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PART 1:

OUT OF THE BLUE









From Confessions of an American Killer: The Victoria Menard Murders, the recorded diary of Victoria Menard, dated August 26, 2022.




A long time ago, when I was just a little girl, I made a friend. Her name was Chester. 
Doctors, some of the best professionals in the world—people with so many letters after their names that they needed an entire page for a signature block—denied Chester’s existence. They performed CT Scans and MRIs and all sorts of tests just to prove nothing was in my head and never had been. They diagnosed me with schizophrenia, claimed the voice I heard was a hallucination, and poked and prodded and pestered me about a so-called hallucination that I concede I no longer hear.
My friend is gone now… sort of, because I always feel her presence. She hasn’t spoken to me in many years, but in a way, she will always be with me. And I swear to you—the voice, my friend Chester, was as real as you and me.
Do hallucinations slide out your nose on sticky silken string? Do they tickle your ear with their eight pointed feet? Tell the doctors you have something living in your head, and they offer you antipsychotics, while they laugh and mock you when they think you can’t hear them.
Assholes. Know-it-all assholes, every one of them.
And why is it so strange to think I might have had a critter living in my head? We all have parasites. Roundworms, tapeworms, hookworms—all sorts of worms—flukes, and single-celled fuckers live inside all of us, feasting on our bodies, shitting out their eggs, and repopulating in an endless cycle. They give us fun times with eczema, breathing problems, colds, diarrhea, constipation, and just about every other medical symptom possible.
In short, they’re assholes, just like the doctors. And those are the normal kinds. Some parasites are much, much worse.
Many parasites affect the way you think and act. They make you crave junk food, sap your energy so that you forego exercise, essentially turn you into a nice, hospitable environment for them to multiply while encouraging human contact to help them spread. You take on hundreds if not thousands more just because some scumbag was too lazy to wash his hands. And you wonder why I hate people? They deserve to be hated.
Anyway, who am I to change the world? That’s not what this is about. It’s about taking control of your life. Foreign bodies inside your own body are, in effect, transmitting signals to your brain that are controlling your choices without you even knowing it. Doesn’t that scare you? Maybe you don’t believe me. Look it up. That’s what the internet is for, ain’t it?
Well, the doctors at least know that much to be true. Why, then, is it such a leap for them to think a parasite might exist that could literally send signals, words even, directly into your brain? Why is it so hard to believe that a parasite—say, some kind of spiderlike invader—might find some way to actually talk with its host, to influence that unlucky SOB in a more direct manner?
Okay, biology. I get it. Spiders don’t have vocal cords, tongues, mouths, et cetera that are physically capable of forming human words. Fair enough. But Chester was no ordinary spider. Trying to explain to you what she really was would only add milligrams to my daily dosage.
Chester. The name always amused me until it didn’t. Blame my Uncle Clive for that one—the name, not the diminished amusement. Don’t get me wrong: I loved my uncle, but he was kind of an idiot. He was the spider’s first host or, at least, the host that came before me. The name he gave her just kind of stuck, I guess. I thought they had been friends, my uncle and Chester. I was a bright girl even then, yet I’m still amazed by how long I took to put together the circumstances of his death—he jammed a pair of scissors deep into his ear—with Chester’s soon-after appearance on my Pop-Tart.
I still like Pop-Tarts. They don’t have them here. Or Cocoa Puffs, which sucks because my meds make me crave them.
Anyway, around the same time my uncle died, I lost both my parents: my mom to cancer and my dad to a bullet… self-inflicted. So what’s a seven-year-old girl, all alone in the world, to do when a spider shows up on her doorstep with promises of friendship and adventure? Chester was all I had, my uncle’s affliction passed down to me. She educated me in the ways of the world while showing it to me, taught me half a dozen languages and a host of skills, things no little girl should know how to do. I mean, how many little kids do you know that can pronounce Krav Maga?
I learned quickly, always such an enthusiastic student and a ready, willing, and able participant. If the assholes putting together this documentary even knew a quarter of what I’ve done…
I digress. Yeah, I learned a lot of things from Chester and from the world, but I missed out on a lot of skills, too, like socializing, gaining and keeping friendship, love… you know, normal human interaction. When I interacted with others, Chester always had a purpose behind it, always had an eye for seeing what that interaction could do solely for us.
But the biggest thing I never learned from Chester: morality. Thankfully, I never really needed it… arguably. I’d stored away enough of what was right and wrong from my parents’ teachings that I understood the basics. For the most part, I’ve tried to do what was right… Okay, I tried to kill as few people as possible, unless doing so was a major inconvenience. I don’t think of myself as evil.
And compared to some, my halo’s so bright it can be seen from space. Do you think it was easy asserting my will with a devil as my mentor, a demon that had kept me alive, kept me safe… reasonably speaking, that is. She gave me a chance in life.
If you call this a life.
I’d like to think I gave back to Chester. Hadn’t I provided her years of shelter and given her safety? But a time comes when a girl has to find her own way, set out on her own, and sever the ties of parenthood, no matter how craftily woven they may be. I tried that once, and everything changed. I was just a girl who didn’t care much for the world but who didn’t need to see it burn either.
Chester wanted that and worse. So the time came when our interests collided, and I needed to rid myself of her before we went too far. I’d been alone for so long, alone with Chester, so I found it hard to imagine what I would be, what I could be, without her.
So, at sixteen years old, I embarked on a crusade. And it all began in Vatican City. 




CHAPTER 1


Vatican City.
“We need more Pop-Tarts.”
What do you mean ‘we’? I don’t eat those things.
“You really should,” Victoria whispered. “They are so good, especially the cinnamon and brown—”
Chester shushed her. Will you pay attention? This is important to at least one of us.
“Pop-Tarts are important to me,” Victoria muttered.
What?
“Nothing.” She crossed her arms. “Fine, I’m paying attention, already.” She looked around for security. “All I see are clowns.”
In their blue-and-yellow-striped uniforms, the Swiss Guards stood out like Picassos in a power plant. Victoria stifled a laugh as she took in their weird, floppy hats and hot-air-balloon capris. A couple of them served as sentries at the gate into the square. 
Eyeballing the nearer of the two, she whispered, “He probably rustles like a garbage bag every time the wind blows.”
Your uncle used to have pants like that. They were popular when he was a kid… something to do with some guy named Hammer, I think… though I can’t be sure. Your uncle’s head was, eh, somewhat cluttered. A bit difficult to find one’s way around in there.
“Well, I hope you’re keeping mine nice and tidy,” Victoria said aloud despite the fact that her conversation partner lived in her head. She always spoke to Chester aloud but quietly so as not to draw any unwanted attention, a habit she’d picked up from her uncle. Since the creature living inside her knew everything she knew, everything her uncle had known, and only God knew what else from however many hosts had come before her, Victoria always assumed Chester could tap into her thoughts, maybe read her mind even. Still, they both did their best to maintain the illusion of privacy. Besides, thoughts came swiftly and unbidden and would lead to miscommunications and misunderstandings if allowed to pass as their method of discourse. Thus, feigned privacy and some semblance of order trumped Victoria’s fear of appearing insane.
A small price. At least she didn’t have to wear the Swiss Guards’ stupid hats and pants. 
“I’m telling you, they look like clowns wearing ladies’ suits.”
They’ve been dressing like that since long before your uncle died. The Pontifical Swiss Guard has been around since the early fifteen hundreds.
Victoria shifted her weight back and forth from one foot to the other. Standing in line outside the entrance to St. Peter’s Square was starting to take its toll. The late-spring day was warm enough to make her uncomfortable in her black hoodie, the weight of her backpack light on her shoulders but heavy enough to press the thick cloth against her skin. She’d been waiting there for at least forty-five minutes past her scheduled tour time. The old man posing as their tour guide was up front with all the necessary documentation, smiling and speaking with some official-looking dude who wasn’t smiling back.
“God, I hope we get in.”
Chester thrummed against the walls of her nest. We’d better.
She looked away, hoping Chester would relax. Chester had waited a long time for the chance to get inside the library. Centuries, by her count. What was so important to her inside, Victoria didn’t know and could never learn much about by asking, which only heightened her already curious nature. Still, getting into the Vatican Library seemed a huge and unnecessary risk, one that the others might have been a huge help in alleviating, had Victoria been allowed to let them in on the secret. But Chester would have it no other way.
Chester didn’t trust much. Victoria could understand that. She didn’t trust much either. At the least, though, they could trust each other.
But since they’d arrived in Italy a year before—no, even before that, when they arrived in Europe—Chester had become more and more fanatical about getting into that damn library. She was always research this and research that, ever driving them closer to the Vatican and pushing Victoria to broaden her unique skill set. The weeks leading up to the tour had been utter hell, Chester never stopping her droning and questioning, as if eight years together, never a moment apart, wasn’t enough to warrant a little faith. They’d accomplished more difficult tasks and committed far more complex crimes than breaking into some stupid library.
Victoria bristled, suddenly aware of her thoughts and who might be listening. “Anyway,” she muttered, “if they’re that easy to spot, we’ll have no trouble avoiding them. They don’t even have guns or Tasers or even handcuffs, as far as I can see. I mean, that one guy’s carrying a freakin’ spear.”
It’s a halberd. And don’t let their uniforms fool you. They may look like—
“Like clowns!”
Yes, like clowns, but they have a full arsenal that is completely up-to-date.
“I know. I was there when we did the research, remember?” Victoria sighed. 
A man with a curved beak of a nose glanced down it at her from the spot in front of her in line. She gave a smile as phony as ice in hell and, she hoped, a lot more chilling. 
“Besides,” she said more softly when the man turned back around, “I’m sure the real security is much harder to see.”
Well, if we can trust—
“We can trust him.”
And the others?
“Them, too.”
Then why aren’t we inside yet?
Victoria frowned. She couldn’t really blame Chester for her impatience. She knew the team no better than Chester did, and they hadn’t ever worked a gathering like the crowd assembled in the square for the next pope’s selection. Add to that the fact that only she and the spider knew their real plan…
Victoria sighed even more loudly, but that time, the man in front of her did not look back. In a grumble that she meant to be a whisper, she said, “This was your idea. Having second thoughts?”
No. You’re right. The cameras will be down. They’ll get us in. Compared to Marrakesh, this will be like—
“A walk in the park?”
I was thinking more like a stroll through the square, but… yes.
Victoria rolled her eyes. “Just… don’t mention Marrakesh, okay? It’s bad luck to mention Marrakesh.”
All I’m saying is that if we get into any real trouble, I will get us out of it.
“And how many will have to die this time?”
Beak Nose turned around again, this time raising an eyebrow.
Victoria crossed her arms and scowled. “Can I help you?” she asked in Italian, then rose up on her tiptoes to see past the man. Their tour guide was waving them forward, apparently having resolved whatever dispute had held them up. She wondered what else the old man had planned for the day, already netting thousands with his pricey guarantees to people like Beak Nose, who’d paid a small fortune to get in to see a plume of smoke. Had they agreed to count them, the old man’s earnings would have been tough to beat. The others, wherever they were in line, were probably thinking the same thing. Those at the end of the line would be thinking something much worse about the old man when they realized he’d sold more counterfeit passes than he’d actually had in his possession. 
Victoria snickered. “These people are such suckers.”
That’s the problem with these Christians: too much faith. Chester hummed, producing a tickling sensation that Victoria had long ago associated with her laughing. It became painful, crippling even, when her invited guest laughed too hard. Because of that, Victoria told very few jokes, not that she knew many that would appeal to Chester’s dark sense of humor anyway.
“I’m sorry,” Beak Nose said. “Did you say something to me?”
Victoria pointed at the entrance. “Line’s moving.”
“Oh!” the man blurted, smiling sheepishly. He smiled and hurried to catch up.
Victoria shook her head and grabbed the straps of the small backpack slung over her shoulders. In it, she carried six things: a compact, a sketch pad, a small cardboard box carrying two pens, a bottle of water, three tampons, and an empty purse with the price tag still on it. As she reached the gate, the Swiss Guards never even looked her way. But when she stepped through the metal detector just inside the entrance, it beeped.
“Step to the side,” said a very real-looking security guard—six-foot-five with bulging arms and bulging belly, wearing a white shirt and black pants. He waved a wand over her, which made a whirring noise and beeped over a front jeans pocket.
“Empty your pockets, please,” he said, handing her a small bowl. 
In it, she dropped a wallet and coins from four different continents. The guard’s forehead crinkled, and he gave her a closer inspection but said nothing as he wanded her down again.
“Bag.”
“Oh.” Victoria shrugged her backpack off her shoulders and handed it over.
The guard opened it up and dumped its contents out on a metal table for all to see. She winced as the objects spilled out, clanging as they smacked against the hard surface. The guard dropped the backpack on the table and scanned the items. He unzipped every compartment on the purse and peered inside before tipping it over and shaking it out. After flipping through the sketch pad, he reached for the compact. He smiled as he checked his teeth in the mirror then frowned at the makeup he found inside, half black and half white. 
“Mime?” he asked.
She shrugged. “Sometimes.”
The compact apparently passed inspection because, after sniffing the makeup, the guard closed the compact and tossed it back onto the table. His fingers hovered over the tampons before reaching for the small box.
“I was hoping to draw St. Peter’s Basilica.” Victoria flashed the guard a smile.
The man just grunted. He opened the box, where two fancy pens of the type one gets for his ten-year anniversary at some dead-end cubicle job rested in a felt encasement. He pulled one out, stared at it, twisted off the cap, stared at it again, grunted, put the cap back on, and placed the pen back in the box. “Any defacing of Vatican property will result in your immediate arrest. Also, you can’t take pictures of the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling, but if you can draw it, then I’ll wish you the best of luck.” He smiled then, handed her the backpack, and threw a thumb over his shoulder.
Victoria was about to thank him, but the guard had already moved on to his next victim, leaving her to clean up the mess. She carefully swiped her arm across the table, sliding everything into her open backpack. After zipping it up and slinging it over a shoulder, she headed into the square, taking her leave of the tour group and its unsanctioned leader.
Hers was one of the first groups allowed inside that morning, her scheduled admittance having been an hour before the general public, which was why she had toiled away in line. By the time she made it through security, the square was already abuzz with life—travelers from all over the world on religious pilgrimages, every one of them hoping to be first to glimpse the new pope in his silly hat. 
Victoria didn’t get it. She believed in powers beyond her comprehension, in beings greater than mortality. Chester was living proof of that. But the man who stood as God’s alleged mouthpiece? That was another story. Men were men, and gods were gods, and titans could be made small. But everything that had gone wrong with the world could be traced back to fanatics making a titan out of a man. Every being had its place, and if God wanted man at His side, then He never would have sent him out of paradise to begin with.
She remembered asking her mother once why God would let cancer take her away. 
“God works in mysterious ways,” her mother had told her. 
And Victoria believed that, for her mother had never lied to her. Yet for each of God’s mysterious ways, man never stopped trying to make sense of it, as if man had any fucking right.
Victoria had stopped trying to make sense of life when her dad abandoned her with a bullet. People were meat on sticks, roaming cattle waiting to be herded to slaughter. She’d served the will of the shepherd for so long but having lived with humans again these last several months, Victoria had felt… something. What that something was, she couldn’t figure out. But she had the sneaking suspicion it was something she’d been missing.
Chester blamed it on teenage hormones, calling it a phase that would pass. And like Victoria’s mother, Chester had never lied to her.
Still…
The library’s to your right.
“Not yet. Let’s give Beckett time to do his job.”
Chester hissed but offered no more protest. Victoria used the quiet time to take in the sights. St. Peter’s Basilica, with its high-domed ceiling, intricate architecture, and wealth of art and history, crowned the skyline like a fine monument, not to the man whose tomb it rested over but to God himself. To see it in person was so awe-inspiring that Victoria stopped to revel in the view. The magnificent works of Michelangelo and Raphael and other masters of painting and sculpture enticed her toward the Vatican Museums, her mind sharing the artists’ comprehension for detail but her hands lacking their ability to create.
No, her hands had been used only to destroy.
To steal.
To kill. A shudder ran down her spine as though the Almighty Assessor had just passed judgment upon her. Chester seemed ill at ease too, her pitter-pattering feet tingling Victoria’s brain as she paced.
There is no God here, Chester said. Just dead men still dying to be remembered. Your God has abandoned your kind just as He abandoned mine. Better to put our faith in what we both know to be real—each other.
The comment shook Victoria from her reverie. “That was sappy, especially coming from you.”
Can we please just concentrate on the task at hand?
Victoria pursed her lips and nodded. “Right. If Beckett’s as good as he thinks he is, our little game should be beginning in”—she glanced at her watch, a gift from the old man and undoubtedly stolen—“two minutes ago.”
She set out toward the Vatican Library, quickening her pace as she broke away from the square. She was confident the library itself would be empty, except for whatever security presence she encountered. Pulling her hood over her eyes, she crossed the Belvedere Courtyard without managing to draw any attention to herself. At the end of the courtyard, she ducked beside a hedge and opened her backpack.
The makeup was only a precaution. Cameras should have been offline by then, those watching them immobilized—unconscious probably, but not dead. The old man always insisted on a clean and kill-free game.
But Victoria was out of bounds and had no idea if the cameras at the library ran on their own closed system. Money could only buy so much help and information, and Beckett’s maintenance pass didn’t garner him access to the really juicy areas. Still, the stars had aligned in the best possible way Chester could have hoped for, the team members’ combined skills half the reason she’d been so enthusiastic about Victoria’s joining up with them.
After tossing off her hood and tying her hair back, she opened her compact and smeared white paint all over her face, imagining she looked like one of those rich people she always saw in spa commercials, sans cucumbers. The black paint would have to do as she used it to make circles around her eyes and darken her nose. She could have stopped there, her skin covered, but a point of pride—perhaps vanity—made her sketch vertical lines over her mouth.
Once completed, she figured that if someone did see her face, they would be focused on the skull mask she’d created and not on her ethnicity, hair color, eye color, and all those other pesky identifying characteristics. Even her olive skin was mostly covered, though anyone catching a glimpse of her true skin color would probably just mistake her for Italian.
She tossed the compact back into the bag and grabbed a tampon. Unwrapping it, she pulled out the thin wooden tube she’d replaced the tampon with earlier, having resealed the adhesive with a little trick she’d picked up, which required only a match. Wooden tubes replaced cardboard applicators in the other two wrapped tampons as well. After opening them, she dumped out the capped dart hidden in each and fitted the tubes together to form a long hollow cylinder.
She slid the cylinder up her sleeve, holding it in place with a bend of her wrist. Two of the three darts went into her side pocket. Victoria uncapped the other and held it in her fist.
She crept around the library to a side service entrance, keeping out of sight while trying to move within her blowgun’s range of any guards posted at the entrance. Her efforts were unnecessary as the door was unguarded.
Something’s not right. She rose from behind the stone wall, the last bit of cover between her and the door. As she sneaked across the grass, her hand gripped the dart a little more tightly. The blowgun slid halfway out of her sleeve.
The door was cracked open, but Victoria could see nothing through it but a sliver of darkness. She gulped and pushed it open.
Silence.
The guards her information had told her were supposed to be posted at the entrance were nowhere to be seen. Instead, she came upon an empty guard desk and a metal detector, which she easily skirted. She hugged the wall as she slid toward the main hall of the library, testing her sneakers for squeaking by pressing her soles against the polished floor with varying degrees of weight.
The hall was so quiet that Victoria could hear her own breathing. The library, normally open to scholars and the clergy, was supposed to be tourist-free. But unguarded? 
“Did Beckett do this?”
I don’t know, but maybe we should hurry.
She peeked around the corner and saw no one in the hall, though the library had far too many blind spots behind columns and under display cases to set her mind at ease, too many shadows in which authorities could hide. Something was wrong, like in the movies when things were “too quiet.” The library was way too quiet, even for a stinking library.
“And how do we hurry? You still haven’t even told me what the heck we’re looking for.”
Sure I did. It’s a list… sort of. It contains the names of those time and humanity have forgotten. Those like me. Those I once knew… loved even.
“How long have we been together? Don’t bullshit me.”
Is it so hard to believe I just want to know—no, I need to know—what happened to my brothers and sisters?
Victoria sighed. “All right.” She put her hands on her hips. “Well, can you at least tell me what it looks like?”
I don’t know. I lived through history, but I never studied it.
“That’s helpful.” Enough light shone in through the windows to create a sort of dusk through which Victoria could see and be seen. She took in the high arched ceilings and pillars covered in that kind of art found in posh coffee-table books. Everywhere she looked, she found beauty, color, artistry, and gaiety—cutesy baby angels whistling hymns out their assholes—everything opposed to that which Chester sought.
To be fair to her carry-on luggage, Victoria had no use for the nice and flowery either. Still, she had some appreciation for craft, particularly when the time spent on the details was readily apparent. She pressed herself flat against a pillar, staying hidden, her eyes drawn to a painting of birds and women and naked cherubs, all floating in a white expanse of clouds. Yeah, she could appreciate it even if she didn’t quite understand it.
Her gaze darted from one cherub to the next with increasing unsettlement. They were all baby-fattened boys with baby-fat arms and baby-fat legs and scarf-towel-banner things always conveniently draped over them or flapping in the wind in such a way that they covered all the little, also flapping, baby-fat—
This art is all from the Renaissance period. We won’t find what I’m looking for here.
Victoria stepped out from behind the pillar and crept into the open hallway. Roped-off tables with gold trim held vases as ornate as the walls and ceiling. Display cases held parchment that looked as water damaged as her uncle’s National Geographics, those that had the tribesmen who could roll up their penises as if they were party blowers. Other ancient records were brittle enough to fall apart at the slightest touch. Victoria assumed that just one item taken from the library would be worth more than all that she’d previously stolen combined.
When she came upon a book opened to a page filled with fancy calligraphy, bordered with fine art, and laced in what looked like real gold, she racked her brain for ways to open its display without damaging its contents. She hadn’t brought her lockpicking tools, unsure she would get them past security, so she had just about decided to smash the glass and take the book when Chester interrupted her thoughts.
That’s the Urbino Bible, written more than five centuries ago but still not nearly old enough.
“It’s pretty enough.” Victoria rubbed her hands together. “How much do you think it’s worth?”
A lot, but it’s not what we’re here for. Besides, you try opening that case—or smashing it open—and every security guard in the Vatican will be on us in seconds.
“If you just give me some time, I’m sure I could bypass—”
Victoria, that’s not what we’re here for.
“But we can get this and the thing—”
Victoria!
“Okay, okay!” Victoria huffed. “Jeez, you’re on edge.” She shrugged. “Fine. Where to, captain?”
What I’m looking for was created much earlier, millennia before the birth of man’s savior. Think Dispilio tablet—
“What?”
Forms of writing that predate even Sumerian cuneiform, probably written on stone or clay tablets in a language you won’t understand. But back then, most information of any real significance was conveyed by word of mouth from one zealot to another. They often took their secrets, our secrets, with them to the grave, and we were better off for it. Still, before… the fall… our old names, our true names, were revered. They were transcribed at our… separation… as well as the means by which we can… Anyway, what I’m looking for may have been committed to gold plates by the Phoenicians or the Etruscans or even rescribed by the original authors of the Bible in one of those lost canons the Church doesn’t want you to know about. Chester hissed. No, then they would have to acknowledge powers greater than their feeble minds can comprehend, that there were and will be again more than one god.
Victoria rubbed her head. Chester had grown animated, and the vibrations were giving her a headache. “Feeble, huh?” She chuckled. “You sound as though you have some sinister plan to take over the world, enslave all humans, and rule in the absence of any worthy challengers to your dominion.” She laughed louder. “You belong in a comic book.”
Do not mock me!
Victoria fell to her knees. Chester’s shout reverberated through her skull like a tuning fork on a fault line. The pressure in her head sent piercing pain behind her eyes and into her temples, down her neck, and all along her sciatic nerve—crippling, blistering, debilitating agony the likes of which she hadn’t felt since the last time Chester had scolded her several years prior. Blood trickled out of her nose and over her lip. Her whole world spun as her eyes rolled back in their sockets.
After a moment of reeling, composure returned. She massaged the back of her neck as the pain subsided. “What the fuck, Chester? Not cool. Not fucking cool.” She wiped the blood off her lip with the back of her sleeve.
I know. I’m sorry. It’s just the stress of being so close, and we’re wasting time.
“I’ve never heard you talk like this before though I’d be lying if my gut didn’t tell me there was more to this plan of yours than a simple tea party with old friends. So where do I fit into all of this? What exactly am I helping you to do here? No bullshit. If you want my help, you’ve gotta be straight with me, okay? When haven’t I done what you’ve asked?” She balled her hands into fists, looking for someone or something to punch. Finding nothing, she punched the air at her hips. “Urgh! Why in the hell did you have to do that?”
I know. Really, I’m sorry. Have patience with me, and patience for me where I can’t. We are moving toward something bigger than us. Always have been. You’ll see, Victoria, and your help won’t be forgotten. The future will be glorious—for you, for me, for this whole godforsaken world.
“You’re scaring me… and you fucking hurt me… but a promise is a promise. We’re a team, right? Always have each other’s back?”
Right, Victoria. Always.
“No more of that bullshit. Agreed?”
Agreed. Again, I’m sorry. Can we please get back to work now?
Victoria stood, silently letting her muscles unwind and the heat behind her cheeks dispel. Then she nodded. “Okay.”
Okay. Good. Now, the list has to be here somewhere. I bet this place is set up chronologically, so let’s work our way backward in time, start at the beginning.
“The beginning of time?” Victoria scratched her head. “Okay. Any particular reason?”
Fewer writings back then. If they have it, it’ll be easier to spot.
Victoria headed deeper into the library, keeping to the shadows and away from the windows. “What makes you think this list thing will even be here? Or if it is, aren’t there secret archives or some shit where we’d be better off looking?”
Easy, Dan Brown.
“Who?”
An author your uncle… never mind. Yes, there are secret archives that everyone knows about, so calling them secret is somewhat a misnomer. What I’m looking for may be hidden there, but I doubt it. More likely, it’s here somewhere or locked away in a secret room only its guardians know about. Either way, I’ll find it.
“But why would the Church keep something like that? Isn’t that, like, sacrilegious or something? You know, having stuff that describes things that contradict the Bible.”
Not if no one can read it. There’s no Rosetta Stone for the ancient tongues. If it’s been transcribed in more modern alphabets, then it might be hidden, but the Church has always been so arrogant. I bet it would hide what I’m looking for in plain sight, confident it would be overlooked except by those it wishes to entrap.
“Entrap? What, you mean like bait? Are we walking into trouble here? I knew something was off.” She pulled out her blowgun. “You promised me we wouldn’t kill anyone this time.”
And we won’t. Relax. Although… it might be best to have a dart loaded and ready.
Victoria huffed as she uncapped the dart and pressed it into the tube. It caught on a rubber flap at the lip that she could easily push its base past when she wanted to shoot. She hoped the situation wouldn’t come to that.
She crossed into another room and squeezed down a thin aisle bordered by a row of desks and a long wall of books. The world not having begun with books in print, she bypassed them without a second glance, steadily moving toward a section of display cases. One of them was filled with coins.
“These look old.”
They are. Those silver ones are Palestinian, the kind used to pay off Judas, if you believe in all those fairy tales. The Bible, like all history books, was written by war winners, whether they be the kind fought in the light or those ensconced in shadow.
“Ensconced in shadow? I know you’re old, grandma, but nobody talks like that.”
Whatever. Let’s keep moving. What we want is older.
A loud boom reverberated through the walls, sending books sprawling from their shelves. Victoria screeched as the floor trembled beneath her feet. She danced backward, her arms out at her sides for balance. The backs of her thighs hit a table, and she fell atop it, banging against something hard and sliding it backward.
The room fell silent, and the air went still. 
“What the fuck was that?”
I don’t know.
Victoria eased herself off the table, her back throbbing where it had collided with what looked like a massive candlestick holder. The antique sat at the edge of the table, and Victoria sighed in relief at having managed not to knock it off. But as she stood up, taking her hands and thus her weight from the table, the table rocked, and the candlestick holder teetered off the edge.
It hit the ground with the clink of a spoon against the rim of a cereal bowl but much louder. The sound echoed through the library.
Well done. That thing was worth an estate in Antigua.
“Too hot for me, anyway. Time to leave?”
Let’s not be hasty. We may have just experienced an earthquake—
“Or an act of terrorism—”
—or an earthquake that may keep everyone busy with the guests outside. With any luck, no one will bother—
“Shhhh!” Victoria had heard something. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sound. Footsteps. And they were growing rapidly louder.
Voices followed them. Shouting. More footsteps. The sounds of pursuit.
“Time to go.” Victoria weaved her way back through the narrow aisle and sprinted into the main hall. The footsteps were close as she turned the corner, but she dared not look over her shoulder and lose a step.
No. Wait. We can’t…
Victoria ignored Chester’s protests. In her panic, she passed the side entrance and headed for the front door. The footsteps clapped the floor loudly behind her then right on her heels. She swung her arms and lengthened her stride but readied herself for the tackle, pushing the dart into the blowgun and letting the weapon slide between her fingers, upturning it to prevent the dart from dropping out the other end.
Here it comes. She closed her eyes.
But felt no impact.
When she opened her eyes, a boy was running beside her, keeping pace. He looked to be about her age, perhaps a few years older, handsome despite the white collar choking his neck. He squinted at her as though she were the anomaly in that hallway, and she remembered that she was, particularly with her skeleton face paint, which was starting to run from sweat.
With her eyes focused on him, she barely noticed him pointing at a lump directly in her path. Hurdling it at the last possible moment, she cleared it with ease but landed on a wet surface. Her feet came out from under her, and she landed on her ass.
Smirking or grimacing, the boy sprinted ahead of her and out the front gate, setting off the metal detector as he passed through it.
Victoria scrambled to her feet, turning first to her hands and knees to push herself up. As she did, she noticed what she had slipped on: a small stream of blood running from the lifeless body of one of the library’s guards. Another one lay dead not far off to her right.
“Did you… Did Beckett…”
I’m just as confused as you are. But we better get out of here.
She raced through the already blaring metal detector, crashed through the door, and braced herself for the sunlight and whoever might be waiting for her on the other side.




CHAPTER 2


How did he get past me? It’s like he just… vanished.
Armani listened for the sounds of footsteps as fire raged around him. Millions, maybe billions in damages—works of art and literature of tremendous historical, religious, and cultural significance, had been destroyed by his hand. Worse, he had laid to ruin that which was meant to honor his Lord and Savior.
And he had nothing to show for it.
X had slipped through his grasp.
He growled. “How could he have gotten away? He was just here!”
He strained to hear sounds of X’s flight over the crackle of flames. Maybe the explosion had impacted his hearing, ruptured an eardrum or something. Voices, growing louder, came from outside the library and, though muffled, couldn’t be trusted as a sign of hearing loss. Still, he couldn’t home in on his enemy, couldn’t hear so much as a—
Clink.
“There!” Armani gritted his teeth and took off running toward the sound, a faint bang, coming from what should have been an empty wing of the Vatican Apostolic Library. The library had been like a second home to him since he’d become a ward of the Church when he was orphaned at only four years old. His earliest memories were of sitting cross-legged on the cold floor, just staring at the art and dreaming of life with the angels, always letting his imagination give them new faces: a man’s and a woman’s—his parents’, he assumed, though he could not remember.
He’d preferred the silence and solitude he found in that library to the company of the other orphans, always pitted against each other, endless competition. He kept up with them with respect to physical training and exceeded them when it came to book smarts, but he never felt he was one of them. The yard was their home, the library and all its art and books his—so much so that he could navigate it blind. 
He took the most direct route toward the sound, maneuvering around bookshelves and display cases with balletic grace. But X had to have been lighter on his feet, for Armani heard nothing except the cavalcade outside coming his way.
Then footsteps sounded, slow at first but quickly mounting to a sprint. Armani pumped faster. He checked his side for his pistol, cursing when he remembered X had disarmed him and tossed the gun aside in their scuffle. He’d been lucky X hadn’t killed him then, and he could still feel the vessel’s fingers crushing his larynx. But he had to stop X. Failure to do so would bring about a fate less preferable than death.
He would just have to kill X the old-fashioned way… if he could.
As he gained on his prey, however, he saw that it was not X. A small, slender, hooded figure, maybe five feet four inches tall, a hundred twenty pounds max, was sprinting away from him. At first, Armani thought it might have been one of the orphans, out getting into trouble snooping around in places they had no business snooping, just as he had at that age. Armani would have him flogged if X got away because he ended up chasing the wrong footsteps.
Don’t blame the boy for your own mistakes. But as he pulled up beside the person, he couldn’t help but stare. The orphans were all boys, but beside him ran a girl with a painted face. She stared back at him, looking as puzzled as he was.
Armani wanted to ask her who she was and why she was trespassing, but he simply had no time for it. Her creased brow and wide eyes told him she had no idea who he was or why he was chasing her. She couldn’t have been with X, who seemed to know everything about him and his station.
He raced past her, meaning to double back to the other side of the building via the garden, but not before doing the girl a favor and pointing out the dead body she was about to trip over—X’s doing, he hoped, and not the girl’s.
The time for second guessing had long since passed, and he committed to his plan with every bit of speed and muscle he could muster. He hurled himself through the metal detector to alert security to the presence of the dead guards and the girl, hoping they would nab her for him while he concentrated on public enemy number one. He barreled through the lobby and out the front door, hurdling the steps to his left in a single leap and startling two approaching guards. Then he was off running, away from the square, which he hoped others would have already secured.
“Behind you!” he shouted as the guards started to chase after him. He heard the door to the library bang open and placed his faith in Vatican security to handle their unexpected guest. 




