.”

			“It shall! He… he… he!”

			“Our pharaoh’s reach shall claim all lands,” the jackal proclaimed with a growl. His rallying cry inspired the undead horde behind him—a hundred strong army of immortals storming towards the Ugandan village.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12: 

Humble Before the Sands

			Rifles rattled with automatic fire against the undead horde, but each bullet simply passed through the mummified warriors, and the dusty holes closed shut. The Ugandan forces were overwhelmed and forced into their bunkers for protection as the zombies overran the town.

			Further off, the Man-Driller tank plowed its way hill toward the town. Ziggy maneuvered the vehicle using his legs while simultaneously loading up the artillery. With one joystick on either hand, he fired the guns into the crowd of zombies to lure them away from the village.

			A few of the zombies fell, but most of them recovered. They sucked up the earth to reconstitute the sand that was blasted from their bodies in a matter of seconds. Unless their heads were annihilated, they could rise again, and they always did.

			“How many more were in that hole?” Ziggy asked.

			“I don’t think these are the same ones.” Kenshi wiped the sweat off his brow.

			“They are using military tactics,” Marcus yelled. “Look there, at the base of the barracks!”

			The zombies had surrounded the entrance to the barracks whose outer wall doubled-up as a fortress, with rifles positioned in crude wood and metal walls. The attackers started flicking sparks inside the wall with hooked blades and stone rods. They were smoking the soldiers out. The shanty barracks were mostly made out of metal, but the heat and smoke of the fire would still hurt them.

			“Get us closer.” Kenshi tensed up.

			“I intend to get very close. See what they do squashed under my treads, brudda!” Ziggy steered the tank right into the group, running a few of the zombies over. The clearance under the tank meant someone lying down could be unharmed as it passed over, but its turning radius was sharp. 

			Two of its three engines had dedicated lines to either side of the treads. Ziggy activated the gear shift, rotating the vehicle around rapidly. The treads unleashed carnage, digging holes into the ground and kicking up a spray of mud that turned the ashen sand brown.

			Once the tank stopped spinning, Kenshi and Marcus emerged, their weapons drawn. The zombies crowded around and chattered with their bony mouths in an ancient language. They started circling the truck, keeping clear of the perilous angle of its guns.

			Marcus observed their formation. “It seems they have commanders.”

			“But who?”

			Marcus noticed two amongst them stood out, ones whose heads bore a prominent resemblance to animals and whose bodies displayed minimal signs of decay.

			“I’d say it’s them.” Marcus pointed them out to Kenshi, and they both turned to face them together. The two animal generals rode forward on the skeleton-horse-drawn chariots. Their arms were crossed, and in their hands were tucked curved khopesh swords.

			“Go no further!” Kenshi demanded.

			The generals ignored his words, bringing the edge of their chariots a few meters away from the AIT vehicle. They addressed the AIT team from the platform of the chariot. One had an awful hyena head that was constantly cackling and drooling dust from its mouth. The other flaunted the head of a jackal that sported a sinister glare and an intimidating temperament.
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			“We are the guards of the great pharaoh, Mahmoud, of the River of the Dead,” the jackal announced. “I am Osama, and this is Khamet.” 

			“We shall unmake the world of the living, he… he… he!” Khamet shouted. “Our lord’s enemies are our enemies, and his reign of darkness shall begin with the purge of those who swear their allegiance to the… the… it’s… the… the… he… he… he… he… he.” Khamet trailed off into a fit of animalistic cackling.

			Osama reached into a flap tucked inside his waist belt and held up a scrap of uniform with the AIT’s symbol on it. “These are our enemies.”

			“Then we are the enemies you seek,” Marcus huffed. “The rest of the people around here, the ones you’re attacking, are villagers who’ve given us a place to stay. They have no place in this fight.”

			“They used their weapons.” Osama sneered. “That makes them soldiers.”

			“Are you denying them the right to defend their own homes?” Marcus’ face darkened with anger.

			“Everything here belongs to the pharaoh,” Osama replied calmly. “The world under the sun is his domain, and he has chosen that this world no longer belongs to mortal men who have not been embraced by death.”

			“Gator must have gone mad.” Kenshi shook his head, fraught with concern. “Could the staff have driven him insane?”

			“No more talk!” Osama roared as he drew out his weapons.

			Khamet did so as well, albeit without the roar. He charged and vaulted onto the tank to face Marcus while Kenshi jumped down with his sword drawn, prepared to launch into his Moon Rabbit Landing attack.

			In a flash, swords clashed against swords. Khamet’s blade hooked into Marcus’ gladius and held it in place. Though the boar-man’s strength was impressive, it wasn’t easy to overpower an undead general’s wild might.

			Meanwhile, Kenshi’s attack was stopped mid-air, and he was held aloft by Osama’s arm. Desperate to save himself, he flailed his arms, swishing his katana every which way, but the general was a statue, and he did not so much as flinch. Eventually, he managed to wiggle out and landed on the back of the skeletal horse.

			Osama stepped off onto the dirt road below.

			“Come on, face me.” He slapped his thigh. Kenshi hopped down and adopted an offensive stance. Beneath the soles of his feet, the ground shook from the crowding zombie warriors, all standing a few meters away, gawking with empty eyes and grotesque faces. Osama swung his blade. It made a trail of dust in the air. “I shall ensure the sands humble you.”

			“Sands? But, we are in the jungle,” Kenshi reminded him. He held his sword overhead and put a cautious foot forward. His next step was a lunge that barreled him towards his opponent. He sliced his weapon as his foot landed, using the weight of his body to add force to the strike, but his blade was met with the sturdy shield of his opponent.

			His slender blade was no match for the broad shield, leaving Kenshi vulnerable. All of a sudden, from the corner of his eye, he noticed the curved khopesh coming at him. He ducked but misjudged the angle of its warped shape. In the nick of time, he put up his katana. The blades interlocked. Kenshi refused to let go, and after a massive tug, got hurled aside with his katana.

			Marcus continued his clash with the hyena on the tank. He put his training into practice and allowed the enemy to subdue him while he switched positions and managed to upturn the hyena. He lifted his sword back and swung, but Khamet disarmed him with a kick, and his gladius went flying. Marcus watched in alarm as his enemy rose over him, his shadow growing taller and taller, his blade raising like a mountain peak. He stuck his hand aside and grabbed the only piece of defense he had—his shield—just as Khamet descended on him.

			He held his shield up firmly, which took the brunt of the collision. The impact sent him sliding off the tank. Khamet closed in on him, his weapon hauled up, ready to strike. Marcus could tell he’d be hurt this time—even if he blocked the strike with the shield. However, the blow he was bracing himself for didn’t come.

			Out of the blue, a machete had come whipping in and lodged into Khamet’s neck. “No ambushes in the desert, are there? We in the jungle now, brudda.”

			Marcus had barely sighed in relief when Khamet grabbed the blade on the other side of his throat and forced it flat inside his neck. He broke out into a hysterical laugh as he turned his head, allowing the blade to cut into him as he went. Sand leaked out. Marcus recovered and made a sudden attack, cutting out the monster’s legs with the rim of his shield.

			Khamet flopped to the ground beside Kenshi. However, a shocked beat later, his form quickly regained shape as his legs regrew from the sand in his body. Osama stepped forth, pointing his blade at his co-general. “Do you see now? The sands of our lord stretch farther than you know. Be humble before the sands; look out to the desert and know that time shall take all but the sand itself away.”

			“I see.” Kenshi nodded, exhausted and dazed. “Thank you for giving me a new lesson to reflect on.”

			Osama narrowed his eyes. “Your chivalry is meaningless.” He was about to swing his blade down and finish Kenshi off. Even with his katana up, Kenshi knew he wouldn’t make it. When all of a sudden, a screeching croak erupted—more deafening than a million frogs chirping at once in the wild jungle—followed by a blast. The battlefield was blanketed by a thick cloud of smoke.

			When it cleared, Osama glanced around and noticed his quarry had gone, as had the other two from the top of the vehicle. The fire was extinguished at the base of the building while the zombies were all scattered and confused.

			“What was that?” Khamet scratched his head.

			Osama looked to the forest, and his pointy ears perked up. “An ally of theirs,” he growled. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13: 

From Master to Master

			The Animal Squad disappeared into the deepest jungle in their armored humvee that had a busted rear turret. The swivel was shot, and it just spun around randomly with every bump and jerk on the jungle floor. The suspension wasn’t great either. Instead of plowing through the forest like they otherwise could, the Squad had to deal with the chaos of slower progress.

			Kenshi and Marcus were distraught. Both of them had been defeated and were at the mercy of their enemies just moments before. Had it not been for the screeching croak phenomenon, they would’ve lost their lives. Now resting in the extended rear seat of the humvee, they sat facing Ziggy—surprisingly, he looked just as upset. 

			“My tank, brudda,” Ziggy moaned. “My poor, poor tank. I’m gonna miss him bad, man.”

			“I apologize, amigos.” Their savior cleared his throat. The newest hero of their tale apparently was a frog-man donning a dark outfit, parts of which resembled Mondo’s hybrid warriors’ attires. He was seated in the front beside the AIT team driver, a member from the village encampment who managed to break away from the chaos just in time.

			“I was contacted.” He turned around, his beady eyes glimmering through the slits of his ninja mask. “Headquarters instructed me to meet up with you guys. Something big happened while you were down here, and you weren’t picking up your phones.”

			“How could that be?” Kenshi muttered softly.

			Ziggy raised his hand. “All right, so… we gutted the drill tread tank to install the gears and gun work for the ManDriller.” He picked at the edges of his dreadlocks in frustration. “So… the gutting included tinkering with the comms, it was reprogrammed to autopilot the tank and auto-fire it at will.”

			Marcus sat up. “Why do such a thing?”

			“Ugh. It didn’t even work.” Ziggy slapped his hands over his eyes. “Thought it woulda been cool to say, ‘Tank, activate,’ and have the guns be blazin’ up top while I sat back or shot me own gun from the hatch.”

			“What about the barracks?” Kenshi shook his head. “How was it that no communication from the headquarters reached any of them?”

