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This one is for Ian Somerhalder. Friend, colleague,  co-conspirator, star of V-Wars (Netflix).

Thanks for being one of the good guys. 

 

And, as always, for Sara Jo.


Introduction

A Few Words Before We Begin…

 

 

IT’S VERY STRANGE to sit here in June of 2020 and think about writing an introduction for a Joe Ledger collection. 

I’ll be completely honest here. I’d known Jonathan Maberry for a long while before I finally picked up Patient Zero (shhhhhh, don’t tell him). I’d seen the books and felt pretty sure it wasn’t the kind of story—or character—I liked. We’ve all seen these books before, right? Overly macho gun-porn that borders on a fetish. Characters who shoot everything that moves and blow up anything they can’t riddle with bullets. I had no doubt Jonathan could do it well—he’s a fantastic, knowledgeable writer—but it just wasn’t my thing.

To think of all those years I wasted.

I should’ve known the books would be more than militaristic fantasies. I don’t think Jonathan (Should I be saying Jonathan? Is that too casual? Mr. Maberry, maybe?) can write anything without hints of the eerie and macabre creeping into it, and that’s just what happened here. Zombie viruses, genetically engineered monsters, killer robots, alien technology—Joe Ledger has encountered them all (and so much more) and saved the day again and again. Yes, usually with a precise application of ammunition and/or explosives.

Which leads me back to how writing this introduction felt a bit awkward. I mean, what can we say right now about a character who pretty much embodies heavily armed, militarized law enforcement? Joe is ex-military turned police turned secret agent/military again. He’s rarely without a weapon, knows how to use all of them, and one of his signature moves is crushing his opponent’s windpipe, leaving them gasping for breath at best.

At first glance…maybe not the best guy to be putting on a pedestal. Not in the current climate, anyway.

And yet, in a way, Joe’s the perfect character for what the world’s going through right now. Despite his appearance, he doesn’t solve every problem with a kick to the knees and/or a headshot, rattling off the names of the bones he’s breaking and the calibers of his weapons he’s shooting. I mean, he knows all that stuff, and it comes up now and then, but it’s not really what he’s about. 

No, from the moment he first appeared on the page eleven years ago (What? Jonathan, that can’t be right, can it?), one of Joe’s defining qualities has been his almost desperate restraint, his struggle against the darkness inside him. He’s all too aware how easy it would be to give in to violence—to throw one more punch or to just pull the trigger—and he’s almost always looking for a reason not to do it. He’s a man scarred by his past and determined not to become the bad guy, no matter how much easier it might make things at times.

Hell, this is a guy who, from the very beginning of the series, has had regular conversations with his psychiatrist. And not angry, blustery, “I don’t need this court-ordered head-shrinking” meetings where two people butt heads for half a dozen pages. Rudy Sanchez isn’t here to be comic relief, or to be consistently proven wrong (“See, Doc—brute force can solve anything, ha ha ha.”). He’s an extremely important part of Joe’s day to day life. He and Joe have long, serious talks about rage and guilt and redemption.

And honestly…isn’t that the kind of guy you want to have these resources at his fingertips? What’s the old joke, that the best person to be president is usually the one who really doesn’t want the job? If someone has to be out there armed to the teeth, protecting us and fighting for us…wouldn’t we all feel better knowing it’s somebody with some reservations about violence? A soldier who’s not gleefully eager to use those weapons? A warrior who thinks about the repercussions of his actions?

I really believe one of the reasons Joe Ledger endures as a character—why he’s still popular even at times like this—is that he’s painfully aware there’s so much more to being a soldier or a cop than just having the weapons and the authority. It’s a responsibility. A duty. Yes, he’s fiercely protective of Bunny, Top, and the other members of Echo Team (now Rogue Team International, but that’s another discussion), but all of them realize in the big picture their job is defense, not offense. They’re here to protect their country, and sometimes the whole world, even when it means they’re the ones taking the bullets. 

Despite his long thoughts about his warrior nature, Joe Ledger doesn’t glorify what he does or demand respect for it. He respects the power at his disposal—be it weapons or equipment or training—without becoming addicted to it.

In short, he’s a hero.

And the world can always use a few extra heroes.

The odds are good that if you’ve picked up this book, you had a sense of this already. But if you didn’t, and this is your first time meeting Joe… Wow, are you in for a treat.

Peter Clines

6/14/2020


A Footnote in the Black Budget
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FOR THE RECORD, I don’t believe in this stuff.

No god damn way.

There’s possible, there’s improbable, there’s weird, and there’s no-fucking-way. This is a mile or two past that. So, no, I don’t believe in it.

What pisses me off is that it seems to believe in me.
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I was four minutes away from calling it a day and cutting out early to catch an Orioles-Yankees game at Camden Yards. Hot dogs, beer in big red cups, and the opportunity to spend a few hours yelling at a bunch of young millionaires trying to hit a little ball with a big stick. Baseball, baby. The American pastime.

The phone began ringing while I was tidying my desk. If you work in a bank, an insurance company, or pretty much most jobs, you can pretend you don’t hear that call. I know cops at the ragged end of a long shift who swear their radios were malfunctioning. 

But when you do what I do, you have to drop everything else—your time off, your family, your friends, even baseball—and you take the call. Kind of like the Bat Signal. You can’t just blow it off.

So I answered the call.

It was my boss, Mr. Church.

“Captain Ledger,” he said, “I need you on the next thing smoking.”
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“What’s the op, boss?” asked Bunny, the big kid from Orange County who looked like a plowboy from Iowa. 

We were aboard an LC-130 Hercules, a big military transport plane fitted out with skis. None of us liked the fact that our plane had to have skis.

I had a third of Echo Team with me. Two shooters—Top and Bunny.

“I’ll give it to you the way I got it,” I said. “The mission has two layers. On the surface it’s a surprise inspection to evaluate the status of a new research facility designated Proteus Nine.”

“There were eight other Proteus facilities?” asked Bunny.

It wasn’t a serious question, so I ignored it. “Proteus Nine was built at the foot of Vinson Massif, the tallest mountain in Antarctica. The Russians and Chinese both have research stations in the same region.”

“The neighbors getting cranky?” asked Top—First Sergeant Bradley Sims, my number two.

“Not exactly,” I said. “Our intelligence says that in the last twenty-eight hours the Russian and Chinese bases have gone dark. No radio, no communication of any kind. Nineteen hours ago, our facility also went dark. We’re about six hours ahead of the Russian and Chinese investigative teams.”

Bunny grunted. “You think the base has been taken?”

“Unknown, but on the list of possibilities,” I said.

Top made a show of looking up and down the otherwise empty hull of the transport. Except for our gear and a modified snowcat, we were all alone. “Small team to start a war with China and Russia,” he said mildly. 

I nodded. “There’s some concern that a strong military presence might send the wrong message. However, SEAL Team Six is five hours behind us. But they want us to go in first, quick and quiet. No one’s supposed to know we’re here.” 

Top snorted. “The Chinese and Russians probably have every eye in the sky they own looking at this, and everyone who spies on them will have heard about it through back-channels, so they’ll be looking, too. This whole area’ll probably be featured on Google Earth before we’re wheels down.”

“Got to love the concept of ‘secrecy’ in the digital age,” said Bunny. “Ten bucks says that Julian Assange will be there to meet our plane.”

It was almost true and that was somewhere between sad and scary. With the vertical spike in digital technology, anyone with a smart phone had greater capabilities of discovering and sharing sensitive information with the world than the combined professional world media of ten years ago. Social media could be used for a lot of good things, but it’s turned everyone into a potential spy or source. And, yeah, I really do know how paranoid and right-wing that sounds, but it is what it is. I’m a cheerleader for the First Amendment except when I’m in the field, at which point I have the occasional Big Brother moments. My shrink is never going to go broke.

Bunny said, “I’m going to throw this idea out there and call me crazy, but how about an avalanche? If the satellites are only seeing snow, then who’s looking under the snow?”

“Thermal scans,” I said. “And so far, they haven’t found much.”

“So?” said Top. “Knock all the power out and heat signatures are for shit. This is Antarctica. This is what the North Pole wants to be when it grows up.”

“Fair enough. And it’s the right question. I asked it before we left and they’re retasking a satellite to give us ground-penetrating radar. Same stuff NASA used to map the land under the ice caps.”

Top sat back and folded his arms. He had dark brown skin crisscrossed with pink scars. Most of them earned since he’s been working for me. “Seems like they’re throwing us into a situation about which we have shit for intel.”

“Pretty much,” I said. 

“The day must end with a ‘Y,’” muttered Bunny.

“Do we at least know anything about our own facility?” Top asked. “What are they doing there, and don’t tell me they’re making another fucking penguin documentary.”

“That,” I said, “is a good news, bad news sort of answer.”

He studied me, dark eyes flat and weary. “Of course it is.”

I opened my laptop and called up a series of images of Proteus Nine, then toggled through them. “The facility was prefabbed and brought in by Chinooks. Labs, drilling gear, six generators—two active, two emergency, two offline in case—and all of the other stuff necessary for establishing a moderately self-sufficient base. Staff of seventy. Ten on the science team, twenty support staff that includes cook, medical officer, site administrator, and some engineers. The rest are military, but we don’t know what branch. So I asked Bug to run a MindReader deep search to find out.”

The whole DMS was built around the MindReader computer system. Without it we’d be just another SpecOps team. MindReader had a super-intrusion software package that allowed it to do a couple of spiffy things. One thing it did was look for patterns by drawing on information from an enormous number of sources, many of which it was not officially allowed to access. Which was the second thing… MindReader could intrude into any known computer system, poke around as much as it wanted, and withdraw without a trace. Most systems leave some kind of scar on the target computer’s memory, but MindReader rewrote the target’s software to completely erase all traces of its presence. Bug was the uber-geek who ran MindReader for the DMS. I sometimes think Bug believes that MindReader is god and he’s the pope. 

“What happens if we knock on their door and some goon from the People’s Liberation Army Special Operations Forces answers?”

“Then all of us become a footnote in next year’s black budget report,” I said.

Bunny sighed. “Like I said…this only happens to us on days ending in a ‘Y.’”

I wish I could call him a liar.
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The LC-130 did a pass so we could all take a good look at the terrain. Proteus was built hard against the foot of the mountains and from this distance the scattering of buildings looked like tiny cardboard boxes, the kind Christmas ornaments come in. Small and fragile. As we swept up and around for the approach to the icy landing strip, I had a panoramic view of Antarctica. I’ve been in a lot of Mother Earth’s terrains—deserts, rain forests, caverns, grassy plains, and congested cities—but nothing ever gave me the feeling of absolute desolation that I got from the landscape below. There was white and white and white but mixed into that were a thousand shades of gray and blue. The total absence of the warmer colors made me feel cold even in the pressurized and heated cabin of the plane. I could already feel the bite of that wind.

Suddenly Bug was in our ears. “Got some stuff and I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“We’re in Antarctica, Bug,” I said. “Our expectations are already pretty low.”

“Yeah, even so,” he said. “As you might expect, there’s a couple of layers to this thing. They tried to keep the whole thing totally off the public radar, but with the ice caps melting there are too many people looking at the poles. So they have a cover story for when they need it.”

“Which is?”

“Studying the Antarctic Big Bang. Before you ask, I had to look that up, too,” said Bug. “Apparently a few years ago planetary scientists found evidence of a meteor impact that was earlier and a lot bigger than the one that killed the dinosaurs. They say it caused the biggest mass extinction in Earth’s history, the Permian-Triassic. We’re talking two hundred and fifty million years ago. There’s a crater on the eastern side of the continent that’s something like three-hundred miles wide. The impact was so massive that it might have caused the break-up of the supercontinent of Gondwana. They’ve taken a lot of samples from meteor debris and it looks like the meteor was actually a chunk of rock knocked out of the surface of Mars by an asteroid that smacked it during the Permian Age.”

“You’re saying Proteus was set up to study Martian rock?” I asked.

“Well…on paper, yeah,” said Bug. “But that’s only the cover story. And it’s the same cover story the Russians and Chinese used when they set up.”

“If that’s a smokescreen, then what’s the real deal? Why’d we build Proteus? What are we looking for?”

“That’s the part you won’t like. Everything is on a budget report somewhere. Even black bag stuff has to be paid for and somebody somewhere is keeping track. The deeper I dig for information, the more obscure the code names are for this project. I got as far as this description of funds allotted for something called ENRIX. MindReader had to creep through a lot of back channels to find out what that acronym means, and it came up as Extra-domestic Nonphysical Research and Implementation of Exo-cultural Artifacts.”

“What in the wide blue fuck is that?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “The file is marked VBO.”

“Shit,” I said.

VBO means “verbal briefing only.” All pertinent information is to be relayed in person. Nothing written. 

Ever since some skittish types in the DoD and Congress got wind of MindReader there are more and more VBO files popping up. It’s making me cranky.

“Tell me how a meteor from a quarter of a billion years ago ties into a black budgeted op down in a place that is the geographical equivalent of the asshole of the world?”

“No idea, Joe,” admitted Bug. 

“Not good enough,” I fired back. “Go find an idea. Find out who is writing checks for this thing and tell Mr. Church that I want interrogators making life unpleasant for them until I know why I’m about to freeze my nuts off.”

“Copy that,” he said and disconnected.

I looked at my guys.

“Well,” sighed Top, “isn’t this the shit?”

The pilot put us down with no trouble and informed us that the twilight temperature outside was a balmy forty-two below. He told us that, temperature-wise, we caught a break.

Let’s pause on that for a moment.

Forty-two below. 

And that is miles from what’s considered cold down here. Pretty nippy by my personal standards, however.

We bundled. 

Mr. Church always makes sure we have the best toys, and one of the goodies we had were Therma-skinz, a pre-market kind of long-johns that had micro-fine heating elements woven into the fabric of the new generation of spider-silk Kevlar. We’d stay warm and moderately bullet-proof. The ‘Skinz were ultra-lightweight and designed for combat troops who need to move and fight. Then we put on modified Hammer BH-class biohazard suits because we were all Boy Scouts once and you know their motto. 

“You ready, Farm Boy?” asked Top.

Bunny looked out the window. “Nope,” he said.
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The LC-130’s nose lifted on powerful hydraulics to allow us to drive the snowcat, and the inrush of frigid air was like a punch in the face. I tugged the balaclava into place as I walked down the ramp with Bunny. Top drove the cat and the flight crew waved him down and guided him onto the access road. The crew was instructed to button up the plane and remain aboard. A team from Proteus was supposed to refuel the bird, but so far no one had come to meet us. That was troubling for all of the obvious reasons.

The closest buildings were utility sheds, all of which were dark and probably locked. The main building was a quarter mile away. A two-story central structure with single-story wings stretching off as if embracing the foot of the mountain.

“Lights are on,” said Bunny. 

“Doesn’t mean anyone’s home,” murmured Top. Then to me he said, “What do you think this ENRIX thing is? You think it’s tied to that bacterium they thought they found in those Martian rocks? We looking for alien space bugs?”

I shook my head. “Don’t know what we’re looking for. But we each take a portable BAMS unit.”

The BAMS units were man-portable bio-aerosol mass spectrometers that were used for real time detection and identification of biological aerosols. They have a vacuum function that draws in ambient air and hits it with continuous wave lasers to fluoresce individual particles. Key molecules like bacillus spores, dangerous viruses, and certain vegetative cells are identified and assigned color codes. Thanks to Mr. Church we had the latest models, which were about the size of a walkie-talkie. We clipped them to our belts. As long as the little lights were green, we were all happy. Orange made us sweat. If they turned red, we’d be running like hell.

Bunny nodded to the base, which was clearly designed to look nondescript and utilitarian. “This is lot of James Bond shit to find alien space bugs.”

“You say that now, Farm Boy,” said Top, “but what if they’re seven-foot-tall alien space bugs. Ain’t you ever watched The Thing?”

“That was a giant walking carrot.”

“The remake. The shape-shifting monster that bit that guy’s arms off. John Carpenter and shit.”

Bunny shook his head. “Sorry… Must have been out getting laid when that was on.”

I smiled. The banter was always a work in progress with them, but right now it rang a little false. Nerves, I suppose. We’d come a long way and Bug was right about the information—we didn’t like it.

We climbed onto the cat and did a last-minute weapons check. It wasn’t really necessary, but each of us did it automatically. An unspoken acknowledgment that we each believed that something was hinky. When you lived at the bottom of the world, visitors were rare. You came out to greet them. Every door on the station remained closed.

We drove in silence to the main building and Top parked us at an angle that would allow the car to offer us protection if this turned into an ambush. He idled there for a full minute. 

Nothing.

“Maybe they’re putting their mittens on,” suggested Bunny.

“Uh-huh,” grunted Top. “And maybe they’re baking us some cookies.”

“Let’s get to work,” I said. “Combat call signs only.”

I screwed a bud into my ear and tapped it. “Cowboy to Bug. Talk to me.”

“Welcome to the winter wonderland, Cowboy.” The fidelity of the speaker was superb, and Bug sounded like he was right next to me instead of at the tactical operations center at the Hangar, the main DMS facility in Brooklyn. “We are mission active and all telemetry is in the green.”

“Okay, we’re on the ground and about to leave the cat,” I said. “Bunny, let’s go knock. Top, watch our backs.”

Top nodded and clicked the switches that made a pair of 30 mm chain guns rise from concealed pods. A second set of switches folded down a pair of stubby wings on which were mounted Hellfire missiles, six per side. Like I said, Mr. Church always makes sure we have the best toys. 

“Don’t get trigger-happy, old man,” said Bunny.

“Don’t get in my way if I do, Farm Boy,” said Top.

We got out. The sun was a cold and distant speck of light that seemed poised to drop off the edge of the world. Winds cut across the open plain with the ferocity of knives. The ‘Skinz kept us from freezing, but the cold seemed to find every devious opening in our facemasks and goggles. 

I stopped and raised my head to listen to the wind. It blew across so many jagged peaks that it picked up all sorts of whistles and howls. I wasn’t experienced enough with this part of the world and its sounds, but it seemed to me that there was more to that wind than the natural vagaries of aerodynamic acoustics. It actually seemed like the wind was shrieking at us.

Bunny caught it too.

“The fuck is that?” he muttered.

I had no answers and didn’t want to give in to any kind of discussion on the topic. 

“Time to clock in,” I said. “Bug, where are we with thermal scans?”

“They’re online but I’m getting zero reading.”

“Shit,” said Bunny.

“Don’t panic yet, Green Giant,” Bug told him. “Site schematics for Proteus show that the main facility is built into the mountain, and that part of the range isn’t all ice. It’s granite with a lot of iron and nickel and other stuff in there, and you have half a mile of dense ice on top of that. My own scans are bouncing back.”

“So we got nothing on the facility?” asked Bunny.

“You’ll need to put eyes on it, I’m afraid,” said Bug.

Bunny swore softly as he faded to the left side of the main door; I took the right side. 

I reached out a hand and knocked on the door.

Even when you know it’s a waste of time, you go through the motions in case you’re wrong. And sometimes you do the expected thing in order to provoke a reaction.

We got no reaction at all.

I reached for the handle. It turned easily and the lock clicked open.

Bunny mouthed the words, “So much for the concept of a ‘secure facility.’”

I waved my hand for Top. He turned off the snowcat, dropped down to the ice and came up on our six, fast and steady.

We entered fast, covering each other…and then stopped. Just inside the metal doorway was a small vestibule, and the back wall of it was one mother of a steel airlock.

“Bug,” I said. “Tell me why I’m looking at an airlock.”

“I don’t know, it’s not on the schematics. Nothing in the materials purchases or requisitions.”

“Balls.”

“Whoever put it there was able to hide the purchase,” he said. “That means he knows how to futz with the black budget process.”

“I thought MindReader could hack that stuff.”

“It can,” he insisted. “But we have to tell it to look for it. It’s—”

“—Just a computer. Right, got it,” I said. 

“Give me a starting point, Cowboy. Are there are maker’s marks on the component pieces?”

Top ran his hand over the smooth steel. “Ten bucks says it’s a Huntsman,” he said.

I nodded. In our trade we get to see every kind of airlock they make. And, unfortunately, we get to deal with what’s behind most of those airlocks. Fun times.

“There’s a geometry hand scanner, too,” said Bunny. “Pretty sure it’s a Synergy Software Systems model. The new one that came out last December.”

“Good,” said Bug, “that gives me a starting point. Sergeant Rock, put on a glove and run the scanner.”

Top took a polyethylene glove from a pocket and pulled it onto his right hand. It looked like the blue gloves worn by cops and airport security, but this one was veined with wires and sensors that uplinked it via satellite to MindReader. He placed his hand on the geometry scanner and let the lasers do their work. Normally they create a 3D map of the exact terrain of the whole hand, but the sensors hijacked that process and fed the scan signature into MindReader. The computer fed its own intrusion program into the scanner and essentially told it to recognize the hand. Sure, I’m oversimplifying it, but I’m a shooter, not a geek. I’m always appropriately amazed and I make the right oooh-ing and ahhh-ing sounds when Bug shows me this stuff, but at the end of the day I just want the damn door open.

The damn door opened.

“You da man,” Bunny said to Bug.

We stepped back from the airlock door as it swung out on nearly silent hydraulics. Our guns were up and out. We expected a flood of fluorescent light and a warm rush of air.

Instead, we saw only darkness and felt a cold wind blow out at us like the exhalation of a sleeping giant. It was fetid air. It stank of oil and smoke and chemicals. But it was more than that. Worse than that.

It was a meat smell.

Burst meat. Raw meat.

Like the inside of a butcher’s freezer.

I heard Bunny’s sharp intake of breath.

I heard Top softly murmur, “God in heaven.”

Then something moved in the darkness. We crouched, weapons ready, barrels following line-of-sight, fingers lying nervously along the curves of our trigger guards.

Inside the chamber, a dozen yards away, we could hear something. It wasn’t footsteps. Not exactly. This was a soft, almost furtive sound. A shift and scrape as if whatever moved in there did not move well. Or was unable to move well.

“NV,” I said very quietly, and we all flipped down the night vision devices on our helmets. The world of snow white and midnight black instantly transformed to an infinitely stranger world of greens and grays. 

The thing in the darkness was at the very outside range of total clarity. It moved and swayed with a broken rhythm, obscured by rows of stacked supplies.

“What the fuck…?” breathed Bunny.

The thing moved toward us, a huge, weird shape that was in no way human. Pale and strange, it shuffled steadily toward the open door, but we only caught glimpses of it as it passed behind one stack of crates and then another. The abattoir stink of the place was awful, and it seemed to intensify as this creature advanced on us.

“Got to be a polar bear,” whispered Bunny.

“Wrong continent,” said Top.

Their voices were hushed. They were talking because they were scared, and that was weird. These guys were pros, recruited to the DMS from the top SpecOps teams in the country. They don’t run off at the mouth to relieve stress. Not them.

Except they were.

“Cut the chatter,” I snapped, and from the way they stiffened I knew that it wasn’t my rebuke that hit them—but the realization that they were breaking their own training. Each of them would have fried a junior team member for making that kind of error.

So…why had they?

The thing in the darkness was behind the closest set of crates now. In a few seconds it would shuffle into view. I could feel fear dumping about a pint of adrenaline into my bloodstream. 

And then the creature moved into our line of sight.

In the glow of the night vision, it was green and unnatural, though I knew that it was really white. Not the vital white of an Alaskan polar bear, or the pure white of a gull’s breast. No, this was a sickly hue, and I knew that even with the NV goggles. This was a pallor that had never been touched by sunlight, even the cold light here at the frozen bottom of the world. This was a mushroom white, a sickly and abandoned paleness that could only have acquired that shade in a place of total darkness. It provoked in me an antagonism born of repugnance, and I nearly shot it right there and then.

The creature was as tall as Bunny—six and a half feet or more—with a grotesquely fat body and eyes that were nothing more than useless slits in its hideous face. 

I heard a sound. A short humorless laugh of surprise and disgust. Could have been Top, or Bunny. Or me.

“It’s a penguin…” said Bunny.

A penguin. Sure. In a way.

But it was massive. Twice the size of the emperor penguins and bigger than the prehistoric penguins I saw in a diorama at the Smithsonian. The wings were stubby and useless, as if it no longer flew even through the water. The beak was pale and translucent, and the body was blubbery and awkward.

It waddled toward us and we gave ground, though we kept our guns on the thing. Crazy as it sounds, I was scared of it. The sight of it was triggering reactions that were way down in my lizard brain—miles from where rational thought could laugh off instinctive reactions.

The penguin shambled past us through the airlock but then it suddenly stopped at the exterior door. The sunlight was almost gone but what little there was touched its face.

The creature tilted its face toward the warmth for a single moment, and then it reeled backward from the light and uttered a terrible sound. It was the kind of strangled shriek of terror you hear only from animals whose throats are not constructed for sound—like rabbits and deer. A scream that is torn from the chest and dragged through the vocal chords in a way so violent and wet that you know it has damaged everything it touched. The penguin careened into the wall as it fled backward from the touch of the dying sunlight. Its screams were terrible.

Even after the blind animal crashed backward into the airlock it continued to scream and scream. I could see black beads of moisture flying from its beak and with sick dread I knew that they were drops of bloody spit from its ruined throat. 

“Boss…” said Bunny, his voice urgent with concern and horror.

“Push it back inside,” yelled Top.

Bunny let his rifle hang from its strap and with a wince of distaste he placed his hands on the animal’s back and gave it a short, sharp push toward the airlock, away from the sunlight.

The penguin paused at the mouth of the airlock, and immediately began fighting its way backward, screaming into the darkness it had come out of.

Bunny shoved again, throwing his massive upper body strength against the creature’s resistance. It lurched forward, but then it turned and stabbed at Bunny with its pale beak. Bunny howled in pain as the razor-sharp beak tore through the knitted wool of his balaclava. Black blood erupted in a line from the corner of Bunny’s mouth to his ear.

“Shoot the fucking thing!” bellowed Bunny as he back-pedaled, shielding his eyes from another peck.

Top shoved him out of the way and raised his Glock. There was a single, sharp crack! A black hole appeared between the slitted, useless eyes of the penguin, and the entire back of its head exploded outward to spray the line of stacked crates. The sheer bulk of the thing kept it upright for a moment, giving the weird impression that the bullet hadn’t killed it. Then it leaned slowly sideways and collapsed.

We stood there in a loose circle staring at it.

Bunny said, “What…?”

Just the one word and let it trail off because, clearly, we had no more answers than he did.
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We checked the rest of the storeroom, but it was empty.

Almost empty.

There were no more penguins and there were no people, but all along the back wall there was blood. Pools of it. Drops of it. Arterial sprays of it on the wall.

Against the wall was a stack of crates that was ten boxes high and went all the way to the ceiling, the wooden boxes pressed closed. Somebody had written across the face of the stack.

THEY ARE ALWAYS WHAT WE WANT.

Top leaned close to the writing, then winced.

He didn’t have to tell us what had been used to write those words.

The floor was covered with bloody footprints. In shoes, in military-style combat boots, and in bare feet.

“Looks like a parade’s been through here,” said Top.

We followed the prints out of the storeroom and down a corridor lined with closed doors. These opened into offices, bedrooms, small labs, an infirmary, and other functional rooms. No one was in any of them and there was no sign of disturbance. No blood, no damage, no shell casings. The bloody footprints had long since faded to paleness and then vanished.

Despite the coldness of the storage room, the temperature was up in all of the other rooms. Very high. The thermostat read 82.

I reached for the dial to turn it down but found that the dial was broken. Someone had jammed a screwdriver into the gear. There were bloody fingerprints all around.

“Our bad guys don’t like the cold,” said Top. 

We pressed on and eventually cleared the whole floor.

“Nobody’s home,” said Bunny. “Sort of feel happy about that.”

“You know what they say about assumptions, Farm Boy,” Top said quietly.

Suddenly Bug was in my ear. “Cowboy,” he said, “I’ve been digging up more stuff on this. It’s all hidden behind black budget code and—”

“We’re kind of in the middle here, Bug,” I said, “so cut right to it.”

“Okay, I’m checking the profiles of everyone on the team and it’s really strange. Not the individual members, but what they do.”

“Hit me.”

“The team leader is Dr. Erskine, a molecular biologist from Johns Hopkins. His second in command is a marine biologist, and you have an astrophysicist, a geologist, an archaeologist, a professor of comparative anatomy, a psychologist, and—get this—three people with PhDs in parapsychology.”

“To study a meteor crater?” I asked.

Bunny said, “Oh, man…”

“There’s more,” said Bug. “The support team includes several civil engineers and at least half of the military are from the Army Corps of Engineers. They’re digging for something mighty weird down there, Cowboy.” 

I told him what we found so far. He started to laugh at the description of the penguin, but the laugh was fragile, and it collapsed when I got to the part about the blood.

“Anything on the BAMS units?” he asked. 

I checked. The green lights were still glowing.

“Boss,” said Bunny, “how do we know these things would pick up bacteria from another planet?”

“One step at a time,” I said. “No one’s proved that there is such a thing as Martian bacteria. And even if there was, it’s going to be mighty old and mighty damn dead.”

“You totally sure about that, Cap’n?” asked Top.

I didn’t answer him. Instead I said, “Anything else, Bug?”

“Just equipment manifests. They brought down every kind of drilling and excavating equipment in the catalog. Big stuff, too. Earth movers and a hundred-ton crane.”

“For what?” demanded Bunny.

“Documents don’t say. But here are the really twitchy parts…”

“Don’t even finish a sentence that starts that way,” said Bunny.

Bug said, “The first is that the other military assets down there are from the Back Room.”

“Christ on a stick,” said Top.

The Back Room was a very vanilla name for a group that, in an era of genuine political transparency, would have been called an advanced bioweapons R & D shop.

“What’s the rest?” I asked.

Bug said, “There is a budget allotment for six reinforced hyperbaric chambers with holding chambers, complete with biological atmosphere preservation systems. Big units, and by big, I mean you could put two elephants in each one. Cost twelve point two million dollars each. Now, can anyone tell me why they need what amounts to steel cages for animals bigger than elephants?”

I didn’t answer and I didn’t want to turn this into a debate. Bug had nothing else except unanswerable questions. I signed off and we went looking for all that big hardware.

There was a heated tunnel that connected the main building with an oversized equipment shed. But when we got there it was empty. No cranes, no drills.

What we found instead was a big goddamn hole in the ground.

It was in one corner, but it took up nearly a quarter of the floor space—maybe forty yards across. Like I said, a big hole. It dropped down into shadows.

“Look here,” said Top as he squatted down on the far edge. “See this? This isn’t a sink hole, not a proper one. They started digging right here and from the drill marks on the edge, they got down to a certain point and then something happened. A big-ass chunk of the floor fell in.”

He shined his light down. There was a rough slope angling down, steep but walkable. His light swept back and forth, then stopped on a pool of blood. Guns out and eyes open, we crept down the slope.

Bunny touched the edge of the pool with his boot. 

“Boss, this hasn’t even had time to freeze. Whatever’s happening here is still happening.”

They looked at me, and I nodded. “Rules of engagement,” I said. “Pick your targets—let’s not cap any friendlies…but, gentlemen, I don’t intend to bleed for this thing, whatever it is.”

They nodded, and I could see their inner hardness rising to the surface to supplant their fear. Some of their fear. I turned my face away, not wanting them to read whatever expression was there.

We continued down the slope. It was littered with chunks of ancient ice that was veined with discoloration as if polluted water had been frozen here in layers. A hundred feet down we passed through the ice layer and entered the rock-hardness of the mountain. As the ice gave way, we realized that we were on a stone slope, and one that was far too regular to have been anything natural.

And far too old to have been anything our own drills and engineers had cut. I put my high-intensity flashlight on the widest beam setting and shined it down.

“Cap’n,” breathed Top.

“I know,” I said, my throat dry.

Bunny just said, “No.”

The slope was some kind of rampart that angled downward for at least a thousand yards. It was cracked in places, and in other places byways led off from it to form slopes both angled and flat. It became clear that this was a cavern of unbelievable size. The ceiling soared above us and, except for titanic support pillars of natural rock, the cavern stretched for miles. We could see some of it, just a hint, because of weird bioluminescence—probably some species of mold—that clung to every surface. All around, on the slope, built into the walls, and tumbled ahead of us were gigantic stone blocks. They were stacked like prefab building units and intercut with other structures—cones, tubes, pyramids, each of fantastic size, some of them taller than the Great Pyramid in Egypt. I know how that sounds, but we were all seeing it. The flashlight had a quarter mile reach and it barely brushed the outer perimeters of what could only be a vast city of stone. 

It made no sense.

None.

At this depth we were beneath a hundred million years of ice. Maybe twice that. No one had ever built a city here. 

And no one, I was absolutely sure, had ever built a city like this. It was as if the builders of ancient Egypt had constructed a megalopolis on the scale of New York or Hong Kong.

Only bigger.

Much, much bigger.

We stopped talking about what we were seeing. It was an impossible conversation, and the echoes of our voices seemed incredibly tiny in that vastness. It made us feel like ants. It took us ten more minutes to reach the bottom of the slope.

We stood there for a moment, looking around, looking everywhere but at each other.

Then we heard a voice say, “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”
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We spun toward the sound, guns up, fingers slipping inside trigger-guards. The voice was far away but it was piercing and shrill.

“Boss,” snapped Bunny, “on your ten o’clock.”

We all turned.

A figure came walking slowly around the end of a long row of crates. It walked slowly and a bit awkwardly, but it wasn’t another albino penguin.

It was a man.

Thin, fortyish, wearing a lab coat over a plaid shirt and khakis. His feet were bare. His glasses were nearly opaque from the blood that was splashed across his face. It soaked his clothes and dripped from him, and he left a long line of bare red footprints behind him.

“Stop right there,” I yelled.

He kept walking.

“Sir—you need to stop right there or I will put you down. Do you understand me?”

He walked three more steps, but then he slowed and stopped. He lifted his head as if listening to something far away, and again I thought I heard that voice cry out those same meaningless words.

“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”

We couldn’t see who spoke, but it was closer now. Half a mile? Less?

“Put your hands on your head, fingers laced,” I said. “Do it now.”

The man seemed to smile for a moment. “We are always what you want,” he said in a voice that was muddy and thick. “We are always what you need.”

“Put your hands on your head,” I repeated. “I won’t tell you again.”

“It is our joy to obey.”

He said those words—or at least those are the words I heard—but I swear to God that those aren’t the words his mouth formed. It was so strange, like watching a foreign film with bad dubbing. 

“It is our joy always to obey.”

“Tell me your name,” I demanded. “What is your ID number?”

The man opened his mouth to say something else, but this time instead of words a pint of dark blood flopped out and splatted onto the front of his shirt. He made a faint gagging sound and then his knees buckled, and he collapsed with exaggerated slowness to the ground.

“Go,” said Top as he moved up to cover me. 

Bunny and I broke cover and ran cautiously toward him, checking each side corridor in the maze of crates, covering each other.

“Green Giant,” I said, and Bunny grunted an assent. He took up a defensive posture while I dropped to one knee by the fallen man. I put my fingers to his throat and got a big silent nothing. “Dead.”

He was a mess. Blood everywhere. A nametag hung askew from his lab coat.

ERSKINE.

The scientist in charge of this project. From close-up I could see that his skin was as gray-white and mottled as the penguin’s feathers had been. Like the skin of a mushroom.

Erskine looked up at the ceiling with dead eyes and a slack mouth.

And then he spoke again. “We are always what you need.”

We all jumped. I jabbed my fingers back against his carotid and got the same thing. Top tried too.

He jerked his hand back. 

“We have waited since the lands split to serve,” said the dead man.

We scrambled back.

“Boss,” yelped Bunny.

“I know, I know,” I said, my heart hammering in my chest.

“No,” insisted Bunny, and he held his BAMS unit in front of my face. The comforting little green light was glowing bright red.

We scrambled back from the dead man.

“Reads as unknown biological agent,” Bunny said. 

“Yeah,” growled Top, “but what kind? Bacteria? Nerve gas? A virus?”

Bunny shook his head. “I don’t know… It paused on spores for like half a second and then went to unknown particles.”

Top looked at his while I covered everyone. “Mine says bacteria… No, I’m wrong. It’s reading unknown too.”

I glanced at mine just as the reading changed from virus to unknown.

We stared at each other, then at the units, then at the dead man.

We backed away from Erskine and tried to get readings from different parts of the airflow. Every few seconds the BAMS units would shift. Virus. Fungal spores. Bacteria. Mycotoxins. And even plant pollen. But each time the meter flicked back to the display for UNKNOWN PARTICLES.

“Something must be interfering with the sensors,” said Bunny.

“Can’t,” said Top. “They’re self-contained and they have ruggedized cases.”

The red lights flickered like rats’ eyes at us.

On the floor the dead man spoke again, and once more his words and his mouth didn’t match. His body trembled as with the onset of convulsions, but the tone was normal.

No, “normal” isn’t a word I can use here. Normal wasn’t in that place with us.

His tone sounded casual, like he was having a calm conversation with someone. The tone and words were well modulated. It sounded, for all the world, like a tape playback of something this man might have said at another time and under incredibly different circumstances, but somehow repeated now despite his condition.

“There’s nothing to worry about. This is a clean facility.”

I could feel the shakes starting. They started deep, in my bones, in my muscles, and then shuddered outward through my skin.

“Cap’n,” whispered Top, “that motherfucker is dead.”

“I know.”

Bunny said, “What?”

“No pulse. He’s dead.”

“We defeat time because it interferes with service,” said Erskine. Or, at least, that’s what the voice said. His mouth formed different words. Even dead. I made myself look at the shapes his lips formed. And as I read those words I could feel—actually feel—my blood turn to ice.

The words his dead mouth formed were, “God forgive us. God forgive us.”

Over and over again.

His dead, cold lips pleaded for mercy while the cooling meat of his body spoke to us in this vast and impossible place.

Bunny held his BAMS unit in one hand and had his M4A1 carbine pointed at the man’s head.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” repeated the voice. “This is a clean facility.”

Suddenly all of the red lights in the BAMS unit turned green.

I stared at my unit. The display read NO DETECTABLE PARTICLES

I’ll buy one malfunctioning unit. Maybe two at an absurd stretch. Not three. And not three malfunctioning in the same way at exactly the same moment.

Then the dead man on the floor sat up.

He didn’t struggle to get up; he sat up as if he’d been doing ab crunches five times a day for twenty years. With his legs straight out in front of him, Erskine’s upper body folded forward until he sat erect. He turned his head very slowly toward me. His eyes were no longer totally vacant. There was a strange new light in them, but it wasn’t the kind of thing that says someone’s home. It wasn’t that at all.

Bunny actually shrieked. It was the only thing you could call that sound. I was so close to doing the same thing that I had to clench my jaws shut.

Erskine said, “In any operational model form follows function.”

Top said, “What?”

“Function is a byproduct of need,” Erskine said in that same reasonable tone, “and to operate at absolute efficiency the precise structure of form is decided empirically.” 

Blood, thick as molasses, dribbled from the corners of his mouth and ran down over his chin. 

Dead things don’t bleed.

But that blood didn’t look like normal blood. It was so dark, almost like oil.

“The question of imposing form on the formless is solved at the quantum level.”

The dead man looked at Bunny, then at Top, and then at me.

He smiled. With black blood oozing from his mouth, he smiled.

It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen. In a life spent fighting every kind of human monster, every twisted aspect of natural evil, here was a smile that shook me, stabbed me through the heart, froze my soul.

Behind us we heard a voice say, “Tekeli-li!”

I whirled and saw a shape. Pale as one of the penguins and I fired at it without pause, without thinking, breaking all protocols and training. The bullets tore into the flesh of a naked man. Holes opened in his flesh and black blood poured from it.

The man I shot was Dr. Erskine.

I froze, finger still on the trigger, smoke drifting from the barrel.

Behind Dr. Erskine was another man. Another Dr. Erskine.

Other figures emerged from the shadows. More Erskines.

Then other people. Some in bloody clothes, others naked and pallid as mushrooms. The lights on the BAMS unit flared red again.

“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!” they said.

Then behind me, the first Erskine said, “Function is a byproduct of need.”

There was a rattle of gunfire as Bunny emptied half a magazine into him.

Then the man said, “Tekeli-li!”

More and more figures stepped from the shadows. Dozens of individual people. More than a hundred. Some of them were dressed in the bloody shreds of lab coats. Some were in military uniforms or engineer’s coveralls. Some were American. Some wore the uniforms of Chinese or Russian military. Beyond, amid, and around them were hundreds of others. Copies of each. Hundreds of copies of each.

“Tekeli-li,” they said. “Tekeli-li!”

Though they each spoke with their own mouths, it was all said with a single voice. One voice that spoke in perfect harmony.

One voice.

Beyond the figures I thought I saw something else, something hidden in the darkness that moved with a fluid bulk, as if a body of viscous liquid was somehow moving without the need of containment. There was an oily iridescence about it and a stink of pollution worse than anything I’d ever experienced.

“No,” said Bunny.

“God,” said Top.

I said nothing. I opened fire.

It was a target-rich environment. We filled the chamber with thunder.

We fired every bullet.

We threw every grenade.

We hurled every satchel charge.

Then we turned and ran.

We screamed the whole time as the collective voice screamed back at us. 

“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”
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The LC-130 was still taxiing down the runway when I called in the air strike. The USS California hit the Vinson Massif with six Tomahawks. I told them to empty the whole closet on them, so they sent the other six.

There is no Vinson Massif anymore.

Within ten hours we carpet-bombed the site with fuel-air bombs.

Mr. Church cancelled my clearance when I tried to order a nuke.

Top, Bunny, and I spent a week with him and some shrinks. They even tried lie detectors on us, and I could read the expressions on their faces. I knew what the results of those tests would be.

Church used our testimony to crack open the Proteus project. I never got all the details. I never asked to see them. 

I’ve already seen my share of things. Maybe I’ve stood too close to Nietzsche’s abyss. 

But Church laid a confidential congressional report on my desk anyway. It was marked CLOSED. I leafed through it. It included a project proposal paper written three years ago by Dr. Erskine. Most of it was scientific mumbo-jumbo, but one thing was highlighted in yellow.

 

The acquisition of an organism specifically engineered to take on whatever form is deemed useful by its creator or handler has more potential worth than an entire army of trained soldiers. All that’s required is the development of methods by which a desired shape/function is conveyed to the organism and a reliable method of practical control. Archaeological evidence suggests that the original designers achieved that level of control. All we have to do is rediscover the process.

 

The remark was footnoted to indicate that this was the key passage used to secure the black budget funding.

I set the report aside.

Beyond that copy of the report, which I planned to shred, there was no mention anywhere of any bases established by China, Russia, or the United States. The name “Proteus Nine” was being systematically expunged from all documents by MindReader. The ENRIX program was likewise being expunged.

My testimony carries some weight. It’s a side-effect of the things I’ve done since joining the DMS. I don’t exaggerate and I’m not prone to flights of fancy. I’m pretty sure the transcripts of the testimony of me and my guys scared some people.

Really and truly scared them.

But get this and tell me if you think people aren’t just crazy as outhouse rats.

Last week, two senior researchers and a general from the Air Force met with a special Congressional budget committee to try and get funding to start a new program. A different program, not at all like Proteus. They swear. And not in Antarctica, because there’s nothing left but slag and ice. No, they have a report from a deep submersible that was searching for a sunken research vessel in the southern Pacific Ocean at coordinates 47°9′S 126°43′W. That puts it in the oceanic pole of inaccessibility, which is the place in the ocean that is farthest from land. Seriously remote. Sixteen hundred miles and change from the nearest land. The photos from the submersible show what looks like ruins. Ramparts, big stone cubes, cones.

It’s not Atlantis though. It’s not any place I ever heard of.

The name R’lyeh keeps popping up. Apparently, the place ties into something described in some old books.

I told Bug to keep an eye on this. If these guys convince Congress to allot them money to investigate it, I think I want to do something about it.

I think I have to do something about it.

I’d really have to. 

Or I’d never sleep again.


A Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight

 

During the Outbreak
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Now

 

EVER BEEN IN a helicopter crash?

There is no way to brace. There is no way to deal with any part of it. Your only hope is to get right with Jesus as fast as you can and hope that he isn’t playing golf with Buddha, with his phone switched off.

In the split second the pilot yells that he has a dead stick and that you’re all going down hard, you become acutely aware that a helicopter is a small metal box. It’s filled with sharp edges and a lot of incidental shit that’s suddenly going with you into an industrial dryer. The world spins and you can feel the subjective floor beneath you drop away. Gravity whispers bad promises in your ear. Adrenaline speed-bags your heart. You hear grown men and women—all of them tough and hardened—begin to scream. Through the windows you see the world whip around like a tilt-a-whirl.

You know the ground is waiting for you and it loves to kill things. Consider all of the billions of dead whose bones rest in the ground. It’s a hungry thing and it is never satisfied.

All of this is bad. All of this is absolutely fucking terrifying. 

But any bad thing can get worse. Much, much worse.

Like when the guy strapped into the seat next to you on that falling helicopter is trying to bite you. Not out of fear, but because he has a hunger so deep that nothing, not even death, is going to stop it.

That’s how we fell.

It’s why we fell.
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Six Hours Ago

 

It started in another aircraft. A plane. One of those big-ass air force C-5m Super Galaxy transport jobs bringing my team back from a base in Japan to LAX. We were alone in the plane, having dropped off the rest of the human luggage in Hawaii. Just me, Top, and Bunny, sitting in shocked silence as we watched the news unfolding on our laptop screens.

We’d been radio silent for nearly a week because Echo Team had crossed the North Korean border to find a factory where they were developing a new kind of DSRV that could transport high-yield nukes right into American harbors. Intel from Japanese, South Korean, and American spies agreed that these deep-water vehicles were invisible to our best sonar. My boss, Mr. Church, took ownership of the case away from the US JSOC people and put my Rogue Team International into play. I took Top and Bunny with me because I needed brains and muscles for a situation where lack of numbers would work better than a crowd scene. Because we operate outside of American law—we don’t even return the president’s emails most of the time—if we make a mess, then it’s all on us. The UN Security Council knew about us, but only off the record. No one else knows we exist, which is kind of the idea. Covert ops, you dig?

We found the base and discovered that the North Korean DSRV program was only days away from launching. That is some scary shit right there. Ten mini-subs armed with single-use missile launchers, each capable of carrying one fifty-megaton nuke. We hacked their network and identified all ten targets. New York, Los Angeles, Port of New Savannah, Port of Seattle, Port of Virginia, Port of Houston, the naval base in San Diego, as well as the Jebel Ali port in Dubai, Busan in South Korea, and Tokyo Harbor. And there were twenty-eight more of the machines in various stages of construction.

When we left, there was a smoking crater where the factory had been and a tapeworm in their computer system that did irreparable damage to their research databases. We made sure we were in the air, hitching a ride with the Air Force, before we switched our radios back on. And that’s when we all got kicked in the nuts. The world we just saved was already dying, and we were too late to do much of anything about it.
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The devil slipped the leash in a small nobody-gives-a-fuck town in western Pennsylvania.

The devil’s name was Lucifer 113. One of those old Cold War bioweapons people created to kill everyone if their side lost. A doomsday weapon. 

People, as I’ve said way too many times, are assholes. Not all of them, but enough of them. Especially the kind of entitled asshole who thinks the world is his bitch and—because he’s a jealous, childish, and petty asshole—he’d rather burn it down than let anyone share. Maybe I’m mixing a metaphor. Don’t know, don’t care. 

Military intel divisions—especially SpecOps teams—are always calm, cool, and collected. There could be missiles inbound and they’d sound like they’re giving color commentary on a golf match. That wasn’t what we were hearing on the military channels. What we heard were screams. And weeping. And prayers. The story came out broken and jagged and it left us bleeding.

Dr. Herman Volker had been a young and brilliant bioweapons developer in the last few years of the Soviet Union. Some CIA spooks cultivated him as an asset, turned him and eventually brought him to the US to help us develop a response to the weapon he’d helped create. That weapon, Lucifer, was based on parasites rather than something as fragile as a virus. These parasites were the ones you sometimes saw in internet news stories called “zombie wasps” or “zombie ants.” Volker and his team found a way to use them to create a real motherfucker of a bioweapon that rewired the human brain so that higher reasoning was gone and a lot of what they considered less-important body functions were allowed to go idle. At the same time the parasites drove the hosts to spread their larvae through bites, and the weapon supported this by amping up aggression. 

Yeah, process that for a moment. 

In the decades since the Cold War ended, maniacs like Volker were semi-retired. A lot of them were given jobs in R & D projects tied to DARPA or in corporations doing government contract work. There was always supervision, so they didn’t do anything hinky. Which is like saying condoms are one hundred percent effective.

So, Volker said he wanted to stay active and asked for a job as a doctor in a super-max prison. Sew up some tough guys after yard brawls and maybe do some quiet research on the side with “test subjects” who wouldn’t complain a whole lot. Wasn’t supposed to be working on anything within a million miles of Lucifer. What his handler failed to grasp was that Volker had history apart from his work with the Soviet bioweapons lab. Family members of his had been torn apart by a serial killer, and that left him scarred. Or maybe “warped” is a better word. His hatred of those kinds of predators was the fuel that fired his engines, but also consumed his humanity. 

When a particularly vicious serial murderer came up for lethal injection, Volker decided to get a little of his own brand of revenge. He replaced the usual chemical cocktail with a brand-new version of the one he’d helped develop—Lucifer 113. His plan? Volker wanted the killer to go into the ground and then reanimate inside his coffin. Awake, aware, connected to all five senses, but totally unable to control his body. He would lie there, feeling himself rot, kept alive by the parasites that fed on him with infinite slowness.

Problem was that an aunt nobody knew about filed papers to claim his body after the execution and had it transported to her hometown for burial on family land.

In the mortuary of that little town, the killer woke up. He woke up hungry too.

That’s how it started. A big-ass super-cell storm hitting the area was how containment failed. People fleeing the area in cars, trains, on foot, and on planes was how it spread.

Now it was everywhere.

We sat on the plane and watched the end of the world. Three big, tough, ruthless, capable special operators. Helpless as fucking babies.
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And then the phone rang.
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“Captain Ledger,” said a male voice. “This is Scott Pruitt, National Security Advisor—”

“I know who you are,” I interrupted. “Tell me you’re calling to tell me this shit isn’t as bad as it looks.”

There was a beat. “It’s worse than it looks,” said Pruitt.

“Tell me.”

“Lucifer 113 has a one hundred percent infection rate,” he said. “It has a one hundred percent mortality rate.”

The three of us were clustered around my satellite phone, the speaker on. Command Sergeant Major Bradley “Top” Sims and First Sergeant Harvey “Bunny” Rabbit had walked through the Valley of the Shadow with me more times than I could count. No matter how bad things ever got, there was always a light shining somewhere, however small and fragile. 

Bunny, who was a hulking kid from Orange County, mouthed the words “one hundred percent.” His face had gone pale beneath his volleyball tan. Top, the oldest of the three of us, looked stricken.

“What’s the response protocol?” I demanded.

Another beat. Longer this time. Then Pruitt said, “We have one chance, Captain. One, and it’s slim. But that’s why I’m calling you. The White House, Camp David, and the other secure locations here on the east coast are compromised. Half of the Joint Chiefs are dead, and so is most of Congress. The president flew from D.C. this morning to San Diego, where he met with senior military staff and was scheduled to go to the Blue Estate.”

The Blue Estate was a code name for a government safe house near El Cajon in Southern California. It was a massive bunker built half a mile below a faux warehouse on a remote corner of the National Guard base.

“But he never made it,” I said, knowing where this was heading.

“No,” said Pruitt, “his detail was attacked, sustaining heavy losses. The crucial materials for our only viable response were in a briefcase carried by one of the president’s aides. That aide was killed in the convoy attack and his body—and the briefcase—cannot be recovered. A backup briefcase is aboard Air Force One, which is at Gillespie Field in El Cajon, twenty miles from the president’s current location. He is barricaded in a suite of rooms at the Marriott Marquis Marina in San Diego, next to the convention center.”

“What about local law?”

“San Diego has fallen,” said Pruitt bleakly. “The city is a war zone. Infrastructure failure has collapsed and there is rioting in the streets. We are unclear as to whether that rioting is predominantly panic and looting, or if the citizens are fighting the infected.”

“Okay, how about National Guard? They’re in El Cajon too, a couple of miles from Gillespie Field.”

“A detail has been sent to protect Air Force One, but the majority of their forces have already been mobilized. There are over three million people in the San Diego metropolitan area. If even one percent of them are infected, that means there could be as many as three hundred thousand violent vectors in play.”

Top closed his eyes and Bunny looked around like he wanted to run. The big, empty airplane offered no avenues for escape from the truth.

“What do you need from us?” I asked.

“Find the president,” said Pruitt, “and get him to El Cajon before our window of opportunity closes.”

“How much time do we have?”

“Almost none at all,” he said. “I’ve taken the liberty of rerouting your plane.”

As he said it, I could feel the big bird tilt and the engine whine rise to a roar.
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On the approach to California I went aft where I could be alone and placed a call to my wife, Junie. She answered on the first ring, as if she’d been waiting for my call.

“Joe!” she cried. “Where are you? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, baby,” I said, closing my eyes and leaning my head against the wall. “How are you? How’s Ethan?”

“We’re good, Joe,” said Junie. “We’re in Baltimore with Sean, Aly, and the kids.”

Sean was my younger brother. He was a detective in Baltimore, a good husband and father of two great kids. There was talk about him being on the shortlist for commissioner and I hoped like hell he’d have the chance. But I could hear the TV on in the background and the news reporters were yelling.

“Listen to me,” I said quietly, “you need to get out of town. Get out to my uncle’s old farm in Robinwood. Load up with everything you can carry—water, canned food, medical supplies.”

“Joe, is what they’re saying true? Has this plague really spread out of control?”

I don’t lie to Junie. If there are things I can’t tell her because of mission restrictions, then I tell her that. That was yesterday’s rulebook. I told her everything. She isn’t the kind of person who falls apart. She’s been through the badlands herself. Junie is tough in the way that real women are tough, which is pretty fucking tough.

“It’s going to be crazy out there,” I said. “People will panic, so—”

“Sean has plenty of guns,” she said. “I’ll make sure we bring them too.” 

Sean’s wife, Aly, was a good shot, and so was Lefty, their son, who’d just started college on a full-ride baseball scholarship.

We talked details for a few minutes. Junie was so practical that it actually calmed me down, and I’d called to reassure her. I heard the bing-bong signal telling us that we were beginning our descent.

“Call me as soon as you get to the farm,” I said.

“I will.”

“Call me if anything happens along the way.”

“Joe…I will. We’ll be fine.”

I didn’t say anything for too long.

“Joe…will we be fine? I mean, this is going to pass, right? We’re doing something about this, aren’t we?” By “we” she meant me, and people like me. Special forces, agents of the infrastructure, the methods and protocols and everything that went into motion when there was a major crisis. 

“I’m going to give it a hell of a try,” I promised. It was not the reassurance she wanted to hear or I needed to give. But it was all I could offer, and Junie knew it.

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you too.”

“Come home to me,” said Junie, which is what she always said when I was going off to war.

“I will,” I said.

I meant it. I really did.

The plane tilted toward the mainland.
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San Diego looked normal from the air.

Distance is a liar.

Perspective, on the other hand, is a brutally honest motherfucker. As the Galaxy began our descent, we could see the fires. Closer still we could see whole sections of Old Town and the Gaslamp District thronged with people. On any other day you’d have thought it was a party. Fourth of July. A Day of the Dead joke occurred to me, but I kicked its ass back into the shadows of my mind.

“Gear up,” said Top.

We did.

Top is the oldest active shooter in anyone’s special ops group. He should have retired a long time ago. He is a muscular fifty-something with scars all over his dark brown skin and intelligent eyes filled with equal measures of compassion, intelligence, and tightly controlled anger. If you get between him and something he cares about, you are going to regret that you were the fastest swimming sperm. 

He and Bunny went through the motions of selecting weapons and equipment with a familiarity that can only exist because of mutual trust, certain knowledge, and years of experience on the battlefields of this troubled little blue planet. They selected magazines and grenades and other gear, and buddy-checked the Kevlar limb pads and body armor.

Bunny’s stuff was never off the rack. He’s six-and-a-half feet tall and two guys wide. Perfect for the volleyball he once played to Olympic standards, and well-suited to the rigors of combat and hardship. Blond hair, blue eyes, and a goofy smile that went exactly one millimeter deep. Behind the surfer boy look was a good-natured killer. He was truly one of the good guys, but in combat he was something else entirely. His strength was a thing out of legend and he somehow managed to keep his idealism intact despite the things we’d all seen.

I was younger than Top and older than Bunny. A little over six feet, a little over two hundred, a little off the mark when it comes to my psychological profile. My shrink says that I manage my damage in useful ways. Fair enough.

We sat down for the landing but were up again while the bird rolled toward the most distant point in the San Diego airport. 

“Looks clear,” said Bunny as he peered out the window. “Bunch of people over by the terminal, but no one over here.”

“Where’s our ride?” asked Top, looking out another window. “It’s a little better than five klicks to the hotel. If there’s trouble in town, that could be a long walk.”

As if in answer, a big black Nissan Armada came tearing across the tarmac toward us. It was a brute of a civilian SUV, which was fine. We were big guys and we were bringing a lot of toys to this playground. We gathered our equipment bags and deplaned. I ordered the flight crew to refuel as long as it was safe, but otherwise button up and hold tight. 

The driver spun into a skidding, shrieking stop that kicked up a cloud of friction smoke. The driver’s door popped open to reveal a woman dressed in the black of a San Diego city police uniform. She was short and solid, with a Mexican face and hair that was falling out of a tight bun. 

“Captain Ledger?” she yelled, pitching it almost as a plea.

“I’m Ledger,” I said, walking toward her.

“I’m Torres, SDPD. Get in. Now.”

Top was studying her, but Bunny had a flat hand up to shade his eyes as he stared at the people over by the terminal building. He said, “Oh…shit.”

And ran for the SUV.

Top and I turned, and that’s when we saw it. Those people were coming toward us. They were ordinary people. Some in regular clothes, some in various airport uniforms. A few soldiers and TSA agents among them. The one uniting theme about them was the color. 

Red.

It was splashed on all of them. Hands and arms. Clothes. Mouths.

Maybe seventy of them.

Top threw his gear bag into the SUV and climbed into the backseat next to Bunny. I saw him draw his sidearm as he did so. I lingered for a moment. I wasn’t rooted to the ground by shock or anything like that. I’m not known for hesitating.

No, my heart was breaking.

These were people. So many people. And they were infected.

Which meant they were dead.

Pruitt had told us. One hundred percent infection rate, one hundred percent mortality rate. The parasites in Volker’s bioweapon killed them, and the parasites woke them up again as aggressive vectors. They were dead.

And they were coming for us.
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“Drive,” I growled as I slammed the front passenger door.

Sergeant Torres drove. She drove like hell was chasing us. 

It was immediately obvious that the Armada was not a government-issue car. No radio or tactical computer, no lights or sirens. There was a bloody handprint on the left side of the windshield and shell casings on the floor. 

She spun the wheel and kicked the pedal down as the first of the infected reached us. As the SUV turned, I saw a panorama of faces. White faces, a lot of shades of brown. Their mouths snapped at the air as if trying to chew their way toward us; their hands reached and fingers slashed in our direction. Their lips curled back from bloody teeth, but their eyes—damn, that was the worst part. There was nothing in the eyes. No flicker of hate, no anger, no anything. They weren’t even the black eyes of a shark. The eyes of all these people were empty. Vacant. 

Dead.

If the eyes are the windows to the soul, then these windows looked into vacant rooms of empty homes. No one and nothing lived there.

Behind me I heard Top murmur, “God Almighty.”

Bunny said nothing at all.

Torres crushed the pedal against the floor and the Armada shot past the crowd. I heard the slithery, raspy sound of fingernails on the door and then we were beyond the crowd. We looked as they turned and began to follow. It was not exactly a pack response, but something colder and odder. The parasites within each of them reacted with identical single-mindedness and reflexive efficiency. The prey moved and so each of them moved.

“Welcome to San Diego,” said Torres, trying for a glib joke and failing. 

There were other people on the airport grounds. We saw bizarre tableaus as we raced past.

A pair of baggage handlers were beating an infected pilot with vicious swings of heavy suitcases. The pilot’s bones were shattered, with white ends stabbing outward through skin and uniform, but even with all that he kept trying to get back up, kept trying to grab them.

A mechanic knelt on the ground, worrying at a co-worker’s throat like a dog tearing up a squirrel. He did not even glance at us as we passed.

A little Middle Eastern boy walked blindly across the tarmac, most of his lower face gone. His empty eyes turned toward us, and he reached out with small hands.

A fat woman with most of her blouse torn away walked in a sloppy circle, hands clamped to her stomach to try and hold her intestines in place. Her strength failed and her guts spilled out and I heard Bunny gag.

“What the fuck, boss?” he begged, but I had no answers.

Instead, I turned to Torres. “What can you tell us?”

She cut me a brief look. “The president is in his suite,” she said quickly. “He has some Secret Service left, and there are some officers on the scene, but it’s all falling apart. We have the lobby barricaded, but it’s a big hotel and it’s right next to the convention center. There’s a couple of dozen ways in. When I left, the place was already under siege.”

“Can you get us in?” I asked.

She took too long to answer that. “I’m not even sure I can get you all that close. People are going crazy in the streets.”

Top leaned forward. “Did anyone tell you what this is? Do you know what’s happening?”

“I heard a lot of crazy rumors. Some kind of terrorist attack. A bioweapon or some shit. Or an accident at some government lab. Everyone has a story.”

“What do you think is happening?”

She looked at him in the rearview mirror. “I think someone left the back door of Hell unlocked.”

We said nothing.

“I shot a guy in the chest. Three rounds, center mass,” said Torres. “He went down because one of my bullets must have hit his spine. But even on the ground, even with a hole drilled through his fucking heart, he kept trying to bite me.”

“Jesus fuck,” said Bunny.

“I put another round in his head,” said Torres, but there was a hitch in her voice. “I shot him while he lay there on the ground.” She wiped at a tear and then looked at the wetness on her fingertips. Then she smeared it on the arc of the steering wheel. “I don’t know what’s going on. All I know is that death is broken.”

She reached Airport Terminal Road, which was choked with cars, some of them stopped in the middle of the road. People—alive and undead—were fighting between the cars.

“Hold onto your dicks,” she said. She crossed herself and wrenched the wheel over to send the Armada punching through a line of neatly trimmed hedges. The big vehicle had four-wheel drive, but it wasn’t built for this, and seatbelts or not, we were whipped and slammed around as the wheels crunched over curbs, shrubs, and fallen bodies. Then we burst out on North Harbor Road, which was also congested but not as badly. The engine roared as she accelerated while zigzagging around cars and people. 

A man stepped out into our path and there was a godawful thump. He went flying, crashing into the windshield hard enough to punch a spider web of cracks into the safety glass. I had a microsecond to see the man’s face. I saw the pain and panic in his eyes. Maybe Torres saw it too. Maybe knowing that she’d crippled or killed an uninfected person would ruin her. Maybe she was already gone by then. Don’t know. The car muscled on and she never took her foot off the gas. The wind blowing past us pushed beads of dark red through the labyrinth of cracks.

“They didn’t tell us it was this bad,” said Bunny.

Torres laughed. A single snort that was a shuffle step away from hysteria. “I walked my dog this morning,” she said after a few seconds. “I had coffee with my boyfriend at Starbucks before my shift.” She shook her head. “When all of…this…started, it seemed to just explode, you know?” She cut us looks, hoping we’d understand. Needing it, as if to say that this was bigger than her, that it wasn’t her fault.

“Yeah,” I said, which was lame, but what else could I say?

We roared on. She steered the car like she’d spent her entire life training for this ride. My heartbeat was like a machine gun and my blood pressure could blow bolts out of plate steel, but I kept it off my face and out of my voice.

“It’s a plague,” I said. “A bioweapon.”

I told her the story. I told her the truth. Because why? Because fuck it. The world was falling off its hinges and this cop was in Hell. In actual Hell. And because she deserved to know the truth. I did not give a cold, wet shit about national security or need-to-know. That was as dead as the bodies in the street.

I knew that Torres appreciated the truth. I knew it hurt her too. The truth is like that.

“Turn on the news,” suggested Top. I did, and most of the channels were filled with pre-programmed music. Not the time for an Eagles retrospective or classic hip-hop. I found the local news and the reporter was weeping so brokenly that I couldn’t make out a single word. On another station, there was a field report from some guy back in Pennsylvania that was being broadcast nationally. His opener would have been a joke two hours ago. It wasn’t now. 

He said, “This is Billy Trout reporting live from the apocalypse…”

The story he told was about him and a cop named Dez Fox and several busloads of school kids trying to make it from Western Pennsylvania to Asheville, North Carolina. The roads were mostly blocked, and the dead were everywhere. I heard gunshots and screams, and then the feed died. There was dead air for maybe ten seconds and then a reporter came on and tried to apologize for losing the feed. 

Apologize. Jesus Christ. 

He said that the station was switching to the Emergency Broadcast Network, but there was only dead air after that. I turned it off.

“It’ll come back on,” said Bunny, but Top just looked away out the window. 

We could see the hotel and the sprawling convention center beyond it. There was a huge inflated rubber monster truck floating above the center, and signs everywhere for a monster truck convention. Dozens of the trucks were parked along the far side of the drive, and a few were sitting at haphazard angles in the street. One was burning. 

Even over the roar of the SUV’s engine I could hear a cacophony of sounds that I’ve only ever heard in the streets of countries in the midst of a civil war. Sirens wailed like demons; gunshots pokked and banged; screams rose to the skies. There were explosions too, and the crunching of cars into each other and into meat and bone. Columns of smoke rose from between buildings on both sides of the bay. The sky was filled with helicopters—news and military.

I was born and raised in Baltimore, but a while back I ran Echo Team out of a pier in Pacific Beach. So, for several years this was my town. I knew the streets, knew a lot of the people, knew the vibe of the place.

What I saw around me belonged to some alien world. Not my town. Not any town that could be mine.

We drove.

I saw the Marriott rear up in the distance.

Behind me I heard Top say, “She-e-e-e-eet.” Dragging it out.

The hotel was burning. 

 

-9-

 

“What floor’s POTUS on?” I demanded, looking through a pair of binoculars Bunny handed me.

“Top floor,” she said, “executive suite.” There was real dread in her voice.

Half the windows on the top floor had been blown out, and a lot of the rest were pock-marked with black dots. Bullet holes. Gray smoke twisted its way out of three windows on the north tower. 

“Tell me that’s not him,” said Bunny.

But Torres shook her head. “He’s in the south tower.”

The south looked intact.

“Get us close,” I told Torres, but she was already swinging us around onto a ramp that led to the valet parking entrance. The big glass doors were streaked with blood and two local cops were trying to hold it against a pack of screaming people. Some of those people had visible bites; others looked whole but terrified. They were all desperate to get in because a dozen of the infected were closing in on them.

Torres gripped the wheel. “Call it,” she said.

“Pick a side and own it,” I told her. 

She actually smiled.

Then she revved the engine, spun the wheel, and then stamped hard on the brakes so that the big SUV slewed around. The back end crunched into the infected and sent them flying. But I could hear a huge metallic crack and the vehicle tilted down on a broken ball joint, the jagged metal screeching along the asphalt. Bunny and Top were out before it stopped moving, their guns up, fingers slipping inside the trigger guards. I was right there with them.

There was no discussion of rules of engagement. We’d faced infected like these before. Not the same plague, but the same bioweapon design philosophy. There was no reasoning, no Geneva Convention, no mutual agreement of honorable warfare between us and the hungry dead. Their humanity had been stolen, stripped away from them, leaving them as mindless aggressors. They were no more human than a swarm of wasps, and far deadlier. Lucifer 113 was a serum transfer pathogen. Any bite would be a death sentence. Blood in our noses, eyes, mouths, or in an open wound would be as deadly as a bullet to our hearts. We knew all that.

And yet…

These were people. They weren’t dressed in battle dress uniforms. They weren’t extremists acting on a skewed ideology. These were housewives and homeless people, kids and business execs, tourists and conventioneers, vendors and bystanders. None of them had a gun or a rocket launcher. 

It was going to break our hearts to pull those triggers. We all knew it. This was going to scar us forever.

We fired anyway.

Top tucked the stock of an M4 CQBR into his shoulder and fired, shifted, fired, shifted. Double-taps to the chest. His eyes were cold, and they didn’t blink, and he never missed. But then he jerked erect as every person he shot recovered from the impacts and kept coming forward.

“Head shots!” screamed Torres. “That’s the only thing that takes them down.”

“Fuck me,” murmured Top. He raised the barrel and put the next round through the forehead of a pretty woman in a torn yellow dress. She puddled down as if a light switch had been thrown. “Fuck me all to hell.”

Bunny had an AA-12 drum-fed shotgun. He calls it Honey Boom-Boom. Bunny has some long-standing issues. He opened up and the heavy gauge buckshot did terrible work at such close quarters. There wasn’t time for the pellets to spread, so they instead hit in clusters that disintegrated snarling faces and blew everything into clouds of red, pink, and gray.

I had my old M9 Beretta in a two-hand grip and backed toward the doors, firing as the infected rushed me. They fell one by one.

But then I shot one in the head and he did not fall. He kept coming. It froze the moment for us all because it seemed to change the math. I shot him again as he leaped at me. The second bullet took him below the right eye and blew out a chunk of the back of his skull.

The motherfucker did not die. He tackled me around the legs and I fell.

I twisted as I landed, putting a lot of torque into it so that he landed first. He snapped his head forward and locked his teeth on a corner of my Kevlar chest protector. Before I could swing my gun between us, Torres put the barrel of her Glock against his temple and fired. The blast knocked his head sideways and the tension vanished from him all at once.

She helped me up and while Top and Bunny kept up the barrage we stared down at the corpse.

“Three headshots,” I said.

Torres was breathing hard. “Maybe…maybe it’s not just the brain,” she said. “Maybe it’s a special part? Like the brain stem or something?” She shook her head. “I’ve been trying to make sense of it all the way here. I think it’s like that.”