CHAPTER 3


Nothing had gone according to plan.
As Victoria bounded out onto the library steps, she assessed her situation with split-second exactness. At her left, two guards had started after the boy but were turning her way, no doubt at the sound of her crashing through the doorway. Another stairwell led down to her right, but she couldn’t risk one of the guards circling the base of the double stairs and cornering her or sounding the alarm. Her best bet was to take them out. In all the chaos, she kept the blowgun upturned, the dart’s endcap resting against the rubber stopper she’d loaded it through.
Ready for use, and she knew how to use it.
Years of practice had honed her skill, even on the run. Years of shooting to kill before the killing just seemed so pointless and unnecessary. The shooting, the killing—both had become instinctual. She hadn’t known any other way, hadn’t realized there could be another way, as valuing her recent acquaintances was only recently augmenting the value she allotted human life.
She focused and took cover behind what looked like a stone Christmas tree or a giant green statue of a pine cone. Whatever it was, it seemed solid enough to stop bullets. She checked the dart in the tube, raised the weapon to her mouth, and shot without wasting any time aiming. The dart hit the closer of the two guards just above his heart as he started up the stairs, and he fell to his knees, clawing at it. He fell onto his face a moment later.
Chester hummed. Well done.
Victoria ducked back behind the pine-cone statue. “He dropped awfully fast, Chester. You told me you had used only enough venom to paralyze them, not kill them.”
Apparently, my poison packs a punch.
Victoria slid her backpack off and tucked it against the statue’s base. Her hands shaking, she dug in her pocket for another dart, flicked off its cap, and punched it into the blowgun.
“You promised we wouldn’t kill!”
Relax. He’ll be fine. But I doubt the other one will play as nice as we are. Better take him out quickly.
Victoria took a deep breath then rolled back on the open landing as the remaining guard fumbled for the pistol in its holster at his side. As she regained her feet, she blew out the dart, not with her usual cool dispassion but with the bite of anger and the sting of betrayal. She shot high but well enough to pierce the guard’s forehead, had he not ducked at the last moment. The shot missed him by a fraction of an inch.
Her reflexes were razor sharp, but no one could reload a blowgun and fire it at a man who was already drawing his weapon. She rolled back behind the statue before he could get a shot off, the sound of which would have spelled her end whether the bullet hit her or not, signaling every guard in the area to their location. His boots clomped up the stairs as he stormed toward her.
She reached into her pocket for her third dart, but her hand found nothing.
“What the…” 
The dart was swiveling on its cap, resting where it had fallen out of her pocket and onto the landing, out of reach.
The backups, Chester prodded.
Victoria tore open her backpack and pulled out her swanky pens. She yanked one from the box, bit off its cap, and unscrewed the top from its base. As a shadow approached, she slid the dart from the tube.
The guard circled the statue, his gun raised. “Drop it,” he said in Italian.
“Shit.” Victoria laid the dart and pen pieces by her blowgun on the ground. Then she froze, awaiting further instructions.
I’ll handle this one, Chester said.
“Stand up,” the guard ordered. “Slowly. Your arms where I can see them.” Keeping the gun in his right hand pointed at Victoria, he grabbed his handheld radio from his belt clip.
Victoria waited a moment before standing, trying to ignore the tickling sensation and the instinct to swat at Chester as the spider worked her way out of Victoria’s ear and scampered down her neck. Being a milky, almost translucent color and despite being no bigger than a dime, Chester might have been easy to see set against Victoria’s black sweatshirt. But she kept under the hood and scampered down Victoria’s back.
The guard waggled his gun. “I said stand up!”
Victoria complied, raising her hands high.
The guard pushed the talk button on his radio. “This is Federico. I’ve caught an intruder outside the library. Benedict is down, possibly dead. Some kind of poison dart. Send help.” He sized up Victoria, examining her from head to toe. Frowning, eyebrows slanted downward, he pressed the talk button again. “You’re not going to believe this. The intruder, she’s barely ahh!” He dropped the radio, and its base cracked like cheap plastic when it hit.
He did not drop the gun. “Something bit me.” Still training the gun on Victoria, he crouched and slid up his pants leg. “What the hell?”
The veins beneath his shin swelled as if they were varicose, thick and oil black. Tendrils of venom, like dark rivulets, reached outward across his skin from a grotesque sore oozing fluid.
“Necrosis,” Victoria said. She slowly lowered her arms.
“What?” The guard’s gun arm wavered as sweat pooled on his forehead. “Stay… Stay where you are.” His speech began to slur. “Whass shappening to me?”
“Spider bite. I’m sorry,” she said flatly. “You left us no choice.” But even as Victoria spoke the words, she wondered if they were true. Isn’t there always a choice?
The guard’s eyes widened, his mouth gaping. He fell onto one side, twitching and drooling. Victoria picked up her things and returned them to her bag. She crouched and rested her hand palm up on the ground. Chester walked onto her finger.
“Welcome back.” She brought her finger alongside her ear then sprinted toward the square.
Encountering no more guards on her way, the bulk of them likely dealing with that earthquake incident, she headed through a parking lot within the Vatican walls. There, she ducked between two cars and opened her backpack. She used the water bottle to wash the paint off her face, scrubbing with her hands and wiping both hands and face dry with her sweatshirt, which she took off. Underneath, she wore a white blouse, something frilly and so not her that it made her feel uncomfortable, but it was meant to help her blend into a crowd—typical teenage-girl shit. She checked the mirror in her compact for any remaining paint then tossed it back in the pack.
After removing the handbag and placing her disassembled blowgun and pen darts into it, Victoria tossed the backpack and sweatshirt underneath one of the cars. Donning a phony smile, she made her way toward the square unimpeded.
In truth, she just wanted to go home, but she couldn’t go home empty-handed. The old man would want to know what she’d been up to the whole time. She could lie and say she hadn’t had it in her that day, but he’d see right through it. After all, she’d been trying to lift his wallet when she met him, but he ended up lifting hers. He’d always been one step ahead.
“A soft touch,” he had said, holding up both the wallet she’d thought she’d taken from him and her own. “But it could be softer.”
That had been eight months before, and the old man had trained her nearly every day since, not just in pickpocketing, but in the various arts of thievery and deception. The skills she’d thought she’d already acquired in her travels were proven amateurish in comparison. To her surprise, Chester had been all for it, even when he’d introduced her to the rest of the team. Chester’s reasons for disregarding her usually antisocial ways were obvious: the old man’s offer promised better skills, better resources, and thus a better chance at getting the two of them into the Vatican Library, a feat they’d finally managed to pull off even if it hadn’t been worthwhile to do so.
The old man’s reasons for taking her under his wing remained a mystery. But he’d clearly taken a shine to her and she to him, and through him, she found herself part of something, a family maybe. Where Chester had taught her how to survive off aggression, destruction, and self-reliance, the old man taught her grace, finesse, and the strength of having trustworthy allies—the difference between killing if caught and not being caught at all.
And by keeping him in the dark about Chester’s plan that day, Victoria had reverted to the way of the spider. Two men were dead because of it.
And for what? They had nothing to show for it. Victoria wouldn’t shed tears for the two men who’d gotten in her way, but she didn’t receive the satisfaction from killing them that Chester had. Tired of endangering her freedom, she wasn’t keen on risking her neck so that Chester could see a little more of the world burn.
Now, had they taken that Urbo-whatever Bible, the whole day would have been justified. As it stood, the whole day had been pointless. And to compound her risk, she would have to stick around and work the crowd over, knowing the boy who’d seen her was somewhere nearby, maybe watching.
But no one appeared to pay any attention to Victoria as she strode into St. Peter’s Square. All eyes were turned, all index fingers pointing, toward the plume of black smoke arising from somewhere behind the library. The less-informed grumbled in half a dozen languages that the smoke meant a pope would not be chosen that day. Although the chimney for pope-choosing smoke was atop the Sistine Chapel and not the library, in a way they were right. The General Congregation would undoubtedly have been dismissed as soon as that rumbling had hit, all one hundred twenty cardinals likely safe under lock and key. The world would not see a new pope that day.
“Do you think it was some kind of attack?” Victoria asked aloud to Chester or anyone else that might have been listening.
A Japanese man with his hands resting on the shoulders of his two young daughters, his wife slumped against his side, said, “I think so. I tried to leave with my family, but armed guards at the gate wouldn’t let us go. My children are terrified.”
Victoria nodded. She crouched near one of the little girls, who was crying quietly. She looked to be about six. 
“Hello,” she said in Japanese, one of the languages she was still in the process of learning. “It’s okay. Your dad’s here, and he’ll protect you,” she meant to say but might have called her dad a pickle instead.
Either way, the girl smiled. Victoria smiled back.
“Arigato,” her father said, giving a slight bow.
Victoria forced another smile. She lifted his wallet as she left and dropped it into her open purse.
She wormed her way through the crowd, one eye always on the perimeter, watching for holes in the Swiss Guard, who had traded their halberds for submachine guns. “Do you think they’re looking for us?”
Maybe. But we ditched the evidence and should be in the clear. The boy couldn’t have gotten a good look at you, and any description he might have given must match a hundred others in this square alone.
“But what if they find the bag? What if they have dogs? They’ll follow its trail right back to me. We need to go back. We need to hide the bag better.”
They are not going to find the bag. Trust me.
“Like I trusted you not to over-venom the darts?”
Can we talk about that later?
Victoria huffed. Chester was right. They needed to focus on escape and, as the old man had taught her, deception. Too bad the old man was the one she had to deceive. 
She froze. “What if they check my handbag?”
Then we are arrested for stealing. It won’t be the first time. Not a big deal.
“Easy for you to say. You didn’t have to endure the caning in Singapore.”
I felt every blow in my heart.
Victoria scowled. While she’d been talking to Chester, she’d swiped two more wallets and what she’d hoped was a Rolex but turned out to be a rather good knockoff. “Okay, time to get serious. We’ve got to fill this thing if we want any chance of winning.”
Victoria went to work. Within fifteen minutes, her handbag was starting to bulge. In a crowd that size, pickpocketing was about as easy for her as walking and chewing bubblegum. Her heart jumped when she spotted a challenge.
The man’s suit alone must have cost him thousands. Fitting him perfectly, it went nicely with the real Rolex around his wrist, the pebbled-leather Ferragamo shoes, and the eighty-dollar haircut designed to make him look neat but not too neat, its salt-and-pepper color giving him an air of experience without suggesting he was in any way past his prime. Even his tan looked real, his bronze skin offsetting his perfectly white teeth.
But the real pièce de résistance was the gorgeous brunette in a lavish black gown and burgundy lipstick on her supple lips, draped around his arm like a coiling boa. She had curves in all the right places, curves that made Victoria feel underdeveloped. And the way that she tossed her hair and was quick with a laugh or a bat of her long lashes made her sexual and alluring without coming off as anything less than classy and refined. She batted those lashes and smiled at Victoria when their eyes met.
Victoria despised the wannabe playboy almost instantly, even more so when she saw the two bodyguards loitering in plain clothes a few feet behind him, inconspicuous to those who didn’t know how to look. She knew she shouldn’t risk it, but the challenge had been presented. She was powerless to resist. Without breaking pace, she walked between the man and his two bodyguards. She could feel their eyes on her, full of distrust and suspicion, but continued on as though she hadn’t a care in the world. As she slid passed the playboy and his arm candy, she threw her bag over her shoulder, a distraction, while pinching the man’s wallet with cobra-strike speed. She hoped the wallet had made it to her own front pocket long before the bodyguards’ focus left her swinging arm.
When no one chased her, she knew she’d succeeded. “Let’s call it a day.”
At that moment, a voice came over a speaker system, and Victoria jumped. “The square will be closed for the remainder of the day. Please make your way toward the exits at this time. We apologize for any inconvenience. Your passes may be redeemed for reentry on any day open to the public.”
Victoria smiled. A swarm headed toward the exits. The guards couldn’t possibly check all bags. Still, a girl her age all by herself might stand out as odd. She manufactured a few tears and transformed her face into the pouty, doe-eyed expression of someone much younger, then approached a middle-aged couple holding hands as they shuffled out. “Please, sir, I… I was separated from my family and have no idea where they are. Can you help me find them?”
The man, a professor type in a tweed jacket, sighed then smiled at his wife, who said, “Of course, dear.” With countless beads hanging from charm bracelets on both wrists, she gave Victoria a hug. “Come with us.”
Chester hummed. Just like Christians: too much faith.
As they passed the gates, the guards never looked her way. Each had a large paper in his hands—photographs, she guessed. They were looking for someone, but it wasn’t her.
Out on the street, she ditched the couple and headed for a cab. She let the man keep his wallet. 




CHAPTER 4


Armani caught his breath and wiped the sweat off his forehead. Even after his heart had slowed, he found breathing difficult. His white collar might as well have been a choker, the way it closed so tightly and completely around his neck. He adjusted it with his finger, cleared his throat, and stepped into a small chapel.
Rosary beads swung from his hand like a pendulum. He draped them over his shoulders, a complement to the cross and chain pressing like an iron into his sternum. All the emblems of his faith could never be enough to purge him of the paranoia of corruptibility.
Or parasitic infection.
He paused at the chapel’s entrance. Four rows of pews lay empty to his right, another four to his left. The altar sat silent, unpopulated and uncorrupted by the hands of the men who’d made it. A cedar door remained closed behind it. Light flickered through the crack beneath that.
Armani listened for approaching footsteps but heard none. He rolled his eyes. His Majesty always makes me wait. He grunted, recognizing his boss’s statement of superiority for what it was. He supposed he should expect no less from His Holiness.
With a quick glance to his right, he checked to see if the holy-water font, a simple copper bowl, had been filled. The water’s surface inside reflected dark, solemn eyes far too serious for one his age, barely a man. He blessed the water then waited with his hands folded in front of him for his boss to arrive.
And waited.
At last, after what seemed like an eternity, footsteps approached. The door behind the altar opened. Armani stared at the floor.
“Has the water been blessed?” asked an old man in a frail, quivering voice.
Cardinal Tibalt, Armani presumed. Not that it mattered. All five members of the inner council were the same: old white men, staunch in their defense of the faith but also in their outdated, old-world thinking, conservative and patriarchal as long as their withering lungs spouted breath.
And ever and ever beyond. Armani sighed quietly. Modern thinking would only bring him misfortune. He believed in the cause but wasn’t sure he wanted the life. At only nineteen, was he truly ready to cast away any chance at a normal life? Not that he knew any kind of life outside the Vatican, but boy, he sometimes liked to imagine one. He’d already been asked to forfeit all the potential lives his mind could conjure, and for what? To walk the path of the virtuous like the cardinal had? That seemed all pomp and circumstance, insubstantial. The work was all that mattered, not the titles and the politics and the fancy scepters and silly hats.
He shook his head. The really important things demand sacrifice.
“Never mind,” Tibalt muttered. “I’ll do it myself.”
“I’m sorry, Your Grace.” Armani reblessed the water in the copper bowl and carried it to the altar. Tibalt’s gaunt face and stern, cold eyes studied him as Armani put down the bowl. The sharp glare was enough to make Armani wilt as he made the sign of the cross. After dipping his forefinger into the water, he used it to draw a wet cross on his own forehead.
Your turn. Armani raised his eyes and, for the first time, had a good look at the cardinal in all his lavishness. His shriveled, ancient body seemed to float in his thick red robe, trimmed in a plush white, a stark contrast to Armani’s simple shirt and slacks, all black except his collar. With a trembling hand, Tibalt reached into the bowl and made a cross on his own forehead. For all his feebleness in body, the cardinal remained sound in mind, a shrewd general in their silent war.
“There,” the cardinal said. “Now that that business is settled, what have you to report?”
“X got away, Your Grace. He—”
Tibalt tsked. “Well, that much is obvious, isn’t it? What went wrong?”
“I had him pinned, or so I thought, in one of the unfrequented chapels behind the library. Wanting to ensure X’s destruction, I rolled an incendiary grenade at the host, expecting him to flee toward the back exit, which I knew to be barred. As soon as it left my hand, however, X charged straight at me. It was as if he knew my plan even as I formulated—”
“Yes, yes.” The cardinal waved his hand impatiently. “How did he get by you?”
“He has training, Your—”
“You have training! Some of the best money can buy, if I’m not mistaken.” Tibalt shook his head as Armani shriveled under his contemptuous glare. The cardinal sighed. “I don’t need to remind you how important our mission is, the work we do. You’ve seen firsthand the results of failure. We need to be precise. We need to be perfect.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
“Now, no excuses… How did X get away?”
“He knocked me down and fled. I got up to follow, but the blast had blown out the lights, and X had already moved far enough away from the fire and into the darkness that I could no longer see him. I tried to listen for his footsteps, but between the crackling blaze and the loud, inept approach of Vatican security—”
Tibalt held up a finger. “You are not one to criticize.”
“I couldn’t pinpoint X’s location. I thought I’d caught a break when I heard something shatter in the museum, but when I sprinted in that direction, I found myself chasing after another—”
Tibalt gasped. “Another?”
“A girl, maybe sixteen, seventeen.”
“Then they’ve found each other,” Tibalt muttered, his face ashen. His lip trembled as if all his bravado had been stolen from him by the invisible hand of God Himself. He reached out and locked his gnarled fingers around Armani’s wrist. “Do you understand what this means? We’ve never encountered two at once before.”
“I’m not sure she was one of them. Her face was painted, a skeleton, I think. She didn’t have that look the others have had, that zombie stare.”
“And you noticed all this as you were running after her? Did you capture her? Where is she?”
“She… got away, too. But I was after X, not her. Like I said, she didn’t seem as though she were mixed up with him.”
“It doesn’t matter. The risk is too high, and loose ends must be dealt with. She must be eliminated. We’ll let God sort out whether she’s a carrier or not.” Tibalt snarled. “We kept the square open long enough after the explosion to place personnel with photos of X at all exits, but he was probably long gone by that time.” He coughed. “We didn’t know we should have been searching for a girl, too.”
“Your Grace, I—”
“No matter. X will try again soon enough. We’ll be ready. Only this time, he’ll know we are.” He waved a hand dismissively. “We must go on the offensive. Can we salvage anything from your incompetency? Did you at least get a tracer on one of them?”
Armani’s cheek twitched. “No, Your Grace.”
“Then we’ll have to remain on the defensive. Make sure to give detailed descriptions of the two hosts to Raphael so that he may draw them up and disburse. I expect a full report delivered through the usual channels by tomorrow.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
Armani watched as the cardinal scuttled back through the door from which he’d entered, back to some inner sanctum Armani was not permitted to enter. He’d surprised himself a moment earlier. How easy it had been to lie to his boss. True, he’d failed to place a tracer on X.
But the girl was another story.




CHAPTER 5


The cab dropped off Victoria at the top of a narrow cobblestone street made narrower by lines of potted ferns adorning the sides of it. Interconnected homes of various reds, yellows, and oranges sat like townhouses along a gradual decline, cable and electrical wires interlaced with creeping vines and tying off the buildings like ships to a pier. Everywhere, flowers blossomed in bursts of color, abuzz with life, the lane basking in the sun’s warm glow.
As Victoria exited the cab, she paid the driver with bills from one of the several wallets she’d stolen, including a generous tip. After all, it wasn’t her money she was spending. Not until all the proceeds from the take were collected and divided did she treat her share as her money. Something about counting chickens, her mother used to say.
So whenever she could, she paid with cash. Although she had half a dozen credit cards under as many pseudonyms, she used those sparingly, not wanting to draw attention to them. Any fraud investigator worth a damn would question why Maria Suarez, formerly of 193 Atwood Avenue in Newark, New Jersey, presently deceased for more than ten years, had recently made purchases in Miami, Vienna, and all along the southern coast of France. Plastic was for emergency purposes only. How many of her cards had already been flagged by Interpol, she couldn’t be certain.
The smell of warm, fresh bread wafted into her nose from the corner bakery. It reminded her of home, of Sunday mornings when her mother would have dough rising in a pan on the counter, of evenings when melting butter would soak into soft, sweet wholesomeness.
An illusion. A mirage.
Deception.
Nothing more.
Under the veil of normalcy, ugliness sat waiting, only time stalling its inevitable emergence. That ugliness was her uncle’s curse. Her mother’s cancer. Her father’s weakness.
It had infected her and spread faster than cancer itself. The world around her preened itself with cosmetic falsehoods. She was the scab hiding under the makeup.
Or was Chester the scab?
No, she couldn’t blame her rottenness on Chester any more than she could fix it on her own. She had been young and, perhaps, impressionable, when her eight-legged amiga had skittered into her life, but she wasn’t so young anymore. No one had forced her hand when she stole, either through stealth or more violent means. Her very nature was corrupted, the damage irreparable.
But even evil had degrees. Chester’s goals had shifted from schooling and survival to something insidious. Deep down, Victoria had always known her friend and savior had ulterior motives, and as long as the bond between them remained strong and real, she would have followed Chester down into the flames of hell if that’s where their travels took them.
And something had always told her they would.
Victoria was starting to wonder, though, if those happy trails had evolved their relationship from guardian and ward to equal partners, only to revert to one of master and servant. That little stunt Chester had pulled at the museum, sending what felt like a shockwave piercing through Victoria’s brain, had been set aside in lieu of their more pressing concerns, but now that she’d had an entire car ride to think in silence, Victoria could no longer overlook the transgression.
It had been a show of power, whether Chester had apologized for it or not. She rubbed her temples, recalling the migraine, its aftereffects still lingering.
“I guess we won’t be going back there anytime soon,” she said, intending to provoke a response from her hitchhiking head spider.
What do you mean? We have to go back. We’re so close.
“After whatever happened today… I can’t imagine security will let so much as a fly squeak through unchallenged.”
It doesn’t matter. We aren’t flies. We’re better than this human filth.
“But I am human!” A single tear hung at the corner of her eye, the closest she’d come to crying since her mother’s death. “You said we wouldn’t kill them. You… you lied to me!”
I miscalculated the amount—
“You didn’t miscalculate anything! You wanted me to kill them, and now they’re dead. You happy?”
You’re overreacting.
“Am I?” Victoria stood silent, her knuckles resting against her hips.
Chester sighed. Fine. Yes, I put enough venom on your darts to stop the strongest man dead in his tracks. I did it to protect you. You are tough, Victoria, but you’re not invincible. And this is how we work. It’s how we’ve always worked. We don’t take chances.
“And we don’t lie to each other!” Victoria slapped her sides. “What’s really going on? Tell me the truth, or I’m done helping you.”
Chester hissed. You are letting your emotions get the better of you. They never stood in our way in the past. Your body chemistry is evolving as you enter adulthood. If you just take a moment, think rationally, you’ll see how unreasonable—
“Unreasonable? You nearly crippled me back there! Why? Because you didn’t like my joke? What happens if we get into a real argument, Chester? Are you going to cripple me permanently? Will you kill me?”
Chester snarled and began to pace. I will do whatever I need to do to get back into that library. Her voice and its accompanying hum beat in Victoria’s brain like a drum. You bring this upon yourself, really. Do you think I like punishing you? But if you are going to keep on acting like a spoiled… ungrateful… insolent… cur… 
Each word tore through Victoria’s brain like a chasm, each one deeper, wider, and more devastating than the last. She dropped her bag, its contents spilling on the cobblestones as she clasped her hands over her ears and shrieked. The rumble ripped through her head like barbed wire twisting through hamburger. Her eyes squeezed shut so tightly that tears burst out at their corners.
Is this what you want? You impudent little bitch! Do you know where you’d be if not for me? Probably stuck in a foster home being molested by some sick father figure—or worse, in some mental institution being gang raped by the orderlies. I gave you a life and a reason for living. Without me, you’d be nothing. Without me, you are nothing.
Victoria staggered, her head spinning as she tried to stay on her feet. Someone was holding her elbow, bracing her. Her vision blurred, and she couldn’t make out who it was or what she was saying, the woman’s words absorbed by shrill ringing and static.
You will go back there, Victoria, or I’ll find someone else who will. If I am forced to do that, then you will have outlived your usefulness. Don’t let my size make you forget our relative places in the grand scheme of things. I’ll give you some time to yourself tonight so you can rethink how you want this to be between us going forward.
“… okay?” the woman holding Victoria’s arm was saying, her voice coming in a little more clearly as the humming subsided. “… hospital?”
“No… hospital,” Victoria managed to blubber. 
She knew the woman or at least had seen her before. The baker? The apron was a dead giveaway. Victoria’s knees wobbled, but the woman caught her. 
“I’ll… be fine.” Victoria’s head was starting to clear, the pain dulling. “Just need a minute.”
The woman walked Victoria over to the curb, where she sat her down. “Tilt your head.” She untied her apron, balled it up, and pressed it under Victoria’s nose. “Hold onto this.” The woman went back to where Victoria had dropped her handbag, scooped in the loose wallets that had tumbled out of it, and with a sad smile, placed the bag and all its stolen contents beside Victoria. She stroked Victoria’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back with some water.”
Once the baker had retreated into her shop, Victoria stood on shaky feet. She sucked the blood up through her nostrils and spat it onto the road, wiped her face as best she could, dropped the apron, and stumbled toward the Indian restaurant on the opposite corner. She would have to thank the baker—maybe come up with a good lie about the wallets—some other time. Right then, she just wanted to get home to rest and maybe drown a spider.
Anger drove her forward, one foot in front of the other. “Chester!” she half shouted, half growled. “You said we were a team, but you’ve just been using me all along, haven’t you?”
Chester didn’t answer, but Victoria knew the spider was listening. She picked up her pace, her balance bettering with every rage-fueled step. She was far too angry to be terrified by the ramifications of what Chester had done… or could do if she chose not to obey.
She would have to think about it later. Her head was in no condition for deep thought, and her heart panged with every beat of Chester’s betrayal. As she neared the restaurant, unable to smell the usually overpowering stench of Indian spices in whatever crazy curry concoction Vishal had invented for that night’s special over the scent of her own blood, she thought only about how to make herself look presentable so that she could slide in unnoticed and maybe crawl into some deep hole to die. Dark-red spots dappled the front of her frilly white blouse, which she’d never planned on wearing again anyway. The coppery taste of blood ran down the back of her throat no matter how many times she tried to swallow it away.
The door to the Lotus Palace jingled as she swung it open. The restaurant was a small single-room establishment with eight tables and a bar that could only accommodate six and not comfortably. Stepping inside, Victoria cased the room as was her habit every time she entered one. The lunch crowd on a weekday had never been overwhelming. Two regulars sat gabbing at a corner table.
Otherwise, aside from the restaurant’s two-person staff, who took as much pride in the quality of their tikka masala as they did their money-laundering skills, the place was empty. An elderly Indian woman with bouffant hair mashed underneath a hairnet and wearing a floral-patterned muumuu fiddled with the cash register. She looked up and smiled as Victoria approached.
“V, my dear,” she said, circling the counter. She pulled Victoria into a sweaty hug. “How was your day?”
Victoria endured the embrace, her arms pinned to her sides as her face disappeared into Gupta’s heavy bosom. She held her breath and, when at last released, she held up her handbag and said, “Fruitful.”
“Oh, look at you.” Ignoring the bag, Gupta grabbed her by the chin. “You’re a mess.” She shoved a long bony finger into her own mouth, and when she pulled it back out, a thick lather of spittle covered it, a strand hanging off the tip. She smeared it over Victoria’s upper lip before Victoria could utter a protest.
Wincing, Victoria endured the cleaning as Gupta scrubbed blood off with her thumb. Once done, she patted Victoria’s lip dry with her sleeve. “There, good as new. You’ll need to wash that shirt right away, though. Want happened, dear?”
Victoria shrugged. “Is everyone back?”
“Not yet.”
“Good. I’m going to go upstairs and lie down for a bit.”
Gupta smiled and winked. “Take some naan with you.”
Victoria smiled back and headed through a beaded curtain to the kitchen, where a squat man slick with sweat toiled over a steaming pot. 
“Hey,” he grunted as Victoria grabbed a basket of naan probably meant for the two regulars. 
She flashed a giant phony smile and ran with the bread up a staircase around the corner.
“You could at least try to do it so I don’t see you!” he called after her.
“Thanks, Vishal!” she shouted back. She entered her room, closed the door, and sat on her bed. She’d barely taken one bite of the naan before she started to doze.
[image: image-placeholder]Victoria awoke to knocking at her door. “Yeah?” she called as she plucked crusties from her eyes.
“The old man wants us,” a man answered, his tone gruff. “Bring your loot.”
Beckett. Always the charmer. She rolled her eyes, leaped out of bed, and swapped her prissy-missy blouse for a black Punisher T-shirt. Then she grabbed her handbag and headed downstairs.
Leaning back in a folding chair and resting his knees against the card table in front of him, Beckett stared at Victoria as she entered the back room. A cigarette sat snugly between his ear and his closely shaved scalp. He looked up with hard eyes, a permanent scowl plastered to his face and said, “’Bout time, short arse. Now we just need the slag.”
“Beckett,” the old man sang without so much as turning their way. “Play nice.” Lucio shuffled back and forth behind a simple but elegant cedar bar to her left. Green-tinted bottles filled a wine rack behind him, the vast majority of them filled with various shades of red and purple, the hard stuff crammed into cabinets at his shins. Victoria guessed him to be in his late sixties, his hair still full but entirely gray and his face wrinkled, but no part of him looking feeble or sagging. He wore corduroys and a sweater, which made him look harmless and geriatric, but Victoria knew differently and assumed the look was just part of his con.
“Where is the slag… I mean, Gabriela?” Victoria glanced around the room for the fourth member of their little gang, who was nowhere to be seen. Her eyes caught the yellowing wallpaper and its multitude of bunches of grapes at varying angles, for the first time noticing just how ugly it was. A single painting broke the grape monotony, sort of, the painting itself being a still life of a wine bottle and grapes. The painting was just as hideous as the wallpaper, but the safe they all knew was hiding behind it— 
Lucio cleared his throat and raised an eyebrow at her. “I wouldn’t let her hear you call her that. She can be a bit, eh, fiery?”
“Huh?” Victoria snapped her eyes away from the painting.
“Yeah, more explosive than gunpowder,” Beckett mumbled.
“What’s that?” Lucio asked.
“What?” Beckett played dumb. “Nothing.” He smiled at Victoria.
She sat at the table across from the former mercenary and private-security specialist. He was rough around the edges—sometimes much rougher than the job required—but he always got the job done, one violent way or another. The blood and scrapes on his knuckles suggested that the Vatican job had required more persuasion than he’d indicated at the planning stage.
I wonder if he took out those two guards in the library. Victoria thought it possible but found herself in no position to judge. I took out two more.
She half expected Chester to correct her. After all, the spider had taken out one of the two guards, both if you count the fact that spider venom was responsible for both deaths. Having lacked the requisite criminal intent to kill—a term she’d heard lawyers both on her side and against banter about, as if she’d ever allow herself to hang around long enough to stand trial—didn’t make Victoria feel any better about it.
Not that she felt guilty. That wasn’t something she could remember ever having felt. She felt… Betrayed. Deceived. Lied to. She bit into her lip. Blinded.
Chester remained silent, and that was perhaps for the best. Lost in thought, Victoria hadn’t realized she’d been staring at Beckett’s bloodied knuckles until he slid his hand under his bicep.
“So,” he said, peering down his nose at her. “The news is reporting that four guards died today.” He squinted. “Where’d you go after we went inside? I mean, you disappear, a bomb goes off, and four guards die.”
Victoria leaned forward on her elbows, frowning only inches from Beckett’s accusatorial stare. “I don’t have to—”
“Beckett,” the old man interrupted as he polished a glass. He put it down and opened a refrigerator. “How about a drink?”
Beckett grunted. “We barely know her, Lucio. She’s been with us, what, half a year—”
“Eight months!” Victoria blurted.
“And you think you know everything there is to know about her. Don’t you think it’s strange—”
“Come now, Beckett.” Lucio grabbed a can of beer, which he tossed to the former merc. “She had nothing on her capable of causing that explosion or killing those guards. Besides, aren’t you the explosives expert on our team?”
Beckett cracked open the beer and took a long swig. He gasped when he was done, crushed the can in his fist, and wiped his mouth with the back of his other hand. “I’m just saying, I’m not sure we should trust her with Venice or let her split the take just yet.”
Victoria sat up straight. “Venice? What’s happening in Venice?”
“In due time, V. In due time.” Lucio poured himself a glass of red wine then waggled the bottle at Victoria. She crinkled her nose and shook her head. Though she had no doubt the wine was from a rare vintage and probably some of the best of its kind, she had yet to develop a taste for it. Instead, she waited for the old man to toss Beckett another beer, which he did as soon as he finished pouring a second glass of wine. As the beer flew through the air, Victoria leapt onto the table, snagging the beer from Beckett’s awaiting hands. She flipped the top and downed it while lying on her back in front of Beckett. When she finished it, she burped, crinkled the can, and slammed it down next to Beckett’s empty.
He scowled. “Very funny.”
She slid back into her seat. Lucio grabbed another beer and carried it over on a tray with two glasses of wine. He handed the beer to Beckett and set a glass of wine in front of himself and the seat opposite him.
“Can we get started, already?” Beckett asked after guzzling his second beer. “She always makes us wait. I ain’t got all day.”
“Gabriela should be here any minute now,” the old man said, donning a patient, almost fatherly smile.
As if summoned by her name, a tall, dark, and drop-dead-gorgeous woman, who looked to be in her late twenties though Victoria knew she was pushing forty, sashayed into the room. She wore an expensive designer dress with matching designer bag and a load of what Victoria would have assumed to have been costume jewelry had it been worn by anyone else, parts of her so dazzling they were blinding. Her skin was caramel bronze, her legs model long, and her eyes turquoise, at least on that day. She smiled and batted her mile-long eyelashes at Victoria.
“’Bout fucking time,” Beckett said. “The bloody Madonna graces us with her presence.”
“You’d be late, too, if you had to ditch that drooling clinger. My God! The man was talking about whisking me away to some island he owns, and I thought he might have too if I hadn’t drugged him and made my way discreetly out of his hotel room… after cleaning out his safe, of course. I left him his wedding ring, though. I tell you, men are such dogs.” Gabriela nudged Victoria. “Am I right, V?”
Beckett scoffed. “Like she would know.”
Lucio threw up his hands, preemptively quelling the argument that might have followed. “All right, all right. Beckett, since you’ve been so anxious to get started, why don’t you go first?”
Beckett picked up a plastic shopping bag off the floor and placed it on the table in front of him. Keeping his eyes on the bag, he said, “Now remember, I’m not in this group for my pickpocketing skills. I keep the guards and cameras occupied so you three can do your things unnoticed.”
“Excuses, excuses.” Victoria stuck out her tongue. “Just show us what you’ve got.”
Beckett glared at her, but he bit his tongue. A few wallets and a couple of watches bounced on the table. One of the watches had blood on it. He also had about six hundred euros in loose bills, the origin of which Victoria couldn’t guess.
Did he rob a collections box?
All in all, Beckett had nabbed just a little over a thousand euros and some moderately valuable timepieces. The score wasn’t bad for a day meant for practice, but he must have known it wouldn’t win top prize, for he refused to make eye contact with any of them.
“Well, that should be easy to—”
“Victoria,” the old man interrupted. “Be nice.”
The girls shared a laugh. Eager to see her own results, Victoria scooped up her handbag and unceremoniously dumped its contents out on the table. Despite the short amount of time she’d had to play, she thought she was still in the running with her take.
Beckett’s eyes lit up. “Is that a Rolex?” He reached for a shining silver watch with a brilliant blue face and raised it in front of his eyes. He frowned. “What in the bloody hell is a Rulox?” He tossed the watch back into the pile.
“I know, right?” Victoria said. “I thought that was going to be my game winner when I went for it.”
She sorted the jewelry and emptied each wallet and coin purse one by one, saving a fine-leathered one for last. She counted up more than three thousand euros and about another thousand’s worth in various foreign currencies. With her jewelry, her score was easily worth five to six thousand euros, an impressive grab on any day. She was confident, though, that the last wallet would set her apart as the day’s star, awarding her the winner’s choice of all items collected, above and apart from the even split.
But when she opened the wallet, she found it empty.
Gabriela snorted and covered her mouth as she continued to laugh. “You didn’t really think I’d let you take my mark’s money right out from under me, did you? It was so hard to keep a straight face when you stole his empty wallet.”
Victoria felt heat warming her cheeks. “You? How? But… gyahh!” She shook her head. “Not possible. I didn’t even know I was going to try to rob him until I saw the two of you together.”
“Well, if I teach you anything, my young estudiante, it’s that there is no honor among thieves. You showed that by trying to steal from my mark in the first place, no?”
“It was a joke. I—”
“Wait,” Beckett said. “You tried to lift the wallet of the guy she was conning? Very cheeky.” He offered her a rare smile then, something that almost looked akin to admiration or pride.
Lucio sighed. “Double dipping? What a waste of an opportunity.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Gabriela said, still laughing. “I think V might have just learned a valuable lesson.” She opened her top-designer tote and reached into it. Pulling out stack after stack of bills, she said, “And she’s about to learn another. How do you Americans say it? ‘Don’t mess with the best?’”
Victoria had never heard the expression. After all, the last time she’d been in the States, she was eleven. Still, she got the gist of it. Her mouth hung open as Gabriela put what looked like sixty thousand euros on the table.
Gabriela sighed dramatically and whipped back her hair. “Alas, all I could get was this cash when I cleaned out his hotel safe… and wallet.” Exaggerating her distress, she said, “Must I always carry this team?” She winked at Victoria then raised her right arm to show off a glittering diamond tennis bracelet. “Oh, and I got this, too, from Loverboy, but I will be keeping it as my prize as winner of today’s games.”
Victoria went to touch it, but her fingers hovered next to it as if unworthy of the experience. “It’s beautiful,” she muttered, the bling almost hypnotizing. She wasn’t one for pretty things, but that bracelet was a whole new level of pretty.
“Don’t I get a turn?” Lucio asked.
Gabriela whined. “We said the Vatican passes wouldn’t count because you sold them in advance.”
“And so they don’t.” Lucio smiled. 
He walked over to the painting and removed it from the wall, revealing the safe behind. No one bothered acting surprised, and Victoria assumed they had all snooped around the place just as she had. Lucio kept his body between them and the combination lock as he opened it. After a moment, the safe opened, and the old man removed a paper from inside.
Before he could close the safe, Victoria caught a glimpse of stacks and stacks of money, not millions, but enough to get you a good part of the way toward your first. She looked at Beckett and noticed him exchange a raised eyebrow with Gabriela.
Their poker faces, Victoria’s included, returned as Lucio locked the safe and headed back to the table. He slammed down a sheet of paper, a huge grin spreading across his face.
“What’s that?” Beckett asked.
“The deed to the property we’ll be staying at in Venice next Carnevale. This was my take from today’s games.”
Beckett stared, speechless. Gabriela frowned.
“What?” Victoria’s mouth dropped open. She never ceased to be amazed by the old man. “How?”
Lucio just laughed. Like a magician, he never revealed all his tricks. “Since I can assure you all that this property is worth at least six times what Gabriela has delivered, the prize is mine. Gabriela, please give V that tennis bracelet. I’d like her to have it.”
Victoria froze as Gabriela unclasped the bracelet and placed it in front of her. 
Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard Beckett mutter, “How are we going to divide a house?”




CHAPTER 6


While Victoria slept that evening with her new tennis bracelet around her wrist, Chester paced inside her head. She needed to get back to the Vatican, and as much as she hated to admit it, she needed Victoria’s help.
Or someone’s help. Chester paused. I bet whoever caused that explosion would help me.
But she had no way of finding that person, even if she knew who he or she was. Maybe she didn’t have to go so far to find an appropriate candidate, though. Victoria was more empty than evil, the best she could find after having her last home destroyed by a pair of scissors. She knew true evil and could practically sense it, feeling the greed, wrath, and hate that coursed through the veins of mankind.
Sensing a malevolence emanating from someone in their little band of thieves, Chester considered making a new bargain. She had plenty to offer a willing human if she succeeded in her objectives. She could make all the false promises in the world.
And false they would certainly be. Humans were pawns to be used then cast aside like the withered husks of insects and their larvae after Chester had sucked them dry. Maggots. She laughed. That’s what they are. Wriggling and crawling all over one another, wallowing in filth of their own making. They are nothing—still beneath me, even in this form.
She sighed. Victoria had had her uses. The girl had proven more adept than Chester could have possibly hoped for, particularly in such a flawed creation and one so young, at that. But she knew too much, and although the likelihood Victoria could do anything with that knowledge was slight at best, Chester hadn’t lived as long as she had by taking unnecessary chances. I will need to dispose of her.
The thought of leaving her home of the last several years, abandoning all the work she’d done to prepare one of their kind for her ultimate integration, was disappointing but unavoidable. The girl had simply become too erratic, her moods making her unpredictable. Maybe she would let the girl live and return after she passed through those awkward, emotional teenage years. Maybe then she could finish what she’d started.
How Chester had hoped Victoria had been a true sociopath, not merely dulled and desensitized by her earlier loss. Still, the girl had proven to be the next best thing and, if Chester was honest with herself, a somewhat less than intolerable companion for the last eight years or so. As far as humanity went, Victoria seemed to understand her role as loyal subject.
Or at least she had understood.
It’s almost a pity she’ll have to die in the end. Chester laughed. She crawled out of Victoria’s ear, squeezing through the narrow tunnel she’d dug to connect her brain lair to an exit—or, at least, to one of her tunnels that led to one of her exits, anyway.
Let’s just see what else this little team has to offer. She scurried off Victoria’s pillow, down the side of her mattress, and across the floor to the door. Squeezing under it, she entered the hall. The whole team would be staying that night at the least, lying low in case one of them had been made. She’d visit them all and see what they were really made of.
Her many legs pitter-pattered across the floor, leading her to the room of a certain former mercenary.




