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PROLOGUE
Linder liked his morning routine. His little rituals, his moment of calm before the chaos of the day. When he was in DC, that meant breakfast at the Café du Parc on Pennsylvania Avenue. Sidewalk seating at a wrought iron table under the shade of a blue umbrella. The umbrella canvas rippled as a chill October wind ruffled Linder’s chestnut hair. He didn’t mind the cold. It kept him sharp.
Breakfast was two eggs, sunny-side up, rissole potatoes, two strips of applewood-smoked bacon, and a slice of white toast he left untouched. A mug of coffee, black, one sugar. Simple. Clean. A good start to the morning.
“Let’s talk about Douglas Bredford,” said the man behind the newspaper.
Linder didn’t look up at the man who had pulled out the chair opposite his, sitting down and unfurling a copy of the Post. Linder had been sitting in companionable silence until the visitor had to ruin everything by opening his mouth.
“There’s nothing to talk about.” Linder scraped the tines of his fork across a bubble of egg yolk. It ruptured and spilled like blood from a gunshot wound. “Bredford’s name didn’t come up in Agent Temple’s report. There’s no evidence that he made contact.”
The visitor kept his face shrouded behind the newspaper.
“And you believe her reports?”
Linder snorted. He chewed on a forkful of egg. Smooth as custard.
“Let’s talk about what happened in Talbot Cove, instead,” Linder replied. “I told you I was sending a Vigilant team in there and to keep it clear of hostiles so they could get their work done. You knew. And you know who else showed up in town right around the same time as my people? Nyx ended up in Temple’s report. By name. Given that she’s a goddamn demonic bounty hunter, I had to assign her a Hostile Entity designation. Then I flew home to Richmond for a couple of days. Guess who was waiting for me, in my living room, with my daughter sitting on her lap.”
“Nyx?”
“Nyx’s mother,” Linder said, eyes hard as flint. “And she’s pretty pissed off right now, considering her little girl is officially on Vigilant’s hit list.”
“I can smooth things over.”
“Oh, can you? I’ll only say this once: keep her away from my family. And keep her away from my people, too. I can’t do my job if you don’t do yours.”
“And I told you,” his breakfast guest said, cutting him off, “I’ll smooth it over. Back to Douglas Bredford, please. We are concerned that your team may have been . . . contaminated. His reappearance after all these years is highly suspicious.”
Linder rapped the tines of his fork against his plate. Now he finally looked up, glaring daggers through the wall of newsprint.
“How about we talk about you managing your shit? There is nothing wrong with my team. Jessie Temple and Harmony Black are the best operatives I have.”
“That’s what we’re worried about.”
“We’re not doing this again,” Linder told him. “We are not pulling a repeat of the Cold Spectrum incident just because your boss is a little worried. Bredford’s been terminated. He stuck his head out of hiding just long enough to get it chopped off. Problem solved. What are you upset about?”
The man behind the newspaper didn’t answer.
Linder lifted his fork.
“You.” He tapped the fork in the air for emphasis. “You didn’t put that bomb in Bredford’s trailer, did you? Somebody else took him off the table. Another player. Who?”
“Not your concern.” A pale hand slid an unlabeled beige envelope across the table, bumping it against Linder’s coffee cup. “This is, though.”
As the hand pulled away, it flashed a glimpse of pewter cuff link at the wrist. Jagged cuts marred the face of the pewter oval, painting a symbol that made Linder imagine scars on the face of the moon. Something primal and cold.
He took the folder, rested it in his lap, and paged through the photographs inside. His eyebrows raised, just a hair.
“This has all been verified through the back channels? You’re certain it’s not a ruse, maybe the competition trying to draw us out?”
“Unlike people,” the man behind the newspaper said, “mathematics don’t lie. Run the numbers for yourself.”
Linder closed the folder, keeping it on his lap.
“I’m putting Temple and her people on this,” Linder said. “Don’t even think about arguing. We’ve got zero room for error here.”
“We’re holding you responsible for the results. Out of curiosity, where are they now?”
Linder stared down at the file in his lap like it was a bomb on a hair trigger.
“They took a few days’ leave. Some kind of team-building exercise, Temple said.”
“Temple lies, though, doesn’t she?”
Linder pushed back his chair, abandoning the plate, his appetite gone. A cold wind gusted down the boulevard, sending a ragged chill across his back.
“I told you already: Jessie Temple and Harmony Black are the best operatives we have. Don’t get in their way. And don’t countermand my authority again.”
“Your authority,” said the man behind the newspaper, “is what we say your authority is. Keep your people on a short leash. Or we’ll do it for you.”



ONE
When you’re part of an illegal government conspiracy, your actual job description gets hazy. For example, say you and your team take a few days of leave time and fly to Boston to hunt down the man who killed a fellow agent. If you’re working off the books, but the books don’t officially exist in the first place, have you really gone rogue, or are you just putting in unpaid overtime?
“I don’t think he’s coming,” I murmured.
My partner Jessie’s voice crackled over my earpiece. “Chill, Mayberry. This is the best shot we’re gonna get.”
“And when are you going to stop calling me that? We left Talbot Cove two weeks ago.”
“Aw, shucks, Harmony,” she drawled, “you’re just a small-town girl in the big city. After this is done, maybe we can go huntin’ crawdads at the ol’ fishing hole.”
It had been a long two hours, standing out on a cold, windy street corner and waiting for our target to show his face. I’d traded in my usual suit and tie for jeans and an olive army-surplus jacket over a cotton T-shirt, blending in with the crowd. On the other side of the street I spotted Jessie, her frizzy hair tucked under a Red Sox cap, and dark glasses shrouding her turquoise eyes.
We were in Boston’s Back Bay neighborhood, a cozy nest of historic brownstones and high-end shopping, standing in the shadow of the Prudential Tower. I turned and started my way back up the block for what felt like the fiftieth time, merging with the pedestrian traffic. It was almost cold enough to catch a glimpse of my breath on the air, but walking helped.
I strolled past a panel van parked curbside, bearing the livery of the Boston Department of Public Works. It was a surveillance-model special, on loan from the local Bureau office. As far as the locals knew, we were gathering intelligence on a Serbian gunrunner named Ranko Vukovic. They were half-right. We wanted Vukovic, but we wanted his boss a whole lot more.
“No activity on Ranko’s cell phone,” Kevin’s voice said over my earpiece. He was hunkered down with April inside the surveillance van, keeping tabs on the street. We’d had a tap on our target’s phone for two days now, and the most he’d done was snap naked selfies and send them to his increasingly uninterested girlfriend.
Before that, though, he’d received a private invitation to meet with the man we were really after: Roman Steranko. The last time Jessie’s team crossed paths with Steranko, one of her people ended up dead.
Vigilant Lock had a high turnover rate. Considering our mandate was to hunt and exterminate occult threats—going head-on against sorcerers, monsters, and the powers of hell—none of us expected to retire with a pension. Or an open-casket funeral. Going in, you get only one guarantee: that if and when a target gets lucky and takes you out, your replacement would make damn sure they paid for it.
I was the replacement.

“You don’t have to be in on this,” Jessie had told me.
We sat alone together in a rental sedan in the parking lot at Logan airport. Faint thunder pealed in the distance, while rain lashed down from a grimy black sky and turned the world outside our windows into a blurry mosaic.
“I know,” I said.
She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.
“I mean it. I don’t want you to feel any of us will think any less of you. The crime was before your time. No obligation to get in on the payback. This is probably gonna get messier than you might feel comfortable with.”
I contemplated the rain.
“I never saw myself as a team player,” I told the windshield. “Always worked better solo. Before.”
“And now?”
I leaned my head back against the stiff fabric headrest, looking sidelong at her.
“Jessie, two weeks ago we faced down a couple of major-league demons together. We jumped into another dimension and saved my baby sister from . . .” I trailed off. Shook my head. “Do you really think I’m going to stand on the sidelines here?”
“Saving your sister was just us doing our jobs. You don’t owe me any favors for that.” She paused. “You . . . hear from her, any?”
I thought about the closed closet door in my mother’s house on Long Island Sound, the little clay beacon on the dresser, and the pale-blue night-light beside it.
“No. Not yet. She’s doing whatever it is she thinks she needs to do over there. When she’s ready, she’ll come home.”
I hoped I was telling the truth.
Jessie cradled her phone’s cherry-red shell in her palm and tapped in an unlock code. “All right, here’s the target: Roman Steranko, aka the piece of shit who put one of my people in the ground.”
The man in the photograph could have been handsome, in a cruel way. He had a hook nose and hard eyes, his thin-lipped mouth permanently set on the edge of an impending smirk. His gaze said, I know something you don’t, and I want you to know I know it.
“What is he? Some kind of sorcerer?”
“Weirdly, no,” Jessie said. “Steranko’s a little unique for a Vigilant target. He doesn’t have any supernatural gifts himself—that we know of—but he likes to recruit and surround himself with people who do. What he does have is an amazing talent for technology. Any technology. He can pretty much make a toaster stand up and dance. Mathematical prodigy with a photographic memory; he graduated from Rensselaer Polytechnic when he was fourteen years old.”
Jessie swiped her finger across the screen, shuffling the photo aside. The picture underneath was a grainy shot from a warehouse security camera, showing a leather-jacketed Steranko supervising as four men loaded a coffin-size crate onto a rolling cart.
“Steranko’s a relic hound. He’s got a nose for finding occult artifacts. Then he sells them off for top dollar—as you can probably imagine, not to the most savory customers. We weren’t just trying to get him off the streets: we wanted to wring his full client list out of him. Probably give Vigilant a year of cleanup work, but we’d save a lot of lives.”
I knew what she meant. In my experience, occult relics—whether they were crafted by some long-dead sorcerer, spirit-haunted, or possessed with malignant life—were bad news all around. The worst of the lot could spur curses generations long, dooming an entire family’s bloodline just because some unlucky jerk went to an estate auction and brought home a nifty-looking antique.
Vigilant Lock has a storage facility for any artifacts we recover in the field. It’s called the Wunderkammer, and I’m told it’s very clean, very cold, and a very scary place to be working at night.
“So,” I said, “what happened? I mean, if you want to talk about it.”
Jessie shrugged. “I fucked up. Nothing else to say. We’d tracked Steranko and his crew to a shipping depot in Portland. My partner, Mikki, and me, we split up. She went in a side door while I circled around back. Didn’t realize he’d seen us coming a mile away—the whole thing was a setup. Steranko was long gone, but he’d left a parting gift: ten pounds of Semtex on a remote trigger. By the time emergency services cleared the fire . . . there wasn’t a whole lot of Mikki left to bury. If I’d been two minutes faster, I’d have died right next to her.”
She stared out the windshield, her voice tight.
“Or I could have taken the side door, and she’d be the one sitting here, alive and in one piece. Hell of a thing to think about. I made one judgment call on the spur of the moment, and lost an operator. Just like that.”
I watched her, catching the hard glint at the corner of her eye. “The way you described Mikki when we first talked about her, she didn’t sound like a gem of a human being.”
Jessie laughed. No humor in it.
“Mikki,” she said, looking over at me, “was a queen-size dirtbag in a size-zero miniskirt. If she had anything resembling morals or a conscience, they never managed to surface above the seething narcissism. But that’s not the point. The point is, she was on my team. Under my authority. And I gave the order that got her killed. There has to be a reckoning for that.”
“And Kevin,” I said.
Jessie slumped back in her seat and sighed.
“Kevin still thinks she walked on water and lit up the sun with her smile every morning. April and I tried talking to him about it once. Biggest argument we ever had. Mikki played a character for him, because that was her idea of fun, and he bought the act. He’s walking around with memories of a girl who never existed.”
A sneaking suspicion occurred to me. “They didn’t, uh . . .”
Jessie frowned as she caught my drift. “Oh, no. Hell no. That’s where I drew a line. They were never allowed to spend the night in the same room together. Believe me, I stomped on that idea with a quickness. Doesn’t mean he isn’t mourning her like a dead lover, though. I figure, we take this guy down, maybe Kevin can get some closure. Move on, you know? The kid’s nineteen—that’s too young to carry that kind of weight.”
“So when we find Roman Steranko, what then?”
“We take him in alive,” she said. “I want that client list. Insofar as how we get it out of him . . . we’ve got more options than I’m usually willing to pursue when dealing with a suspect. And if he gets a little banged up on his way to an offshore detention site, well, what was that old Clint Eastwood line? Something to the effect of ‘I’m not gonna get all broken up about his rights’?”

The next morning, we hit the streets of Boston.
Steranko was a ghost, but his entourage wasn’t so discreet. It didn’t take long to track down Ranko Vukovic, whom Jessie had ID’d as being involved in the bombing that killed Mikki; he was Steranko’s go-to man for explosives and other nasty party favors. The gunrunner wore the legacy of his trade, too, going by his last mug shot: a puddle-shaped burn scar had left his jaw as a lobster-red smear, and two fingers on his left hand were missing. Not a hard guy to spot in a crowd.
We struck gold faster than we thought. We got a tap on Vukovic’s phone just in time to pick up a call from Steranko: he wanted to meet and discuss a new job.
“Intel suggests Vukovic doesn’t know jack about the occult,” Jessie had told us, gathered in the cramped surveillance van and prepping for the stakeout. “Steranko keeps him in the dark. You know what that means, kids: we treat this as a legit, by-the-book FBI bust, not a Vigilant op. We play it right, we can get this guy put away for a good long time.”
Legit. As in, no witchcraft from me, no glowing eyes and supernatural strength from Jessie, just two federal agents carrying out a textbook takedown. Part of our job, working for Operation Vigilant Lock, was keeping the world in the dark when it came to the supernatural. Letting ordinary criminals in on the secret was not on the agenda. Ranko Vukovic would go to a normal court and a normal prison, to serve out his normal sentence.
Roman Steranko, on the other hand, had a one-way flight to Detention Site Burgundy in his immediate future. And nobody would ever hear from him again.
The meet was set for a rustic tap house called the Boylston Street Grill. Vukovic had taken a seat at the bar, ordering up three fingers of whiskey on the rocks, and kept the stool beside him clear by glaring at anyone who got too close. One drink turned into two while we covered the street and waited for the big fish to swim on in.
“I’m moving closer,” I murmured. “Something’s wrong. Steranko’s an hour late, and I don’t know how much longer Vukovic’s going to hang around.”
Outside the Grill’s big plate-glass window, I caught a glimpse of Vukovic at the walnut-wood bar. He sat transfixed, staring straight ahead. I slowed my walk, keeping it casual in case he looked my way, and tried to figure out what had his attention as I pushed the front door open and eased my way toward the bar.
A long, single-line LED display hung above the wall of bottles behind the bar. Neon-red dot-matrix letters scrolled like a stock ticker, reading out the latest scores and sports headlines. Then the display flickered once and went black, rebooting. A new message scrolled by, intended for an audience of one.
 
F-B-I A-G-E-N-T-S C-O-M-I-N-G G-E-T O-U-T N-O-W
 
“We’re compromised,” I hissed. “Repeat, compromised, move in now!”



TWO
Truck horns blared as Jessie charged across the street, darting around a semi’s front grille as it screeched to a dead stop. I didn’t have time to wait for her, not with Vukovic jumping off his stool and shoving his way through the crowd, headed for the back of the tap house. I shouldered my way through the bustling tavern and ran after him. I didn’t announce myself or pull my badge or my weapon, not here—there was no reason to assume the gunrunner wasn’t armed, and the last thing I wanted was to scare him into opening fire in a packed room. We’d get him away from the civilian traffic, then take him down.
“Harmony,” April said over my earpiece, voice urgent, “what happened?”
I dodged around a waitress carrying a tray of beer mugs, tails of my army-surplus jacket flying as I moved in on Vukovic, both of us wading through the raucous crowd on our way toward the kitchen door. My silver-leaf bangle bracelet flared hot on my wrist, magical defenses sparking to life and casting a tingling net over my wind-chapped skin. I suspected Steranko would have the same priority as Vukovic—leaving, as quickly as possible—but he had a reputation for bringing magical muscle along on his jobs. I wanted to be ready in case some rogue sorcerer felt like picking a fight.
“Steranko happened,” I said. “He saw us coming and got a warning out. Vukovic’s heading for the back door. Jessie, can you cut around?”
“Yeah,” she snapped, terse. “On it.”
I burst into the kitchen just in time to see a door swing shut on the opposite side of the room, and a fleeting glimpse of the alley behind the restaurant. A big guy with a marinara sauce–stained apron got in my way, looking flustered.
“’Ey! What’re you people doin’? You can’t be back here—”
I shoved my badge in his face.
“Federal agent. Move.”
He moved. I barreled past him, racing for the door. Out back was an asphalt-paved alley, just about big enough for a semi to squeeze through, lined with dumpsters and dented, overstuffed trash cans. Vukovic sprinted like he was going for Olympic gold, already across the alley and careening down a narrow walkway between a couple of restaurants on the opposite side. As I chased after him, I heard Jessie running up from behind.
“He’s northbound,” I said.
April’s voice crackled in my ear. “He’ll come out on Newbury, then. High pedestrian traffic—take him down in the alley if you can.”
I unzipped my coat as I ran, and whipped out my badge in one hand and my gun in the other.
“Ranko Vukovic,” I shouted. “Stop. FBI.”
He didn’t even slow down, darting out of the alley’s mouth and disappearing around the corner. Some people have no respect for authority.
Jessie took the lead, not even breaking a sweat as I struggled to keep up. I’m in good shape, but the all-out sprint left my calves burning and a painful hitch in my side when I gulped down a breath.
“He’s heading east,” I gasped.
“Next cross street is Fairfield. That’s a four-way—” April said. She paused, and I heard a rattling, bumping sound beside her in the surveillance van. “Kevin, what are you doing?”
Over the earpiece, an engine revved to life. Didn’t have time to think about it. Didn’t have time for anything but the chase. Vukovic had crowds to contend with now, and a woman shouted as he shoved his way down the sidewalk, knocking a shopper and his bags to the pavement.
My throat burned like I’d swallowed kerosene. I held my badge high. “Federal agents! Clear the way!”
Cross traffic was stopped at the corner up ahead, a wall of steel grilles held back by the red light. Vukovic saw his chance, breaking from the confused and churning crowd and charging into the open crosswalk—just in time for the surveillance van to come screeching around the corner. Kevin slammed on the brakes a split second before hitting Vukovic square on. The gunrunner bounced off the van’s hood, landing hard and rolling on the street. Sprawled on his back, he grimaced as he reached into his coat, bringing out a short-barreled .38. He never got the chance to pull the trigger, not before Jessie’s boot stomped down on his hand and pinned him like a bug.
“My hand,” he groaned, “is broke. Think my ankle is also broke. You crazy—”
The rest came out in Serbian, with him babbling at us as he squirmed on the cold asphalt. Jessie reached down, plucked the gun out of his hand, and said, “Could have just shot your ass instead. Be happy.”
Kevin jumped out of the idling van, wide-eyed.
“Did we get him?” he asked.
Jessie ripped off her sunglasses, her turquoise eyes dangerously bright, and turned on him.
“What the fuck was that? What part of ‘by the book’ did you not understand, Kevin? We are gonna talk about this. Later.”
“I s-sue,” Vukovic stammered as I rolled him onto his stomach and pulled his wrists together, slapping the cuffs on. “I sue you, I sue city of Boston, I sue United States, I sue the president—”
The crowded sidewalk had turned into an amateur press junket. A forest of arms holding up cell-phone cameras, all pointed our way and filming every second of the bust.
The day was just getting started.

The special agent in charge of Boston’s field branch was a bull of a man named Mueller, with a freshly shorn scalp and hard eyes. He had a comfortable office, sporting a brand-new Keurig and a stack of paper coffee cups on a table alongside his desk.
He offered Jessie and me a seat. He did not offer us coffee. He was, however, polite enough to lower the blinds on each one of his windows before he started shouting at us. I’m sure his voice carried across the entire building, but at least we didn’t have spectators to go with it.
“What the hell were you two doing out there?” He picked up a folder and slapped it against the desk. “A civilian teenager, driving one of our surveillance vehicles, deliberately runs down a suspect—”
Jessie held up a finger. “Point of order, sir—nobody can prove it was deliberate.”
“Oh, really? It looks pretty deliberate on the cell-phone footage. Would you like to see, Agent? I can pull it up on YouTube for you right now.” He leaned across the desk, glaring. “Congratulations. You’re going viral. Maybe you can parlay that fifteen minutes of fame into a new job once you’ve been shitcanned out of the Bureau. I’m filing a formal complaint with SAC Walburgh.”
Good luck with that. Our supervisor, SAC Walburgh, was nothing but a voice-mail box on a phone in an empty, locked office somewhere in Washington, DC. Still, if Vukovic followed through on his threat of a lawsuit, that might not be enough to shield us.
“Sir,” I said, “I can only extend our deepest apologies. We made mistakes. It’s our responsibility, and we’ll do whatever we can—”
“It’s your responsibility, but it’s my city. You CMU cowboys think you can just ride in, shoot up the place, and leave with the sunset? Crisis management, my ass. You know what tonight’s news is gonna say? It’s gonna say Boston FBI screwed the pooch, and that’s on my head.”
“What if,” Jessie asked, “I promised we’d never do it again?”
He stared at her, mouth agape.
“Agent,” he said slowly, “do you find this situation amusing?”
I fought the urge to clamp a hand over Jessie’s mouth. “Sir, what Agent Temple means is, we recognize our failure in the field and intend to use this incident as a learning experience.”
“Both of you,” he growled, “get the hell out of my office. Now.”
We didn’t need to be told twice.

In addition to the unlicensed pistol he’d pulled in the street, Vukovic’s car trunk turned out to be a one-stop candy shop for Boston’s criminal underworld: the locals recovered two sawed-off shotguns, an AR-15 with an illegally modified firing pin, and a baker’s dozen handguns with dubious histories and acid-seared serial numbers.
Maybe that’s why, when we met him in a windowless interrogation room, he’d already lawyered up. His new friend was a pleasant and plump-faced man with a bad comb-over, and he gave us a nod of greeting as we stepped inside. Technically, we weren’t supposed to be there. The guard outside the door didn’t know that. Neither did the lawyer.
“Agents,” he said with a smile, “I’m Orin Hasselbeck, with Hasselbeck and Crenshaw, and I’ll be representing Mr. Vukovic’s interests in this case.”
Mr. Vukovic sat in sullen silence, slumped in his steel chair, with his right hand—wrist wrapped in a brace—resting on the table. We took chairs on the opposite side.
“Mr. Vukovic sustained considerable physical and emotional injury during his arrest,” Hasselbeck explained. “He stands to lodge quite a lawsuit, and it’s my opinion—especially given the footage of his capture—that no jury in the world would deny his claims.”
“Which is why you want to talk about a deal,” I said.
The lawyer pretended to think about it.
“Given the alleged contraband found on his person and in his vehicle, I think there could be room for some . . . forgiveness, on both sides of this matter.”
“Let’s get one thing straight,” Jessie told Vukovic, ignoring the lawyer. “I don’t want you. I don’t care about you. I’m after your boss.”
“My boss,” Vukovic said. “You mean, at plumber’s, where I work legally, yes?”
“I mean Roman Steranko,” Jessie said. “Waste one more second of my time and my partner and I get up and leave, and you can forget about a deal. We’ll take the lawsuit.”
He looked to his lawyer. Leaned in and whispered into a cupped hand. Hasselbeck frowned, thought for a second, and murmured back.
“Will there be consideration?” Hasselbeck asked. “Perhaps we can forget about the contraband if my client’s information proves useful?”
“Depends on what he knows.”
Vukovic stared at the steel table.
“Very little,” he said. “Steranko had a big deal, a very big deal. A heist. Soon. Wanted me to provide fireworks. Not popguns. Military-grade weaponry, rifles, heaviest I could get.”
Jessie frowned. “That’s not his MO. Steranko’s a smooth operator. His crew carries heat, sure, but he never goes in guns blazing.”
Vukovic shrugged. “Not my business. All I know is, whatever he was after, he wasn’t the only person who wanted it.”
“A rival gang?” I asked.
“Maybe more than one. Doesn’t matter now. I’m done. Steranko’s careful. You get busted, he never works with you again, just in case you turned rat.”
I leaned in, rapping my knuckles on the table. “Come on, Vukovic. You know more than that. What’s Steranko looking to steal this time?”
“I don’t—I don’t know what he’s after, I swear. All I know is, it’s not his normal kind of job. Normally, he sees something he likes, he steals it, then he looks for a buyer on the black market. Auctions it off, if he can—you make more money that way.”
“And now?” I asked.
“Now”—he shrugged—“he already has a buyer lined up. Just one. Whoever his client is, it’s somebody big. Very big. Very deep pockets. Beyond that, I don’t know. I’m just Steranko’s supplier, that’s all.”
Jessie and I shared a glance. I believed him. So did she. We’d gotten all we were going to get out of Vukovic.
Jessie pushed back her chair.
“Pleasure doing business,” she said. I followed her to the door.
“Wait,” the lawyer said. “What about a deal?”
She paused, glancing back at him, curious.
“Huh?” she said. “No, you’ve got to talk to the agent in charge. This isn’t even our case anymore. We just dropped by to chat. ’Bye, Vukovic. Look both ways before you cross the street next time, okay?”
Out in the corridor, walking fast, Jessie curled her hands into fists at her sides.
“Great. So we’ve got no lead, Steranko knows we’re hunting him, and he’s stocking up on firepower for—” She paused, tugging out her phone as it buzzed. “What now?”
She stared at the screen, lips pursed into a tight and bloodless line.
“What?” I said.
“Looks like we’re not done getting chewed out today,” she said. “Linder just landed at Logan airport.”



THREE
Linder didn’t want to meet at the Boston field office, which was fine by me. We weren’t the most welcome people there at the moment. Instead, he called us to the Boston Park Plaza Hotel. It was a monument from the Roaring Twenties, a towering thousand-room hotel shaped like a wedge of stone. I imagined it was the sort of place where you’d put a foreign dignitary or an ambassador up for the night.
We met up with April and Kevin in the lobby. Kevin looked like a dog who’d just been whacked with a rolled-up newspaper. From the sharpness of her eyes behind her gray steel bifocals, April looked like she’d been doing the whacking. She sat back in her wheelchair, chin high, cold and silent.
Jessie stalked toward Kevin, her lips pursed in a tight line, her hands clenched at her sides. I rushed to keep up with her, putting a steadying hand on her shoulder. She shook it off.
“I know,” Kevin said, turning to face us. “I messed up—”
“That’s not even the word for what you did,” Jessie said, dropping her voice low. “What were you thinking?”
April held up one finger.
“Jessie, I’ve already spoken to him about it, and he understands his mistake. There’s no need for further reprimand.”
“What were you thinking?” she repeated, ignoring April.
Jessie already knew the answer, though. She had to know. I knew.
“He killed Mikki,” Kevin said through gritted teeth. “I mean, he didn’t, but he could tell us where Roman Steranko is. I couldn’t let him get away. Look, worst-case scenario, we got a gunrunner off the streets. What’s the problem?”
“Not only—” Jessie said. She took a deep breath, fighting to control herself. “Not only did he not know where Steranko is, you blew that, too. He’s got a genuine excessive-force claim. You know what that means? He’s gonna get a pass in exchange for shutting up about it. A slap on the wrist. And you know what happens next?”
Kevin didn’t answer. He stared at her, lips slightly parted, frozen.
“It means he’s back in business. Selling guns to muggers, stickup men, and worse. The kind of people who use them on innocent civilians. Hell, you want a really personal example? Maybe the next time somebody takes a shot at me and Harmony, it’s with one of his guns. Every weapon he puts into circulation from now on is one that could have been stopped if you’d kept your head straight out there. And every bullet that comes out of those guns, and every dead body that drops with one of those bullets in them? That’s on you, too.”
Kevin didn’t say a word. He looked shell-shocked, standing there unblinking, petrified. I put my hand on his shoulder.
“Hey,” I said softly, “it’s okay. We all make mistakes. You just need to understand that when we’re in the field, every decision matters. Working for Vigilant means handling a lot of power. We make big decisions—but that means big consequences, too. It’s not a license to do whatever we want. When we forget that, people get hurt.”
He whispered, his voice on the edge of breaking. “It was my fault. Losing Steranko in the first place.”
“How do you mean?” I asked.
“The tap.” He swallowed. Hard. “The tap I put on Vukovic’s phone. It should have been undetectable. Like glass. Steranko must have found it—that’s the only way he would have known to cancel the meeting and warn Vukovic.”
I shook my head. “How is that even possible? It was a phone tap. You do those in your sleep.”
“Have you read his file? Harmony, you don’t know what this guy is capable of. He’s got a perfect eidetic memory.” Kevin tapped the side of his forehead. “He sees something—once—and it’s locked in his head forever. One in a billion people has that kind of brainpower.”
“You’re not exactly a slouch in the brainpower department. What was it that landed you in Witness Protection? Hacking the Gambino family’s bank accounts? I’ve seen you do things with a computer that boggle my mind.”
“I didn’t say I’m not good at what I do. I’m great at what I do.” His shoulders sagged. “He’s . . . just better.”
Jessie’s expression softened, her glare fading as she gave a tired shake of her head.
“He’s not better than us. He’ll make a mistake, Kevin. And when he does, we’ll be there.” She glanced over at the elevator banks. “Come on. Normally I don’t mind keeping Linder waiting, but this isn’t a good day for it.”
Linder’s escort was waiting for us the second we stepped off the elevator on the sixth floor. A man wearing dark glasses and a translucent plastic earpiece, its coiled cord winding down to disappear inside the lapel of his charcoal suit coat, stood like a statue to the left of the doors. His twin held a post about twenty feet down the hall, outside a suite door. They looked like Secret Service; I wondered if Linder had that kind of pull. It wouldn’t have surprised me.
The second sentry moved to block our way as we approached the suite. “Hold up,” he said, one palm raised and the fingers of his other hand pressed to his earpiece. “Sir, we have four arriv—Yes. Yes, sir.”
Without another word he slotted a key card and opened the door, waving us inside.
The suite was bigger than my apartment, an expanse of beige-and-blue diamond-checkered carpet leading to windows with a view over Boston Commons Park. The colonial furniture in the sitting nook had been hastily rearranged in a loose semicircle, and the dining table pushed into one corner to make room for a standing screen and a projector wired to a slender chrome-shelled laptop. Heating vents rumbled softly, keeping the autumn cold at bay and flooding the room with drowsy warmth.
“Sit,” Linder said. The door swung shut behind us, leaving the five of us alone together.
“Regarding your performance today—” he started to say as we took our seats.
“That was my fault,” Kevin said. “Jessie and Harmony had nothing to do with it.”
Linder froze. He slowly arched one eyebrow, staring at Kevin.
“Yes. It was your fault. I’m not impressed, and I’m going to be spending the bulk of my weekend covering for your sloppy work and explaining why you were conducting an unsanctioned field operation to my superiors in DC. What I was going to say, however, if you’d please not interrupt me again, is that we don’t have time to discuss it right now. A situation’s come up. Top-level crisis.”
He strode over to the laptop, leaned in, and tapped a few keys. The projector flared to life and cast a grainy image across the screen. The front page of a scanned document, covered in faded stamps and scribbled dates. PROJECT MERCURY WHISPER, read big block letters, just above a drawing of an Egyptian sphinx on top of a wire-frame globe: the seal of the National Air and Space Intelligence Center.
“This is a top-secret document, firewalled behind very limited sensitive-compartmented clearance,” Linder said. “It was not easy to obtain.”
The projector flickered. Now we were looking at a faded photograph shot from outer space, catching sunlight as it washed across the vast blue face of Earth. The planet wasn’t the focus of the shot, though: something was out there, amid the starry void, something small and blurry and dark.
Linder gestured to the screen. “Are any of you familiar with the so-called Red Knight satellite?”
“Folklore,” April said, a note of disdain at the edge of her faint Irish accent. “It’s a conspiracy theory, of sorts. According to the tale, the Red Knight was first sighted by an astronomer in 1954—three years before Sputnik. Neither we nor the Russians could have possibly launched a satellite at that time, though. The technology didn’t exist yet.”
Another flicker of light. Another photograph. Newer, crisper. Closer. The satellite on the screen looked like its namesake: metallic crimson and sleek, curved like the horse-head knight in a game of chess.
“This was taken eight months ago,” Linder said. “The Red Knight is real, and certain agencies have been reliably tracking it since the mid-1980s. Most of the public story is carefully strewn misinformation, designed to reduce credibility.”
Jessie leaned forward in her chair, frowning at the screen. “Whose misinformation? Who’s leading the cover-up?”
“Not us. We aren’t the only shark in these murky waters, Agent Temple. Every now and then we brush up against another deniable operation inside the government. We attempt to keep those brushes as soft and as brief as possible. Vigilant Lock isn’t looking to make friends, and there’s no indication their agenda is in line with our own.”
The next slide was a list of equations so dense they made my eyes water. Paragraphs of calculus underneath a chart showing a declining bloodred curve.
“Last week,” Linder said, “the Red Knight collided with a small piece of space debris. No serious damage that we can tell, but it spun into a decaying orbit. It’s coming down.”
The equations flipped to one side, replaced by a topographic map. OREGON, read the bottom of the map. A black circle looped around a stretch of green and rugged land. Linder gestured to the screen.
“According to the trajectory calculations, it will land here. Somewhere in the vicinity of Deschutes National Forest, not far from the Cascade Mountains. It will make Earthfall within two days. Your mission is to locate the crash site and any debris that survives atmospheric reentry.”
April and Jessie shared a glance. When Jessie raised her hand, she voiced what we were all thinking.
“I’m going to ask the obvious question,” she said. “Why us? Vigilant Lock was created to deal with occult threats. So somebody built a satellite with tech three years ahead of its time? Okay, that’s weird, but that’s not supernatural. Why not let NASA or the air force deal with it?”
Linder was silent for a moment.
“What you are about to see,” he told us, “is a photograph accidentally taken by the Hubble Space Telescope on June 19, 2006. The main camera was immediately brought off-line, and the image was scrubbed from the public record and branded with category-one yankee white clearance.”
My spine stiffened. The only people awarded that level of security clearance are officials who work in direct contact with the president.
The photo made me think of the aurora borealis. A shimmering cosmic cloud enveloped the satellite, glowing in shades of deep violet and nightingale blue. It should have been beautiful. Should have been. But as I stared at the image, a crawling sense of unease squirmed in the back of my mind. There was something wrong, something terribly wrong. I studied the cloud, seeing more of it now. The contours, the gaps, the suggestion of two empty pockets shaped like—
“Eyes,” April breathed, seeing it, too. “It’s not a cloud. It’s a face.”
“This next one came from an NSA spy sat in 2011.” Linder clicked a button and advanced the slide. “To date, it’s the clearest shot we have.”
The angle was perfect. Just the right distance, just the right focus to take it all in. A contorted face made of colored gaseous light, hovering over the Red Knight. Its expression was unmistakable: absolute, furious rage.
The face was screaming.
“I had the lab boys crunch some numbers,” Linder said, “using the camera distance, speed and trajectory, planetary references, and so on. According to their best estimate, that entity—the part of it we can see, at least—is roughly two kilometers tall.”
Jessie slumped back in her chair. “Jesus,” she muttered, eyes locked on the screen.
“It’s not always present. But, ever since the first sighting, it’s been picked up once a year. Always in the same place, always brushing up against the Red Knight like a fly drawn to an electric light. Whatever this entity is, it appears to be attracted to the satellite.”
“Once a year?” I asked.
“Once a year,” Linder said. “In the fall. The exact day varies, but it inevitably appears near the satellite within a one-month window. Our best estimate is that it’s due for another visit within one week at the very latest.”
“One week before it comes looking for the satellite,” Kevin said, “that’s about to land here. On Earth. So when that thing comes back around again . . .”
Linder clasped his hands behind his back.
“And that, Agents, is why this mission just became Vigilant Lock’s number one priority. While we don’t know its ultimate intentions, under the circumstances I’m designating the Red Knight apparition as Hostile Entity 141.”



FOUR
I was relieved when he advanced the slide. I didn’t want to spend another second looking at that face in the stars. It reminded me of a photograph, from a book I’d read as a girl, of a blue whale passing underneath a rowboat. Just a silhouette in the shadows, but so much vaster than the tiny human above it. Too vast.
The next photograph was down at Earth level, a candid sidewalk shot in what looked like downtown Manhattan. The man on display was graying at the temples, dressed in a tweed jacket with leather patches on the elbows.
“This is Agent Lawrence, from Beach Cell. They’re much like your cell, Agent Temple, but a bit more . . . orthodox, and technically focused. Beach is deep undercover on an unrelated assignment, and it’s too dangerous to pull them all out. I’m making an exception for Lawrence: he’s a trained astrophysicist. He’ll rendezvous with you in Oregon, equipped with up-to-the-minute telemetry data, and provide assistance in locating the crash site.”
“And our part?” I asked. “Beyond locating it.”
“If we’re very lucky,” Linder said, “the Red Knight will burn up on reentry, but I never plan on luck. I want you to examine whatever survives, quickly document whatever you can for our records, then destroy the debris by any means necessary. The satellite is acting as some kind of beacon. You’ve seen what it calls. We don’t want it broadcasting from American soil.”
I hated to ask my next question, but I had to do it.
“And if this entity, whatever it is, manifests at the crash site?”
Linder nodded toward Kevin. “Then I hope you’re better at witchcraft than your young colleague is at driving a surveillance van, Agent Black, because your abilities are going to be the only thing standing in its way.”
Sure, I thought, feeling a sudden lump in my throat as I swallowed. No pressure.
“Leave your service weapons with me,” Linder said. “You’ll be flying commercial, and I strongly recommend using civilian cover. Agent Lawrence will bring your firearms to the rendezvous, along with a few useful pieces of equipment.”
“You said certain agencies have been tracking this thing since the ’80s,” Jessie said. “If Vigilant isn’t the only group monitoring the Red Knight, everybody knows it’s coming down, right?”
Linder pointed at her. “Precisely. You can fully expect that you won’t be the only hunters in those woods. That’s why it’s imperative you get there first.”
“What can you tell us about the others?” I asked. “What are we up against out there?”
“Mostly government assets unaware of Vigilant’s existence. You may encounter NASIC scientists, possibly with air force support.”
“Mostly?” April said, catching the hesitation in his voice.
“That . . . other shark, sharing our waters, that I mentioned earlier. All I can tell you is that they are, like us, a black-budget agency with considerable unlisted resources to draw upon. Their human assets appear to be heavily private sector, with tendrils in the military, CIA, and NSA. Their goals are at this time unknown.”
Too pat. Too easy. I knew Linder well enough to tell when he was holding his cards to his chest. I shifted in my chair, locked eyes with him, and shook my head.
“What else?” I asked. “And don’t tell us it’s on a need-to-know basis. If there’s a covert threat out there, we need everything you’ve got on them.”
He paused, weighing his words before he spoke.
“Two months ago, cell designation Redbird was on a mission in Miami. Their reports indicated strange interference—unexplained surveillance, hiccups in their electronic equipment, a vague sense that they weren’t the only operatives on the ground. They thought I’d sent in another team to covertly check on their work. I hadn’t.”
“And?” April asked. “What happened?”
Linder took a deep breath.
“They went off grid. Later, the members of Redbird were found by local police in the belly of a derelict cargo ship. They’d been bound at the wrists and ankles, made to kneel in a row, and executed. Each body had two bullets in the back of the head, at point-blank range.”
None of us said a word. There wasn’t anything to say.
“As I told you,” Linder said, “we aren’t looking to make friends. And neither are they. Move swift and move silent. If you can gather any information on the opposition, do so, but not at the risk of our own operational security. We don’t know how much hard intel they’ve gathered about Vigilant Lock. Let’s keep that amount as close to zero as possible. Any other questions?”
Jessie and I shared a silent look. We nodded at the same time.
“We’re on it,” Jessie said, pushing herself up from the chair. “Let’s roll, kids. We’ve got a satellite to burn.”
“I’m sending flight details to your phones,” Linder said. “You’re airborne in two hours. I’ve also arranged housing at a wilderness lodge on the shore of Suttle Lake, not far from the expected crash zone. Agent Lawrence will make contact with you there.”
As we headed for the door, Linder cleared his throat.
“Oh, Agent Temple? Just . . . one more thing.”
Jessie turned, glancing back over her shoulder.
“I’ve been reviewing your report on the Talbot Cove incident,” he said. “Good work, as always. I was just wondering, by any chance, did you happen to interview a local man named Douglas Bredford while you were there?”
Jessie smiled. “Nope. Never heard of him. You know me: if it’s not in the report, it didn’t happen.”
He nodded, his face an expressionless mask.
“Just checking,” he said.
“Why?” she asked. “Is he a person of interest?”
He hesitated. His gaze shifted left, and down.
“His name came up in an unrelated dispatch. Just thought I’d ask. Have a safe flight, Agents.”
None of us said a word until we got to the elevator, and the brushed-steel doors slid shut to seal us in.
“Does he—” Kevin started to say.
Jessie shook her head, tight. “Uh-uh.”
He got the hint and fell silent. Linder had ears all around him, and we weren’t sure just how far his hearing could reach.

We sat in a row of hard, gray plastic seats, under a glowing American Airlines sign in white and cherry red. Digital clocks ticked down the long, slow minutes until boarding. Jessie drummed her fingers on a plastic armrest. She wasn’t good at waiting. Kevin kept his face buried in his phone, while I sat back and took in the sparse clumps of fellow passengers scattered around the concourse. Trying to read faces, read intentions.
“‘Just . . . one more thing,’” April recited, her voice dry as she rolled her chair around to face us. “Do you think our beloved taskmaster was deliberately imitating Columbo, or was it merely a happy accident?”
“You think he knows?” Jessie asked.
April gave a humorless chuckle. “My dear, you’re asking the wrong question. But no. His body language was hesitant, and he waited until we’d almost left because he didn’t want to ask the question in the first place, then he shifted into avoidance mode. He suspects we made contact with Bredford, he absolutely suspects, but he isn’t certain. More importantly, he wants the answer to be no. Now, what does that tell us?”
We’d met Douglas Bredford on our investigation in Talbot Cove. He was a walking train wreck, a drunk and despondent ex-cop turned sorcerer coasting his way to liver failure in a cheap backwoods bar. The alcohol never got the chance to kill him, though: the bomb somebody planted in his trailer did the job just fine.
Bredford had dropped a name—Cold Spectrum. I thought it sounded suspicious, and Kevin had one of his hacker buddies check it out. He didn’t just find something: he woke something up. Kevin’s contact had to flee across three states and burn a fake ID to get away, while encrypted e-mail flew across government servers from coast to coast. All of it dedicated to a single question: Who is asking about Cold Spectrum?
Bredford’s parting gift came courtesy of his next-door neighbor, who’d been given an envelope to deliver to us. Douglas knew he’d been marked for death; part of me wondered if we were his method of suicide. He had to know that once he poked his head up, whoever he’d been hiding from all those years would come after him with a vengeance. Maybe he’d picked going out with a bang over a slow death from the bottle. The envelope he’d left behind was stuffed with pictures, including one of Linder with a red-ink bull’s-eye drawn around his face.
“We know that whatever Cold Spectrum was, Linder was involved somehow,” I said. “And we know the bombing was meant to silence Douglas Bredford. They—whoever they is—want this story to stay buried.”
“Which means anybody who had contact with him is gonna get sanitized,” Jessie said.
Kevin held up a finger. “Uh. Sanitized?”
“Scrubbed clean off the earth,” Jessie said, “just like Bredford was. But Linder doesn’t want that to happen. Sure, we’re a little unorthodox and we might leave a mess or two behind for him to clean up, but we get the job done better than anybody else he’s got. So it’s in his best interests to believe we never crossed Dougie’s path.”
“As long as we make it possible for him to do so,” April said. “If we’re too obvious in our inquiries, on the other hand . . .”
She left the rest unspoken.
“So,” Jessie said, changing the subject, “here’s how we’re going to play this mission. We’ve got no reason to be in Oregon on federal business, and we need to keep a low profile for obvious reasons, so I want us all working under civilian cover. April, did you get Harmony’s paper sorted?”
April reached back. A beige canvas tote bag emblazoned with the National Public Radio logo hung over one of her chair’s handles. She slung it onto her lap and pulled out a long manila envelope, passing it my way. I tore the flap as neatly as I could and peeked inside.
“Our usual civvie cover is a company called Oceanic Polymer,” Jessie told me. “It’s solid, been registered and in good standing in the state of New York for about seven years—apparently it’s a leftover from some old undercover DEA op. Linder scooped it up and turned it into a Vigilant asset.”
I fished out a handful of business cards, blue on artfully faded cream, with a wavy logo. “Marilyn Fischer,” one read, “Director of Finance.”
April gestured to the card. “The main company line goes to an answering service and an operator trained in providing just enough information to assuage suspicious inquiries. As long as no one tries to physically visit the company headquarters—which is a rented post-office box in Queens—it should hold up to moderate scrutiny.”
“I’m an accountant?” I asked.
“Your real degree was in forensic accounting, right?” Jessie asked. “Figured that identity would suit you if you have to get into any conversations about your backstory. I’m the director of sales, Auntie April is human resources, and Kevin’s an IT tech. And we are . . . hmm. I’ve got it: we’re on a mandatory company outing and team-building exercise. Hiking, camping, tightrope walking, trust falls, all that fun stuff. We’re gonna leverage our synergy by thinking outside the box and becoming brand innovators.”
With a wry smile, April held up a finger. “Request to be exempted from tightrope walking.”
“Denied,” Jessie said. “We’re all in this together. We need all hands on deck if we’re going to make our fourth-quarter margins.”
“Jessie,” I asked, “have you ever actually worked in an office?”
“Nope, but I watched all nine seasons of The Office.”
I started to reply, paused, then nodded. “Actually . . . yeah, that’s good enough.”
A distorted voice warbled over the terminal speakers, announcing the first boarding call.
Kevin held back a little as we rose, hesitant. “Hey,” he said softly.
Jessie glanced at him. “Yeah?”
“Are we . . .” He stared down at his sneakers. It took him a minute before he managed to look her in the eye. “Are we . . . okay? I mean, after everything that happened today.”
She started to say something, paused a second, and shrugged. Then she swatted him across the back of the head.
“Now we’re okay,” she said.
“Damn.” Kevin winced, smoothing his rumpled hair. “That hurt.”
“Yeah. Stupidity should be painful. That’s how you learn not to be stupid. C’mon, we’ve got a flight to catch.”



FIVE
There was no straight shot from Logan International to our final destination. Instead, we flew into Portland, waited two hours in a barren terminal with nothing to do but count the minutes, then caught an old sixty-seat puddle jumper for the flight from Portland to Redmond. We were closer to sunrise than sunset, all the way into the dark and almost out the other side.
I leaned against the edge of my cramped canvas seat and half slept, half stared through the porthole window at a starless night void. And below, the forests. An endless horizon of rolling, rough green, mighty pines rising up like a bed of spears. The twin propellers whirred, making the cabin shiver and hum, lulling me into a dream.
I dreamed of a hedge maze, carved from black diamonds and eastern jade. And as I ran in silence, stumbling through turn after turn, I knew I was only getting farther away from the exit. At the heart of the maze, at the summit of every bad decision and mistake I’d ever made, my minotaur waited. The minotaur’s raspy breath sounded like the thrum of an airplane engine.
He didn’t need to hunt me down. He knew I’d come to him, eventually.
April’s gentle hand shook me awake. The first rays of sunlight filtered through the portholes as we taxied down a landing strip, the plane’s nose turned toward a small terminal. Roberts Field was a regional airport, serving a tiny handful of carriers with local flights. We disembarked on a rolling staircase—two porters helping to ease April’s wheelchair down the steps—and headed across the tarmac.
I was thankful I’d hung on to the olive army-surplus jacket from our disaster of a stakeout: a brisk wind ruffled my short blonde hair, the temperature hanging somewhere in the low fifties. I could taste diesel fumes in the back of my throat.
The terminal had a rustic, comfortable feel. Linder had called ahead to arrange our transportation; Jessie led the way to the Budget Rent a Car desk.
“Top-level emergency,” she murmured to me as we approached a tired-looking clerk. “Possible global crisis. You know we’re getting a serious muscle car this time. I can feel it in my bones.”
What she felt, after they’d confirmed our reservation and processed Jessie’s Oceanic Polymer corporate AmEx card, was a plastic tag clipped to the keys for a compact Ford Focus spattered in tree sap.
“That,” she said, standing out in the parking lot with her shoulders slumped, “just isn’t right. You know that’s not right.”
“It’s fuel efficient,” April said, rolling around to the passenger side.
I didn’t have to ask if I was driving. If a car didn’t have at least six cylinders, Jessie wasn’t interested. I just held out my open hand and caught the keys.
We had an hour’s drive from Redmond, most of it a straight shot along OR-126. We rolled down the windows and let the cool forest air wash away the night, crisp and clean and smelling like fresh-churned soil. The Cascade Mountains rose up in the distance, their white-capped peaks like fortress walls under a blue, cloudless sky.
A little over halfway there, just before turning northwest on US-20, we rolled through a town called Sisters. It was smaller than Talbot Cove, with a main street that looked like the set of a cowboy movie, frozen in time.
“Check this out,” Kevin said from the backseat, fixated on his phone. “They actually have rodeos here. Can we see a rodeo on our way back?”
“The only thing I want to see right now is a menu,” Jessie said, and my empty stomach growled in agreement. We stopped for breakfast at Bronco Billy’s Ranch Grill and Saloon. To my relief and Jessie’s visible disappointment, there were no showgirls, barroom brawls, or high-noon gunfights. There was, however, the best plate of french toast I’d tasted outside my mother’s kitchen: rich and fluffy, dripping with fresh butter and hot maple syrup. I ate too much. I had no regrets. I figured we were about to get plenty of exercise hiking through the wilderness.
The road to Suttle Lake was a string of graceful curving bends through a canyon of trees. The forest rose up on either side of us, tall and ancient and strong. The road felt like an embarrassing affectation, an attempt to carve some kind of scar into the face of the forest vastness, to prove humanity had dominion here.
I wondered, if we stopped tending the road, stopped laying down fresh layers of asphalt and rebar and fighting back the growth, how long it would take for the forest to swallow it back up again. A hundred years from now, would there be any proof we were here at all?
The GPS chimed and the forest walls parted, opening onto a vista of glittering blue water. Canvas sails rippled, catching the wind and sending sailboats coasting across the placid lake, while fly-fishers cast their lines at the water’s edge and tourists in pumpkin-orange life vests paddled canoes close to the shoreline.
Five minutes later, I was pulling into the parking lot of the Lakeview Lodge. The lodge was bigger than the last Hilton I’d stayed at, only three stories tall but stretching out long, elegant wings near the water’s edge, and built with a log-cabin aesthetic. Signs pointed the way toward trails behind the hotel, where actual log cabins offered more rustic housing for weekend adventurers.
“I looked this place up on our way over,” Kevin said, opening his door. “Technically we’re still inside Deschutes National Forest; the feds give very limited building permission, so the lodge is the only hotel within fifty miles.”
“Meaning,” Jessie said, “unless they decided to camp out in the woods, anybody else on the Red Knight’s trail is going to be staying here, too. Eyes open.”
I watched happy families walking the trails around the lodge. Hiking, toting tackle boxes, enjoying the last good days before winter came.
“Do you miss it?” April asked, rolling along beside me.
I blinked, snapped out of a daydream I didn’t know I was having.
“Miss what?”
She nodded at a passing family. A young woman carrying a wicker picnic basket, a toddler riding high on his father’s shoulders.
“The days when you didn’t know what you know. The bliss of ignorance. You can’t see the world like they can, not anymore.”
Threat assessments. That’s how I saw the world. Checking hands, checking angles, always on the watch for guns and bad intentions. The Bureau trained that into me. Working for Vigilant Lock just drove the lesson bone-deep.
“I don’t mind giving up my day in the sun so other people can have theirs.” I glanced sidelong at her. “Are you psychoanalyzing me?”
She smiled. “Old habits.”
The lodge’s foyer was the size of a small ballroom, with rustic chairs and sofas arrayed around a gray stone fireplace. The trophy head of a buck kept a glassy-eyed watch over the check-in desk, opposite the stuffed, rearing husk of a shaggy black bear.
“Nothing says hello like dead animals,” Jessie said under her breath.
“Let’s focus on the important thing here,” Kevin replied. “They have Wi-Fi.”
The man behind the counter wore owlish glasses and bright-red suspenders, and his hair had receded to a ring of pale-white curls around the edges of his scalp. He greeted us with a smile.
“Temple, reservations for four,” Jessie told him. We waited while he hunt-and-pecked his way across a computer keyboard, squinting at his bulky antique monitor.
“Temple, Temple,” he murmured, then perked up. “Here we go! Party of four. We’ve got two rooms reserved for you, 207 and 208, in the east wing of the main building. Just go right up the main staircase and take a left.”
“Do you happen to have an elevator?” April asked him.
He glanced across the counter and down at her, as if noticing her for the first time. His face went beet red.
“Oh, um, of course, I’m sorry. Just down that hall, across the lobby.”
I gave the room another once-over as a pack of middle-aged tourists—all wearing blue T-shirts reading SCHUMER FAMILY VACATION ’16—jostled their way up the stairs.
“Are you usually this crowded this time of year?” I asked the clerk. “Seems a little late in the season.”
“It is peculiar. Normally August is our peak month. Still, you won’t hear me complaining!” He beamed and handed over our keys. They were leashed to fat lacquered tags carved like tiny logs, room numbers artfully burned into the wood. “Now, don’t forget: we serve up a continental breakfast right here in the lobby, every morning from eight to ten. Completely complimentary, but once you taste Norma’s coffee, you’ll be amazed we don’t charge for it. There’s also a wine-and-cheese tasting every evening at seven.”
The elevator had been an afterthought at best, a cramped cage that barely fit the four of us, wheezing its way up to the second floor. Once the doors sealed us in, Jessie folded her arms.
“Okay, we are now officially in hostile territory. We don’t know who the competition is, or how many of them there are, but we do have competition. See anything hinky so far?”
“While I’m inclined to say an entire family wearing custom-printed vacation shirts qualifies,” April said drily, “it’s not suspicious so much as a questionable fashion judgment.”
“We can rule out anyone traveling with children,” I said. “That narrows down the field.”
“Can we?” April asked me.
“You don’t think so?”
“The Russian SVR has been known to use children in surveillance operations, precisely because it throws suspicion off their ‘parents.’ Mossad is also fond of that technique.” The elevator ground to a halt, doors chiming. “Until we know who else is after the Red Knight, and their intentions, I don’t think we should rule out anyone who looks fieldwork capable.”
At the end of a long balcony hall, overlooking a gallery lined in forest-green carpet, our rooms awaited. They were bigger than I expected, and cozier, too, with two queen beds draped under patchwork afghan quilts.
“Now we just need to hook up with—” Jessie paused, checking her phone. “Speak of the devil.”
“Agent Lawrence?” I asked.
“On his way up. Let’s hope he’s easy to work with.”
That was the first of many hopes that didn’t come true that week.