The firing diminished and I turned to see the last of the dozen infected go down. Top and Bunny began swapping in fresh magazines as they backed toward us. 

“Did either of you have trouble dropping these things with a head shot?” I asked.

Bunny shook his head, but Top nodded. “Yeah. Got to get it right. High and center. I clipped a couple and it didn’t do shit. Punched into the brain, but maybe not the sweet spot.”

“That’s what Torres thinks,” I said. “Brain stem or something else.”

It was Bunny who came up with the answer. “Motor cortex. Got to be.”

“Why’s that, Farm Boy?” asked Top.

“That’s where the control is,” said Bunny. We all looked blankly at him. “Look, the motor cortex is the part that controls the voluntary functions and like that. If the parasites have hotwired these poor bastards, then they have to be using some part of them. So, motor cortex.” He tapped the front and top of his head. “Put a hot round through here and they’ll go down. And the brain stem thing makes sense too. Unless this is some voodoo shit, running around, biting and all that shit needs nerve conduction. That’s the cranial nerves going down through the brain stem.”

“How the fuck you know this?” demanded Top. “You ain’t cracked a damn book in years.”

“TED Talks, old man,” he said. “I listen to ’em while I jog.”

“Okay,” I said, cutting in. “Brain stem and motor cortex. Christ. It’s bad enough we need headshots, now we got to be accurate as fuck.”

We turned to the people huddled behind stacked chairs and tables on the inside of the hotel doorway. A guy in a black suit and bloody white shirt came out to talk to us. He had a wire in his ear and a look of profound shock on his too-white face.

“Captain L-Ledger…?” he asked in a wavering voice. He held a gun in his hand, but the slide had locked back and he hadn’t replaced it. His eyes had a jumpy quality that told me he was standing on a windy cliff and wasn’t sure which way to step.

“Secret Service?” I asked, more to remind him of who he was rather than identify him.

“Yes, sir,” he said with a bit more certainty.

“What’s your name?”

“Murphy,” he replied. “Julius Murphy.”

“Okay, Murphy, where’s POTUS? Is he safe and can you take us to him?”

He said the president was safe and told us to follow him inside.

I looked down the ramp to where more of the infected were shambling our way. It was a surreal sight. They did not move as slow as movie zombies, but they weren’t fast either. It was more a lack of coordination and maybe a disconnect from muscle memory. That, and the injuries that had killed them. So many had chunks bitten out of their arms and legs, and that loss of muscle and tendon made them clumsy. They staggered and limped and sometimes crawled our way. You could outpace them with a brisk walk.

That wasn’t the point though.

Despite those terrible injuries, they moved forward with a relentless consistency that spoke to an inability to fatigue, or to tire, or to stop. Sure, you could outwalk them, but for how long? It was like trying to outrun a glacier. Eventually it would catch up.

They would catch up, and sooner or later you’d have to deal with the implacability of them. There was no way to ever outrun their utter reality.

The realization terrified me on a level I’d never felt before. When Echo Team had faced other infected monsters similar to these, it had been in contained settings. A warehouse and a meat packing plant in Baltimore, inside the Liberty Bell Center in Philly. Not out in the open. Not with it spread so far already.

I think that’s when I realized that the world had changed. It was no longer creaking on broken hinges. It had fallen off. Unless there was some radical way the president had to reverse this, I knew that I was looking at the future. 

I was staring through a ragged hole in the now to an actual apocalypse.

To Armageddon.

I wanted to cry. I wanted to hide.

I wanted to die.

I did not do any of that. Instead, I turned and shoved Murphy toward the hotel door. “Let’s go,” I roared. Top, Bunny, and Torres walked backward behind me, firing at the oncoming tide of death. 
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We helped the people reinforce the doorway as best we could, and we shared a few of the weapons we’d brought with us. Murphy led us through the hotel to the elevators. There were a lot of scared people in there, but so far none of them were infected. 

However, I took Torres aside and asked her about the people at the barricade who had visible bites.

“You understand that they’re going to get sick, right?” I said quietly.

She nodded, eyes big and filled with pain. 

“Have you seen how fast this plays out?” I asked. “From bite to, um, transition?”

“Depends on how bad it is,” said Torres, and Murphy, who overheard, nodded. 

“From what I’ve seen, sir,” said Murphy, “there seems to be some connection to consciousness. If they pass out then something happens and it accelerates, but someone with the same injury who stays awake seems to be able to fight it.”

“Fight it or last longer?” asked Top.

Murphy shook his head. “I…don’t know. This is all just happening now.”

“Okay,” I said, “but if anyone gets some reliable intel on this thing then we have to get it out to everyone. Bunny, call your theory in to Pruitt. Top, watch our backs.”

All of the hotel’s power was still on and the fires were in the other tower. Murphy said we could trust the elevators, so we crammed inside. When the doors opened on seventeen, Torres nearly blew the head off a terrified room waiter. The poor little guy staggered backward, let out a cry like a kicked seagull, whirled and fled.

After the door closed, Top nudged me and touched his hand. I nodded. I’d seen the bloody bandage too. Poor bastard. 

We stopped at four other goddamn floors. Twice people tried to get on. They were scared, crazed, but we could not let them in. One of them held a baby in her arms. It was slack and smeared with red, and when the door closed Top leaned his forehead against the wall, eyes closed, and cursed God. Bunny stood with his hand on Top’s shoulder but didn’t say anything. Really, what the hell can you say to that?

The last time the doors opened on the wrong floor we saw a scene out of some kind of nightmare. Two completely nude women knelt on the floor eating the face off a third. I don’t know what the story was. They all looked like they’d been beautiful. They were all too young for what happened to them. 

We shot them before the doors closed. Call it a mercy. That’s what we told ourselves. Didn’t really help all that much.

Then the doors opened on the top floor and suddenly there were guns everywhere. Pointing out from the inside of the car; pointing at us from the hall. A mix of Secret Service agents and cops. All of them disheveled, splashed with blood that was more black than red, with eyes that were too wide and showed too much white around the irises. 

“Okay, let’s all calm the fuck down,” I said. When nobody moved, I showed good faith by raising my pistol barrel to the ceiling and told my guys to stand down. The door started to close, and I put my foot against it. “We’re US Special Forces. Who’s in charge here?”

A tall Asian woman pushed past the others, snapping at her people to lower their weapons, which they did grudgingly and with hands that visibly shook. She wore a black suit over a torn white blouse spattered with blood. She looked to be about forty but there were deep lines around her mouth that aged her. I suspected they’d been carved there over the last day or two.

Guns were lowered but nobody holstered anything. I stepped out of the elevator and faced the woman.

“Mary Chang,” she said, “assistant special agent in charge.”

“Where the AIC?” I asked.

Her eyes wanted to shift away from mine, but she was too well trained. “Dead,” she said. “We lost seventeen of twenty-two agents on this detail. This thing, it…it’s worse than we thought.”

“No shit. Where’s POTUS?”

“I’m here,” said a voice.

I turned to see the president standing in the doorway to a suite halfway down the hall. He was in shirtsleeves and there wasn’t a drop of blood on him. His hair was even combed. He had one agent and four cops with him, all of them with guns drawn and barrels pointing to the floor in front of them. Only one was so scared that his gun barrel was pointing at the top of his own foot. The president looked me up and down as we walked toward each other. “Captain Ledger. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Over the years I’ve worked with a lot of commanders in chief. Some I respected, some I was indifferent to, and a few were worthless cocksuckers. This guy was pretty good, from what I’d heard from friends on the inside of the White House power circles. A moderate who tried to work with people on both sides of the aisle. Fifty-something, slim, black hair and gray eyes. But there was something too slick and polished about him. He looked like a movie version of a president rather than the real thing. He was one of those people that other people usually liked at once. Charisma and a good plastic surgeon. My immediate take on him was “manipulative self-absorbed asshole.”

He didn’t offer his hand and instead stood there, giving me the kind of measuring look that was supposed to make me think he was assessing everything about me and making reliable deductions. Good luck with that. I don’t look like a psychopath, but my shrink tells me otherwise. I have a smile that crinkles the skin around my eyes, I have good teeth and a deep-water tan. I could just as easily have come from Central Casting. I know for sure he didn’t know my backstory because it’s been comprehensively erased from all databanks. A side-benefit of working for Rogue Team International. We are, for all intents and purposes, ghosts. We get the backgrounds we need for a mission. All the president could really know was when he asked for the right guy. 

Thing is, I am that guy. And I wish to fuck I’d been in-country when Lucifer slipped the leash. Maybe I’d have figured something out. I usually do. I know that sounds arrogant as fuck, but it is what it is. There’s a reason I get sent into places like this. Top and Bunny, too.

“Where do we stand?” I asked. Maybe I should have added “sir,” but I wasn’t in the mood.

“My motorcade was hit on the way here,” said the president. “They swarmed us. We lost…nearly everyone. The press corps, my aides…gone. I need to get out of here. I need to get somewhere safe. Air Force One is at Gillespie Field in El Cajon.”

“I thought we were supposed to take you to the Blue Estate on the National Guard base.”

“Plans change. I need to get to my plane. They tell me you can get me there.” 

He said “I” and “me.” Not “us.”

I searched his eyes, looking for remorse, looking for some trace of compassion for the people who’d died to get him through the swarm and up to this room. Not seeing all that much of it. 

“Had to be a hundred of those things,” he said. 

“They’re people,” I said, mostly to be a dick.

“They were people. They’re not anymore,” he said, which was fair enough, but I did not give him even so much as a grunt of agreement. 

Murphy, who stood next to me, said, “We came here because it was a pre-selected rally point. But there were more of the, um, infected in the streets. The motorcade was swarmed. That’s when we lost the AIC and a lot of the others. Had some marines in plainclothes too, but the crowd…well…”

I nodded. “How many made it up here?”

“Counting Mary here,” said the president, “and Murphy over there, I have five Secret Service left in my detail. And two of my aides.”

“That’s it?” I was appalled. The president’s motorcade is made up of twenty-five to thirty vehicles. Lots of security, as well as members of the press and key aides. There’s often a hazardous materials team riding point with local police behind them and more cops in follow cars at the tail end. It’s a lot of people in a lot of vehicles. And the president’s car is armored. Traffic is blocked ahead and on cross streets. “Sir, what about your family? Were they with you?”

The president shook his head. “I sent them to a secure location in Virginia.” He paused, then added, “We haven’t had a status report yet.” 

I listened for some real heart, some pain, some depth of feeling in his tone, but there was not enough of it there. It surprised me. The news reports always showed him with his pretty wife and three kids. They were always smiling, always clinging close to one another. Which meant what, when measured against his reaction now? Was he so good at playing the controlled politician that his hurt didn’t show? Or was he one of those sociopathic types for whom everyone else—even family—were a little unreal, like window dressing?

Or was I being too hard on him? After all, he’d just seen a lot of friends die, along with the people sworn to protect him. If San Diego was any indication of what was really happening across America, then there could be hundreds of thousands of people dead. Maybe a million. Was the calm, indifferent façade just that—a front erected over his very human fears? Pretending detachment so that he stayed detached? The more human part of me wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. 

“Okay,” I said, “we’ll get you out.”

The president took my elbow and guided me a few yards down the hall, away from his guards.

“Your orders are to get me out, Captain,” he said quietly.

“That’s what I—”

“Me,” he repeated, leaning on the word. “If you have enough transport to get everyone else out, that’s fine. But I need to know that you understand the key element of your mission here.”

He still held onto my elbow.

“I want us to be clear here,” he said stiffly. “I need to get to Air Force One. This plague is spreading exponentially. We have a window of opportunity, but it is closing very quickly. I had a certain resource with me when we were swarmed, and it’s lost. Backups for that resource are aboard my jet.”

“What kind of resource?” I asked.

He shook his head. “That’s above your pay grade, Captain.”

“I—”

He cut me off. “If I can’t get to my plane within six hours, then all of our computer models tell us that we will lose.”

“Lose what, exactly?”

He half-smiled in surprise. “I thought you knew,” he said. “I thought they told you.”

“Maybe you should tell me.”

“Captain Ledger, if we can’t initiate the response protocol within six hours, this entire country is going to be a graveyard. And if we fall, the whole world is going to follow.”

And now I saw it in his eyes. Behind the control was a total, insane panic. 

I removed his hand from my elbow and very quietly said, “Then let’s get you to your plane.” 
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“How we going to get to El Cajon, Cap’n?” asked Top. “Our ride’s for shit and I don’t think we can Uber it.”

“Plan B,” I said.

“Which is?”

I pointed out the window. Down there, surrounded by a full-blown battle between the living and the dead, were a dozen monster trucks. 

Bunny gave a sour little laugh. “Seems somehow appropriate.”
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So, yeah. Monster trucks.

There was one I had my eye on. The chassis was from a Ford F350, but the mechanic had gone a little ape shit on it and created some kind of mutant psychedelic retro hippie thing. The words “Mystery Bus” were painted in swirling colors along its side. 

Understand something: I’m not into truck porn. I’m not into these kinds of things. I’m very comfortable with the size of my own dick and don’t need to make statements with machinery. That said, my uncle Jack was into them when I was a kid. One summer Sean and I helped him trick one out. Stunt monster trucks usually run on methanol alcohol and corn-based fuel, but the ones on the street here were likely diesel. The axles are salvaged from school buses or decommissioned military trucks and have a planetary gear reduction at the hub to help turn the massive tires that probably came from a dump truck. 

There were a lot of trucks down there to choose from, but the Mystery Bus could take more people than the rest. And it was set high up. 

“What if it doesn’t have the keys in it?” asked Murphy.

“I grew up in Baltimore,” I said, and left it at that.

“Lot of those things down there,” said the president. “Feel free to run them over with that truck. Might as well have some fun.”

Maybe it was meant as gallows humor, but it landed flat and nobody cracked even a little smile. The president gave a disgusted shake of his head. I saw him mouth the word “pussies.”

Top unzipped the equipment bag he’d brought from the SUV. It was full of guns, grenades, and ammunition. The president walked over and looked at them, and he gave an appreciative nod. He even chuckled.

“Isn’t this the point where you SpecOps jocks make some hard-ass quip about kicking ass and taking names?” he asked.

Top straightened and gave him a warm, genial, almost fatherly smile. “I’m probably going to die out there, Mr. President, and I’m definitely going to get my ass in trouble for anything I say,” he said quietly, “so I guess I better make it good. Fuck you. Fuck you all to hell and back. Fuck you to death. Fuck you and everyone you ever knew.” His smile brightened. “How’s that for a quip?”

The Secret Service agents all started to take a threatening step forward. Bunny was standing right behind Top, and I was behind him. They looked at us, at their president, and then into the middle of nowhere. POTUS stood there with a face that had gone as red as the blood on the streets. 

“Get me to my goddamn plane,” was all he said.
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We went down in the elevators. Chang and Murphy, POTUS, my team, and Torres in one car; everyone else squeezed into the other. We’d brought spare body armor and had helped the president strap it on, and I gave him my ballistic helmet. Top didn’t like that but kept it to himself. Bunny asked him if he knew how to use a gun, but the president shook his head. 

When the elevator doors opened, we stepped into one of the inner rings of Hell.

The barricaded door had failed. All the people who had been trying to keep the infected out were among the first to rush at us with dead eyes and bloody teeth. I heard someone in our car sob. Not sure who it was. Could have been me for all I know.

We stepped into madness.

Bunny led the way with his shotgun. It holds fifty rounds of twelve-gauge and it was a target-rich environment. Top and I flanked him while the others formed a defensive ring around the president. We waited as long as we could for the second car to arrive.

It never did.

It must have stopped on another floor, as ours had on the way up. There was too much noise and distance to hear if they were up there making a fight of it. I hoped they were alive, but I never found out. We never saw them again.

“Move, move, move,” I yelled. I had one hand on Bunny’s broad back and fired my Beretta dry with the other. Dropped the mag, reloaded, fired. 

Head shots look easy in the movies. The good guys never miss on The Walking Dead. Even amateurs nail the bad guys in the sweet spot time and again, at long distances, while running. Which is total frigging bullshit. Ask any soldier who has been in a running fight about it. It’s usually a matter of putting enough ordnance downrange, and the cumulative effect does the trick. In Iraq and Afghanistan, it was estimated that American soldiers—who are among the most highly trained in the world—capped off two hundred and fifty thousand rounds for every enemy KIA. Yeah. How’s that for some scary math?

Now, factor in that our sweet spot wasn’t center mass but a couple of sections of the brain and brain stem that were roughly the size of a child’s fist each. If I had a .22 with light loads in the bullets maybe it would have been easier. Those rounds usually lack the power to exit something as dense as a skull and instead bounce around inside, turning the brain into Swiss cheese. My Beretta was loaded with hollow points, so I was blowing holes in whatever I hit, but hitting exactly those spots was a bitch.

It was scary.

It was closing in on impossible.

Bunny had the smartest weapon, and I wish to Christ I’d thought to bring a shotgun. If we survived it, that would be my go-to weapon.

If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.

There were seven of us with guns. Most of us had never worked together, and even though the other four all had training, it wasn’t the same kind. We had to create a rhythm. We shouted “Out!” and “Reloading!” and hoped each other heard.

The fight in the lobby was a bloodbath. There were fifty or sixty of the infected. It didn’t matter that some of them were kids. It didn’t matter that they could not think and could not return fire. They rushed at us in a mob. Soldiers aren’t trained to deal with a swarm of unarmed civilians attacking with teeth and hands, or to fight enemies who did not easily go down in any conventional way.

We lost Murphy before we ever got to the door. I felt a hand on my shoulder and the grip half-turned me. I spun to see him trying to grab onto me like I was his lifeline, but there were two of the infected clamped like lampreys onto him, biting an ear and a calf. He knew he was dying but he tried to cling to life by clinging to me, to the living.

Then he was gone, and we had to let him go.

The president was screaming at the top of his lungs. Shrill. I wanted so badly to hit him. But he wasn’t the only one screaming.

“Top,” I bellowed, “plow the road.”

He dipped into a pouch and came out with a fragmentation grenade. “Frag out,” he roared, and hurled it underhand so that it arced over the monsters trying to squeeze through from outside.

We dropped into a momentary huddle, all of us crowding around POTUS.

The blast radius of the grenade cleared the door and showered us with bloody debris and jagged glass. I hooked an arm under the president’s shoulder and jerked him to his feet. 

Bunny cleared the last of the obstructions and then we were on the valet parking ramp.

“Oh…fuck…” breathed Torres.

The Mystery Bus was half a football field from where we stood. Fifty long goddamn yards. Between it and us were hundreds of the dead.

Hundreds.

I did not see a single living person out there. Not one.

“Grenades,” I barked, and the three of us, Top, Bunny, and me, began bombarding the throng.

We threw half a dozen grenades each. The blasts shook the world, deafened us, punched us over the hearts. Then we ran into the red-tinged smoke, skidding on blood, firing in all directions, killing anything that moved.

We slaughtered our way to the monster truck. 
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The keys were in the truck.

So was the driver. He had no arms, no face, no eyes, but he thrashed because he was belted in place. I put a shot through his temple and Torres popped the lock and pulled him down. I saw Bunny pick up the president and actually throw him in through the back door. There was a sharp cry of pain, but then Bunny shoved Chang up after him. I turned to yell at the two remaining Secret Service agents, but they were gone. I never saw them fall. They had simply been edited out of the world. Top crowded in behind the wheel. Doors slammed and hands began banging on the truck’s metal skin. The blows were weird. Hard, but also soft. Limp hands striking without skill, powered by raw need.

“Go, go, go,” I yelled, but he was already turning the key. The powerful engine roared to life and I nearly wept with relief when the little arrow on the fuel indicator swept up to full.

“Hold onto your dicks,” Top said, and put the truck in gear.

The crowd, weakened and dismembered as it was, still wanted to keep us there. They had numbers and weight and they could not feel pain.

The truck was truly a monster. The over-built engine roared like a mad bull and the massive wheels turned. We braced ourselves for impact, but it wasn’t like that. Not at first.

No, the truck ground its way down the street. The tires were sixty-six inches high and forty-three inches wide, with deep tread. The massive weight of the vehicle and those brutal tires crushed the fragile bodies into pulp. I made the mistake of looking into the rearview mirror and saw that we were leaving a lumpy red road behind us. Nothing I’ve ever seen was as awful.

When I looked at Top, his face was set in immoveable stone and he looked ten years too old.

I pulled up a map program on the small tactical computer strapped to my wrist. It was a little over eighteen miles along Route 94 to 125 and then California 52 east to Gillespie Airport. We had five hours left.

It took us more than four hours to kill our way there.

Four long, goddamn hours. Night caught up with us. It kicked the sun off the edge of the world and tried to smother us with blackness. The lights of San Diego vanished behind us, curtained by smoke even before twilight burned off. The highway was packed, but the fucking truck was designed to crunch its way over everything. We did a lot of that, and it felt like the Mystery Bus was shaking itself to pieces. We saw plenty of fights that I wish we could have helped with. People still alive and trying to stay that way. 

The mission, though, the response protocol—that mattered more than anyone or anything, but damn if it didn’t hurt to have to keep moving forward.

In the back, Bunny, Torres, Chang, and the president clung to restraining straps and tried not to look at each other. Bunny reloaded all the weapons. We had two grenades left and five or six magazines for each gun. 

We were still a mile away when we saw the base.

No, that’s wrong.

From a mile out we could see the flames. 
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Top circled around to Kenney Street, on the north side of the field, near the biggest runway. We idled on the road outside the gate, watching the big Jet Air Systems factory burn. The light from it painted the sides of Air Force One in Halloween colors. Shadow goblins seemed to caper along the curved sides of the big Boeing 747.

There was a very stout wall and heavy gate, which was closed and locked.

“Ram the gate,” said the president, but Top shook his head.

“Steel construction,” said Top. “We’d wreck this truck and not put a dent in it.”

There were a lot of infected wandering around the field, and signs of one hell of a battle. The National Guard had clearly been called in to protect the president’s plane. Maybe a hundred of them. A dozen of them were on the roof of the burning building. They were the only ones I could see.

On our side of the fence were maybe three hundred infected. They clawed and scratched and even tried to bite the big truck, as if they were hoping to eat their way to us.

We all watched the plane through binoculars. 

“Door’s closed,” said Chang. “Lights are on inside.”

“Call them,” ordered the president.

Chang made the call, and when the pilot answered, POTUS snatched the phone from her hand. “Major Arlin, this is the president.”

“Thank the lord, sir, I am so relieved to know that you’re safe and—”

The president interrupted him. “What is the status of Air Force One?”

“All secure inside,” said the pilot. “Systems are green for takeoff. We fueled up, Mr. President, but we were ordered to keep everything flight ready. We’ve burned through some of it.”

“Do we have enough to reach Hawaii?”

“No, sir, and the fuel truck and crew have been compromised.” 

“The whole damn field has been compromised, Major, where the hell can we go?”

Major Arlin rattled off a list of secure destinations in California, Nevada, and New Mexico.

“Groom Lake,” said POTUS quickly. “It’s remote.”

“Very well, sir. What is your ETA?”

I took the phone and explained where we were. “There’s a gate between us and it looks too solid for us to crash. We’re going to have to open it. That’s going to let all these infected in.”

“Who cares?” demanded the president.

I had to fight back the urge to slap him. Not because he was becoming hysterical or anything, but he was irritating the pure shit out of me.

I pointed. “See that big shiny jet? See those engines? Once they spin up for takeoff, they’re going to be sucking in a lot of air. You got a few hundred dead people wandering around and one or more of them are going to get sucked in and then you have no engines.”

“Well, shoot them for Christ’s sake. Come on, Ledger, you’re supposed to be the number one gunslinger. Surely you’re not going to let this stop you. Not with what’s at stake. I need to get onto that plane, and it’s your job to make it happen right goddamn now.”

“First things first, sir,” I said tersely. “We need to open and then secure the gate after the truck’s inside.”

“Can’t you use one of your grenades to open it?”

“No,” said Top. “Not what they’re designed for. We need to use a blaster plaster.”

He explained. It was a technology developed for use by the Department of Military Sciences, which is the group I was in before Rogue Team International was formed. Proprietary technology. Looks like a sheet of bubble wrap, but much tougher. The little blisters are filled with chemicals and the flat parts have wires in them. You peel back a clear film to expose a strong industrial adhesive, place the thing on any surface you want to destroy, and either pull a small wire that activates a ten-second timer or use a remote. The timer triggers tiny electrical charges that rupture the walls of the blisters. The instant the chemicals mix they detonate with about six hundred times the explosive force of detonation cord. A ten-by-ten sheet of blaster plaster would send a standard mailbox fifty feet into the air or blow the front end off a Ford F250.

The trick for a barrier like this is that we wanted to blow the lock without destroying the function of the gate. 

“Half of one’ll do her, boss,” suggested Bunny, and he immediately began cutting one to fit. “But that’s only half the problem. We got to close the gate and hold it long enough for the plane to take off. Once we blow the lock, that means physically closing and holding the gate.”

“Once the Mystery Bus is inside, we can close the gate and back the truck up to hold it,” Top suggested.

“That’s good,” said Bunny, “but someone’s still going to have to place the charge, open the gate, and close it after the truck’s inside.”

“That’s a suicide mission,” said Chang, appalled.

“It’s your goddamn duty,” snarled the president.

“Mr. President,” said Chang, her face draining of blood, “maybe there’s another way.”

“I got it,” said Bunny, and we all looked at him. “I’m the biggest, the strongest, and I have Honey Boom-Boom. We all know I have the best chance.”

Top’s hands tightened so hard on the steering wheel that the leather creaked. He wanted to tell him not to volunteer, to find some other way, but he knew—as we all knew—that Bunny was right.

“I’ll do the gate,” said Torres quickly. 

Bunny shook his head. “Don’t even try.”

“She volunteered,” said the president. “Let her do it. We are running out of time here. Do something, for Christ’s sake.”

“Okay,” I said, “Torres, you place the charge. Bunny and I will provide cover. Top, you’re at the wheel, and Chang, you stay at the door to this bus. We go out, get it done, and everybody gets back inside. Hooah?”

“Hooah,” said Top and Bunny.

“Not sure what that means,” said Torres with a brave smile, “but hooah.”

Chang said it too, and the president rolled his eyes. 
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Top began moving the Mystery Bus forward. We tried to tune out the sound of bones snapping under the tires.

I scouted around inside the bus and found two six-packs of beer, grinning as I handed one to Bunny.

“Seriously?” groused the president. “Beer? Now?”

I ignored him. Bunny and I quickly wrapped blaster plasters around as many beers as we could, sealing them with the adhesives. When Torres realized what we were doing, she said, “Coooool.” Dragging it out.

“Got to throw them pretty far,” cautioned Top.

“That’s my job,” I said. “I taught my nephew how to pitch a fastball that would make you cry.”

I went to the back of the bus. “Chang, I need you to open the rear window when I tell you. Do it fast and then cover me. I’m going to try and get some of the infected to pull back.”

She nodded. The windows were part of the old bus shell built on top of the truck. It had pinch-clips to lower the windows. 

“Now,” I said, and she dropped the window. We were too high for anyone walking to reach us, but some of the nimbler infected had climbed onto the structure. 

“I’ll clear it,” she barked as she drew her weapon, aimed with two hands, and fired five spaced shots. Three head shots, two kills. It was enough. I hurled the plaster-wrapped beer through the open window and Top immediately stepped on the gas. Chang jerked the window up, but then I hooked an arm around her and pulled her down as the blaster plaster detonated.

I’d used a quarter of a sheet, but it was enough to shatter all of the windows in the back of the bus.

“Oh…fuck,” I said. “Step on it, Top.”

Chang rose up and began firing, but the lurch of the truck made her stumble and two shots went into the roof. She corrected and fired at a white face that filled the rear window. It burst apart and as it fell, I yelled, “Frag out!” and threw another bomb.

The force flung bodies everywhere, but the noise was louder than what the truck was making, and the fire drew the eyes of the infected. A third of the crowd turned toward the detonation point.

I threw another. And another. With each explosion more of them hurried toward the noise. I saw dozens of them on fire, stumbling into each other, spreading the blaze. 

“Coming up on the gate,” yelled Top. “Get ready.”

“On deck,” said Bunny. 

I wheeled and hurried over to the side door, where Bunny and Torres crouched, ready to go. I slapped the big man on the shoulder.

“I saved a couple of cold ones for when you two get back,” I said.

Bunny’s grin was a familiar one, the kind I’d seen him wear on battlefields when the shit was raining down. He was in that zone now, past ordinary fear, operating on the highest level of combat awareness. Torres, on the other hand, looked terrified beyond speaking. Her face was slick with sweat and there was a fever brightness in her eyes.

“You’re a cop,” I told her. “Remember your training. Do your job and trust Bunny to watch your back. You’ve earned enough combat points to make you a full-fledged badass, Torres. You can do this.”

“Thank you, s-sir,” she said, tripping over the last word.

“Enough with the pep talks,” yapped the president. “Tick-goddamn-tock.”

I gave Torres’ arm a squeeze, nodded to Bunny, and then opened the door.

The truck was still rolling. I drew my Beretta and shot four infected in the head. Dropped all four. 

“Go!”

Bunny was out first, firing his shotgun before he even landed on the ground. He blasted six rounds and then reached up, took hold of Torres, and pulled her down like she weighed nothing. He brought his gun up and fired. I crouched in the doorway and fired. Top rolled to within inches of the door, stopped, then opened his window and fired.

Chang was behind us, killing anything that tried to crawl in through the shattered windows. Thunder deafened us all. I took my last fragmentation grenade, leaned out the door, and threw it in as high an arc as I could over the crowd. It dropped to about chin level before it exploded, killing at least a dozen of the monsters and drawing every single dead eye.

Torres stuck the blaster-plaster around the lock and then they began running toward the door. They were both shooting; Top and I gave them cover, but something went wrong almost at once. I don’t know if Torres accidentally pulled the detonator cord or if maybe somehow it malfunctioned, but the plaster exploded too soon.

Torres and Bunny were plucked off the ground and flung like ragdolls. The blast blew out the windshield, but Top threw an arm across his face in time. When I looked, I saw the gate swing inward, but no sign of Torres or Bunny.

Through the ringing in my ears, I heard Bunny bellow out her name and then everything was drowned in continuous gunfire from his shotgun. Three seconds later Torres came flying in through the door. She was alive, but badly hurt. Bleeding. Screaming. I dragged her inside and then gave Bunny cover fire as he scrambled up. His body armor glistened with red.

The gate stood ajar. Top stomped on the gas and the bus slammed into the barrier, knocking it all the way open. He rolled inside and before he stopped the bus, I was out, down on the ground, running to grab the gate. Bunny, dazed and bleeding, knelt in the doorway and offered cover fire. Even so, I had to slam the gate on a half-dozen infected. Their sheer weight stopped me there, and more of the dead were coming. Then I heard the beep-beep-beep as Top backed the Mystery Bus toward me. I threw myself sideways just in time. The gate opened inward two feet and then it hit the bumper. Top kept backing up until the gate was closed.

I staggered to the doorway. “Get out!” I screeched.

Top and Chang helped the president down through the front passenger door. Bunny handed Torres down to me, and then he climbed down. Half his body armor was gone, torn away by the force of the blast, and there were burns on his chest, left shoulder, and face. Half his hair had been melted away. Still, he fired the big shotgun one-handed, which would have put most people on their asses. With his other hand he supported Torres, who was barely able to walk. She was flash-burned too, but her right hand was mangled. Two fingers were missing and the wound did not look like it had been caused by shrapnel. Bunny briefly met my eyes.

“It happened while she was setting the charge,” he said loud enough for only me to hear. “She reached through to wrap it around one of the bars. There was one of those things inside.”

Already I could see that beneath the soot and burns Torres was going pale. Her eyes danced with pain and fear. Bloody tears leaked from her eyes. She knew.

We ran.

The door to the plane was open and a flight officer and two Secret Service agents were there. The agents spotted us and ran down the stairs, MP5 machine guns in their hands. They raced over to meet Chang and the president. In a tight cluster, we fought our way to the plane.

As we ran, I saw that on the other side of the burning factory were two National Guard UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters. One was burning, one wasn’t, and its propellers were turning slowly, engine on.

Maybe the soldiers on the roof could use it to get out. Not my immediate problem.

Ten feet from the stairs, Torres fell. She took a last staggering step and then went down. I waved Chang and the other agents on. Top and Bunny stood guard while I knelt by the wounded cop.

Except she wasn’t a cop anymore. Everything that had been Officer Torres was gone. Her eyes stared up at nothing and her last breath rattled out between slack lips.

“Cap’n…” said Top. “We have to leave her.”

It hurt to do it, but that’s what we did.

We ran up the stairs and into Air Force One. I found the president hunkered down at a small desk in his private office, and an aide was helping him open a small leather case and he was speaking on a tan-yellow satellite phone. He had Chang and the two other agents with him, all of them armed.

“Sir,” I said urgently, “do you have the response protocol? Can you stop the plague?”

He looked up at me with a triumphant smile as he lowered the phone. “I just did.”

“What is it? A counter-agent or…”

My words trailed off as I realized what that leather case was. My mouth went totally dry.

“I just spoke with the Secretary of Defense,” he said in a weirdly calm voice. “I confirmed the gold codes, Captain.”

The gold codes.

Good god.

The protocol is complex and yet frighteningly simple. The leather case contained a secure device that allowed him to input a set of codes. It nominally follows the two-man rule, but the Secretary of Defense can’t really act without those codes from the president. Once they were given, once an agreed protocol was initiated, the machinery would move with terrifying swiftness and efficiency. 

“Are you out of your mind?” I demanded, and the Secret Service agents moved to get up in my face. I ignored them. “What are your targets, for Christ’s sake? We aren’t at war with a foreign power.”

“We are at war, Captain. The cities are falling. New York, D.C., Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Los Angeles…” His voice trailed off and he shook his head. “All of them are overrun. The only chance we have is to remove those centers of congestion and limit the spread of the infection to the suburbs and rural areas. People are already being told to evacuate.”

“You can’t do this.”

“It’s done,” said the president. “We’re going to take back this great nation. We will make it ours again.”

I knew those words. They were trademarks from his campaign speeches. Make it Ours Again had been his platform.

“You’re going to drop nukes on the major US cities? What about fallout? What about living people trapped in the blast areas?”

“There is always collateral damage in war.”

I don’t know that I have ever heard that phrase used with less humanity or more coldness. The engine whine of the plane was increasing. 

“You need to stop this while you can,” I begged. “It’s going to make it worse. You’re killing us all.”

I looked from him to Chang. Her eyes were bright with shock, but she had her Glock in her hand and she stood by the madman with the nuclear football. The other agents had their barrels half-raised and their eyes were hard as flint.

“Captain,” said the president, “someone needs to move the stair car away from the door so we can take off.”

“Make the call, you motherfucker,” I growled, and now the barrels were pointing at my face. Top and Bunny had their guns up too, but I knew it was too late. The codes had been given, the machinery was running.

“Get off my airplane,” said the president. “That’s an order.”

“There are more of them coming,” yelled the pilot. “We need to clear the runway.”

“Cap’n,” said Top, “this is done.” When I still did not move, he took my arm. “We can take the Black Hawk.”

He pulled me back and I let him.

At the doorway to the office I stopped, though, and pointed a finger at the president. “God damn you to hell.”

His smile was small and sad. “We’re already in Hell, Captain.”

I turned and left. At the top of the stairs I jerked to a stop. Torres was crawling up toward us. Her eyes were completely empty and her lips curled back from white teeth. Bunny made a small, heartbroken sound and raised his gun.

“No,” I said, and ran down to the dead cop. She snapped at me, but my Kevlar pads were still in place. I pulled her up and drag-carried her into the plane and shoved her into one of the seats reserved for the press. The pilot frowned at me.

“She’ll be fine,” I said. “Spin this thing up. We’ll move the stairs.”

He gave me an uncertain nod and went into the cockpit and closed the door.

Then I whirled and ran, pulled the outer door shut, and ran down to where Top and Bunny were positioning themselves at the base of the stair car.

We moved it away, then ran for the Black Hawk, killing whoever and whatever was in our way. We got in, got it started, got it in the air.

Top flew. He opened up with chain guns and cleared the runway, then banked away as Air Force One lifted into the air. 

Neither Bunny nor Top asked me why I’d done what I’d done. They understood. Top nodded and Bunny put his hand on my shoulder. The fuel gauge said we had enough gas to go maybe a thousand miles. We’d have to refuel somewhere. Top had family in Georgia. Bunny’s folks were on vacation in St. Thomas. My family was in Maryland, hopefully at my uncle’s old farm in Robinwood, far away from the cities.

When the nukes dropped there would be EMPs, so maybe they would kill our electronics and drop us all down to the ground. Maybe we’d been the timetable. Maybe the generals would mutiny and refuse to follow orders.

Maybe.

Maybe.

Maybe.

We flew into the night, knowing that no matter where we went or what happened, this was the world now. 

And it wasn’t our world anymore.
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Now

 

You can’t outfly an electromagnetic pulse.

We tried.

We saw the flash over San Diego and we poured it on. 

By then Air Force One was well out of range, flying at thirty thousand feet, punching along at five hundred miles an hour. We opened the throttle to the never-exceed speed of two hundred and twenty-two miles per hour, but we flew low over the landscape.

The EMP rode the shockwaves and chased us like a pack of dogs. It killed the bird. Killed the avionics, the motors. Everything. The rotors stopped turning with anything except wind friction.

And we fell.

Fell.

All the way down.

Maybe if we’d been luckier the crash would have killed the three of us. But we haven’t been lucky in a long time. 

I stood there, watching the bird burn. Watching the sky burn. Feeling the blood run in lines down my face, my chest, my arms. Listening to the howling wind. Listening to the hungry moans.

Top and Bunny were hurt. We all were. Hurt. Not dead.

I slapped a fresh magazine into my Beretta and raised it as the first of the shambling figures broke through the wall of smoke. 

Not dead yet. Not them. Not dead like they’re supposed to be. And we were still alive too. Death sang its mournful, tuneless songs in the moans of the things that came to us. Death sang, but we did not know the songs, did not know those lyrics. Not yet.

Not goddamn yet.

We raised our guns at the unstoppable wave of death.

“Well,” I said, “fuck it.”

Top and Bunny laughed. Actually laughed. So did I.

We fired.


Alive Day
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Rattlesnake Team

Ten Days Ago…

 

HE LAY THERE, crushed inside a fist of darkness.

Unable to move.

Barely able to breathe.

“I’m sorry,” he tried to say. “God…I’m so sorry.”

There was no answer from the darkness.

The Afghan desert that surrounded this abandoned town had been so hot before…

Now it was cold.

So cold.

Sergeant Michael O’Leary—combat call sign “Finn”—tried to move his legs, but they were dead and distant things. He could barely feel them. His toes were cold, though. Icy. He could feel that much.

He tried to move his arms.

Nothing from the left side except a dull and nonspecific ache.

Finn’s arm moved though. Just a little. He tried to will it to respond with speed and strength and dexterity, but there was nothing like that. He couldn’t actually feel the limb as he raised it. Only its weight, where it pulled on his shoulder muscles.

His wrist bumped against something, and despite the overall numbness he could feel that. Some of it. Enough to know what it was.

Rock. Or maybe tumbled stone from when this cave was part of a market stall in some ancient time. Either way it was cold and unyielding.

In the shadows, Finn tried to remember the terrain of this place. Whoever lived here once had smoothed the floor and chipped back the walls, but it had all been abandoned long ago. Now the walls were cracked, and debris lay scattered. 

He’d been running through darkness; he remembered that easily enough. Running to get in position so his team could launch the ambush. All he had to do was reach the end of the tunnel, kneel behind a pile of old, rough-cut sandstone blocks, and use his first shot to signal the attack. That was all. Simple. He’d done it so many times before, on battlefields around the world.

So easy a child could have done it. Something his experience and training should have guaranteed was smooth and without a hitch.

Except…

Except.

“God… I’m sorry. Please, please, please…”

Running. Stumbling. Tripping over obstacles that weren’t where he remembered them being. He should have used his night vision. Finn knew that now. Knew that it was his fault that he’d tripped and fallen. 

And accidentally fired that shot.

It was so stupid a move that if they walked off this, his men would never trust him again. If any of his team got killed because of it…? His best hope would be court martial and discharge. That thought was a ladder that climbed down into some very dark places.

When he’d tripped, he’d hit something and lay stunned, sprawled and groaning, while his men died.

The darkness around him still seemed to echo with that single fucking shot.

And the screams that followed as all hell broke loose outside. 

When Finn closed his eyes, he could still hear it.

The deep bass of Bear’s voice strangled into a piercing shriek.

Jazzman’s voice, begging and pleading and crying.

Cheech Wizard’s unbroken, inarticulate gargle of wet agony.

Were they still screaming now? Was that real or was he going out of his mind?

Finn stopped moving and listened to the darkness.

All he heard was his own shallow breathing. He held his breath, listened harder.

Then he heard the screams again. All three of them. Bear, Jazzman, and Cheech Wizard. Screaming with raw misery. 

But the screams were far away. Down the corridor, or outside, or somewhere else.

How could they still be real? How could his men still be screaming?

Finn had no way of knowing. He was sure that he’d badly hurt himself. This could all have been a dream. The product of shock and injury and blood loss.

His men couldn’t still be screaming.

Not after all this time. Not after all these hours.

No one could yell that loud for this long.

“I’m coming!” Finn cried.

Or thought he did.

But his throat felt dry and dusty. Had he managed to even make a sound?

The echoes of the screams faded. First a little, then more and more until the last warped and broken fragment rebounded from the wall and struck him like an accusing arrow. 

After a long time, Finn realized that he was weeping, but even his tears were dry and cold against his cheeks. The sobs hurt his chest.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, and this time the words were dragged past the stricture in his throat. “Oh…God…I’m so sorry…”

There was a time of absolute silence, and then the echoes of the screams blasted him in the face. Finn could feel their exhalations as if each of his men crouched over him. He could feel the heat of their breath and the wet wrongness as their screams spackled him with spit.

Or blood.

The screams were of pain so big, so hideous, that words could not express them. These screams were shrieked in a language known only to the dead and dying, to the tortured and the damned.

But Finn, shivering in the dark cave, knew that language.

He could understand every accusation. Each derisive shout. Each curse.

“I’m sorry,” was all he could say.

Then there was another sound.

Distant, small, rhythmic.

The screams faded for a moment.

No, that was wrong. They paused. The echoes of the screams paused as if they were listening to the new sound.

Into the silence, Finn said, “I’m sorry.”

In his despair he thought he saw a figure in the cave, even though there was no light to see anything. A slender figure in loose clothes. A boy, or maybe a small woman. Moving without sound, turning first to look at him and then away as if realizing that he could see her and not wanting to be seen. Then he blinked and there was nothing there. Nothing to see. No way to see anything even if it was there. 

I’m losing it, he thought. Christ, I’m going to go out of my mind in the dark…

The sound in the distance was growing stronger, becoming distinctly what it was. A sound that seemed to be as old as these mountains even though it belonged only to the last century.

Whup-whup-whup.

“God,” breathed Finn.

The echoes were still there, but faint. They bounced around through the dark air the way echoes will, but they didn’t fade the way echoes should.

Whup-whup-whup.

Finn raised his hand, feeling its solid deadness as a weight supported by the muscles in his shoulder. He tried to raise his hand, as if signaling would matter with him lost inside a cave, wrapped in shadows and blood.

Finn felt something brush past his fingertips.

Something that was colder than his dying flesh.

Something that, at first, shied away from his touch.

Something that came back though.

As the echoes came back.

Whup-whup-whup.

The helicopter was coming.

“Please,” whispered Finn. He said it to the darkness and to the pain. He said it to the illusion of the furtive woman that his madness had conjured. He said it to the awful possibility of the helicopter drawing near and then going past him and away. He said it to the shadows.

“Please…”

Finn suddenly felt something near his ear. A bug? 

No.

Breath.

The soft, warm exhalation as someone crouched behind him, out of sight, out of reach. 

“Who’s there? Cheech? Jazz? Is that you? C’mon, Christ, I’m hurt and—”

Another breath exhaled against the side of his face. God, it stank. Like meat left out in the sun. 

Was it an animal? Something living in this fucking cave?

“Get away!” yelled Finn.

But with the next breath he heard a voice.

Soft. So soft, like sands blowing over the desert in the deep of night. A whisper of a woman’s voice.

“You come to my town speaking a foreign tongue. Are you a heretic and defiler?”

The woman seemed to speak in a language he didn’t know or recognize, and yet he understood every word. 

I’m really losing my shit here. Oh God… 

It was so strange a question under the circumstances that it took Finn a moment to organize an answer. Was this one of the Taliban, lost in the dark? If so, then the question was framed in an awkward and old-fashioned way.

In Pashto, Finn said, “No… I’m a friend.”

“You are no friend of mine,” spat the woman. “No friend of ours. You are a foreigner. You come to my town and take what is mine. You take what is sacred—”

“No,” Finn said quickly, defensively.

“I want back what was stolen,” whispered the woman. “You damn yourself by taking it.”

That’s when he felt her presence. Actually felt it. Not a touch, not the breath. A presence.

It was aware, intelligent; somehow Finn knew that. Sensed it. Finn’s mind resisted as he tried to define what this was. Even though he knew this was a person, somehow it didn’t feel like that. Not anything like that. Even if he could have seen who spoke to him, even if everything had looked totally normal, he knew that it wasn’t. That it couldn’t be. With everything Finn was, he was certain of that. This was—different. In the way that blood is different from paint, even if not to the eye. In the way a dead child is different from a sleeping one, even at a glance through the open bedroom door. This was that kind of difference. Not really human. Something else. This was like—sickness. As if the woman who crouched breathing at his ear was sickness. Not a sick person, but a person who was sickness itself. It was the worst thing Finn had ever felt. 

“You can have the opium,” Finn said quickly. “We don’t want it.”

In the darkness, the woman spat and Finn felt a searing pain on his cheek.

“You have taken what is mine.”

“No, we haven’t,” Finn said insistently, desperate now to make some kind of deal, a bargain that might give him a lifeline. “Look…all I want is to get my guys and get out of here. We don’t want anything. Nothing, okay? I just want to get my guys and then the four of us are gone. We’ll leave you alone and you can do what you want with the—”

“There are four of you?”

“Yes…”

The next sound he heard was so strange that it took him a long time to make any kind of sense of it. A series of soft, abrupt moist sounds.

Was this woman…sniffing him?

Yes.

The sniffing stopped and there was silence for a while.

Then he heard a small and ugly laugh. He had never heard a woman utter a laugh like that before. It was the way an animal might laugh.

“You are telling me the truth,” said the woman. “You have not defiled the shrines of the lilitu?”

“The what…?”

Another pause, more chuckling.

“Then we are at a place,” said the voice, and suddenly it sounded less alien and more human. Even the feel of it changed. Now it seemed as if it truly was a person squatting over him. The nightmarish delusion that it was a monster began to recede. Not all the way, but enough to keep the terror just beyond reach. “It seems I have taken something from you.”

Soft laughter. Mocking and ironic.

“What do you mean? What did you take?” But Finn thought he knew what had been taken. “Wait, do you…do you have my men?”

“They are with us,” said the voice. 

“No!”

“Do you know where we are?”

“W-what?”

“This tunnel… Long ago this was where vendors set up their tables. Spices hung from these walls; the rocks echoed with the cries of sheep and lambs and goats. Men and women dickered and sold and bought. This was where bargains were made for all of the things that offered sustenance and comfort and pleasure.”

“No… This is just a bunch of old ruins.”

“‘Ruins,’” echoed the voice, and for a moment there seemed to be a flavor of sadness there. “I can still hear the voices of the thousands who came here. Them…and those who lived here after the old times had passed. This place has had a dozen names. A hundred. Even in times like these when the desert sands and the fires of war turn these caves and caverns into a realm of ghosts, I can hear those old voices. Such…deals were struck here. For a string of camels. For lambs to sacrifice. For a knife in the dark. For the return of something lost.”

Finn waited, muscles tensed, not sure how to respond, or even if he should.

He could feel the person bend closer. A rustle of clothes, the creak of joints. “And now, here in my town, a town I saw built, a town I saw carved from the living rock, we are well met to bargain once more.”

“What…kind of bargain?” he asked cautiously.

“What will you give me for what you want? What bargain will you make for what you want?”

It made Finn suddenly furious that this fucking thing—man, woman, whoever or whatever it was whispering to him in the dark—had his men. Had them and wanted to trade them like beads at a bazaar. Like sacrificial lambs.

God.

It made Finn so furious. He summoned all of his flagging strength and, with one vicious growl, twisted around and lashed out with a balled fist.

His hand found nothing, struck nothing.

As if there was nothing there. But Finn could hear it breathing. He could hear it laughing softly to itself. 

That laugh…that was the worst thing of all.
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Echo Team

 

My name is Captain Joseph Ledger. Former Baltimore PD, former Army Ranger. Currently drawing pay from one of those alphabet organizations that the public never hears about. 

Ever.

The DMS. Short for Department of Military Sciences. Only we’re not military. Not in any way I could explain.

We’re certainly not regular army.

Guys like me aren’t regular anything.

We’re not even regular Special Forces. You won’t find a single mention of a DMS field team on any list of JSOC crews, not even on those eyes-only black-ops lists. We operate off the radar because there are times someone has to. Plausible deniability will only take you so far and the president has to either lie or tell truths that—believe me—nobody wants to hear.

You know that saying, about how the truth will set you free?

It’s true most of the time.

It’s not that we’re out there being bad guys. Nothing like that. 

It’s just that there are some things that will never fit into a newsfeed. Some things would make very bad TV. Disturbing TV. The kind that wouldn’t just shake Joe Public’s faith in the political powers that be, but that would put serious cracks in his fundamental view of the world. 

You can’t sum up an after-action report with “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,” and nobody can stand behind this stuff in a press conference.

I know it’s fucked, but it is what it is.

Some of this stuff has really screwed with my head. I’m not the same guy I was when I was recruited by the DMS. 

How could I be?

How could anyone?

We were in a Black Hawk cruising low and fast through a series of rocky passes that looked like the ruins of some ancient castle. Afghanistan is like that in areas. It’s a bleak, broken, and desolate place. I know of at least two video games that used scans of the landscape as the design basis for inhospitable alien worlds. Personally, I think the surface of Mars would be cheerier and more welcoming.

I didn’t have my whole team with me. Most of my guys were taking some R & R after a cocksucker of a firefight we had in North Carolina. Yeah, that’s right. The homeland itself. The DEA had been working a joint op with the FBI, something about a rumor that terrorists were backing meth production. Meth is not really an export drug—it’s mostly screwing up people at home, and in increasing numbers. The joint task force got themselves into a firefight with a distribution team, and in the process, a lot of bags of crystal got torn apart by live rounds. Worst case should have been contact highs. Instead, every single man there—DEA, FBI, and the bad guys—died within twenty-four hours.

Cause?

A brand-new strain of synthetic anthrax that had been mixed with the meth during the cool-down stage. Stuff had a contagion factor of 94 percent and a 100 percent kill rate. The feds shut down the hospital and the site of the gunfight, and my guys were called in. I’m top-kick of Echo Team, a crew of first-chair shooters based out of the Warehouse in Baltimore. We took over the operation from the DEA and backtracked the meth to a major supply depot in a hangar of a bankrupt private airfield. Forty guys on the deck, mostly Russians with a few Cubans there for variety. They were in combat hazmat suits and everyone was armed for bear. We had our own protective gear—the latest generation of Saratoga Hammer Suits, which are designed for combat in the age of extreme bioweapons.

Echo Team was joined by Riptide Team out of Florida and Bronco Team out of Atlanta. We hit the place in a coordinated strike that started with a total lights-out thanks to a low-yield e-bomb that fried all their electronics. Then, with our night vision online, we raided from three points and cut them down.

They made a fight of it. Not sure if I admire that or not. Soldiers are supposed to respect their enemies, but that math gets skewed when your enemy is a terrorist who’s trying to unleash a plague on a big chunk of the nonmilitary population. Junkies aren’t the only ones who smoke meth. Lots of kids do too. And lots of ordinary citizens. With that synthetic bacterium in there, it only needed one puff for a death sentence.

Of the forty bad guys and the eighteen of us, there was a big butcher’s bill. Twenty-six thugs went to the morgue. I’ve blocked out two seconds sometime next year to give a shit about that. Three DMS guys went down, all from Bronco, when they raided a Quonset hut our intel said was cold storage and it turned out to be a lab. The bad guys were in the middle of a cook and everything blew. The three shooters from Bronco never knew what happened. Apart from that, there were nonfatal gunshot wounds and some shrapnel cuts. Anyone whose Hammer Suit got so much as a nick in it was washed down with antimicrobial soap and medevaced to a quarantine facility at a hospital a few blocks from the CDC in Atlanta, where they were given a cocktail of antibiotics. The only bright spot was that the synthetic anthrax responded really well to treatment.

So, that left me with two gunslingers—First Sergeant Bradley Sims, known as Top, and a giant of a kid from Orange County whose real name was Harvey Rabbit. No surprise that everyone called him Bunny. Top and Bunny had been with me since I joined the DMS. They’d been through almost everything I’d been through, and even between us there were things we didn’t talk about. Even though I had no way of knowing it, an itch between my shoulder blades told me that the situation we were flying into was going to be one of those. 

I looked out the window and saw the Black Hawk’s insectoid shadow fly up and down the sides of the austere Afghan mountains. Here and there, I saw a few small flocks of sheep, and in the hollow between two almost-vertical mountains was some burned-out wreckage.

“Dead crocodile,” murmured Top.

I nodded. The debris was that of an old Soviet Mi-24 assault helicopter, known as a “crocodile” because of the scale-like camouflage paint job. 

“Thought the Russians always recovered their downed birds,” said Bunny.

“When they can find ’em,” said Top. “Too damn many places out here to get lost.”

That was true enough. These mountains were so remote and, in many parts, inaccessible to anyone but a goat or a goatherd. 

“Besides,” said Top, “sometimes an area’s too hot for a recovery, and I can see at least fifty pocked-out cave mouths up the sides there. Taliban could have put a single shooter in each, and maybe two or three guys with RPGs, and half the damn Russian army couldn’t smoke them out. It’d cost too much.”

Bunny and I nodded, knowing that Top wasn’t referring to a price tag in dollars.

That was really the story of the Afghan wars right there. The landscape favored hit-and-run guerilla fighters and was a total pain in the ass to a heavily mobilized ground force. Air support was good when the winds were right, but one eighteen-year-old kid with a rocket-propelled grenade and a six-foot-deep cave to squat in could turn the five-million-dollar fully armed and loaded UH-60L Black Hawk into flaming debris as useless as the old Russian crocodile that was now dwindling into the distance behind us. In the modern age, unmanned Predator technology was giving us a marginal edge. Yeah, marginal, against guys in sandals and robes. War wasn’t war anymore.

I knew that if my team went down, someone else would pick up the mission, but no one would come looking for us. Our helo was equipped with a telemetric response system, which is a fancy way of saying that if the entire crew and all authorized passengers died, the cessation of our telemetry from the chips we all had under the skin would trigger a self-destruct package. Boom. No evidence bigger than a paper clip. Our bodies? Vultures would pick us clean and the desert winds would strip the clothing from our bones. It was a chilling thought. If we died out here, our transport would die with us and all official records would be deleted. We’d cease to exist.

The men we were looking for were almost at that point. 

It spilled out like this…

We were on an off-the-books search-and-rescue for an even deeper off-the-books infil team composed of four members of Rattlesnake Team. That team was one of four DMS groups on semipermanent loan to the CIA for operations here on the Big Sand. Rattlesnake Team was hunting a very special Taliban convoy that was reported to be using opium transport to cover a much nastier cargo. Some kind of new pathogen that either had been weaponized or was on the way to a lab to be weaponized. That was about as precise as the intel got, but it rang the right bells all the way up the chain of command. The CIA deals with WMDs, but when it comes to bioweapons, they pick up the phone and call us.

Here’s where it got complicated in a freaky kind of way.

The CIA had gotten a tip about the caravan from a village headman named Aziz, who was a known Taliban sympathizer. And the tip was not the result of a bribe, threat, or any enhanced interrogation. Aziz went into Kabul, bought a disposable cell phone, and called a guy who knew a guy who knew a guy who was in the CIA.

Yeah, chew on that for a moment. 

Why’d Aziz make the call? Turns out that, despite digging the money the Taliban paid him to smooth some details, this guy’s regular gig was facilitating archaeological digs all through this part of the country. He knows who to bribe to get permits, and he makes arrangements with the local bad guys not to shoot the university types who risk their asses to collect Sumerian potsherds or ancient dinosaur poop. In the middle of a war.

I know, right?

Understand, most Muslims, especially those with college educations, are fiercely protective of anything historical. They treasure and preserve culture, partly because most of them are civilized folks who don’t have their heads up their asses, and also because Islam contributed a hell of a lot to art, science, and math. After all, “algebra” is an Anglicized version of the Arabic word “al-jabr.” They invented it.

However, there’s this small group of total fundamentalist dickheads who think that Allah wants them to blow up anything that wasn’t created for or by Muslims. They already destroyed some of the most profoundly beautiful Buddhist temples and statues. They want to destroy the Sphinx and the pyramids too. The kind of stuff that would make Indiana Jones go totally postal.

Well, apparently some of the local Taliban have been messing with dig sites, shrines, and old ruins that predate Islam. People of one kind or another have been living in the region since the Middle Paleolithic era—call it fifty thousand years, give or take a long weekend. Islam’s been around since the seventh century. These bozos wanted to erase any evidence that a civilized or enlightened culture existed before Muhammad founded the religion. 

Aziz dimed the Taliban partly because, from the CIA intel reports, he was more of an opportunist than a villain, and partly because the destruction was cutting into his main source of income, which was greasing the archaeology network.

Or so we thought at the time. We found out more later, but I’ll get to that.

So, Aziz contacted the CIA to tell them that the Taliban had royally screwed the pooch in two very distinct and related ways. First, they had taken control of a series of caves that were scheduled for excavation by a twenty-man team from the Institut National de Recherches Archéologiques Préventives in France, thus preventing Aziz from exacting his inflated fees to provide on-site safety for the team. And second, in their downtime between ferrying tons of opium through the region, they were amusing themselves by destroying one of the world’s most pristine lilitu, a kind of female Semitic desert demon related to the Lilith legends of the ancient Jews. Part of the shrine’s uniqueness was that it was in Afghanistan at all—the lilitu were Mesopotamian monsters, and Afghanistan was not part of that empire. 

Point is, the desecration of the site—and the clear loss of income for Aziz—turned him into a CIA informant. He’d have rather seen this band of Taliban get whacked than lose the university trade. The next link in the chain was that the CIA determined that this was the same Taliban group running the caravans that were likely hiding the bioweapons.

Nothing in the Middle East is ever simple and straightforward. Not a goddamn thing.

So, my boss, Mr. Church, sent Rattlesnake Team in to take out one of the caravans and kick-start the process of reclaiming those caves. None of this was in the name of archaeology or the preservation of antiquities.

In retrospect, maybe it should have been. Don’t ask me. I’m just a shooter.

Ten days ago, Rattlesnake Team went dark. 

No telemetry at all.

The team leader, Sergeant Michael O’Leary—combat call sign “Finn”—was a friend of mine. We’d walked through fire more than once since we joined the DMS. Finn was a stand-up dude and a certified badass, but he was one of the good guys. He’d walk on his knees through broken glass for his friends and his team. And though he was patriotic, he wasn’t one of those empty-brained “my country, right or wrong” assholes who are an embarrassment to genuine patriots. Finn was smart and resourceful too. So were all three of his men.

Rattlesnake went in using intel from the CIA and some additional stuff from a friendly among the villagers. The Taliban convoy was due to pass through a dry valley that used to be a town way back when. Great place for an ambush, so Finn wanted to get there first. The job should have taken nine hours if it all went like clockwork, and maybe double that under worst-case scenarios.

They’d been missing now for three whole days.

I opened my tactical laptop, which was the size and weight of an iPad, but with a much stronger router and battery. The thing was snugged into a ruggedized case that clipped to the front of my chest. The screen still showed the same thing.

Four telemetric signals. Three here in this valley, and one eighty klicks away. That one was bright and green—theoretically proof of life—but it was in a fixed position and hadn’t moved since the anticipated time of engagement, ten days ago. The other three signals were weird. Every operative in the DMS has a radio-frequency identification chip the size of a rice grain surgically implanted in the fatty tissue under the triceps. Unlike the passive chips used to store medical information, these RFID chips are true telemetric locators. They’re late-generation models manufactured by Digital Angel, and as long as GPS tracking satellites circle the earth, the chips will locate the wearer and send a continuous feed to establish location and proof of life. The battery is charged by blood pressure. If the heart stops, the chip immediately begins losing its charge. That diminished signal is read as what it is—the death of the wearer.

Now, here’s the kicker—the other three chips went dark for almost ten hours. Totally dark. Then they started back up again. None of them were transmitting at anything like full strength, but they were sending signals that made a case that the wearers were alive.

Both our computer geek, Bug, and Dr. William Hu, head of our science division, say that this would only be possible if the three soldiers wearing those RFIDs were so deep inside the earth that the collective iron-rich rock of these mountains blocked the signal—and that was a hard scenario to construct. Or all three of the RFID chips malfunctioned in exactly the same way at exactly the same time. The likelihood of that was somewhere around .000087 percent. Bug did the math.

The only scenario that was more plausible was the presence of an EMP. That might have explained why the chips all went out at the same time. Unfortunately, RFID chips don’t simply “get better” after an electromagnetic pulse. If they were blown out, then they should still have been dead.

That’s the point at which we stopped speculating. No other scenario made a lick of sense.

Not one.

We flew on.
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Ten days ago…

 

Finn had no breath left for screaming.

All he could do was lie there in the darkness of what had once been a market stall and was now a wind-blasted cave. He was curled like a beaten dog, bleeding, sweating, his pants soaked with piss and heavy with shit, his mouth cracked with a paste made from snot and tears.

Blowflies had found him, and Finn could hear their buzzing wings and feel their threadlike legs as they walked over his face.

In the darkness around him, the laughter was still there.

Less, though. It only came once in a while.

It wasn’t as loud.

It was a softer sound. Softer, but somehow worse than anything he’d heard before.

This laughter was different.

It was sneaky.

It was as if something big and hungry crouched just above him where he couldn’t see. Sat there, waiting for something to happen, and delighted at the prospect.

It was an ugly laugh.

Finn realized at some point that it was also female. But there was nothing about it that fit his definition of feminine. It was earthy and raw, and oddly sexual in a way that made Finn feel ashamed.

“I’m going nuts,” he told himself. “Jesus, I’ve finally fucking lost it.”

The words tumbled out of his mouth and fell into the darkness.

The breath whispered across the unprotected upper curve of his lip, and against all possible sense or reason, Finn felt himself grow suddenly hard. His cock swelled and pressed against the fabric of his soiled pants.

Then the voice murmured again. 

“What will you give me for what you want? What bargain will you make?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Finn lied. His voice broke in the middle and the rest of the sentence came out in weak little chunks.

The woman—if it was a woman—laughed her ugly laugh.

“You know,” she said. The tips of fingernails caressed the edge of his throat, running along the line of his throbbing artery. “You know what you’ve lost.”

“No.”

“Yes. You know what has been taken, and you want it back.”

“No.”

“It’s a gift,” she said. “You are the enemy of my enemy, but you are not my friend.”

“We didn’t do anything to you. We didn’t hurt you or—”

“You are in our town. Men like you have been coming to our towns—here and elsewhere—to take what is ours. Our sacred relics. The images of us that people—a precious, precious few—still worship.”

“Relics? Who cares about relics, for Christ’s sake? We’re trying to stop terrorists from killing innocent people. Your people too. My team…we came to protect everyone and everything from the Taliban. We don’t want to take anything.”

A subtle touch of fingernails on his cheek. 

“Everyone wants to take something.”

“No.”

“Everyone wants something. Everyone wants to barter and trade.”

“All I want are my men, damn it. That’s why we came here. Please…believe me. That’s the only reason we came to this goddamn place.”

“This is our home. No one comes here unless they want to make a deal. To get back what has been lost.”

“Get back…?” His voice trailed off. 

“Yes,” she said. “I can smell your desire. You do want to make a deal. You want what I have.”

“Then give them back!” he shouted.

Soft, soft laughter. “They belong to me now. To us. To the sisters of the desert wind, to the lilitu. They shed blood in our streets, on our ground. Your men are ours by right. Body and soul, flesh and blood. And we will use them. Oh yes. You say that they are soldiers come to fight? Then fight they will. They will be our knights, our champions.”

“No. It’s not fair. It’s those Taliban fucks who are your enemy. If anyone’s stealing your stuff, it’s them. My men killed them. They’re heroes.”

“They will be heroes. Our heroes.”

“No. You had no right to take them.”

“As I said…they became ours when they drew blood on our streets.”

“You bitch, that’s not fair!”

The unseen woman made soft shushing sounds, the way a mother would soothe a hysterical child. “Listen now. Listen. We are cruel, but we are not dishonest. We repay our debts.” There was a long pause, then she spoke again, her fetid breath moist on his cheek. “We took from you because we claim the right to do so, and that is fair. But you are here, in our market stall, and you beg for something we have that you want. That is as it should be, for it is in keeping with this place. And so, we will barter honestly with you.”

“What are you talking about? Barter for what?”

“You know.”

“No…this doesn’t make any sense.”

“Oh, yes,” she cooed. “You want something returned. Restored. Brought back.”

“Yes, but—”

“But we must have something in return. Something to replace it. This for that. Something of value for us, and something you value for you.”

“Please,” he said, and even he didn’t know if it was an entreaty or an acknowledgment that the dickering could begin.

“What will you give me for what you want?” she asked.

Finn began to cry.
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The pilot’s voice crackled in my ear jack.

“Coming up on it.”

Bunny pulled the door open and I peered out at the shattered gray landscape.

“Oh, what fun to be back,” muttered Bunny.

He’d done a couple of tours each in Iraq and Afghanistan with Force Recon before he was scouted for the DMS. Whenever he mentions Afghanistan, it’s by the name “that fucking place.” Iraq is “that other fucking place.”

Not a lot of love.

But I knew the other side. Bunny had bonded pretty heavily with a bunch of villagers. Even one or two who worked in the opium fields. Most of them weren’t bad guys, and for the most part, they’d have been happy if the Taliban were all eaten by rats. But the Taliban provided work. Granted, sometimes it was forced labor, but there was a paycheck, and for a lot of these villagers that was the only paycheck they’d seen in years. Bunny, like a lot of soldiers, didn’t heap blame on the blameless. He just hated the goddamn country.

Can’t blame him.

I was out of the Army Rangers when 9/11 changed the world. I was a street cop with the Baltimore PD, working on getting my detective’s shield. However, since taking charge of Echo Team, I’ve been here three times. Short missions, but when you do what we do, short is long enough. Top and Bunny were with me for two of those road trips, and I did one solo gig that still gives me nightmares.

I tapped my earbud to get Bug on the line. He was back in the DMS main headquarters at the Hangar on Floyd Bennett Field, but he was wired into a network of surveillance databanks, so he was on tap to give us real-time intel.

“We’re two klicks out,” I said. “Status update?”

“Same as before, Cowboy,” he said, using my combat call sign. Bunny was Green Giant, Top was Sergeant Rock. “One strong signal and three intermittent beeps.”

“What about hostiles? Who’s making trouble in the neighborhood?”

Bug snorted. “Thermal scans show a lot of heat up there. You have a couple of villages in the lowlands and a shitload of four-legged critters. A bunch of two-legged signatures too, but no one’s flashing me their Junior Terrorist Club badge. CIA says that the locals are heavily infiltrated by the Taliban, so don’t take chances.”

“Not a chance,” I said.

The pilot slowed the helo and we spent a little time doing visual recon as he made a careful circle of our landing zone. Bunny had the minigun locked and loaded in case somebody stuck an AK barrel out of a cave mouth. He was sweating and his eyes looked jumpy. An RPG could come out of nowhere and it would probably hit us. We all knew it.

From the air you could hardly tell this had ever been a town. Bug’s intel said that over the last ten thousand years this town had been occupied by dozens of different groups, ranging from the Achaemenid Empire to the Sassanids. However, as we circled we could pick out some eroded ruins, cave mouths that had been chiseled out to form orderly doors and windows, and a rough symmetry to some of the humped hills where buildings might have been hiding under a thousand years of sand and dirt.

“Looks calm,” I said, giving that the irony it deserved.

The pilot brought the helo down to just above the deck. One of the chopper’s crew took over for Bunny as we all clipped ourselves onto fast-ropes. 

“Eyes open,” I said. “Top, me, and Bunny. Nobody fires unless you have eyes on a hostile. I’d rather not start something until there’s something to start.”

“Hooah,” they said, which is the Ranger equivalent of everything from “copy that” to “fuck yeah.”

Then we were out.

We stepped into the late-afternoon air and rappelled down the ropes, pushed by the rotor wash, eyes trying to take in absolutely everything, guns ready, fingers laid tight along the curved steel of our trigger guards.

Top hit first and moved away from the bird, tracking in a full circle with his M14, eyes hard and face as calm as if he was sitting in a lawn chair. Top is always the scariest when he looks calm.

I hit the ground a second later and then Bunny was on the deck. We broke apart and took cover behind tumbled rocks as the helo lifted away from us. It took away the noise, the blown-up dust, and the rotor wash—which gave us back our sense of hearing and a chance at stealth—but it took with it the Hellfire missiles and minigun, and any hope of an immediate withdrawal if this was a trap.

The sun was a white hole in the sky, and it threw weird black shadows over the landscape. We waited in the relative safety of cover, not knowing if we were being observed or if gun barrels were being aimed at us from any of the countless cave mouths that pocked the entire mountain range. The fact that no one was shooting at the moment was not a source of comfort. They could have been waiting for the helo to be totally out of range, or they could have been calculating our size, probable designation, and overall value as targets. Hell, we might even have lucked into finding cover that didn’t offer any of the bad guys a clean shot, which meant that as soon as we broke cover, they might make their move.