CHAPTER 7


Victoria walked down the cobblestone lane, only half listening to the voice in her head. As she passed the bakery, the woman who had helped her when Chester had dropped her in pain offered a smile and a wave. Victoria might have carried on, pretending not to notice the woman, had she not shouted, “Good morning!” Victoria smiled and waved back as Chester prattled on.
Victoria didn’t have much to say to Chester, having learned that the voice she’d listened to for almost as long as she could remember, the voice she had trusted and put her complete faith in, could lie to her as easily as she could a complete stranger. Victoria wasn’t a stranger. They were, she had thought, family. 
She couldn’t help but wonder what else had been a lie. 
You’re not still mad at me for killing those filthy guards, are you? Chester snickered. Think of it this way: we lowered the unemployment rate by creating jobs and will have an easier time getting past the new, inexperienced guards the next time we try. 
Victoria sneered. She squinted into the warm sunlight then shielded her eyes with her hand. A farmer’s market bustled with customers only two blocks away from the Lotus Palace, her intended destination. Gupta had sent her on an errand to pick up whatever vegetables she could get cheap, reminding her to haggle for what had to be the millionth time. 
“What makes you think there’ll be a next time?” 
Chester vibrated, sending tingles through her skull. Excepting yesterday, how long has it been since I last had to punish you? You were a child then. You’re not a child anymore. 
Victoria remembered the crippling pain Chester had inflicted upon her every time she needed what her spider-mother called “corrective action”—pain so terrible that she’d fall to the ground, hands clasped over her ears as blood trickled from them, her nose, and even the corners of her eyes; pressure so intense that her skin would blotch wherever a blood vessel had burst, a dull ringing remaining for days afterward. The previous day’s incident had been terrible but only a diluted version of what it could have been. Years had passed since she’d felt the full pain of Chester’s wrath, years since she had wept blood. 
Victoria cared little for the reminder. She stopped walking and crossed her arms. “First, you lie to me. Now, you threaten me. You had no right to do what you did yesterday and no freaking reason either. You’ve got no right to threaten me now.”
Chester’s hum grew louder. You spoiled brat. If it’s the only way you’ll listen, then… Her voice softened. I’m sorry. It’s just… you know how important finding the others is to me, don’t you?
“Finding the others?” Victoria rubbed her forehead. “Others like you? Is that what this is really all about? You really think they’ve got a list of spiders somewhere just lying around?”
Forget I said anything. Let’s just focus on finding a way back in there, okay?
“Vatican security must be amped up right now, and the tourist area is currently closed to the public. We’re not getting anywhere near—”
So we go in at night when everything’s quiet. You can pick the locks, and I’ll get us the alarm codes, schematics, shift schedules—everything else we need to know so this time, we’re not going in blind.
“Oh yeah? And how are you going to do that?”
Don’t worry about it. I’ll need to leave you for a while, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take. I’ll get us what we need.
“That sounds… devious. Are you going to hijack the pope?”
That’s pretty much Plan B.
“Well, if you’re looking for someone, why can’t you just try the internet? Start a chat room for talking spiders?”
You can do that? I mean, er, of course you can do that. But how would I make it so that only those I want to see it see it, not those that are looking for us… assuming they’re still looking for us after all these years.
“You could title it something only you and your fellow talking spiders would recognize, like a secret word or something. Password protect it. Encrypt it. I don’t know. Are you telling me you never thought of this?”
Chester went silent for a minute. After Victoria started walking again, Chester said, No, my way is safer. Less prying eyes. We’ll try it your way as a last resort.
Victoria shrugged. “Why do you want to find these ‘others,’ anyway? In all the time we’ve been together, you’ve never mentioned them until we got to Italy. I was beginning to think you were one of a kind, but since then, you haven’t shut up about these others you say exist.”
Why did you think I brought us here? To look at some old ruins?
“Yeah, kinda. You’ve told me you’re more than a millennium old, but beyond that, you haven’t really said much. I just figured, you know, you were homesick or something.”
I’m not Italian.
“Do spiders have nationalities, or do you not recognize the citizenships of any human civilization? Maybe you have your own tiny countries, millions, no billions that span the globe, each an acre or so big, ruled by little tiny spider governments. Is it four legs to pass legislation and six to veto? When at war with a neighboring spider land, do you all shoot each other with your ass glue or build walls with it to stop immigration?”
Are you done? You’re acting like your uncle except I doubt he knew the word “legislation.”
“I guess. So why have we been here these last six months? You know me. I go with the flow and move when it’s time to move, usually after you have us destroy something. But this time’s different, isn’t it? What’s really at stake here?”
Nothing. I just… miss my family. If you were separated from yours, wouldn’t you want to get back to them if you could?
“My family’s dead.”
You know what I mean.
“Yeah, well, Gupta, the old man, and the others are treating us like family.” Thinking of Beckett, she added, “For the most part. We’ve got a good thing going here. Why fuck it up?”
They’re treating you like family. They don’t even know I exist. They should know. The whole world should know.
“Easy amiga.” Victoria took a deep breath. Then seemed as good a time as any to drop the bomb she’d been holding back. “Okay. I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll help you find your family, do whatever it takes except killing, if afterward you agree to find a new host and let me stay here with my new family.”
You… you want me to leave?
Chester sounded genuinely sad. Victoria had never heard such sentiment in her voice. Sure, Chester had pretended to be sad many times before, always when she wanted something, but Victoria had always seen through it.
“I… I don’t know. I don’t want to kill or blow up things anymore. I want to try to have a somewhat normal life, maybe meet a boy, go on a date, have a first kiss, watch a movie—”
Ugh. We watch movies all the time. And let me tell you, that first kiss won’t be anything special. It’ll be awkward and sloppy, and you’ll probably want your money back when it’s all over. You’re not like other girls, Victoria. You must know that. I wouldn’t be surprised if you end up killing your first boyfriend. Love can be so debasing.
Chester snickered. But boys… men—and women too—were always meant to be in the equation. Sex is a good way to get us what we want. Just look at Gabriela—
“You could always come around and visit. Bring your new host. It’s not like we wouldn’t see each other if you wanted to.”
You sound like you’re breaking up with me. But fine. I get it. You’re a big girl now who doesn’t need her guardian and protector anymore. So it’s a deal. After we find the others, I’ll find a new host. That is, if you still want me to.
“Thanks, Chester… for understanding. I will always be grateful for what you’ve done for me.”
Chester muttered something that sounded like she might have called Victoria a bitch.
“What?”
Nothing. We have a deal.
Victoria set her jaw and took the remaining steps toward the market. A fly buzzed around her ear. She swatted it away.
Aw. You should have let it land. I’m hungry.
A canopy covered the length of the farmers’ market. Victoria stepped around a peddler selling sunflowers, some of which were as tall as she was, and into the market. The canopy covered an entire street, traffic having been redirected. Tables lined each side of the narrow way, about twelve feet across and wide enough to fit cars one way.
As she slid by the sunflower merchant, his mouth curled into a clownish smile. “Young lady,” he called. “Would you like a flower? A beautiful accessory for a beautiful young lady.”
He handed her a sunflower about half a meter tall and flush with yellow petals. Victoria took it and brought it to her nose. The flower had a faint but not unpleasant scent akin to daisies. She smiled and walked away, twirling the stem in her fingers.
Behind her, the merchant yelled, “Hey, that’s one euro!” as she pretended not to hear him and carried on. 
The smell of olives wrinkled her nose as she passed a table overloaded with them, homemade olive oil, and other olive by-products that Victoria had had no idea existed. A scale and a plastic-bag dispenser sat at each front corner.
Even though she disliked the pungent smell of olives almost as much as she detested their taste, she stopped when a bowl of shiny pink fruit caught her eye.
“What are those?” she asked in Italian.
The vendor, a stout man with a slick curled mustache, came around the front of the table and waved his hand over them. “You like?” he asked in English.
Victoria frowned, thinking she would have to work harder at her Italian as she twirled the sunflower between her palms like a monkey drum. “What are they?”
“They’re olives. Grown, eh, not too far from here. Delicious!” The man kissed his fingers. “You try one, yes?”
“No, thank you.” 
But she leaned in closer. In the metal bowl’s reflective surface, she could see someone, blurred and distorted but definitely looking her way—a man, she thought, but she couldn’t be certain. The figure turned away.
Pretending to fix her hair, Victoria glanced at the bowl a moment longer. She straightened and moved farther down the lane, tables set up on both sides as far as she could see with the crowd in her way. People hoarded around particular tables, and Victoria guessed those were where she’d find the best deals. A path down the middle of the street remained mostly open though Victoria had no trouble weaving through crowds where it wasn’t.
To her left sat a table full of flowers—to her right, fresh lemons as brilliant as the sun. She closed her eyes and took in their smell, a sort of aromatherapy. It made her happy, anyway.
“Two please,” a man said from directly behind her.
She jumped and turned around to see a boy about her age, maybe a little older, with dark hair cut short and spiky. He was handsome, lean but not lanky, with a clean-shaven face and dimples when he smiled—cute but a little too boy-bandish for Victoria’s taste. He seemed not to notice her standing there.
Victoria felt foolish. She knew that any day her past might catch up with her, that any one of those impacted by the many crimes she’d committed might exact his or her revenge. But she’d always gotten away. Chester had seen to that through methodical planning and Victoria’s precise execution. Sure, she’d had a few scrapes and bruises and even a few close calls, but she thought all the bigger jobs had been done clean, leaving a lot of people who might want to seek revenge not knowing whom to seek it from.
The life of a criminal was a life looking over one’s shoulder and peeking around corners. 
The vendor offered the boy a bag, but he declined. Normally, she wouldn’t have been so anxious, but she’d been made at the Vatican though she was wearing face paint at the time. A boy—
This boy, she thought, swallowing and turned her back on him. She started to walk.
Are you sure it’s him? Chester asked.
“No, but better not to chance it,” she muttered. “Let’s just get some vegetables and get the hell out of here.” She checked her pace, guessing her power-walk speed might draw some glances. “Forget haggling. We’ll just pay the extra ourselves and tell Gupta we did.”
Or we could lure him away into an alley and—
“Stop it.” She weaved her way around one crowded table. When she came to the next one, she squeezed her way into the middle of it, not knowing what the table offered. Glancing back the way she had come, she saw no sign of the boy.
“I thought you Americans couldn’t drink wine until you were, like, thirty or something.”
Victoria turned back around to find the boy standing right next to her. She instinctively backed up a step and bumped into an elderly woman with a cowl, who cursed.
“I’m sorry,” Victoria said, her hand reaching for a butterfly knife she kept in her back pocket.
“Looking for this?” The boy smiled, holding the knife up to his chest. He handed it to her. “You’re not the only one who can pickpocket, you know.”
Cheeky bastard. Chester tapped her foot, sending pins and needles into Victoria’s shoulders. I don’t like him at all. We definitely should kill him.
Victoria took the knife and crossed her arms. “It was in my back pocket, an easy target. Anyone with even a tiny bit of skill could have taken it.”
“I’ll have to remember that for next time,” the boy said, still smiling. “So, are you looking for a free sample?”
“What?”
“You stopped at a wine table, so—”
“What? What are you talking about?” The smell of sour grapes tingled her nose hairs, and she understood. She didn’t let it distract her. “Who are you? Why are you following me?”
“Maybe we should go someplace a little more private.”
Sure, if he leads. Then you can stab him in the—
“I’m fine right here. You think I’m dumb enough to just follow you into a trap? I don’t know you, and unless you tell me what you want in the next two seconds, I’m out of here.”
“My name’s Armani. There, now you know me. As for me telling you why I’m here, how about this: you pick the direction we go, and I’ll talk when we get someplace a bit more discreet.”
“Walk. I’ll be right behind you. With my knife.”
Chester hummed. Thatta girl.
Armani shrugged and stepped into the middle of the street. 
“Left,” Victoria instructed from two steps behind him. She guided him out the same way she had come in.
As she passed the sunflower merchant, he called, “Hey, you were supposed to pay for that!”
“Keep your stupid flower,” she said, tossing it at him. She took a deep breath, trying to determine why she was so mad: because Armani had gotten the drop on her—twice, likely—or that Armani was following her in the first place.
The street she’d taken to the market was mostly empty, a few stragglers paying them no attention. Armani halted.
Victoria pushed him then pressed the knifepoint against his back. “I didn’t say to stop.”
He turned around, arms raised with a lemon in each hand. She’d forgotten about the lemons but couldn’t recall him pocketing them or pulling them out as they walked. She’d been watching him closely the whole time.
Jabbing the point of her knife toward his face, she said, “Turn back around.”
We should kill him, Chester said. I’m definitely with you there, but not out in the open like this. He obviously knows something, and even something is too much. We can’t let anything come between us and our goal.
“Your goal,” Victoria muttered.
“Huh?” Armani’s eyes narrowed, his jaw muscles flexed. Then he smiled. “Look, I’m unarmed,” he said, laughing. “Unless you count these.” He tossed a lemon in his left hand into the air and caught it in his right just after sending the lemon in his right hand airborne. He continued to juggle the two lemons one-handed as he walked backward. “Look, I just need to confirm you’re not a threat. You see, I saw you at the Vatican. My employer thinks you should be eliminated.”
Victoria scoffed. “So you did set off that bomb. In case you didn’t notice, I was there illegally too. I’m no threat. Why the hell would I go to the cops? So they can arrest me too? If psychos like you want to blow up churches in your free time, who am I to stop you?”
“Yes, the bomb was me… sort of.”
You know, we’ve blown up a few churches in our free time.
Victoria rolled her eyes. “Shut up.” She shifted her gaze back up to Armani. Covering, she said, “I don’t need to know or care.”
“I wasn’t trying to blow up the church. I was trying to kill a person.” He bit his lower lip and shook his head. “No, even that’s not quite right. I was trying to kill… something else.”
Still juggling, he stared at her intently. “What do you know about spiders living in your head?”
Victoria’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open, but she recovered quickly.
Kill him, Chester urged. Do it here and do it now.
She laughed uneasily. “Spiders? W-What are you talking about?”
“Nothing, bellissima. I don’t even know what I’m saying.”
Do it. What are you waiting for?
“Ciao, bella. I’ll leave you with these.” He tossed the lemons high in the air. “Hope to see you again soon.” He winked then turned and ran.
What are you doing? Don’t let him get away. He knows about us! He knows about us!
Victoria shook off her disbelief and started after Armani, but a lemon bounced off her forehead. It smashed on the cobblestone at her feet, the pulpy juice forming a small puddle. She stepped back and caught the second at her hip. By the time she started back after Armani, he was long gone.
She returned home with a lot on her mind but no vegetables for Gupta. She did, however, have a lemon and wondered if it tasted as sour as she felt at that moment.




CHAPTER 8


She’s going to ruin everything for me when I’m so close.
Chester had come out of hiding. She was perched atop the small table crammed into the corner of the closet-sized room, the only piece of furniture besides its matching chair and the twin bed on which Victoria slept. A small pile of dirty laundry on the floor and an even smaller pile of the clean variety on the desk next to some hair and personal-hygiene products, some loose change, her cell phone, her laptop, and the face-paint kit she’d bought for the Vatican job, were Victoria’s only possessions unless one counted the backpack full of stolen credit cards, the heaping mound of soon-to-be black-market goods, the ten thousand in American dollars she’d stuffed into her backup pair of sneakers, or the twenty thousand euros she’d stashed under the mattress with her fake passports and credit cards. Italy had been good to her.
Maybe too good. Chester hissed in response to the sounds of human filth below, the restaurant still serving customers.
Victoria wasn’t resting easy, tossing and turning and mumbling in her sleep. She and Chester had argued all day long about their new acquaintance, whether to slit his throat and leave Rome to the Romans or keep their distance and lie low without killing anyone unless absolutely necessary. Chester had argued for the former, but having her own business in town to take care of, she didn’t push it too hard.
Eventually, though, she succeeded in wearing down Victoria, who crashed, exhausted and oblivious to the eye-watering aroma of whatever mystery curry Vishal and Gupta had made that evening. They couldn’t leave Rome just yet, but the boy had shaken Chester. Had he been host to one of her kind, she would have felt his presence, a sensation like standing near a fireplace on a cold night, so it seemed far more likely that he played for another team. I guess it’s nice to know that after all these years, we haven’t been completely forgotten.
Victoria shifted on the bed, muttering something about coffee gelato. Her long, dark curls draped over her eyes as she settled in a new position.
I could push things forward… No, her brain is still developing. I had wanted to wait a few more years, but… she’s forcing my hand, er, my leg rather. So much time developing the perfect vessel, patiently listening to her hormonal teenage outbursts. I liked her so much better when she was as emotional and empty-minded as a plant. So malleable, so easy to control.
Chester skittered to the side of the open laptop. Having seen Victoria do it a thousand times, she pushed the power button with her two front legs.
Then four front legs.
The button didn’t budge.
Fucking ridiculous.
She scrambled backward then charged forward, only to bounce off the power button and somersault back over her legs until she landed back on her feet. She thought the button had depressed, but she hadn’t held it in long enough to start the computer.
So humiliating. She yearned for the day when she might return to her full strength, when the humans would be the small and helpless pests. She would squish them, oh yes. Stomp them, eat them, devour their souls. Venom filled her fangs. Her many eyes glazed over, her sight lost in the good times.
Snapping herself from her reverie, Chester considered her options. Then she backed that ass up. All eight of her legs pushed her bulbous abdomen against the rectangular button. She felt it move as the fine hairs on her feet struggled to keep her from sliding across the smooth wood under her. Her exoskeleton threatened to snap like peanut brittle, but still she persisted. After a moment, she was rewarded with a soft pling, followed by the hum of electricity and the whir of a fan.
She rested a moment then hopped onto the keyboard. The desktop loaded, Chester’s vessel having opted to forego password protection. Her feet made tip-taps across the magnesium alloy—inaudible to human ears but deafening to her own, or at least to the trichobothria that served as her ears—as she headed toward the touch pad.
“Internet chat room,” she said. Some type of online meeting place for the last of my kind. Could it really exist?
As she walked over the touch pad, Chester saw a small white arrow move across the screen near its center. The internet icon was on a toolbar at the bottom of the screen. Chester knew she needed to move the arrow on top of it. Victoria uses her finger. She raised her front legs. I don’t have fingers.
She shot a web at the bottom left corner of the screen, broke it off, and shot another at the right. Pulling the webs taut and tucking her legs beneath her, she glided in the direction against which she tugged.
About a quarter of an inch.
She snapped her jaw. That was stupid. All she’d managed was to move the arrow a little higher on the screen. Guess I’m doing it the tedious way.
She turned around and walked to the bottom of the touch pad. When she reached the bottom, she stepped off it and circled the pad until she reached the center of the opposite side. There, she stepped back onto the pad and plodded across it, trying to trace the same line she’d taken the first time.
After four more trips, she was only a sliver away from the icon for the internet search engine. She walked across the corner of the touch pad nearest the button she would have to click in order to open the search page. At last, the arrow sat over the icon.
Success comes to the patient and the persistent. Chester hissed again, this time spitting on the table. Haven’t I been patient? Haven’t I waited long enough?
Sizzling with energy and rage, she jumped on the right button below the touch pad. Nothing happened. She jumped again and again but couldn’t get the home page to pop up. In a last, desperate effort, she climbed her web up to the ceiling and dropped down onto it, a direct hit.
Still nothing.
Fuck! Chester was out of ideas. Fuck fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck.
She sat there for a while, listening to Victoria’s heavy breathing. Her dream of returning to her former glory was just that: Nothing but a dream. She’d risked coming out of her head bed for a fool’s errand.
What did I think, anyway? That one of us would have started a web page and risked publicizing our existences and whereabouts to our enemies? What would we have called it? Gal-zu “R” Us? Kaššu Social? Fallen Gods Dot Com?
Stupid.
She stared at Victoria. Maybe I should have her help me. She already knows I’m looking for others like me. Chester rolled all her eyes at once then hissed. No. She’d ask too many questions. She’s too curious for her own good. Always has been.
Giving it one last shot, she teetered on her left legs then hopped onto her right ones. The search page opened. Finally. She looked at the giant lettered keys. There has to be an easier way. She examined the table. I just need to weight myself—
Yes! She stared at the loose change. That should do it. Standing on top of a penny, she coated it with her webbing then rolled onto her back. The coin stuck to her exoskeleton when she rolled back onto her feet. I should have thought of this sooner.
Chester straddled the keys on the keyboard to distribute her weight without depressing any of them… until she got to K, which lowered like a car on a hydraulic lift. Her plan was to spell out in Arabic what the humans had called her kind in times past, or at least a reasonable facsimile. It was a long slow walk back to A, but she managed. She was thankful for the fact that S was not only next door but a double letter, until she slipped and ended up with a line of them. The backspace button was another hike, but she controlled her frustration and clicked it the necessary number of times, no more. After stomping on the U, she looked at the screen. The word “kassu” without accents stared back at her, and she figured that was the best she could hope for.
Not wanting to screw up after all that work, Chester slid between the keys and off the keyboard before making her way back on closer to the Enter button. The search list revealed a Wiktionary page for the name “Kassu” and some images, videos, and articles concerning one André Kassu and a Kassu Palén. After reading a fine Urban Dictionary use of the word in a sentence—“Kassu brings all the girls to the yard”—Chester decided she was wasting her time. She would never find her kin that way.
A blue-white light shone at the top center of the computer. Not knowing what it was for, Chester dismissed it. Blaming Victoria for her aggravations, she pried the coin from her back and headed back to her home. She knew what needed to be done, her conviction growing.
We have to go back to the Vatican. And that boy—Chester let out a low hum—that boy has to die.




CHAPTER 9


Armani had spent his entire eleven-mile jog back to the Vatican thinking about the girl. He took his supper alone in the rectory wondering what to do about her. All night, he debated with himself whether he should kill her. Death of the host was the only means of extraction he knew. Cardinal Tibalt’s ruling on the subject was absolute. But the cardinal hadn’t seen the girl. She wasn’t just an empty host. She was still human.
She still had a soul.
Thou shalt not kill.
Armani sighed deeply. There’s one rule with a litany of exceptions. He lay down on his modest bed in a dormitory room that had previously belonged to one of his mentors. Benedetto had fallen when the two had cornered U, Armani’s first and only kill, when Armani was only twelve. V and W had each perished at the hands of his remaining mentors, Carlo and Spiridone, who were following up on the whereabouts of X.
Some paladins went their whole lives never encountering a single Kaššu or Gal-zu, Kassite names they used for the creatures since their true name was forbidden. The ancient scrolls, if they could be trusted, counted thirty of them. Twenty-three of them were dead or at least believed to be dead, due to their size and appearance, their rather secure hiding places, and the circumstances of their deaths making confirmation nearly impossible, particularly since most had been killed before the advent of autopsies and bone saws. The old way of cracking open a skull with a hammer and chisel often left portions of the biological material inside unidentifiable.
To make matters more difficult, the church didn’t acknowledge their existence. Only a select few even knew the Gal-zu were real—those tasked with killing them.
And Armani had been tasked with the girl, to kill her whether she carried Y or not.  Isn’t God’s law absolute? He turned over as he pondered the ages-old question: Should you kill one innocent in order to save hundreds, maybe thousands? Maybe… who knows how many?
He closed his eyes. Perhaps the better question I should be asking myself is whether she’s even innocent at all?
He slammed a hand against his mattress. Judge not, lest ye be judged.
Rolling onto his back, he stared up at the ceiling. “Lord, tell me, please. What should I do?”
The Lord did not answer. He never did. Armani would have to fend for himself.
Eventually, he fell asleep.
When he awoke in the morning, he showered and went to the meeting hall for breakfast. As he ate his eggs without tasting them, he tried to decide what report to give Cardinal Tibalt. Not that he really had a choice—he’d tell the cardinal the truth. He didn’t know any other way.
He glanced at the clock on the wall. Eight o’clock. He had another hour before he had to report and chose to spend it walking through the Vatican gardens. Most often, when he wanted to think, he headed to the Fontana della Conchiglia, where the magnolias and oleanders would be in full bloom, their scent carried on a gentle breeze. That day, though, he found himself walking around the box hedges of the Italian Garden, not remembering how he got there, his mind unable to focus on anything but his moral dilemma.
When he reached the Fontana dell’Aquilone, he sat down on its stone wall and marveled at its beauty. A stone bird perched atop a rock formation from which cascaded a host of waterfalls into a pool of green-tinted water. Other bird-animal statues spat steady streams from their mouths, arcing down into the pool or crisscrossing over the rocks.
A monk parrot with brilliant emerald-green feathers landed beside Armani on the stone wall. It bobbed its head, focusing on Armani’s palm, which rested beside him.
“Venturing a little far from home, aren’t you?” Armani asked. The monk parrots generally nested in the cedar trees near the Italian Garden and rarely left the area. He couldn’t help but smile as the parrot ruffled its feathers and stepped tentatively closer, only to squawk and pace a few steps back if he so much as twitched a finger.
He marveled at the bird’s beauty and the beauty of his surroundings, both man-made and natural, breathed in the crisp, clean air, and wondered why anyone would want to destroy a home such as theirs, his and his new monk-parrot friend’s—or the rest of the world, for that matter. Sure, it wasn’t perfect, but one didn’t have to look too hard to find beauty in it, or God’s grace.
Killing the girl would be wrong, he decided. Not because she was beautiful—and he did find her beautiful—but because she had as much a right to life as he did, or the monk parrot, or—
The parrot chomped down on his sleeve, its sharp beak puncturing the material and breaking his skin. Armani hopped to his feet and backed away, but the bird wouldn’t let go of his sleeve, tugging the cuff over his hand and stretching out his shirt.
Armani twisted his arm, pulled, and jerked. “Let… go… you little bastard.” His anger rising, he swung away harder. The parrot swung with it, smashing against the stone wall and falling limp to the ground below.
“Oh no.” Armani stared at the bird. 
Its eyes were open, but it was unnaturally still—dead still. 
“Oh God, no.”
He crouched beside the fallen creature, tears forming. Slowly, he leaned closer, hoping and praying the bird wasn’t as bad off as it looked. He reached out to pick it up, to see if he could somehow wish it back to life.
In one fluid motion, the parrot hopped to its feet and pecked him. Armani reeled back, his finger already bleeding. The bird made its escape, shitting at his feet as it took off.
Armani started to suck on his finger then thought better of it when the words avian flu flashed behind his eyes. He closed his other hand around his bleeding index finger and, in doing so, noticed the time on his wristwatch.
“Shit!” He was already two minutes late for his meeting with the cardinal. His sneakers slapped against pavement as he raced to the Inner Sanctum, the small, exclusive cathedral reserved only for his division of the Catholic Church.
Running around the Tower of Nicholas V, he came to an unmarked, inconspicuous door that led down a flight of stairs to a similar door. He glanced left and right but saw no one watching, so he pulled his key from his pocket and unlocked the door. After slamming it shut and relocking it behind himself, he bounded down the stairs to the second door, where he paused to straighten his clothes and wipe the sweat from his brow.
I don’t have my beads, and I’m not wearing my collar. And even worse… He looked at his watch. He was seven minutes late. Taking a deep breath and letting his heartbeat settle, Armani withdrew a different key from his pocket and unlocked the second door.
“I-I’m sorry, Your Grace,” he blubbered as he crossed the threshold. “I…”
His holiness was nowhere to be seen. 
Armani slapped his thighs. “Figures.”
He started as the door behind the altar snapped open.
“The water?” Cardinal Tibalt asked as he hustled over to the altar.
Armani had not yet blessed it. “I’m sorry, Your Grace.” Armani grabbed the copper bowl, its contents sloshing and almost spilling as he rushed it up to the altar. Once there, he put down the bowl and blessed the water. As was their custom, and the way they ensured neither had been corrupted, Armani dipped his index finger into the water and traced a cross on his forehead with it.
The cardinal did the same, slowly bringing a shaking hand to his forehead as if lifting his arm was sapping all the energy in him. He looked even older, frailer than he’d been only two days earlier. Dark circles surrounded his eyes so that they appeared to float in black-hole nothingness. Red lines wriggled through the whites like worms under wax paper. Veins bulged thick and blue along the back of his hands, the flesh around them thin and tight against the bone.
As he stared at the cardinal, the cardinal stared back. “Where is your collar?”
“I—”
“Never mind. The council has much to do, and we must be quick about it.” Cardinal Tibalt clenched his jaw. “Spiridone is dead.”
Armani gasped. “What? How?”
“We got a tip from an informant who claimed he’d seen X at an address in the old quarter of Campo Marzio. Turned out to be a trap. The apartment was booby-trapped and blew when Spiridone opened the door. Carlo, who was clearing the lower level at the time, managed to escape virtually unscathed, but X was waiting. As Carlo ran out of the building before it could topple on top of him, X somehow got behind him and stabbed him in the back. Carlo says he must have been hiding behind one of the nearby buildings or in an alley.”
“Where was this exactly? I should head there now, see if I can pick up X’s trail—”
“Our ranks are far too thin. We need you here. With Carlo hospitalized with a punctured lung—he should pull through—you are our only active agent. The council is reviewing several candidates to replace Spiridone and the vacancy still outstanding since Benedetto’s death, but as you can see, these things take time. Only those with unwavering loyalty to the Church and willingness to live the secluded life of a true believer can assume their roles. Orphans, such as yourself, take time to develop, time we don’t have.”
Armani pursed his lips as he let this new information sink in. Me, alone against X? I didn’t fare too well against him last time. And if he could take out both Carlo and Spiridone, what chance do I have?
He jolted upright. “What about the informant?”
“Already taken care of. We borrowed a man from another division, one who wouldn’t ask questions. Unfortunately, he did his job a little too well, killing the informant before we could interrogate him.” Tibalt’s mouth twitched at the corners, perhaps an attempt to smile.
“At least we have some good news, don’t we?” the cardinal asked. “You’re back, so I presume the second threat is dead. Were you able to confirm if she hosted a Gal-zu?”
Armani studied the floor. “I… I didn’t kill her, Your Grace.”
The cardinal’s eyes lit up with more life than Armani had seen in them in months. His face flushed red. “You didn’t k-k-kuh—” Tibalt erupted into a coughing fit. He tried to continue between coughs. “You didn’t k-kill…” He wheezed and fell atop the altar, one arm flailing out as he did. It knocked over the bowl containing the holy water, spilling its contents on the dais. The bowl clattered away, ringing as it hit the wall.
“Your Grace!” Armani put his arm under the cardinal’s to help stand him up.
Still coughing, Tibalt shooed him away. “I’m fine!” he snapped though the blood trickling from the side of the cardinal’s mouth indicated he was far from fine.
After a moment, the cardinal was able to compose himself. “Your failure to kill X here when you had the chance has led to the death of one paladin and the hospitalization of another. Now, you let live a potential threat in a century that has weathered more Kaššu activity than all those before it, postfall. Is there no limit to your incompetence? Should I be looking for your replacement as well?”
Armani remained silent, unable to face Tibalt. Spirodone’s death, Carlo’s injuries—they were his fault. He sucked in a breath, trying to fight back the tears. He’d been sure he’d made the right decision regarding the girl, but just then, doubt clouded his every thought. He sniffled. “She’s still human. Y has not taken control of her yet and may not be able to yet, given her age. If I could just try to talk with her, explain to her what’s really living inside her head, explain to her that I can force the demon out, then maybe—”
Tibalt scoffed. “Then what? Maybe she would save us the trouble of killing her and kill herself? She would end up in the exact same place she would have ended up had you just done as you were ordered.”
The cardinal placed a shaking hand over his forehead. “You’re a fool, Armani. Your compassion is going to get you killed. It’s going to get all of us killed.”
The two stood in silence, Armani shrinking beneath the cardinal’s glare. 
After what seemed like an eternity, Tibalt tsked. “We can do nothing about the girl now except pray she doesn’t team with X. He’ll be coming for us now. I’m sure of it. He’ll be coming for you, for the scrolls, and maybe even for your precious girl. Arm yourself, Armani. Take whatever you need from the armory. Our holy war continues in the shadows, and I pray you’ll be ready when the next battle arrives at our doorstep.”




CHAPTER 10


The glint in Lucio’s eyes, a sort of dazzling starlight immersed in pupil black, spoke volumes: he’d cooked up something marvelous for them. Victoria fell victim to the mischief in that glint, a devilish smile mirroring it on her face. She’d heard the stories of past Carnevales, had seen their haul from the celebration four months earlier, in which she, unproven and not yet trusted, had to sit on the sideline. With takes like that having been the norm for the Carnevale season, the old man must have been sitting on a nest egg the size of Gibraltar. He probably even had enough to buy it, settle on it, and retire there if he so chose.
Yet he kept on scheming. The way his eyes smiled when he was planning a con revealed his only truth: Lucio loved the game. For him, she could tell, playing it was life, and life wasn’t worth living without it.
She recalled the first time she’d seen those eyes, how their wild glint had frightened her until she saw the gentleness and warmth radiating within it, the day she’d tried to lift his wallet and found hers lifted instead. “Never sacrifice the gander to grab a new goose,” he said, which he claimed to be an American expression. Victoria wasn’t so certain. She looked it up and was pretty sure he was mixing up idioms.
Still, he could have kicked her aside, street urchin that she was, and might have even called the police. She deserved as much, if not worse, yet the old man instead gave her a place to plop her things, shelter from the cold, and a warm bed to lie in—someplace to call home.
Family.
Lucio had seen something in her and offered to teach her. She was reluctant to go with the eccentric stranger, but Chester, in spite of all her usual antisocial tendencies, was all for it, arguing that better skills would ensure they stayed free and safe. The spider always went where training could be had, where Victoria could learn to fight, to steal, and even to kill. Victoria’s skills had been good at all three by then, but under Lucio’s tutelage, Victoria had become a ghost in the crowd.
Now, she was part of a team. No… a family. Twisting her bracelet around her wrist, she smiled at the thought. And she was about to graduate to the big leagues.
“You are going to love this!” he said, rubbing his hands together.
Beckett, wearing his usual scowl, rolled his eyes and huffed. He slumped in a chair beside Victoria, rolling a cigarette in his fingers before tucking it behind his ear.
“So impatient.” Lucio huffed. “And before you ask, no, we can’t get started. Not until Gabriela arrives.”
“That girl’s always late.” Beckett snickered. “Good thing she’s taking the shot, or we’d be overrun with little Gabriels and Gabrielas.” He nudged Victoria in the arm.
She chuckled in spite of herself. She wasn’t a fan of Beckett—he had a hard edge to him, something she couldn’t predict and, therefore, couldn’t trust, but Lucio vouched for him. She supposed that was good enough. She hoped. For a thief, Lucio was far too trusting.
After all, he’d taken her in.
Gabriela audibly stormed into the restaurant with a flourish of Spanish curses and Italian pleasantries. She complained about the rain in her native tongue while simultaneously greeting Gupta, who directed her toward the back room, where everyone was waiting. As she came through the beaded curtain, her thick hair frizzy and pluming like half the cast of the musical Hairspray, Victoria bit down on a finger to stifle a laugh as a smile formed upon her lips.
“Shut it!” Gabriela said, plopping her bags on the floor and herself in a chair. “It’s all this rain. It has no consideration for style.”
Beckett snorted. “You look like a poodle.”
“Puta!” Gabriela raised her middle finger. “Don’t confuse me with one of your putas.”
Beckett smirked. “I said poodle.”
“I’m no dog either.”
“Oh, I don’t know. You might like it if I rolled you over and rubbed your—”
“Some class, please, Signor Beckett,” the old man said.
“What?” Beckett frowned. “I was only going to say ‘belly.’” He winked at Victoria, who cringed in response.
“So we’re all here, Lucio.” Gabriela tied back her hair. “What’s your grand plan for this year’s celebration?”
Lucio handed her a glass of red wine. “Et tu, Brute?” He sighed. “You are beginning to sound like the Brit. Carnevale is our time to perform, to show the world our mastery of the arts. A good con is like a celebration of all the arts: we act out roles derived from a script of our making and on improvisation where plans fall short. The set and all its costumes and effects are ours to design. We reap only those rewards captured by the perfect stroke of a brush, the minutest arch in plot and direction, and performances so convincing that, in the eyes of those unknowing cast members, we can be none other than whom we purport to be. At Carnevale, all wear masks. But for us, costumes only hide our false faces, the cloak over our true identities unseen. We can be whoever we wish to be, or at least whoever we can convince others we are, and in doing so, make them dance to our song.”
The old man stared at Victoria, his eyes twinkling with a passion for life she could not understand but, for one fleeting moment, couldn’t help sharing. Her own eyes brightened at the speech. But the bored, almost sullen, vibes she picked up from both Gabriela and Beckett dispelled the magic.
“I vaguely recall a similar speech last year,” Gabriela said, faking a yawn.
“We get it, old man,” Beckett said. “You love the game, and no one does it better. But I think I can safely speak for myself, Gabriela, and even the little runt here when I say bollocks to all that. The game is great, sure, but high profit and low risk are so much better.”
Gabriela turned to Victoria. Throwing a thumb at Lucio, she said, “He gets like this every Carnevale. Thinks he’s a poet or something. He could find beauty in swindling candy from a baby.”
“Tut,” the old man protested. “I do not target those without means. And just because I make it look as easy as taking candy from a baby, that does not mean it is so. This old man still has a lesson or two to teach, if only you and Beckett weren’t so averse to learning. You both should be more like V. Her brain is a sponge—she’ll easily surpass you both someday.”
“It appears you have an admirer, V.” Gabriela patted her hand. “Keep doing whatever you’re doing, and maybe he’ll make you heir to the fortune he has hiding somewhere. Did you know that Lucio used to be—”
“Who I used to be makes no difference.” The old man took a long swig from a glass of wine. “Very well. You want to know the game? Well, here it is.” He dropped a manila folder on the center of the table and flipped it open. “We’ll start with the mark: American ambassador to Italy, Richard Thorne.”
Lucio pointed at a headshot of a man in his fifties with thick, graying hair and crow’s-feet fanning outward from the corners of his eyes. He had an easy smile with perfect teeth—the type of grin that had never seen hardship but was not entirely unkind. He was far too old for Victoria to find attractive, but she imagined her mother might have found him so, the arrogance of royalty worn upon his face.
Beckett whistled. “I’ve heard of him. Cheeky bastard who makes the local news often for his”—he looked at Victoria—“extracurricular activities.”
“Si. Thorne is a well-known gambler and philanderer. He’s known to bet on anything from football to Formula One, accruing millions in gambling debts, a figure second only to the amounts he spends on lavish vacations. He visits Carnevale every year for—how shall I put this?—promiscuous, outlandish parties. He’s already booked at the top hotel in Venice, the Bellissimo Grande, for next year’s Carnevale.”
“Oooh, Eyes Wide Shut kind of stuff, eh?” Beckett asked. “Hard to hide your money on your person when you haven’t got any clothes on.” He winked again at Victoria. “Before your time, mate.”
“I am beginning to see where I fit in,” Gabriela said.
“Yes and no,” Lucio said. “You are far too beautiful not to use your looks to our advantage, my dear. Seduction is your game here, but on this job, you’re the diversion. Beckett and I—posing as additional private security employed by the Italian government for all foreign diplomats in light of the recent Vatican explosion and increased terrorist events around Europe—will make the grab. We’ll hire on a few legitimate security professionals—no one at the top of his or her game—to lend credence to our team, but of course, they will need to be kept in the dark… unless anyone wants to split our take six or seven ways?”
When no one answered, Victoria slumped. “I’m not seeing where I fit in at all. I understand if—”
“Nonsense!” The old man beamed. “You have a most important role, worthy of your talents. You will cover our escape should something go wrong, eliminating potential hiccups, which may include immobilizing the added team members, personnel the mark may have on hand, or even the mark himself.”
“When you say ‘immobilize,’ do you mean—”
“I don’t mean kill. I mean divert, subdue, or render unconscious.”
Victoria widened her eyes and opened her mouth to purposely make herself look younger and dumber. “That’s seems more of a job for Beckett. I don’t have the skills to knock out grown men who weigh three times as much as me and can kick my ass from here to Venice and back again.”
Beckett grinned. “Sure you don’t, kid.” Gabriela tilted her head back and laughed.
Lucio, however, remained demure. “We know about your… feminine products and your unique uses for them. Rather clever, I’ll warrant you. We all have our lives outside this group, and you are free to do with yours as you see fit. But no one dies in my game. Your darts will be nonlethal. If that is not acceptable to you, then I’m afraid we must proceed without you.”
Victoria’s mouth hung open on its own accord that time. How do they know about my darts? What else do they know about me? Do they know I killed those guards? Twenty seconds passed before she’d recovered enough to nod and swallow.
Lucio walked behind her chair and leaned over her shoulders. “This place has many secrets, and we all keep to our own. But we have a code, which you must follow from here on out. And when it comes to the game, we have no secrets. Capisci?”
Victoria swallowed and nodded again. Her palms were clammy. She looked at the others for reassurance, that everything was okay and she was still part of the team, but neither Beckett nor Gabriela made eye contact, the latter digging under a fingernail and the former chewing on his.
Still behind Victoria, Lucio fell silent. Her mind played back the dozen or so gangster movies she’d seen, and she wondered if she’d broken some unspoken code. She ground her teeth as she anxiously awaited whatever came next.
“You are part of a family now. Think of me as your father if you like. It would do me great honor. And Beckett and Gabriela as your brother and your sister. Famiglia is everything, you see? We are not mafia or real blood. We’re family because we choose to be. We look after each other in both individual and team endeavors. No, uh… hidden agendas, capisci?”
“Si,” Victoria said, nodding. She had no idea what she had done to merit a second chance but was determined not to fuck it up no matter what Chester demanded.
Lucio squeezed her shoulder then patted it. He circled the table back to the seat across from her, which he took. Leaning forward on his elbows, he said, “Good. We are all in this together, each an essential part of the whole.” He sat back, his eyes studying each of his team in turn. “But first, we must plan and perfect. My first task will be to procure the necessary credentials from my government contact.”
“Can he be trusted?” Beckett asked.
“Without a doubt. He’d never let what I have on him get out, and he knows it would get out if anything were to happen to me. We will have the necessary clearance to serve as private security contractors as far as anyone on the outside looking in will be able to tell. Still—”
“We need identities, credible work experience… hell, even a website. None of that will be easy.” Beckett raised his head. “I’m guessing that’s where I come in?”
“Si.”
“And I’m on the mark,” Gabriela said. “Study him, memorize his schedule, learn how to infiltrate his life. That sort of thing?”
Lucio nodded.
“Consider it done.”
“And me?” Victoria asked.
“Logistics,” Lucio said. “I want you to know all routes from base to mark and back again, and also every route out should something go wrong, even those under the city or over its waterways. You should master the layout of the entire city.”
“Sounds like busywork.”
“It’s not. A plan without an ending is no plan at all.”