			“Brudda,” Ziggy said, “them at the barracks, they barely get reception. They be lucky if they got to listen to football game broadcasts some days. It was neva meant to be a stable base. It’s more like them refugee camps, away from the mercenary squads roaming under Mondo’s rule.” A grim look came over his face as he cast a glimpse over at the frog-man. “Those mummy-men better have been cleaned up there after we left.”

			The driver spoke up. “We’re running a trace on their activity. We’ve got a satellite covering the area giving us updates in real-time. As of now, they’ve dispersed, and the camp has controlled the extent of the damage.”

			“I guess we got their attention.” The frog clicked its long tongue.

			Marcus snorted reflexively.

			“I must humbly thank you once more.” Kenshi bowed his head. “Without your intervention, we would surely have failed our mission.”

			“You already have.” The frog-man climbed over the backrest of his seat into the space to join the team. He slid into a spot on the seat beside Ziggy, who had to slouch up against the door to give him more room. Diego Frog—master infiltrator and stealth combatant—gave the long expressions on the faces of the new Squad a once-over.

			“Gator Croc,” Diego explained, “has used the Staff of Duat in a way we were unable to fully predict. He used his knowledge of ancient relics to locate the hidden tomb of an ancient pharaoh—allegedly, one of the very first pharaohs of the lower Nile valley in modern Sudan, whose animal-man features are said to have inspired the images of similar animal-men gods that appeared on these tomb walls later. The pharaoh’s name is Mahmoud Hippo.”

			“We must destroy the staff, then.” Marcus rubbed his palms that were itching for retribution. “Our only other option is to defeat the infinite hordes of the undead, and I don’t see that happening when we were bested by merely two mummies.”

			 “Merely? Those two were not ‘merely’ two mummies whatsoever.” Diego shook one of his webbed fingers. “Khamet Hyena and Osama Jackal were his most feared generals according to ancient lore. Their appearances have influenced the images of the Gods of plague and death that have persisted to this day. As we’ve witnessed, their strength is real, even after many millennia.”

			“Brudda, will destroying the staff undo all this janky voodoo evil magic?”

			“That is the current theory.” Diego shrugged. “Unfortunately, it remains a theory. But, we have a strong inkling. It should work like how we could predict that the staff could raise the dead in the first place. The short of it—now that it’s active, it has to be stopped.”

			“Are we truly able to stop it, though?” Kenshi asked. “Senpai, as our senior agent, will you take over the position of leading this operation?”

			“Those were not my instructions. According to the orders from senor Johnny, you were all doing well, following protocol.”

			Kenshi’s head hung low, the burden of that message weighing on him heavily. For him, words like ‘doing well’ and ‘following protocol’ were synonymous with underachievement. Unlike a true Samurai would, he hadn’t emerged from the hardships of this mission stronger; instead, he’d crumpled in the face of adversity. Why, even his repeated failures at being unable to overcome his personal insecurities and weaknesses was another nonsuccess on his part. “Diego-san.” His voice was low. “I would be honored if you replaced me on this team. I will return to headquarters for debriefing and provide whatever support I can remotely.”

			“You’re giving up, brudda?” Ziggy exclaimed.

			Marcus was about to put his hand on Kenshi’s back in comfort but decided against it when he noticed Kenshi flinch.

			Diego let out a hush croak. “Guess who let Gator get away the first time after we captured him?” He hooked a shiny thumb at his green face. “Me. I lost my confidence, it’d taken so many of us just to bring him down, and I wasn’t able to do the one thing I was tasked with. Which is why all this time I’ve been away, training with my master, Amir Orangutan of Borneo, the truest and wisest ninja that I know. He imparted great wisdom to me that gave me the strength to accept this mission. Wisdom on how to deal with the situation if I failed yet again even after giving it my best.”

			Kenshi raised his head up with a hopeful look on his face. “What did he say?”

			Ziggy flicked a brow. “Yeah, what’s the wise word that got you here, all raring and daring?” 

			Diego patted Kenshi’s shoulder. “You can’t change fate. How you deal with failure is up to you, though. You can bow out. You can lash back. Or you can accept the fact that you cannot control the outcome of every universal event. Shirk off the setback. And keeping marching on to the next quest, ensuring you don’t repeat past mistakes.”

			“It’s a pretty big thing to shirk off”—Ziggy air-quoted the word—“having a zombie army crawling out of the mud and taking over the planet.”

			“They could be terrorizing the peaceful populace now as we speak.” Marcus made his displeasure known by fisting his shaking palms. “A tyrannical torrent of torment and terror, we cannot laugh this off with a shrug!”

			Kenshi whispered to himself. “Wabi-sabi.” Unlike his bewildered comrades, he could relate to Diego’s word of advice. As someone who appreciated the sagacious ancient poetry of the swordsmen, it helped revive hope and optimism from within. He looked up at the senpai, offering his acknowledgment through a gentle smile.

			Diego shrugged his shoulder for added effect, and this time, Kenshi joined him too—both cracking a laugh at the end of it.

			Marcus was not amused. “What is going on?”

			“Bah.” Ziggy waved a palm. “Leave it to the ninja and the samurai to be on the same page here.”

			“He’s right.” Kenshi nodded. “Our jobs are challenging, dangerous, and brutal. Our successes are marked by how we fare on the field and outside of it, how we treat friends and foes. Our enemies care not for honor. They will trample it, allowing us no chance to rise. Yet, if we live to try again and do, then all we have to mourn is waste time. As Senpai Diego stated, we cannot control the outcome of every universal event, and the most universal phenomenon is change, which even the end of the world cannot put a stop to. So, we should worry about what we can control and do it to the best of our ability.”

			“Master Amir is a wise one.” Diego folded his arms with an air of authority. “So, Kenshi, you still want out?”

			The rabbit wiped a small tear from the edge of his eyes and straightened his shoulders with pride. “No, thank you. I will forget my failures and try again.”

			“Okay.” Ziggy pointed both thumbs up. “That I’m okay with!” The humvee continued to rattle its way through the jungle. They couldn’t stop until they reached the troubled land of Egypt. Satellites displayed a storm interference on their route, which would affect when and how they’d reach their destination.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14: 

Operation River Horse

			The Squad arrived at the border of Cairo’s outlying districts, within sight of the city on the horizon and the ominous cloud that had manifested above it. The metropolitan area was under lockdown. The AIT had organized a cooperative military counterstrike with the local Egyptian national guard to confront the enemy forces. A state of emergency had been declared, as was done in the case of a terror attack—the only difference, most of the terrorists, in this case, were already ‘dead.’

			On the outskirts of the city were the Great Pyramids and the many hidden temples dotted around the barren desert. Underneath the shifting sands of the great Sahara, an evil army that boasted unrivaled might was being primed. Their ruler, the great and awful Mahmoud Hippo, had arrived.

			While the enemy moved, quartering off whole sections of the city and its tourist districts in the valleys beyond Nile’s reach, the Animalis International prepared themselves for the staging of their counter-attack.

			Diego was on watch. Unfortunately, following the spate of violent skirmishes earlier, the humvee had given up the ghost. The rest of their travel had to be on foot. As a seasoned infiltrator and a ninja warrior, that wasn’t unachievable. However, his biggest challenge was leading a whole squad of troops who weren’t familiar with the diabolic ways of Gator Croc on the field—troops who were busy spending the early hours of the morning preparing for the attack.

			“I’ve scouted the situation.” Diego approached his teammates. “We have two main roadblocks ahead—Uno, in the city. Mondo Mandrill’s forces are scattered far and wide. The Egyptian military is ready and on standby, but the circumstances are so out of the ordinary, they’re not going to start any fights unless provoked. It’s a stalemate.”

			“I can break that stalemate.” Ziggy drew a deep breath. “If it puts the heat on Mondo, I’ll take any job.”

			“Fine.” Diego nodded, raising a webbed finger up. “We might have one advantage. I spotted several deserted military vehicles. It seems the hybrid warriors don’t know how to exploit their spoils. They are deadly as infantry soldiers, fast and lethal, but they are not smart without their controller. The fact that arsenal is lying about abandoned means Mondo isn’t nearby.”

			“He must be staying close to Gator, like a Centurion to his Praetor.”

			Diego’s lips pursed into a taut line as he reflected on Marcus’ suggestion. “You may be right. Anyway,” he continued, “dos… the satellite imaging has been blocked out by a massive ionic storm system below the standard weather line. It’s like an EMP storm cloud. According to the decoded myths, it pairs up with the Staff of Duat’s power being activated.”

			Kenshi finally cleared his throat. “May we assume that the epicenter of that storm is where the staff is located?”

			“That’s my assumption too. The center of that disturbance is an old excavated temple, where authorities were allowing restricted tours of its outer limits. It is structurally sound, but Egyptologists were not keen on public displays of the ancient artifacts inside its tombs. The temple is known as the Seat of the Sun. It is where the last pharaohs of the Nile valley empire went to commune with the divine spirits.”

			“Soooo”—Ziggy narrowed his brows—“we can’t blow it up, then.”

			Diego croaked. “No. That said, stopping Gator and his plan is a top priority. Your goal will be to secure or destroy the staff. If it’s out of Mahmoud Hippo’s hands, either it should lose its power, or he should lose his control over it. Either way, we’ll win.”

			“What about Gator?” Kenshi asked. 

			Diego took a minute to respond. “You may leave him to me. You have your own duties to perform. If Gator tries to escape, you will not be able to stop him. That is where I come in. I have been asked to support you, after all. Your main mission is to stop the staff.”

			Marcus bowed his tusks briefly in acknowledgment. “Then, we will leave him to you. May you fulfill your role and bring honor back to your team.” 

			Diego shook his head. “It’s a quest. Revenge, honor, pride—those sentiments held me back. Now, with my mind untethered from such emotions, I can act more freely.”

			“Indeed.” Kenshi sighed, delving on the lessons Diego had imparted during their ride. He sat up formally, his legs tucked in and his shoulders tense. “I still feel we lack the skills to face these undying foes.”