In these situations, you really discover what being afraid means and what paranoia means. It’s that way because you know damn well that anyone out there might be a hostile, might be armed, might be strapped to explosives, might be waiting for the exact moment when it best suits them to end everything that defines you.

But you can’t hide forever, either.

I hand-signaled to my guys, then I broke and ran for a standing rock fifty yards up the valley, heading into the ruined old town. I did all the zigging and zagging the trainers drill into you.

No one shot at me.

I hit the wall, crouched, and turned in time to see Top duck and dodge his way across. Then Bunny.

I tapped my earbud.

“We’re on the ground, Bug. Give us a route.”

I pulled up my tactical computer and watched a circuitous route appear that wound us through the west end of the valley and up into the shallows of the foothills beyond the town limits. The colossal mountains in Afghanistan are riddled with tunnels, caves, shafts, and deadfalls. The consistent and pervasive irregularity of the rock made it difficult for the eye to latch on to specific landmarks, and even Bug’s topographical maps didn’t quite jibe with the terrain. We’d have to do this like a treasure map: fifty feet this way, twenty that way, in through there and out through here.

And so we did.

We got exactly one kilometer before they started shooting at us.
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The woman’s voice was gone.

Her touch was gone, though Finn could feel the cold echo of it on the flesh of his throat.

The feeling of being in the presence of something whose very nature defined overwhelming sickness was gone.

And yet the horror of it lingered.

The experience had sent creeper vines of atavistic dread deep into the vulnerable fabric of Finn’s soul and they had taken root, but the source—the unknown thing that had spoken to him—was gone.

She had wanted to barter with him.

Barter.

Finn had refused. Even here—whacked out with pain and out of his damn mind—he wouldn’t barter with some unknown and invisible thing whispering to him in a cave. Right? He demanded answers of his own fractured memory.

What will you give me for what you want?

That had been her question. Over and over again.

No, he’d told her. I won’t make any bargain.

That’s what he’d said. Right?

Right?

As he thought that, pain flared on his chest and he cried out. 

Had the woman-thing cut him? No…it felt more like a burn. Had it been there before? Had she put it there?

Finn tried to pry open the memory of the last few minutes—hours, days?—to remember what he’d told her. Wanting his memories to be of nothing but ferocious denial.

But the hinges on the vault of his memory were rusted shut.

He needed to get the fuck out of there. Right. Fucking. Now.

With a growl and a sob and a surge of every muscle, Finn O’Leary tried once more to move his body…and this time he could. He rolled over without restriction. 

Without pain. 

It was so abrupt, so different than all the other times he’d tried to move, that it actually frightened him, and he froze there, turned halfway, waiting for a flare of pain or damage or wrongness.

The moment stretched and stretched…but nothing, externally or internally, tried to stop him. 

The old market-stall cave was still as black as pitch, but Finn was able to roll all the way onto his chest without bumping into anything. He paused again, belly down on the cold rock. When everything up until now had been a heartbreak or a cruel trick, Finn expected only those things.

The darkness around him was as still as death.

No screams.

No echoes.

Just the irregular rasp of his own breathing.

He slowly placed his hands on the ground—aware that he could now actually feel his hands, and his arms. Everything felt normal. He lay like that for a moment, searching inside his body for the pain of injuries. For shrapnel cuts, for bullet wounds. For any of the damage he’d felt after the ambush.

But there was nothing to feel. Just a deep, abiding weariness that seemed to blow like a cold November wind through the empty chambers of his heart.

Finn took a slow, careful breath and then pushed against the ground. He expected it to be like jacking up a truck. It wasn’t. The hard muscles in his arms responded with more than enough strength to push his chest and stomach up from the rock. His upper body peeled away from the ground with no resistance at all.

He paused again, took another careful breath, and got to his knees. To his feet.

There was no trace of light in the tunnel, and that was weird, because there should have been some bounced light from around the curved bends. The channel simply wasn’t long enough to be this dark.

He ran a hand across his cheeks. He’d always had a heavy beard, and back in the world, he had to run an electric razor over his face twice a day. He’d shaved this morning. Now his cheeks were heavy with stubble. A day’s worth at least.

Shit.

Finn slid one foot along the ground, found no holes, then did the same with the other foot. Moving like someone doing tai chi. Moving in slow and silent motion, like a blind mime. Part of him thought that was funny and a weird little laugh bubbled from between his lips. But the laugh was ugly and strange, and it scared him. You don’t want that kind of laugh coming from your own mouth.

The laugh hitched his chest though, and that triggered a flare of pain. Surface pain. Something on his skin that he’d somehow not noticed. Or been too dazed to react to.

Finn stopped and plucked at the buttons of his shirt. His body armor was gone; his shirt was torn. Beneath it, his scrabbling fingers touched his skin and he hissed.

He’d been burned. Nothing else feels like a burn. But the weird thing was that this burn felt old. A day or two old. He gingerly probed at it and realized that it was big, and when he traced the outline of it the whole world seemed to go suddenly cold.

There was a wide, flat central burn with five thick lines running outward from it.

Put all that together and the shape became obvious.

A handprint.

Someone had branded him with a burn in the shape of a hand, fingers splayed.

God, he prayed, let it only be that. Evidence of torture, a rude gift from the Taliban.

Only that.

Only that.

Otherwise… 

Finn had a vague, buried memory of the woman placing her hand on him. Whispering to him in the dark and touching him.

Right. Here.

Like she’d been marking him.

He reeled sideways until he crashed against the wall. She put her mark on me. Christ Jesus on the cross.

And then the realization of that wound tugged at a thread of memory stitched into his mind. With the memory came her voice.

We are agreed then. Here is my seal upon it.

“No way, you fucking bitch,” he said through gritted teeth. “I didn’t agree to nothing. You hear me? Nothing!”

Only the wind and the shadows and the rocks heard him.

Desperate to escape the cave, he shoved himself forward, staggering through the shadows with awkward steps. Expecting pain, expecting hands or worse to tear at him, but he didn’t trip, didn’t bump his head.

Five paces. Ten.

A dozen.

Then… 

He had to blink several times to make sure that his eyes weren’t lying to him.

“Light,” he said aloud. The word “light” floated in the darkness, and for a few terrible moments he didn’t know if it was a lie or the truth. The light was a ghost of a thing. Only enough so that the shadows weren’t a uniform black, but rather pieces of a greater darkness.

He licked his dry lips and took another step, moving in the direction of the light.

Four tentative steps later he was sure that there was light down there. He could see the faint outlines of rocks rising from the floor or hanging like fangs from the ceiling.

Eight more steps and he could see his own hands. A sharp cry burst from between his clenched teeth. He was covered with blood.

Was it his blood?

Finn stopped and touched his chest, his stomach, his limbs.

If he was hurt, then where was the wound?

If he wasn’t hurt…?

“God,” he breathed, and the word sounded too loud in the dark tunnel. It echoed badly and took on different meanings as it ricocheted past him.

He took a few more steps, and now the light began peeling the shadows back in layers. The palette of the moment changed from black to brown. The color of the desert, except for the sheer walls of gray rock. However, in that light, he could see that the blood was the brightest of reds. A garish scarlet from a cheap paint box.

He tried wiping his hands on his thighs and on the walls, needing to clear his skin. To clean his hands. He spat on the stubborn spots.

He got a little of it off.

Not much.

And that made him want to move faster. He stumbled forward, falling into a clumsy run, his boots barely lifting from the ground. He left smudged and elongated footprints in the sand behind him.

His breath came in ragged gasps as if he was running uphill.

At the end of each inhalation, there was a little squeak of a sound. Almost a whimper.

“Stop it stop it stop it,” he told himself, but his voice lacked conviction.

The light was stronger just around the bend ahead. He could smell the air too. Clean air. Not the stale air of the tunnel. There was wind too, whispering past the mouth of this motherfucking tunnel.

His stumbling run turned into a sprint as he bolted for the light.

He burst from the mouth of the cave, a smile carving its way onto his filthy face, a sob breaking in his chest as he flung off the last of the shadows.

He stopped and leaned against a boulder to catch his breath. There was movement to his left and Finn spun, drawing his pistol, raising it, pointing it.

A boy stood there, his face turned away. He wore a loose kameez over shalwar—the loose pajama-like trousers—with a kaffiyeh wound around his head and a simple pair of dusty kabuli sandals. His clothes were streaked with dust but the only bloodstain on them was an oddly shaped splash of red over his heart. It looked like a desert rose.

“Boy…” said Finn in Pashto.

The child did not respond, did not seem to hear.

Finn said it again in Dari.

The boy stiffened and suddenly began running away. As he did so, he pressed the wrappings of his kaffiyeh to his face as if trying to conceal his features. Finn tried to run after him, but he was too weak and dizzy. He snaked out a hand and caught one trailing edge of the kaffiyeh and pulled. It jerked the boy almost to a stop and made him half-turn—and that revealed more of the boy’s face.

Only it was not the face of a boy.

It was the face of an ancient woman. Withered beyond belief, scarred, ugly, almost bestial. Her skin was a livid red, almost the color of blood, and her nose was caked with clay. She opened her mouth to hiss at him, and Finn saw that instead of teeth she had a pair of razor-sharp tusks. The woman spat at him and tore the cloth from his hands. Then she spun and ran as lithely and quickly as a young, athletic child.

Finn could never hope to keep up.

He stumbled along and finally ran down to a sloppy stop, bent over, hands on his knees, panting, confused and terrified and sure that he was losing his mind. Minutes dragged past and the world around him seemed to steady itself down to become nothing more than mountains and sand and a hot wind.

Finn pushed himself erect and began walking along the path that led through the old town square, looking for answers, for the thread of sanity he’d lost. Looking for the sight of the ambush. Looking for his men.

He found nothing for a long time, and he was beginning to think that there was nothing to find. That he was irretrievably lost out here. Or that he was mad and imagining all of this as he lay dying somewhere. He gave up trying to make sense of it. He summoned what strength he had and began to run in the only direction that promised any hope of an answer—back the way he’d come.

But the day was not done with Sergeant Finn O’Leary.

He took five steps, but each one was slower and less steady than the last. His final step was broken, and he realized that he was falling. Not onto his face again, but down hard onto his knees. His body weight collapsed as the air flew from his lungs in shock and defeat. Finn knelt there, slumped like a despairing supplicant. His hands hung slack at the ends of his arms, palms up, fingers curled like the legs of some pale, dead spider.

Spit glistened on the rim of his lower lip and as his unblinking eyes took in the things that lay tangled in the dust, the drool broke over the edge of his lip and ran in a crooked line down his chin.

Tears burned into his eyes and they fell, too, cutting like acid down his cheeks.

He looked at the things that lay scattered around the clearing that had once been a town square.

Red things.

Ragged things.

Torn and broken. Defiled and discarded.

Three of them, lying in broken humps that did not add up to the orderly shapes of men. There were too many bad angles. There were parts that should have been connected and stubbornly, stupidly, were not.

Bear was the closest.

Or at least Finn thought it was Bear. 

But his eyes…

His eyes were gone. The flesh around the holes burned to blackened leather. Smoke curled upward from each socket, but the smoke seemed to glow as if fires still burned inside the dead man’s skull.

It was the same with the others. They lay on their backs, faces pointed to the sky. Fiery smoke rose from their eye sockets.

You know what has been taken, and you want it back. That’s what the woman said.

Yes. He knew.

What will you give me for what you want?

What indeed.

God… What had he told her? 

How had he answered that horrible question?

There was a rustle and he spun around. Bear had turned his face toward Finn. 

Finn stared in horror, trying to understand this. Was it rigor mortis? Was the heat from the fire shortening the tendons in Bear’s neck? Was…

Jazzman and Cheech Wizard turned their heads too. 

All three of his men stared at Finn with eyes that were nothing but fire and smoke. With the eyes of hell.

All Finn could do was scream. It was the only reasonable response to this. It was the only choice left to him.
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The shooter was so close that I heard him racking the bolt a split second before the shots started banging their way through the day. That little bit of warning saved my ass, because as soon as I heard it, I threw myself off the path and behind a heap of fallen rock. The bullets hammered a line along the ground where I’d been standing. I saw that much as I scurried like a lizard into the smallest crevice I could find. The impact points walked up the path a yard from my nose.

I realized that it was only a single shooter and started to breathe a sigh of relief.

Then I heard other guns open up from back the way I’d come. 

I heard someone yell, “It’s more of them! Kill the unholy! Allahu akbar!” 

We’d walked into a nice trap, but then I heard Top and Bunny open up with their M14s set on rock ’n’ roll and immediately the valley was filled with thunder. There were some yells amid the thunder. Screams of pain and curses in Pashto.

I had my own worries.

I rolled sideways and peered around the corner of the rock and saw a man firing an AK-47. He stood with one foot braced on the boulder he must have been hiding behind. His clothes were streaked with blood and dirt, and his eyes were completely wild. His turban was in disarray and the ends of it flapped in the hot wind. He burned through an entire magazine, shooting the whole landscape around me, and all the time he screeched prayers to Allah. Calling me a demon. Begging for protection from Allah. 

The bullets ricocheted all over the damn place. One plucked at my sleeve, which made me yank my arm in tighter and utter another in a long string of promises to Jesus I knew I’d later renege on. I meant them right then though.

When he stopped to reload, I leaned out with my Beretta in both hands and put three rounds into his chest. He fell back and the AK dropped onto its stock, stood for a moment, and then fell over with a clatter.

Dangerous guy, but a stupid guy. 

Now a dead guy.

I got to my feet and ran in a low, fast crouch across the path and knelt by the man I’d killed—and then did a double take as I looked at him. He was a mess. When I’d seen the bloodstains on his clothes, I’d thought that it was somebody else’s blood. Survivors get like that after a battle, and we had to presume that these guys were the ones who ambushed Rattlesnake Team. But this guy’s clothes were torn, and when I poked around, I could see long lacerations—days old—that were festering with pus and crawling with maggots. This guy was more than half dead before I shot him. He had to have been in agony and probably out of his mind with fever. 

The wounds were a mix. Long slashes in parallel lines that looked like they might have been done by a rake. Or a set of claws. A big hunting cat might leave marks like that. But there were also burns in weird segmented sections around his face and throat.

I had no idea what could have caused marks like that.

The gunfire abruptly stopped.

I tapped my earbud. “Cowboy to Echo Team. Give me a sitrep.”

“All clear, boss,” said Bunny. “Three up, three down.”

He was right. As I rounded a shoulder of the mountain, I saw Bunny standing over three bodies while Top knelt between two of them. He used the tip of a knife to lift sections of torn, bloodstained clothing, then glanced up at me as I approached.

“Looks like Rattlesnake Team had some fun with these jokers before we got here,” said Bunny, nodding to the bodies, which were all as torn as that of the man I’d killed.

Top nodded, but he didn’t look convinced. 

“My guy too. Cuts and burns.”

None of us said what all of us were thinking. Those marks might have been the result of some prolonged torture. I knew Finn pretty well, and his boys. They were rough and they were hardasses, but I was sure I’d have pegged them as guys who couldn’t do this.

On the other hand, I’d been wrong before.

I tapped my earbud for the command channel. “Cowboy to Bug.”

It took a few seconds before I got anything but static.

Then, “Cowboy? Jeez, man, what happened?”

“What do you mean what happened? We just got ambushed by four Taliban shooters. I thought you said this valley was empty.”

“I think we have a satellite malfunction. And sat phone is acting funky too. NASA tells us it’s sunspots.”

“Fuck NASA.”

“Thermals tell me no one but Echo, then a whole bunch—thirty or forty—then no one at all. It’s weird.”

“Go bang the thermals with a hammer then, goddamn it. We nearly got our dicks handed to us.”

“It’s in space, Cowboy,” he complained. “Only so much we can do. Shit, wait, the board just lit up again. Counting six—no, ten—jeez, fourteen signals coming to you from the west. Satellite’s only giving us grainy crap, but it looks like three vehicles. Jeez, Cowboy, you’ve got a Taliban team zeroing your twenty.” He read the map coordinates. “Four klicks out and coming fast.”

“Swell.”

“Hey!” he yelped, but it wasn’t at me. “Cowboy, be advised, RFID tracking chips for Cheech Wizard, Jazzman, and Bear have come back online. Intermittent, but… No, the signals are strong. Four klicks to the southwest. Looks like they’re on an intercept course with the Taliban, all three.”

“What about Finn?”

But the line dissolved into static.

We looked at each other. Top had the coordinates up on his computer and he pointed the way. Straight down the valley we were in. There was a sluggish breeze coming from that direction, and as he listened, we thought we heard thunder. Way off in the distance.

We all knew it wasn’t thunder.

“Rattlesnake,” said Bunny.

And then we were running.
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Rattlesnake Team

Six days ago…

 

Finn didn’t remember walking away.

He didn’t remember much of anything.

All he knew was that when his mind started becoming aware of things, there were no bodies on the ground. No cave. No voices. He was miles and miles from where he’d deployed with his team.

His team.

Cheech Wizard. Bear. Jazzman.

This morning, they had been so full of life. Big, covered in the scars they’d earned fighting genuine threats to the world. Men who had saved the world. The actual world.

Now… 

He closed his eyes—his real eyes and his inner eye—in hopes of shutting out the image of those things that had been scattered across the valley floor. Those impossible things with their impossible eyes.

Things that could not have been his men.

His friends.

They call it being “brothers in arms,” but it went so much deeper than that. He and those men were brothers, more so than if they’d been born of the same mother.

Brothers.

Finn loved them more than anyone he’d ever known. More than his wife. More than his two kids back home. More than his actual brother, who was a fat accountant in Des Moines and would never have believed what Finn did for a living. Did for his country, for the world.

Bear, Jazzman, and Cheech Wizard understood.

Bitter tears filled his eyes.

The kind of love a soldier has for his battlefield brothers can’t really be defined. Maybe “love” is the wrong word. Maybe there’s too much romance and bullshit hanging off that word, and there’s none of that here. It’s not about that kind of shit. This was a fundamental thing; it went down to the DNA. Down to the soul.

Finn knew that if he could have dialed the clock back, he would have done anything in his power to keep from failing his men. He’d have done anything—any damn thing in the world—to save them.

To spare them.

To take their place.

He blinked his eyes clear and stared at the landscape. There were people on the road. A man and two boys leading a string of goats. Beyond them was an old truck, wheezing along the road away from him, and with dull astonishment, Finn realized that it must have passed him while he was walking.

Finn stopped and stared at it. Far beyond the truck was a cluster of huts, and beyond that… 

A town.

A hot wind blew past him and he held a hand up to shield his eyes. Buried deep inside the wind was a voice.

Her voice.

What will you give me for what you want?
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Echo Team

 

Guys like Bunny, Top, and me, we live in a landscape of war. Our lives are defined by it. As a result, we are almost always in a high-alert state. It’s a bitch, it wears at you after a while, but it is what’s required of us and we know that we have the option of turning in our badges and hanging up our guns. 

As if.

We ran straight along the valley for two klicks, then split and began climbing the slopes on either side, running from one cover position to the next. We had no idea if the Taliban had scouts or spotters out here and we didn’t want to find out the wrong way.

With every step, the noise sounded less like thunder and more like what it was. Heavy-caliber weapons. Grenades. 

As we passed the three-kilometer mark, the sound of the battle suddenly changed.

Fewer gunshots.

More screams.

And soon, all screams.

We poured it on for another half klick and then slowed to a predatory crawl, weapons ready, minds and hearts ready.

The screams continued.

Then the last scream dwindled down to a wet gurgle and faded.

Black towers of oil smoke curled up over the lip of the ridge directly ahead of us. And there, strewn among the rocks, I saw sunlight glinting on brass.

I signaled that I was going ahead, and that Bunny and Top should cover me.

The path climbed a short hill that was shaded by the shattered remains of a fig tree whose trunk had been comprehensively chewed apart by gunfire. I ran to the trunk, crouched momentarily behind it, then went over the rise.

And stopped.

The scene below was a tableau in a museum of Hell.

Two of the three trucks were burning. From the driver’s window of the lead vehicle, a charred arm protruded, the fingers slowly curling into a fist as heat contracted the tendons.

Men lay everywhere, like islands in a lake of blood. Blood was everywhere. On the ground, on the surrounding boulders, even splashed high on the walls.

Fourteen of them.

The ground was littered with thousands of shell casings and spent magazines. All of the magazines were the banana clips of the AK-47. As I moved down the far side of the ridge, I bent and picked up a shell casing. It was a 7.62 round. From their guns. I didn’t see any shell casings from M14s or M16s.

Nothing moved except smoke wandering on a sluggish breeze.

I heard Top and Bunny coming up on either side of me, fifty yards out. I held my fist up to signal them to stop and hold.

Letting my gun barrel lead, I moved forward, walking among the corpses, looking for signs of life, finding only death.

Then I heard a sound behind the rear truck. I froze, then hand-signaled my guys to move in fast and wide so we could circle the truck from two positions. I ran forward on cat feet, and as I reached the back of the truck I yelled, “Freeze!”

Or something like that.

Whatever I said never got out.

The tailgate of the truck was down and an Afghani was sprawled on the bed, arms and legs wide, eyes wide, chest torn wide. Three men were bent over the corpse. Their arms were crimson to the elbows. Their faces were smeared with blood. Pieces of raw meat hung from their teeth. They heard me and turned.

Their eyes… 

God almighty, their eyes.

Where eyes should have been were holes torn into their faces, and inside those holes… 

Impossibly…

Fires burned inside of them.

Fires.

They froze there, lumps of red pressed to their mouths. Then they hissed at me, showing red teeth that had been filed to dagger points.

Somewhere, a million miles away, I heard Top and Bunny running, yelling.

The three men—if that word even makes sense anymore—dropped the red chunks of meat they held. They straightened. The biggest of them reached past the dead man to a wooden crate that had been smashed open and removed a piece of rock. Then I saw that it was a fragment of carved stone. The fleshy, rounded figure of a woman with a huge belly and breasts. The man pressed his bloody lips to the feet of the figure, then shoved it inside his jacket.

All three of them were staring at me with burning eyes.

In a voice as cold as death, the man with the statue said, “We return what was stolen. We honor the bargain.”

Then I felt myself falling backward with no memory of why I’d lost balance.

Someone was yelling my name. Top? Bunny?

I hit the ground hard on my ass and the shock snapped me out of my stupor. Bunny was right there, catching me under the armpits and hauling me to my feet. Top had his rifle out and was turning to cover the area.

But nothing moved.

There was nothing that could move.

It was the three of us and fourteen dead men.

Absolutely no one else.

“Boss!” yelled Bunny. “Yo, boss, what’s wrong?”

I pointed numbly at the dead man sprawled in the back of the truck. But when they looked all they saw was a corpse.

The world seemed to be falling off its hinges, and I was dangerously close to losing my shit. The three men—things, whatever—were gone. I could not have imagined them. On the other hand, let’s face it… I couldn’t have seen them.

So…what the fuck?

Before I could organize my brain so that I could say something that made sense, we all heard a sound behind us. A cough, a soft grunt.

I pushed myself free of Bunny as we all whirled, weapons coming up.

A man knelt on the ground twenty feet behind us, in the midst of all that blood. He wore a cotton shirt in a rough local weave over faded camouflage pants, but the pattern was from the First Gulf War. He was drenched head to toe in blood.

The kneeling man looked down at the ground in front of him. 

He slowly raised his head and stared at me with eyes that had grown huge and round with shock. Or maybe it was madness.

He looked at me for a few distorted seconds, then opened dried, cracked lips and said, “Joe…?”

Sergeant Finn O’Leary fell face-forward onto the dirt, making no attempt to break his fall.
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Rattlesnake Team

Four days ago…

 

The town was barely that—just a desperate cluster of a few tents, mud buildings, and the open mouth of a cave inside of which was the local bazaar. 

Finn O’Leary barely remembered coming here. There were tattered memories of a goatherd and his wife taking him in, cleaning him, washing his body, forcing mutton stew down his throat. Praying over him. Or maybe near him; Finn couldn’t be sure.

When he could speak—sometime during the second day—Finn croaked, “Where am I?”

They told him. A place called Haykal. He’d never heard of it.

“My sons found you walking on the road,” said the father, then he hesitated. He was a stick of a man with light brown eyes filled with shadows. Living as a simple farmer in a country that hadn’t known peace in his lifetime probably aged him beyond his years. He said, “You were in a fight, yes? A battle?”

Finn didn’t ask how the man knew. Finn was aware enough to remember that his clothes had been covered in blood.

Even so, he didn’t answer. Soldiers don’t answer those questions, and the little farmer didn’t push it.

“You are not injured,” the farmer said.

“Yes,” said Finn, “I am.”

He opened his shirt to show the old man the hand-shaped burn on his chest.

The man did not look at it. He turned his head, closed his eyes, and began to pray very quickly and fervently.

Finn pulled his shirt closed.

“I’m sorry,” he said, though he didn’t quite understand what he was apologizing for.

Without turning to face him, the old man said, “The person you need to talk to is here.”

“What person? What are you talking about?”

“He is a black marketer,” said the man, still not looking at him. “A criminal. A bad man who has forgotten the name of God.”

Finn said nothing.

“His name is Aziz. He knows about such things.” The old man stood up. “When you are well, I will take you to him. He can be found in a very bad place, a place where criminals meet. I cannot ask such a man into this house. I am poor and worthless, but we live according to the teachings of the Prophet, and we cannot have such a person here.”

“You brought me in here.”

The man finally turned. “You were hurt, and God requires mercy of us.”

Finn nodded. “Thank you,” he said.

The man nodded but said nothing.

Finn touched his chest. “Do you know what this is?”

The man looked away.

“Look, I don’t know what happened to me. I don’t know how I got this. I was attacked and I’ve been out of my head for days. If you know something, then you have to tell me.”

It took the old man a long time to answer. Finally he said, “There are things in the desert older even than Islam. Older than Christianity. Older than the Jews.” The man made a sign against evil. “There are things older than the world. These things are evil. They are demons who trick and seduce. But…no man’s heart is ever corrupted by them if his faith is strong, if his faith is real.” He shook his head. “I will pray for you.”

And that was all he would say.
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Echo Team

 

“Jesus H. T. Christ, Esquire,” muttered Top as he rolled Finn onto his back. He pushed two fingers against the side of the man’s throat. “He’s got a pulse. Don’t seem to be hurt. Got a weird burn on his chest, but it’s a coupla days old. Nothing else. Been in the sun too damn long.”

“The fuck did he come from?” asked Bunny, glancing around. 

Finn slowly opened his eyes and blinked up at us, and it was clear that he didn’t see us. Or at least didn’t quite understand who—or perhaps what—we were.

“Finn,” I said again, then repeated it more firmly. 

He blinked again.

Finn’s eyes locked on mine and I could see them gradually begin to clear. He tried to speak; his lips formed my name, but all that came out was an inarticulate croak. He licked his lips, swallowed, winced at the pain in his dry throat, and tried again, forcing it. 

“Joe…?”

I slung my rifle and knelt in front of him.

“Jesus, Finn,” I said, “where are you hurt? How bad is it?”

“Hurt?” he asked as if he didn’t understand the word. I pushed past Top and began checking Finn myself. I saw the burn and pulled Finn’s shirt completely open to look at it. Finn tried to stop me, his fingers quick and nervous. 

“Finn,” I said, helping him sit up, “what the hell happened?”

He shook his head and looked past me at the blood. “My men,” he whispered. “Bear… Cheech Wizard,” he said slowly, his voice barely a whisper, “Jazzman.”

I took him by the shoulders and tried to steady him. Gave him just a little shake, maybe put some of his marbles back into their slots. “Finn, what happened here? Where’s your team? Where are your men?”

I almost said what are your men. My pulse was still hammering.

Finn’s eyes roved around the town square, from one patch of blood to the other.

“Here,” he said hollowly. “Joe…they were all just here.”

Top and Bunny glanced at me, but I let nothing show. 

“What happened out here?” asked Bunny.

But Finn’s eyes rolled up in their sockets and he pitched forward into my arms.

I took his weight and, with Bunny’s help, carried him out of the big pool of blood and on to unmarked ground. We propped him up with his back against a rock wall. Top watched and I could tell from the calculating look in his eyes that he was doing the math on all this and wasn’t happy with the numbers.

Top gave me a small sideways tic of the head, and I rose and walked a dozen yards away with him. We stood there, surveying the carnage. Top took a pack of gum from his shirt and we each had a piece. He saw my hands trembling as I unwrapped mine.

I tapped my earbud. “Cowboy to Bug.”

It took five tries to get a static-filled connection.

“Go for Bug.”

“Give me a rundown on thermal and satellite feeds.”

“Satellites are a negative. They went offline ten minutes ago. NASA’s working on it.”

“Balls. And the thermals? We getting any signal?”

“We got lots of signals, Cowboy. We got four signatures right now—Echo and Finn. All clustered together. That’s cool that you found him. How is he?”

Bug had never been great at the formality of tactical radio chatter. 

“Alive, minimal injuries but disoriented. Unable to debrief at this time. What about Rattlesnake?”

“Their signals are weird, Cowboy. One minute they’re here, the next they’re not. Then they’re up in the mountains, then somewhere else. The telemetry is totally fritzed.” 

“Okay. We’re returning to the LZ. I need exfil for four now and then air surveillance. Screw the satellites, get me some helos.”

There was a squawk of static and we lost the signal again. 

“Shit,” I said, and picked up a rock to throw it as hard as I could. I stopped mid-throw, weighed it in my hand, and dropped it.

Then I gave the order to make a stretcher and carry Finn back to the ancient town built into the mountain, back where his team had gone missing. There were enough slats from the unburned stake-bed pickup, and we used the jackets of dead men for a sling. Top and Bunny carried while I walked point.

“Why not wait here?” asked Bunny, and Top nodded.

Fair question.

“Because this shit started back by that small cave,” I said. “I want to figure it out in some kind of order.”

As explanations go, it was lame as hell; but they were sergeants and I was a captain and this wasn’t a democracy. The truth…? This place spooked me more than I could express. Those faces with the burning eyes had been too real, but I didn’t want to talk about it with them. I’ve had some psych issues in the past, and I’m pretty sure my guys know about it. This was not the time to shake their confidence in me.

When we were back at the abandoned town, we placed Finn in the shade of a pair of withered trees. He was still unconscious.

“I’m going to walk the scene,” I said to Top. 

He glanced around, not liking it. “This is a weird place, Cap’n.”

He left it there in case I wanted to say something. I didn’t.

“Call me when Finn’s awake.”

I stepped back from them, moving to the edge of the town square so I could see the whole thing. I used to be a pretty good homicide cop back in West Baltimore. A lot of what I know about working a crime scene comes from three reliable sources. The first was my dad, who was a cop before me, and he’d worked his way up from the street to a gold shield to commissioner before finally jumping ship to run for mayor. None of his promotions were purely political. He’d been a cop’s cop—he’d done his time and closed a big share of his cases. He taught me a lot. 

The second source was my own time on the job. Baltimore has a lot of crime and never enough cops, so the guys on the job have to do the job.

My third source was a cop from DCPD named Jerry Spencer. He was a grumpy son of a bitch, but he could work a crime scene like Sherlock Holmes. He didn’t just see, he observed. And he kept his opinions in neutral until he had enough facts to build a reasonable supposition. Even then, he was never sold on a theory as long as there was a potential for a decent competing theory.

So I stood there and I let the scene speak to me.

Here were the things I could tell for sure.

Rattlesnake Team had come into this valley from the west. As I walked around a clearing that must have once been the town center, I found the trail of their footprints at a few hundred yards, and then the faint brush marks from where Finn and his boys erased the signs of their presence as they prepared to lay a trap. The four of them separated. Finn went through a short tunnel that curled and rose to a flat rock on the far side of the town, almost certainly to set up a good elevated shooting position. Personally, I thought it was a questionable choice. A good shooting position should be in can’t-miss range, but even for a sniper as good as Finn that spot was at the outer edge of safe range. Its only virtue was an element of absolute surprise, but there were better choices he could have made. Maybe that was part of whatever went wrong here. One bad choice can shove everything else downhill in an avalanche of consequences.

The other three guys from Rattlesnake skirted the edge of the town square and found concealed spots to set up an ambush. There were the distinctive marks in the sand of men sitting, lying prone, and kneeling. That spot was thick with their shell casings.

I went upslope and that’s when I found the caravan. Or what was left of it. From ground level, it looked like an empty trail because of a raised lip of ragged stone. But as I drew near, I heard blowflies and smelled the stink of rotted meat. A dozen of the corpses were adult men, and one was a boy of about ten. My heart twisted for the kid. It’s insane how many cultures drag their children into the middle of a war, often literally putting guns in their hands and metaphorically painting bull’s-eyes over their hearts. Bastards.

There were also three dead horses, their bellies swollen from internal gases and crawling with flies and maggots. 

The ground all around them was littered with shell casings. The men had made a fight of it, but they all went down.


There was a sudden rasp of static in my ear. “Bug to Cowboy.”

“Go for Cowboy. Good to hear you, kid.”

“Hey,” he said, “we might only have this connection for a few seconds. NASA’s now saying that there might be some combination of minerals in the mountains where you are that’s screwing up the signal. Nothing else seems to make sense.”

“You have any useful intel?”

“We got a couple of good thermals and some clean satellite images and your whole area is clean. Just the same four signals—Echo and Finn.”

“No one else?”

“No.”

“Bug, see if you can take another look at the area we just left. The convoy ambush. I thought I spotted the rest of Rattlesnake Team there, but I lost them.”

“We’ve scanned it. No life signs, no thermals, no visuals, and no telemetry from the RFID chips. There’s nothing out there but dead Taliban guys and lizards.”

“Look again.”

“Okay.”

“And get me some frigging choppers. I want to get the hell out of here.”

But he was gone. The timing was really pissing me off. And…scaring me too. 

A lot.

I sucked it up though, and went back to studying the dead caravan, and that’s when the scene got suddenly very weird.

On and around the three horses were heavy cotton sacks. Most were still tied shut, but all had been pierced by rounds so that white opium powder spilled out onto the rock. Hundreds of pounds of it. Hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth.

It was still there. No one had touched it.

One bag, however, had been cut open with something sharp and a parcel had been removed. The wrappings of the parcel—green silk—lay discarded on the ground. Whatever had been wrapped in the silk was gone.

From my perspective, it appeared that Rattlesnake Team had ambushed and killed the Taliban caravan, then someone—either a member of Rattlesnake or someone else—targeted one bag, cut it open, and removed something that had been hidden among the drugs. That item, and now three members of Rattlesnake Team, were missing, and there were no footprints in the spilled blood of the Taliban to indicate how anyone had approached the bag without leaving a mark.

Curious, I drew my rapid-release folding knife from my pocket, snapped the blade into place, and systematically cut open the other bags. I made sure to keep a cloth pressed to my nose and mouth. Getting stoned was not part of the agenda.

There was a green silk parcel in each bag. They were heavy too.

None of them felt like the kind of vacuum-packed metal cylinders that would be used to transport a pathogen. They felt like rocks, maybe carvings.

I collected them and retreated down the slope, but I noticed that as careful as I had been, I left a trail of bloody footprints. How had someone looted that first bag without doing the same?

At the bottom of the slope, I found a table-sized rock and placed the parcels there, then unwrapped each one. The first one was a small statue of a snooty-looking little man with an enormous dick. Fertility symbol from some culture. The second was a broken statue of one of the Egyptian gods. The one with the cat face, can’t remember the name offhand. The others were similar. Small idols of gods from several different cultures, including one that was a very nice carving of a bull. That one really caught my eye and I spit on it and rubbed the dirt away. What I at first thought was brass was something else entirely.

It was solid gold.

The fucking thing had to weigh four pounds.

I whistled, long and loud.

I have some stocks and I have some commodities. I keep a lazy eye on the price of gold because I have some that my grandfather left me. Some coins and stuff. Last time I checked the price per ounce, it was hovering around seventeen hundred bucks.

Times four pounds?

I was holding about a hundred grand in my hand.

Not to mention the value of the statue. That was probably ancient.

The other objects? If they were all as old, then maybe they were equally valuable in their own way.

So…why did someone leave all this shit behind? What was so valuable in that other parcel? Was that the container of pathogen that Rattlesnake Team had been sent here to intercept?

My instincts were telling me no. I thought it was another one of these statues.

But why take that one in particular and not the rest?

What was it about that one?

Then I heard a sound behind me. 

Soft. A scuff of pebbles sliding down an incline.

I immediately whirled and brought my rifle up as I threw myself to one side. My finger slipped inside the trigger guard and I almost fired.

Almost.

The barrel pointed straight and steady and my finger was curled around the trigger.

A boy stood there.

He was dressed in the robes of an Afghani villager. He had an oversize kaffiyeh on his head with the scarf pulled around to hide everything but his eyes. The kid must have come down the same slope used by the caravan.

His clothes were dusty and there was a bloodstain on his chest that I thought at first was a bullet hole. It was right over his heart.

He took a step toward me, hands out in a pleading gesture, and in good English said, “Please…”

As much as I hated to do it, I pointed my gun at him. “Hold it right there, kid.” 

The boy stopped and stood his ground. His eyes were big and dark, and they darted nervously from my face to my gun and back again.

“No one’s going to hurt you if you just stay right there,” I told him.

He nodded.

I tapped my earbud. “Bug…?”

I got static for a moment, then I heard his voice.

“—ug to Cow…you copy…?”

“Bug, you’re breaking up. If you can hear me, we have a civilian boy who may be a witness. I need evac right now.”

There was no answer.

I tapped my earbud again.

Listened.

Heard static.

I switched to the team channel. “Cowboy to Sergeant Rock.”

A burst of static was the only answer.

“Cowboy to Green—”

A sudden scream of unbearable intensity ripped through the earbud and into my head. It hit me like a punch, as if it were coming from an inch behind me. The shriek was male but piercingly, insanely loud. The shock knocked me forward onto my knees and I clawed at the bud, tearing it out of my ear.

All the while the boy stared at me, his face twisted into a grimace that almost looked like a smile.

The scream instantly stopped.

Just like that.

But it seemed to echo faintly inside my head. My eyes teared up and my nose was running. I pawed at my face and the back of my hand came away slick and wet. And red.

I gagged and coughed dark blood onto the sand.

The boy was still standing where I’d told him to, but he touched his face beneath the rippling scarf. There was a weird look in his eyes. Like he was smiling. Or crying. I couldn’t tell.

Behind me, off somewhere at an incalculable distance, I heard other voices. Men’s voices. Not screaming. Yelling.

Calling my name.

I swung my rifle around on its sling and brought it up as blood continued to pour from my nose.

“Cowboy!” called a voice that was muffled and distorted. “Cowboy, on your nine. Friendlies. Lower your weapon.”

I turned to my left to see Top and Bunny coming toward me. Both of them had their weapons in their hands. Top’s was pointed up to the sky and he held out his other hand in a calming no-problem gesture. Bunny’s barrel and eyes were both pointed at the small boy.

“Freeze!” he yelled, and through the pain and disorientation in my head I thought that was strange. The boy hadn’t made a move, though now there was no expression except fear in his eyes.

Top pushed my rifle barrel aside as he knelt in front of me.

“Where are you hurt?” he said, asking me the same question I’d asked Finn.

I touched my nose. The bleeding had stopped.

“Jesus Christ,” I snapped, “what the fuck was that scream? Was that Finn?”

Top blinked. “Scream?” he asked.

“Yeah, that goddamn scream. You telling me you couldn’t fucking hear it?”

Top’s dark gaze roved over my face. “Didn’t hear nothing, Cap’n,” he said. “Just you yelling.”

I turned to Bunny. “What’d it sound like to you?”

“Yeah,” said Bunny, “I heard you scream, boss.”

“No,” I snapped. “Not me. Over the mic.”

Top shook his head. “Radio’s dead.”

We stared at each other and then we turned and looked at the kid. Bunny still had him at gunpoint and the kid looked terrified. Bunny told the kid to open his robes, and when it was clear the kid wasn’t wearing a C4 vest, Bunny stepped cautiously toward the boy and took a long reach to pull the scarf away from his face. The kid’s face was badly burned. Not sunburned, either. Flash-burned. He had some kind of gray clay caked over his nose. Maybe a local pain remedy. 

“You okay, kid?” asked Bunny gently.

The boy said nothing.

Bunny patted him down and pushed the kid toward where I knelt. “He’s clean, boss.”

Top helped me to my feet and the whole world did a drunken jig for a moment, but I stood still for a few seconds and it passed. Then I leaned on Top and together we staggered back to where Finn lay in a semiconscious stupor.

He raised his head as we approached. “I thought I heard something,” he said in a muzzy voice. He sounded like someone who’d just woken up after a heavy nap.

Top cut a look at me and I gave him a tiny shake of my head. 

“It’s all quiet on the western front,” I told Finn. “But we have a visitor, so maybe we can get some answers to—”

As I spoke, Finn looked past me to where Bunny stood with the boy.

His eyes snapped wide and a look of total horror wrenched its way onto Finn’s face. He threw himself backward, raising an arm to shield himself from the sight of the kid.

“Oh God! That’s her!” he cried.

“That’s who?” asked Bunny.

Finn made a grab for my holstered pistol, and he was so damn fast that he had it in his hand before I could stop him. I made a dive for it, but Finn clubbed me in the face with his free hand. 

Bang!

Bunny shoved the kid behind a rock and dove for cover in the opposite direction. The bullet whanged off the rock, missing the boy by an inch. Even in his panic, Finn was a hell of a shot.

Finn managed two more shots before Top kicked the gun out of his hand. Finn was still yelling, and he dove for the weapon. I shook off the punch to the head and tackled him. We rolled over in the sand, him bellowing about some woman while trying every dirty trick he ever learned to shake me off. He head-butted me, drove his elbow into my ribs, hoof-kicked me in the nuts, and was about to bang my head against a rock when Top stepped in front of him, grabbed a fistful of Finn’s hair, and hit him with three short punches that were so fast the impact sounded like one.

Finn dropped flat on his face and I rolled off, coughing, wheezing, and feeling like shit. Top caught me under the arm and hauled me up, but I could only manage a hunchbacked bend. My balls felt like they’d been mashed flat and then set on fire. Finn was one of the toughest guys I’d ever known, and I did not appreciate the reminder.

“Get that fucking kid over here!” I snarled. “I want some fucking answers right fucking now!”

Bunny stood by the rock and he had a look of total perplexity on his face.

“What?” I demanded.

I already knew.

The kid was gone.

He couldn’t have been.

But he was.

Fuck.
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Finn O’Leary entered the tiny café and sat down across a table from a wizened little man with a smile like a bamboo viper and eyes the color of cow shit. He was the kind of man you’d distrust on first meeting and probably never feel the need to alter your opinion. The kind of man who knew that this was how people perceived him, and instead of trying to ameliorate that gut reaction, he cultivated certain qualities within him to more strongly engender those feelings. It worked very well for him.

“Sergeant O’Leary.”

“You’re Aziz?”

The reptilian smile widened a fraction.

“People in town…they said that I should come talk to you,” said Finn. 

“Why?”

“They said you were pretty well connected, that you had resources. And contacts.”

“So does the Red Cross,” said Aziz. “What of it?”

A greasy waiter came and Finn ordered coffee, wishing he could get something stronger. But booze was hard to come by in Muslim towns. Even in shitholes like this where probably nobody within a day’s ride had been to a mosque in years. Guys like Aziz, who was probably Muslim for convenience’s sake and no other reason, most likely had a full bar at home.

When the coffee came, Finn sniffed it, winced, drank some, and nearly spat it against the wall. But he forced it down.

“Let’s cut the tap dance,” Finn said. “I’m not in the mood for three hours of cryptic bullshit and I don’t banter. I was told to see you. If that’s the case, then someone told you I was coming here to find you. So, can we get right down to it?”

Aziz’s smile flickered and dimmed by half. “You take the fun out of things,” he said, then waved that away. “Sure. Let us talk plainly.”

“Good. Do you know why I’m here?”

After a long pause, Aziz said, “Yes. Do you?”

“No.”

Aziz folded his hands and waited.

“Why I’m here doesn’t make sense,” Finn said. “But I’m here anyway.”

“Yes.”

“So…you tell me. You know what the fuck’s going on, so you tell me. Otherwise, I got nowhere to go with this thing.”

Another pause, then Aziz nodded to Finn’s chest. “Open your shirt.”

Now it was Finn’s turn to pause.

“Open it,” said Aziz insistently, “or I walk away.”

Finn sighed, and with trembling fingers, he pulled up the rough cotton shirt to show the hand-shaped burn on his chest.

Aziz sat there with his eyes wide and small fists balled into knuckly knots on the tabletop. Then he rattled off a long prayer in a mix of languages. Like most SpecOps field agents, Finn had a passing familiarity with a number of them—he caught words in Pashto, Arabic, Hebrew, and Egyptian. There were many blessings overlapping one another, most of which Finn couldn’t understand clearly, and a handful of names repeated over and over again.

“Lilitu.”

“Al-bashti.”

“Iblis.”

“Lilith.”

No mention of Muhammad or Allah. No mention of any other god, prophet, or saint. Aziz removed a small stone statue from his pocket. It was an earth-mother statue, one of the fertility idols, with pendulous breasts, an enormous stomach, and tubby legs. It also had a hideous face that was painted red and a wide mouth filled with sharp teeth. The stone looked ancient but in excellent condition. Aziz put it to his mouth and kissed each breast and then the feet. Then he put the idol back into his pocket. 

The smile he gave Finn was truly appalling. It was filled with awe and worship, but also with a naked, undisguised sexual lust that made Finn’s stomach churn and his testicles contract into his body.

“You have been touched by her. Touched.”

Finn pulled down the front of his shirt.

“I wish I could kill you so I could carve that from your chest and sew it onto my own skin,” Aziz continued. “You have been touched by her. Flesh to flesh.”

“You’re fucking nuts.”

That changed Aziz’s smile back to something closer to what it had been. Aziz drew a breath and let it out slowly. Finn chest shuddered as he did that, as if with the aftershock of a prolonged orgasm. He wanted to vomit.

The wizened little man leaned across the table, head bowed and voice low. “You want something back that’s been taken from you?”

“Yes.”

“But they are already at work,” said Aziz. “They found her idol out there in the desert. They took it from the thieves who desecrated her temple. She has taken them as her own and they are already doing what they must do in her service.”

“I don’t give a fuck. I want them back.”

“You know the price?”

“Listen to me, shitbag, I can make one call and have a platoon of marines in here kicking the ass of you and everyone you’ve ever met. I can firebomb this shithole into the next dimension. I told you already: do not fuck with me.”

Aziz contrived to look hurt. “I am not ‘fucking’ with you, Sergeant Finn. I am required to ask this question, and I am asking it. Do you know the price? Do you understand it? What it means?”

“Yeah, yeah, fuck you, I understand. Now let’s get this done.”

Aziz stood firm on his point and his lip curled in a sneer. “We are not haggling over a rug, you arrogant asshole. You came to me—me—bearing her mark. Who do you think I am? A cheap gangster? Sure, that’s what everyone sees. But I protect her.”

“She seemed able to handle herself,” Finn said, and he was surprised he could manage that sarcasm.

“You don’t understand. There are proper ways to do these things. Prayers and rituals. Why do you think shrines are so important? They focus, Sergeant. They allow. Without doing everything the right way, the precise way, it all falls apart.”

Finn said nothing.

“Even now, the old bargain—the one she made with your men—is falling apart because things were not done properly. She took them after they were already dead. Their souls are being torn. Worlds are breaking apart.” He shook his head and made to stand up. “Ah, why am I lecturing a fool?”

Finn caught his arm. “No,” he said quickly. “No… I’m sorry. Look…just tell me what I have to do.”

“Are you sure? Because what we do now is to make the actual substance of the bargain. What you will do, what you will get, how it will all play out.” Aziz leaned forward and his face was alight, intense and vicious. “Are you sure?”

Inside Finn’s chest, his heart was hammering dangerously hard.

“Yes,” he lied.
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With the radio out, there was no way to call in our helo. Protocol allowed for a flyby six hours after we’d rappelled into the LZ, and there were still four hours on that clock.

So, we used the time to locate and secure a safe spot to use as a base camp. It was a tunnel near the ambush point. It was shaped like a croissant and ran maybe sixty-five feet from one end to the other. Bunny rigged one end of the tunnel with booby traps. No explosives, just a couple of flash-bangs that he hid so cleverly that a mountain goat wouldn’t see them. Bunny is very good at that sort of thing.

Top used flex-cuffs to bind Finn’s ankles and wrists. Once he was secure, Top used the first-aid kit to fix the damage to the man’s face. The three punches had cracked his nose and bruised the orbit around Finn’s right eye. He’d have a headache for a month. Better than a bullet though.

For my part, I had aching balls, scattered bruises, and some wounded pride. And I was more confused than I’d ever been in my adult life. I swallowed a couple of painkillers—wishing I could wash them down with Jack Daniel’s—and took up a position at the other cave mouth while Bunny did a quick recon of the area. I motioned for Top to join me out of earshot and told him about the statues, and he brought them back and stood them in a row on the sand. Except for the gold bull. That one he held and stared at with goggle eyes.

“Is this…?” he breathed.

“Yes,” I said.

“Solid?”

“I think so.”

“Holy monkey-fuck! This has to be worth a fortune.”

“Call it a hundred grand, give or take.” And I explained about the fight, the massacre, the opium, and the parcels. They worked it through and came to about the same conclusions I had…that it didn’t add up. Not in any way we could see.

At my direction, Bunny buried the statues and marked the spot so we could find them again. None of us wanted to hump all that weight around.

“Even the gold bull?” Bunny asked, reluctance showing on his face.

“All of it.”

When he was done, I asked, “What’s the status on the radio?” 

“Still out,” said Top. “This is hinky as shit, Cap’n.”

“I know.” I didn’t mention to them that it seemed to go out every time I tried to arrange for a helicopter evac. 

“And here’s something else you ain’t going to like,” he said.

I just looked at him.

Top flipped up his tactical computer. “This is dead too. Went out the same time as the radio. Ditto for every other gadget we have. Sensors, meters, all of it. Now, I know that sounds like an EMP, but the Taliban don’t have anything that can send out an electromagnetic pulse. Not unless someone dropped a nuke somewhere and we ain’t heard about it.”

“Maybe an e-bomb?” I ventured, but it was a lame suggestion. The Taliban didn’t have hardware like that. And no one in their right mind would have sold it to them. That would have been a ticket to a military escalation that nobody on either side wanted. “Okay, Top, drop the other shoe. What’s the rest of it?”

“I got no shoe to drop, Cap’n. I’m standing here in my socks ankle-deep in some weird shit.”

We looked up at the mountains.

“Bug said NASA thought it’s something in the rocks,” I said. “Some metal or ore that’s creating a field of interference.”

When I looked at Top, I could see how much of that he believed. “You really trying to sell that?” he asked.

I didn’t bother to answer. 

When Bunny returned, we three hunkered down around Finn. I said, “I’m tired of watching Finn get his beauty rest. Let’s see if we can get some straight goddamn answers.”

Top produced a syrette filled with a stimulant and cocked an eyebrow at me. I nodded and he jabbed.

Finn twitched and groaned, and in a few seconds his eyes fluttered open. He blinked his vision clear and looked at the three faces ringed around him. He wasn’t seeing any smiles. Then the pain from his face registered and he winced.

“What…happened?” he asked thickly.

I told him.

He winced at that too. Then his eyes popped wide and started darting around, looking past us as his whole body went rigid with tension.

“Is she here? Did you get her?”

“Whoa, whoa,” I said soothingly. “Who are you talking about?”

“Her, goddamn it. Did I get her?”

“Finn—you grabbed my piece and started taking potshots at some local boy. A kid, for chrissakes.”

He shook his head. “That was no boy, Joe. It only looks like one.”

We stared at him. 

“We searched him,” Bunny finally said. “Definitely a boy.”

Finn kept shaking his head. “No, you’re wrong…”

I snapped my fingers in front of his face. He blinked and stopped shaking his head. His eyes were bloodshot and there were dark smudges under them. 

“Hey—listen to me, Finn,” I said, pitching my voice low and calm. “You’re in shock and you’re not making a lot of sense. You’ve got to calm down and—”

“No, I—”

“Shhh,” I said. “It’s cool. We’re clear and we’re safe. We searched the area. It’s just the four of us, and help is on the way.”

He gradually calmed, but only halfway. “What’s…what’s our status? Why is there all this blood on my clothes?”

“We’re piecing that together. We found the spot where Rattlesnake Team ambushed the opium convoy. All of the Taliban are dead, the opium’s there, but there’s no sign of your guys.”

Finn gave me a sharp look, penetrating and unblinking. “You’re sure about that, Joe? You haven’t seen them?”

Before I could respond, Bunny said, “Nah, we ain’t seen hide nor hair. But we think they ambushed another convoy a couple hours ago.”

Finn stared at him. “You’re sure it was them?”

“Not sure of anything today,” said Top. “But whoever did it used M14s. Classic SpecOps ambush scenario too. How many teams of gunslingers you think are out here? There’s us and there’s your boys.”

Finn’s eyes shifted away. He looked toward the town and then he looked down between his knees at the dirt.

“My team is gone,” he said softly.

“Gone…?” prompted Bunny. “You mean they been capped?”

Finn shrugged.

“Where are the bodies?” asked Top.

Another shrug.

“Excuse me,” said Top, “you may be top-kick of that team, Finn, but I’m still a first sergeant and you’re a master sergeant and I asked you a question. Where are the bodies of your team?”

Finn closed his eyes. “Gone,” he said again, but then he added, “They’ve been taken.”

“Taken by who?” demanded Bunny.

“I—don’t know,” said Finn. I had the weird impression that he was hiding something but not actually lying to us. When I made eye contact with Top, I could see that he was in the same place as me.

I placed my hand on Finn’s shoulder and gave him a reassuring squeeze. “Listen, brother, you’ve been out here for ten days and it’s pretty clear you’ve been through some shit.”

“I’ve been through hell,” he said without looking at me.

“If we’re going to help you, then we need to know everything that happened.”

Finn shook his head. “It’s too late for that, Joe.”

“What do you mean?”

“Telling you won’t make it better. My guys are lost.”

“Maybe not,” I said, putting some edge into it.

He gave me a pitying look like I was a naïve idiot who didn’t have a clue about how the world worked.

“I…” he began, then stopped and swallowed. He brushed a tear from his eye. “Joe, I don’t know why I’m even here. I should be dead, not them. I thought that was how it was supposed to work. Me, not them. It wasn’t their fault.”

“What wasn’t their fault?” I asked gently.

“That they…that they were lost.”

I noticed that he kept avoiding the word “died” or “killed.” He called it “lost.” He said they were gone.

It troubled me in ways I couldn’t quite explain.

“Look, Finn, just start from the beginning. There was a firefight here, and there’s a hell of a lot of blood, but there are no American bodies. The only other person we found is a kid, maybe ten years old. And it was definitely a boy, that’s not even a discussion.”

“Hooah,” said Bunny.

I continued, “So, I need you to take a breath, get your shit wired tight, and tell me what happened. And I mean everything.”

I can’t know what Finn was thinking, but I watched his eyes and I could see the process of the frightened and disoriented man yielding all control to the trained soldier—the top-of-the-line SpecOps gunslinger. Top handed him a canteen and Finn took a sip, swallowed, took some breaths through his nose, took a longer sip, and nodded thanks to Top. Finn blew out his cheeks and nodded.

“Okay,” he said.

He told us everything. 

As he spoke, I tried to get inside his head and see it all the way he saw it.
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This is how his story fit into my head...

 

The heat.

The fucking heat.

The heat was a hammer, a fist. 

Finn pinched sweat out of his eyes with thumb and forefinger and saw that his fingers were dry. The desert had leached the moisture out of him. 

You’d think the desert would leave enough for tears, he thought as he blinked his eyes back into focus and fitted the monocular back into place. The rubber gasket was hot and soft against his eye socket. The heat made the rubber feel like flesh, like some curled length of worm.

He was stretched out on a flat shelf that was jabbed into a cliff wall too high above the jagged rocks below. He had a camo blanket over him and a smaller one over the barrel of his rifle. The blanket didn’t do a fucking thing to deflect the heat and Finn felt like he was slowly being broiled alive. But it was better than being without cover, because his Irish skin didn’t tan worth shit. He’d gone from freckle-white to skinned-knees red the first day here in Afghanistan. Since then, he’d kept out of the sun, but being in shade didn’t seem to offer so much as a splinter of relief. Nothing did. Not unless his team had to follow this mission into the higher mountain passes, and then it went from hellish heat to mind-numbing cold.

You couldn’t win in Afghanistan.

Not with the weather.

Not with the people.

Not with the son-of-a-bitching Taliban.

Finn knew he couldn’t beat any of it, so he did what he always did. He did what everyone else did. He did the only thing he could do.

He ate his pain.

He swallowed it whole, feeling it slide down his gullet like a bundle of barbed wire. That was the only way you got through the day, and the week, and the month, and the whole tour. You ate your pain, knowing that the more you consumed, the more poison it would release into your system. After a while, that poison ate away at your nerves, your patience, your tolerance. Sometimes your humanity.

It drove some guys right over the edge. Finn knew—knew for fucking sure—who was collecting fingers from the Afghans. Maybe two-thirds of them were Taliban fingers. The rest? Well, when a guy had that much poison in his system, he sometimes said fuck it and took a trophy wherever he could find it.

A few guys had gone on trial for that.

Most didn’t; most never saw the inside of a military court. No one caught a whiff of the madness cooking inside of them.

Finn hadn’t eaten that much poison yet. But, day by day, he found it harder to hate and revile the guys who went off the reservation. Day by day, that seemed to make more sense.

He ground his teeth and stared through the monocular, feeling the seconds and minutes catch fire around him in the burning afternoon air.

The rocky path below was empty.

All morning it was empty.

Well into the afternoon it was empty.

Not a mule. Not a sheep farmer.

Not a stray dog.

Empty.

Until it wasn’t.

From two hundred yards, the man who stepped out of a shadowy cleft and onto the path looked like a goat farmer. He was dressed in cheap clothes that were visibly patched. He leaned on a crooked stick. His face was elaborately bearded and mottled like lizard skin.

Finn adjusted his focus and studied the man.

A farmer.

Definitely a farmer.

Then the man turned and beckoned behind him.

Ten men came up the slope out of the shadows. Ten men leading six horses. 

Each of the animals staggered under the weight of heavy burlap bags hung from leather straps.

The men were all dressed as farmers. One of them was a boy who couldn’t have been more than ten. The oldest of them was probably sixty, sixty-five.

Just a bunch of shit-kicker dust farmers from the middle of no-fucking-where.

Finn followed them with the monocular, watching them, studying them, looking for a tell that would give them away. Sometimes it was American boots. Or Russian boots. New ones, not old discards. Sometimes it was an iPod or iPad. The Taliban loved that high-tech shit. Sometimes it was a top-quality cell phone or a satellite phone.

Not today. There was none of that.

But, Finn asked himself, what’s in those bags?

This was goat and sheep country. Nobody around here raised cotton. There was no real blanket industry in this corner of the region.

So, what was in the bags?

The CIA intel expressed a very high confidence that the next few caravans of opium would include sealed biocontainment flasks filled with a virulent pathogen. Rumor control said that it was a new twist on the seif al-din prion-based thing from a few years back. A new generation of the bug that terrorists had tried to release at the Liberty Bell Center on the Fourth of July. That stuff did something to the metabolism and rewired the brain so that the infected went apeshit nuts and started chomping on each other like they were extras in 28 Days Later. Not actual zombies, but the real-world science equivalent. 

If it was that, then Finn knew that the caravan couldn’t be allowed out of this valley. Even if it was one of the other pathogens, stuff that wasn’t 100 percent lethal, the Taliban had to be stopped here. If something with any kind of significant communicability was allowed out, thousands could die. Maybe hundreds of thousands. If it got to the States or to Europe, the potential loss of life was unthinkable. Imagine releasing an airborne pathogen in Times Square on New Year’s Eve. Or at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem. Or at a crowded airport like Heathrow.

The orders Rattlesnake Team had been given left no room for error. And it had no provision for mercy.

The caravan moved quickly along the path. In four or five minutes, they’d be out of range of Finn’s rifle. He tapped his mic. 

“Cheech Wizard,” murmured Finn, “they’re coming your way.”

“Got ’em,” replied the voice in his ear. Cheech Wizard was the machine gunner of Rattlesnake Team. He was tucked into a nook formed by two slabs of rock that had tumbled down the side of the mountain. A sheer wall at his back and the only exit was covered by the other two members of the team, Jazzman and Bear. They had shadowy niches with good elevation. 

“Tell me what you’re seeing,” said Finn quietly. He didn’t whisper. The sibilant “ess” sounds traveled more when you whispered; quiet voices faded out into nothing. Besides, their team radios had excellent pickup. That wasn’t SOP. The stuff that was usually issued was often beat-up, the works ruined by heat and sand; but there was a gal in supply that Finn had been banging for a couple of months. It wasn’t love, and they both knew it, but he didn’t give her the clap and didn’t trash-talk her to the other guys, and she made sure his team had gear that was in good working order. Pretty good swap. Everybody came out on top, nobody got hurt.

Bear had the best vantage point and the best eyes. 

“Count ten. Eight adult males, one teenage male, one kid—could be boy or girl,” he reported. “No, correction, not a teenager. Kid’s maybe ten.”

Finn’s lip curled. He hated this part of it, but it was something you couldn’t avoid. The Taliban were heartless fucks, and they knew their enemy. They often brought kids along with them—kids, and sometimes women—knowing that most of the allied forces would hesitate to pull a trigger if there was a chance of capping a youngster. Partly because it was a cultural thing with the allies, and partly because the Taliban used their propaganda machine to fry the Americans in the world press for killing civilian children.

Which was total bullshit.

The Taliban, al-Qaeda, and a lot of these other asshole terrorist organizations put a lot of those civilians in the crosshairs. It was part of their strategy. In the towns, they put their supply depots and main meeting places in schools or in apartment buildings. Then they more or less shook their dicks at the Americans to take the shot, knowing they had to take the fucking shot. More than once they’d even sacrificed one of their own low-level people or slipped some intel through back-alley channels just to guarantee that a strike would be made. Then, before the smoke cleared, they’d trot out the screaming, weeping parents of the dead children. Somehow the Red Cross and the world press were always tipped off first. Or some “neutral” would capture bloody children on their iPhone. It was all theater, and it turned a knife in Finn’s guts.

“What’s your read?” Finn asked.

The others knew what the question meant. It had become a common thing for him to ask.

Were these Taliban drug runners? The presence of guns didn’t prove anything. After the Russians had their asses handed to them a couple of decades ago, there was a lot of stuff lying around. Plenty of AK-47s. A villager could buy an old one for a male goat.

Bear said, “Four of the men have new boots.”

“Confirmed,” said Jazzman, “and I’m seeing some serious hardware. I count six…no, seven confirmed AKs. Shit, they’re armed to the teeth. These aren’t villagers. No way.”

“Look at the second horse,” said Cheech Wizard. “Something long and hard strapped onto the side closest to the wall. I think it’s an RPG.”

“Affirmative,” said Bear. “I see it too. These fuckers came to play.”

“Damn,” breathed Jazzman.

“Okay, they’re bad guys and it sucks to be them,” said Finn. He studied the path the caravan was taking. The trail wound through patches of intense shadows, gray wash, and bright sunlight. The longest sunlit path was forty yards from where they were. It meant that his team would have better angles for a three-point shooting box, but it would put the caravan partly behind an upright stone, effectively hiding half of the targets from Finn’s rifle.

He surveyed the terrain. There was a much better shooting position sixty yards around the rim of the same mountain on which he lay. But it would mean breaking cover, and the only two paths to get to that spot either made him a bug on the sandy wall of the mountain or required that he go through a short tunnel. The second choice of the tunnel was smarter, but it meant losing sight of the caravan for a few seconds.

“I’ve got no shot.” Finn told his team the situation and explained what he was about to do. “Hold your fire until I’m in position.”

They acknowledged and he wormed his way backward off the ledge, mindful of every sound, every ripple of the sandy-colored camouflage tarp that covered him. He knew the others would keep their eyes on the caravan, watching to see if they reacted to anything.

To Finn, it seemed like it took forever to get to the edge of the shelf. He let gravity pull him over and he dropped down to the path behind the ledge, bending his knees to take the shock, exhaling, hands mindful of his gear.

He froze and listened for the telltale sounds of reaction and response.

Nothing.

He dropped the tarp, turned, and threaded his way quickly through the cracked stone spikes and wormhole tunnels that honeycombed this side of the mountain. Mountains were like echo chambers—every noise seemed amplified and moving in total silence was maybe possible for ninjas and mimes, but carrying forty pounds of gear made it impossible. They didn’t call it “battle rattle” for nothing.

The mouth of the curving tunnel was dead ahead and Finn moved toward it with lots of small, even steps—a pace designed to cover ground while preventing the hard jolt of regular footfalls. 

The tunnel was only sixty-five feet long and curved. There was one brief section in the middle of the curve where it was pitch-black, but the rest was lit well enough by reflected sunlight. Finn had walked it several times. If he kept to the center of the path, the flat sand would see him through. The obstructions were all near the walls.

He moved into the cave and the shadows closed around him.

Within ten paces, the light faded from a dusty tan to purple-gray, and as he rounded the bend the tunnel plunged into total darkness. It was so much darker than he thought it would be, darker than it should have been, but that didn’t matter. He stuck to the path and ran.

And slammed into something—a corner of rock, a stalagmite, something—and rebounded hard. A yell of pain and surprise escaped his throat before he could stop it, and the finger of his right hand, with all the efficacy of a deliberate Judas, slipped inside the trigger guard and jerked. 

The single gunshot sounded louder than all the bombs in the world. Magnified by the cave’s acoustics, bounced and banged around, it sounded like a barrage.

Finn dropped to his knees, both dazed by the impact and aghast at what he’d done.

After the last echo faded, there was one second of absolute silence, and Finn prayed with all of his might that the Taliban hadn’t heard the yell or the shot. It was a stupid prayer, without any possibility of being answered. There were no gods that tolerant or forgiving.

Outside there was a chorus of yells in Pashto, and the world was shattered by the sound of AK-47s opening up.

And then the screaming began. 
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He told us the rest too. 

About crawling through the darkness. About the pain of wounds he was positive had torn him nearly to pieces. 

About things that crouched around him in the shadows.

Things that laughed at him.

And he told us about the woman dressed like a village boy, but who revealed a hideous and monstrous face when she pulled away her scarf. Flesh that was livid red and a nose that seemed composed of clay.

At this, Bunny glanced at me over Finn’s head. The boy we had encountered had been flash-burned and his nose was covered with mud. Bunny’s raised eyebrow questioned this. Had Finn, dazed as he was, also come across this boy and misunderstood what he was seeing?

I gave Bunny a small nod. Had to be a mistake. 

What else made sense?

“How’s that explain the shell casings?” I asked.

Finn looked perplexed. “I…don’t know. I didn’t see any of the fight. But they had to have fought back. The fight went on and on. Fifteen minutes at least. Maybe twenty. Christ, Joe, the guns never stopped. Neither did the…”

His voice trailed off.

“Neither did what?” I said, prompting him.

Finn shook his head, and for a moment I didn’t think he was going to answer. One emotion after another crossed his features, each giving his facial muscles a twist and leaving some damage behind. There was doubt and anger and deep uncertainty there, but the most dominant expression was that of fear. 

“Joe,” he said in a wretched voice, “I don’t know what happened. I only know what I told you.”

The wind was picking up and blowing like a tribe of banshees through the high mountain passes. It was a cold and terribly lonely sound, and I could have done without the chill it sent crawling up my spine.

“And your men, Finn?” I asked. “You said they were gone? Gone where?”

Tears were running down Finn’s face now. Instead of answering my question, his story jagged in a different direction. “I tried to find them. I did a one-man ambush and killed two Taliban drug runners and took their Jeep and some clothes. Drove all over. Looked everywhere. I was in a dozen little towns. There are places you can go, you know? The CIA spooks showed me last time I was in-country, and I knew some from my own tours here. Back-alley places. Off the radar. Black marketeers, all sorts of brokers and wheeler-dealers. I put the word out that I was looking for my men. I guess…I guess I made it pretty clear that I’d do anything to get them back.” He paused. “Couple of times I had to hurt some guys. Informers who worked for the Taliban who tried to sucker me.”

I nodded. 

“Then I wound up in this little town and found the right guy. He said he could get my guys back.”

“And…?”

The tears rolled down his face.

“He took me to someone who offered a deal,” he murmured.

“What kind of deal?” asked Top.

“Me for them,” said Finn. “Blood for blood, bone for bone, heart for heart.”

It was at that moment that I realized Finn O’Leary was insane. 

As he spoke these words, I was looking deep into his eyes and there was absolutely no doubt that he believed what he was saying.

“What’s that mean?” asked Bunny. “Blood for blood and all that shit? What’s it mean?”

Finn didn’t answer him. He stared vacantly into the dirt. “The funny thing is…I used to think that you had to be dead in order to go to Hell. But…that’s not true at all.”

We tried to ask more questions, but Finn was done for now. He went away somewhere deep inside his own head. Top cut him loose, and he lay down on his side, drew his knees up to his chest, tucked his head down, and closed his eyes. Like a terrified child going to sleep. 

It was one of the most chilling things I’ve ever witnessed. It was so inappropriate a thing in so odd a place that it scared the hell out of me. 

And saddened me.

I nodded to Bunny to keep watch; Top and I stood up and walked a few paces away to where we could speak privately.

“What was that all about?” asked Top. “Beginning to wonder if our boy’s lost some muscle tone.” He tapped his forehead as he said this.

“I think so. PTSD or something. I don’t know if it’s worth trying to get anything else out of him right now. Clearly, though, he’s tearing himself up with guilt about the mistake he made in the tunnel.”

“If he got three men killed, then it’s going to be a damn hard mistake to live with. He was tight with those boys.”

“I know.”

It was tragic, but we’d both been at this game long enough to see it happen before. Sometimes a guy can be Captain Terrific for five years, then the next day he wakes up and all his marbles are in the wrong bag. It happens, even to guys as tough as Finn.