SIX
Lawrence looked like the unholy offspring of a pit bull and an IRS agent. He glared out from behind amber-tinted bifocals, holding his shoulders like he’d forgotten to take his shirt off the hanger before he wore it. Jessie offered him a handshake and a smile as he stepped into the guest room. He didn’t accept either one.
“Wonderful,” was the first thing he said, looking over the four of us. “So this is what I have to work with.”
“I’m Jessie Temple,” Jessie said, gesturing my way. “This is—”
“I know who you all are.” He barged past us, setting a bulky canvas messenger bag on the dresser. “Linder briefed me in the air. And you’ll forgive my lack of social niceties, but I was just pulled out of deep cover for this. Every minute I’m not with my team, they’re in serious danger. I can’t believe your cell doesn’t have a single dedicated scientist. Then again, considering what I’ve heard about you, perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised.”
“I am a scientist,” April said.
He tugged out a laptop and fired it up, pressing his thumb to the center of the touch pad. The pad strobed blue, and the words Print Confirmed: Unlocking flickered on the screen.
“For the record, Dr. Cassidy, psychology is not a science.”
She arched an eyebrow but didn’t reply. Lawrence brought up a chart on the screen—a descending parabola, like the one Linder had shown us in the briefing, but laden with trajectory and angle equations.
“This is my most up-to-date calculation, using telemetry acquired five hours ago,” he explained. “Going by this, the Red Knight—or whatever will be left of it, after reentry—should crash north of our location. I can narrow the crash window to a two-mile radius, maybe tighter as more data comes in.”
“Needle in a haystack.” Jessie shook her head. “When’s it coming down?”
“Tomorrow evening. Most likely a few hours before midnight. We’ll want to get an early start.”
“We’ll be ready,” Jessie said. “Linder said you’d have something for us?”
He picked up the messenger bag and emptied it onto one of the bedspreads, neatly organizing the contents as he spoke.
“Right. Since you’re operating under civilian cover, he asked me to procure substitutes for your usual service weapons. So: four Glock 43 pistols, and a supply of nine-millimeter Parabellum ammunition.”
“I get a gun?” Kevin asked, lighting up.
“No,” Jessie told him. “I get two guns.”
“These are all Vigilant standard-deniable packages,” Lawrence told us. “Acid-seared serial numbers and modified barrels to confuse any forensic examinations of spent shells. They cannot be connected to any crimes on record, or traced to their point of origin.”
He held up one of the pistols, turning it sideways to show off the tiny frame.
“The model forty-three is designed for concealed carry. You have a six-round magazine and your standard polymer frame. Light but very durable. These pieces have been further modified for a featherweight trigger pull. Don’t get too attached—I’ll be taking them with me when the mission is over. They’re on loan from Beach Cell’s armory.”
“Your team has its own armory?” I said.
“You don’t?”
The next item in his hands was a thick pair of eyeglasses, with Buddy Holly–style black plastic frames. “Now, then. Linder advised we may be encountering rival actors in the field, and he’d like as much intel as we can safely gather on them. These glasses are equipped with a sixteen-megapixel camera, capable of recording still pictures, video, and sound.”
“Wait,” Kevin said, “you get gadgets? We don’t get gadgets.”
Lawrence rolled his eyes and held up a fountain pen. “This is the control. Press down on the cap, like so: one click to take a single photograph, two rapid clicks to begin and end video recording. Keep it in your pocket, and you can operate the glasses without ever touching them. Perfectly discreet.”
Kevin looked at April. “Why don’t we get gadgets?”
Lawrence turned his wrist, flashing a titanium Raymond Weil watch. “My wristwatch possesses similar functionality. And before you ask, no. You can’t have one.”
Jessie scooped up the glasses from the bedspread, gave the chunky frames a dubious look, shrugged, and held them out to me.
“More your style than mine,” she said.
My fingers slid across the curve of the glasses, but my eyes were on Lawrence. In the field, being able to trust your partners can mean the difference between life and death. We didn’t have his trust, or his respect, and that meant we wouldn’t be operating at our best when we headed into the wilderness. There’s an interrogation technique called mirroring—you echo a suspect’s body language and mannerisms, bringing them into unconscious alignment with you. I tried it on him now, keeping my movements sparse and direct, matching the tilt of his head and the aggressive bent of his shoulders.
“Storage capacity?” I asked him. Not mimicking his voice, but taking his clipped tone and making it my own.
“Thirty-two gigabytes of onboard storage.”
I slipped them on, getting used to the fit. The lenses were simple sheets of glass.
“Good. Transfer medium?”
His scowl softened, just a bit. Now he had eyes only for me, a one-on-one conversation in a crowded room.
“Bluetooth. It’ll pair with your phone. I . . . can show you how, if you need help.”
I shook my head. “I won’t keep you; you have more important things to deal with. We’ll rendezvous first thing in the morning. Thank you, Agent Lawrence.”
“Thank you, Agent Black. Can you source some all-terrain vehicles?”
“Done,” I said.
“Well, it’s good to see there’s at least one professional on this team.” Lawrence closed his laptop shell and shouldered his bag before handing me a slip of paper. “I’m staying in cabin four, up the trail, where I will be spending the remainder of the day trying to narrow down our search window. This is my cell number, but unless the lodge is burning down around your ears, do not interrupt me. We’ll rendezvous in the lobby at eight a.m. sharp.”
“Let me just say it’s great to be working with another team in the field”—Jessie paused as Lawrence brushed past her and let himself out, slamming the door behind him—“you enormous asshole.”
“He’ll be fine tomorrow,” I said. “He just needed a little reassurance, that’s all. I gave it to him.”
Kevin played with the glasses-camera’s control pen, tugging the cap and twisting it.
“Seriously,” he said. “I really want to know. Why don’t we get gadgets? This is some straight-up James Bond stuff.”
Jessie snatched the pen out of his hand, tossing it over to me. “Because Jason Bourne can kick James Bond’s ass, little man, and that’s how we roll: car chases and parkour.”
“Couldn’t we do car chases and parkour with gadgets?”
April rolled around to the side of the bed and helped herself to one of the Glock 43s, one eye squinting as she aimed down the sights.
“While I partake in neither of said pleasures,” she said, “it would be nice to upgrade our field equipment once in a while. These are quite lovely.”
“Speaking of equipment,” I said, “not only are we nowhere near equipped for tromping around in the woods after dark, we didn’t even have time to pack toothbrushes. Let’s drive back to Sisters. I’m pretty sure we passed a sporting-goods store on the way.”
“We’re gonna want bug spray,” Kevin said, opening the door for us. “Lots of bug spray. And for the record? Daniel Craig’s Bond would stomp Jason Bourne into a mudhole. Indisputable fact.”
“Indisputable,” Jessie echoed, grinning. “Oh, let’s talk about that in the car.”

We got back from Sisters around seven, laden with bags of gear. Nothing as high-tech as Agent Lawrence’s spy watch, but some sturdy new boots and focused-beam lamps with heavy-duty batteries would make navigating the forest after dark that much easier. I had picked up a change of clothes for tomorrow, prompting a quirked eyebrow from Jessie as she stood behind me in the cash-register line.
“Checkered flannel shirt, huh?” she said.
“Flannel’s warm. What about it?”
“Nothing,” she said, all mock innocence as she looked up to the store ceiling. “Nothing at all. Hey, don’t you want to buy some Doc Martens with that?”
I showed her the pair of boots I’d picked out.
“I am. Why?”
“Okay,” Jessie said, “now you’re just messing with me.”
“What?”
“Swear to God, you dress like my last girlfriend.” She held up one finger. “Not a compliment.”
Back in the lodge’s lobby, the receptionist and a pair of assistants were draping white plastic sheets over folding card tables. One table sported an assortment of dark glass bottles for the seven o’clock wine tasting, and another assistant swooped past us with a grocery-store cheese tray under a plastic dome.
“Thinking what I’m thinking?” Jessie asked me.
“Perfect time to scope out our fellow vacationers,” I said. “Let’s stash our purchases, come back, and mingle a little.”
By a quarter after seven, they had a full house. Light classical music played over tinny speakers, trying to give the brightly lit lobby a little ambience. Some of the guests orbited the room with wine in plastic stemware and cheese slices on little paper plates, while the group outings (including the extended family in matching blue shirts) mostly kept to themselves. I pushed the camera glasses up on my nose.
“It’s not the Four Seasons,” April said, eyeing a bottle on a nearby table and squinting at the label, “but it’s a pleasant gesture. Even if I wouldn’t cook with that vintage.”
“Can I have some wine?” Kevin asked.
“No,” April told him, at the same moment Jessie held up a finger and said, “One glass.” They gave each other a look.
I kept my eyes on the crowd. Staying casual, glancing to hands and hip pockets, checking for suspicious bulges. If anyone was carrying concealed, I didn’t see it—then again, my new Glock rode snug against my hip, and nobody would be spotting that without a pat-down, either.
“Pick any winners?” Jessie asked.
I shook my head. There were forty, maybe fifty people milling around the room, a lot of retirees, some younger couples, but I didn’t know what I was looking for. You can’t make a profile without information, and all we knew for certain was that we weren’t the only hunters in this forest.
“What’s your take on them?” I asked, giving a nod toward a group by the cheese table. Seven tourists, college age at most, were laughing and talking up a storm. They looked more like a hipster coffee-shop or library crowd than the kind of friends who go on wilderness adventures. Nothing suspicious or sinister, but unusual enough to catch my eye.
“Let’s say hi,” Jessie said, but Kevin caught her sleeve.
“Hold on,” he said, looking inspired. “I’ve got this.”
“Kevin, fieldwork isn’t exactly your—”
“Trust me.”
He sidled up to a pretty blonde in purple cat-eye glasses. He nodded at her T-shirt, with a picture of a sword-wielding monster like something out of Lord of the Rings.
“Alliance,” he said, “or Horde?”
She smiled. “Horde, of course. What server?”
“Wyrmrest Accord.”
“Me, too!” She shifted her cheese plate to her left hand and stuck out her right. “I’m Bette, by the way, spelled with a t and an e on the end.”
Jessie leaned in close to me, staring at them.
“Harmony,” she murmured, “did you understand a damn word they just said?”
I watched as Bette brought Kevin into the circle of conversation, introducing him around.
“Not even a little bit. But whatever it was, it worked.”
I turned my head, hand clicking the control pen as I took a few quick photographs.
“Kevin,” Jessie said, “has slick moves. Who knew? Okay, let’s all split up and mingle.”
When it comes to fieldcraft, mingling isn’t my forte. And when it comes to talking to strangers, I’m a lot more comfortable doing it across an interrogation-room table. Still, I poured myself a plastic glass of cheap red wine and put on what I hoped was a winning smile, diving into the party. I didn’t drink the wine—never on duty—but it made a good prop.
Later, I wished I’d drunk the wine. These were the last peaceful moments we had before the entire mission went straight to hell.



SEVEN
I didn’t see the woman who sidled up to me, not until she spoke.
“This wine is basically plonk,” she said, cradling a glass of cabernet, “but I suppose I can’t complain.”
Her flame-red wrap dress and Louboutin heels belonged on a Milan runway, not in the lobby of a wilderness lodge. Not a strand of her artfully cut blonde bob was out of place, and her nails might have been manicured with a laser beam. She was Hollywood perfect, in a way that only existed on the silver screen.
“I, uh,” I said eloquently. “I mean, it’s included in the room price, so I guess you can’t hope for too much.”
“And one must always respond to a host’s graciousness with gratitude, no matter how misguided or inadequate their efforts.” She offered her hand. “I’m Nadine, by the way.”
Her palm was warm to the touch, and the way her fingers curled around mine was more like a caress than a handshake. For a heartbeat, I almost forgot the name on my Oceanic Polymer business cards. “Marilyn. Marilyn Fischer.”
“Marilyn.” She smiled, flashing perfect white teeth. “I pictured you with a more . . . musical name. What do you do, Marilyn?”
“I’m in accounting,” I said. “And you?”
“I’m a headhunter,” she said, “working in corporate acquisitions. You could call me a talent scout. Say, you don’t happen to have a card, do you? Sometimes we’re on the lookout for people with a flair for finance.”
I fished one of the cards out of my jeans pocket. My fingertip clicked the control pen in passing, snatching a few shots of Nadine’s face.
“I like working with financial people.” Her fingers snaked the card from my outstretched hand. “They’re so grounded. It’s important to be able to assess the benefits and risks of any business decision, don’t you agree?”
I wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but I felt like a helium balloon at the end of her string.
“Absolutely.”
“After all, every decision has a cost attached. It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Marilyn.” She held up the card. “I’ll be in touch.”
She melted into the churning crowd, all smiles and grace. I tried to get my footing back, mingled a little, and ended up drafted into a half-hour conversation with an elderly couple who wanted to show me every single photograph from their last four vacations. Jessie eventually swooped in to rescue me, curling her arm around mine and steering me toward a quieter corner of the lobby.
“I just had the weirdest damn conversation—” she started to say.
“Let me guess: talent scout in a red silk dress, looks a lot like Taylor Swift?”
“Weird as hell. Went out of her way to talk about the wolves that roam the forest here and how much I’d love seeing them.”
Jessie owed her supernatural physical prowess—and her turquoise eyes—to her father. Dear old dad was a prolific serial killer and a servant of an extradimensional creature called the King of Wolves. Nobody outside of Vigilant Lock—and very few people inside it—knew that, though.
“I gave her my civilian cover,” I said. “I don’t think she bought it for a second. I wouldn’t say she threatened me, but it was the friendliest unfriendliness I’ve ever seen.”
Jessie shrugged. “I thought she was cruising me at first. So what’s your take? She with the competition?”
“I don’t think so. She wanted to make a splash, get people buzzing about her—that’s pretty much the exact opposite of a clandestine operation. Maybe she’s just a super-extrovert. Still, I got some good close-up shots; I’ll run them through the IPS along with everybody else I photographed and see if anything pops.”
The Interstate Photo Service is one of the Bureau’s newest toys: a facial-recognition database with over fifty-two million photos on file. Mug shots, security-clearance applications, routine employment checks—if you’ve ever smiled for a government camera, you’re probably in the system.
“Guys.” Kevin scurried up to us, April in tow, looking tense. “We have a problem.”
Jessie tilted her head. “Nadine talked to you, too?”
“Who? No, I’ve been with Bette and her friends the whole time. They’re students at the University of Oregon. Half of them are astronomy majors, and all of ’em are hardcore members of the local MUFON chapter.”
“MUFON?” I asked.
“The Mutual UFO Network,” April said drily, encasing the words in air quotes. “UFO and alien . . . enthusiasts.”
“Word about the Red Knight leaked,” Kevin said. “It’s all over the deep web. Most people are treating it like just another pile of conspiracy-theory BS, but Bette and her pals are local enough that they decided to turn it into a road trip—they’re going to hit the woods and start looking for it when it crashes.”
I groaned. “Great. That’s all we need, a gaggle of civvies underfoot. Do they even know where they’re supposed to be looking?”
“Like I said, they’re into astronomy, big-time. One of their guys thinks he’s picked up the Red Knight’s orbit. The telemetry he showed me looked a whole lot like the same data Agent Lawrence is working with.”
Vigilant Lock protocol, when it comes to handling civilians who see things they shouldn’t, gets hazy. That’s because we don’t have things like hypnosis gadgets or memory-wiping chemicals to handle a security breach. Ultimately it comes down to convincing them they’re delusional, cowing or bribing them into silence, or . . . escalating the situation. The kind of escalation involving silenced pistols and encrypted calls to Vigilant’s cleaners. Nobody wants to type the words Feel free to summarily execute United States citizens into a training manual, but we’re all aware it’s on the table.
On Linder’s table, at least, but our team doesn’t work that way. Our job is protecting the innocent; sanctioning a civilian is never an option, much less a whole crew of college kids on a road trip. And that meant we had a new problem to deal with.

The four of us got dinner in the lodge’s café, ears perked and eyes open. Barring the oddity with Nadine, we hadn’t spotted any candidates for our mysterious competition, but that didn’t mean they weren’t here. I just hoped we were as invisible as they were.
Dinner was a crispy BLT wrap—fresh, clean, simple—and a glass of huckleberry lemonade, which carried the perfect balance of tart and sweet. My mind wasn’t on the food so much as it was on Kevin’s new friends and how we were going to keep them out of trouble.
“I’m not worried about us,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I mean, if we cross paths out there, we just pull an ‘in the interests of national security’ line. At worst, if they happen to photograph anything they shouldn’t, we confiscate their cell phones and that’s the end of it.”
April gestured with a forkful of garden salad, catching my drift. “But we aren’t the only bears in those particular woods. And anyone else chasing the Red Knight might not treat them as gently.”
“We can’t talk them out of going,” Kevin said. “Trust me, they think they’re on a treasure hunt. Fun and adventure and a cooler full of beer. They’re pretty much the cast of a horror movie just waiting to happen.”
Jessie sipped her Coke, thinking it over.
“Maybe we can scare them off,” she said. “Break into their rooms wearing masks, put guns to their heads, and tell ’em to go home. I’d rather they be scared than dead.”
I shook my head. “Too loud, and it might just make them dig their heels in even harder. If they have any doubt that the Red Knight is real, that’d erase it completely.”
“All right,” Jessie said, “let’s sleep on it. We can put our heads together tomorrow morning, after we hook up with Lawrence. On that note? Everybody stays buttoned down in their rooms tonight. Something weird is going on here, and I don’t want anybody wandering off alone.”
Turning in early sounded like a good idea. I’d dozed on the flight to Oregon, but it barely counted as sleep, and tomorrow promised to be a long day and a longer night. And if that gigantic thing from the satellite photographs showed up, screaming down after the Red Knight’s debris like a moth to a candle, I still had no idea what I was going to do about it.
Which would be fine, if there was anybody I could call for help. There wasn’t. Jessie had her strength and speed, April had her analytic insight, and Kevin had his computers. I had magic. If the Red Knight entity showed up at the crash site, they would all be counting on me to deal with it.
I don’t know what worried me more: the thought of what that thing might do if it got loose on Earth, or the thought of letting my team down.
Jessie was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. I pulled a starchy blanket over my head, muffling her snoring, and eventually drifted off into an uneasy slumber.
I woke up, jolted from a dream I couldn’t remember. The LED alarm clock burned emerald in the dark, reading 12:44.
Jessie crouched near my bed, dressed in a nightshirt, holding her gun. She looked my way and put her finger to her lips, then waved me over.
I slid out from under the sheets, as quietly as I could, and padded behind her. The grainy hardwood floor felt like shaved ice against the soles of my bare feet. Closer to the door, I could hear what she heard: someone fumbling at the lock next door. Trying to get into April and Kevin’s room.
She held up three fingers and looked back. I nodded, grabbing my Glock from the end table and getting ready. On a silent three count, she yanked the door open and we rushed into the hallway.
Kevin froze. Hair disheveled, looking half-awake, he’d been fumbling with his room key.
“Oh,” he said, “hey.”
Jessie lowered her gun. “What the hell, Kevin? What part of ‘stay buttoned down’ did you not understand?”
He ducked his head, sheepish. “My throat was scratchy. Wanted to run down and get a soda so I wouldn’t be coughing all night and keeping April up.”
“Then you should have come and woken one of us up,” I said. “We don’t know who our enemies are or where they are. It’s too dangerous to be alone.”
“Sorry,” he said. “Jeez, sorry.”
“Go to sleep,” Jessie said with an exasperated sigh. I followed her back into our room. As the door clicked shut, though, she pressed her back to it and broke into a grin.
“What?” I asked.
“Somebody,” she said, “is getting over his imaginary ex-girlfriend.”
“Kevin? What happened?”
“You know how my sense of smell is a lot sharper than most people’s?” She tapped her index finger against the side of her nose. “The nose knows. He was getting something all right, but it wasn’t a Coke.”
“You mean . . .” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Wait. Did Kevin just have sex?”
She smirked. “I don’t know if it was a home run, but I’m thinking he at least made it to second base. Our boy got lucky tonight.”
I started to ask “with who,” but the answer was obvious.
“Bette,” I said.
“Spelled,” Jessie said, imitating her voice, “with a t and an e on the end. Much as I want to come down on him for sneaking out like that, this is the best news I’ve gotten all week. He’s digging out from under Mikki’s dead thumb.”
“He’s healing,” I said. “Well. You know what this means: now we have to make sure those kids get out of here safely.”
Jessie did a belly flop onto her mattress.
“Ah, geeks in love. Or lust. Either’s good. G’night.”
Before I got back under my sheets, she was snoring again.



EIGHT
Morning came too soon, but at least there was a continental breakfast attached. Down in the lobby, the tables for last night’s wine tasting had been repurposed as a free-floating buffet, with baskets offering fresh muffins and single-serving boxes of cereal.
“Eat up,” Jessie mumbled around the bagel half sticking out of her mouth. “Lot of miles ahead of us today.”
I craned my neck, taking in faces, looking for anyone new. No notable faces, except an absent one: Nadine was nowhere to be found. Neither was Agent Lawrence, for that matter. It was 8:04, and he didn’t strike me as the kind of man who missed an appointment even by a minute.
“I don’t like this,” I told Jessie. “Take a jog down to his cabin with me?”
Spotting Bette and the other would-be satellite hunters, Jessie beckoned Kevin close.
“Harmony and I are going to hunt down our esteemed colleague,” she told him. “Do me a favor: go have breakfast with your new friend, and keep your ears open.”
“Got it,” Kevin said, nodding firmly.
“I want to know where they’re gonna be at all times. If they’ve made any kind of a hiking plan, if you see any marked maps, memorize all of it. Consider this training for real fieldwork, all right? Do a good job and we can talk about letting you out from behind the computer more often.”
His eyes lit up. “All right! You can count on me.”
Jessie slapped his shoulder. “Go get ’em, tiger.”
As he made his way over to the back table, April watched him go with a faintly amused look on her face.
“A mysterious absence in the evening hours, heightened enthusiasm and bravado the morning after . . . not hard to follow those clues. A certain someone just enjoyed a bit of intimate company.”
Jessie put her hands on her hips and sighed.
“Nope, I don’t date coworkers, and Harmony here insists she isn’t queer.” She cupped her hand to one side of her mouth and dropped to a stage whisper. “We need to talk to her about her wardrobe, okay?”
“I meant Kevin,” April said, both of them ignoring my very best death glare. “This is a good sign. He’s taking his first steps, growing past his fixation on Mikki. Tracking Roman Steranko should still be our top priority once this mission is complete—for his client list as much as anything else—but Kevin might just be able to find closure on his own.”
“Can you keep an eye on him while we grab Lawrence?” I asked her. “Just in case.”
She shooed us off. “I won’t let him get in over his head. Now, go on: I’m sure the esteemed Agent Lawrence has spent the better part of his evening coming up with new insults for us, and you won’t want to miss a single one.”
Beyond the parking lot, a wide and pebbled path snaked into the sparse forest. We were still on the lodge’s grounds, and it showed—all the trees were carefully pruned back, the path swept clean. A taste of nature, without the messy bits. Small signs posted at each branch in the trail bore letters artfully seared into the wood, pointing the way to the private cabins.
We could tell which was Agent Lawrence’s cabin as soon as we rounded the bend. It was the one with the kicked-in front door hanging on one twisted hinge.
Jessie’s smile vanished, and the Glock seemed to sprout from her hand, drawn in a blur. I pulled mine, keeping it in a firm grip as we kept low and headed for the log cabin in a cautious sprint. We didn’t need to talk: we knew what to do and what we expected of each other.
Jessie was the first one across the threshold, sweeping her gun sights left. I stepped in at her shoulder and broke right, covering the other half of the room. I took it all in—the splintered furniture, the ransacked luggage on the sliced-open mattress—but no signs of life. And a single corpse, laying facedown on the cabin floor in a pool of dried blood.
I kicked him over onto his back. Not Lawrence. I didn’t know the man, but he’d met his doom with a range-perfect Mozambique Drill: two shots to center mass and one between the eyes.
“Lawrence put up a fight,” Jessie said, prowling the wreckage.
I put on my glasses and snapped a postmortem photo. Whoever the dead man was, if he was in the system, we’d find him. Then I crouched down and peeled his bloody shirt back to get a good look at his skin. His flesh, where he’d been left facedown, was mottled and purple.
“Extensive livor mortis,” I said. “Can’t tell time of death for certain without a full forensic workup, but I’d say this happened sometime last night.”
Jessie shook her head. “Lawrence is still alive. If they’d killed him, they would have left his body here with their buddy’s. That means he’s been in enemy hands for at least eight hours.”
We shared a glance, and the same thought, as we raced from the ransacked cabin and back up the pebbled trail. April and Kevin.
We found them just where we’d left them. Kevin, chatting up his new friends, and April—invisible in her chair—idly watching the lobby from a spot by the windows. We broke off, Jessie striding toward April while I moved up and clamped a hand on Kevin’s shoulder.
“Sorry,” I told him, “the CEO’s on the phone, calling from New York. He wants to talk to us about that new infrastructure improvement.”
He said his good-byes, and we hustled the entire team back up to our room. Jessie walked them through what we’d found. Kevin’s eyes got wider, while April’s got harder.
“To say we have a security leak would be an understatement,” April said, “and it’s about to get much worse. If they’ve taken Lawrence alive, they’re wringing him dry as we speak.”
I paced the room, thinking fast. “Not here, though. They need someplace remote, away from the tourist traffic. Someplace they can interrogate him uninterrupted.”
Someplace he can scream as loudly as he wants to, I thought, but I didn’t need to say it.
“All right,” Jessie said. “Auntie April, you got that Glock handy?”
“Locked and loaded, and don’t call me Auntie while we’re working.”
She waved me to the door. “Harmony and I are going to track down Lawrence. In the meantime, I want the two of you barricaded in here. Don’t go near the windows, and don’t open up for anybody, you got me? We don’t know how much these people know, or how much they know about us.”
We heard them locking up behind us as we sprinted down the hall, taking the stairs to the lobby two at a time. I headed straight for the check-in desk, where the same clerk from yesterday was wiping down the wooden counter with a wet paper towel.
“We’re trying to meet up with a friend of ours,” I told him, “and I think he got some bad directions. Is there anywhere else in the area where people tend to camp out? Like, off the beaten path?”
He rubbed his chin, thinking. “Well, there’s always the woods, if you really want to go off the trail, but there’s also an RV camp not far outside Sisters—you probably passed it on your way over.”
I remembered it. Half-empty, but still too big of a crowd for what Lawrence’s kidnappers probably had in mind.
“What about places that are closed for the season already? We talked to him on the phone, before his signal gave out, and it sounded like he was the only person around.”
“Huh. Not as much—the state government’s really strict about who gets to build inside the forest.” He paused and snapped his fingers. “There is the Suttle Lake Bible Camp. It’s a summer camp, for the kids. If your friend got turned around on Brookline Road, he could end up there, easy.”
“We’ll check it out,” Jessie said. “How do we get there?”
“Just take a left out of the parking lot. Road runs all the way around Suttle Lake: if you’re going north, you’ll pass it eventually. I’d say it’s a twenty-minute drive or so.”
We made it in ten.
An iron gate stood at the head of the dirt road, but somebody had gone ahead and opened it for us. A length of chain, chopped clean with a bolt cutter, lay coiled in the dust. To one side, a sign bore the face of a smiling sun rising over a hand-painted slogan: SUTTLE LAKE BIBLE CAMP: WHERE WE LEARN, GROW, AND HAVE FUN!
I killed the ignition. We went the rest of the way on foot, scurrying down a steep slope paved with wooden-log stairs, into the compound below. Olive-roofed cabins stood empty and dark, locked up tight for the season, windows sealed under thick sheets of glazed plastic to shield them from the coming winter.
It was still a shooting gallery. Too many angles, too many places for a gunman to hide in wait. I nodded to one side, and Jessie followed me as we skirted the backs of the outermost cabins. Minimizing the ways anyone could come at us. Not minimized to zero, though.
Jessie squinted, tapped my shoulder, and pointed. I followed her gaze. One of the cabin doors had been jimmied open the crude way, the frame bearing the scars of a heavy-duty crowbar. It hung open, just a couple of inches.
I was first through the door this time, breaking left. I froze. Jessie stood at my side.
“Damn it,” she breathed.
We’d found Agent Lawrence.



NINE
The outside light strained to push its way through sheets of double glazing, trapping the cabin in perpetual dusty twilight. A moment frozen in time, like the motionless naked body handcuffed to a bed frame in the middle of the room.
I moved closer to get a better look at his face. It was Lawrence, and Lawrence was dead. He hadn’t died quickly. Or easily. His abductors had taken the mattress from one of the camp beds and strapped him tight against the metal bed frame. Off to one side, the jerry-rigged contraption they’d used on him lay discarded beside a half-empty bucket of water: a car battery, connected by jumpers to an insulated wooden handle with a copper wire–wrapped sponge on the tip.
“In South America, they call this the parrilla.” I nodded at the wire bed frame. “Like a barbecue grill.”
Jessie didn’t say anything. She stared at the corpse, deep in thought, her turquoise eyes glinting in the gloom.
I pulled back Lawrence’s blood-spattered lips. His front teeth were crooked, the enamel shattered. Broken from how hard he’d clenched his jaw and ground his teeth under the electric current.
“Minimal lividity,” I said, lifting one of his legs and inspecting the skin. “He’s practically still warm. This is recent.”
I checked his left wrist. The face of his watch was shattered, the bent dials frozen at 7:22—presumably the hour his kidnappers stormed his cabin. Still, his offhand comment when he was handing out our gear came back to me: “My wristwatch possesses similar functionality.” I thought it might have been a joke, but I still slipped it off his wrist and pocketed it.
Jessie circled the bed frame on the other side. She lifted his right hand, showing me the ragged stump where his thumb used to be. I remembered the thumbprint protection on his laptop computer.
“They were working on him all night,” Jessie said, “and they’ve got all the data on his laptop, too. Harmony . . . we have to assume they got everything. We’re burned.”
We double-timed it back to the lodge, with two goals in mind: to get the rest of our team out of there safe and sound, and to get as far away from Deschutes National Forest as we could, as fast as we could.

“Negative,” Linder told us, his face a silhouette on Jessie’s phone. “Complete your mission.”
We huddled over it side by side, back in the hotel room, with Kevin and April at our backs.
“Sir,” I said, “I repeat, our cover is blown. There’s no reason to suspect Agent Lawrence didn’t break under torture. He knew our names and our faces. That means our opposition—who we still haven’t identified—also knows our names and our faces. We can’t operate here. You need to extract us and send in another team.”
“There isn’t anyone else,” he said.
“Sir?”
He ticked off names on his fingers, his silhouette blurring on the screen.
“The rest of Beach Cell is deep undercover, and pulling out any more of their members would be a death sentence for the rest of the team. We haven’t found new recruits to replace Redbird Cell in the wake of their liquidation in Miami. Panic Cell is off the grid and can’t be reached. That leaves you, Agents. Your team isn’t just our best hope for dealing with this situation, it’s our only hope. Complete your mission.”
“How the hell do you suggest we do that?” Jessie demanded. “Our scientist and his data are gone. How are we going to find the Red Knight without them, overlooking—for the moment—that an unknown number of enemy operatives are going to be gunning for us out there?”
Linder leaned closer to the phone cam, eyes narrowed.
“You do what you always do, Agent Temple, and you make it work. You and your team have earned a reputation for pulling off impossible victories. Tonight, you need to earn it all over again. The Red Knight is falling, and that thing is coming down with it. If you don’t manage to contain it, nobody else will.”
“What about the leaks?” I asked. “Somebody posted information about the Red Knight to the deep web, luring civilians to the area for reasons unknown. Then somebody pierced Agent Lawrence’s cover. Sir, we have a serious info-sec problem here, and with all due respect, it’s our lives on the line because of it.”
“I’m looking into that,” Linder said. “In the meantime, once again: roll your sleeves up, get as dirty as you have to, and make it work. On that note, I’d very much like you to track down Agent Lawrence’s killers. Keep one alive for retrieval and interrogation.”
“And the rest?” Jessie asked.
He tilted his head, pausing as he considered her question.
“Terminate,” he replied, “with extreme prejudice. Linder out.”
The screen went black.
“He can’t be serious,” Kevin said. “There’s no way. We can’t do this.”
Jessie dropped down onto one of the beds and spread her arms.
“We can’t not,” she said. “Okay, floor’s open. All ideas are welcome. Including the crazy ones, because I think we’re gonna need one or two of those to pull this off.”
April steepled her fingers, thinking. “Our enemy knowing our faces—and not giving us the courtesy of an introduction in kind—is troubling but not insurmountable. What do we really need to track down the satellite? Exactly what we lost: the telemetry data, and an expert to interpret it.”
“Wait a second,” Kevin said, holding up a finger. “The data’s out there in the wild, waiting to get scooped up. I mean, that’s how Bette and her friends ended up here in the first place: I guess whatever got leaked is enough to go on, if you know what you’re looking at. Get me a laptop with Internet access and I’ll have it in five minutes flat.”
“But we don’t know what we’re looking at,” Jessie said, “and we don’t know any rocket scientists who can help us out.”
A smile rose to my lips, unbidden. I couldn’t help it.
“Yes,” I said, “we do. Jessie, given that you’re officially our team leader, I’d like to ask permission to commit a gross breach of Vigilant Lock security protocols.”
Jessie gave me a wolfish grin. “Look at Harmony, getting wild over here. I like it. As team leader, I do not give permission, because we never had this conversation and whatever you’re about to do will not appear in my official report.”
I hit the speed dial on my phone. After three rings, a familiar warm voice washed over the line.
“Talbot Cove Police Station, Deputy Winters speaking. How can I help?”
“Hey, Cody,” I said.
“Harmony?” He paused. “I . . . didn’t know if I’d hear from you again.”
“Told you that you would.”
“I know, just . . . it was a weird time, when you were here.”
That was an understatement. In the space of an hour, Cody had gone from a blissfully innocent small-town cop to surviving a demon attack and witnessing a man getting dragged into the pits of hell. He’d earned his scars, just like the rest of us.
I didn’t think about Nyx’s attack when I thought of him. I mostly thought about that night I sat alongside him on the hood of his squad car, leaning into his arm and looking up at the stars.
“Your degree’s in aerospace engineering, right?” I asked. “Astronaut stuff?”
“Sort of. I mean, I never graduated before I had to come home and take care of Mom, but I came pretty close.”
“So if you had, say, data on a satellite in a decaying orbit,” I asked, “could you estimate where it’s likely to crash down?”
He chuckled. “Have to dig up my slide rule, but sure, I could make a good go at it.”
“Cody,” I said, “how would you like the chance to serve your country?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Tell me where I need to be.”
“I have to warn you: this isn’t going to be safe. And that’s kind of a massive understatement. You’d be standing in for an operative who didn’t make it.”
“Didn’t make it?”
“We’re not the only people on this hunt,” I told him. “The agent who was supposed to track the satellite for us—he’s dead.”
Something shifted in his voice. A new, harder edge. Something urgent.
“You’re in danger?”
“Cody, I’m always in danger. That’s part of the job.”
“But there are people out there,” he said, “gunning for you? Right now?”
“Fair to assume, yes.”
“Then tell me where to meet you. I’ll be on the next flight out.”
“You’re sure?”
“Harmony,” he said, “please. Let me help you.”
Jessie pressed a credit card into my hand. Her Oceanic Polymer platinum AmEx.
“I’m going to read you a credit-card number,” I told Cody. “Fly to Roberts Field in Oregon. Rent a car when you land, and I’ll give you directions to meet up with us.”
Once I hung up, Jessie whistled.
“That’s not just breaking the regs, that’s shredding ’em.” Jessie looked over at April. “I think I’ve created a monster. And I kinda like it.”
“You heard Linder,” I said. “We’ll do whatever we have to. And right now, what we have to do is go mobile. We’re sitting ducks in here.”
“Seconded,” April said, leading the way to the door.
The four of us took the elevator down. We weren’t expecting a full house in the lobby, almost every guest in the hotel milling around in confusion. And we definitely weren’t expecting the army to show up.
And yet, there they were.



TEN
The man standing atop the check-in desk was in his early fifties, with a chiseled physique and a receding wave of steel-gray hair. Dressed in crisp camo fatigues, he raised a hand to draw the room’s attention. Four other soldiers, assault rifles slung over their shoulders, stood like a wall of muscle between him and the crowd.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he called out, his voice carrying across the room like a veteran stage actor’s, “there is no need for alarm. My name is Lieutenant Colonel Meade of the United States Army, Forty-Second Infantry Division.”
“You getting this?” Jessie whispered. I was already slipping on my glasses, snapping candid pictures of Meade and his men.
“We are responding to a homeland-security incident, farther inside the forest boundaries. The situation is classified. What I can tell you is that none of you have been exposed to any radioactive or otherwise harmful contaminants as yet.”
That got the crowd murmuring, a flood of nervous glances and clutched cell phones.
“For your safety, however,” he said, “we must evacuate the area. We’re asking all of you to immediately leave Deschutes National Forest, and not attempt to return until we give the all clear. We strongly suggest you travel southeast on US-20. All westbound traffic on US-20 will be blocked off until further notice.”
If you wanted to cordon off a chunk of the wilderness so that you could—for instance—comb the woods for fallen satellite debris without being disturbed—you could hardly pick a better cover story. All he had to do was drop the magic words—homeland security and radioactive—and the lodge’s guests were more than ready to check out and drive south as fast as their wheels could take them.
Clever tactic. I’d have to borrow that sometime. Of course, I’d need an army unit to go along with it. A glance to the lobby’s front windows—and the small convoy of camo Humvees lined up outside—told me Lieutenant Colonel Meade wasn’t messing around. We followed the stream of tourists to the parking lot, blending in with the crowd, silent until we got back in the car.
“So that just happened,” Jessie said, slipping into the passenger seat beside me and reaching for the seat belt.
“It could be a legitimate response,” April said. “We know data on the Red Knight was deliberately leaked to the deep web. We also know from our briefing that at least one aboveboard government agency is aware of the Knight’s existence. The military might have been dispatched out of concern that the satellite really is emitting some kind of toxic radiation.”
I connected the camera glasses to my phone with a Bluetooth link, shooting off my newest batch of photos to the Bureau. “If he is who he says he is, we’ll know soon enough.”
As I started up the car and eased out of the parking spot, joining an endless crawl toward the interstate, Jessie left a voice mail for Linder and updated him on the latest developments.
“—and we’d really like to not get in a gunfight with the army,” she finished, “so please call one of your buddies in DC and pull some strings before somebody gets hurt.”
She hung up, glowering at her phone.
“You know the only thing more irritating than another black-bag department interfering with one of my covert ops?” she said.
“What?” I asked.
“The legitimate government interfering with one of my covert ops. Can’t talk to ’em, can’t shoot ’em, either. And if we get tossed in jail or a brig, you know Vigilant’s not going to spring us. That’s why we’re called deniable assets.”
“We’ll work around them,” I said. “I say we stock up on camping gear, infiltrate the forest just south of wherever they draw a line, and set up there. Depending on how big a grid they’re searching, and how many men Meade brought with him, it shouldn’t be too hard for us to slip around his patrols. As long as we find the Knight before they do, everything will be fine.”
“You make it sound easy,” Kevin said.
“It might not be easy,” I said, “but it’s closer to easy than it is to impossible.”
Back in Sisters, we paid a second visit to their sporting-goods store and raided the camping aisle. We were the only ones shopping. News of the quarantine had already hit local radio, and from what the check-out clerk told me, vacationers were leaving in droves. More than a few locals had decided to pack up and visit family out of town for a few days, just to be safe.
We loaded up the Ford’s trunk with all the camping supplies we could squeeze in: a couple of tents, sleeping bags, and some propane lanterns for light. Then we turned back around, following the interstate until we saw a trail of brake lights up in the distance.
The military had blocked off US-20, parking an olive-draped troop transport across the road lengthwise and laying out flares. A stern-looking soldier with a bullhorn waved traffic back around, sending everyone back the way we came. I made a U-turn, drove back about a quarter mile, then pulled over at the side of the road.
“Here’s good,” I said. “Whatever perimeter they’ve set up, it won’t stretch south of that roadblock.”
I propped up the car’s front hood. Anyone driving by would figure we’d had engine trouble and walked off to find help. Instead of following the road, though, we left the car behind and hiked into the woods. We didn’t need to go far from the tree line, just enough that our little camp wouldn’t be spotted from the road.
“I detest asking,” April told Jessie, “but would you kindly?”
Jessie tossed Kevin an armload of gear. Then she hustled over and took the handles of April’s chair, tilting her back and helping her over a clump of brambles. We navigated across a sea of fallen leaves and muddy stone, ducking under low, half-bare branches as the sounds of traffic fell away and the wild wrapped around us.
We found a tiny clearing, or at least an open patch of ground just big enough to set up the tents. I dropped the sleeping bags I’d been lugging, rubbing my aching shoulder, and looked up to the sky. Through the tree line, framed by grasping boughs, the sun was on its way down. We made camp under a cold violet sky.
Cody called to let me know he’d landed. “Head up US-20 until you see a Ford Focus parked on the shoulder,” I told him. “We’re about a hundred yards into the woods directly west of there. Don’t stop for anything—time is not on our side.”
“That’s an understatement.” Kevin glanced upward. “This thing is coming down tonight. And . . . it’s almost tonight.”
While we waited, my phone buzzed against my hip with a stream of e-mails from the Bureau’s intelligence branch. The results from my glasses footage were in. No promising hits on anyone at the wine tasting; the crew of UFO hunters from the University of Oregon all popped up, but just as I expected, none of them had a record beyond college transcripts and clean drivers’ licenses. Nadine didn’t pop up at all.
“Got a hit on our corpse from Lawrence’s cabin,” I said, gathering everyone around. “One Emil Boesen. Swedish expat with an Interpol rap sheet. Looks like he’s a freelance gun for hire.”
“Dirty deeds, done dirt cheap,” Jessie mused. We scrolled down his list of known affiliates. And kept scrolling. “Is there anybody this guy hasn’t pulled a trigger for?”
I shrugged. “He wasn’t picky, which doesn’t give us much to go on. He could have been working for anybody.”
The next e-mail was a file photo of Lieutenant Colonel Meade. Except this Meade was a portly sixtysomething with a comb-over. An appended notice read:
 
J. Meade confirmed on-site at Fort Drum, NY, 2 hrs ago. 42nd Infantry NOT repeat NOT cleared for operations in Oregon. No homeland-security operations or training underway in Deschutes National Forest per USNORTHCOM HQ.
 
Kevin held up a finger after I read the addendum aloud. “Er, excuse me. Does that mean what I think it means?”
“It means those aren’t real soldiers.” Jessie checked the load in her Glock. She wore a tight, eager smile. “I think we’ve just found the competition.”
“A brash tactic,” April said, contemplating, “and risky. They must be expecting to sweep in, seize their prize, and withdraw before anyone has time to check their story and contact the real authorities. Unfortunately, we can’t call them the competition.”
I thought it through and realized what she meant.
“Unless we got impossibly lucky,” I said, “Lawrence broke under torture. Meaning he told his interrogators everything, up to and including our names, faces, and what rooms we were staying in. But those ‘soldiers’ let us walk right out of the lodge and didn’t even try to follow us. They had no idea who we are.”
April nodded, favoring me with a half smile. “We appear to be sharing these hunting grounds with two rival forces. If the field grows any more crowded, we may need a scorecard.”
The next picture showed “our” Meade, a few years younger and getting his sullen mug shot taken in a California county jail.
“Real name’s Abrams,” I said, reading aloud. “Former associates include . . . wait. I know this guy. I mean, not him, personally, but he’s a professional mercenary. He was with Xerxes.”
“I presume you don’t mean the Persian king,” April said.
“Xerxes Security Solutions,” I said. “Private military corporation, with a track record of taking the dirtier, shadier kind of jobs in the third world. Propping up dictators, harassing ethnic tribes—they made Blackwater look like nice guys by comparison.”
“‘Made’ as in past tense?” Jessie asked.
I nodded. “On my last official mission in Vegas, my target hired Xerxes to watch her back. Their CEO is a nasty piece of work named Angus Caine, former British SAS turned soldier of fortune. Most of his men surrendered when we raided our target’s hotel, but Caine and about twenty of his men slipped away. Xerxes imploded in the scandal, and none of the escapees have been seen since.”
“It appears they’ve found a new master to serve,” April said.
“I was hoping they were just thugs playing dress-up,” I said. “Xerxes is no joke: these men are genuine, trained operators with combat experience. Caine liked to recruit former spec-ops guys; hard-core soldiers who wanted more money and dirtier fights. We’ll have to—”
A branch snapped.
I moved on instinct. Pistol in hand, barrel swinging up to target the sound as I dropped into a crouch. My finger brushing against the trigger.



ELEVEN
“Whoa!” Cody said, holding up his open hands. “It’s me, okay? Nobody shoot me.”
I lowered my weapon. April and Jessie did the same.
“Hell of a way to say hello,” he told us, flashing an easy smile.
He looked just how I’d left him in Talbot Cove. High cheekbones, broad shoulders, and a certain cowboy swagger that barely faded, even with three guns pointing in his face. As he stepped closer, I could make out the thin white lines on his throat, the scars he’d earned from his encounter with the demoness Nyx.
I had scars like those—on my arms, my back, my stomach, my legs. I assumed everyone else on the team did, too. Scars came with the job. Your body becomes a graven monument to the missions you’ve survived.
Calling Cody had felt like a burst of inspiration. We’d needed an asset with his skills, so I’d roped him in, just like that. Sure, I’d warned him about the danger. Sure, he’d seen the evil lurking under the surface of the world, up close and in the flesh; it wasn’t like I pulled a civilian in off the street and clued him in the hard way. Even so, all it took was that smile to make me regret it.
Back in Vegas I’d worked with a man named Lars, a veteran DEA agent. Rugged, tough, headstrong. I thought Lars could handle anything, right up until the night he got possessed by the spirit of a serial killer. We got the creature out of him, but Lars was never quite the same after that. He was still quick with a grin and a joke, but the humor never reached his eyes. He wasn’t okay. Last I’d heard, Lars had gone on disability leave. And he wouldn’t return any of my phone calls. I didn’t blame him.
And here I was, dragging Cody in deeper. I forced myself to take a deep breath, burying my fears behind an unconvincing smile.
Cody patted the old canvas messenger bag at his side, the duffel faded from years of wear. “Somebody call for a laptop and a little astrophysics?”
“Right over here.” Kevin held up a hand. “Though we might have to head back to civilization to get online. This isn’t exactly a great spot for Wi-Fi.”
Cody slid a bulky black brick of a laptop from the bag as he walked. “Well, good thing I’ve got a satellite modem then, isn’t it? Heck, you know what the Internet service is like in Talbot Cove? This was pretty much a mandatory purchase.”
I almost reached for him as he walked by. Just to touch his arm, some kind of contact. I clenched my arm muscles until the urge passed. What I wanted just then, more than anything, was to tell him it was all a mistake. To turn him around and send him away before he could collect any more scars.
But we needed him. For the mission. And the mission was all that mattered.
Cody sat down next to Kevin on an unfurled sleeping bag. The laptop balanced on one crooked knee, scuffed heel of his weathered brown boot digging into the dirt. While they talked data, I thought logistics. Anything to distract me from myself.
Unless Caine had been on a recruiting spree—unlikely, with a federal warrant on his head—he could only field around twenty men. Twenty men with military expertise and high-end assault rifles, but there was still a lot of forest to canvass. If I was him, I’d break them up into two-man teams and coordinate a search grid, like we do for a missing-persons hunt. There’d be plenty of room to slip between those teams. Lots of wilderness to hide in.
I told Jessie and April what I was thinking. “Problem is,” Jessie said, “they’ve got one hell of a head start—and the slower we move, the more likely it is that we’ll be the last ones at the finish line. I think we need to get ahead of them.”
“How?” I asked.
“The lodge had ATV rentals, right? It’s not too far from here. I say we hoof it on over, break in, and help ourselves. We can tear this forest up, and if these Xerxes guys are on foot, let ’em hear us. We’ll be long gone before they catch up.”
“I don’t like it,” April said. “Too risky. The lodge will be evacuated, but that doesn’t mean these mercenaries haven’t moved in and made themselves at home in the owners’ absence.”
Jessie grinned. Her turquoise eyes shimmered in the gathering dark.
“Fine by me. Means we can take a few of ’em out while we’re there.”
“Are you kidding me?” Kevin said, behind us. He’d borrowed Cody’s laptop, typing away with rapid-fire precision. “This is faster than my rig!”
Cody chuckled. “Yeah, not much to spend my paycheck on back home. So everything gets saved for a rainy day, or goes into this baby.”
Kevin handed the laptop back to Cody. “Okay, you’ve got all the leaked telemetry. Can you do anything with it?”
He paused, reading the screen carefully, occasionally tapping a key as he thought it over.
“Sure,” he said. “Math. Give me ten minutes and I’ll have a pretty decent crash window.”
We broke out the kerosene lamps as the sky faded to royal blue and blossomed with stars. I kept catching myself looking up. Wondering if one of those countless pinpricks of light was our satellite, coming down for its last blaze of glory, and drawing that gigantic apparition down with it.
“Got it,” Cody said. He stood up, stretching. “If those numbers are right, I’ve narrowed the crash zone down to a box about two miles across. It’ll be pretty far from here—maybe sixty miles north—up in the foothills of Mount Bachelor.”
Jessie drew both of her Glocks, one for each eager hand.
“That settles it,” she said, “we’re stealing—I mean, commandeering—some ATVs. April, Kevin, you hold down the fort here and get in touch if you hear anything. Cody, can Kevin borrow your laptop?”
“Of course,” he said, stepping up to join us.
“No,” I said, “Cody’s staying here.”
He shook his head, puzzled. “But I came to help.”
“And you did help. And I’m grateful. But there’s a big difference between intelligence support and actual fieldwork. I’m not letting you risk your—”
“Agent?” April said. “A brief word?”
She beckoned me over. I leaned in, and she craned her neck to murmur softly.
“He’s police trained,” she said, “skilled with small arms, and cool under fire. You and Jessie are about to go up against multiple opposing forces. You’re outnumbered and outgunned. Cody is a useful asset. So use him.”
“Calling him out to help triangulate the satellite was one thing,” I said. “I thought we’d keep him more or less safe behind the lines, with you and Kevin. I am not bringing a civilian onto a black op.”
She pushed her bifocals down on her nose, glaring at me over the rims.
“He ceased being a civilian the moment Nyx got her claws around his throat, and you know it. You’re letting your affection cloud your judgment.”
I felt my cheeks go warm. “It is not affection,” I whispered.
April sat back in her chair. Her gaze felt like a surgical laser, probing me to the core.
“One question,” she said.
I nodded.
“You’re about to head into mortal danger. You’re not hesitant. Why not?”
“My life doesn’t matter.” I said the words before I thought them, rising unbidden to my lips, like an automated response from a computer program.
“Why?” April asked.
“We all saw the pictures of that thing—whatever it is—in outer space. If it follows the Red Knight down, if it gets loose on Earth, there’s no telling what might happen. It needs to be stopped. We’re the only ones who can stop it.”
“What matters right now?”
“Nothing matters but the mission,” I said.
“Correct. You’ve accepted this charge, this burden, of your own free will. And so has he.” April leaned closer. “Allow him.”
I straightened up. All out of arguments. I wanted April to be wrong. I knew she was right. There was nothing left to do but give her a firm nod and turn to face Jessie and Cody.
“Let’s go,” I said.