			“I do agree.” Marcus nursed the spot on his neck that was still smarting from his skirmish with Khamet. “Even at our best, each one of us can only hold off three at a time. Except for Ziggy’s explosive attacks, we are disadvantaged when it comes to hand-to-hand combat.”

			“You forget, amigos”—Diego winked—“that I am a master of infiltration! There will be no fighting off hordes of monsters. We will be going directly for the temple grounds, no interruptions en route!”

			“In the clunker?” Ziggy cast a pitiful glance at the humvee. Its suspension was broken, and the wheels had lost their tracks. An AIT specialist did tinker with it for a while, but nothing was going to get it to power through loose sand.

			“No.” Diego pointed toward the city. “Abandoned military vehicles—which, of course, translates to tougher hardware, up-to-date technology, and higher torque. Built for off-road driving to chase rebels and insurgents out of the city into the Sahara. Our first step will be to steal one of those armored vehicles.”

			Before Diego had finished his sentence, Ziggy was on his feet, all trace of lethargy gone. “Yes, you leave that to me, bruddas. I’ve got choice words for these sandy terrorists, and I’ll have the rear tire of my ATV say it to them.”

			“That just leaves the generals.” Marcus pinched his brows. “If they arrive before us, they will inform their master of our coming.”

			“We must be ready for them. And not let our own vindication interrupt our path to victory. If we can fight them, two against one, we should take the chance together.”

			Marcus studied Kenshi for a contemplative second. “I agree. Our vengeance shall be a long life lived righteously, however this ends.”

			“But if you do fight alone,” Diego walked up to them, interrupting their pledges, “don’t be afraid to fight dirty.” The two warriors whose cultures demanded honor and nobility during battle gave him a quizzical look.

			“Well...” Diego shrugged before he elaborated a little more. “Don’t worry if you have to retreat. Or leave the fight unfinished. Stopping the Staff is most important. Muy importante. That is your mission. You have to get rid of the ancient warriors if they get in your way, that’s all.”

			“Agreed.” Marcus rolled his fists, itching to get going. “Though it would be nobler to dispatch the guards before the emperor, dethroning a corrupt ruler only requires one blade to be bloodied.”

			“Exactly.” Kenshi mused. “The best way to prune an errant branch may be to cut down the tree.”

			“And no bazooka?” Ziggy’s beady eyes bounced back and forth, from one disapproving stare to the next. “Fine. I’ll keep me peaceful self outside, then. Drive around. The wheels running makes for a quick escape.”

			“Independently, we are good fighters. But”—Diego circled his green palm between them—“our strength lies in the combined skills of our squads. Sometimes, our skills might not be the best fit, but we can watch each others’ backs. Each one of you has a specialty; use that specialty to your own advantage and to help each other.”

			“It’s a good thing that we got yuh two swashbucklers then.” Ziggy reached across to pat Marcus and Kenshi on the shoulders. “If them AIT honchos dispatched someone with a machine gun or a grenades expert, I’d be the one swinging a blade, and I can’t imagine that being a pretty sight.” The visual was so funny that it managed to coax Kenshi into forgoing his reservations and breaking out into an unusually loud chuckle. Why, even Marcus snorted a laugh.

			The Squad moved out, led by Diego. Marcus and Kenshi raced across the sands, with Ziggy trailing behind. By the time the iguana arrived at the city limits, the trio had already taken down a few aggressive hybrid warriors, giving him an opportunity to retrieve a brand new armored military vehicle on the sly.

			“Next stop,” Kenshi mumbled under his breath, revising all that Senpai Diego had stated, “the Seat of the Sun. Next mission, Operation River Horse: Destroy Mahmoud Hippo, the Mad Pharaoh, and Stop the Staff of Duat’s Power.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15: 

Thunder Over the Desert

			Mahmoud Hippo, massive and mighty as he was, emerged from the steps of the ancient temple that the sands had almost claimed, observing the vista around him. They were not far from the Great Sphinx. “But, what is this?” He scoffed at the grander pyramid that stood less than a mile away from his sanctum, erected to honor a ruler far less ancient than he was. “They built such glorious monuments, and yet, the underworld claimed them all.” He raised his hands in self-reverence. “Now only I remain, the last true God of the Nile.” 

			“Indeed.” Gator beamed, playing his role as an advisor and an ardent worshipper. Mondo Mandrill stayed away from the whole drama, sticking to his personal retinue of guards. His contract was still active, but he was growing increasingly impatient with the theatrics of it all.

			Mahmoud weighed the staff in his huge hand. Its radiance was unsurpassed, the light beaming from its spiraling gold bars a testament of the mystical powers it hid. The staff cast a halo around the pharaoh, adding to his otherworldly aura. Even the temple walls around him were aglow as if the stones had been restored to their former glory. 

			The hieroglyphs on the walls seemed to move. Gator looked around and watched the etched symbols and effigies become animated, like ancient holograms.

			“This,” Mahmoud spoke, “is where I shall revive the old empire. Far beyond, I sense the presence of the seville warriors who lay in dedicated wait for their true God to return them to this world. I shall unlock the boundaries between the two realms and upturn the desert in commemoration of my return!”

			“Excellent.” Gator clapped, trying to appear ecstatic. “There is no doubt your rule will be established in a short time. Though your enemies are plenty and armed with weapons of great advancement from what you have known, your legions are vast and will overpower them.”

			“I shall see them humbled before the sands.” Mahmoud lifted the staff up. The air around them rumbled, the temple beginning to resonate with its power. “Rise!” he commanded. “As the River floods and gives life, may the sands swell and bring death. Rise from the ground, and unleash your wrath upon those who dare to tame the lands for themselves!”

			He thrust the staff’s crook up towards the ceiling. 

			BOOOOOM! A terrible roar reverberated. The roof of the temple blasted off along with the ground above that’d hardened over millennia, all of it blowing away into ribbons of sand and grit with the hot gusts. The Seat of the Sun was excavated, revealing a mighty storm of thunderous clouds swirling overhead. Gator crawled over to Mondo, who was already clutching the remnants of a wall for protection against the wind.

			“Croc, my man,” Mondo yelled over the rushing whoosh of the wind so he could be heard, “I’m normally a wait-n-watch kind of guy, down for whatever plans my client wants as long as my cash flow is steady—but you may as well spoil it for me. What’s your endgame here?”

			“This chump,” Gator grunted as a ball of sand stormed past his snout, “is the only one who can use the staff properly. I’m using him and his undead army to gain a foothold here. Then, we move on to other major ports in the Middle East, usurping them, withholding the oil supply to control the entire civilized world!”

			“You’re kidding me!” Mondo’s face twitched with disbelief. “And then what? A couple carpet bombs and this whole skeleton army bites the dust they came from?”

			“This is just the beginning.” Gator paused, waiting for a rogue gale to settle. “The staff can control anything its wielder wants. Earthquakes, sandstorms, floods, fires. As long as I manipulate the pharaoh effectively, I can spread plagues ten times worse than those in the Bible. Locusts on demand, first-borns dying by the millions, I do as I wish! I’ll be the shadow that rules as the true king behind the throne!”

			Mondo shook his head. “No. No. No. My buck stops at world-conquest, Croc.” 

			“What do you mean?” Gator gritted his crooked teeth. “I paid you! If anything, I overpaid you! You’re on double time now!”

			“I don’t work extra hours. You got your payment’s worth. I was the one who lost a couple weeks equivalent of soldier-farming from it and got nothing back. This is starting to cut into my profits, and I know for a fact you’ve got no money left, Jack.”

			“My name’s Croc,” he snapped back. 

			Around them, the force of the wind was dying down. The temple had been resurrected, reclaiming its place above ground. There were rows of steps that culminated into a platform, and inside each stone of those steps was a secret compartment. It held thousands of mummified corpses of elite guards. They were intentionally buried within the temple’s walls to serve as the vanguard force to whoever claimed the throne above, thus inheriting the Pharaoh’s power. With Mahmoud being the first and the only one to assume the seat, he’d awakened the force of several hundred thousand immortal, tireless soldiers who were destined to serve him.

			“I’m done here,” Mondo announced, letting go of the column he’d been holding onto. “You can stay and take your chances with world domination, but my contract doesn’t cover a change in leadership.”

			“Hey, wait a minute!” Gator growled, but Mondo cut him off by clicking his fingers. His warriors surrounded him. Scaling down the temple steps, he left Croc behind, aghast and alone, far from the throne. When he cast a quick glimpse over his shoulder, he spotted Mahmoud assuming the throne with the staff resting across his lap.

			“Oh, Pharaoh.” Gator adopted a humble tone. “One of your servants has lost heart. He is leaving and taking his own soldiers with him. What punishment do you dictate for such defectors?”

			“Hmm,” the great beast hummed, a cataclysm from deep within the fatty folds of his massive mouth. It sounded as though the earth itself was giving way. “What harm could he bring to me?”

			“He could fight your army. His forces are formidable. He could even join with your enemies, the AIT.”

			“It matters not.” Mahmoud flicked his stout palm. “My reign has begun. It cannot be stopped any longer. Many will dare to oppose my supremacy, but I shall outlast them. They shall all be laid to the sands and then rise again in my service.”

			“But of course.” Croc bowed, giving in to a smirk when he wasn’t being watched. “And once the Nile has been reclaimed from those who dared to forget you, will you move to the east and take over their ports, one by one, to alienate them from their allies abroad? The world is vast and open now. As you have seen, mankind has expanded itself to many places where the extent of your power must reach.”

			“Why must I do that?” Mahmoud frowned. 

			The question stumped Croc as he wasn’t ready to face the thought of an all-powerful living God not wanting to conquer the world. It went against the very crux of his plans, i.e., manipulating a pharaoh into obtaining immortality and ruling in his place. “The world, Pharaoh,” Croc repeated. “You will show them your power. You will conquer it with your army, yes?”

			“The Nile is my world. It is the source of life in this place. It is the gift and grace of a holy creator - of me. And thus, I shall rule it. The rest of the world may turn and burn and whimper, for all I care. What lies around me”—he swept his hand, gesturing at the beige stretches surrounding him—“these noble sands and the glorious river alone are my domain.”