But seeing him like this was hard.

And I still had the other thing to deal with—maybe evidence of the mental lease expiring on my own acre of sanity. The three things I’d seen tearing the man in the truck apart. Creatures in the shapes of Rattlesnake Team, but with eye sockets filled with fire devouring the guts of an enemy combatant.

Did I tell Top or keep it to myself?

If I was losing it, would that mean I’d get my own guys killed?

Tough questions. 

The sun was tumbling through the sky toward the western mountains.

Finn said, “Can I have my gear back? This deep in Indian country, I feel naked without at least a sidearm.”

“Listen, brother,” I said to Finn. “You’re acting freaky, so let’s keep things in neutral for a while. If you act cool, then we can talk about guns.”

He considered me for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, sure, Joe, whatever you want.” Then he snaked a hand out and caught my arm. “But…please find my guys. I can’t leave them out here. I can’t.”

I hesitated, because it was a hard promise to make. If the Taliban had taken them, and if somehow their RFID chips had shorted out, then it could take a hundred men a thousand years to search all these caves. We’ve been looking for the Taliban for only a dozen years. You know how we find them? Informants tell us. Or we spot a caravan, something like that. But when they go to ground inside these caves? They can hide there without being seen until the mountains crumble to dust.

I gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll do our best, Finn. You know that.”

With that, I got up and walked away. After a few minutes, Top followed me. He made sure we were out of earshot before he spoke.

“Earlier,” Top said, “you heard a scream through the radio, right?”
I hesitated. “I heard something.”

“And right then, the radios and all the electronics went dead.”

“Yup.”

“Kind of weird,” he said.

“Uh-huh.”

“The timing of everything, I mean.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It’ll be night in a couple hours. No radio. Hallucinations and shit.”

“You going somewhere with this, First Sergeant?”

He spat into the dust. “Cap’n, I got nowhere to go that makes any sense at all. And that is the problem.” He cocked his head sideways at me. “Finn’s lost his shit. Now you’re hearing stuff Bunny and me ain’t. Look me in the eye and tell me I don’t have to worry about you too.”

This was the conversation an NCO and an officer can only have where there’s a lot of history, a lot of trust, and no one close enough to hear.

I turned to him. “Whatever I heard, I heard,” I said. “Maybe it came over my mic and not yours, but I heard it. We’re going to leave it at that. I’m not going over the edge.”

And yet I didn’t tell him about seeing Rattlesnake Team.

Why not?

Top studied me for a five count, then he nodded.

I said, “I think I want to take another look at the town square and the cave while there’s still enough light to see.” 

He was still looking at me. “Want company?”

“No. Stay here with Bunny and keep an eye on Finn.”

I left him there with Finn and Bunny and went back to the valley. I stood for a long, long time looking at the blood. The placement and amount of the blood fit the scene as Finn had described it. Except that it didn’t explain the missing bodies, the lack of any evidence of return fire, or what happened to Finn in that cave. I slung my rifle and drew my sidearm, turning on the small light that was mounted forward of the trigger guard.

The open mouth of the cave was only rock and sand and some dead snarls of creeper vine, but I paused just outside, still in the sunlight. But the sunlight was growing weaker as the day ground on toward twilight. I did not want to be out here past sunset, but the best ETA for our helo was still two hours and change.

Would Bug pass along a request for that timetable to be moved up in light of the electronics and communication being out? Maybe. Knowing him, he’d pass along a recommendation that our mission was way off the radar, even for our own military. My boss could send in more black-ops shooters, but then only if he had anyone on deck. When we’d set out for this mission, we were the only backup. The mission sensitivity made it less likely there would be any standard military assets deployed to save our own asses. If we failed, that would mean that the canister of pathogen was unaccounted for. Best clean-up option then would be to carpet the area with fuel-air bombs and turn this region into the valley of the shadow of death in point of fact.

I clicked on the flashlight and the narrow beam rose in harmony with the barrel of my gun as I pointed them both into the cave. With slow and very deliberate steps, I moved out of the down-slant of sunlight and stepped into the shadows under the mountain.

The cave was already very dark, and I moved the flashlight beam over everything—sandy floor, boulders, crenellated walls, craggy ceiling. No motion—not a bat, not a sand mouse, not even blowflies.

At ten yards, the cave still had enough light for me to see, but with every step beyond that point, visibility diminished to only those things the flashlight’s beam picked out. Until you’re in the dark, in a place you know to be dangerous but whose nature you aren’t sure of, you really don’t appreciate the fear of the dark. So many things can hide so easily there.

I moved forward and the darkness closed around me.

It was surprisingly cold, surprisingly damp. Like the way you’d imagine a dungeon would feel. Clammy and wrong.

Immediately, a part of my mind said, Fuck this.

Seriously, I wanted to turn right around and run the hell out of there. 

Yeah, I said run.

Understand something here—I don’t spook easily. Usually when something’s weird and violent and mysterious, I want to go grab it by the throat, wrestle it to the ground, and wail on it until it makes sense. A somewhat Neanderthal approach, I grant you, but it’s worked for me in a lot of very bizarre situations.

This one, though, had a different feel to it.

I didn’t get the impression that a mixed group of Taliban and al-Qaeda thugs were lurking behind a rock ready to spring on this blue-eyed, blond-haired agent of the Great Satan. Nor did I have the feeling that Doctor Doom or Lex Luthor was watching me on video cameras from the safety of a secret lair, one hand stroking a white cat, the other holding a detonator that would send Mama Ledger’s favorite son to see Jesus on a mushroom cloud.

Without understanding a single thing about what was going on—or what was inside that cave—I knew for sure that this was not going to be anything I’d faced before. Don’t ask me how I knew that. But I was absolutely sure.

And that scared the living shit out of me.

Icy lines of sweat trickled down my back and my mouth kept going dry.

I moved deeper into the cave, leaving all traces of daylight behind. We’d brought night-vision gear with us, but the electronics on that were as fried as the computers and radio.

The path was more obstructed than I expected, with rocks thrusting out over the sandy walkway and a few unexpected deadfalls. A man running in the dark would be in serious trouble.

Sweat stung my eyes and I dragged a forearm across my face. 

And that’s when the voice spoke.

“You won’t find what you’re looking for.”
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I spun and crouched, bringing the pistol around in a two-handed grip.

A figure stood five feet behind me.

“Freeze!” I bellowed. “Show me your hands…show me your fucking hands!”

The figure slowly raised its arms to either side, standing cruciform in the stark white of my flashlight.

It was the boy.

Dressed in the same clothes, with the same small bloodstain over the heart and the same kaffiyeh on his head with the scarf wrapped all the way around so that all I could see were his eyes.

But that’s not what was making my heart pound like thunder in my chest.

The voice hadn’t been a boy’s.

It had been the voice of a woman.

An old woman.

“Turn around!” I snapped. “On your knees! Now!”

The figure—boy or woman, in this light I could no longer be sure—did not move.

I took a single threatening step forward. “Turn around, or so help me, I will kill you.”

“You must listen to me, Captain.” The words were spoken in a whispery and uninflected English. No trace of an accent.

It took a full second for the impact of that to hit me.

The boy still spoke in that old woman’s voice, but she’d called me Captain. 

I don’t wear captain’s bars. None of my team wears a rank or unit patch. No one in the DMS ever does when they’re in the field.

So how in the wide blue fuck did this little freak know what I was?

I made sure my voice was controlled. “Who are you?”

“I need to give you a message, Captain.”

The figure stood there, arms still out to the sides. I ran the light over his face. The eyes were as dark as holes. The burned flesh around them was puckered and raw.

“I won’t tell you again,” I warned him.

“I have something you want. You have something I want. I wish to complete my end of the bargain.”

“You are going to shut your fucking mouth,” I said sharply. “Right now.”

I took another step forward and reached a careful hand out to do a gentle pat-down. It didn’t matter that Bunny had already searched the kid. It didn’t take all that long to pocket a pistol or strap on a C4 vest. The body inside the robes was as thin as a scarecrow, and dust plumed out from the dry cloth. 

The flesh between my shoulders twitched and contracted, because even though the shape my eyes saw was a boy, the shape my hand touched was not. The hips were wider, the waist narrower, and there were breasts. Huge, pendulous, drooping nearly to her waist.

My hand recoiled as if it had a mind of its own. Recoiled in horror and disgust.

“What the…?”

I raised the pistol and pointed the barrel ten inches from the dark eyes, and with my other hand, I tore open the front of the robe.

There was a flash of something.

The world seemed to go red, as if the whole cave was washed with a crimson floodlight. I had a split second’s look at the body revealed beneath the robe.

Definitely not a boy.

It was a woman’s body. Bloated in spots, emaciated in others, with those huge breasts and skin that was puckered and blistered from furnace heat. Her eyes flared wide and she swiped at me with one hand.

Or…with what had been a hand.

The fingers were wrong somehow. They’d…changed. They were too long, each joint stretched to an unnatural length, and there seemed to be an extra joint. Or…segment. Like the segmented legs of some disgusting pale bug.

I saw—but in no way could prevent—that elongated hand from slapping my pistol. The gun went flying, end over end, and struck a wall. 

Then the second hand wrapped itself around me—around my face and throat. The segmented fingers seemed to be able to completely encircle my head so that I was caught in a net of bony fingers weirdly hot to the touch. I heard my own skin sizzle; I could smell it burning.

I screamed, but then the woman …thing…whatever in God’s name it was…lifted me completely off the ground and yanked forward so that my face was an inch from hers. She tugged away the scarf, and I now saw what Finn must have seen—the face of an ancient woman, hideous and disfigured, with a nose either covered in clay or composed of it. Small fires seemed to ignite in her dark eyes, and when she smiled, her lips curled up and wide—wider than is possible—until row upon row of jagged teeth were exposed in a leer.

I saw all of this from the reflected light of the fallen gun.

When she spoke, her voice was a rasping wrongness. If a reptile tried to force human speech from a mouth that had never been constructed for it, I believe that’s how it would sound. 

“We have what you want,” she said, and her breath stank of rotting eggs. Like methane or sulfur. It made me want to vomit, but I fought it back. Just like I fought back the scream that wanted so badly to burst from my chest.

“Christ!” I whimpered. “What are you?”

“The bargain needs to be completed,” she said insistently.

I hit her as hard as I could, hooking a left over the top of the arm that held me and catching her on the temple. Her head snapped around just like it should have, but then it whipped back to center. Just like it shouldn’t have.

I hit her again, and again.

Kicked her too. Real goddamn hard. In the stomach, the thigh, the chest.

I might as well have been dipping my toes in a cool pond. She took it all and I could see her body sway slightly from the impact of foot-pounds. Those kicks would have put Bunny down. Bones should have splintered, the jagged edges tearing through muscle and veins and organs. These were of lethal intent, delivered with steel-tip shoes by someone who knows what the hell he’s doing. I’ve killed people with such kicks before.

She ignored them.

No, that’s not quite right. 

They really pissed her off.

A snarl of irritation rumbled from her chest, and she shook me violently. It was then that I realized that she was holding me completely off the ground. I’m a big man. Two twenty, six two, all muscle. Maybe—maybe—someone like Shaq or Hulk Hogan in his prime might have been able to do something like this, but I didn’t think so. But she stood there, so small and sickly, one hand wrapped around me, her arm raised straight above her so that I hung there by my goddamned head, toes inches off the ground. It was impossible. Even if everything else that was happening was some kind of trick or illusion, this was actually impossible.

And it hurt like a motherfucker. 

She shook me again, and I could feel something slip in my back. 

Then, without warning, she dropped me to the ground so that my feet hit hard, my knees buckling.

“The bargain needs to be completed. He is holding on to you and to false hopes,” whispered the woman’s harsh voice, “but he has already made his promise.”

“Wh-what…?” It was all I could manage. Pain was exploding up and down my spine, and my head felt like it was half pulled off.

Burned and mangled lips leaned close to my ear. As she spoke, those lips brushed my ear in a way that was the most appalling parody of sensuality I could imagine.

When I said nothing, she grabbed me again and added, “You can have them back. All three. You can have their flesh and bone and breath.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I growled as I fought to break free.

“He asked to come back and confess his failure. He wanted you to know that it was his mistake that led to his men being taken. I do not care, but it was part of the bargain. Confessions belong to the infant son of a false god.”

I kept struggling.

“But it is time for the deal to be closed. If you stand in the way, you will be consumed. The only grace you have is what your friend bought for you. Break his deal, and you are mine.”

She growled that last word, loading it with a pernicious delight more avaricious than anything I have ever heard. Her grip was so strong that it was getting hard to breathe. I fumbled at my pocket for the rapid-release folding knife that was clipped there. It sprang into my hand, and with a flick of my wrist, the three-and-a-half-inch blade snapped into place.

“Fuck you!” I yelled, and rammed the knife into the fire of her eye.

And the red world turned black.

As I plunged down into the pit, I wanted to hear her screams. I wanted to hear a howl of agony.

All I heard was the mad laughter of an old woman.

And something else.

The screams of men in terrible, unbearable, unending pain.
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It was Top who found me.

He later said that I was standing alone in the center of the ancient town square. Just standing there.

He tried calling my name. Tried shaking me.

In the end, he had to slap me. That apparently had pulled me back from the edge of wherever I was. But only halfway, so he belted me again.

I came all the way back and very nearly kicked the shit out of him, purely by reflex. Top knows me though, and as soon as I began to react, he danced out of the way, hands up in a no-problems gesture, staying well out of range of my hands and feet.

“Cap’n… Cap!” he yelled.

That part I heard. 

My eyes then cleared, and I saw that it was just the two of us there in the town square. It was dark, but Top’s flashlight was propped on a stack of old building blocks. Above us was a field of stars so saturated with white lights that it looked fake.

“What…?” I asked, my voice thick, my head numb and stupid.

“You hurt?” asked Top. “You okay?”

“I…don’t know,” I said, answering both questions at once. “Where am… I mean, what the fuck happened?”

Top stepped forward, and there was a strange look in his eyes. He was also bleeding from one nostril. One eye was puffed nearly shut.

I didn’t ask what happened to him. He didn’t ask what happened to me. We looked into each other’s eyes and knew. It had been the same for both of us.

He helped me to my feet, and we leaned on each other and half-ran, half-staggered back to where we’d left Finn and Bunny.

Bunny was there.

Bruised and bleeding, sitting on the ground, weeping like a child and holding his face in his hands.

Finn, though, was gone.

There was a burned spot on the ground where he’d been sitting, and that was it.

But I don’t think that’s why Bunny was crying.

On the ground, laid out in a row, were three men. They were dressed in the same uniforms as us. 

Cheech Wizard.

Jazzman.

Bear.

All dead.

Their bodies were as fresh as if they had expired a moment ago.

But their eyes.

God almighty.

God save us all.

Their eyes.

Smoke curled upward from the blackened pits where their eyes should have been. We scrambled over and poured water on them and smothered the fire with sand and our hands, but it was far, far too late.
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We stood there for a long time, staring at the three dead men from Rattlesnake Team. We all felt lost, confused. Damaged in ways that resisted identification and definition. 

Top told me that after I’d left earlier to walk the scene, he’d checked the perimeter of our camp while Bunny made some food. A figure cut right in front of Top. The little boy, running at full speed. Top immediately gave chase and caught up to the kid three hundred yards down the valley. However, when he grabbed the boy’s shoulder, the robes tore away and a woman was there. For just a moment, Top thought that it was a young woman.

“Really friggin’ beautiful too,” Top told me. “Dusky skin and built like Beyoncé. Naked and all shiny like she was covered in oil. Got to admit that it floored me. Absolutely fucking floored me. Then I blinked and she wasn’t like that at all.”

The creature who stood facing Top was the same one—or same kind of thing—that had attacked me. Wrinkled, emaciated, with sagging breasts, jagged teeth, and hands that made Top shiver as he described them.

The thing knocked the rifle out of Top’s hand, slammed him against a wall, and kept saying the same thing.

The bargain needs to be completed.

Top didn’t try to figure out what that meant. All he did was try to fight, but the woman slammed him face-forward into the rock.

When Top woke up, he ran back to the camp. Bunny was on his hands and knees, his face covered in welts, coughing blood from a split lip. His story was the same as Top’s.

The same as mine.

It was an impossible story. Bunny is six foot seven and can bench-press four hundred pounds in sets of twenty. And he’s a top SpecOps shooter trained to kill in every way known. Nobody ever manhandled him. Not without a lot of help.

Until that day.

He was no more effective against this thing than me or Top.

All three of us had been defeated easily. Mastered, humiliated. 

Discarded.

But Sergeant Michael “Finn” O’Leary was gone.

And Rattlesnake Team had been returned. 

What was left of them anyway.

We all wanted to compare our stories, to sit down and work out what it meant. Hallucinogens. Some kind of spore in the air that was screwing with our minds. Maybe an electrical field from some kind of science fiction gadget.

We wanted to make sense of it.

There wasn’t time.

We had to find Finn.

For a moment, though, we stood there, back-to-back in a defensive circle, weapons in hand, looking out at the vast darkness around us.

“Fastest way to cover the area is to separate,” said Top.

Bunny looked at him. “Fuck that.”

After a few seconds, I said it too. “Fuck that.”

Top just shook his head.

So, we stood our ground.

We are three of the toughest, scariest fighters around. That’s not a joke. The DMS scouts the top players from the SEALs, Delta, and other groups. We are actually the best of the best.

But all we could do at that moment was stand there, huddled together for the warmth and assurance of human contact, holding our guns and praying that the night would end. 

We tried very hard not to look at the three dead men who lay nearby.

Thirty-six minutes later, we heard the distant whup-whup-whup of our helicopter returning to find us. We popped flares, but we still stood together while we waited.

When we saw the Black Hawk pop its landing lights, I very nearly broke down and cried.
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They flew us out. Five hours later, we went back out there, this time with three Black Hawks full of SpecOps guys and CIA shooters. A day later, the rest of Echo Team was in-country and they joined us. We scoured the area, searching every inch. The blood was still there, along with the shell casings and footprints.

We found absolutely nothing else.

Not a goddamn thing.

When Bunny went to dig up the artifacts…they were gone as well. 

And, of course, no Finn O’Leary.

We were out there for two whole days. Finally, the word came down to call it.

Oh, was the debrief a bitch.

My boss, Mr. Church, personally flew over and brought along the DMS’s top shrink—who is also my personal therapist—Dr. Rudy Sanchez. They interviewed us separately and together, multiple times. They took blood and urine samples. They did MRIs and CT scans. Rudy hooked us up to lie detectors and ran through a minefield of questions. In the privacy of my session with him, I told him about seeing Rattlesnake Team at the site of the Taliban convoy ambush. About how they were eating one of the terrorists. How their eyes were on fire. When I was done, except for the faint whir of the polygraph machine and Rudy’s shallow breathing, there wasn’t a sound in the room.

A lot of the people involved in running those tests, and all of those who’d been out there scouring the ground where we’d been picked up, began avoiding eye contact with me, Top, and Bunny. They didn’t find the right kind of evidence to support our stories, and we sure as fuck weren’t changing our stories. Not one word.

I cornered Rudy one afternoon after he came out of Mr. Church’s temporary office at the Forward Operating Base Delaram, one of the Marine Corps bases there in Afghanistan. 

“Talk to me about those polygraphs, Rude,” I said.

I expected the usual obfuscation he gave when pressed about anything clinical, but he shrugged. “All three of you believe your stories…”

He’d pitched it as a straight answer, but I could hear some reserve in his voice and called him on it.

Rudy smiled. “Come on, Cowboy,” he said, giving me his best Gomez Addams smile. “You know how these things work. As I said, the tests verify that you believe your stories, and the lab work is clean. But that’s not the same as saying that the stories are believable as described.”

After I gave him three or four seconds of a stony face, he sighed.

“Joe, in the absence of physical evidence or some workable theory that would explain the kinds of things you three claim to have seen—”

“‘Claim to have seen’?!” I said, jumping on it.

“Yes. Claim. There is nothing I know of that can provide a useful framework for constructing a hypothesis that explains it. A tiny woman beating all three of you up, and apparently doing it all at the same time? A woman who was invulnerable to physical assault by trained special operators, including a knife attack to the face? C’mon, Joe…give me a scenario that covers that, and I’ll be glad to put it in my report. Hell, I’ll lead with the theory in my summation.”

He knew, as I knew, that there was no theory that could cover it.

“What about the autopsies on Rattlesnake?”

“They’ve been sealed in freezers and shipped back to the States. Mr. Church wanted the top guy at Mount Sinai to do the post.”

And that’s where we left it.

For the next couple of weeks, I was completely obsessed. I took teams of various sizes out there whenever I could to continue the search, the specter of the pathogen always being the primary excuse. Through our CIA contacts, we put feelers out through the various intelligence and criminal networks that are everywhere in Afghanistan. A lot of black-budget money changed hands. I’d like to think that we kept up this level of intensity because three Americans were dead, one was missing, and something—something—was happening out there on the Big Sand that didn’t make any kind of sense. Top and Bunny always went with me, but they’d now become moody and silent. Off the clock, we were all drinking too much. And Top had been seeing the chaplain a lot.

After three weeks, we packed up our toys and prepared to fly home. The CIA took over to try to discover what Plan B was for the Taliban and their bioweapon.

Which is when my boss called me into his office.

Everything was packed except his laptop, which was open on his borrowed desk, the screen turned away. Mr. Church is a big, blocky man, past sixty but looking a fit and brutal forty. I don’t know his past, but there are a lot of wild tales and even wilder rumors. I wonder how he would have fared in that cave.

“Sit,” he said, and like a good dog, I did. Mr. Church had an open package of Nilla Wafers on his desk. He selected one and nibbled it thoughtfully while he studied me through the nearly opaque lenses of his tinted glasses. “An Israeli intelligence officer working undercover in this region captured a series of photos and video with his phone. They were taken last night around twenty-two thirty. I want you to look at them and give me your opinion.”

He spun his laptop and pressed a key. The screen was dark for two seconds and then a grainy image popped up. 

It was clearly recorded at a dark and seedy coffee shop in what had to be a dangerous part of some local town. The people at the table—nearly all men—were extravagantly bearded, grim, wary eyed. They sat in a tight cluster, sipping small cups of black coffee and bending their heads close in order to talk quietly to each other. The place was crowded, and when the image shifted, I estimated forty or more men and a couple of women with chadors.

Church kept tapping the key to go from frame to frame. At first, it was clear that the Israeli agent was using his phone camera to take pictures of as many of the men as possible. A cataloging process that I’ve seen with field agents dozens of times. You do that when you’re trolling for someone who is a genuine person of interest. Then there were fifteen shots of three men at a distant table, their heads bent together in earnest conversation.

“Our contact identifies these men as known Taliban drug traffickers,” said Mr. Church. “But they’re also active in the black market for looted antiquities.”

Then the camera settled down solidly enough that it was clear the Israeli agent had laid his phone down on his table. The lens was pointed at another table against the far wall. Mr. Church then started the video component. Three men sat there. One was an Afghan villager wearing a kaffiyeh with tribal markings. He sat and listened, clearly not a major player in the conversation. The second man was also an Arab, but I couldn’t tell anything specific about him except that he was old, hawk-nosed, and wore a turban that was so thick that the wrappings cast shadows down over his deep-set eyes. This man appeared to be doing all of the talking. Unfortunately, there was too much ambient noise to pick out any of the conversation.

However, it was the third man who was the real story here. He was dressed in Afghan clothes, including a kaffiyeh, but he was clearly not an Arab. He wore sunglasses and a faint smile that was very strange—sensuous to the point of being almost overtly sexual. He sat with hands folded on the table as he listened to the older man. 

“Jesus Christ,” I said.

Mr. Church said nothing.

“That’s Finn.”

“Without a doubt. Sergeant Michael O’Leary.”

“Where was this taken?”

“A small town named Tekleh.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Nor had I until today. It’s an unincorporated town ninety-four klicks from here, used mostly by smugglers. A few small buildings outside made to look like a sheep camp, and a few dozen furnished chambers built into a series of caves. The CIA is aware of it, and they’ve been working to get a man inside. The Israelis already have a man there, as do the Russians.”

“Can we pick up the guy Finn was talking to? What’s his name? Aziz? Encourage him to tell us where Finn is?”

Mr. Church tapped the key again, and we were back to still images. The next picture showed the mouth of a small cave. There were equipment boxes around and the kind of gear you expect at archaeological digs. In front of the cave lay six bodies. You could tell they were men and that their clothing was typical of the fighters in the Taliban drug trade. But that was it. 

“This is one of several archaeological sites that were hijacked by the Taliban and used as a base. It’s one of several sites rich in artifacts of some of the oldest religious cults in the area. The lilitu, among others.”

The Taliban fighters had been torn to pieces. Their chests and stomachs were ripped apart. Pieces were clearly missing.

“In previous cases of a similar nature, all of the artifacts were missing from the site. Not one of them has turned up on any of the black markets the Taliban typically uses to peddle such materials. Not one piece.”

He tapped another key. “This was taken an hour ago. It’s a newly opened shrine.”

“So…?”

“Reliable witnesses claim that Sergeant O’Leary was seen in the area moments before the Taliban team was hit.”

I stared at him.

“Finn? But…why? I don’t understand. Why would he…?”

My question trailed off into the dust. I didn’t want to finish it.

Mr. Church said nothing.
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Last two things I want to say about this, and then I’m closing this report. I’m going to seal it and make sure that it gets buried someplace that sane people won’t ever look. I’m sure as fuck never going to look at it again.

We buried Staff Sergeant Albert “Cheech Wizard” Sandoval, Staff Sergeant William “Bear” Pulaski, and Gunnery Sergeant Treyvon “Jazzman” Walker back home in Arlington National Cemetery. Mr. Church fixed it so that they were given official military status again and it was noted that they’d died honorably in combat. All of the proper awards and flags were given to their families. Before they were buried, a team of forensics experts and pathologists from Mount Sinai did full autopsies on them. They confirmed without any doubt—based on the degree of tissue decomposition and other factors—that all three men had been dead at least thirteen days.

The autopsy was done three days after Echo Team brought their bodies home. That means that they had to have died during that ambush in the old town.

Explain that to me in a way that doesn’t make me scream at night. Because that’s what I do now. Maybe I will for a long time. I’m still drinking more than I should. Rudy’s on me about that, but he knows what really happened, so he doesn’t push too hard.

So that’s the first thing.

The second thing is that we’ve started getting reports of hits on certain Taliban teams in the region around Tekleh. Not all of them, not most. The hits aren’t interfering with those assholes fighting us and the Afghan regulars, and it sure as shit hasn’t done much to slow down the opium caravans. But since that day in the hills near Haykal, every attempt by Taliban forces to occupy or desecrate the old shrines hidden in the mountains has been met with armed resistance.

The stories are always exaggerated, of course. The Taliban blame it on drones, on CIA kill squads, on US surges. And, who knows, maybe that accounts for some of it.

Call it one percent, overall.

For the rest?

I’ve been to three of those sites, and I’ve seen photo documentation of eight others. The Taliban at those sites haven’t just been shot—they’ve been torn apart. Even if you put the pieces together, it doesn’t add up to whole bodies.

I’ve walked those three scenes. You can read a firefight by shell casings and footprints.

In all of them there was only one set of footprints going in, and one coming out.

Just one.

American military combat boots.

I’m a reasonable guy, a rational man, so I guess there are a lot of very reasonable and very rational explanations for all that.

But, go ahead…name one. 
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“ARE WE GOING to die down here?” demanded Luther Swann.

“First off,” said the big man with the knife, “stop yelling.”

“I’m not yelling,” yelled Swann.

They stood facing each other in a red room that had been white ten minutes earlier. The floors, the walls, even the ceiling was splash-painted in red. It dripped and ran and pooled. It glistened in the light from the few unbroken bulbs. In the corners where the light did not reach, it gleamed like thick, black oil. Everywhere else it was a bright red. Not the red of clown noses or party balloons. Not a happy red. Not a candy red or a Christmas red. This was darker, more viscous, so much less appealing. And it stank of copper and mingled urine, of gun smoke and pain.

“You are yelling,” said the big man quietly, “and you really need to stop.”

“I am not yelling, goddamn it.”

“Shut up,” said the big man. “Right. Fucking. Now.”

“Don’t tell me what to—”

The big man’s hands had been down at his side. The left holding a knife, the right covered in blood. Now the right hand had closed around Swann’s throat. The professor had not seen that hand move. There was barely even a blur and suddenly hard fingers circled his throat. Not hard. It was not an attack. Not yet anyway. The threat, however, was eloquent.

Luther Swann stopped yelling, but in a low, ice-cold voice he said, “Take your hand off me.”

“You going to behave?” 

Swann tried to swat the hand away. He failed. He tried to pull it away. And failed there too. He tried to step back out of reach and the big man followed him step by step until Swann’s back thumped into the red-smeared wall, at which point the man tightened his grip. Just a little. Enough.

“Listen to me, Doc,” said the man slowly, precisely; making sure his words were clear. “This isn’t over. You hear me? We’re in deep shit and I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this. I need to figure this out or we are both dog meat, capiche? Now, I’m going to let you go, and you get stupid, I’m going to knock you the fuck out and maybe I’ll even leave you here so the fang gang out there have a little breakfast buffet. If you shut up and behave, then maybe—just maybe—I’ll take you with me. Now, can I let go without you going all drama queen on me?”

Swann stared up into hard, blue eyes for a long moment, then he nodded.

The man smiled a charming smile. As if this was just another day and they were two completely different people. As if the world was different. He dropped his hand and looked around. 

The room was a charnel house. Six bodies lay sprawled in a lake of blood. None of them whole. None of them human.

The door was closed and locked, but Swann knew as well as the man with the knife that the lock would not hold. Not against the monsters that were hunting them.

No…it would not hold at all if the monsters really wanted to get in.

“Ledger,” said Swann, his voice quiet now, though even he could hear the latent shrillness of a panic barely controlled, “are we going to get out of here?”

Captain Joe Ledger walked across the bloody floor. His gun was soaked, the slide locked back, the magazine empty, and it lay in a quarter inch of gore. The small-blade knife was all he had left, although Ledger had done terrible things with it.

Terrible things.

Even so, there was worse on the other side of that door.

Much worse.
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There are days, Swann knew, when the world seemed to shudder as if in erotic anticipation of all the ways it was going to hurt him. Since the outbreak of the Vampire Wars, he’d had too many days like that. At first, they were rare enough to catch him unawares. Back then he was trusting enough to think the battle won, the worst over. When the world proved otherwise, he often felt hurt. Not physically hurt, though there was some of that, but emotionally hurt. Betrayed. The world was not supposed to be like this. He knew that some of his own inability to process the pain came from who and what he was. A professor of folklore, a respected lecturer and author, a white male in the academic world. His vanity was the first thing the world took from him. His feelings of comfort, even of privilege, went next, stripped away by exposure to a greater variety of people and circumstances than he had ever previously considered. Swann, a liberal and humanist, had thought he understood the world; he believed he was in touch with the range of human evil and human goodness, of sacrifice and pain and greed and intolerance and misery and hope.

The learning curve had cut him like a sickle. 

Day after day. Event after event. Battle after battle. 

When the Ice Virus triggered the dormant genes for vampirism, Swann became part of the national conversation. He was the world’s foremost expert on the folkloric versions of vampires. There were hundreds of kinds of vampires in world culture. They were all so different from one another and none of them resembled the pale, tragic romantic figures of Hollywood and popular fiction. When a barista named Michael Fayne was arrested for the savage murder of several women and claimed to be a vampire, police brought Swann in as a consultant. Not that anyone actually believed that Fayne was a supernatural monster, but the detectives hoped Swann’s knowledge of the subject matter could help decode Fayne’s delusion. 

That worked and it didn’t.

Because Michael Fayne was an actual vampire. The first human to manifest what appeared to be supernatural powers. Enhanced strength, heightened senses, an insatiable bloodlust. The reality of what Fayne had become shocked Swann perhaps even more than it did the police. Or, if not harder, then it shook his core beliefs. 

Then the medical test results came back. Fayne was a vampire, yes, but he was not a supernatural creature. Vampirism was genetic. The gene was an old one, but it had become dormant because all through history people with an active V-gene had been viewed as monsters and hunted to extinction.

Now that had changed.

Even with the horrific nature of Fayne’s crimes, Swann had been reluctant to view all vampires as monsters, as enemies. And he was right. As more and more cases emerged it quickly became apparent that there were as many vampire personality types as there were other human personalities. Evil and good, predatory and not, violent and passive. None of those belonged to either species. Sadly, both sides seemed to produce true monsters and enthusiastic killers.

And that was how the war began. 

Well, wars.

Large and small, there had been a lot of battles since the Ice Virus took hold. The media reported everything. Every drop of blood, every life taken, every burning city. Every life lost. It was great for ratings. Some reporters seized the outbreak to make careers for themselves. Even Swann’s friend, Yuki Nitobe, had done that. She was the first to break the story and had ridden the wave all the way to international celebrity. Though, to be fair, the closer Yuki got to the story behind the story, the more it hurt her too.

And now there was today.

On the TV the news cameras were showing pictures of Hell itself. Raging fires rising from a cluster of medical buildings. The news anchor cut in, looking both appalled and excited.

“I’m told we have received a video from the persons responsible for the attack on the Texas Medical Center,” he said. “I need to caution you that we have not had the chance to review this tape. Viewers are strongly cautioned. Here we go. This is from a group claiming responsibility for this attack.”

The screen split into three images. The burning medical center, the news anchor, and then a box that was at first just a square of dark red. Swann realized at once that it was a backdrop. A figure came into shot and sat as the cameraman tightened focus so that the person’s head and shoulders filled the screen. He was male, Swann could tell that much from the breadth of shoulders. However, he wore a red cloth mask that hid his features, and there were small wire mesh screens covering his eyes. His voice was mechanical, clearly filtered through a device that made it sound coarse and inhuman.

“I speak to you now at the dawn of a new era,” said the man. “I do not speak for the vampire nation. I do not speak for the world of cattle. We are not bloods, we are not beats.” His voice was loaded with contempt as he spoke those common nicknames. Bloods and beats. Vampires and humans. “I speak in the name of He who was and He who is to come. I speak for the true faith, for the red faith, for the blood of the Eternal. I speak to the world that was and will be no more, and I speak for the world that has come to replace the old, the decayed, the corrupt, the impure, the diseased, and the blasphemous. I speak for the glory of the one true god. The red god. The god of blood. The god of purity. The god of this world. Our world. Listen and understand, the world you knew is over. It is gone and it will never come back. The old world has died. And you have lost your right to be alive in the world that will come. You have one chance. Vampire or human, you have a hope yet and that is in repentance and acceptance. Recant your old sinful ways. Fall to your knees and take responsibility for what you have done to their world. Beg for the mercy of god, and god will answer. Be warned though, god is harsh and god is jealous and god will know if your repentance is genuine.” He paused. “If you are watching this message, then you have already seen the hand of god. You have already witnessed punishment. You have already seen his power.” Another pause, longer this time, and then he leaned a little closer to the camera. “You think you have seen war, but you have not. You think you have seen the rise of vampiric power, but you have not. You think that your armies and your police are strong enough to protect you, but they are not. Not now. Not any longer. The Red Empire rises. All hail the Red Emperor!” 

He screamed those last five words, and then the screen went dark and was immediately replaced by the anchor, looking shaken.

Luther sat on the edge of his bed, half-dressed in socks, boxers, and a dress shirt, staring at the TV screen. 

“Oh my god,” he said.

And he slid slowly off the bed and onto the floor. 
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Captain Joe Ledger held up a finger for silence, then leaned to press his ear to the door. Swann tried to read his expression and saw concern, anger, and something else. Humor? No, that had to be wrong. It was a look he’d seen before on this man’s face. A poet might call it battle joy, or something like that. It wasn’t a sane look. Swann could imagine the Viking berserkers having that look, and maybe the Spartans on that last morning in the Hot Gates.

“What do you hear?” asked Swann.

Ledger closed his eyes for a moment. “I hear an idiot asking questions when he should be keeping his goddamn mouth shut.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Other than that…it’s quiet.” Ledger straightened. “Not crazy about it being that quiet.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“No.”

“Why not?” insisted Swann. “Maybe they went away.”

“Sure,” said Ledger, “and maybe bright blue pigs will fly out of my ass and sing a Travis Tritt song.”

Ledger slowly folded his rapid-release combat knife and slid it into the spring-loaded holster clipped to the inside of his right front pants pocket. The bodies were like islands in a sea of red. Then he tapped a small mechanical bud in his left ear.

“Cowboy to Bug,” he said, and stood with his head cocked in an attitude of listening. “Cowboy to Bug. Come on, man, don’t leave me hanging out here in the wind.”

After a long moment Ledger sighed and then cursed under his breath.

“What is it?” asked Swann. “Are we going to be okay?”

“Okay? Seriously, Doc? We are way up shit creek,” he said. “Like miles up. We’re resource-poor and there are more of those bastards out there. Red Empire thugs and worse.”

“Worse? What could be worse?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“I think I do, actually,” insisted Swann. “Ever since you came into this thing you’ve been treating me like an outsider. I hate to break it to you, friend, but I’ve been in this since the beginning.”

“Oh, don’t get your panties in a bunch, Doc,” said Ledger. “I know how long you’ve been doing this dance. Since the jump. Since Michael Fayne. Must have been fun.”

“Which means I have a right to know everything.”

Ledger began moving from body to body, patting them down, searching their pockets. “The truth is, I’ve mostly been on the fringes of this V-War bullshit. Except for that time in Farmville, Virginia, with that bunch of jackasses trying to turn nelapsi vampires into super soldiers. That was a cluster fuck of epic proportions. Got most of that V-8 team chopped to sushi. But aside from that I’ve been what you might call ‘otherwise engaged.’”

“Doing what, for God’s sake? Polishing your bullets?”

“Cute, but no.” Ledger duck-walked over to another corpse and repeated the search. “It may surprise you but when people started popping fangs and everyone lost their damn mind, it did not mean that all other forms of terrorism dried up and blew away. You think ISIL, al-Qaeda, the Taliban, and all those other ass-pirates decided to come to their senses and not try to burn down the whole world? Nope. Would have been nice. Maybe I’d have had the chance to go catch a movie or get a massage. But that’s not the way the world works. There are other things going bump in the night.”

“Like what?” demanded Swann. He pointed to the nearest corpse. “These men aren’t militant religious extremists. They’re vampires.”

“Sure,” said Ledger as he took a knife from a concealed sheath on one of the corpses, “but they’re also middle-men. They were working as brokers for a group of ISIL dickheads in Syria.”

“Middle-men? For what?”

“Selling technology. Look, very, very short version of a history lesson. When the Cold War ended, and all those countries broke off from Russia, there was a lot of tech lying around. Everything from computer hard drives to stockpiles of weapons. Russia was too broke at the time to do anything about it, so a lot of stuff found its way onto the black market. There’s a non-Muslim Turk named Ohan who’s gotten very rich selling this shit to anyone with a bank routing number and a grudge. He acquired a bunch of nasty Soviet stuff from Kazakhstan and has been selling it to fucktards in ISIL and Boko Haram. Some of the stuff he’s selling is very, very nasty.”

“What? Like nuclear weapons?”

“Like bioweapons,” said Ledger. “Stuff that would kill more people in a day than have died in every battle since the V-Wars began. I’m talking designer pathogens and the research notes that would allow any good team of corrupt asshole scientists to tweak it even further. You want to kill only black male children? Done. Want to kill Ashkenazi Jews? Easy as pie. You want to kill left-handed redheads with big tits? Sure. Ever since the human genome was mapped it’s upped the game for total fucking madmen to create designer bioweapons.”

“That’s impossible…”

“Grow up. This is the 21st century, professor, we left the ‘fiction’ out of science fiction a long time ago,” said Ledger. “We have self-drive cars, combat robots, nanotech, holoportation conference calls, the God particles, reusable rocket ships, and—Oh! Cool.” He removed a small automatic in an ankle holster on a dead man’s leg. He ejected and inspected the magazine, checked the action, and slapped the magazine back into place. “Twelve shots and only one mag. Not a lot, but better than waving our dicks at them.”

“What does all that have to do with the Red Empire?”

Ledger rose and crossed to the door again and listened. “Still quiet.” He leaned his back against it and spoke, his voice low and quiet. “One of the things about global politics and terrorism is that different investigative agencies can be working on two ends of the same case and not know it. That’s what happened here. I tracked a shipment of weaponized bacteria from Kazakhstan to Syria and then here to the States. The courier was definitely on Ohan’s payroll and was supposed to make a handoff to a black market technologies broker here. Guy named Sprull.”

Swann frowned. “Wait… Jonas Sprull?”

“Yup.”

“He’s a vampire.”

“I know that now. Didn’t know it this morning. Wish I did. I also wish I knew who Sprull was planning on selling the stuff to. Had I known that I’d have brought a full team with me and done that whole ‘scorched earth’ thing. Would have made me a lot happier to have a whole team of first-chair shooters instead of me running a solo gig.” 

“Wait,” said Swann, “you were going to try and take down Jonas Sprull alone? He always has people with him.”

Ledger smiled. It was a ghastly sight because his face was spattered with other men’s blood. He nodded to the corpses. “Those people? Yeah, we’ve met.”

“They were vampires.”

“So I found out.”

“But…”

“This isn’t the movies, Doc. I don’t need stakes and crosses. I’ve found that a nine-millimeter bullet in the brainpan works quite well. So does a cut windpipe. After that it’s rinse and repeat. No, don’t look at me like that. You’re the one who went on the news and told everyone that vampires didn’t have any supernatural powers, right? They’re meat and muscle, blood and breath, just like us ordinary mortals. That means they can die. Fuck, Doc, I’ve met some really scary and deeply weird stuff in my job, and I can tell you without fear of contradiction that everything and everybody can die.”

Swann pointed to the door. “Then why are you afraid of what’s out there?”

“Because some things in this world are a lot harder to kill.”

“Like what? What’s out there that you’re so afraid of?”

Ledger wasn’t smiling anymore. “They call themselves the Red Knights. The species is upierczy. If there’s an apex predator among the collective vampire community, then they have my vote.”

“You’re saying they’re as formidable as the nelapsi?”

“No,” said Ledger. “I’m saying the upierczy are ten times more dangerous.”

Swann felt the blood drain from his face. “God. But…but…I thought…”

“Listen to me, Doc, we met some assholes down in Virginia who called themselves Red Knights, but that wasn’t what they were. They took that name the way Xerxes’ personal guard took the name ‘Immortals.’ The label carries with it a certain degree of raw fear. Anyone who knows that name gets a gut punch reaction. And going to war carrying a name like that makes a soldier feel like they’re something more than muscle and bone. Like a sports team. The Spartans, the Eagles, the Tigers, the Warriors. You get the picture? We fought nelapsi who were using the Red Knight name in order to borrow power from the real Knights.”

“But…who are the Red Knights? The real ones, I mean?”

“Le Rouge Chevaliers,” said Ledger, “are members of a brotherhood of assassins that emerged during the later Crusades. Over the centuries they’ve been tied to acts of murder, sabotage, and destruction that by today’s standards would be classified as terrorism. They were created and trained by a secret cabal within the Catholic Church called the Red Order as part of a dirty little deal with a splinter group within the armies of Islam, called the Tariqa. The Tariqa had their own team of killers called the Hashashin—”

“The Hashashin, sure,” said Swann, “they were expert killers, and it’s where the word ‘assassin’ comes from, but they weren’t vampires.”

“No. They were like ninjas, I guess. Real kickass motherfuckers too. There was nothing comparable within the Crusaders, so the Red Order created its own elite special ops team, you might say. They sent monks out to find vampires.”

“But…”

“And they found them. This was before those people with active V-genes were hunted down by the Inquisition and whoever else was rocking the Van Helsing shtick. The upierczy were collected, taken out of normal circulation. They were given protection while they trained, and for centuries they served as unofficial, off-the-radar hit men for the Church. Yeah, I know, somewhere Dan Brown is getting a wicked stiffy, but let’s face it, Doc, some conspiracies are a lot more than theories.”
“So, you’re saying the church is behind all of this? The bombings, the killings…?”
“No. That part of it’s past tense. The Red Knights broke off from the Order a few years ago. I, ah, may have had something to do with that. It’s need to know, and you don’t. Point is, the Red Knights are real, they’re active, they’re scary as fuck, and they are hunting us.”

“But you just killed six vampires…”

“Sure, so yay me. You’re not listening to what I’m saying. The real Red Knights are much more powerful, much better trained, much more evolved than any vampire you’ve ever met. They are to the nelapsi what SEAL Team Six is to the Cub Scouts. That, sadly, is not a joke. People who scare me are scared of them.” Ledger looked at the closed door. “That’s what’s coming for us, Dr. Swann. I can handle one, maybe two. But from what I saw on the way down here, I think there’s a whole strike team of them. A dozen at least. That’s why we are in deep, deep shit.”

“Oh god…”

“What I don’t get,” said Ledger, “is why they’re here. What’s their plan? Do the vampires of the new Red Empire want to create a pathogen to wipe out humans? That wouldn’t make sense. They’re blood drinkers, right? That means we’re all juice boxes to them. Killing us all wouldn’t be a smart move and they are not dumb.”

“It’s because of Sprull,” said Swann. “They’re not here for the bioweapons.”

“Bullshit. This place is a dummy corporation that Sprull uses as his little hidey-hole. This is his showroom for the nasty shit he pedals to buyers from every fringe group with a grudge and a checkbook. Why else would the Knights be here?”

“For the same reason I’m here,” said Swann.

“Which is? Talk quick, Doc, because I’m starting to hear noises out there that I do not like.”

“Jonas Sprull isn’t just a vampire,” said Swann, “and he isn’t just a black market technology broker.”

“Then what is he?”

“Sprull is a true believer. His entire operation has been a front for a radical group within the militant vampire community. He’s the fundraiser and he’s an enabler. He puts the weapons in their hands and his connections with black marketers selling technology is what has been giving them the edge. He’s a fanatic.”

Ledger frowned. “A believer in what?”

There was a sound outside. Footsteps. Many of them. Then something hit the metal door hard enough to shake it in its frame. Ledger spun and backed away, bringing the gun up into a two-handed grip, barrel pointed at the door. For all of the big man’s bravado he was sweating badly.

“Jonas Sprull is a key officer in the Red Empire,” said Swann. “I used to think the Empire was a myth, but sources I trust tell me it’s real.”

“Pretty sure I know who that source is,” said Ledger. “People I know have been checking into the Crimson Queen for a while now. She’s scary but she seems to have her head screwed on straight. Been neutral but not passive, if my intel is right.”

“That’s a good way to put it.”

“If she says this Red Empire thing is real, then I guess I have to accept that, much as I really don’t want to. World has enough problems.”

“It’s real and it’s powerful and they will do absolutely anything to bring him back.”

“Him? Him who?”

“Why… Michael Fayne, of course.”

“Fayne? Last I heard he was dead.”

“The Red Empire wants to resurrect him.”

“Bullshit.”

“No. They think he’s not really dead. They think he went into some kind of deep hibernation and they want to wake him up.”

“Why, for Christ’s sake?”

There was another powerful blow on the door. And another. Cracks began snaking out on the walls around the frame. 

“Because,” said Swann, “they think he’s the chosen one. The Messiah. They believe that if they can bring him back from death, he can lead them all in a holy war to conquer the entire planet.”
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Yuki Nitobe stood with a phone pressed to one ear and her hand covering the other. There was so much noise around her. Sirens, people yelling, other reporters doing nearly hysterical standups for their networks, and all of that against the constant, dull roar of the massive fire that was consuming half of the buildings at the nation’s largest research facility. Walls of flame reached into the morning air and above those were towering columns of dense black smoke. It was like looking at the furnaces of Hell itself. Even a quarter mile from the inferno the heat was oppressive, and strong winds were blowing flaming cinders into the trees and onto the roofs of other buildings. Dozens of streams of high-pressure water arched into the blaze but with no noticeable effect.

“Luther,” yelled Yuki, “are you watching TV? Are you seeing this?”

“Yes,” said Swann weakly. 

“What?”

“Yes,” he said louder. “I can see it. It’s… God, it’s awful.”

“Did you watch my recap?”

“Yes. Is it true?”

“It’s true,” she said, then she flinched as something exploded deep within the conflagration. A ball of burning gas curled upward, veined with black and lit from within by intense heat.

“Are you all right?” demanded Swann.

Yuki wanted to tell the truth, to say that she wasn’t all right. Not even a little. But she said, “I’m fine. It’s just that this is insane. Why would they do this? This is a medical facility. It’s neutral ground. Everyone knows that.”

It was one of the very few areas where both sides of the war found common ground. There would be no attacks on a very short list of facilities. Hospitals were at the top of the list, along with water purification plants, working farms, nuclear power plants, and the power grid. Attacks on those would hurt everyone, blood and beat. That same accord also forbade either side from using such places as refuges or bases. Sadly, most schools were not included as safe zones. Not enough of the more aggressive power players on either side respected schools, and the more radical elements distrusted the content of what might be taught.

The Texas Medical Center was the closest thing to hallowed ground as there was in the world. Humans and vampires could both get cancer, and that university was doing important advanced work in cancer screening and treatment.

“Who are they, Yuki?” asked Swann. “The news said that someone took credit for it. Some group called the Red Empire, but I’ve never heard of them. Do you know anything about them? What do they want? Why target the hospital?”

Yuki looked around to make sure no one was paying attention to her and then she moved into the relative shelter of the side of a parked ambulance. “Listen, Luther,” she said quickly, “do you understand why they picked this place?”

“No… I…”

“Christ, Luther, get your head out of your ass. Don’t you know what they’ve been doing here?”

“Um…yes, research. Vampire genetics and—”

“No,” she snapped. “Not that. Everyone’s doing that. Luther, the fire started in the Rykerson Lab.”

She heard him gasp and Yuki knew that now Luther Swann understood.

After New York, after the first outbreak, after the patient zero of the Ice Virus plague began to kill, and after that vampire was finally brought down in a hail of gunfire, his body was brought here for study. Since then, there had been wild rumors and conspiracy theories in which different groups—human and vampire—claimed that the patient zero had not, in fact, died in New York. The rumors claimed that he could not die, that he was some unknown breed of vampire with extraordinary healing powers. They said that he was being kept alive so that the human military scientists could use him to create some kind of biological weapon that could be used against all vampires. It was wild speculation and a lot of it was straight out of comic books. But there was always some truth in these urban myths. Yuki and Luther both knew that all too well.

The patient zero of the vampire plague had been brought there to the Texas Medical Center.

Michael Fayne had been brought there.

And now the entire medical center was burning.

Burning.

Burning.

“Luther,” she said into the phone, “remember what the man said in that video? He said, ‘You think you have seen war, but you have not. The Red Empire rises. All hail the Red Emperor.’ God, Luther, I think maybe those crazy rumors have been true all along. I think Michael Fayne—or whatever he’s turned into—is still alive.”

“No,” said Swann, but it was clear that he wasn’t disagreeing with her. He didn’t want this to be true. The horror was there in his voice, though. The realization. The understanding.

“Michael Fayne is the one they’re talking about, Luther,” said Yuki. “He’s the Red Emperor.”

She watched the building burn and turned to look at the faces of the people in the crowd. Some of them were probably vampires, she knew. They had probably seen the video on their phones or tablets, or listened to it on their car radios as they drove to see the blaze. All of them looked afraid.

No, they looked terrified.

This was more than an act of terrorism. This was more than the entrance of a new player to the tortured game of war and bloodshed. This was much bigger than that. The world had somehow just changed.

And everyone—consciously or subconsciously—knew it.
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“It’s giving out!” yelled Ledger. “Swann, get behind me.”

With a shriek like some great beast in agony, the metal hinges twisted and then tore loose from the frame, shooting pieces of broken steel flying as the door flew inward. The door landed on one bottom corner, pirouetted, and then fell with a ringing clang as shapes crowded through.

Joe Ledger opened fire point blank, catching the first of the Red Knights in the face. The small automatic spat again and again, and the rounds punched through faces and skulls and throats and chests. The knights hissed and screamed as they tried to evade but were trapped by their own numbers. If there had only been four of them Ledger would have killed them all and it would have been over.

There were so many more.

They packed the hall beyond the cellar door, and Swann thought he saw at least a dozen snarling faces. Red eyes blazed and mouths snarled to reveal savage and uneven white fangs. Powerful hands reached and black nails as thick as talons tore at the dead and the dying to claw their way into the room.

Ledger backpedaled and threw one despairing, calculating look at Swann, and in a moment of stinging clarity Swann knew that the soldier was debating how best to use his last bullets. One for Swann and then bury the barrel up under his own chin? Would suicide be the only mercy the two of them could hope for?

But then Ledger’s eyes hardened, and he aimed and fired his last rounds. A fifth Red Knight died, one scarlet eye blown black, and a sixth staggered and collapsed against the wall with most of his jaw shot away. Then the slide locked back and there was a single moment of almost unbearable silence as everyone—the Red Knights, Luther Swann, and Joe Ledger—all realized that the gun was empty and that the next act of this drama would be painted in the same red colors but by other hands. The savage snarls of the Red Knights transformed, becoming hungry leers of delight and anticipation.

Ledger switched the empty gun to his left hand and once again drew the rapid-release knife, flicking the blade into place. He did not yell a challenge; he did not pose or posture. Instead, he rushed his attackers as if the advantage was all his, as if this fight was on his terms. It was like nothing Swann had ever seen. Even Big Dog, the head of the V-8 Special Ops team, had needed to psych himself up before a fight, shouting trash talk and doing everything short of thumping his chest like a mountain gorilla. Not Ledger. The man’s face became blank, unemotional. There was none of that mix of fear and desperation and blood cruelty that marked so many soldiers Swann had known. This was the face of a man going to work. It was the face of a master of the craft, like the dispassionate jeweler as he cuts a diamond.

As one of the Red Knights lunged at him, Ledger used the empty pistol to smash aside the vampire’s hands at the same time he brought the knife up and whipped it across the creature’s throat. Ledger shifted subtly to the left as hydrostatic pressure shot a geyser of blood over his shoulder, and he used that shift to unlimber one leg so he could deliver a short, chopping kick to the next upierczy’s knee, splintering bone and knocking the leg into a horrible and unnatural sideways bend. Ledger hit the dying first vampire again to knock him hard against the one with the crippled leg, and they both fell backward against the others who were still trying to crowd through the door. The tight confines of the doorway and the boneless sprawl of the dead monster corked the entrance for a moment, and Ledger used that fragment of time to chop and slash at the pale hands that tried to grab him. Swann saw fingers fly into the air, seemingly chased by drops of rubies. 

Swann looked around for something, anything that he could use to help the soldier. But there was nothing except dead meat and blood. The room had one door and it was full of death.

Swann felt his heart sinking. This was how the world was going to end for him. The Red Knights would win. Even with the damage Ledger was doing, there were simply too many of them. Too many.

“God,” murmured Swann in a voice too faint even for his own ears to hear.
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One of the Red Knights, a real bull of a man, placed his hands against the press in the doorway and with a howl of black fury shoved with all of his might. The bones of the dead and the wounded splintered and the whole obstructive mass of bodies bulged through the doorway and then exploded into the room. A body struck Ledger and drove him backward all the way to the opposite wall as the rest of the Red Knights came streaming in.

The Knights fanned out, forming a half-circle around the soldier. Swann, who cowered back a few feet from Ledger, was trapped in the same ring of death. The Red Knights smiled.

Those smiles were the most frightening thing Swann had ever seen. They made him cringe, they chilled, they promised awful things. There was no slow and easy death in those grins. The big Red Knight strode in, pushing roughly into the press, and the other vampires yielded to him. He stopped and stared at Ledger. Tears of blood broke from the vampire’s eyes, and Swann had no idea what that might mean. It was not something he’d ever witnessed. He did not think it was a good sign.

The vampire pointed a black fingernail at the Special Ops soldier.

“Ledger…” he said, and there was so much passion, so much hatred in his voice that it made the name almost a curse. 

Ledger stood ready to fight, weight shifted onto the balls of his feet, the empty gun in one hand, dripping knife in the other. He studied the face of the big monster.

“Nice to be recognized,” he said. “Who in the wide blue fuck are you?”

“I am Anatoly of the House of Thorns. My name would mean nothing to you,” said the vampire. “But I know you.”

“House of Thorns, huh? Let me guess… You’re one of his sons, right? You’re one of his bastards.”

“Say his name,” demanded Anatoly. “Have that much respect before you die.”

“His name? Sure. Why not? You’re one of the sons of Grigor, the King of Thorns.”

The other vampires hissed at the sounds of that name. They made complex signs in the air that reminded Swann of the way Catholics crossed themselves. 

“I am the last son of my father,” said Anatoly. Bloody spittle foamed on his lips. “I was not there when you killed my father, but I have prayed for a moment like this. Oh, how I have prayed. And I have made a hundred blood sacrifices so that this moment would happen. The stars and all the spirits of the dead have answered my prayers. Now the circle is complete and the House of Thorns is avenged.”

“Let me stop you right there, Sparky,” said Ledger. “First, fuck you and your house and your father. You want to know how he died? I stomped him to death. I stomped him so hard his eyeballs popped out. Sick, sure, but there it is. He died screaming and mewling like a pussy. He died begging for his life, but I’m not in the mercy business so fuck him, and while we’re at it, fuck you too.”

Swann did not think it was possible for a vampire to go pale, but what little color was in Anatoly’s face drained away to leave him white as alabaster. The other vampires actually recoiled from Ledger. Swann had no idea what the House of Thorns was or who this Grigor was, but it was clearly a massive event in the history of these upierczy. 

“You…dare…” began Anatoly, sputtering in his outrage, but Ledger interrupted him.

“I’m not finished, asshole. If you know me then you know how many of you sons of bitches I’ve killed. Alone, with my team, and with the women of Arklight.”

All of the vampires hissed as if scalded. Swann flinched too. He had heard stories about a group called Arklight. The same rumor mills that spoke of the Red Empire had whispered about a group of killers made up of women from different cultures, different countries, different religions, who were united in a longstanding war against men. Even before the V-Wars there were stories of ISIS camps being raided in order to free groups of women held as sex slaves. Those stories told of the appalling things done to the men. A few had even been left alive, though with no hands, no feet, no eyes, and no genitals. There were no pictures of anyone in Arklight, no names, nothing but the leavings of their attacks. And now Ledger spoke of them as if he knew them, and the Red Knights—these terrible monsters—recoiled from the mere mention of them.

“Witches,” hissed one of the vampires, and the others took up the cry until Anatoly silenced them with a fierce growl.

“Arklight is nothing,” he sneered. “Do you know how many of them I had? Do you know how many of them I used? They were to be fucked, to be our brood mares. They were nothing.”

“Yeah, well, I hate to break it to you, Sparky,” said Ledger, and now he did smile, “but one of them is standing right behind you.”

Anatoly snorted and then laughed.

But there was something about Ledger’s smile that must have made him doubt the man was joking. The Red Knights turned, Swann leaned to one side to look past them.

A woman stood there.

She was tall, slim, with the long legs and lean muscles of a dancer. Her face was lovely, her hair dark and long. She wore black clothes and shoes, and in each of her hands was a long, curved knife. Blood dripped from the tips of both knives.

“Hello, Joseph,” she said.

Ledger grinned. “Hello, Violin.”
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“Kill her!” screamed Anatoly. 

The woman named Violin raised her knives and smiled. She was beautiful, but it was not a pretty smile. It was a viper’s smile. A scorpion’s. A killer’s.

The Red Knights rushed at her.

Swann yelled a warning for her to run. She did not.

Instead, she did as Ledger had done earlier. She moved into their charge. Except she did it with so much more speed, so much more grace. Her hands became blurs tipped with silver. As talons clawed at her she turned and was not there. As hands grabbed for her there was a swirl of motion and those hands clutched air as they flew up, no longer attached to the reaching arms. Throats opened to her and spilled blood and life into the air.

Anatoly roared like a lion, but he did not attack the woman. Instead, he leapt into the air to try and smash Ledger to the ground. He battered the gun from Ledger’s hand and locked his fingers around the man’s knife-wrist as they crashed into the wall and then fell to the bloody floor. Swann rushed in and lashed out with as powerful a kick as he could manage and caught Anatoly in the ribs. It was like kicking a brick wall. Pain detonated in Swann’s foot and he fell, feeling agony from several shattered toes and metatarsals. 

Violin leapt like a dancer, turning in the air to kick, landed still pivoting, and slashed at the legs and bellies and groins of the Red Knights as they tried to surround her. She was laughing as she fought, filled with a red delight that seemed to conjure terror in the eyes of her enemies.

Ledger rolled as he landed, jamming a foot hard against the floor to give him leg power to add to his hip twist so that Anatoly’s body turned instead of crashing straight down. As the vampire landed hard on his hip, Ledger drew his knees to his own chest and kicked out, catching Anatoly in the chest. Between the force of the fall and the power of that double heel-kick, the big vampire lost his grip and reeled back. However, the knife flew from Ledger’s hand and went spinning away into a pool of blood.

Anatoly made a reflexive grab for it and Ledger punished him for that by chopping the vampire across the throat. It was a powerful blow, but the angle was bad. Even so, the big vampire coughed and sagged back for a moment, giving Ledger an opportunity to escape. He did not take it. Instead, he rolled onto one knee, braced himself with his hands, and fired off three very fast chopping kicks at Anatoly, catching the monster in the chest, collarbone, and on the side of the head. The last blow really rocked the Red Knight backward and Swann realized that Ledger must have some kind of steel reinforcement in his shoes. As Anatoly scrambled to reclaim his balance and reset himself for an attack, Ledger pressed him. He spun on that braced knee and dove forward, grabbing the vampire’s hair in both hands and slamming the creature’s head backward and down. The fact that Anatoly’s neck did not immediately snap spoke to the immense power in his neck muscles and shoulders. He hooked a punch over and down and connected with Ledger’s forehead, dropping the man flat.

Violin must have seen this for she cried out, and that split second of inattention nearly cost her the fight and her life. A bulky Knight with a face like a gargoyle lashed out with a huge fist and struck her a savage blow across the face. Violin staggered and bright blood flew from her torn lips. She reeled backward against the wall, her knives loose in her trembling hands, eyes glassy and momentarily unfocused. The other Knights gave malicious, hungry grins and closed on her. There were five of them and Anatoly made six. Ledger was hurt too. The world seemed to suddenly dwindle down to this moment. All of the politics, the pain, the struggles, the hope, the sacrifice… It all blew away like dust to reveal a hard truth that threatened to bring Swann to his knees.

We’re going to lose.

We. 

Not the humans. Not the vampires.

We.

As if a window opened up to let him look from today into a certain tomorrow, all Swann could see was a wasteland. Drained of all life, burned to ashes, wrecked and ruined and dead. The end result of ten thousand years of civilization, of millions of years of evolution, of all struggles to come down from the trees and rise up to build something, to be something. To create, cultivate, and curate a world worth living in.

Gone.

And all of it, every last bit of grace and beauty and potential torn down by maniacs like these. Fanged and unfanged, monsters all.

The moment of silence held. Held.

And then Luther Swann screamed. Not in fear. Not only in fear. He screamed in rage, with a fury hotter than anything he had ever felt before. In all of the battles and struggles since Michael Fayne’s transformation set the world to burning. He ran straight at the group of vampires surrounding Violin—a woman he did not know and had never heard of only minutes ago—and slammed into them. The pain from his broken foot only threw gasoline on the fires of his anger. He had no words, no threats, just a continuous and inarticulate howl of fury.

The vampires turned, hissing, laughing, reaching for him with their black talons, and Luther Swann knew that he was going to die. At least now, after all this time, he would die fighting for something rather than yelling and not being heard. He would rather go out this way than live to see everything fail and fall and perish.

He did not inflict so much as a scratch on any of them. One of them turned and punched him in the chest hard enough to pick him up off the ground and hurl him ten feet backward. Swann could feel his sternum crack. He fell hard and fell badly and the lights in the room suddenly seemed to become far too bright and then fade quickly. He skidded fifteen feet through blood and lay there, gasping, thinking he was dying.

But he saw what happened.

He saw what he had accomplished.

A moment of chaos, a moment of distraction. That was all it took. Everything changed. The world had slipped a gear and now it caught again.

The Red Knights had made the mistake of turning away from Violin and looking at the screaming, stupid human. They had swatted him like a fly, but it cost them. Violin sprang at them, her knives moving, her eyes focused once more, her mouth frozen in a hard smile of pure joy. It was the most ugly, beautiful smile Swann had ever seen, and somehow it reminded him of the Crimson Queen. 

The knives cut and cut and cut. The Knights turned back to fight her, but the advantage they had was gone and the red room became redder still.

A scream made Swann turn and he saw that Ledger was on his feet, blood streaming from a scalp wound, one eye puffed nearly shut. Ledger had Anatoly down on the ground with a knee on the vampire’s throat as he systematically smashed the Red Knight’s face with a series of powerful blows to nose, eyes, temples. Shattered bits of broken teeth flew up as Ledger’s hands hammered down. During the distraction he, too, had seized the slim advantage and turned defeat into a brutal attack.

Swann tried to get up. Tried to help. Ledger’s knife was ten inches from Swann’s outstretched left hand, but it might as well have been on the far side of the moon. He watched as Ledger straightened, lifting his foot, and stamped down on the Red Knight’s throat. The sound seemed very far away.

“Stay down, Doc,” yelled a voice. Maybe it was Ledger. Swann did not know. The darkness closed in around him and opened up a big hole into which he fell. He did not remember striking bottom.
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Swann heard voices.

Only voices, and only parts of the things they said. He tried to open his eyes, but either he was blind or the world had turned to shadows and ashes. There were only vague shapes that moved through the blackness. A man shape. A woman shape. Other shapes lay sprawled, unmoving.

“Fuck,” said a man, “I think they killed the poor son of a bitch.”

“No,” said the woman. “He’s alive. Barely, but alive. His chest is crushed. The sternum’s in pieces. I think one of them is pressing down. Here, let me see what I can do.”

Then there was pain.

So much pain. White hot pain, though the brightness of the pain did nothing to push back the darkness. All it did was fill his mind with an unbearable glow of pain and then it switched off all the lights.

 

Swann did not remember waking up. Awareness of consciousness came slowly, reluctantly, and incompletely. It was still dark, but then he realized that he was seeing actual shadows instead of the darkness of injury and disorientation. He tried to blink his eyes clear, but clarity was elusive.

The voices were still there though. Nearby.

“The hell’d you even know I was here?” asked a man. Was it Captain Ledger? Swann thought so. 

The woman, Violin, laughed. It was strangely musical. An odd thing for so horrible a place. “I did not, Joseph. I followed Anatoly Grigorson and his team.”

“So, you’re saying it was your plan to attack them all by yourself?”

“There wasn’t time to wait for my team,” she said. 

Swann heard footsteps. Wet footsteps as the big soldier and the strange woman walked through blood toward him.

“He’s breathing,” said Ledger.

“He’s awake,” said Violin. 

He saw them now, shapes in the darkness, but they became more visible as they squatted down on either side of him. They were smiling, but it was the kind of smiles people wear when visiting the sick, or the dying.

“Hey, Doc,” said Ledger with surprising gentleness. “How we doing here?”

Swann tried to speak. Failed. Managed a weak mumble.

“What did he say?” asked Violin.

“Doc,” said Ledger, “hold on, okay? We have a medical team on the way. You’re hurt but you’re going to be okay.”

Swann thought Ledger sounded false. Lying or uncertain. Trying and failing to encourage him; offering no believable comfort.

“He’s saying something else,” said Ledger as he leaned close.

“…Fayne…?” whispered Swann. It cost him a lot to force out that one word.

Ledger leaned back and Swann could see the answer in the man’s face. Defeat, fear, anxiety.

“Gone,” said the soldier. “Sprull’s people got the body out before we even got here. Maybe more of the Red Knights, I don’t know. But we lost, Doc. The Red Empire has their fucking messiah.”

Swann heard the words and felt them punch him back down into the darkness. This time he didn’t try to stop his own fall.
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TAMILEIGH NEVER CONSIDERED herself a vigilante until the day she killed someone.

Even then, she didn’t feel that killing defined being a vigilante. Certainly there were some partakers of private justice who got the job done without bloodshed. Maybe someday she could do that. Maybe someday that would be enough.

Today wasn’t that day.

Anyone who found themselves in the unfortunate position of being on her hit list could consider that a death warrant. Tamileigh—Tommy to everyone—didn’t cry a lot of tears over that. The bad guys picked the game and dealt the play. Back when she became Tommy—and left Tamileigh Squires behind, hidden in a safer place—acute observation about habitual cultural reactions to gender gave the idea that being a boy would keep her safe. She’d been Tommy ever since.

She dropped back from arrivals, tailing a well-dressed, baby-faced man and three kids. They were all holding hands as the tides of airport foot traffic pulled them through throngs of travelers to the Hertz rental counter. Baby-face kept the kids moving fast, and Tommy had to hustle to squeeze into the same train to the Ground Transportation wing. The trick, she knew, was to move quick, make changes as needed based on how she read the moment, and do it all without drawing attention. She used the crowd the same way Baby-face did, to hide in numbers. 

Tommy knew the Orlando airport like she lived there. Her mission brought her there several times a week and often every day. Some of the staff and security saw her so often they assumed that she worked there. Good fake IDs and learning the first names of key staff members, along with their kids’ and pets’ names, put a varnish on that. Smoothed things out. And she knew that she didn’t look threatening, not even a little, despite her five foot ten-inch height. She wore clothes a size too large that made her slender athletic build look skinny, and affected a gawky, leggy, teenage boy kind of vibe. The clothes also blanked out her curves so that she could pass for a young guy easily enough, though some people who got a closer look at the shape of her ears and throat assumed she was either trans or nonbinary, maybe a teen fan rocking the K-pop androgyny thing. Her strawberry blond hair was cut short in a deliberately masculine style.