I could feel the sand running down the hourglass as the three of us navigated through the shadowed wood. Jessie took point, sweeping the gnarled trees with her flashlight. She’d cup the beam with her hand at the slightest sound, freezing, crouched in the dark, and we froze with her.
We skirted the main road for a while, and when it seemed close to safe—with nothing but darkness at either end of the closed-off highway and no sound but the night birds—we made a mad dash to the other side. Once we were back in cover, I leaned my palm against a stony tree trunk, catching my breath, my lungs sore.
We spoke only with our hands. Jessie got her bearings and pointed, waving for us to follow. The trees broke on the edge of the lodge’s parking lot. Pale pools of yellow light washed over parked Humvees and a second truck draped in olive tarp. A single soldier stood guard duty, shuffling around the lot and kicking a pinecone ahead of him. We went the long way around.
Moving in a low crouch, we passed an open window. I froze at the sound of voices, two men walking down the hallway together on the other side of the glass.
“—don’t know why we didn’t evacuate them with the others.”
“Better safe than sorry. If the real army shows up, or the cops start nosing around, trust me: we’re gonna want hostages.”
We held still until their voices faded away. Then Jessie cupped her hands together and nodded my way. I put my boot in her hand, letting her boost me up, and grabbed the windowsill. I wriggled my way up and over, landing with a soft thump on the pine tree–patterned rug on the other side. Jessie came next, then Cody, and I helped pull both of them inside.
We were in one of the back corridors, somewhere between the lobby and the café. I drew my pistol. Jessie drew both of hers.
Cody gave her an expectant look. She shrugged, uncomprehending. Then he wiggled his open hands at her. With a barely audible sigh, she handed over one of her guns.
The voices had been heading left, so we went right. The corridor curled around the lodge, looping back to meet up with the lobby. The cluster of card tables still stood, draped with plastic and piled high with the remnants of the morning’s breakfast, gathering flies in the silence.
Jessie held up her hand, waving us back. Then she held up a single finger and pointed across the lobby. One sentry. I heard him, not long after: “Aw, quit your whinin’,” he snapped at somebody whose voice I couldn’t make out. “It’ll all be over soon.”
I inched forward. One gunman in fatigues, assault rifle slung over his shoulder, idled behind the check-in counter on the other side of the lobby. There were sixty, maybe seventy feet of open floor between us. In the time it’d take to rush him head-on, he could probably empty his magazine, reload, and empty it again for good measure. We could open fire, too, but the sound of a single bullet would bring every mercenary in the lodge down on our heads. I didn’t want a gunfight, not now, especially if there were hostages nearby.
We’d have to take him down quickly, quietly, and safely. Problem was, from where I was standing, the best we could manage was two out of three. The gunman paced behind the counter, drumming his fingers on the rustic wood, boredom getting the better of vigilance. Good. I slipped off my boots. I waited until he turned, giving me about three seconds of room, and sprinted from the doorway to the breakfast tables.
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I ran, slid, ducked down behind the white plastic sheet. My heart pounded bracing for a shout or the crack of a gunshot.
Neither came.
Now I couldn’t see him without sticking my head out of cover. I could see my partners, though, watching from the doorway’s edge. Jessie held up a warning hand, signaling for me to hold up. Cody bit his bottom lip, tense and trying not to show it. I got into a sprinter’s crouch. My stockinged feet were cold against the varnished wooden planks.
“Go,” mouthed Jessie, waving me on. I shot across another ten feet of open floor, taking cover behind another table. Another frozen moment, another heartbeat of pure dread. Then nothing. I was still in the clear.
Next came the tricky part.
There was just too much open ground between the last table and the check-in desk. I’d gotten close, but not close enough. I needed to bring the gunman to me. I looked back, making eye contact with Cody, and tapped my wrist. He held up his own wrist and pointed to his steel-banded watch with a question in his eyes. I nodded, and pantomimed an overhanded throw.
He got the idea. Watching the desk, waiting for the gunman to turn, he slipped off his watch and pulled his arm back like a major-league pitcher. Then he let it fly, sending it across the lobby in a gleaming arc to land with a metallic clatter on the ground right next to my table.
“Huh?” said the gunman. I heard a rasping slither as he unslung his rifle, and the thump of his boots as he slowly approached my hiding place. “Somebody over here?”
Hunkered down, peeking under the folds of the plastic tablecloth, I could see his feet approaching me. Cautious footsteps. Quiet as a mouse, I inched sideways, keeping the table between us.
I was still circling around when he crouched, bending down to pick up the watch.
I lunged from behind, one hand clamping over his mouth and yanking his head back. The other grabbed his wrist, the rifle clattering to the floor as I twisted his arm into a joint lock behind his back. Jessie came at us like a runaway train, blazing across the lobby floor. The gunman had a heartbeat to inhale, trying to scream, just before she drove a chisel-fisted punch into his throat.
I dropped his body to the floor. Unconscious or dead, I wasn’t sure and wasn’t inclined to waste time checking. My attention was focused on the front desk and the soft, panicked whimpers I could hear on the other side.
Pistol drawn, I edged around the side of the desk. Three civilians—the desk clerk and two of the housekeepers—looked up at me with terrified eyes. They were bound and gagged with strips of duct tape, shoved together on the floor like sacks of laundry.
“It’s all right,” I said softly, crouching down and pulling the tape from the clerk’s mouth. “We’re the police. Just stay real quiet for me, okay?”
He winced as the tape tore at his stubble. “Be careful! These men, they’re not really soldiers.”
“Yeah. We’re aware of that. Turn around so I can get this tape off your wrists.”
With Jessie and Cody’s help, I cut the three of them loose. One of the housekeepers threw her arms around me, tears in her eyes, and I gently wriggled my way free.
“It’s okay,” I said, “we’re going to get you out of here. First, though: there’s an ATV rental on the lodge grounds, right?”
The clerk nodded, fumbling with a metal lockbox behind the counter. “S-sure, we keep the keys up front. Here. The ATVs are in the garage. If you go out the front door and hang a right, it’s just off the parking lot.”
His shaking hands thrust a bundle of keys with garishly bright plastic tags toward me. I pocketed them and waved for the hostages to follow.
“Stay behind us,” I told them, “and keep quiet.”
I tugged my boots back on, lacing them up fast, while Jessie scooped up the fallen gunman’s rifle. We led the hostages back the way we came, padding down empty halls, aiming for the back of the lodge. We’d just reached the open window and everything was going fine until the café doors swung open at the far end of the hall and we found ourselves face-to-face with a pack of mercenaries.
Time stopped between heartbeats. The four gunmen, coming out of the café, froze in their tracks. I jumped between them and the hostages, my conscious mind going blank as my training kicked in.
And then Jessie swung up her rifle and let it blast, firing off a hornet swarm of bullets on full auto.
One of the mercs dropped, his fatigues blossoming with puffs of red mist, and the others scrambled back behind the doorway for cover. My Glock barked twice, throwing down more suppressing fire as I waved the hostages back.
“Out the window, go, now!” I shouted. Jessie squeezed off another three-round burst as the mercs tried to return fire, one snaking his rifle around the doorway and shooting blind. Bullets crashed through window glass and chewed into the walls all around us as we evacuated the hostages. I was the last one out, my pistol’s hammer slapping down on an empty chamber before I tumbled out the window. I landed hard on the grass, rolling on my shoulder, moving as soon as I came back up again.
Jessie grabbed the closest hostage and pointed her toward the forest. “You three—go that way. Follow the road south, but stay behind the tree line. Don’t stop moving until the sun comes up, got it?”
They got it. They ran one way and we ran the other, racing for the garage. Every light in the lodge blazed to life, parking-lot lamps flickering on, pushing back the darkness in a white sodium glare.
“No civilians left,” Jessie panted, shooting me a look. I caught her meaning—time to take the gloves off.
“Cody,” I said, running alongside him, “you might see something weird in a minute. I need you to just roll with it, okay?”
“Weird like Talbot Cove weird?”
Earth, air, water, fire, I thought, feeling rippling pinpricks wash over my sweaty skin like a blanket of static electricity, garb me in your raiment. Arm me with your weapons.
The garage stood on the edge of the parking lot, its big rolling door open to the night. We weren’t alone. Two mercenaries burst from the doorway while another rounded the back corner, pinning us in a cross fire. The lone merc shouldered his rifle and let off a three-round burst as I flung out my hand, streamers of wind rippling from my fingertips in a pearly heat-mirage sheen. The air hardened, thickening, catching the bullets in a gelatin net and freezing them in midflight. Then I pushed, shoving my other palm forward, and the hardened air became a rubber band stretched to the breaking point. The bullets whipped back the way they came at supersonic speed, slamming into the gunman’s chest and tossing his corpse to the asphalt like a rag doll.
The other two never got a chance to pull the trigger. Jessie pounced like a feral wolf, faster than any human could move. She backhanded one of the mercs hard enough to break his teeth, tearing his rifle away and spinning on one heel, swinging the butt up to shatter his partner’s jaw. Then she flipped it in her grip and held the trigger down, riddling both of them with bullets at point-blank range.
Cody froze, blinking, looking between us. “What . . . what just happened here?”
I didn’t have time to explain, and the sudden surge of cramping pain in my guts wouldn’t give me the breath to talk. That stunt with the bullets made me siphon too much energy, too fast, and my body had to pay the price. I shoved a key into his hands and limped into the garage, just behind Jessie.
A quartet of shiny, candy-colored four-wheelers waited for us, matching the garishly bright tags on their keys. They were Honda TRX models, outfitted with all-sport tires and built for action. I just hoped the lodge kept them fueled between rentals. I saddled up, groaning as my weight shifted, feeling like a heavyweight boxer had punched me square in the gut.
“Hey,” Cody said, looking back at me as he swung one leg over the lead ATV. “You okay?”
“I’ll be fine,” I croaked, revving the engine and leaning into the handlebars. “Just drive.”
We burst from the garage to the tune of screeching tires and crackling gunfire. Mercs streamed from the lodge’s front doors like wasps from a hive, muzzles flashing bright white against the shadows as they took wild shots at us. Cody kept one hand on the handlebars and the other on his gun, eyes squinting as he snapped off a few quick shots. One merc went down with a yelp, clutching his shoulder, while the others dived for cover.
We headed north.
As we rumbled onto an old hiking trail, a suggestion of a line in dirt carved through the wood, our headlights cut through the gloom like white-hot knives. Brambles and boughs reached in from either side, a wall of lunging spears, and I hunched low against the machine as the engine whined. Every bump and loose stone in the road felt like a mule kick, but we couldn’t risk slowing down, not for a second.
I heard a new sound. A high-pitched thrumming, like a counterpoint to the shrill hum of our engines. Taking my eyes off the road was reckless at this speed, but I had to risk a split-second glimpse over my shoulder.
Now I understood why so many of the Xerxes mercenaries were holing up at the lodge instead of going out and combing the forest. They were hunting their prize the modern way. And now, as a steel body topped with four screaming blades winged down from the treetops like a blender from hell, they were hunting us, too.
“Jessie,” I shouted. “Drones!”
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The drones were about the size of German shepherds, sleek and gleaming chrome in the moonlight. I saw what looked like camera nozzles on their bellies, not weapons, but they didn’t need a missile to take us out: their razor-sharp helicopter blades would do the job just fine. I jerked the handlebars left, hard, as one veered past, the ATV rocking under me while I fought to keep all four wheels on the trail. The other one shot up ahead, spinning as it dropped down in Cody’s path.
Cody careened off the trail, darting between a gap in the trees, and Jessie and I followed. My front wheels hit a divot hard enough to rattle my teeth, and I clung to the handlebars for dear life as we shot into uncharted territory. A drone came back for another pass, and I swerved left again as the screaming blades carved the air an inch from my shoulder. Trees formed a broken, jagged wall between me and the others, and I tracked them by their bouncing headlight beams as I strained to keep the ATV under control. We were going too fast for rough terrain—dangerously, recklessly fast—but we didn’t dare slow down.
Gunfire crackled as the lead drone came back around. Jessie fired off wild shots, making sparks fly. The drone warbled, spinning, and slammed into a tree at full speed. Tortured metal shrieked as the hull burst into a gout of flame, scorching the tree black, and severed rotors whipped away into the dark. One to go.
The survivor went back to harassing Cody, winging almost close enough to slash him again and again, forcing him to steer left. It’s not trying to kill us, I realized, it’s herding us, like a sheepdog. Herding us toward—
We burst from the underbrush and out onto the highway.
I hit my brakes as blinding high beams washed over me, and a wall of olive steel loomed square in our path. A firing line of mercenaries stood before the troop transport, six in all, rifles shouldered and fingers on their triggers. I screeched to a halt, Jessie and Cody pulling up short behind me. Then I put up my hands.

They took us back to the lodge. To the café, where they put our backs to the rough wooden posts in the middle of the restaurant and tied our wrists behind us, leaving us to sit and stew while they went through our pockets. This was the nerve center of the Xerxes operation: four laptop computers sat out on dinner tables, networked with thick, chunky cables to a gray metal box and a portable fan. I didn’t know what the extra gear was for, but the mercenaries were clearly traveling light, quick to set up and quick to tear it all down when the time came to flee the scene. A hit-and-fade mission, just like us.
“I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings between us,” Abrams said, still wearing the counterfeit silver oak leaf on his fatigues. “You killed five of my men tonight. None of you are walking away.”
“They were resisting arrest,” Jessie said.
“The only question remaining,” he said, ignoring her as he glared daggers at Cody, “is whether you get a nice, quick, clean, and painless death or we make this ugly and slow. Because I might be pressed for time, but I assure you, I can be very, very ugly.”
Jessie thumped the back of her head against her post. “Really? He serves up a straight line that easy and neither of you is gonna bite? It’s like I have to do all the work around here.”
Cody looked at her like she had two heads, but I knew what Jessie was doing. She wanted Abrams angry—angrier than he already was, given how his jaw was clenched and how his face had gone beet red. Angry people make dumb mistakes and say things they shouldn’t.
I also knew that if this interrogation was about to get rough, she wanted his undivided attention, to spare me and Cody from as much pain as she could. As team leader, that was her job.
Just like it was my job not to let her.
“It’s over, Abrams,” I said. He whirled to face me. “That’s right. We know who you are, and so do the state police. They’re on their way, right now. Best thing you can do is untie us and give yourself up.”
Slim chance of that. The only hope for the cavalry to save the day was if those hostages we set free made it to civilization—and the nearest town was a long, long hike away. By the time the cops got here, they wouldn’t find anything but our cold, dead bodies. Still, I caught the flicker of worry in his eyes.
He strode over to the computer table, leaning in to confer with two of his men in hushed tones. As he straightened his back, I heard him say, “—then start searching grid three. And hurry it the hell up.”
The Red Knight might have already crash-landed—or it might be about to—but at least Xerxes hadn’t found it yet. A small blessing, but at the moment I’d take any I could get.
“You,” Abrams said to Cody. “Who do you work for?”
Jessie looked my way. “Did you see that? Went right for him. Just assumes the only man in the group is the one in charge. What an asshole.”
“We’re with the FBI,” I told him. “Another good reason to surrender.”
He walked to the table where they’d emptied out our pockets, and came back with a gun.
“Since when do FBI agents carry pieces like this?” he said, dragging his fingertip across the acid-marred serial number. “This is a hitter’s gun. I’ll ask again: Who do you work for? Who sent you?”
“The Mormons,” Jessie said. “We’re getting really aggressive on the door-to-door thing. Have you made your decision for Christ?”
He took a step toward her, cocking a fist.
“That’s not the right question,” I blurted, stopping him in his tracks. He looked my way.
“What is, then?”
“Xerxes,” I said. “You were a soldier-of-fortune outfit. I assume you still are. So the question is, how much money will it take to get you to flip sides and join our team?”
Pointless question. Whatever the fee, I could guarantee I didn’t have it—and Linder wouldn’t be covering the cost, either—but it might bring me one step closer to figuring out who they were working for.
He sneered. “More than you’ve got. We’ve moved up in the wo—” From a nearby table, a walkie-talkie squawked. He rushed over and snatched it up. “Sir.”
The accent on the other end was pure cockney, and back-alley rough. “Got anything yet?”
Abrams’s back went ramrod straight. “Not yet, sir. The second we find anything, you’ll be the first to know.”
“You lads havin’ a wank together, or doin’ your jobs? Never mind, don’t tell me, I don’t even wanna know. What about those tangos you netted?”
“They say they’re with the FBI.”
“Like ’ell they are,” the voice growled. “Take off the kid gloves, son, and start yanking out toenails until somebody tells it straight. There’s too much on the line tonight to be messing about.”
I glanced over at Cody. He stared straight ahead, eyes unblinking, expression blank. I watched the slow rise and fall of his chest, and realized every breath was a perfect four seconds in, four seconds out. He’s counting, I thought, to keep himself calm.
And I was the one who got him into this mess.
“Yes, sir,” Abrams said. “I’ll keep you updated.”
No reply beyond a soft bed of static. He set the walkie-talkie back down.
“Angus Caine, I presume,” I told him. “What, your boss couldn’t even be bothered to show up? He can’t think your chances of success are too high.”
“We’re the best of the best,” he said. “We always get the job done.”
And getting the job done, in this case, was about to involve somebody’s toenails and a pair of pliers. Or any of a hundred other ways to treat somebody to their very own living hell. I had one shot at stopping him. If I could hold his attention on me while breaking Jessie free, she might be able to grab his gun and take out the mercs at the computers. I made eye contact with her, and flicked my gaze downward.
She got the idea. She wriggled to one side, stretching her arms to give me a glimpse of the thick coils of rope binding her wrists to the pillar, while I quietly called to my magic. Feeling elemental fire well up in the pit of my stomach, a slow-kindled flame, and willing it across the distance between us.
A pinprick of light blossomed on the ropes at her wrists. Sizzling, sending up a thread-thin line of gray smoke as it wormed its way through her bonds. If I could hold my focus for just a couple of minutes—and keep Abrams from noticing what I was doing—the ropes should have weakened enough for Jessie to break loose.
“You always get the job done?” I asked Abrams. “Like in Las Vegas?”
His eyes went hard as stone. Jessie wasn’t the only one who knew how to piss people off.
“That’s right,” I said. “Xerxes’s last job, before you lost your corporate charter and all your money, and three-quarters of you wannabe soldiers landed behind bars? I was there that night. I put a whole bunch of your buddies in handcuffs. It wasn’t like they put up much of a fight. While you and Caine were running out the back door, abandoning your men, they were competing to see who could surrender fastest.”
Abrams loomed over me. His lips pursed into a hard, tight line.
“Sir,” said one of the mercenaries at the computer table, “confirmed wreckage in grid three! Drone has visual.”
Abrams sprinted over, resting a beefy hand on the man’s shoulder as he leaned in and stared at the screen.
“I’ll be damned,” he breathed. “There she is. Beautiful. Where’s it at? Can we get the truck in there?”
I craned my neck, but I couldn’t get a look at the screen. Jessie’s ropes smoldered in silence, the pinprick of flame burning time we didn’t have to spend. The merc shook his head.
“I don’t think so, sir. Rough terrain, no trails for half a mile. We can retrieve it on foot and meet up with the truck . . . there. Right there.”
Abrams slapped his back. “Get to it, then. That means all of you: get out there and grab our satellite. I’ll coordinate from here. Double time!”
The door slammed shut behind the last mercenary as they sprinted out of the café, leaving us alone with Abrams. And the gun in his hand.
“I just went from ‘not a lot of time’ to ‘no time at all,’” he told us, “so here’s what I’m going to do. I have three of you. I need only one of you. Let’s cut that number down.”
He put the barrel of the pistol to Cody’s forehead.
“I want to know who you work for. And if nobody gives me an answer by the time I count to three, I’m pulling this trigger. So let’s go. One.”
Cody didn’t flinch. He looked up, staring Abrams dead in the eye.
The truth was on my lips. The truth could save Cody’s life, or at least keep him alive a little longer. All I had to do was tell Abrams everything he wanted to know.
But I didn’t say a word.
This was about more than the three of us, more than just our lives. Vigilant Lock’s very survival depended on secrecy. Someone—maybe the same people who hired Xerxes—gunned down an entire cell of operatives in Miami. That happened because somebody talked, or got sloppy. I thought about Agent Lawrence, tortured to death with a car battery because somebody, somehow, had penetrated his cover.
“Two,” Abrams said.
The only real currency when you live in the shadows—the only real power—is information. Secrets kill, faster than a bullet, and if I told Abrams everything I knew about Vigilant Lock, we wouldn’t be the only ones who paid the price. Not even close.
Jessie tugged on the ropes, the singed coils frayed to the breaking point, but her eyes were on the gun. If she tore loose and lunged for Abrams now, either she or Cody would eat a bullet before she took him down. Just a question of who.
Cody looked over at me, something written in his eyes. Fear? Hope? Good-bye? He wanted something from me, needed it, but I had nothing to give him. I held his gaze. I owed him that much: to witness the consequence of my mistakes.
I could save Cody’s life.
But I wasn’t going to.
“Three,” Abrams said.
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Abrams pulled the trigger.
The hammer clicked down on an empty chamber.
He pulled the barrel from Cody’s forehead, leaving a red welt and glistening sweat behind. Cody shut his eyes and slumped back against the post, letting out the breath he’d been holding.
“Look at that,” Abrams said. “Guess this one was out of bullets. Lucky you.”
He strolled back over to the table, set the gun down, and picked up another. He popped the magazine, turning it in his fingers, nodded, and loaded it back into the Glock.
“This one, though?” He tapped the barrel. “This one’s still got two shots left. How about you? You feeling chatty yet?”
I stared into the eye of the gun.
“One,” he said.
The air shifted. I thought it was just me, at first, the back of my neck prickling as the seconds slowed to a molasses drip. My skin getting hot, like the onset of a bad sunburn. But he felt it, too. He scrunched up his brow and took a wobbly step back on suddenly unsteady feet.
“What the hell?” he said. He lowered his gun and stared at his other hand. Pinpricks of light, like tiny fireflies, glistened on his flesh. Multiplying. Beginning to blossom. “How are you—”
Abrams’s skin ignited like a roman candle.
I had never heard a scream like that. I never wanted to hear it again. He was a white phosphorous torch now, blinding like a diamond in the sun, leaving a trail of spitting sparks as he flailed and staggered across the room. He crashed into a table and brought it down in a blazing pile of wreckage, letting out inhuman shrieks while he kicked and thrashed like a fish on a line. The flames spread, licking across the rustic floorboards in all directions.
I felt hands at my wrists, tugging the knotted rope. “It’s okay,” Kevin said. “I’ve got you.”
The ropes pulled away. I jumped up and ran to Cody’s side, working to set him free, while Kevin helped Jessie. Finally, mercifully, the screaming stopped. What remained of Abrams, barely visible behind the growing curtain of fire, was a black and misshapen lump of gristle that barely resembled a human being.
Cody’s ropes fought me, the knot too tight, my fingers too shaky. I tucked my chin and pulled the collar of my shirt up over my mouth and nose while the air went silver gray with gathering wisps of smoke that tickled the back of my throat. It smelled like burned hamburger.
“I’m here, boss,” Kevin told Jessie. “Good time for a rescue, huh?”
She didn’t even look at him. She just rubbed her freed wrists as she stood and pointed her finger at the computer table. “Bag and tag. I want everything on those PCs, and I want it in the next ten seconds. Move.”
There was something off about Jessie. Her movements were stiff, her face tight and eyes hard. She looked more like someone had slapped her than saved her. As I finally got Cody loose, I followed Jessie’s line of sight back toward the café door and saw what she was looking at.
A woman leaned against the wall beside the door, arms crossed and one boot against the wood, nonchalant. If the spreading flames and smoke bothered her, it didn’t show. If anything, she seemed bored. She looked like she was in her early twenties, tanned, lean, in ripped jeans and a leather bomber jacket. A riot of rainbow streaks ran through her big, wavy hair, flaring out behind her like a lion’s mane.
I inhaled to ask a question, and the smoke shoved its fingers down my throat. I went into a coughing fit, my lungs burning, and scrambled to help Kevin instead. We yanked cables wildly, slammed laptop lids and grabbed as much gear as we could, while the advancing blaze crept toward us. The fire spread to the back wall of the café, licking up the walls like a burning waterfall, crawling across the rafters.
Cody gripped my shoulder and guided me through the swirling clouds of smoke, both of us hunched over and stumbling half-blind. We made it to the café door and out into the hall just ahead of the others. I staggered to the closest window, leaned my head out, and gasped for breath. The cool night air felt like a glass of ice water after a march through the Sahara Desert. I didn’t take too long to enjoy it, not with the fire spreading faster by the minute.
“Jessie,” I said, “that woman. Who the hell was that—”
“Regroup out front,” Jessie snapped, ignoring my question. She’d gathered up our confiscated gear, brandishing a pistol as she charged past me with murder in her eyes.
I emerged from the lodge right behind her, with Cody and Kevin flanking me. The building burned at our backs, a crackling beacon that lit up the forest night. The rainbow-haired woman waited out front. She leaned one palm back against the hood of a cherry-red Ferrari, stifling a yawn with the other.
Jessie marched up and stuck a gun in her face. The woman lowered her hand and squared her shoulders. She gave Jessie a lazy, feline look.
“Why the fuck,” Jessie snapped, “aren’t you dead?”
“You know, when someone saves your life, a thank-you never hurts. Put the gun down, Temple. If I wanted you dead, I would have just let soldier boy do it for me instead of lighting him up.”
“I think introductions are in order,” I said to Jessie.
“Sure,” she said. “Harmony Black, meet Mikki Howl. Your predecessor. Whom I buried.”
I walked up to stand beside Jessie, and Mikki looked me up and down. “Ooh, my replacement. A freak like me, huh? You any good?”
As our eyes met, her pupils dilated. They grew and grew, until her baby-blue irises vanished, and nothing remained but black and bloodshot white. Then, in the darkness of her pupils, two tiny pinpoints of dancing fire grew like twin jack-o’-lanterns.
I felt my skin grow hot.
Fingers twitching, I called for my magic. Elemental water washed over my body, invisible to the naked eye but cold, flowing, soothing against my skin. Mikki’s power broke against mine and shattered, dissolving in the night air.
“I have my days,” I told her. “And no, I’m not a pyrokinetic like you. I’ve got a different bag of tricks.”
Her pupils contracted, the fires sputtering out, eyes back to normal in an instant.
“Humph,” she said. “Not bad.”
“You gonna tell me why you’re still breathing?” Jessie demanded.
“As soon as you get the damn gun out of my face and show a little gratitude.”
Kevin stepped up behind us. He cleared his throat, squeezing his hands together, looking like a kid who just got sent to the principal’s office.
“Mikki knew you were in trouble,” he said. “So, uh, she came and got me, and . . . c’mon, Jessie. Put the gun down, okay? It’s really her, this isn’t a trick. She’s on our side!”
“That remains to be seen,” Jessie muttered, but she lowered the gun.
“Much better,” Mikki said. She pushed away from the hood, taking a slow stroll up the lodge’s front drive and inviting us to follow. “I had to leave, Jessie. You were cramping my style.”
“You walked into a building right in front of me,” Jessie said. “Then I saw it explode.”
“Sure. What you didn’t see was me running right out a side exit before I hit the detonator. Those explosives? I planted them, along with a body for you to find, and the evidence making it look like Roman Steranko was responsible. The body was just some streetwalker who OD’d on heroin. A serious autopsy would have shown those remains weren’t mine, but hey, why bother? You said it yourself: you saw me walk through that door. I had some money stashed away in a numbered Swiss bank account. Enough to hire a really good surgical team.”
She pulled back her jacket and lifted her tank top, twisting her hip and showing off the thin white scar near her appendix.
“Linder’s little science experiment was no more, and I was free as a songbird.”
“Then why did you come back?”
Mikki paused. She turned to face us, her expression bright.
“Isn’t it obvious? For Kevin. I missed him.”
I glanced back. Kevin gazed at her with puppy-dog eyes.
“I was in town for the same reason you are,” Mikki explained. “The Red Knight. Know how much money I could get for that thing on the black market? It’s not easy out there for an independent contractor. When I spotted Kevin at the lodge, though? I know staying hidden would have been the smarter move, but I just couldn’t help myself.”
Timbers groaned inside the hotel, then snapped with a sound like cannon fire as the second floor gave way. A window exploded, flames billowing from the glass, lashing at the air.
“Let’s get farther back,” I said. Jessie held up her hand.
“No. Let’s stay right here. Kevin, go to the parking lot, find a place to work, and start combing the computers we took. I want to know what Xerxes knows, and I want it five minutes ago.”
“But Jessie, can’t I—”
“Go,” she snapped. As Kevin trudged off, biting his lip, Cody glanced from him to me. I read the question in his gaze and gave a slight nod. He jogged over to walk with Kevin, putting a reassuring hand on the younger man’s shoulder.
As they slipped out of earshot, Mikki’s smile fell away like a mask.
“Well,” she said, her voice cold as an iceberg, “I see you’re still the same insufferable control-freak dyke you used to be.”
“Thank you,” Jessie said.
“For what?”
“For using a homophobic insult instead of your usual racist ones. I was getting bored, and frankly, starting to question your creativity. And what the hell did you do to your hair?”
“This?” She patted her rainbow bangs. “I did it for Kevin. There’s a character on this show he likes—you know what? Never mind. You wouldn’t know what he likes.”
“Don’t even,” Jessie said. “Don’t even pretend you give a damn about Kevin. I’ve seen your psych evals, Mikki. You have no concept of human empathy. You’re literally incapable of it.”
She wrinkled her nose. “I still like things. And I like Kevin. Boys his age have so much energy, to say nothing of enthusiasm.”
Jessie’s lips parted, eyes widening as she caught Mikki’s meaning. She was probably having the same thought I was.
“Last night,” I said, “when he came back to the room after midnight.”
Jessie’s nose hadn’t failed her. Kevin had been with someone, all right. We’d just made a bad assumption based on limited evidence. Singled out the wrong woman.
“Just like old times,” Mikki told Jessie. “It was always so funny, watching you try to keep us separated. We just had to get creative.”
“You slept with him. While you were on my team.” Jessie said. I could hear the tremor on the edges of her voice. The faint repressed fury, inching toward an explosion. “More than once?”
“Please. I popped his cherry one week before his eighteenth birthday.” She held up her wrists, as if offering them for handcuffs. “Wanna arrest me for statutory?”
“What I want,” Jessie told her, “is to put a bullet between your eyes and save the whole world a lot of grief.”
“Sure you do. But you won’t.”
Another window exploded behind us, spraying the lawn with shards of glittering glass.
“Yeah?” Jessie said. “Why’s that?”
“Because I have a message for Linder. And you’re going to deliver it for me.”
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“I’m the total package,” Mikki told us, ignoring the inferno raging at our backs as the hotel slowly caved in on itself. “Beyond being an off-the-charts fucking winner pyrokinetic—probably the best in the world, but who’s keeping score—I’ve got clandestine-ops training and a decided moral flexibility. Let’s face it, Temple. In our line of work, clinical psychopathy is an asset.”
“Your point?” Jessie asked.
“Point being, it’d be crazy for Vigilant not to want me back. And Linder will agree.”
“You want to come back? After you faked your death to get away from us?”
Mikki curled her lip. “To get away from you. You and that damned chemical time bomb they put inside me. No. I won’t be owned—but I can be rented. Tell Linder that my services are available for hire, prices negotiated per job, as an outside consultant. He needs people with my skills, and I need to keep up with the payments on my new Ferrari. A match made in heaven.”
Jessie didn’t answer. She took a step back, eyes down, calculating.
“Clock’s ticking, Temple. Either we make a deal or we throw down here and now.” Mikki turned, flashing a gleaming smile and giving a big wave. Over in the parking lot—out of earshot but not out of sight—Kevin waved back. “Your choice. And bear in mind, I’ve got a lifestyle to maintain. If I’m not working with Vigilant Lock, I will be working against you.”
“Fine,” Jessie snapped. She slashed the air with the side of her hand. “Fine. Get the hell out of here. And you will never contact Kevin again. I don’t care what kind of side deal you cut with Linder: you don’t go near my people, period.”
“You’re not his mother.”
Jessie closed the space between them, going toe to toe. Her voice dropped to a growl.
“I’m the closest thing to a mom he’s got,” Jessie told her. “And you don’t want to find out how far I’ll go to protect my family.”
Mikki’s eyes narrowed. Then she shrugged and turned away, strolling around the back of the Ferrari.
“Fine, whatever. I don’t even care, was getting bored with him anyway. Tell Linder I’ll be in touch.” She swung open the cherry-red door, throwing up her middle finger as she slipped into the driver’s seat. “Arrivederci, bitches.”
As the sports car roared to life, I looked over at Jessie. “Are we really letting her go?”
Jessie stared at the car. If looks could kill, the Ferrari would have burst into flames. Instead, it rolled past us, up the drive and away from the roiling inferno at our backs. She kept staring until it was nothing but a pair of distant brake lights.
“Catch and release,” Jessie said, her voice soft. “She’s right: she’ll either be on our side or someone else’s, and there’s a chance Linder can use her. If not? We set up a fake meet, put a bag over her head, and give her a one-way flight to permanent detention. One way or another, we’ll deal with Mikki. Just not tonight.”
Jessie didn’t move. She just kept staring into the distance.
“You okay?” I asked.
She gave a tiny shake of her head.
“Kevin made contact with her last night. Maybe before that. He knew she was alive.”
“And he didn’t tell you.”
She put her hands on her hips, looking back to the parking lot. Cody and Kevin were sitting on the asphalt with the Xerxes laptops spread out around them, typing up a storm and comparing notes.
“Part of me is furious. Part of me can’t be. You saw how he looked at her. Those hooks are in deep. I just hoped . . .” Her voice trailed off.
“That he’d be more loyal to you than he is to her?”
“I feel like I can’t trust him now. And the worst thing about that?” She looked my way. “That’s one hundred percent my own goddamn fault. Because I let her get her claws that deep into him. Because I thought I knew what was happening on my own damn team, and she was working him like a puppet right under my nose. Then I took us all on a wild-goose chase looking for Roman Steranko, when he was just a patsy for her.”
“Hey,” I said, “that’s not exactly a waste of our time. Steranko still needs to go down for the crimes he has committed.”
“Not the point.” Her shoulders sagged. “Harmony, I’ve been played in just about every way I could get played. That’s not leadership. There’s a weak link on this team—and you’re looking right at her.”
I put my hand on her arm and gave it a squeeze. Another wave of oven-hot air washed over us on a breeze, while the flames from the collapsing hotel rose up to the night sky like a sacrificial bonfire.
“I don’t hear anybody demanding perfection,” I told her. “Nobody but you. You made mistakes. So own it, dust yourself off, and get back in the game. That’s what being a leader means.”
“You still trust me?” she asked.
“It’s going to take a lot more than that for you to lose my trust. And tomorrow night we can talk it all out over a bottle of wine, but right now? We’ve got a satellite to catch. So get it together, and let’s turn this mess into a win.”
She took a deep breath and nodded, hard, with a determined glint in her eyes. She clasped my hand.
“All right,” she said. “Off to the rescue. Let’s do this.”
I followed in her wake as she marched toward Cody and Kevin. Kevin stood up, taking a step back, his shoulders hunched and head ducked down.
“Look, Jessie, I know you’re mad, but—”
She silenced him with a sharp wave of her hand.
“We’re not talking about that right now. And I don’t want it hanging over our heads while we’re getting shit done tonight, so listen: when it comes to Mikki, consider it a dead topic. We can discuss it if you want, after the mission. Now gimme a sitrep.”
“Two of the laptops are locked down with major encryption—I can crack ’em, but not here and not fast. Looks like all four were all just used for drone control for the most part—no e-mail, nothing incriminating. I pulled the drone flight logs. Going by where they stopped moving, that gives us the exact longitude and latitude of the satellite crash.”
“They said they couldn’t get their truck to the site, though,” Cody said. “So they’ll have to take the debris and drag it over by hand. That might buy us some time.”
Jessie glanced over to the rented Ford, the car sitting empty. “Where’s April?”
“Back at the campsite,” Kevin said. “When Mikki showed up looking for me, April almost shot her. It, uh, wasn’t a friendly reunion.”
“Get her on the phone and bring her up to speed. Put your heads together and figure out how to get eyes on that truck.”
“Well, we’ve got the drone-control software, right?” Cody said. “They sent those drones after us, and fair’s fair: let’s give ’em a taste of their own medicine.”
“One of the modems is FUBAR, though, so we can only get one drone airborne. I think the smoke fritzed out the—” Kevin paused. Then he snapped his fingers. “Hold on. I’ve got this.”
He tugged out his phone and dialed fast, sitting cross-legged with one of the computers propped on his lap.
“Hey, Doc, it’s Kevin. We’re all at the lodge, everything’s . . . well, not fine, actually nothing is fine, and we kinda burned the hotel down, but I’ll tell you about it later. Do me a favor: grab Cody’s laptop—it should be on top of my sleeping bag. Great, now boot it up, and type exactly what I tell you. You’re gonna hijack a drone.”
While they talked, Jessie laid out our weapons on the asphalt, popping magazines and counting bullets. I walked over to Cody.
“You hanging in there?” I asked.
He flashed a confident smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.
“A-OK.” He paused. “Not really. Little weirded out, to be honest. Is this . . . is this what you do? I mean, is this a normal night for you?”
I shrugged. Timbers groaned and snapped as another chunk of the hotel’s roof caved in.
“Not with this much property damage,” I said. “Usually.”
He reached out and touched my fingers. He didn’t try to hold my hand. Just a glancing touch, like I was made of glass. Or razor blades.
“Harmony, in the last four hours we’ve been shot at, hunted, damn near executed—how are you not freaking out right now?”
I shrugged. “It’s the job. You just learn to not think about it until you’re home safe again.”
“I saw you freeze bullets in midair.”
That. I was wondering when we’d have to talk about that.
“I’m, well, there’s, you know, a perfectly reasonable explanation for that.”
He arched an eyebrow. “And that is?”
“I’m a witch.” I winced, holding up an awkward hand and wriggling my fingers at him. “Hi. Nice to meet you.”
Cody glanced past me, nodding over at Jessie as he dropped his voice low. “And, uh . . . what is she?”
I followed his gaze and thought about how to answer that. I took a deep breath.
“She’s one of a kind,” I said. “Let’s just leave it at that right now.”
Jessie strode back over to us and held out one of the Glocks to Cody.
“Okay, so between all three guns, we’re down to a grand total of five rounds, and all our extra ammo is back at the campsite. Which we don’t have time to go get, so you’d better make every shot count or get really good at bluffing. Here you go, cowboy: one in the chamber, two in the mag, knock yourself out. I’m keeping the other two rounds.”
She handed me an empty gun.
“Harmony, I know most of your magic is defensive, but I’ve seen you throw down when you have to. Tonight, you have to. Can you dig deep for me?”
“Count on me,” I told her.
“You’ve got visual?” Kevin said on the phone. “Great, so do I. Looks like we’re both connected. Hey, guys? You need to see this.”
He shifted the phone to his other hand and waved us over. I stood behind him, looking at the feed from his laptop screen. A night-vision cyclops eye, washing the world in luminous green, from a parked drone.
A shallow crater marred the forest floor, leaving deep, muddy furrows and scorched grass. A stark, empty gouge, like a carcass picked clean to the bone.
“No debris,” Kevin said. “They’re already on the move.”
Jessie clapped her hands together.
“All right,” she said, “ladies and gentlemen, the Red Knight is in enemy hands. And considering that thing is a homing beacon for something very big and potentially very nasty from outer space, those are not the hands it belongs in. Let’s go do what we do best: wreak a little havoc and save the day.”
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Jessie jumped behind the Ford’s wheel and I rode shotgun, with Cody and Kevin in back. Their purpose fulfilled, Xerxes had abandoned their drones to the forest—or since they didn’t know Abrams was dead, maybe they expected him to fly them back to headquarters. Kevin got one airborne, tapping keys with the precision of a surgeon, and talked April through it on speakerphone.
“This is like trying to work needlepoint with mittens on,” she said.
“Uh-huh,” Kevin said. “Next time you tell me video games are a waste of time, I’ll remind you of this moment. Just fly yours straight up, about fifty feet over the tree line, and engage hover. All right, good, I see you on my camera. Now tilt down, about thirty degrees—perfect. If you do a slow pan, you should get a nice big view. Let me know if you spot movement, and I’ll zoom in to check it out.”
We hit the highway, heading northwest.
“I have movement east,” April’s voice crackled over the phone.
“Okay, one sec, doing a flyby,” Kevin said. “Oh. Oh, boy. Good news and bad news. Good news is, I found them. Bad news is, they’re already moving out, and they’ve got a convoy.”
“Define ‘convoy,’” Jessie said.
“That big truck they used for a roadblock, one Hummer out in front, two following behind.”
“Great,” Jessie said. “Multiple military vehicles. And we have five bullets.”
“Maybe not.” I craned my neck, looking back at Cody and Kevin. “How fast are they going? Can you tell?”
“Pretty fast for a back road,” Cody said.
I looked to Jessie. “Real military Humvees are up-armored, which means they’re not built for highway speed. They’re also damn hard to get for a bunch of disgraced, fugitive mercenaries. I’m betting Xerxes just bought or stole some civilian models and painted them in camo. Faster, but not bulletproof.”
“Great,” Jessie said. “I feel much more confident now. And we still have only five bullets.”
Kevin’s keyboard rattled. “Looks like . . . they’re coming this way. Yeah, they’re definitely making for the highway.”
Jessie pulled over to the shoulder, threw the car into park, and killed the headlights.
“We’ll wait,” she said.
We lurked in the dark, listening for their engines.
“All right, yeah,” Kevin said, “they’re on the highway and headed in our direction. Picking up speed, too. Look up. Can you see me?”
A gleam of moonlight on chrome shone above the trees up ahead. Kevin’s drone, winging our way.
“Everybody.” One of Jessie’s hands flexed against the steering wheel, her other on the gearshift. “Seat belts on.”
We heard them before we saw them, the groan of heavy diesel-burning V-8s shaking the forest before the strobe of their headlights washed across our windshield. The convoy came on fast, making their escape with their stolen prize, and the tiny Ford rocked on the shoulder of the road as the trucks barreled past us. Jessie let the last one pass, then she threw the car into drive and stomped on the gas pedal.
Tires screamed as she hauled the wheel around, pulling a hard U-turn that shoved me against the door, then we sped off after them. “Kevin,” Jessie said, “we need to know which vehicle’s carrying the debris. Can you get eyes on the inside of that transport truck?”
Up ahead, Kevin’s drone dipped toward the back of the troop transport, nosing its camera at the open bed. One of the rear Hummers flashed its high beams and blared its horn.
“Well,” I said, “now they know we’re coming.”
Jessie bared her teeth in an eager grin. “They would’ve figured it out soon enough.”
“Got it,” Kevin said. “It’s the truck—yeah, they’ve got something big under tarps, and two guys with—”
Assault-rifle fire crackled, and the shadows erupted with muzzle flare. Kevin’s drone bounced back, then veered wildly to the right. It plowed into the shoulder of the road, striking sparks as it hit the asphalt rotors first, support arms snapping and sending it tumbling into the underbrush.
“Shit,” Kevin snapped, slapping his keyboard. “I’m down, I’m down!”
The second drone winged past us, dangerously close to our hood, streaking ahead of the truck. I could hear its engines whining, straining to keep up speed as it burned through what little fuel it had left.
“Think I’m getting the hang of this,” April’s voice said over the phone. “Where do you want me?”
I thought fast, trying to make the most of what we had. We needed to take out the three escorts—or at least drive them away—and immobilize that transport truck. And now they were alert and ready for us.
“April, hold your drone back for now. Just keep up with us. Jessie, can you run us alongside the first chase car? Cody, roll your window down.”
Her response was a push on the gas, the Ford’s engine starting to whine as she ran it into the red. We shot ahead of the first Hummer, running almost parallel with the second. Up ahead, in the truck, one of the guards spotted us and shouldered his rifle. Jessie veered hard, swinging out of his line of fire.
I cupped my palm, kindling a thread of magic and feeling desert heat against my skin. The car took on a soft orange glow.
Gunfire rang out. The rearmost Hummer’s driver leaned out his open window, taking wild shots with a pistol. Everyone ducked as a bullet slammed into the rear windshield, shattering it and showering Cody and Kevin with broken safety glass. A second shot blew a jagged hole in our bumper.
“Cody,” I shouted, my arm burning as I struggled to hold my concentration, “the first chase car: shoot the gas tank!”
His first bullet went wide. The second tore into the Hummer’s back panel. The truck bled diesel, spurting from the ragged hole.
I thrust out my arm and let my magic fly, a streak of white-hot fire that seared through the air and pierced the ruptured tank like a phosphorous lance. The gas tank erupted with the force of a grenade, the explosion leaving my ears ringing and scarring my vision with the blinding aftershock as the Hummer spun sideways. The truck behind it didn’t have time to get out of the way: it plowed straight into the inferno, hitting the burning wreckage head-on at seventy miles an hour.
The transport truck swerved to get in front of us. Both of the guards in back leveled their rifles and opened fire. I ducked down as bullets riddled the hood and blasted out a headlight. Jessie punched the gas again, swerving, snaking up ahead to run alongside the truck. Steam gushed up through the rents in our hood, and the engine whined like it was about to throw a rod.
“We can’t lose these guys,” Jessie said through gritted teeth.
“April,” I said, “can you fly up ahead of the first Hummer? Maybe slow him down somehow while we take him out?”
April’s drone zipped up ahead, spun as graceful as a ballerina, and came rocketing back at top speed. It hit the Hummer’s front windshield like a missile, its rotors turning the cabin into a high-speed blender. Blood splashed the driver’s-side window as the truck spun out hard. It lifted up off its side wheels and went into a roll, becoming a steel roadblock for the transport truck.
“Or you could do that,” Jessie said.
The truck fishtailed, brakes screaming, and came to a dead stop five feet shy of the wreck ahead. Nowhere to run.
Cody and Jessie were on the move the second our car screeched to a standstill. Cody ran up on the driver’s-side door, pistol raised in a two-handed shooter’s stance. “Police!” he roared. “Step out of the vehicle and show me your hands, right now!”
Jessie headed for the back. One of the guards was already clambering down, dizzy from the near crash, swinging his rifle around to fire. She dropped him with a single shot between the eyes.
I shoved my door open, moving dangerously slow as my guts twisted in knots, paying the bill for the energy I’d channeled through my body.
“You okay?” Kevin said, watching me from the backseat.
“Yeah,” I said, “got an empty gun, I’m peachy. Stay here.”
An empty gun can be as good as a loaded one when you’re using it as a threat. So I helped out in front, standing with Cody and covering the truck’s driver as he eased down from the cab with open, upraised hands. Jessie came around from the back with the second guard, dragging him by the hair and keeping her pistol pressed to his forehead. We shoved them down on their knees by the side of the road, patted them down and took their sidearms.
“Cody,” I said, “watch these guys while we check out the truck.”
“On it,” he said, in his natural element. Life as a small-town cop might not have been exciting, but compared to magic and monsters, armed criminals were something he knew how to handle.
“So,” Jessie told me as we climbed into the truck bed, “that went well. You keeping up?”
My entire body twitched. Muscles fluttered like feathers. And while the cramping slowly ebbed away, nausea and exhaustion rushed in to fill the empty spaces.
“Adrenaline hangover,” I said. “Think I might throw up in a minute, if that wouldn’t make us look too unprofessional.”
“Permission granted,” she said, looking like she knew the feeling. Shaky hands on her hips, she stood at the edge of a green oilcloth tarp. “So. You got a plan for destroying this thing?”
“What is this, a two-and-a-half-ton truck? So we’re sitting on about fifty gallons of diesel. Let’s check out the debris, take some pictures for posterity, and blow it straight to hell before it draws anything down here.”
We pulled back the tarp and gazed upon the Red Knight.
I hadn’t expected that much of it to survive, but there it was: about eight feet long, its flame-blackened hull battered and broken in spots but still showing its distinctive chess-piece curves. Whatever the satellite was made of, it wasn’t conventional steel: the hull was a brassy deep crimson, some alloy I’d never seen before.
Jessie circled the satellite, snapping pictures for Vigilant Lock’s archives with her phone. I studied it and reached out with my senses. There was something more here, something more than crumpled metal and circuitry. I slipped my hand into my jacket pocket, taking out an old and tarnished coin on a silver chain. My great-great-grandmother’s legacy. Allegedly the first coin paid to the first Oracle of Delphi—but then again, my great-great-grandmother was a bit of a huckster. All I knew for certain was that in areas touched by strong magic, where reality went thin, the coin gave off strange reactions.
Like now, as the coin rose up at the end of its chain, levitating. Straining toward the satellite as if it were a giant magnet. I slipped the coin back into my pocket and knelt down, tugging at a half-open hatch in the satellite’s belly.
“Let’s see what’s inside,” I grunted as I pulled back on the dented metal, “and maybe we can figure out why that thing in outer space is so attracted to it.”
The hatch groaned and popped as a warped hinge broke loose. Inside the satellite’s belly, past a tangle of frayed, snapped wiring and broken Bakelite circuit boards, something strange caught my eye. I reached in and tugged it free.
It was a tablet, about a foot square, forged from a sheet of black lead and icy cold to the touch. Engraved Greek letters and swirling, ornate glyphs covered the tablet’s face. I felt the crackle of static electricity under my fingertips as I cradled the tablet in my hands: residual magic, leaking into the atmosphere from an enchantment woven over sixty years ago.
Jessie leaned in over my shoulder, taking more pictures. “Is that some kind of occult talisman? Why would somebody want to launch that into space?”
I was working that out myself, my eyes tracing the symbols and seals. Recognizing familiar glyphs, piecing it together, my blood turned to ice as I realized what the tablet was for.
“Jessie,” I breathed, “we have a problem here.”
“And we’re about to solve it. I’ve got all the pictures we need, so let’s just hop out, light the gas tank, and have a barbecue.”
I looked back at her. “If I’m right about this,” I said, “that is the last thing we want to do. This situation just went from bad to apocalyptic.”
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I ran to the back of the truck bed and leaned out. “Cody!”
“Yeah?” he called back, never taking his eyes off his prisoners.
“How fast can a satellite go around the earth?”
“Depends on how high up it is. Farther they are from Earth, the longer it takes.”
“You saw the Red Knight data. Before its orbit decayed, how fast was it going?”
He rubbed his chin, keeping his gun easy in the other hand, trained on the two kneeling mercenaries.
“Pretty damn fast, and remember, the earth is rotating, too. The Knight was in low Earth orbit, so you’re looking at a relative speed of seventeen thousand miles an hour, maybe? It’d slingshot around the planet in about an hour and a half.”
I slumped back against the olive-tarp wall of the truck bed. “Shit.”
Jessie squinted at me. “What?”
I hovered my hand an inch above the lead tablet. My palm prickled with static.
“This enchantment, it’s designed to leak, basically. To leave a trail behind it, like the way water makes a wake pattern behind a speedboat.”
“With you so far,” she said.
“This is Greco-Roman magic.” I tapped the lead tablet. “Classic sorcery. It’s called a curse tablet. Basically invoking spirits and gods to put a whammy on your target. They were used for all sorts of things: love spells, court cases . . . they bind and control.”
She nodded. “So somebody bound that entity to it. That’s why it kept getting drawn to the satellite.”
“That’s where we were wrong. Look, at that speed, with this wake effect, the tablet basically wrapped the entire planet in its enchantment. Follow me?”
“Right, and?”
I tapped the central symbol on the tablet, a sprawling design that resembled a maze.
“This? Is a banishing sigil.”
Her eyes widened as she caught my meaning.
“The Red Knight wasn’t attracting the entity,” I said. “It was keeping it away from Earth. That’s why it was screaming, in that photograph. It was frustrated. It doesn’t want the Knight. It wants us.”
“And the only thing keeping it away from the planet just crash-landed.” She eyed the tablet. “We need to get this thing back into orbit. Because the next time it comes back around—”
“Humanity’s front door is unlocked and wide-open. Remember what Linder said at the briefing: it always returns in the autumn, and we’ve got one week, tops, before it’s back again. Let’s go.”
As I climbed down from the truck, jogging over to the car, I heard her on the phone. “This is Agent Temple, authorization ninety-three slash ninety-three. I need a secure line to the director, now.”
Kevin sat hunched over his laptop. I knocked on the window, and he jumped.
“C’mon,” I said, gesturing at the bullet-riddled hood. “This ride’s not going anywhere. We’re taking their truck.”
He climbed out from the backseat, computer tucked under one arm. “What’s the scoop? Mission complete?”
“Not even close,” I said and ran back over to Cody. The two mercenaries knelt on the roadside, sullen and silent, fingers laced behind their heads.
“Let’s roll,” I said. “Big trouble, I’ll explain on the way.”
He nodded at the prisoners. “What about these two?”
That was a good question.
As a duly sworn special agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, my duty was clear: make a formal arrest and bring them in. Which would mean spending time we didn’t have and facing questions we couldn’t answer.
As an operative for Vigilant Lock, my duty was also clear: neutralize enemy assets by any means necessary. That’s a nice, clean way of saying, “Put our last two bullets in the backs of their heads.” In the field, we don’t call that murder. We call it termination with extreme prejudice.
Sometimes, in situations like this, I think about my dad. He was a small-town sheriff, and I don’t know if he ever had to draw his gun in the line of duty, but I still try to imagine how he would have handled the problem. I try to find the path that would have made him proud, if he was still around to see me.
“You two,” I said, “on your feet.”
As they rose, I pointed down the road.
“Start walking. That way.”
They moved slowly, looking back over their shoulders as they trudged ahead. I knew why: they were expecting to get shot in the back. When the bullets didn’t come, they moved a little faster, nerves and fear pushing them down the empty highway, until they finally broke into a flat-out run.
Cody blinked at me. “We’re just letting them go?”
“Nope.” I shook my head. “Between the fire at the lodge and the hostages we freed, if the authorities don’t already know something’s seriously wrong out here, they’re about to. Those two have no resources, no vehicle, and they’re wearing counterfeit army uniforms—which the local cops will be looking for, once they hear what happened at the hotel. They’ll get picked up before daybreak.”
Jessie walked over, phone in hand.
“All right,” she told us, “there’s gonna be a charter jet waiting for us at Roberts Field within two hours. One-way flight to Florida, where we’ll rendezvous with a friendly from NASA. Let’s go pick up April and get the hell out of town.”
We sanitized the scene the quick and dirty way: we stripped each unregistered Glock down to parts, scrubbed them for prints, and scattered them in the woods—now that their ballistics could be tied to a shooting, not to mention a burned-down hotel, the guns were a liability. As for the dead Xerxes mercenaries and the flaming debris in the road . . . well, that’d be a mystery for the locals to deal with. The one real liability was the Ford we’d rented using the Oceanic Polymer AmEx, and Kevin told me he was working on that.
“Already done,” he told me as we strode into the terminal at Roberts Field. “As far as Budget is concerned, that car was actually rented by a Mr. John Smith from Goblu, Ohio, using a stolen credit-card number. That guy causes a lot of trouble when we’re around.”
April rolled alongside me, eyes narrow, lips pursed. She hadn’t said much since we picked her up, and even less once we shared the news about the lead tablet. The jet wasn’t ready, so we waited in the dimly lit and nearly empty terminal, finding a place to sit where we could keep our eyes on the entrance.
“Penny for your thoughts,” I told her.
“I’m processing.” She frowned. “Our hypothesis is that the Red Knight was acting as a magical shield, protecting Earth from that . . . apparition, yes?”
“That’s what it looks like.”
“Then one must ask: Where did the entity come from originally, and what was holding it back before the Red Knight was launched? And how, in 1954, did anyone know it was coming?”
I shrugged. “Somebody out there has the answers. And we’ll track them down, just as soon as we get this thing back into orbit.”
While we waited, I took out my trophy from the field: Agent Lawrence’s smashed wristwatch. I kept thinking about what he’d said when he brought over our equipment, about his watch being a gadget like the pair of glasses he’d given us. I turned it over in my hands, running my short fingernails over every bump and knob, looking for anything unusual.
I found it on the side. A hair-fine catch that pulled open at a tug, concealing a micro-USB port underneath.
Kevin and Cody were off by the windows, talking in hushed tones. I walked over and hovered, not sure if I should interrupt.
“But they don’t get it. It wasn’t a crush, okay? It was more than that. When Mikki was around, everything was—” Kevin spotted me and froze. “Hey. What’s up?”
I showed him the port on the watch. “Think you can do anything with this?”
“Yeah,” he said, nodding as he took the watch. “Yeah, lemme see what it’s hiding. Not a problem.”
Cody patted Kevin’s shoulder and stood. “Go for it. Harmony, you got a second?”
He followed me over to the terminal windows. Our reflections stood side by side in the darkened glass as a jetliner rumbled by outside.
“Is he okay?” I asked.
“Will be. I mean, he’s nineteen. Teenagers are really good at bouncing back. But this Mikki, man, she did a number on his head.”
“I got the impression that’s how she gets her kicks,” I replied. “You didn’t hear her, once you and Kevin were out of earshot. She doesn’t give a damn about him.”
“Yeah? Try telling him that.”
“Jessie and April already have. He doesn’t need to hear it from me, too.”
Cody nodded. He stuck his thumbs in his belt, pushing his shoulders back.
“Yeah,” he said, “fair. And it’s not like he’s got much of a shot at a normal life to start with. Harmony, the stuff I saw tonight . . . I don’t think it’s healthy for him to be living like this.”
“He’s normally not in the field. Jessie and I do the legwork; he and April handle operations and logistics.”
“I’m not sure it’s healthy for you to be living like this.”
“Says the sheriff’s deputy,” I said. “Every time you put on your badge and go to work, you know you might not come home again. That’s the life we chose.”
“Yeah. I deal with drunk drivers, kids playing mailbox baseball, and the occasional trailer-park meth lab. Not this. And as far as Kevin goes, I don’t just mean keeping him out of harm’s way. Does he have any friends, outside the Internet? Does he ever do . . . you know . . . normal nineteen-year-old stuff?”
“It’s the job, Cody. You’ve seen what we’re up against. If we don’t do it, nobody else will.”
He hesitated. I glanced sidelong at him. I could tell he wanted to say something. I could tell he didn’t want to say it, too.
“Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”
He shook his head.
“Harmony, back there, at the lodge. It’s . . . I tried to shrug it off, but I keep coming back to it, and I have to know. When we were tied up and that Abrams guy was swinging his gun around.”
“Yes?”
“When he put . . .” He looked away from me, back to the window. “When he put that gun to my head and said he’d kill me if you didn’t tell him who you work for.”
I knew this conversation was coming, but it didn’t make my mouth any less dry, my throat any less tight.
“Harmony,” he asked softly, “did you know the gun was empty?”
Outside in the dark, a jet winged its way up into the obsidian clouds, away from us. It turned into a shadow, then it vanished.
I could have made his question go away with a lie. It would have been so easy to tell him yes, I knew it was empty, I wouldn’t have let him die. That was all he wanted to hear.
“Let’s go see what Kevin found on that watch,” I told him. “It might be important.”