			“Seriously?” Croc exclaimed, arrogance dissolving his mask of subservience. “There are bigger rivers and better lands than this! With your power, you could charge in and control them. The trade, the people, the money—”

			“My divinity...” Mahmoud’s angry howl drowned Croc’s rebuttals “...is not worth your common woes! Do not forget your place! I ruled the Nile long before you did. My legacy outweighs your knowledge. If you will not stay by my side in this endeavor, then you may find your way to that supposedly better river and drown yourself in it!”

			Shock froze his crocodilian expressions for a few seconds. His best-laid plans were foiled—all because the one he raised had his own agenda, an agenda that was far more mundane than his own. But the pharaoh held all the power; he could do nothing. He bowed his head and motioned with his arms. “As you wish, oh pharaoh.”  

			Mahmoud eventually nodded, content with his subordinate’s complacency, oblivious to the hate building up in Gator’s eyes. 

			The hippo might be invincible, but Gator Croc’s ambition had no bounds. If he couldn’t get his way with this plan, he would make a new one...

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 16: 

Only Room for One

			From the Seat of the Sun, the Dread Pharaoh reigned. His army, legions of armed undead were prepared to march down the Nile and reclaim it for their master. The stage was set for a zombie apocalypse through all of Egypt and Sudan. The citizens were oblivious, but their military had already abandoned optimism. Perhaps, only specialized bombs could save them, tactical strikes on the Great Pyramids themselves where the evil was centered.

			Everything seemed dim until the headlights of an armored car from the Egyptian military broke the undead horde’s barricade and led a chase out into the barrenness. Dark clouds formed in the desert, providing an eternal twilight as the stage of their battle.

			Kenshi narrated their otherwise brash actions with eloquent clarity while Ziggy drove over mounds of dusty bodies, kicking up a storm behind them. The undead warriors were plentiful but not exactly lethal to an armored vehicle.

			“This tour stinks!” Ziggy erupted into raucous laughter. “Why they makin’ me do all the work, huh?”

			“You have a knack for this,” Diego reminded him, having to yell over the ruckus to be heard. He was hanging halfway out of one door, with a short wakizashi blade in his hand. He sliced up the zombies that managed to escape the car’s front end while Marcus used his shield to do the same from the other side. Kenshi, meanwhile, was up top, scanning the area as their lookout.

			“Oh my…” His dark pupils widened as they focused on the horizon. Countless zombies were rising up in swarms, clattering around the cleared ruins of a risen temple that seemed to stick out from the surrounding monuments.

			He stretched out flat and reached over to tap the windshield before pointing ahead. Ziggy could barely see his white arm through the haze of dust that blanketed it. But he did see the silhouette of a ziggurat—the base of a temple tower—in the distance. A crack of sinister, unnatural lightning lit up the sky and illuminated the looming mound of the Seat of the Sun temple.

			“Okay.” Ziggy whistled an uneasy tune. “Time to waste this mummy. And if yuh see Mondo, leave him to me.”

			“I will apprehend Gator Croc,” Diego added. “It will be up to you three to stop this madness before the local military pushes to bomb the pyramids, the greatest monument on earth!”

			A low grunt cut him off. It was Marcus. “These pale to the grand Colosseum.”  

			“One of”—Diego was quick to correct himself—“One of the greatest monuments.” He flipped over to the top as the truck continued to jostle and shake across the sands. Kenshi was strangely quiet, gaping at the target they were heading for.

			Diego put his hand on Kenshi’s shoulder. “Are you ready?”

			“Yes.” Kenshi reached down for his sword at his side. “We are ready.”

			Diego nodded and looked up. Then his stoic face went tense—there was a movement in the skies. “Can you see that?”

			“What.” Kenshi squinted hard. Nearly blended in with the clouds was an approaching helicopter. It was shining a searchlight and scanning the area, on course to descend by the risen temple.

			Diego’s instincts were making him twitch. “That must be Croc’s getaway. He must have lost control of the staff.”

			“So, will you go after him to stop him?”

			“Si.” Diego let out a strained croak. “Which might leave the three of you alone to apprehend Mahmoud Hippo.”

			“Very well. Mahmoud Hippo, it will be then. I wish you success, Diego-san.”

			“And may your first mission be memorable too.”

			Diego darted him an encouraging smile before he crouched down and leaped afar, picking pace right after he touched the ground. Kenshi watched his nimble silhouette dash off until his dark outfit blended in with the shadows looming over the desert, and he was gone.

			“Kenshi!” Marcus shouted. “Get in. Fast!”

			Kenshi immediately slid back into the turret roof and dropped down onto the rear seat. Marcus was tugging on two seatbelts simultaneously and fastening them around himself.

			Kenshi swallowed hard, a shiver zipping behind his fluffy ears. This could mean only one thing. “Why are you doing that?”

			“Because,” Ziggy called out, “there’s only one way we’re stopping this thing in the sand, and it’s not gonna be a brake test, brudda!”

			As soon as belts were secure, he glanced up at his fellow passenger. “I’m ready. Kenshi, secure yourself!”

			Kenshi was shocked. He reached across to grab the nearest strap and held onto it tightly. Ziggy’s hands were turning the wheel rapidly one way and the other as the overworked tires were struggling to move from the bones and bandages getting caught in the axle. At one point, the vehicle careened around a skull violently.

			“Smooth as silk!” Ziggy shouted. Letting go of the wheel, he slammed the brakes hard and held onto the headrest behind him. The harsh spin of the armored humvee tilted it over. It flipped and rolled down the edge of the pit, a hollow in the earth that the temple had created when it parted the sands to rise high.

			As the Animal Squad tumbled into the site, they were being observed by the standing guard of zombies, who were ready to rush in and raid the truck as soon as it stopped moving. The tumble provided a natural smokescreen of sand and ancient dust, like a cloud bursting to life as it moved.

			Amongst the zombie troops watching over the temple, two stood out—two guardians of the pharaoh, overlooking the defense of his mighty temple. Two warriors resolved to make sure their prey did not escape a second time—Osama and Khamet. 

			The generals exited the temple with their weapons drawn.

			“Stay here,” Osama commanded.

			“He… he… he… he,” Khamet cackled, “you plan to take my kill from me?”

			“I want to end this swiftly, that’s all. The master has little patience, and there seems to be no end to the foolishness of these odd-shaped enemies of his.”

			Khamet stayed back while Osama marched on. Further in, their master was waging a small battle of his own—a battle of pride—against a single, insolent servant.

			“Stop!” Gator Croc was knocked back by Mahmoud’s mighty backhand. No technique in the world made up for the size disparity between them, Croc’s mastery of the Ban Qui martial arts utterly useless against the powerful giant.  

			Mahmoud stared at Croc as if he were an upturned beetle. “Your determination is not unappreciated. I can sense a great potential in you, waiting to be put to use—put it to use while serving me. Come, lower your arms. I shall accept you as my servant.”

			“You don’t have the cash to hire me,” Croc growled, getting back up on his feet. “I was better off wielding this power myself. At least my zombies never tried to attack me!”

			“This gift of power”—Mahmoud raised his hand symbolically—“is a boon of divinity, a proof of one’s Godhood. No mortal would be able to contain its power. Indeed, your soul was destined to be under my control the moment you laid hands upon this.” He held up the staff. “You entered Duat, a realm I have already devoured.”

			“Yeah,” Croc retorted, “you do look like you devoured an entire underworld!” His laugh came out as a bitter hiss. Just then, his ears caught the distant roar of approaching copter blades, and his snout tingled. His predatory sense of smell had picked up the stench of a deep jungle swamp—a welcome change, from the smell wafting around the ancient pharaoh, a strange five-thousand-year-old funk.

			Right on cue, Croc ducked down to the ground and covered his head.

			“Oh?” Mahmoud’s tone softened. “You wish to pray to—”

			Bullet fire tore open the stone walls from behind and peppered the throne room with its impact. A private gunship Gator had employed—his last resort in case Mondo failed or reneged on his contract—had arrived to rescue him.

			He stood, unhurt, and glared at Mahmoud, who’d risen his arm to block the bullets. His flesh spat the bullets out and closed up, leaving rotten scars and a stern, upset expression on the pharaoh’s face.

			“The world’s changed plenty,” Croc shouted as he fled. “People like you always get taken down. Trust me. I’ve seen it happen to better men!”

			“You belittle the powers of a pharaoh?” Mahmoud bellowed.

			“Oh, no.” Croc grabbed onto the zip-line that’d been lowered from the chopper. “I don’t doubt your power. I just know the AIT has handled bigger messes than you.” He signaled, and the chopper retreated, leaving Mahmoud positively enraged.

			As the localized storm crackled with bolts of lightning, the copter sped off, a lone frog pursuing him through the sands below. And both were out of the picture, leaving the newly-surfaced problem of a deluded pharaoh in the capable hands of the rest of the Animal Squad... 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17: 

Ziggy, Action Hero

			The armored car finally rolled to a stop at the bottom of the sandy hill. From within, two figures emerged first, sputtering sand from their mouths and coughing into their elbows. Then, a third clambered out through the broken windshield—dragging out the barrel of a mighty, stocky, rocket launching gun.

			“I better not lose my license for this.” Ziggy surveyed the damage.

			“Worry not,” Kenshi began, “I believe the AIT will classify this resource as a justifiable—and expendable—expenditure.”

			“Then, they should consider redefining expendable,” Marcus snorted, “on any future mission we all go on.”

			Ziggy was about to break out into another one of his breezy laughs when he was cut short—an influx of zombies was beginning to close in on them from all directions, except one, a narrow path that opened up to the site of the temple.

			Ziggy tapped on his bazooka and pointed over the edge of the pit to the Seat of the Sun. “I don’t wanna get this thing too close. You two will do a lot less damage to the place than me.”

			“That temple is not a part of the Egyptian tour package.” Kenshi exhaled tremulously, taking stock of the staggering number of undead approaching them. “Perhaps, it would be okay to demolish it.”

			“We ought not to.” Marcus’ tusks shook sternly in disapproval. “It’s not about the tours or monuments that I’m worried about. It’s the madness. To stop it, we need their leader, and he’s in there.”