CHAPTER 11


When the battle came to Armani’s doorstep, he was not ready for it. 
The blare of an alarm ripped him from a dream. Leaping to his feet, he saw smoke, heavy and thick, wafting into his room from the crack under the door. It rose to the ceiling, forming a cloud layer above him.
Beads of sweat pooled on his forehead, his entire body slick, as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. He yanked on a pair of pants and a shirt he’d slung over a bedpost, not bothering to button it. It clung to his back like Spandex.
With one quick glance at his collar on his desk, he decided to leave it. After jamming his feet into his shoes, he hurried for the door. Grabbing the doorknob, he cried out in pain. His skin sizzled along the curve between his thumb and forefinger. The walls glowed and flickered with an orange he might have found beautiful if he hadn’t understood what it meant.
Just how close is the fire? He wished he had a window.
Using the end of his shirt like a pot holder, he turned the doorknob and swung open the door. Heat assailed him with enough force to make him stagger back. Smoke stung his eyes and scratched its way down his throat. He coughed violently then covered his mouth with his shirt.
Shielding his eyes in the crook of his other arm—they were useless, anyway, smoke having stuffed the hall full of fat gray clouds—Armani worked his way toward the exit. Someone bumped into him, heading the wrong way. He couldn’t make out if the person was male or female, much less his or her identity.
“This way!” he shouted over the roar of the alarm and the sounds of panic. Dropping his shirt, he grabbed the person under an arm and shuffled toward the door. When they reached the far wall, Armani’s fingers fumbled along it until he found the bar across the door. He pushed and threw it open, dragging his charge outside into the comparatively cool air.
When they were a safe distance away, beside a crowd of awestruck spectators, Armani sat the person, a young boy he’d seen serving in the evening mass, down against a tree. He fell to his knees beside the boy and hacked until he tasted blood.
Taking long, deep breaths, he forced himself to recover. The boy had been coughing just as badly but now seemed faint, eyes glazed over.
“You okay?” Armani asked.
The boy didn’t respond as he stared blankly into the night sky, his breathing raspy but slowly returning to normal. After a moment, his head turned slowly toward Armani. The boy’s eyes lost their dullness as if he was suddenly registering where he was and that he’d been spoken to. After a few sputtering coughs, he nodded.
“Stay here.” Armani stood. “I need to go back in and make sure everyone’s safe.”
A feeble hand tugged at his pant leg. “N-no, no.” The boy wheezed. “Cardinal sent me.”
“Cardinal Tibalt?”
The boy nodded. “Not… not the only fire. He… sent me… to find you.”
Armani cursed, and the boy stared at him wide-eyed. Armani briefly put a hand over his mouth. “Sorry. Where is he?”
“Usual spot. He said you’d know—”
“I do. Thanks.” He set his jaw, pursed his lips, and considered his options. Rome is burning. He chuckled nervously, knowing full well that the Vatican was not Rome but that Rome, too, and perhaps the rest of the world, was only a step removed from burning along with it.
He sprinted to the chapel. After bursting through the two doors, he didn’t stop for the customary blessings when he saw Cardinal Tibalt sprawled across the floor, blood trickling from his mouth. He wasn’t moving and didn’t appear to be breathing.
Armani ran to the Cardinal’s side. He checked for a pulse and found one, albeit faint.
The Cardinal gasped and lurched upright, seizing Armani by his sleeves. His eyes momentarily alert, they locked on Armani’s. “You… Your fault. X is here. He knows… the scrolls.”
Armani winced at the rebuff but was determined to do his job. “Where? What scrolls? The scrolls?”
“Dark… and cold, Armani.” Tibalt’s eyes rolled back in his head. “I don’t feel His light. No warmth. Where is His light?”
Armani shook his boss. “Where did he go, Your Grace? Where is X?”
Tibalt’s eyelids flickered. “I told him… Couldn’t fight… too weak. Hopeless. No light. No warmth. Where were you, Armani? Too late. Are we all too late?”
Tears blurred Armani’s sight. “Where!”
The cardinal’s eyes again burst open. “The vaults… below the library.”
Armani rested Tibalt’s head against the floor. “I’ll send help.” 
He stood and glanced around for a weapon but saw nothing. The water! He picked up a small glass vial from the altar and blessed the copper bowl of water by the door before filling the vial with the liquid.
As he ran back outside, he noticed for the first time the extent of the damage. Fires plumed atop buildings like struck match heads. Firefighters tackled a few of them, but they were undermanned and in desperate need of backup from the Roman fleet. People stood out on the grass or in the gardens, watching their homes, their workplaces, everything they knew and loved, turn to cinders. Centuries of art, history, knowledge, truth and lies, and truth hidden within lies, consumed by flame.
Am I responsible for this? Armani allowed himself to cry freely then, but he would not waver in his mission. The library was on fire, but a team of firefighters seemed to have it in check. As he ran by them, they with hoses spraying gallons per second and he with a vial that couldn’t have held more than half a liter of water, he received some curious looks.
One stepped into his path, but Armani juked around him and barreled toward the library doors. 
“You can’t go in there!” the man shouted. 
But even if the fireman made any further effort to stop him, Armani was already beyond reach.
The library’s high ceiling collected most of the smoke. The glow of the walls gave him the impression of being inside a massive furnace. He was sweating, both from the heat and exertion, so he took a second to gain his bearings and build up his strength. The last time he’d met X, he’d been armed to the teeth, and X had escaped death easily enough. Now, Armani had only his faith, his training, and a small vial of holy water to protect himself.
Evil was near. He could feel it like icy fingers tickling the hairs on his neck. Standing up straight, he walked forward, his steps as silent as an assassin’s. The thump-thump-thump of his heartbeat drowned out all other sounds. He held the vial out in front of him as if he were a priest in some old vampire movie, warding off evil with his crucifix, the reality not a far stretch.
A clank, like solid metal hitting against metal, came from somewhere in front of him. He crept behind a column and peeked around it but could see nothing in the dim glow. He peered through the darkness, examining the walls, the side corridors, the dark corners, even the ceiling—anywhere a spider might lay its trap.
Still, he saw nothing and heard no sounds beyond the crackling blaze and the efforts to fight it outside. In the Salone Sistino, a floor covered with big black-and-white squares like a checkerboard spanned the distance of the library from front to back, an unbreakable pattern except where—
There! From his position approximately a hundred meters away, Armani could see that one of the black tiles was larger than all the others and lacked any sort of geometric symmetry, a triangular part of it jutting into an adjacent white tile. As he sneaked closer, he saw his mistake: the black tile wasn’t jutting into the white tile but lying partly on top of it. It had been raised from the floor and slid over to reveal the entrance to a basement level Armani hadn’t been allowed to know about, for fear his mind might fall under infestation. He wondered just how many of the Church’s secrets were kept in that dark place.
He froze when he heard another clank. The sound had definitely come from the hole in the floor. Using each successive column as cover, Armani crept closer and closer to the cellar entrance, wishing he had a grenade. The council would forgive him some lost treasures if it meant X’s destruction.
Probably.
And it had to be X down there. Who else could it be? He knew who else, though he preferred not to think of it. If the girl came out of that hole in the floor, Armani would do what needed to be done.
Again, he looked around for a weapon. All the display cases were locked and affixed to the floor. A few desk lamps showed some promise, but he wanted something that was sure to end X before he could retaliate. Some sort of vase, not unlike that which the girl had broken a couple nights prior, caught his eye. It had potential, more so when he realized just how heavy it was. The vase reminded him of that ridiculously oversized trophy the top American hockey team skated around with at the end of each season, and he heaved it over his head in much the same way those players did.
He doubted, however, the hockey cup was anywhere near as heavy. His arms trembled beneath its weight as he carried to the lip of the opening.
Breathing. He could hear it in the hollow space below and prayed his own was silent. The sounds of exertion grew louder. Armani stepped back, out of sight, still bearing the vase’s weight under trembling arms. Someone was climbing out of the hole.
From opposite the ladder, Armani watched as the top of a man’s bald head came into sight, then the back of it, white as cream, bloodless. He didn’t need to see the face—those hollowed out, black-rimmed eyes and deadpan zombie stare—to know the man was X’s vessel. The monster’s puppet. Armani could not allow himself to feel for who the man might have been, doubtlessly innocent of all misfortune save the invasion of evil incarnate into his brain. Who he’d been no longer mattered. That life was gone. Armani waited only a second longer to drop the vase, hoping to maximize the distance of X’s fall.
The firelight flickered, casting his shadow along the far wall. Apparently having seen it too, X whipped around just as Armani let the vase go. X leaned back, one end of the vase grazing his shoulder while its full weight smashed into his hand as he gripped the lip of the opening.
X didn’t make a sound. He didn’t even flinch. Armani fumbled for the holy water in his pocket as X slid his partially severed hand free. Bones undeniably broken in multiple places, knuckles pulverized to dust, the hand should have been a useless burden to X. Yet by some wicked miracle, he reached with it into the darkness below for something hanging by his side. Armani didn’t stick around to see what.
A barrage of bullets sprayed over his head as he dove behind the nearest pillar. Several bullets hit the column, but the vast majority went off in other directions. At least I screwed up his accuracy. Armani slunk around the other side of the pillar and, lying on his stomach, peeked around the corner. X stood on the ladder looking dumbfounded, his shattered hand uncooperative in gripping and firing the semiautomatic pistol. When he tried to strengthen his grip with his other hand, the gun fell loose and clattered into the basement.
X climbed out of the hole, dismembering his hand even more as he pushed himself up with the open stump. Wrist bones popped and ground beneath the weight. The pain had to be agonizing, enough to place any man in shock and take him out of the battle. But the council had warned Armani about host bodies too long inhabited. The Kaššu eventually took ownership of the property they rented. Whatever had once been the host—his thoughts, his feelings, his soul—ceased to exist. They were better off dead.
Armani had known that but seeing it firsthand didn’t make it any easier to fathom. He watched, mouth agape, as X rose from the cellar, a partially unzipped duffel bag slung over his shoulder, with what looked like papyri inside. A strap was looped over his other shoulder, too, and his good hand reached for whatever it was attached to.
Armani shook off his amazement, recognizing his opportunity. Leaping to his feet and flipping off the cap of the vial in his hand, he charged.
Just as X swung the flamethrower around to incinerate him.
Che palle! Armani knew he was dead, so he took the only option left open to him and dashed the water into X’s face. Flesh sizzled, and the severed hand went up to X’s eyes, while the other hand clenched tightly around the flamethrower’s trigger, continuing its arc and letting out the flame. The weapon was a paraffin flame gun, about a meter long, a tool Armani might have used to take out X had he had the time to stop by the armory.
The holy water did little to stop X, but it diverted and slowed the flame attack just long enough for Armani to scramble behind the column farther down the hall from where he’d last been.
“You are nothing, ant.” The voice didn’t come from any movement of X’s mouth. The sound, like mumbling over a megaphone filled with reverberation, somehow emanated directly from the vessel’s throat.
Armani swallowed hard. The monster thought him nothing more than an insect—insignificant garbage to be cast away as he had been all those years before. The thought made Armani grit his teeth even though it wasn’t the truth. Still, he would not be baited.
“You’ve forgotten your place, ant.” Flame shot around both sides of the column in nearly continuous bursts. Armani hugged his back to its fat square base. The bursts seemed shorter each time, as if maybe, just maybe, the tank was approaching empty.
Or maybe that was what X wanted him to think. Maybe that was a ploy to make him come out of hiding.
About six feet off the ground, the column tapered inward. Feeling trapped and having nowhere else to go, Armani climbed up.
“We will be returned to what once was. I will unite the others. We will be returned to greatness.”
The voice was monotone, lacking any feeling or inflection. Still, Armani could sense all the anger and hate behind it, comprising it even. The speaker drew nearer.
Below him, the pillar lit up like a funeral pyre. The flames licked at his feet. He moved as close to the center as he could and waited for X to circle the column.
The acid-burned face of X came into view. One eye was raw and white, burned sightless. The other glanced around, confused, and as it looked up at him, Armani whipped the glass vial at it.
X staggered back from the direct hit, and Armani followed it up by throwing himself at X. His weight bowled over the Kaššu’s vessel, Armani landing atop X but his momentum carrying him over. X’s head slapped against the tile with a sickening crunch, the impact fierce enough to dent a helmet and kill any man. But X sat up, the back of his head caved in and smeared in blood.
Armani shot across the tile and wrapped his arms around the vessel’s throat. The host may not have felt pain, but he was still alive and needed air to keep himself that way. Armani squeezed with all his might, not caring about the blood smearing his chin and chest or the flame gun spurting. He was trying to wrench that damn spider’s double-wide from the rest of the trailer park.
X snapped the flamethrower over his shoulder and squeezed the trigger. The flame sputtered then caught with a short burst. Armani managed to lean out of the way, the heat so close he was sure he’d lost an eyebrow. The pungent smell of burnt hair filled the air.
“You’ll kill us both,” Armani grunted through clenched teeth, spittle spraying from his mouth. He didn’t want to die, but if he could take X with him, then he’d be a willing sacrifice.
But X wasn’t trying to ignite him. He pressed the hot barrel against Armani’s shoulder.
Armani screamed and bit into his tongue. But even as tears shot out the corners of his eyes, he squeezed more tightly… until he could no longer bear it.
He immediately hated himself for letting go, his arm a red-raw mass of semi-cooked hamburger, his shirt burned away wherever the nozzle had come in contact. He kicked off X and scrambled backward on his heels. He was on his feet before X, staggering drunkenly, could get to his knees.
As X’s good hand was pressed against the floor, the weapon still in its grip, Armani repeatedly drove his heel down on it. After the fourth stomp, the fingers opened, and Armani punted the flame gun out of reach. He quickly followed after it, but X’s hand clamped around his ankle.
He spun onto his back as he fell against the hard floor. X still had a hold on his ankle, so Armani used his free foot to smash in X’s nose—one, two, three times. If at first you don’t succeed…
Still, X kept coming. He swatted away the fourth strike and scampered on top of Armani. Armani tried to hold him back, but X was too big, his weight wearing him down in a matter of seconds. X delivered a vicious headbutt that had Armani seeing stars. When the monster came down again for what Armani thought would be a second headbutt, he instead sank his teeth into the curve of Armani’s neck.
Armani jerked away in time to receive only a divot in his flesh, not deep enough, he hoped, to have hit an artery. The next time, he doubted he would be so lucky. He needed to move quickly but couldn’t.
X pressed an elbow into his chin. “It’s a shame you won’t bear witness to our returning.” A high-pitched whinny echoed from somewhere inside the host, and somehow, Armani knew the beast was laughing.
Laughing at his failure.
His fingers danced along the floor, looking for something, anything, that could help him fight X off. They found nothing, not a single bit of vase, loose tile, or—
What’s… Without thinking, Armani grabbed the hard object his fingers found and thrust it into X’s ear. X fell sideways off him, his whole body spasming. The glass vial jutted out of his ear, its thin neck buried deep into X’s ear canal.
Armani smiled. “Try getting out that way, asshole.”
X stopped twitching and sat up.
“Cazzo! You’ve got to be kidding me.” Armani ran to the flamethrower, pointed it at X, and squeezed the trigger.
Nothing happened.
“Mio Dio, not now!” He tightened the nozzle on the tank and tried the flame gun again. 
Nothing.
X rose to his feet. 
Armani, aware of his foe’s approach as he fiddled with the flame gun, backpedaled away. He repeatedly smacked the tank with his palm. “Come on, come on, come on!”
“I am going to make this hurt fo—”
It ignited.
X burst into flames, arms flailing, making no sound except for the snap, crackle, and pop of his blistering flesh. Armani didn’t let up. X changed color before his very eyes, red to purple to black. Only when the tank finally gave out and X was charbroiled did Armani throw aside the weapon.
He waited for the Gal-zu to emerge. It didn’t.
“Show yourself, you hateful parasite.” 
Armani wondered if X was dead. The temperature inside its host’s skull must have been hot enough to make its blood boil and its exoskeleton explode. But he wasn’t taking any chances. After ripping off the remains of his own shirt and tying it around one smoldering boot, he dragged the body toward the burning column, the flames now high enough to tickle the ceiling. He heaved the body into the blaze, prodding every square inch of it with the flame gun to ensure it was completely engulfed before leaving X to bake.
He headed outside, feeling better about himself. Shirtless and bleeding from several wounds, he walked out into the comparatively cooler air where a paramedic immediately threw a blanket over his shoulders and ushered him toward an ambulance.
As he sat on the back of the ambulance, Armani saw that most of the fires had been put out. The firefighters were congregating near the library. He hoped they would put out that fire last.




CHAPTER 12


Nearly a month had passed with Victoria hardly stealing a thing. She had spent the time studying everything there was to know about Venice, particularly the location for Carnevale di Venezia, the Carnival of Venice, and the layout of the American diplomat’s hotel and surrounding area. She’d made a couple of round trips to the city to get a better lay of the land because maps and photographs were, at best, stagnant. She couldn’t rely on them to incorporate the newest magazine stand or food truck that had propped up or detours placed for areas under construction.
She enjoyed this time, mostly in silence, Chester only talking to her when it suited her, each of them ignoring their growing disconnect. Occasionally, Chester would rattle on about how she needed to get back into the Vatican, but her complaints lacked their former intensity. Even after the fires four weeks prior had revealed another secret chamber beneath the Vatican Library—Church officials swearing to it having been empty—Chester barely pressed the issue. She seemed either no longer obsessed with finding a document Victoria doubted even existed or resigned to accept the fact that they would need to wait for things to cool off before trying again. Being patient wasn’t like Chester, and the silence conjured no small amount of unease in Victoria, but she chalked it up to the friction that had started when the spider had caused her brain to hemorrhage twice in one day.
No, the friction had started before then. That just made it a lot more obvious.
Most of the time, she simply pretended Chester didn’t exist, biding her time before that awkward confrontation when she asked her head invader to leave. What if she says no?
She would deal with that when it happened. Or maybe she’s already gone.
A week had passed since she’d last heard a peep out of Chester. She concentrated but could not feel the spider’s presence in her head. Under normal circumstances—or what constituted as normal for her, anyway—having Chester in her head always gave her a sort of itch at the roof of her mouth, one she’d grown so accustomed to that she’d only noticed it when she thought about it. She was thinking about it then, but she didn’t feel a thing.
The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that Chester had vanished. Her suspicions roused, Victoria pursed her lips. Could she really have left me? Just walked out in the middle of the night, never to be heard from again? The thought came with a tinge of sadness, which surprised her. Wasn’t that what I wanted all along?
What next? As she sat in a coffee shop down the road from the Lotus Palace, she let the smell of a strong blend deep into her nostrils, the aroma warm and comforting. Venice, that’s what. She pored over sewer plans, canal grids, and street maps piled in front of her on the table, combed through photographs of one of the most gorgeous cities she’d ever seen, and began to feel as though everything might be okay.
The shop was empty except for two employees behind the counter and a middle-aged man typing away at his laptop. No one paid her any attention. She sipped her coffee and prepared for the job in utter silence.
Quiet.
A tranquility she had never known before.
But then, a shadow.
A chill ran through her, standing up every hair on her body. She was being watched.
She looked up from her coffee and glanced around the shop. The two baristas were giggling and talking with one another behind the counter, paying her no mind. The man at his computer was also laughing as his gaze typewritered across his screen. Outside, the afternoon sun shone brightly through the shop’s open windows.
Nothing looked out of the ordinary. The day was bright and cheerful. Why can’t I be? She didn’t see any shadows, but damn, did she feel one. While sliding all the documents on the table into a stack, she slowly backed up her chair. She picked up her mug and took a giant gulp before setting it back down and gathering her things under her arm. Eyes forward, she headed for the door, her sense of dread based on nothing more than a hunch.
Chester had taught her to trust those feelings. Experience had shown her why.
She peeked down alleys and around corners as she headed back to the restaurant. Again, she saw nothing out of the ordinary. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. She wondered if that boy had finally returned, that boy who knew too much. She wished Chester were still there. Chester would have known what to do.
She stopped, balled up her fists, and bit back the scream that was forming. I don’t need Chester.
The scent of fresh bread carried her past the bakery. The door to the Lotus Palace was only a few meters away. She reached it, and with a final backward look that revealed no one following, she stepped inside.
The sound of grease sizzling in a frying pan came from the kitchen. Victoria breathed in the welcoming smell of Vishal’s spices… and something else.
Something metallic.
Blood.
She dropped her research materials on the nearest table. “Gupta?”
A quick survey of the restaurant proved it empty. The only sound came from the kitchen, that sizzling frying pan. Victoria grabbed the first weapon she could find, a butter knife from a place setting, and crept toward the kitchen.
“Vishal?”
The metallic smell increased with every step she took. She’d made it almost to the beaded curtain when she nearly tripped over something jutting out from behind the counter.
A foot.
Victoria looked down and clasped her hands over her mouth to prevent any sound from escaping. Gupta lay on the floor in a pool of her own blood, sparkling dead eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. Victoria’s nostrils flared, and she gritted her teeth. With the cash register closed, she did not suspect a robbery. No, Gupta’s wounds looked savage, blood having poured from what seemed like a million slashes in her dress… as if all their crimes had finally caught up to them and had been revenged simultaneously. Yet Victoria remained unscathed.
The others! Victoria pushed aside the strings of beads and tiptoed into the kitchen. No one was waiting there for her.
No one alive.
And no frying pan.
Vishal’s face sizzled against a burner, creating a steady stream of smoke. His hair had burned off, and his scalp was red and blistered, as was most of his face. A butcher knife was pinning his hand to the countertop adjacent the stove. Needing a real weapon, Victoria discarded her butter knife and pulled the blade free. Vishal fell to the floor with a thud.
“Shit,” Victoria whispered.
A cough came from the back room. Rushing in with knife raised, she found Lucio slumped on the floor, his back against the bar, bleeding from nearly as many holes as Gupta had. In one hand, he held a bottle of wine, which he appeared to have been drinking from. He dropped it when his eyes met Victoria’s.
She ran to his side and knelt, placing the knife on the floor beside them. “What happened? Who did this?”
Lucio raised a shaking finger toward the painting of a wine bottle and grapes. It sat discarded on the floor. The safe it had covered was open, and nothing remained inside.
He coughed out blood then wheezed. “Be-betrayed. You… You must… get… g-g-get out! St-still here…”
Victoria grabbed his hand with her left and the knife with her right. She could see how white Lucio’s face had gone, how much blood he’d already lost.
Too much.
“Beckett did this, didn’t he? I’ll kill him.” She started to rise.
Lucio tried to keep hold of her hand, but his grip fell away weakly. He shook his head. “No… must… get out.” His eyelids slid closed.
Shots rang out from upstairs. Victoria stood. “I’m not leaving ’til that son of a bitch is dead.” Sticking out her chin and gritting her teeth, she bade farewell to a friend.
Then she crept upstairs.




CHAPTER 13


When Armani heard shots being fired, he did something that might have surprised him had he had the time to think about it: he ran into danger without knowing his enemy or having any clear plan of attack. Generally, he liked to at least have some idea what he was getting himself into before barreling headfirst into it and likely getting himself shot up in the process.
Yet that was exactly what he found himself doing. No thought, just action. The scarred flesh of his shoulder tingled, reminding him of what had happened the last time he raced into a dangerous situation. He had barely gotten out of it with his life.
All he knew was that the girl had walked into the Lotus Palace, and that moments later, shots were fired. The first part of that equation was to be expected. With X’s death—presumed death, as no spider had been pulled from the smoldering remains of the host body—Armani had redirected his focus toward finding and following the girl, one Victoria Menard. Finding her had been easy. The homing device he’d slipped into her bag as they ran side by side, he pointing out the dead guards to distract her, had led him to the general area of the market. After that, the tracer went silent, Victoria having either knowingly or unknowingly ditched the bag. He had found it for sale later in some back-alley black market.
So he went back to the market area and hung around until he spotted her, assuming she lived nearby since she had seemingly walked there. After a couple days of surveilling the area, he’d found Victoria and determined where she’d been living. After that, he watched and waited for any sign that Y was inhabiting the girl.
Not ‘the girl.’ He shook his head. The ‘host body.’
But fooling himself into a sort of cold objectivity never lasted. Victoria was a girl: beautiful, intelligent, and redeemable if not innocent—a flesh-and-blood human being with a soul intact. And if he’d had the time to think about it, he would have known that was why he ran into the restaurant when shots were fired.
But he didn’t think. He just acted. He just threw himself into danger for a girl he hardly knew and who might just have been the one thing he had sworn to destroy.
He finally thought about it as he entered the kitchen. He thought about it more when he saw the dead body behind the counter, looking as if it had been shut in an iron maiden, and again when he saw the body in the kitchen, a patch of flame burning on its shirt collar.
A third body lay slumped against a bar in the back room, eyes shut and bottle in hand as though he were only sleeping off a bender. The stab wounds to his chest and stomach dispelled that illusion. Armani checked for a pulse but found none. As he was checking, someone fled through the beaded curtain so quickly that he couldn’t even make out if it was a man or woman.
Or the girl. He took a deep breath and started after the person. Her name is Victoria.
Before he could take more than a few steps, he heard a groan from above. Someone was upstairs, and that someone was hurt. He looked at the steps. Droplets of blood spattered their gray paint.
To pursue the fleeing person or assist the injured individual upstairs was a debate Armani quickly resolved. He bounded up the stairwell without heed to the noise he was making.




CHAPTER 14


“Don’t move.”
Victoria froze as she entered Beckett’s room. Cold metal pressed against her temple. Her hand squeezed the butcher knife a little more tightly as rage welled up inside her. She knew Beckett’s voice. His British accent was hard to miss in the middle of Rome. The bastard had killed Gupta, who had always treated her like one of the family. He’d killed Vishal, who would always fake anger every time she stole his meal orders, but she’d catch him smiling if she sneaked a peek soon after. And he’d killed the old man, who, more than anyone since her real father had passed away, had tried to be like a father to her.
All she wanted to do was kill Beckett. And in her haste, in her clouded, impetuous state of mind, she’d walked right into his trap. Chester would have been smarter than that. She closed her eyes and waited for death.
And she recovered her senses.
She slashed at Beckett’s arm, but he struck her forearm with his own, and the knife fell and clattered across the floor. Then he grabbed her by the hair and pulled, drawing her up onto her toes. He buried the barrel of his pistol under her chin.
Victoria clawed and scratched at his arm, but the former mercenary was too strong. 
“You killed him!” she shrieked. “Why did you have to kill him!” And through her rage, she felt wetness on her cheeks.
“What?” Beckett loosened his grip just a little. “I didn’t do this. I thought you were with her.”
The tweet of a silenced gunshot chirped from the doorway. A chunk of Beckett’s head splattered against the far wall. He fell to the ground, pulling Victoria down with him. His grip relaxed, and she pulled her hair free, scooting away on her buttocks and heels from his lifeless body.
Confused, she turned to the doorway and saw Gabriela standing there with a pistol pointed in her direction and a tote bag slung over one shoulder. Victoria scrambled for the knife, but Gabriela’s high heel was on it first.
She even kills in style.
“Don’t.” Gabriela waggled the pistol in her hand, and Victoria scampered back toward Beckett’s corpse. She kept backing up until she felt the gun he’d dropped pressing into her ass.
The older woman sighed. “Well, I have to admit this did not go as smoothly as expected or promised. It is of little consequence. I have what I came for,” she patted the tote bag, laden with the contents of Lucio’s safe. “Oh, except for one thing. That bracelet, please. Toss it over.”
With shaking hands, Victoria unclasped the bracelet Lucio had given her from his spoils as victor of the Vatican competition. It had been the only gift she could recall not getting for herself in the last eight years. Every time she’d looked at it, she thought of Lucio.
Scowling, she threw it at Gabriela, who caught it and stuffed it into her bag. “I’ll be getting that back,” she hissed, the emptiness of her words hurting as much as Gabriela’s betrayal.
“I’m guessing not. All those who would try to seek revenge are dead but you. And I’m about to remedy that.” She raised the pistol and smiled. “Goodbye, V. Why you gave up the world’s best safecracker is beyond me. And the blackmail potential, identity theft… She just walks right into their heads and opens up their minds for me.” She shrugged. “Oh well. Your loss.” Her finger tightened around the trigger. “Anyway, Chester sends her regards.”
Victoria had only enough time to gasp before the bullet tore through her midsection. Writhing in pain, she fell atop Beckett’s gun, her arm beneath herself and reaching for it while her other hand tried to hold in her guts, blood pouring through her fingers.
“Ciao, bella.” Grinning, Gabriela wiggled her fingers in a mock goodbye wave. She turned to leave.
Head reeling, the blood loss already making her dizzy, Victoria drew the pistol and fired. Gabriela shrieked and cursed then ran. Victoria hadn’t been able to aim, pain clouding her head and tears blurring her vision, but she had hit her mark. She only hoped she’d caused as much damage as Gabriela had done her.
Time passed—how long, Victoria couldn’t be sure. She was wavering in and out of consciousness, having dropped the gun in favor of placing both hands over her wound.
Someone stood over her. A boy. How he’d gotten there, she didn’t know. Did she know him? He was talking to her, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying.
He too faded, and all that was left was black.




PART 2:

…AND INTO THE BLACK









From Confessions of an American Killer: The Victoria Menard Murders, the recorded diary of Victoria Menard, dated August 26, 2022.





Life without the voices? If you mean Chester, the one and only voice, when she left me alone in Rome… that was an adjustment. I was always a smart kid, so I was amazed to find out just how often I had turned to her for guidance, let her run the show for the both of us. It was my body—she should have been along for the ride. But once she had left, I realized just how much it was the other way around.
Disembodied? Yeah, that’s how I felt. Seems sort of ironic that Chester walks out of my body, and I’m the one that felt like something was missing. She’s the one that gave up her home. And the bitch tried to have her new host kill me!
She would have succeeded if not for that boy…
Armani.
He saved my life.
But he wasn’t part of my life. It was foolish for me to think someone like him could ever be… or Lucio or Gupta… or anyone for that matter. Even with Chester gone, there’s a part of me that’s missing. And no, not just the psychotic, eight-legged demon, though it would be easy to blame her for it. Maybe she messed up my wiring a bit when she was scheming inside her head palace.
Yeah, blaming her… That would be too easy.
But there sure are a few scars I can blame the bitch for. My stomach, for one. That I do so freely. Not a single resignation.
So no, after I was shot in the gut—a rather painful experience I don’t recommend, by the way—I had plenty of time to think, maybe do some scheming of my own.
So pretty safe to say, I didn’t miss her. Not a bit. In fact, I kind of wanted her dead. Ha, and just when I was starting to rethink my views on killing. Even absent from my mind, she still managed to influence my actions.
I’ve killed a lot of people since then. Most of them bad, some… not so much. All of them necessary evils committed without regrets.
When I think of my true regrets, I think of the old man, of my life before Chester, who I could have been and what I might have become. I think of choices, those I made and have to live with, and those I might have made, had things turned out just a little bit differently. And for someone like me, someone with a piece missing, living with regrets isn’t so hard. I sleep fine at night. Those memories and the questions they spawn are mere sore spots, bruises left where partialities were taken from me. Of course, my laissez-faire attitude could be due to all the medication they’ve been pumping into me.
As the French say, C’est la vie, mais c’est la guerre.
I don’t put much stock in the past, and I don’t worry too much about the future. Things have a way of working themselves out. The inevitable always happens eventually. Until that time when past and future reconvene, I’ll just keep on keeping on…
Sorry, I was saying… Yes, the quieting of the voice, when it left… when Chester left, I was scared, liberated, a whole jumble of feelings I hardly ever felt. Fuck, I almost died, and it was her fault. 
And I was alone, truly alone then. Back in complete control of my life.
A scary proposition. But I was beginning to think that being alone might not be such a bad thing.