EIGHTEEN
Cody didn’t say a word. He just followed me back to Kevin, who had the watch cabled up to the laptop, and a video on pause.
“Well, it’s something,” he told us, “but I’m not sure it tells us anything we didn’t already know. It looks like Lawrence turned on the watch when they broke into his cabin.”
He clicked the “Play” icon. The jumpy, grainy video lurched into motion. I saw the blur of Lawrence’s other hand flash past the lens as glass shattered off-camera. There was something else, too: something that sounded like a faint voice, quickly silenced.
Lawrence kept the watch trained in front of him as he skirted sideways across the cabin. The camera panned as his front door blasted inward, kicked down by a steel-toed boot. The man on the threshold barely had time to react, lunging into a blind charge, before three sharp retorts from Lawrence’s pistol—two to the chest, one to the head—dropped him like a rock on the cabin floor.
Lawrence spun at the sound of more shattering glass. Someone had been right behind him, a Vaseline blur on the screen at close range, and we heard a rattling thump. Then a plastic crunch and the feed went dead.
“That’s all we got,” Kevin said. “Does it line up with what you found at the cabin?”
It did. The dead man, the broken windows and door, the signs of an ambush: it didn’t tell us anything new about the people who took him. Still, something bothered me about the video.
“At the very beginning,” I said, “can you go frame by frame for the first five seconds or so, and see if anything stands out? And isolate the sounds?”
“Sure,” Kevin said. “It’ll take me a while, but I’ll get to work. I’ll let you know when I’m done.”
“Let me help,” Cody said, sitting down beside him. Not looking my way.
I walked over to find April on the other side of the terminal benches. She was writing in a black Moleskine notebook, recording her thoughts in mechanical pencil.
“Proceed,” she said, not looking up from her notes.
“Huh?”
She looked at me, arching an eyebrow behind her gray-framed bifocals.
“Your body language spoke before you did. Also, I saw you walk to the windows with Cody, and I saw the expressions on both of your faces. It doesn’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce what you wanted to see me about. So, please. Proceed.”
I told her what we said. And what I hadn’t said.
“I don’t know why I did that to him.” I shook my head. “Why didn’t I just tell him what he wanted to hear?”
“Because it would have been a lie.”
“I don’t like to lie,” I said. “That doesn’t mean I don’t know how. I was just . . . cruel to him. And I don’t think I’m a cruel person. I mean, am I?”
“You brought him into the field by necessity. Since then he’s faced danger and death on more occasions, in a single evening, than the average person has to in their entire lifetime. Part of you recognizes that, and is trying very hard to drive him away for his own protection.”
I looked down at my hands. “I guess.”
“Of course, one has to look at the deeper implications.”
“How do you mean?”
“Be honest. Are you fond of him?”
I shifted in my chair and looked back over my shoulder. There he was, talking to Kevin. I took a good, long look. Given what he’d been through tonight, he held everything together just fine. Rugged, unkempt but unruffled, with a shadow along his jaw.
“Yeah,” I told April. “I think I am.”
“Now, then,” she said, “describe your life in a single word.”
I tilted my head at her. “What is this, some kind of free-association game?”
“It is what it is. Describe your life in a single word.”
I had to think about that. I’ve never been a really complicated person, at least I don’t think I am, but boiling everything down to one word seemed impossible. Then it hit me.
“It’s . . .” I waved a hand taking it all in. “This. The mission. My life is the mission.”
“You believe that someone being a part of your life means they must become immersed in”—she mimicked my wave—“all of this. Anyone sharing your path has to share all of it, including the danger, but putting a civilian in danger is something you can’t tolerate. So—consciously or subconsciously—you do what you must to ensure you remain alone.”
“Maybe. Maybe I’m better off alone.”
April shook her head. “I didn’t say that. I will say that you need to decide what you want. And, insofar as our friend Cody goes, decide soon.”
Jessie strolled over and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “All right, ramblers, let’s get rambling. Jet’s fueled and ready to go. Oh. Hey, did I just interrupt something heavy? You look like you were having a capital-D discussion.”
“It’s fine,” I told her, waving it away. “Let’s get to work.”

“Finally,” Jessie said, “traveling in the style we have earned.”
The charter jet was a Phenom 300—six plush leather seats the color of a stormy sky, wood veneer, sleek and spotless.
April chuckled. “I think it’s more likely Linder hired the first jet that could get here fast enough. He would have put us in the belly of a cargo plane if that would have been more convenient.”
“Don’t ruin this for me,” Jessie said, dropping into one of the seats with a contented sigh. “The style we have earned.”
The captain, dressed in a pressed navy dress shirt and a matching cap, paused as he counted heads.
“We were told to expect only four passengers,” he said.
“Last minute change of plans,” I told him. “Is that a problem?”
He shook his head. “No, ma’am. Also, we were instructed to give you this.”
He handed Jessie a fat, weighty beige envelope, thick enough for a stack of legal documents. She waited until he headed into the cockpit to tear open the flap and hand out the contents. It was the gear we’d left with Linder in Boston—our Bureau sidearms and our badges—along with a slim, black USB stick. I tossed the stick to Kevin.
“Looks like a message from HQ,” I told him. “Let’s see what it says.”
He slotted the stick, and we gathered around the laptop screen as the jet’s engines revved. A video flickered to life, showing a neon wire map of Orlando while Linder’s voice issued our new briefing.
“Good work on the recovery,” he said. “Given the new intelligence you’ve acquired, we agree that the top priority is returning the curse tablet to low Earth orbit. To facilitate this, you’ll be calling upon a friendly by the name of Dr. Alonso Huerta.”
The map dissolved into a faded file photograph. Huerta, maybe in his midfifties and portly, sported a walrus mustache.
“Dr. Huerta has access to an imminent satellite launch at the Kennedy Space Center,” Linder continued. “He can ensure the tablet is securely and quietly added to the satellite payload. Your task is to deliver it to him. There’s a catch: the doctor is timid about his involvement with Vigilant Lock, and does not, under any circumstances, want you anywhere near his office or his coworkers.”
The photograph faded, replaced with another map. Street directions scrolled along the right side of the screen, lit up in electric blue, and I committed them to memory as I listened. Tradecraft 101: memorize every detail. You might not get a second chance.
“As he hasn’t worked with your cell before, he has requested a public meeting for his own safety. This is the Mall at Millennia, an indoor shopping center on International Drive. Dr. Huerta will be waiting outside the entrance to Macy’s. You are to give him the confirmation word Starshine, then provide him with the package once he gives the counterconfirmation Aurora.”
The map pulled back, green lines following a winding highway. More driving instructions.
“Once the handover is complete, you are to discreetly follow Dr. Huerta, infiltrate the Kennedy Space Center, and ensure his part of the mission is successful. I’ve assured him that he is completely safe, which is unfortunately untrue, but he won’t know any better so long as you stay out of sight. You need to become the invisible guardian angels on his shoulder. Protect the doctor—without him knowing you’re doing it—and remain on-site until that satellite launches. Linder out.”
The video disappeared with a burst of static.
“All right,” Jessie said. “A handoff, a discreet tail, and we are done. Any questions? No? Good. Buckle up, everybody. We’re going to Florida.”
I sank back in the plush leather seat as the jet lifted off into a black sky. Another midnight flight, another six hours of rumbling engines and turbulence. It wasn’t until I had no choice but to sit still that I realized how exhausted I was. Still, plane sleep was just a fumbling parody of the real thing, an endless string of drowsy naps and waking jolts that left me just as bone-tired as when we took off.
One foot in front of the other, I thought. That’s how the job gets done. At least I could console myself with the knowledge that the hard part was over. We’d beaten the bad guys, claimed the prize, and all that remained was a simple bit of cleanup work. Easy.
Right.



NINETEEN
We flew into the sunrise, our wheels touching down under the clear blue Florida sky. I squinted against the dazzling brightness outside my porthole window, the light telling me to wake up, shake out the sluggishness, and get moving. Orlando was a grimy diamond, catching every ray of sunshine and flashing it back to the heavens. As we disembarked, outside air breezed in along the accordion ramp. The autumn heat was tolerable—the thermometer pushing seventy-four—but a strange, gritty mugginess clung to my skin.
We strode down the concourse at Orlando International, blending in with the crowds. From the preponderance of mouse-ear hats and kids in princess T-shirts, everybody was either on their way to Disney or on their way back home. We stopped in at a Brioche Dorée to refuel; a spinach omelet croissant and an espresso helped to quiet the rumbling in my stomach and kick-start my brain into gear. I clutched a hot paper cup in one hand and my wrapped croissant in the other, eating on the go.
“A friendly inside NASA is a nice thing to have,” Jessie told us, “so we’re gonna humor the doc and turn invisible the second we make the handoff. He’ll never know we were watching over him.”
“A two-car pursuit, then,” I said. “I assume he’s not trained to watch for a tail, but better safe than sorry.”
“That’s a bingo. As for the actual handoff, I’ve got an idea to make sure he doesn’t give us the slip.”
We stopped in at the rental kiosk, driving off with a Taurus and a Grand Caravan in forgettable coffee brown. Common sights on any American road, and invisible in heavy traffic: perfect for a tail. If we didn’t slip up, and made sure to trade positions every few miles so he didn’t spot the same car in his rearview too often, Dr. Huerta would never know we were following him.
First, though, we had to deliver the goods. The lead tablet—stashed in a plastic bag from an airport magazine kiosk—weighed heavy in my hands as we pulled into the Mall at Millennia’s parking lot. Jessie whistled, long and low, and I could see why: this was serious shopping for high-end customers. Rows of perfect palm trees lined the front drive, resting in round beds set into glimmering pristine pools of water. A triumphant glass arch welcomed us into an air-conditioned paradise, the way lined with polished marble tiles in shades of chocolate and tan.
“Not sure I have enough money to set foot in here,” I murmured to Jessie as we passed the marquee for the Rolex boutique. Through the flimsy plastic of the shopping bag, the tablet felt like ice against my fingertips. Ice, and the throbbing tingle of a battery.
“Badges are better than money,” she said, and proved it when she flagged down the closest security guard and flashed hers. “Agent Temple, FBI. We need to speak to your supervisor immediately, please.”
He took us to the mall’s security-operations room. The nerve center of the entire complex, one wall bristling with feeds from at least forty different cameras. The head of security looked ex-military, a little pudgy but still fit, with a regulation-neat buzz cut.
“It’s a matter of homeland security,” Jessie explained. “We have reason to believe that two persons of interest in an ongoing investigation will be making contact somewhere in the mall today. We need to get eyes on them from a distance, for the safety of your shoppers.”
He gestured to the screens. “Well, you can see pretty much anything and everything from here. Do you expect trouble? I mean, I can call all my off-duty guys in—”
“Not to worry,” I said. “If we have to make an apprehension, we’ll do it off mall property. No one will be at risk.”
That, and a few more repetitions of “homeland security,” convinced him to give April a crash course in how to work the camera feeds. Once he left, heading back to his office just down the hall, Jessie put her hands on her hips and scanned the screens, while I put in my earpiece and connected it to my phone with a Bluetooth link.
“All right,” Jessie said, “we’ll make the handoff. Then Harmony, Cody, and I will jump in the Taurus, while Kevin runs back here to meet up with April. You two can use the cameras to figure out what exit the doc leaves from, then switch to the parking-lot cams to identify his car so we know what we’re looking for. As soon as we get on his tail, grab the minivan and catch up with us as fast as you can. From there we’ll use a standard two-vehicle rotation pattern until we reach the Kennedy Space Center.”
“Easily done,” April said, rolling into position in front of the screens.
“What happens when we get there?” Cody asked.
“That’s plan D,” Jessie told him.
“Plan D?”
“Yeah. We’ll come up with it while we’re driving, on the way over. You know your science—think if we get a lab coat and a fake badge on you, you could act like you belong there?”
Cody blinked. “I . . . could try.”
Kevin pointed at the bank of screens. “Got him. There he is, first floor.”
Even on a small, grainy screen, there was no mistaking Dr. Huerta—or at least, no mistaking that enormous mustache. He paced back and forth outside a storefront, shoulders hunched and wringing his hands, looking equal parts nervous and conspicuous.
“He’s sticking out like a sore thumb,” I said. No sense of tradecraft. Then again, this wasn’t his line of work. As long as we made the handoff fast and kept him in sight all the way to the space center, he’d be perfectly safe.
“The fate of the world may rest in this man’s hands,” Jessie deadpanned. “Let’s go make friends.”
As borderline panicked as he looked, Dr. Huerta still didn’t see us coming. The four of us cut through the crowds, coming up behind him.
“Starshine,” I said softly, and watched him nearly jump out of his skin.
“O-oh!” he said, whirling to face us. He looked down at the bag in my hands, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “Is that it?”
I nodded, but I didn’t give it to him. We stepped aside, out of the flow of foot traffic, and he did the same.
“You know your part?” I asked, lowering my voice under the roiling din of the crowds.
His head bobbed like a metronome. “It’ll be going up tonight, on the next resupply capsule for the International Space Station. I’ve arranged to hide it in a bulky piece of equipment: no reason anyone on board would look inside and discover it.”
April’s voice crackled over my earpiece. “Agent Black? We may have a complication.”
Cody stood beside me. His brow furrowed just a bit. “It’s going up on the Progress resupply vehicle? The one that’s based on the Shenzhou?”
More head bobbing from the doc. “Yes, that’s right.”
While they talked about space, April had my full attention.
“Six men just entered the mall together,” she said. “Military strides, jackets too heavy for Florida weather. They’re headed your way. ETA thirty seconds.”
“So that’s . . . launching tonight, you said?” Cody asked.
“Indeed,” Huerta said, “so if we could please just do this, and I’ll be on my way—”
Cody reached over, as if to caress my back. Instead, though, I felt only the tip of his index finger. Drawing an X on my shoulder blade.
Jessie, a step back, saw the gesture. She moved a little to the side, narrowing down the places Huerta could move.
“Sure,” I said, “we just need the counterphrase.”
“Running facial scans now,” April’s voice said. “Pulling strings to get top priority. I’ll know who they are in just a moment.”
Huerta gave us a nervous smile. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead. “Counter . . . counterphrase? You know who I am.”
I wasn’t so sure. As he stumbled over his words, protesting, one sweat-damp corner of his mustache peeled ever so slightly from his face. I eased my free hand back, not reaching for my gun—not yet, with so many civilians around us—but ready for anything. The tablet throbbed in my other hand, cold against my palm through the thin plastic and giving off what felt like a warning. I clutched it tight.
“Why don’t we all step outside?” I asked, keeping my tone as light as I could.
One of Dr. Huerta’s trembling hands snaked behind his back. As he stammered a protest, April’s voice came back, crisp and sharp in my right ear.
“Confirmation. Xerxes men. Angus Caine leading them. Repeat, Angus Caine is on-site.”
Chrome flashed in Huerta’s hand, and he grabbed Kevin’s arm, yanking him close. Kevin froze with a snub-nose .32 pressed into his ribs. My hand closed over the grip of my pistol, but I didn’t draw it—not here, not yet. The crowds churned around us, oblivious to the danger in their midst, but escalating things could turn the mall concourse into a human stampede.
“Give me the tablet,” Huerta said, his voice on the edge of pleading. “I need it.”
“I’m kind of an ISS fan,” Cody explained. “The station isn’t getting another supply shipment until next month. And the Progress is based on the Soyuz capsule, not the Shenzhou. Whoever this guy is, he doesn’t work for NASA.”
“You want to let my man go,” Jessie said. “Or this is gonna end really badly for you.”
A cockney voice boomed behind us, rising above the din of the mall.
“Looks like the commercial was true, lads: you really can find anything you want here.”
I knew his voice before I turned. Angus Caine. His back was straight as an iron bar, his eyes hard enough to cut glass. The SAS commando turned mercenary wore his salt-and-pepper hair in a tight crew cut, and for a man in his fifties, he looked like he could go toe to toe with a heavyweight boxer and not break a sweat. His followers, five of them, fanned out at his sides. Bulges showed under track jackets and windbreakers.
“You ladies,” Angus said, “have something that belongs to me.”
“It’s mine,” Huerta said, jabbing the pistol into Kevin’s ribs hard enough to make him wince.
Frying pan on one side, the fire on the other. Would Caine and his men open fire in a crowded shopping mall? I couldn’t risk that. Whatever happened next, we had to find a way to clear the civilians out without starting a panic.
“We have reached the point,” Jessie murmured, “where things officially can’t get any worse.”
Then I saw the crowds part like a sea, off to the side, and a wave of rainbow hair. Mikki sauntered toward us, and she wasn’t alone. A motley crew followed in her wake, all chin stubble, shorn heads, and flashes of cheap Moscow prison ink.
“Gosh, I’m sorry,” Mikki said. “Am I interrupting anything?”
“The hell are you even doing here?” Jessie snapped.
“I wanted to make an introduction, and this seemed like a good time.”
I knew the man who strolled up behind her. Not personally, but from his photographs. Jessie’s eyes narrowed to slits as Mikki curled her arms around his shoulders, draping herself against him like a mink coat.
“Just wanted you to meet my boyfriend,” Mikki told us.
“A pleasure,” Roman Steranko said, offering a polite tilt of his head.



TWENTY
Roman’s men lined up at his side. Now we had a three-way showdown brewing in the heart of an oblivious crowd: us, the Xerxes commandos, and Roman and his gang. And the man impersonating Dr. Huerta three feet away from me, with his gun in Kevin’s ribs.
Kevin didn’t care about the gun. His eyes were on Mikki as she trailed a hand down Roman’s arm and leaned in to kiss his neck.
“How long?” Jessie said. “How long have you two been working together?”
Mikki chuckled. “I told you I found a surgical team to get that poison implant out of me, didn’t I? Sweetie here arranged it for me. He arranged everything. He’s so considerate.”
Roman shrugged amiably. “Once we spotted you in Boston, Mikki tailed you to Oregon, where I and my colleagues intended to recover the Red Knight. Too bad a certain pack of GI Joe wannabes had to get in the way.”
“’Ere now, watch it,” Angus barked. Then he squinted at them. “Wait a second. I know you—you go by Mikki Howl, don’t ya? You pulled that bank job in Belfast with the Delaney brothers.”
“The one and only,” she said with a smile.
Angus scowled. “You’re a bloody Nazi, is what you are.”
“Oh, please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “That’s just for the rubes in the cheap seats. I’ll pledge allegiance to any flag if there’s a paycheck in it. My creed’s the same as yours, and it comes printed on little green slips of paper.”
We were starting to get looks now, shoppers going out of their way to avoid the growing confrontation, sensing trouble brewing. Farther up the concourse, I saw the head of security coming our way with a pair of uniformed guards in tow. I gave a furtive shake of my head, eyes hard, and he held back.
I turned my attention to Mikki. “So if you were teaming up with Steranko, why show yourself at the lodge? What was that whole bit about coming back to work for us?”
“That was just a cover story to get me out of there once you’d spotted me. See, I had to save you idiots,” she said, pointing at me and then at Angus, “from those idiots. We thought getting the satellite data out of your pal Lawrence would be all we needed, but once the woods filled up with hired guns playing soldier, we figured it’d be a lot easier to let you do all the hard work. You’d find the Red Knight’s cargo, then we could hunt you down and take it from you. And look: it worked!”
“The only people taking anything,” Angus said, “is us.”
“So you’re the one who killed Lawrence,” Jessie said, her voice hard.
“Oh, did you find the body?” Mikki asked. “Did you like that, with the bed frame and the car battery? I mean, I couldn’t exactly set him on fire, now could I? Kind of a dead giveaway.”
“Mikki,” Kevin said, with a creaky tremble in his voice, “what about . . . what about you and me?”
“Ooh,” she cooed. “Remember last time we said good-bye, that night at the lodge? When I pulled you close and sliiiid my hands down into your back pockets?”
Slowly, as if dreading what he’d find there, Kevin reached back with his free hand. Huerta jabbed the gun harder into his ribs, and Kevin hissed at him through gritted teeth.
“It’s my back pocket. Easy. I’m not armed.”
His fingers slid into the back pocket of his jeans. They came up with a tiny silver disk, about the size of my thumbnail.
“A tracker,” Roman explained. “You led us right to you, no effort required.”
“‘No effort’ is right,” Mikki said.
“But,” Kevin said, haltingly, “what about us?”
“Us?” she blinked. “There is no us. Come on, seriously? There never was. You had to have known that. You can’t be that dumb.”
“But . . . everything we talked about, everything we did together.”
“Oh my God, are you going to cry about it?” Mikki gaped at him, letting out a little giggle as she looked to Roman. “I think he’s actually going to start crying.”
Roman shook his head. He curled his arm around Mikki’s shoulder, pulling her close.
“Come on, kid. Wake up. That phone tap in Boston? Weak. I saw you coming from a mile away. Hacking’s the only thing you’re good at, but you’re not good at it—at least not compared to me. You wear T-shirts, I wear Armani. I drive a vintage Porsche, and you . . . well, you hit people with surveillance vans and make an ass of yourself on YouTube. Seriously, I watched that video ten times, and it just gets funnier every time I see it. What do you think you could possibly offer a woman like her?”
Mikki gave Kevin a slow, hungry smile.
“Let’s face it, sweetheart,” she said, “I’m way out of your league.”
Kevin’s jaw trembled, taut, his lips pursed. He stared straight ahead, not saying a word.
“The lad looks like a bit of a runt,” Angus grumbled, “but you don’t have to be an utter gobshite about it. Now, how about one of you hands over the goods before we have to take this from word nasty to bullet nasty?”
“The tablet.” Huerta’s finger tightened dangerously on the trigger. “Give it to me!”
The seconds ticked by in slow motion, and I could feel the clock counting down to doomsday. We were a heartbeat from turning a crowded shopping mall into a re-creation of the gunfight at the OK Corral. I needed to clear the playing field, and fast, before anybody got hurt in the cross fire.
“April,” I whispered under my breath, trusting the earpiece to pick it up. “Fire alarm. Now.”
A few seconds later, a warning klaxon split the air, three earsplitting bursts. A recorded voice, soothing and friendly, echoed over every speaker in the mall.
“Your attention, please. Due to an emergency, we must evacuate the mall immediately. Please proceed calmly to the nearest exit, where our trained security personnel will be on hand to assist you.”
The energy of the crowd shifted all around us—but it was nervous, excited confusion instead of the all-out panic I feared if the shoppers saw guns in our hands. As people milled around us, making their way to the mall’s front doors, the klaxon and voice recording went on repeat.
Soon we stood in an empty concourse.
“Emergency services are on their way,” I announced. “That includes cops. Unless you want to get in a shootout with the Orlando PD, clear out now.”
Mikki thought it over. “Huh. That could actually be fun. But . . . let’s have one gunfight at a time.”
We all drew at once. Jessie and I, Roman and his hired help, Angus and the Xerxes mercenaries. The air bristled with handguns, barrels aimed in all directions.
Nobody pulled the trigger. Yet.
“Harmony,” Cody said softly, easing back with empty hands, “we’re a little outgunned here.”
Not all the civilians had left. I glanced to one side at the group strolling up to us, without a care in the world. Then I recognized them.
“Hey, guys,” Bette said, “where’s the fire?”
The college students from the lodge, apparently no longer on a UFO field trip, casually took in the scene. Then they drew their weapons, pistols bristling from pockets and messenger bags, and joined in the fun.
“Oh, come on,” Angus shouted, throwing up one of his hands. “Who are your lot working for?”
“Who are you working for?” Bette replied.
“Does anyone,” Roman said, pointing at Dr. Huerta, “want to know who the walrus is working for? Is it just me?”
“Listen,” I said, “all of you. We are all in serious danger. If this tablet isn’t placed back into orbit, and fast, there could be global consequences.”
Mikki bumped her hip against Roman’s. “Ooh, like gloom and doom and explosions? Sounds like good times.”
“Seriously, I want to know.” Roman waved at Huerta. “Hey! Walrus! What’s the deal? I mean, look, the guy you’re holding at gunpoint is the one literally nobody here is going to miss. Learn to take hostages, am I right?”
“That is it,” Kevin said through gritted teeth.
“April,” I whispered, “is there a fire-suppression system? Can you trigger it manually?”
“Looking for it,” she replied, voice tight.
Huerta’s gun dug into Kevin’s ribs, harder, his finger tensing. He was about to pull the trigger, and from the strain in his eyes, Kevin knew it. He didn’t give Huerta the chance.
He threw an elbow into Dr. Huerta’s face, shattering his nose, and ripped the stubby .32 from his hand. Then he spun, aimed at Roman, and opened fire.
The mall exploded like fireworks on Chinese New Year as every gun in the concourse went off at once. The glass window behind us shattered, falling in a broken crystal cascade, as bullet-riddled bodies hit the floor. Gunfighters dived for cover, scattering, sidestepping as they blazed at anyone in their sights. I was drawing a bead on Mikki when Huerta hit me from behind and tackled me to the cold tile floor. We rolled, and as I tried to wedge my pistol between us, he managed to rip the plastic bag from my other hand.
One of Bette’s people ignited in flames, shrieking as he strode through the battle like a living inferno. Mikki’s delighted laughter rang out over the deafening peals of gunfire. Huerta scrambled off me, yanking the lead tablet from the bag and clutching it to his chest as he ran blindly for the doors. He made it five feet before a bullet blasted open the back of his skull.
“Harmony!” Jessie shouted behind me. “C’mon!”
She stood behind a pillar about ten feet away, waving me over. Not far from her, Cody and Kevin hunkered down behind a long marble planter. Cody had picked up a gun—a long-barreled Colt—from one of the fallen, and he and Kevin broke cover just long enough to fire off a few wild shots.
“Cover me,” I shouted and jumped up from a sprinter’s crouch. A bullet whined past my ear, slamming into the wall and blasting a fistful of tile into white powder. Jessie laid down a curtain of suppressing fire, her pistol snapping dry just as I slid behind the pillar at her side.
“Do you have eyes on the tablet?” Jessie gasped, trying to catch her breath.
I peeked out from around the fat pillar. Huerta’s body lay sprawled on the blood-streaked tile. My gut clenched as I looked to his outstretched, empty hand.
“Lost it, someone must have—”
“Harmony!” Kevin shouted.
He held out a trembling arm as the air around him boiled like a heat mirage. Pinpricks of light, like tiny fireflies, glistened on his skin.



TWENTY-ONE
Mikki. She had targeted Kevin, intent on burning him alive. When she did it to Abrams, back at the lodge, there were less than five seconds between the glow and the ignition.
I made a desperate call to my magic, turning my body into a magnet, a conduit, sucking every atom of elemental water from the air around us and channeling it like a river through my heart. I flung out my open hand toward Kevin, an aquamarine glow coursing from my fingertips and washing over him, fighting Mikki’s power.
Mikki fought back. I could feel her pushing against me, a mental tug-of-war with Kevin’s life hanging in the balance. And she was winning.
“Jessie,” I gasped, “she has to be somewhere close.”
Jessie stashed her empty gun and plucked mine from my other hand, crouching low as she bolted from cover. Hunting Mikki down across the battlefield while the gunfight raged on.
Kevin curled into a ball, arms wrapped around his bent knees and head tucked down, squeezing his eyes shut as Mikki and I dueled for his fate. I could feel her bearing down on me like a wave of raw pressure, a hundred-ton weight pressing on my skull and threatening to crack it like a walnut. She was all force, no finesse—but right now, force was all she needed. I kept up the flow of energy, dousing Kevin in primal water, like pouring buckets of ice on a fever victim.
“April,” I wheezed, squeezing out the last bit of breath in my lungs, “fire-suppression system. Need it now.”
“Almost have it,” her voice crackled. “And . . . there!”
High above our heads, the sprinklers set into the scalloped roof of the mall concourse sputtered to life.
The rain washed down, spattering my hair and soaking my clothes, and I lifted my open palms to welcome it. I raised my face, letting the water wash over me. From the real water, I drew the idea of water, separating the spiritual from the physical like parting delicate silken threads and spinning it into raw fuel for my magic.
Now I was a monsoon.
Freezing mist swirled around me as I unleashed a torrent of power, enveloping Kevin, shielding him, then firing back up the line at Mikki. I felt her mind recoil in shock and pain, the connection suddenly ripping away.
Everything had gone silent. Everything but my labored breath, the clack-clack-clack of the sprinkler heads above, and the sound of rain on blood-streaked tile. The sprinklers died, the last few drops of water spattering down, and I slumped to the floor with my back to the bullet-pitted pillar.
I wasn’t sure how much time passed before I could move again. My entire body cramped, my lungs burning and vision blurred double in the aftermath of the magical duel. I felt Cody’s strong arm around my shoulder, helping me back to my feet, and I steadied myself with one palm pressed against the pillar to survey the damage.
The mall was a drenched and bloody slaughterhouse, a wasteland of corpses and broken glass. No sign of Roman and Mikki, or of Angus Caine or Bette, for that matter. It looked like most of Angus’s mercenaries had made it out alive: Roman and Bette’s backup took it the hardest, and I counted seven dead bodies from where I stood to the blown-out Macy’s storefront at the end of the concourse.
“Everybody okay?” I managed to say, fighting for breath. “Anybody hurt?”
“We’re all okay,” Cody said. “Nobody got hit.”
“Kevin?” I looked over. He sat on the tile, leaning against the planter he’d used for cover. Staring silently into the distance.
“Kevin?” I said again. “You okay?”
He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. I already knew.
He wasn’t okay.

On the coroner’s slab, the man we’d gone to meet didn’t look much like Dr. Huerta anymore. With the big fake mustache gone, the colored contacts removed, and the fake eyebrows replaced by skin shaved clean, they could barely pass for brothers.
“Foam inserts for his cheeks,” the coroner told us, holding up a tiny wedge of tan foam. “He also had tiny plugs glued in his nostrils to change the shape of his nose. The age wrinkles and the bags under his eyes were artificial; I’d call this a Hollywood-level makeup job.”
We had a fine basis for comparison. The real Dr. Huerta was lying on the slab right next to him. He’d been in his house in Cape Canaveral with a pair of plainclothes officers—a security detail to keep tabs on him until the handoff, arranged by Linder—sitting in an unmarked car just outside. All three of them had taken bullets at point-blank range, the cops shot through an open car window, Huerta in his easy chair.
“Any ID yet?” Jessie asked.
The coroner shook his head. “I’m afraid nothing’s come back. For now, he’s a John Doe. We’re still running prints on the other bodies.”
Nothing. Nothing was exactly what we had. From her bird’s-eye view of the gunfight, April had watched one of the Xerxes men snatch up the fallen tablet. Then the downpour from the sprinklers turned the camera feeds into a wet and blurry mess. When the smoke cleared, the mercenary she’d spotted was numbered among the dead, and the curse tablet was long gone.
Our next stop was the Orlando FBI field office, where the special agent in charge read us the riot act for running a field operation on her turf without notifying her first. That, and the massacre. Meetings like this were getting to be a bad habit. We took our obligatory tongue-lashing, made our hollow apologies, and left. By the time we met back up with Cody, Kevin, and April, it was after dark. We drove through the humid Florida night in silence.
“Here,” Jessie said in a leaden voice, pointing to the glossy plastic sign of a roadside motel up ahead. CROSSROADS MOTEL, it read, CABLE TV AND FREE ICE.
“We should keep working,” I said. “If we retrace our steps, we might find something we—”
“Harmony. It’s late. We’re all exhausted. And we are stopping for the goddamn night. Please don’t argue with me right now.”
We pulled into the parking lot.
“Under the circumstances,” Jessie said, trudging off toward the front office, “everybody gets their own room tonight. I don’t think any of us is in the mood to share.”
Kevin leaned back against the minivan’s hood, watching the traffic go by.
“Hey,” I said, “you want to talk about it?”
He didn’t look at me. His eyes glistened in the headlight bloom.
“She tried to kill me,” he said. “It’s not bad enough that she used me. It’s not bad enough that I was so fucking . . . so fucking stupid that I led us right into a trap. It’s not bad enough that she humiliated me.”
Now he looked my way. Lost, like a man adrift in the ocean.
“She tried to kill me, Harmony.”
“Kevin, I—” I paused. Glanced across the parking lot. Jessie, Cody, and April were over by the motel’s front office, out of earshot. Good. I could think of only one thing to say to Kevin, and it wasn’t something I talked about. Ever. Nobody needed to hear it but him.
“I know what you’re feeling right now,” I said. “Kevin, when I was your age—a college freshman, away from home for the first time—I was in my first serious relationship. And he wasn’t . . . he wasn’t who I thought he was. It ended badly.”
He rolled his eyes at me. “Not the same thing. I kinda doubt he tried to set you on fire.”
“No,” I said, “but he put me in the hospital.”
Kevin blinked. “Jesus. I’m—I’m sorry.”
I gave a fluttery wave of my hand, glancing down to the asphalt under our feet.
“It happens to somebody, every single day.” I looked back up at him. “And right now I bet you’re trying to figure out what you did wrong. What you did to make Mikki turn on you. What you could have done differently to stop it from happening. And I know I could stand here and tell you it’s not your fault, that you didn’t do anything wrong—that Mikki being a horrible fucking person is no reflection on who you are—just like I know you won’t hear it. Not until you get to a place, inside yourself, where you’re ready to believe me.”
I held his shoulders gently and pulled him close. Looking him in the eye.
“So I’ll just tell you that you will get to that place. And I’ll be here—whatever you need, whenever you need it—until you do.”
His head bobbed, a halting nod. “Thanks.”
“Any time. Come on, Jessie’s right. I think we all need some sleep.”
Sleep was a lost hope for me. I paced the cigarette-burned carpet for a while, then I turned on the chunky television set and flipped through twenty channels of static and infomercials.
I ended up down at the far end of the motel, knocking on April’s door and listening to frogs croak from the overgrown weeds. The door swung open faster than I expected.
“You, too, hmm?” she asked, then waved me inside.
I sat down on the edge of her bed, and she waited patiently while I looked for the right words to say.
“I’m not sure what worries me more,” I finally told her. “What’s going to happen if we can’t recover the tablet before that thing in outer space figures out the planet is undefended, or . . . that we might not be able to do it. Kevin’s wrecked. Cody’s barely talked to me since the airport. Jessie . . .”
“Jessie,” April said, “lost Roman Steranko in Boston, has just learned Kevin was abused for two years by a predator under her watch, and let an artifact that may seal the world’s fate slip out of her hands. She is having what I would best describe as a crisis of confidence.”
“But that’s not all her fault. We’re a team.”
“And she’s our leader. Which, in her eyes, absolutely makes it her fault. She holds herself entirely responsible, as much as some of us are spending this lovely Florida evening marinating in our own unique failures.”
I thought she meant me, at first, then I caught the look in her eyes. The faintest, bitter glint of pain.
“You were on the team, too,” I said, “when Kevin and Mikki were—”
“My responsibility,” she said, “goes a bit deeper than that. Harmony, when Mikki was captured, Linder approached me—as the team’s psychologist—about his ‘rehabilitation program’ idea. He wanted to see if certain hostiles could be turned into weapons. Trained to operate under Vigilant Lock protocol and then, ideally, deployed on maximum-deniability missions. The kind of wet work and dirty business we like to pretend we don’t participate in. Prime missions for a killer with no empathy and no conscience.”
She fell silent.
“You agreed,” I said.
“The final decision was left squarely in my hands. And yes. I agreed.” She took off her bifocals, rubbing them down with a cloth. The dusty light from the bedside lamp etched her wrinkles in deep shadow. “And everything since, from the scars she left on Kevin to her alliance with Roman Steranko, is entirely my fault. We could have offshored her. We could have terminated her. Instead, I clasped a viper to our collective breast.”
“Why?” I asked. “Why did you do it?”
She put her glasses back on and looked me in the eye.
“Because I wanted to prove that I could. Hubris, Harmony, is the killer of gods.”
“That’s . . . that’s it?” I stared at her. Torn somewhere between pity and sudden anger. “All of this happened because you wanted to prove something?”
The lamplight caught her glasses, glinting. She sucked in her lips, and there was something reptilian about her. An ethereal coldness that made my words slide right off her skin.
“Yes. That’s it. Would you like to shout at me, Harmony? Mask your frustration and your fear as righteous rage and vent it all on me? You can do that if you think it would make you feel better. But if you expect me to wear a hair shirt and flagellate myself for my sins, I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. My penance is entirely cerebral, and quite private.”
I felt deflated, looking at her. Disarmed before the argument could even begin.
“Besides,” she said, “if we were to enumerate my ethical lapses over the course of my career . . . well, Mikki doesn’t make the top of the list. We all commit errors, now and again.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. So I just sat, silent beside her, until I found the real question I wanted to ask.
“So,” I said, “our team is broken. How do we fix it?”
Her head dipped, just a bit. Shoulders sagging.
“Your assumption that it can be fixed is . . . admirable. Your optimism is a positive trait.” She looked toward the bed. “It’s late and I find myself fading. If you’ll excuse me, I think I’d like to sleep now.”
I went back to my room, alone.
I slipped under stiff, overstarched sheets and tossed in the dark, chasing sleep. Eventually I got up and did calisthenics to tire myself out, push-ups on the bristly thin carpet. I took a hot shower, staring at the mold-flecked grouting, and went back to bed. Then I did it all over again an hour later. I couldn’t stop walking through my memories, diving down the rabbit hole again and again, coming up empty.
Then, as the cheap bedside clock rolled over to 6:00 a.m., I found the answer. I kicked off the covers and stormed into the bathroom to get cleaned up.
I didn’t know if I could save the day. I didn’t even know if I could save my team. But I was sure as hell going to give it my best shot.
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I found Cody outside, leaning up against the motel wall with his arms folded, watching the sun rise over the backstreets of Orlando. The sky glowed with a gritty blue haze.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hey.”
I felt myself hesitating. Locking down. I took a deep breath and shoved it all aside.
“I need to talk to you,” I told him.
“About?”
I strode up and looked him in the eye.
“I like you,” I said.
He blinked. “I . . . like you, too.”
“I don’t know if you do, Cody. Because you don’t know me. And I’ve been afraid. I’ve been afraid that once you do, once you really know me, you’ll run away.” I fidgeted with my hands. “I’m afraid that you probably should run away, because frankly I’m a goddamn mess, and being anywhere near me isn’t good for your sanity or your life expectancy.”
“Hey,” he said, “let me be the judge of that, okay? Maybe if we spent some time together—I mean, normal time, doing normal things.”
I laughed, but there wasn’t any humor in it. I shook my head.
“Cody, do you know what I do when I’m not on duty? I wait. I go through the motions, and I wait for the phone to ring. I wait to be called back to active service, back to the mission, because this is who I am. The only place I feel useful, the only place I feel alive, is in the field.”
“Harmony, I—”
“You deserve the truth,” I said. “You asked if I knew Abrams’s gun was empty, but that’s not the question you really want answered. The question is, would I have let you die to protect Vigilant Lock’s secrets?”
I took a deep breath.
“Yes. I would have. Without hesitation. And I would have sacrificed my own life the exact same way. Because if I gave Abrams the intel he wanted, it would have put dozens, maybe hundreds, of people’s lives at risk. One life, to save a hundred? It’s not even a question. And if that gun had been loaded, I would have hated myself for not saving you. And I would have mourned you. But I would not, for one second, have doubted that I made the right call.”
He blinked. Started to speak, but his voice caught. He took a breath and tried again.
“Why,” he said, almost whispering, “are you telling me this?”
“I’m not saying these things to push you away. I’m saying them because you deserve absolute honesty from me. And if you want to be in my life—and God knows I won’t blame you if you walk away, like everyone else I’ve ever tried to have a relationship with—you need to understand that this”—I waved a hand, taking in the motel, Orlando, the world—“comes with it. This is who I am.”
He didn’t answer right away. He turned his face and watched the road. An eighteen-wheeler lumbered past, trailing gray smoke from soot-flecked chrome as it rumbled over a jagged pothole.
“Okay,” he said.
“Okay? What does ‘okay’ mean?”
Cody shook his head and smiled.
“It means okay. So you’re a secret-agent witch who hunts monsters. Maybe normal is a little too much to expect.” He looked me up and down as he pushed himself away from the wall, smooth and easy. “Or maybe normal’s just overrated. This is . . . a lot to process. So I’ll process it.”
“So are we . . .” I shrugged. “What are we doing here, Cody?”
“Hell, Harmony, I don’t know.”
He took my waist in his hands, pulling me closer. Almost leaning in for a kiss, but holding back.
“But I’m not running,” he said.
“Okay,” I said.
“So,” he asked, “what now?”
I looked to Jessie’s door.
“Now, I get this team back on track. We’ve got a lead to follow, and time’s running out.”
I knocked on Jessie’s door. Then, when she didn’t answer, I started pounding. Eventually I heard the dead bolt click. If she’d slept, it didn’t show: she cracked the door, peering out through three inches of darkness, her eyes bloodshot and hair a mess.
She didn’t say anything. Just stared at me, face leaden, like I was a salesman on her doorstep.
“I found a lead,” I said. “Something we missed. Something big.”
She gave me a lethargic shrug. “Fine. Get everybody together. Let me know what you find out.”
“You’re the team leader. That’s your job.”
“And you’re better at it. So I’m deputizing you. Pretty clear I’ve got no damn business being out from behind a desk anyway.”
She’s giving up, I thought. She wore her bleak apathy like a corpse’s shroud. It wasn’t depression; it was more like she didn’t even have the energy to be sad. For someone like Jessie, who savored emotional extremes like gourmet cuisine, it was hard to watch her drown in—
That was the key. Emotion. I turned and walked away, back to my own room. A short soap-spotted glass sat next to the bathroom sink.
“What are you doing?” Cody asked, standing at my shoulder.
“Something . . . really, really dangerous,” I said, “so keep your distance.”
I filled the glass with cold water and marched back to Jessie’s door.
Once she finally opened it up again, after another minute of pounding, I didn’t say a word. I just flung the water in her face. She sputtered, suddenly wide-eyed and animated, kick-started to life.
“What the fuck, Harmony—”
“Agent Temple,” I said, “this team is your responsibility. So take a shower, get dressed, and report for duty. This isn’t a request.”
“And I said, you do it. You’re the one with all the answers. Nobody needs me around, ruining everything.”
I dropped the glass, letting it shatter on the sidewalk as I lunged at her. I grabbed her by the front of her nightshirt and shoved her backward into the dark motel room.
“Harmony, stop—”
“No. Do I have to turn on the water and throw you in the damn shower myself? Fine. Let’s go.”
She grappled with me, trying to get her hands around my neck, snarling as her turquoise eyes shimmered in the gloom. I twisted her around, getting her in an arm bar, forcing her toward the bathroom door. Her strength grew, slowly but steadily, as she squirmed out of my grip.
“What do you want from me?” she hissed.
“You. We need you.”
She got loose, spun around, and drove her fist into my gut. It felt like a sledgehammer, knocking the wind out of me, but I didn’t let up. I threw myself onto her, sweeping one of her legs with my heel, and we tumbled to the cheap carpet. I pinned her under me while she squirmed and spat like a feral cat.
“Nobody needs me! I failed our last two missions, I failed Kevin—”
She twisted around, kicking, and I slapped her across the face.
“So get mad about it, goddamn it!” I shouted at her. “So they beat us! It happens. Some days we lose. Some days we lose big. Are you going to mope around and let them get the last laugh, or are we going to gear up, get out there, and kick some asses?”
She froze, every muscle in her body taut and trembling. Her eyes blazed in the shadows like brands of blue fire.
“What happened to Kevin,” she said, her voice soft, “what I let happen to him, can’t be fixed. I was so smug. I thought I had everything under control, thought I knew everything, while Mikki was . . . I let her use him, Harmony. I let her break him.”
“Jessie,” I whispered, “he’s not broken. He’s just hurt. And hurts can heal. They heal faster when you’ve got friends to lean on. Strong friends. Like you. So right now, you need to be strong. For him.”
I rolled off her. I sat up, my back against the foot of her bed, and offered her my hand. The glow in her eyes faded as she took hold and squeezed. I pulled her up and we sat side by side.
“Do you remember,” I said, “that car ride to Detroit after we met Douglas Bredford? I was . . . I was pretty upset about the things he told us.”
“Sure.” She nodded.
“We barely knew each other, but you still knew exactly what to say to turn me around. You didn’t just make me laugh, or make me feel better—you made me feel confident again. You shared your strength with me. That’s one of your talents. That’s something you can do that none of us can. And right now we need that. We need you.”
She took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh.
“For the record,” she said, “you ever slap me again, we’d better be having rough sex at the time or you are in serious trouble.”
“I think I’d be in serious trouble either way.”
“This is true,” she said, groaning as she pushed herself up. She took my hand and hauled me to my feet.
Cody wasn’t alone in the motel room doorway. April watched from the threshold. “I heard the shouting,” she said.
“Just my morning wake-up call,” Jessie said, stretching her arms behind her back as she strode to the door. “C’mon, I need to talk to Kevin.”
As we passed her by, April nodded my way. Her left hand, leaning on her chair’s armrest, curled to give me a subtle thumbs-up.
We heard the bed frame squeak behind Kevin’s door, and his slow trudge to answer Jessie’s knock. He stood slump-shouldered in the doorway, in his T-shirt and boxers, rubbing his eyes.
“I need to talk to you,” Jessie said.
He gave a noncommittal shrug and walked back inside. He sat down on the edge of the unmade bed.
“I know,” he said. “I’m fired, I get it.”
She sat down beside him. I stood near the door, watching, silent.
“Fired? Why would you think that?” she asked him.
“Because I totally blew it? What happened in Boston was bad enough, but I led them right to us. And we lost the tablet, and now who knows what’s gonna happen when that thing in space comes back. That’s my fault. It’s all my fault.”
“No,” Jessie said, “it’s mine. Because I was supposed to be protecting you, and I let you down.”
“I didn’t need you to protect me from Mikki. I can make my own choices. I just . . . made bad ones.”
Jessie rested her palms on her knees.
“Sometimes letting people make bad choices and learn from the consequences is a leader’s job,” Jessie told him. “But not in a situation like this. I exposed you to danger, and I didn’t work hard enough to keep you safe.”
He started to respond, and she held up a finger to silence him.
“I’m not done. Kevin, I’m sorry. I can’t change what happened, but I promise you, I’ll do better. I’ll earn your trust again.”
He shook his head. “You never lost it. But you don’t need me, Jessie. Roman was right. I’m a total screwup, and I’m not good at anything. The team’s better off without me.”
I took a step closer.
“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. “I found a clue. Something we missed. And you’re the only person on this team who can connect the dots.”
He looked up at me. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. And besides: Don’t you want to be there when we kick Roman Steranko’s door in?”
A slow smile rose to his lips.
“Yeah,” he said, “I really would.”
Jessie put an arm around Kevin’s shoulder, pulling him into a hug.
Behind me, April cleared her throat. “So this lead. What exactly did you find?”
“The reason our enemies have been a step ahead of us since Oregon,” I said. “We were sabotaged by a mole. A double agent, buried deep inside Vigilant Lock. And I know who it is.”
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Cody spotted a diner down the street from the Crossroads Motel, a no-name greasy spoon with orange vinyl booths and sparkling Formica tables that looked like the skin of a bowling ball. The five of us squeezed into a semicircle booth in the back. The aromas of strong black coffee and fresh-cooked bacon had my mouth watering the second we walked in the door; that’s exactly what I ordered for breakfast, along with a half stack of pancakes slathered with whipped butter and hot maple syrup.
Screw the calories, I thought, I earned this.
“Okay, so we know Dr. Huerta was compromised,” I said. “His assassin killed him and took his place, with the intent of stealing the curse tablet. The coroner placed the time of death about an hour after our briefing on the plane.”
“The Red Knight is a hot commodity,” Jessie said. “Seems like everybody wants to get their hands on it.”
“Ah, but that’s exactly it. Huerta’s double wasn’t looking for a satellite. Remember what he said? He kept demanding we hand over the tablet. The tablet that was wrapped up inside a plastic bag at the time: he couldn’t have seen it.”
“And the only way he would know about the satellite’s contents,” April said, “is if he’d listened in on our communications. We’ve been tapped.”
Jessie slumped back against the orange vinyl. “Jesus. Our communications are completely compromised. We’re exposed. How?”
“Wait,” Kevin said. “That doesn’t work. What about the briefing on the plane? Linder’s instructions came in on a USB stick. There wasn’t any comms traffic to tap into—the laptop wasn’t even connected to the Internet. That’s the only place we ever heard Huerta’s name mentioned, or any of the details about the meeting.”
“That’s what kept me awake,” I said. “How is the opposition keeping us under constant watch? Everything from our phone calls to the briefing on the jet—off-line or not—have been under surveillance this entire time.”
Cody rubbed his chin. “Sounds like a puzzle, or maybe a magic trick. So how’s it done?”
“Kevin is right,” I said. “Even if somebody put a tap on our phones, that wouldn’t have given them the details of our briefing. So it had to be something else, something external. I kept asking myself, what changed in Oregon?”
“Beyond making contact with Agent Lawrence?” April said.
“Exactly.”
I reached into my pocket. Then I set the pair of camera glasses down on the Formica-topped table between us.
“Our gear,” Jessie said.
Then I shared what I’d discovered just before sunrise. Carefully unscrewing the left glasses arm, pulling down a hinge on the chunky Buddy Holly lenses, and showing everyone the tiny, empty hollow inside.
“There was a bug planted in the glasses,” I said, “which I’ve left back at the motel room, for obvious reasons. Lawrence set us up. He gave us a piece of useful investigative equipment, something he knew we’d carry at all times, and wired it for sound. Every word we’ve said since Oregon—including the audio from the briefing on the plane—has gone straight to whoever he was working for.”
Jessie’s hand clenched around her glass of orange juice, knuckles turning white.
“Son of a bitch,” she snapped. “Lawrence was a double agent. Hell, his entire cell could be dirty. Who knows how much intel they’ve given up? We need to plug this leak, pronto.”
“Isn’t it plugged already?” Cody said. “I mean, Harmony found the bug. They can’t listen in on us anymore.”
April sipped her water and delicately patted her lips with a paper napkin. “Whoever Lawrence’s handler was, they are in possession of a considerable amount of confidential information, which could prove quite damaging if released. That is the leak that requires . . . plugging.”
“Oh,” he said.
“That doesn’t help us right now, though,” Jessie said. “Getting the curse tablet back is our number one priority, and whoever Lawrence and Huerta’s copycat were working for, we know they’re the one faction in this mess who can’t possibly have it.”
“But they might know who does,” I said. “Turning a Vigilant Lock agent into a double, arranging Dr. Huerta’s assassination and getting an impostor into place with a Hollywood-grade makeup job in the span of a few hours . . . that takes resources. Serious resources. For all we know, they’ve got eyes on everyone involved, not just us.”
“So how do we find them?” Kevin asked.
“I’ve got a hunch. Cody, did you bring your laptop?”
Cody held it up, then passed it over to Kevin.
“Here,” he said, “I think I’m gonna let the expert handle this.”
We pushed our plates back, clearing room for Kevin to work. I chewed a bite of bacon while he fired up the screen.
“Okay,” I said, “pull up that video from Lawrence’s wristwatch. We know he started recording when he heard Roman’s men breaking into the cabin. I’m interested in what he was doing right before that.”
The video rolled. The quick blur at the beginning, the sound of breaking glass, the door buckling as the gunman kicked it in—
“Back it up,” I said. “Did you hear that, right when the camera turns on? Almost like a voice, but too faint to make out. Go to the beginning, and advance it one frame at a time.”
Two clicks and the blur at the beginning, as the camera flashed past Lawrence’s opposite hand, was just clear enough to make out.
“It’s his cell phone,” Kevin said. “That’s the voice at the beginning—he was on a call.”
“Bet my next paycheck he was talking to his handler,” I said. A folded slip of paper nestled in my slim wallet: the scrap Lawrence had given me back at the lodge, with his cell number. I slid it across the table.
Kevin cracked his knuckles, looking confident for the first time since we left Boston.
“I’ll bet my next paycheck,” he said, “that by the time you finish those pancakes, I’ll have his last fifty phone calls and his bank statements.”
Jessie reached over and rubbed his shoulder. “Go get ’em, tiger. Crack this guy’s moldy corpse open and see what kind of roaches come skittering out.”
April paused with a forkful of scrambled egg midway to her mouth, eyed it, then set it back down on her plate.

Lawrence was careful. His checking account looked just like mine: a biweekly salary from the FBI and a small added bonus, once a month, from the Department of Health and Human Services. That was our Vigilant Lock stipend, funneled through an HHS pork-barrel program. One of Vigilant’s head honchos had a seat on the United States Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions: like clockwork, he made sure the program got funded every year so all of Linder’s operatives could get their hazard pay on time.
Well, mostly on time. It wasn’t like any of us got into this line of work with the hopes of getting rich, anyway.
“No red flags,” Jessie mused. “If he was getting paid off, he stashed it in a different account.”
“Why wouldn’t he be getting paid?” Cody asked.
“He may have turned double agent out of a sense of ideology,” April said, “or he might have been blackmailed into it. Once we identify his master, we’ll identify his motive.”
The breakfast plates had all been cleared away, the half stack of pancakes sitting heavy in my stomach. Normally I would have been sleepy after that, but the excitement of the hunt kept me wide-awake—that, and the second round of coffee we’d ordered, paying rent on our table.
Kevin jotted notes on a paper napkin, strings of numbers amid splotches of runny black ink, as he typed with his other hand. “All right, most of his phone log is easy to parse. Half of these calls went to Vigilant Lock numbers: Linder’s encrypted line, a couple of safe houses, nothing fishy. He made a lot of calls to this number in Topeka, at least twice a week, but going by the reverse directory . . . looks like it’s his mom.”
As much as I wanted to be angry at Lawrence for setting us up, the way he went out—kidnapped by Roman and Mikki, tortured and barbecued with a car battery—was more punishment than he deserved. At least his mother would never hear the gory details. He’d be memorialized on the FBI’s Wall of Honor as an agent martyred in the field, with a Linder-approved story of a gun battle with mundane criminals.
I wondered if Linder concocted those cover-ups on the fly, or if my and Jessie’s obituaries had already been written.
“Here’s the standout,” Kevin said. “When he was attacked, Lawrence was on the phone with MacReady Auto Body, a garage in downtown Chicago. That’s not a Vigilant asset.”
Jessie leaned in, reading the screen over his shoulder. “Not a shared one, at least. Beach Cell has its own armory. Who knows what else they’ve got?”
“According to Linder, though, the rest of his cell is in deep cover,” I said. “No way he’d risk exposing them with an unnecessary phone call.”
“Not the only time, either.” Kevin pointed at the top of his screen. “He called the same number just before he met with us at the lodge, and—if I’m guessing right—immediately after Linder assigned him to our team.”
“Reporting to his handler,” April said. “And receiving the order to betray us.”
Jessie tossed back the last of her coffee. “All right. It’s not the lead we want, but it’s the best one we have. Let’s go kick some doors in.”
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First, though, we had the bug to deal with. Jessie and I stood silently in my motel room, studying the tiny microphone. It was the size of three grains of rice, stacked end to end, encased in a dull chrome shell. Jessie grabbed the motel notepad and a ballpoint pen, scribbling fast.
 