			In the distance, Kenshi spotted two imposing figures. Their drawn weapons glinted against the streaking sun, ready for action.

			“I see someone familiar,” Marcus’ grip tightened around the handle of his blade.

			“Let us go,” Kenshi said, “not for vengeance, nor honor, but for duty.”

			They both dashed off while Ziggy scrambled onto the truck, adjusted the turret, and angled its muzzle at the menacing zombies. The car was sideways, and the range of the swivel was severely restricted, but it let him clear a quick path of zombies that were hurtling down the slope from one direction. Once the gun had destroyed the zombies ahead within its reach, Ziggy noticed he was being encircled from all other sides. While still holding onto the bazooka, using his tail as a pulley, he hung down one side of the vehicle and grabbed a machete from one of the slack-jawed raiders.

			Grisly bony hands stuck out to grab at his dreadlocks, but Ziggy managed to escape their clutches by scaling back up top.

			“You can’t out-climb the climbing king!” he shouted. “Wait ‘n watch!” One of the zombie guards hauled itself onto the opposite end of the overturned car, over the axle.

			CHOP! Its head went flying off. The formidable iguana grip of his feet had him secured on a door frame while he swung the machete with his tail like a deadly whip to the other end and back.

			“See what you’re up against!” A deep chortle rumbled through his belly. It was him against an army. However, he wasn’t fazed. His tail acted like a weaponized lasso, slicing off zombie parts, while the bazooka was poised in his hands, fully ready to take aim when the moment was right, and his target was in sight.

			His gaze swept across the battlefield, looking for any sign that Mondo was nearby. If Gator was retreating, it made sense Mondo would follow, but Ziggy knew the mercenary well. He wouldn’t bail out on a job, but he would bail out on a client who gave him trouble.

			Then, a new kind of disturbance rippled through the chaos. Farther away, groups of zombies were beginning to turn away—a different threat beckoned them. He saw the hybrid shuriken warriors assaulting the zombies with their claw-gloved hands, ripping at them.

			In the center of that mass was a Mandrill in a suit. Mondo was walking away from the scene and stopped to pitch a long stare towards the hot pit of sand in which Ziggy was surrounded. Ziggy immediately reached for his bazooka. The distance was ideal. If he pressed the trigger, he’d have a perfect shot at Mondo’s smug, smiling face.

			Just then, a zombie came up from behind and grappled with his ankles. He spun, his tail slashing it in half at the waist. That didn’t stop the encroacher, though, its top half continuing to scratch and swat at him. Eventually, Ziggy lost the tussle, and he was pulled down into the sea of ugly warriors, between the undead and the hybrids.

			Fortunately for him, the shuriken warriors didn’t attack him. One of them cut off the head of the zombie that was assaulting him and moved off to face the rest. Before long, an entire regiment of hybrids descended on the zombies, taking down the last of them.

			Mondo strutted into the battle pit, flanked by a formation of guards who kept him safe from the menace. Ziggy stood, ready to fight; his teeth were bared and eyes afire with rage. Mondo pointed a gun at him, and Ziggy responded in kind with his bazooka.

			Mondo smirked. “And you would, wouldn’t you?” He was brash and arrogant, even staring down the barrel of a rocket launcher. Then, much to Ziggy’s bewilderment, Mondo holstered his gun. 
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			“You’ll waste that ammunition on me now—and then what?”

			“Then, whateva. But, yuh not getting away from here,” Ziggy sneered, “not alive.”

			“Now, now, pal. You should stick to one job at a time, yeah?” His furry hand hooked over his shoulder, pointing at the temple behind him. “I’ve seen that big nasty monster up close. It’s going to take a lot more than a couple of measly swords to bring him down. Maybe your bazooka would stop him for a bit if you don’t waste the ammunition on me. Did you know that your friends have just walked into the room of an eight-foot arrogant god-child wannabe, who is also the most dangerous animal in all the Savannah? He ain’t no lion, Ziggy. That’s a certified river monster. The kind of thing old folks in the dark ages would classify as a dragon if they’d met one.”

			“Pretty convenient,” Ziggy spat. “You get to walk away from me again, knowing how close you came to being caught for your evil deeds.”

			Mondo slipped his palms into his pockets as if he was modeling for a magazine. “Evil is subjective. Poor people think I’m evil for getting paid to move troops through their villages, and rich people think I’m evil for asking to be paid to do it. You’ve been chasing me for years, but you still don’t know me. All this time, you’ve been hating me instead of wondering how much it would cost you to flip me to your side.”

			“You’re a criminal—” Ziggy’s accusation was interrupted by a crack of lightning overhead. 

			A fresh procession of zombies was trickling out of the temple. They mobbed the pit from all sides, but they were no match for the mandrill’s sophisticated warriors.

			Mondo looked over to the temple grounds, and Ziggy followed his line of sight. “I’m the criminal, but you’re the good guy. I’ve played my part, now you have to play yours.” He shook his head like he pitied Ziggy for carrying such a heavy burden.

			Ziggy gritted his teeth and took aim again. His fingers were itching to pull the trigger right then. If he did, neither would survive. Even Mondo’s slaves stood aside for a second. Finally, he lowered his gun with an exasperated sigh. “This isn’t over, brudda.”

			“Clearly not.” Mondo grinned. He stood his ground, forcing Ziggy to be the one to back off. Guarded by his personal fortress of hybrid warriors, Mondo then retraced his steps out of the pit—looking forward to leaving this mayhem for brighter pastures.

			Forced to set aside the crushing setback, Ziggy darted past thousands of dismembered zombie remains and leaped out of the pit. He peered up ahead—right in front of the temple steps, Marcus and Kenshi were engaged in fierce combat with the general. Ziggy had no other go but to wait it out in a secure spot. He scouted the monument, searching for another entrance. There was none. Fortunately, though, the temple steps were high, and they were ornately detailed with tall crypts.

			Avoiding the main stairs, Ziggy rounded to the side where he scaled the full length of the crypts—one jump, one pull, one leap at a time. Once he reached the top, he crouched behind a pillar, awaiting his friends, so they could put an end to the madness in the desert...

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 18: 

The Sand-Cutting Samurai

			When Marcus and Kenshi had charged ahead, leaving Ziggy behind in that pit, they didn’t notice Mondo leaving, as his ninjas kept him in an artificial shadow of crawling darkness. The only darkness they concerned themselves with was dead ahead.

			Osama Jackal stood guard at the base of the temple steps, posed with his khopesh and shield across his chest. As soon as he saw the AIT team approaching them, his arms swept out, his sword arm extended backward with the shield positioned in front protectively.

			Marcus dug his feet in mid-step and charged forward with his shield up. Kenshi unsheathed his blade, prepared to leap forward. Marcus’ sturdy shield was met with Osama’s armor, which was surprisingly durable despite being ancient. At the sound of their shields crashing, Kenshi reacted swiftly, swinging his sword mid-air.

			Arc of the Moon. That was the name Kenshi gave his move—a crescent stroke—meant to slash the enemy in one clean slice. Osama blocked it with his sickle-sword. Kenshi pushed forward, metal grinding against metal until he was shoved back, and he landed on his spine. He rolled away, dodging Osama’s attack.

			Marcus jumped in, in the nick of time by drawing his gladius out. Their weapons clashed, setting off sparks as the two rivals were embroiled in a violent feud in the courtyard. Letting Marcus deal with the undead jackal, Kenshi hopped up the steps, three at a time, right up to the top where Khamet was already waiting for him. Just as the hyena-man charged forward, Kenshi sprung into an acrobatic double flip, high in the air.

			Moon Landing! Mid-flip, Kenshi slashed his weapon with such force, his body spun, and he resembled a razor saw-blade in the air. Khamet stuck his shield up against Kenshi’s spinning strikes—each strike cutting and deeper and deeper still into the same spot—until the last one cut through the shield slicing Khamet on his arm.

			Kenshi landed behind him and waited for the mad hyena’s next move. Khamet sneered at the wound on his arm and licked it up. His wet tongue was coated with the sand that leaked from his body. And when he cackled, dust spurted out in rhythmic puffs.

			“Oh, I see how it is.” The hyena spewed words between bursts of laughter. He reached behind his back and took out another weapon—a thin dagger with a rough, hooked tip. “Last time we were the attackers, but now you play the attackers as we defend the temple? He… he… he…”

			“It was wise of you to abandon the village when you did,” Kenshi said. “Or your death would have been a product of vengeance rather than a product of something far more important—fulfilling your loyalty towards your master and defending his prominence.”

			“HEH!” Khamet howled aloud. Lightning splintered through the clouds as he crossed his weapons above his head. Lowering them, still crossed over his chest, he stretched his arms out and spun them in his fingers deftly. “Come on, prey!”

			Kenshi slid forward. He rammed his sword but had to retreat when the sword-catching hook blade swiveled past him. He dared another fast, shallow jab, but Khamet defended against it as well.

			Chased by Khamet, Kenshi started running, the natural spring in his feet propelling him three times as far as Khamet’s wild jog did. While still in flight, Kenshi whirled his sword to the side, swinging a wide arc, but Khamet deflected it just in time.

			Kenshi was quick, but Khamet boasted strength in his arms, and despite his precision and technique, Kenshi could not break through the might of Khamet’s unrelenting hands. Even without a shield, the jackal-man seemed to have perfect defense.

			Kenshi vaulted high and brought his weapon down again, onto his enemy’s shoulder.

			Whoooosh! Khamet’s sword catcher had caught the blade just in time. His wrist was twisted around completely. He could dislocate and reassemble any joint; pain was a concept he had outlived. “I’ll chew you up,” he growled. “It will hardly take me two bites!” His mouth opened wide, inching close to his victim’s face.

			Kenshi’s innate instincts flared up. A hyena’s biting strength was a hydraulic bear trap, second in strength only to a full-grown crocodile. He leaned back, his sword was caught in Khamet’s grip, and he hung off its handle as if it were a lifeline. Snap. Snap. The jaws of Khamet snapped shut with a clack of his many fangs. He reeled back, prepared to chomp again.