She’d been waiting and watching for the dirtbag to return for nearly a week, having worked out a pattern in the appearance of his type in Orlando. Last time he’d arrived, he’d only had one girl with him. She’d been taller, likely a preteen, wearing an outfit of whorish motley, and didn’t seem at all worried about separating herself from the trafficker. It sucked to watch, but Tommy had to pick her battles. That fight would have been two on one from the start. She’d used that occurrence as a data point. Sure enough, here he was again, only this time he had three small, exhausted, pale children with him.

All girls.

The quartet left the train and moved to the outer parking area to a black car in the second-to-last row of rentals. Wearing a Grover baseball cap and aviator shades, Tommy held up a Hertz brochure and some other paperwork, looking from stall to stall as if searching for her rental. Discretely pushing both hands into Nitrile gloves, she dropped behind a SUV the next stall over. Baby-face didn’t look up, just propped the rear doors open, barked something in Romanian at the biggest of the three girls, then pulled the other two around to the passenger side and placed them inside. 

Baby-face had a brusque almost military way about him as he arranged the children in the back seat of the rental car, handling them as if they were a commodity to be stacked and secured with a cam strap. It was hard to watch. That alone was nearly enough to make Tommy step out of hiding in the covered airport parking lot and beat the guy bloody. 

Tommy crept along the side of the Lincoln Navigator and crouched, shirt growing sweat-sticky with her heart hammering in her chest. Her target moved to the rear of the car with his rolling luggage and clicked the key fob to open the trunk. Tommy crept toward Baby-face as he lowered the handle on the bag and bent to heft it in. He settled the bag inside the trunk, leaning over, and Tommy made her move, catching him when he was off balance. She raced forward, slapping a palm roughly over his mouth and jabbing a syringe into the other side of his neck in the same instant. She cranked the plunger down as he jerked roughly and swatted at his neck. She bounced back to land a quick kick to the back of his knee. Baby-face tried to stand but she threw her weight against his hips, shoved him, and cracked his head against the roof of the trunk. It took only a second longer for the Propofol to work its way into his system. He dropped solidly on top of his luggage as Tommy scooped up his legs and crammed him inside the trunk next to his bag. Hands moving in a blur, she used two zip ties to lock his wrists together.

She grabbed the keys from his boneless grip, shut the trunk lid, and slid into the driver’s seat. She tossed the hat and shades onto the passenger seat and turned to look at the three girls buckled into the back. Only the oldest one glanced out the window to look for the man who’d smuggled them into the US. The two little ones looked down. Tommy saw that the one seated in the middle had tear streaks running down her dirty, baby-chubby face.

Tommy looked from one kid to the next. One of the little girls was still a sweet-faced towhead with blue eyes. She couldn’t have been more than five.

Five. 

God damn.

“My name is Tommy,” she said. “I’m taking you to the safest place I know.”
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Joe Ledger

Bucharest, Romania

 

The thing about hunting in the wild is that the predators always think they’re the baddest sonsabitches in the jungle. Opinions differ. Sometimes the things they hunt turn out to be hunting them.

I’ve been on both sides of that.

I wanted to explain that to the three guys closing in on me, but I found that visual aids and practical demonstrations tend to work better than wordy explanations.

We were in a hallway on the third floor of the Hotel Cismigiu on Regina Elisabeta Boulevard. They’d chosen that moment because thugs—and, let’s face it, guys like me—prefer it when the target is slotting his keycard into the reader. It’s a moment of distraction, and for professionals a moment is all that’s required. They’d spaced themselves so that one guy—a tall and lanky man with a snow-white dye job—was a few paces ahead of me, and the others, a guy with gorilla shoulders and another with a rat face, were walking along the hall toward me. Gorilla and Ratface were laughing and talking about a football match. It was the middle of the afternoon, the time of day most people think things like this never happen. Which is, of course, why they do happen then.

I slid my key into the reader and the door clicked, and suddenly they were all in motion, slamming into me, our combined weight banging the door open, their momentum carrying us all inside. It was very smooth, very practiced, and very fast, and they hit me like a tidal surge.

Points to them for setting a nice trap. 

No doubt the plan was to beat me to within an inch of my life. Then maybe spend the next half hour trying to teach me to breathe through a soaked towel over my face until I decided to tell them whatever they wanted to know.

But they picked the wrong prey for that kind of action.

I saw Snow White begin to turn a split second before Gorilla and Ratface plowed into me. That fragment of time was enough for me to understand, to accept the reality of it, and to become a player in this drama rather than merely a victim.

Their impetus gave me some power I could use, so as we slammed into the room, I turned —transforming push into torque— grabbing, steering so that Gorilla landed under me instead of on top. I used him to cushion my fall, while letting my hip drop with a soft thud into his crotch even as I chopped sideways with an elbow to catch Ratface across the mouth. He went spilling onto the floor as Snow White rushed at me to try and stomp my face, but I rolled back on Gorilla’s crotch and pushed off to kick upward. My heel caught Snow White just inside the thigh —not quite getting his balls, but close enough to send him spinning like a top.

Then I rolled onto fingers and toes and was up fast. 

Ratface was spitting blood from a torn mouth, but he was also reaching for something inside his jacket. I didn’t wait to find out whether it was a gun or knife and dove at him, grabbed his hair in one fist and his chin with my other hand and twisted as I rolled over his body. The head can turn fast and far, but not that fast and nowhere near that far. There was a huge wet crack, and I ended my barrel roll on my knees, releasing his head which flopped on a ruined and rubbery neck.

Snow White had corrected his spin and came at me hard, a knife in his hand. He tried for a long slash at my face. Dumb choice—at his distance and angle he might have slashed my thigh, which would have slowed me down enough for him and Gorilla to pile on me and tear me apart. That mistake cost him, because as he went for that long reach, I pitched myself like a bowling ball at his knees. My shoulder caught him just above both kneecaps and my mass forced his legs straight, but my rolling weight applied wicked leverage and both knee joints exploded. He let loose a piercing shriek of terrible agony as he fell under me. I ended that roll nearly sitting on his stomach and I silenced him with a sharp downward chop with the edge of my hand. His throat collapsed into junk and the scream became a faded wet gurgle.

That left Gorilla, who was doing his best to get to his feet. His face was a bloated purple balloon. His body was hunched and had an awkward tilt—the repeated impacts to his groin had done some structural damage. What a shame.

I leapt up, grabbed him by the hair, and ran him three steps into the wall. He rebounded and sat down on his ass, the hate and pain in his eyes dissolving into a senseless glaze. Then he fell over and passed out.

I wasted no time and leapt across the room, peered out briefly into the hall and saw a couple of heads poke out from other rooms.

“Sorry,” I said in Romanian, hoisting an embarrassed and apologetic smile on my face, “turned the TV on and didn’t realize the volume was so high.”

“Have some damn consideration,” groused one of my fellow guests.

“Really, really sorry,” I said again, sketched a wave, and ducked back inside. 

I closed and locked the door and assessed the situation as I let my breath and heart rate settle down. 

Three thugs, identities unknown. My guess is that they worked for one of the two possible bad guys in the case I was on. So, they were either part of the Kuga organization—which meant they were Fixers—or they were on the payroll of the woman known only by the lurid code name of Mantis. And I rather thought it was going to be the latter, since I’d done more significant recent damage to that group.

Of the three of them, only Gorilla was still alive. Sure, concussed and with a cracked or broken pelvis…but alive.

And that was going to be very unfortunate for him, because now he was the only one who could answer my questions. 

It truly sucked to be him.
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Tommy

 

There was a sudden sneeze and Tommy glanced into the rearview of the rented Ford Focus. She made eye contact with the youngest of the three girls for the first time since leaving the airport parking area. The deep brown pools of swirling fear, shame, and mistrust startled her at first. Then the girl glanced away, as if she’d never been looking. 

The kids were Romanian. In the weeks after news of the arrests of some of the leaders of a child prostitution syndicate in Bucharest hit the global web, Tommy had seen the arrival of more and more “dads” deplaning with two or three kids right here in Orlando as the traffickers took their resources abroad for sale. To Tommy, the “families” were easy to spot. The men escorting them hustled in their concerted efforts to get the kids into the country as quickly as possible. 

As if they were chattel. Just property to be transported to a buyer.

Jets screamed into the sunbaked air and squawked onto sticky-hot tarmac as they waited for what seemed like the sleepiest damned traffic light on the planet to wake up and let them pass.

“Where are we going, Tommy?” A timid, heavily accented voice came from the back seat.

Surprised by the girl’s ability to speak English, Tommy turned to look over her shoulder and offered the gentlest smile she could muster after doing what she’d just done. The same child that had made eye contact earlier was the one who’d spoken. 

“Somewhere safe,” she said.
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Joe Ledger

 

I always carry a field kit of some useful doodads. That’s the professional tradecraft name. “Doodads.”

When I check into a room I never allow the maids to tidy up, and instead leave word at the desk that—with the exception of room service—I did not want to be disturbed. Good hotels respect that. Mediocre hotels don’t, but I have a workaround for that. As soon as I check in I swap my guest keycard for a special one I carry. I attach a small device about the size of a quarter to the card-reader on the door and then wait for the electronics inside of it to connect to the MindReader Q1 network. Bug—the head of Rogue Team International’s computer sciences division—hacks into the hotel’s computer system when I first book the room. MindReader uses an ultra-sophisticated super-intrusion software package that not only infiltrates virtually any system it encounters, but also rewrites the target’s security software and eliminates all trace of the hack. It can do that to the Department of Defense in under three seconds, so figure elapsed time for a hotel like this is maybe one-five millionth of a second. Fun. Once I insert the blank keycard, MindReader assigns it and the card reader a new and unique code. No other keycard will work, and any attempt to revert the system back to the hotel will fail. Even the hotel’s master keycard will fail. The only remaining options are replacement or kicking down the door, and neither was likely during my short stay.

My point here is that no one from the staff would come in and interrupt my heart-to-heart chat with Gorilla.

I picked him up and carried him into the bathroom, used my Wilson Rapid Response folding knife to cut away his clothes, and bound his ankles and wrists with strips of his shirt. I balled up one of his socks and stuffed it into his mouth. Then I fetched my cell phone and sat on the closed toilet lid and played Kingdom Rush Vengeance on my iPhone. There was opera playing on my tablet—a mix with lots of soprano arias. Kind of useful how much sopranos singing Puccini and screams sound alike through a hotel wall. And I had the water running in the sink. Lots of ambient noise, and a fun game to kill some time.

It took Gorilla about twenty minutes to claw his way out of a concussion-induced doze. He blinked his eyes for several moments and I found it interesting to watch the process of awareness creeping into his vision. He realized what level of shit he was in right around the same time that all of his nerve endings woke up and he began screaming. Hence the sock.

I let him have a second or two with that, then I set down my phone, picked up the knife, and began cleaning my fingernails with it. Wish like hell I could remember which old movie I’d cribbed that from, but the effect was lovely. Gorilla stopped screaming as surely as if I’d cut his throat. His eyes grew four sizes bigger and the gray pain-induced pallor of his skin paled to a sickly yellow-green. More of a chartreuse, really. 

I leaned my forearms on my thighs and said one word. A name.

“Mantis.”

Giving it just the slightest rising inflection. Not quite a question, but near enough.

Gorilla tried so hard to tough it out. He shook his head. He tried to hurl obscenities past the smelly ball gag. He even tried turning away and looking at the tile wall. I waited.

When he began to cry, I knew that he’d tell me everything he knew. We both hoped, without a sliver of doubt, that he knew everything I wanted to know.
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Tommy

 

Looking at them now—so small and frail in the big backseat—she thought being close to one another might make them feel a little safer, but they were spread out by the seatbelts. Baby-face’s intention had been to get them from point A to B, and screw how the kids felt. As long as the backseat had child safety locks so they couldn’t bail, the rental cars were good to go.

She looked at Tommy with mistrust clouding her face, likely from the previous inability to get answers to similar questions.

“Where?” she asked again, putting more need and emphasis in it.

“Somewhere you can rest and get some good food. My friend Adrianna is there waiting for us.”

“Is she your girlfriend?” the girl asked.

Tommy gave her a quick smile and turned back to the steering wheel. “What? No. She’s a friend. Someone I work with.” 

Traffic finally started to move and she followed the lane onto Jeff Fuqua Boulevard. The question was understandable. The girls thought Tommy was a boy. Nice. The disguise was intentional and something Tommy did for a morbid plethora of reasons for the last seven years of her life. Luckily, she’d grown quite tall for a girl, although she remained rail thin and wiry; all things she used to her advantage. The kids in the car with her weren’t the only ones whose childhoods had been stolen away by a monster. 

Tommy focused on driving and didn’t glance in the rearview for a minute just in case her eyes were wet with the tears that wanted to flow.

“It’s not too much farther. I mean, just in case you guys aren’t fond of car rides. I’m not, really. Taking the bus can be fun sometimes though.” She had to wonder if she was talking to comfort them or herself. 

There was silence from the back seat, and that was totally okay.

She would place the children with Adrianna at the Center and then hope and pray every day that the girls were reintroduced to what they’d lost. They were just kids and should be allowed to be kids. They shouldn’t be thinking about working the industry. Fuck, they shouldn’t even know about sex yet, let alone the ugliest and most twisted forms of it.

Tommy, on the other hand—well, she knew that kind of darkness. It haunted her dreams and was waiting for her every morning when she woke up. There was no part of her life that wasn’t tainted by what had been done to her, and what she had been forced to do.  

These kids shared that with her. They deserved better though. And maybe they were still young enough to heal and grow past it without having to carry that freight. Every kid deserved a childhood. And God damn it, Tommy would do anything in her power to give it back to as many little girls and boys as she could.

Boys. Yeah, she’d pulled little boys out of rings too. They were in another room of the same circle of Hell. 

They weren’t out of the woods yet, and Tommy wouldn’t consider the mission a success until the girls were locked away at the United Abolitionist Center and she’d made it back to her apartment in good enough shape to dump some cheap rum over ice and force herself to sleep. Sweat ran into the crease between her flattened, bound breasts and down the back of her long-sleeved t-shirt.

“It’s pretty hot out, huh?” She glanced in the rearview. 

Three sets of eyes looked away. “Do you need more air back there? I can turn it up…”

Not a single one of the girls answered. That’s about what Tommy had expected. In her experience, these kids weren’t in the habit of asking for comfort, and that was for all kinds of horrid reasons. 

Finally, Tommy turned the car into the lot at the Center, pulled into a slot, and killed the engine. 

She tugged her cell phone from a pocket on her trousers and sent a text to Adrianna to let her know they’d arrived, then turned to the girls. “We’re here. See? I told you it wasn’t that far.”

Three sets of eyes in the back seat and only one made eye contact. It was the same kid who’d asked questions. The others stared at the floorboard, not invested in their current location. Shut down in all the important ways. 

Footsteps approached and Adrianna and Jen came to walk the girls inside. Adrianna was a thick-skinned Puerto Rican in her early thirties. Jen looked like everyone’s gym-active grandma, with a silver ponytail and a serious tan that made her eyes gleam like sea glass. 

One adult to each child. That’s how it had to be. She could never tell how one of the rescued kids would act. Sometimes they were angry and scared. There had been times when the older ones didn’t want to leave a pimp behind. Most were already addicted.

Tommy got out of the car and went to the door that was closest to the oldest girl, the one who’d been more talkative. She figured if one was going to fight or make a break for it, it was her. Once the girl stood on the pavement beside Tommy, she watched closely as Adrianna and Jen helped the smaller kids from the car and then bent to talk with them in the soothing voices of those trained to work with traumatized children.

“It’s going to be okay,” Tommy said, trying to reassure the girl next to her. “I trust the people here. They’ll help.”

Rather than responding or smiling, the girl just nodded, the exhausted, lost look of one resigned to accept whatever was coming for her next swirling in her young, yet aged eyes. Tommy wanted to wrap her in a hug, but knew better than to touch her. As tired as the girl looked, Tommy couldn’t relax until the kid was safely inside. She might still run.

Adrianna and Jen had both managed to get the other girls to hold hands and were walking them to the front door.

“Ready?” Tommy asked. They fell in line behind the others. Tommy held the door until everyone else was inside. Not one of the kids made eye contact with her. She didn’t expect it.

“I’ll call you,” Adrianna said. Her smile hadn’t wavered once, but her deep brown eyes glistened, shining bright against her olive skin. Every time Tommy brought in a kid it was the same. Intake was the only time emotion betrayed that tough shell, but tears welled in Adrianna’s eyes. 

Every time.

She couldn’t imagine what Adrianna’s expression would be like if she knew the trafficker responsible was drugged and bound in the trunk of the rental car. 

She’d never asked and Tommy had never had to lie.
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Joe Ledger

 

“Who is Mantis?” I asked.

Gorilla’s real name was Gelu Baciu. After we spent some time together working out the rules of our conversation, he was quite forthcoming. Enthusiastically if not willingly; but cooperative enough so that the knife was not currently in play.

Baciu shook his head. “I don’t know much about her,” he said.

I smiled. “What do you know? And don’t play the ‘if she finds out I talked she’ll kill me’ card, because she isn’t here and I am, and we both know what I’ll do if you fuck with me. Better yet, go ask your friends cooling to room temperature in the bedroom.”

I said it in Romanian, which is one of the languages I’m good at. Granted, I sound like a foreigner speaking that tongue, but there were a lot of tourists in the country, and my accent is flavored with a bit of Italian. Not sure why. Too many languages in my head, I suppose. Dialect osmosis. 

He licked his lips. “We’re not allowed to know her real name. I never met her. All our orders are passed down.”

“And…?”
“She hired a bunch of us at the same time,” said Baciu. “Fourteen contractors.”

Private military contractors, or PMCs, are the modern version of mercenaries. Labels like “PMC” and “contractor” give them a veneer of respectability which looks and sounds good in the press. I’ve known a lot of them, and even knew a few decent folks in that trade; but most of the ones I’ve encountered working DMS or RTI gigs were thugs working for some Big Bad. I was less chummy with them.

“What was the operation?” I asked.

“We…we…” he began, and realized that my question was not merely going to highlight what a fucking monster Mantis was, but would push him out onto the ledge. When it comes to certain things, there’s no way to hide behind the “just following orders” defense.

“Don’t be shy now,” I encouraged.

“Transport security,” he blurted.

I gave him a look. One of those looks. “Transporting what…?”

“Um…new hires…?”

I leaned a few inches closer. “What did I tell you about fucking with me, sport? You call them ‘new hires’ again—or use any antiseptic euphemism—and you know what will happen. Now, let’s try that question again. What were you transporting?”

He flinched and I saw a tear beginning to form in the corner of one eye. 

“People,” he said, then flinched when he saw something in my eyes. “Okay, okay, fuck. Kids, okay? We were transporting kids.”

I had to let my rage simmer down in my gut because, while beating the hell out of him would make me feel really good, it would not help me find Mantis or tear down her organization. 

Human trafficking was a major global threat. More people lived in slavery right now than at any time in human history. Chew on that for a moment. One out of every four of those people are kids, and those children are four times more likely to be forced into sex work. The victims were sometimes as young as infants. Black poppies seemed to blossom in front of my eyes but I forced my face to be impassive.

In as human a voice as I could manage, I asked, “From where to where?”

Now that he’d admitted it, the flood gates opened. He described the set-up that confirmed a good deal of the intel I’d already gathered. Mantis had a network of procurers who would entice, kidnap, coerce, or trick children from all over the world. Her recruiters worked Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa—call it the Devil’s Quadrangle. The majority of her clients wanted warm bodies for forced labor. There was a market for very young forced sex workers in the States too. 

And here’s another fact that will spoil your lunch: the International Labor Organization reports that forced labor generates north of $150 billion in illegal profits every year. That explains why people like Mantis can afford top-shelf PMCs like my friend in the tub. The cost of doing business.

Forced sex work, though, is an even lower ring of Hell.

Baciu told me that he was not part of the pickup teams—the pricks who did the actual abductions, or who bought little boys and girls from families in the world’s most destitute areas. No, he was there to serve as armed escort for groups of kids going from staging points to buyers. Sometimes the buyers were vendors obtaining, training, and selling kids in lots; sometimes the kids were going to buyers who had placed very specific requests based on their own ugly appetites. And sometimes, like today, they were used to clean up their backtrail. I had been spotted somehow; Baciu and his buddies were detailed to find out who I was, who I worked for, and anything else they could wring out of me. My body—what was left of it—was to be left here in this hotel room.

“So,” I said, “you clowns were going to do to me what I just did to you? Ya gotta love life’s little ironies.”

His eyes shifted away, but not before I saw the volcanic heat of hatred there. Fine by me.

“I have to tell you, Sparky,” I said, “right now you are circling the proverbial drain. You know that expression?”

The tears in his eyes when he looked at me told me he did. 

“What you’ve told me so far is useful, but it’s not a ticket home,” I told him. “I need something more.”

“Why?” demanded Baciu. “You’ll kill me no matter what I say.”

“Maybe, but there is a hell of a lot less chance of that if you are useful. Information I can act on is the only coin you have left to spend, so I hope your wallet isn’t empty. Not a great metaphor, but you catch my drift.”

I watched his eyes as he rifled desperately through what he knew to find something he could tell me that wouldn’t make things worse for him. And that would buy some mercy from me. I wondered how he would solve it.

“Tapes,” he mumbled.

“What?”
“Videotapes,” he said, then corrected himself. “Digital files.”

“Of…?”

“Listen,” he said, “this isn’t me, okay? This is something I heard about. I had nothing to do with any of that stuff.”

“Sure.”

“If I tell you,” said Baciu, “you have to promise that you won’t…”

He left the rest unsaid, clearly unable to speak the words. I couldn’t blame him. He was on the knife edge here.

“What happens next depends on what you have to say, how actionable it is, and whether I think you’re fucking with me,” I said. “That’s the deal.”

“I swear—”

“Don’t do that,” I said. “Just tell me the truth. I’ll know if you’re lying.”

He licked his lips over and over like a very nervous lizard. “Mantis has a group making movies. With, um, kids.”

“I already know about her kiddie porn operation,” I said. “You’re going to have to try hard than—”

“It’s not just porn,” he said.

I waited.

“It’s worse.”

I leaned a little closer. “How much worse?”

“They don’t just fuck those kids.”

“Tell me,” I said, and even I didn’t like the sound of my own voice.

He spoke two words.

“Crimă pornografică.”

There it was. When you think that you are at the absolute basement of depravity, some motherfucker opens a trapdoor.

Crimă pornografică. Murder pornography. Snuff films.

With kids.

It took a lot for me to keep what I felt off my face. It took a whole lot.

I dropped a question on him from a considerable altitude. One that he really wasn’t in the right mindset to sidestep.

“What was Mantis wearing the last time you saw her?”

“Nothing special, just—”

And Baciu screeched to a halt. My question had been an ambush to trick him into admitting that he’d actually met the woman. Pain, confusion, and terror are not conducive to playing it cool. He gaped at me as if he was hoping there was some way to take it all back.

I gave him a big, wide, happy grin that had no trace of humor in it at all. None. The only thing blowing through my soul was a black, black wind.

The tear in his eye fell, and was joined by others as he described the woman known to law enforcement agencies all over the globe as Mantis. That was the last barrier to complete and unfiltered cooperation. He described her, gave me the names of officers in her operation, more names of other PMCs, safe houses, staging and pickup areas. He padded it with a lot of stuff about the snuff films. He described, in great detail, more than a dozen jobs he’d been on just in this calendar year, in which roughly one-hundred and forty kids, ages four to fifteen, were taken from procurers to buyers; and even gave me some info about an operation already unfolding in the United States. By the end it was clear he was trying very, very hard to buy a sliver of mercy from me by being, gosh darn it, the most helpful boy scout in the pack.

I thanked him for all of that information.

Somewhere in the world, one-hundred and forty children were now sex slaves undergoing horrors that would scar them body, mind, and soul for the rest of their lives.

I had no regrets at all when I cut his throat and left.

Not.

One.

Bit.
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Tommy

 

“Good morning, sunshine.”

The man blinked a few times, trying to shake the grogginess. His ice-blue gaze locked on her and he tried to jerk free, but his arms were securely wrapped around the base of the toilet, zip ties holding his wrists together. His bare legs were buckled together at the hips, above the knees, at the shins, and at the ankles with belts she’d picked up from a thrift store. He realized he was naked and going nowhere after a long two-minute struggle against the toilet. Tommy leaned against the thick plastic that hung down over the door, waiting until he stared at her from between the toilet’s base and the side of the bathtub.

Tommy dropped his wallet on the sink vanity and smiled at him. “You and I have a lot to talk about.” She reached for the tumbler of cheap rum and took a long pull. “Ever watch Dexter? I mean, you’re not from here and all, but it’s a favorite of mine. The guy’s a genius.”
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Joe Ledger

 

I gathered up my gear, wiped every possible surface I might have touched, and left that room. I didn’t leave the hotel immediately though, but instead went down two floors and used my MindReader keycard to enter a corner suite. When I travel on jobs like this I’ve gotten into the habit of booking multiple rooms in any hotel where the possibility of direct contact with the enemy was high. The room where I’d left Baciu and the other PMCs was one of three in this hotel. 

You’re not paranoid if they really are out to get you.

When I opened the door I was again assaulted. However this time it was by one hundred and five pounds of slobbering dog. Ghost hit me like a missile and then did his ass-wiggling dance—the one he did when he could smell doggie treats in one of my pockets. But almost at once he stopped all that and stood still, sniffing at my hands. Then he gave a small, low growl.

No matter how much you wash, a dog can still smell blood.

“Daddy’s okay,” I told him. He gave me a look. Head tilted, brown eyes filled with skepticism, and a general attitude of reproof because I’d had fun and hadn’t invited him.

So, I fished into my pocket for the plastic zip-lock baggie in which I had my leftovers from lunch. Ghost sat obediently as I knelt and shook out the chiftele de pește, which are a Romanian favorite—meatballs made from fish. The smell got Ghost’s tail wagging fast enough to create a breeze, and he tucked in. Ghost fights messily but he eats with a peculiar delicacy, taking small bites like a connoisseur sampling an amuse-bouche.

Weird damn dog.

While he ate I sat on the bed, opened my MindReader Q1 substation laptop and called up the network. I’d had my tactical mic and bodycam turned off until then because I like a little privacy at dinner and hadn’t thought to turn them on after the ambush.  

Okay, that’s not true. I didn’t want it on while I was in the bathroom with my late friend. My colleagues already give me strange looks. Especially after my descent into a kind of madness following the murder of my family. Not that they thought I was the poster boy for mental stability before that, but now they are visibly walking on eggshells. I’m sure there’s a straightjacket and a dart gun stored somewhere for quick access if I ever go gonzo again. So, I tend to edit what I share when I’m in the field.

I tapped my earbud.

“Outlaw to TOC,” I said. 

The Tactical Operations Center was in Phoenix House on Omfori Island off the coast of Greece. My boss, Mr. Church, leased the land from the government for ninety-nine years and built the headquarters—TOC, labs, living quarters, training center, computer cold room, and more—in the heart of what had been a volcano a few thousand years ago. Yes. Secret lair in a hollowed-out volcano. We have not let Church live it down for one damn minute. 

“Outlaw,” said Church’s voice, “good to hear from you. Give me a sit-rep.”

And so I did, laying out the information I’d gotten from Baciu, and some other bits and pieces I’d put together. Pieces that fit better now because of the new intel.

“So, the bottom line,” I said, “is that Mantis has three teams in play right now. Two involved in escorting some kids into the states via commercial airlines flying into D.C., and one here in Romania making those damn snuff flicks. There are daily flights to D.C., by the way, and sometimes two or three. We need feet on the ground at Dulles, which is the one they use more than Reagan.”

“I will not ask if you want that local job handed over to someone else.”

“Ha,” I said. 

“Arklight has people in the area,” he reminded me. Arklight was the militant arm of a group called the Mothers of the Fallen. They are escapees from a forced breeding program that had been run for centuries by a radical Catholic extremist group in the Middle East. Lilith, the head of Arklight, did a lot of damage leading the escape of those women and their children. I helped a little with cleanup a few years later. Currently, Arklight has teams of female special operators—very much Tier One—who seemed to be enjoying themselves ripping new assholes for the various groups in the human trafficking world. Arklight is illegal, it’s on several most-wanted lists, and neither Lilith nor her people give much of a fuck about that. They are ruthless, relentless, and there’s not one of them who wouldn’t have done much worse damage to Baciu than I’d done. I’ve seen their leavings and, although I am a manly man and all that, they scare the living shit out of me. And we’re allies too. 

“If they want to play, I’m good with that,” I said. “Share the intel with them, but tell them to stay out of my way. Not in a mood to play well with others. Not even my friends, you dig?”

“Understood. Let me know where to send the housecleaners.”

Housecleaners being the mundane nickname for the specialists who erase all traces of this kind of thing. 

I gave him the hotel name and numbers of my three rooms. “I’ll check out in a few minutes and go check on one possible lead here in Romania. Then I’ll take Shirley to the States.”

Shirley was the name of my private jet. And by private, I mean I stole it from the former owner, a Colombian cartel chief who, not content with heroin and coke, was selling old Soviet-era bioweapons bought third-hand from other assholes on the Dark Web. I thwarted that evil scheme by throwing his ass out of the airplane while we were over the ocean. And, dear me, I may have forgotten to provide him with a parachute. And now I had a very spiffy top-of-the-line Gulfstream G650 that had a range of seven thousand nautical miles and could hit a maximum speed of Mach .95.

“I want to be in D.C. before Mantis’ next teams land. Make sure Bug and his team go through the manifest of every plane arriving at Dulles beginning with those landing after midnight tonight. With the stuff I just got we should be able to pin down some likely candidates. I’ll need clearances and a full field kit waiting beyond security. And credentials that will work for TSA. Maybe federal marshal or something like that.”

“Everything will be in place by the time you check out of the hotel,” said Church. “I’ll call ahead to the airport there and have your plane fueled.”

“Good,” I said, “and boss…?”

“Yes?”

“The guy I interviewed said that Mantis herself will be there. He thinks she’s already in the States and will oversee the pickup of the kids.”

“Are you sure about this?” It was one of the rare times when I could hear genuine emotion in Church’s voice. He sounded excited. Like me, he had a special hatred of human traffickers, particularly when children were involved. And he’d been looking for Mantis for a very long time.

“Baciu was not lying to me,” I told him, and leaned on the words so that he could clearly understand what I meant. “He even gave me a physical description.”

I relayed all of that to him.

“We’ve never had that much before, Outlaw,” said Church. “This is very encouraging. You’ve done excellent work over there.”

“Do I get a gold star?”

There was a soft snort and the line went dead.

I looked at Ghost. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

 

-9-

Tommy

 

“Don’t look at me that way,” said Tommy. “I mean, normally I dispose of you shitbags and move on. But, considering what’s going on in Romania right now, I decided you and I need to talk.”

He glowered, face still red from struggling against the toilet. Tommy found his spunk amusing. Every few minutes he’d stop and rest his head against the bowl as if he had the mother of all hangovers. It was truly comical.

“So, I’m going to take that out,” she said, gesturing to the red ball gag she’d crammed in his mouth, “and then I want you to answer some questions.”

He didn’t respond at all, just kept glaring.

“Nod if you can hear me,” she said in a sing-song voice.

Still nothing.

Tommy turned on the hot water in the sink, testing it for warmth as it ran. “Look, Andre, tell me I don’t have the wrong guy here, okay?”

With a fresh jolt of energy, he went back to yanking away as if he would get free.

Tommy threw a glass of hot water at his face, which, after an initial, startled screech, brought forth muffled yells of what she was sure were the best profanities the Romanian language had to offer.

“That’s a bit warm, huh? If I let it run it’ll get up to about 180. Now, if you decide not to speak English after kidnapping three little girls and dragging them through a major US airport, that’s pretty damned selective.” She planted a hard kick into his left kidney. “If you don’t talk then you won’t be of any use at all. I’ll dump you with the rest of the shitbags and keep looking for someone who wants to talk.” She booted him in the same spot. He yelped a little that time. “That kidney’s got to be complaining at you.”

He wormed around on the wet tile until his back was against the safety of the bathtub, but Tommy kicked his legs out into the middle of the bathroom again and planted a third kick in the same place, and then another. Her temper was on the verge of snapping. She had to work to dial it back because part of her still wanted to be sure he pissed ribbons of blood for the rest of his very short life.

She didn’t know if it was the threat or the blows to his back, but he nodded. Tommy stepped over him and into the bathtub so she could reach the back of his head. “I like these with the buckles,” she said, unfastening the strap and yanking the gag free. Carefully she stepped onto the toilet lid, gag dangling from its strap, and dropped it into a waiting gallon-sized Ziploc bag while he wheezed and gulped air through his mouth.  

“You don’t seem like the smartest tool in the shed.”

“Fuck you,” he said, plainly.

“That was English. I’ll take it. What’s your boss’s name?”

As expected, he didn’t respond. She turned to the sink vanity and opened a black zippered case, then held it up flat to show him a row of small bottles held in place by black elastic. A bag of tourniquet plastics and syringes rested below them, with a clear case of sheathed needles on top. 

“I have stuff in here that will make you talk,” she said. “I also have stuff in here that will make you eat your own dick and ask for seconds.”

Andre didn’t break eye contact. He likely still felt a little off from the injection.

“Would you believe I got the dosage wrong for the last guy? We never got the chance to have much of a conversation before he passed out.” She selected a bottle from the case and went for a syringe. “Never woke up, so can you guess what I did with him?” 

Andre didn’t answer.

“Lighten up, Andre. If you’d have been listening all along, you’d know that I dumped him with the rest of the shitbags.” Tommy liked the feel of inflating that statement so it sounded like she’d killed more than the actual four that she’d dumped in various trash bins. There’d been one in Vegas, another in Atlanta, and two others here in Orlando. Andre would bring the overall count to five. She tapped bubbles down in the syringe. 

“Who do you work for?” She finished her drink, not looking at him.

No surprise, he didn’t answer. She climbed up on the toilet, then dropped a booted foot on the side of his head. He squirmed and struggled, yelling things she couldn’t understand. She used her body weight to hold him in place so she could inject a lethal dose into his system, then walked out.

“Fuck you,” he called after her, his voice already quavering.

 

-10-

Joe Ledger

 

I packed my stuff and sent a coded message to the TOC to have it picked up. The same team of housecleaners would also take care of the mess I left in the other room. My luggage would be sent to my jet.

All I kept were some party favors that went into various sheaths and holsters. Aside from my knife, I had a RomArm Pistol Model 2000, a Romanian 9mm in a belt holster. Decent gun, and I had a sound suppressor along with four magazines. Once used, the gun would be left right there and the housecleaners would make it go away. And I had a Snellig 22A-Max gas dart gun, which is proprietary tech, manufactured for RTI by one of Mr. Church’s friends in the industry. It fires thin-walled gelatin darts filled with a nifty cocktail built around the veterinary drug ketamine, but with a little bit of BZ to cause severe confusion and DMHP for muscle weakness so intense that victims have trouble standing upright. There’s also some benzodiazepines and chloral hydrate mixed in, and some other goodies. One dart will put anyone up to and including King Kong on his ass right damn now. It’s one of the new designs by the RTI chief of Integrated Sciences, Jane “Doc” Holliday.

The place where the murder porn was being made was in a farmhouse just outside the city. Ghost and I drove over, listening to some Romanian rock music. An alternative band called Timpuri Noi was yelling about love and Marxism, though I suspect they were trying for irony. It was better than listening to my own thoughts, so I banged on the steering wheel as I drove.

The target site looked like every other farmhouse in Europe. Made of old stones, caked with moss and shrouded in ivy, with a slanted roof in needed of new shingles, and woodwork so old you could see a dozen peeling layers of previous paint. There were three cars in a turnaround, and a small panel truck snugged in under the arms of an ancient pedunculate oak. As I drove by, pretending to be just another car on a moderately busy road, I spotted two men walking the perimeter, HK-UMP9 machine guns half-ass hidden under their jackets. 

I took a couple of turns that brought me into a wooded area on the far corner of a deserted farm with a FOR SALE sign nailed to a fence. I parked out of sight of the road, did a fast equipment check, pulled a black balaclava over my head, and let the fur monster out of the car. As soon as Ghost got out, he underwent that special change I’ve seen a thousand times. In three steps he went from being a goofy middle-aged family pet to being a hunting predator only a half-step away from his wolf ancestors. Everything about his body language changed—he moved with a sleek economy, his tail held out behind him so that it didn’t slap into the shrubbery. His ears were up, swiveling like radar, and there was nothing nice or friendly about the look in his eyes. 

I wondered if he saw the same changes in me, and was pretty sure he did. Despite education, training, and sophisticated equipment, I became more primitive, more feral. We were hunters together, perhaps mirroring how early man hunted along with the first dogs—the ones who were still more wolf than pet.

We faded into the woods, following both the path of least resistance but also the route of least visibility. The sun was still up and there were few clouds in the blue sky, and we respected those conditions. We followed a game trail knocked flat by generations of deer, and came up on the house at an angle, close to the rear. I signaled for Ghost to lay down and I knelt near him, making myself become part of the landscape of bushes and trees. It’s movement more than anything that alerts the bad guys, so we did not move. Even when the security patrol walked within thirty feet of us, we were silent and still. 

It took them thirteen minutes to walk a full circle around the house, outbuildings, and parking turnaround. Ghost and I waited through two full cycles to make sure the pattern held. It did, nearly to the second. Groovy. As soon as they passed the third time we moved up to the building and flattened out against it. 

I had an Anteater with me, which is a nifty little doodad that scans for both active and passive electronics. It told me that the windows were wired but not the walls. No perimeter alarms, and the motion sensors were turned off. They probably used them at night.

It took less than a minute to rig a bypass for the window alarms. What made that easy is they were using one of those smart home apps, which allowed security features to be governed and monitored by cell phone. And they probably thought that was them being smart and careful. Silly rabbits. I left a device about the size of a pack of Tic Tacs stuck to one window and then opened a channel to MindReader. I heard Bug sigh with disapproval via my coms link. 

“People are stupid,” he said. Which meant that he now owned the entire security network. “Seeing eleven cell phones, Outlaw, and—ooooo, sweet—one of them is being used as hotspot for a laptop. Let me sneak in and see what they’re doing and…oh, shit.”

“What?” I said quietly but urgently.

“Outlaw, they are making one of those flicks right now. There are two kids in…oh, fuck, Joe, get in there.”

The horror in his voice was enough. More than enough.

I tapped my coms unit. “Give me ten seconds and then cut all the power. Kill every cell, block emails and calls. Nobody speaks to nobody.”

“Copy that, Outlaw. On your mark.”

I moved off fast, following the route the foot patrol took. As we rounded the corner behind the house we saw the two of them, strolling, smoking, talking. Being alive. I took the 9mm in both hands and raised it as I moved toward them, taking a lot of small, quick steps. Ghost was at my heel, but he knew this wasn’t his time. I hadn’t given him any order to prepare to hit. Instead I ran up behind the sentries and shot them both in the back of the head. Double taps and they were dead. Just like that.

In retrospect, it’s fair to say they were the lucky ones.

Inside the house there were nine more adults. Seven men, two women. Two of the men were naked, erect, sweating as they hunched over a pair of five-year-old girls. One of the women was operating a camera. Another was sitting on a chair, dressed in a loose robe open enough to show that she was naked underneath except for a strap-on belt with an enormous, studded phallus. An actress waiting her turn.

I entered the house with the gun in my hand, a fresh magazine in place, and no mercy at all in my heart. The nine adults looked up as Ghost and I stormed the room. 

The children merely screamed and wept and cringed. I had the Snellig in my other hand and shot them both. Yes, that seems cruel, but a drug-induced coma was a hell of a lot better than the alternative. I would never have wanted those kids to see what my dog and I did to the monsters.

Mercy?

Fuck it.

They were monsters. 

Ghost and I were monsters of a very different kind.
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So, the guy wouldn’t talk and really, that was fine. She’d discovered a ticket and itinerary in his rolling case, which was new. None of the traffickers had been so careless before. Andre had a flight scheduled to leave the next night, one-way to D.C., arriving in Dulles to meet a flight from Malaysia. Had to be to meet another team of handlers bringing in more kids.

Same as the others, though, his cell phone was locked up tight.

Tommy splashed rum over fresh ice and sat back in her computer chair for a moment while the impact set in. She’d been to D.C. on a hunt before. She’d adopted a circuit inspired by long hours researching child trafficking patterns. Orlando was a great home base and she understood good and damned well why her city was ranked high among active trafficking cities in the US. She’d been born in Las Vegas, another top ranked city.

Thinking about where she’d been born and lived until the age of eleven wasn’t a favored trip down memory lane. Like some of the kids she’d developed skills to rescue, she was born into the trade. She didn’t know her real father, but there had been many adult men present in her childhood. Her mom turned her into a working girl early, which was just the sweetest thing to have in common with her mother. She’d been nine.

That inspired a long pull from her tumbler while she stared blankly at the screen on her laptop, which had a multicolored, gliding swirl for a screen saver. The years before she was nine were fairly clear in her memory. After that, they ran together like a stream of nightmares. She’d lasted two years being pimped out by her own mother, which could age a young soul damned quickly. Tommy ran away with a repeat and eager john when she turned eleven. He never told her his real name. She didn’t argue about the price of passage out of Vegas. He took her to Orlando in a Nissan Cube that felt like a tin can on wheels. He checked them into a hotel—just a guy and his daughter on the way to Disney World—and actually took her there. Tommy didn’t remember much about that day, other than it was as if the john wanted to live out the fantasy of taking his little girl to the massive theme park and spoil her rotten. 

Knowing what she did now, and considering the Daddy Dom Little Girl—DDLG for short—games he’d forced her to play along with for the next three days at the hotel, she understood why he’d seized the opportunity and brought her to Orlando.

At that time she was still Tamileigh No Last Name. That john was the first male she’d felt an inkling of appreciation for. That didn’t stop her from pocketing his phone and wallet and sneaking out once he fell asleep on that third night. 

She often wondered why she had cut his throat before she left. Or cut his dick off. Tamileigh was a different kind of creature than Tommy, so maybe that was it.

That was when she became Tommy. When she found it easy to masquerade as a boy, because she figured a boy would be safer on the street. She cut her hair in the bathroom of a 7-11 with a pair of tiny silver scissors she shoplifted. All the time telling herself that being a boy would be safer. Repeating it each time she snipped a new strand of long, strawberry blonde hair from her scalp and dropped it into the trash bin. 

Changing her appearance was like flipping the mental switch from victim to one searching for opportunity. Tommy exited the restroom not as a distressed, used young girl, but as a young man on a quest for better things, places, and people. 

Across the parking lot, the first thing catching her attention was the clean white and black sign announcing “Martial Arts and Self Defense” so she went with it, following the signs. She returned to the school frequently, watching classes through a window and sleeping in the back alley at night, where the strip mall connected the school with a thrift shop and a Chinese buffet. She spent one week that way, becoming fascinated with what she would later learn was the Korean art of Tang Soo Do. She pilfered boys’ clothes that fit from donation bags dropped off at the thrift shop, and lived on tossed out Chinese food that tasted just like not-tossed out Chinese food.

That’s when she’d met the school’s master, Sahyun Kemp. Tommy approached the window front at the school after a class of about a dozen men and women had started their warmups. As if all on its own, her body began to mimic some of the movements and motions during their practices. She was so into the lesson that morning that she hadn’t noticed Sahyun Kemp wasn’t in the classroom with the students until the petite, greying woman startled her with a simple greeting.

“Good morning, young man.” 

Tommy jerked away from the glass, where she’d been leaning to see inside. 

“H-hi,” she stammered, her face flushing. “I was just watching.” 

She turned to leave.

“It’s a good practice today,” the woman said, her soft voice beckoning Tommy to turn back. “Form work.”

Tommy glanced from her, then back to the window. She nodded.

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen,” she lied. It was the only time she’d ever lie to Sahyun Kemp.

The Master’s eyebrows rose briefly and a small grin formed on her face. “Tell you what. You clean my floor and roll up the mats at night and you can watch from inside.”

Tommy’s kneejerk response was to decline and run. The offer was too good to be true. And if a man had made the offer, she’d have split for sure.

But then something clicked inside her. The older woman thought she was a boy. That increased the chances that the seemingly kind offer was legit. She found herself nodding, and then following her inside.
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Shirley lifted off from the Romanian airport and climbed high into the clouds. 

Ghost and I settled into leather couches in the lounge. The cabin was soundproofed and absurdly luxurious, and the fur monster fell asleep with his shaggy white head on my lap. I sipped my third bottle of Toppling Goliath Kentucky Brunch, one of the world’s very best imperial stouts. My mood had been sour since the ugliness at the hotel in Romania, and now it was starting to turn rancid.

Understand, I am not, by nature, a ruthless killer. That is a side effect of things that have happened to me over the years, and things I’ve seen since coming to work for Mr. Church. I was frequently ruthless and probably certifiable, but I believed in my heart I was on the side of the angels. I am, after all, what the world made me.

That’s what I tried to tell myself between sips. 

I have killed—Christ, I think by this point I’ve killed more people than smallpox—but I’m not a murderer. Not really. Not in my heart. And yet I hadn’t flinched or hesitated when I cut Baciu’s throat.

The ease with which I’d done that troubled me very deeply. Over the last few years, as my line of work took me deeper and deeper into the worst parts of the world, I’ve lost some of that self-directed outrage when I end a life. On one hand, people like Baciu and his colleagues were the worst examples of the human species. They preyed on the innocent—women and children—and forced them into dehumanizing jobs as slave laborers or sexual playthings for the cruel and perverse. Could people like that ever be rehabilitated? Had I left Baciu there to be arrested, what real chance was there that he’d ever serve a day? Either Mantis would send in the kind of expensive lawyers who could simply outgun and out-litigate any government prosecutor, or Mantis would have bailed him out and had her own people cut his throat.

On the other hand, he was helpless and I’d simply executed him. Did I have that right? Did that make me a criminal too? By legal standards, absolutely. RTI had no political affiliation and I certain hadn’t been in Romania at the behest of the government. I was a SpecOps spook running an illegal op on foreign soil, and I’d killed three Romanian citizens.

There was no warrant out for those three men. They were not officially enemies of any state. So, I had no legal right of any kind.

Did my moral outrage trump all of that and forgive my actions?

Hoo-boy, that was a psychological, legal, ethical, and philosophical can of wriggly little worms.

I wondered what my best friend and sometime shrink, Rudy Sanchez, would say.

I wondered if I was ever going to tell him.

“Not a goddamn chance,” I said aloud.

Ghost opened one eye, studied me for a moment, and then went back to his doggie dreams. I should have tried to clock some rack time too, but an image kept filling my thoughts in ways that made sleep impossible. It wasn’t an image of Baciu. Hardly.

No, I kept seeing a group of kids. Girls and boys. Huddled together, terrified beyond words, confused by the enormity of betrayal demonstrated by the world. Knowing they were lost. Knowing they were meat for someone else’s table. Knowing that whatever innocence and purity they owned was going to be systematically and comprehensively torn away.

That was the image in my head.

I could feel the weight of the Wilson knife in my pocket. I’d cleaned the blood off, but the razor-sharp steel seemed to growl with hunger. As if it, too, saw the same image. As if it, too, was filled with a rage and hatred so big, so black, so awful that no adjectives could give it shape.

The jet flew on. Ghost slept. I drank.

And the darkness inside my soul twisted and boiled.
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Soon after Tommy met Sahyun Kemp, it became obvious she knew that Tommy didn’t have anywhere else to go, or anything else to do. Tommy repaid her by cleaning the dojang spotless every night after the last student left and the woman sat at her small, scratched-up desk in the office, working on the student plans. 

One night, Tommy had a cold, complete with a fever and the will to sleep like the dead. She’d intended to take a break, curled on her side with her face touching the cool surface of a rolled-up mat. She’d slept straight through the night and awoken the next morning to find that Master Kemp was gone. A big bottle of organic orange juice was parked on the mat by her feet.

Now that she really was nineteen, she still cleaned the floors, although she had a job shuttling tourists from the airport to Disney which paid for her small apartment close to the dojang. Simply watching practice developed into being allowed on the mat with the other students. Soon, she received private lessons in self-defense. She loved Sahyun Kemp like she was the only person in her life.

Because she was. She was the only one Tommy had let in.

Tommy grew wiry, thin to the point of sinew, had developed incredibly fast hands, and strong legs and feet. She wrapped her A-cup breasts with bandages, stuffed the front of her pants, and wore long sleeves even in the Florida heat. She wore lightweight Under Armor turtlenecks and Afghani shemagh-style scarves, tied the way favored by US Special Forces, to hide her lack of Adam’s apple. It gave her a look of someone who maybe had a parent or older sibling serving overseas. She wore ball caps to cover up the hack jobs she continued to administer to keep her hair closely shorn. After finding a nearly new pair in a donation bin, Chuck Taylors were her chosen footwear. Out of shame and fear of her childhood, she practiced silence and moved with stealthy grace to stay off the radar of other people. She moved like a shade and was lethal as a panther.

Three weeks into her job working at the airport she stumbled upon the first two young girls who bore the expression—the exhausted, hopeless countenance—that she knew all too well. They were accompanied by a man that could have been one of her mother’s boyfriends. They were in a car and gone before it all hit home and she was out of the shuttle van, watching the rental car slink away. That was the last time she’d fail.

And that seemed like a thousand years ago now.

Now she was a predator moving through a world of predators. A hunter of hunters.
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I drifted off during the flight and lost myself in a nightmare.

A memory, really, but with inventive twists devised by my inner parasite—that part of me that knows every detail of my damage, my doubts and fears, and uses those to chip away at my peace of mind. We all have them, and knowing the malicious little prick is there and was born of trauma doesn’t disempower it as much as rational intellect would hope.

The dream was a rerun of what is arguably the most pivotal moment of my life. And the worst. When we were fourteen, my girlfriend—Helen—and I were jumped by a group of older teens. They stomped me to a bloody pulp, breaking bones and doing some organ damage; and while I lay there helpless and screaming, they took turns with Helen.

We spent weeks in the hospital. Our bodies healed, but hearts and souls not so much. The teens were never found because the DNA salvaged from the rape kit had no hits. Not then, and not since. 

As a result of the bottomless impotent frustration I felt for not having been able to defend Helen—which my male conditioning had primed me to believe was my job—I went a little crazy. Rage issues is what they called it. My old man suggested I take some martial arts lessons in order to learn some Zen calm. And to have a vent for my anger. I did, and settled into a lifelong study of jujutsu, the form of unarmed combat developed by the Samurai. I excelled at it, because every time something got too hard or too much, my mind conjured a picture of Helen lying there, clothes torn, thighs bloody, eyes staring at me with a horror so profound it broke the world. And the laughter of those older teens ringing in my head. With that fuel I did the extra reps, extra laps, extra bag drills. I was not fun to spar with because it was never a game to me.

As for Helen, she did enough therapy to learn what to say to mollify her shrinks and convince people she was fine. Fooled us all. When we were older I found her in her apartment with an empty bottle of drain cleaner nearby and a note that read: “Guess it didn’t work out this time. Maybe the next life will be better.”

Any shred of mercy I had for the rapists and abusers, child molesters and gangbangers died right then. I have no idea who I might have become had it not been for that horror show. Joe Ordinary, maybe. Or a ball player. People have mistaken me for a third baseman more than once.

I dreamed through all of this as Shirley burned her way across the Atlantic. God help Mantis and her crew if I found them at Dulles. 
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Tommy got up from her chair. The bathroom was silent. She had a body to dump and a plane to catch. She typed out a quick text to Sahyun Kemp, including her flight details to D.C., just in case things went sideways.

Tommy was used to going on a thread of a lead. When she decided to hop a flight and look for the ringleader of a child trafficking ring using only her wits and a stolen cell phone, it didn’t seem like much to worry over. 

She headed out to continue the hunt.

The flight was good and short but the airport was a beast. 

With only a carry-on backpack, Tommy went directly to Arrivals, making sure the phone she’d lifted off of Andre was on vibrate. She filed out with the other passengers, searching the faces of those looking for relatives or friends who’d just arrived. Resting against the base of a statue of a man she figured she should be able to identify but couldn’t, she watched people disburse. 

A few people were left watching the long line of Arrivals as it dwindled to stragglers. The floor was nearly clear of people. Just Tommy, a reunited elderly couple who took their sweet time leaving, and a gorgeous, pale-skinned brunette woman dressed to the nines and who had obviously been stood up by the way she scowled and paced around.

Ah, well, shit. 

The plan to see if the creep’s cell would ring at Arrivals was an outside chance, but Tommy had still held onto hope. The phone was in the pocket of her hoodie. There was no way she’d missed a call, but she took it out and checked the displays and indicator lights. Nothing new registered on the device. She activated the screen to make sure it still had juice, then pocketed the phone again.

A quick glance for directions and Tommy was on the way to Ground Transportation. The pretty brunette had given up on whomever she’d been waiting on, heels clicking ahead. When the train arrived, they went to separate sides of the car. The train grew increasingly crowded, the smell of beleaguered, sweaty travelers growing stronger. Tommy never did like the feel of the loop handles in the trains, but she made an exception as it became standing room only. A Hispanic family of three crammed in right next to her. The mother held a grinning, pig-tailed toddler of about two. The kid had a hell of a cough, but she was happy. She booped her mom’s nose in a sweet little game they played. 

The stolen cell phone rang, vibrating so hard in her pocket that it startled her. The humming could be heard even before she took the phone out with a shaky hand, examining the screen, which read:

MANTIS

Freaking finally, she thought, and nearly said it out loud.

Tommy slid the ringer to answer the call, but didn’t say anything, just listened to the sound of the train’s wail in the background. It echoed loudly. She held her breath, waiting for the inevitable “Hello?” 

The little girl coughed again. The sound carried from a speaker on the other side of the train car. A few people laughed, looking between Tommy and the pissed-off brunette that had boarded the train with her.

The woman didn’t share their amusement, apparently. 

They locked eyes, slowly lowering the cells from their ears. Tommy’s stomach cranked itself into a tight little knot as it registered. Andre’s contact stood seven feet away, the space between them occupied by too many people. The woman typed away at her cell, looked up and snapped Tommy’s picture.

Fuck.
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The pilot set Shirley down smooth as silk.

Ghost and I deplaned and went into the terminal building for customs and the usual song and dance. My papers established me as a CFO of an international consulting company, and the credentials were rock solid thanks to Bug. 

I did not leave the terminal though, because this was where the fun was going to be. I hoped. As soon as I was free of the customs and TSA I turned my cell on and saw a message directing me to a bathroom stall in one of the executive lounges. Once inside I opened the toilet paper dispenser, removed the roll, and dug inside the cardboard tube for a key and a coms unit. The latter had three parts: a tiny earbud that looked like a freckle once it was attached to the inside of my tragus—that little flap on the outside of the ear; a similar mole that went next to the corner of my mouth; and a powerpack and signal booster designed to look like a Bic lighter that went into my pocket.

Bug bing-bonged in my ear as I left the bathroom. 

“The key fits a locker,” he said, and gave me the location. It was easy to find and once opened revealed a small hiker’s pack. I took it with me to another lounge bathroom, and in that stall I stripped to the waist and slipped on a very thin undershirt that was really a next-gen bullet-proof vest. Instead of bulky padding it used something called compressed-graphene shock pockets. When hit by something traveling at high speed it has a stunningly fast reaction that somehow expands the impact point and defuses the foot-pound of impact throughout the shirt. Don’t ask me how because I’ve sat through the lecture three times now and still have no clue. It’s a Doc Holliday design based on undergarments taken off of some Closers—not the bad guys who worked for Majestic Three or other similar groups, but Closers whose actual zip code might be calculated in light years. Not joking. And, yes, my life is mighty fucking weird.

There was a vest of the same material for Ghost. 

The backpack also had a Glock 26 with enough magazines to start a war, and a set of throwing spikes that have gelatin tips filled with the Sandman knock-out cocktail.. 

Ghost and I went back into the airport. I tapped my earbud.

“Outlaw online,” I said. “Bug…tell me you got something.”

Bug’s reply was, “Look behind you.”

I turned and saw her.

Her.

Tall, built like a professional dancer or Olympic athlete. Long dark hair and eyes that sparkled with intelligence, secrets, and amusement.

“Hello, Joseph,” said Violin.
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Tommy sized up the woman who, even though she wore a serious pair of stilettos, was a great deal shorter. She was petite; slight really. Even with the death stare going, Tommy was confident she could make the woman talk about all the fun times she’d had with their mutual friend, Andre. Timing, however, wasn’t great.

The train slowed, then stopped. Other travelers exited through the door that slid open behind Tommy. She didn’t take her eyes off the target as the last of the people left the train. The woman tried to brush past but Tommy caught her by the elbow.

“We need to talk.”

“Hands off,” Mantis growled, jerking her arm away. 

Seeing how they had a large audience, Tommy was left with no option but to follow. It was awkward, tailing the woman as she weaved through people dragging wheeled cases and slamming them out of her way. Tommy sprinted after her but the crowd stagnated, some yelling after Mantis. They milled, right in the way.

“Move, move, move!” Tommy yelled. 

Most people did. Some were oblivious when she ran up behind them and brushed past. They all slowed her down. 

Ahead, Mantis sprinted away. Tommy lost sight of her as she disappeared into a throng of people in front of a busy Starbucks.

“Fuck,” Tommy growled. She ran around a stagnating group of Chinese people, frantically searching the crowd. She spotted the woman ahead and broke into a run. Mantis slowed to a walk. Tommy caught up to her quickly.

And that’s when the bitch spun around and launched at her. Not a great idea on her part, but to her credit, she did kick off the crazy heels.

Mantis unleashed a stream of kicks that came in an impressively acrobatic whirlwind. It was an outrageous act by a show pony who was used to having backup. The kind that was never truly worried about staying alive. Tommy threw blocks until Mantis stopped the show. The two circled one another in the midst of dozens of onlookers. People either ran to get out of the way or stopped to watch with their phones recording. 

The kicks kept coming and Tommy stood her ground patiently as she was taught, while the woman tried different overblown, showy attacks. The opening came in a fleeting gap when she threw a rather lazy round kick, leading with the top of her foot. Tommy threw a hard knee block against the thin, sensitive bones in the top of the idiot’s foot.

It hurt. A lot. Mantis wasn’t great at masking pain, holding the foot off the ground. She tried not to show it on her face, but a cluster of nerves twitched beneath her left eye.

Tommy couldn’t help smiling. She knew exactly what that block felt like, having endured it way back in the day when Sahyun Kemp threw the same block against one of Tommy’s sloppy kicks. 

“Who the hell names herself Mantis? You look a little more like a Janet to me. Maybe even a Karen.” 

“And you?” Mantis sneered, shaking her foot. “Trying to be a boy?” 

“Shut the fuck up!” snapped Tommy. It came out too fast, too loud, and too defensive. 

Mantis’ question had been a guess, but Tommy’s answer gave too much away. Mantis had her answer. 

Tommy was embarrassed and furious. It was time to take Mantis out and get out of Dodge. The number of people watching was…prohibitive.

“Sorry about your friend Andre,” Tommy said. She stepped in with a quick jab, landing a fist solidly to Mantis’ philtrum. 

The other woman actually growled when her nose exploded as if blood made her crazy. She swung a fist blindly. 

Tommy threw a hard forearm block, which made Mantis hiss and cradle her right hand. “He was a cutie too. Very handsome. Those eyes…” Tommy winked.

The growling stopped and the crazy bitch actually smiled. “He is of no matter,” she said. Her words were affected by a heavy Slavic accent. 

That was all the confirmation Tommy needed that the woman was exactly who she wanted to find. The faces of the three traumatized girls flashed through her mind like angry, red fireworks. It was time to take the bitch out and explain later.

Except a meaty hand locked around Tommy’s bicep as someone grabbed her.
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Joe Ledger and Violin

 

We smiled at each other. There was a lot of conversation in that smile. Friends, fellow warriors, former lovers who still remember why, and hunters in different parts of the same bleak wilderness. All of that. There was no reason for us to say it to one another.

Violin was one of the most dangerous assassins in the world. And, for the record, she is a better shot than I am—by a mile; she is faster, and I’m really fucking fast; and she has been at this a lot longer than me. I have no idea how old she actually is. Whatever that number is, she looks like a late 20-something, but her twenties were so far back they weren’t even in the rearview mirror. Why? Let’s just call it a complicated family backstory and some very weird DNA.

Violin worked for Arklight, the militant—and I do mean militant in the strongest possible way—arm of the Mothers of the Fallen. The group was founded by women who’d been part of a forced breeding program. They were treated like cows and beaten like slaves. Violin was born in the breeding pits. Her mother, Lilith—who is much, much more dangerous than anyone I’ve ever met with the exception of Mr. Church—led a revolt, the women rose up and left the pits washed in the blood of their tormenters. This was before my time, but I’ve heard the stories, and it’s not a tale to share with the family around the Thanksgiving table. Since then, Arklight teams have gone hunting for groups involved in human trafficking and forced sex traffic. They are particularly cranky when it comes to children forced into sex work. The body counts they’ve racked up so far are beyond impressive.

Ghost nearly sprained himself wagging so hard. He is a hard sell when it comes to accepting new people into our “pack,” but Violin was a charter member and Ghost loved her. Violin didn’t even mind that Ghost had fathered a litter of mixed-breed puppies with Banshee, a brute of an Irish wolfhound she’d gifted to my friend Dr. Rudy Sanchez and his wife, Circe. Lilith, on the other hand, added that misadventure to the long list of reasons she disliked me.

But damn it was great to see Violin, and to have her here.

I said, “Mantis?”

She nodded. “Mantis.”

“You alone?”

Her smile was brief and wicked. “I have backup. Someone from the local Arklight team.”

“Only one?”

That smile grew bigger. Made me wonder who the hell her backup was.

“Bug’s working on getting into the airport security system. What’ve you got for me?”

“She’s here,” said Violin. “There are three different teams of handlers bringing in children for something big. Lilith thinks they are opening a studio in Virginia to make child porn.”

“It’s worse than that,” I said. “It’s kiddie snuff porn.”

I watched how that changed the shape of Violin’s mouth. It always amazes me how ugly a beautiful woman can be in certain moments. She fought to keep a genial smile in place for the tourists, but I could see the tension, the anger. The hate.

“Two words occur to me,” I said. “Scorched earth.”

“Yes, Joseph,” she said. “Let’s burn them down and salt the earth.”

We took a minute to go over the map of the airport and the flights we suspected would be carrying handlers and teams. The incoming planes were staggered but were close in arrival time. It was going to be a party scene, and apparently Mantis wanted to personally oversee things. 

“The first flight is touching down right now,” I said.

“How lovely,” she said. “Let’s go meet them and give everyone hugs.”

The gate was close and we got there just as the first passengers came trudging out into the terminal. The plane was nearly empty before a man with two little kids—a boy and a girl, both Asian—deplaned. The man was dressed in khaki slacks and a salmon Polo shirt, but the casual ensemble did nothing to disguise the utter deadness in his eyes.

We faded back, each of us pretending to talk on cell phones. She was on one side of the exit area, I was on the other, which allowed us to see past each other, covering the whole end of the terminal.

The guy with the kids walked past me and was met by a woman dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt. She was holding a couple of helium-filled mylar balloons, and when the man brought the kids to her she quickly looped the ends of each string around their wrists. It was camouflage to sell the “happy family reunion” lie, but I saw that she used zip-ties, and the strings were some kind of touch fishing lines. Nothing the kids could easily remove if they ran and tried to hide. And then the happy family began heading in the direction of the airport trains.

Violin and I began to follow. She managed to get ahead of them and paused to browse paperbacks at a bookseller’s stall. Then she fell in behind them as I then took the lead. It was the kind of game cops play when tailing someone—switching cars and positions.

We never made it to the platform.

Up ahead there were screams and shouts. A crowd was gathering around a Starbucks. Some people watching, others running, and a lot of folks holding up cell phones to record what looked to be one hell of a nasty fight.
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Tommy

 

Reflexes worked quickly and Tommy struck downward, popping her arm free of the monster grip and turning to face the man who’d grabbed her.

He was a towering brick of a human with a face like he’d been hit with the flat side of a shovel. Often, and with enthusiasm. 

He grabbed at Tommy again but she sidestepped his grasp. Nearly. The collar of the hoodie she wore pulled tight and a shredding sound ripped through her senses. The hoodie hung slack around her shoulders. 

Mantis smiled, crimson streaking her teeth,as she stepped to join the thug. She held the tiniest yet still lethal blade. With a thumb, she depressed the bottom of the handle and was left with what looked exactly like a tube of expensive lipstick. 

Tommy ripped the ruined jacket off her body and tossed it to the floor, realizing in horror that her t-shirt was also sliced completely up the back. She frantically scrounged through the fabric, hoping to find something to cover up with. It was no good. Cool air coated her back and shoulders, then her arms and stomach as she came back to her feet, the ace bandage the only thing keeping her from standing topless in front of an airport Starbucks with throngs of people gawking at her.

Mantis laughed, the sound like chipped nails on a chalkboard. Tommy sidestepped lightning fast, closing the space between them, and leveled the bitch with the side of a Chuck Taylor to the throat. Mantis flailed backward wildly into a recycling bin as Tommy faced Shovel Face, who grinned. 

Fuckkkkk…

He’d been joined—or maybe Tommy just hadn’t seen him before—by another goon who was a good deal shorter but was built like a fire plug. The goon grinned stupidly like the elevator didn’t quite reach the top floor. Giving them no time to plan, she went on the offense, throwing a set of low kicks at the new guy who kept grinning right up until Tommy sunk one of her shoes deep into his bladder. He doubled over, grabbing at his crotch while a dark stain spread across his pants. The kick wasn’t only designed to make someone piss their pants. The devastation went far beyond that. Fire Plug didn’t know it yet, but he was done.

Tommy whirled to find Shovel Face, but was met with a granite fist that drove her to her knees. Ears screaming the deafening chime of concussion, she tried to shake off the dizziness. A sparkling white tunnel encircled her vision. 

That’s when Shovel Face sunk a boot into her side. She could hear her bones break even before the pain hit. 
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Joe Ledger and Violin

 

I tried to understand what I was seeing.

A tall skinny kid was getting the shit kicked out of him by a couple of goons, while a woman watched and growled orders. 

“Joseph,” cried Violin softly, grabbing my arm. “That’s her.”

The “her” was the woman directing the fight.

Mantis.

“That boy needs help,” I said, slipping my hand into my pocket for the Wilson.

“That boy is not a boy,” said Violin.

And then I saw it. What I’d taken for a t-shirt bunched up during a tussle was actually some kind of band intended to turn a girl into a boy. Why was a question for some other time. Maybe she was younger than she looked and was trying to break free from Mantis’s snuff film death trap, but right now that kid—that girl—was having her ass handed to her.

Ghost gave me a low growl and I turned to see the couple with the two little kids who just got off the plane hustling away. Obviously the protocol was to make sure each individual group had their own backup plans. If I stayed to help here, we risked losing them.

“Violin,” I said, “we need to—”

“Go,” she said abruptly. “I got this.”

I went, drawing my pistol. 

The handlers were hauling ass, and as I ran to catch up, three guys who looked like tourists moved to intercept me. They had guns in their hands. Mantis had planned for everything.

The three men opened fire.
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Tommy

 

Having several cracked ribs was a new sensation for Tommy. 

All the air her lungs held seemed to dissipate. Everything moved in slow motion as Tommy fell, like sinking to the bottom of a swimming pool. The sound of automatic gunfire came from over by the escalators. The gaggle of voyeurs broke up, some screaming and running away. Some kept recording her. A giant boot stomped into her stomach and she cried out, but managed to roll into a fetal ball around his other leg as her abdomen and ribcage screamed with pain. A fleeting moment of clarity struck. If she was going to go out like an animal, it was going to be feral.

She sank her teeth into the meaty part of his calf, tearing into the soft fabric of his expensive-looking trousers until the flavor of coppery blood coated her tongue and teeth. 

Shovel Face uttered a squawk, torn between trying to stomp her with his other foot and swinging a boulder of a fist at her side, throwing himself completely off balance and blessedly off his game. 

Tommy released her bite on his leg and rolled away from his boot before it made contact with her chest. She reached to grab his ankle. It wasn’t graceful or pretty, but it’s what she had left. He leaned in with a punch, which put him in striking range. Tommy struck upward, stabbing three rigid fingers clustered into a chicken’s beak into his eye socket. The man screamed and fell back, pawing desperately at his eye. He staggered sideways and stumbled over Fire Plug, who  was curled on the floor in a growing red puddle, grasping at his ruptured bladder. Crying.

Tommy got to her hands and knees—an action that hurt like hell—and managed to get her feet beneath her. She straightened as much as her bruised side and guts would let her. Adrenaline was pumping through her system, giving her some buffer against the agony, but she knew it wouldn’t last. She had to win this fight now or not at all.

Despite the ringing in her ears, she heard some kind of commotion break out in the crowd of onlookers. She turned to get a look.
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Joe Ledger and Violin

 

The three guys fired at me, at Ghost, at any-damn-one. Not sure if they made me as a direct threat or were confusing the backtrail of the couple with the kids. I hooked an arm around Ghost and went into a long dive behind a row of vending machines selling eBook readers and neck pillows. 

A pair of TSA agents came running up, guns drawn, but a hail of bullets cut them down. Everyone was screaming now. As I got to my knees and brought my gun up I saw a guy in a business suit and a woman dressed as airport maintenance topple backward with ugly red flowers blossoming on their chests.

I opened up on the shooters and one went down right away with two big holes in his sternum. A teenager wearing a Yes Theory t-shirt swung his backpack at one of the remaining shooters and sent him sprawling. That distracted the other and I yelled to Ghost.

“Hit, hit, hit!”

Ghost is big but he is mighty damn fast, and he slammed into the third shooter with the force of a missile. They went down hard and I heard snarls and shrieks, and then blood geysered up from a torn throat.

Then an alert went off and lights flashed above us. A recorded message began telling us that there was a problem and advised sheltering in place. Jesus fuck.

I was in motion then, pushing the Yes Theory kid out of the way. There were too many people running everywhere and—god help me—still stopping to film this mayhem for social fucking media. I shoved the gun into the holster and half a step later whipped out the Wilson folding knife. The 3.75 inch blade snapped into place with a flick of my wrist. It’s a small blade but the knife weighs next to nothing, which means that it put no drag on my speed.