That’s NSA gear. Not available on the civilian market. At least five years ahead of the tech curve.
 
I took the pen from her and wrote my response.
 
Another gov. agency in the mix?
 
She shrugged, took the pen, and responded.
 
Or black market, but someone w/ serious cash and connections. Play along, gonna throw down a smoke screen.
 
She padded back to the motel room door and called out, “Harmony? You in here?”
“Over here,” I said. “What’s the word?”
She sighed in mock frustration. “The word is, we’ve got nothing. The coroner just called: whoever that impostor was, they’ve got no records on him. Complete dead end. Linder says he wants us on the next flight to DC for debriefing in person. This mission’s a wash.”
While she took out her phone and ordered five tickets to Chicago, I carried the bug into the bathroom. I swaddled it in layers of tissue, rolling it into a bigger and bigger ball until it was about the size of a jawbreaker. Our enemy’s ears were plugged, for now.
We had some time to kill before our flight. Instead of heading straight for the airport, Jessie gave me the address for another mall: Orlando Fashion Square.
“Here’s the deal,” she told us in the parking lot. “We’ve been wearing the same clothes since Oregon, and getting doused by a sprinkler system is not the same as a pass through the washing machine. Frankly, some of you—but not me, because I’m flawless—are getting a little ripe. Go buy some carry-on luggage, any toiletries you need, and two changes of clothes. Get receipts for everything. I mean it. Everything.”
A change of wardrobe felt like a change of mind-set. Shedding the missteps and the chaos of the last few days and making a fresh start. I headed for the JCPenney. Shopping didn’t take long; I knew exactly what I was looking for.
Standing in the dressing room, looking myself over in the full-length mirror, I felt like myself again. Black jacket, black slacks, ivory blouse, and a deep-green tie patterned like a salamander’s scales.
“All right,” I said to my reflection, “let’s turn this around and start winning.”
Jessie waited just outside. She’d opted for jeans, a tunic top, and an Eddie Bauer blazer the color of aged brass to conceal her shoulder holster. She hooked a thumb in her front pocket and arched her hip when she saw me coming.
“Oh, hey, Harmony. Making a bold and original fashion statement. Really changing things up from your usual.”
“I like what I like,” I told her. “Ready to kick some ass?”
“Ready and eager. C’mon, we’ve got a plane to catch.”

Every flight since Boston, we’d traveled from night into daytime. Now we flew from day to night, the clouds turning to mountains of beaten copper as the sun went down outside my porthole window. It was full dark by the time we circled for landing, the Chicago skyline rising up like a forest of granite spears, lit up in ice blue and hard diamond white.
Our first stop was the FBI field office on West Roosevelt Road, down in the Chicago Loop. The place was a sleek fortress, over ten stories of glass that took on a sapphire sheen in the streetlights. The SAC was out to dinner, so Jessie and I ended up in a stark conference room with one of his assistants.
“Temple and Black, CIRG,” I said as he looked over our credentials. “The Critical Incident Response Group will be conducting an intelligence operation on your turf, and we wanted to give you a heads-up.”
He lingered over our badges, and I held my breath. Our screwup in Boston wasn’t a viral hit on YouTube anymore—I’d checked on the flight; our popularity had been overtaken by a video of kittens playing soccer—and I hoped our bad reputation hadn’t preceded us.
Fortunately, he just nodded and smiled. “Appreciate that, Agents. If you could let us know your staging area, I’ll put out the word and keep it clear for you. Do you need SWAT support?”
Tempting, but given we had no idea what we’d find when we raided that garage, that kind of backup could cause more problems than it solved. We’d have to go it alone.
“Just some requisitions,” Jessie said, reading my mind. “A van with a standard surveillance package. And now that you mention SWAT . . .”
That’s how we ended up in the back of a windowless pizza van, watching the world through a bank of grainy black-and-white monitors, while Jessie cradled her brand-new, pump-action shotgun.
“Remington Model 870 Express Tactical,” she cooed. “Now, that is the good stuff.”
While I took my place behind the wheel, Kevin in the passenger seat and April at the surveillance console, Cody climbed in from the back and pulled the double doors shut behind him.
“Got anything for me?” he asked her.
She held out a slim black Glock 23, identical to the service pieces we carried.
“Here. Tonight, if anybody asks, you’re an FBI agent. It’s a little more intimidating than deputy sheriff of Podunk, Michigan.”
“But I can’t actually say I’m FBI,” he said.
“Sure you can. Why not?”
“Because . . . it’s illegal?”
April chuckled, adjusting dials on the console and bringing the van’s hidden cameras into focus.
“Welcome to the clandestine services, Mr. Winters,” she said. “I assure you, false color of authority will be the least of your sins in due time.”
MacReady Auto Body waited for us down on the south side of Chicago. This was the Back of the Yards, the city’s old meatpacking district. Now the old Union Stock Yard was gone, and so was the money, leaving behind a tangle of desolate streets and abandoned factories, crumbling away in the dark. The van rumbled over broken and rusted railroad tracks, our target looming into view up on the right.
“Give us a drive-by,” April said, adjusting the cameras. “Slow and easy.”
The garage, bearing its name on a hand-painted sign above sealed bay doors, was a two-story slab of dirty concrete. No signs of life down below: they were closed up tight for the night, if they even had normal daytime hours. Up on the second floor, though, behind grimy and frosted windows, a cold light shone.
I drove the van around the corner and out of sight, pulling over at the edge of a weed-choked empty lot, while Kevin and April went over the footage she’d just captured.
“That side door,” April said, pointing at the screen, “do you think that’s a walk-up?”
“Has to be. I pulled the municipal records. Building went up in 1963, and it was registered as a single-story. The loft must have been a later addition.”
“That’s our way in, then.” April waved us over. The five of us huddled in the back of the van, eyes on the screen as the camera made a slow pan. “Here. This reinforced door most likely leads to a stairway to the second floor. Expect a second door at the top. From what little I could see through the windows, it looks like one continuous, unbroken loft.”
“Big room,” Jessie mused. “Maybe a big room full of guns.”
“What else can we expect?” Cody asked.
“Expect anything,” Jessie told him. “Let’s do this. We’re burning moonlight. Everybody suit up.”
The van doubled back, idling at the end of the block so April could keep her eyes on those big bay doors out front. I checked the load in my Glock and took slow, deep breaths, preparing myself. Performing a high-risk warrant service—a breach and clear at high speed, to contain suspects and preserve evidence—is one of the most dangerous assignments an agent can face. Often it means going up against unknown assailants, in a building they control, and adjusting the plan from second to second. One heartbeat of hesitation can mean the difference between a successful operation and a memorial on the Bureau wall.
Jessie passed me a black ballistic vest, FBI emblazoned on the front insignia patch. I pulled it on over my head, tugging the harness straps tight and locking them down, while Jessie and Cody did the same. The bulky vest was heavy and stiff, fighting me as I opened the van’s back door and jumped down onto hard gravel, but that was a small trade for protection. Jessie had requisitioned type-III vests with hard ceramic plates, capable of taking a full-on hit from an assault rifle.
Whoever was up there, waiting for us, hopefully they weren’t packing anything heavier than that.
Jessie, Cody, and I stayed low, jogging in a single-file line around the side of the garage. All my senses were in overdrive as I took in our surroundings: the sounds of distant traffic and the night wind, the smell of peat, and the feel of the sweat on my back, under the heavy vest, beading and turning cold. I kept my eyes up, checking for outside cameras or security measures.
We stopped at the side door, a slab covered in a sheet of dented steel. Jessie turned and pointed at herself, then at me, her voice low.
“First man, second man. Cody, you’re on long cover. Once we breach, stay at the door, call out threats, and stop anyone from getting past you if they scramble.”
“Understood,” he whispered.
Jessie looked him in the eye. “Listen. Whoever these people are, they breached Vigilant security, they’ve been spying on our operations, and they killed an innocent scientist just so they could steal his identity. Don’t try to be a good guy tonight: you see a gun and they don’t comply after the first shout, you put them down.”
He nodded, tight, holding his pistol in a two-handed grip. “Got it.”
Jessie passed me her shotgun. I held on to it while she got out the lock picks, crouching down by the door and going to work. I listened to the wind, and the peal of a far-off ambulance siren, while her picks scraped against the tumblers.
The lock clicked. I handed Jessie her shotgun. She covered the opening as I gave the door handle a slow, careful tug.
It opened onto a tiny vestibule and a long, rickety staircase to the second floor. Jessie took point, inching up the stairs one step at a time, the wood creaking under her boots. We moved slow and soft, all the way to the landing, and the door at the top.
Silence, now. Whatever waited for us beyond the loft door, it didn’t make a sound.
Jessie shouldered her Remington, taking careful aim at the lock on the door. She’d loaded it with slugs, all but the first in line: that was a breaching round, packed with frangible buckshot. Just the thing to start a raid with a bang.
She looked to me. I nodded. Cody did the same.
I held up three fingers, curling them as I counted down the seconds. Three. Two. One.
Jessie pulled the trigger.
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The shotgun boomed, the lock blew out, and the door blasted open under Jessie’s boot. She swept left into the loft, and I charged dead ahead, shouting, “FBI! Show me your hands!”
I caught the loft in flashes, my subconscious mind outpacing my thoughts, building a map and driving me forward on instinct as my training kicked in. Long tables in the middle of the room. Computers, notebooks, bulky headphones on long curly cords. Four men—teenagers, maybe college age, one hitting the floor. Another jumping up, spinning, metal in his hand. The shotgun roared and the kid’s chest exploded, sending him to the floorboards in a bloodred mist.
“On the ground,” Jessie shouted. “On the fucking ground right now!”
One of the kids hunched over his keyboard, typing fast. I grabbed him by the shoulder and threw him down, sticking my gun in his face. In the corner of my eye I could see a progress bar on the screen. A bright-blue line, counting down like the fuse on a bomb.
“April,” I said, connected by my earpiece, “send Kevin up here. We need him fast!”
Another suspect ran for the door. Cody caught him, swung him around like a bag of groceries, and put him down hard, pinning him on the floor under his bent knee. “Don’t even think about it,” he said.
Feet pounded on the stairwell. Kevin burst in, panting, and I waved him over.
“He triggered something,” I said. Kevin nodded and jumped into the hot seat, fingers flying.
We corralled the three survivors, zip-tying their wrists and sitting them down along the back wall of the loft. We recovered only two weapons, a cheap .22 popgun, and the .38 revolver Jessie pried from the dead kid’s fingers. Between the lack of firepower, their ages, and how all three of the perps looked one good scare away from wetting their pants, something told me these weren’t the criminal masterminds we were looking for.
“It was just a job,” one said, staring at the dead teenager five feet away. “We didn’t . . . man, we didn’t sign up for this.”
“Damn it,” Kevin said, behind me. “Harmony, problem.”
Cody and Jessie covered the prisoners while I walked over to stand at Kevin’s shoulder. He shook his head, gesturing at a black screen with a single flashing prompt.
“It was a total wipe,” he said. “All of these computers are on a shared LAN. Data’s been scrubbed, and half of it was already being overwritten with garbage before I stopped the process.”
“So can you recover anything?”
“Maybe,” he said, sighing. “I’ll see what I can do.”
I walked back to join the others and took a good, long look at the perps. I pegged the oldest at around twenty-two, twenty-three, and the youngest was maybe old enough to drive on a learner’s permit.
“Do you know who we are?” I asked.
The oldest one nodded. “I . . . I do. I recognize your voices. You were m-my assignment. I mean, I sorta know who you are, I didn’t understand most of what I heard. All we do is listen and write stuff down, that’s all! We’re not supposed to ask any questions. Sometimes people call in and say stuff that sounds like some kind of secret code, and we pass messages to them from our boss.”
I looked back to the tables. Each keyboard had a spiral-bound notebook and a mechanical pencil beside it. I flipped one open and idly turned the pages. The notes were written out in shorthand, like a court stenographer’s.
“Honest,” the youngest said, “we just take notes, that’s all. We deliver it to—”
His neighbor gave him a kick to the shins. “Shut up, bro. Don’t say another word.”
“Man, I don’t want to go to jail,” the kid shot back, eyes wide with mounting panic. He looked up at me. “Will you let us go if we tell you who our boss is?”
I shrugged. “You’re shrimp. We don’t fish for shrimp. Give us a nice fat trout, and maybe we can let you off the hook.”
“Dude,” the eldest said, shaking his head wildly, “don’t. He told you what happens if you do. He’s not lying, I seen it.”
“Man, that’s just some fairy-tale bullshit he made up to scare people, and you’re full of crap. There’s no such thing as magic.” The kid looked back to me. “We work for Anton Scu—”
He froze. His entire body trembling, like he’d grabbed hold of a high-voltage cable.
Then he started to choke.
His skin took on a blue, sweaty sheen as he struggled to breathe, his tongue protruding out between puffy lips. Protruding and bulging, swelling up to fill his entire mouth and block his throat. The tongue turned black as tar, flopping out and slapping his chin as he keeled over onto his side. He gave one last wild, desperate thrash, then fell still. He stared at the windows with glassy, sightless eyes.
“I told him,” the oldest said. His shoulders slumped. “I told him not to say it.”
I tugged Cody and Jessie to one side and kept my voice low.
“They’re under a geis,” I said.
“What is that?” Cody asked. “Some kind of curse?”
“More like a magically binding taboo,” I said. “That’s how their boss is protecting himself. They literally can’t speak his name without the geis killing them.”
“Can you set them free?” Jessie said.
I shook my head. “Eventually, with a couple of days to work on it, maybe, but we don’t have that kind of time. Hold on. Maybe we don’t have to.”
We walked back to the two survivors.
“Okay,” I said, “I won’t ask you to give up your boss. Can you tell me—either by speaking or writing it down—where you meet with him?”
They shook their heads, mute.
“Can you tell me when you meet him?”
They gave each other nervous, questioning looks. The eldest coughed.
“We listen to the feeds,” he said slowly, nodding at the computers, “and write down everything we hear. Then at the end of every shift, I gather up the notebooks and deliver them to him. But I can’t tell you where. If I say anything to reveal who he is or where he is . . .”
I held up my hand. “I know. I won’t ask you to. It’s okay. You had to make a promise to him that you wouldn’t talk, right? There was a ritual, and he cut your hand. Probably made you bleed onto a symbol on the floor?”
“Y-yeah, that’s right.” His head bobbed. “I tried to leave, but he pulled a gun on me and said it was too late, I was hired, and if I tried to quit . . . man, the want ad just said it was a transcription job, and it paid thirteen bucks an hour. That’s all.”
“We’re just trying to pay for school,” the other said. “We didn’t sign up for any of this freaky crap, swear to God.”
Jessie and I stepped back again.
“I believe them,” Jessie said.
“So do I.”
“Cut ’em loose and redact the story? I don’t think the one who was spying on us understood a thing he heard, but you know what Linder will say if this shows up in the report.”
I knew, all right. In Linder’s book, there was only one kind of acceptable security risk: the kind that gets silenced with two bullets at point-blank range.
“Agreed,” I said, “but first . . . I’ve got an idea. I know how they can help us find their boss.”
I walked back over and gave them a smile. “Good news and bad news. Good news is, you’re not under arrest. Bad news is, you’re unemployed. There’s just one little thing you have to do to earn your freedom.”
“Name it,” the eldest said. “Anything.”
I gestured to the notebooks.
“Do the exact same thing you would have done tonight if we hadn’t shown up. Gather up those notebooks and take them to your boss. Does he keep eyes on this place? Any cameras? Anyone come around to keep tabs on you?”
He shrugged at the corpse on the floor. “We say one word we shouldn’t, that happens. Why’s he gotta keep tabs? Besides, this is Back of the Yards. Nobody’s breaking into shit around here: there’s nothing in this neighborhood left to steal.”
“Hey, Kevin,” Jessie called over, “we gotta roll. Get anything good off those computers?”
He swiveled in his chair. “Heck of a setup. God-tier surveillance suite with a pipeline under sixty-four-bit encryption.”
“Meaning?”
“Not only do these guys have ears all over the place—and from the look of it, some weird places, us included—they wanted to make damn sure nobody else could tap into their streams. They’re very protective of their stolen information.”
“Great,” Jessie said. “Pack it all up; we’re taking their gear with us. This listening post is now permanently off-line.”

We sat down in the surveillance van, engine idling with the headlights off, watching the garage. The college kid told us his shift would normally run another hour, so that’s how long we told him to wait. Normal routine, nothing to alarm his boss or give the slightest hint anything was out of order.
One of the garage bay doors rumbled open. Here came the kid, looking nervous, hunched behind the wheel of a Buick with more rust than body paint. He pulled out and turned right. We gave him a five-second head start, then I threw the van into drive and followed.
“Looked like he was sweating bullets,” Jessie said, sitting beside me. “You think he’s going to blow it?”
“If he does, we’ll be there,” I said.
Would we be fast enough to protect him? That was the real question. Whoever the garage crew was working for, he had sorcery, black-market tech, and cash to throw around. Dangerous combination. I didn’t like sending a civilian into harm’s way, but considering the alternative was a geis that could choke him to death just for speaking half a name, it felt like our best chance at getting close to his boss.
We ended up back in the Loop. Downtown after dark, bathed in the amber glow of a road construction sign. Orange-vested teamsters worked the graveyard shift, jackhammering a stretch of road and carting away chunks of black asphalt in a wheelbarrow. The Buick parked up ahead on the next block, in the shadow of elevated train tracks.
We parked on the opposite side of the street. I killed the engine and we clambered in back, watching the street from the van’s camera feeds while April worked the console. She centered the view on the kid as he got out of his car, carrying an armload of notebooks. He headed for a store with dusty windows and a flickering neon sign reading SMALL APPLIANCE OUTLET AND REPAIR.
“Kevin,” Jessie said, “dig up everything you can find on that address. Who owns it, who works there, everything. I want it five minutes ago.”
“You got it, boss,” he said, resting the laptop on his knees as he got to work.
The kid pushed open the front door. As it glided shut behind him, April angled the cameras for a better view. Through the windows we saw shelves of tangled machine parts, dead blenders and toasters, a wasteland of gutted kitchenware. And a man, walking over to greet the kid with a sour look on his face. He looked to be in his sixties, unkempt and unshaven, the kind of person who perpetually wakes up on the wrong side of the bed.
“Got it,” Kevin said. “Anton Scudder, sole proprietor.”
“Anton.” Jessie nodded. “That’s the name the kid was trying to drop. That’s our guy.”
I focused my senses on the screen, stretching out with my senses, trying to get a fix on him. Anyone who could cast a geis was no slouch at magic, and I wanted to know just how powerful he really was before we tried to take him down.
My mind brushed against an ice-cold razor blade. I recoiled, flinching hard enough that Cody put a steadying hand on my shoulder.
“What is it?” Jessie asked.
“Doing my witch thing,” I said. “I wanted to know what kind of man we were dealing with.”
“And?”
“He’s not a man,” I said. “Anton Scudder is a demon.”



TWENTY-SIX
There were two basic kinds of demons—that we knew of, at least. The worst were the incarnates, evil entities so powerful they could create their own bodies out of raw willpower. Go ahead and unload a .357 in an incarnate’s face: it’ll laugh and spit bullets while it’s tearing your intestines out. Fortunately, those were rare. I’ve encountered an incarnate only twice in my entire career, and twice was plenty.
Hijackers are your garden-variety demons; they can’t linger in our world without an anchor for very long, so they jump into a victim’s brain and commandeer their nervous system, working them like a marionette. Scudder was a hijacker, living in his stolen suit of human skin.
“A demon,” Cody breathed. His fingers brushed his throat, unconsciously tracing the scars Nyx’s claws had left behind. “Like in Talbot Cove?”
“Not that tough,” I said. “He’s not going to be turning into a flaming monster or anything like that. Hijackers are more about subtle corruption. He’s still a demon, though, and we know Scudder can do some magic, just like a human sorcerer. That makes him twice as dangerous.”
“How do you want to play it?” Jessie asked. “Pin him down and exorcise him?”
On the camera feed, the kid handed Scudder his stack of notebooks. Scudder hobbled to his desk, counting out a few bills and stuffing them in an envelope. He shoved the envelope into the kid’s hands and shooed him away like a stray dog, locking the front door behind him and turning off the neon sign. Good. He hadn’t blown it. Scudder had no idea he was starring on Candid Camera. I felt my shoulders unclench as the kid got in his car and drove off, out of harm’s way.
At least, I hoped he was. I caught the haunted look in his eye as he made his way to freedom. He’d innocently answered the wrong want ad and gotten sucked into a world of monsters and horrors, and now it was spitting him right back out again with nothing but tarnished memories and a story he’d never be able to prove. I thought back to Douglas Bredford, drinking his nightmares away in that backwoods bar, broken by all he’d seen and learned.
I hoped the kid wouldn’t break. As I watched him drive away, all I could do was wish him well and turn my focus back to the mission at hand.
Now it was just us and the demon across the street.
I watched him dial an ancient rotary phone, leaning against his desk and clutching the big beige plastic receiver, face etched in a permanent frown. “I don’t like it,” I said.
“Don’t like what?” Jessie asked. “Messing with demons? ’Cause I love it.”
“I don’t like him for the crime,” I said. “We just took down a listening post equipped with high-end electronics and stolen NSA surveillance gear. This guy? He runs a toaster-repair shop. Look at him: he doesn’t have a cell phone.”
“Appearances can deceive,” April mused. She leaned close to the screens, staring intently. “But the way we carry ourselves when we’re alone—or when we think we’re alone—tends to tell the truth. Look at that. Head tilted downward, excessive nodding, elbows close to the sides. Deferential body language.”
“I want to know who he’s on that phone with,” Jessie said. “Kevin, any chance you can yank the store’s call records?”
“The number’s public info—from there it’s just a hop, skip, and a hack. Gimme twenty minutes.”
Scudder hung up the phone. He bundled the notebooks up in his arms and trudged into a back room. The door swung shut behind him, blocking our view.
“He’s just another link in the chain,” I said. “The question is, is the real boss going to show up and pick up those notebooks, or is Scudder making a delivery run? I’ve got to get closer.”
“Why?” Cody asked. “We’re safe in the van.”
I pointed at the camera feed. “Because if he’s got a back room, he’s probably got a back door, too. And if he parked in the alley behind his shop, he could be leaving right now and we’d never know it. I need eyes on.”
I jumped out the back of the van and jogged across the deserted street, alone.
There was no direct way around back—the repair shop was sandwiched between a discount mattress store and a Chinese takeout joint—but the mouth of an alley just wide enough to squeeze in a couple of dumpsters beckoned to the right of the Chinese restaurant.
A narrow street ran behind the storefronts, with a tall wooden-plank fence on the opposite side. A mattress-store delivery van rusted away in the dark. No other cars in sight. Still, I crept closer to Scudder’s shop, seeing light from a grimy back window. Easing my way over, almost pressed to the crumbling brick wall, I took a peek from the window’s edge.
More clutter, more gutted toasters, and Scudder—sitting in an overstuffed easy chair in front of a ’70s-style Magnavox TV set, shoveling spoonfuls of ramen down his throat.
No. Not his throat. My stomach clenched in reflexive disgust. Somewhere inside that stolen flesh was the mind and soul of a human being, trapped, sealed away in an iron cage. How long had Scudder been using that body? Years? Decades?
It was an obscenity. Every muscle in my body ached to kick in the back door and set things right. Bind him, banish him, and set his victim free.
And I couldn’t. We needed Scudder to lead us to his boss. This wasn’t just our best lead, it was our only lead: snip the chain, and we’d say good-bye to any hope of recovering the curse tablet. And then, whatever that thing in space intended to do when it returned, we’d be at its mercy. Compared to what was at stake, throwing it all away to rescue a single possessed soul just wasn’t an option. It was the simple calculus of war.
I thought of that old saying: All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good people do nothing. And nothing is exactly what I did. I slunk away from the window, leaving Scudder to his Ramen noodles, and his prisoner to his own private hell.
I jogged back across the street and climbed into the van, fighting the urge to slam the door as hard as I could.
“He’s not going out the back,” I said, “not unless he drives a delivery truck.”
We waited.
“Okay,” Kevin said, “this is weird.”
“Whatcha got?” Jessie asked him.
“Nothing. Which is the weird part. I pulled the shop’s phone records. You know that call we watched him make? It’s here: outbound call, four minutes, twenty-two seconds. But there’s no record of the number he called. Just a blank line, like AT&T’s database auto-redacted it.”
“Who can do something like that?” Cody asked.
Jessie and April shared a glance.
“We can,” Jessie said.
“Or organizations like ours,” April added, turning back to the monitors. “Potentially unfriendly ones.”
Scudder emerged from the back room with a canvas tote bag. He piled the notebooks into the bag, tugged it over one shoulder, and headed for the front door.
“Here we go,” Jessie said. I jumped behind the wheel. Keeping low in my seat, I watched Scudder lock up the shop and shuffle down the sidewalk toward a late-model Cadillac the color of dusty vanilla ice cream, parked at the end of the block. The Caddy sputtered to life, the engine sounding about three oil changes behind schedule.
I counted silently to four, giving him a little lead, and pulled away from the curb.
It wasn’t hard to keep him in sight, even from a block away. He drove like a retiree on a fishing trip, slow and casual, and one of the Caddy’s taillights was broken. I just kept the cherry cyclops eye in sight, matching his speed and keeping my distance.
Not being spotted, that was the hard part. I wasn’t sure if Scudder had been trained in counterpursuit techniques, but after four turns he’d have to be completely careless not to notice the same van had been dogging him on the deserted midnight streets for blocks. When I fell back even farther, now the traffic lights were a new obstacle: the greens he breezed through were strobing yellow by the time I reached them. I wasn’t worried about running a red light so much as a cop spotting me running one. If we got pulled over by the locals, we’d lose Scudder for certain.
Jessie’s phone pinged.
“Got word back from the Orlando field office,” she said. “They finished running records on those bodies from the mall.”
“Got any good news for us?” I asked, eyes on the road.
“Nope. The dead men on Steranko’s crew were his usual flavor of Eurotrash: two ex-Spetsnaz–turned–mercenaries, and a former German BND operative who got drummed out of the service for taking bribes. Nothing eye-opening.”
“What about Bette’s faction?”
“Less than nothing,” Jessie said. “Prints, facial recognition, dental—all a big fat goose egg. They aren’t in the system, any system. You know what that means, right?”
I watched Scudder’s Cadillac make a lazy left turn, the gleaming taillight swinging out of sight. I stepped on the gas, just a little, to reach the intersection before the light changed.
“Yeah,” I said. “It means I’d better not lose this guy. He’s the last clue we’ve got.”
We followed Scudder down narrow, broken backstreets, and under telephone lines where a murder of crows perched shoulder to shoulder, watching us pass with glittery black eyes. The neighborhood felt familiar, somehow. I’d never been there before, but I was sure I had a hazy memory of the street names, like something from a long-ago briefing. Then Scudder pulled into a parking lot behind a three-story brownstone with boarded-up windows, and I knew exactly where we were. From the way she groaned, Jessie knew it, too.
I idled on the street, giving Scudder time to park and get out of his car. Then I pulled in after him, easing the van between a black Mercedes with onyx-tinted windows and a $200,000 Lamborghini painted traffic-cone orange. There weren’t any security guards watching the lot, no cameras, just a single sodium lamppost that buzzed and popped in the dark.
“Well,” April said, polishing her glasses, “things just became a bit more complicated.”
Cody looked between us, head tilted. “Why? What is this place?”
“It’s Grand Central station for psychotic assholes and occult deviants,” Jessie said with a sigh, “but the locals call it the Bast Club.”
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In times gone by, occult know-how was an exclusive and secret trade, passed down from the allegedly wise to the hopefully worthy. When owning a magical grimoire could get you burned at the stake, you had to be careful about whom you came out to. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, the old lodges slowly poked their heads out of the shadows, discovering a world that might laugh at you for believing in magic but probably wouldn’t lead an angry mob to your front doorstep.
The twentieth century gave us the Order of the Golden Dawn, the Astrum Argentum, and Freemasons who would actually admit to being Freemasons. The flakes and phonies multiplied along with the How to Be a Real Witch manuals down at your local bookstore, but so did the folks who had a genuine gift and might never have discovered it on their own.
And that’d be just peachy except that for a staggering number of budding occultists, their favorite pastimes included curse-murder sprees, mentally enslaving their lovers, conjuring demons for fun and profit, or any of a hundred other supernatural crimes. It wasn’t just the rush of newfound power—that was a part of it, sure—but for certain people, magic was more inherently corruptive than a seat in the Senate with a hundred lobbyists on speed dial.
Not me, though. I hoped. I spent a lot of time looking in the mirror between missions, questioning myself, making sure I wasn’t starting that slide on the long way down.
With the occult underground on the rise, it was only natural that some enterprising entrepreneurs would create a place for genuine practitioners to get together and talk shop, well out of the public eye. In Las Vegas, it was the Tiger’s Garden. In New York City, they had Dashwood Abbey.
And in Chicago, they had the Bast Club.
“This is all twisted up,” Jessie muttered. “We’re supposed to be spying on these freaks. They are not supposed to be spying on us.”
“Let’s hope he’s merely meeting his contact here,” April said, “as opposed to passing out our secrets like party favors.”
After I explained what we were looking at, Cody craned his neck to peer from the van’s front windshield, checking out the abandoned-looking building with wide eyes.
“I don’t get it. If this place is filled with the kind of people you hunt down, why do you let it stay open? Why not raid it and bust everybody at once?”
“We’re not out to get all sorcerers,” Jessie told him. “If they can keep their noses clean and avoid turning into Dr. Doom, they’ve got nothing to worry about. Places like this, you find a ton of dabblers. Maybe they’ve got a little magic under their belts, but not enough juice to really be dangerous to anyone but themselves, even if they wanted to be.”
“On the other hand,” April added, “those are exactly the sorts who hear useful things and have avenues of information we don’t possess. By letting the Bast Club remain in business, we can go in undercover and quietly tap it for intelligence whenever we like.”
Jessie threw the back door open and hopped out of the van. “Except now, somebody in there’s doing the tapping. C’mon, Mayberry. Let’s regulate. Everybody else stay in the van, eyes and ears open.”
“Seriously,” I muttered, “Talbot Cove was over two weeks ago.”
As I moved to follow her, Cody put his hand on my shoulder.
“I should go, too,” he said.
I touched his fingers. I’d seen the way he brushed at the scars on his neck, back when I said Scudder was a demon. Cody wasn’t over his encounter with Nyx, not yet, and I wasn’t sure he was ready for the things he might see behind the Bast Club’s boarded-over windows.
“I need you on backup,” I told him. “If we’re not out in one hour, come in after us, okay? Give us that long.”
“All right,” he said, and slowly pulled his hand away.
Jessie and I crossed the parking lot, side by side.
“You ever been in here?” Jessie asked.
“No, just briefed.” I thought back, trying to remember what I’d learned. “Building spontaneously appeared in the ’50s, streets changing overnight to go around it—none of the locals noticed. Owner unknown. Panic Cell tested their security a few years back and barely got out alive.”
“Believe that,” Jessie said. “Management’s got a thing for creepy-crawlies. Bottom line? Don’t start any fights. First person who throws a punch is the first person who gets chomped.”
She pounded twice, hard, on the door’s metal sheeting. Then we waited. The sounds of the city at night drifted all around us, distant horns and sirens and the cold wind in the streets, howling down granite skyscraper canyons.
The door swung wide and the faint strains of a violin quartet drifted out on a rose-scented breeze. The man on the threshold looked like a casino croupier, in a pressed scarlet shirt and trim black vest.
“Good evening,” he said with a smile, while his eyes gave us a visual pat-down. “I don’t believe you ladies are regulars.”
“We’re with the Church of Starry Wisdom in Rhode Island,” Jessie said.
“Just visiting friends in the area,” I added.
His smile grew wider, more genuine, as he curled his fingers and hooked them in a ritual gesture. “Ah, welcome, welcome! My cousin is a member; I had a delightful time visiting your congregation hall last summer. Hail to He of the Murky Deeps.”
“Hail to He of the Murky Deeps,” we chorused, copying the gesture. The greeter stepped to one side and swept out one arm, beckoning us inside.
“Enjoy yourselves,” he said, “and please, remember our simple rules. Take nothing that does not belong to you, and lay no hand on another, save by their invitation. Speak no true names and tell no secrets, save those which are yours to tell.”
As we passed him by, walking down a corridor lined in Victorian burgundy wallpaper, Jessie leaned in and muttered, “Somebody’s breaking that last one, big time. This must be one of those ‘the rules are more like guidelines’ situations.”
While Jessie seemed nonchalant, I fought to keep my balance. A whirlwind of chaotic energy battered my senses as we stepped into the club’s parlor, the air thick with clouds of wild magic and invisible currents. I smelled words and tasted mathematics. In my breast pocket, my great-great-grandmother’s talisman—the ancient coin she insisted was a relic from the Oracle of Delphi—pulsed in panicky time with my heartbeat.
The parlor floor was an oaken mosaic jigsaw puzzle, bathed in the luminous glow of light sconces under lime-green glass bubbles. Heavy scarlet curtains concealed the boarded windows, all the fixtures done up in lush velvet and gleaming brass. The Bast Club hovered on the borderland between a sleazy hangout for lounge lizards and a Victorian fever dream.
We blended in with the crowd, trying to get eyes on Scudder. It was a busy night, packed from the divans and plush chairs in the conversation nooks to the antique pool tables across from the bar. I needed only one glance to realize we were on hostile ground.
“This room’s like a who’s who of our last twenty suspect bulletins,” Jessie said, keeping her voice low. “Obviously Scudder hasn’t given up our identities to everybody, because if he had, half the club would be trying to kill us right now.”
I spotted a pack of cambion in bikers’ leathers over by the bar, the demonic half-breeds’ spiderweb-veined faces and runny-egg eyes on open display. In one of the conversation nooks, a local fashion designer held court—specifically, a fashion designer we’d been looking at for a series of cannibalistic murders. “Over there,” I said, giving the faintest nod in the other direction. “Is that Amy Xun?”
The petite Asian woman, dressed in a tailored black suit, held an open briefcase on her lap and a pair of pewter amulets strung on leather cords between her fingers. It looked like a product demonstration for a small crowd of eager onlookers.
“Yep,” Jessie said. “Don’t know about you, but she’s my number one suspect right now. Do you see Scudder?”
Xun dealt in artifacts, just like Roman Steranko, but she was a lot more selective about her clientele and the goods she peddled. That was the only thing that kept her on the “more useful as a source than a target” list. Maybe she’d expanded her business to selling information, too.
We cut through the crowd, angling closer to Xun so we could get a better look at her entourage. No Scudder, and no notebooks in sight.
Jessie tugged my sleeve. I followed her gaze. In the corner, fifteen feet away, a curved door of hammered bronze slid open to reveal the rounded platform on the other side. An elevator cage. With Scudder inside, empty-handed.
He stepped off the elevator, coming our way, and we breezed right past him. Without the notebooks, he wasn’t our priority anymore. That elevator’s destination was. The door rolled, grinding shut, and Jessie got there just in time: she caught it with her shoe and forced it back open.
We got on board. Destination unknown.
As the door swiveled shut, sealing us inside the brass cylinder, I realized there weren’t any buttons on the wall. Before I could comment, though, the elevator whirred to life, and the cage gave a tiny kick, lurching upward on groaning cables.
“Either this elevator has only one destination . . .” Jessie said, voicing my thoughts.
“Or somebody knows we’re here,” I replied.
The weight of the Glock in my shoulder holster, snug against my ribs, wasn’t much comfort. Whatever was waiting for us upstairs, we had no idea what we were up against, much less a plan to take it down.
The elevator stopped. The door chimed.
“Get ready to improvise,” Jessie said as she drew her gun. I did the same, bracing the Glock with both hands and keeping the muzzle aimed low with my finger off the trigger.
The rounded door rattled open onto a burgundy hall. Green lights glowed behind orbs of spun glass, casting shadows on the walls. The lights were steady. The shadows weren’t. They followed us as we emerged from the elevator and cautiously advanced, shadows blossoming on the ceiling above our heads and dripping down the walls like rivulets of black blood.
Shapes emerged from the murky blobs. The outlines of fat centipedes, the shapes of swarming roaches, skittering to keep pace with us. A slithering serpent melted into the shape of a man’s hand, fingers curling, beckoning us forward.
At the end of the hall, off to the right, crackling firelight glowed warm behind an open pair of double doors.
“Ah, Agents Temple and Black,” a sonorous voice called out. “Please, won’t you join me?”
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Beyond the open door waited a cozy den, its walls lined with bookshelves from the polished hardwood floors to the vaulted ceiling. The owner didn’t collect books, though: he collected notebooks. Thousands upon thousands of them, filling every shelf and open nook, unlabeled and identical.
A fire crackled in a stone hearth, casting a warm pumpkin-orange glow across a writing desk. The man seated behind it rose to greet us. He was tall, his skin dusty dark, his eyes gleaming amber. He wore his wiry silver hair in a ponytail and had a long but carefully trimmed beard. He dressed like a gentleman from a Jane Austen novel, with a black waistcoat and a silk cravat around his neck.
“You’ve done well for yourselves,” he said. “It’s exceedingly rare for anyone to find me unless I desire to be found.”
Our host wasn’t human; I knew that much. Problem was, that’s all I knew. My senses were dizzy, battered, and as I called to my power, all I could trace were tangled skeins of magic. The elements in the air twisted, kinked like a knotted ball of yarn.
“You know us,” Jessie said, “but we don’t know you. How about an introduction?”
He smiled and spread a hand. “Of course. Some call me al-Farsi, and some call me Management. It’s my honor to operate this establishment, though normally I prefer to speak through an intermediary who acts as my voice in public life.”
“An intermediary,” I said. “Like our man Lawrence? Or the assassin you sent to kill Dr. Huerta and take his place?”
“Your Agent Lawrence was a victim of his own greed,” al-Farsi said with an indifferent shrug. “He ran up certain debts in my establishment, debts owed to some extremely unpleasant individuals. I offered him a lifeline, and he took it gladly. I don’t blackmail my informants: I extricate them from their misery and allow them to show their gratitude through loyal service.”
“And Huerta?” I asked.
“I dispatched an operative to retrieve the tablet, it’s true. Told him to use any means necessary. I didn’t expect that to extend to murder, but . . . I suppose he felt it necessary.”
A chubby white-and-beige cat sat contentedly on the edge of the writing desk, its face turned toward the fire. It let out a rumbling purr as al-Farsi stroked its fur.
“Why did you want it?” Jessie asked.
“Because everyone else wanted it, of course. There are at least four clandestine organizations, including yours, vying for that artifact. I intended to auction it off. Not for the money, but for the information I could glean in the process. You see, I haven’t identified all the players in this little drama, and that vexes me.”
He patted the cat gently, then pushed away from the desk, strolling across the den and taking in the crowded bookshelves with a grand sweep of his arm.
“There is one coin of value in our world, Agents, and one measure of power: information.”
“You’re an intelligence broker,” Jessie said.
“More like an intelligence collector, who must occasionally and reluctantly share his secrets—with a most select list of clientele—in exchange for the funds to keep his operations running. Every good dragon needs a hoard. This is mine. I founded the Bast Club because it puts me at the nerve center of the North American occult underground.”
He cupped his hands together, whispering a tangled, sibilant string of words I couldn’t quite make out. When he pulled his palms apart, a soap bubble hovered between them. The bubble’s skin showed a glimpse of the action downstairs—Amy Xun trading one of her pewter amulets for an envelope stuffed with rumpled twenties.
“I rarely leave this floor, but then again, I don’t need to. Nothing happens on these grounds without my knowledge and my permission.”
He clapped his hands, popping the bubble.
“You had Agent Lawrence in your pocket,” Jessie said, “and you’ve been spying on us since Oregon. That means you know who we are. And you know what we do.”
He sounded almost bored, stifling a yawn behind his hand as he spoke. “Ah, yes, Vigilant Lock. Here to save the day. I hate to break it to you, Agents, but you’re far from the most formidable competitors in this little drama. If anything, you’re a guppy swimming among sharks. A curious guppy, though. A certain patron has offered me a handsome sum of money for my Vigilant files. Safe houses, operative names and photographs, all anyone would need to burn you down. I don’t know everything about you people, not yet, but I certainly know enough.”
“Who?” I took a step toward him, hoping I sounded more threatening than I felt. Shadows squirmed across the bookshelves all around us, unbound by the hearth fire.
“I couldn’t say, even if I wished to. I have an unbreakable principle: I never discuss my clients. Their privacy is sacrosanct.”
Jessie raised her pistol, aiming right between his eyes.
“How about now?” she asked.
The shadows twitched. I watched them coalesce. Rising from the walls like bas-reliefs in midnight black, serpents pooling around our feet.
“Agent Temple,” I said softly, “lower your weapon. Very slowly.”
Al-Farsi smiled.
“One bullet and one lit match will plug our information leak just fine,” she told him. “Or you can cooperate. Your call.”
“Jessie,” I said, getting her attention. I nodded upward.
A tarantula clung to the vaulted ceiling, directly over our heads. A tarantula the size of a car. Shadow bristles wavered along its spectral back, its mandibles clicking hungrily. Faceted eyes the color of polished amethyst stared down at us—too many eyes—as the creature waited for its master’s command.
Jessie lowered her gun. The shadow serpents at our feet receded like waves, squirming back to the walls.
“Now, then,” al-Farsi said, “I do hope we can speak reasonably.”
“Do you even understand what you’ve done?” I said. “Because of you, we lost the tablet. Do you know what’s going to happen when that thing comes back from outer space and the Red Knight isn’t in orbit to ward it off?”
He took a deep breath and turned his back on us, strolling over to his desk. The cat purred under his gentle hand.
“I have a somewhat better idea than you do, I’m sad to say. I never meant to put anyone in danger; the auction would have been quick, efficient, and over before the entity returned. Alas, the tablet is now in the hands of one who, I assure you, has no intention of letting it go.”
“Give us a name,” I said.
Al-Farsi shrugged. “He is, unfortunately, a client of mine.”
“So give us a name anyway,” Jessie told him. “We could be talking about the fate of the entire planet. That’s a little bigger than your business scruples.”
“A principle written in sand is worth less than sand. I must regretfully decline.”
I thought fast, searching for a loophole, a crack in his iron wall.
“What about the other organizations, the other groups trying to get the tablet? Would they know who this person is? Could they tell us?”
He held up a finger. “One of them, one person in particular would, yes. And in fact, her goals are perfectly aligned with your own. She is also, unfortunately, a client.”
“Screw the shadow monsters,” Jessie muttered. “I’m shooting him anyway.”
“Wait, wait.” I held up a hand and chewed my bottom lip. “Wait, so this other client, she can tell us who has the tablet? And she wants to put it back in orbit, too?”
“Correct,” al-Farsi said, “but I cannot say more than—”
“You don’t need to,” I said. “Get her on the phone. Tell her we’re on her side, we’re here to help, and we want to meet. If she gives permission for you to tell us where to find her, we get what we want, and you haven’t broken your rule.”
He gave a tiny, amused chuckle. “An elegant solution. But . . . there is one condition, before I do.”
“Name it,” I said.
“Your guarantee that I will be free of further harassment. I can’t have you people raiding my listening posts, stalking my informants, and coming into my home with guns. Let tonight be the end of that foolishness. The price for my assistance is that you—and by you, I mean all of Vigilant Lock—leave me in peace.”
“Dr. Huerta and two plainclothes officers were murdered by your operative, on your orders,” I said, “and you want us to let you walk away.”
“Yes.” He nodded affably.
“Give us a minute?”
He gestured to the hallway. We stepped outside. The doors to the den silently swung shut behind us, leaving us alone. I had little hope of real privacy, considering he’d already demonstrated how he could spy on the action downstairs with a literal wave of his hand, but it would have to do.
“We can’t do this,” I told Jessie. “That man—whatever the hell he is—is a murderer. Huerta would still be alive if he hadn’t sent his operative in to steal the tablet.”
Jessie balled up her fists and shook her head. “You think I like it? He’s got us over a barrel, Harmony. I don’t want to let him walk, either, but what’s the alternative? We have to get that tablet back into orbit, and we don’t even know how much time we have left.”
“So we sanction him. Right here, right now, go back in there with guns blazing, and find the answers in his notebooks.”
“You mean his twenty thousand or so notebooks that all look identical? And come on: you just said it yourself, we don’t even know what this guy is. You sure guns will work? And for that matter, how about his pets? You got the witch juice to go toe to toe with a giant tarantula made out of living shadows? If you say yes, you’d better be damn sure, because that’s both our asses on the line.”
My shoulders slumped. I was being reckless and I knew it. Grasping at straws, desperate to avoid the reality of the situation.
Getting the information we needed meant denying justice to an innocent man. The person ultimately responsible for Dr. Huerta’s death would walk free and clear, never facing a day of punishment for the murder he’d set in motion. A perfect crime, and I would be an accessory to it.
“Option three,” Jessie said, “we just turn and walk away, right now. Report this whole thing to Vigilant, let Linder decide how to handle al-Farsi, and as for the tablet . . . well, we don’t have any leads, or clues, or much of anything, but maybe . . . maybe we’ll get lucky.”
Sure, I thought, entrust the fate of the planet to luck. And when that thing comes screaming down from space, we can just throw up our hands and say, “Well, we tried our best.” And I can feel good because I stood by my principles.
Jessie touched my arm. I met her gaze.
“And you know,” she said, “only one of those options plays. The one where we give al-Farsi a pass on Huerta and those cops. It’s my call, and I’m making it: we’re cutting a deal.”
I knew I was fooling myself.
I was fooling myself just like al-Farsi was fooling himself. He wasn’t a man of ethics, or principles. His rigid rule about his clients? A self-serving sham. He’d defend his principles even to the point of putting the world at risk, but shrug off the death of three innocent men.
And me, I defended my principles, too. Like not letting killers walk free. Like making sure the innocent were avenged. Those were the parts of this job I enjoyed. But it was still a job in the clandestine services, and that meant one thing: at the end of the day, I had to do the most good for the most people, and damn the cost. Whatever it took to finish the mission.
Maybe I’d feel filthy after shaking hands with al-Farsi, and maybe I wouldn’t be able to look myself in the mirror for a while, not without seeing Dr. Huerta’s face. Fine. This wasn’t about me. And when it came to my responsibility, my duty, principles were strictly a luxury.
“All right,” I told Jessie, “but we’re not giving him a free ride. He needs to earn his pass. And I think I know how to make him do it.”
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“Let’s go make a deal,” I told Jessie. She nodded, grim, and pushed open the double doors.
Al-Farsi gazed over from his desk, idly stroking his cat’s fur, waiting to see what we had to say.
“This is what we’re offering,” I told him. “We leave you out of our final report. Nothing goes to our bosses, nobody but us knows you exist. In exchange, you introduce us to your client. And if she doesn’t want to meet—or if she can’t lead us to the tablet—you become fair game and we will be coming after you. Second? Quid pro quo. You purge all mention of Vigilant Lock from your records and stop spying on us. That’s the deal, take it or leave it.”
Al-Farsi tilted his head to one side, contemplating.
“I’m amenable to the first part,” he said. “The second, though? Purge my records? The money my buyer is offering notwithstanding, you might as well ask me to pluck out an offending eye. Knowledge is my passion, Agent Black. I’ll cease surveillance—not that I have much of a choice, since you found my little listening device and Agent Lawrence is sadly deceased—but what I’ve learned up to now stays right where it is. To do with as I will.”
I’d half anticipated that. And I’d come up with a solution, just in case.
“Then I’d like to make another proposal,” I told him.
“I’m all ears.”
“Agent Temple and I,” I said, “would like to become your clients.”
He blinked.
“Of course, that would mean that any details pertaining to us and our employers would be held in your highest confidence,” I said. “You would never betray a client.”
Al-Farsi smiled. He nodded, slowly, thinking it over.
“Agreed. I will, of course, expect a mutually beneficial relationship. I’ll advise you if I have information that might be useful—along with the associated price—and, should you find something I might like, you can occasionally throw me a tidbit or two of your own.”
I looked to Jessie. “Deal,” she said.
“A pleasure doing business.” Al-Farsi looked to the doors behind us. “If you would like to return to the club floor and enjoy a beverage—on the house, with my compliments, of course—I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve arranged the introduction you seek.”
I paused, on the way to the door. Taking in the endless sea of notebooks all around us.
“One thing we’d be interested in information on,” I told him. “Are you familiar with a black-budget program called Cold Spectrum?”
“I am indeed,” he said, “but discussing it would be a breach of client privilege.”
“So . . . Cold Spectrum still exists? The program is still active?”
His only response was a tight-lipped smile, and the chime of the elevator at the end of the hallway.

We found empty stools at the end of the bar. Pressed shoulder to shoulder, lost in the swirl of conversation and the strains of a string quartet, I stared at my reflection in the mirror behind the lined-up bottles. I’d ordered a club soda with lime. Jessie, a longneck bottle of Samuel Adams. I almost said something about drinking on duty. Then I took a look around the room, remembered we were surrounded by deviants, half-blood demons, and killers—like the one we’d just let walk—and the rules didn’t seem quite so important. Jessie was right. We did what we had to do for the mission. I still wished we could have found a better way.
“I know,” she said, staring across the bar and talking to my reflection. “It sucks. You don’t have to like it.”
“I’ve recruited criminals as confidential informants before. Minor crimes. Like Earl Gresham, that meth-head cambion back in Michigan. That I can overlook, for the greater good.”
“It’s a matter of scale,” she said, sipping her beer. “Earl helped us catch a kidnapper. That balances, nice and easy. Little harm, big save. Right now, depending what that thing in space is capable of, we might be playing for all the marbles. With those stakes, as far as I’m concerned, this still balances.”
“I’m glad it’s easy for you,” I said, sighing.
“I’m glad it’s not easy for you.”
I swiveled on my stool, turning from her reflection to the real woman.
“Meaning?”
“Just what it sounds like,” Jessie said. “Y’know, sometimes we get to be the good guys. And it’s great. It’s fun; it feels good . . . but sometimes we don’t. Sometimes we have to get elbow-deep in blood and filth and do whatever it takes to get the job done.”
“Jessie, I—”
She held up a hand. “Hear me out. Saying, ‘We do what we have to do’ might be true, but that doesn’t mean it comes for free. We’re still accountable. And there’s still a human cost. Or there should be. Harmony, do you know why Linder picked me to lead this team, even though April has more field experience and more education than I do?”
I shrugged. “I figured it was the wheelchair. She’s brilliant, but she’s a little limited in the field.”
“Please.” Jessie rolled her eyes. “She could manage this whole team from a cell phone three states away, and you know it. A leader has to lead: anybody with the right training can do the boots-on-the-ground work.”
“So why’d he pick you, then?”
“Because I don’t hesitate.” Jessie tossed back a swig from the bottle. “And thinking about the human cost, for me, is something that takes genuine effort. It’s not part of my mental process. Harmony, I was raised by a serial killer. I was eleven years old and helping him lure in victims, because that’s what I was taught to do. One time? On my thirteenth birthday? He made me hold the knife. I’m not the kid I was back then, but don’t you dare think I was never her. What I’m saying is, I’m nobody’s goddamn moral compass.”
“I didn’t ask you to be.”
“But I am asking you to be,” she said. “You care about people. You try to do the right thing, even when it costs you. You believe in big ideas, like honor and compassion and justice. Even when it makes you look like a damn fool.”
I sipped my club soda. “Thanks for that.”
“No problem.” She clinked her bottle against my glass. “So, yeah, I’m glad this isn’t easy for you. And I hope it hurts. I hope every single time you have to compromise your morals to get the job done, it stings like hell and drags your heart through a goddamn sewer and makes you miserable. And then I hope you tell me all about it. Because I want to know what it feels like, to hurt like that. I need to know what it feels like, because that’s the knowledge that’ll keep me from turning from a hunter into the kind of things we hunt.”
We fell into a companionable silence, waiting for al-Farsi’s reply.
A hostess in a corset, flowing skirts, and big brass buttons, looking like a steampunk saloon girl, spun past us with a tray in her hands. Without a word and without missing a step, she set an envelope down between us and faded back into the crowds.
“Showtime,” Jessie said, scooping up the envelope and tearing it open with a blunt fingernail. The slip of paper inside had passed through a vintage mechanical typewriter.
Los Angeles. California Science Center. Tomorrow morning, 10:05 a.m., Humans in Space Exhibit. Wear a splash of red.
Jessie sighed. “Great, that’s only two thousand miles away. Looks like we’re sleeping on the plane again.”
“I’m getting used to it,” I said. “Besides, the sooner the better. No telling how much time we’ve got left.”