			Kenshi let go of his sword. All his samurai ideals against abandoning his blade were let go to protect himself. He rolled back with a triple backflip. On landing, he assumed a simple aikido stance, hands open and forward, his eyes closed.

			“Hehehehe!” Khamet untangled Kenshi’s katana from his sickle-sword and clutched it in his hand. “No, no! This will not do! Won’t do at all!” he shrieked as he drew his arm backwards and flung the sword like a javelin.

			Kenshi’s eyes popped open. His feet retreated, and he bent backward, lowering his right hand while raising the left up. The sword flew in an unbroken path, the blade brushing just past his fingers.

			When the handle flicked just above his arm, he grasped it. Using the momentum of the soaring weapon, he twisted his hips. His torso swung back as the sword pulled him into a sudden spin. A full turn later, he reversed his foot stance, passing the sword from left hand to right.

			Khamet sprang at his rival, all weapons abandoned, claws protruding and mouth wide open.

			Kenshi dove forth, spinning like a top. Dance of the Rabbits - Kaguya is Watching. The velocity of his motion pulsed from his feet to hips, from shoulders to hands, and finally out of the sword again.

			Swoosh. Swoosh. Swoosh.

			Sand flew out in a thin line as Khamet landed, crouching on his hands and feet.

			Kenshi perched on his feet nimbly and straightened up, his shoulders wide and proud. Jostling the sand off his blade like it was blood, he sheathed it.

			“Wha—” Khamet stood up, a little woozy, scratching his head with a casual expression. “That was quite a… move?”

			“You still live?” exclaimed Kenshi.

			Khamet gripped his head and tilted the wobbly sphere all the way to the left. Kenshi’s blade had made a neat cut from one edge to the other. All that kept him together was a slight hinge of his ancient, salt-cured muscles.

			“He… he… he.” He snorted, pushed a small puff of dust from his nostrils. “What prey you are, you’ve killed your predator. Even if I recover, I can tell you have many more tricks and fancy moves to pull on me.” He dropped a glance over his shoulder at his fellow-general. “I appreciate style more than that old sand-brained jackal does. What is the point of winning without having fun?”

			Kenshi’s lips parted in awe. Had the hyena just surrendered? If so, it was his first major victory in battle, where he’d defeated a famed, powerful general from the Egyptian tales single-handedly. His chest swelled with happiness, but he regrouped himself. The mission was still incomplete, and they had a long way to go. “I appreciate your kind words about my moves.” He bowed out of respect towards his opponent. “You were a worthy opponent. I am honored you have thought of me as such.”

			“Heh!” Khamet broke out into a toothy grin. His body started to break down and dry out. It was turning to a fine fog of sand that slowly dispersed in the air. “Don’t mistake this for honor, young warrior. Within me, no honor exists. Only fealty to the Lord of Duat!” His cackles continued to echo until there was no throat for a voice to cackle through. Khamet Hyena was destroyed by skill. And in style.


		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19: 

A True Warrior

			At the foot of the temple, Marcus was fighting to hold his stance against Osama Jackal as both warriors mirrored one another’s intention. They were on guard, their shields forming walls in front of their chests, their other hands stretched backward with blades high in the air.

			The ground was level but loose. The ancient dirt and soil of the sand that’d risen up along with the temple was being held together by a little moisture. But the longer Marcus stood in one place, the more certain he felt he was sinking downward. Osama had no such concern. The composition of his body meant he could stand on the sand without moving a single grain.

			“You face,” Osama began, “the legacy of an eternal empire, created by the sun upon this world as a beacon between the mortals and the divine.”

			Marcus’ lips twitched. “I see nothing divine in the walking dead. In this world, and at this time, that concept is as trendy as an old hat.”

			“Once the knowledge of our emergence spreads, we will be granted greater influence.” Osama’s brows rose. “As it was in the past, so it will be in the future; the Pharaoh’s light and everything it touches are chosen as his holy dominion.”

			Marcus exhaled. He was getting tired of this babble. “I will not question your loyalty. But I shall test your might all the same.”

			Marcus dug his feet in, but sand caved underneath, stalling him for a moment. At that moment, Osama saw the oncoming attack and prepared his defense. Marcus charged, shield forward, but Osama side-stepped him. Osama stabbed his crooked blade outward as his body sped past, but he only struck the expanded flange of Marcus’ shield.

			Marcus stomped to a stop and the extension retracted with a clang of its pneumatic contraptions. He turned around and slipped into position immediately.

			“You fight with trickery,” Osama stated, matter-of-factly, “not honor.”

			“You came back from the afterlife,” Marcus growled. “There is no trick I can pull in this world to equal that deception against nature.”

			“Our resurrection was divine providence!”

			Marcus snorted as their shields collided again. Osama was jerked back but refused to lower his guard. They whipped their weapons with force but only met the defense of the other.

			Marcus and Osama’s blades clashed several times in a short period. The gladiator’s arm was stout and strong, and his swings were fast and brutal. The jackal’s moves were simple, and he had the advantage of a sickle-sword that could coil and disarm his opponent. He flicked his khopesh, over and over, trying to catch Marcus’ straight blade—but it failed each time.

			At a glance, he realized that the gladius wouldn’t budge as long as Marcus held it. His grip was flawless and sturdy.

			“I must concede to your strength,” Osama admitted. He hopped back and changed his stance, sword-arm forward and shield held up to match the upright position, the near opposite of his first stance. “But know this, even in life, my spirit was an endless source of stamina. So long as you draw breath from only one world, you will know defeat soon.”

			“Zombies shouldn’t talk.” Marcus was already huffing and puffing. He was a honed warrior, one who could fight despite distraction. However, this was something else. The dry desert air mixed with the billowing winds of the storm gave Osama another advantage. He was one with the sands, swallowed them, and inhaled them without any problem. Marcus was alive and suffered all the uncomfortable pangs brought on by its dehydrating taste. He had to blink. Osama did not.

			His eyes were squinting as Marcus swung, during which he nearly missed the blade coming at him from the opposite end. Sensing his compromised position, he blew his shield up to its full size and took cover behind it, holding it low, so he could see through it.

			Osama was faced with a shield instead of a warrior, but it did not deter him.

			He moved extremely quickly. Marcus’ glance could barely keep up. He zig-zagged from one spot to another in sharp bursts, forcing Marcus to pivot around with the shield in different directions, every other second.

			Whenever Osama had an opening, he pierced its tip at Marcus, who blocked the onslaught with either his shield or his blade. At one point, their swords got tangled together and stayed that way until Osama quickly pulled him away. He was controlling the course of the fight, causing Marcus to overthink and strategize in the heat of battle.

			It took Osama back to his living days under the sun—when he would spar with the royal guards in the courtyard to test their abilities. He was the swiftest swordsman, the Courier of Osiris, one who delivered souls faster than the wind. Many challengers dared to confront him for their freedom, prisoners, and slaves of warring tribes who stood against Mahmoud Hippo’s destiny.

			Finally, fate offered Osama a small victory when the tip of his khopesh infiltrated an opening in the shield, jabbing into his foe’s hand. Marcus flinched and struggled to writhe free of the offending weapon, while Osama circled behind him and slashed at his shoulder past his own shield.

			“You will fall,” Osama said. His voice seemed to surround Marcus. “You shall become humble before the sands.”

			“I am humble before none,” Marcus protested. “My homeland once conquered the world. It conquered Egypt! Rome was the heart of all the Western world. Its legacy is beyond divine.” Taking advantage of the momentary lull that followed, he rammed the gladius into Osama’s shield in a fit of fury, cracking it. The undead general abandoned the shield, with the gladius trapped in it before whipping his sickle-sword at Marcus’ arm, wounding him.

			Marcus winced. His sword arm was disabled. He had his shield, but it was no good without his blade to fight with. He swung it anyway, but it was too wide and cumbersome. When he retracted it, Osama managed to sneak in and land a slash near his elbow. Blood started oozing out of his injuries, soaking Marcus’ fur. He stumbled. His knees were seeking ground.

			Marcus went down—or at least it seemed that way when his right knee and both palms touched the floor. His other knee remained stretched back, his head, shoulders, and spine in an even line. He’d assumed the sprinting position. Osama dropped his hands to his sides and then sheathed his blade. He approached Marcus to deliver him his last rites.

			All of a sudden, Marcus sprung forth. He was not just adept with his blade; he was an all-around warrior. He was trained in the ways of the sword, the shield, the spear, and the body. Most importantly, he was an Olympian wrestler, well versed in all its art forms, from the great sport of the colosseums to the modern MMA maneuvers.

			Osama had no breath to choke and no pain to submit to. His eternal life was dedicated to the service of his master, an ideal much higher than his own existence. He grappled against Marcus and tried to bite him, but Marcus’ hide was too tough—impenetrable even by a jackal’s canines and jaws. 

			Marcus hooked his hands around Osama’s waist and stood up, wielding Osama over his shoulder. Using all his strength, he hurled Osama off and then landed on the toppled general with his stout thigh on his neck. It stunned the ancient fighter, allowing Marcus to prepare his next move before the jackal could regain footing.

			For his second assault, Marcus grabbed Osama again by his waist and fell back, slamming him into the ground. Osama’s head was buried in the crumbling sand. Then, the clincher. Marcus picked him up, dangling him upside down from his shoulders, and then ran. He soared forward towards the temple, aiming right for the stone-laid courtyard for a nasty piledriver that split Osama’s head-on impact.

			“YAAAAH!” Marcus shouted. He let Osama go, and the jackal’s body fell limp. “Pankration is the way of the modern fighter. These techniques, honed for centuries, culminated in sport, not war. This is what true warriors are now!”

			“I see,” Osama said. In his eyes, which were shattered by the impact, he was staring up at the sun. During his last moments as an undead, he revisited his living past, from when his life of servitude and his knowledge of loyalty began. As a youth, he’d been pitifully abandoned by his people and the mighty hand of Mahmoud that had reached down to undo one form of shackle only to replace it with another. 

			Osama sat up shakily. His face was busted. His eyes were blind, and his head was cracked. The sands began repairing him, but his spirit was defeated, and he began collapsing into a pile of dust. “Let me die a warrior’s death,” he said. “And may you find the strength within you to stand before the pharaoh in his majesty.”