The guy turned and tried to bring his pistol up in time, but he was way too late. My blade slashed down through his forearm muscles and looped around in a very fast, very tight arc that took him across the throat. I didn’t even wait to see him fall but was instead running. The couple with the kids was gone. As I ran I heard the grunts of Ghost sprinting to catch up.

“Outlaw,” said Bug in my ear, “I’m in the airport security system. I can see you on the cameras. The couple with the kids are heading to the stairs down to the street. Looks like they’re heading to the spot reserved for pickups. But…oh shit, there’s another group of handlers coming your way. Count five. Around the right-hand corner of the T-junction ahead. Be careful.”

I didn’t answer because he said that as I was rounding that corner. And, yes, there were indeed five sons of bitches—four men and a woman—dressed like travelers coming out of the crowd, reaching for guns. Had they fallen back and ambushed me a dozen paces down the hall, they’d have had me. Instead, they counted on sheer numbers to do the trick.

Ghost and I slammed into them. 
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Tommy

 

People were yelling and screaming. Alert sirens were blaring.

The crowd seemed to be caught in a daze, hooked on the fascination of big-ticket blockbuster movie drama unfolding right in front of them. Some stared, some fled; many filmed everything on their cell phones. Some stood frozen as violence exploded all around them.

Then three armed men cut through the crowd, scattering the onlookers like leaves. Tommy hoped they were TSA, but soon realized they had to be Mantis’s thugs. They were actually shooting innocent people to get them out of their way. 

Images flooded through Tommy’s perception. There were the shooters. There was Mantis and her thugs. And beyond them was a rugged-looking blond guy with the haircut of a military man, who turned and ran toward the shooters. A huge white shepherd ran with him. What the hell was that? wondered Tommy. He didn’t look like TSA. Maybe an air marshal and a faux service dog. She caught a glimpse of them slamming into the men with guns.

Closer to where Tommy stood, more of Mantis’s goons seemed to materialize out of thin air, but a woman moved to intercept them. She was an exotic beauty who moved like a ballet dancer. She caught up with one of the new batch of thugs and even as he tried to swing his gun toward her she attacked. Her hands were a blur and then the man went down, his face destroyed, eyes wide with a terminal surprise. 

People screamed at this new blood and violence, and suddenly tourists were running everywhere. Before Tommy had time to think, she was in motion, sprinting at the two remaining thugs. One wheeled away from her to fight the tall woman, and Tommy ran to intercept the remaining thug. She snatched a shrieking woman’s huge beach bag on the way and timed everything perfectly. As the killer moved toward her, Tommy swung the bag at his ankles, very fast and hard, despite the explosions of pain in her cracked ribs. The flat side hit his leading foot and the loop of the handles caught on his second. He windmilled his arms, trying to keep his balance, then fell hard, the beach bag seeming to entangle him like an angry octopus. Bottles of water, tanning oil, and other beach-going paraphernalia flew everywhere. Tommy stomped the wrist of his gun hand flat, putting all of her weight into it. He yelled in pain and surprise, then jerked his arm back and shoved her off. He lost the gun, which skittered away. 

Tommy kicked a heel at his temple, hoping to end it right there, but he jerked his head to one side and her foot slammed into the floor. The impact jarred her leg and side. Vertigo made her head swim. Her injured side was on fire. She tottered back and forth, trying to regain her balance.

“You little bastard,” the man growled in broken English. He flung the beach bag aside and grabbed her, dragging her to the floor. 

The thug let his anger take over. Instead of trying to defend himself, he thought he had the upper hand. That he was throttling a meddlesome teenage kid.

He had the upper hand for about half a second. 

Before his weight settled on her, Tommy used the momentum from the fall to turn sideways. She was still on the floor, but she wasn’t underneath him. She threw an elbow at his eye and a dirty knee at the same time. The knee crunched home and he hunched, but her elbow glanced off his head, doing no damage.

Hopefully, his nuts were dangling somewhere between his lungs and stomach. He cupped himself with one hand and shoved her back down to the floor with the other. He was a thick guy, burly and tough. He stood on his knees over her with one arm locking her down. He wheezed, trying to gain control over the pain he was in. He let go of his crotch and swung at her. She barely dodged it. He was off balance, but drew back to try to hit her again. 

Tommy knew how to stay inside someone’s reach. He tried to measure her out to land a punch, but she kicked his arm to the side. His torso twisted and he fell forward onto his hands and knees. Tommy rolled upright and locked both arms around his neck.

He panicked and tried to stand, but he was hurt and her weight was too much for him. He fell backward, pinning her on her back, and tore at her forearms. She tucked her face into his shoulder to avoid his flailing hands. From there she tightened her chokehold and concentrated on breathing until he stopped swatting at her and gradually stopped moving at all.
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Violin

 

Violin took the handler apart in seconds. She’d fought tougher men than this many times. He probably thought he was tough as hell, but Violin knew firsthand he didn’t know what tough really meant. He was a man, and there are always limits on male thinking about what defines toughness. Just as men often brag about their pain tolerance—especially the weight-lifting freaks who praised themselves for doing another rep while lactic acid was flooding their muscle tissue. Every woman ever born dealt with worse pain each month, and every woman who had to push a child out into the world knew pain fifty times more intense.

That man was fit, with fitness center muscles and a spray tan. Violin was half his weight and three inches shorter. It took one-point-eight seconds to end him.

Then she moved in, forgetting him, wasting not one moment’s extra thought on the man. She didn’t care what kind of childhood trauma or post-combat PTSD made him into a monster. That he was a monster was all that mattered. As a dead monster, he mattered not at all.

There were other handlers coming out of the crowd. Two had guns in their hands; the others, unwisely, did not.

Violin drew her pistol—a Ruger Mark IV .22 with a lightweight, ventilated, aerospace-grade aluminum receiver and a tensioned stainless-steel barrel. The bullets had all the punch needed for head shots, but deliberately lacked the oomph to exit, which meant the bullet banged around inside the skull and turned a living brain into cooling Swiss cheese. The assassin’s preferred handgun. Violin could put half a magazine into a target the size of a silver dollar at one hundred yards and a four inch target at two hundred yards. These shooters were thirty feet away.

Violin was already tracking a third target before the first two fell. 

But then something weird happened. Something hit the other three men. One crumpled down with his head turned way too far to the left. A second dropped to his knee clutching his kidney as blood bubbled from between his lips. And the third seemed to turn into a scarecrow as his knees bent sharply the wrong way and one arm apparently grew an extra joint between wrist and elbow. They collapsed down—one screaming, one gurgling, and one dead.

Behind them was a woman of about fifty, with a stocky though athletic build and a stern face. Violin’s heart lifted to see her.

“Cleo!” she called, and the woman turned to her.

“Hello, Violin,” said Sahyun Cleo Kemp, team leader for the Orlando Arklight.
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Joe Ledger

 

I went high, firing the Glock with two hands, shifting immediately to put one between me and the others. Ghost went low and I swear to baby Jesus I saw him smile as he locked his titanium teeth around one poor bastard’s nutsack.

Then it was a free for all. 

We were in a close-quarters melee and neither Ghost nor I was in the mood to play. Mantis had a lot of people, but I can’t give her props for picking top of the line. Which, on reflection, is probably why she brought so damn many of them. 

Fine by me. The more of these shitbags we closed out, the fewer of them would be helping destroy the lives, hearts, and souls of little kids. And maybe thinking that was what put the extra fire in my gut and directed my hands to find the right targets to switch them off.

In my ear, Bug said, “Outlaw, we’re in touch with airport security and TSA. They have been told this is a Homeland case and have been ordered to stand down and work crowd control.”

I was too busy to answer.

Then suddenly there was no one left to fight. Down the hall I could see the handler and the woman dragging the kids toward the elevators. The kids were screaming, digging their heels into the carpet, slapping at the hands that held them. The kids were fighting.

I liked that.

I loved to see that there was enough of them left to fight for themselves. Knowing they did that was going to matter to them as they grew. It could matter a hell of a lot.

“Ghost,” I yelled. “Tall, tall, hit!”

That command directed Ghost to attack adults. Right now there were only two adults at the end of the hall. The guy just got off a plane and did not have a handgun. The woman clawed one out of her purse and tried to shoot my dog. She was not a fast enough draw. Ghost hit her hard, his teeth crunching down on bone. Ghost dragged her to the floor as the kids screamed. The man tried to kick Ghost, but by then I was there.

I do not like people hurting my dog. 

I hit him in the abdomen with a short-range flying knee kick. One of those nasty Muay Thai moves. Looks cool on a movie screen. Hurts like a motherfucker in real life, and his whole body folded around my knee as if he’d been shot.

He collapsed down at my feet.

“Look away,” I said to the kids. There are 137 living languages in Malaysia. I had no idea which they spoke, but they understood what I meant.

They did not turn away.

Instead they began kicking the man. One girl was six, the other eight. They didn’t have a lot of physical strength, but god damn it they had rage. I let them vent for three seconds and then I grabbed the man, hauled him to his feet, grabbed him by the throat and the balls and said, “Mantis. How many people here?”

He did not want to answer. He really did not.

Too fucking bad. 
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Melee

 

I pulled one of the Sandman darts and jabbed him in the face with it. Yes, there are plenty of other places I could have injected him. Yes, getting that dart in the face hurts like a motherfucker. What’s your point?

Ghost actually wagged his tail when I did it because Ghost is my dog. We both like kids a lot more than adults, and neither of us has even a smidgeon of basic human compassion for people like this asshole—or Mantis.

I tapped the earbud. “Bug, this is Outlaw. The two kids are safe and the target is down. Get someone here I can trust to see to the kids. They’re scared out of their minds.”

“I’m here,” said a voice, and I turned to see a woman I recognized. Jillian Kiambang, a former DMS agent now working freelancer with Arklight. She moved right past me and knelt by the kids. They cringed back from her and, to her credit, she didn’t try to corral them but instead sat back on her heels, very calm and unthreatening. In that position she was their height. She spoke very soothingly to them in Malay, her tone nice and slow. It was going to take a lot of patience and empathy to connect with the kids, but Jillian was top of the class. Before joining the DMS she’d worked in an SVU unit out of D.C.

I gave her a nod and moved a few steps away. “Bug, Jillian’s here, but I’ll need someone else to come and take custody of this clown. He’s alive and once he’s awake I want him giving us the answers before anyone else.”

“On it,” he said.

“He gave me the rough numbers about how many Mantis agents are on deck here.” I gave him that and he told me to hold while he checked the security cameras.

“Outlaw, looks like we’ve engaged all of them. The last few are having one hell of a fight by the train loading area.”

“What’s the situation there?”

“From what I’m seeing on the security cameras,” said Bug, “Violin and that woman from Arklight, Cleo Kemp, are with a young woman fighting about a zillion bad guys. Facial recognition pings her as Tamileigh Squires, known as Tommy. Not much in her file because she ran away from a home, but there’s a lot about charges of sexual abuse, torture, and other horrible shit involving people who worked at the home. Cleo Kemp’s been grooming her for possible admission to Arklight.”

“Does this Tommy gal know any of this?” I asked.

“That’s a negative. She thinks Kemp is just her Tang Soo Do teacher.”

“Why’s she undercover? Dressed like a boy.”

“No idea. The file says that Kemp thinks Tommy may be doing some off the books vigilante work. Going after human traffickers. Her focus seems to be kids. So maybe it’s a disguise.”

“Copy that. I’m heading over there now.” I said that while sprinting at full speed, with Ghost racing ahead.

We heard the yelling even through the goddamn alarm. And as I approached I saw that things had radically changed in the few minutes since I left. Violin and a woman I assumed was Cleo Kemp were deconstructing a bunch of thugs with both efficiency and zest. They were smiling. That’s an Arklight thing—they seem frowny and dour most of the time, but give them some rapists or traffickers to thump and they go positively giddy. I could relate, but I don’t think I’m Mr. Happy-Smiles in a fight. 

As for Tommy, she was locked in combat with Mantis.

I fired the afterburners and tried to join, but I was late for the prom. Kemp did a kick-punch-kick combination on one guy that seemed to fold him in half, and there were other similarly disarranged bodies around her. Some moving, some not. As for Violin, she was fighting two guys, but from the way things were unfolding it was pretty clear two was about eight too few for that party. She is a delight to watch, though you’d better have a strong stomach for it. Her hands are so fast that even someone like me—a skilled and experienced combat expert—had a damn hard time seeing what she was doing. The two guys looked like they had stumbled into an industrial thresher.

Those two fights ended by the time I reached the last battle. I skidded to a stop between the two Arklight women and we stood there like ringside spectators to watch the fight. Ghost kept circle the battling pair, barking wildly, but also wagging his damn tail. Dog’s a freak.

Tommy and Mantis were pretty evenly matched. Tommy was taller by a couple of inches but Mantis had more muscle. They were both cat-quick and neither was much of a fair fighter. Which is how it should be because this was no kind of game.

They were both bleeding. Tommy wore pants and a makeshift tube-top thing that—I assumed—was to bind her breasts and reinforce a disguise that she was a teenage boy and not a young woman. 

Mantis wore black tights under a long leopard-print shirt-dress cinched by a narrow woven leather belt. Her clothes were torn and spattered with blood, but there was no way to know whose blood. Some of hers for sure, and some of Tommy’s, but there was so much blood that it had to come from someone else. 

Mantis had one of those black plastic knives of the kind made to fool metal detectors. Tommy had at least a dozen cuts, but none looked too serious. Even so, she was favoring one side and I could see a massive wicked purple bruise. Cracked or broken ribs to be sure. Her whole body was painted with sweat and her face flushed with what could only be a mix of pain, fear, adrenaline, and rage.

Of the two, it was clear that Mantis was the more highly skilled. Tommy had some moves, but she was much more raw. Basic kicks, blocks, and strikes. But damn she was fast. And Mantis was making the mistake that a lot of really advanced martial artists make—she was using moves that she liked rather than those that were the best possible choice given the moment. Tommy was the opposite—she was fighting for her life, and in that way it was more feral. There was no elegance to what she did. There was just a need to stay alive and destroy her opponent.

Mantis used a lot of fakes and trickery, some stance shifting and traps intended to lure Tommy into rash attacks. When Tommy fell into those traps, Mantis delivered punishing blows. But, you see, punishment in this kind of fight is never the right choice. It delays the end, it wastes opportunities. My guess was that Mantis had won every fight she’d been in—likely in karate dojos—but wasn’t really a gutter fighter. Tommy, on the other hand? She was savage as fuck.

I came in for the last few seconds of that battle.

Mantis feinted left with her hand, then right with a kick, then she changed up the kick and turned it into a long sideways step. The effect was that it gave Tommy what appeared to be a big hole in her right side. Tommy lunged into that hole like a terrier after a cornered rat. And Mantis hit her in the solar plexus with a bastard of a two-knuckle shot.

The solar plexus is a popular target. The real target is the xiphoid process, a small nub that is cartilage when we’re kids and becomes bone in adulthood. It kind of dangles off the bottom of the sternum, and serves as an attachment point for organs and large muscles that make the floor of the diaphragm. A sharp blow makes it bend or break off. It hurts like hell, but worse than that it’s like getting CPR when you really do not need it. In clinical terms it makes the diaphragm go all wonky. You can’t breathe, you feel like you’re having a heart attack, and you are about as tough as overcooked linguini. 

And Mantis hit Tommy a good one, dead on target.

But…here’s the thing. The whole school of thought about the xiphoid being better even than a solid blow to the head is very, very old thinking. It was taught in every dojo everywhere. However, the smarter instructors knocked it much lower on the list of “best places to hit someone to drop them on the spot” in the 80s and 90s, when abdominal crunches became part of every serious athlete’s workout. The abs expand into rubbery pads, a kind of natural body armor, and if you do both kind of crunches—isolating upper and lower muscles—that armor protects the xiphoid.

Tommy Squires was ripped as fuck. Her whole body was lean, but there was no body fat. Everything was hard muscles of the kind you see in gymnasts, bantam-weight boxers, and the very best kayakers. Actually, if you Google Bruce Lee and look for pics of his flexing, you see what I mean. The blow Mantis delivered would have dropped ninety-seven out of any hundred people, and left two others staggering. But Tommy was that last one. 

The blow hurt. Sure it did, and we could all see it on Tommy’s face.

But it was the wrong choice for an opponent as tough to the core as this young woman. It slowed her but did not stop her, and clearly Mantis was counting on that. She pivoted in place before she even saw what the effect was, and cocked her hand for a two-finger claw strike to Tommy’s eyes.

Tommy did not say “fuck you,” but it was damn well implied.

She stepped right into Mantis, chest to chest, and head-butted the older woman, using her forehead to smash Mantis’ nose. As Mantis reeled back, Tommy chopped down with an elbow strike just off-center of the woman’s sternum. Left of center, right over the heart. Tommy even got some air as she delivered the blow. Something north of one hundred and twenty pounds of outrage, pain, and hatred was channeled into one square inch at the point of her elbow.

Mantis let out a sound. A kind of ugggghhh and sat down. She seemed to deflate and collapse in on herself. It was such a savage blow that everyone watching knew this was the ballgame.

Then Tommy grabbed Mantis by the hair, jerked her head back, and raised a bladed-hand to deliver the killing blow.

Violin and I both dove forward to try and stop her, but Cleo Kemp roared out a single word in Korean.

“Kalyeo!”

The command to stop. Delivered with unquestionable authority.

It froze Tommy right there.

Kemp stepped forward, one hand raised, palm out.

“Tommy,” she said tersely, “charyut!”

It was the Tang Soo Do command to stand at attention.

The young woman looked at her master. 

“Charyut,” repeated Kemp, then in English. “Now.”

Tommy’s raised hand quivered in the air. The hand knotted in the hair was white-knuckle tight.

Tommy lowered her striking hand. She still held Mantis by the hair, still had her head pulled all the way back. Tommy leaned in and spat full in the woman’s face.

Then she let her go. 

Mantis fell to the floor.

And it was over.
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Endgame

 

We all rushed forward.

I grabbed Mantis, rolled her over, bound her wrists with flex-cuffs, and patted her down. I took a cell phone. A burner, and likely with an encrypted password. As if that would matter to Bug. He’d sic the MindReader Q1 system on it. The other players would have burners too. 

Violin began moving among the wounded handlers. There were more dead than alive, but enough for interrogation purposes. Even if the police came and took the prisoners off to the local lockup, I had no doubt Bug, Church, and Lilith would work their magic. Every single one of Mantis’ surviving crew were in for a really bad time once they wound up in whatever black site Lilith had waiting. Believe me when I tell you that the dead guys were the lucky ones. By a long damn mile.

I saw Cleo Kemp take Tommy in her arms. Only then did the younger woman’s knees buckle. Kemp went down with her and they both knelt there, hugging, weeping. It was going to be a long, strange conversation between them, and I hope Tommy had the integrity, nerve, and imagination to accept that Arklight existed. 

A sob coughed loose from Tommy’s broken chest. She mustered a smile through the tears, and I saw Kemp’s lips moving as she spoke in her student’s ear. Tommy’s eyes were already getting jumpy and filled with complex lights.

Then she sat back, disengaging from Kemp, and looked around at the bodies strewn across the airport floor. She lingered for a long while on Mantis, who was still trying to figure out how to breathe. Blood from her shattered nose pooled around her face.

The look that came into Tommy’s eyes when she saw how destroyed Mantis was told me a lot. There was no gloating, none of the pettiness some winners feel. No. What I saw was strength becoming aware of itself. She saw Kemp watching her and gave a small nod.

And I knew she would be well.

Just as I knew Arklight had a new fighter.

That’s when the cops arrived. Way too late.

Violin looked at them, and then at me. We shared exactly the same kind of nod. One warrior to another.


Atoll
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The Pier

Department of Military Sciences Special Projects Office

Pacific Beach

San Diego, California

Saturday, December 5, 2:11 pm

 

“SOMETHING HAS CRASHED on an island south of Hawaii,” said Mr. Church, frowning at me from the videoconference screen in my office.

I was not dressed for a teleconference. I was wearing ancient, ragged board shorts and a Hawaiian shirt with images of old ‘50s roadside diners on it. My feet were bare and propped on the edge of my desk next to an open take-out box of Wahoo fish tacos. Five empty bottles of Gift of the Magi golden ale I’d brought back to the Pier with loving care from The Confessional in Cardiff-by-the-Sea, just up the road. The Magi has spicy hops balanced with moderate malt sweetness and an aroma like nuts and honey. It also has 12% alcohol, and I was on my sixth.

It’s entirely possible that Church did not have my full and undivided attention.

Two teams of enthusiastic and talented college women were playing volleyball outside of my office window and I had Art Pepper blowing cool jazz from the four Bose speakers in my office. The Pier was nearly deserted except for me, my big white shepherd Ghost, and a few disgruntled employees who had to man the battlements on a gloriously warm Saturday in December. Quite frankly I could care less if Air Force One had crashed in my own parking lot.

“As I recall,” I said, “we have a field team in Honolulu. They love playing with boats. Send those guys.”

“I did,” said Church.

“And…?”

“We’ve lost all contact with them.”

I sat up. “What?”

“They are the third investigating group to have visited the island since the crash,” he said. “Following the crash, the Coast Guard tried to contact members of a small Nature Conservancy research team on the island, but they were unable to make contact via radio or satellite. A Coast Guard cutter was dispatched, and they launched a drone for flyover. The live feed from the drone terminated as the aircraft crossed into island airspace. Contact with the cutter was lost within minutes. A navy ship, the USS Michael Murphy, an Arleigh Burke-class destroyer, was within three hundred miles and it sent in a Sea Hawk helicopter, which has since vanished along with its crew of six. This occurred four hours and ten minutes ago. The Michael Murphy was ordered to maintain station fifty nautical miles from the island until the DMS can send a team.”

“What do we know?” I asked. “Do we have an eye in the sky on this yet?”

“Yes,” said Church after the slightest pause. “And that’s why this has been handed over to us.”

The screen split into two windows and the second showed a good quality satellite black and white image of Palmyra. Church explained that it was one of the Northern Line Islands, and was about a thousand miles due south of the Hawaiian Islands, and about a third of the way between Hawaii and American Samoa. The nearest continent was thirty-three hundred miles away. Nicely remote. 

Palmyra Atoll is in the middle of nowhere. Seriously. Nowhere. The whole thing was a bit over four square miles, with sand and forested land wrapped around a seawater bay. It might have once been pretty, and parts of it still were, but it was scarred by a long trench that started from the southeast tip and drove inland for half a mile. Sand had been pushed up on either side of the trench, speaking to the force of the impact, and there was evidence of a forest fire that destroyed a lot of palm trees. The trench was shaped like a big spoon, with the bowl part of the spoon being the final impact point.

In the center of the bowl was an object.

Big. Triangular. And definitely not a chunk of space rock.

I recognized that shape and it immediately turned me cold frigging sober and dropped the temperature of my blood to that of ice water.

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

“Yes,” said Church.

“It’s a T-craft.”

“Yes,” he said. “But it’s not one of ours.”

“Whose?” I demanded. “The Russians? The Chinese?”

Several of the world’s super powers had been conducting a very quiet arms race to launch triangular-shaped craft like this, based on technologies recovered from places you might have heard of. Kecksburg, Rendlesham, Roswell. Like that.

Yeah.

Exactly like that.

Church said, “I don’t believe this craft is of local manufacture.”

An hour later I was on my private jet, heading to Hawaii. My two most experienced and reliable shooters, Top and Bunny, were with me. And Ghost. All of us rushing headlong to a place where no one seemed to come out.

I hate my job.
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Aboard the USS Michael Murphy

50 Nautical Miles North of Palmyra Atoll

Saturday, December 5, 6:01 am

 

The captain of the destroyer was a friend of a friend of a friend, but that didn’t make him a friend of mine. In fact, he was pretty frigging unhappy to have me and my team delivered like an unwanted pizza onto his aft deck in the middle of a bad night. The fact that we were pretty damned unhappy to be there made it a real party. At least we’d changed into attire more appropriate to one of Uncle Sam’s clandestine special ops gunslingers—black BDUs without any trace of unit patch or rank insignia. I offered no credentials to the deck officer and was not asked for any by Captain Tanaka. We shook hands, but there was no warmth in it.

He studied us for a long, silent time. First Sergeant Bradley “Top” Sims was a forty-something stern-faced black combat veteran who looked like he could eat live crocodiles. He smiled exactly as often as he wanted to, which wasn’t all that often. Master Sergeant Harvey Rabbit—known as Bunny by everyone, including his parents—was a six-and-a-half-foot-tall white kid who looked like an Iowa farmhand but was really a surfer and volleyball player from Orange County. They had joined the DMS with me and we had walked through all kinds of hell together. And I use the word “hell” a lot less metaphorically than I’d like to. Our after-action reports could qualify as horror short stories, or so we’ve been told. Ghost was a hundred and five pounds of combat-trained attitude, and after losing six teeth in a battle in Iran, he’d been gifted with titanium replacements. He loves showing those gleaming fangs to anyone he doesn’t like, and there are a lot of people he doesn’t like. He wasn’t overly fond of Captain Tanaka.

We stood in a cluster and endured the officer’s inspection, allowing him to draw whatever conclusions he wanted from our appearance, our lack of credentials, and our presence. Tanaka’s only comment was, “Well, this should be interesting.”

Not said with a smile.

He knew our combat call signs and addressed me as “Cowboy,” which meant that he had been briefed. The DMS does not have any official rank in the US military command structure. We operate on a very special and highly secret Executive Order that gives us extraordinary powers and freedom of action. The captain had been contacted and told to offer us every assistance and cooperation. He did that. He hadn’t been ordered to be warm or fuzzy, so we got none of that. And for the record, experienced captains of ultra-sophisticated guided missile destroyers do not, as a rule, like having someone else come in to solve their problems. Particularly where their own crewmembers are involved. His ship carried everything from Tomahawk missiles to Harpoons and lots of other goodies, and the crew of three hundred enlisted men and twenty-three officers were among the finest in the service, which made them easily world-class. In almost any other circumstance, Echo Team would have been, at best, a mildly annoying bit of extra baggage or, at worst, a useless pain in the ass. A good case could have been built either way.

This was not one of those other circumstances. 

And in every way that mattered this was my case anyway. There was a standing order that all incidents involving T-craft or even suspected T-craft were to be handed over without pause or interference to the Special Projects Office of the Department of Military Sciences. 

To me. 

That order had been put in effect following the Extinction Machine case, in which a rogue group of DARPA called Majestic Three had built a small fleet of T-craft using taxpayer dollars but for very private purposes. The man behind all of that was Howard Shelton, and that fucking maniac had wanted to use the craft to start—and win—World War III. You see, Shelton had discovered a fact that eluded the other superpowers involved in the recovered-technologies part of the arms race. While their experimental T-craft kept exploding every time one of the engines was fired, Shelton figured out how to stabilize the ships. Doesn’t sound like too big a thing until you step back and look at what’s happened when T-craft have exploded over the last thirty years or so. 

The engines were typically constructed in remote spots, far away from prying eyes and in areas where large amounts of hydroelectric, nuclear, or geothermal power was available. The energetic discharge from an exploding engine delivered a blast several orders of magnitude larger than the apparent fuel. It was a kind of zero-point energy that has resulted in some of the world’s biggest natural disasters. Mount St. Helen’s. The tsunami that slammed into Japan. The massive earthquakes in China. Like that.

Shelton figured it out. The trick was to play a long game and breed pilots who had a small percentage of DNA from “other sources.”

Yeah, E.T. phone home. You get the point. 

The biomechanical connection allowed the ships’ engines to stabilize. Shelton then rigged his ships to kill the pilot as soon as a T-Craft was over a target city. Like Beijing or Moscow. He launched his ships to force a confrontation that began with the demonstration of a weapon so powerful that the other nations could not risk fighting a war like that. A fully powered T-craft could stroll past any fighter jet in existence because it used alloys based on what was learned from stripping the wreckage of alien craft. The sciences of fiber optics, microminiaturization, and other sciences in common use have quietly benefitted from those same technologies. Even Velcro. 

Sure, some urban legends are true.

The DMS went after Shelton and took him all the way down. However, the ship he sent to destroy Beijing was destroyed by someone else. We never met them and I’m very, very cool with that. An eloquent message had been conveyed to us to turn over all materials related to the development of T-craft. Or else. 

The “or else” part was scary as shit. We did, and E.T. went home. No goodbyes, no wet sloppy kisses with our friends from wherever.

Actually, we never really found out where they were from. I had a theory, but I was pretty badly concussed when I came up with that theory, so no one has leaped up to say that I solved one of the great mysteries of the ages.

That was all years ago. Since then, things have been very quiet. UFO sightings around the world have dropped considerably, except in cases where people are seeing drones, actual weather balloons, airplanes, the Goodyear blimp, or other ordinary things.

Side note, I fucking hate drones, but that’s beside the point. What matters is that reliable sightings of saucers, T-craft, Close Encounters-like mother ships, the Death Star, Firefly-class space freighters, X-Wing fighters, and the starship Enterprise have dwindled to a precious few. Which has made everyone in the know sleep a little more soundly.

Past tense.

Now we had a T-craft crashed onto an island in the middle of the south Pacific.

“We’ve had no contact with anyone since the object crashed,” said Captain Tanaka. “And except for the one image that was sent to you, we’ve had nothing from the satellite.”

“No images?”

“No telemetry, no feed, no signal. If it’s up there we can’t find it.”

Bunny murmured, “Oh, shit.”

“Yes,” Tanaka agreed dryly. “Though I was hoping for a bit more than that from you fellows.”

Tanaka was a middle-aged man who looked fit enough to run a marathon while carrying me on his shoulders. One of those guys you can’t even imagine with a hangover, love handles, or a hair out of place. Steely eyes and a hero jaw. Made me feel like a grubby beach bum with indifferent hygiene.

“Was there any evidence that your chopper crashed?” asked Top.

“No. Same goes for the Coast Guard drone. There is apparently some kind of line out there near the beach, and once something has crossed it all transmission ends. I sent a drone in to circle and photograph the island at a distance, standing half a mile beyond the surf-line. We have lots of pictures of burned trees and mounds of dirt, but we can’t get a good angle on the object from that distance. We don’t know how firm the dead zone is, or even if it is still active, because orders came down to wait for you.”

I met his stare and said, “And that wasted almost a full day where you don’t know if your people are injured and in need of assistance. I get it, and I’m sorry, but this situation is complicated and sensitive.”

“And clearly above my pay grade,” he said, barely hiding his contempt of any policy that did not allow him to protect his people.

“Yes,” I said, “it is. I’m sorry for the inconvenience and the obfuscation but—”

“But you’re not really sorry.”

“Frankly, Captain, I’m sorry any of us have to be out here, but this is how it is.”

Top and Bunny both muttered, “Hooah,” under their breaths. Ghost whuffed.

Tanaka took a moment, and I could see the muscles bunch and flex in the corners of his jaw. He had a lot of control and knew enough to think and compose his thoughts before he opened his mouth.

“Let me know what you need from me and I’ll make it happen. Weapons, equipment, people…”

“Thanks,” I said. “We brought our own toys. What we need is a boat and a whole lot of rope.”

“How much rope?”

“Enough to run a line from a second boat out in the water to the one I’m going to take all the way in. This might be a stable or repeated null field.”

Tanaka frowned. “Wait…like what was used two years ago?”

I nodded. A rogue CIA agent had gotten his hands on a man-portable device capable of cancelling electronic power within a certain range. Unlike the EMP cannons DARPA was developing, this did not destroy electronics but merely interrupted them.

“You think someone on the island has Kill Switch technology?” he asked.

“That,” I said, “would be best case scenario.”

He gave me a funny look. “What exactly do you do in the DMS?”

“Mostly?” I asked. “We get the shit scared out of us on a regular basis. Better than a high fiber diet, but my blood pressure could pop rivets on a submarine hull.”
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Palmyra Atoll

Saturday, December 5, 6:44 am

 

The Michael Murphy carried two RHIBs, or rigid-hull inflatable boats, that could zip across the water with great speed and surprising grace. Bunny was good with boats, but not as good as the chief running the second RHIB. Top and I had our rifles ready and we studied the shoreline through sniper scopes. Saw a few seabirds and a turtle, but nothing else.

Bunny asked, “If I say that it looks quiet, will one of you cats say, ‘Yeah, too quiet’?”

“If I wrap an anchor chain around you and drop you in the water, will the cap’n cry the blues?” was Top’s reply.

Bunny grinned.

When we were five hundred yards from the beach, the chief cut his engine and stopped, but we kept going, spooling hundreds of yards of thin line behind us as Bunny drove toward the beach at reduced speed. The counter on the spool on the chief’s boat would record how much line had paid out before we hit whatever electronic barrier was present. I was surprised that we made it all the way to the mouth of the lagoon before the engine died. There was no sputter, no spark trying to catch inside the motor. One second the engine was running normally at fifty knots and then it wasn’t. Just like that.

“Now we know where the fun and games start,” muttered Top.

“Just like with the Kill Switch,” observed Bunny.

The day became very quiet very fast.

Bunny had to wrestle for steerageway and used a passive rudder to angle us in toward the shore. There was just enough impetus to allow him to beach the nose of the boat; Top and I jumped out and dragged it onto the sand. Ghost bounded out past us and ran up and down the beach like a silent gust of white smoke, then he returned to me and sat. It meant that he detected no immediate threat. Not sure if that was a good thing or not. We all moved toward the shelter of a stand of palms.

Top tapped his earbud and shook his head. Mine was just as dead, not even the white noise of an empty channel. Nothing. We checked all of our electronic gear and it was all down.

Bunny made a rude noise then said, “If some ISIL dickheads are out here with one of those Kill Switch machines, I’m going to get cranky.”

“You’ll have to wait your turn,” I said. 

Even my flashlight didn’t work, which wasn’t much of a problem because the sun was up. I looked out to sea and saw the other boat about half a mile beyond the farthest point of the island. The faint thrum of its idling engine drifted to me on the humid morning air. They would keep the engine on to allow them to maintain a safe distance. There was a quick two-pulse flash of light as a signal. I stood up and waved my arms three times to indicate that I was safe. Then I turned and moved into the dense foliage, vanishing from their sight. Not, I hoped, from history.

The island was not big enough to get lost on, which meant it was small enough to get found on. So, I was very damn careful as I made my way along the southern reach of it, staying inside the trees, pausing to listen. Hearing nothing. Not a bird, not a bug. Nothing but the sway and hiss of palm fronds moving in the sluggish breeze. Ten minutes in, I heard a sharper hiss and looked up to see a flare rise in an arc from the direction of the other RHIB. It popped high above me and stained the sky with green smoke. It was intended to both signal any survivors on the island and draw the eye away from the beach—away from us.

Without saying a word, we moved, spreading out, weapons up and ready, eyes and gun barrels moving in unison, fingers laid along the outside of the trigger guards, going fast but no faster than good caution allowed. Ghost ranged ahead but not too far, and if there was something to see, he didn’t see it. That was comforting, but only if you didn’t look too closely at it. Just because a dog didn’t see, smell, or hear something did not mean it wasn’t there.

We swept along the strip of jungle fifty feet in from the sand, using the slanting rays of morning light to pick our way.

Top was on point and he stopped with a raised fist. Bunny and I immediately knelt, alert and ready. Top pointed to something ahead and off to our right, then gestured for us to approach. We came up on it quickly.

It was the Coast Guard RHIB, a seventeen-foot Zodiac Hurricane with a 100HP diesel engine and M240B machine guns mounted fore and aft. Very fast and fierce.

It sat on the sand. Empty, abandoned, undamaged.

There was no one there. Not even footprints in the sand. No sign at all of what happened except for something Ghost found. He jumped into the craft and stood growling at something I couldn’t see until I climbed in. Top and Bunny provided cover in case it was someone or something nasty hiding there. It wasn’t.

On the back of the pilot’s seat was a muddy handprint. Full palm and fingers.

Only here’s the thing. The fingers were way too long and each finger ended in wickedly sharp points.

And there were four of them.

I’m not talking about a hand with a missing finger. What we saw was a handprint of something that had a thumb and three fingers. Three clawed fingers. Like a bird’s, except that’s not what it was.

All the hairs on Ghost’s back stood up in a stiff row. The hairs on the back of my neck did the same thing. Ghost growled at the handprint and took a slow, fearful step backward.

I looked from the print to Bunny and then to Top, and then we all slowly turned and looked at the thick wall of shadow-filled forest.

“Fuck me,” whispered Bunny.

“Don’t touch that shit,” warned Top.

I almost laughed. “There is not one chance in ten trillion that I was going to do that.”

We backed away and then climbed out of the boat. We all wanted to talk about that print, maybe we needed to. We didn’t. Instead, we moved off down the beach and then edged back toward the trees. The jungle seemed a lot less inviting now than before. Instead of seeming to offer cover it had a feeling of occupation to it, a vague presence that was impossible to define. Could have been my imagination running hot after seeing that print on the boat. Just as easily could have been my rational mind wondering why in the wide blue fuck I was on this island and in this line of work. I used to be a cop in Baltimore. Not once in all those years on the force did I encounter a four-fingered monster handprint. It’s not the sort of thing you tend to encounter, even in Baltimore. Made me long for a boring life of being shot at by gangbangers and cartel pistoleros.

I was on the island right now, though, and tough as they were, my men looked to me for guidance, for leadership, for the kind of stoic toughness that makes great copy in speeches about special operations. So I kept my poker face in place and shifted to take point. Top yielded that position without argument.

Inside the wall of the forest the ground was a soft mixture of sand and soil, with many palm fronds knocked loose by the crash. As we moved, we began to smell the stink of burned foliage and torn earth. There is a distinctive smell to land that has been torn by cataclysm, be it a bomb, an earthquake, or a plane crash. The richer soil is ripped up and exposed to the air, releasing microparticles of nutrients and rotting plant matter, and infused with it are the smells conjured by great heat. Of silica sand fused into glass and wood burned to charcoal.

We did not find a single human footprint. Nothing to indicate what had happened to the sailors from the boat we’d found. No prints, no shell casings to indicate a fight. Nothing, and that was very spooky.

I stopped the team because Ghost suddenly crouched low and bared his teeth. Thirty feet in front of us was a thick tangle of vines draped between a stand of pines and an ancient overgrown aloe plant. I couldn’t see anything, but Ghost did. His titanium fangs gleamed with reflected sunlight, making it look like he had bitten down on raw fire. His eyes were fixed, unblinking as he stared at a spot just behind the stiff, serrated aloe leaves.

I felt it then.

That strange, unnerving sensation of being watched. Not suspected that you are. Knowing it. I snugged my rifle stock into my shoulder and aimed at the aloe plant. At what was behind it.

It’s such a strange feeling, and your conscious evolved mind wars with the instincts of the lizard brain as to whether to believe it or not. Good soldiers don’t ignore those kinds of feelings. I may fail at a lot of important things in my life, but I am a good soldier.

We shifted around and found cover, each of us kneeling, aiming, waiting, straining with our senses to justify what we knew was there. The jungle was unnaturally still and even the soft slosh of the waves on the sand was muted. The breeze died as if the world held its breath, silencing the whisk of palm leaves and the creak of tree trunks. It was a silence so complete that you become unnaturally aware of your own shallow breathing, certain that it is far too loud, that it can be heard all the way across the forest floor, that it draws the ear, the eye, and the aim of whatever weapon is seeking you from the shadows.

There was no good play here. If we fired, we could hit someone hiding in fear, and that could be a sailor from the navy or Coast Guard, or one of the scientists from the nature research team. Or, maybe we’d be firing at a bunch of plants and trees and accomplish nothing more than revealing our location and our numbers. Or we could hit one of them. Whatever they were.

I signaled my guys and sent Top cutting left in a wide circle, indicating that Bunny should go right down to the sand and circle around behind the trees. I’d wait for them to get into position and then go up the pipe. They moved off, though I could see from their expressions that they didn’t like the plan for the same reasons I didn’t like it. But there was no better way to play this.

Cold sweat trickled down my back between my shoulder blades and zigzagged over the knobs of my spine. Ghost was still crouched low, still caught in that animal zone where fear and anger are the same thing. I could relate.

Top and Bunny reached their points and gave me nods.

I moved first, went in with my own zigzag, cutting left and right to make use of natural cover and spoil aim. Ghost was right at my side because I did not want him to rush into a blind spot like that without my eyes on him.

“Cowboy!”

I heard Top yell out my combat call sign, but it came one half second too late. The whole front of the forest seemed to move, to pulse outward toward me as if it was a door someone was kicking open. The huge aloe plant crashed into me before I could even think about stopping. There was no time to evade, no time to brace. There was only time to feel it.

It was hard.

It hurt.

It was like a tidal wave of plant matter and it struck me with enough force to knock all the light out of the world.
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Palmyra Atoll

Saturday, December 5, Time unknown

 

I was nowhere.

It was the strangest feeling.

I had a body, and I was aware of it. Breath wheezing in and out of my bruised chest. The gunfire rattle of my terrified heartbeat. The pain of shocked and abused skin. The ache of muscles.

But there was something missing.

There was no downward pull. It’s something you never take notice of day to day. The pull of gravity. You feel lead-footed when you’re tired, but otherwise it’s normal to be tied to the earth, to be pulled into standing, sitting, falling, lying down.

Not now.

There was no actual sensation of gravity, not in any specific direction.

I’ve never been in space, but I’ve been in a reduced-gravity aircraft. A vomit comet, they call them. They’re fixed-wing aircraft that provide a brief near-weightless environment for astronaut training. Hollywood uses them for making movies about space travel.

It was like that.

But not like that.

In reduced-gravity aircraft you feel your skin become rubbery, your hair and clothing tend to float on you. I could feel my clothes hanging normally on me, as if gravity applied to that but not to me. Which made no sense at all.

It was absolutely pitch black. So dark I had to blink to make sure my eyes were even open.

No sound. I was neither hot nor cold. No sensation of air passing my skin, no wind. Nothing like that.

A smell, though, and a taste to go with it. Metallic, like copper. And a bit of ozone, like after a lightning strike.

“Hey!” I yelled, and my voice was strangely distant, the way it sounds when you’re in a wide-open place and there’s no wall to bounce or trap your noise.

Yelling did not help, but it gave me something to do. I could hear my own voice, so I kept yelling. It was a long, long time before I heard another sound. I think it was a long time because time itself had no meaning for me.

A voice spoke. Male. Heavily accented, but it was a kind of American accent I’d never quite heard before. New England, but not. A rough voice, used to yelling in order to be heard.

“Captain, there’s a reef two points off the port bow,” called the voice. “A mile or less. God’s love and we’d have struck ‘em if we hadn’t dropped anchor last night.”

I listened for more, but that was it. There and gone.

“Hello!” I yelled, then as I replayed what the man had said, I tried, “Hello the boat.”

Nothing.

“Ahoy the ship.”

I’m not a sailor, but I hoped that was the right thing to say.

Nothing.

I drifted in nowhere.

Maybe I fell asleep. Maybe I just stopped thinking. No way to know, but I was jarred to awareness by the unmistakable sound of something heavy and wooden smashing into something immoveable. Men screamed. Many men. I could hear the pop and snap of cloth. Sails? People cursing and calling orders out to shorten this and belay that and plug something else. Lots of nautical terms that I barely understood, and the gushing sound of water rushing in where it wasn’t supposed to be. Even a landlubber like me could figure it out. A ship had hit the reef of the island.

Right?

I remembered seeing the reef on the chart, but the RHIB had hydroplaned over them and Bunny had steered us around the fangs of rock that had jutted out of the water. The destroyer was steel, and I doubted they had any wooden boats aboard. Why would they? This was the age of metal, of plastic and rubber.

So what was I hearing?

The men screamed and called out for help, yelled orders, cried out to God and their mothers and gradually, gradually the voices faded as if drowned by the sea. But it wasn’t the sea that took the voices away. It was the nothingness in which I floated.

I tried to make sense of it.

Was I dead?

Was I in a coma? Or dreaming? Or, had I finally gone mad? All of those were real possibilities with me.

Sounds came and went. The creak of oars and the splash of the oar-blades in the water. Men slogging through surf. Laughing, joking, telling stories. None of it made sense though. They talked about whales. They talked about the brown-skinned girls of Hawaii, but they spoke of them in the rude exaggerations of simple men to whom such things were rare and magical. Some of the voices were American, though crude and strange; and some were clearly British. One of the men said something about making a legal claim for Queen Victoria, and that made no goddamn sense at all.

Queen Victoria?

Jesus H. Christ.

I slept again.

And woke when someone kicked me in the ribs.
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Time and date unknown\

 

“Aufstehen!”

The voice growled it as he kicked me again. Harder.

I twisted away and sand shifted under me and all at once there was light. Not much of it. Moonlight spilling down and painting everything around me in silver. I saw two figures standing above me, silhouetted against the moon. Men. Big, young, broad-shouldered. Wearing black skin-diving outfits. Black rubber fins and a pair of silver tanks lay on the wet sand.

“We bist du?” said one of them, and all at once I realized two very strange things.

The first problem was that they were speaking German in a tense, secretive whisper. The man had told me to get up and asked who I was. I understood it; I’m good with languages.

I was less good with the second thing I realized.

Their equipment was wrong. Very wrong. The one who kicked me held a Gustloff Volkssturmgewehr semi-automatic rifle. It was a classic example of a weapon known as a Volkssturm Rifle, a “people’s assault rifle,” a cheap last-ditch kind of gun used in combat in the final months of World War II. The other guy held a Luger. Not the modern P38 used in Germany nowadays. No, that might have made a fraction of sense. This was the older model; the one collectors prized and hundreds of U.S. soldiers smuggled home after the fall of Berlin. A P04 or maybe the P08. Hard to tell because it was dark, I was scared, and there was a cheap-looking silencer screwed into the barrel.

So, here we are. A couple of big blond guys with new-looking antique gear. The wrong moon in the sky. What the actual fuck? At that moment I was pretty sure the world had fallen off its hinges and that I was in deep shit. The two men weren’t tourists. These weren’t gun nuts that got lost at sea. And they weren’t amused to find me.

Crazy as it sounds, crazy as it felt, I was absolutely certain I was a lot more lost than I thought. This may have been Palmyra Atoll, but I was lost.

They were Nazis.
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I smiled my very best I’m not your enemy and the world isn’t bug-fuck nuts smile. They seemed to expect me to raise my hands, so I obliged.

“Wer bist du und was machst du denn hier?” demanded the man with the Luger. He had the officer look, expecting to be answered at once.

Who are you and what are you doing here?

The rifleman gave me an evil look and said, “Amerikanisch.”

They were not happy at all with the thought that I was an American. Although I could speak German, I was pretty sure there was going to be some kind of need for a code word, which I did not have. On the upside I wore no insignia or other markings. Nothing in my pockets other than a folding knife clipped to my inner right-hand trouser pocket, some nonfunctioning electronic doodads, and the SIG Sauer P226 Combat TB snugged into my shoulder rig.

The moment was surreal.

The moon was full and bright and when all this insanity started it was bright morning. Last night’s moon had been a sickle slash of a crescent. So there was that. The island—what I could see of it in the moonlight—was different. I was on the same part of the beach where we’d stopped by the aloe plant and knot of palm trees. There were plenty of aloe plants, but none of them were the right size or in the right place. The trees looked strange, none of them squaring with my memory of the landscape I’d traversed with Top, Bunny, and Ghost.

The officer ticked his head toward me and barked an order to his companion. “Suchen sie seine kleidung.” Search his clothes.

The rifleman stepped forward to pat me down. He paused for a moment, staring at the handgun I wore. Even in bad light he had to know it was a model he’d never seen. There wasn’t much I could say that would turn this situation in my favor. These cats were up to no good and if I played it wrong, I was going to die on this beach.

 I kept my hands up and tried to look dumber, shorter, and slower than I am. The rifleman switched his gun to his left and reached out to take the SIG while his boss kept the Luger trained on me.

That’s where they made a mistake.

As soon as the rifleman grabbed the polymer grips of the handgun, I pivoted my body real damn fast, clamping his hand to the gun with my left and shoving him hard with my right. It put his body between me and the Luger, and I ducked and drove, using his center mass as both shield and battering ram. The Luger barked twice, and I could feel the impact of the bullets punching into the rifleman, knocking wet coughs from him. I rammed the dying man into the officer, and they went down hard onto the sand. Unfortunately, I caught a glimpse of my SIG Sauer flying from the rifleman’s hand, turning over and over as it spun through the air and then landing barrel first in the wet sand. Shit.

No time to worry about it, though, because the officer was quick and much stronger than I thought. He shoved the rifleman to one side and came up off the ground with a disheartening degree of rubbery agility, the Luger still in his grip. There was a fragment of a fragment of a moment open to me and I took the long reach and knuckle-punched the back of his hand. The Luger fired and the bullet tugged at the loose fabric of my upper inner left thigh. Half an inch more and I’ve have been singing castrati in the celestial choir. His gun vanished but the German did not gape or hesitate. Instead he punched me in the face with a pair of rapid-fire jabs that loosened the light bulbs inside my brain. I staggered back and tripped over the rifleman’s outstretched ankle. I went down just as something silver whipped past my face. I turned the fall into a backroll and came up on fingers and toes, spitting blood from my mouth, and saw the knife in his hand. It was another relic of a war that ended decades before I was born. A brass-handled German navy diver’s knife. Twelve and a quarter inches over all with a wickedly sharp seven and five-eighths inch blade. Sturdy and lethal. He came at me, moving well and low, nicely angled and well-balanced, with the blade shielded by the other hand, doing it all the right way, very smooth and professional and deadly.

I pushed off the ground and danced sideways as I reached for my own knife. The Wilson Tactical Combat RRX rapid-response folder sprang out of its holster and thudded into my palm and I flicked the blade open with a snap of my wrist. The German saw the knife and smiled. My blade was only three and a half inches long.

I smiled too. There’s a reason I prefer the shorter, lighter weapon. It’s so light that it puts no drag on my hand speed. He darted in, trying to close the deal with a fake lunge and a high short slash across my throat. He was good and the tip of his knife nicked the point of my chin as I lunged back, but I caught him too. The key to good fighting is never purely attack or purely defend. There needs to be elements of both in play; otherwise the fight is too long and too fair. As I slipped his cut, I whipped my blade in a very tight slap down across his forearm. The speed and force of his own attack added cutting length and depth to my counter.

A stupid fighter pauses to admire his work. In the movies there’s an exchange of witty taunts, or there’s banter. In the real world, it’s all about killing the other guy as quickly and efficiently as possible. I had a moment, so I took it. His lacerated nerve endings tricked him into recoiling from my cut, and I followed that reflex movement with an attack, elbow-checking his injured arm, cupping my hand around the back of his neck, stepping my right leg in around behind his, and wheeling him down to the ground while my blade chased his throat down and cut him from ear to ear.

Very quick, very messy. His heart stopped beating and the arterial spray hissed down to nothing. I pivoted toward the rifleman, saw a dark bubble form between his parted lips as he struggled to breathe. I clamped a hand over his mouth and corkscrewed my knife into his heart, felt him settle back, then removed my hand as he let out a last wet breath against my palm.

The whole fight took about two seconds. From when the rifleman had tried to frisk me, call it five. Fights should be short or you’re one of the dead ones on the ground.

I cleaned my blade on the rifleman’s clothes and my hands in the surf. My SIG’s barrel was choked with sand, but I holstered it anyway. Something caught my eye and I peered out to sea and saw moonlight glinting on the conning tower of a submarine. A U-boat? Probably.

I think that’s when the shakes hit me.

I’d survived the moment, but this wasn’t my moment.

There was no reason to stay where I was, so I moved along the beach, running fast in the cold moonlight, trying to find my way out of here.

It took only a few minutes to run to the end of the atoll and then I skidded to a stop. That end of the island was mostly flat and sandy, with trees rising up from the middle of the arms that reached around a kind of small bay. I expected to find nothing but empty sand and dark trees.

That’s not what I found. I stood staring at something that continued to shove the world toward a steep drop-off into the impossible.

The T-Craft was there.

It lay in a bowl of ruptured earth at the end of the long impact trench, with burned and shriveled trees on either side of it. But that couldn’t be. The moon was wrong. There was a German U-boat in the water, and I’d killed two Nazi frogmen. It was night instead of day.

Then I heard a sound behind me, and as I turned, I knew whatever it was could not be good. 

It wasn’t.

A ship rose up on night-black waters and then slammed into the hungry teeth of the line of sharp volcanic rocks. Not a World War II submarine. Not a modern Navy Destroyer. This was an old wooden ship. A brig, I think, though I’m no expert on sailing ships of the nineteenth-goddamn-century, and I’m pretty fucking sure I was watching one tear its guts out on the rocks. The impact jerked the hull to a stop with such force that several masts snapped, dragging rigging and sails down. I saw men fall, heard them scream as they hit water or stone or debris.

Then behind me a dog barked.

I whirled.

And there was Ghost, running from the exploding forest wall, chased by bits of torn aloe and palm. Top and Bunny dove for cover and I stood there like a goddamn idiot, too shocked to move or speak.

Or duck.

A big piece of tree trunk slammed into me and I was gone.
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It was the sound of metal clanking on metal that woke me.

I opened my eyes and realized that I wasn’t stretched out on the ground or hanging in zero gravity. I was on my feet. Daylight was warm on my face and there were insects buzzing in the humid tropical air. The greens of the surrounding forest were very green. Intensely so. Unnaturally bright as if lit from within each leaf. The same with the blue water I glimpsed through the trees, and the sky above was eye-hurtingly vivid.

The metal clank sounded again, and I turned. My body was strangely leaden as if I was sleepwalking. I saw Top and Bunny. I saw Coast Guard and Navy. A couple of marines too, probably from the Michael Murphy. But there were other people too. Men dressed in clothes from some weird mix of the History Channel’s wardrobe department. Heavy coats with embroidered cuffs and fringe epaulettes, barefoot bearded men in ragged shorts and simple shirts, Germans in the uniforms of the Kriegsmarine, people dressed in lab coats and others in casual sailing clothes from throughout the last century. There were at least three hundred of them.

They each held a tool of some kind. Some of the tools looked vaguely like wrenches or drivers or hammers, but many were so strange that I could not even guess at their purpose. Everyone who held a tool, though, seemed to know what to do with it. All across the bowl of the impact point, all around where the T-Craft lay, men worked. Some carried pieces of metal or plastic, but most were hard at work doing repairs on machines. And again, I had no idea what any of the machines were. Some were of metal, but most seemed to be blends of metal, plastic, cloth, and something else, something that pulsed and throbbed and looked like it was alive. Maybe it was alive.

The T-Craft was propped up on some kind of hydraulic struts, and as I watched, Top and Bunny helped two German U-boat sailors lift a glowing device into place and hold it there while a navy helicopter pilot, still wearing his helmet, set to work with a kind of spot welder.

It was then that I realized that I was not standing still. I looked down at my legs and saw them moving, walking. And I saw my hands. There were tools in them. A long, flat device with curling wires sticking out of one end, and a pair of something that looked like pliers, but which had bright blue glowing pads on it. I watched myself walk over to where a piece of machinery lay on a plastic pad near one of the hydraulic jacks; I felt myself kneel; I stared as my hands went to work on the device, using the tools with a precision and efficiency that did not belong to me.

I was aware, somehow, of being watched, but not by the other men. Nor by Ghost. Nor, in fact, by anyone I could see. It was like the watcher was inside, looking out through my eyes. Watching me work but also studying me. There was some dried blood on the back of my wrist, a few drops I’d missed when I’d washed in the seawater. I raised my arm—or, it raised my arm—and I felt my nostrils flare as I sniffed. As it sniffed. My mouth spoke a single word.

I can’t spell it or repeat it because the word did not fit into my mouth. It was too awkward, too strange, better suited for the construction of some other kind of throat. And even though it was a word in a language I had never heard before, I knew what it meant.

Savages.

I knew as surely as I know anything.

My hands returned to their work.

The day passed. Seconds into minutes into hours.

I don’t remember when I fell asleep. I don’t remember when the lights went out. I don’t remember floating away.
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Ghost woke me up.

He nudged my face with his muzzle, whined. Licked my nose and mouth. Barked once. He did everything short of bite me.

I woke up.

It was still daylight. I blinked and looked at the sun. Low on the horizon. Sunset? No, that was impossible. We were on the wrong side of the atoll for that.

We…

I realized that I was in the RHIB with Top and Bunny. In the water of the entrance to the lagoon. Drifting, turning slowly in the sluggish current. Ghost stood over me, staring at me with frightened brown eyes. He barked again, loud and sharp, and it chipped away a big chunk of my stupor. I sat up.

Top and Bunny were groaning softly, turning over as they moved upward from sleep to that pre-wakefulness where dreams and reality have no perceptible difference. I looked at my hands, my arms, expecting them to be badly sunburned, or covered with cuts from the debris from when the aloe plant and trees exploded. I looked at my palms, expecting to see calluses and blisters from using those tools for so many hours.

But no.

“…to Cowboy…”

A fragment of sound in my ear made me jump, and I looked around.

The second RHIB was out there five hundred yards from the beach. The line snaked over the edge of our boat and vanished inside the seawater until it reappeared over their gunnels. Another sound made me jerk and suddenly a helicopter rose from behind the trees. A big Sea Hawk painted with navy colors. It wobbled in the air, then it rose and moved away from the island.

I heard the call again. It was Captain Tanaka calling me from the USS Michael Murphy. Top sat up slowly and held his head in his hands. I looked at my watch. It was running again. The last time I’d checked it was right before we crossed the dead zone. It had been 7:19. I watched the digital timer go to 7:20. At first, I thought that it was simply starting up again, but when we compared our watches to those of the chief on the RHIB and the chronometer on the ship, they matched perfectly. As if no time had passed.

On the beach, I saw a handful of people come out of the jungle. Coast Guard and scientists from the conservancy station. Wandering a little as if dazed but finding their footing. They stopped when they saw me. We all looked up at the helicopter, and then one by one we turned and looked toward the southeast end of the island. We could not see the burned trees or the torn ground. Not from that angle. But I knew what we would find there.

Nothing.

Not a goddamn thing.

Only the scar on the atoll. Only the memory in our minds.

I stood up in the boat and ran trembling fingers through my hair, trying to understand it. Trying to convince myself that it had been a dream. I knew—absolutely knew—that we would not find sailors from any antique ships. No. Not anymore. I glanced over to the spot where I’d fought and killed the two Nazi agents. The sand was smooth and undisturbed, as if no foot had stepped there in many, many years.

So it was what? A dream? Some kind of shared fantasy? A hallucination brought on by forces as yet to be understood? Magic mushrooms blooming? Some kind of virus? Some freaky weather thing that affected our brain chemistry?

Somehow all of those implausible theories would find their ways into reports filed by the different agencies and branches of service involved.

I knew different though. We all did, though as the day wore on and the debriefings began, most of the people on the island said that they couldn’t remember. None of them were willing to say so while hooked up to a lie detector though; and no one made them.

The thing that bugs me. And the item that anchors me to that little spit of land a thousand miles south of Hawaii is this: There are three dots of blood on the sleeve of my shirt. I had them tested. They’re not mine.

I knew they wouldn’t be.

We flew back to San Diego without saying much of anything. 

I mean, what was there to say? 

Back home, Church asked us a thousand questions. So did Rudy. So did the Navy. So did everyone. Everyone had questions.

But we did not have the answers.

Not then. Not ever.

 

Postscript

 

The Navy has since sealed off Palmyra Island. Access has been revoked for the Nature Conservancy and all other research organizations. Maybe that’s an overreaction. Maybe there’s nothing left. No threat, no weirdness, no nothing.

Maybe.

But really, would you want to take that risk?


 

 

Three Guys Walk Into a Bar

A Sam Hunter Adventure featuring Joe Ledger
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THE CARD WAS tucked into the cleft of a crack in the vinyl of my old Ford Escape’s dashboard. The car was locked, the alarm functional but silent.

Card was still there.

I hovered there in the open doorway of the car and looked at it. Whoever had placed it there crinkled the end, so the card folded back to make it easy for me to see what was printed on it.

 

LIMBUS, Inc.

Are you laid off, downsized, undersized?

Call us. We employ. 1-800-555-0606

How lucky do you feel?

 

“Balls,” I said.
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I plucked the card out and threw it on the shotgun seat, got in, fired up the old beast, and headed out of the parking lot of the medical offices of Dr. Frieda Lipschitz.

She’s a great doctor but, seriously, no one should ever have a name like Lipschitz. I know it doesn’t mean what it sounds like it means. Dr. Frieda—and I have to call her that or I can’t keep a straight face—makes a point of telling everyone that it’s a bastardization of Leobschütz, the German name for the Polish town of Głubczyce. Okay, sure, fine, nice history lesson. Change your name. Go with Lefkowitz or Lipstick or anything.

I mean, if you’re a proctologist you have a certain responsibility to your clients. It’s a thing. Go with it.

So, there’s me, driving away from Dr. Frieda’s office after her telling me that I need a colonoscopy because I’m looking at fifty, close enough to read the fine print, and guys my age who eat like I do and drink like I do and generally act like overgrown frat boys like I do need to have someone stick a hose and a flashlight up their ass. Not how she put it, but words to that effect.

I told her I’d think about it.

She then browbeat me for twenty minutes and, somehow, I wound up agreeing. But…I really don’t know if I could or should do it. There are complications with guys like me going under general anesthesia. Those complications could be life-changing for anyone in the ER if I have a bad dream.

Funny thing is, the thing she harped on the most was my cholesterol.
“You eat too much red meat,” she said.

I tried to make a joke and tell her that it wasn’t by choice. She didn’t get it and, let’s face it, it’s not like I could explain.

So, she stuck her fingers in my butt, told me my prostate was okay, and cut me loose with a date for the procedure and a prescription for stuff that would “cleanse my bowels” the night before. 

Given a choice between marathon pre-procedure bowel evacuation and, say, getting mugged by an entire hockey team, I’ll take my chances with the hockey team. Sticks and all.

This is what I was thinking about as I drove.

The card was still on the seat next to me.

Still saying Limbus on it. Still reminding me of the last card with that name on it I’d had. 

What was it now? Three years ago and change.

One of the nastiest cases I ever worked. Some psychopaths skinning young girls. 

Yeah. Skinning.

Turns out, when I finally ran it down, the skinning wasn’t actually the worst thing that was happening to those girls. I know, you’re thinking how could it get worse than that? 

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio.

Some of those things come into my life dragging a lot of very ugly baggage.

That case haunts me.

Absolutely fucking haunts me.

Sometimes in the middle of the night I wake up and see those dead girls standing around my bed. Naked of flesh, stripped of humanity, bloodless and lost.

I know I’m dreaming, but I think I’m awake. The things those girls say…

When I really wake up, I try to remember their words, but I can’t. Not really. It’s like the dead speak in a language that the living can’t really understand. Can’t, and shouldn’t try.

What scares me the most is that the older I get, the more I think I’m starting to understand a few words of that language. It’s becoming more familiar.

I leave nightlights on now.

Me. Sam Hunter. Ex-cop, occasional bodyguard, working private investigator. Whatever else I am. Tough and scary.

A nightlight.

Shit.

The card refused to evaporate or fly out the window even though there was a breeze whipping through the car. As if it was anchored there. As if it didn’t want to leave.

Limbus, Inc.

How lucky do you feel?

I stopped at a red light and watched a father cross the street while holding the hands of two little girls. Twins. Maybe four years old. Curly blond hair on one, curly red hair on the other. Otherwise identical.

The little girls looked at me. Both of them.

They smiled at me.

I smiled back.

Innocent little kids. Pretty, happy. Their whole lives ahead of them.

The group of assholes I hunted for Limbus flayed the skin from girls only a dozen years older than these two. Girls who also expected to have lives, a future. Happiness. 

Dead. Destroyed.

Consumed.

The father shepherded his daughters to the other side. The little redhead kept looking back at me.

And, as the light turned green, she gave me a single, silent nod.

It was such a weird thing. Not a kid thing. It was an adult gesture, and for a flickering moment her blue eyes were filled with a much older light.

Then she turned away and the guy behind me beeped his horn.

I hit the gas too hard and jerked the Escape forward, cursed, adjusted the pressure on the pedal, and drove away from the moment.

The card was still right there.

When I pulled into the slot outside of the creaky old building where I have my office, I left the card where it was. I didn’t want to bring it inside. It would mean that I was at least considering giving them a call. No way that was going to happen.

I locked my car, went up into my office.

Read the mail.

Most of it was bills. Some of it was junk.

Some of it was threatening letters.

Usual stuff.

I made some calls. Did some Net stuff for clients.

Didn’t think much at all about the card.

Except that’s a lie.

I couldn’t help but think about the fucking card.

I was thinking about the card when Stevie Turks walked in with two of his goons. Card went right out of my head at that point.

Here’s the thing about Stevie. His real last name is Turkleton, and he’s a six-and-a-half foot tall lump of ugly white boy with more biceps than brains. I was warned about him when I took a missing persons case last year. Stevie likes young chicks. Ideally fifteen or so. He gets them high, gets them naked, and videotapes them having sex with him and some of his crew. The video files are uploaded to a server in the Netherlands and sold to foreign buyers. I found this out while looking for a ninth-grade girl who was last seen in Stevie’s storefront business—a video game shop on Broad Street near Girard. The girl’s mother let me look around the kid’s room, and that allowed me to pick up her scent. Everyone has a distinctive smell. Even kids with good hygiene. Most people can’t tell. 

I’m not most people.

It took me a week to find the kid. Unfortunately by then, Stevie had spent way too much time with her. The kid was so far out on the edge of a heroin high that she didn’t know what day it was. Barely knew her own name.

They’d been busy with her. Three video sessions a day. Different outfits. Schoolgirl clothes, cheerleader uniforms. Shit like that.

I am no prude. But I have a very clear set of rules. Rape is, to me, no different than murder. It kills a part of the victim’s soul. I’ve seen it way too many times. As a cop in the Cities and as a PI in Philly.

And when it comes to the rape of a child? When it comes to white slavery? Sex trafficking? Forced addiction?

Well…

Stevie was in the hospital for three months. Did that without changing, either. Just me, a blackjack, and a lot of moral indignation.

Would have been worse if I’d let him see the real me, but I actually wanted him to stand trial.

He lawyered up, of course, and they’re taking their sweet time getting the trial started. Jury selection is next month.

Honestly, though, I did not expect him to be stupid enough to come here, to my office. He thought he was being smart by bringing two guys who were as big as he was. The three of them looked like bridge supports. Muscles on top of muscles.

Stevie opened his jacket to show the gun tucked into his belt. One of the goons closed the door. It was after hours, there was nobody else in the building. Again, they thought they were stacking things in their favor.

I stood up from behind my desk. 

Stevie pulled his gun and pointed it at me. “You don’t want to fucking move, dickbag.”
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The killer moved through the shadows. Running low, running fast. The winding ribbon of the game trail twisted and turned, whipsawed and plunged down the backs of the hills. Night birds screamed and fled the trees, flinging their ragged bodies into the cold sky. The last of the season’s crickets held their noise, their insect minds unable to process anything other than the concept of danger.

Of death.

A brown bear raised her head and sniffed the air. Then she pulled her cubs close and sheltered them with her bulk. The bear closed her eyes, not wanting to see what it was that passed so fast and so close.

The killer was aware of these things.

It drank in the intoxicating richness of sight and sound, of smell and taste. There was no drug that could match this rush. Not even the most powerful psychotropic pill or magic mushroom. Nothing came close.

It reveled in the thousand things that flooded in through its senses. The enormity of the information had been staggering at first.

At first.

Now…

Now it was greater than a sexual thrill. Greater than anything.

Almost anything.

There was one thing that sent an even more potent thrill through the killer’s dark mind.

It raced toward that experience now.

With claws that tore the soft ground.

With teeth that gleamed as the killer smiled and smiled and smiled.
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I stayed where I was. “You really want to do this, Stevie?”

“No, I’m still fretting over whether it’s a good idea.”

We both grinned at that. It was a good comeback.

“They already have my deposition. On video. I signed the transcript in front of witnesses.”

He shook his head. “Don’t mean shit. It’s your word against mine. And that little slut isn’t going to be worth a shit on the witness stand. My lawyers will rip her a new asshole. Not that her last asshole wasn’t good. I tapped that shit. Damn if I didn’t. Tight? Holy shit was she tight.”

“Stevie,” I said quietly, “you’d do yourself a big favor to shut the fuck up right about now.”

He chuckled. “Why? Thinking about that tight little brown-eye giving you wood?”

“Stevie…” I said.

“Fuck this guy, Stevie,” said one of the two goons. He had a big nose that looked like it wanted to be punched.

“Yeah, fuck him,” agreed his colleague, who had no noticeable chin. “Let’s do him and get the fuck out of here.”

Stevie shook his head. “I’m not in a hurry. I spent three months thinking about this. This asshole suckered me and stomped me when I was down, and I need him to appreciate the consequences of his actions.”

“Who writes your dialogue?” I asked. “I’m serious. Joe Pesci couldn’t sell lines like that. You sound stupid, Stevie. No, let me correct that, you sound cheap. You’re a third-string kiddie porn asshole and your father would have done the whole world a favor by jerking off instead of banging your mother. Now you come here and try to lay some tough guy Goodfellas rap on me like I’m supposed to go all knock-kneed. Are you kidding me?”

He brightened. “Wait, you think I’m putting this on? Really? ’Cause I think that you’re going to realize just how wrong you are when I cut your dick off and stuff it in your—”

And that was as much of this bullshit as I could take. It wasn’t a good day to begin with. Doctor sticking both hands and one foot up my ass. That damn card from Limbus. These assholes. The memories of the hurt in the girl’s eyes when she was done with rehab and sitting with the cops to tell them what she remembered. A hurt I was sure would always be there, polluting her life, darkening her skies.

I know I said I wanted Stevie to go to trial.

I really did.

Past tense.

I jumped over the desk at him.

He wasn’t expecting that. 

Not a knock against him that he wasn’t expecting it. The average person wouldn’t be primed to make that kind of intuitive leap.

I was only a medium-sized, middle-age man when I started the jump.