THIRTY
Chicago to Los Angeles was four and a half hours of turbulence, the plane shaking like a rag doll in a giant’s fist as we crossed the storm-swept Rockies. The mountains drifted by like a broken wasteland in the darkness, shrouded in wisps of gray-and-black cloud. I didn’t sleep so much as fade away, my conscious mind swallowed by the rumble of the trembling cabin and the drone of the engines. I stared out the window with my body on autopilot, waiting for the call to action.
We beat the sun, landing at LAX twenty minutes before dawn. The sky beyond the San Gabriel Mountains glowed like a violet pearl. We refueled at a Starbucks kiosk, a double espresso helping my brain to shrug off another flight, another sleepless night, another change of time zones.
We were close. If al-Farsi hadn’t led us astray, we were two steps away from getting the tablet back. Then we just had to figure out how to launch it back into orbit. No room for mistakes now. We rented a black Lincoln Navigator, the heavy SUV big enough for the five of us and our luggage, and made our way across the city through sluggish morning traffic.
The California Science Center sat on a sprawling, green campus, braced by a natural-history museum on one side and the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum on the other. A lush rose garden was in full bloom, bursting with pink, scarlet, and yellow: even in the fall, everything thrived under the clean California sunshine.
I stepped out of the Navigator and took a deep breath of warm air, quickly stripping off my tie and trading it for the one I’d just bought on the way over: cherry red, a splash of color just like al-Farsi’s note called for. I also slipped on a second accessory: Agent Lawrence’s camera glasses. Without al-Farsi’s listening device, they’d gone from a dangerous liability to a useful tool.
“Here’s how we’ll play it,” Jessie said. “Harmony and Cody, you’re with me. Kevin and April, I want you analyzing the photos from Harmony’s glasses the second she snaps ’em. There’s no telling what’s waiting for us in there, and I want to know exactly who we’re dealing with.”
“No problem,” Kevin said. “I did a little tinkering on the plane. Kept me from freaking out over the turbulence. Harmony, every photo you take will automatically pass through to the laptop and to April’s phone. Video, too. Just get a clear shot and we’ll do the rest.”
“I’ll have my contact in Information Services on standby,” April said. “We’ll get priority access to their biometric database.”
“Sounds good,” Jessie said. “All right, let’s go to the museum. Hopefully it’s an educational trip.”
We climbed to the second floor, crossing a vast glass-walled concourse. Cody had his phone out, taking pictures and beaming like a kid at the circus. He circled what looked like a giant reflector bulb tilted on its side, its flat head about ten feet across and scarred with black streaks.
“Harmony,” he said, “this is the Gemini 11 capsule. I mean, it’s the Gemini 11 capsule.”
As on edge as I was, half expecting al-Farsi’s “help” to be a trick or an ambush, I couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. I wished I could share it. On another day, I could see myself coming back here with Cody, taking our time and touring the exhibits, learning why this was so special to him. Sharing ourselves.
But it wasn’t another day, and while he was taking photos, I was shooting some of my own. My gaze slowly swept across the atrium, pausing to focus on the other tourists as I clicked the pen in my pocket and sent the raw footage back to April and Kevin.
“We’re receiving clearly,” April said over my earpiece. “Good photos, but no hits so far.”
The museum had just opened, and the crowds were thin. Still, I didn’t see anyone who looked out of place, or like they were there for anything but the exhibits. We strolled along, keeping it casual, my footsteps easy but my senses on high alert. We paused under an elongated rocket festooned with bumps and bulges, one half bare steel, and the other painted wintergreen mint.
“This is the Apollo-Soyuz command module,” Cody told me. “Joint mission with the USSR in 1975.”
The elderly man at Cody’s side, looking up at the suspended ship with his hands clasped behind his back, smiled and spoke in a reedy voice tinged with a German accent. “You have a good eye for history, young man.”
I guessed he was in his late eighties or early nineties, tall and gaunt with sparse white hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His smile crinkled the corners of his eyes as he looked my way, glancing from my face to my cherry-red tie, then back again.
“You seem familiar, Fräulein,” he said. “Have we met before? In . . . Chicago, perhaps?”
I snapped his photograph.
“We’re looking for a particular satellite,” Jessie told him, “but I don’t think it’s on display here.”
The old man nodded. “I believe I know the one you want. Shaped like a chess knight, and as red as this young lady’s necktie.”
“You’re familiar with it,” I said.
“Familiar?” He chuckled. “You could say that. I built it.”
Cody and I shared a glance. Not the response I’d been expecting, but it made a certain amount of sense: if anyone would want to get the curse tablet back in orbit, it would be the man who put it there in the first place. I started to question him, but he shook his head and pursed his lips.
“Not here. Too many unknown ears. If you would follow me, please?”
He led us along the atrium, past signs for the Samuel Oschin Pavilion. He was spry for his age, with a long-legged gait.
“Admittance to this particular exhibit is on a reservation-only basis,” he said, “and I’ve purchased all the tickets for the ten fifteen viewing. We won’t be disturbed.”
Our path ended in an airplane hangar behind the museum. Calling it a mere hangar was an understatement. You could have fit another two museums under its sloped, white-insulated roof. Instead, a single exhibit waited for us, raised up on a bright-yellow crane arm: the space shuttle Endeavour, its mighty hull still bearing the pits and scars of its final mission.
“My name is Huburtus Becke,” the old man told us as we stood in the Endeavour’s long shadow. “As for you, I’ll tell you what I believe to be true, and you can tell me how close I come, hmm? I believe that you are working for our government in an irregular capacity. I believe that you know the purpose of the Red Knight, and I believe that you are attempting to restore the curse tablet to its proper place in the heavens. Am I correct?”
“Three for three,” Jessie said.
“Then that makes us allies. To that end, I must apologize for some earlier confusion regarding my other allies.”
Behind us, the door into the hangar rattled and swung open. I recognized our new arrivals in a heartbeat, which is exactly how long it took to sweep the Glock from my shoulder holster and drop into a shooter’s stance.
Bette and her two fellow “college students,” the last survivors from the gunfight in Orlando, did the same.
“Drop it,” Jessie snapped, aiming her pistol. “Lose the steel, right now.”
“You first,” Bette said.
“Ladies, please,” Huburtus said, holding up his open hands. “There’s no reason to fight. We’re all in pursuit of the same goal, and there is very little time to lose.”
“Who are you?” I asked Bette. “Hired guns, like Xerxes?”
She rolled her eyes. “Please. We’re not working for Mr. Becke, we’re working with him. And if it hadn’t been for those Xerxes assholes crashing the party, we’d have recovered the Red Knight and gotten it back in orbit days ago. Who are you people with? Company? NSA?”
“You first,” I said.
“I’m going to extend a little trust here,” Bette said, “and lower my weapon. I’d be pleased if you’d consider doing likewise.”
She pointed her pistol’s muzzle to the sky, slowly lowering her grip, and I did the same.
“I’m reaching into my pocket,” she said, hands dipping toward her cargo pants. “Nice and easy, all right?”
Her hand came back up with a laminated ID folder, embossed with a golden sphinx over a wire-frame outline of the earth.
“Master Sergeant Bette Novak,” she said. “National Air and Space Intelligence Center.”
My turn. I holstered my gun, dipping my fingers into my breast pocket and trading the pistol for my badge. I held it up for her to take a closer look.
“Special Agent Harmony Black, FBI,” I said. “Master sergeant, huh? If you don’t mind my saying so, you look a little young to be an E-7.”
“Yes, well, appearances deceive. But that’s what my identification says I am, doesn’t it?” Her sapphire eyes bored into mine, raptor sharp. “Just like yours says you’re an FBI agent.”
Message received, loud and clear: we knew Bette and her men were serving a higher master, just like she knew we were. And she’d play along with our story if we played along with hers. Fair enough. Jessie and the two men at Bette’s side holstered their guns, and everybody kept their hands in full view. Nobody offered to shake.
“You people are good,” Bette said. “We didn’t make you at the lodge, but when that Xerxes convoy turned into a pile of burning scrap and the Red Knight showed up minus its payload, we knew we weren’t the only operators in town.”
“Then Roman Steranko was spotted in Orlando,” the man on her left said. “Frankly, we thought you were working for him.”
“We lost four good soldiers in Orlando. Steranko has to answer for that.” Bette looked from me, to Cody, to Jessie. “Where’s the other one? Did he go down in the fight?”
“Say hi for me?” Kevin said in my ear.
“He’s fine,” I said. “He’s technical-support staff—he normally doesn’t do fieldwork.”
Bette nodded, wearing a lopsided smile as she looked me over.
“Ooh. So he’s probably watching through the pinhole camera in those glasses you’re wearing.” She wriggled her fingers in a wave. “Hey, there.”
“Turn on your video feed,” Kevin said in my ear.
“Not doing that,” I muttered. Then I took off the glasses. “I thought these were pretty well made.”
“Oh, they are.” Bette nodded. She tapped the rims of her sleek purple-framed glasses. “It’s just that I own a pair of my own. So can we pretend to be friends for a while, at least until we’ve resolved the crisis at hand?”
I glanced to Jessie. She hooked her thumbs in her belt loops and shrugged.
“Sure,” she said. “Let’s call it a team-up.”
I just wished I knew whom, exactly, we were teaming up with. My thoughts kept drifting to Linder’s briefing and his warning about hostile sharks sharing our waters. I knew one thing for certain: we’d be documenting anything and everything about Bette and her people in the hopes that Vigilant’s analysts could crack their cover—and she’d be doing the exact same thing to us.
“Oh, there’s one last thing I need to get straight,” Bette said. She held her empty hands out before her, one palm turned upward, the other downward, as if framing the empty space between.
The skin on the back of my neck prickled, and goose bumps rose up on my arms. The air crackled with static electricity, moving in a slow, roiling wave. Then sparks spat from Bette’s fingertips. Little flashes of electric light danced in the space between her palms, swirling, bouncing off her skin, and firing in arcs as they sketched a picture in three dimensions. I watched, rapt, as the sparks finished their work.
Now an electric rose blossom hovered in the air between Bette’s hands, its glittering petals born of golden lightning. She clapped her hands sharply, shattering the spell.
“I pegged you as some kind of magician,” Bette told me, then nodded at Jessie. “And I’m still not sure what your deal is, but I’m looking forward to finding out. Just thought you should be aware that we’re all on the same page here.”
Huburtus cleared his throat. “With that established, let us proceed. Time is running out, and I have witnessed the face of our enemy.”
“That thing from outer space,” Jessie said. “We’ve seen the pictures.”
“Almost correct, young lady. Almost.” He held up a finger. “It’s not from outer space. We merely sent it there.”
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Huburtus looked from me, to Jessie, to Cody. “Are any of you familiar with an Office of Strategic Services program called Operation Paperclip?”
“Sure,” Cody said. “Saw a documentary about it. Right after World War II, the United States recruited over a thousand German scientists, like Wernher von Braun. Braun was practically the father of our entire space program.”
“German scientists,” Jessie said, her voice flat. “You mean Nazi scientists.”
Cody winced. “It . . . was not our shining hour. A lot of good came out of it in the long run, but, yeah. Technically, no card-carrying Nazis were eligible, but in practice, a whole lot of people got new names and backstories to go with their free ticket to the United States.”
“Herr Braun was a Sturmbannführer in the SS.” Huburtus opened his hands with a sigh. “As, to my great shame, was I. But with Germany crumbling, it was inevitable that our talents would be enlisted in the service of a new master: either the Americans or the USSR. Our benefactors in Operation Paperclip decided that whitewashing our past was a fair trade for what we could accomplish—and for the knowledge they could keep out of Soviet hands.”
“You worked with von Braun?” Cody asked.
“Indeed. He was a good friend. Eventually we were installed at Redstone Arsenal, creating a new generation of rockets based on the German V-2. There was another program there as well. Master Sergeant?”
Bette stepped forward, fixing me with a hard look.
“I don’t know who you really work for,” she said, “but right now, all I care about is results. It’s clear you’re tapped into lines of communication an FBI agent has no business knowing about, or you wouldn’t have been after the Red Knight in the first place. That’s the only reason I’m briefing you on this. Are you familiar with Operation Panpipe?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”
“Paperclip’s been declassified. Panpipe hasn’t, and never will be. With Hitler out of the picture and the Russian Bear looming in the east, we had two objectives: acquire as many former Nazi assets as we could, and deny them to the Reds. Paperclip gave us the means to close two widening gaps in the Cold War: first, our rocket program. Second, our occult technology. Stalin was going all in—remote viewing, psychic warfare—and we’d seen enough to know it wasn’t all hocus-pocus.”
Huburtus nodded. “Many of my contemporaries were quite keen on unlocking such mysteries. I had personally attended rituals at Wewelsburg Castle. I . . . shan’t describe them.”
“Panpipe was an offshoot of Paperclip,” Bette said. “We scooped up some of Himmler’s crew, Thule Society mystics, anyone who looked capable of advancing our knowledge. They were treated exactly like the Paperclip scientists, given bogus credentials and installed at Redstone right alongside von Braun’s rocketeers. There was a surprising amount of overlap between the two groups.”
Huburtus turned and began to walk, slowly, stoop-shouldered in the shadow of the Endeavour. We followed, passing beneath the shuttle’s massive wing.
“And it was there,” he said, “that we made a dreadful mistake. One of our fellow expatriates was a man named Marius Diehl. He had spearheaded a program of occult experimentation in the motherland, under Himmler’s direct authorization. He was placed in residency at the Buchenwald concentration camp to acquire the . . . raw materials for his projects.”
“Huburtus,” I said softly. “What did he do?”
Huburtus stopped walking. He turned, looking back at me.
“Terrible things.”
“If our side didn’t recruit him, the Reds would have,” Bette said. “The situation required hard decisions. Continue the briefing, Professor.”
Huburtus touched a trembling finger to his brow. “Your predecessors could have put a bullet in his head, Sergeant.”
Bette stared him down. “I’m not here to make apologies for past mistakes, I’m here to fix the present situation. Continue the briefing, Professor, please.”
He looked my way. “You are familiar with hexenwerk, yes? The witch’s art? You and your partner here, you have the look about you.”
I nodded.
“Our research plumbed beyond the boundaries of this dimension,” he said, “but we were not alone, nor were we the first. There are kings in the outer dark, young lady. The King of Wolves, the King of Worms, the Kings of Lament and Rust. And others.”
Jessie’s shoulders tensed. One of those names, we were intimately familiar with. The King of Wolves was more than an entry in Vigilant Lock’s database of hostile entities: Jessie’s father had worshipped the thing. The rituals she’d been forced to participate in as a child had left her changed forever. We didn’t know exactly what the king was, only that it was as powerful as it was evil, and its blood ran through her veins.
I reached over and touched the back of Jessie’s arm, trying to be reassuring. She gave a tiny shake of her head and pulled away from me.
“Marius’s particular fascination was with the King of Silence,” Huburtus said. “He’d traced its name through history, followed every lead, until he finally believed he could conjure it and bind it to his will. He was convinced it would grant him unimaginable power.”
“I’m guessing it didn’t work out like that,” Cody said.
Huburtus gazed up at the shuttle’s wing, lost in his thoughts for a moment.
“Unbeknown to our American paymasters,” he said, “there was a civil war brewing at Redstone Arsenal. A good number of us supported Marius’s project, more than a few hoping they were witnessing the dawn of a Fourth Reich. The rest of us had no intention of allowing this madness to proceed. The night Marius set forth to conjure the King of Silence, we did what needed to be done.”
“You killed him?” I said.
“Would that I had been so lucky. No. We improvised weapons from the arsenal cafeteria and attacked Marius and his loyalists. They held us off just long enough for him to complete the ritual. I saw . . . I saw a tear. A crack in the world, with a howling void beyond it, blacker than space. No stars in that void, only hunger. Wernher was there, fighting at my side. He called it the Shadow In Between.”
“In between what?” Cody asked.
Huburtus gave him a humorless smile. “In between everything. And what forced its way through that crack was . . . madness incarnate. Silent death in a thousand forms, shifting and mutating and growing by the second. Marius realized, too late, that he couldn’t control it. He hadn’t conjured some petty demon, some wish-granting genie: he’d conjured a god. He fled, leaving his last disciples to die in its hundred mouths.”
“So what happened?” Jessie said. “You banished it?”
Huburtus shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut.
“We didn’t know how. The best we could do was contain it. I’d been recruited primarily for my scientific skills, but like many of the others, I had enough practical experience of the occult to work a binding rite. We trapped the King of Silence: first in a circle of salt, then in a cylinder of titanium steel inlaid with the strongest spells we could find. Still, we knew it wouldn’t be enough. The creature was too dangerous, too hungry, and the consequences if it escaped? Hmm. No. Unthinkable.”
Jessie stepped closer, leaning in and tilting her head at him.
“Let me guess,” she said. “You shot it into space.”
Huburtus shrugged. “One works with the tools that one has. By the early ’50s we’d routinely made suborbital launches: we got our first photographs of Earth from the nose of a V-2 back in 1946, and the new breed of Redstone rockets were much more powerful. Wernher engineered a delivery system, and we fired the king’s prison into the starry void. We hoped that would be enough, but . . . we were men of science. We banked on facts, not hope.”
“Hence the Red Knight,” I said.
“Indeed. The first orbital satellite in human history, launched secretly from Redstone Arsenal in the summer of 1954, with a singular purpose: to create a shield around our fragile planet in case the King of Silence ever sundered its prison and attempted to return. And as you’ve seen from the photographs, I’m afraid that’s exactly what it’s done.”
Cody held up a hand. “Wait a second. I understand why you couldn’t reveal the reason for the Red Knight’s existence, but why would you keep the entire launch a secret? I mean, Sputnik wasn’t until 1957—we beat the Russians into space by three years and nobody knows about it?”
Bette chuckled. “That was a strategic decision. The Cold War was in full swing, and President Eisenhower knew maintaining technological superiority was vital to our survival. That included a robust space program, considering how many other sciences—like missile technology—stood to benefit. At that time, however, public support was tepid, and the Senate was more interested in pouring money into conventional military assets.”
I followed her train of thought, and my jaw dropped.
“Are you telling us,” I said, “that we threw the fight in the first round? We deliberately let Sputnik launch first?”
Bette folded her arms and smiled. “The newspapers that morning were a splash of cold water in the face of every loyal American. The Reds had claimed all of outer space as their dominion, and Communist technology was flying over Small Town, USA. Less than one year later, NASA and ARPA were created with full funding and wild public support. We were able to take the lead in the space race fairly quickly—but it helped that we had a head start.”
Huburtus looked up to the Endeavour. He spread his arms wide, as if he could wrap the ship up in his arms and pull it close.
“And here we stand,” he said, his voice a soft rasp. “In the winged shadow of our legacy. I wish Wernher had lived long enough to see her fly.”
“So what happened to Marius Diehl?” Jessie asked.
“He gave his handlers the slip,” Bette said. “Severed ties with his past, changed his last name to Daly, ended up in Topeka with a new wife and a job teaching high school algebra. Died of a heart attack in 1963. His son made a fortune investing in steel and tech start-ups. And his son, well, he took back the family name.”
She showed me her phone, turning it lengthwise and bringing a video clip up on the screen. On an auditorium stage, towering screens displayed a spinning stylized D as applause washed out over the room. The man on stage, bouncing, energetic as a kid on a sugar bender, gave the audience a pearly white smile. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and rolled-up shirtsleeves, business casual quirky down to his lime-green sneakers.
“Who could have imagined, twenty years ago, that their children would hold all the world’s knowledge in the palm of their hand?” He brandished a sleek phone, holding it up for the cameras. “My grandfather did. Who could have imagined that the computers that powered the first flight to the moon could one day be contained in a device the size of a pocket calculator? My father did. But it’s not enough to dream. To invent, to innovate, one must dream with purpose.”
Showgirls with glittering rhinestone headdresses swept onto the stage from both sides, rolling out display carts. Gloved fingers trailed over a showcase of phones, tablet PCs, and laptops, all cased in pristine white plastic and emblazoned with the monogram D.
“This year, our new line of consumer electronics and home appliances will take you places you’ve never been. They’ll be faster. Smarter. Better. To help you work with purpose, play with purpose, and most important of all: dream with purpose.”
I didn’t need to see anything else. I knew the man onstage. Pretty much anybody who owned a television or had picked up a magazine in the last few years did. Or, at the very least, there was a good chance they owned one of his products.
“Bobby Diehl,” I said.
Bette nodded.
“Of Diehl Innovations. Which makes . . . everything.”
“Affirmative,” she said. “In public, a billionaire philanthropist with a flair for self-promotion. In private, our intelligence indicates he’s been obsessed with his grandfather’s legacy since childhood. He thinks Gramps got a raw deal, and he’s looking to set things right. He’s been tracking the Red Knight, same as us, and he hired Roman Steranko to retrieve the tablet.”
“He thinks he can succeed where Marius failed,” Huburtus said. He shook his head, staring at the floor. “He’s a fool. A fool who may well doom us all.”
“The King of Silence leaves distinct radioactive emissions,” Bette said, “which we’ve been tracking on spy sat. It’s coming back. If we don’t get that tablet back into orbit before it does, well . . . either the king gets loose on Earth, or Diehl manages to bring it under his control. Neither one is an optimal outcome for humanity.”
“We were briefed,” I said. “We know the creature returns, once a year, every autumn. Our people expected it might touch down within the week.”
She gave me a humorless smile. “A week? If we had a week, I’d be jumping for joy. No, the timetable’s a little tighter than that. As far as we can tell, the King of Silence is trapped in a long orbit—imagine it slingshotting from here to some distant star and back again, propelled by its own momentum. Picture the Red Knight as a repelling magnet. The king nears Earth, the Red Knight pushes it away, and it swings around again. This time, without the satellite in orbit, it’ll be free to crash straight into the planet.”
“How much time do we have?” I asked her.
“At its projected velocity?” She checked the time on her phone. “The world ends in fourteen hours.”
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Fourteen hours. One last golden California sunset before the King of Silence came blazing down to Earth, after half a century of frustrated hunger in the void of space.
“What about occult countermeasures?” I asked. “You bound it once—”
“When it was weak. Confused and shaken from its arrival,” Huburtus said with a sad shake of his head. “It’s grown, since then.”
“We listened in on the Xerxes radio chatter,” Bette said. “No idea who hired them, but they didn’t get the tablet. And since you don’t have it, and we don’t have it—”
“Steranko has it,” Jessie said. “And he’s probably already handed it over to Bobby Diehl.”
Bette tapped her phone, showing us a tangled street map.
“Diehl’s corporate HQ is here, in Los Angeles. We’ve confirmed he’s on-site. Only problem is, I’m having trouble getting the authorization to mount an assault.”
“Trouble?” I said. “Why would anyone not want you to stop him?”
She sucked air in between her teeth. “I’m accountable to . . . people with conflicting alliances, and they often let procedure and bureaucratic infighting get in the way of expedient results. The authorization will arrive. Eventually. Probably when it’s far too late to do anything.”
Jessie stepped toward her.
“Well, good news,” Jessie said. “We’re here now, and we don’t ask for authorization to do anything. I’ve been told we have a bit of an attitude problem.”
Bette smiled. “Damn. I was hoping you’d say that.”
“We’ll handle Diehl and get that tablet back,” Jessie said. “What we don’t have is a fresh satellite to stick it in, or a way to get it back in orbit.”
“Leave that part to us. Once you have hands on, take the tablet directly to Vandenberg Air Force Base. That’s a hundred and sixty miles up US-101 North. Can you drive fast?”
“You have no idea,” Jessie told her.
“Good. While you’re securing the tablet, I’ll be pulling some strings and arranging a one-way trip on an Atlas V rocket. I’ll meet you at Vandenberg.”
Huburtus held up his wrinkled hands.
“Please,” he said, “be cautious. Marius Diehl was a sorcerer of ferocious skill. If his grandson has inherited even a fraction of his raw talent—or his cruelty—you’ll be in considerable danger.”
“Oh, good, I was afraid I might get bored.” Jessie looked back to me and Cody. “C’mon, clock’s ticking. Let’s go pick a fight with an evil billionaire wizard.”

The three of us strode through the museum. Swift, certain, like sharks with our nose on a blood trail. No question about where we had to go or what we had to do: all that remained was getting the job done.
Back at the SUV, April and Kevin were ready to roll. They’d heard everything over our earpieces, and Kevin had already pulled a dossier on Huburtus Becke along with Bette Novak’s air force service file.
“To be honest,” he said, “if I didn’t know better, I’d think she was, well, one of ours. Sketchy history, lots of redacted text and missing time, even a few temporary assignments to task forces that don’t seem to exist. As far as Huburtus goes, he checks out.”
I fired up the engine and slammed the Navigator into reverse, spinning out from the parking spot and rocketing for the open road. Every flicker of the ice-white dashboard clock brought us one step closer to doomsday.
“Bette’s working the shadows, same as us,” Jessie said. “Not sure what her angle is or who’s writing her paychecks.”
“Could be a new friendly,” Kevin said.
“Yeah, or she could be part of the group that liquidated Redbird Cell out in Miami. Too many maybes. All that matters right now is that we’ve got the same goals, and she’s got a rocket. Harmony, you ready for this? I’m thinking we go in badges first, get him alone and have an intimate chat. Maybe ‘arrest’ him if we need to take him someplace for a longer discussion.”
“Agreed,” I said. “Cody, I want you here in the SUV, behind the wheel. If things get weird and we have to leave in a hurry, be ready to move.”
“I’d be more helpful inside, with you,” he said. “I mean, Kevin can drive—”
I pursed my lips, biting down hard.
“No offense to Kevin, but I’d prefer you did it. You’ve been trained in offensive driving.”
Cody chuckled. “I guess if you call tooling around in a Crown Vic with Sheriff Hoyt training, sure.”
“Well, there you go.”
He didn’t push it, and I was quietly thankful for that. I wasn’t sure if he bought my excuse or if he was just polite enough to pretend.
Which is better than having to tell you the truth, I thought. Which is that Jessie and I are about to walk into a man’s office, interrogate him, and then, if we can’t arrange to send him to an illegal offshore prison facility, we’ll most likely kill him in cold blood. I’m not sure if you’re ready to see that side of my job. I’m sure as hell not ready to let you see it.
Diehl Innovations’ corporate HQ was a gleaming silver spike in the LA skyline, a needle of chrome and glass that caught the sunshine and scattered it back in my eyes like a fistful of hot diamonds. Happy employees strolled the manicured lawns around the tower, grabbing lunch from a line of food trucks parked along the avenue and sitting down to eat on stylish bamboo benches. No lack of loyalty here: every phone, tablet PC, and laptop in sight bore the Diehl brand.
I squeezed the Navigator into an open spot in the employee lot and tossed Cody the keys. “We’ll be back. Hopefully this won’t take long. Be ready to roll fast, just in case.”
“Wish I could be there with you,” he said.
I smiled, reached back, and squeezed his arm.
“You are,” I said. Then I got out of the SUV and shut the door behind me.
Jessie and I walked side by side up the granite path to the tower’s lobby, between long, lush green hedges. She put her sunglasses on. Her eyes had started to glimmer in the sunlight, her inner monster rousing from its slumber with the anticipation of impending violence. It had been a while since she’d had an excuse to let it out. I was a little concerned about that: it seemed that the longer the wolf went between feedings—sating itself on brutality—the harder it became for Jessie to keep it under control. It meant the difference between Jessie using the power in her blood to become a finely tuned fighting machine or a feral terror who wasn’t always able to tell friend from foe. When the wolf took over, everyone was meat.
“Arm’s length, huh?” she asked.
“Who? Cody?”
“Sure. You sidelined him. I understood doing it at the Bast Club, but we could have used another pair of hands on this.”
“Once we get Bobby Diehl to give up the tablet,” I said, “are we going to sanction him?”
“More likely than not.”
“Yeah. Cody doesn’t need to see that.”
Jessie glanced at me. “He’ll see it eventually.”
“No. He won’t. We brought him on for one mission, and only because we needed him. Period. After this, he’s going back to Talbot Cove.”
We skirted a pack of middle-manager types, walking slow and munching on fat burritos wrapped in tinfoil. Jessie gave me a grin.
“We could keep him.”
“He’s not a dog, Jessie.”
“True,” she said. “Dogs don’t look that good in tight jeans. Seriously, have you tried walking behind him? You’ll change your mind, guaranteed.”
I arched an eyebrow at her.
“Is this the part where you use levity to try and distract me from tensing up over the incredibly dangerous situation we’re about to walk into?”
“Yes, but instead of levity, I was trying to distract you with tantalizing mental visions of Deputy Cody wearing nothing but those jeans and a cowboy hat. Come to think of it, forget the jeans. Is it working?”
The glass doors of Diehl Tower whispered open as we approached, inviting us in.
“Yeah,” I said. “That’ll do.”
Bobby Diehl didn’t believe in hiding his money. Every dime was on display, from the polished Italian marble floors to the designer benches spaced along the windowed walls. Cool air-conditioning washed over us, banishing the heat with a breath of arctic chill. Building directories, displayed on standing blocks of pale sanded wood, bore flat-screen monitors that flickered to life as we walked past.
“Everyone knows their refrigerator,” Bobby’s beaming image told us from the screen, “but does your refrigerator know you? It will now. How about a refrigerator that not only knows when the milk is going bad, but sends you a text message with a grocery list?”
“Don’t know about milk, but they sure are heavy on the Kool-Aid around here,” Jessie muttered. We left the advertisement behind and approached the front desk. A receptionist who might have been moonlighting as a fashion model greeted us, not a strand of his fifty-dollar haircut out of place.
“Good afternoon, ladies, and welcome to Diehl Innovations. How may we help you today?”
We flashed our badges. “FBI,” I said. “We need a word with Mr. Diehl, please.”
He turned five shades of pale and scooped up his desk phone, dialing with a shaky finger.
“Of course,” he said, “just one moment, please. I’ll see if he’s in.”
He rolled his chair back, hunching over the phone and talking in low tones. We waited patiently until he set the phone down.
“Yes,” he said, “Mr. Diehl would prefer that all government inquiries be routed through his legal counsel. I’ll give you their contact information—”
“Is he here?” I asked.
“Well, yes, but he can’t be disturbed—”
“You’re a good employee. I can tell. You like your job here?”
He nodded like a bobblehead doll. “Y-yes, very much so!”
“And I’m sure you’re grateful to Mr. Diehl. You wouldn’t want to see him in any trouble, now, would you?”
He leaned closer to the desk. “Trouble?”
I leaned in, too, pitching my voice soft.
“We’re here about a legal matter. A very sensitive legal matter. And unless we speak directly to Mr. Diehl immediately, we can’t guarantee it won’t leak to the media.”
The receptionist looked like a deer in a semi’s headlights. “A . . . sensitive matter?”
“A sensitive matter,” Jessie said, “involving two kilos of cocaine, three underage high school cheerleaders, and a Chihuahua.”
He got back on the phone, hunched low in his chair and murmuring. “Yes, I know, but—” was all I could make out. Finally, he hung up again, running his finger along the inside of his shirt collar.
“Mr. Diehl will see you now,” he said. “Please take the elevator to the penthouse level.”
He pointed the way. An executive elevator paneled in mahogany and mirrors stood open, waiting for us. The “PH” button at the top of the elevator panel was already lit and gleaming, ready to take us to the end of the line.



THIRTY-THREE
The elevator doors rattled shut, sealing us in. As the cage whirred to life, gliding upward, a flat-screen monitor opposite the buttons flickered to life. Bobby Diehl gave us a big smile, standing in a spotless stainless-steel kitchen.
“Everybody knows how to use a microwave, but does your microwave know how to cook like a Michelin-starred chef? It will now. Let’s check out the cool features on the brand-new Diehl Innovations Cookstar 4000—”
“Mandatory commercials,” Jessie groaned. “Now we know he’s evil.”
We learned about the latest in microwave technology all the way to the fifty-sixth floor. Then the monitor went black and the doors rumbled open, and I instinctively reached under my jacket. This close to his crowning moment of triumph, Diehl wouldn’t be taking any chances. Our best hope was that he believed we were legitimate law enforcement, and that he’d try to get rid of us by sitting down for a quick private chat.
Once we got him alone, we could take him down.
The elevator opened onto a long hallway, light walls the color of sandalwood, and a crisp gray carpet. Photos lined the walls: glossy magazine ads for the company’s products over the years, from a bulky late-’80s home computer to this year’s must-have smartphone. Double doors waited at the end of the corridor.
“Ready for this?” Jessie asked me.
“Ready,” I said, and pushed open the door.
The antechamber to Diehl’s office spoke of quiet culture and wealth. Rough stone textured one wall, glowing under ceiling track lights, and water burbled down a pebbled fountain in the corner of the room not far from a cluster of soft oak chairs upholstered in pale gray. Next to the closed office door, a young brunette in a cream-colored Chanel pantsuit sat behind a minimalist desk.
“Welcome,” she said, gesturing to the chairs. “Mr. Diehl is just finishing up a brief meeting. He’ll see you momentarily, if you wouldn’t mind waiting?”
We took a seat. No idea how many people he was in there with, and two things we didn’t want were witnesses or a panic. We could wait a few minutes to minimize the chances of anything going wrong.
The waiting room smelled like faint rose perfume, and gentle string music played over hidden speakers. While Diehl’s assistant went back to work on her computer, I leaned sideways to get close to Jessie and spoke softly.
“So that thing back there,” I said, “what Huburtus said, about the kings in the outer dark.”
She nodded, impassive behind her dark glasses. “I know. Whatever the King of Silence is, it’s connected to the thing my dad worshipped. Same kind of critter, anyway.”
“Whatever we can learn about either one of them will give us a leg up. A second Red Knight’s just a delaying tactic—eventually, we have to figure out how to kill these things or at least banish them back where they came from.”
“The shadow in between,” Jessie murmured. “Huh. Let’s make the kings a priority—after we hunt down Roman and Mikki. Hopefully they haven’t gone far.”
I glanced to the closed office door.
“His meeting,” I said. “You don’t think . . .”
Jessie followed my gaze. She shifted in her seat, angling so it’d be easier to reach for her gun.
“I assume they’ve collected their paychecks and blown town already, but if either one of them pokes their head out of that doorway . . . no discussion. We blaze ’em both, right here and now.”
“No argument here,” I said.
The assistant’s desk phone chimed. She lifted the slim receiver to her ear, keeping a casual eye on us from across the room.
“Mr. Diehl’s office. Yes. Yes, thank you. I’ll be right down.”
She hung up and rose gracefully from behind her desk.
“I’m sorry, I have to run downstairs, Mr. Diehl’s lunch order is here. I’ll be back in five minutes; if he comes out of his office before I return, could you please let him know I’m on my way back up?”
“Sure thing,” Jessie said.
The second the office doors swung shut, Jessie and I were on our feet. She moved over to cover the entrance, just in case Diehl’s assistant came back early, while I swept around her desk. She hadn’t bothered to lock her computer: a click of the mouse banished her bouncing-ball screensaver and brought up wallpaper emblazoned with the company logo. From there it was a short trip to Bobby Diehl’s appointment book.
“Cute,” I muttered.
Jessie glanced over at me. “What?”
“He had a meeting with Steranko Consulting yesterday morning. Yeah, we missed the handoff, but on the bright side, now we know Diehl has the tablet.”
“Let’s hope he’s carrying it on him,” Jessie said. “Who’s he in there with now?”
I scrolled down the list, past appointment after endless appointment. My eyes landed on a big gray chunk of nothing.
“According to this, he isn’t. At least, nothing’s been formally scheduled.”
Another minute ticked by, and I started to get a nasty suspicion. I picked up the desk phone and dialed down to the lobby.
“Hi,” I said, keeping it breezy and doing my best imitation of the assistant’s voice. “Mr. Diehl wants me to check on his lunch order. Is it waiting for him downstairs?”
The receptionist paused. I could hear the confusion in his voice.
“His lunch? But that was delivered almost an hour ago. Didn’t it make it up to Mr. Diehl’s office?”
“My mistake,” I said, and hung up the phone.
Jessie didn’t need to hear the other end of the conversation. She took one look at my face and said, “She bailed, didn’t she?”
“It’s a setup.” We drew our pistols at the same time, closing on Diehl’s office door. “On three?”
Jessie whipped off her dark glasses. Her eyes, etched in fury, were like radioactive sapphires. She pivoted on her heel.
“Three,” she said, and lashed out with a side kick that splintered wood and sent the door blasting inward, rattling on its hinges.
I was first through the door, gun level, my aim slicing across the room. Diehl’s office backed up against a floor-to-ceiling window, a wall of glass that looked down over the LA skyscape and flooded the room with natural light. His desk was a tech geek’s dream, with three big, curving computer screens and a small army of Japanese robot action figures frozen in battle beside an ergonomic keyboard.
An empty office, with no sign of Bobby Diehl.
I cleared his private washroom, a marble sanctum with an LED television set into the mirror above the sink. No clues there. I emerged to find Jessie standing behind his desk. She held up a white porcelain mug with an ice-blue Diehl Innovations logo.
“His coffee,” she said. “It’s still warm. He was here.”
“Somebody tipped him off. While we were on our way up to his office, he was already on his way down.”
“And he told his admin to stall us as long as she could while he made his getaway,” Jessie said. “Son of a bitch. Let’s go.”
I holstered my gun and led the way, back out through the waiting room. We weren’t alone. The elevator at the end of the hall rumbled open, and two bruisers in off-the-rack suits stepped out. They strode toward us, side by side, walking with tense purpose. We did the same. We didn’t make eye contact, all four of us committed to the polite fiction that we were just going to pass one another by in peace.
Then we closed the distance. One shrugged back his pinstripe jacket and reached for the polished .357 in his shoulder holster.
I snared his wrist with both hands in an aikido grip, yanking him off balance, using his momentum as I turned my hip and hauled him off his feet. He went tumbling over my rounded shoulder, thrown like a rag doll. He landed on his back, hard, just in time for me to drop down and drive a punch square into his solar plexus. Jessie chose brutality over fluidity: the gunman shrieked as she snapped his arm at the elbow, ragged bone jutting against the blood-drenched sleeve of his jacket, then she dropped him with a knife-handed strike to the side of his throat.
We ran. Not for the elevator—on enemy ground, an elevator is a death trap waiting to happen—but for the door to the right. The one with the FIRE EXIT ONLY push handle that set off a squawking alarm when I threw my elbow against it. A wide stairwell waited beyond the door, cinder-block walls painted hospital white and a chrome railing snaking all the way down. Fifty-six floors to go.
We raced down the concrete stairs, circling landing after landing, my breath burning in my lungs. Even still, I found the air to gasp out instructions over the phone, dialing on the run.
“Cody,” I said, “things just went sideways. Get the SUV ready and bring it around front. We have to go, now.”
We rounded another landing, a big yellow 52 painted on the wall. Two floors up, a door rattled open. The next thing I heard was a gunshot. A bullet cracked against the chrome handrail three feet away from me, ricocheting, biting into concrete. I paused just long enough to whip out my Glock, lean out over the railing, and return fire. The shot boomed like a cannon, reverberating off the stairwell walls and stinging my ears. Above us, another thug in a suit jumped back in alarm. I hadn’t hit him, but I’d given him something to think about.
More doors opened below us. A stream of confused, anxious-looking employees flooded the stairwell. Some clutched laptops or stacks of file folders, the sound of the fire alarm echoing at their backs. I made my gun disappear, and we mingled with the crowd, getting lost in the herd of suits and ties.
“Can’t believe they’re doing a fire drill today,” grumbled a man just ahead us.
“Tell me about it,” said a primly dressed woman at his side. “I’ve got a meeting with the reps from Northlight in twenty minutes. It took a month just to convince them to return my calls, and now this happens.”
Soon we were anonymous fish in a slow-moving stream, just two fellow employees making our way downstairs. Even at a sloth’s pace, my calves were aching by the time we finally reached the bottom floor. The lobby was like Grand Central station, herds of people milling in all directions, and a coordinator stood on the reception desk and called out instructions through a bullhorn.
“Everyone, please stay with your group and evacuate to the parking lot for a head count. Research and development, please exit through door one. Human resources, records, and accounting, door two—”
“Pick a direction,” Jessie said, but as I craned my neck to see over the herd, I realized all the possible exits ended in the same predicament.
Another pair of thugs, flashing conspicuous bulges under their blazers, stood at every single exit. Each employee had to pause, showing their ID, before the gunmen waved them out the door.
“Can’t fight our way out,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Too many civilians—somebody’ll get hurt. People are already tense from the fire alarm. If we so much as flash a gun, it could trigger a stampede.”
“I’m open to suggestions. How would you play it?”
I had to think about that, and fast. Our line kept inching forward, closer and closer to the big glass doors.
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At the head of the line, one of Diehl’s security guards checked IDs, holding each one up to its owner’s face and squinting hard before waving them out, while his partner kept one hand on a walkie-talkie and the other close to his holster.
I got an idea. Turning and wading back through the crowd, slow as a salmon swimming upstream, I tugged the sleeve of a harried-looking coordinator with a clipboard. Diehl’s gunmen might have shoot-to-kill orders, but I had a hunch that the rank and file had no idea what was going on. I could use that. I discreetly flashed my badge and leaned close, my voice conspiratorial.
“Agent Black. We’re here about the bomb threat.”
Her eyes went wide. “Bomb threat? Is that what this is? They only told us—”
I jabbed my finger at her. “Keep your voice down! You want to cause a mass panic? Look, just point us toward your head of security.”
“Right, right.” She nodded at an empty corridor behind the reception desk. “Just go down that hall, and take a left. Mr. Prescott should be in the surveillance room.”
“Thank you,” I said. “Keep up the good work.”
The din of the crowd faded behind our backs as we made our way down the back corridor, passing under the eye of a boxy, gray security camera. I had a feeling Diehl’s security would be focusing all their attention on the exits, expecting we’d be trying to escape—as opposed to flanking the windowed door to the tower’s security hub, pistols drawn and silently counting down from three.
We swept into the room like a hurricane. Uniformed guards looked up from their consoles, attention torn from a host of screens showing the lobby and parking lot from every angle. One went for his sidearm. The butt of Jessie’s gun whipped across the back of his skull, dropping him like a sack of groceries. The others grabbed air, staring down the barrel of my pistol.
“Hands,” I snapped. “Let me see your hands, right now.”
“Whatever Diehl’s paying you, it’s not worth dying for,” Jessie said. “Which one of you is Prescott?”
“That’s me,” said the only one not in pressed uniform blues. He was in his late forties, built like a boxer after a three-steak dinner, and dressed in a cheap suit with a stiff polyester tie.
“Congratulations,” I said, grabbing him by the arm. I turned him around, jabbing the barrel of my gun into his back. “You’re going to walk us out of here.”
Jessie snapped her fingers at the closest guard. “You. Camera jockey. Get on the horn to the guys out front. Tell ’em we’re bringing their boss out, and if they so much as sneeze in our general direction, my friend here might feel startled. Her gun’s on a hair trigger, so, y’know, startling her is a bad idea.”
We marched Prescott out into the hallway, angling back toward the lobby. I kept my hand clamped on his arm and my eyes forward, while Jessie looked back to make sure none of his men tried to run up on us from behind. I felt Prescott’s muscles tense up, like he was bracing himself to make a move.
“I’m putting my gun out of sight,” I told him, snaking my hand under my jacket, “because I don’t want to cause a commotion. That said? Whatever you’re thinking about trying right now, you’ll be dead before you pull it off. Just take it easy, do exactly what I tell you, and everything’s going to be just fine.”
“You people made a big goddamn mistake,” he snarled.
“No,” I said, “you did, when you ordered your men to try and murder two federal agents.”
He stumbled, missing half a step. My hand tightened on my pistol’s grip.
“What? Mr. Diehl told us you were industrial spies! We were supposed to take you alive if we could, and find out who you were working for.”
“Uncle Sam,” Jessie deadpanned. “Now you know. So where’s your boss now?”
“I don’t know, I swear. He has a private jet and a helicopter. And a yacht. He could be anywhere by now. Am . . . am I under arrest?”
“Fortunately for you,” I said, “we don’t have time for little fish today. Get us out of here without making a scene, and I think we can let bygones be bygones.”
We waded through the churning crowd in the lobby, slowly making our way to the big glass doors out front. Prescott put on a big nervous smile and held up an open hand, his voice on the edge of breaking.
“S-security coming through, folks. Please make way, security coming through. Just . . . just stay orderly, you’re all doing great.”
The thugs by the door saw us coming, and hit us with rock-hard glares. One slipped his hand under his jacket.
“You’d better hope your boys really like you,” Jessie murmured.
One of the gunmen moved to stand in our path, blocking the way out.
“Out of the way, Lou,” Prescott said softly. “I’m escorting these ladies out of the building, all right?”
“Mr. Diehl’s orders—”
“Goddamn it, Lou. They’re FBI, all right? Get out of the way.”
“All the more reason we shouldn’t let them leave.”
With the crowds at my back, I slipped my pistol out from under my jacket, tickling Prescott’s spine with the muzzle.
“Lou,” Prescott breathed, “I am telling you, as your supervisor, to stand the fuck down.”
“Mr. Diehl’s orders were clear, sir. Capture or kill. I’m not letting them leave with a hostage.”
“What part of FBI do you not understand?” Jessie asked him.
Lou’s gaze shot toward her, his voice a robotic monotone. “Mr. Diehl’s orders were clear.”
“For the last time,” Prescott started to say—and then Lou went for his gun.
I shoved Prescott hard, knocking him off his feet. He stumbled forward and bowled into Lou, the two of them going down in a tangled heap. Jessie’s Glock was out in a flash, muzzle pressed to the forehead of Lou’s partner.
“Take your hand out from under your jacket,” Jessie said, “and it had better be empty.”
“She’s got a gun,” someone shouted behind us, and a scream louder than the fire alarm rose up from the crowd. The stampede was on, people surging away from us like a tide of frenzied ants, running for the other exits in a mad dash for safety or just diving for cover. More gunmen came our way, wading through the panic with pistols out, trying to get a clean line of fire. Jessie grabbed her hostage by the shoulder and threw him, sending him crashing through the wall of glass and tumbling, rolling in a constellation of broken, glittering shards on the concrete outside.
We burst out into the California heat, sunlight dazzling my eyes as we sprinted between the manicured hedges. A gunshot cracked through the air, and a chunk of concrete near my feet shattered like a porcelain cup. We didn’t dare shoot back, not with so many civilians in the mix: all we could do was run.
The SUV barreled through the parking lot up ahead, tires screeching as Cody swung it around hard. The back door flung open, Kevin waving us in, ducking as another brace of shots rang out. Jessie threw herself into the backseat while I jumped in front, slapping my palm against the dashboard.
“Drive.”
Cody stomped on the gas and spun the wheel, the SUV’s tires screeching. Horns blared as he rocketed out of the parking lot and onto the street, bludgeoning his way into traffic, missing a semi’s front bumper by inches. I sat low in the passenger seat and watched the rearview mirror checking for a tail. After we put half a mile between us and the tower, I knew Diehl’s people weren’t trying to pursue us.
And why bother? They’d already won.
“He slipped out right from under us,” Jessie fumed. “It’s another goddamn leak. Somebody told Diehl we were coming for him.”
April shook her head. “How? The only people who knew we were out to apprehend him were Master Sergeant Novak and Huburtus Becke, both of whom have every reason to want to see us succeed.”
“Yeah, and remember what Bette said about the people she works for? ‘Conflicting alliances.’ How much you wanna bet, when she asked for authorization to raid his HQ, some high-ranking bean counter blew the whistle to Diehl?” Jessie slammed her fist into the back of my seat and swore under her breath. “We just got sucker punched by somebody else’s bureaucratic bullshit.”
Cody blew through a yellow light, flickering red a second after our wheels crossed the line.
“This is why you should never ask for permission to do anything,” Jessie seethed.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Cody said, “but where exactly am I driving?”
Good question. Our one link to recovering the tablet, our one hope at staving off doomsday, was capturing Bobby Diehl. And Diehl was long gone. With a billionaire’s resources he could be anywhere by now, his trail already cold as arctic ice.
By my watch, the planet had a little less than twelve hours to live.
“I’ll . . . start checking out flight logs,” Kevin said, his voice deflated. “He’s got a plane, right? Or planes. Maybe . . . maybe I’ll find something there.”
“Perhaps we could investigate his homes closest to Los Angeles,” April offered. “It’s most likely that he’s already left the state, but it’s worth looking into.”
Jessie folded her arms and sank back in her seat, sullen. “Fine. Kevin, check his jets first. Focus on Van Nuys Airport: it’s closest, and that’s where all the celebrities fly in and out of town. April, find out if he has any personal properties inside the city limits.”
From the tone of her voice, she felt about as optimistic as I did. Diehl knew he was being hunted. He wouldn’t risk his moment of glory, and he didn’t make a billion dollars by taking stupid chances. He was gone, and he’d stay gone, until the King of Silence came calling.
My phone buzzed against my hip. I tugged it out and glanced at the screen. Restricted number.
“Hello?”
“Come to the Redbury Hotel on Vine Street,” Linder told me. “You and Agent Temple only. Consider this crisis-level priority.”
I straightened up in my seat. “Sir, with all due respect, our top priority right now is—”
“I know exactly what you’re doing, and I’m trying to stop you from making a horrible mistake. Come to the Redbury immediately. And come unarmed.”
He hung up.
I relayed the message to the rest of the team. Jessie arched an eyebrow, dubious.
“‘Come unarmed’? He seriously said that?”
“He seriously did.”
“Yeah,” Jessie said, “we’re not gonna do that.”
“You know your boss a lot better than I do,” Cody said, “but there’s no chance that, uh . . .”
“That he’s been bought off by Bobby Diehl, and we’re about to walk into an ambush?” I asked.
“That was my general line of thinking, yeah.”
Jessie unholstered her Glock. She popped the magazine, checked her load, and slammed it back into place.
“Only one way to find out,” she said. “Let’s go to the Redbury.”



THIRTY-FIVE
We crawled through sluggish afternoon traffic in the heart of LA, the sun broiling down on dirty sidewalks and faded white stucco. The SUV rolled past the old Pantages Theatre at Hollywood and Vine, an art deco cathedral in the heart of a modern metropolis. The Redbury stood just around the corner. It was a boutique hotel, five floors painted fire-engine red, its name glowing on a theater marquee above the glossy front door. The place wore its style on its sleeve, offering up a taste of Hollywood luxury and seedy bohemian glamor.
“Wait here,” Jessie told the team as we got out of the SUV, “and keep the engine hot. If we’re not back in half an hour, come in shooting.”
Linder had left a message for us at the front desk. Just a room number and a spare key, nothing more.
We found his room at the end of a third-floor hallway. I listened at the door. Silence.
“How do you want to do this?” I whispered to Jessie.
“We play it straight.” She left her gun holstered and brandished the room key with a flourish. “As long as he does, anyway. Be ready for anything.”
We let ourselves in.
The suite beyond the door felt like somebody’s über-hip Hollywood apartment, done up in crimson wallpaper, overstuffed pillows, and vintage furniture. The kind of place where an up-and-coming actress might kick back and relax following the after-party. Linder rose from a sofa upholstered in chintz, waiting patiently while we shut the door behind us. Lamps bathed the room in a soft yellow glow, all the curtains pulled tight to block out the sun.
“All right,” he said, glancing toward the open bathroom door, “they’re here.”
Of all the people I might expect to see emerging from the bathroom, Bobby Diehl’s assistant was near the bottom of the list.
My gun came out in a heartbeat. So did Jessie’s, locking the other woman in her sights as she strode across the room. The admin had a piece of her own, a slender blue-chrome, nine-millimeter semiautomatic. She took aim at Jessie, her grip steady and cool.
“This is why I wanted you to come unarmed,” Linder said, rolling his eyes. “Somehow I expected you’d disregard my orders. Can’t imagine why. Stand down, Agents.”
“Fuck. That. Noise.” Jessie gritted her teeth. “This bitch just tried to get us killed. What’s she doing here, Linder?”
“I was trying to keep you clods from ruining two years of hard work,” the admin snapped. “And please, spare me: if you couldn’t handle a few rented thugs, you never would have been recruited into Vigilant in the first place. It was a calculated risk.”
“Agents Temple and Black,” Linder said, “please meet Agent Cooper. Beach Cell.”
“Beach?” Jessie’s pistol held steady, aimed between Cooper’s eyes. “Oh, even better. Last member of Beach Cell we met planted a bug on us. This whole team is dirty.”
“Agent Lawrence’s indiscretions were regrettable,” Cooper said, “and an aberration. I assure you, the rest of my team is performing Vigilant’s most important work. They’re solid, every last one of them.”
I blinked at her. “The ‘most important work’? Maybe you haven’t been briefed, Agent, but we’re trying to save the world right now. A mission you just botched by letting Diehl escape. What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking that you were about to destroy my entire undercover operation and sanction my number one lead. Now, can we please stop pointing guns at one another and communicate like adults?”
“You first,” Jessie said.
Eventually, everyone lowered their weapons. I holstered mine. Jessie didn’t.
“Agents, what we’re about to discuss is internally classified at the highest level. You’re only being brought in on this due to absolute necessity.” Linder gestured at Cooper. “Go ahead. Brief them.”
Cooper sat down in an overstuffed armchair, slipping her gun into her purse. We took seats on the sofa opposite, while Linder clasped his hands behind his back and paced the thin carpet.
“My entire team is conducting a long-term infiltration of Diehl Innovations,” Cooper said. “I have operatives and informants in every major division, and I’ve spent the better part of two years working my way into Bobby Diehl’s personal confidence. I assume you’re aware of his family history.”
“Sounds like the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree,” I said.
Cooper nodded, her expression grim. “That’s an understatement. Diehl’s public persona is a well-crafted mask. Behind closed doors, he’s a sexual sadist with a predilection for knives. He’s also a fairly skilled sorcerer and demonologist, and he’s fetishized his grandfather’s legacy into an all-consuming obsession.”
“I’m not hearing an explanation as to why he’s still breathing,” Jessie said. “You’ve been running an infiltration op for two years? I can fix this problem with two bullets.”
“You can’t, and you won’t,” Linder said. “Diehl is off-limits.”
“Sir?” I said. “I’m going to need some clarification here.”
“Believe me, nobody on Earth wants to see Diehl dead more than I do,” Cooper said. “I’ve made sacrifices over the past two years. Considerable personal sacrifices to infiltrate his inner circle. For the time being, we need him alive and on the loose. It’s a big-picture issue.”
“That had better be one damn big picture,” Jessie said.
Linder handed Cooper a manila folder stuffed with glossy eight-by-eleven photographs. As she reached for it, her jacket sleeve rode up, baring an inflamed red circle around her slender wrist. Like the aftermath of a rope burn.
“Bobby Diehl,” Cooper said, “is making a bid to join the Network. He’s our way in.”
“Bullshit,” Jessie snapped.
I held up a finger. “Excuse me? Network?”
Jessie shook her head at me. “It’s an urban legend. It’s supposed to be this international crime syndicate so secretive that most law-enforcement agencies don’t even know it exists. Basically an underworld fairy tale for career criminals; everybody knows somebody who knows somebody whose brother’s cousin’s roommate did a job for them once. They don’t exist.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Cooper said. “I assure you, Agents, the Network is as real as it is lethal, and they have their fingers in criminal operations around the world. The Mexican drug cartels. Human trafficking in East Asia. Arms deals fueling African brushfire wars. The Network supplies misery on a global scale, and they do it with the aid of the most powerful occult technology I’ve ever seen.”
Linder moved to stand beside Cooper’s chair. “They move through cutouts and proxies three levels deep,” he said. “Once you get past the outer layers, their agents are all under geises to keep them from betraying their masters. They employ telepathic scans and long-distance scrying to keep tabs on their operatives, rendering undercover infiltration impossible.”
Cooper shook the stack of photographs from the envelope and laid the first one on the coffee table between us. A crime-scene photo in vivid color, showing wooden floorboards splashed in buckets of crimson. I couldn’t identify the man in the picture, not without his head attached.
“And when someone gets close, they retaliate hard and fast.” Cooper tapped the photo with her fingernail. “This was a Washington Post reporter who spent nearly a decade following up whispers about the Network. They ignored him until he finally stumbled on the farthest edge of one of their operations. This happened the very next morning. The Network employs a cadre of top-tier assassins with occult support and, we believe, at least one incarnate demon.”
“So if you can’t infiltrate the Network,” I said, following Cooper’s logic, “you’ll let Bobby Diehl infiltrate it for you.”
She gave me a firm nod. “Precisely. All we need is a way in. Once we do, we can take down Diehl, the Network, all of it in one fell swoop. And that’s why you can’t hurt him: if Diehl dies, we lose the best opportunity we’ve ever had. We may not get another.”
Jessie leaned back, eyeing the photograph. “Two years is a long time to wait for a thumbs-up. Did his application get lost in the mail?”
“Originally, we were after Diehl and his immediate associates. It wasn’t until I learned his greater ambitions that we turned him from a priority target to an info source. And, well, his first attempt at making contact with the Network was a disaster. He thought he could buy his way in. That . . . offended them.”
She turned the photo, revealing the next one in the stack. Fires swept across a dour industrial plant, slate-gray paint bubbling and seared black, a cloudless sky choked with billowing clouds of smoke. A bullet-riddled corpse slumped halfway out of a shattered window.
“Mumbai, India, last summer,” Cooper said. “This is BPK Manufacturing, where the majority of Diehl Innovations’ microchips are assembled.”
“I remember that.” I gestured to the photograph. “It was a terrorist attack, wasn’t it? Kashmir Liberation Front? Nearly fifty people died.”
“The KLF were patsies. Those were Network hitters, sending a message: specifically, telling Diehl exactly where he could stick his money. He’s been slowly making amends ever since, worming his way back into their good graces.”
Jessie blinked. “They killed fifty innocent factory workers just to make a point?”
“The Network,” Cooper said, “is about more than profit. It has an ideology.”
“What’s their ideology?” I asked.
She shook her head, gaze fixed on the photograph.
“I don’t know. Yet. If you ask me, though, the truth is in the pattern. It’s half what the Network does and half what they don’t bother pursuing even if it could turn a bigger profit. All of the crimes we’ve linked them to, directly or indirectly, result in widespread human suffering.”
Cooper looked up, meeting my eyes.
“If you ask me, Agent Black? I think they’re trying to create hell on Earth.”
“None of which changes the fact,” Jessie said, “that by sunrise there may not be an Earth. You don’t want us to sanction Diehl? Fine. I respect that. But we still need to interrogate him.”
Cooper turned over the photograph. Next in the stack was another industrial plant, this one painted milky white and gleaming pristine in the sun.
“You don’t need to,” she said, “because I’ve already done it for you. Diehl is planning a gala tonight for all of his occult-underground buddies to gather and ‘witness his glorious ascension.’ He’s going to ritually destroy the tablet and welcome the King of Silence back to our world. Until then, though, it’s being held in a secure facility under heavy guard. The good news is, I know exactly where to find it.”