			“You will be honored.” Marcus nodded while still catching up on his breath. The open slashes on his arms were beginning to sting, but he bore it by gritting his teeth. His blood belonged to that of a true Roman warrior, and he wore his wounds with pride. After all, it was a matter of great honor that he’d received those wounds in a duel against a formidable warrior like Osama...

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20: 

The Last, Last Pharaoh

			Kenshi had witnessed the entire battle from the top of the temple stairs. At the end of it, Marcus walked towards him, his gladius hanging loosely from the fingers of his injured hand. The only arm capable of fighting was his shield arm. Observing the pile of dust pile that once was Khamet—Kenshi’s opponent—Marcus nodded at him. It was a gesture of respect.

			“Thank you, my friend. You fought admirably too.” Kenshi bowed. “By the way, Mahmoud is inside.”

			“Where is Ziggy?” Marcus asked.

			“Earlier, I heard the sound of something scurrying up the side of the steps.” Kenshi hooked a thumb behind him in the direction of the temple. “That and the clattering of his bazooka. I have no doubt it was him assuming a safe position.”

			“I see.” Marcus frowned, not sure what to make of their team-mate’s absence. He took a deep breath to regain some of his strength and began walking forward, but his knees wobbled and sunk lower. Noticing his fellow warrior’s faltering footsteps, Kenshi wrapped an arm around him, propping him up.

			“I’ll be fine,” Marcus protested.

			“You’re bleeding.” Kenshi pointed out the obvious. “A lot.”

			Marcus snorted in an attempt to deflect attention from his own wounds. “I can distract Mahmoud. You try and sever the scepter from his hold when I do that.”

			“Yes, that sounds like a plan.”

			As they persevered, Marcus found it difficult to mask his groans. The fur around his slashes was now a dark shade of crimson from soaking up his blood. Agony visited him in waves, each invading spasm a jolt that kept his mind from succumbing to a state of semi-consciousness. The cycle of pain thus went on and on, pushing him into an eerie daze. However, his steely determination fought back to keep him going. “The show must go on. Even if the contenders are bloody and bruised, they must always fight to the end.”

			“Indeed.” Kenshi’s tone was stoic. “That is one tenet of swordsmanship we can both agree to.”

			Eventually, Marcus managed to regain some of his balance, channeling his inner strength through deep breaths and sheer grit, until he was scaling the top few steps of the temple independently. They entered the shattered inner sanctum of the Seat of the Sun. Mahmoud Hippo was standing with his back to them, his arms raised high. He was imposing even from a distance, a terribly large and mighty monster from a bygone era, mostly hippo and barely man. He wielded the staff in his hand and chanted in an ancient language that the world hadn’t heard spoken for thousands of years.

			Marcus nudged Kenshi; they exchanged a silent look. They were about to attack him behind his back. They had to forgo honor and chivalry, earnest traits that were no more than weaknesses at this point. Once their mission was complete and the ancient God was brought under control, they’d spend their days repenting for their non-chivalrous choices.

			Marcus surveyed the roof in search of Ziggy but couldn’t spot his silhouette anywhere. Maybe it’s for the better, he thought. Kenshi, meanwhile, was lurking behind the throne, hidden from Mahmoud’s line of vision.

			Marcus drew a heavy inhale and snorted aloud. The throaty grunt filled the room and reached the pharaoh’s wiggling ears. Mahmoud groaned, like a great tree falling down, and stomped around with the staff clutched in a balled-up fist.

			“You announced yourself before a God, forestling,” Mahmoud spoke with pride. “You shall explain yourself now.”

			Marcus assumed his stance by raising his shield. It expanded to its widest breadth in an instant. “Thousands of years ago,” Marcus said, “my ancestors from the lands beyond the northern horizons came here in search of alliance and conquest. They were met by the people of this river valley at every passing and every time they conquered them. I am the legacy of your failures, pharaoh. While your legacy ended, my ancestors were only beginning.”

			Mahmoud stomped his foot and held up the staff in his hand. Kenshi spotted it as soon as he glanced around the throne. “Come and prove that worth to me, future slave! This Pharaoh stands above all others!”

			Marcus rushed in, invoking whatever strength he could. His speed and force were both impressive. Mahmoud crashed the staff down into Marcus’ shield. They were locked in place, unstoppable determination versus an unstoppable force. Then, Kenshi emerged.

			Mahmoud noticed him just in time. Taking advantage of his shifting attention, Marcus managed to push him back. He planted the staff down on the ground, hard. Dark energy, like black lightning, crackled out of it and struck against the shield. The non-conductive carbon fiber it was made of absorbed some of its dark powers.

			“Experience the power drawn from the realm of Duat!” At Mahmoud’s command, darkness consumed Marcus. He stood, enduring the force of his foe, in a great void where cold winds whipped at him from all sides. He felt his wounds tear open even further. His blood froze. He saw the faces of thousands staring him down from an ancestral crypt of those who sought vengeance from the self-proclaimed son of Rome.

			While Marcus was disabled, Mahmoud pushed him back, toppling him over. Next instant, he lifted a leg up at Kenshi, prepared to stop the other intruder in his lair by stomping him flat. He missed. Kenshi had changed his path so quickly and perfectly he seemingly disappeared. Mahmoud finally spotted his silhouette. He was about to unleash another assault when his attention was drawn to the crack at his wrist. With a ginormous thud, his hand fell off.

			The staff clattered to the ground with the hippo’s hand still clenching it. Kenshi slid to a stop a few yards away and observed the state of his blade. The edge was dulled. The katana was a tool for cutting flesh, but hard bone and metal armor were a bane to it. He couldn’t reliably use it to stab against a foe that did not bleed anymore.

			Marcus backed away. The illusion of darkness that had him arrested had faded, restoring the warmth to his heart. His muscles were weakening. Summoning the last ounces of fighting strength left in him, he hoisted his shield up with both hands to defend himself.

			“It is unfortunate,” Mahmoud declared calmly, “that you believe you can win. This new world has filled you with the futile promise of hope.” A thread of sand rose up into the air from the severed hand, reattaching to the wrist it’d been cut off from. Soon, the sands began to repair and reassemble into the shape of Mahmoud’s palm. “A Pharaoh’s duty to his people is to lift the shadow of deceit from their hearts and to shine the light of reason: that only the Pharaoh stands above them, and His word is God’s!”

			“Many others have made your claims.” Kenshi straightened his shoulders, confronting the hippo. “It has amounted to nothing.”

			“And many of them had greater powers than yours.” A faint smirk curled Marcus’ mouth. “They were stopped, all of them. And we will stop you now.”

			“None of them were me.” Mahmoud fisted his chest. With his hand now reattached, he flexed each finger and formed a fist around the staff again. He turned to Kenshi and started chasing him down. Despite being stout, he was fast, his every step rattling the stone foundations of the temple. Kenshi hopped away, and Marcus pursued Mahmoud.

			They ran around the throne room in circles. Kenshi was quick but grew tired. Mahmoud’s gaping jaw snapped at the furry creature he was chasing. The force of his ginormous teeth and tusks—a hundred times stronger than Gator Croc’s biting force—split the air with deafening pops.

			BOOOOOM!

			The chase was interrupted by a burst of flare above and the loud whistle of a rocket hurtling towards them. Kenshi dove away, and the bazooka missed its target as Mahmoud closed his mouth just in time to avoid eating the bullet.

			“Hey, hungry, hungry!” Ziggy taunted. He was dangling from the ceiling, his powerful tail looped around a crevice from where the sun streamed straight down. In his hands was the smoking grenade launcher. “Why don’t yuh look up and gimme a big smile?”

			Keshi and Marcus met gazes and nodded. Since neither of them had managed to stop the pharaoh, blowing his head to pieces seemed like a solid plan B.

			Mahmoud roared, louder than an overloaded diesel truck engine. He clomped his hooves about, holding the staff up. The temple began to shake. Marcus charged in once more, holding the shield up. It was heavier than he could bear, but he did not sink to his knees.

			Kenshi vaulted onto Marcus’s shield. His hands were grasping the handle of his now dulled sword tightly—if the blade couldn’t slice the staff, their plan would fail remarkably. With the sword posed behind him, ready to strike, he used Marcus’ shield as a springboard to soar up. The naturally powerful launching muscles in his legs propelled him higher than Mahmoud’s shoulder, a perfect jump that brought him level with the staff. In the fraction of a second that he had, he sliced the staff apart.

			PLOP! The head of the staff fell, lolling on the ground.

			With the staff destroyed, their less-than-ideal second plan, its power had dissipated. The undead were no longer controlled. But they were still there. Mahmoud screamed as he glared at the now destroyed Duat. He was too consumed by primal rage to attend to anything else, even the army of mummies who’d begun mindlessly converging at the place of their last command.

			As the gigantic hippopotamus stampeded around the room, he kicked Marcus away, who hit the throne with a thud. Kenshi hopped onto its back and stabbed at its neck, but its hide was so thick that his blade broke off at the tip.

			“Make him smile, brudda!” Ziggy swung down, his tail lowering him like a long rope, the reloaded bazooka aimed downward.

			“I’m trying,” Kenshi sighed exasperatedly while trying to hold on. Its head reared up, its jaws opened cavernously wide. Kenshi reached his sword around and stuck it into the beast’s mouth so the beast couldn’t shut it.

			Kenshi jumped off the very second Ziggy fired his rocket.

			BOOOOOM!

			The explosive shot right into its throat and exploded. It obliterated the pharaoh, sending Kenshi tumbling back through the air. He landed on the ground in a heap and rolled up to Marcus, who blocked the impact of the explosion with his shield.

			Ziggy, meanwhile, jumped down with flair. Watching the smoke clear and the rest of the undead monster fade away into dust, he hollered with glee. “He’s not waking up from that one!”

			“It is a shame.” Marcus sat back, his body heaving from exhaustion.

			“It’s for the better.” A pensive look spread across Kenshi’s face. “The staff was too powerful, even for an artifact.”