CHAPTER 15


A steady beeping infects her nightmare, a world of giant spiders feasting and draining the blood from human cattle. She is among those cattle, lumbering across a field of meat, waiting for her turn to be consumed. All fight has left her. All hope is gone.
Except for that beeping. Somehow, even in her dream, she knows it’s tied in some way to her life. Steady. Constant. Monotone.
The spiders are coming. A particular fat one the size of a bus has locked eight blood-red eyes on her. Despite its girth, its steps are silent as it walks right up to her. She doesn’t run, doesn’t even turn away though fear has clogged her throat, cut off her voice. She can smell the thing’s breath now, sizzling hot and rank like gases emanating from a rotting animal. Its drool patters at her feet.
“I’m going to eat you,” the spider’s twinkling eyes say. “I’m going to eat you and suck out all your yummy organs and wallow drunkenly in your blood. Then, even after you’re dead, I will kiss your flesh and render meat from bone, taste all of you until there is nothing left.”
The spider opens its mouth wider. Large fangs extend. The beeping tethered to her life intensifies, the tone repeating so quickly that she feels as though her years are racing away from her, a fact she knows to be true as the spider leans in for its first kiss. It takes her hand into its mouth and begins to chew.
[image: image-placeholder]Victoria awoke to what sounded like an alarm-clock blare on rapid fire. White walls, white linens, ugly sallow curtains, and a heart monitor going apeshit—she processed it all quickly and came up with one word: hospital. Her heart slowed, and the pain in her stomach kicked in. It felt as though someone were trying to pull off her abs the same way Vishal used his hands to pull fat off raw chicken.
And her hand… Someone held it. She tore it free.
“Bad dream?” a young man said beside her.
She gasped. How she had overlooked him in her haste to determine her location was uncharacteristic and almost embarrassing, if not potentially deadly. But if he’d been there to kill her, she’d have been dead already, she supposed. No, he wasn’t there to kill her. He’d been holding her hand.
She drew it in closer and glowered at him.
“Excuse me,” he said, his cheeks the color of roses. “When I saw you were having a nightmare, I thought maybe I could comfort you.”
“Who are you?” She knew the answer to that question. He was the boy from the market.  The boy who knew too much. “What are you doing in my room?”
The boy smiled, a warm but mischievous kind, friendly but dangerous if the two could coexist. “For my name, I already told you. It’s Armani. Armani Giancarlo Scarpetti, to be exact, at least that’s one of my names, the one my bosses call me, though I go by a number these days. Like you, I assume. Is your real name even Victoria?”
Victoria sat up and immediately regretted it. “I never told you my name. How did you know that?”
“I’m well informed. Since I doubt that you’ll tell me the truth, I’ll also assume that Menard is your real last name. The dates and times of her disappearance align with yours, though how a missing seven-year-old from the US was most recently spending her days with a gang of persons of ill repute in Rome is a story I think I should like to hear.” He leaned back in a chair beside her bed. “You can relax. There are no bars on your door, no handcuffs on your wrists. I’m not part of Interpol, nor am I here to arrest you.”
Victoria glanced at the door. Then she glanced down at her hospital apron and suddenly felt exposed. Her mind was clear, but her body was not in top form. She wondered if she could make it by him and through the door before he could subdue her, if she had the strength and skill to kill him if necessary.
He certainly does know too much.
As if reading her mind, he smiled more widely and said, “Relax! You are perfectly safe here.” He folded his hands behind his head, looking entirely too relaxed to make her feel comfortable.
“As for why I was here, well the answer to that is twofold: to save your life, which I’ve accomplished—you’re welcome, by the way—and to kill you if need be.”
Victoria again glanced at the door, measuring the distance, then closer at hand for a weapon. Perhaps she could smash his head in with the heart monitor, maybe jab him in the jugular with the needle buried in her arm. Her hand went to the tape that held it in place.
“Don’t pull that out. You lost a lot of fluids, and I’d hate to see you stuck here for another few days. Do you know how long you’ve been here?” When Victoria didn’t answer, he continued. “Three days! You lost a lot of blood. The bullet lodged inside your stomach and made one hell of a mess, but you were a fighter, and after several transfusions and a long bout of unconsciousness, here we are. Believe me, I had plenty of opportunities to kill you, but I showed restraint, and the need has passed.”
Victoria squinted into his eyes. “Why, uh, were you going to kill me?”
“Because of what lived in your head.”
“Lived?”
“CT scans showed no sign of the parasite. All evidence points to the conclusion that what once was there has now departed. So there’s no longer any reason for me to kill you. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”
“Chester? Gone?” 
Victoria struggled to remember. A vision of her final waking moments before finding herself hospitalized flashed into her mind. “Chester sends her regards.” 
“Gabriela!”
“Gabriela Rodriguez. Is that who Y, er, the spider inhabits now?”
“No, um, I mean yes, but…” The tube for the saline drip hugged her shoulder. She brushed it aside. “How do you know about Chester?”
“Assuming you mean your head case, I told you: I’m well informed.” Armani’s smile faded, and he sighed. “What I’m going to tell you is more than I should and more than most people would believe, but somehow, given your life so far and what was living in your head, I have a feeling you’ll know that I’m telling the truth.” He rubbed his hands together. “So here goes. I’m part of a clandestine body within the Church whose sole purpose is to safeguard humanity against an ancient evil.”
Victoria rolled her eyes and groaned. The saline tube brushed her neck, and she groaned as she swatted it away. “Isn’t that a cliché? A secret society? Really? Like the Illuminati or the Priori of Sion or Opus Dei?”
“I really wish people would stop reading Dan Brown.”
“Oooh! Or those guys from all the Assassin’s Creed games… and also The Da Vinci Code, now that you mention it. Come to think of it, you guys have a lot of secret organizations who do a terrible job of keeping themselves secret.”
Armani muttered something under his breath then looked her in the eye, “Fine. If it helps you to think if it that way, then yes, only we have no political aspirations, harbor no ulterior motives or sinister agendas, and wish no harm to anyone.”
“Except the spiders and anyone unlucky enough to have one inside of them.”
Armani didn’t flinch. “Yes. Except them.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “But as you can see, I, for one, am reluctant to murder someone when an alternative solution might be available. We are not cold-blooded killers, Victoria. We have an expression here in Italy—maybe you’ve heard: Da che pulpito viene la predica.”
Victoria laughed. “You think I’m judging you? I’m not. I’m concerned about one person and one person only: me.” She threw her thumbs up toward her cheeks and, in doing so, whacked herself with the tube. A switch flipped inside her, and she roared. “Enough already with this stupid, fucking…” She grunted in frustration then ripped the IV out of her arm and tossed it aside. Blood trickled out of the crook of her elbow, its slow, warm flow almost soothing. As she watched it, she calmed. “So what was she, really?”
Armani grimaced. “How long did it… she live inside your head?”
“Eight or nine years.”
“And in all that time, she never told you what she was?”
Victoria frowned. “Bits and pieces, you know. It wasn’t something she liked to discuss.”
“You had a spider living in your head, and you were never curious enough to find out what she was all about?”
Victoria glared. “She’d been with me since I was a little kid. I have far more memories with her than without.”
Armani slouched and sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m not here to give you a hard time.” He donned a goofy smile. “Friends?”
Victoria scoffed. “Whatever.”
“Well, we should be. I’m no psychic, but if I had to guess, I’d say your Chester had something to do with you ending up in here.”
Victoria started to speak then bit her tongue. The sting of her teeth was nothing compared to that of the loss of the life she might have had. Gupta, Vishal, Lucio… even Beckett… They had treated her as though she was one of them, given her a place where she could belong. She owed it to them to put Gabriela in a shallow grave. She just had to get out of that hospital bed, gather her clothes and equipment, and pick up that skank whore Gabriela’s trail. But even before that, she had to ditch the choir boy. Victoria had been reduced to a one-person team.
Same as it was before Italy.
An idea sprang upon her so quickly that she looked away so that Armani might not read it on her face. She didn’t know where that Spanish bitch had run off to, but she had a pretty good idea where she would be in eight months.
“Can you fake my death?” she asked.
Armani stroked his chin. “I’m sure we could arrange that.” He leaned forward and clapped. “You’re going after her, aren’t you? Great! When do we start?”   
“I just want to start over.”
“Sure you do.” He stood. “Well, I’ve kept you from your rest long enough.” He turned to leave, but when he reached the door, he hesitated. “Think about what I said. We don’t have to be enemies or even strangers. We both want the same thing.”
Victoria scowled. All I want is for both those bitches to die, she thought, but she made no reply.




CHAPTER 16


Armani left Victoria’s room feeling as though he’d failed to connect with the girl. He’d saved her life, yet still she distrusted him.
Can I really blame her? Her entire team was just wiped out by one of its own.
He made the sign of the cross outside her door and said a short prayer. Walking the cool, silent halls of Ospedale di Santo Spirito in Sassia, he listened to the soft beeps of machines behind closed doors so faint that they almost seemed unreal. Every now and then as he made his way down corridor after corridor to the critical-care section of the hospital—where Victoria had been only one day earlier, white as bed linens from so much blood loss—a nurse would pass him and offer a serene smile, the flats of her heels clomping against the floor and breaking the monotony and solemnity of what seemed like his employer’s tomb.
It reminded him of home.
The cardinal’s room was just ahead, through a pair of double doors in an area of the hospital where an army of machines beeped loudly while nurses danced around them and each other, never colliding even with their noses buried deep in patients’ files. Tibalt’s death, like that of all living things, was inevitable. It was only a question of when.
“Not long,” the doctor had assured Armani.
The hospital could do no more for the cardinal beyond making him comfortable and pain-free in his final hours. Soon, he would find out if he’d wasted his life in servitude to a god that had so often gone missing when needed most. Armani didn’t question God’s existence, but he often wondered what motives lay behind such a force. Still, he had seen firsthand the devilry of the Kaššu and knew whatever God’s plan was, a greater evil sought to thwart it.
Armani sighed. The alphabet is nearly complete. X was presumably dead, and Y had revealed herself. Her host, a woman named Gabriela Rodriguez, had been mere meters away from him, wounded and his for the taking, but he’d let her slip away. To where, he did not know.
If only I had killed Y when I had the chance. Maybe then our focus wouldn’t have been divided, and the cardinal, the others… I should have killed her when she was hiding in Victoria.
“She knows something,” he muttered, remembering how her face had lit up for a moment before she could hide it. She knows how to find Y.
 He opened the door to the cardinal’s room and stepped inside, into the darkness. The room was set up much the same as Victoria’s but with more machinery. Beside the bed sat a chair, which Armani took. In the moonlight trickling in through a window, he could see Tibalt’s shriveled raisin of a face, mouth hanging open in a toothless maw, gums oscillating like a fish out of water sucking for air. His eyelids fluttered, the eyes beneath ping-ponging as if he were running from the creatures of nightmare.
Armani grabbed Tibalt’s hand, but the cardinal jerked away, apparently on instinct but with a strength and speed unbefitting one moments away from death. Tibalt began to mumble gibberish Armani didn’t attempt to decipher.
Instead, he stood and set his jaw. “The girl knows more than she’s letting on. I’ll get to the bottom of it. I’ll find Y and kill her. Your legacy will not be forgotten.”
When he turned to leave, a sudden chill rattled through him. The shadow in the room seemed, if but for a moment, heavier than that which hovered over his heart.




CHAPTER 17


Venice, eight months later.
The city was more beautiful than Victoria had remembered, even in the chilly night winds of winter. During her scouting trips, she’d found herself staring at the stone buildings and cement walkways and wondering how an entire city could have been built on a floating saucer of the hardest stuff on earth. She imagined every basement a swimming pool, the city itself a giant boat, its oblivious denizens going about their days without the slightest worry that their world—their homes, their workplaces, their entire livelihoods—was endlessly eroding away.
In the end, she had chalked up their ambivalence to being no different than living, time chip-chip-chipping away at one’s health and existence… or a parasite slowly eating away at one’s brain. Still, the revelation came with a sense of awe and a bit of envy toward a population careless and carefree in the face of watery damnation.
As Victoria hid behind a pillar on the second level of a Venetian Gothic–style building that ran nearly the entire length of the stone-tiled Piazza San Marco, she waited patiently for her target to approach. The festive atmosphere surrounding her, filled with banners and colors, costumes and galas, banquets and cheer—all like something straight out of some princely ball in a long-forgotten fairy tale—was a stark contrast to the birthday she had spent alone a month prior. How easily she’d forgotten she had turned seventeen.
Her birthday wasn’t important. She needed to get the politician’s attention before Gabriela could, but getting past his security detail wasn’t going to be easy. She’d had only a few nights to seek and stake out the American ambassador, Richard Thorne, and she’d done so every night since he’d arrived, just after Shrove Tuesday. His security team had taken him a different route each time Thorne stepped out of his hotel, the Bellissimo Grande, or returned to it, only two blocks from where Victoria was hiding in shadow. Given the plaza’s close proximity to Thorne’s hotel, situated on the side opposite all the most popular Carnevale party sites, she figured that approximately ninety percent of his routes would take him across some part of it.
The hardest part was not tracking Thorne through a foreign city via routes supplied at the moment of his travel. Tailing the ambassador in a city of masks was as easy as picking a padlock. What was hard was doing it without being spotted by Gabriela, who knew all her tricks. She supposed that shouldn’t have been a concern, with all the local newspapers having reported the death of a young American Jane Doe who had suffered a gunshot wound to her stomach. She had Armani to thank for that.
Assuming Gabriela knows how to read.
Victoria had kept close tabs on Gabriela as soon as she’d entered the city. She had known where her enemy would be staying—the house Lucio had somehow procured that day at the Vatican—and it was all she could do not to rush into that home while Gabriela slept and slit the bitch’s throat. But Victoria didn’t just want to kill Gabriela—she wanted to best her, her and Chester both.
And she wanted the money.
She’d gotten by the last several months playing the small game: lifting wallets, hitchhiking her entire way from Rome, and living in bedbug-riddled hostels while working out a strategy for revenge. For whatever reason, Gabriela hadn’t yet made her move on Thorne, but Victoria doubted she would wait too much longer. If Chester knew Victoria was alive, she would’ve placed Gabriela on high alert, assuming the two were still together.
Victoria had seen no sign of Gabriela outside the house she’d stolen. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being followed. She glanced down at the plaza, its wet stone bathed in yellow light. The balls, both private and public, were in full swing, and the plaza rumbled with tourists and locals alike decked out in intricate, ornate costumes, most with masks as white as fine porcelain with precious metal trim and wreathed with flowing headdresses and gorgeous gowns of infinite coloration. Here, a gaggle of socialites, each with flowery, frilled feather crowns and long dual-colored dresses, clapped as a silver-and-gold jester pranced and played the flute for their amusement. There, a stampede of men who looked as though they might have been carriage drivers in Victorian England hustled by with a line of burlesque divas, who, bare-legged in spite of the cold, strutted like peacocks between them. A man with a beak-nosed mask, steampunk goggles, and a top hat hung by a fountain in the center of the plaza, alone and facing her. He almost looked as if he were staring right at—
There! Thorne walked by the fountain behind the steampunk duck. A masked lady dangled from his arm, while his security team—those she could see anyway—cleared a path in front of him and behind. Despite being a philanderer and lavish in his spending, Thorne was easy to spot because his costume was ironically understated. He was dashing in a Baroque satin vest, jacket, and pantaloons, the kind that looked like dude capris, all a shiny gray save for the frills of his white undershirt at both collar and cuffs and the white fur trim of his tricorn hat. A simple silver domino mask covered his eyes.
Victoria was similarly dressed, disguised in male clothing, all black except for a plain white mask that covered all but her mouth and chin, along with white socks and gloves. She pulled her mask down over her face and checked her blowgun hidden under her sleeve, this time loaded with a tranquilizer dart. She had several more in a small satchel draped over her shoulder.
Making her way along the columns, she looked for a quiet place to descend. She didn’t need to keep her eye on Thorne, figuring he had to be heading back to his hotel with his nightly prize at his side. But she had only two blocks to get to him and did not know if she’d have another chance.
In a small alcove, she dropped down into the plaza beside a drunk tourist pissing against the building. He stopped his stream long enough to give her a stink eye then continued with his business. Victoria did not stick around for its thrilling conclusion.
Canals wove their way around the hotel. Four different footbridges joined it to adjacent portions of the city. Victoria raced toward one that Thorne wouldn’t have likely taken, given his route. She raced through the high arched entranceway to the lobby just as the ambassador’s lead security-team member, a bald and severe-looking gorilla of a man, like a henchman straight out of a Bond film, crossed the bridge opposite that which she’d taken.
He almost caused her pause. If his look was designed to intimidate—clenched jaw, scarred cheek, and muscles bulging in places they had no right to be—it worked. Better use two darts on that one.
She entered the lobby well ahead of the man, hoping he hadn’t noticed her sideways glances. She bumped into a tipsy couple on her way in, apologized, and walked briskly past the doorman and the concierge toward the elevators.
“Signore,” a bell clerk called as she passed. He was glancing back at his boss somewhere behind her, questioning what he should do. 
Victoria didn’t wait for him to decide, pushing the call button on the elevator.
“Signore,” the clerk called again. When the elevator arrived, he stepped inside with her, blocking the doors from closing. “Only hotel guests are allowed on premises.”
Victoria made a low, long, and exaggerated sigh while pulling out the wallet she had just taken from the tipsy tourist. Please, please, please have your key inside. She quietly sighed again, this time in relief, when she found a room card stuffed in the wallet’s front pocket. She had known she would need the card—she had even stayed a few nights at the hotel on her previous scouting trips and knew the hotel’s policy regarding outsiders and that one had to swipe a room card to even get the elevator moving, making the bell clerk’s show of dominance highly unnecessary. She had a backup room card in her pocket in case of an emergency—a wild card in that, having stolen it earlier in the day, she couldn’t know if it had already been deactivated. Beckett could have made any card work. That was his area of expertise. She found herself missing his skills and, surprisingly, maybe even missing him.
Not like she missed the old man. But more than I miss that fucking spider. She pulled out the fresh room card and swiped it. When the light turned green and she selected the third floor, the bell clerk gave an okay sign to his boss, smiled smugly, and let her be on her way.
The doors were closing as Thorne’s head of security cleared the lobby, the ambassador and his date laughing and barreling in carefree behind him. She swiped her card again and tried the fourth floor, the highest floor full of suites and panoramic views. Fortunately for Victoria, Ambassador Thorne wasn’t quite posh enough to rent out the entire floor of one of the most sought-after city destinations during its biggest festival of the year. Unfortunately for her, the card she’d stolen didn’t get her access.
She didn’t bother with the backup. Instead, she raced down the hall, dart drawn, looking for the maid quarters. Chester would have thought of all this. She hated herself for admitting that fact, but her best-laid plans had quickly deteriorated into improvisation. I could have posed as a maid or some other employee, scaled the outer wall to his window, or… or… something! But nooo! I had to play dress up and go in the hard way.
She burst into the laundry room and, finding no one, she riffled through stacks of towels and cleaning supplies, hoping a maid had left her access card behind. No such luck. But upon leaving, she noticed the cleaning cart in the hall in front of an open room.
Victoria apologized as she jumped on the poor old lady’s back. The maid whooped, which under the stress of the moment, Victoria thought just about the funniest thing she had ever heard. Focusing on that odd comedy took a little sting out of the dart she had shoved into the woman’s neck.
The maid went down like a bag of rocks, Victoria breaking her own fall on top of her. She grabbed the maid’s card and took off running. Beep. She entered the stairwell. Beep. She unlocked the bolt on the fourth-floor doorway… and froze.
Through the door’s square window, she could see Thorne’s bodyguard standing outside the ambassador’s suite. Holding hands and still laughing with his company, the ambassador lumbered toward his door. Another guard marched behind them, giving them a wide berth.
Improvise. She snickered as she disconnected the three tubes of her blowgun. She had eight darts in her satchel, each tainted with a sedative that could knock out a raging bull, more than she’d thought she’d ever need. Pushing one dart into the mouthpiece section and another into the middle tube, then storing the third section and the remainder of her darts in her jacket pocket, she took a deep breath and said a little prayer.
Never tried this before. She shrugged. First time for everything.
She slammed through the door, charging toward her target while raising both tubes to her mouth.
“Get inside!” the steroidal security guard shouted as he slapped his keycard over the reader and jerked the door open, then he went for a pistol at his hip. 
The ambassador’s eyes burst open, and he ducked and threw his arms over his head for cover, while his date shambled on, confused. The guard behind them was also drawing his weapon.
Aiming one tube straight at the guard down the hall and the other toward Thorne’s chief bodyguard, she blew with everything she had, never losing her forward momentum. Both shots connected with flesh. The first hit the big man square in his scarred cheek. The second, intended for the guard down the hall, plunged into the shoulder of the ambassador’s date as she shifted into the projectile’s path at the worst possible moment.
She fell more quickly than the maid had. Victoria knew better than to stop and waste any advantage the element of surprise might have given her. She grabbed a dart from her pocket and dove over the ambassador and his damsel in distress, giving the rear guard a clear shot but not before hurling the dart into his thigh. He twitched a little, tried to raise his gun, then dropped.
The suite’s door swung shut.
Victoria grabbed another dart from her pocket as the ambassador, not a complete heel, went to his date’s aid. He was checking her for a pulse, not even sparing Victoria, a potential assassin, a glance as she approached.
So mesmerized was Victoria by this unlikely show of concern that she failed to react in time to avoid the staggering giant as he rose, grabbed her, and slammed her into the wall. The wind was knocked clear out of her, and purple stars shimmered in front of her eyes. The massive bodyguard’s face, only inches away, a dart still embedded in it, blurred. As his hand tightened around her throat, she jabbed him in the stomach with the additional dart she held.
His hand loosened its grip. In a flurry of movement, Victoria reached into her pocket, grabbed another dart, and jabbed it next to the one in the guard’s stomach. A moment later, his hand fell away from her neck. He dropped to his knees then face-first against her. She swatted him aside as she gasped for breath.
“Inside,” she said in a phony gruff voice, waving a dart at Thorne.
He grabbed his security head’s room card from where it had fallen on the ground, stood, straightened his costume, and unlocked the door.
“Don’t try anything, and no one gets hurt.”
Thorne stepped into a dark room, Victoria following closely. Inside, she flipped the light switch by the door and clicked the deadbolt in place.
Hands raised, Thorne slowly turned around. He slid down his mask so that it rested around his neck. “Who are you? What’s this all about?”
Victoria pulled off her mask and tossed it onto a coffee table.
“A girl?” Thorne’s brow furrowed. “And your accent? Clearly American, even in your fake voice.”
“I just want to talk. Your friends will be awake in a moment, and I don’t have a lot of time.” She showed him the dart. “I’m going to put this away. It’s just a tranquilizer. Your friends will wake with a headache, nothing more.” She stuffed the dart into her pocket. “I’m sorry about your date. That… wasn’t intentional. Anyway, I really needed an audience.”
“Have you ever heard of telephones, emails? Hell, I know kids your age don’t write letters anymore, but even that option is still available.”
“Even if you gave me the time of day, which I doubt you would have, I needed you to know I was serious.”
“Serious as a funeral—one of ours, no doubt.” He huffed. “Well, you’ve got my attention, Ms.…?”
“Menard. Victoria Menard.”
“Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”
“No, but after tonight, hopefully it’ll mean something to both of us.”




CHAPTER 18


Armani wiped the sweat from his brow. The night was cool, but he’d been dying underneath his mask and top hat and was glad to have them off.
He stood outside the Bellissimo Grande, waiting for fireworks and signs of trouble or for the girl’s reappearance. He should have been watching the Spanish woman, he knew, but something about Victoria Menard captivated him. With Y no longer infesting Victoria and currently residing halfway across the city, Armani’s business with the girl had concluded. So why am I really here?
He sighed. He’d been right to follow the girl. She’d led him right to Y. Now, the time had come to part ways… just as Victoria should have parted ways with Y. Revenge is a powerful incentive.
Victoria was up to something. Her hiding in shadows, chasing after a US diplomat, made no sense. Maybe her passport has been revoked, if she ever had one. One thing he could bet on: she wouldn’t leave Venice without making a play at the Spanish woman.
And that would be no easy task. Gabriela Rodriguez had her new crew with her at all times. The house which she inhabited was sealed tighter than the Secret Archives. She, too, was up to something Armani could not yet determine, but it also seemed to involve the ambassador from the States.
Focus, you dummy. The women didn’t matter. His mission came well before either of them or his personal wants. He sighed again. So why am I still here?
As if to answer his own question, he shrugged. I just want to make sure she’s okay. It would be a shame to have gone through all that effort to save to her just to have her go and get herself killed half a year later.
But Victoria never came out of the hotel. Not at three in the morning, not at four. He thought about going in and checking on her, inviting trouble the council did not need. Just go, he told himself without budging. She’ll be fine.
He gasped. The council! He couldn’t remember the last time he’d reported in and didn’t even know who’d taken over operations since he’d followed Victoria out of Rome. He’d left messages reporting his whereabouts, explaining where and why he was in Venice, but he’d never told his superiors he’d located Y.
Well, he knew what they would tell him to do. He was just waiting for the right moment to take out Ms. Rodriguez with minimal collateral damage.
He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and dialed a number known to less than a handful of people. He would just leave another message for whichever council member had taken over as operations lead now that Tibalt was out of commission, likely dead within days of Armani’s leaving Rome.
To his surprise, a man answered, his voice familiar. “Armani? Is that you? Where are you?”
Armani was speechless. After a moment, he found his voice. “C-Cardinal Tibalt! I thought you were—”
“Dead?” The cardinal laughed. “Not yet, but I was awfully close to it, wasn’t I? The doctors say I’ve made a miraculous recovery. The cancer is in full regression. And to be honest, I feel healthier than I can remember having ever felt.”
“That’s… wonderful.” The statement sounded like a question. He had seen the cardinal on what was certainly his deathbed, his body withering away to nothingness, the gaps between breaths growing longer. Hearing Tibalt alive and seemingly thriving confirmed that the cardinal was in a sort of remission, but Armani had no doubt that the euphoria the stay of execution had granted him would be as short-lived as the stay itself. Still, borrowed time was better than no time at all.
“But come, Armani. We must know where you are. Have you had any luck finding the female? Er, Y, I mean.”
“Yes. She’s here. In Venice. But she’s heavily guarded as if she’s expecting an attack from us or—”
“Don’t move in!” Cardinal Tibalt blurted. “It… it isn’t safe. I’m sending in a team. Some new recruits. We’ll be there the day after tomorrow.”
New recruits? Armani had never needed a team before. Sure, there were others like him—most of whom were now dead—but they usually worked alone or in pairs. Ms. Rodriguez expected trouble, but unless Y had described him to her, Rodriguez wouldn’t be watching for him. Something told him that all her added security had been meant for Victoria. I guess the obituaries were a waste of my time.
He sighed. Still, Y did see me. “I can handle this, Your Grace. I’ve tracked her to a residence at Dorsoduro 974. I can take her out within a week and bring back the council an eight-legged souvenir.”
“You will stand down!” Tibalt’s voice lacked the quaver it had had before his hospital stay. 
Armani was taken aback by its force.
“Must I remind you of your last debacle with X? You will maintain surveillance and await my arrival.”
“Your arrival, Your Grace? Will you be coming personally? It’s too dangerous—”
“Let me worry about what is and isn’t too dangerous.”
“But your health—”
“Is none of your concern!” Tibalt released a long breath. “You have your orders. Maintain surveillance and be ready to report the day after tomorrow. Keep your phone on you. We’ll be in touch.”
Armani heard a tone, and the line went dead. He stood on the street, wondering what he should do next, hating being taken out of the game. He waited outside the hotel another fifteen minutes before heading back to his own hotel and attempting to sleep in a too-soft bed, his mind bouncing between his duties and the girl he’d taken upon himself to protect, occasionally wondering if it might be he who needed protection.  




CHAPTER 19


After her meeting with Thorne, Victoria spent the next day resting. She had another long night ahead of her, one that might see her killed.
She was going after Gabriela.
The luxurious home that Lucio had swindled was much more impressive in person than on paper. When Victoria had first seen it on an earlier visit, she’d been so impressed that she looked it up on one of those property-appraisal websites and saw that it had last sold for just under six million euros. The site had called it a mansion, but although it was all class and refinement, Victoria didn’t think only three bedrooms qualified.
Like many of the other nice homes in the nicer neighborhoods of the district, the brick structure, almost churchlike in shape, sat facing a small square lined by other expensive homes, each vastly different in appearance but all worth more money than Victoria had ever seen. Thinking of Gabriela enjoying that luxury, the fruit of Lucio’s labors, having killed him to do so, made Victoria’s blood boil. Her shoulders heaved as her fingernails dug into her palms.
But Gabriela was not alone. She had hired a team of seriously shady types, men who looked as if they’d crawled from some Italian gutter. They were thugs at best, low-cost security who were more apt to slit Gabriela’s throat for her handbag than wait around for a serious challenge. How afraid of Victoria must she have been to align herself with that lot?
Or maybe that’s where she came from. Victoria scowled. I wonder what promises she made those dirtbags. Probably blowing every one of them. She crossed her arms and pouted. She had a real team, people she could trust…
Victoria gritted her teeth, choked on her emotions, then swallowed them back down. You can’t trust anyone… people or spiders.
Lucio’s place was at the far end of the Dorsoduro district. She would have to cross the Grand Canal and about thirty other smaller canals just to get there on foot. She opted for the water taxi and relaxed as the boat drifted her toward her destination.
Arriving at the nearest boat stop just after four o’clock, she immediately went about casing the place, staying clear of the open square where she was sure to be spotted. She didn’t know all of Gabriela’s tricks, but she knew Chester’s. Chester would have made sure Victoria’s wound had been fatal and advised caution when she discovered it had not been. Given the number of hired guns, Chester must have taken a good whiff of the bullshit that was Victoria’s fake obituary. Yeah, Chester was definitely expecting her.
And she was expecting her to come alone.
Victoria wouldn’t let her down. She had a few tricks up her sleeve, but playing nice-nice with others wasn’t one of them, her recently deceased team being the exception. And look how that worked out.
She zipped up her hoodie as the coolness of night set in. A cord beneath her undershirt scratched at her skin, but she ignored it, not wanting to shift it out of place. The houses each shared walls with others and were so overly ornate—lattice wood gratings over windows, iron gates, creeping vines and planted pottery, inlets and platforms galore—that finding foot- and handholds for climbing was no difficult task. The terra-cotta tiles on the roofs were noisy, slippery, and sometimes came loose, but if she walked on the sides of her soles, she could manage it easily enough.
Victoria scaled a huge white house at the square’s entrance, the setting sun casting the square in a hazy twilight beneath the purple shadow of the house. Dust motes rose from the stone pavement like spores from a noxious mushroom.
Belly down on the house’s roof, she crept toward the adjacent house. Chester would surely have posted someone on the roof, knowing Victoria’s affinity for heights. A cough and a clink drew her attention below as she pulled herself to the edge of the roof. A man sat on Lucio’s steps—she refused to think of them as belonging to Gabriela—taking a long drag from a cigarette. The steps were few and shallow, leading down to the paved square. A garden of dirt segmented by railroad ties sat on each side of the stairs, each supporting a hedge that had been perfectly pruned into a rectangle.
As the man opened his leather jacket to tuck his Zippo in an inner pocket, Victoria could see the holster around his shoulder. A chain connected to his belt dangled from his hip, its midsection clumping against the step.
Bait. The man likely didn’t know it, but that’s what he was. Chester would expect her to come in quietly and take out the outlying guards with her blowgun before going in for the kill. The same went for the one or two on the roof, Chester’s pawns to lure Victoria into her web.
Expendable—just like Victoria had been.
Best not to let her down. She pulled her blowgun from its spot taped along her spine, out of the way but fully loaded and accessible. The tape bit at her skin as it resisted her grab. Consider yourself lucky, she thought as she drew the weapon over her lips and aimed at the man below. She felt the weight of the Bowie knife at her hip. Your sleep won’t be permanent.
The dart left the blowgun just before a gust of wind howled through the eaves. It was too late to affect her trajectory, and the dart hit home. The cigarette rolled off the man’s fingers and dropped to the ground. The man followed after it, the dart’s plastic endcap jutting from his neck.
Scrambling onto hands and knees, Victoria crawled onto the next roof. Sure enough, Chester had posted a goon on Lucio’s roof—same leather jacket, dark black boots, and jeans, but no cigarette.
Crouching behind a chimney, Victoria readied her weapon. That time, she took the easy shot, aiming for center mass in case the wind had worse timing than it had earlier.
She needn’t have worried. The air, calm as her nerves, carried the dart into the man’s sternum. A large man, he had just enough time to draw his gun and drop it before collapsing.
“Shit!” Victoria sprinted for the pistol as it slid down the roof. 
If she dove, she could probably catch it before it skidded over the gutter, but the unconscious man slid after it, a two-hundred-sixty-pound slab of dead weight hurtling toward her and picking up speed.
She gave up on the gun, dove over the man, and turned to watch him fall off the roof into the square below. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked. She stood, stepped to the roof’s edge, and peeked over. The man had crash-landed into a hedge. His huge stomach rose and fell, so Victoria knew he was alive, at least for the moment. More concerning were the neighbors. Whoever owned the dog she’d heard might have seen two men suddenly suffer from bouts of narcolepsy, one of whom nose-dived from a roof.
Victoria saw no one except the two unconscious men lying near the front door. The unmistakable smell of hot, freshly laid dog shit rose from the grass below like heat from an oven. She cringed and turned away.
The people inside Lucio’s place were a different story. Well, if they didn’t know I was here, they do now.
She drew her Bowie knife from its sheath and bit down on the flat of the blade, hoping it would be enough, having intended to bring Roof Diver’s gun in with her when she entered. She crept to the back edge of the roof and glanced out over the lagoon. The salty smell of the ocean mixed with the pollution of industry filled her nostrils. A canal ran directly below her, a possible escape route if needed.
Between her and the calm water below sat an iron balcony, painted white and approximately eight feet long and two feet wide, overhanging the water. A flower pot decorated each end, filled with packed dirt but nothing living, whatever flowers they’d held likely unsustainable in the winter frost. She slid feetfirst off the roof and tested the balcony’s weight. A noise, like that of a window sliding open, came from beneath her as her legs dangled, and she tried to scramble back onto the roof. But hands were on her legs before she could. She kicked and grunted, but the hands were too strong. She shrieked as they pulled her from the roof.
Her head smacked against the balcony’s railing as she fell. The knife spat from her mouth and plummeted into the lagoon as her mind plummeted into darkness.
[image: image-placeholder] Victoria awoke, bound to a chair. The room spun, and she couldn’t make out its details. She lurched to her right and spewed vomit down her arm and onto the floor.
“That’s no way to show gratitude for your host’s most gracious hospitality.”
Victoria knew Gabriela’s voice as soon as she heard it, but the figures standing in front of her were barely more than blurs. Gabriela was one of… Three? Four? No, three. She shook her head and immediately regretted it, eye-squinting, grin-and-bear-it pain sizzling hot in the flesh on the back of her head. Though she couldn’t touch her head as her wrists were bound behind her, she knew the railing had split it open. She stared at the figures in front of her, who were a little closer and a little clearer. Definitely three.
The two thugs at Gabriela’s sides held back as she leaned closer, the low cut of her costume gown accentuating her boobs. “You’ll have to forgive my appearance, but I have a meeting with a certain American politician tonight. It’s a shame you won’t be able to make it.”
Victoria smiled. “Being a fantastic slut has never been my one of my talents.”
Gabriela laughed then, a hearty, genuine one that ended in a snort. “You lack the goods, my dear. Still, what a tenacious little one you’ve proven to be. Our mutual friend said you would come. Me? I doubted. I didn’t think you’d be so stupid.”
“So sorry to disappoint you.”
Gabriela tsked. “I am disappointed.” She pantomimed a frown then followed it with a broad smile and a sigh. “I tried to kill you, but you lived. We could have just gone our separate ways at that point, but you had to come here. I got what I wanted out of the ordeal: the money. For me, it was always about the money. How else is a girl to buy so many pretty things, like this?” She rattled the bracelet around her wrist.
Victoria scowled. The bracelet Lucio had given her out of the Vatican stash was all she had to remind her of the old man. She wanted it back and would have it back before the night was over, if she had any say.
She spat out the taste of vomit onto the polished hardwood floor. “Why did you do it, Gabriela? Why did you have to kill Lucio… Beckett… What had Vishal and Gupta ever done to you? To anyone?”
“I just told you. The money, silly. Don’t take things so personally. Lucio was sitting on a small fortune, squandering it like an old miser. Did he share it with any of us? No. So I figured if he wasn’t going to use it, someone should. Why not me?” Gabriela crossed her arms and smiled. “I just needed a little prodding. Our mutual friend supplied that, that and the combination to the safe. She really is incredible, isn’t she?”
“She’s using you, just like she used me. And if this fucked-up situation isn’t proof enough of that, when she’s done with you, she’ll toss your ass aside or kill you or get the next in line to do it for her.”
“We have an understanding.”
“Yeah?” Victoria chuckled. “So did we.”
Gabriela looked up as though she were suddenly entranced by the ceiling light. After a moment, she said, “Enough of this. Our friend grows impatient, which is funny because I would have killed you already had she not wanted to do it herself.” She waved off her hired help with a flick of her wrist. “Leave us.”
The two thugs stepped outside the room and closed the door behind them. Gabriela trembled as if inflicted with a sudden chill then tied back her hair. “I still haven’t gotten used to it.”
Chester’s translucent body refracted light, causing a tiny shimmer as she slid down Gabriela’s earlobe. Her cream-colored body had the dull shine of jade that, together with her diminutive size, made her difficult to spot if you didn’t know where to look.
But Victoria saw her, saw the spider for what she truly was: a monster she had kept safe for the better half of a lifetime. Gabriela shivered again as Chester’s legs tickled the side of her neck. When the spider was perched on her shoulder, Gabriela put her hand on Victoria’s shoulder, creating a bridge for the malevolent creature to cross.
Victoria shifted and strained, trying to shake off Gabriela’s hand and keep Chester at bay. The spider took her time traipsing down Gabriela’s arm. Even so, she reached Victoria’s shoulder with ease, Victoria’s jostling having no effect.
“Go away! Go away you bitch!” She jerked her head sideways, trying to crush Chester between her head and shoulder. Screaming in frustration and anger, she looked up and said, “What are you waiting for? I did what you wanted! I got the confession!”
Gabriela backed up a step. “What? What are you talking about?”
Downstairs, wood cracked. An army of footsteps pounded upstairs then outside the room. Someone yelled, “Guns on the ground! Now!” Victoria could hear a lot of banging and some grunting and felt Chester crawling through her hair. The hallway outside went silent.
“What did you do?” Gabriela’s eyes widened, and she darted for a pistol set atop a small table. 
But before she could reach it, a loud crack came from the door as it burst open.
“Freeze!” The lead officer shouted as he entered the room wearing a flak jacket and carrying an AK-47 pointed at Gabriela. “Hands on your head!”
A small battalion followed the officer into the room, a few of them pushing in the thugs that had been on guard duty, then handcuffed. “We have the target,” the lead officer said into a handheld radio.
“And the girl?” a voice came back.
The lead officer gave Victoria a once over. “Alive. We’re bringing them out.”
Gabriela’s back was to them, but she gave up on the gun and did as ordered. As she turned around, Victoria could see she was smiling. 
She looked at Victoria and said, “It seems I’ve already been discarded.”
In all the confusion, Victoria had forgotten about Chester. She let out a low moan when she realized where the spider had gone.
Miss me? Chester asked from somewhere behind Victoria’s forehead.
The spider had come home. 