THIRTY-SIX
“This is Spearhead,” Cooper said, her fingers gliding over the photograph. “Code name for a Diehl Innovations R&D plant just outside Santa Monica. This is where his brain trust hatches their latest and greatest inventions. As you can imagine, given how the tech industry is rife with industrial espionage, it’s not the kind of place where you can take a casual stroll.”
The next photograph depicted a blurry blueprint, snapped by a palmed camera from a couple of feet away. Enough to make out how the plant was built like a series of concentric hexagons, only a narrow choke point linking each ribbon of corridors and labs.
“The outer shell has armed guards and K-9 units. These are Diehl’s handpicked men, like his security staff at the corporate headquarters. They’re trained to shoot first and ask questions never, and they get a pay bonus for bagging intruders.”
Jessie edged forward on the sofa, leaning in, brow furrowed as she concentrated on the blueprint. “Numbers?”
“On any given shift, at least twenty spread throughout the plant, some on permanent watch and some on patrol.”
“Those choke points.” I tapped the picture. “Those are constantly guarded, I assume?”
“Correct. Access requires a color-coded employee ID. Outer shell is white, middle shell is green, inner shell is red. Middle shell is higher-security projects. More armed guards, and . . . the burners.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” Jessie said.
Cooper tugged her employee ID out of its plastic sheath. She dug manicured fingernails into one corner of the card, carefully peeling back laminate.
“Trusted employees are given special identification cards to access Diehl Innovations’ most secure areas. Mine is one of them. They have a little something special inside.”
The card separated into two sheets of glossy paper. Between them, snuggled tight, was a razor-thin disk of silver. Runes etched onto the disk’s face glimmered in the lamplight.
“It’s a warding talisman,” she said, “so Diehl’s occult countermeasures will allow me to pass safely. The burners are curse traps, set into random hallways and access points midway through the complex. Trigger one without having one of these talismans on you, and, well, I’d charitably describe the result as a psychic lobotomy. Key nodes of a victim’s brain just . . . melt. All that remains, when the curse finishes its work, are the parts necessary to sustain basic life. That, and their pain receptors. Diehl was particularly proud of that one.”
“I don’t suppose we could borrow your card?” I asked her.
By way of response, she pressed the halves back together again, trapping the disk within, and slipped the card back into its glossy sheath.
“I’m afraid not. I’m expected to attend the party tonight, and several rooms of his home are similarly trapped. You’ll need to secure cards of your own, on-site. Whatever you do, don’t set foot in the middle shell without them.”
“Let me guess,” Jessie said. “The tablet’s all the way inside.”
Cooper nodded. “Inner shell. The smallest part of the complex, and Bobby Diehl’s personal playground. That’s where he runs his special experiments. I know the tablet is being kept in Restricted Materials B, but that’s all I can tell you. I’ve never been invited that far inside.”
“So we could be up against anything in there,” I said.
“I’m sorry,” Cooper said, “that’s the best I can do. When he comes back to retrieve the tablet, he’ll be bringing an armed convoy and his top men with him: your best bet is to infiltrate Spearhead and steal the tablet before he arrives.”
“I did bring you a bit of assistance,” Linder said. He walked toward the bed, waving for us to get up and follow him.
Three rugged plastic cases sat on the garishly bohemian bedspread, lined up side by side. I opened one, revealing tubes of night-black steel set into carefully cut foam compartments.
“Replacement threaded barrels for your sidearms,” Linder said, “and Osprey 9 sound suppressors.”
Jessie unlatched the second and third cases. She cooed, her eyes going wide as she hefted her prize: a Heckler & Koch MP5 N with a suppressor and a burst-fire toggle.
“Nobody told me it was Christmas,” she said, batting her eyelashes at the gun.
I reached into the third case, taking out a single black cylinder. The tube was a little bigger than my hand, riddled with divots and capped by octagonal screws on each end.
“Two M84 stun grenades,” Linder said over my shoulder, “in case you need a rapid exfiltration. Still, I recommend a silent approach. Setting off alarms will just draw more of Diehl’s operatives, and possibly Diehl himself. It’s safest—for you, and for Beach Cell’s undercover operation—if you avoid a confrontation at all costs.”
Cooper cast a dour eye at the grenades. “Alarms will also draw the Santa Monica police force, and all they’ll know is that heavily armed burglars are robbing one of the city’s biggest employers. Unless you want to go toe to toe with SWAT, keep it quiet.”
Jessie scooped up the other M84 and shook her head, glancing my way.
“You believe this? They give me a hand grenade and tell me not to use it.”
“They’ll never know we were there,” I told Cooper. “At least not until Bobby Diehl comes to collect his prize for the party. Are you going to be safe, once he finds out it’s missing?”
“He won’t tie it back to me, if that’s what you’re asking. Agent Black, could I have a word in private?”
“Go ahead,” Jessie told me, putting the MP5-N back in its case and shutting the lid. “I’ll get these babies down to the SUV.”
We stepped out into the hall together. Out of Jessie’s earshot, as she hustled past us with one case in each hand and the third tucked under an arm. Out of Linder’s earshot, too. Cooper shut the hotel room door behind us.
“I apologize,” she said, “for stepping on your op like that.”
“I don’t think apologies are necessary, but you should really be talking to Jessie, it’s her team—”
“I’ve read your files. Agent Temple is too unpredictable. You, I can talk to. I need to be very, very clear about this: Are we on the same page when it comes to Diehl?”
I shrugged. “Don’t worry. He’s your target. We’re hands-off.”
Cooper stared down at the carpet for a moment before her gaze met mine.
“Good. Because when this nightmare is finally over, nobody is pulling the trigger on Bobby Diehl but me. I earned this.”
I didn’t ask her for details or the reasons why. The tight edge in her voice, the sudden mingling of hatred and fear in her eyes, was the only justification I needed.
“If we come across any intel on Diehl, or the Network, I’ll make sure it gets to you,” I told her.
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” She glanced up and down the empty hall, then reached out as if to shake my hand. She pressed a folded slip of paper into my palm, dropping her voice to a whisper. “That’s the address for a secure dead drop, under Beach Cell control. Not a registered Vigilant asset. Anything you find, send it to me there. Do not pass it through Linder or any of his flunkies.”
“Why not?”
She looked back over her shoulder, at the closed door.
“My team found a few red flags in Diehl Innovations’ records. Weird patterns, suspicious data, tying back to certain elements in Washington.”
“Data tying back to Linder?” I asked. “To Vigilant Lock?”
“No time. Remember this, Agent Black: just because we’re fighting the bad guys doesn’t necessarily mean we’re working for the good guys.” The doorknob rattled behind her. Just before the door swung open, she leaned in and whispered, “Don’t trust him.”
Linder poked his head out into the hallway, glancing from me to Cooper and back again.
“Time’s tight,” he said, “and you should both be on the move. I’ll be waiting for your reports.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, giving a sharp nod before I turned on my heel and strode away. Always the good soldier.

Sitting in the passenger side of the SUV, I used one of the plastic cases as a lap desk while I broke down my pistol. It was a familiar, peaceful routine I could do with my eyes closed, lulling my conscious mind into meditative silence and calming my heartbeat: firearm maintenance as a Zen koan.
“Agent Cooper is correct,” April said from the seat behind me. “It’s safest if we eschew the guns-blazing approach, or at least ensure no witnesses escape to raise an alarm. Make too much noise and we’re liable to end up battling an entire civilian police department, plus whatever reserves they can call in from neighboring towns. Our mandate is to protect the innocent, not outshoot them.”
“But you’re FBI,” Cody said. “Can’t you just show them your badges and walk right in?”
Jessie shook her head. “Not without a warrant, and we’ve got no legit reason to request one. Even assuming we could find a local judge who isn’t in Bobby Diehl’s hip pocket.”
“You didn’t have a warrant in Chicago.”
“It’s one thing to kick in a door and wave our badges around to scare a bunch of punk kids. If we pulled that at Diehl Innovations, they’d throw worse than thugs with guns at us. They’d bring lawyers. There’s the fast way to get this done, and the clean way. We don’t have time for the clean way.”
Reassembly. The new barrel clicked into place, its tip threaded like a screw. Then came the sound suppressor, locking tight, its matte-black barrel transforming my weapon from a peace officer’s sidearm to an assassin’s tool.
“I’ve got an idea,” Kevin said, his keyboard clicking away. “The Diehl Innovations website lists the names of their big R&D guys. One of ’em has to have superuser access to Spearhead’s systems. If I can hijack their account, I can wrap a blindfold and earmuffs over their security system without setting foot in the building.”
“You sound confident,” Jessie said. “You sure you can pull it off?”
He half smiled even as his brow furrowed in concentration, eyes locked on the screen.
“The weakest link in any network’s security is the employees who use it. And Diehl Innovations has a lot of employees. Gotta be a high-ranking dumbass with a default password in here somewhere. How much time do we have?”
“Figure we’ll be there in half an hour,” Cody said, turning the wheel as we pulled a left through a busy intersection.
“No worries, I got this,” Kevin said. “Sounds to me, from what Agent Cooper told you guys, most of the real security is supernatural. You ready for that?”
“Yeah,” Jessie said flatly, “invisible magic brain melters and whatever Bobby’s got brewing in his evil man cave. Fun city. Can’t wait.”
“There’s something else,” I said, and shared what Agent Cooper had said about Linder. Jessie frowned, slumping back in her seat as she thought it over.
“Linder’s shady, but he’s never steered us wrong. All we know about Beach Cell is that one of ’em set us up and nearly blew this entire operation. Cooper could be just as bent as Lawrence was.”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. She seemed pretty sincere. Whatever she knows, she believes it.”
“Well, one of them has to be wrong. Once this is all over, we can dig into Cooper’s story and see what’s what. For now, we’ll just play it careful with both of them. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.”
We prowled through a string of industrial parks on the outskirts of Santa Monica, just off the highway. No beaches here, no tourist crowds, just dusty parking lots and rented offices with corrugated steel rooftops sitting quiet in the late Saturday-afternoon sun. Darkened glass doors and faded logos for graphic design firms and architectural engineers. Cody pulled the SUV across a row of empty parking spots and killed the engine.
I could see Spearhead from here. The dirty white-walled complex squatted at the end of an access road, safe behind rings of razor-wire fence. A delivery van chugged up to a guard shack, waiting while they ran the driver’s identification. Eventually they waved him through, an automatic barrier lifting just long enough for the truck to roll into the factory lot.
“Think I know how we can get inside,” I said. “Kevin, how’s that hack coming?”
“Don’t rush an artist,” he mumbled, typing faster. “I’m almost in.”
“Great. Cody, can I talk to you for a second?”
He didn’t say a word, he just got out of the SUV and shut the door behind him. From the look on his face, I think he assumed I was about to sideline him again and cut him out of the action.
I wished it was going to be that easy.



THIRTY-SEVEN
Cody and I stood out in the parking lot, alone together. He turned to face me as I walked around the front of the SUV.
“Let me guess,” he said, hands on his hips. “I need to stay with the car and wait, because I’m such a good getaway driver.”
“Cody, I—”
“It’s fine,” he said, with a look on his face that told me it was anything but. “You want me to drive, I’ll drive. Just don’t pretend that’s the reason you’re leaving me behind. I just . . . I just wish you trusted me a little.”
“Trust?” I asked him. “Is that what you think this is about?”
“I get it. You and Jessie have experience. You know how to deal with all this spy stuff, and the . . . weirder stuff, too. But I’m not useless, Harmony. I’m fast on my feet. I’m a damn good shot and you know it. I just want to help you, that’s all, and I wish you’d believe I wasn’t going to, I don’t know, slow you down or get you in trouble or whatever you think is gonna happen.”
“Is that what you thought . . .” I shook my head. I reached out, closing my fingers over his muscular arm. Squeezing it. “Oh, Cody, no. That’s not why I’m trying to keep you out of this. I would never think that about you.”
“Why, then?”
Good question. I turned my back on him. Walked a few feet away, collecting my thoughts before I looked back in his direction.
“Cody, there’s a good chance this is going to get violent. People are going to die in there.”
“You say that like I just got here. We ran up against those mercenaries in Oregon, then the shopping mall in Orlando—you saw me, Harmony. You know I hold my own in a fight.”
“That’s what I’m saying.” I pulled open my jacket, giving him a good look at my silenced pistol. “This won’t be a fight.”
He squinted. Not quite following me—or following me, and not wanting to.
“Sometimes,” I told him, “saving the day means doing some pretty ugly stuff. Like if we go in there and I see an unarmed man running for an alarm button, and I have to choose between sparing his life or compromising our mission, then that man is going to die. Because what’s at stake is just too damn important.”
He tilted his head, searching for something in my eyes.
“So you think . . . what, that I can’t handle that?” he asked me.
“No,” I said, “I’m not sure I can handle you seeing that side of me. And I’m afraid, because . . . when I look in your eyes, it makes me happy. Because you look at me like I’m someone who makes you happy. Your face lights up, and your eyes get a little crinkly around the edges when you smile, and I feel butterflies in the pit of my stomach. I can count on one hand the number of men who have ever looked at me that way.”
“And you think I won’t see you that way anymore,” he said.
“That’s right.”
He closed the distance between us. His firm hands closed around my hips as he gazed down into my eyes.
“I wasn’t all wrong, then,” he told me.
“How do you mean?”
He pulled me closer.
“It’s a matter of trust,” he said.
I caught the scent of his musk cologne, like a breeze coming off the ocean, and my words drained away.
“You said it right,” he told me. “What’s at stake is too damn important. Harmony, we’re looking at the honest-to-God end of the world if we can’t pull this off. Let me help. And trust me. Trust that I know exactly who I’m looking at when I’m looking in your eyes, and that nothing that happens between now and doomsday is gonna change that one tiny bit.”
“Okay,” I said.
“Okay,” he said.
The back door of the SUV chunked open, and Kevin leaned his head out.
“Good news,” he said. “I’m the Spearhead’s new director of security, and the entire facility just went deaf, dumb, and blind. So, uh, you guys feel like storming this castle or what?”

The bronze, rippling sun started its slow descent as we prepared for our mission. We’d be infiltrating Spearhead in an hour of long shadows. If all went well, we’d be leaving, as silently as we arrived, under the blanket of night. If . . .
A print shop stood not far from where we’d parked the SUV. It had a delivery truck out back, a squat boxy ride about the size of a U-Haul with a rolling back door. I wasn’t concerned about the SpeedPrint logo on the sides of the truck: a delivery was a delivery, and the truck only had to get us up to the guard shack without raising any alarms.
Jessie hot-wired the truck, the throaty diesel engine sputtering to life, and Cody gave Kevin a five-minute crash course in how to drive a stick shift. Then everyone got into their places, and we were off and rolling.
My place, at the moment, was clinging like an off-balance spider to the back of the truck. I stood on the tiny bumper outcropping, the knobby chrome barely extending past the balls of my feet, and held on to the side handle with a white-knuckled grip as I pressed myself flat against the cargo door.
“Doing all right back there?” April’s voice crackled over my earpiece.
“Define ‘all right,’” I said.
“This was your plan.”
“I know, I know. It seemed like a smarter idea in my imagination. Just tell Kevin to keep it under fifteen miles an hour, okay?”
It was only a few hundred yards, but my calves burned like I’d run a marathon by the time the truck rattled to a stop. Still clinging to the back of the truck, I peeked around the left side. One guard in a crisp blue uniform, a .38 special on his hip, strutted up to the driver’s-side window with a clipboard. His partner sat in the tiny glass-walled hut, leaning back in a folding chair with earbuds on and his eyes half-closed.
“SpeedPrint?” the guard with the clipboard said. “I don’t have anything on the schedule. You sure you’re in the right place?”
I lowered myself to the asphalt, shoes touching down as quietly as I could. As the guard lifted his clipboard, peering at his list and arguing with Kevin, I made my move. I darted in, a blur in the corner of his vision, grabbing him by the arm and swinging him around as I put my gun to his head. His partner was faster than I expected. Fumbling, trying to push up from his chair, he whipped out his revolver. I never gave him a chance to pull the trigger: the Glock made two hoarse coughs, and the chest of his uniform blues billowed scarlet red. The chair tumbled backward, clattering to the ground with his wide-eyed corpse still in it.
I shoved the live one into the hut, down on his knees next to his partner. I kept one hand on the gun and the other twined around a clump of short-cropped hair, yanking hard and forcing him to look at the body. I didn’t like this strong-arm stuff, but I needed him good and scared.
“Look at him,” I hissed. “Do you want that to happen to you?”
“N-no,” he stammered. “Please, I’ve got a family!”
“I don’t care. The only thing I care about is getting truthful answers to the questions I’m about to ask you. If you lie, I’ll know. And you wouldn’t want that. Understand?”
He gave a feeble nod. I pushed the muzzle of the silencer against the side of his head, pressing in hard enough to leave a welt.
“When’s the next scheduled delivery?”
“There—there aren’t any more for tonight. We’re just supposed to be ready for Mr. Diehl’s visit. He’s c-coming in a couple of hours.”
“When’s your next shift change?”
“Ten! Ten tonight.”
“And do you have any kind of call-in protocol? Anyone you need to radio and check in with, so they know you’re all right out here?”
He shook his head, a tiny tremor.
“No, I swear! The guards on patrol duty have to radio in once an hour, but we don’t.”
I let go of his hair and reached for a zip tie, the plastic slick against my fingertips.
“Good news,” I told him. “I believe you.”
I left him hog-tied, his face to the floor beside a pool of congealing blood, and gagged with a torn-off strip of his own shirtsleeve. We had two hours before Diehl and his entourage descended on Spearhead, intent on retrieving his prize for the party.
We needed to be long gone before that happened.
The next part was up to Kevin. I couldn’t even watch him drive, as I spent it hunkered down in back. Crouched low in the dark and waiting, feeling the empty truck cabin sway and rock with the tires as Kevin rolled around the plant and back to the loading docks.
He stopped. I heard a man’s muffled voice shout, “Okay, back her up,” then rhythmic beeping as Kevin threw the truck into reverse and inched backward.
“A little left—okay, you’re good, you’re good,” shouted the voice, and the truck stopped. I took a slow, deep breath, steadied my grip on the gun, and waited.



THIRTY-EIGHT
Whatever the cargo crew expected when the door rattled up, flooding the truck with light, it probably wasn’t us. I leaped down from the truck, sticking my gun in the closest docker’s face and shoving him backward, clearing room for Cody and Jessie to follow me out. Three guys at a card table playing penny-ante poker on the edge of the cluttered loading bay dropped their cards and shot up their hands when they got a look at Jessie’s submachine gun. Another tried his luck. He kicked back his chair and bolted for the door on the far side of the bay, or maybe the bright-red fire-alarm handle right next to it.
Cody had Jessie’s Glock, but he didn’t use it. Instead, he charged after the runner like a star linebacker, throwing his shoulder into him and taking him down in a full-on tackle. They crashed into a stack of wooden cargo pallets together, tumbling to the ground, wrestling for the gun until Cody ended the fight with a pile driver of a punch that knocked him out cold.
“Listen up,” Jessie said, keeping the table covered. “We don’t want you and we don’t want your money. Nobody does anything stupid, nobody has to get hurt.”
One by one, we trussed up the workers with zip ties, took their cell phones, and loaded them into the truck. With the last worker on board, I rolled the cargo door shut and swung the heavy latch to lock it down. Two quick slaps on the side of the truck was Kevin’s signal to get rolling, driving back the way he came in. I watched the truck round the corner and slip out of sight, leaving us behind.
“I see Kevin coming my way,” April’s voice said in my ear. She was stationed back at the SUV, keeping an eye out for anyone approaching the guardhouse. “As soon as you’re clear, we’ll anonymously notify the local authorities so they can come release those gentlemen from the truck. No problems so far, I gather?”
“No problems,” I said, “but that was the easy part.”
I cracked the door at the back of the loading bay and poked my head out. A white-tiled corridor ran left and right. One direction marked with a yellow stripe along the wall, the other with a streak of pale blue. Up in the corner, in a bend to the right, a slender security camera whirred its eye in my direction. I ducked back and pulled the door closed.
“We’ve got cameras.”
“I’m on it,” Kevin’s voice said in my ear. “Hang back a second.”
I heard a truck door slam, and quick footsteps.
“Okay, I’m back with April and you are . . . golden. I’m feeding all the cameras a five-second loop of empty hall footage. Nobody will know you’re there.”
“How about you use those cameras and let us know where the guards are?” Jessie asked.
“I can blind the cams, or I can watch through them,” Kevin said. “But if I can see through them, so can the guards in the security room. Pick one.”
Jessie grimaced. “Fine. Keep ’em blind. We’ll just be extra sneaky.”
“Fun fact,” Kevin added. “Unless they’re running off an independent security system, there are no cameras in the middle or inner shells.”
I nodded. “Makes sense. That’s where Diehl keeps his occult security. Doesn’t want his rent-a-cops seeing that stuff. Kevin, don’t suppose you have a map?”
“Take a right, then the first left. From there it’s a straight shot to the choke between the outer and middle shells.”
Which was exactly what we didn’t want, at least not without securing three ID cards to get us safely through. Still, I led the charge, Jessie right behind me and Cody covering our backs as we crept up the corridor. Bright-white light washed down from long ceiling panels every five feet or so, banishing shadows and turning the long, straight halls into a perfect shooting gallery.
We made our way past the R&D labs, crouching low to inch our way past long plate-glass windows, freezing at the sound of footsteps. As we approached the checkpoint, one sign beside a closed door caught my eye: EMPLOYEE LOCKERS/CHANGING ROOMS.
I didn’t have much hope that some hapless scientist—or better yet, three of them—had left their identification behind, but it was worth a look. What we actually found, hanging in a row of tall metal lockers, was better than nothing.
“Bunny suits,” Jessie said.
When a contaminant smaller than a grain of sand could ruin a research project or destroy thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment, nothing is more important than a sterile environment. The white, glossy Gore-Tex coveralls were ready for the clean room, designed to sheath Diehl’s researchers from head to toe and keep them from shedding a single loose eyelash.
“Those guards at the checkpoint,” Cody said. “They’ve gotta have the access cards we need, right? So how about we play a little dress-up? With these on, we’ll look like we belong here. Probably get right on top of ’em before they notice we aren’t wearing IDs.”
“And then we give them the bum’s rush. I like it.” Jessie grinned and looked my way. “This guy? He’s a keeper.”
We suited up fast, pulling the coveralls on over our street clothes. The bulky suit made me feel like an astronaut in training, especially when the hood went on and I stared out at the world through a tiny oval window of translucent plastic. When I looked at Jessie and Cody, all I could make out were their eyes—and from more than five feet away, not even that. Perfect. I took a deep breath. The inside of the bunny suit smelled like fresh talcum powder.
The guns were a problem: definitely not standard scientific equipment, and hard to hide. While I didn’t mind hooking one of the stun grenades onto my belt under the coveralls, the guards weren’t going to politely wait while we unzipped our suits to get at our firearms. I pulled down another bunny suit from the locker and folded it neatly, like a bundle of laundry, then collected Cody and Jessie’s guns. Our weapons fit snug between the folds of thick plastic, and I hefted the bundle in my arms. Nothing suspicious here—not unless someone came close enough to see the two pistol grips sticking a scant inch out to the left and right, ready to grab. In the hall outside, Cody and Jessie flanked me and stayed close.
The booties squished under my feet, slippery on the spotless tile, and the overhead fluorescents cast spears of light through the porthole visor and into my eyes. Still, I couldn’t miss the checkpoint up ahead: not with two guards idling alongside an airport-style metal detector and big block letters on the wall reading MIDDLE SHELL ACCESS: GREEN CLEARANCE REQUIRED.
One of the guards flipped through a magazine on the screen of his Diehl-brand tablet PC. The other pushed away from the counter he’d been leaning against, giving us a hard look as we approached.
“Hey,” he said as he stared me up and down, “where’s your employee ID?”
“Thought we’d take yours,” I replied.
Cody and Jessie’s hands snaked under the folded bundle in my arms, drawing their pistols and taking aim. I curled my gloved hand around the submachine gun’s grip and braced the stock against my other palm, letting the discarded suit crumple to the floor.
One of the guards glanced toward a big red button on his desk console. Just a glance, with his open hands tense enough to tremble.
“I wouldn’t,” Jessie said.
He didn’t. We zip-tied their wrists and ankles, laying them down on the floor behind the console, out of casual view.
“I know what you’re thinking,” I said as I crouched down, plucking the laminated badges from their belts. “You’re thinking that the second we’re out of sight, you can scream for help and your buddies will come running. What you should be thinking is that if the other guards can hear you, so will we. And we’ll be back here—to quiet you, permanently—before the cavalry comes to save you. Sit tight, keep your mouths shut, and we won’t have to hurt you. Understood?”
Tiny, frightened nods. They understood, all right.
“We get the right stuff?” Jessie asked.
I rubbed my fingers across the IDs, tracing glossy faces on a lime-green background. I felt the metal disk folded inside each one, warding talismans like the one Agent Cooper had shown us. Perfect.
The problem was, we had only two of them.
I bundled up the guns again and handed an ID to Jessie and Cody. “Here. Clip them onto your suits. Unless someone gets close enough to peek inside your helmet and realizes the photo doesn’t match, it’s a perfect disguise.”
“What about you?” Jessie asked.
“If we see someone coming, I’ll get behind you.”
“No,” Jessie said, emphasizing the words this time. “What about you?”
I knew what she meant. The burners. Bobby Diehl’s psychic-lobotomy traps.
“If I focus hard enough, I should be able to feel them before I set one off.”
“Should?”
I nodded. “Should.”
“That’s one hell of a ‘should,’” she told me.
I led the way into the middle shell. I wanted to get moving before I lost my nerve.
Kevin navigated us through the tangle of hallways, past shuttered windows and doors with heavy-duty electronic locks. This was Spearhead’s nerve center, the labs where Diehl’s brain trust worked to invent the next big thing in home electronics. We passed a pair of guards on patrol in the hall, and I quickly slipped behind Jessie. They barely gave us a passing glance.
Then I felt it, in the heart of a four-way junction. The tickle at the back of my sinuses, like the tip of a feather.
I stopped so fast Cody bumped into me, almost knocking the bundled guns from my arms. “What is it?” he asked.
I shook my head. Stretching out my senses, letting my vision slip out of focus, I strained to find the trap. Its energy buzzed all around me, like a gnat winging into my ears and eyes, only to dart out of reach when I slapped at it.
Then I saw it. A shimmering wave like a heat mirage, walling off the corridor to the right. A row of twisted runes gleamed on the tile floor, cut into the porcelain with a blade thinner than a spider’s web. The psychic trap perched, silent, waiting for prey to stumble into its arms.
“Kevin,” I said, “this way’s a no-go. I need another route.”
“Uh, there isn’t one. Not unless you want to cut right through the main R&D lab, which is probably the most guarded room in the entire plant.”
“No good,” Jessie said. “We haven’t even laid eyes on the tablet yet. Set off an alarm now, I guarantee Santa Monica’s finest will be waiting for us outside by the time we leave. That ends with us in custody, or climbing over a pile of dead cops, neither of which I’m in the mood for.”
I frowned, thinking fast. Then I got an idea.
“Here,” I said, passing the bundle with the guns to Cody. “The two of you, walk about ten feet down that hall. Then one of you can toss your ID card to me, and I’ll meet back up with you.”
Jessie glanced at her ID, and at the seemingly empty corridor. “So you’re sure these badges will keep us safe?”
“The talismans inside them will. But hey, if you’re worried, give me yours and I’ll be the first one through.”
She shook her head. “Nah. That’s all I needed to hear.”
All the same, she held her breath as she walked through the shimmering field, with Cody right on her heels. They stopped about halfway down the hall and turned back to me. Jessie paused, her fingers on the ID card.
“Safe to take this off?”
“You’re good,” I said. “Just stand right where you are, and don’t come any closer to me. Toss the card on over.”
That was the moment when the two guards we’d passed earlier decided to double back in our direction.
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The guards closed in on me, eyes as hard as the fat revolvers on their hips. Up the hall, I saw Jessie edge closer to the bundled guns in Cody’s arms.
“You. Where’s your badge?”
I spread my gloved hands, chuckling behind the coverall’s visor. “Got chewed up in the washing machine, can you believe that? Now I’ve got to go see HR and have a new one made. They’re gonna dock my pay fifty bucks for it, too.”
The other guard shook his head, one hand easing closer to his holster. “You telling me they let you this far into the building without any ID?”
“Yeah, the guys at the checkpoint just waved me on through. C’mon, can you just look the other way this once? I’ve got way too much work to do. I’ll go to HR right after my shift ends, I promise.”
A walkie-talkie squawked. The closest guard plucked his from his belt, sighing as he raised it to his lips.
“Patrol Green Two, over.”
A voice on the other end, blanketed in a wash of static, responded.
“Patrol Two, get down to the green checkpoint ASAP. They missed their call-in, and they’re not responding to the radio. Something’s wrong. Over.”
They knew. We locked eyes. Standing like gunfighters on the street at high noon, about to draw. Except it was two against one, and I didn’t have a weapon.
The walkie-talkie tumbled from the closest guard’s hand in slow motion, plummeting as he reached for his revolver, his partner doing the same. Chrome snaked against tan leather as the barrel swung up and I sidestepped, snatching the ID card from his belt with one hand and his wrist with the other. I twisted his gun arm into a joint lock and shoved hard, sending him stumbling.
Straight into the shimmering mirage, without the protection of his ID.
The walkie-talkie smashed on the tiles with the sound of a gunshot, bouncing, case cracked and electronic guts spilling out. The guard hit the ground, too, webbed in a sheath of black lightning, his jaw clenched and eyes bulging as his whole body lurched into a violent seizure. His partner dropped to a crouch, bringing his .38 up in both hands and pinning me in his sights—then Jessie’s pistol barked and a bullet punched through his brain. A spatter of scarlet stained the ivory tile where he fell.
I clipped the stolen ID onto my belt, catching my breath. The guard in the trap flopped on the floor like a fish on a dock, drooling white foam from the corner of his mouth. There wasn’t anything left of him in the wake of the curse blast, just a meat puppet with its strings cut. That, and their pain receptors, I remembered Agent Cooper saying. Diehl was particularly proud of that one.
I crossed over, reached for the bundle in Cody’s arms, took out the other silenced Glock, and put a bullet between his eyes. It was the best I could do for him. The thrashing stopped. Then I tugged down the zipper on my coveralls with fingers gone cold, stripping off the suit.
“Dispatch will send another patrol to that checkpoint any minute now,” I said, “or just raise the alarm. We’re officially on borrowed time.”
“What happened?” April said in my ear. “We heard gunfire.”
Jessie followed my lead, ripping her hood back, lips curled in a grimace as she glanced down at the two dead men. “Hopefully nobody else did. Okay, we’re officially upping the tempo here. Kevin, you’d better be watching that alarm system like a hawk.”
“No worries,” his voice said. “I’ve got the whole place on lockdown. You just watch out for the spooky stuff.”
We left the coveralls in a pile on the hallway floor. Next to the corpses and the bloodstains, they were the least of our concerns. As I turned, I caught Cody looking my way. Something in his eyes I couldn’t quite read. An unease that wasn’t there before. I squeezed the grip of the Glock and stared straight ahead.
You said you could handle this, I thought, stepping over the legs of the man I’d just killed. I hope to God you weren’t lying.
I shoved the worry out of my way. No time for that now. We prowled the empty halls, low and fast, guns at the ready. Jessie shouldered the MP5-N, sweeping around each new corner with her finger on the trigger. If anyone else crossed our path, we wouldn’t be slowing down to take prisoners.
“Heads up,” Kevin said. “Security just tried to trip the burglar alarm. I’m running a bypass: they think Santa Monica PD just got a red alert, but I killed the signal before it went out. In about fifteen minutes, when no SWAT teams show up, they’re gonna know something’s funny. I can’t stop ’em from picking up a telephone and dialing 911 the old-fashioned way, so you might wanna move a little faster.”
“You’d think there’d be a siren,” Jessie muttered, “or some kind of evacuation.”
I didn’t like it. I liked what we found around the next corner even less: the inner shell checkpoint, abandoned. A half-eaten burrito in tinfoil sat out on the lonely security console, still steaming.
“Why would they pull security away from the place they’re supposed to be guarding?” Cody asked.
“Two possibilities,” I said. “Either they’re moving all hands to the exits to try and stop us from getting out of here alive—or security didn’t move out, it moved in, closer to the tablet.”
Jessie held up three fingers. “Don’t forget the third option: C, all of the above. Let’s go.”
The inner shell was nothing but a looping octagonal hallway painted in a thick red stripe, eventually winding back to where it began. Windowless doors marked the space, every twenty feet or so, with simple and dour plaques: EXPERIMENT STAGING A, EXPERIMENT STAGING B, RESTRICTED MATERIALS B—
“Here we are,” I said, glancing to the door. On the wall beside the brushed steel handle, a red light blinked above a key-card reader. “Kevin, don’t suppose you can remotely unlock this thing?”
“Under normal circumstances, that’d be iffy at best, but let me dig around and . . . yes! Found it. Man, I am on fire tonight.”
Jessie gritted her teeth, taking hold of the door handle as the light flickered from red to green and the lock let out a faint click.
Beyond the door, in a short, downward-sloping hallway, bulky white boxes lined the stainless-steel walls. They were some kind of refrigeration units, vented and hooked to bulky cables and bright-yellow hoses. Each was about seven feet tall and half as wide, with a clipboard dangling from a side hook and bearing notes festooned with calculations and times and scientific graphs. The units made me think of sarcophagi for a high-tech pharaoh. As we made our way inside, the air grew cold enough to prickle my skin. It smelled like swimming-pool chlorine—a sterile, sharp odor that drove into my sinuses like twin ice picks.
The hall opened up into a high-ceilinged laboratory. More refrigeration units ringed the outskirts of the circular chamber, maybe ten in all, coolant pipes running along and into the steel-plated walls. A monitor the size of a small movie screen hung high on the far wall, tilted down at an angle and displaying a constant feed of data. Some kind of test in progress: I made out temperatures, coolant levels, and strings of numbers and sloping neon graphs I couldn’t begin to guess at.
The pedestal in the heart of the room drew my eye. A cylinder of stainless steel with a glass case on top, like a display in some exclusive and icy museum. Under the glass, the curse tablet lay on a bed of black velvet.
We spread out as we approached the pedestal, cautious, and I held up a warning hand. Tiny black disks surrounded the pedestal, set into the tile floor every inch or so.
“Hold up,” I said. “Looks like infrared eyes. And a seismic alarm, just inside the case.”
Jessie shrugged. “And normally I’d be all kinds of cautious, but under the circumstances? Let’s just smash the glass, grab that sucker, and get out of here while we still can.”
“So typical,” Mikki said, her voice dripping with disdain. “Just break it. That’s your solution for everything, isn’t it?”
I spun, wide-eyed, my gaze flitting across the empty lab. It took a heartbeat to realize where I’d heard her voice coming from.
My own earpiece.
The giant monitor flickered and became a video feed. Bobby Diehl grinned down at us, larger than life, sitting behind his office desk with the LA night skyline blazing at his back. He had guests: Mikki, snuggling against him with one arm curled sinuously around his shoulders, and Roman Steranko, leaning back against the towering window with his ankles crossed and a wry smile on his lips. Roman held a tablet PC in the palm of his hand, happily tapping away with the speed and grace of a concert pianist.
“Wait,” I heard Kevin say. “What the hell was that? Mikki?”
When Roman spoke, his voice echoed both from our earpieces and from the monitor speakers high above our heads.
“Yep. Your encrypted comm feed is my bitch. Just like you are, come to think of it.”
Bobby spread his hands. His car-salesman grin somehow grew larger, more maniacal.
“Hey, folks! Bobby Diehl here. And as far as ‘getting out of here while you still can’ goes? That ship sailed about fifteen minutes ago.”
The laboratory door slammed shut on pneumatic hinges, sealing us in.



FORTY
Bobby loomed over us, his eyes wide and gleeful.
“My new friends here were certain that you people wouldn’t stop hounding me, and lo and behold, they were right. We had just enough time to rig up a suitable welcome. A hook with a lure you couldn’t possibly pass up.”
Jessie shrugged. Then she smashed the glass case with the butt of her gun, reached in, and plucked out the curse tablet, handing it over to me with a questioning look.
My fingers tingled against the lead tablet, static electricity tickling my palms as the relic leaked its banishing magic into the frigid laboratory air. It was the real thing, not a decoy. I gave Jessie a firm nod.
“Not much of a trap,” Jessie said. “You just handed us exactly what we came for.”
“Funny story.” Bobby held up a finger, grinning. “I wanted to destroy that thing the second I put my hands on it. That, or do it at tonight’s party before the king’s descent. A ritual denouncement of the wrongs done to my grandfather, and of the injustice heaped upon my family name by the ignorant and weak. But then I got an idea.”
“Let me guess,” Jessie replied. “A coffeemaker that interfaces with your alarm clock, so you always have a perfectly timed cup of hot coffee waiting when you wake up?”
“No, it was . . . huh. You know, that—that’s actually good. I like that.” He glanced behind him. “Write that one down.”
Roman didn’t look up from his tablet PC. “I’m not your secretary.”
“Okay, that’s fine, I’ll remember it. No, the idea was to kill a few birds with one stone. See, I know your little organization—what was it called again?”
Mikki ran her fingers through his hair, drawling into his ear. “They’re called Vigilant Lock.”
“Right, right. I know you people have been trying to infiltrate my company for quite some time, I’ve just never been able to pin down a culprit. So I made a short list of suspects in my inner circle. Five names. And those names were the only people on Earth—present company excluded—who knew where I’d placed the tablet for safekeeping. So if you showed up to get it—as you just did—I know that at least one of them is the traitor who told you where to look.”
My blood ran cold. Five names, and one of them was Agent Cooper’s.
“Then it was only a matter of luring you in,” Roman said, “while I held the door wide open for you. That easily cracked admin account? The creampuff protection on the security system? Taking thirty seconds to remotely crack a key-card door? Jesus, kid, the doors aren’t even on the external network. I opened it for you. I did everything but order the guards to stay out of your way and give you a clear shot to the finish line.”
“And we did do that, eventually,” Bobby said with a shrug. “I mean, tying them up is one thing, but after you shot a couple, it was time to evacuate the others. Good help is hard to find.”
The abandoned guard post. It all made sense now. Roman gave us a smug smile.
“While you thought you were hacking us,” he said, “I was dancing through your system, listening in on your comms, and pretty much steering you right to the prize. Are you addicted to losing, kid? Boston, Oregon, Orlando . . . I have owned your ass every step of the way, and you just don’t seem to learn your lesson.”
Mikki twirled a strand of her rainbow hair around an idle finger. “It’s me. He can’t get enough of me.”
Kevin didn’t say a word. Radio silence.
“It’s a shame, really,” Bobby said. “You folks aren’t half-bad. Could have found you a place in my new world order.”
Jessie snorted. “Your grandpa thought he was building a new world order, too. How’d that work out for him?”
The faintest flicker of anger crossed Bobby’s face, instantly banished behind his plastic smile.
“The stars just weren’t right. Besides, let’s face it: recruiting top talent was not Hitler’s most marketable skill. Not like me. I hire only the best.” He threw an arm around Mikki and yanked her close. “Seriously, this girl? Right here? Her ideas are blowing my mind. That’s the kind of creativity I look for in a Diehl Innovationeer.”
“Hands off my girlfriend,” Roman muttered, still not looking up from his tablet.
Mikki glanced back at Roman, a pout on her lips, then leaned close to flick the tip of her tongue against Bobby’s earlobe.
“Now,” Bobby said, “here’s the fun part. Remember what I said about killing a few birds with one stone? I’ve been working on this little project. It’s a hobby thing, in my spare time. And it’s just about ready for a field test.”
All around us, compressors chugged and hoses hissed. The coolant units rumbling. I shot a glance at Cody and Jessie. We went shoulder to shoulder, standing in a triangle to cover one another’s backs.
“First, let’s cut you off from the outside. Mr. Steranko, if you would do the honors?”
Roman tapped his pad. My ear flooded with an agonizingly loud screech, like someone sticking the nozzle of an air horn in my eardrum and pulling the trigger. Jessie and I both yanked out our earpieces, reeling. I snapped my fingers next to my ear. The sound was swimmy, and my eardrum still stung in the aftermath, but I didn’t think it had done permanent damage.
The refrigerator units jolted open, one by one. Clouds of white frost billowed out as doors cracked, hissing on pneumatic hinges.
“Now, then,” Bobby said, his voice echoing from the screen high above us, “it’s my pleasure to demonstrate my latest innovation, coming next year to an arms dealer or a regional warlord near you! Ladies, gentlemen, I give you . . . the Quiet Ones.”
I looked to my left. An ice-white hand clamped down on the edge of an opened freezer, the thing inside pulling its way free. It shambled toward us, emerging from a cloud of icy fog.
It had been a man, once. Before the translucent plastic mask was grafted over its black, frostbitten lips, feeding it luminous green mist from a hose that ran over its mottled shoulder to the air tanks on its hunched back. Before its eyes were scooped out and replaced with mechanical orbs, faceted like a fly’s and glowing baleful crimson. Before one of its arms was amputated at the elbow, replaced by a stainless-steel horror festooned with serrated blades engineered to pierce and rip flesh with surgical precision.
They emerged all around us, as silent as death, and more from the units lining the only way out. Blocking our escape.
“Do you get it?” Bobby asked. “Because you always have to watch out for the quiet ones! C’mon, you know that’s funny.”
Cody didn’t hesitate. He aimed his pistol, squinting down the sights at the closest creature, and pulled the trigger. Its head snapped back, a perfect kill shot . . . but it didn’t even slow down. A dented titanium plate gleamed behind its ruptured forehead.
Roman finally looked up from his pad. “Whoa. Cyberzombies? Now, that’s cool.”
“I know, right?” Bobby grinned. “You think Bill Gates ever built a cyberzombie? No. I can tell you for certain that he did not. Because I asked him.”
Jessie shouldered the MP5-N and let it rip, muzzle flashing white-hot in the mist as she unleashed burst after burst. Two of the creatures stumbled back, staggered, then shook off the impact and kept on coming.
“Nope,” Bobby said, “they’re pretty much impervious to small-arms fire. I mean, you could bring one down eventually, but I don’t think you folks brought enough bullets.”
Blades gleamed as the slow, relentless tide pressed in from all directions. “Break ranks,” I shouted. “Don’t let them pen us in!”
We scattered, dodging past them in three directions, making the creatures decide whom to chase. I ducked low as a knife hand scythed over my head. Diehl’s sick creations were slow on their feet, but we were outnumbered four to one—and the more frozen mist pumped into the laboratory, the harder it became to tell friend from foe.
“Cody,” Jessie shouted, “need to free up my fists. Catch!”
She tossed the submachine gun over a shambler’s head. Cody caught it, a weapon in each hand, and unleashed another burst at a creature almost close enough to grab him. He jumped out of reach, a blade slicing the air where he’d stood a second ago.
Two shadows in the fog closed in on me. I dodged, stumbling, almost running headlong into another coming from the opposite direction. Jessie hurled herself onto its back, hammering it with wild blows as it flailed and tried to shake her free.
“Uh-uh,” Bobby said, wagging a finger. “Titanium-plated endoskeleton. Good way to break your hand.”
As I wove my way through the crowd, heart pounding as blade after blade slashed through the mist, I struggled to call my magic. Waste of time, I thought. Might bring one down with brute force, but the others will swamp me while I’m recovering. Have to find a way to do some real damage.
My hands brushed the stun grenade dangling on my belt. Flashbangs do exactly what they sound like, unleashing a blast of light and noise engineered to incapacitate a target without killing it. That doesn’t mean they can’t kill: they still burn white-hot at the instant of detonation, and if one goes off in your hand, you’ll be lucky to keep all your fingers. The creatures had electronic eyes. Maybe setting off a grenade would fry their optics.
Or maybe they’re shielded, and they’ll cut you apart while you’re recovering from the blast, I thought. Moving backward, I bumped against the laboratory wall. My hand brushed slick steel plates and a coolant pipe.
Coolant. They’d need to be using antifreeze to keep the whole works from icing solid. And antifreeze is flammable.
“Cody,” I shouted, “can you hear me?”
My response was a crack of a bullet, and a flash of muzzle flare deep in the swirling mist. “Yeah,” he called back, breathless.
“Get to the wall! Shoot the coolant pipes!”
I couldn’t make out the screen in the fog, but Bobby Diehl’s voice echoed over the laboratory speakers. “Hey, what are you doing? Don’t break my stuff!”
I followed the sound of gunfire and the watery hiss of a ruptured pipe. Then another, and another. To my left I heard hoarse animal grunts. The Quiet Ones lived up to their name: they were phantoms in the fog, silent as death. That sound had to be—
Jessie. Eyes blazing like radioactive sapphires as she beat one of the creatures to a pulp using its own severed arm. Deeper in a killing fugue than I’ve ever seen her, with her inner beast wide-awake.
Then she spotted me. And charged.
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Whatever her father had done to her, this evil that pulsed through her veins, I knew Jessie’s life was a constant struggle to keep it under control. Normally she kept the beast on a short, tight leash. But it fed on violence and rage and bloodlust, and the more control it had, the more it could take.
I’d talked her down from her rages before. This time, I wasn’t sure if she’d give me the chance.
I ran, calling for Cody, darting around more shamblers in the mist. If I could steer Jessie toward the laboratory door, and get her to vent her killing steam on it—
A pale, mottled arm grabbed me with the force of a steel vise, squeezing the breath from my lungs and lifting me off my feet. I had one arm pinned against my side, the other struggling to hold off a knife hand as it slowly inched toward my cheek. My muscles burned, fingers trembling, but it wasn’t enough: the creature was a machine draped in human skin. A machine designed to slice meat.
Then I was falling, hitting the frost-slick tile under the weight of two bodies. Jessie straddled the creature, grabbing its head and twisting. It flailed as its vertebrae cracked, neck snapping, its head wrenched 180 degrees backward. I scrambled back on my hands, my shoulders bumping the door of an empty freezer.
Jessie lunged. She crouched over me, lips curled back to bare teeth flecked with frost and dead skin. She slammed one fist against the freezer door, right next to my head.
“Jessie,” I said, “it’s me. Listen. It’s me.”
She leaned in, her teeth inches from my throat. Her nose twitched. Sniffing.
In the fog, shadows lumbered toward us. Five of them. I needed time to talk Jessie down, time Diehl’s creatures wouldn’t give us.
Wetness touched the side of my hand. Then my leg. Coolant, spreading across the tile in a growing pool from the ruptured pipes. If I set off the flashbang now, the creatures would burn—and we’d burn right along with them.
“Harmony,” Cody called out, lost in the fog, “where are you?”
Jessie’s nose twitched, her eyes narrowing. She recognized the sound of his voice, and didn’t like it. Not enough of a distraction to get her off me, though.
But I knew one that would.
“Hey, Mikki,” I shouted, “we’re all still standing. And Jessie’s killed at least two of these things. They’re cream puffs, just like you!”
Mikki’s voice crackled over the loudspeakers. “Only a matter of time. And once you’re dead, I’m going after your friends. Hey, Jessie? How does it feel to know that I’m the last thing your precious Kevin will ever see, because you were too weak to protect him? I’m going to give him a nice, long kiss good-bye, just before I turn him into a lump of charcoal.”
I could barely hear the end of that. The growling in Jessie’s throat, growing louder and harsher like gravel in a high-speed blender, drowned out Mikki’s words. I pointed in what I prayed was the direction of the exit.
“She’s on the other side of that door,” I said.
Jessie roared, a beast on two legs, leaping off me and tearing her way through the pack. In the distance I heard ferocious pounding and the groan of buckling steel.
“I’m serious.” Bobby’s voice rang out over the din. “Stop breaking my stuff. What are you people doing? Hold on, switching to thermals. For crying out loud . . .”
I scrambled to my feet and followed in Jessie’s wake, taking advantage of the gap she’d carved in the shambling horde. Slick coolant splashed under my feet, sending me staggering off balance, and a strong hand clamped onto mine and hauled me back.
My fist froze an inch away from Cody’s nose. “Whoa,” he said, “it’s me!”
I heard the laboratory door crash down, torn from its hinges. “That way,” I told him, pointing in the direction of the noise. We ran. Cody aimed back and fired off a few more bursts of gunfire as the horde followed on our heels. We made it to the hallway, fresh air and bright light at the end of the billowing fog, and I plucked the stun grenade from my belt. I yanked the pin, counted to two, and hurled it as hard as I could into the swirling white mist.
Cody pulled me against him, my head buried against his chest, just as the grenade went off. The blast of sound hit us like a fist, making my ears ring and throwing me off balance. Then came the wall of heat, roiling out through the door as the laboratory floor turned into a lake of fire. The Quiet Ones stumbled through the fog, lit up like bonfires, silent even as they crashed to their knees and burned alive. Flesh melting like candle wax, human bones charring black under scorched titanium husks.
Three seconds in Cody’s strong arms was all the rest I could afford. “Come on,” I said, breathless, “we have to get out of here, now.”
“Where’s Jessie?”
“Good question,” I said, taking out my phone as we ran for the security checkpoint. Our earpieces were worthless until Kevin could fix the encryption, but I could still reach out the old-fashioned way.
“What’s happening?” April said, picking up on the first ring. “We’ve been blind since Steranko killed communications.”
“I’ve got the tablet, but we’ve been split up. Jessie’s somewhere inside Spearhead, and she’s gone feral.”
“We’ll bring the SUV to the loading dock. Don’t worry about Jessie; the tablet takes top priority.”
I hung up. I knew that if Jessie was in her right mind, she’d say the same thing: getting that tablet to Vandenberg, and back into orbit, was more important than any one of our lives.
All the same, no way was I leaving without her.
We found her handiwork outside the R&D labs: two dead security guards, one with his throat torn out and the other with a face like raw hamburger meat. It didn’t look like they’d fired a single shot. I clutched the lead tablet in one hand and my Glock in the other, racing to follow smeared, bloody footprints on the ivory tile.
“Harmony, what—” Cody started to say.
“Just stay behind me when we find her. I don’t know why, but the thing inside her doesn’t seem to like you. Don’t worry. I can talk her down.”
Up ahead in one of the electronics labs, blood-spattered venetian blinds swung behind a fractured window. Light from a broken sconce flickered and buzzed behind the blinds, turning them from scarlet to black. I heard a wet, tearing sound from the other side of a half-closed door.
“Jessie?” I called out, my voice softer than I wanted it to be.
A growl. Low, warning, like a cornered cat.
“Jessie,” I said, “it’s me. Listen to me, okay? Come back to me.”
I edged toward the window. Then jumped back as a hand slammed against the glass, cracks spreading, leaving a bloody palm print in its wake.
“Jesus,” Cody whispered, “what is she—”
“Shh.” I shook my head at him. “Jessie? It’s Harmony. Listen to me. Your name is Jessie Temple. You’re an operative for Vigilant Lock. You’ve just gone into a—”
I heard her fist pound the wall between us. Then a wet torrent as she threw up, with a sound like someone splashing a bucket of congealed grease across the tile floor. She coughed, wetly.
“Don’t come in here,” she croaked. Then her stomach lurched, and she threw up again, heaving until nothing was left but a trickle of bile.
I crept closer to the doorway. “Jessie, we’re just—”
“Do not come in here.”
She staggered out, eyes glazed and faded, wiping her face with a bloody towel. Faded crimson splotches caked her hands and wrists, like henna tattoos.
“I’m fine,” she said.
Cody blinked. “You . . . don’t look fine.”
She yanked the door shut behind her.
“I’m fine. Tablet?”
I showed it to her. “Got it.”
“Let’s go, then.”
She leaned against me, shaky but getting her strength back. In the loading bay, headlights flashed through the open cargo door. Night had fallen, casting the black asphalt lot in cold shadows. Kevin jumped out of the SUV and waved frantically.
“C’mon, we gotta go! April’s listening on the police band, and they’re sending everything but tanks in this direction. Helicopters are inbound.”
I headed for the driver’s seat, but Jessie shook her head. “I’ve got this.”
“You sure?”
She sat down, slumped in the seat, and put one hand on the wheel.
“Who drives faster, you or me?”
I got in on the passenger side.
“Thank you,” she said, and threw the SUV into gear.
We hit the guard barrier at fifty miles an hour, splintering wood and sending the broken swing arm bouncing into the street outside the razor-wire fence. Jessie hauled the wheel hard to the left, momentum pressing me against the door, then slammed on the gas. I saw a helicopter’s blinking lights in the rearview mirror, a spotlight in its belly sweeping across the abandoned industrial park on its way to the plant, but we were already gone.
“How are we on time?” Jessie asked.
I checked the clock on the dash, white numbers glowing in the dark.
“Less than eight hours. And a hundred and sixty miles to Vandenberg.”
Jessie tightened her grip on the steering wheel.