			“I meant about your samurai sword.” Marcus pointed at the broken blade.

			Kenshi turned to him with a shrug. “A sword has a purpose. A samurai’s duty is to fulfill that purpose and honor its passing in the form of destruction. My next sword… will be stronger.”

			“Yes,” Marcus sighed, finally feeling a restful relief coming on. “There’s always a next time…”

			The storm cloud cleared away, and the AIT forces spread out to suppress the remaining zombies across the desert—without a leader to guide them, the undead were easier to vanquish. The mission was over. The great pharaoh of the Nile was destroyed...

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			In the wild foothills of Japan, at a peculiar shrine away from all trodden paths, the sounds of nature made for a tranquil backdrop. Kenshi Rabbit sat in deep meditation just outside the walls of the shrine and was surrounded by dozens of wild rabbits.

			A moment before any of their bunny ears could catch the sound, Kenshi heard a strange buzz in the air. He stood up to meet it, the critters around him scurrying away in fear. He communicated with the frightened rabbits in Japanese, lulling words, before hopping over the wall into the shrine.

			On entering the shrine hall, he slipped into a room at the rear where an assortment of technology was set up, including personal solar-panel radio packs and battery chargers for his necessary devices. The buzz was humming from the satellite link phone, an upgraded model.

			He turned it on and was met with the face of his senpai, Johnny Fox. “Good afternoon, Kenshi Rabbit.”

			“Good morning to you, Johnny-san.” Kenshi bowed.

			“These time differences do make it difficult for me,” Johnny admitted with a sly expression. “Now that you’ve settled back in allow me to congratulate you on the defeat of Mahmoud Hippo, the ancient tyrant from the realm of the dead.”

			“Thank you.” Kenshi bowed again, his ears brushing the camera lens. “It is unfortunate we could not fulfill our true objective of retrieving the Staff of Duat.”

			Johnny waved his hand. “One more world-ending artifact down. Some of the sponsors aren’t too happy, but then, it beats the alternative.”

			“We met Diego-san as well.” There was an inflection of hope in his pitch. “Was his mission met with greater success than ours?”

			“Agent Diego has not responded.” Johnny steepled his fingers. “But, by our estimates, that just means he’s still hot on the trail of the croc. Gator is out there, somewhere. A man like him has had many dens dug in the past, many unseen paths through the murky depths of the criminal underworld. He’s sure to resurface for air soon, and when he does, a certain frog will be there to land on his head and kick his brains out.”

			“What of my team?” Kenshi asked.

			“Marcus has recovered and is currently relaxing on the island of Ischia. Ziggy has returned to his manhunt, had his headquarters relocated closer to Ugandan civilization.”

			“There are still so many threats.” Kenshi’s eyes fell with disappointment.

			“That just means more work for us. For you, in particular.” He pointed through the screen at the young AIT recruit. “I hope we have the pleasure of working together once more, despite the challenges that would entail.”

			Kenshi stiffened his shoulders, pushing them back. “I shall remain strong as I wait for that chance.” The signal went dead, and he returned to his training, a deep meditative acceptance of his strengths, his weaknesses, and the balance between all things.

			In the midst of his meditation, occasionally, he would recall the events of his mission—the trials, the dangers, the moments of elation and regret. And for each weakness that’d slowed him down, for each mistake he’d committed, he blew a quiet puff of laughter and shrugged it off with nonchalance, like Diego-san has taught him to.

		

	
		
			CHARACTER BIO

			Kenshi Rabbit:

			A white hare rabbit working as a field agent in Japan, Kenshi is a formidable samurai swordsman who is self-taught and self-trained. Despite his cultural appreciation of the country, he is not a native Japanese rabbit. His real origin is unknown, though he could potentially be American. He takes his training and his duties very seriously. As a means of fully immersing himself in the ways of the samurai, he has sworn off modern technology and only wields authentic, traditional weaponry. His sword is Tsukimochimaru, named after the Japanese fables about rabbits that live on the moon and make mochi or pounded rice pastries. His dedication towards his assumed cultural identity is echoed in his tendency to meditate, his style of dressing, his fighting technique, and his propensity to name his moves in his head when he uses them. Despite his stoic appearance, he often falters when confronted with a stronger, more rebellious spirit than his own. He tends to retreat into the solitude of meditation and physical training when he feels awkward around others.

			Marcus Boar:

			A tremendous gladiator, Marcus is a self-proclaimed ambassador for the legacy of Rome. According to ancient folklore, he is a descendant of one of the beasts who guarded Romulus and Remus, Rome’s mythical founders. He is very stern and serious, much like Kenshi, but values brute strength over anything else. He is a trained athlete and has featured in many historical Olympic events. Despite being an expert in traditional Greco-Roman wrestling, he is well-versed in all of its modern variations and adaptations. He wields a technologically advanced sword and retractable fan shield that can expand and contract based on impulses received from the placement of his fingers or the contraction of his muscles.

			Ziggy Iguana:

			An iguana-man, with the face of an iguana and the attitude of a Jamaican action movie star, Ziggy is chatty even with the most reserved of folks and is never grave, however, grave a given situation. He is stationed in Uganda. When a task calls for it, he travels across the countries of Africa, where he serves as the AIT’s liaison to coordinate peacekeeping groups and private militias that fight against tyrannical governments and mercenaries. His weapon of choice is a bazooka, which he tends to use liberally, regardless of the circumstance. He is also an automotive expert and poses great dexterity and grip-strength, thanks to his prehensile toes and foot-thumbs. He displays a very bright, optimistic personality most of the time, jesting around with people and tending to call everyone “brudda.” Despite that appearance, he has a deep respect for others, particularly his allies, enough to trust in their ability to succeed and collaborate together. He harbors a personal grudge against Mondo Mandrill and uses the AIT’s power and resources to keep the mercenary leader in check.

			Johnny Fox:

			A gentleman spy of the Animalis International Team, Johnny is a venerable, accomplished agent with many distinguished successes under his belt. Currently retired from active duty, he serves as a director, working remotely. After a lifetime in the field, not satisfied with leading the quiet life that retirement entails, he has decided to volunteer his time and effort to help recruit, coordinate and guide the newer members of the Animal Squad teams in their missions.

			Diego Frog:

			Member of the Animalis International Team and former cohort of Gator Croc, Diego is a fully trained ninja, a master of infiltration and covert missions. In an earlier mission, he worked alongside Johnny Fox to stop Gator Croc. On the battlefield, his preferred style is stealth combat, where he takes down enemy troops without being seen and accomplishes missions without leaving a trace. When Gator Croc was captured, he went off the radar for a while and trained in Borneo with Amir Orangutan, his old master who taught him the ways of the Ninja. Croc’s re-emergence has brought him back into the field since he considers Gator Croc to be his responsibility above all else.

			Gator Croc:

			A Chinese-American former member of the Animalis International Team, he betrayed the agency and stole a vast amount of their resources before he was finally stopped from fulfilling his initial plan. He was held captive in the Black Bunker, a top-secret detention center. However, even before incarceration, he had shrewdly plotted his escape. He has equipped himself with the AIT’s secrets—even those hidden from its own agents—using the information to avoid detection and find new ways to acquire power through the many hidden relics across the globe. His plans often revolve around world domination. Imprisonment has taken a physical toll on him, and he is no longer the Ban Qui martial artist he once was. However, he considers this no great loss since he has plenty of hired guns to fight his wars for him.

			Mondo Mandrill:

			A mercenary and a leader of an army for hire, Mandrill mostly operates in and around Africa, though his clients do have him trotting globally depending on the nature of the quest. He is a Mandrill that looks like a Man, an irony which is not lost on him. Despite Mandrills’ intimidating and brutal nature, he is very calm and collected, only lapsing into rhyming blues and banter when he loses his cool. His soldiers are the hybrid-men, cyborgs crafted from several years of experimentation. They possess the attributes of men and the primal ferocity of beasts. Their minds are controlled by metal plates that allow them flawless tactical precision. Mondo is a thinker and a planner. He’ll fulfill any contract that pays out fairly. Once the money is gone, or if he ends up failing his client, he leaves the scene undetected and unstopped. On the contrary, if the paycheck is good, he will even travel the road to Armageddon.

			Mahmoud Hippo:

			An ancient being from the Nile, his indomitable power as an animal man possessing the physical appearance and prowess of the deadliest African mammal granted him the power to control others during his reign. Mahmoud started an empire that expanded from the Nile on one end to the sea on the other. His conquest carried on after he died by those who inherited his legacy and power. He lingered in Duat, the Egyptian underworld, never moving on, assured that he would, eventually, return to resume the work he began and rule all of Nile for eternity. The Staff of Duat is one of his relics, conjured through a lesser-known dark magic ritual, which allowed him to control whole armies of the dead. To ensure those armies stayed well-preserved during his long period of rest, they were subjected to rigorous embalming ceremonies and techniques so he could recall them when the need arose.

			Khamet Hyena:

			A chaotic, vicious, strong tribal hunter from the belt lands of the southern Nile, Khamet was enslaved and forcibly recruited into Mahmoud’s elite guards. He was sent on many suicide missions but always returned alive, sometimes as the sole survivor. He has an incredibly strong bite and prefers fighting with multiple weapons. He is an aggressive warrior who prefers death duels, capable of attacking until he has no blood to bleed. He is not insane, though. He is cynical, and his hyena nature makes most of his throaty calls sound like laughter. He does have a grim side to him, however. In battle, he values strength in warriors—more than he values any form of honor or justice—enough to surrender before such warriors if he comes across one. 

			Osama Jackal:

			A loyal right-hand man to Mahmoud Hippo, Osama is a powerful ancient Jackal-man who served as the Pharaoh’s Guard. He was an executioner, thwarting all forms of rebellious uprisings against Mahmoud’s cruel reign. He was entombed to be resurrected under his one true Pharaoh’s command. He is a stern, disciplined and accomplished warrior with speed and precision as his greatest assets. Enslaved by Mahmoud ever since he was a child, he learned to replace his frustrations under that oppressive rule with loyalty and served Mahmoud as the one being he acknowledged to be stronger than himself.
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