I was something else when I hit him.

I saw the way his eyes changed as he realized just how much trouble he was in. As he realized exactly what “tough” really was and how little judgment he possessed. As he realized that the world was so much different than what filled his limited understanding.

He’d come with superior numbers and overwhelming force to kill a man.

He did not bring enough of anything to kill the wolf.
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A solitary headlight cut through the forest and the killer stopped.

He froze into the moment, becoming absolutely still. The breeze blew past it, rifling hair, but the killer was now part of the vast and complex darkness of the woods. Beneath the canopy of oak and pine boughs, the floor of the forest was as impenetrable as the deepest part of the ocean. Not even a spark of moonlight fell through that ceiling.

But the headlights…

They moved along the serpentine fire access road, pushing the engine buzz in front of it. 

The killer watched the light, amused by it like a traveler seeing a will-o’-the-wisp. The road the bike drove came from the southeast and curved around toward the northwest. 

Toward where the killer waited.

The killer felt drool worm its way from between his lips, hang pendulously from his chin and then fall. He could hear the release of the ropey spittle. He could hear the splash as it struck the grass. He could hear everything.

The sound of the motorcycle and the glow of its light ignited a burning hunger deep inside the killer’s mind. His mind, first. Then in his chest, and then in his stomach.

Always in the mind.

That’s where hunger began.

That’s where lust lived.

The killer turned, peeling itself out of the featureless black of the forest as it stepped onto the winding road.

To wait.
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It takes a long, long time to bag three grown men.

Takes even longer to clean up the mess.

My office is prepped for it though. Everything is waterproof. Everything is cleanable. I keep a bucket and mop, bleach, paper towels, rags, soap, sponges, and brushes in the closet. A big box of heavy-duty contractor black plastic bags. And a wheeled mail cart. 

Took me nearly five hours to clean everything up.

Played Tom Waits and Steely Dan really loud while I did it. Sometimes you got to play loud music to distract you from what you’re doing. And yes, I have playlists for this sort of thing.

My life is complicated.

I killed two more hours driving to a landfill I knew of and dumping the bags, then driving back. Tried not to look at the card while I was driving. Still hoping it would blow out the window. Still didn’t. Came back to the office, drank some beer. Watched a DVR of the All-Star Game and fell asleep on my couch. 

I didn’t start thinking about the card until I woke up. Took a poor-man’s shower standing in front of the sink and washing myself with paper towels. Thought about coffee and decided to go find some.

The card was still in my car when I came outside at a quarter to seven in the morning.

Except it wasn’t where I left it.

It should have been on the passenger seat. Instead, it was tucked into the cracked vinyl where I’d found it the first time.

But this time it was turned backward so I could see what somebody’d written in blue ballpoint. One word.

“Now.”

I looked at the card.

I got out of the car and looked around the area. The usual suspects were doing what they usually do. Cars passed on Street Road, heading everywhere but where I gave a shit. No one was looking at me. No one looked like the kind of person who’d leave this kind of card.

I didn’t want to call the number. They might as well have printed “nothing but trouble” in red embossed typeface.

I said, “Fuck.”

I went back into my office.

And called the goddamn number.
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The motorcycle rounded the curve in the road and the light splashed its whiteness ahead. The pale light painted the figure standing in the road.

The driver tried to stop in time.

He swerved. 

He braked.

The bike turned and began to slew sideways toward an inevitable collision. One that would break bone and burst meat and splash the landscape with blood that would be black as oil in the night.

The killer did not move.

Not right away, at least.

As the bike and its driver skidded and spun toward him, the killer rose up from four legs to two. He bared his teeth and with red joy reached out to accept the gift that was being given.

It was not just meat and blood that fed him.

He feasted on the screams as well.

Oh, how delicious they were. And he made sure they lasted a long, long time.
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The voice that answered did not belong to the beautiful woman who’d hired me last time.

The voice was male.

Nasal, high-pitched, fussy. If a chihuahua could talk it would be like that.

Funny and cute if it was a cartoon. Less so on a business call.

Instead of saying “Hello” or any of that shit, he picked up halfway through the second ring and said, “Mr. Hunter.”

My name, not his.

“Who’s this?”

“We’re delighted that you called, Mr. Hunter.”

“I’m not. Who is this?”

“Limbus,” he said.

“No, your name.”

A pause. “My name is Cricket.”

“First or last?”

“Just Cricket.”

“Jeez.”

“And, as I said, we’re delighted you called.”

“Why?”

“My employers were very satisfied with the manner in which the last matter was, mmmm, handled.”

The humming pause was for effect. He wanted me to know that he knew exactly how that case was handled. I had to use some irregular methods. Irregular for most PIs. Only semi-irregular for me.
“Can I speak with the lady who hired me before?”

“Mmmm, which lady would that be?”

“Don’t jerk me off.”

Another pause. “That person is no longer a part of this organization.”

“What happened to her?”

“She is, mmmm, engaged in other work,” said Mr. Cricket. “And before you ask, Mr. Hunter, I am not at liberty to discuss the matter.”

“Balls.”

To be fair, it was what I expected. I would have been genuinely surprised if I ever saw her again.

I sighed. “Okay, so what do you want?”

“Are you, mmmm, familiar with the town of Pine Deep, Pennsylvania?”

“Sure. In Bucks County, on the river.”

“Have you ever been there?”

“No. I heard it burned down.”

“There was some trouble,” Cricket said diffidently, “but that was a number of years ago. It has been, mmmm, substantially rebuilt.”

“Big whoop. How’s that matter to me?”

“We would like you to go there.”

“Why?”

“To conduct an investigation.”

“What would I be investigating?”

“There has been a series of, mmmm, attacks.”

“What kind of attacks?”

“Murders.”

“Murders? Plural?”

“Five murders,” he said. “And one person seriously injured.”

“That’s too bad. Correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t even one-Starbucks towns in Bucks County have police departments?”

“They do.”

“Maybe you haven’t heard, but unless you’re in a movie, it’s pretty rare for anyone to hire a private investigator to go anywhere near a police matter. Cops, as a rule, take that sort of thing amiss.”

“Amiss,” he repeated, apparently enjoying the word. 

I waited.

Cricket said, “You used to be a police officer.”

“‘Used to be’ is a phrase you should look at more closely.”

“You’re still an investigator.”

“Private. And let me reiterate that PIs do not—I repeat, do not—interfere with active police cases. Cops tend to get cranky about that. Cranky cops can make life very difficult for working PIs, even small-town cranky cops. If I interfered, I could get my ticket pulled.”

“I do not believe that would happen in this case, Mr. Hunter.”

“Why, are you cats going to pay for my lawyer?”

“Mmmm, no.”

“Are you going to run interference between me and local law?”

“No.”

“Then have a swell day.”

“Mr. Hunter, the reason you won’t have those kinds of problems is that the Pine Deep Police have requested our assistance.”

I said nothing.

“They have, in point of fact, requested your help.”

“Me?”

“Well, perhaps I should clarify… Your actual name was not included in the request.”

“Then what—?”

“Well, mmmm, through various channels the chief of police in Pine Deep has been searching for an expert in a certain kind of crime.”

“I’m no expert. More of a general practitioner. Jack of all trades, master of none,” I said, trying and failing to make a small joke.

“Forgive me, Mr. Hunter, but we disagree with that assertion. You are exceptionally well qualified for this particular kind of crime.”

“How so?

“Because of the unique nature of the murders.”

That’s when I got the first real tingle of warning. Small, but serious. The smart thing to do would have been to simply end the call. No goodbyes, no polite refusals, just hit the button, put the cell phone in the bottom drawer of my file cabinet, and go to the multiplex to watch a movie about things blowing up. Maybe get some Ben and Jerry’s afterward.

That’s what I should have done. I knew it then, and I sure as shit know it now.

Instead, I felt my mouth speak, heard my voice say, “What do you mean?”

I swear to Christ that I could hear him smile. Like a fisherman who knew that his last tug had set the hook.

“The victims,” he said after the slightest pause, “were torn apart and partially, mmmm, consumed.”

“Oh,” I said.

“And at the scene of each crime, the forensics experts took castings of an unusual set of prints. Do you, mmmm, care to guess which kind of prints?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Not really,” I said. 

“Just so,” he said.

There was a very long silence on the line. Mr. Cricket did not seem interested in breaking it. He wanted me to jump out of the water into his little boat.

And, damn it, I did.

“Tell me the rest,” I said.
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The killer sagged back from the orgy of its feast.

Sated.

Swollen.

His mouth tingled from the hundreds of tastes present in fresh meat and blood.

His cock was turgid from the frenzy of the kill.

His eyes were glazed from the intoxicating beauty of it all.

He rolled over and flopped onto his back, letting the night breeze cool the blood on his skin and mouth and hands.

Hands now. Not paws.

He lay there and stared up through the trees. They were sparser here above the road and he could see a few stars. 

He could see the moon.

It was a sickle-slash of white. So bright. So bright.
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After the call was over, I sat slumped in my chair staring a hole through the middle of nowhere.

Cricket hadn’t told me much more, saying that the local law in Pine Deep would give me the whole story. He suggested I familiarize myself with that troubled little town. The story was readily available on the Net.

When we finally got to the question of my fee, Cricket made his mmmm-ing noise again and said, “Third drawer down.”

After which the line went dead.

I pushed my wheeled chair back from my desk and looked at the bottom drawer. It was closed, the way I’d left it, and I hadn’t checked it since getting back. The wall clock ticked its way through a lot of cold seconds while I sat there. I hadn’t told Cricket I was taking the job. We had no formal agreement. And whatever was in that drawer did not constitute acceptance on my part. Not unless I put it in the bank.

So, I could just leave it there.

Or I could mail it back to them.

Except that there was no address on the card. Just the number.

I drummed my fingers very, very slowly on the desktop.

The minute hand had time for two whole trips around before I opened the drawer.

The usual stuff was there. Yellow legal pads, box of disposable mechanical pencils, extra rolls of Scotch tape, plastic thing of staples, a dog-eared Jon McGoran thriller I was rereading.

And the envelope.

Placed very neatly and squarely in the exact center of the drawer’s interior space. Fussy. Like I imagine everything was on Cricket’s desk. I think he even straightened the stuff in my drawer.

“Mmmm,” I said in acknowledgment.

The envelope was a standard number ten, off-white, with nothing written on the outside.

I could tell right away that it wasn’t a check. Checks are flat. The contents of this envelope distorted its shape. Bulged it.

I sighed and reached for it. Hefted it, weighed it in my hand.

Heavy.

Heavy is nice. First nice thing about this matter.

I tried to judge how much would be in there. If it was fives, tens, and twenties, it could be five hundred. Half a week’s income for me, on a good week.

I tore open the top and let the bundle of bills slide down into my hand.

The top bill was not a five, a ten, or a twenty.

Mr. Benjamin Franklin smiled at me with a smug awareness as if to say, “Yes, son, we all have a price.”

I took a breath and folded down the corner of the top bill. 

The next one was a hundred too.

So were the next thirty-nine.

My scalp began to sweat.

The stack didn’t end there though.

There were six bills with the face of someone I’d never seen on a piece of paper currency. Read about him, but never actually looked at one. 

William McKinley.

The denomination insisted that this was a five-hundred-dollar bill.

There were six of these.

Six.

I turned on my computer and did a search to see if these were even in circulation anymore.

They weren’t. The last five-hundred-dollar bills had been printed in 1945.

These were all from 1934. All crisp and clean as if they’d never been used.

I did a second search to see if they were still worth five hundred.

They were not.

Not even close.

I found auction sites that listed them, that sold them.

My scalp was sweating even more. So was every other part of me.

I called the number for one of the auction houses, a place in Doylestown. The receptionist transferred me to the rare coins guy. When I explained what I had, the man snorted and asked me if I was making a prank call. I assured him I was not.

“And you have six such bills?”

“Yes,” I assured him.

“Would you mind reading the serial numbers to me?” The skepticism was thick in his tone. 

I read the numbers. They were all in sequence.

He made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a growl. 

“Please,” he said, “assure me that this is not a joke.”

“Not unless someone is playing one on me. But look, just tell me… Are these still good? I mean, could I deposit them in my bank?”

He made that sound again. Much louder this time.

“Please, sir, do not even joke about that. If these are legitimate bills, and if they are in the condition you describe, then they have considerable worth.”

“Yeah…I saw something on your site that they might be worth fifteen hundred or—”

“No,” he said abruptly.

“Oh,” I said, deflated, “then—”

“If these bills are real then they are worth a great deal more than that.”

“Like…how much more?”

“Do you have any understanding of rare currencies?”

“Not beyond the fact that it’s rare for me to have currency.”

He gave a polite little laugh. Enough to tell me that I wasn’t as funny as I thought I was, or maybe that this was no time for jokes.

“Rarities of any kind are what drive the passion for collection. Art, coins, stamps…they have value based on a number of factors. Condition—even a scratch can take hundreds off of a rare penny, and—”

“Right, I understand that part.”

“Condition is one factor in determining value. The actual degree of rarity is another. Take, for example, the 1933 Saint-Gaudens Double Eagle. When the Depression was in full swing, President Roosevelt took the country off the gold standard and recalled all gold coins for melting. About a dozen of that particular coin never made it back to the mint or were smuggled out again by enterprising government employees. One of those coins resurfaced in 1992 and was confiscated by the Secret Service but was not melted down. In 1933, it had a face value of $20; in 2002, it was sold at auction for over seven million dollars.”

“Jesus Alexander Christ.”

“Exactly. Now the third thing that can influence the value of an item is provenance. You know what that is?”

“Sure—who owned it, when they owned it, how it moved from owner to owner. Like that.”

“Like that, yes. In the case of the 1934 five-hundred-dollar bills, there is a sequence of them that were part of a private collection of rarities. The entire collection, by the way, was appraised in 1973 and at that time valued at just under nine million dollars. It would be worth considerably more now.”

“And these bills?”

“They are all from the missing sequence. There were ten bills in sequence. One turned up in Lambertville, New Jersey, in 2006. The rest have remained completely off the radar since the owner of that collection died.”

“Who was he and when did he die?”

There was a pause. “Excuse me, Mr…?”

“Hunter,” I said. “Sam Hunter.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Hunter, but would you be willing to engage our firm to handle any auction for these bills? I can assure you that no one else would be able to get you a higher price for them, or a quicker sale.”

“If I decide to sell them,” I said, “we can talk. Right now, I need to know more about the bills. That’ll help me decide what to do.”

“I understand.”

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Milton Peabody,” he said. It seemed about right. He had a Milton Peabody kind of voice. 

“So, who owned the bills?” 

“They were part of the private collection of a foreign gentleman who moved to Eastern Pennsylvania in the late nineteen sixties. His name was Ubel Griswold.”

That name rang a very faint bell. Not a nice bell, either, but no matter how hard I scrabbled for details there was nothing in my memory. I wrote it down so I could do a search later.

“And where did this Griswold guy live?”

Mr. Peabody said, “He lived in Pine Deep. And that is where he was murdered.”
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The killer got slowly to his feet. He stumbled once in the dark. The man could see less than the beast. He longed to revert, to stay in the other shape. Always.

Always.

Always.

But that other mouth was not made for speech, and he needed to speak.

He was naked, but around his neck was a small metal disk on a sturdy chain. The chain was painted a flat black so that it caught no light. The disk had a single button.

He caught it between thumb and forefinger that were sticky with blood. He pressed the button.

“I…” he began, then coughed and spat out a wad of clotted blood. “I need a cleanup team.”

He did not speak in English.
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So, yeah, I took the case.

Cricket told me that an email with some case details would be in my inbox. It was. Somehow, though, Cricket had blanked out his own return email address. Like most PIs, I know some tricks about tracing emails. I hit a dead end right away. Whoever these Limbus people were, they were very tech savvy. They left me nowhere to go.

So, I opened the email. There was no text, just an attachment with five photos. I opened them and sat for a long time looking at the pictures. Five people. Two men, two women, one child. 

They were all dead. They had all been torn up.

These were morgue photos rather than the more useful crime scene photo. Two of the victims were in pretty good shape—relatively speaking. They had massive chest and throat wounds but were otherwise intact. Whole.

The other three were not.

Whole, I mean.

Each of them had been torn to pieces. Actual pieces.

“This was no boat accident,” I said in my best Richard Dreyfuss, but there was no one around to get the joke.

I zoomed in on the photos and studied the wounds. I’m no forensic expert, but I know how to read wound patterns. To guys like me they tell a very clear story. Flesh torn by bullets and flesh torn by knives tell one kind of story. Friction injuries of a certain pattern can indicate a motorcycle accident or a fall down a mountain. There are distinct differences in dog bites, rat bites, and snake bites. You simply have to understand human tissue and bone, something of physics, something of anatomy. 

What I was seeing told a very specific story. Maybe a coroner might have some problems with it because of the angle of certain wounds, the depths of the bite marks, the apparent bite strength needed to crush bones like the humerus and femur. Me? I could read this like a book.

Personal experience is a great teacher.

I saved the images to my computer and thought about the money.

The money would go into my bank, but not riding a deposit slip. Before I did that, though, I ran a high-res scan of each side of each bill and sent the files to myself via Dropbox.

I also sniffed each bill.

I do that. I’m not weird the way it sounds. I’m weird in a different way. My sense of smell is better than most. Better than most dogs, if you want to make a point of it. Sniffing the bills told me a lot. 

First, I could tell that they’d been handled by someone, but not recently. It was an old scent, just a trace. And that’s really interesting because it meant that no one had handled that money recently, and by recently, I mean in years. The scent was really old, barely there. How had those bills then been placed in the envelope? The hundreds were mixed bills, most of them relatively recent. Late nineties into the early 2000s. Stuff that’s still in circulation. The same human scent was on them too.

That scent and no other.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” I said to the empty room. I did not for a moment believe that the scent was that of the mysterious Mr. Cricket. There was also no residual smell of latex from gloves. What had they used to stuff the envelope? Plastic tweezers?

I spent some time going over the envelope, but if there was anything to find, then not even my senses could pick it up. That was very disturbing.

And also…intriguing.

Before I left for Pine Deep, I spent a few hours on the Net reading up about Ubel Griswold and the troubles in the town. A lot of it was new to me. I used to live in Minneapolis, and Pine Deep is a rural suburb of Philadelphia. Griswold, according to the news reports, had been a foreign national who’d moved to America in the 1960s. His name was German, but one reporter implied that the man was either Russian or Polish. Or maybe from Belarus, from back when that little country was known as the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic. Either way, Griswold moved to the States, bought some land, and set himself up as a small-time cattle farmer in a section of Pine Deep known as Dark Hollow. In 1976, the area was rocked by a series of particularly savage killings. There was a whole slew of them, and it was believed they were the work of one man, whom the papers nicknamed “the Reaper.” Reporters love titles like that.

The manhunt for the Reaper was intense and the leading suspect in those killings was an itinerant day laborer and blues musician named Oren Morse. Known locally as the Bone Man because he was as thin as a scarecrow.

Ubel Griswold vanished on a—you guessed it—dark and stormy night, and his body was never found. The locals apparently ran Morse to ground and lynched him. The killings stopped at that point, so it seemed pretty clear they’d killed the killer.

If the story ended there it would be weird and sad enough, but there was a second part. Thirty years to the actual day of the Reaper killings, another psychopath came to town in the person of one Karl Ruger. He was a real piece of work. A former mob button man who’d gone way off the reservation into Hannibal Lecter territory. Apparently, Ruger had ties to a local group of radical white supremacist militiamen, and they put together a terrorist attack that still stands as the worst example of domestic terrorism on US shores. You read about it in the papers, maybe saw the movie they did. Or read the books. “The Trouble.” That’s what they call it.

Ruger and the other assholes spiked the town’s water supply with hallucinogens during a big Halloween festival. Pine Deep was wall-to-wall with tourists. Everyone went apeshit nuts. Eleven thousand people died.

No matter how many times I read and reread that number it still hits me in the gut.

Eleven thousand.

Three times that many were injured, and more than half the town burned down.

The Trouble.

According to the Net, the town was trying to come back. Some of it was already back, though it was no longer a Halloween tourist spot. It was settling back into being a blue-collar farming community with a scattering of craft shops and some galleries. 

That’s what I learned from web searches.

So, while I drove out there, I tried to make sense of those events—forty years ago and ten years ago—and how they might connect with recent murders. There was damn little about the new killings in the press, and every story I read suggested that each of the victims died in a violent car crash or farm-related accident. Not one word of anything criminal. The news stories didn’t mention anything about animal attacks, which means either that was squashed or the reporters out there are dumb as fuck. My guess was the former.

I hit Route 611 and turned north. 
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The killer watched the big man in the woods.

The man was dressed in dark clothes. Battle dress uniform, boots, a shoulder rig with a holstered pistol. A Beretta. A knife clipped to the inside of the right front pants pocket. 

The killer crouched on the thick oak limb and leaned down to watch.

The big man walked around the wreck of the motorcycle. He touched nothing. He stood for long moments studying it. He walked the perimeter of the crash scene, then out to the road, then back.

Occasionally the big man spoke out loud even though he was alone.

The killer strained to hear.

“Bug,” the big man said, “looks like we got another one.” He read the bike’s license plate number. He gave a physical description of the driver. Or what was left of the driver. He stood as if listening. “No, tell Top and Bunny to check out that car crash in Lambertville. I’ll call if I need them to come a’running.”

He listened again.

“No. I think I’m going to have to talk to the locals on this. Yeah, I know the chief. Ornery little bastard. Okay. Cowboy out.”

The big man suddenly straightened as if he’d heard something. His gun was suddenly in his hand. It was like a magic trick. The man was fast.

So fast.

He crouched and turned, bringing the gun up into a two-handed grip, eyes tracking at the same time as the gun barrel. The man was sharp.

Very sharp.

He even looked up at the surrounding trees.

For one fragment of a moment, he looked directly at the killer.

But he did not see him.

The camouflage was too good, the intervening foliage too thick, the place of concealment too well chosen. So, the narrowed eyes of the big man moved away. Reluctantly though, as if the big man’s instincts were not in harmony with his senses. As if his instincts were sharper, more primitive. Limited by the sensory awareness potentials of the modern human.

The killer smiled.

He could understand that.

He did not move at all.

But he watched every single thing this big man did. This was a dangerous, dangerous man. This was a killer in his own right. That much was obvious. His speed, the confidence he demonstrated as he turned to face the unknown. As if he’d faced—and fought—things that came from unexpected directions. Many times.

He had that kind of aura.

The killer in the trees watched the killer with the gun.

He wanted so badly to fight this man.

To battle with him in the most primal of ways.

To revel in defeating him.

To taste the blood of another predator.

To eat a warrior’s heart.
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Pine Deep is a triangular wedge of fertile farmland and mountains in Bucks County. It’s bisected by Interstate Alternate Extension Route A-32, lying hard against the Delaware River that separated Pennsylvania from New Jersey and framed on all sides by streams and canals. A-32 wavers back and forth between the two states, across old iron bridges and up through farm country, and then plows right through the town. To the southwest was the much smaller town of Black Marsh, and above Pine Deep was the even tinier Crestville. A-32 was the only road that cut all the way through those three towns. All other roads inside the triangle led nowhere except someone’s back forty or to the asymmetrical tangle of cobblestoned streets in Pine Deep’s trendy shopping and dining district. Bigger and more prosperous towns like Doylestown, New Hope, and Lambertville were pretty close, but Pine Deep felt more remote than it was. Like a lot of farming towns in America, it covered an astounding amount of real estate for the number of people who lived there. Some of the farms had ten thousand acres of corn or pumpkins or garlic, and maybe a dozen people living in the farmhouse and related buildings. Migrant workers did a lot of the labor.

I rattled across the bridge and drove into Pine Deep in the middle of an afternoon that was hotter than the weatherman said it would be. The trees were heavy with lush growth, and the brighter greens of spring had given way to the darkness of summer leaves. Towers of white cumulonimbus clouds rose like the pillars of heaven, but the distant western sky was softer, painted with cirrus clouds in brushstrokes of gray-white. There were birds up there, and at first I thought they were hawks, but they were too big. Probably turkey vultures.

I slowed to a stop on the shoulder of the road and leaned out to look up at them. Counted them.

Thirteen.

I tried not to make anything of that.

Spooky town, meaningless coincidence.

I kept driving.

A-32 rolled on for mile after mile and I didn’t see a single living soul. The corn was half-grown and stiff and tall. The pumpkins were only pale knobs. Way off in the distance the farmhouses looked like toys from a Monopoly set. I drove past a tractor sitting at an angle in the middle of a fallow field, the engine rusted to a bright orange. A threadbare crow stood on the curve of the seat-back, his head turning slowly to follow the passage of my car. Flies swarmed in the air over a dead raccoon whose head had been squashed flat by a car tire.

I turned the radio on to find some music to lighten the load. Couldn’t get reception worth a damn except for some religious blood and thunder stuff. I dug a CD at random from the center console and fed it into the slot. Tom Waits began growling at me. Song about a murder in a red barn.

“Balls,” I said, and almost turned it off.

Didn’t though. 

Drove on, listening to Tom’s gravelly voice spin dark magic under the blue summer sky.
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The highway wandered around between some hefty mountains and then spilled out at the far end of a small town. Kind of a Twin Peaks vibe to it. One main street. Lots of crooked little side streets. Low buildings, lots of trees. From the crest of the hill, I could look down and count all five of the streetlights. 

I took my foot off the brake and let the car find its own way down the hill, coasting, in no hurry to get there. As I reached the main drag, I switched the CD player off and drove in silence through the center of town. There were people here and there, but you couldn’t call it “bustling” without lying. Most of the houses and stores had been rebuilt or repaired, but here and there I could see some blackened shells. Even after ten years, the town still wore its scars.

Eleven thousand people.

Were there eleven thousand ghosts haunting these hills and this sad little town? I sure as shit wouldn’t buy real estate here. Not at a penny an acre.

According to the Wikipedia page for the city of Pine Deep, there were currently two thousand one hundred and nine people living here. In town and on the farms. It was hard to believe. I’d have guessed maybe five, six hundred. 

I tried to imagine what it must be like to live in a place like this. It had been devastated by domestic terrorism. It had taken a worse hit than New York on 9/11 in terms of deaths. Maybe worse still when you considered that it hadn’t been done by enemies of our country or religious fanatics. This terror was homegrown. It was brother attacking brother. That’s some hard shit to accept, hard to get past.

As I drove down the main street, I saw the haunted looks on the faces of the people of Pine Deep. Some looked furtively away, unwilling or unable to meet the eyes of a stranger. Fear, paranoia, shame. Hang any label on it you think will fit.

Others stared at me, their eyes dark and intense, their attention focused and unwavering as I rolled past. I don’t think I saw a single smile. I don’t think I could blame anyone for being that grim, that detached. I sure as hell would be if this was my town.

I passed the Saul Weinstock Memorial Hospital, but the place was only half built. Creeper vines had crawled over the stacks of building materials and there were no lights in any of the windows.

Halfway through town I saw the sign for the police department. It was a storefront place with big ceramic pots with dead evergreens beside the door. I nosed my car into an angled slot and killed the engine.

The sign on the glass door read:

PINE DEEP POLICE DEPT.

Chief Malcolm Crow

Turn around and go home, said a little voice inside my head.

“Too late for that,” I murmured, and got out. As I did, a woman came out of the office. Tall, with short black hair and dark blue eyes. Slim and very pretty in a no-nonsense country way. Around fifty but fighting it and winning. A touch of make-up and a mouth that looked made for smiling, but which wore no smile. She stopped five feet in front of me and gave me an up and down appraisal. Impossible to tell what she read from my scuffle of brown hair, JC Penney sportscoat over jeans, Payless black sneakers. Probably not much.

But something flickered in her eyes and she half turned, opened the door to the police office, and called inside. “He’s here.”

She left the door ajar.

I pasted on a friendly smile. “Are you with the police?” I asked.

A little smile flickered on her mouth. “I’m married to it.”

“Oh. Then you’re Mrs.…um…Crow?” I ventured.

“Val Guthrie. I kept my maiden name.” She offered her hand and we shook. Her hand was hard and dry and strong. She didn’t go for a manly bully-boy handshake. She was strong the way women are strong. This one had zero interest in defining herself by comparison to a man. I liked that. I liked her.

“Sam Hunter,” I said.

“You’re the private investigator?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Named ‘Hunter’?”

“Yes.”

“That a stage name or something?”

“No. It’s a coincidence, but I’ve come to embrace the cliché.”

That upped the wattage on her smile as she reappraised me. “You’re a smartass.”

“Says so on my business card. Sam Hunter, Professional Smartass.”

She laughed. “You’re going to get along fine.”

She patted me on the shoulder and, still smiling, walked toward a parked Ford F-250 pickup whose bed was piled high with burlap sacks of seed. I watched her go, admiring both the straightness of her posture and the curves that went with the whole package. Smart, sexy, and powerful. Nice. 

I turned to the open office door and wondered what kind of a husband a woman like that would have. My guess would be someone who looked like Thor from the Avengers movies. Some big, tanned Nordic son of a bitch with muscles on his muscles and maybe a bit of aw-shucks in his voice. Or one of those redneck giants who bench press Hereford cows. Probably politically to the right of Sarah Palin. Rural Pennsylvania bears a lot of resemblance in attitude and culture to the less progressive backroads of Mississippi.

As I went in, the man I saw behind the desk was the precise diametric opposite of my guess.

He stood up to meet me, a wide grin on his elfin face. He was shorter than the woman who’d just left—call it five-seven and change. Slight build, curly black hair that had gone mostly gray, a sallow tan crisscrossed with white lines from old scars. His nametag said CROW.

“Mr. Hunter?” he asked, extending his hand. 
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The killer followed the big man back to the road, then hid behind a rhododendron while the man got into a black SUV and drove away. The killer noted the license number, but if this man was what he thought, that plate number would likely be a dead end.

That was fine.

The big man was hunting now.

Hunting him.

The killer wanted to make very sure that the big man found his prey. 
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“Sam Hunter, sir,” I replied, taking the chief’s hand. For a little guy he had a good, strong hand. Shooter’s callus on his index finger, and a ring of calluses all the way around to his thumb. Only other guy I know with those kinds of hands trained with those Japanese swords. Katanas. 

“How can we help you?”

“I was asked to come here and—”

Still smiling, Crow interrupted, “Let’s see your driver’s license, PI ticket, and any other ID you’d like to show me. That’s it, spread it all out on the counter.”

I did as he asked, and he scooped it up and took it over to his desk. He did not offer me a chair. Cops have a right to ask private dicks to jump and to ask how high on the way up; and if we don’t jump the right way, they can get a judge to pull our license faster than you can say Sam Spade. At best, PIs are an irrelevant fact of life to cops; at worst, we are flies to be swatted. I did not feel like being swatted.

I stood like a schoolboy in the principal’s office while he studied my cards and then typed my information into his computer. Crow made a few calls and I watched his face. He frowned, he grunted, his eyebrows arched. He’d be a lousy poker player. Finally, he sat there, lips pursed, for maybe fifteen seconds. I wondered if he was jerking my chain and decided he probably was. A wiseass comment struggled to get past my lips, but I clenched my teeth and kept it trapped inside.

“Okay,” Crow said, rising and crossing to the counter that served as the intake desk. He placed my stuff down and slid it across to me. “No wants, no warrants.”

I nodded and put the cards back into my wallet.

“I called Minneapolis PD and some buddies in Philly. You don’t have a lot of friends out there.” 

“Hoping to make some here,” I said.

He grinned. “Let’s see how that works out.”

We stood there and smiled at each other for a moment. Then Crow waved me past the counter to his desk, nodded at the patched and creaking leather guest chair, and sank into a slightly bigger one on the other side.

“Chief,” I said, “before we begin—”

“Crow,” he corrected.

“Hm?”

“Everybody calls me Crow. I don’t like ‘Chief’ ’cause it makes me feel like I should be wearing feathers, and I don’t like ‘Mister’ ’cause my dad was Mr. Crow and he was kind of a dick. So, Crow.”

“Fair enough. I’m Sam.”

We nodded to seal that.

“Crow, before we begin, I’d like to understand why I’m here.”

“Me, too,” he said.

“Um…what now?”

He went to a Mr. Coffee and poured two cups, handed me one. “You go first. How’d you get here?”

I sucked my teeth for a moment, then decided to tell him the truth. Most of the truth. I left certain parts out, as I’m sure you’ll understand. 

“Limbus,” he murmured, echoing the word.

“They said you reached out to them. That you were looking for some help on a case.”

“Is that what they said?” 

“More or less. They said the Pine Deep PD did. I guess that’s you, right?”

“Mostly me. Couple officers hiding somewhere, sitting speed traps, generally fucking off. And my best guy’s out at a crime scene.”

“Related to this?”

“To be determined.”

“Okay,” I said, “but did you call Limbus or not? Didn’t you ask them to bring in an expert?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what?”

He opened his desk drawer and removed a business card, looked at it for a moment, then handed it to me. I didn’t need to read it. I already knew what it would say.

LIMBUS, Inc.

Are you laid off, downsized, undersized?

Call us. We employ. 1-800-555-0606

How lucky do you feel?

 

“Look on the back,” he suggested, and I turned it over. In very neat script someone had written a note:

We can provide a consultant 

familiar with matters of this kind.

Before I could ask, he opened his desk and removed a second card. And a third. They were identical, front and back.

“I found one of these near each of the crime scenes.”

“Near?”

Crow studied me for a moment. “Near. One was in my cruiser, apparently placed there after I arrived on the scene. My cruiser was locked.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Ah what?”

I explained where I’d found mine.

He gave a sour grunt. “The others showed up pretty much the same way. I even had an officer watch my car. He did and no one approached it that he could see.”

“How sharp is your officer?”

“Sweeney?” Crow’s smile was thin and wide and weird. “Very sharp. Nothing gets past him.”

“Except someone did.”

Crow gave me a crooked smile. “That note on the back. Want to tell me what it means?”

I shrugged.

“Sorry, sport,” said Crow, “but I’m gonna need something more than a shrug. Explain to me how you are an expert.”

“I never said I was an expert.”

“You’re here as a ‘consultant’ though.”

“Sure. Why not?”

“Exactly what do you consult on?”

That was the question I’d known was coming but didn’t really know how to answer. I’d hoped that he would have been in some way clued in about me, but it was pretty clear he wasn’t. Or maybe in place of a good poker face he was a bluffer. If so, I couldn’t read him.

So, I reached into my jacket and produced a set of color prints I’d made from the email attachments Cricket had sent me. I spread them out on Crow’s desk, neatly, side by side.

“The news reports say these were accidents,” I said.

“So do my official reports.”

I shrugged. “But we both know different.”

He looked at me instead of the pictures. “And you’re certain these were murders?”

“I am.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Because,” I said, “I’ve seen these kinds of murders before.”

Crow nodded, gathered the photos up and handed them back to me. “So have I.”
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The killer heard another car coming, and he faded deeper into the shadows as a police cruiser came bumping and thumping, trailing a plume of dust.

An hour ago, this same cruiser had been out here, but the officer had abruptly left minutes before the big man had arrived. The killer now understood. The big man had somehow lured the police officer away so he could have a few minutes alone at the crime scene. Now the officer was returning.

The killer shifted downwind so that he could not be detected and then climbed another tree. He settled in, drew his camouflage cape around him, and watched. The officer who got out of the car was not the same one who was here before. That first officer had been a redneck with a beer gut. This new arrival was lean and hard-muscled. Very tall. With red hair and sunglasses that he never took off, not even when he walked through shadows.

The breeze was blowing past the crime scene toward where the killer hid, and that allowed him to take the officer’s scent.

Suddenly all of the alarms inside the killer’s mind began to ring.

This officer was not at all what he seemed.

He was something much more. 

Something powerful.

Something like the killer.

Very much like him.
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Crow told me he wanted to take me to the most recent crime scene. We took his cruiser, which was a battered Ford Interceptor SUV that looked like it hadn’t seen the inside of a car wash since Bush was president. As I got in, I peered at the side panel of the door.

“Is that a bullet hole?” I asked.

“Good chance,” he said.

I got in. There was a hole on the inside too. A through-and-through. “You didn’t get it fixed?”

He shrugged. “Air conditioner’s busted. Gives a nice cross breeze.”

“Uh huh.”

As we drove, he talked about everything except the case. The Phillies and the Eagles—teams I didn’t give a fuzzy rat’s ass about since my heart belongs to the Twins and the Vikings. I said “Uh huh” a lot. He talked about his wife’s farm, which was now the fifth largest independent garlic farm in Pennsylvania. I asked him if he had kids. He didn’t answer and didn’t say anything for a couple of miles. Then he started a new conversation about what he liked on TV. As if I hadn’t asked the question. 

So, fuck it, we talked about TV. The Walking Dead. Game of Thrones. 24. We both liked typical man stuff. Monsters, guns, and boobs. Big surprise. He was a closet fan of So You Think You Can Dance. My dirty secret was Downton Abbey. Total tough guys. 

For most of the drive we were backtracking the route I’d taken to get to town, but then he made a turn down a small side road. I caught the name on the sign.

Dark Hollow Road

It was a name I’d seen in the news stories. There had been murders here. And that murdered rich guy, Ubel Griswold, had lived in Dark Hollow.

I asked him about Griswold.

And Crow goddamn nearly drove us off the road and into a tree.
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The killer watched the big police officer. 

The cop spent several minutes taking photographs and measurements.

Then the officer abruptly stopped, stiffened, and turned in a slow circle. It was very much like what the other man had done earlier. 

Except the officer raised his head and sniffed the air.
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The Ford slewed around and kicked up gravel and leaves, barraging a weathered fence and nearly knocking the slats out. He threw it in park and wheeled on me, took a fistful of my tie and jerked me forward so that we were inches apart. 

“How the hell do you know about Ubel Griswold?” he snarled. 

His face was insane. I mean it. Like bugfuck nuts. There was nothing in those eyes but a wild madness that scared the living shit out of me. 

The moment stretched and I could feel the heat of each of his ragged breaths.

When I didn’t answer he leaned an inch closer. “Listen, dickhead, this is not a game you want to play. Not with me.”

“What the fuck?” I said. And I said it slowly.

Crow shoved me back against the door. His hand rested on his holstered pistol. “I’m going to ask once more. Real nice. And believe me when I tell you that this is not an opportunity for wiseass comments or calling for a lawyer. This is you and me here in this truck and we are going to have an open and frank conversation, am I making myself crystal fucking clear?”

I held my breath.

I had an escape hatch for when things really hit the fan, but I didn’t want to use it. Not on a stranger, not on a cop. And not on someone who might actually be an innocent. Not sane, by any stretch, but probably not a villain. 

Besides, if the wolf came out to play there was no way to ever reclaim the moment.

So I had that ace but knew I couldn’t play it. I’d be alive but in jail, or in the wind, and I didn’t want to live the rest of my life that way. On the other hand, he was a cop, a stranger, and, clearly, a fucking lunatic. Or something close to it. He could mess up my entire life.

When I didn’t answer, he snapped, “Do you understand me?”

I nodded. “Loud and clear. It’s your game, man. Just calm down.”

“I’ll calm down when I have a reason to. And don’t you tell me what to do. You’re on the wrong side of the badge to do that. Now…let’s try this one last time—how do you know Ubel Griswold?”

“I don’t know him.”

“How do you know about him?”

“From Google. I looked him up.”

“Why? What’s your connection to him?”

I said, “Limbus.”

He frowned. “What?”

“Limbus. That’s how I know about Griswold.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Give me more than that.”

You have to develop good instincts about people if you’re going to shoot hoops in the kinds of playgrounds I frequent. My nerves were telling me this guy was half a keg short of a six-pack. My senses told me that he was scared out of his goddamn mind. And that he was primed to attack. I could smell the adrenaline. I could almost taste it.

My gut, though…

My gut told me he really was one of the good guys.

Call it instinct, call it whatever.

I held up my hands in a no-problem way.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll tell you, but you’re scaring the shit out of me with that gun.”

He looked down at his hand, at the fact that he’d unsnapped the holster. He made a little grunting sound. Surprised at what his hand was doing while he wasn’t watching.

“Fuck,” he said.

“Fuck,” I agreed.

Didn’t snap the holster though. Instead, he laid his hand on his thigh. A token gesture that lowered my blood pressure by maybe half a point.

“Talk,” he said. 

I took a breath, and told him about Limbus, about Cricket, and about the envelope of money.

Crow didn’t say a word the entire time. Didn’t ask a question. Instead he sat there and chewed on his lower lip and looked strange. Older. Confused. Tired. He took his hand off his lap and rubbed his eyes, then spent almost a full minute looking out the window.

“Shit,” he said.

I cleared my throat. “Don’t suppose you want to tell me what the hell’s going on? ’Cause, Chief, I’m pretty sure I’ve never been this confused before.”

“Welcome to Pine Deep,” he muttered.

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

We sat there for another minute. Doesn’t sound like a lot of time until you’re peeling the seconds off one at a time while seated next to an armed crazy person. 

Out of the blue, Crow asked, “What do you know about the Trouble?”

I shrugged. “What everyone else knows. Maybe a little less. I mean, sure, it was big news for a while. Domestic terrorism, over ten thousand people dead. Worst day in US history. Got that. I didn’t hear Ubel Griswold’s name in any of that though, except in a footnote about a coincidence. Him getting killed thirty years to the day before the Trouble here.”

He nodded. “Yeah. You ever see the movie they made? Hell Night? Or read the book?”

“No. I read a review when it came out. Saw it on Redbox but didn’t get it. I heard they changed the story around. Made something supernatural out of it.”

“Something like that.”

“So? Why are we talking about it?” I asked.

He looked out the window at the cornfields to the right side of the road and the deep, dark forest on the other.

“If you weren’t here because of that Limbus card I wouldn’t be saying what I’m about to say,” said Crow.

“Um…okay.”

“The story about the white supremacists spiking the town’s water, driving everybody crazy?”

“Yeah?”

“Kind of true.”

“Kind of?”

“Kind of. It was a cover story.”

“Wait,” I said, “are you saying there was a government cover up?”

Crow shook his head. “Not exactly. Not the way you’re thinking. The feds did cover some things up, but there was a group of white supremacist dickheads operating in town, and they did, in fact, dump a bunch of hallucinogens into the water. Fritzed everyone out. They also planted bombs to blow up the bridges, knock down the cell towers, take out all phone and cable service, and generally turn the main part of town into World War III.”

“I don’t—”

“That happened,” he said. “But the tricky thing is that all of that was itself a cover for something else.”

“Wait, the white trash dickheads were covering up for someone? Who? I don’t understand. And if that was a cover-up, why’d the feds use that story too?”

He smiled at the windshield. No visible humor in it though.

“Because the cover story was something everyone could sell. Domestic terrorism. White power. Racism. Drugs in the water. That’s doable. That makes sense. That’s something, scary as it was, tragic as it was, people could live with. The rest of the country, I mean. Maybe the rest of the world. They could live with that story, especially since all of those militia assholes died that night.”

“You lost me a couple of turns back, man.”

“No,” he said, “I just haven’t gotten to the part where it makes sense. Or maybe I should say I haven’t gotten to the truth. ’Cause unless you’re who or what I think you are, this isn’t going to sound like the truth, and it isn’t going to make any fucking sense at all.”

“You are scaring the living piss out of me here,” I said.

He nodded. “Yeah, being scared is absolutely the appropriate response. I was scared then. More scared than I’ve ever been in my life. But I have to tell you, Mr. Hunter, that I am starting to get that scared again.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m afraid that what was happening then is happening now. That it’s happening again.”

“Okay…but what did happen back then? If there was a cover story, then what was it covering up?”

That’s when he finally turned to me and I saw all sorts of dark lights glimmering in his eyes. If he’d looked crazy before, then he looked absolutely lost now.

“The whole thing, the drugs, the violence, all of that was done to hide the fact that there were monsters in Pine Deep.”

I had to take a moment on that. “When you say…‘monsters’…?”

“I mean monsters. Vampires and…”

When he didn’t finish, I pushed him.

“And what?”

He looked me right in the eye.

“And werewolves.”
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To which I said, “Oh shit.”

To which he replied, “Yeah.”
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We sat there.

Talk about the elephant in the room.

I said, “You’re looking at me funny.”

He said, “I guess I am.”

“Am I going to regret asking?”

“Depends on how this conversation goes,” he said. “Could play out a bunch of different ways.”

“You’re making a lot of assumptions. You know how that usually turns out.”

He shrugged. I noticed he’d placed his hand on his lap again. Very close to the gun.

Again.

Balls.

“I’m going to say a word,” he said. “It’s a word that the Limbus guy used. He didn’t explain what it was. He figured I already knew. Which I do.”

“Okay.”

“I’m going to say it and then you’re going to tell me the first thing that comes to mind. Fair enough?”

“I don’t like games,” I said.

“Not a game.”

I said, “Shit.”

Then I said, “What’s the word?”

His hand moved an inch closer to his pistol.

Let’s face it, I expected the word to start with a W.

Instead, he used a different word. A lot more precise. A word that changed the entire dynamic between us.

He said, “Benandanti.”

I looked at him, at his face, his eyes. At the expression he wore.

I took a breath and said, “Yes.”

He closed his eyes.

And said, “Thank God.”
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Without another word, he turned in his seat, restarted the car, put it in drive, and hit the gas. We drove for maybe a mile before he said anything. I sure as hell wasn’t starting any conversations.

Crow said, “Tell me.”

“I don’t talk about this with anyone.”

“Tough. Tell me.”

“You used the word,” I said. “You know what it means.”

“Sure,” he said, “I know what the word means. ‘Goodwalker.’ I want to know what it means to you.”

“I think you already know.”

“That’s not what I mean. I want some background on you. Because if the stuff that’s happening is what I think it is, then there’s only two sides. Black and white. No gray area at all.”

I nodded. He was being very cagey about it. So was I. We were dancing around it because, hell, this really isn’t the kind of conversation people have.

I mean, I do, but only at home, when I’m around my aunts and my grandmother and my cousin. They’re like me. They’re exactly like me. Families tend to keep secrets like this. I’ve always kept it to myself. Usually, the only people who find out about our family secret do so on their last and worst day.

On the other hand, I think I can say for certain that the people at Limbus—whoever or whatever the fuck they are—know. Why else would I be here? Cricket knew that I’d recognize the bite and claw patterns in those photos.

He was right.

“This has to go two ways,” I said. “If I show you mine, you got to show me yours.”

“You comfortable with the way that came out?” he asked.

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. And…yes, this is a two-way street. Kind of has to be, don’t you think?”

So, after another mile I began talking. Trees whipped past. The sky above us was blotted out by the canopy of fall foliage.

“It’s a family thing,” I said. “Going back like…forever. My bunch is more or less Irish-English mutts. Been here since five minutes after the Mayflower. But we have roots in Italy going back to Etruscan times. Like six, seven hundred years BC, you dig?”

He nodded.

“We weren’t always what you’d call saints, but I guess in our own way we’ve always been on the side of the angels. Not literally, ’cause that would be a little New Agey even for me. But in spirit. White hats, no matter how battered and stained those hats were.”

“Nice to know,” he said, then threw me a curveball. “Any relation to Theiss?”

I took a moment on that, then figured in for a penny, in for a pound. “Direct descent,” I said. 

“Wow.”

“Wow,” I agreed. “Not sure which version of the story you heard. The one that makes the history books is that back in 1692, in Jurgenburg, Livonia, a Benandanti named Theiss was arrested and put on trial for being…well, for being what he was.”

“Say the word,” said Crow. He cut me a glance out of the corner of his eye. “Really…say it.”

I sighed. “Okay. Theiss was arrested for being a werewolf.”

He took a deep breath, held it, let it out, then he picked up the story I’d started. “Theiss’s defense was that at night he and the members of his order—”

“Family,” I corrected.

“Family. Okay. He and the members of his family transformed into werewolves in order to fight demons and other kinds of evil. Witches, pernicious spirits. Like that. He was whipped for superstition and idolatry and let go.”

“To paraphrase you,” I said, “that’s the story they sold to the press.”

“And the real story?”

“He was tortured for a long damn time. They wanted him to confess to being an apostate of Hell and an enemy of God. But…Theiss was a tough old motherfucker. They tried it all on him. Thumbscrews, the rack, dunking. The church is nothing if not enthusiastic.”

“They couldn’t break him though?” prompted Crow.

“No. In the end they let him go because they figured that he couldn’t possibly endure all of the torture if he didn’t have God’s grace. Yada, yada, yada. So they let him go. They even gave him a nickname. You seem to know the story. What’d they call him?”

Crow smiled thinly. “The Hound of God.”

“Right. The thing is, a lot of the history books get it wrong. They don’t always connect the Benandanti with werewolves. Mostly ‘cause there are a lot of new age lamebrains who use that name like the Celts use ‘Wicca.’ There are plenty of Benandanti in Europe today who come in to bless a new baby or sage a new house. Like that.”

“Don’t mock,” said Crow. “They might be doing something useful.”

“Maybe they are, but that doesn’t make them true Benandanti.”

“Ah,” he said, “pride goeth before a fall.”

“Yeah, well fuck you too.”

“Point taken.”

We both smiled at that. Not sure what it meant though.

“So,” I said, “are you going to ask me the obvious question?”

“Do I need to?”

“I don’t know. You tell me?”

“Sam,” he said, “I knew what you were when you walked into my office.”

“Why? Because Cricket told you?”

“Nope.”

“Then how? I didn’t wear my ‘I’m A Werewolf, Ask Me How’ button today.”

He didn’t answer. We rounded a bend and on the other side was a parked police cruiser, lots of crime scene tape strung between tree trunks, and a big kid in a deputy’s uniform leaning against the fender of the car. Maybe twenty-two. He was massive. Six-six, with more muscles than is necessary on any human being. He had his arms folded over his chest, a kitchen match between his teeth, and a scowl as dour as a country parson at a peep show.

I took one look at him and I knew why Crow knew what I was when he met me. This was his deputy.

And damn if he wasn’t playing for the same team as me.

Shit.
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The killer climbed another tree and hunkered down in the crotch, his body completely concealed by camouflage, his face painted green and brown. He had a pair of binoculars whose lenses were covered with a filter that would not reflect light. His clothes were daubed with a paste made from ground bird feathers, squirrel urine, owl feces, and insect larvae. Not even a bloodhound could smell him through that.

Not even one of his brothers could smell him.

Not unless they were very close, and the killer was six hundred feet away and fifty feet up a towering oak.

He watched the three figures below.

The smallest of the three men was strange. The killer knew him, had seen him many times in the town. Had read about him on the Internet. Chief of Police. Alcoholic. Husband to a farmer. 

And, very likely, a killer too. A man who was more dangerous than his size and age suggested.

The biggest of the three men was even harder to categorize. He was a monster, even by the killer’s standards. Man, wolf, and something else. There was a darkness in him that ran all the way to the soul. The killer feared him for reasons he could not name.

The third man looked weak but wasn’t. Middle sized, middle aged, thin and haggard. He looked like a salesman, and not a successful one. He looked tired and frail.

But the killer could smell the wolf in him.

It was a strong wolf.

A true hunter.

The killer wanted to fight him. To see which of them was stronger.

To see which of them deserved to live.

He would have to arrange that.

He knew, in fact, that he would have to face all of these men. And maybe the big man he’d seen earlier. He would have to kill them all.

He…and his family.

The slaughter would be so delicious.
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We sniffed each other.

I’m not proud of it.

And don’t get the wrong idea. We didn’t sniff each other’s asses. We’re strange but we’re not weird. We stood a few feet apart and took the air. His expression never flickered. Him I definitely wouldn’t play poker with. If he was like me, he was cataloging everything he could from my smell. I sure as hell was.

He was bigger and stronger than me, but the wolf in him was younger. A lot younger. It was more savage than mine. Less controlled. I could feel it wanting to come out. The kid had some iron goddamn control though. 

“Okay, okay,” said Crow, “you two are weirding me out. So cut the shit.”

“He’s the consultant?”

“Yes. Officer Mike Sweeney, meet Sam Hunter, and vice versa. Shake hands and mind your manners. Both of you.”

He didn’t budge, so I took the cue and offered my hand. Sweeney looked at it for a moment, then without haste took it. And held it.

“Crow,” he said, “this guy had blood on him. Been in a fight. Couple of different guys. No…three different guys.”

My mouth went dry. No one’s ever read me that way. The way I usually read people.

Crow came and stood beside Mike. “I won’t ask if Mike’s telling the truth,” he said, “‘cause Mike doesn’t make those kinds of mistakes.”

“Private matter,” I said.

“Which you’re going to tell us about,” said Crow.

I shook my head. “I plead the fifth.”

“No,” said Crow.

“No,” said Mike.

“Then we have a problem,” I said. “I didn’t come here to be blindsided by Sheriff Andy and Barney Fife.”

“Who?” asked Mike.

Crow said, “Sam, I think it’s fair to say that a lot of what’s going on here isn’t going to make it into any official report. If you’re going to work with us, then it has to be by being straight up.”

“You could arrest me.”

“Pretend for a moment than I won’t.”

We stood there inside that moment, none of us budging. 

“He killed someone,” said Mike. “He changed and he killed someone.”

Crow nodded. “Is that true?”

I shrugged.

“Did they need killing?” asked Mike.

I tilted my head to one side. “You hear about that case last year? Guy doping little girls and making rape porn?”

“I heard about it.”

I shrugged again.

“There’s not going to be a trial,” said Crow, “is there?”

“Doesn’t look like it.”

Mike Sweeney took a step closer and sniffed again. Then he nodded and stepped back. “More than one guy.”

“Even total assholes have friends.”

“Had,” he corrected.

“Had,” I agreed.

He smiled then. A very small, thin smile. It was the kind of smile nobody—and I mean nobody—would ever want to see. There was no trace of humanity in it. No fragment of mercy. 

“Fuck ’em,” he said. “You’re here as a consultant?”

“Yeah.”

“Then consult.”

With that he turned his back on me and walked toward the crime scene.

Crow sighed. 

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“Mike had a complicated childhood.”

“I can imagine.”

He shook his head. “No, I really don’t think you could.”

He turned to follow Mike, and I, feeling more awkward than I had since my first middle school dance, trudged along in his wake.
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I ducked under the yellow crime scene tape and moved into a space that was dense with shadows. A motorcycle was wrapped around a tree. Front wheel torn open, gas tank ruptured, seat dislodged, headlight glass twinkling in a thousand pieces. There was dried blood everywhere, though for once I had to rely more on sight than smell because of the presence of the spilled gasoline. 

Mike took an iPad from the briefcase he’d laid on the edge of a plastic tarp near the crash site, called up an image folder, and handed it to me.

“The body was transported last night. These are the photos.”

I looked at them one at a time. High-res digital photography is very stark, very detailed. Artless and cruel. The body of a man lay partly atop the bike, partly on the grass. And partly fifteen feet away. He was literally torn to pieces. It was a very brutal kind of thing, and a very familiar kind of thing. 

I tried my Richard Dreyfuss line again.

“This was no boating accident.”

Crow chuckled. Mike didn’t.

“Sam used to be a cop,” Crow said to Mike. To me he said, “Walk the scene. Tell me what you see.”

I did. There were tire tracks that curved off the road and right into the tree. There was dead grass around the spilled gas. There was blood spatter. There was the ruined machine.

“This is bullshit,” I said.

Crow and Mike exchanged a quick look.

“Walk us through it,” said Crow.

We went back to the road and I reconstructed it for them. “Here’s what is supposed to have happened,” I said. “It rained last night, right?”

“Until ten.”

“Ten. Okay. And when was the crash?”

“Passing motorist called it in at ten-twenty-one.”

“Uh huh. So, the story is this. Guy’s tooling down this black as fuck road in the middle of a rainstorm at night. Loses control, goes into a skid, wraps his bike around the tree at high speed and goes splat.”

Crow put a stick of gum into his mouth and began folding the little foil wrapper with great care. “Uh huh,” he said.

“Bike had to be going at high speed and for some reason the driver didn’t throttle down when he lost control.”

“Uh huh.”

“To do that much damage, he had to be going at a hundred or better.”

“Uh huh.”

I looked at him. “All of which amounts to a yard-high pile of total bullshit.”

“Why?”

“Let’s start with the road. Why would anyone be on this road at night? Does it even go anywhere?”

“It’s a fire access road and it’s used by the forestry service,” said Mike. “Kids come up here to make out.”

“Not in the rain,” I said. “And not on a bike. It’s not a dirt bike either.”

“No.”

“In the photos, the guy’s wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. In the rain?”

Crow spread his hands.

“Where’s his helmet?”

“He wasn’t wearing one,” said Mike.

“Again I say, in the rain?”

No one bothered to answer that. I squatted by the tire tracks. “No way these were made during the storm. Look at the ridges in the mud. Even if it was drizzling, they’d be smeared more than this.”

They nodded.

“And over here,” I said, moving from the road onto the dirt, to a point halfway to the impact point. “See how deep it is here? The bike accelerated right here. Right when the bike was lined up with the tree.”

They nodded.

I went over to the bike and bent over it, touching various points on the fractured frame. “This is all wrong. It looked like the bike was starting to tilt away from the line of impact, like the driver was trying to avoid collision by ditching sideways. That would be the natural thing, even if you lose control in the dark. But look at the underside of the frame, right here. That’s crumpled the wrong way. It should be pushed up, but it’s pushed in. That means the bike, while slewing sideways, was starting to stand back up.”

“And what does that tell you?” asked Crow.

“It tells me that whoever was riding this bike jumped off right before it hit. Jumped off with a hell of a lot of force, enough to nearly stand the bike up while it was falling over. If that was the case, then the body should have landed over here. He wouldn’t have been on the bike when it hit. At most, he’d have gotten a leg trapped under it, but he wouldn’t have hit the tree hard enough to be splattered.”

Crow said, “That’s pretty good. What else?”

I bent over the bike again and spent some time with it. I’ve seen a lot of car and motorcycle accidents, accidental and criminal. I’ve also seen some faked accidents before. I’ve been in court plenty of times to hear expert testimony on the physics of high-speed vehicular impacts. What I was seeing here didn’t square with my understanding of cause and effect. I said as much to them.

“This isn’t something you probably want to put in your official report,” I began, “but I think someone bent this bike around the tree.”

“Bent,” said Crow.

“Bent.”

“That would take a lot of muscle.”

“It would.”

“Could you do it?”

I thought about it for a moment. “No. Under certain, um, circumstances, I could mangle it pretty good, but some of these bends… No. I couldn’t.”

“Which brings us to our problem, Mr. Consultant.”

“Yeah.”

“Mike and I walked this site together and we came up with the same read on it that you gave us. Nice work, by the way.”

“Thanks.”

“Once the forensics guys were gone, I asked Mike to see if he could duplicate those bends.”

I stared at him. And at Mike, who continued to make his matchstick bob slowly up and down. “Well,” I said, “that must have been interesting.”

“It was instructive,” admitted Crow. “Mike was able to bend it a little. But that was with the frame already fatigued and cracked. And, trust me when I say this, Mike is a very, very strong young man.”

“Knock it off, Crow,” said Mike.

“I’m making a point here.”

Mike looked at the trees and sighed slowly.

“So,” continued Crow, “what I’m wondering is whether you and Mike working together—under, as you say, certain circumstances—could do that kind of damage.”

It was an interesting question.

We all stood there and thought about it.

I shook my head first. Then Mike.

“No,” I said, “not even together.”

Crow nodded. “What I thought. But someone did. And either it was one very, very, very strong son of a bitch—someone way outside of the normal range. Or…whatever passes for normal with you guys.”

I said nothing.

“Or we’re dealing with something even worse. Something that’s stronger than two werewolves.”

I said, “Well, shit.”

Mike Sweeney grinned. “Yeah, and isn’t that interesting as all shit?”
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The killer moved away from the kill site.

He was confused by the presence of two others like him. That was wrong. That made no sense. There should only be one wolf in these woods. The big, red-haired one. The one who seemed to belong here.

But now this other one was here.

The killer did not like it.

He wasn’t afraid though. Fear was not a factor in the killer’s life. Not now anyway. He was beyond that now.

He faded into the woods and vanished.
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“The victim,” I said. “The wounds in those photos… What’s the coroner going to say about it?”

“Exactly what I want him to say,” said Crow. 

“He, um…knows?”

“He’s the coroner for Pine Deep, Pennsylvania. He’s come to accept certain realities.”

“Shit.”

“Tell me about it.”

“But we all know those aren’t injuries sustained in a crash.”

“My guess,” said Crow, “is that the body was torn up pretty good by whoever our Big Bad is, and then dropped off a roof. There are visible impact injuries.”

“Unless they’re stupid they’d have to know that an autopsy would—”

“We can assume they didn’t choose Pine Deep by accident.”

“Meaning you can keep secrets?”

“Meaning we’ve had to keep secrets.”

Mike snorted but didn’t say anything.

I walked past the scene into the woods and stood there for a while, letting the smells and sounds tell me whatever they wanted to share. After a few moments Crow and Mike joined me.

“Shame it rained so hard last night,” Crow said. “No scent to follow.”

I glanced at Mike. “You tried?”

He shrugged. “Sure. Lots of scents, but they’re all mingled. Rain, you know?”

I nodded. “Makes me wonder if the rain was part of an agenda. Not just to fake the slip and slide crash, but to wash away any useful spoor.”

Mike grunted and nodded.

“What were the other crash sites like?” I asked.

“Similar,” said Crow. “In each case there was some kind of accident—car wreck, farm accident, house fire—but the details don’t completely square. Especially the pathology. Someone’s killing people and doing a slightly better than half-ass job covering it up.”

“Yeah, but how would a regular police department be reacting to this?”

Crow nodded his approval. “I did some checking to see if there are any similarly troubled cases.”

“And?”

“There were four suspicious fatal accidents in upstate New York last August, in the Finger Lakes district. All ultimately ruled accidental, but with notations about anomalies in the case files. Another two in Cape May, New Jersey, in December. Same conclusions. And three out near Pittsburgh this past May. The pattern is the same. A couple of the investigating detectives have been sharing case information in hopes of getting somewhere, but there’s so little conventional evidence that they keep hitting a wall.”

“Because they don’t have certain specialized knowledge,” I suggested.

“Yup.”

“This is interstate,” I said. “That makes it federal. A serial killer?”

“Maybe.”

“Shame there isn’t really something like the X-Files. Fox Mulder would go nuts for something like this.”

“Can’t call him, can’t call the Ghostbusters,” he said. “If wishes were horses.”

We stood there and looked at the huge forest. Oaks and sycamores and pines, with underbrush so dense it seemed impenetrable. 

“What do you know about the vics?” I asked.

Crow fielded that. “No obvious connections. Not between the victims here in Pine Deep or between ours and those in other towns. I have someone doing background checks—a computer geek friend of mine—but so far we got bupkiss.”

“Balls,” I said.

“Balls,” he agreed.
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The killer ran through the darkening woods, exulting in the power that rippled through his muscles. The solidity of his bones. The song of hunger that shouted in his blood.

He would find something to kill.

Anything.

Animal.

Human.

Even a bear.

Anything that would scream.

Thinking red thoughts, he ran.
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We spent the rest of the afternoon going over the crime scene, which yielded a lot of information, none of which seemed particularly useful. Then we went back to the station and Crow walked me through the rest of the case file. Again, lots of forensic information—photos, hair and fiber samples, casts of tire tracks, coroner’s reports, the works. 

Bottom line?

Well, shit. We knew there was one or more werewolf killing people. 

They were doing it in bunches and, apparently, moving on.

Motive? Unknown.

Identity? Unknown.

Anything of actual use? 

Impossible to say.


“Have you reached out to the FBI about this?” I asked.

“I filed a report.”

“And—?”

“You familiar with the word ‘obfuscation’?”

“Ah.”

“What about your own investigation? Do you have any leads?”

“Beyond guesswork on the nature of the killers?”

“Beyond that, yes.”

“Nope.”

“Oh.”

“But,” he said, “I’ve been hearing about strangers in town.”

“What kind of strangers?”

“Unknown. I have my people running that down right now. All I know is that there have been a few out-of-towners around. One of them was over at the Scarecrow Inn asking questions about the accident. And either the same guy or a different guy asking questions at some of the farms.”

“You have a description on him?”

“Big, blond guy. The one local I talked to said he looked ‘mean.’”

“That’s it?”

“Getting information from stubborn farm-country folk is like pulling your own teeth. You’ll get it, but there’s a lot of unpleasant effort involved.”

“Ah. This guy flash a badge of any kind?”

“Not so far.”

“You think he’s a fed?”

“Maybe. Who else would be asking questions?”

I thought about it. “Could be another PI, maybe hired by the family of one of the victims.”

“Our vics were locals.”

“A vic from another town.”

Crow pursed his lips, nodded. “Maybe. I’ll bet a shiny nickel it’s a fed.”

“There’s another possibility.”

“What’s that?”

“Could be someone related to the killings asking around to see what the locals know.”

“Or suspect,” he suggested.

“Or suspect,” I agreed.

We poked at it for another couple of minutes and got nowhere. Then I suggested we retire to the local bar and drown our sorrows in some beers. Crow smiled and shook his head.

“Gave up drinking. I go to meetings now.”

“Balls.”

“Mike doesn’t drink either.”

“He in the same Twelve-Step?”

“No. He’s a purity freak. Organic foods, no drugs, no alcohol. Won’t even take an aspirin.”

“How come?”

Crow sucked his teeth for a moment. “He has some health concerns. He wants to make sure he stays ahead of them.”

“Like…?”

“Like it’s his business and there’s no second half to this discussion.” He said it pleasantly enough, but there was a finality to it.

“Well, shit,” I said. “I need a beer. Maybe six or eight of them.”

I left him at his office and walked up the street until I found the Scarecrow Inn. It wasn’t exactly a dive bar. Dive is an active word. This was more like dove. Past tense. Dark as pockets. Bunch of little tables with old wooden chairs that didn’t match. Visible ass-wear on the stools. Sawdust on the floor, like they do down south. Half the people were ignoring the No Smoking sign, including a table full of fat guys with cigars. A wooden bar that was probably two hundred years old, and a bartender who looked to have been here since the place was built. Tall, cadaverous, comprehensively wrinkled. Big jar of hard-boiled eggs by the beer taps. Country music on the jukebox. Travis Tritt, I think, but I’m not a country fan so what do I know. 

I found an empty stool, ordered chili and a schooner of Yuengling to go with it. Dug into a bowl of peanuts while I was waiting. 

Crow let me take the case file, so I made my way through the chili and two beers while reading every single word. I had a few pages of notes, mostly outside-chance connections I’d run down when I was in front of a computer again. I’d brought my iPad, but—big surprise—there was no Wi-Fi in the Scarecrow Inn. Too modern for them. They’re probably still grousing about those newfangled electric lights.

As I read, I became very slowly and subtly aware that I was being watched. At first I passed it off as the usual stranger-in-town thing, but then my spider sense really began tingling. So, I used taking a sip of beer to check the room out in the mirror behind the bar. Everyone was a stranger, so that wasn’t very helpful. There were about two dozen people in the place, either dressed for work on a farm or in casual clothes.

Then I spotted the two people who didn’t belong.

They were seated alone at tables on opposite sides of the place, and they were so totally different from one another that it looked like they were here to make a statement. White guy, black guy. White guy was big in a jock ballplayer way. Not big like Mike Sweeney or the goons I danced with yesterday. Muscular, mid-thirties, blond. All-American looks. Kind of like the guy who plays Captain America in the movies. Mean looking son of a bitch though. Could be a cop, could be a soldier. Could be a freelance shooter. Something very dangerous about him. I could tell that right off. Sat there with half a smile on his face, nursing a beer, using the same mirror I was using to watch the other guy and, every once in a while, me.

The other guy was a black twenty-something. Short, skinny, bookish, with thick glasses and a fringe of beard. Not the only black guy I’d seen in Pine Deep, but one of maybe three or four. Gave off a pop-culture geek vibe.

The Geek was looking at me; the Jock was looking at him. And me.

I adjusted the way I was sitting so my gun was a little easier to reach.

The Geek caught me looking at him and looked away.

Then he looked back.

He did that a couple of times, and I kept looking at him until he caught and finally held my stare. I nodded. After a long five-count, he nodded back.

So, I figured fuck it. I picked up my beer and walked over to his table. For a moment I thought he was going to bolt. He sat straight as a rake handle and looked up at me. I’m not that big, and I’m not what you’d call physically imposing. I’ve been told, however, that I give off certain vibes at times.

Like now. 

He cut a look to the front door and then back at me. At close range I figured him closer to early twenties.

But here’s the thing.

At close range, I could tell something about him I couldn’t tell from across a smoky bar.

The kid had a certain scent.

A familiar scent. The kind I spent a lot of time every morning, with shampoo, skin creams, and cologne trying to mask.

A smell most people can’t smell.

Except guys like Mike Sweeney.

He looked up at me, and before I could even ask, he said, “I think we need to talk.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think we’d better.”

“Not here.”

I nodded to the door. “Let’s go.”
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The killer smelled the hitchhiker before he saw her.

She smelled young.

She smelled afraid.

He knew that she would taste wonderful.

He knew that she would scream.

The young ones always screamed. They had so much to lose.

He raced down a hill and up the other side, then down again to the road. This was a lonely stretch. A stupid place for anyone to hitchhike. She couldn’t have known that, or she wouldn’t have come this way.
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I stood aside to let him go first. If this was some kind of elaborate set-up, I didn’t want to be the first guy through the door.

It wasn’t.

The kid stopped in the middle of the pavement, hands in his pockets. He wore a long black coat over jeans and a t-shirt with the words OBSCURE POP-CULTURE REFERENCE stenciled on it. He looked nervous. Maybe scared.

“There’s a park up the street,” he said, and we began walking that way.

“Let’s start with the basics,” I said. “Name?”

He hesitated.

I said, “Would you rather I held you down and stole your wallet?”

“Antonio,” he said. “Antonio Jones.”

“Real name?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Sounds like a stage name.”

He shrugged. “Antonio Jones.”

“Fair enough. I’m Sam Hunter.”

“You’re a cop?”