CHAPTER 20


Wearing a long jacket, collar turned up against the cold, Armani walked the mutt, some kind of terrier mix, around the far side of the square. The dog was twenty pounds tops, yet it never gave up trying to pull Armani along to the next boxed plant, flagpole, or signpost so that it could lift its leg and express ownership. Armani figured the damn thing must have owned half the neighborhood by its own estimation.
So when he came around to the house in which Gabriela Rodriguez was holed up and found a man snoring on cold stone, a dart jutting from his neck, he knew Victoria was making her move. She’d come a long way for her revenge. Far be it from him to stand in her way. He wasn’t concerned about the woman and didn’t want to be concerned for the girl. The Gal-zu demon was more than enough cause for concern. And he had no idea how he might kill Y in unfamiliar surroundings.
Well, maybe some idea.
And he knew how to kill the woman. Still, he would give Victoria first honors. But if it looks like Rodriguez has the upper hand…
The dog squatted a foot away from the unconscious man and took a shit. A noise like a sudden hailstorm popping off a windshield came from above, followed by what sounded like a boulder tumbling off the roof. The dog barked as the limp form of a man crashed into the hedge less than four meters away. Praying it had finished its business, Armani scooped the animal up and ran around the hedge, where he pressed his back flat against the front of the house, intending the roof’s slight overhang to shield him from view.
The shadow of a giant, stretched long by twilight’s final embers, fell over him. He stroked the dog, hoping it would remain silent and not blow his cover. He curled in his lips as it licked his face. The shadow retreated.
Armani put the dog down and let out his breath. Staying close to the houses while trespassing over their front lawns, he circled the square before turning in toward the fountain at its center. There, he sat on its stone wall, the dog lapping at the dirty water beside him.
He gave the stray the remainder of the sausages in his pocket, which it gobbled down gleefully, then he undid the leash and stuck it into his pocket then empty of sausages. “Thank you,” he whispered, “but I do not think I’ll be needing your services any longer.” He patted the dog on the head and waited with his hand in his jacket’s other deep pocket, also not empty. The smooth metal of his silenced pistol was cool to the touch. Squeezing its grip a little tighter, he wondered who would be coming out of the house first… and who might not come out at all.
Maybe I should go in—
An armored truck and several black SUVs charged into the square, each parking just far enough away from the house so as not to alert anyone inside, the truck parking behind one of the SUVs. Men and women in bulletproof vests, helmets, and safety glasses poured from the vehicles. A few suits got out of one of the SUVs. They held back as two teams converged on the house, which three females of varying degrees of evil were occupying.
The soldiers pretending at being officers secured and gagged the two unconscious men. Armani felt a tinge of guilt when he saw one of the officers scraping the bottom of his boot off on the edge of a step. Instead of kicking in the door and storming in guns blazing, the soldiers picked the lock and crept in with the stealth of SEAL Team Six. 
Armani made himself scarce. He had no plan that took into account that amount of heat, all of whom were innocent as far as he could tell. He recognized the dual factions, an American team dappled with a few Interpol agents, backed by DPS heads and Arma dei Carabinieri officers to give the illusion of permission for the Americans to operate on foreign soil. He retreated to the shadows, where he watched the action unfold from a distance.
After only five minutes, the American forces came out with Gabriela Rodriguez and two unknowns, likely men in her employ. Next came Victoria, escorted by a woman three times her size. Gauze circled her head like a sweatband. Although the soldier had her by the arm, Victoria did not appear to be bound. She unzipped her hoodie and removed what looked like black licorice from beneath her shirt.
A wire?
One of the suits approached her. Squinting, Armani finally placed him: the American diplomat, Thorne—Robert or Richard or something—the same man Victoria had been following. When he handed Victoria an envelope, things started to become clearer.
She’s made some kind of deal with him. For Rodriguez, clearly, but in exchange for what? Immunity? He stroked his chin, dying for a look inside that envelope.
Thorne waved over another soldier, who carried a black duffel bag he must have retrieved from inside the house. The politician took the bag, unzipped it, pulled out a thick stack of bills, and showed it to Victoria. Then he put the money back in the bag and handed it to her when one of the Interpol suits started shouting in Italian that the money was evidence and must be seized.
The American shouted back more loudly, in English no less, and nodded for Victoria to take off with the bag. She put the envelope inside it, slung it over her shoulder, shook Thorne’s hand, shook her head as if denying some further request, and headed out of the square on foot, alone and unguarded with a bag full of cash.
Armani smiled, but it was a sad smile. If we don’t meet again, I wish you all the happiness in the world, my friend. He turned his attention to Gabriela.
Someone from Interpol helped her, her hands cuffed, into an SUV. Armani took a mental picture of the license plate, not that he needed to. He knew exactly where they would be taking her. She’d be detained somewhere in Venice or Mestre for the evening then taken on to Interpol’s detainment center in Rome. As the door closed, he saw no more reason to stick around.




CHAPTER 21


Chester couldn’t believe how events had played out. When she had reentered Victoria’s head, she thought she’d held all the cards. She fully planned on killing her but had wanted to rub her face in her failures first.
Maturely, of course.
Now, she had to rethink her entire strategy. Gabriela had been taken away, undoubtedly no longer a viable host, and Chester was stuck in a girl who wanted her dead. If she tried to leave without killing Victoria, Victoria would try to kill her. If she left after killing Victoria, she’d have to take her chances in a wide-open world.
Filled with fucking birds, she thought. I hate birds. She whined. Am I really going to have to make a deal with her? How could I trust her? Pshaw, she’s never going to trust me.
Chester could feel the hate, rage, and even fear frolicking around in Victoria’s brain. Her host had no idea what to do about Chester, which bought the old god time. Maybe her best bet would be to stay where she was and finish what she had started with Victoria, making her a true vessel subject to her will. She had grown too impatient, too aggressive, having been teased by the nearness of all she sought, the revelation of another of her kind so near. But a few years was nothing to her, a bat of the eyelashes she no longer had, when compared to the millennia she had spent in her present, wretched form.
She had been so beautiful. She had been so much more.
And then, as she remained so much less, she considered how best to go on with her returned host. At least until Victoria’s mind was ready for integration.
Victoria broke the silence between them. “If you are going to kill me, just do it and get it over with. I’d rather be dead than spend another second with you.”
Her host had walked seemingly aimlessly through Dorsoduro after she’d been handed a new passport, a clean rap sheet, a cruise ticket set to leave from Bari to America in April, and all the money from the old man’s safe. For some reason Victoria hadn’t cared enough to ask, Thorne had been willing to go well out of his way for her young mobile home. Citing her recent birthday and her induction into adulthood in many if not most jurisdictions around the globe, Victoria had turned down the politician’s attempts to set her up with a real life in America, a new home and a fresh attempt at normalcy. Chester had to imagine she’d had a lot to do with that decision.
Still, Victoria had made herself quite a deal in exchange for the confession of a perpetrator of a quadruple homicide and the details of a plan to extort money from Ambassador Thorne. Victoria had proven resourceful beyond Chester’s wildest expectations. She knew the girl was smart—for a human. But she never expected Victoria to seek the help of others, to use them to get what she wanted.
Chester was impressed. It only made her angrier. The hatred Victoria felt was mutual. Still, it seemed wiser to use the girl, befriend her again if at all possible, trick her into thinking—
“I’ll never help you again, so you might as well get it over with.”
Oh, you will help me. You think you can best me? You’ve only delayed the inevitable and sealed your own fate. You should have escaped when you had a chance.
“You tried to kill me! After all those years together, the only friend I’ve ever had… all lies.”
Yes, Victoria. All lies. You, your kind—all meaningless to me. You are the insects crawling around this world with delusions of being something more, deserving of an end beneath the true almighty’s swat. I could kill you, cripple you, cause you all sorts of pain, but what would be the point? Instead, I’ll stay right here until you are ready to do my bidding again. My presence will be torture enough.
“I’ll never do your bidding! Never again.”
And Victoria did something that surprised Chester perhaps even more than her seeking the help of others. She cried—real tears, and a whole lot of them.
And that was music to Chester’s ears. She hummed and twisted the dagger. Dearie, you won’t have a choice.
Victoria stumbled on in silence, Chester content to leave it that way. They made their way into a commercial district and, eventually, to a motel, where Victoria booked a room for the night.
When she got into the room, Victoria crashed onto the bed, not bothering to even get under the covers. She was off to face her demons in her dreams soon after.
Chester stayed awake. She had work to do, a vessel to make.




CHAPTER 22


Without delay, Armani took a water taxi to the train station and boarded the next train to Rome. He was back in the Vatican by midnight. Telling no one of his return, he headed straight to the armory, where he grabbed his favorite Barrett M99 .50 BMG rifle and a handful of shells. That was more than he needed—he’d have one shot, two at best, to hit his target. Of course, if he hit his target with one of those rounds, her head would explode as if a grenade had gone off inside it. Like using a bazooka to kill a spider…
The detainment center was located in the heart of Rome. Armani hid the rifle in a guitar case and took a cab right to the center’s front gate. He scanned the buildings nearby for a suitable vantage point and found many, the trick being to find one that was uninhabited.
So he stashed his guitar case behind one of the dryers in the nearest apartment complex’s laundry room and went about knocking on doors and waking people up, pretending to be helping police with an investigation, the details of which he couldn’t share. He showed those who answered his knock a picture of Victoria, the only picture he had on him, and asked if they recognized her. If no one answered, he picked the lock and peeked in, finding clear signs of inhabitation on the first four attempts.
On his fifth try, a fifth-floor apartment, he found what he needed. The apartment was completely empty and had a clean line of fire to the detainment center’s front gate. He ran down to the laundry room, grabbed the guitar case, and returned to set up shop. After rechecking his line of fire through the high-powered scope, he set his watch alarm for one hour and tried to take in a power nap, it being close to three o’clock and him not expecting them to show before four.
Still, his nerves wouldn’t let him sleep. The shot would have been an easy one for him, less than eight hundred meters, except for the fact that his target would be seated somewhere in the backseat of an SUV with tinted windows. The vehicle would stop at the gate, and he would have time to aim, but Rodriguez wouldn’t be stepping out and waving to her adoring fans. He’d have to take the shot through the SUV’s back window, guessing where she might be seated. The rifle being bolt action, he couldn’t count on getting off a second shot to the opposite side.
Plus, his proximity would increase his need for a speedy retreat. Interpol would have people scouring the complex in a matter of minutes. The building had four exits: one at the front, facing the center, one at the back, and one at each side. The back exit seemed the obvious choice.
Wide awake, he leaned against the wall by the window and waited. His alarm went off while his eyes were still open. Slowly, the sun crept up over the horizon.
An SUV pulled up to the gate at six thirty, and Armani was ready. As the driver spoke with security personnel at the guard box, Armani confirmed the license plate. He took aim at the back window, finger tense upon the trigger.
Through the open window, he heard a man shout. He couldn’t make out the words, but both driver and guard stepped out of their respective confines to greet the approaching figure. Is that… Cardinal Tibalt?
Followed by two men in priest garb whom Armani didn’t recognize, Tibalt was wearing street clothes and walking with a vigor Armani hadn’t seen in the old man in all the time he’d known him. However, he could be none other than the cardinal. Armani would have known that gaunt, chiseled face and near-constant scowl anywhere.
As Armani watched through his scope, the cardinal’s scowl turned into a smile. “Ho, there!” Tibalt waved as he approached the men. The driver shook hands with him then walked with him to the back door of the SUV.
Some papers were exchanged, and the driver opened the door. Gabriela Rodriguez, still cuffed, stepped out of the vehicle and the two priests took her into their custody.
“What the hell?” Armani leveled his aim on his target. 
He had a clear shot, his finger poised to take it. One pull, and Rodriguez’s head would decorate everyone and everything within a fifty-meter radius. He squeezed his finger a little tighter.
Tighter.
Then he growled and tossed the rifle aside. He had no idea what was happening, what kind of deal Tibalt had been able to broker to obtain custody of the woman, and what resided in her head. Surely, Y would escape, maybe even killing the cardinal in the process. Why were they taking such risks when he could end Y in one clean shot?
None of what he’d just seen had made any sense. But who was he to question the actions of his superiors?
Regardless, question them he did. Watching through his scope, Armani saw the priests black bag Rodriguez and stuff her into a different SUV parked a block down the street. He sat back against the wall, frustrated and trying to make sense of what he’d just witnessed. Not making any progress, he packed up his rifle and headed back to the Vatican, planning to report in to the council after he cleaned up, where he would force answers out of them if they weren’t forthcoming.




CHAPTER 23


When Victoria awoke, her head was pounding. She blinked several times before her eyes would focus. Her bedsheets were soaked with sweat. They clung to her skin like tape.
Crawling out of bed, Victoria thought about her deal with Thorne and how it had been sabotaged by a wandering arachnid. The events of the night before came in more and more clearly as her brain function optimized. She stumbled into the bathroom and drew herself a bath, the water coming out of the faucet so hot that steam rose from the tub. Before the mirror could fog up, Victoria caught a glimpse of herself in it: dead eyes set in deep hollows stared back, her head wrapped in bandages. She considered going to a hospital to have her wound cleaned and redressed, maybe even to pick up some painkillers. But the thought of dealing with all the questions deterred her.
Maybe I should dig my fingers through the cut and into my brain and pull out the little fucker I find inside.
Chester didn’t respond.
Victoria wiped the condensation from the mirror and stared at herself again, hating everything she saw there, her shoulders heaving as she grew angrier and angrier by the millisecond. The mirror was fractured a moment later when Victoria put her fist through it.
She clawed at the gauze around her head, looking for the means to unravel it before tearing it off with an outcry of pain and wrath. The gauze dropped to the floor, where she left it.
Probing the wound, Victoria guessed it couldn’t have been too bad. Whoever had wrapped it had seen no need for stitches or at least hadn’t said anything about getting them.
“Screw it.” With the tub full, she turned off the water and stripped out of her sweaty, stinking clothes. She stepped into the tub without testing the temperature first, her feet turning a deep red almost instantaneously. She hardly noticed the heat as she sat down then slid down farther into the water. Her wound stung as it hit the surface and went under, but only for a moment. Her hair floated around her in water turned pink.
She closed her eyes, letting the heat and hopelessness consume her. Holding her breath, she let herself sink. In the soothing underwater silence, the heat massaging away her aches until the only feeling left was the dull throbbing of a desperate heart, Victoria let go.
She gave up.
She stopped trying to care.
And her mind cleared. In doing so, a solution revealed itself, one so simple it should have been obvious from the start. Her air running short, her eyes filling with the last of her tears, Victoria smiled.
She would rid herself of Chester once and for all.




CHAPTER 24


What did Tibalt do with the woman? And who were those priests with him? A million questions ran through Armani’s mind, enough to keep him up all morning when he should have been catching up on the sleep he’d missed the last few nights. The cardinal—all smiles as he somehow secured transfer of Gabriela Rodriguez from Interpol and American agents—was all bark and bluster when he summoned Armani to report in at four o’clock in the afternoon, making the call himself.
All newfound vitality when by rights he should be dead.
Why that made him bitter, he didn’t know. He should have been happy for Cardinal Tibalt’s sudden remission. He made the sign of the cross and prayed for forgiveness. Then he pulled on his shirt and collar, straightened his hair, and headed to his four o’clock appointment with Lazarus.
His feet felt leaden as he plodded down the stairs to the private chapel. Letting out a breath, he opened the door and stepped inside, wondering how long the cardinal would make him wait before he showed, not minding so much the temporary reprieve.
But the cardinal was waiting for him. He gasped and looked at his watch to find he had five minutes to spare. Tibalt had shown up early.
He must really want to lay into me. He glanced at Tibalt, who stood taller than Armani had ever remembered him standing, his cheeks flush with color, a sparkle behind an intense gaze, one Armani took for impatience. He hurried over to the copper bowl to bless the water inside.
“Never mind that,” Tibalt said. “Report.”
Out of habit, Armani blessed the water and carried it to the altar. He dipped a thumb into the bowl and made the sign of the cross on his forehead.
“I said…” Tibalt’s chest heaved. His arm swung out with a strength and speed of a man one half his age. “Never mind that!”
The bowl flew from the altar, its contents dousing the carpet in a landing strip of dark fabric. Tibalt huffed. He straightened his kingly robe by its lapels.
As the cardinal raised his sleeve, Armani noticed a dark-red stain on the cuff.
Tibalt noticed his stare. He flashed a smile that vanished somehow more quickly than it had appeared. “Communal wine. Perhaps we’ll have some after we’re both brought up to speed, hmm?”
Armani didn’t respond, not knowing how. The cardinal had never so much as offered to break bread with him, never mind share his wine. And communal wine—that was just plain weird. He stared at his feet, waiting for Tibalt to start the show.
“Your orders were to wait in Venice for my arrival, yet I received word you were back home last night.” Tibalt’s brow furrowed. “Explain yourself.”
“Gabriela Rodriguez was captured last night by joint Interpol and American forces. Victoria Menard made some kind of deal with the Americans—immunity and passage back to the States in exchange for Rodriguez, if I had to guess.” Armani’s chin rose. He looked his boss right in the eye. “But you know all this already, Your Grace. Though I can’t figure out how you managed it, you nabbed Rodriguez from Interpol early this morning.”
Other than the minutest clenching of his jaw, Tibalt revealed no emotion or surprise. “So you were there? Good boy, not taking the shot.”
“But I don’t understand. I could have taken her head off with a single bullet. The odds of Y surviving were next to nil.”
“We had reasonable intel to suggest Y had already vacated the host. We had to confirm it and interrogate Rodriguez for any leads on Y’s whereabouts.”
“Reasonable intel? From who? I was the only member of our team on-site.”
“Never you mind that. It shouldn’t surprise you to know that the Church has people everywhere, and we’re branching out our operations. There’ll be several new faces around here… and a few less old ones.” He glared at Armani then rolled his eyes and looked away. “Anyway, Ms. Rodriguez will trouble us no more. We put her down as soon as she told us everything we wanted to know.”
Stroking his chin, Tibalt leered at Armani like some sort of deviant predator. “Now, tell me, where’s the girl?”
“Menard? I told you, she made some deal with the American ambassador. She’ll be heading back to America if she hasn’t already.”
Tibalt nodded, his eyes studying the ceiling. “Interesting…”
“Your Grace?”
“Huh?” The cardinal stood up straight. “Do you have any idea what airport she’ll be flying out of? Anything else you might know about her present whereabouts and where exactly she is heading?”
“None, Your Grace. I could pick up her trail from Venice if you’d l—”
Tibalt flicked his wrist. “That won’t be necessary. We’ll take it from here.” He clasped Armani by the shoulders, and a smile spread across his cheeks. “Do you know what? You’ve done well, Armani. I know I don’t say it often, but good work.” He turned and walked over to the table beside the door to his inner sanctum, where instead of a copper bowl filled with holy water sat a crystal flask filled with purple liquid on a tray beside two glasses. Tibalt half filled each glass and carried them over to Armani.
“Thank you, Your Grace,” Armani said with a slight bow as he accepted one of the glasses. The two clinked glasses, but Tibalt made no motion to drink his.
Neither did Armani. He studied it queerly, a gut feeling turning in his stomach like a CD on repeat, endlessly spinning and telling him something was wrong. Then he studied Tibalt closely, watching as a bead of sweat trickled over the cardinal’s temple. “On second thought, I really shouldn’t drink, Your Grace, but thank you.”
“Nonsense!” Tibalt laughed. “This is some of Italy’s finest.”
“Then more for you, Your Grace.”
Tibalt stammered at that then blubbered out the words, “How dare you insult me?” He took the glass from Armani’s hand, placed both glasses back on the tray, and stormed out of the room, carrying the tray and its contents with him.
After waiting and listening for Tibalt’s heavy footsteps to move farther away, Armani followed the cardinal. Trying the door, he found it locked. Before leaving, he checked to see if his keys would open it, with no luck.
[image: image-placeholder]Four hours later, Armani had just finished supper and returned to his room to find his phone ringing. “Hello?”
“Armani!” A man said, his voice straining as if every word were causing him considerable pain. “Thank God you’re all right! Something’s seriously wrong there. I can’t get a hold of any of the council members. I feel something terrible has happened!”
“Carlo? Slow down. Tell me what’s going on. You’re not still in the hospital, I take it?”
“I’ve been out for months though it was pretty dicey at first. Getting better every day, though.” His voice grew more intense. “Listen, I’m on my way there now. I think we’re being targeted. I don’t think X is dead.”
“I watched the vessel burn myself. The heat from that fire should have caused X’s blood to boil.” Even as Armani said the words with all the confidence he could muster, he knew he didn’t actually see X die. The Kaššu’s death had been a mere probability at best, a considerable distance from a certainty.
“Cardinal Martinez came by yesterday. For a religious man, he doesn’t put much stock in miracles. He had a theory about Cardinal Tibalt’s recovery. He thought… Wait a second. Some homeless person is spreading garbage on my windshield. Get this: he’s got a collar on like maybe he used to be a priest or something. Hold on while I shoo him away.”
“Wait! Carlo, don’t go near—”
Through the earpiece, Armani heard glass breaking, followed by three sharp reports. 
Two in the head, one in the heart. “Carlo? Carlo!”
Someone breathed into the phone. The line went dead.
Armani roared and threw his phone against the wall, cracking it in several places. Then he raced out of the room and back to his team’s chapel. Once there, he kicked in the door to the council’s inner sanctum, ready to confront Tibalt and learn the truth of what was going on by any means necessary.
But he wasn’t ready for what he found: four dead cardinals lying on the floor. An empty crystal flask sat on a tray. Tibalt was nowhere to be seen.




PART 3:

BACK INTO THE BLUE









From Confessions of an American Killer: The Victoria Menard Murders, the recorded diary of Victoria Menard, dated August 26, 2022.





Imagine having a part of you that revolts you, yet there’s nothing at all you can do about it. I don’t mean like fatty thighs or a crooked nose, both of which are fixable with enough money. No, I’m talking about something much worse than that… Imagine having cancer and beating it, full remission, only to have it come back meaner than ever, inoperable and irreversible. The rotting inside you that follows—and I’m not talking about the physical kind—strips away your will, your strength… fuck, even your identity!
Instead of wasting away slowly, every day a struggle, every day a goddamn nightmare from which you could never wake up, wouldn’t you rather take matters into your own hands, end life on your own terms? That’s how I felt when Chester came back to me.
Invaded.
Hopeless.
Dying, inside and out.
I watched my mother be eaten alive by her cancer. My sickness was no different just because it went by a proper name. Chester was killing me slowly but surely.
But what could I do? How could I extract her without killing myself in the process? Was killing myself even a bad thing?
Even after all these years, there are days when I wonder. But the past is gone and done, and I’m left here in this dismal place, forgotten. Even that seems for the better sometimes.
Ha! I guess not as forgotten as I thought, huh? Who do you think is going to watch your little program? Who do you think even cares?
I guess you had your chance to forget about me before you turned that damn camera on. Do you like what you see? Do you even believe a word of what I’ve said? You should hope you do, should a voice ever pop up in your head. You’ll hope for something…
Humph, I had hopes once. I had dreams. None of them seemed possible with that bitch tagging along. So for a time, I gave up on those hopes and dreams and let my mind wander through a dark place.
Death was a way out, the only one I knew.





CHAPTER 25


The salt of the Adriatic Sea made her mouth dry and stale. The thought of being back on the water, on the crest and fall, the rock and sway of a tainted expanse, turned her stomach into a tumultuous ocean of its own.
But her jitters weren’t all of the green-faced variety. Victoria had never been on a ship like the Concordia-class Costa Atlantica, a sleek ivory-white behemoth that could accommodate nearly four thousand passengers. She had researched the ship and was looking forward to relaxing in one of its many Jacuzzis, maybe the one in her very own spa suite.
The cruise would last twenty-three nights, with stops in a few countries she had yet to mark on any of her fake passports, like Tenerife and Antigua, all of which she would have to remember to stamp on her new, clean-sheeted, and one-hundred-percent-legal passport, if tourists on cruise ships even got stamps. For some reason, she didn’t think so.
Having been in Venice only two months prior, spending her time slowly and stresslessly making her way down the coast to Bari, she wondered why the ambassador had booked her to board on the third leg of the Atlantica’s journey, the first leg having started in none other than Venice. Given the stately suite she’d been booked in, she assumed Thorne had planned to take the trip himself after some work or play elsewhere in Italy, and she had been the lucky recipient of a change in plans.
Whatever. The trip was bound to be amazing if she didn’t get sick. She couldn’t wait to get on board. The excitement overwhelmed her so much that she forgot about Chester almost entirely.
Or she chose to ignore her. The two hadn’t spoken since Venice, and Victoria had no desire to change that.
Most of her luggage, including the suitcase itself, had been purchased in Bari while she waited for the cruise ship to arrive from Dubrovnik. She packed most of her dark hoodies at the bottom, opting for more color than she ever thought she’d try in her life—bathing suits with floral patterns, along with reds, oranges, purples, and blues coloring an array of summer tops, shorts, capris, and sandals. She even allowed herself a splash of pink in the form of a sun hat.
Sure, most of it was to fit in. Even with the immunity granted her for all past misdeeds, known or otherwise, the thought of standing out in a crowd made butterfly wings spasm in her stomach. But buying those things had made her feel like a girl. She was allowed to feel like that sometimes.
Aren’t I? Victoria’s resentment returned at the reminder of her stowaway and how she had changed Victoria’s life. She sipped an iced latte through a straw as she stared through new sunglasses with big bug-eye lenses at the ship that would carry her home, if such a place even existed. Although she didn’t think the States had anything left for her, a small voice in her head was telling her it was time to go back.
And for once, it wasn’t Chester’s.
She didn’t really know what it meant to be a girl, or at least a normal girl. She thought maybe she could feel more like one where she might have been one, had things turned out just a little differently, had she never been led astray. She allowed herself a moment of hope. The ship was something magical. Maybe something magical will happen.
All she wanted was a chance to be normal… or at least a chance to fake it, anyway, without the devil whispering into her ear.
And if that was no longer a possibility, the endless sea offered another course of action, one even Chester couldn’t weasel her sticky little fingers out of.
Having checked in at the terminal, Victoria waited at the front of a line, second only to an elderly couple who looked like yacht owners in just about every movie that had yacht owners somewhere in it. Another fifty vacationers behind them were boarding the Atlantica in Bari. After zoning out during an instructional video and again when crew members went through a litany of safety instructions before boarding, Victoria and the rest of the line began to move. Rolling her bag behind herself up a long gangway, marveling anew at the sheer size of the ship, she might have rushed aboard then had the elderly couple not been slowly crop-dusting their way up the ramp in front of her.
Assuming them cruise veterans, Victoria followed the couple’s lead when they handed a porter a few bills along with their luggage. He took her money but not her bags, already having the couple’s bags to attend to. Feeling jilted, she lifted the old man’s wallet, fat with bills, to compensate.
Just as she was ready to sprint into the boat to explore, a crew member corralled those first on board and led them up to a deck. He gave Victoria and the others inflatable life vests and showed them how to blow them up. As he was pointing out the various lifeboats, a chill swept through Victoria that cut right down to the bone.
She was being watched. She didn’t know how, but she could always sense it, a feeling like staring into a pitch-black cellar in an old, unfamiliar house. And when Chester was around, she felt it double.
Her gaze snapped up to the deck above, just fast enough to see a gaunt, gray-haired man with mad eyes glinting down at her, like a pedophile at Disney World. He took in a sharp breath and recoiled, his face turning out of view before disappearing altogether.
Victoria had seen him, though, whoever he was. Probably just some old perv. But something about the way he’d been leering at her was beyond off-putting. It made her nervous. She was still looking up at the rail when she noticed the other tourists dispersing.
Fuck him. She shrugged, determined to enjoy herself, to live it up for what was bound to be her last hurrah. She asked directions to her room from a porter, who grabbed her luggage for her and led the way. The suite was cozy, opulent, and refined, right down to the pillows decorated with Andes mints, which disappeared less than a minute later. The enormous bathroom featured a normal toilet and a bidet, a stand-in shower and a big-ass hot tub. And as she slid into its bubbling waters, the stress in her life melted away.
She didn’t care anymore. She couldn’t care. Caring meant fighting, and she was all out of fight.
You win, Chester, she thought. The vile spider kept her silent vigil.
But in winning, I’m afraid we both lose.




CHAPTER 26


Sneaking onto the boat had been the hard part. Armani had picked up Victoria’s trail in Venice, his training and her American accent making things a little too easy. But he hadn’t known about her passage on the Costa Atlantica until she was standing in line at the terminal. He didn’t feel particularly Christian when he left a tourist that only sort of looked like him unconscious in a Bari pub’s toilet, and even less so when he left the tourist without his passport.
But he had to get on that ship. He couldn’t lose Victoria before he could confirm whether she was a host. She was the only lead he had to Y’s whereabouts. She was also the only means he had of finding Cardinal Tibalt, who seemed to have the entire church shielding his every move. Someone had covered up the deaths of the council members. He was surprised Tibalt hadn’t pinned their deaths on him.
Armani shivered. Not yet. He couldn’t believe the whole Church had lost its way, but with all his allies dead, he couldn’t be sure who to trust.
So he went it solo, guessing he had a target on his back, the hunter hunting the hunter. Victoria Menard was the low-hanging fruit. He tailed the bait, wondering if she could sense what she was.
Still, he would only be lying to himself if he didn’t acknowledge the fact that he wanted to be around her. The danger and the hunt both came with their own allure, but being around Victoria excited him in a different way. He’d watched her from close and from afar, having been with her at her most vulnerable moment as she nearly bled to death and, conversely, observing her dance the ballet of the thief in all its grace. Armani told himself that his job required him to surveil her, yet his blood rose in his cheeks every time he watched from the shadows like some deviant stalker.
Stalking or not, it had to be done. And so his mind went in circles, a gear never grinding to a halt. When she swam in one of the pools, he sat in a beach chair nearby, pretending to read a book behind dark sunglasses. When she ate at one of the ship’s many restaurants, he grabbed a seat at the bar or a few tables over. When she ran laps around the track circling the deck, he stood by the rail, watching the ocean pass them by.
Everywhere Victoria went, Armani followed—closely, conspicuously, as if all his training had been for nothing, as if he wanted to get caught.
And when the ship docked in the Canary Islands and Victoria went ashore, Armani followed. She hurried down the gangway, wearing a pink sun hat that had Armani stifling a chuckle. When she beelined toward a row of taxis, his heart sank. He’d been hoping to follow her in a different setting, maybe to catch her with her guard down, but if she took a taxi instead of the free shuttle bus that went into Plaza de España, he would surely lose her. In that instance, he would have to camp outside the gangway, watching and hoping she returned to the ship.
But Victoria cut through the taxi cavalcade and headed straight for a shuttle. Armani smiled and raced up quietly behind her, ascending the steps at her heels. As she swung into a seat, he darted past her to avoid being seen then took a seat at the back of the bus.
Only a few minutes later, the bus pulled up to the plaza, an empty, flat square hedged in by short trees and outcropping structures that mixed old colony with modern living. Victoria darted out the door and disappeared before Armani could follow. He bounced behind a short line of passengers, resisting the urge to squeeze his way past them.
When he finally made it out of the shuttle bus, he ran to the center of the square. With a hand shielding his already sunglassed eyes from the rising sun, he turned and stared off in all directions but could find no sign of his quarry.
As the bus pulled away, he cursed and was about to double back when—Wait. Revealed by the bus’s departure, the pink sun hat was unmistakable. Victoria stood across the street in front of the statue of a man—a Guanche, a former native of the island—that was three times her size. The figure was naked, with the blade of a ridiculously long sword, which he held with the hilt like a cross against his chest and the weapon’s point touching ground between his feet, his only protection against indecent exposure.
Armani stayed back ten feet, not saying a word, not making a sound, watching her as she studied the statue.
Victoria cocked her head. Without turning around, she said, “I know you’re there.”
Armani stammered before he could catch himself. Still, Victoria didn’t turn. He thought about running, thought about disguising himself and being more careful next time, doing what he should have been doing in the first place: keeping his distance and keeping out of sight.
Instead, he took a step forward then another and another. A pause of decreasing length followed each step, only increasing again before that last step, the one that would put him beside her. He let out a breath and came alongside Victoria.
Still, she didn’t turn, not even when he turned to look at her, her eyes hidden behind giant round lenses, impossible to read. Her expression matched: deadpan, revealing no insights into what she might have been thinking. Strands of her wavy black hair fell down her right temple, sweat hugging them to the curve of her cheek, the rest of their sisters tied back into a ponytail.
Armani wanted to touch that hair, tuck it back behind her ear, brush it away from her beautiful face, kiss her cheek, and…
Kiss her cheek? He cleared his throat and straightened, his eyes absently viewing the less picturesque sight in front of him. Where did that come from? He raised his eyes when he realized he must have appeared to be ogling the statue’s genitals.
The silence becoming more and more awkward, he fumbled for something to say. “That’s a mighty big sword he’s got, isn’t it?”
Victoria turned toward him then. She slid her sunglasses down on her nose and looked him straight in the eye, a mischievous smile curling up her lips.
Immediately, he realized his mistake as his cheeks filled with the heat of embarrassment. “N-no!” he stammered, laughing nervously. “I meant, you know, literally. I mean, the actual sword.”
Victoria stared at him a moment longer then broke out into laughter. The sound of it seemed so genuine that it tickled Armani, and before long, he was laughing, too.
“So…” Victoria said after they quieted, gravity falling once again upon her face. “I was wondering how long I’d have to pretend not to notice you. You’re a terrible spy.”
“I know. I mean, I’m not usually, but…” He shrugged. “I have been.”
“You also seemed a lot more confident before. What’s the matter? Worked up the nerve to kill me and are now having second thoughts?”
Armani examined the ground at his feet. “I don’t want to kill you, Victoria. The only reason I’m following you is to confirm Y… the spider… isn’t in you.”
She pulled off her sunglasses and moved in so close to him that her breath tickled his nose hairs. Gazing into his eyes, unblinking, she said, “What do you think?”
“I don’t know. All I know is that Y wasn’t in Gabriela Rodriguez when we took her into our possession. Then again, that came from a source who doesn’t appear to have been all that reliable. Y could be anywhere. It—”
“She’s here. In me.”
Armani’s shoulders dropped. “Oh.”
Victoria raised an eyebrow. “Want to kill me now?”
He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. “No. I don’t. Maybe… I don’t know. She talks to you, right? Maybe we could talk to her, make some kind of deal—”
“I will not be making any deals with that bitch.” Victoria scowled. She pushed him away. “Do your fucking job, you coward.”
Armani shrank inside himself. “I wish I knew how. I wish God would help me figure out what the right thing to do is. I’ve prayed and prayed for it. All I know is that I can’t kill you.”
“Why not?”
“Because I… it’s just not right, okay? You’ve done nothing to deserve that.”
“How do you know? You don’t know me. You don’t know the half of what I’ve done. And now you’re ready to make deals for me? Deals with the devil?” For a moment, she looked as though she might take a swing at him. Slowly, the fire in her eyes died. “I’m sorry. This isn’t your fault. And you have nothing to worry about, anyway. It will all be over soon.”
Armani frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing, just that I think I may have thought of a way out of my problem.”
“How so?”
“Never mind.” Victoria gave him a once over from head to toe. “Well, come on.”
Armani’s brow furrowed. “Hmm?”
She reached for his hand, and he instinctively pulled it away. Her arms crossing, she said, “I’m a lot easier to keep tabs on if you just stay with me. Maybe it’ll be nice to have some company now that me and the bitch aren’t talking. I was thinking of hiking Mount Teade, but I doubt we’d have enough time to finish and get back to the ship.” She pulled a folded brochure from her back pocket. “So how about Anaga Rural Park? It’s got something called a laurel forest, whatever that means. I just know it looks really green and… less busy, hopefully.”
“Are you saying you want me to come with you?”
She punched him in the arm. “You really are slow, aren’t you? Yes, you can come with me if you want and can keep up. I’m going to enjoy this cruise as best I can. No reason why you shouldn’t too.”
Armani considered her proposal for a moment. He thought keeping tabs on Victoria would be a lot easier if he just hung around with her. “All right. Let’s go.”
“Great. You’re paying.” She handed him a wallet. It took him only a moment to realize it was his.
They walked together back to the street, him thinking that the two of them must have appeared normal to everyone else—he without his collar, she with what ostracized her tucked away behind gray matter. Just two normal tourists enjoying the sights—a life he’d never thought of having for his own.
All a charade.
But was it? He hailed a cab, and the two got in. After instructing the driver where to take them, the two sat in silence. He twiddled his fingers, his elbows resting on his thighs, all the while trying to think of what he should say.
Finally, he blurted, “So who’s waiting for you back in the States?”
“No one,” she said softly. “I’m an orphan.”
“Surely, you have extended family—”
“Nope.” She studied the floor mats. “I had a grandma, but…”
Armani sighed. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“It’s just that… I know how it feels, being an orphan.”
Victoria turned toward him and smiled a smile so sweet, resonating with a sort of energy that penetrated past all the safeguards against such things he hadn’t even known he’d had in place. She was beautiful, sure, and strong and exciting. But she was something else.
Dangerous. In more ways than he could count. The apple…
He smiled back but had to avert his gaze. Still, he swore in that moment he’d find a way to extract the demon within her, pluck the spider from its web of ruination. Swallowing hard, he again found it difficult to form words, his thoughts fluttering like butterfly wings.
“I…” He shook his head. In Italian, so the cab driver might not understand him, he said, “I want to know your story. How did you end up here? Where did it all begin?”
So she told him. He heard everything, he thought, or at least a version of everything that seemed so incredible that she couldn’t have made it up. She was hesitant to open up at first, but the more she spoke, the more easily her tale seemed to flow. He shared his own story in her telling, the two comparing notes, his own life one with a sole purpose for as long as he could remember. Not until his work had sent him outside the Vatican had he encountered different ways of living, of thinking, of simply being and being happy.
And strangely, he found, he was happy then. They were both laughing and smiling by the time they reached the park, the conversation having turned light and easy, two awkward, lonely people having found some sort of connection through their loneliness.
As they walked a path through a vibrant green forest that Armani thought just might have been the most beautiful place on earth, natural and touched by God, he no longer saw Victoria as a target or a stranger or even some girl he sort of knew and thought pretty. She was whole—unlike him, a real person with thoughts entirely her own, not preprogrammed like all his seemed to be—yet still under the influence of a higher power, for better or for worse, for good or for evil.
She was free… mostly, not yet tethered by the beast and shirking its influence.
They stood side by side, hands resting on the railing of a wooden bridge spanning a deep ravine. The view was gorgeous, the air crisp and fresh. He had such a feeling of contentment the likes of which he’d never felt before. The smile on his face seemed plastered there, no matter how his subconscious urged caution and despite the hardship that still lay ahead. When her hand accidentally brushed against his, he bolted upright, a current tingling through him that surely rivaled God’s grace.
He remembered his collar. When had he last worn it?
Victoria looked at her watch. “Shit! We need to head back.” She sprinted across the bridge and around a bend in the path.
Armani sighed, wishing they could have just held on to the moment a bit longer. But her absence reminded him of his duty, and he raced after her. At the bottom of the trail, he still hadn’t caught up to her. Frantic, he barreled into the taxi stand, where he found her waiting inside a cab, the door ajar.
“Get in, slowpoke!” she shouted.
He did. Collapsing into the seat, he let his thumping heart settle. They traveled back to the port in silence then boarded with minutes to spare. Once inside, he turned to her and reached for her hand, the sun setting behind them over the gangway. She didn’t pull away.
“Do you, maybe, I don’t know, want to get dinner together tonight?”
She smiled again, as sweet as any forbidden fruit. “Yes, let’s do that.”
She started to walk away, but he held on to her hand. “Wait! There’s like thirteen restaurants on this ship. Where should I meet you and when?”
“Hmm. You’re a smart boy. You’ll figure it out—probably have my schedule memorized by now. But I will give you a hint: same place I was two nights ago for dinner, same time.” She pulled her hand free and hustled away.
Armani smiled. He did know where he’d find her and when. He headed back to his room to freshen up as the ship began its trek across the Atlantic Ocean and, for Armani, into vast and uncharted territories.