FORTY-TWO
We rode in silence, the rumbling of the tires and the engine’s hum standing in for conversation. Cody had seen exactly what I didn’t want him to—and then some—and he didn’t seem interested in sharing his feelings. Jessie drove with a thousand-yard stare and caked blood on her hands. April, I caught glancing my way more than once. She was looking at all of us, though. Quietly reading us like clinical textbooks.
And Kevin just looked out the side window and watched the nightscape drift on by. The laptop sat cold and dead on his lap, abandoned.
After an hour on the road, the SUV was coasting on fumes, just like the rest of us. I read the sign for a way-stop five miles up the highway, a distant oasis of faded yellow light. There wasn’t much to see, just an off-brand gas station next to a brick visitor center with restrooms and a couple of battered old vending machines. Jessie pulled up to the pumps and killed the engine.
“Ten minutes and we’re back on the road. Do what you’ve gotta do.”
Jessie made a beeline for the vending machines. She bought a Coke and chugged it down, crumpling the empty can and tossing it into an overstuffed trash bin. Then she disappeared into the restroom without saying a word.
I didn’t need to go, but I followed her anyway. The restroom smelled like a summer-camp latrine, grimy tile bathed in low-wattage electric light. Jessie scrubbed her hands under a weak stream of tap water as the bloodstains slowly faded to the color of pink roses. I stood at the sink beside hers, looking at my dim reflection in the mirror and trying to fix my mussed hair, just to give my hands something to do.
“You okay?” I asked.
She wrinkled her nose, pressing down on the soap dispenser. A yellowish stream drizzled into her cupped palm.
“I’d be okay if they had some halfway decent soap in here. Guess I’m not shaking anyone’s hand tonight.”
“Jessie, if you want to talk . . . you know, about what happened back there.”
She shrugged, glancing over at me as she lathered up her hands again.
“Because I’m supposed to be psychologically traumatized or something? Leave the headshrinking to Auntie April, Harmony. Keeping me mission functional is her job.”
“I’m not asking as a teammate. I’m asking as a friend.”
She paused, shook her head, and let out a tired sigh. She shut off the faucet.
“Harmony, do you know what it feels like when I let the wolf out? It feels like . . . slipping into a warm bubble bath. All my worries, all my cares, they all just melt away. Everything smells like roses, and everything tastes like a juicy bite of filet mignon.”
She pulled a handful of cheap paper towels from the battered steel wall dispenser, scrubbing her hands dry.
“See, I think you’ve got the wrong idea,” she told me. “The problem with letting the beast take control—it isn’t that I don’t like it. The problem is that I like it way too much. Waking up after, that’s the part I hate.”
She tossed the wadded-up towels into the bin and walked past me, her hands still branded faint, ghostly red.
Cody waited for me outside the restroom. He nodded back over his shoulder. “Hey, so, can you talk to Kevin? He’s around the corner over there, kicking rocks around.”
“Talk to him? About what?”
“About what happened back at Spearhead. He’s being pretty hard on himself. I tried talking to him, but I don’t know if I helped any. Look, I know that saying women are better than men at talking about feelings is a dumb stereotype—”
I nodded. “True.”
“—but,” he said, “in this case, he might be more receptive to you than me. I mean, Jessie’s protective, but she’s also a little abrasive, and Dr. Cassidy is kinda . . . frosty. You’re better at the whole . . .”
He groped for words in the air. I tilted my head at him.
“Are you about to say ‘the mom thing’? Oh, no. I don’t mom. I can’t mom. I am terrible at momming.”
Cody flashed a smile. “You’re more of a people person than you think.”
“Cody,” I said, “I am the least people person on this entire team. But, sure. I’ll try.”
I found Kevin right where Cody had left him: around the corner of the visitor center, pacing along the brick wall with his hands jammed in his pockets and his head sagging. Behind me, beyond the narrow strip of empty parking spots, the occasional night driver swooped past on the highway. Bound for anywhere, fast.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hey.” He nodded my way.
“You doing okay?”
“I’m fine.”
I walked a little closer.
“Funny,” I said, “everybody’s saying they’re fine tonight. Not sure any of us really are.”
“Won’t have to worry about me much longer. Soon as we drop off the tablet, I’m out.”
“Out?”
He stopped pacing. He didn’t quite meet my eyes.
“I’m done. I quit. I’ll go back into Witness Protection, or . . . I don’t know. Something, someplace. Someplace where I’m not just dead weight.”
“You are not dead weight,” I told him. “You’re a vital member of this team.”
He let out a humorless laugh. “Yeah, I’m so vital I nearly got the three of you killed back there. Every time I go up against Roman Steranko—every single time—I get my ass kicked, and everybody else pays the price. I’m a fucking joke, Harmony. You need a real hacker on the team. You deserve better than this.”
“So he got ahead of you. It happens. Steranko is just one man—”
“You don’t get it.” Kevin looked up at the overcast, starless sky and took a deep breath. “Look, this is my passion, all right? I was poking around in government databases—and using someone else’s phone bill to do it—when I was twelve years old. I decided I wanted to be the best. So I learned from the best. White hats, black hats, Internet pioneers. I hunted down dudes who’d gone so far underground they popped out in China, just to learn from their style and refine my own. For years, my handle was Schoolboy, because I never stopped asking questions.”
I shrugged. “A lot of people aren’t passionate about anything. I think it’s good to follow your dreams.”
“Yeah, well, it was a big waste of time. All that stuff I did? Roman Steranko did it, too. After he cut off our comms, I dug in to find out how he worked. I know what he’s doing: it’s all textbook, classic moves. Like that worm he slipped into my system while I thought I had Spearhead on lockdown? I know this mercenary hacker who goes by the handle Pixie: that was her code. Her code, her exact style, line for freakin’ line. Steranko was taunting me.”
“Taunting you?”
“Yeah. Proving that he knows the same stuff I do, studied from the same teachers, all of it. It’s not about book smarts, Harmony.” His shoulders slumped. “It’s brains and talent. Roman Steranko is smarter than me. He’s better than me. He just is. And I can’t beat him.”
He fell silent. I started to reach for him. Paused. Wasn’t sure if I should try to hug him or not. I’m never good at knowing that.
“He’s not unstoppable, Kevin. Everybody has a weakness.”
He gave me a sad smile.
“Yeah,” he said, “and we found mine. It’s him.”
Jessie poked her head around the corner.
“C’mon, campers,” she said. “SUV’s gassed up and ready. Let’s get it done.”

We drove to the middle of nowhere, cutting through the California night with coal-black sky on our right and dangerous weather on our left. A storm front rolled in off the coast, the air rippling with thick smoky clouds that lit up silvery blue as lightning danced behind their veils. No rain, just the constant threat of it, the sky promising to burst under pressure. I felt it in my bones.
After an eternity of empty road, the lights of Vandenberg rose up to greet us. The military base was a sprawling mammoth, laid out over scrubland and mountainous foothills, stretching to the ocean’s edge. I saw the shadows of iron giants sleeping in the night, skeletal launch towers standing tall and ready to serve.
“Leave the guns in the truck,” Jessie said. “We don’t want to make anybody twitchy. We don’t know how much pull Bette and her people have around here, and we need her help, so let’s play nice. For now.”
We pulled into the parking lot at the visitor control center, a salmon-roofed building just outside the main gate. We didn’t have far to go. We’d just gotten out of the SUV when Bette Novak strode up with an entourage in tow. She’d traded in her civilian wear for pressed air force blues with a dark tie tab, her last name on a nightingale-blue epoxy name badge opposite a thin row of service ribbons. The four men at her back wore desert-pale camouflage fatigues.
“Do you have the tablet?” Bette asked me. I held up the lead sheet. She nodded, curt.
One of the men stepped forward and handed her a cylindrical casket, about a foot long and half as high. The casket gleamed a brassy deep crimson, the same odd metal the original Red Knight had been forged from. She opened it, revealing an empty compartment lined with spidery, etched runes. Some I recognized: seals of protection, copied from some Renaissance wizard’s grimoire.
I set the tablet in place, and she closed the casket lid, locking it down with a heavy latch. Thunder rumbled in the distance.
“Thank you,” she said. “Your service to your country is appreciated. We’ll take it from here.”
Jessie stepped up. “The hell you are. We’re not leaving until that thing’s back in orbit.”
“Vandenberg is a closed facility,” Bette told her. “No civilians without express permission of the base commander. Which you don’t have.”
“I’m thinking you have ways to get around that.”
“We have the situation under control. Your part is finished.”
“Maybe so,” I said, “but what if something goes wrong? Can you really say you wouldn’t want a few more helping hands on the scene, just in case?”
Bette gave me a hard, appraising look, then nodded again.
“Fine. You and your team can come with me. Stick close.” She handed the closed casket back to the airman on her left. “And you four, get this over to the Horizontal Integration Facility and mount the payload. I want that Atlas ready to fly in sixty. If anyone gets in your way, get on the brick and call me immediately.”
Harsh headlights washed over us as a jeep swung into the lot, screeching to a stop. The man who jumped off the back bench and stormed toward us, hair and eyes the same shade of hard, steel gray, wore the silver eagle of a full colonel on his uniform jacket.
“Bird incoming,” Bette muttered under her breath, walking past me. “Let me handle this.”



FORTY-THREE
Bette snapped a crisp salute. “Sir. Master Sergeant Bette Novak, National Air and Space Intelligence—”
“I know who you are, Novak,” the colonel seethed, “because there’s a crew of airmen in battle dress occupying my HIF on your say-so. I’ve got a rocket that should have gone up hours ago still waiting on nose-cone assembly, and your boys have done everything short of hold my technical staff at gunpoint. So how about you tell me what the piss is going on here, and what you think gives you the authority to countermand my orders?”
“Colonel Bradley, sir, I believe this will explain to your satisfaction.”
Bette handed him a slender envelope tinted cornflower blue. He tore the seal, tugged out the typewritten page inside, and began to read. His eyes widened; his lips pursed into a tight, bloodless line.
“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he said, his voice soft as he refolded the page and slid it back into the envelope. “The Redstone situation. It’s really happening. I was privately briefed years ago when I took command, but I never thought . . .”
His voice trailed off. Bette took the envelope from his outstretched hand.
“It’s happening. I’m here to resolve the problem.” She glanced back at us. “These people are with me.”
In five minutes and one radio call, Bradley rallied a small convoy of jeeps into action. Bette’s men sped off to the integration facility hangar while we made our way in the other direction, roaring through the base’s quiet streets. A security-patrol wagon flanked us forward and back, their flashers scything against the dark.
The wind howled over us, ruffling my hair with warm fingertips, as thunder crackled overhead. Lighting danced in the smoky sky. Sitting next to me, Bette leaned in close.
“Tonight’s launch is a low-orbit communications satellite. Supposed to be good for fifteen years, which gives us fifteen years to come up with a permanent solution to the King of Silence. Right now, my men are installing the tablet inside the satellite’s hull. Once the Atlas’s nose cone goes on, the whole assembly will be ferried to the launchpad.”
“How are we on time?” I asked, raising my voice to be heard over the wind.
“Another forty minutes for prep, maybe an hour to get her to the pad. As long as nothing goes wrong, the tablet will be back in orbit well before the deadline. Whoever you people really are, you did good out there. Don’t suppose you got a chance to sanction Diehl?”
“No such luck,” I told her.
We made a beeline for the Flight Control Center. Colonel Bradley led the way, striding like an unstoppable hurricane through checkpoints and security gates. Our destination was a gallery lined with workstations, two monitors for every chair, and each one pumping out radar and telemetry data in a blistering torrent. At the head of the room, three eight-foot screens stood shoulder to shoulder on the back wall, displaying grainy camera feeds angled on an empty launchpad.
I heard the call to attention as the colonel, ahead of me, entered mission control. By the time I passed through the double doors, the entire room—some twenty airmen in all—were standing at attention and holding a perfect salute. Bradley stormed past them, not returning the gesture until he stood at the head of the room and the doors had sealed shut behind us.
“At ease,” Bradley said. He waved Bette over to stand beside him. “This is Master Sergeant Novak. For the duration of this mission, she is in full control of operations. To make myself perfectly clear, an order from her is an order from me. Master Sergeant?”
Bette stepped forward, hands clasped behind her back.
“Understand this: from this moment forward, everything you hear and everything you see is covered by security protocols that you are not cleared for and never will be cleared for. In short, if between now and your dying day you breathe one single word of what happens in this room tonight, I will personally dig the deepest, darkest pit in all of human history and bury you in it.”
She paused, making sure she had everyone’s full attention, and continued.
“Tonight’s launch has a new designation: Red Knight Two. Our launch window is nonnegotiable.”
We clustered at the back of the room, trying to stay out of the way, while Bette strode from terminal to terminal and handed out orders. My phone buzzed. A text update from Linder.
 
NAVSTAR GPS satellites, 20 km out in geosynchronous orbit, are going off-line one by one. King of Silence inbound. Get it done, Agents.
 
Great pep talk, except there was nothing we could do. Nothing but stand around and feel useless while we waited for the launch. One of the big displays shifted to footage from the assembly hangar: the Atlas was ready, lying on its belly and rolling out slow on a treaded carrier. It was a giant, sixty feet long and painted arctic white, with a bulbous nose cone protecting its precious cargo.
Bette swung by to update us. “It’s all good. The Atlas is on her way to the pad at Slick Three East. Everything checks out, no sign of technical problems so far.”
Cody waited until she left before leaning close and murmuring, “That’s fine, but does anybody have a plan B, just in case?”
“We are the plan B,” I told him. I hoped I sounded more confident than I felt.
We watched on the feeds as cranes hoisted the mighty rocket into position on the SLC-3E launchpad, shackled by thick cables and hoses to the skeletal superstructure. Now two timers counted down in the top-left corner of the leftmost screen: one hour and seven minutes, and one hour and fifty-two minutes. The ETA to launch, and the ETA to doomsday.
“I hate this bystander crap,” Jessie said. She folded her arms. “I want to be doing something.”
“We are,” April said, watching the monitors with a gimlet eye. “We’re standing in readiness in case we’re needed.”
“Well, maybe I’d like to feel a little more needed.”
The lights went out.
Monitors flickered as mission control powered down, plunging the room into darkness. A moment later, a distant whine shook the walls as the emergency backup generator kicked in, lights shining dim at half strength while all the workstations rebooted themselves.
“Think you just got your wish,” I said, striding over to Bette and the colonel. “What’s going on?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Bradley said, leaning into his radio handset. “What’s going on out there? I need a sitrep.”
“Sir,” came the response, “power overload in all five main generators. I think it was a lightning strike. We’re checking it out now.”
Bette’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Backups can’t handle this workload. We need full power or that Atlas isn’t going anywhere.”
“Restoring power is your number one priority, Airman,” the colonel barked into the handset. “Get it done, and get it done fast. I want status reports every five minutes.”
Lightning? Maybe, but so far the oncoming storm front hadn’t produced a single drop of rain. And with structures as tall as the launch gantries to strike—or the rocket itself—what were the odds of a bolt hitting a lower-ceilinged building anywhere on the base?
“Colonel,” I said, nodding at the wall screens, “can you pull any other camera feeds onto this thing? Do you have security cameras near the generator room?”
He snapped his fingers at the closest technician. One display of the launchpad vanished, replaced by a view of pristine generator hulls and a rat’s nest of electrical conduit. The generators hadn’t been hit by anything. They’d just stopped working.
“Sir,” squawked the voice on the radio, “we have intruders! Motorcycles inbound through the Lompoc Gate. We have—” He paused, breathless, as small-arms fire echoed in the distance. “We have sentries down and—”
His voice erupted in an inhuman screech, drowned out by the crackling of flames.
“Your base has been compromised,” I said, then looked to Bette. “Diehl’s making a last-ditch try for the tablet. He doesn’t need to get it back—he just needs to stop us from launching it.”
“Raise the alarm,” the colonel snapped, “and somebody get me comms online, I need to make a base-wide announcement.”
The power flickered and died again, the emergency power flooding back ten seconds later as if it was struggling to stay online.
“Sir,” one of the technicians said, “we can’t do anything under these conditions. Every time the emergency power cycles like that, our workstations have to reboot. We’re as good as locked out.”
Meanwhile, more reports were flooding in by radio. Terrorists rampaging across the base, spreading chaos, killing as they rode. Bullets and fire.
“What have they got?” Bette asked me.
“Same as you saw in Orlando. Seasoned hitters and a world-class pyrokinetic. Maybe more occult support, if Bobby Diehl expanded his ranks.”
“A pyro.” She gritted her teeth. “Does her power work on organics only, or can she light up inanimate objects?”
I paused. “I’m . . . not sure, really. Why?”
“Because,” Bette said, “that Atlas has a first-stage booster loaded with over six hundred thousand pounds of liquid oxygen and rocket propellant.”
I looked to the colonel. “Call your security forces back. Pull them away from the launchpad, and move them to protect your unarmed troops.”
“Pull them away? Why?”
“Because they’re not equipped for this fight.” I looked to Bette, feeling a sense of grim resolve as my heart pounded faster and the countdown clock ticked down the minutes left until doomsday. “But we are. We’ll handle this.”



FORTY-FOUR
The power cycled again. This time, though, it sprang a new surprise on us. Every screen in mission control, from the farthest workstations to the three wall screens, erupted with a colorful cartoon. A cat flew over a digital cityscape, trailing a stream of rainbows behind it.
“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Kevin groaned.
I looked his way. “Steranko?”
“Showing us he’s got the entire base’s network under his control,” he said. “With a goddamn Nyan Cat meme? That’s not stale or anything. Next thing you know, he’ll probably—”
He paused as a string of text scrolled under the animation, shouting out again and again in big white block letters: ALL YOUR BASE ARE BELONG TO US.
“—there it is,” Kevin said. “Unoriginal asshole.”
“Can you do anything about it?” Jessie asked him. “If there was ever a time for you to whip out a miracle, it’s now. You’re the only one who can.”
He looked up at the wall screens. His shoulders sagged.
“No,” he said.
“Kevin,” Jessie said, “there aren’t any other options. If we can’t get these computers back online and working for us, that rocket doesn’t launch.”
“I can’t. Steranko’s a walking encyclopedia of hacker tricks. He’s outmaneuvered me every time we’ve faced off, and I guarantee he’ll do it again. The stuff he knows—”
He paused, frozen in a thought.
“Kevin?” I said.
He raised his chin. A slow smile rose to his lips.
“Roman Steranko. You stale, tired wannabe. I just figured your ass out. You are busted.”
Jessie blinked. “You wanna fill the rest of us in?”
“Colonel!” Kevin shouted across the room. “I need two laptops with an independent power supply and satellite modems, a zip drive, and also all the access codes for your entire base. Please.”
Bette strode toward him. “What do you know?”
“I know how to beat him. Give me the tools and the info, and I’ll get your network back.”
She stared him down, silent, looking deep in his eyes. Then she turned to Colonel Bradley.
“Give him everything he wants,” she said, “double time.”
It took less than five minutes. They cleared a workstation while he powered up the two bulky olive-shelled computers, running on battery power and isolated from the base’s grid. Kevin waved April over.
“Doc, I need your help on this one. I’m gonna whip up a few batch files on this laptop, drop them onto the zip drive, and pass them over to you so you can run them on yours. We’re gonna have to be fast. Real fast.”
April rolled up alongside him and adjusted her bifocals. “Ready,” she said.
“Kevin,” Jessie said, “what are you doing?”
He flashed a manic grin as he typed, fingers flying, hunched over the laptop screen with his face bathed in luminous green light.
“Memes,” he said. “Tired, busted memes.”
“English,” Jessie said. “Speak it.”
“The worm he used to hit us at Spearhead? It was Pixie’s exact code, line for line. The methods he used to break into our comms? Identical routine to this gang of cyberthieves operating out of Kiev. Everything he does is a carbon copy of what another hacker’s done before him. A perfect copy.”
“Meaning?” I asked.
“Steranko knows more about hacking than me, that much is true. See, he’s got a photographic memory. And that’s handy, but that’s also as far as it goes: all he knows how to do is imitate other people’s work. He’s nothing but a goddamn script kiddie with an attitude. He can’t adapt, can’t rewrite his code on the fly. What he doesn’t know how to do is improvise.”
He looked up at the wall screens, one finger poised over the “Enter” key.
“But I do.”
He hit the key. The overhead lights strobed back to full power, and the wall screens flickered back to life as the base generators all kicked online at once.
Kevin shook his head at a wave of applause from the technicians. “Hold up, he’ll have control back in about thirty seconds and you’ll be down again. That was just my opening feint. The attack I let him see coming. Now he’ll think he’s unstoppable.”
The power shifted back to the emergency generators, and the flying cat returned. This time, the scrawl of text under the cartoon read: WEAK SAUCE, KID. TIRED OF SUCKING YET?
Kevin unplugged the thumb-size zip drive from his laptop and passed it to April. “Okay, slot that in and type exactly what I tell you. You’re going to be me. He’ll see you coming and counter your every move. We’ll let him. And while you’re sparring back and forth, I’ll be doing my real work on this system.”
Jessie stood behind him, clasping Kevin’s shoulder. “You sure you’ve got this? One hundred percent?”
“One hundred percent, boss. Just stop Mikki—beating Roman Steranko won’t matter if there isn’t a rocket left to launch.”
“Colonel,” Bette said, “we’re going out there. Once the systems come back online, no matter what happens, launch the Atlas.”
He shook his head. “If you’re within two kilometers of the launchpad when that bird takes off—”
“We’ll be killed by the back blast, yes.” She glanced my way, making eye contact. “I believe we’re all prepared for that eventuality. No matter what, launch that rocket.”
No time to reach the base armory, so Bette rounded up every security-force officer she could find and commandeered their sidearms, leaving us with a brace of Beretta M9s. Not exactly heavy firepower, but it’d have to do. I gripped my pistol tight and led the way, Cody and Jessie right behind.
Outside the Flight Control Center, the wind hit me like a slap in the face. It howled through the palm trees as the roiling black clouds lit up with dry lightning. I felt the storm pressure in my sinuses, the sky aching to burst and drown the world. We ran for the jeep. Bette jumped behind the wheel, and we clambered in as she gunned the engine.
“Mikki’s gotta have visual on anyone she burns,” Jessie shouted over the wind. “Direct line of sight. I’ve seen her do it through a sniper scope, too—distance isn’t a problem for her. Head for the pad: all we need to do is keep her and Roman’s goons off it until mission control is ready to launch.”
Bette slammed on the gas. I sank back on the hard padded bench as the jeep squealed off across the tarmac.
“You sure your guy can get it done?” she shouted back.
Jessie nodded, a determined smile on her lips.
“Yeah. He’s my guy. He can get it done.”
Slick Three rose up in the distance. The Atlas rocket stood like a snowbound skyscraper on the launchpad, surrounded by towering skeletal girders. Cody grabbed my shoulder and pointed off to the right.
“Harmony, incoming!”
Motorcycles roared against the wind, four of them inbound and angling hard to race us to the Atlas. They were sport bikes, sleek black Yamahas with two riders each: one to steer, and one to shoot. A passenger swiveled on his seat, spotted us, and pointed our way with a machine pistol in his gloved hand. The pistol chattered and Bette swerved hard as a row of bullet holes blossomed across the jeep’s front window.
Cody stood up behind me, steadying himself against the jeep’s roll bar with one hand as he took aim and snapped off two quick shots. A front tire sparked, and the motorcycle flipped end over end, throwing its riders to the asphalt. The three remaining bikes put on a burst of speed, getting out ahead of us and fanning out to give their shooters a better angle. I leaned against the door, took careful aim—then ducked back as gunfire blasted the jeep’s side mirror into scrap metal.
Jessie opened fire. Bullets riddled one shooter’s chest, and he slumped into his driver, throwing off his balance and sending the motorcycle into a skidding crash. The last two bikes sped up, engines whining, more intent on reaching the rocket than on stopping us.
I knew Mikki was here—I’d heard the airman on the radio burn—but I didn’t see her anywhere. If she was going to make a move on the rocket while Roman had the base locked down, why hadn’t she done it yet?
The twin motorcycles slipped out of view, turning fast and swerving around the launchpad. The Atlas rose up before us, larger than life and pinned in hard spotlights, standing in a billowing cloud of white mist that spilled from disconnected hoses. Beneath the mammoth engines, a door the size of a bank vault—and looking twice as thick—stood bolted shut at the edge of the blast pit.
“Rubber room,” Bette said as she cornered hard, following the bikers’ trail. “It’s an emergency bunker; the ground crew must have locked themselves in when the shooting started.”
Both of the motorcycles stood parked at the pit’s edge. One of the bikers spun on his heel, raising his machine pistol to fire, just in time for the jeep to slam into him at fifty miles an hour. Bette stomped on the brakes and threw the jeep into a screeching spinout, the wheels thumping as we rolled over the gunman’s body and jolted to a bone-rattling stop.
Of the three survivors, two were scrambling up the gantry alongside the rocket while another was down in the blast pit, running for the boosters with a satchel in his arms. Jessie jumped out, aimed on the run, and fired. The one in the pit went down with a bullet in his back. Bette sprinted ahead of us, heading for the gantry with her pistol holstered and hands empty.
Not unarmed, though. As she clasped her hands to the metal arch, golden lightning coursed up the steel girders, engulfing the gantry in a cocoon of elemental fury to rival the storm clouds above. Thunder pealed with the sound of an earthquake, and bodies rained down: the last of Roman’s men, their electrified corpses charred and smoking.
Bette let go of the metal, panting, leaning against it for support. She waved me back as I approached her.
“Careful,” she gasped, “I get aftershocks sometimes. Don’t want to get too close to me right now.”
I heard more engines in the distance, revving over the howling wind, and distant gunfire. But no Mikki. One of the fallen bodies had a singed leather satchel slung over one broken shoulder. I crouched down and opened it up, expecting to find plastic explosives on a timer.
Instead, I found tools. A small craftsman’s drill, a serrated knife, a hammer and chisel. Nothing with a prayer of cracking the rocket’s shell, let alone detonating it. What were they trying to do? I thought, following their paths with my gaze.
More gunmen were on their way, a psychotic pyrokinetic was lurking somewhere in the dark, and we had less than an hour to launch the Atlas and save the world. I needed to work out their plan, and fast.
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The body in the pit. He hadn’t been running toward the boosters, I realized. He’d been running toward the hose assembly that snaked along the blackened concrete floor. More fat yellow hoses dangled along the gantry, hooked to the rocket’s belly, right where the climbers could have been headed.
“Bette,” I said, pointing, “what’s in those?”
She pushed herself away from the girder. “Fuel lines.”
Now I knew what they were after.
“Jessie,” I said, “Mikki’s on the move, right now, on her way to a vantage point. Someplace with a great view of the rocket and out of any possible blast radius.”
She tilted her head at me. “How do you know?”
“The tools. These guys weren’t after the rocket; they were told to breach the fuel lines. Cut them open, drill a hole, whatever worked. Cody, do you remember chasing that Xerxes convoy back in Oregon?”
“Sure,” he said, “you had me shoot the Hummer’s gas tank, then you did your . . . witch thing to it, with the fire.”
“Right. I needed a way to reach the fuel. And so does she. Jessie, you said Mikki needs to see whatever she combusts. She could focus her power on the rocket all night long, but all she’d do is heat up the outer shell, and I don’t know if she’s powerful enough to cause an explosion that way.”
“But if she’s watching from a distance,” Jessie said, “and she’s got a binocular’s-eye view of a leaking fuel trail . . .”
“Exactly. She uses her power on the leak, the fire streaks up the hose, into the rocket, and boom. Just like I did to that Hummer, but bigger. A lot bigger.”
“This base is twenty-two square miles,” Bette said. “She could be almost anywhere.”
I shook my head. “Not just anywhere. Nowhere within five miles of the pad, for safety. And she’ll be meeting up with Roman. Now, he had to have been here for a while before the full attack began, taking the time to hack those generators. Someplace out of sight, where base security wouldn’t patrol and he’d be free to work in peace. Both of them are egotists; they’d want to see the whole thing, savor their moment of triumph from . . .”
I looked to the distance, where mountainous foothills rose up at the base’s farthest edge.
“. . . from on high,” I said. “They’re in the hills. Bette, can you get the ground crew out of that bunker and finish prepping the rocket for launch?”
She nodded, sharp. “Done.”
“Good. The second you’re finished, get inside cover and radio back to mission control.” I looked to Jessie and Cody. “We’re going after them.”
I looked to the jeep, its front end steaming and spattered with blood, then to the twin black Yamahas. Keys still in the ignitions.
“Uh, I don’t actually know how to drive one of those,” Cody said.
“That’s okay,” I told him as I swung one leg over the bike’s saddle. “I do. Get on back and hold tight.”
Jessie grabbed the other bike and we sped off, tearing across the tarmac. We didn’t take the direct route: if Mikki spotted us coming, she could burn us down in a heartbeat. Instead, we wove around silent, empty launchpads and hugged the outside walls of assembly bays, grabbing any cover we could find on our way to the foothills.
The terrain got sparse, then rocky, the land at the base’s edge rising up in a steep and jagged slope. Cody’s hands held tight around my hips as I pulled the bike over, his breath warm against the back of my neck.
“Let’s go on foot from here,” I said. “Don’t want them to hear us coming.”
The three of us climbed the foothills under furious skies, the clouds moving faster now, churning like billowing plumes of black oil. As I scrambled up a sharp slope, crouched and grabbing at a rock outcropping for support, a fork of lightning lanced down and speared the peak high above. The thunder boomed like a gunshot in my ear, reverberating through the dry night air.
That wasn’t the only light above us. I froze, holding up my open hand to stop Jessie and Cody, and then pointed. About a hundred feet up and to the left, I made out a faint electric glow. I pointed at myself and Cody, making a circular motion to suggest our approach. Then at Jessie, twirling my finger in the opposite direction. A flanking maneuver. They both nodded.
Jessie broke away, crouching low as she clambered across the rocks, and Cody and I continued our ascent. Before long, I could make out voices over the wind.
“—don’t see them at all,” Mikki was saying. “Something’s wrong. You need to get down to the pad.”
“That’s a joke, right?” Roman replied. “I’m a bit occupied here, babe. That kid’s a tenacious little bastard. I keep shutting him out of the system, but he just won’t give up.”
“Yeah, he certainly has more staying power than some people I could mention.”
“What was that?”
“Nothing,” Mikki said.
Roman had made his last stand on a flat outcropping of mossy rock, a fine balcony to look out over the base and view the destruction. Fires burned here and there, spots of orange and yellow in the wake of his gunmen’s rampage, but the Atlas still stood strong. He’d put up a heavy olive tarp on tent poles, a canopy to protect him and his gear from the impending storm. A laptop sat upon a sturdy folding table, next to a small electric lamp. Roman played the computer’s keyboard like a virtuoso pianist, his symphony keeping the entire base locked down and dark.
Mikki stood beside him, frowning through her binoculars as she scanned the landscape. Not far to her right, a pair of off-road motorbikes waited to provide a quick escape.
We could open fire, gun them both down from behind, and end it all. They’d never even see it coming. I held the pistol in a dry, tight grip, my eyes narrowed as we crept up on them. Then I thought about what they were worth as prisoners. Getting our hands on Roman’s client list, the destination of every cursed and dangerous artifact he’d stolen and sold on the black market, could save countless lives. As for Mikki, she’d apparently gotten up close and personal with Bobby Diehl. If she knew anything that could bring us closer to taking down Diehl—and the Network, if Agent Cooper’s story was true—we needed to take her alive.
That meant I needed a plan to neutralize Mikki. I’d tasted her power in Orlando, wrestling with her for Kevin’s life. I didn’t like my odds for a rematch. Of course, we’d battled through a middleman. I’d been fighting a war on two fronts, trying to shut her down while keeping Kevin from burning alive. As a witch, I was a jack-of-all-trades—banishings and exorcisms, bindings and curses—while Mikki was a one-trick pony. And she was better at that one trick than all of my spells combined. In a contest of brute force, she couldn’t lose.
I’d need to draw her attention fast, keep her focused on me so I could hit her at full strength.
I handed my pistol to Cody. I wanted my hands free.
The three of us burst from cover at once, Cody and Jessie with their guns raised high.
“Both of you, hands up!” Jessie barked. “It’s over.”
Roman smirked as he turned to face us, and Mikki just laughed.
“Somebody hasn’t been watching the clock,” Mikki said. “It is over. You’ve got less than an hour before the King of Silence touches down and Bobby Diehl puts him on a leash. Go ahead. Arrest us. Lock us up and throw away the key. Who cares? Once Bobby wields the king’s power, he’ll come and rescue us. And then you’re really gonna be screwed.”
“It’s too late to stop us,” Roman said. “No way you can get the base’s systems back online in time for the launch. The best thing you can do for yourselves is let us go, and maybe Bobby’ll decide to be merciful once he’s a walking demigod.”
“But I probably won’t,” Mikki added.
“Damn,” Kevin’s voice chirped over the laptop’s speakers, “do you two ever get tired of hearing yourselves talk?”
All eyes shot to the laptop, where a new window popped open on its own and filled the screen. Kevin loomed in the webcam’s eye, giving a wave.
“Knock, knock,” Kevin said.
Roman and Mikki just froze, staring at his image. Jessie grinned and called out, “Who’s there?”
“God,” Kevin said, and spread his open hands. “So let there be light.”
Far below us, the base surged back to life.
Lights blazed against the darkness, from residential streetlamps to landing-strip spotlights, from launchpad to launchpad, miles and miles of diamond-white glory burning as the generators rose to full power. Vandenberg was a city, a citadel, unbowed and unbreakable. A citadel dedicated, in that moment, to a singular purpose.
I heard the loudspeaker in the mission control room, behind Kevin’s back. Starting the countdown.
“What—” Roman stammered, “but . . . how?”
“Easy. While you were chasing your own tail all over the base’s system, I was penetrating yours. Oh, I had help, too.” He glanced to his side. “Take a bow, Doc.”
April leaned into the camera’s view and offered a wry salute.
“Mmm, smell that?” Kevin asked Roman. “Smells like . . . failure. Like failure and sadness. Oh, hey, it’s you!”
Mikki whirled to face Jessie, her fingers curled at her sides like they wanted to be wrapped around my throat. “Burn,” she growled.
Then her pupils blossomed, blotting out the whites, turning her eyes into chasms of inky darkness.
And in the darkness, a firestorm.
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Fireflies danced in the dark. Motes of light, clustering around Jessie, pinpricks of fire on her skin. I called to my power, to the element of water, and thrust out my open palms. The air rippled, a freezing mirage streaking between Mikki and Jessie, slicing through Mikki’s attack.
Or trying to.
Jessie collapsed to her knees, sweat beading on her brow as Mikki’s psychic onslaught overwhelmed her. Fighting Mikki back felt like playing tug-of-war with an elephant. My arms burning, my shoulders straining, blood roaring in my ears as I poured everything I had into the battle. Falling back, inch by inch, as Jessie’s flesh began to glow. Nearing combustion. Only seconds had passed, but it felt like hours, and a single thought flickered through my mind: I wasn’t going to win this time.
It was just like our battle for Kevin’s life at the mall, but this time she was fueled by fury, her rage spiking her pyrokinesis to new heights, and I didn’t have a well-timed sprinkler system to save the day.
Thunder pealed in the smoky sky, crashing over the sound of Mikki’s insane laughter.
Then the idea hit me. A moment of mad inspiration, the faintest, fleeting hope. It was crazy. Something I’d never done, never even tried to do. But to have any chance of saving Jessie’s life, I had to try.
I stopped fighting.
I gathered up my last reserves of energy, feeling it swirling in my stomach, singing in my veins, and hurled my hands up to the sky. Fingers outstretched to the black clouds, calling to them, calling to the thunder and the lightning and the storm so close to breaking, sending up my power in a spiraling blue helix to pierce the night sky.
And the clouds burst. And the storm came roaring down.
I held my arms open wide, face lifted to the lightning-racked sky, and invited it in. Water crashed over the rock in a windy torrent, hammering on the roof of Roman’s oilcloth shelter, soaking my clothes and drenching me to the bone. Drenching Jessie, who gasped for breath as the fireflies sparked out and the glow of Mikki’s onslaught faded, her power doused by the storm.
I didn’t give her a second chance. Fueled by the tempest, one with the storm, I drew raw magic from the water and balled it in my hands. She turned as I thrust out my palms, elemental water lashing out like a bullwhip, striking her in the eyes. The energy coiled around her face, a glistening cage trapping her fires behind a padlocked furnace door.
“What did you do to me, you goddamn witch?” She thrashed her head wildly, clawing at her face. “Roman, help me!”
Roman shook his head, taking a step backward toward the motorbikes.
“You know, I’m thinking maybe it’s time we split up. Seriously, babe, you’re really high maintenance.”
I saw the glimmer of hard chrome as it dropped from his sleeve. As he tossed the slim cylinder to the rocky ground, turning and flinging an arm over his eyes, I had just enough time to shout a warning and throw myself at Cody.
We tumbled to the ground, rolling, as the flashbang detonated. The world turned into a wash of brutal light and noise, all the fury of the storm compressed into a single blinding instant.
I pushed myself off Cody, ears ringing, vision blurred double. Everything moved in slow motion, underwater, even my thoughts. I saw the muddy haze of Roman’s back as his motorbike kicked off the plateau, jolting down the hillside with a shrill whine. Tried to reach for one of Cody’s pistols, but my hands wouldn’t do what I told them.
My senses flooded back in. Mikki was on all fours, shrieking obscenities at Roman as she pushed herself back up, a vision of absolute rage. Jessie was on her feet, too, striding toward her with a purpose.
Mikki turned just in time to see Jessie’s fist flying toward her. She dropped to the dirt, out cold, blood trickling from her nose.
“You had that coming,” Jessie told her.
Cody had to help me up. I leaned against him, staggering, as we stumbled underneath the oilcloth tarp. Scant shelter from the rain, but I didn’t mind. The cold mist on my face, blowing in on gusts of night wind, felt clean. Pure. Distracting me from the ache in my muscles and the burning in my guts.
“You called down a storm,” Cody said, blinking at me. “You called a storm. I didn’t know you could do that.”
I tried to laugh, but it hurt too much. “Neither did I,” I croaked.
Jessie tugged the table closer to the middle of the makeshift shelter, trying to keep the laptop out of the rain. The three of us stood together, there at the plateau’s edge, as the voice on the computer’s speakers counted down.
“Twenty-five. Status check.”
“Range green.”
“Sir, with the inclement weather, recommend we postpone—”
“Negative,” responded Bette’s voice, “launch window is nonnegotiable. It’s now or never.”
Trails of coolant streamed from the rocket’s belly, the Atlas standing tall and proud in the spotlights.
“All green. Three. Two. One. Liftoff.”
The boosters flared, brighter than the sun.
The ground shook and the Atlas roared as it rose up, lifted on billowing clouds of white-hot steam and fire, streaking toward the storm. It was a roar of defiance, from all of us, from all humanity, a clear message to that thing that hungered beyond the stars: Not tonight. You don’t get to win tonight.
Cody’s hand curled around mine. Our fingers twined, his grip firm and warm as we looked up and watched our steel angel fly. On my other side, Jessie put her arm around my shoulders.
Then the Atlas pierced the smoky clouds, and all we could see was the faintest pool of burning light. We listened to mission control over the laptop, the minutes ticking by.
“Booster throttled up; pump speeds are good; engine response is good. Currently accelerating at three-point-one g’s.”
“Think we made it in time?” Cody asked, gazing up at the sky.
I squeezed his hand.
“We have retros and stage separation. Slight booster roll, and . . . telemetry lock. Prepare for final separation.”
I held my breath. I think we all did.
“Orbital injection is successful,” said the voice from mission control. “Repeat, Red Knight Two is in low Earth orbit. Mission accomplished.”
Applause and cheers rang out over the laptop speaker. Kevin leaned back into the camera’s view.
“Hey. Looks like we did it.”
“You did it,” I told him.
He shrugged. “I had help from my friends. Why don’t you guys come on back?”
“See you in twenty,” I said, and shut the laptop’s lid.
It was more like an hour, clambering down the treacherous, rainy cliff side on foot, with Cody lugging Mikki’s unconscious body in a fireman’s carry. She woke up halfway down the slope, suddenly kicking and shrieking like a feral cat. Jessie punched her out again.
“You know,” I said, “we can just put a blindfold on her so she can’t use her powers. You don’t have to keep hitting her.”
Jessie blinked at me. “But I want to keep hitting her.”
I couldn’t really argue with that.
My phone buzzed as we reached the tarmac. I cupped my hand over the screen, shielding it from the downpour as I took a quick peek. A message from Linder.
 
Intercept data from LANYARD spy sat shows King of Silence radiation signature receding. Threat averted. Finish up, then report in for debriefing and next mission assignment.
 
Cody read over my shoulder. “No days off, huh?”
I gave him a tired smile and shook my head. “No days off.”
A patrol jeep eventually found us, wheeling up and giving us a ride back to the Flight Control Center. Mikki woke up again, propped up in the back with her wrists zip-tied behind her.
“Okay,” I said, “Mikki, you’ve got two options. Option one, behave yourself.”
She narrowed her eyes. “What’s option two?”
Jessie cocked a fist. Mikki decided on option one.
Down in mission control, April and Kevin were waiting for us. Jessie grabbed Kevin’s hand and hauled him out of his seat, pulling him into a hug. He murmured something I couldn’t make out, his face buried against her shoulder. I just caught Jessie’s soft reply: “I never doubted you.”
April offered me her hand. Her shake was firm and dry.
“Nice work, Agent. And I see you landed a catch.”
Mikki glowered sullenly in the corner, Cody keeping one hand clamped on her shoulder. Then she locked eyes with Kevin, and her expression, her entire demeanor, changed in a heartbeat.
“Kevin!” she cried, and Cody jerked her shoulder hard to keep her from running toward him. “Oh, Kevin, thank God you saved me. All those things I said, everything I did—Roman, he made me do it. I never meant to hurt you, baby, but he would have killed me if I didn’t play along. But now I’m back and everything’s going to be all right. We can be together again. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
Murder in her eyes, Jessie got between her and Kevin. I did the same. Kevin shook his head and gently touched Jessie’s arm.
“It’s okay,” he said.
She reluctantly stepped aside. Kevin walked up to Mikki, looking her over, wearing a sad and weary smile.
“Been thinking about you a lot,” he told her. “And you know what? I think I finally realized something. Something really important.”
She leaned close, as close as Cody would let her. “What’s that?”
Kevin’s smile grew. Still tired, but the sadness was gone.
“Let’s face it, sweetheart,” he said. “I’m way out of your league.”
“You little shit,” she screeched, lunging for him, as Cody wrapped his arms around her waist and hauled her off her feet, “I’m the best you’ll ever have! Nobody says that to me! Nobody! You’re nothing without me—”
While she kicked and spat, her zip-tied hands clawing at anything she could reach, Cody and I dragged her out of the room. We found a broom closet down the hall. We sat her down and Cody zip-tied her ankles while I grabbed an opaque plastic trash bag and pulled it over her eyes to block her line of sight.
“Couldn’t she set the bag on fire?” Cody asked me.
“She’s not going to, not while it’s on her head.” I paused. “You’re not fireproof, right, Mikki?”
Her only response was a sullen silence. I took that as a no.
“I’ve already called for an extraction team,” April told me when we returned to mission control. “I doubt she knows much, but Mikki might have some useful intelligence about Bobby Diehl’s operations.”
“Which I hope you’ll share,” Bette said, striding up with a crisp business card between her outstretched fingers. She handed it to me. “In the interest of friendly relations.”
I tilted my head, glancing from her to the card and back again.
“And do we have,” I said, “friendly relations?”
She shrugged. “We did tonight. Next time we meet in the field . . . well, it depends on what we’re both after, doesn’t it? Let’s just leave it at that.”
She stepped around me and approached Kevin, offering him another card.
“I like your style,” she said. “If you’re ever looking for a change in employment, give me a call.”
He took the card, but he chuckled as he shook his head.
“Thanks. I appreciate that, I really do, but”—he looked from Jessie to April to me—“I think I’m right where I belong.”
“C’mon,” Jessie told me, “let’s go keep an eye on Mikki until the extraction team gets here.”
I sighed and led the way to the door. “You’re just hoping you get an excuse to punch her again.”
She thought about it, then nodded. “Yep. Sounds about right.”
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The sunrise found us in a greasy spoon in Lompoc, California, trying to chase away our exhaustion with hot black coffee and greasy scrambled eggs. It was a new day. No terrors to fight, no alien kings, no mission. Just breakfast, and the feeling when I slid into the booth and leaned against Cody’s arm.
It was over. And he was going home. I wanted every second we had left to stretch out just a little longer. The clock on the wall, fat black arms clicking under a dusty plastic bubble, defied me.
“I’d say we deserve a bonus for that one,” Jessie said, spearing a forkful of bacon.
April smiled, spreading a paper napkin over her lap. “Which we will not, I assure you, be receiving.”
“Linder could at least say thank you,” Kevin said, chewing. “So what’s next?”
Jessie shrugged. “We’ll find out. Flight for DC leaves at two. Once we get some free time on our plate, you feel up to hunting down Steranko?”
Kevin picked up his glass of orange juice and clinked it against Jessie’s coffee mug.
“Sure, but once we polish that off, what’ll we spend the rest of the day doing? I mean, it’s your call, but our team should probably be focused on the hard missions. We’re pretty badass.”
“Damn right,” she said, and raised her mug in salute.
Cody glanced at his phone. Then he took out his wallet and tossed a couple of rumpled twenties onto the table.
“Well, breakfast’s on me. My flight’s a little sooner than two, so I gotta get moving.” He put his hands on the table, looked around, and shook his head with a smile. “I don’t even know what to say, after all that. Not sure I’ve got my head around it. Hell of a ride, though.”
“It’s safe to say we wouldn’t have succeeded without you,” April told him. “It’s been a pleasure.”
She shook his hand across the table. Jessie leaned in and punched his shoulder.
“You’re all right, cowboy,” she said. “You ever wanna do this again, just say the word. I’ll save you a seat at the rodeo.”
I stood up to let him slide out of the booth. Didn’t want to. He shook hands with Kevin.
“E-mail me,” Kevin said.
“You know it.”
I followed Cody outside.
We stood out on the sidewalk near an overstuffed newspaper vending box. Warm air, bright sun, a clean West Coast morning. Perfect day. I took his hand, as if I could stop him from slipping away from me.
“I was talking to Jessie,” I said, the words coming out in fits and starts. “She thinks—she thinks she can convince Linder to extend our operating budget. So, you know, we could bring on another consultant. Full time.”
He didn’t answer. I couldn’t read his expression. Something soft. Something caring. Something a little sad, there, in his eyes.
“So you could stay with me—I mean, with us—and the job’s dangerous, I mean, you know that, but I also know you want to get out of Talbot Cove, and this would—”
“Harmony,” he said softly, and pulled me close to him. My heart pounded. This was it. He’d cancel his flight and come back inside the diner with me and he wouldn’t leave—
“I can’t,” he said.
I blinked. “But—but you can. We can make this work, we can—”
He shook his head. His fingertips brushed my lips, stilling my words. Then he pulled me close, his strong hands curled around the small of my back, and touched his forehead to mine.
“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” he said. “And I keep coming back to Oregon. When that mercenary had his gun to my head.”
The lodge. Watching the merc’s finger tighten on the trigger, about to put a bullet in Cody’s brain if I didn’t start talking. And the choice to hold my silence.
“I remember,” I whispered.
“And you told me later that if it came down to it, you would have let me die. Because it’d mean sacrificing one life to save hundreds. And you know what? You were right. You were one hundred percent right.”
He pulled back, just a little, to cradle my cheek against his palm.
“But that’s a choice I could never make,” he told me.
I couldn’t find my words. I just blinked, my eyes suddenly damp.
“If it was a choice between you and a hundred strangers,” he said, “I’d save you. Every time. Without thinking twice. Harmony, I can be tough, but I can’t be cold, and this job you do, the lives you’re responsible for—cold’s the only way to survive. I could never be the man you’d need me to be. Pretending otherwise isn’t fair to either one of us.”
I swallowed, hard.
“So . . . this is good-bye?”
He pulled me into a hug, my face buried against his chest.
“God, no. Harmony, I’m . . . I’m crazy about you. I want to be a part of your life.”
He eased back an inch. I looked up at him, feeling his breath.
“We just have to figure out where I can fit,” he said. “Gotta be room for me in there somewhere.”
A dusty white taxi pulled up to the curb. Its tinny horn bleeped.
“That’s my ride,” he said. “I’ll call you as soon as I get home.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Be safe, Cody.”
He pulled away slowly and walked to the car. I stood on the sidewalk, watched him get in, watched the taxi pull away. I was still standing there, alone, long after it rounded a corner and disappeared.
It wasn’t the first sidewalk I’d been left behind on. Wasn’t the first time I’d heard, “I’ll call you.” I’d learned, from experience, what that usually meant. It meant good-bye.
Still, this felt different. Cody was a man adrift. Adrift between his small town and the big, wide world beyond it, and adrift between the logical, rational universe and the realm of shadows I’d dragged him into. He could go anywhere, do anything.
And when he said he wanted to be a part of my life, I believed him. I’d wait for him to call. And then we’d figure out how to make that happen. Together.
Jessie lurked just inside the diner’s front door, nonchalantly pretending to browse a tourist pamphlet. The door jingled as I walked back inside.
“Don’t even pretend you didn’t hear that entire conversation,” I told her.
“Only most of it. You okay?”
I paused, thought about it, and had to smile.
“Yeah. You know what? I am.”
“You need to take a couple of days off, maybe fly out to Talbot Cove?”
I shook my head. “No. Cody needs time to decide what he wants, and I’m not going to push him. He’ll be back when he’s ready.”
“How about you?” she asked. “What do you need?”
That question was easy.
“I need a mission. C’mon, partner. Let’s get back to work.”



EPILOGUE
From the sea, it looked like a flying saucer had collided with the sheer California cliff side. Half of a rounded disk jutted from the rock, sporting floor-to-ceiling windows and gleaming white as alabaster. The rest of the mansion—all four levels of it, along with a full-size underground parking garage—cut deeper into the mountain. A $30 million dream house, built for one man’s pleasure.
Not that there was any joy to be found tonight. Bobby Diehl sat slumped in his black leather recliner, all the lights out, a glass of 1939 Macallan whisky dangling in his nearly limp fingers. An ice cube clinked against the glass as he slouched lower, swallowed by the chair, staring at the 110-inch television set on the far side of a polished hardwood expanse. He’d been staring at it for hours, barely registering what was on. Some sitcom. Laugh track washing over him. Laughing at him.
“Sir?”
The voice came from the open arch at his back. Cooper. She stood on the threshold, hesitant. He didn’t answer.
“Did . . . you need anything else, sir?”
“No,” he finally replied. “Nothing else tonight. Go home.”
He listened to the click of her high heels, and the soft hiss of the elevator door. Leaving him alone to wallow in his failure.
On the television, a precocious preteen was haranguing her father for concert tickets. The father mugged for the camera, giving a long-suffering sigh as the laugh track played.
Then a deafening shriek exploded from the sound system as the show was replaced by the close-up of a bloody, screaming face, contorted in agony.
Bobby lurched in his chair, the glass slipping from his fingertips, falling to the floor and shattering as the sound cut out and the television went black. The room plunged into darkness.
He sat up, heart pounding, catching his breath. The television flickered.
A sigil appeared on the screen, an ornate rune traced in silver light. The jagged lines made him think of spikes and spiderwebs and the cutting edge of a razor blade. Then the sigil was gone, replaced by grainy black-and-white footage of maggots. Maggots, feasting on a side of rotten beef.
Another heartbeat. Footage gone, now another sigil, no less barbaric, no less cruel-looking. Another heartbeat. An eye filled the screen, impossibly blue, impossibly hungry, staring right at him. Another sigil. Next, a barbed-wire fence, a tornado on the horizon, and—Is that a baby doll? Bobby asked himself. It is. It has to be a doll.
Another sigil. A vivisected dog, still breathing. Another sigil. A vast, silent, and empty plain; nothing but hard, cracked earth and desolation as far as the eye could see, going on forever. The images came faster and faster, flickering as the sound system popped and crackled with static, a background hum droning louder like an airplane readying for takeoff.
Then it stopped. The final image took up the entire screen. An amalgamation of all the individual sigils, twisted and woven together into one terrifying whole. It was just a symbol, just silver lines drawn on black, but looking at it turned Bobby’s stomach and made him want to throw up. Something in his brain, some evolutionary instinct, recognized the image on the screen. And feared it.
To his left, a tearing sound, like the arm of a paper cutter bearing down on a slice of parchment. Bobby perched on the edge of his seat, trembling, watching as the copper blade of a knife slowly tore a crack in the world. The knife protruded out from empty air, no handle, no source: just the blade, slicing downward and leaving a jagged black line in its wake.
Then the crack wrenched itself open.
A howling void stood before him, a chasm of frozen darkness. And from that chasm stepped a giant of a man. He wore only loose black-silk trousers, his feet and chest bare, standing at least seven feet tall. Big, muscled like a weight lifter, but his muscles weren’t right. They rippled the wrong way on his chest, or maybe there were just too many of them. Everything about him was crudely shaped, with boxy ears and a squat, bald head and oversize, crushing hands, like he’d been modeled from clay by an enthusiastic but untalented amateur.
The void whipped shut at his back. The air smelled like cinnamon. The giant took a step forward, offering a cruel-lipped smile and a formal bow of his head.
“Who are you?” Bobby whispered.
His voice was a deep, echoing rumble, like the sound of a rockslide.
“Call me Adam. We have been watching you, Robert Marius Diehl. And we like what we see.”
“We? Who is—” His voice faltered. He looked to the television, to the great interlinking sigil, every line interconnecting and creating new patterns. “The Network. You’re with the Network.”
Adam didn’t respond.
“But why?” Bobby said. “I failed.”
Adam chuckled. “Sometimes, attitude and intent are more useful than results. You’ve come a long way. Improved yourself. Learned to look beyond petty materialism. You’re almost ready to understand true power. If anything, your only failure was thinking too small. After all, why bask in the glory of one king . . . when you can have nine?”
Bobby swallowed, his throat bone-dry, and nodded.
“I want it. I’m ready.”
“Good. The Network would like to offer you a seat at our table. A full membership. There’s just one tiny thing we would like you to resolve for us first, as a final proof of your abilities.”
“Name it.” Bobby rose to his feet. “Anything you want. Anything.”
Adam swept his hand toward the television set. Smaller images popped up and blossomed, a string of windows opening onto still pictures, security-camera footage, faces from every angle. Familiar faces.
Like the man and the two women who’d invaded his laboratory and stolen his victory away. The architects of his failure.
“Vigilant Lock,” Bobby hissed, clenching his hands into fists at his sides.
“Yes. We crave their obliteration. The entire organization, every trace of their existence, down to their very last operative. And we would like for them to suffer. You will do this for us. Make their destruction a fitting tribute to the kings, and you will be welcomed into our fold.”
Bobby’s response was a trembling, furious whisper.
“With great pleasure.”
“Good,” Adam said. “Always remember: we’ll be watching.”
The room plunged into pitch darkness. When the television flickered back to life, another banal laugh track on another banal sitcom, Bobby Diehl stood alone.
He turned, without hesitation, and strode toward his office. He had work to do. And plans to make.



AFTERWORD
With the King of Silence held at bay, Bobby Diehl’s plan in ruins, and a dangerous pyrokinetic in custody, Harmony and her team should be able to enjoy a nice, long, trouble-free vacation. Of course, that’s not going to happen. The real battle for Earth’s future is about to begin, against an enemy deadlier, and stranger, than anything Vigilant Lock has ever faced. I hope you’ll join me for the fireworks.
Special thanks to Adrienne Lombardo and all the great folks at 47North, to my developmental editor, Andrea Hurst (who has helped to elevate my work so much, I can’t even begin to tell you)—and of course, to you, for taking a chance on a new series and spending some time in my dark little world.
Want to be first to know what happens next? Head over to http://www.craigschaeferbooks.com/mailing-list/. Once-a-month newsletters, zero spam. Want to reach out? You can find me on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/CraigSchaeferBooks, on Twitter as a @craig_schaefer, or just drop me an e-mail at craig@craigschaeferbooks.com. Always happy to hear from you.
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