CHAPTER 27


Chester was nearly purring. She couldn’t believe her luck. The fool is actually falling for her. Men are so stupid.
She was on her way to a distant shore, her ambitions shrinking with every nautical mile, her host an uncooperative cunt, and Chester could hardly contain herself. An open book to all of the Vatican’s mysteries, blinded with love like some misguided puppy dog. Always watching, always within striking distance, his mind waiting to be read. And she’s gone and let him in closer. Oh, Victoria, you stubborn little twat, even when you deny me, you play right into my hand.
Well, if I had hands.
Lost in thought, she stepped in a viscous globule of brain matter. Shit. She pulled her front leg free, a strand of what looked like snot trailing from the glob to her appendage. It’ll be nice to know the minds of humans again without having to traipse through them. Not that they’re all that difficult to predict, driven by lust, greed, pride, wrath, and envy. For a man, that Dante was fairly bright, for what are the seven deadly sins but perversions of love? And love is the worst-best sin of all. It will lead me back to my rightful self and bring about the ruination of this demigod-forsaken world.
She curled her legs beneath herself, safe in her nest, and drifted toward sleep. Even if I am the last of my kind, I will undo this wretched curse and return mankind to its place among the cattle. We gave you fire. We built your civilizations. We made you in our image, not His. And for that, we were punished? And you, our shit heels, climbed into our place?
She began to hum. Filthy… human… excrement… She allowed herself to rest, knowing her time would come soon enough. So soon now. Just need… a little… patience.
Chester slept then, biding her time until she was jolted from sleep by the sound of a gunshot.




CHAPTER 28


Victoria headed back to her suite, the ghost of a smile on her lips. She greeted each passenger she passed with a nod and sometimes even a hello. Something wicked, sometimes cruel, budded inside some lost cavern in her heart. Hope, small and unnurtured, attempted to bloom.
The presence of a boy had done that, one who had promised to help her. And though her rational mind doubted he could, she found something beautiful in his willingness to try. More than that, it inspired her own willingness to try.
She recalled one of her mother’s sayings, something about a fat lady singing. She didn’t quite understand it—and she’d seen many fat ladies singing all over Italy—but she thought she got the gist.
When she slid the keycard into her door and stepped into her room, she found a woman sitting at the end of her bed, gun pointed directly at Victoria. Wearing a short pink sundress with matching heels, Gabriela was singing.
“You’re not fat,” Victoria said, letting the door swing closed behind her.
“Thank you for noticing,” Gabriela said.
“What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in jail… or dead?”
Gabriela laughed. “It seems being Catholic is a lifesaver. The Church had a change of heart.”
Victoria’s eyebrows rose. “You told them Chester was no longer in you?”
“Clever girl. Close enough. I knew that old cardinal was nasty business right from the start. Looks like he’s got a spider of his own. He would have killed me anyway, but I told them everything: how Chester had entered you to toy with you then kill you and how Chester really wanted me for a host. I’m not sure he bought it, but the voice inside his head surely did. And here we are.”
“How did you find me?”
Gabriela smirked. “Humph, that was easy. We just tailed the tailor. Well, he’s not actually a tailor but a priest or something. I don’t really know all the details, and between us girls, I don’t really care. He’s been a bad boy, though, not wearing his collar. Maybe he’s having second thoughts about his religion. I know I have been. Like I said, we Spanish girls for the most part grow up Catholic. My dad would always—”
“Are you going somewhere with this?”
Gabriela rose, keeping the gun leveled on Victoria. “We Spanish girls have another stereotype: our fiery tempers.”
“I’m half Puerto Rican,” Victoria said, wondering herself if that entitled her to claim a fiery temper. She nodded, having decided to herself that it did.
Gabriela frowned and stared at Victoria. After a moment, her cavalier smile returned. “Anyway, I couldn’t just call it a tie, me having shot you and you having gotten me arrested and, most importantly, taking my money. Bravo for that.” She tapped the butt of her pistol in a mock golf clap. 
“So here we are, just two girls heading for America. And just a few miles from South Beach, where I hear a pretty girl like me could have plenty of well-to-do men buying things for her before she takes them for everything else.” She glanced about the room. “Not that we aren’t already doing pretty well for ourselves. Would you look at this place? Dibs on the hot tub tonight.”
“Oh, you’re planning on staying here?” Victoria flexed her fingers. “If you’re going to kill me, why not just get it over with?”
“Oh, I am planning on killing you. Just not here and not now.” Gabriela pouted and waved her gun. “No silencer.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I know, right?”
Victoria tapped her foot. “So what do you plan on doing with me for the time being? I don’t suppose you brought a deck of cards.”
“We’re going for a little walk—catch some of that fine ocean air.”
“And if I refuse?”
Gabriela smiled. “You die.”
“Won’t that happen even if I cooperate?”
“Yes, but it will happen a lot more quickly. I promise you, you won’t feel a thing.” Gabriela looked her over. “I assume you still have the spider?”
Victoria nodded. Somehow, she didn’t think lying would benefit her. Does she actually want Chester back in her head?
“Raise your hands and turn around.”
“You plan on marching me through the ship with my hands up, that gun pointed at my back?”
Gabriela slid the gun into the front pocket of her windbreaker. The snub nose of the .38 tented the material. “Not exactly, but not too far off. Now, turn around.”
Victoria did. She put her hands up and listened as Gabriela approached. She thought about making her move then, considering whether she could overpower Gabriela and take the gun from her. The odds didn’t seem in her favor, so she decided to be patient and hope a moment presented itself.
Gabriela snatched the room key out of her hand. “That’s better. This will make things much easier. I had to jimmy open the door through the spa the old-fashioned way. Gonna have to keep that door barred from now on. We wouldn’t want some pervert coming in during the day and sniffing my underwear.”
“Does that happen often?”
“You’d be surprised.” She pushed the gun into Victoria’s back. “Move.”
“Where are we heading?”
“You’ll see. A family reunion of sorts, but not for you.”
Victoria stepped into the hallway, Gabriela at her heels. She let Gabriela lead her, patiently listening and waiting, listening and waiting, her every muscle at the ready. If I’m going to die, I’m taking this bitch with me.




CHAPTER 29


At eight o’clock that evening, Armani sat in the lounge of La Mer de Rêve, which in spite of its somewhat offensive French name—if said too quickly—was actually a Mediterranean-themed restaurant to which Victoria had apparently developed a liking. The gaudy plastic mermaids that decorated the walls, swimming while playing lyres and flutes, singing siren tunes, or blowing kisses to unseen paramours—all of which Armani had a hard time believing could be done easily underwater—reminded him of the frolicking cherubs painted on the Vatican library walls, naked yet not exposed due to the well-placed cross of a leg, the shaft of a bow, or a windblown piece of fabric.
The mermaids, too, were naked, all female, he assumed, due to the covering up of their chests through what in reality would have been some extremely fortuitous timing. Their fishy bottoms, green and scaly, didn’t seem to contain reproductive organs, and Armani assumed that those important parts, being fishy, would lay eggs. He couldn’t help but be sickened at the thought of The Little Mermaid, determined to pass on any sushi, picturing little humans causing those crunches and pops that came when eating roe.
He looked at his watch and huffed, wondering if she’d changed her mind about him. He’d gotten there early, not wanting to keep a lady waiting, but more than twenty minutes had gone past the time he’d thought he was supposed to meet her. Slumping into the chair, he rested his eyes.
“Good to see you’re hard at work.”
Armani started to smile before his mind registered that the voice was nothing like Victoria’s. In fact, he knew the voice well. He bolted to his feet. “Your Grace!”
“I see your little vacation has made you lax in your dress.” Cardinal Tibalt pointed at his neck. “I guess I’m not one to complain.”
He waved his arms to his sides, presenting himself to Armani in his Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts. Pale-white reedy legs, almost hairless except for those weird patches only old men and blind swimmers could pull off, sprouted from what appeared to be hemmed cuffs. How Tibalt could have been on that boat for as long as he must have been and still remained vampire white was unnatural. Unless he’s been hiding. But despite his ghastly complexion, the cardinal looked strong, sturdy, and full of life, apparently in complete remission and making the most of it.
“I thought you were dead,” Armani lied, suspecting instead that Tibalt had murdered the entire council. But he couldn’t prove it and couldn’t yet reason how or why.
“The council, you mean, and Carlo, too.” Tibalt looked away, frowning, as Armani watched for tells, reading body language and inferring context from tone and guarded expressions. “It was that Spanish woman infected with Y. She killed them all. We’ve been chasing her ever since.”
“Ms. Rodriguez?” Armani asked, his voice spiking. “I thought you said she was dead and Y wasn’t with her.”
The cardinal grimaced and shook his head in disgust. “I thought so too, but apparently Y was hiding somewhere else during the CT scan. But when two guards died from a potent but unknown poison, we knew Y was alive and with Rodriguez. The other council member died from poisoning, too. Rodriguez and Y must have killed them as well. The Vatican is in turmoil, but we must be diligent. We have her now, here. The woman and Y.”
“We?”
Tibalt nodded toward a man seated in the lounge, wearing a T-shirt and jeans and sunglasses despite the sun having set. He was pretending to read the paper while watching them from behind those dark spectacles. How Armani hadn’t spotted him before—and now two others, one at the bar and the other at the hostess stand—he couldn’t be sure, too distracted by thoughts of a woman to notice the men converging on him.
“Our numbers were down to you and me, so I borrowed some of the orphans we’ve trained for other Church concerns. They don’t have quite your clearance level, but they follow orders nicely enough. I had to acquire new blood, not only because of the deaths of the council members and agents on our team, but because I’m not sure who at the Vatican I can trust.” He grabbed Armani by the arms, his grip firm. “I do believe I can trust you though, can’t I, Armani?”
“Yes, Your Grace, but… how did you find me?”
“I may be old, but I have my means. Besides, you were chasing the girl. I was chasing Ms. Rodriguez. Ms. Rodriguez was also chasing the girl. It was just a matter of time before we all ran into one another again. And here we are.”
Armani frowned. Homing beacon? It has to be, but where? In my collar?
“So where is the girl now? Is she meeting you here?”
“No. I’m supposed to be meeting her in the spa tomorrow.”
Tibalt grinned. “Sure, sure.” He wiggled a finger, and the three sunglassed agents shambled over, looking like carbon copies of one another. “Well, we’ve apprehended Ms. Rodriguez and will be performing the extraction onboard. Come with us. You’re not going to want to miss this.”
The way the six-foot-five meathead agents leaned in suggested that the point wasn’t open for discussion. Armani allowed Tibalt to lead him away from the restaurant, glancing around for a sign of Victoria and hoping she would be smart enough to keep away. The three agents fell in line behind them.
They walked through the interior of the ship past the casino and the indoor pools, and down into the lower decks, where Armani could hear the hum of the engine. Fewer people passed them as they entered what Armani assumed must have been “employees only” areas, but no one gave them so much as a second glance, as if Cardinal Tibalt had somehow garnered the run of the ship.
Wherever they were leading him, Armani was fairly certain he wouldn’t be coming back from there. The urge to escape sprang forth like a geyser within him, impossible to clamp down. With the three men at his back, his best bet would be to go forward, through Tibalt, and he didn’t think he had a lot of time left to make his move.
At last, they came to a narrow set of metal stairs that led up to a row of doors, each with a small circular window that had been blacked out.  Armani thought they were probably crew quarters. The windows seemed to stare at him like dark, evil eyes portending death. Now or never.
As Tibalt reached the landing at the top, Armani turned, grabbed both railings, and swung his feet up into the face of the closest of Tibalt’s lackeys. He kicked out with all his might, enough to send the agent’s sunglasses flying off his face, along with a stream of blood from his broken nose. The agent flew backward into the other two, who were following too closely behind. All three tumbled to the bottom of the stairs, and Armani was certain he’d heard at least one bone snap.
“Just you and me now, old man,” Armani said, snarling. All the hatred and anger he felt for the man and what he’d done boiled to the surface, another geyser that, once erupting, couldn’t be stopped.
Tibalt, an old, frail man who should have been very much afraid, just smiled. “So you do know. I figured as much.”
“Why?”
“Why? Why? What reason do I owe you? You saw me in that hospital. I died there, and do you know what I saw? Nothing! No sweet afterlife, no glorious homecoming for me. Just cold, dead oblivion. He is not waiting for us. Only death awaits, a terrifying nothingness. We suffer on Earth only to suffer alone and scared in an endless expanse of blackest space.”
“You turn your back on God, on our church… on your friends and wards because you failed to see His light?”
“Don’t you see? His light has burned out. Soon, another’s will take his place.”
Armani rolled his eyes. The agents were getting to their feet below him, drawing their guns. “Better to rule in hell than serve in heaven and all that nonsense, is it?”
“Something like that, yes.”
“Well, let me help you get there sooner then.” He swung a right hook at Tibalt that should have knocked the old man cold and probably have shattered his jaw. The cardinal’s head rocked back, and a trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth.
But he was still smiling. “My turn.” He grabbed Armani by the front of his shirt and threw him off the landing. Armani had heard of old-man strength, but the force behind the cardinal’s muscles was unnatural. If not for several crates stacked below, diminishing the depth of his descent, Armani might not have risen from that fall. As it was, he bent his wrist trying to break his fall. He could feel blood from his shin running into his sock. Standing in a pile of splintered wood, he looked up at his employer. “I guess this means I quit.”
Tibalt glared down at him. “Oh no, we’ll be having you retired.” He motioned his men toward Armani, who knew enough to retreat. His leg, burning with pain, supported him as he turned to run, and for that much, he was thankful.
The old man was so strong, impossibly so. What have you done, Your Grace? And in whose name have you done it? 
As he ran from lesser agents, he considered this. X. I didn’t kill him after all. It has to be… Or another.
“Shit!” He would have to lose his followers or take them out of the game entirely, then find Victoria before Tibalt—and X—did.




CHAPTER 30


Victoria stumbled, a hard push sending her into the small cabin and sprawling onto the floor. Oh, I’m so going to kill this bitch.
Getting up onto her hands and knees, she took in the room: bunk beds along the wall to her right, four large suitcases stacked against the wall to her left, a bathroom in the back, and room for nothing else. “Wow, this must be slumming it for you.”
“Shut up.” Gabriela dug her heel into Victoria’s spine, driving her back down to her belly. “Get up.”
“Kinda hard if you keep stepping on me like that.”
“Just remember who has a gun pointing at who. Whom has a gun pointing at whom? Who has a gun pointing at… Whatever. Just don’t be stupid. You’ve already seen once what I can do with a gun.”
In her mind, Vishal’s half-burned face stared back at her, Gupta’s and Lucio’s at his sides. Her time had been too short with people she might have cared about, at least as much as she could care about anything. Nevertheless, they were hers, and they had been stolen from her by a slut in a short dress and high heels.
If I can just get that gun out of her hands…
Chester was always full of advice when situations got sticky, but that time, she was quieter than a mouse fart. So what? I don’t need you, Chester. Not now, not ever.
“I said get up!” Gabriela grabbed her by the hair, pulling her to her feet.
As she got to her feet, Victoria spun around, releasing a backhand that cracked against her former ally’s jaw. Stunned, her lip split, Gabriela staggered backward. But before Victoria could move in with a second strike, Gabriela had the gun up and pointed at her face.
“I’d blow your head off for that if it weren’t carrying such precious cargo.” Her face red with rage, Gabriela pointed at the bottom bunk. “Sit.”
As Victoria sat, Gabriela pistol-whipped her across the temple. Victoria’s vision blurred, and she fell back against the wall, banging her head a second time. Warmth slid down her cheek near her ear. Shaking off the cobwebs, she glared up at her captor, her lip twitching like a snarling dog’s.
“There’s that fire I know you have in you, V.” Gabriela laughed. “I can only imagine what you want to do to me right now, what thoughts are going through that ugly little head of yours. Try something else. Go ahead. The only reason you aren’t already dead is because the old man wants to talk to you.” She bit into her lip. “But he doesn’t need you. Not really.” She tapped her cheek. “Huh.”
Victoria closed her eyes for a moment, trying to keep her emotions in check. “Old man? What are you talking about? Why don’t we cut the bullshit, and you just tell me what the hell it is you want from me?”
“He’ll be here soon enough… with your new boyfriend. And someone else is coming. Someone special. Someone our pal Chester is really going to want to meet.” Gabriela smiled and nodded her head. “That’s right. You hear me, Chester? You’re about to get a blast from your past.”
Boyfriend? Victoria gritted her teeth. Armani. She must have been watching me, too.
“Anyway, we don’t really need to wait for them. All that matters is Chester. So come on out, my friend. Come back to me.” Grinning wildly, Gabriel extended her free hand, palm up.
They waited in silence. Victoria studied that gleam in Gabriela’s eyes. She’s not all there. What did Chester do to her? Or had she always been like that, and we just found out too late?
When nothing happened, Gabriela bounced as if she had to pee. “Oh, you don’t think it’s safe. I get it. V won’t do anything. I’ll kill her if she tries. Tell her, V.”
Victoria scoffed. “Maybe Chester doesn’t want anything to do with you anymore.”
Gabriela stepped closer. The gun hovered inches in front of Victoria’s eyes. “That’s not true. We have plans. A future. We’re—”
“All lies.”
Gabriela growled. She pressed the barrel against Victoria’s forehead then groaned and stepped back, clawing at her hair. Victoria glanced toward the door, but before she could make a move, the gun was pointing at her chest.
“I know,” Gabriela blurted. “She’s just scared to come out while you’re alive! Give me that pillow, and I’ll make it quick and quiet.” She waved her fingers as if to say “gimme.”
Slowly, Victoria grabbed the pillow at the end of the bed. When she had a firm grip on its corner, she swung it at the gun.  
The gun went off, the bullet just missing Victoria’s head and burying in the wall behind her. Chester stirred, awakened.
Gabriela roared with anger, her mouth seething spittle. She fell on Victoria, strangling her with the gun still in one hand, thumbnails digging into the nape of Victoria’s neck. “She belongs with me, you little bitch! And she’s going to want to meet her special friend!” She looked into Victoria’s left eye, then her right, no doubt searching for signs of Chester. “Come out, Chester! I’m here! We can do everything now. Everything you promised!”
Victoria kneed her in the stomach. Gabriela pulled away, coughing. 
Stop fighting! Chester hissed. Ask her who the special friend is. Ask her. Ask her now!
Victoria slapped the bed. “You want to know so badly, come on out and ask her yourself!”
Gabriela frowned. “What? Oh, she’s there! Come out, Chester! V is as good as dead.”
You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Chester’s voice rose further.
Victoria’s head throbbed, the pressure mounting in her head. She began to sway. “What’s… What’s in all this for you?”
Gabriela was about to shoot, her aim locked on Victoria with no chance of her escaping, when she pulled back the gun. She stroked her chin, pantomiming thought. “Hmm. Let me think. Well, there’s the money. Yep, that’s a good one. Revenge for you setting me up? Another plus. But really, I just want to outplay you. Lucio wasn’t the only one who liked to play the game.”
“No, he was just better at it.”
“Oh really? Then why is he dead?” Gabriela sighed. “And even if he was, he was no match for me and my partner. Looks like Chester’s giving me a little help. What’s the matter, V? Sudden bout of seasickness?”
Ask her if there’s another like me on this ship! Chester screamed.
Victoria ran her fingers through her hair and keeled over, tears blossoming from her eyes. She covered her face with her hands, silently screaming out her pain. “Okay… okay…” she whimpered.
“What is happening to you?” Gabriela stepped closer, the gun out in front of her again. “Your skin is turning purple. There’s blood on your hands.”
The pain, sharp and mind-blowing, receded, a growing rage filling the place it vacated. Behind her hands, she mumbled, “You think all Chester can do is make me dizzy? You have no idea what horrors she can do inside that small brain of yours.”
“Huh?” Gabriela took another step forward.
Victoria sprang. She swatted Gabriela’s outstretched arm upward, slamming her wrist into the rail of the top bunk. The gun fell onto the bed. Victoria fell upon Gabriela, ran her against the cabin door, and delivered three quick jabs to her stomach. The third punch bent Gabriela over. Victoria drove her knee into her face.
Gabriela cried out as blood spurted from her nose. Blinded by tears, she lashed out wildly, scratching nothing but air as Victoria easily dodged each slow and untrained strike. Unarmed, the older woman was no match for Victoria.
Stop it! Chester shrieked.
Victoria crumpled to the floor, the rumbling through her head nearly debilitating. But as she did, she rolled into Gabriela’s shins, sending the woman flopping over her. Gabriela looked like Superman flying for a moment, almost perfectly horizontal before crashing down on her overinflated breasts.
One of her heels came off as Victoria barreled through her. Victoria picked it up and straddled Gabriela as she turned onto her back. Victoria hacked away at the older woman’s face with her own shoe, while Gabriela tried to bat her hands away.
I said stop! Chester shrieked again.
Victoria’s eyes rolled back in their sockets. Blood trickled from her nose, ears, and even the corners of her eyes, but still she swung the shoe at Gabriela.
If you won’t stop yourself, then I will.
Victoria raised the shoe and took aim just as she felt the bite. She fell forward, losing consciousness, putting all her weight behind her final strike. 




CHAPTER 31


Armani’s mind raced. Even though he had suspected, he still couldn’t fathom that not only was X still alive, but the evil bastard was inside Cardinal Tibalt, a man who had devoted his life to God and the extermination of the very creature that now possessed him. In doing so, the cardinal had wiped out nearly all who knew of the ancient demigods’ existence, save for Armani, a few notable scholars, the Pope and his trusted counselors, and those who served as the demons’ hosts.
Where does one hide on a ship? His mind flashed back to a time before the orphanage, when he watched some old cartoon in which the hero—a duck or maybe a rabbit or a mouse, maybe all three, he couldn’t really be sure—slid into a cannon to hide and inevitably was shot out of it. He’d still been a normal kid then. At least, he thought so. Those days were very hazy, and he couldn’t even remember how they had come to an end.
My parents… He flexed his fingers. Tibalt wasn’t to blame for taking him away from all that. His parents had died. He knew that much. The Church had given him a life, a purpose… Tibalt had destroyed all that. The Church preached forgiveness, but Armani wasn’t in a forgiving mood. He couldn’t decide who he hated more, Tibalt or the thing that lived inside him. Either way, they both had to die.
With such thoughts running through his brain, he was happy not to be wearing his collar. He thought about pulling a fire alarm to bring all four thousand passengers and crew out into the halls, a horde of panicking people sluicing between him and his pursuers. But his battle against the Kaššu was a silent one, played out behind the scenes. Even if they wouldn’t know the reason for the alarm, he didn’t think it fair to send an entire ship into a frenzy. Nothing sent up a scare like the threat of a fire on a ship smack dab in the middle of the Atlantic.
He slipped through a swinging door and into a kitchen. A sous chef shouted at him in a language he didn’t understand. Grabbing the first weapon-worthy items he could find—a rolling pin and a frying pan—he continued into the dishwashing area as the swinging door pounded open behind him. The sous chef continued to yell while servers and dishwashers stared at Armani with curiosity and suspicion.
He looked around for an exit but found only shelf after shelf of dry goods opposite rollers filled with trays of dirty dishes waiting to be run through a large commercial dishwasher. A gunshot rang out in the kitchen, followed by a thud. The sous chef’s bitching had stopped permanently, Armani assumed. Staff members shrieked and ran in from the kitchen. Most huddled deep among the rows of shelves. Innocent people were in danger, and Armani had led that danger to them. The time had come to make a stand.
He hugged the wall at the entranceway just as one of Tibalt’s goons stepped into the room. The Vatican agent rounded on Armani, gun out in front of him, while Armani swung out with the rolling pin. Wood cracked cartilage as the kitchen utensil collided with the agent’s face, snapping his head back, his finger clenching down on the trigger but his shot going wide. The roller spun around its pin as Armani swung it again, that time in a downward arc, driving into the agent’s wrist like a sledgehammer into concrete. The gun bounced then skidded across the floor, disappearing under a shelf. Its owner screamed, a gurgling sound full of blood, and stumbled back into a second agent… who was aiming then firing.
By sheer luck—Armani having thrown up his arms to shield himself—the first shot ricocheted off his frying pan and hit the first agent in the stomach. Startled as a jolt shot through his arm and into his funny bone, Armani dropped both his weapons. The injured agent fell to his knees, hands pressing over the blood cascading from the wound. Another shot buried itself into the door frame as the second agent, having been knocked backward by the first, disappeared into the kitchen as he fired.
Armani ran behind the shelf where he thought the gun had slid but didn’t see it and hadn’t even a second to look for it. Instead, he opted for a can of corn and can of gravy, the two tin cylinders his only hopes against a semiautomatic pistol.
When the agent stepped back into the room, Armani flung both cans—first the corn, high, from his right hand, then the gravy, low and from his left. His efforts were enough to distract the agent and prevent him from getting off a shot as Armani charged. The agent ducked the corn, but the gravy connected with his thigh. He winced and tried to bring his gun back up as Armani drove gun and hand into the wall.
Armani succeeded in pinning the man’s right hand to the wall, but he’d sacrificed both his hands and body to do it. The agent cracked him in the jaw with a left hook that rattled his teeth. Blood spilling from his mouth, Armani bit into the man’s thumb, right down to the bone. The agent shrieked, and the gun fell, but he threw jab after jab into Armani’s ear.
Armani lost his balance, his head ringing, but he managed to keep his feet by falling atop a shelf, knocking four or five bags of flour onto the floor, where they exploded into small mushroom clouds. Before he could recover, the agent kicked out his knee. He howled, feeling his kneecap shift, dislocated. Not knowing what else to do, his right leg all but useless, Armani pushed off his left foot and threw his arms around the agent’s neck. The ensuing headbutt warped the agent’s sunglasses and sent them toppling off the bridge of his nose.
As Armani’s head cleared, he thought he recognized his combatant. “Matias?” He shook the stars from his eyes. “Is that you?” 
Armani couldn’t be certain as the last time he’d seen Matias was nearly seven years ago when they were both young orphans in training for only God—and his most loyal disciples—knew what. They had been friends of a sort, as much as two boys forced to compete against each other until one was no longer physically able could have called each other such. 
“Matias, listen to me. You’ve been deceived.”
The agent returned the headbutt. Armani’s chin stabbed at the ceiling, the whiplash violent and muscle tearing. It closed the coffin on any hope he had of getting through to his brainwashed brother. But the pain spurred Armani on. He jabbed his thumbs into Matias’s eyes. The agent quickly latched onto his wrist to pull his hands away, but not before Armani poked into an eyeball and had what felt like egg yolk running down his finger.
Matias squinted his injured eye and tried to push Armani back. Armani stood his ground, refusing to allow any space between the two where his leg could be easily targeted. 
“Have it your way,” he said, wrapping his hands around Matias’s neck and driving him back onto the metal surface where tray after tray of dirty dishes had been lined up, awaiting their turn in the commercial dishwasher at the end of the line. 
Plates clattered as Matias fell atop them. Every time he reached back for something to defend himself with, Armani removed one hand from his throat to bat it away. Hovering over Matias in a position of greater strength, Armani was not about to give up his leverage to a bigger foe.
A bullet whizzed by the back of his head. He glanced to his left to see the other agent, who he’d all but forgotten, sitting against the far wall and holding up Matias’s gun with an unsteady arm. The agent’s face had bleached white, and he appeared to be struggling to keep his eyes open.
Armani hurled a plate at the man, then another, and was rewarded with a fork jabbed into his side by Matias. He roared in anger and headbutted Matias three times, blood and eye juice spattering his face, before grabbing the dazed agent by his lapels and sliding him down to the dishwasher. There, he raised the dishwasher’s cube-shaped cover, slid Matias’s head beneath it, and slammed the dishwasher closed with all his might.
The metal cover bounced off the agent’s neck. It didn’t cut him open or sever his head as Armani had hoped. But it did its job well enough, caving in Matias’s Adam’s apple, crushing his windpipe, and ending the fight.
Matias lurched up, wheezing and clutching at his throat and then at Armani before falling to the floor dead. 
Wishing he’d seen it earlier, Armani grabbed a butcher’s knife from a nearby dish rack and turned to throw it at the agent with the gun, but the gun lay limp beside the man, his eyes open and still as glass.
He hobbled over to the man and checked for a pulse. After confirming the agent was dead, Armani rammed his own knee against the wall as he bit down on his shirt collar. Tears ran down his cheeks, and his kneecap snapped back to where it should have been or, he hoped, close enough to it.  I should be dead, he thought, knowing he’d been lucky to have faced off against only two of the agents. Had the third been there or Tibalt himself, Armani would be the one with eyes glassed over. They must have split up looking for me. Still, the others must have heard the commotion.
He picked up the gun. A woman in a hairnet and apron stepped out from behind the shelf, pointing the other gun at him.
Armani tucked his gun into his waistband and covered it with his untucked shirt. Then he put out his hand. “May I have that? I have a friend who I think is going to need it.”




CHAPTER 32


Victoria awoke atop Gabriela’s body, her cheek sticking to Gabriela’s blood-caked face. The blood had already gone cold, congealing around the shoe heel buried deep into Gabriela’s eye. 
“Ugh.” Victoria moaned. “I bet Armani never had to deal with eye guts.”
I should kill you, Chester whispered. I should kill you right now.
“Then do it, you stupid bitch!” Victoria tried to pick herself up but fell back down on top of Gabriela, still weak from the dose of venom her dick of a head passenger had injected her with. “Oh yeah, I forgot. You don’t take chances. You’re too much of a coward to have to go it on your own.”
In case you didn’t notice, you haven’t exactly been “going it on your own” either. I’ve been with you for how many years of your short mortal existence?
“I was seven! I had just lost my parents and had no one! You took advantage of that. You took advantage of me!” Victoria forced herself up onto unsteady feet and staggered into the bathroom. After washing the blood off her face, she stared at herself in the mirror. She looked older, more like someone who had seen what life had to offer and had decided she’d had her fill of it. She looked more like her mother.
You were never more than a means to an end, a puppet. At least now we can quit the charade. But you’re stuck with me, and unless you do as I say from here on out, I am going to make every day a living hell for you.
Victoria set her jaw. She hated what she saw in that mirror, a monster inside and out. She knew what had to be done.
You know I can. Chester started to laugh. The hum brought on a migraine and a sickly pang in the hollow of Victoria’s stomach. 
“More proof that you’re a chicken shit, attacking me from inside my head, where you know I can’t fight back.”
That’s just smart strategy. Do you expect me to square off against someone a million times my size in a fist fight?
“You fight like a… like a…”
A girl? Chester laughed.
Victoria’s breath sizzled through her clenched teeth. “That’s not what I was gonna say.”
Good, because even back when my kind ruled, women were always better, stronger, and tougher than men. That didn’t change until your people put their misguided faith into something else. Chester’s laughter trickled off, replaced by what sounded like grumbling.
After a moment, she changed the subject. So what’s next? Ooh, ooh, I know. Why don’t we start by getting near that boy again? Since I’m not leaving this home of mine, not ever again, you are going to have to find out what I want to know for me. She laughed again. Do you hear me, puppet?
Victoria slammed her palms against the sink. “Oh, I hear you.” She slammed her palms down again. “Okay. You want to find Armani? Let’s go find Armani.”
That’s right. Learn your place, puppet.
“And where would you like me to go?”
Chester was silent for a moment. Nowhere, actually. If we wait here, he should come right to us.
“Maybe, but won’t this ‘old man’ be a little perturbed that I killed his henchman? Henchwoman? Henchperson. He may not destroy you, but he’s bound to want me dead.”
Not if you’re paralyzed when he gets here though I’m not so sure your body could take another dose so soon after the last one.
Gunshots rang out somewhere above—lots of them. The noise sounded as if a shootout between police and a gang of bank robbers had suddenly broken out… on a cruise ship… filled with families… thousands of miles from shore. 
Victoria smiled. “You know that’s gotta be them.”
Chester sighed. Go. But if there’s another like me, you had better not kill it.
“Or what? You’ll make my life worse than every day being a living hell? You’ll take control of my body and use it however you see fit? What more could you possibly threaten me with?”
When I’m back to my old self again, you’ll see.
“I don’t think so,” Victoria muttered. Before heading out of the cabin, she crouched by Gabriela’s corpse and unclasped the bracelet around its wrist. “I believe this belongs to me.” She stood tall as she put it back around her own wrist where it belonged, resisting the urge to hawk a giant loogie on Gabriela’s body, content enough in knowing she was leaving it to rot.
In the hallways, people were running and ducking into rooms where they could. “Looks like it’s coming from the deck.” Victoria fought against the current like a salmon swimming up river.
A middle-aged woman carrying a toddler in one arm grabbed Victoria’s sleeve with her free hand. “Don’t go up there!” she shouted. “People are shooting!”
“Then why aren’t you packing?” Victoria smirked and jerked herself free. “That was stupid,” she muttered. “Why did I just say that?” As she reached the stairs to the deck, a man dressed all in white except for the black gun holster and belt around his waist came tumbling down the steps. He crashed at Victoria’s feet, dead from multiple gunshot wounds. With a clink, clink, clink, a handgun—the dead ship-security officer’s, she presumed—came bouncing down the steps after him.
On the third step from the bottom, it bounced and spun through the air, landing directly in Victoria’s hands. “Well, that’s convenient.” After checking the safety, she headed up the stairs, her new gun leading the way. “Huh, and now I’m packing.”
At the top, she saw three of the ship’s security team firing at someone or someones across the deck. One of the crew was bleeding from his arm as he fired over a stack of beach chairs turned onto their side. The second crouched behind the wall of a hot tub, the third up ahead behind a support beam of the giant waterslide. A fourth lay dead or dying near his feet.
Beyond the slide were pools and open deck offering few places to hide. Still, Victoria couldn’t see who they were shooting at. She burst out of the stairwell, sprinted past the nearest security officer, hurdled the folding chairs, and careened toward the stairs up to the slide. 
The officer behind the support beam shouted, “Get down!” Then he took a bullet to the head when he tried to reach for her, exposing himself to an onslaught of bullets.
As far as Victoria could tell, no one had taken a shot at her unless his or her aim had been atrocious. She bounded up the slide’s steps to a solid fenced-in platform at the top. There, she would have a good view of most of the deck if she were brave enough to peek over the railing.
Instead, she slouched against the wall to wait it out, having no idea if Armani was below her or even part of the madness ensuing on deck. Maybe some people just really didn’t like the ventriloquist, she thought, recalling the night’s scheduled entertainment down at the stage. I mean, does anyone really like them? There’s that Dunham guy, and… She scowled, remembering what Chester had called her. I’m nobody’s puppet.
What felt like a spiderweb tickled her ear, and she swatted it away. Behind her, hanging from a nail, was a lifeguard’s whistle. Its rope necklace had brushed against her. She took in her surroundings to ascertain their defensibility. Aside from a stack of tubes against the wall opposite the slide and the whistle, the platform was empty. Not much for weapons. How am I supposed to kill someone with a whistle?
She doubted anyone could climb up the slide while the water was flowing. The platform itself didn’t appear scalable except maybe by ninja monkeys or monkey ninjas. That left Victoria with only one direction from which to fend off attacks and two from which she could escape.
Eventually, the bullets stopped. “That’s the last one!” a man yelled from the direction Victoria had come from. She perked up. She couldn’t imagine Armani getting into a gunfight with innocent people.
You barely know the guy.
Victoria frowned, unsure if the idea had been her own or Chester’s. Still, whoever it was had a point: she did barely know the guy. What the hell am I doing risking my neck for him?
The simple answer was that whoever was after Armani was also after her. This “old man”—who was not Lucio, her “old man”—had used Lucio’s killer as a weapon against her. And could it be true? Could there be another like Chester, not only in the world, but on that very ship?
If it is true, Chester said, you had better stay out of our way.
Victoria ignored her backseat driver. She jumped up and peered over the railing to see a man in a black suit and sunglasses, the nondescript look of the FBI or those folks in that crappy Will Smith flick she’d liked as a little girl. He was the only one standing among several dead security officers, and he didn’t look like one of the good guys.
“Will you get him out of the pool?” another man asked from behind her. She went to the opposite rail and saw an old man in a Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts, his skinny white legs propping him up like a flamingo lawn ornament. He was skinny except where he was flabby, a spare tire circling his gut, and utterly unimpressive to look at. Victoria quickly wrote him off as the money behind the muscle like the steroid-riddled black suit standing by his side.
The old man and his hired help walked to the lip of the pool. Victoria had to lean over the railing to see them from her vantage point as the winding slide obstructed her view. They were looking into the water.
Splashing came from the shallow end of the pool and, through portions of big blue slide, Victoria saw that the agent who’d been closer to her—who she then thought of as Will Smith—waded out without so much as removing his tie or polished shiny shoes before he swam over to the deep end and out of sight.
Steroid jumped into the pool. “I’ve got him… Ow! He bit me. The motherfucker actually bit me.” Victoria could hear a lot of splashing but couldn’t see the end of the pool it was coming from.
“Armani, Armani, Armani,” the old man said. “You had your chance to destroy X. You could have ended all of this back at the library. You could have destroyed Y, too. But what did you do instead? You failed to ensure X was dead back at the library, and you failed to kill the girl and Y with her despite clear orders to do so. So really, you only have yourself to blame for all of this.”
The old man crouched out of view. “Bring him closer. I don’t want to get w—”
More thrashing in the water.
“Blehh!” The old man stood upright. His head was dripping wet. “I can’t believe you just did that. How juvenile.”
Victoria heard the slap of wet skin on skin. Someone in the pool groaned. She aimed her gun, trying to get a clear shot, wondering if they’d seen her go up there or if they’d just written her off.
The old man crouched again. “A little closer… There we go!” He stood, his arm outstretched. His hand had Armani by the throat, suspending him in the air. Armani clung to the man’s wrist, squirming like a fish at the end of a line. Steroid and Will Smith each climbed out of the pool and took a position at their master’s sides like loyal dogs.
“How it that possible?” Victoria muttered. 
An Olympian gymnast specializing in the rings couldn’t have held someone out one-handed like that, never mind a feeble old man. Even if he had a Chester in his head, her own Chester had never given her superpowers. Unless, of course, Chester had held them back.
“I guess I should be thanking you,” the old man said. “If it wasn’t for your failures, I wouldn’t be alive today. Or this powerful. The feeling, the energy, it’s like nothing I can describe. And it’s as close to God as any of us will ever come.”
He shook Armani, whose face was turning deep purple. “Now, where is that little brat whose heels you’ve been lapping at? Hmm?”
“I don’t think he can speak when you’re choking him like that,” Will Smith said.
“I know that, imbecile. I just want to give him time to think about the question before he answers.”
Victoria had seen enough. The old man was the target, but her only unobstructed shot was at Steroid.
Chester hissed. What happened to “I don’t want to kill anyone”? 
“Meh.” She shrugged and aimed at the big-and-tall-suit, anger welling inside her as she thought of Lucio slumped over, the last time she had seen him and would ever see him. “That died with my family.”
Wait. Don’t—
She delivered two shots to the man’s chest before slinging her arm to the right for a shot at the old man.
The old man screamed, dropping Armani and slapping his hand over the side of his head where she’d apparently grazed him. He glowered up at her and ran. Victoria pulled the trigger two, three, four more times, but all it did was click.
Empty.
Armani wheezed on the ground as the old man and Will Smith scrambled for cover. Will Smith took aim at Victoria, and she ducked behind the fence around the platform.
“Don’t shoot!” the old man yelled. “It’s the girl. We need her alive.”
“I think she’s out,” Will Smith said.
“How do you know?” the old man asked.
“I thought I heard her gun click empty.”
“Well, then, go find out.”
If you try to kill him again, Chester said, I’m putting you down.
“Shit,” Victoria said, ignoring her parasite. She checked the clip, hoping to see one more round but not expecting to. 
The agent darted from cover to cover then madly sprinted the length of the pool. He was circling around to her and would soon be climbing the steps.
Victoria rolled her eyes. “Fucking Will Smith.”
“Tibalt! You traitor!” Armani shouted, his voice hoarse and full of gravel. “Get over here!”
Victoria heard him but could do nothing to help him. She heard footsteps pounding up the stairs. The stairway formed an L, turning at a right angle before climbing another fourteen steps to the platform, or so she thought. She hadn’t counted them and had no time then. Her heart thudded rapidly, keeping pace with the thud-thud-thud of the man on the stairs.
She glanced frantically around the platform, trying to devise a plan or materialize a weapon she already knew wasn’t there. Without thinking, she grabbed the whistle. She swung it by the rope and sighed.
The footsteps were close. She crouched a meter back from the stairs. Will Smith had reached the landing below and was racing up the final fourteen steps. She thought about escaping down the slide but knew she’d only be delaying the inevitable. At some point, she’d have to stand her ground, and in all her reading on fighting and warfare, she couldn’t think of a time when it wasn’t better to have the higher ground.
She counted his steps, and when he reached the ninth step, she blew the whistle as loudly as she could right in the man’s face. Will Smith winced as he climbed the last steps, his eyes closing shut and a finger digging into his ear, his body swaying just a little, his equilibrium off. Victoria capitalized on that as she sprang into the air, releasing a roundhouse kick worthy of her black belt in tae kwon do. Eat your heart out, Chuck Norris. She knew her kick was good even as her laces made contact.
Connecting with Will Smith’s ear as she’d been taught and kicking through his head just as his foot was coming down on the landing, Victoria took her best shot. The consequences were nothing short of a miracle. Her mouth dropped open in awe.
Will Smith’s momentum and the force of her kick spun him to one side, and he hit the railing, which he slid along until he’d turned completely around into empty space. With no more railing to catch his fall, he flew airborne into a forward roll, cracking something—his wrist or his collarbone or perhaps both—as he tried to keep hold of his gun and brace his fall, his head hitting the steps in the middle just after his hands did. The angle it tilted away from his shoulder reminded Victoria of Thanksgiving and a fight over the wishbone.
Then his back hit around step five, his heels on step two. Perhaps overcorrecting his momentum or perhaps just delirious from pain, Will Smith sprang upward from step two, continuing his somersaulting right over the railing where it right angled. Metal pipes clanged as he hit three of them on his way down. 
Victoria brushed off her hands. “Well, that was also convenient.” She looked at the whistle and chuckled.
Grabbing a tube from the small pile, she lay down backward on it and started down the slide. Before she made it to the bottom, she was paralyzed. Chester had injected her with a smaller dose than earlier, not enough to put her out but enough to guarantee that if she fell off the tube, she would drown.




CHAPTER 33


“Tibalt! You traitor!” Armani screamed the words though he felt as though he were swallowing a fat roll of sandpaper. His throat, his knee, his side where he’d been forked, the ear where he’d been boxed by some now-dead musclehead only moments before: it all hurt. His pursuers had chased them onto the deck, then crowded with vacationers, and opened fire. Rather than risking the lives of the innocent by scrambling off the deck with them, he returned a volley of gunshots, emptying one of his pistols before diving into the pool and reasonably out of harm’s way—just in time to avoid the crossfire.
Now, pissed, wet, and aching all over, he needed to put an end to the madness before more people had to die. “Get over here!”
As he struggled up to his knees, Tibalt stepped out of the shadows. “Here, let me help you,” the cardinal said, pulling Armani to his feet by his ear before tearing it from his head. 
Armani cried out in anguish, one more hurt to add to his list of hurts as his hand instinctively covered the wound.
“That’s for the hair part your girlfriend just gave me.” Tibalt tossed the ear aside and pointed at a trail of red-raw flesh going from just above his right temple to a few centimeters behind his ear.
Armani took a swing at his former boss, the effort weakened by his ordeals. Tibalt easily sidestepped it, clamping down on Armani’s wrist and twisting.
“You gave everything to the Church,” Armani said through a grimace. “Your whole life to God, only to turn from him at the very end. Why?”
“I didn’t turn from God, Armani. God turned away from me. From all of us. Between X’s attack and the cancer, I was as good as dead. I slipped into darkness, so cold, everlasting. I prayed for Him, and when that didn’t work, I demanded He answer me. Had I not been His faithful servant? Was I not worthy of His kingdom? I screamed out for Him, alone in that afterlife of nothingness for what seemed like an eternity. Time to think. Nothing but time, so much time, passing so slowly you’re not sure it’s passing at all, trapped in solitary confinement. The end is the end, Armani, except there is no heaven, and hell is a dark place filled with loneliness and terror, helplessness and fragility. Mind-splintering emptiness, for so long, Armani. It was so horrible, horrible I tell you. I’ll never go back there. Never.”
Armani studied his former teacher and confidant and felt something he did not expect to feel for one who had denounced his faith and murdered those he once called friends. He felt sorry for the cardinal. “You were in a coma, and you did die at one point, but your soul never left this world for the next. What you experienced wasn’t true death or the afterlife.” He started to weep. “Can’t you see? What you experienced was horrible. I believe you. But it’s made you mad.”
“I had gone mad, spending years in that black oblivion in what was only days to you. I was alone for so long, then suddenly, not alone. X came to me. X pulled me out of the darkness. He breathed life into me and, with it, power and truth. My whole life has been a lie. God isn’t kind and merciful. He’s a spoiled brat who, when tired of one human toy, goes and pulls the arms and legs off another one.” He grabbed Armani by the shirt and pulled him closer. “It’ll be different under X and Y.” He laughed. “Humanity’s sex chromosomes, and with them, rebirth.”
“Your Grace, listen, please.” Armani let his tears fall in hopes that their sweetness, their truth, would help redeem a soul not yet lost. “You saw X’s prior host. You know what you’ll become.”
“I have been promised—”
“You’ve been promised lies! Nothing but lies!”
A whistle pierced the air. Tibalt sighed. “I didn’t expect you to understand. You will follow your gospel into your grave. If you’re in such a rush to get there, let me help you on your way.”
A clanging came from behind him, like someone hitting a wrench against a pipe. Armani couldn’t see what was happening, but he’d heard Tibalt say “the girl” had shot at them. That could only mean Victoria. He hoped she was all right.
“Ah, and here comes your girlfriend now.” Tibalt’s lips curled into a clown smile.
Armani glanced over his shoulder. Victoria was slowly floating across the pool, coming right toward them. She wasn’t trying to swim away and had no weapon, as far as he could see. In fact, she wasn’t moving at all. Oh no…
“Why, she’s as stiff as a board.” Tibalt’s tone was full of mirth, almost giddy, as he watched Victoria glide across the water, his attention diverted from Armani. “I do believe Y has made her more docile, well-mannered as good girls should be.”
With a flick of his free hand, Armani drew the gun he’d hidden in his waistband and had meant for Victoria, his own gun empty and discarded. He drove it under Tibalt’s chin. “I wish there was another way, a chance to save you, but I won’t let you hurt her.” He pulled the trigger.
Click.
The gun was so full of water that the firing mechanism failed. Armani collapsed against Tibalt, defeated.
“You took your best shot, Armani.” Tibalt scoffed. “But you failed yet again, one more to add to your long list of failures. Too bad it will be your last. Have a nice swim.”
He threw Armani over the railing. 




CHAPTER 34


Victoria saw Armani tossed into the air. Unable to turn her head, she could only guess where he landed, but she had a pretty good guess, and she could do absolutely nothing about it.
Smiling, Tibalt stared down at her, his hands on his hips. His eyes rolled back in his head, and his mouth dropped open. Words in a language Victoria couldn’t understand, filled with guttural growls and eerie clicking, emanated in a low baritone from Tibalt’s mouth like a tuba filled with skittering cockroaches played in a cavern. The sound filled her with fear, chilling her to her very bones. It certainly wasn’t human, immediately sounding as wrong as a piano that had never been tuned.
Adding to that Chester’s eerie excitement, a hum that could curdle milk, Victoria wanted to be any place but there. 
At long last, we are united!
The hairs on her neck standing up, Victoria wished more than anything that at that moment, she could move. She would run far away from that man and the thing inside him and keep on running. She’d thought herself evil once, and maybe she was, but compared to that voice, part roar, part hiss, part God knew what else, all malevolence and wholly unnatural, she wasn’t even on the same spectrum.
Eventually, the voice stopped, temporarily abating the madness blossoming in Victoria’s mind. She might have peed herself if she could have felt the contents of her bladder.
Those blank white sheets in the old man’s face where irises and pupils used to be stared down at her. “I can feel her inside you.” The creature spoke from within its new vessel. Apparently not receiving the response it expected, it tried Italian. “Why does she not speak?”
He picked up Victoria by her arms and held her as if she were a ragdoll. Leaning in close, inches from her face, he peered into her eyes, no doubt trying to see what lived behind them. His breath, a warm breeze against her face, smelled of an infected abscess, of rot and decay, a maggoty tomb recently unearthed.
The one Armani called X laughed. “In all these years, have you not learned to speak through the human tongue? You have grown weak and feeble, NyrGantha, a shadow of your former self.”
Chester scoffed. Tell him I retreated from the world, hid away until the day when we could rejoin it as our true selves. She hissed. Go on. Tell him.
Victoria opened her mouth to speak. “Muhh mehh.” Drool slid down her chin.
“No matter. I have searched for you ever since you typed our name into the computer… or at least the best spelling this new alphabet could give it. I traced you, and I found you. Together, we’ll be strong again. And there are yet others. According to this human’s brain, these vermin have killed twenty-three of us at most, many of which were not confirmed. I’ve studied the records. I’ve seen the list. Four of us should be enough to set things right.”
Just four? Chester squealed. Ask him how he knows that. Ask him!
“You must have a thousand questions, but first, let’s take you somewhere safe. The humans are timid, but they will form another attack. This human’s lackeys appear to all be dead. No matter. No one will suspect an old acolyte and a little girl had anything to do with the deaths onboard this ship.”
He threw Victoria over his shoulder. She felt nothing—not the swaying motion as he heaved her up, not the jab of his bony shoulder into her stomach, and not even the feel of his shirt fabric against her cheek. But as her arm hung loosely down the old man’s back, she saw her finger twitch.




CHAPTER 35


If Armani had thought he hurt before, he didn’t know what true agony felt like. He was fairly certain a rib or two had cracked. Breathing was hard. His knee couldn’t bend without drawing tears into his eyes. And his fucking ear was gone. His side felt sticky, and he was fairly certain that was bleeding… a lot.
But by the grace of God, he was still alive. When Tibalt had thrown him, he’d managed to catch the rail as he sailed over it. He wasn’t able to prevent his fall, but his grip held long enough to change his direction from outward to downward. He smacked into the side of the ship then dropped several meters onto one of the lifeboats jutting from the Atlantica’s side like a remora from a shark.
That hurt.
A lot.
Still, he couldn’t just lie there while Tibalt and that monster inside him did whatever they planned on doing to Victoria. So he picked up his battered and broken body, climbed back onto the ship, and hobbled his way right back up to the deck without a plan or weapon in mind.
He rectified the latter upon finding a shuffleboard stick of the vintage wooden variety, not that cheap aluminum crap that most places sold those days. It was light in his hands, and he wondered how much damage it could do. Still, it was better than nothing. Probably better than a rolling pin and a frying pan.
He wasn’t exactly stealthy hobbling up to Tibalt, who was carrying Victoria toward the stairwell. Lumbering across forty meters of deck, the shuffleboard stick resting over his shoulder like a soldier’s rifle, Armani made his way to within a few meters of the cardinal. But for some reason, Tibalt neither turned nor gave any indication he registered Armani’s presence.
Armani wanted a clean swing at Tibalt’s head, but he couldn’t risk hitting Victoria. So he took out Tibalt’s knee instead, a mischievous grin worming over his lips as he got a little revenge for his own dislodged patella.
Tibalt wailed like a banshee, only lower, much lower, like wind whipping out of an abyss. It didn’t sound human. Had X taken control?
Tibalt fell to his injured knee first, making Victoria’s drop from his shoulder not too devastating. With her out of the way, Armani swung his weapon like an axe, aiming to split Tibalt’s head down the middle. The cardinal juked partially out of the way, and the wooden weapon bludgeoned his shoulder, knocking him back down to his knee as he started to rise.
Tibalt released another wail, and Armani heard it for what it was: not a cry of pain as he’d initially thought, but a roar of pure, malevolent rage, raw and unnerving. He swung the shuffleboard stick again, that time horizontally, looking to cleave head from shoulders.
Tibalt sprang up and spun around with lightning speed, catching the stick in his side and wrapping his arm around it. The sounds of wood splintering against ribs and the ribs splintering in turn were nauseating, but if the cardinal had broken bones, he wasn’t showing it, as if the man no longer felt any pain at all.
Or X is suppressing it.
He snatched the weapon from Armani’s hand as easily as plucking a feather from a dead duck then snapped it in half as easily as a pencil. He tossed the broken halves aside and charged.
“Oh shit.” Armani backpedaled on his wounded leg. He threw or slid whatever he could get his hands on between them: chairs mostly, with a few tables for drinks and belongings interspersed between them. In desperation, he even threw a towel into the old man’s face.
That bought him another second, enough time to create some space between them. Tibalt tossed the beach chairs aside as easily as he had the towel. Armani couldn’t keep running. Although death seemed likely, he’d have to fight because no one else could or would. He was probably going to die. And if the Gal-zu had their way, the rest of the world was going to wish it had died, too. I have to try, no matter the cost. He raised his fists and studied how his foe moved—
Then Victoria leapt onto Tibalt’s back and drove half the shuffleboard stick into the cardinal’s collar. Blood gushed from the wound. Victoria tossed the other half of the stick to Armani before trying to pull her half free.
As Tibalt reached back to yank Victoria off of himself, Armani clubbed his other knee then jabbed him in the stomach. Victoria flew over his head and crashed down on several deck chairs, tumbling over them. Armani rolled onto his back, a fist punching through the empty space where his head had just been. He continued onto his feet, wincing and staggering a bit before gaining his balance.
He stood ready, his weapon out in front of him. Victoria stepped beside him, her weapon raised. She swayed a moment, blood pouring from her nose. 
“Shut up, bitch,” she said. “I’m not stopping.” She looked at Armani and nodded, her eyes going from starry to clear.
Tibalt—or was it X?—growled. “I’m sorry, NyrGantha, but I am going to have to destroy your home. But don’t worry. We’ll find you a better one soon.” Gnashing his teeth, hate burning like embers in his eyes, he charged again.
Armani and Victoria were ready. He juked left while swinging at Tibalt’s stomach and connecting hard. As the cardinal keeled over, Victoria, already airborne, came down with a chop to the back of his head that smacked his skull so hard that the broken stick vibrated in her hand.
Then they went to work. As fast and strong though Tibalt was with X inside him, his blood loss and broken bones made his movements awkward, lumbering, and easy to dodge. Armani and Victoria worked as a team, each playing off the other’s moves as if they had choreographed them, both in reality working only on instinct and training. A jab here, a whack there, each was careful to avoid Tibalt’s grasp and stay out of the other’s way.
Victoria hit him in the thigh so hard that Armani swore he heard the femur break. It brought Tibalt to his knees, where Armani dislocated his jaw. Victoria was staggering then, clearly in pain from some unseen condition, her face a mask of blood.
Still, she fought on, collapsing only after her last strike, which drove the point of the broken shaft deep into Tibalt’s eye socket.
X screamed them, and Armani was certain he heard fear in that cry… until he cut it off by shoving his weapon through Tibalt’s neck.
The man fell dead. The spider did not.
“Watch him closely,” Armani said, not sure if Victoria was in a state where she could hear him. She looked as though she might die herself.
Exhausted, his every muscle aching, he grabbed a round table from a nearby bar—an I-shaped metallic construction not meant for easy movement on the deck of a rocking ship—spilling the plastic cups off the top of it. Returning to Tibalt’s lifeless body and holding the table by two of its legs, he raised it over his head and drove it with everything he had left into Tibalt’s head.
Then he raised the table to do it again. 




CHAPTER 36


Victoria thought her brain had liquefied and run out her orifices, yet she felt good, proud even. Despite all Chester’s shouting for her to stop, all her threats of death, the ripping and shredding feeling in her brain, the mounting pressure, as if her whole head was going to explode, she defied Chester and killed that silly old man in the Hawaiian shirt, putting a fucking stick through his eye.
Victoria had called Chester’s bluff. As soon as she attacked X and his host, Chester was all over her. Victoria guessed another bite would kill her. As it was, she wondered how much of her brain had already rotted away, irreparably damaged a la necrosis. She didn’t think Chester would risk killing her, not without a suitable replacement host on standby.
And she had been right, but damn, had it hurt. She had no doubt that she and Chester could never go back to the way things had been a year or even a month earlier, after everything had already fallen apart. Chester was only staying because her realty was soon to switch from lease to ownership and would surely follow through on her promise to punish Victoria daily until Victoria’s thoughts and opinions ceased to exist.
So Victoria had only one thing left to do. Get up. End it. But she couldn’t just yet. Her brain and body had taken a beating.
Beside her, Armani swung a heavy table into the old man’s head. With just one hit, he had caved in the man’s skull. She saw what Armani meant to do—to crack the man’s skull open like a nut and find the prize inside—and wondered if he’d do the same to her, wondered if he should do the same to her. Part of her wished he would.
She turned away, as if some human part of her had suggested that was what she was supposed to do, but her curiosity won out. She turned back to see Armani take another swing, then another, blood and chunks of what looked like jellied meat spattering his face and arms. Such determination shone in his eyes, such a will to kill. Maybe they weren’t so different after all.
Please. Chester whimpered. Stop him. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. To kill one of us… It’s like killing Michelangelo before he could have painted the Sistine Chapel or-or-or… Alexander the Great before he even stepped foot into Persia. And we are so few… Please!
Victoria rolled onto her back and rested her head on her arm. “Why Chester, I’ve never heard you beg before. And this sudden respect for at least two humans? Who knew?”
Please, Victoria. We can go back to the way things were. I promise. We can do whatever you want… for months. No, years! A-and, we can offer you anything you’ve ever wanted. Everything!
“Yeah, I think you wasted your last lie on me a long time ago.”
Anything. I’ll do anything!
Victoria tugged on the hem of Armani’s pants.
“Huh?” He froze, table raised over his head, not taking his eyes off what looked like the inside of a busted watermelon.
“You’re doing a great job there, but uh, keep an eye on me too. I wouldn’t put it past Chester to kill me or paralyze me and try to get into you to stop you.”
“Oh.” Armani beamed, a mad zeal in his eyes. “I’m hoping she’ll try and come out of there. Believe me.”
And Victoria did. And she thought Chester did, too.
You bitch. You fucking despicable bag of human filth. I’ll kill you, but only after I’ve tortured you so long it bores me. And I’ll kill him, too. I’ll kill, torture, or enslave every last one of your—
Victoria slammed her hand down on the deck. When she raised it, a thin trail of slime ran from her palm down the broken exoskeleton of an ugly, off-white spider, one leg still twitching. “Got him!” she said, even her tone smiling. “He tried to sneak out when I distracted you. Sorry about that.”
Armani tossed his table aside and crouched down near the dying arachnid. “Not very impressive up close, are they?”
“Not at all.”
You didn’t… You couldn’t have. No, no, no, NO!
Victoria sat up, laughing. “Chester’s really pissed right now.”
Armani laughed, too. He helped her to her feet. “I bet.” His smile vanished. “We’ll find a way to get her out of there. I promise you that.” He took her by the hand. “But for now, we need to get out of here. I’m not sure what’s keeping security back—fear of getting shot, probably—but they won’t stay away forever. I mean, they can’t all be dead, can they? We’d better make our exit while we can.”
When they approached the stairwell, the two of them wearing masks of blood and gore, their bodies cluttered with aches and pains, Armani likely in need of a hospital and Chester sobbing inside Victoria’s head, Victoria let go of his hand. 
“Thank you, Armani. For all that you’ve done.” She kissed him on the cheek.
“Just doing my job,” he said, blushing.
She stepped away from the rail. “But we both know there is only one way to end this. Chester, we’ll call it a tie.”
You wouldn’t—
With two quick steps, Victoria dove over the railing.
The water was hard and colder than she expected. Her body trembled as she treaded water. It had taken a burst of courage to make the dive. Now she needed to summon another burst to drown herself and Chester with her, the salt in the water working against her. The plan had seemed so much easier when she had conceived it. She figured even if she couldn’t drown herself, eventually her strength would fail her, and she would go under. Thus, whether willingly or not, at that point, she was as good as dead.
“Man overboard!” someone shouted from one of the lower decks or some balcony room. 
The ship was already pulling farther and a farther away. But something else was getting closer, cutting its way through the water. 
Her heart seized as her mind immediately thought shark. “Being eaten wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but I suppose it will do the trick.” She closed her eyes and prayed it would be quick.
“Are you out of your freaking mind!” Armani shouted as he swam up to her, a life vest, glowing orange, cradled in his arms. “Here.” He thrust the vest at her. “Put this on.”
“I could ask you the same thing!” She pushed the life vest back at him. “Damn it, Armani! Now we’re both dead.”
“No.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Look! I think it’s stopping. They’re coming back for us.” He jerked his head to the side as the saltwater splashed against his earless ear. “Christ, that stings!”
“You idiot!” Victoria slapped him. “Just. Let. Me. Die.”
He smiled at her then, a smile tinged with hurt. “I can’t.”
“Can’t you see I don’t want to go back? I… I don’t want to live like this anymore.”
Armani blinked water out of his eyes. “But what if I don’t want you to die?” He smiled awkwardly then cleared his throat. “Come on, Victoria. There has to be another way.”
Victoria groaned. “Goodbye, Armani.” She pushed off him, took a deep breath, and dove.
The water grew as dark as pitch. Still, she swam down as far as she could, just in case she changed her mind when she ran out of air. She didn’t want to be able to reach the surface in time even if she tried.
Darkness. Cold. Silence. Solitude.
Even Chester had gone quiet, perhaps resigned to her fate.
A hand grabbed her leg. Armani, you fool. She tried to kick away, but his grip was too strong. Not that it mattered. The bubbles shooting from her nostrils grew smaller. She smiled sadly. You’re too late.
Armani pulled her toward himself and spun her around. The last of her air bubbles trickled from her nose. The surface might as well have been miles away.
Her mind faded in and out of consciousness. The need for air was all-consuming. She would let the water into her lungs in a matter of seconds, her body’s instinct to breathe overcoming her will.
His body pressed against hers, Armani kicked toward the surface. Victoria struggled to break away, not wanting any chance of resuscitation, but he held her tightly. Her haze grew stronger, but through it, she sensed something different, something wrong.
Chester? Her eyes bulged in their sockets. She pressed her lips tight, coughing inside her mouth struggling to keep it closed. Where’s Chester?
As intertwined as the two had been for years and having experienced all Chester’s recent head hopping, Victoria knew when Chester was absent. The spider had left her in the middle of the ocean, risking fate on her own rather than certain death with Victoria.
No, not on her own.
Armani twitched, his head jerking to the left as if something had stung him in the neck… or squirmed its way inside his ear. His eyes went wide with fear and something else: recognition.
I’m sorry, Armani. She pulled him close then, pressed her lips over his, her first real kiss…
And sucked.
Armani’s eyes burst open further, wider than Victoria thought possible, as if they were trying to jettison themselves from his face. In the moonlight trickling in through the surface, his face was ghastly pale. Victoria sucked every bit of air she could from his lungs then pushed off him even as he gasped, his mouth open and taking in water as he squeezed his neck, no longer kicking but sinking, his face a contortion of surprise and terror, one she knew even then that she’d never forget.
Victoria swam to the surface, free of Chester, no longer wanting to die. At last breaching it just as she thought she never would, she alternated between coughing out water and vacuuming in air. A spotlight panned over the water, so bright she couldn’t tell if it came from the cruise ship or a lifeboat. She swam toward it.
“Over here!” she shouted. “Help!”
The light found her, blinding but somehow warm, welcoming. Perhaps she had found her way back to it. Not likely, she thought. Not when you have to kill a man, a good man, to get there.
But she’d cry no tears for Armani. After all, what was he to her? Just a guy she barely knew and someone she couldn’t trick herself into believing she had cared more than a smidge about. He was a means to an end, and although she didn’t want him dead, his sacrifice was a small price to pay for the monster he took with him.
“Are you alone?” someone called to her in English then Italian. “Did you see anyone else fall in?”
“J-j-just me,” Victoria said between chattering teeth, a by-product of the cold but amplified by her acting skills. She waved her arms. “P-p-please help!”
Hands pulled her out of the water. A thick blanket was thrown over her shoulders. “Oh, thank God for you.” She shivered against a rescuer. “There was so much shooting, people killing each other. I hid, but when one of them came close, I panicked and jumped.”
“You’re all right now,” the man said in a soft voice as he sat her down on a bench. “It’s over. Everything is going to be all right.”
She rested her head against his chest, her face hidden beneath the blanket, hiding her calm. Yes. Yes, I think it will be. She sneaked a glance over the water, half expecting to see Armani’s body floating nearby. But all she could see were dark waves lapping and even darker ones beyond, all the way to the horizon.




EPILOGUE







From Confessions of an American Killer: The Victoria Menard Murders, the recorded diary of Victoria Menard, dated August 26, 2022.




We are the sum total of our parts, and like it or not, Chester had been a part of me. Despite what I thought back then, she had been a bit more than just a cancer to be excised. She wasn’t my soul or my conscience or even close to my better half, but she did make me feel, even if those feelings were all rage and despair, hatred and disdain. I think I needed to feel those first before I could feel their opposites, even if for just a little while. 
Now, I feel nothing. Closed off from everyone and everything, my only motivation is self-preservation. Those crimes they say I’ve done… Well, let’s just say for the sake of argument that if I did them, I did not take joy in them. Nor did I weep afterward. I did it so that I could survive and survive I will.
But to do so, I have to keep moving. You know how mothers claim to know when their daughters have been hurt or twins say they can almost read each other’s thoughts? Well, I feel something like that with Chester. The two of us having been linked so closely for so long, part of each other, I know that somehow, she survived being stranded in the middle of the ocean, even though Armani’s body was never recovered, at least not officially.
She’s still out there. And she’s coming for me.
I really pissed her off. C’est la vie, mais c’est la guerre.
And when she comes for me, I can’t be cooped up in a place like this. Which is why, if you’ve been listening to me at all, you’ll know that my putting this shank to your throat is nothing personal. Heh, at least I can promise you this: if things go badly, neither of us will feel a thing.
Announcer: Victoria Menard escaped the custody of the Pilgrim Psychiatric Center in Brentwood, New York, within an hour after the conclusion of the taped interview you have just seen. In her escape, an orderly and two guards were killed, as well as Tristan Glover, television anchor for ABC News.
In addition to her crimes in the state of New York, Ms. Menard has warrants for her arrest in several jurisdictions and is wanted for questioning with respect to a number of additional crimes. Interpol has named her as a person of interest in a multitude of foreign investigations.
Since this program’s first airing, Ms. Menard has twice escaped custody and thwarted law enforcement on multiple occasions. She is still at large, her whereabouts unknown.
If you have any information that might lead to her capture, please visit our website at www.publicenemies.com or call the following number…





THE END?
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Jason Parent is an author of horror, thrillers, mysteries, science fiction and dark humor, though his many novels, novellas, and short stories tend to blur the boundaries between genres. From his EPIC and eFestival Independent Book Award finalist first novel, What Hides Within, to his widely applauded police procedural/supernatural thriller, Seeing Evil, to his fast and furious sci-fi horror, The Apocalypse Strain, Jason’s work has won him praise from both critics and fans of diverse genres alike. He currently lives in Massachusetts, surrounded by chewed furniture thanks to his corgi and mini Aussie pups.
Please visit Jason on Facebook,
 Twitter, Instagram, or his website.





Readers…
Thank you for reading Victoria. We hope you enjoyed this novel. 

If you have a moment, please review Victoria at the store where you bought it. 

Help other readers by telling them why you enjoyed this book. No need to write an in-depth discussion. Even a single sentence will be greatly appreciated. Reviews go a long way to helping a book sell, and is great for an author’s career. It’ll also help us to continue publishing quality books.

Thank you again for taking the time to journey with Crystal Lake Publishing.

You will find links to all our social media platforms on our Linktree page.
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MISSION STATEMENT


Since its founding in August 2012, Crystal Lake Publishing has quickly become one of the world’s leading publishers of Dark Fiction and Horror books in print, eBook, and audio formats.
While we strive to present only the highest quality fiction and entertainment, we also endeavour to support authors along their writing journey. We offer our time and experience in non-fiction projects, as well as author mentoring and services, at competitive prices. 
With several Bram Stoker Award wins and many other wins and nominations (including the HWA’s Specialty Press Award), Crystal Lake Publishing puts integrity, honor, and respect at the forefront of our publishing operations.
We strive for each book and outreach program we spearhead to not only entertain and touch or comment on issues that affect our readers, but also to strengthen and support the Dark Fiction field and its authors.
Not only do we find and publish authors we believe are destined for greatness, but we strive to work with men and women who endeavour to be decent human beings who care more for others than themselves, while still being hard working, driven, and passionate artists and storytellers.
Crystal Lake Publishing is and will always be a beacon of what passion and dedication, combined with overwhelming teamwork and respect, can accomplish. We endeavour to know each and every one of our readers, while building personal relationships with our authors, reviewers, bloggers, podcasters, bookstores, and libraries.
We will be as trustworthy, forthright, and transparent as any business can be, while also keeping most of the headaches away from our authors, since it’s our job to solve the problems so they can stay in a creative mind. Which of course also means paying our authors. 
We do not just publish books, we present to you worlds within your world, doors within your mind, from talented authors who sacrifice so much for a moment of your time. 
There are some amazing small presses out there, and through collaboration and open forums we will continue to support other presses in the goal of helping authors and showing the world what quality small presses are capable of accomplishing. No one wins when a small press goes down, so we will always be there to support hardworking, legitimate presses and their authors. We don’t see Crystal Lake as the best press out there, but we will always strive to be the best, strive to be the most interactive and grateful, and even blessed press around. No matter what happens over time, we will also take our mission very seriously while appreciating where we are and enjoying the journey. 
What do we offer our authors that they can’t do for themselves through self-publishing?
We are big supporters of self-publishing (especially hybrid publishing), if done with care, patience, and planning. However, not every author has the time or inclination to do market research, advertise, and set up book launch strategies. Although a lot of authors are successful in doing it all, strong small presses will always be there for the authors who just want to do what they do best: write.
What we offer is experience, industry knowledge, contacts and trust built up over years. And due to our strong brand and trusting fanbase, every Crystal Lake Publishing book comes with weight of respect. In time our fans begin to trust our judgment and will try a new author purely based on our support of said author. 
With each launch we strive to fine-tune our approach, learn from our mistakes, and increase our reach. We continue to assure our authors that we’re here for them and that we’ll carry the weight of the launch and dealing with third parties while they focus on their strengths—be it writing, interviews, blogs, signings, etc. 
We also offer several mentoring packages to authors that include knowledge and skills they can use in both traditional and self-publishing endeavours.
We look forward to launching many new careers.
This is what we believe in. What we stand for. This will be our legacy.
Welcome to Crystal Lake Publishing—Tales from the Darkest Depths.
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