“Not anymore. Private investigator,” I said as we crossed the street. The traffic lights in blinked yellow continually. Either they were trying for a Twin Peaks thing, or all small towns are creepy like that. Yellow means caution, so I figured a subtext was implied. Besides, it was that kind of a day.

Antonio said, “Working for the cops though?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I saw you with Chief Crow and Iron Mike.”

“‘Iron Mike’?”

“That’s what people used to call him. In school, I mean. When he was little. Before the, um…”

“Before the Trouble?”

“Before that, yeah.”

“Why? Was he always a body builder?”

“Huh? Oh…no. Mike used to be in his head all the time. Always dreaming up stuff. One day he’d be a Jedi, the next he’d be Sheriff Rick. Or Conan. Whatever. He spent a lot of time like that. Playing by himself. Daydreaming in school. Not sure if he started calling himself Iron Mike or the other kids did.”

“You went to school with him?”

He shook his head. “Two years behind.”

We crossed a side street and entered the park. Like most of the town of Pine Deep, the park was seedy, untended, and dark. Broken slats in the benches. Overflowing trash can. Beer bottles lying among the weeds. Indifferent lighting. 

“Nice place for a mugging,” I said to my new friend.

He stopped and looked at me. “I know,” he said.

Which is when I felt the icy mouth of a gun barrel press into the base of my skull.

“Don’t try anything funny,” said a male voice. “And I’m pretty sure we both know what I mean by ‘funny.’”
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The killer stalked her because stalking was fun.

One game was to see how close to the edge of the woods he could get without the hitchhiker seeing him. Then to make small, odd sounds so that she became aware of something. But unaware of what was in those shadowy woods.

That game was fun.

Then he changed his own rules. He ran ahead and stepped out of the woods. Very briefly. Just long enough for the girl to see him. A quick glance, then he was gone.

The way her lithe young body stiffened was very appealing. She had long legs and long hair and tiny little breasts. She was maybe sixteen, but young for it. Bruises on her face. Running away from a heavy-handed father perhaps.

The girl stood there, uncertain, without a plan and without a direction, staring in the direction of the big, dark thing that had watched her from the road ahead.

She turned around, considering the road she’d walked. It was empty and it led back in a direction she could not go. Not if something had been bad enough to put her out alone on a road like this.

The girl waited for almost five full minutes, looking at the road, looking under the trees, seeing nothing because the killer allowed her nothing to see. Not even when she was looking directly toward where he crouched. She had human eyes and they were so weak.

He waited until she began walking again. Hesitantly at first, and then at a rapid clip. The girl wanted to be past this stretch of road.

The killer circled around and came out of the woods and crept onto the asphalt and moved up close enough to touch. Taking his time, waiting for that exquisite moment when the girl would inevitably turn to check behind her.

That was a new game.

He loved the way this one would end.
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I stood absolutely still.

No matter how fast I can do the change, it’s not fast enough to dodge a bullet. Besides, little known fact about werewolves. Head shots? Pretty much does it. Head shots will pretty much flip the switch on everything. Vampires, zombies, me. 

So, no, I didn’t try anything funny.

I stood there.

“You carrying?” the voice asked.

“Shoulder holster,” I told him. 

“Take it out with two fingers. Hand it to Antonio.”

I did. Antonio took it like it was radioactive. He looked scared and nervous and embarrassed. If this was a mugging, it wasn’t following the right pattern. 

“What else?” asked the guy with the gun.

“Blackjack. Rear pocket.”

“Okay. Remove it the same way. Ditto for your wallet. Hand them to the kid.”

“Got thirty bucks in my wallet,” I said, just to see how he’d react.

“Cute. See that bench? Put your hands in your pants pockets and go sit down. Do it real slow and we’ll stay friends.” 

I did what he asked and as I turned to sit, I got my first look at him. He was an All-American jock type. Six-two or so. Blond hair, blue eyes, white smile. Looked healthy but there was something in his eyes. Like maybe there was something freaky going on behind them. Something crazy, something dangerous. Something very, very dangerous. I discreetly sniffed but his scent was one hundred percent human. 

Not a wolf, but definitely an alpha.

“What’s the play?” I asked.

He ignored me and spoke to Antonio. “You sure this guy’s playing for the same team as you?”

Antonio paused, sniffed the air in my direction, paused again. “Pretty sure.”

“Check his ID.”

The kid did that. “Sam Hunter,” he said, reading my driver’s license. “Oh, hey. He has a private investigator’s license.”

“Read me the numbers.”

He did.

The guy with the gun held his Beretta 92F in a rock-steady hand. He looked at me, taking stock. “Okay, Mr. Hunter,” he said, “we’re going to have us a nice chat.”

“Uh-uh,” I said. “I showed you mine, now you show me yours. Who the hell are you?”

“What, you don’t think this is a mugging?”

I snorted.

“What would you say if I told you I was a cop?”

I shrugged. “You look the type. I used to be a cop.”

“Where?”

“Minneapolis.”

“What happened?”

“Got kicked out.”

“Why?”

“I don’t play well with others.”

“Other cops?”

I shrugged again. “It’s possible a couple of perps got dented while resisting.”

“What kind of perps? This a racial thing?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “I don’t like bullies. Not too crazy about guys who hurt women and kids.”

I watched his eyes while I said that. You can tell a lot from the way a guy reacts. Dickheads tend to grin. Closet-abusers get self-righteous about due process. By the book cops are merely disapproving. Guys who’ve walked some dark streets tend to connect with you on a purely nonverbal level—but the connection is there. Even guys who are good poker players always have a tell in moments like that.

This guy did.

There was the tiniest thinning of his lips. Not a friendly smile. Nothing like that. It was much more predatory, and there are different kinds of predators. There are the kinds who target the weak. And there are those with more of a Dexter vibe who don’t lose sleep if a child abuser has a hard time on the way to the station.

“Any of this going to come up if I run a background check on you?”

“My dismissal letter makes for quality reading,” I told him. 

“Okay,” he said, though he didn’t lower the gun. “New subject. What are you doing in Pine Deep?”

“What does it matter to you?”

“Not a two-way conversation, sparky. Answer the question.”

“I’m here on a case.”

“What case?”

“A police case. I’m working with local law on a series of unexplained deaths.”

“Who’s your contact here?”

“The chief of police. Malcolm Crow.”

Keeping his gun pointed at my forehead, he tapped his ear. “Bug, you get all this?”

I didn’t hear anything, but the guy did. “Copy that.”

“‘Bug’?” I asked. “You wearing a wire?”

He ignored me and stood in an attitude of listening. I couldn’t see his earbud or mic. Had to be high-tech stuff if it was that well-concealed. That changed my estimation of him from cop to some kind of federal agent. FBI or higher. Which made some sense if someone in the Justice Department was taking these deaths seriously. If there was any evidence to link the kills, then it made this a federal case.

Didn’t explain why he was holding a gun to my head.

“Okay,” he said, “thanks, Bug. Hit me with anything else you dig up.”

The jock looked me up and down for a few moments longer, then he lowered his gun. Lowered it, not put it away.

“You had a colorful career in the Cities,” he said. “Samuel Taylor Coleridge Hunter. How the fuck did you get hung with a name like that?”

“My parents read a lot,” I said. “And they’re a little weird.”

“Uh huh.”

“You got my background that fast?”

“I have good people.”

“How long have you been tailing me?”

“Since you left the Scarecrow.”

“Why’d you pick me?”

He nodded to Antonio. “My friend tagged you.”

“He wearing a wire too?”

“Does it matter?”

I changed tack. “You want to tell me who you are and why you pulled a gun on me?”

He glanced around at the darkened trees, then shrugged and holstered his piece. 

“Joe Ledger,” he said.

“FBI?”

“Same league, different team.”

“Care to tell me which team?”

“Not really.” He grinned at me. Son of a bitch had great teeth. I wanted to punch them down his throat.

“Can I have my gun and wallet back?”

“Antonio,” said Ledger, “give the man his wallet.”

The kid handed it to me and I slipped it into my pocket. I held my hand out for the gun.

“Let’s pretend you don’t need it right now,” said Ledger.

I lowered my hand.

“Okay, Mr. Mysterious. How about you tell me what in the fuck is going on.”

“You first,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here in Pine Deep.”

“I already told you.”

He gestured to the bench. “You gave me a headline, now give me the story.”

We sat, the two of us. Antonio stood a dozen feet away, my gun in his pocket. He fidgeted and looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but here.

I looked at Ledger. “The chief said there was someone asking questions around town. That’s you?”

He shrugged.

“If you’re already looking into these deaths, then you must know what’s going on. You know about me. Not about my background, but, you know…”

“You get weird and fuzzy,” he said. “Yeah, I know. Still borderline freaked out about it, but I know.”

“Which means the government knows?”

“Some parts of it do. Most don’t.”

“Am I about to get myself onto some kind of watch list? You guys have an X-Files thing for real?”

“X-Files is fiction, and it’s FBI,” he said. “I personally don’t give a rat’s hairy nuts about the things that go bump in the night unless those bumpy things have a political agenda.”

“I don’t.”

He touched his ear. “So I’m told. You’re a lapsed Independent. You haven’t voted since you left Minneapolis. Never been arrested at a rally. You’re not a person of interest in any way that matters to guys like me.”

“So why this set-up? You had Knick-Knack here lure me to where you could blindside me. Very slick, and I fell for it. But as your mysterious Bug must have told you, I’m not a player in anything political. I don’t even watch the debates. I think everyone in Washington needs a good foot up their ass, but I don’t have any aspirations to be the one doing the kicking. Is there any chance you’re going to stop being Mr. Cryptic and get to the fucking point?”

Ledger laughed. “Fair enough. This clandestine shit always makes me feel like a jackass.”

“See it from my side.”

He nodded. “But this isn’t a discussion, Sam. This is me interrogating you. This is you cooperating without reservation. This is me—much as I hate to do it—waving the Patriot Act in your face and not having to play quid pro quo. Sorry, but life’s a bitch like that.”

“Why don’t you just go ask the fucking chief of police?”

“I will. But he’s lower priority. And he’s kind of a dick,” said Ledger.

“You know him?”

“We’ve met. Besides, he’s an ordinary guy. You’re not. You’re definitely not, if Antonio is certain.”

“Absolutely,” said Antonio. “He’s like me.”

“I’m neither short nor black,” I said.

We all laughed.

Ledger said, “So, I want you to tell me why a werewolf private investigator—and I’m having a hard time saying those actual words—is in Pine Deep, Pennsylvania. I want to know what you know about the person or persons who committed these murders. I want to know if you have any connection to them, because I’m pretty damn sure you’re all members of the Hair Club for Weirdos. So, talk.”

“I think this conversation would make more sense if we included Chief Crow,” I said.

“I don’t.”

A voice behind him said, “I do.”

And there was the unmistakable sound of a pump shotgun being jacked.
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The girl turned around.

She saw the killer.

Of course she did. It was what she was meant to do.

He was fifty feet behind her, moving on all fours, grinning with all his teeth.

She screamed.

She screamed so loudly.

A shrill, piercing note that the killer was positive would live within his personal treasure trove of superb screams. It was a girl scream. A girl-woman scream. Filled with all of the dark imaginings of the child. And all of the understanding of the adult. It was as perfect as she was, this girl on the edge of womanhood. She, in all of her desperate, bruised beauty. Her defiled innocence. Her ripeness.

She ran.

Of course she ran.

He would have been disappointed, crushed, if she had not.

She dropped her backpack and her cheap little purse, and ran.

He let her run.

Another fifty feet. A hundred.

Two hundred.

And then he ran after.
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Joe Ledger turned. Slowly, without real concern.

Malcolm Crow stood twenty feet behind him, a Remington pump snugged into his shoulder.

Ledger smiled, got up, walked over, bent and picked up an unfired shell from where it had landed on the grass.

“Much as I appreciate the dramatics of pumping the shotgun—it’s a real nut-twister—it’s done purely for effect. You wouldn’t have come out here without a shell being already in the breech. Which means you had to eject one to make your entrance.”

He reached past the barrel and tucked the shell into the chief’s pocket.

Crow sighed and lowered the gun.

“It scares the piss out of most people,” he said.

“Hey,” said Ledger, “I’m not saying it didn’t work on me. I’ll probably have a pee stain on my Joe Boxers. Just making an observation. You see that on TV?”

“Yeah.”

“They always do it on TV. Saw one episode of The Walking Dead where a guy racked his gun twice.”

“Nice.”

They smiled at each other.

“Howdy, Chief Crow,” said Ledger.

“Howdy, Duke.”

I said, “Duke?”

Crow nodded. “First time we met he introduced himself as Marion Morrison. John Wayne’s real name.”

“Oh.”

“Flashed an FBI badge.”

Ledger shrugged. “It was convenient.”

Crow pushed past him and walked over to Antonio. He held out a hand and waited as the kid looked for and received a nod from Ledger. He handed my gun to Crow, who exhaled through his nose and handed it to me. 

I considered how much fun it would be to pistol-whip Ledger, but frankly didn’t like my chances. Not without changing. He looked like a happy-go-lucky dumb jock, but there was something behind that façade that troubled me. I had the feeling he could turn mean as a snake if he wanted to. I didn’t want him to.

Crow turned back to the agent. “We are going to have a frank conversation, Agent Whateveryournameis.”

“Joe Ledger.”

“Agent Ledger. Fine. We’re going to have a pow-wow, and if I get even a whiff of obstruction—”

“Or obfuscation,” I amended.

“—I will kick your ass out of Pine Deep. And before you ask, yes I think it can be done, and no I don’t give a cold shit what kind of federal juice you have or which agency you belong to. Am I making myself clear?”

“Crystal,” said Ledger, though it was also clear he was amused.

“Good. Let’s all go over to the Scarecrow.”

“Not your office?”

“No. The coffee sucks moose dick. Artie at the Scarecrow makes the best coffee in town.”

I said, “You don’t mind that it’s a bar?”

“Son,” he said, giving me a weary, pitying smile, “everyone I’ve ever met in this town drinks like a fish. Seeing it isn’t going to knock me off the wagon. This is Pine Deep. Besides, you two ass-clowns could use a few beers. Maybe it’ll help wash off the testosterone.”

“I’m in,” I said.

We all looked at Ledger.

“First round’s on me.”

Crow nodded to Antonio. “You want to do me a favor?”

“Um…sure.”

“You know Mike Sweeney?”

He swallowed and nodded.

“Go find him. Tell him where we are.”

Then Crow laid the barrel of his shotgun over his shoulder and nodded toward the lights of town. “Gentlemen, shall we—?”
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The killer ran at half speed most of the way.

He didn’t want to catch her.

Yet.

Where would the fun be in that?

He loped along, watching her legs pump, watching her hair bob. Watching her.

Aching for her.

Hungering.

In other times, in older times, he would have taken her a different way. Like he’d done in harbor towns throughout Southeast Asia. Like he’d done when crossing this country. Like he’d done more times than he could remember. Back then, when it was his old flesh that he wore and his weaker senses that he used, he still loved the chase, the catch, the tearing of clothes, the tearing of skin, the tearing of screams from young throats. Screams of fear. Screams of desperation. Screams of despair when they reached that critical moment when all fight and all flight were clearly failing. Screams of use. Screams of invasion. And screams filled with pleading as they tried to hold on to the bottom rung of life.

That had been different. Good for what it was, but not what it was now.

Now the killer wanted something different. Sex was fine, but it no longer thrilled him. It was too easy to get and too shallow a thing. No, what he wanted was the blood. The meat. The crack of bones between his teeth. The taste of all the several parts that made up a human life. Oils of different pungencies. The flavor of skin on the hand and how different it was than the flavors of thigh and breast and hip and throat.

She ran so hard. She tried so much to be part of her own future.

But she could not run that fast.

Because he could run so much faster.
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So, three guys walk into a bar.

Pint-sized badass of a town cop. Scary jock government agent. And me. Werewolf ex-cop PI.

Life has gotten very strange. 

Even by my standards.
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We took a table in a corner that was so dark I needed my cell phone light to read the menu. I ordered a Philly cheesesteak, fries, and a beer. Ledger liked that and asked for the same thing. Crow had a Diet Coke.

“Okay,” said Ledger, “cards on the table time.”

“That’d make a refreshing change,” observed Crow. “Let’s start with your real name and official status.”

There was no one seated within earshot, but even so Ledger lowered his voice. “Captain Joseph Edwin Ledger,” he said. “I work for a specialized group operating under executive order.”

“Name?”

“If I told you I’d have to kill you.” Ledger smiled as he said it.

“Not joking here,” said Crow. “I’m a half-step away from arresting you. I don’t care if you could squeeze enough federal juice to beat an obstruction of justice charge. I’m the chief of police and you have to identify yourself.”

Ledger nodded. “I used to be a cop,” he said. “In Baltimore. Worked homicide and then I was attached to Homeland. Mostly sitting on my ass working wiretaps. Then I caught the tail of something and when we yanked on it there was a dragon at the other end. I was in on the bust, which went south and everyone thought it would be fun to be stupid with guns. After that I was scouted by a group called the Department of Military Sciences.”

“Never heard of it,” said Crow.

“You wouldn’t. We fly pretty much below the radar.”

“Part of Homeland?”

“Parallel. A lot smaller, less red tape and bullshit. We target groups with cutting-edge bioweapons and other tech. Designer pathogens, man-portable nukes, that sort of thing.”

“Mad scientists?” said Crow, amused.

“The maddest.”

“So,” I said, “you’re James Bond.”

Ledger shook his head. “No laser-beam cufflinks. No ejector seats. And I prefer lagers to martinis.”

Crow sipped his diet piss-water. “Which doesn’t explain why you’re here. Again. Last time you were here you pretended to be FBI and you brought two thugs with you who claimed to be federal marshals. Which they weren’t.”

“Not as such, no.”

“You brought a lot of bad people to my town. You turned a farmhouse into the Battle of Bull Run.”

“I didn’t deal that play. We had a guy in witness protection who did something very stupid. Tried to reach out to some very bad people in hopes of uncovering some terrorists on American soil. Brought a lot of cockroaches out of the woodpile. Things got creative and the good guys rode their horses into the sunset.” Ledger paused. “I never did thank you for stepping in on that.”

Crow ran his finger around the rim of his glass. “I had no official involvement in that case. There was, I believe, no evidence of my ever having been there. Perhaps you’re mistaken.”

“Uh huh,” said Ledger. “Your nose grew two full inches when you said that.”

They sat there and looked at each other, and I had the impression that there was a lot I didn’t know about them. Not sure I actually wanted to know. I was already creeped out and probably way out of my depth here.

“Guys…going on the assumption that I have no idea what the fuck you two jokers are talking about, how about we circle around to the matter at hand?”

Crow leaned back in his chair, effectively breaking the connection. “All cards on the table,” he said.

“All cards on the table,” echoed Ledger. “Tell me about your investigation and then I’ll tell you why I’m here. I think we’ll find we’re working two ends of the same case.”

Crow nodded and went through it all. The murders in other towns, the deaths here. The lack of any visible federal investigation. Ledger said nothing. He ate his cheesesteak and listened. I noticed Crow glossed over the part about who and what Mike Sweeney was. When he got to the part about Limbus, Ledger began asking questions. He wanted to know everything either of us knew about that organization. Unfortunately, we didn’t know much. 

When it was my turn, I told them about my previous case with the mysterious organization. Naturally I omitted a few details—namely the nature of the real enemy in that case. I was still having nightmares about that.

I had my Limbus card with me, and he used his phone to photograph it and send the picture to his office. His contact there—presumably the “Bug” he’d been talking to earlier—got back to him and Ledger relayed the information to us. We didn’t like it.

“The number is fake. My guys traced it and it dead-ends. Understand something,” Ledger said, “we have some pretty nifty toys and we can trace darn near anything. We can’t trace that number. And it’s not re-routing tech. Our pingbacks tell us that there is nothing at the end of that line. Database searches on Limbus came up empty too. There are some obscure references to various groups using that name going back more than a hundred years, but so far we can’t tie any of it together.”

“You got all of this that fast?” asked Crow.

“Like I said, we have nifty toys. My people will continue to work on it. Maybe we’ll come up with something. We have to assume, though, that your office is bugged, Crow. And maybe this Limbus group has some informants in town.”

It was the logical answer, but Crow shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said.

“Has to be,” insisted Ledger.

Crow shrugged. “Not sure it does.”

Ledger let it go for now. The fact that he did made me wonder if he’d run up against other stuff that was equally weird. I sure as hell have. Ever since I went into business as a PI I’ve found that this world is a lot bigger, darker, and stranger than I ever thought. Werewolves are far from the only thing going bump in the night. And in my day, I’ve met things I don’t understand and things that terrify me.

Crow had that look too.

So did Ledger.

The three of us lapsed into a brief silence. We ate, we drank, we avoided each other’s eyes.

Finally, Ledger said, “Super soldiers.”

Crow paused, his glass halfway to his lips. “What now?”

“Super soldiers.”

“Super soldiers?” repeated Crow. “That’s what we think this is about?”

“Super soldiers?” I asked.

“Super soldiers,” said Ledger.

And when he said it, I could see it.

“Jesus Christ,” I said.
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The killer dragged the girl into the woods and ate her.

Not all of her.

Just the good parts.

He nearly wept for the beauty of it.

 

-42-

 

“We inherited this case,” Ledger said. “The first attacks happened in a small town near Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. Local law was called in when a couple of joggers running backroads to prepare for a marathon smelled something nasty. Mounties checked out an abandoned warehouse and—”

“Seriously?” I asked. “An abandoned warehouse?”

“I know. It’s cliché, but you have to respect the classics. Anyway, they found two bodies pretty much torn to beef jerky. Been there about a week. Back door was open, so the locals had to conclude that the corpses had been bitten post-mortem by animals.”

“Let me guess which kind of animal,” said Crow dryly.

“Wolves aren’t entirely unknown in Canada,” said Legder. “Even if they’re not exactly common in Saskatoon. The coroner’s report, though, cited blunt force trauma as the cause of death. Murder weapon unknown, but presumably heavy and soft.”

He looked at me. So did Crow.

“What?”

“If you wanted to arrange a crime scene in a way that would muddy the investigation, how would you do it? Specifically, you.”

I felt my face getting hot. I don’t like to be put on the spot and I have never once in my adult life had anyone call me out for being what I was. Ledger was doing exactly that. It was so fucking weird. What was weirder still was that neither of these guys looked particularly freaked by this line of questioning. They weren’t spooked by it. I was.

So fucked up.

I cleared my throat. “Um…well, I guess I’d, you know, change, and, you know, maybe, um, hit the guys and, well…”

Crow and Ledger burst out laughing. They howled. Ledger slapped his thighs. Crow put his face in his hands and his whole body shook. My face was actually burning now. 

In a creaking, wheezing voice, Crow said, “He’s embarrassed by being a were…were…”

The rest of it dissolved into laughter.

Joe Ledger began singing Werewolves of London, and Crow joined him for the “Wahoooo” chorus.

“I am going to kill both of you,” I said.

That made them laugh harder.

“Seriously. Headshots. Bury you out in the country.”

There were tears on Crow’s cheeks.

I glared at them.

“Yeah, well…fuck you.”

Then I was laughing too.
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The killer heard something and he raised his head. He’d been cradling the girl’s head, sniffing her hair, but now there was a sound in the woods.

The killer tossed the head into the bushes and rose to smell the breeze. He was covered in blood, and the smell of the girl’s life was like strong perfume, blotting out most of what was exhaled on the forest’s breath.

He moved away from the kill, going deeper into the woods, following the sound. Smelling the air. He changed halfway so that he had arms but still had claws, and he climbed a tree. 

There.

Way over there, a mile away or more, was the big red-haired policeman.

The local wolf, he thought.

Coming this way.

The killer shimmied down the tree, turned away from the half-eaten girl, and ran.

Was this local wolf blunted to the subtleties of the hunt? He wondered that as he ran.

He dared the wolf to pick up his scent. He dared him to follow.

He dared this pup to find him. 
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Eventually Ledger got back to his story. More beer was involved. The other patrons at the Scarecrow moved even farther away from the three loud, obnoxious crazy people in the corner.

“Anyway, anyway,” said Ledger, bringing it all down to earth, “there was a second set of murders in Manitoba. A third on Prince Edward Island. In each case there were two or more corpses. All mutilated. Each one in situations where there was another convenient possible cause of death. Industrial accidents, car crashes. You get the picture.”

“Who put it all together?” asked Crow.

Ledger smiled. “A computer. We have a great pattern-recognition software package. It trolls interagency databases. Mostly used to scout for terrorist activity, but every once in a while, it coughs out something that’s simply weird.”

“Even so,” I said, “what was the connecting factor? There are a lot of strange, violent deaths.”

Ledger nodded his approval. “Location, location, location. In each case, the deaths occurred within twenty miles, give or take, of a known—or suspected—lab.”

“What kind of lab?” I asked.

“Bioweapons research.”

Crow shook his head. “Then your computer is wonky, ‘cause there’s nothing like that in Pine Deep. Nothing even remotely like it.”

Ledger gave him a long, hard look. “How much of your pension would you like to bet on that?” 

“Wait,” said Crow, “what?”

“Yup, there is a bioweapons R&D facility in your own little slice of rural heaven.”

“Run by whom?”

“That’s a different question. It’s sure as hell not run by the US government. I know that for a fact.”

“Are you talking about a private lab?” I asked. “Something attached to a pharmaceutical company?”

“No. We don’t have those here either,” said Crow, who was getting very angry now.

“Then what?” I asked. “Private sector working on something they want to sell to Uncle Sam?”

Ledger shook his head. “I wish. No, gentlemen, I think what we have here is a clandestine and highly illegal lab. Probably funded by a terrorist group. And one that’s highly mobile. I think it’s been moving around North America doing research on the fly.”

We digested that, but it was a hard pill to swallow.

“How sure are you?” I asked.

“Pretty sure.”

“Based on what evidence?” demanded Crow.

“Based on a shitload of supposition and some negative reasoning,” said Ledger. He drank the last of his beer and signaled for another. “Let’s look at the facts, shall we? We have a series of murders in rural areas. Each murder has been orchestrated to look like an accident. Because of the nature of the injuries, they haven’t been able to totally sell it, but enough so that no one in authority has been enthusiastic enough to start an international or even interstate investigation. Right now there’s too much room for doubt.”

Crow and I reluctantly agreed.

“Whoever these folks are, they have access to, or have somehow created, lycanthropes.”

“Look at you using technical words,” said Crow.

“I went to college,” said Ledger. “We can suppose that they have more than one, because of the nature of the crime scenes. There’s signs of evidence tampering that could not have been done in the absence of hypernormal physical strength.”

“How did you make the jump from that to, um, lycanthropes?” I asked.

Ledger smiled. “Rumors in the pipeline.” When it was clear that Crow and I wanted more than that, he explained. “There’s been talk about this for a while now. Ever since Dr. Broussard found the lycanthropic gene and—”

“Whoa!” I said immediately. “Doctor who found what?”

“Ah,” he said, “I would have thought that someone of your kind would have known about that. No? Okay, well, Broussard is a French molecular biologist working with a team in Switzerland. They’ve been indexing the genes that are known in the tabloids as ‘junk DNA.’ Turns out, they’re not junk. You guys up on your genetics? No? I’ll try to flatten it out for you. In genomics they’ve found that about 98% of our DNA is what they called ‘noncoding.’ Some of this noncoding DNA is transcribed into functional noncoding RNA molecules, while others are not transcribed or give rise to RNA transcripts of unknown function. Follow me?”
“I have no idea what the fuck you just said,” I admitted.

“Lost me on the first curve,” said Crow.

Ledger grinned. “Yeah, a couple of years ago I didn’t understand any of this shit. It’s become a kind of job requirement.”
“Weird job,” I suggested.

“You have no idea. Anyway, the amount of this noncoding DNA varies species to species. Like I said, 98% of the human genome is noncoding while only about 2% of, say, a typical bacterial genome is noncoding.”

“I think I almost understood that,” said Crow.

“At first, most of the noncoding DNA had no known biological function—emphasis on known—and someone hung the nickname ‘junk DNA’ on it. But there are teams all over the world working to unlock the secrets of those genes. Dr. Broussard’s team has been working on chimeric genes and—”

“On what?”

“Chimeric. Genes that change their nature, or that change what they code for. They’re a brand-new branch of evolutionary science. Broussard’s pretty much ready to prove that a lot of theriomorphic phenomena in world folklore—and that means things that change shape—”

“I know.” Crow and I said it at the same time.

“—are not part of some weirdo supernatural shit,” continued Ledger, “but are evidence that genetics is a much, much bigger field than we thought. It’s Broussard’s belief that werewolves are a genetic offshoot of good ol’ homo sapiens sapiens.”

We said nothing.

“And, before you ask, there are other examples of chimeric genes. I had a tussle a couple of years ago with upierczy.”

“That’s a kind of Russian vampire,” said Crow quietly.

“Homo vampiri,” said Ledger. “Now fully documented, though we haven’t released that to the press yet. The upierczy are some nasty fucks. They call themselves the Red Knights, and even though they’re not supernatural, they are still every damn bit as scary.”

“You don’t believe in the supernatural?” asked Crow.

“Not really,” said Ledger, but his tone was mildly evasive. It was clear he didn’t want to travel down that side road. 

“How does that connect to an illegal bioweapons lab in my backyard?” asked Crow.

Ledger shrugged. “Most of the labs doing illegal bioweapons research tend to be either offshore or hidden.”

“Hollowed-out volcanoes?” I suggested.

“Close enough. A few are on ships in international waters. Or hidden in oil refineries. Places where they can hide science teams, where people come and go, and where large shipments of supplies are routine. We busted one in a container yard in Baltimore last year and another on a freight train operating out of the Pacific Northwest. We’ve found mini-labs in RVs, in mobile homes, and in your generic abandoned or short-leased warehouses. Computer and lab equipment is getting more compact every day and it’s easier to have a grab-it-and-go lab than before. And there are what amount to virtual labs, where everyone is networked through Wi-Fi so they don’t all have to be in the same physical location. I think that’s what we’re hunting for here. Someone is messing around with lycanthrope DNA. Your basic homo sapiens canis lupis. Broussard’s term, not mine.”

“Even so, how’d you get to werewolves?” asked Crow.

“Hair and fiber recovered from victims. We, um, hijacked some of the lab reports and sent them to Broussard’s people for sequencing. Rang all the right bells. And the genes show clear sign of after-market manipulation. Transgenics, gene therapy, all sorts of stuff.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “Our theory is that someone is trying to build a better werewolf. I don’t know about you gents, but that pretty much scares the shit out of me.”
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The killer ran and the local wolf ran after.

They chased each other through the woods for long minutes, and then the killer broke and ran through a stream and shed his pursuer like a snake sheds a skin.

After ten full minutes of running, the killer stopped and went to high ground. He searched in all directions for the local wolf. For the pup.

And found nothing.

He sneered in contempt.

A wolf that could not follow a living scent was no wolf at all. He deserved to be gutted and left to rot.

The killer made a mental promise to see that done.
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“Why the fuck would someone want to do that?” I demanded.

“Two words,” said Ledger. “Super soldier.”

“Like Captain America with fur?” suggested Crow.

“More like Captain Russia or Captain North Korea, or something like that,” said Ledger. “But in broad terms, sure. Why not? If you can make the science work, and if that science isn’t all that expensive—and if you’re starting with actual werewolves it wouldn’t be—why not give it a shot? Of course, it’s more cost effective and logistically sound to do something like this, to draw from the local populace of your enemy. If you can find lycanthropes within a target country and recruit them, then it reduces the likelihood of political fallout. It’s always easier to disown a traitor than explain away a spy. Plus, given that there actually are werewolves, then imagine the psychological and religious implications. That kind of thing would do real harm. Actual monsters.”

Crow and I sat there and chewed on that. Kind of choked on it going down.

It also made me review some of my own encounters with what I’ve always thought were supernatural elements. Was Ledger right? Were these things really part of a much bigger version of “natural science”? Like the way physics has had to expand to embrace both Einstein’s relativity and Max Planck’s quantum physics, and was being stretched further to take in chaos theory, string theory, and other crazy shit that I can’t even begin to understand?

Vampires? Sure, the ones I met didn’t turn into bats or command storms. None of that nonsense. And me? The phases of the moon didn’t mean dick to me. Maybe it was all evidence that Mother Nature was a freaky bitch.

Demons and ghosts? Jury would have to deliberate a little longer on that. And that wasn’t a topic I wanted to float with Ledger. Or Crow, though I was beginning to suspect that he knew more about this than all of us.

“What about that kid Antonio?” I asked. “Is he part of this mad science bullshit?”

Ledger shook his head. “No. He’s a friend of a friend.”

Crow made a twirling motion with his index finger, indicating that he wanted more of an answer than that.

“One of the guys that works with me, a computer super-geek, travels in some of the same circles as Antonio. When the Broussard thing came up, this friend of mine did some covert Net searches. Very much on the DL, and based on message board posts, Facebook searches, and other data, he made a list of people who might actually be lycanthropes hiding within regular society.”

“More NSA spy shit?” asked Crow, but Ledger ignored that.

“How many names?” I asked.

“A few,” said Ledger, but he wouldn’t go any deeper into that. All he said was, “Antonio Jones popped up on the list, and it happened to be that my friend knew him from some sci-fi and horror conventions. The kid’s Facebook photo was of him in full make-up as a werewolf, except—”

“Except it was real?” 

“Yup.”

“That’s nuts,” I said, but I found it funny too. “Hiding in plain sight.”

Crow grunted. “Kind of makes you wonder.”

“Yes, it does,” Ledger agreed.

“So where does all this leave us?” I asked. “I mean, I can kind of buy this werewolf super soldier thing, and I’ve seen firsthand the kind of damage these assholes are willing to do, but…what now? We have a theory and no facts. Do you Mission: Impossible cats have any leads?”

Ledger sighed. “Not yet. I was kind of hoping you fellas could help with that.”

“Why us?” asked Crow.

“’Cause you got a werewolf working for you.”

“Meaning me?” I asked.

“Meaning your deputy,” said Ledger. “Meaning Officer Michael Sweeney. Meaning your adopted son.”

Crow said nothing. His expression was completely blank. He hadn’t mentioned Mike Sweeney.

So I asked. “What makes you think that?”

“Antonio,” said Ledger.

“Balls,” said Crow.

“Funny old world,” said Ledger.

Which is when Crow’s cell phone rang. He looked at it and made a face.

“It’s him.”

He held up a finger for silence as he took the call. Mostly, he listened. 

Then he said, “Stay right there. Don’t do anything. You hear me, Mike? You stay right where you are and wait. I’m bringing plenty of backup. No, I don’t mean Otis and Farley. Don’t worry, we’ll be there in a hot minute.”

He closed the phone and got to his feet.

“What is it?” Ledger and I both asked.

“Mike thinks he found them.”
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Ledger’s car was right outside. A Ford Explorer that had gotten some kind of upgrade. The engine was quiet as a whisper, but the fucking thing could move. Crow rode shotgun, I was in the back.

“Buckle up, kids,” said Ledger. He wasn’t joking. He drove it like a getaway car.

“I only have two spare magazines,” said Crow.

Ledger laughed at that. “I got enough shit in the back to invade Iran. Now tell me about Sweeney. What exactly did he find?”

Crow said that Mike was hunting the woods, trying to pick up the trail of the werewolves who’d wrecked the bike. He picked up a fresher scent, and for a while thought he was going to run another wolf to ground. Didn’t happen that way though, and he followed that to a blockhouse in the woods that was sometimes used by the EPA when they sent their teams in. Some universities leased it for use too. There’s some oddball flora and fauna in the woods near Pine Deep.

“Mike said that the trail led to a shed attached to the blockhouse, and he thought that the rear wall might be phony. That’s when he backed out and called me.”

“You know this blockhouse?” asked Ledger.

“Sure.” Crow gave him precise directions out of town, then began calling turns onto small side roads. Pretty soon we were driving roads so narrow and overgrown that weeds and branches brushed both sides of the car.

“I bet the last guy to use this road wore feathers,” complained Ledger.

We went deep into the state forest and way off the grid.

As we drove, Ledger caught my eye in the rearview. “This lycanthrope thing is pretty much new to me, and I’ll be the first to admit that it’s freaking me out.”

“Doesn’t show,” I said.

“Feel it on the inside. My nuts crawled up inside my chest cavity and they don’t seem to want to come down.”

“You afraid of me?” I asked.

“Of course I am, you freak. You’re a fucking werewolf. I have a fucking werewolf in my car. I am driving to meet another werewolf who is waiting to lead me to a nest of super-soldier werewolves. So, yeah, I’m afraid. I’d worry about anyone who said they weren’t scared.”

I grinned at him.

“Don’t do that,” he said. “You look like Hannibal fucking Lecter.”

“Sorry.”

“Tell me something,” Ledger continued. “When you do that, um, change… How much of you is you and how much is the wolf?”

“One and the same.”

“That’s not enough of an answer, man. I need to know if I have to keep an eye on you. I mean, do I need to worry about you looking at me and thinking I’m on the menu?”

For some reason I couldn’t adequately explain, I found that to be moderately offensive.

“No,” I said. 

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

He gave me another look. A hard one. “Be sure.”

We drove the rest of the way in silence.
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Crow had Ledger pull off onto a side road that ran fifty feet and dead-ended in the woods. 

“It’s a mile from here,” he said. “Best if we go in on foot.”

We all agreed to that.

Ledger popped the back of the Explorer and opened a big, flat metal box. Inside there were handguns, rifles, shotguns, boxes of rounds, and even some grenades.

“Party favors,” said Ledger.

“Sweet Mother of Pearl,” said Crow as he selected a bandolier fitted to hold a dozen loaded magazines. His sidearm was a Glock .40 and there were plenty of magazines for him. Ledger put one on as well, with mags for his Beretta. He also took an A-12 combat shotgun with a big drum filled with buckshot and Frag-12 fragmentation grenades.

“For when you want to send the very best,” said Ledger. I saw him check the spring of his rapid-release folding knife too. Then he glanced at me. “What about you?”

I had my gun and two magazines, but that was all I needed. “Less I carry, the less I have to go back later and find. But…any chance you have an extra pair of sweatpants or something?”

“I have BDU pants. My size, but you can roll up the cuffs. Why?”

“Because I tend to ruin my clothes when I change, unless I strip out first. And if we walk away from this, I doubt you want me going commando on your back seat.”

He grinned, took the rolled-up extra pants and tucked them into the back of his belt.

We moved off into the woods. Crow texted Mike to let him know we were coming. Ledger was good in the woods. Fast and silent, like me. Crow knew how to move through nature too, but he had a limp. We had to slow down to let him keep pace with us. Even so, a mile was nothing and it fell away in a few quick minutes.

I smelled Mike before I saw him.

But he was closer than I would have liked. He was smart enough to come at us downwind. I turned a split second before he deliberately stepped on some dry grass. A moment later Crow and Ledger turned too.

Mike waved us down behind some dense bushes. Beyond them, built into a downslope of a long hill, was a box made from cinderblock. Boring, utilitarian, and stained by forest rains and insect slime. The structure was sixty-by-ninety, with a small shed built onto the east corner. Mike pointed to a clump of pines and in the shadows we could see three cars. An SUV and two sedans. Then he dug into a pocket and produced a handful of important-looking wires. Those cars weren’t going anywhere.

The young officer nodded to the building. “I picked up a scent in the woods and followed it. Lost it a couple of times because I think he knew he was being followed. He went into the stream for a while, but I found him again. Stayed downwind and tracked him here. Saw him go inside the shed, but when I checked he wasn’t there. It’s rigged to look like a tool shed, but the back wall’s a dummy. Couldn’t find the lock or handle though.”

Ledger nodded. “That’s good police work, kid.”

Sweeney gave him a stony go-fuck-yourself look. Crow patted him on the shoulder.

We watched the building for a few minutes. 

“Don’t see any security cameras,” I said. 

“Could be hidden,” mused Ledger. “But I don’t think so. I think this is a temporary set-up. The fact that it’s half a mile from No-fucking-Where is their security system. It’ll be different inside. Guys like this always have lots and lots of guns.”

“So do we,” said Crow.

“They also have super soldiers.”

“So do we.”

Ledger nodded. He cut a look at Sweeney and at me. “And people wonder why I drink.”

“Okay, coach,” I said to Ledger. “This seems to be your ballgame. What’s the play?”

Before he could answer there was a sound behind us. Very small. Very furtive.

We spun around, guns coming up. The wolf that lives inside of me nearly jumped out. Must have been the same with Sweeney.

A small figure staggered out of the brush behind us.

Antonio Jones.

And he was covered in blood.

He reached out a hand toward us. His mouth worked as he fought to speak. Then his eyes rolled up and he pitched forward.
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Ledger and Sweeney moved at the same time. They closed on Antonio so fast it was like they blurred. With Mike I could understand the speed. The wolf was right there beneath his skin, it glared out through his eyes all the time. Ledger was just a man, but moved with a speed and economy of motion that called to mind an expression I once read in an article about Jesse Owens. “Oiled grace.”

He reached Antonio first and caught the kid as he fell and lowered him to the ground. We all huddled around him. 

“Jesus,” I breathed.

The kid was a mess.

Someone had beat the shit out of him. They’d cut him up. There were long ragged gashes in his face and chest and stomach. His hands were bloody, his knuckles visibly broken. Whatever had happened, he’d put up one hell of a fight.

Ledger wiped blood from the kid’s eyes and mouth. Crow took his pulse. Mike pulled off his own uniform shirt and began ripping it into strips that I pressed against the worst of the cuts. Antonio’s eyelids fluttered and opened.

“What happened, kid?” asked Ledger, bending close.

“I…I…” The young man’s voice faltered. “I…tried to…stop…”

He coughed and blood bubbled at the corners of his mouth.

It took a while, but the kid mastered himself through an admirable effort of will. Sometimes you find strength in the strangest of places. This kid had some grit. 

He told us that he saw the three of us leave the Scarecrow and was hurrying down the street to catch up, but we drove off. Then he saw two men hurry out of the bar, get into a car and follow. Antonio didn’t like the look of them. Or the smell. He got his scooter and tailed them. The car was well behind Ledger’s Explorer, and once out in the country it turned off and went up a logger’s road. Antonio might have let it go, but he was positive that at least one of those men was a werewolf. So he followed. When he described the road, Crow and Mike nodded. The logger’s road changed to a Forest Service road three miles outside of town and then crossed into the state forest. Antonio, thinking that these men might be heading for the hidden lab Ledger had told him about, kept following.

He lost the car twice, and when he found it a third time, not more than a mile east of where we all knelt, the men were in the process of hiding the car with boughs they cut from the trees. They heard the scooter, and before Antonio could turn it around and get the hell out of there, the two men changed into wolfshape and ran him down. 

There was one hell of a fight.

Antonio was sure he injured one of them pretty badly, but he took too much damage to keep fighting. The other one—a big son of a bitch that Antonio described as “maybe Indian or Asian,” was the one who took the kid apart. He slashed and bit him and beat him nearly to death. To get away, Antonio threw himself down a steep hill, fell into a river, and damn near drowned. The men gave up the chase, probably figuring him for dead. Antonio managed to get to the bank. When he climbed up the hill on the other side to try and find a road, he saw Ledger’s car drive past with us in it.

He followed and found us here.

We exchanged looks. This was one impressive young man. Tougher than he looked, with big, clanking balls.

Antonio, spent from telling his tale and nearly ruined by the fight with the other werewolves, passed out and lay silent.

Ledger leaned close to me. “You know this lycanthrope stuff, Sam. Aren’t you guys supposed to be able to heal fast? Some kind of hyperactive wound repair system? Or is this kid going to die on us here?”

I hesitated. We Benandanti have a lot of specialized knowledge. Things about who we are and what we are. My mother, grandmother, and aunts were all very specific about keeping that information confidential. About sharing it with no one outside of the family. Not even with other werewolves.

So, naturally I had to give that a little thought before I answered. I glanced at Mike.

He shook his head. “I never had anyone to teach me how this all works,” he admitted. “I’ve been hurt a few times. I know how fast I heal, but I’m not the same as Antonio. Or you.”

His eyes were a strange and artificial blue. He reached up and pinched his eye, removing a contact lens. Then another. The eyes that were revealed were not human eyes at all. Nor were they werewolf eyes. They were as red as blood and ringed with gold.

Joe Ledger said, “What the fuck?”

I didn’t say shit. Not sure I could have. Whatever he was, Mike Sweeney was a lot more than a werewolf. I was damn sure he wasn’t even remotely human.

Ledger edged back, shaken and pale. “What in the wide blue fuck are you?”

Sweeney smiled. A rare thing for him. It was not the kind of smile you ever want to see. On anyone. Not even in a horror movie.

“What am I?” he asked, and for a moment even the timbre of his voice was all wrong. Too deep. Too strange. “I have no idea.”

Crow touched Mike’s shoulder but looked at us. “Mike’s family tree is moderately complicated. Maybe one of these days we can talk about it.”

“Or maybe not,” said Mike.

“Or maybe not,” agreed Crow. “Right now, though, we got to help this kid. You have anything, Sam? Benandanti are supposed to be the secret keepers of the werewolves. Or something like that, am I right?”

“Something like that,” I mumbled.

They all looked at me. I looked down at the kid.

Poor little bastard really put his ass on the line. Tried to make a difference.

“Sorry, Grandma,” I said.

“What?” asked Ledger.

“Nothing.” I held my hand out to him. “Give me your knife.”

He didn’t hesitate, but instead reached for the rapid-release knife, snapped his wrist to lock the blade in place, and offered it to me, handle-first.

I took it and looked at my reflection in the polished steel. “Understand something,” I said. “I’m going on what I’ve been told. I’ve never actually done this before.”

“Kid’s going to die,” said Ledger.

“This is a gamble,” I said. “This might kill him faster.”

Crow shook his head. “A small chance is better than none at all.”

Ledger and Sweeney nodded. 

“Do it,” said Ledger.

I put the edge of the knife against the heel of my left palm, took a deep breath to steady my nerves, and let the wickedly sharp blade do its work. Bright red blood welled from the small cut.

“Open his mouth,” I said, and Mike put two fingers between the kid’s teeth and then splayed them to push open Antonio’s mouth. I clenched my fist to increase the blood pressure, and when the blood began rolling over my hand and down my wrist, I extended my arm and let the first fat drops fall. They splashed his lips, his teeth, and then vanished into the darkness of his open mouth.

The old ritual says to use seven drops.

Seven, the number of heaven.

I gave him seven and one to grow on and then put my cut hand into my own mouth and sucked off the last drops of blood. When I removed my hand, the cut was already closed. Kind of freaky. Grandma hadn’t told me about that part.

Ledger, who had gone pale earlier, went milk-white now.

“That,” he said thickly, “is some weird-ass voodoo bullshit.”

I grinned at him. I probably still had blood on my own teeth. “Welcome to my world.”

Crow smiled too. “Welcome to Pine Deep.”

Mike Sweeney said nothing, but his red eyes burned into mine.

On the ground Antonio Jones groaned once, twitched.

And died.
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We tried everything.

CPR.

Mouth to mouth.

Everything.

But the kid’s body settled into a terminal stillness. No pulse. No nothing.

I turned away and felt tears in my eyes. I balled my fist and drove it into the top of my thigh. Over and over again.

Son of a bitch.

Son of a motherfucking bitch.

This wasn’t right.

It wasn’t fair.

When I turned back, no one would meet my eyes.

Crow looked old and tired. Sweeney got up and walked back to the line of shrubs that separated us from the blockhouse. Ledger, he sat there looking down at the kid, shaking his head slowly.

He was the only one who said anything though. “You tried, man. At least you tried.”

Before I even knew I was going to do it I grabbed a fistful of his shirt and pulled him halfway to his feet. “Fuck you, asshole. You should never have brought a kid into this. This shit is on you.”

Ledger looked at me. If he was afraid of me, it no longer showed. He placed his hand on mine and pressed two fingers into nerve clusters. He did it without effort and my hand popped open. Just like that. Ledger gently pushed me back.

“Don’t ever do that again, Sam.” His voice was very calm. It wasn’t a request and it was somehow more than a threat. He walked forward very slowly, which made me walk backward. Ledger got so close that his forehead and mine were touching. It might have looked like an intimate moment. Two close friends, two brothers, two mourners at a funeral. 

But this wasn’t that. This was alpha and wolf. His voice was very soft.

“You’re letting emotions get in the way of your better sense. Don’t. That’s what happens to people when they get caught up in this kind of thing. They need to assign blame and because the bad guys are usually out of reach, they lash out at whoever’s close. The thing about that is—it’s what those assholes want. They count on it. Terrorism isn’t about overwhelming force. It’s about fear. It’s about grief. It’s about confusion.”

“This isn’t terrorism—” I began, but he cut me off.

“The fuck it isn’t. That’s the only thing this is about. These sons of bitches killed that kid. They fucked us all up in doing it.”

“It’s not right!” I growled.

“Shhh. Quiet now,” he said. “No, it’s not right. None of this is about right or wrong. None of it. It’s about evil. It’s about darkness. That’s what this is about. These fuckers want to shut out all the lights. Everyone’s lights. They want to be the boogeymen in the dark. That’s what they do so they can feel powerful.”

I said nothing. Ledger moved his head back a few inches so I could see his eyes. They were cold and they were hard, but I saw a bottomless pain there. Endless hurt. I could feel Crow and Sweeney watching us.

“Sam, the guys who did this are the same ones who killed the guy on the motorcycle and all those other civilians. That’s what they do. They don’t have the balls to go to war with warriors, so they try to cripple us by targeting the innocent. The civilians. The ones who can’t protect themselves. If you lose your shit, then that guarantees a win for them. Is that what you want?”

“No,” I said hoarsely.

“No,” he agreed. 

“This…this isn’t my sort of thing,” I said. 

“What is your sort of thing?”

“When I take on a client, it’s like they become part of my…” The word stuck in my throat. I wanted him to understand. I didn’t want to sound like an idiot. But I said it anyway. “When I take on a client, it’s like they become part of my pack.”

He studied me and nodded slowly. “And you’ll do anything for your pack.”

It wasn’t a statement.

I nodded.

He took his wallet out, removed a dollar bill, and stuffed it into my shirt pocket. “Consider that a retainer from Antonio Jones. He’s your client. When this is over, if we’re both standing on our feet, you can bill me for the rest.”

“I’ve already been paid.”

“By who?”

“Limbus.”

“Fuck Limbus. They’re not here. That kid is. You’re working for him. And if there was ever a client who deserved to be in your pack, then he’s it.”

I shook my head, but even I didn’t know if that was a denial of his words or a refusal to accept all of this bullshit.

“So what’s the alternative?” asked Ledger. “We could fall back and wait for reinforcements and hope that these bastards don’t slip away while we’re waiting.”

“No.”

“Or we can cowboy up and go in there and prove to these motherfuckers that they don’t have a right to do these things. That they aren’t allowed to do this. That there is punishment for it.”

I cleared my throat. “We could be walking right into a trap. We don’t know what’s waiting for us in there.”

Ledger smiled. His smile was every bit as alien and as awful as Mike Sweeney’s had been. “Maybe,” he conceded. “But they don’t know what’s waiting for them out here.”

It took me a few seconds, but then I felt a smile growing on my own face. I couldn’t see it, but I was sure it wasn’t one I’d want to look at in the bathroom mirror.
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Ledger put a call in to his people and told them to come running. But best estimate was forty minutes. We couldn’t risk that kind of time.

We decided to hit the place ourselves.

Ledger mapped out a plan. It was ugly, dangerous as hell, probably insane, and definitely suicidal.

We all agreed to it.

It had somehow become that kind of day.
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We crowded into the shed. 

Ledger took some goodies from his pockets and explained them as he set to work. The first thing was a pocket sensor that identified which wall of the shed had a door hidden behind it. That was easy. Finding the lock and door handle took a little longer, but Ledger found it. There was a knot in the wood of the back wall. It was phony and hid a pressure switch. Ledger produced a second gizmo that would let us know if the door was wired with bombs. It wasn’t, which provided less of a relief than I would have thought. Then he took what looked like a Fruit Roll-Up from a metal tube, flattened it out, peeled off a plastic cover and pressed it in place over the switch. He pushed a small electronic detonator into the putty-like material.

“Blaster plaster,” he explained. “Very high-tech pressure-reactive chemical explosive.” He held up a small trigger device. “Let’s get out of dodge.”

We went outside and over the edge of the hill. 

“Once I trigger it, we’re committed. We go in hard and fast and it’s fuck you to anyone inside. Anything past that door is no longer American soil and whoever’s in there is to be considered an enemy combatant.” 

“Is that legal?” asked Crow.

“Do you care?” Ledger said.

“On the whole, not much.”

Ledger nodded. “It’ll get loud and smoky. Everyone keeps their shit wired tight. You check your targets. I do not want a bullet up my ass.”

“What do we do if they want to surrender?” I asked.

“We let them,” said Ledger. “We’re not murderers, Sam. For right now we’re soldiers. Rules of engagement apply. You good with that?”

We all were.

We were all scared too.

Even Mike, though it didn’t show. I could smell it. Faint, but there.

Ledger was the coolest, but he had a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead. No doubt. After all, this wasn’t a cell of al-Qaeda. These were monsters. Scary monsters. Scarier than me, and I have my moments. Super-soldier werewolves. If there’s a worst-case scenario that trumps that, please do not fucking tell me.

Ledger held up the trigger. “Good guys win, bad guys lose.”

We nodded.

As the Bible says, we girded our loins.

He pressed the trigger.

The blast was impressive.

The shed stopped being a shed and became a rapidly expanding cloud of splinters and dust that blew over and past us. The door disintegrated and a big chunk of the interior wall blew inward.

Ledger was up and moving before the first echo of the blast could bounce back at us from the surrounding trees. He had his pistol up, laser sight stabbing through the smoke. He bellowed through the thunder.

“Federal agents! Put your weapons down. Put your hands in the air. Do it now! Do it now!”

It was rhetoric. It was like saying hello.

None of us expected them to comply.

And, fuck it, they didn’t.

 

-53-

 

We crowded behind him. 

Crow and Mike Sweeney.

Me.

All of us with guns.

We ran into dense smoke and burst through into the blockhouse, none of us really knowing what to expect. I had a kind of Doctor Frankenstein thing in my head. Arcane science, secret experiments.

It wasn’t like that.

There were two folding tables on which were laptops. And a third table crowded with some scientific junk. Open metal cases, high-pressure injection guns, alcohol swabs, IV bags. That was it. The whole shebang could have fit into the trunk of a midsized sedan. No exotic machinery, no bubbling vats or towering electrodes. This was twenty-first century micro-science. Transgenics on the go. 

But the equipment wasn’t important to us. Not at the moment.

The occupants of the room were.

We were expecting two, maybe three of them. A handful at the outside. Some science geeks and a couple of their pet monsters.

Yeah, that’s what we were hoping for.

Fuck.

There were fifteen people in the room.

Two of them were Korean. Both in lab coats. Both pencil-neck geeks. North Korean, as we later found out.

The others were homegrown. Twelve men, one woman. Americans and Canadians.

And every single one of them was a werewolf.

Every.

Single.

One.

Ledger put the red dot of his laser sight on the chest of the nearest man. A guy who looked like a baseball player. Fit, long-legged, rangy. The man was ten feet from Ledger.

“Hands on your head right now!” bellowed Ledger.

For just a split second it all held together. A tableau. Them and us, with ghosts of smoke drifting around us.

Then the man grabbed the shoulder of one of the Korean scientists and hurled him at Ledger.

Not shoved him.

Hurled.

The scientist went flying into the air, well off the ground, arms pinwheeling, legs kicking, right at Ledger. The agent was able to twist out of the way and the screaming Korean hit Crow. They went down hard.

Then all hell broke loose.

The crowd rushed at us, and even as I swung my gun toward the nearest, he stopped being a man and became a wolf. It was the fastest change I’d ever seen, and I’ve seen my grandmother do the shift. She could do it in the space of a finger-snap.

This guy was faster. 

In a heartbeat he stopped being a man and became a thing.

When I change, I usually go the whole way into pure wolfshape. Most werewolves do. We’re faster as wolves. We have four feet and keener senses.

He did not.

None of them did.

They shifted into wolfmen. A horror movie halfway point between man and wolf. He leapt at me and swatted the pistol from my hand. Claws like daggers dug into my chest and if I hadn’t begun the change as soon as he leapt, I’d have died as a man, right there and then. The man has more vulnerabilities.

He smashed me back and down, and immediately we were tearing into each other. Teeth and claws. Spit and blood.

I heard gunfire and didn’t know who was shooting. Ledger, maybe.

Crow, too, if he could.

I doubt Mike Sweeney was still human.

There was a scream of fury that was higher and stranger than any wolf cry, and I knew at once it had to be him. It was almost the shriek of a jungle cat. What was he?

The wolfman who bore me to the ground was strong. Goddamn strong. He gripped my forelegs and tried to tear them apart. His grip alone was crushing. Pain exploded through my legs and shoulders. There was no way I was going to wrestle free. He was easily twice as strong as me.

Super soldiers. 

What was it Ledger said? Someone’s trying to build a better werewolf.

Yeah.

Shit.

So, fuck it, I stopped fighting a fight I couldn’t win, and instead darted my head forward and bit his throat. I was in full wolfshape, and if my muscles weren’t as powerful as his amped up physique, my jaws were. Wolf jaws were always stronger than wolfman jaws. My family’s genetics don’t go back to canis lupis. Most werewolves do, we don’t. We Benandanti are in a direct genetic line from canis dirus. The massive, prehistoric dire wolves. No canine predator in history had a stronger bite. And as werewolves we get something extra added to the package. 

He tried to tough it out, to muscle through my bite.

Fuck him.

He didn’t.

His throat tore away between my teeth.

Blood exploded from him with fire hose pressure, smashing into my face, hitting the wall. The evil bastard died right there. His strength evaporated and his powerful and scientifically enhanced physique became so much cooling meat. I threw him off me and rose to four feet with bloody meat and fur hanging from my jaws.

The rest of the room was a madhouse.

Crow had his back to the wall and had Mike Sweeney’s combat shotgun in his hands. He fired, pumped, fired, pumped, over and over again. I’ve been hit with shotgun shells before. Buckshot hurts. Bear shot will put me on my knees, but it won’t kill a werewolf. Not unless you scored a headshot and blew apart the motor cortex or the brain stem. 

The rounds in that shotgun were explosive.

He blew arms and legs off. He blew holes through chests.

Hard as balls to shake off a ten-inch hole through your sternum, supernatural or not.

Ledger didn’t have his gun. It was somewhere on the floor.

Instead he had his rapid-release fighting knife in his hand and he was tackling two of the wolfmen at once.

He should have died. Right away. On the spot, end of story.

He was cut and bleeding, but damn it if that son of a bitch wasn’t holding his own. He fought on the attack and with counterattacks. Nothing defensive. They came at him and he went for them. He didn’t stab. Stabbing is for suckers who want to die. Ledger used lightning-fast slashes, jabs, and picks to open up dozens of wounds in arms, legs, bellies, groins, and faces. The wolfmen were the ones on the defensive. Maybe it was their arrogance, maybe they’d never fought a warrior before, but they were losing what should have been a nothing battle.

It couldn’t last though. Ledger was human. He’d tire.

They wouldn’t.

And even as I watched I could see some of their wounds beginning to close.

This could only end one way.

I began making my way toward him. On the other side of the room, Mike Sweeney—or what had been Mike Sweeney—was fighting with the largest of the wolfmen. Two giants colliding. Both standing on two legs and slashing with clawed hands. Sweeney and the giant were well-matched and there was no way to tell who was going to win that fight.

Before I could help him or Ledger, the only female werewolf in the room rushed at me. She was tall for a woman, and dishearteningly fast.

She laughed as she slashed at me.

If you haven’t heard the cruel laughter of a werewolf, I hope you never do. It’s so wrong in so many ways. There’s no humanity in it. Just malicious glee and a red anticipation of what’s to come.

She raked me from shoulder to hip as I tried to evade, the slashes burning like acid. I hissed and snapped at her, but she spun away, lithe as a dancer. Her riposte was a slash across my forehead that filled one eye with my own blood.

Bitch.

I darted in and she skipped back, then she lunged and slashed and I jumped sideways. And that started our gavotte. She caught me more times than I evaded. I nipped her twice and did no damage at all. Unlike the first wolfman I’d fought, she used cunning and speed rather than relying on her strength.

She was faster than me. By a mile.

I needed to get close enough to use my bite strength.

She did not let me.

So I changed the game; I played hers.

As she lunged for a long slash, I shifted from wolf to wolfman. I pivoted and whipped out my hand and caught her wrist. Then I clamped my teeth around it as I shifted back to werewolf.

Bite strength, baby. Nothing beats it.

Bones collapsed, meat burst, and then I had her hand. She screamed so loud I thought it would blow out my eardrums. I reeled, but it was all noise. She clutched her maimed arm to her body, trying to staunch the flow of blood that jetted from the stump. She backed away, the fight taken out of her.

I had other plans.

As she turned to flee, I hurled myself onto her back and slammed her down onto the floor. As we landed, I buried my fangs in the back of her neck. I could feel the vertebrae break apart. I could taste the cerebrospinal fluid as it filled my mouth. I could feel the life as it fled from her like steam from a ruptured pipe.

I almost howled. Like a wolf does after a kill. Almost.

But there was too much going on.

Ledger was being pushed back now. Bloody cuts crisscrossed his body. But amazingly, one of the wolfmen lay dead at his feet, the rapid-release knife buried to the hilt in the top of the creature’s skull. Ledger had no weapon. All he had was speed and training and whatever angels protected him. 

He was going to die though. I could see that without question.

He was also fifty feet away and I was never going to be able to get to him in time.

Crow was down on one knee, his whole side glistening red. The shotgun lay in pieces around him, but there were three dead werewolves too. As I watched, Crow fumbled his pistol out of his holster and raised it. His hands trembled with pain and fatigue. And fear. I could see in his eyes that he thought he was going to die too.

Maybe we all were.

I’d taken a hell of a lot of damage.

I started in his direction, but then my entire back exploded with searing, unbearable, blinding pain. I could feel nails rake across my spine and ribs. The force of the impact knocked me down and sent me sliding across the floor, riding a red carpet of my own blood. As my body spun, I saw a figure that I hadn’t seen before.

A fourteenth werewolf.

Tall. Powerful.

He shifted back to his human aspect, standing there naked and indomitable.

With a face like an Native American. High cheekbones, black eyes, straight black hair.

This was the werewolf who’d killed Antonio.

I was certain of it.

And, just as certainly, this was the alpha of this pack. 

He exuded power.

My pistol was on the floor near his feet. He bent and picked it up, dropped the magazine to inspect it, slapped it back in, racked it. The round that had already been in the chamber went arcing over his shoulder. The man looked around the room. His mouth turned down in a frown. Not of unhappiness at how many of his people were dead. It was a sneer of contempt. Everything he saw—us, his own pack, all of it—was nothing to him. He was a monster among monsters. I could feel that. I knew it to be true. We werewolves have certain instincts. I knew that this man was as close to death personified as ever walked the earth. Maybe he was the pinnacle of the twisted research being done in this place. Maybe he was the superior soldier that they were looking for. An unstoppable force.

Across the room, Mike Sweeney vanished beneath a pile of wolfmen. Blood geysered up around them and screams filled the air.

The pain in my back was excruciating, but I had to move. I had to try to fight. This wasn’t just a bad guy, not some child abuser I was hunting, or a bail skip I was paid to nab. This wasn’t the kind of scum I chased for small bucks as a PI. This was the kind of evil I became a cop to oppose. Actual evil.

Was this what the people at Limbus wanted stopped? They’d put me in the path of a monster before, and I’d nearly died fighting it. This time I was pretty sure that I was going to die. Limbus seemed so prescient, but as I struggled to get to my feet, I knew that their faith in me was badly misplaced.

The big man raised the pistol and pointed it. Not at me. He pointed it at Ledger. His mouth curled into a very small, very cruel little smile. 

“No!” I snarled in a mouth that was not constructed for human speech. I flung myself at him. I tried to gut him with my claws. Tried to bite him with my teeth. But all I managed to do was bump against him and spoil his first shot. The round vanished into the smoke above Ledger’s head.

The alpha grunted and clubbed me with the butt of the pistol. Once. Twice.

Again and again.

Beating me down. Breaking me.

Killing me.

And he wasn’t even in wolfshape.

I collapsed onto the ground.

The man gave a single little nod and raised the pistol again.

This time there was nothing I could do to prevent that shot.

Nothing.
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I didn’t have to.

There was a flash of movement. A blur, as fast as when Ledger and Mike had moved. Faster. 

The hand holding the gun leaped into the air, trailed by rubies. The gun fired, but the barrel was pointing nowhere. The bullet struck the body of the dead werewolf woman, adding neither insult nor injury. Her flesh quivered but a little.

The alpha howled in agony. He spun around, and in doing so changed from bleeding man to maimed wolfman. The thing that had attacked him, the creature that had taken his hand, landed ten feet beyond me. It whirled and bared its bloody teeth at the towering killer.

It was another werewolf.

Smaller than me. Darker fur. Eyes as hot as Hell’s furnaces.

It stood on four legs, claws flexing with such fury they scored the concrete floor. Hair rose along its spine, its ears were back. It was the picture of savage rage, of a total commitment to hate.

The killer looked into those eyes.

So did I.

I think we both recognized them.

I spoke the name.

“Antonio.”

I didn’t ask how. The blood. The old ritual I’d performed had done its work. Its magic. It had brought this young man back from the dark place. It had restored him, healed the terrible wounds that had been torn into his flesh. It had brought him to the peak of his feral power. Maybe to a greater peak than ever before.

Even maimed and bleeding, the alpha was still twice his size. He’d beaten this young man before. Easily.

He bared his teeth and in that leer there was a promise of even greater harm and humiliation. The alpha suddenly rushed at him, and though Antonio tried to dodge away, the killer was insanely fast. He struck Antonio with his stump, and it was like being smashed with a club. The younger werewolf yelped in pain and slammed into me so hard we rolled over and over. Blood welled from his mouth and nose and splashed my face.

Then he scrambled to get off of me, slashing me by accident as he sought to evade the next blow. The alpha caught him on the hip and sent him slewing sideways.

I snapped at the alpha and caught his ankle. With all of my rage I tried to bite hard enough to cripple him, but he squatted, twisted, and struck me on the side of the head hard enough to knock the world off its hinges.

Everything went dark.

I felt like I was falling from a great height. Falling through smoke for an endless time. I spun sideways and lay on the floor. Through shadows and blood, I saw the fight between Antonio and the alpha.

It was heroic, what that kid tried to do.

He gave as good as he got for as long as he could. Tearing and slashing. Leaping and biting. Fighting with fury. Fighting like a Benandanti. Had my blood given him that edge?

If so, it was not enough.

Not enough.

Which is a damn shame, because that was one hell of a comeback. One hell of an entrance. Heroism of that kind should be rewarded. Not pissed on.

I wished I could help.

I wished I had something left.

All I could do was lay there and feel myself die. I could feel Antonio’s blood seep into my mouth. I could feel my own blood leak out. I could feel the coldness creep in.

Except…

Except that wasn’t what was happening.

The taste of blood in my mouth was strange. It was his blood, but it tasted familiar. Like my own. It burned. It burned its way through the flesh of my mouth and into my blood. It burned through my blood.

It burned so goddamn bad.

And it burned so goddamn good.

The fire tore through me. It felt like there was acid in my veins. Lava. I screamed so loud, blood flew from my lips.

I was wolf.

I was human.

I was both.

I screamed as I changed and changed and changed.

The alpha swatted Antonio aside and turned to see what was happening. He frowned again. This time in doubt. I changed and changed and changed and changed.

And all the time I burned.

I had no idea what was happening to me. It was ripping me apart. Burning me at the cellular level. Destroying me.

Except…

The burning stopped.

Like that.

Like a switch being thrown.

I collapsed onto the bloody floor, gasping, human, naked, covered in blood and sweat. 

The alpha watched me with narrowed eyes.

Antonio, gasping on the floor, watched me.

In the reflecting surface of the pool of blood beneath me I watched myself. I saw my human face. I looked for the cuts. The slashes. The exposed bone.

And I saw none of it.

What I saw was whole skin. Painted with blood, but no longer gaping, no longer bleeding.

On the floor, Antonio shifted back to human form. His eyes were bugged in amazement. But he was also smiling.

The alpha was not. 

This was not the science he knew. This was not the work of some super-soldier formula. This must have looked like sorcery to him. 

Magic.

Pretty much was like that for me.

Except that I understood it. As I lay there, whole once again, I understood it. Antonio’s blood in my mouth. Somehow in performing the ritual on him I’d changed his nature. From canis lupis to canis dirus. He was a dire wolf now. Not sure if that made him a Benandanti, but definitely a cousin. Enough so that his blood did for me what mine had done for him.

I rolled onto my hands and knees, and in doing so raised my head to look up at the alpha.

“Surprise, surprise,” I said. My voice was filled with ugly promise. Fine. 

“You were dead,” he said.

“Yeah, well, fuck it,” I said.

And I launched myself at him.

It was the man who started that lunge, it was the wolf who buried his teeth in the alpha’s throat.

He tried to change.

He tried to make a fight of it.

As the saying goes, that ship had sailed.

Beside me I saw Antonio struggle to his feet. He shifted back into wolfshape and raced across the room to help Joe Ledger.

I killed the alpha.

God, did I kill that son of a bitch.

I tore him to pieces. 

Pieces.

Never in my life had I ever felt that powerful.

Across the room I heard a howl of agony. I looked up from the steaming corpse and saw a badly wounded Mike Sweeney struggling with two of the wolfmen. I saw Crow crawling toward a pistol that lay out of reach. Still alive, both of them.

There were more of the wolfmen in the room. The odds were still not in our favor.

And right then, at that moment, it didn’t matter.

The wolf in me had never been this strong before. Maybe it never would be again. I threw back my head and howled. The howl of an alpha triumphant. It shook the walls. It knocked plaster from the ceiling. It shocked everyone and everything in that room into silence and stillness.

I howled again, louder still.

The alpha.

The master of this pack.

I screamed at them.

And one by one, the remaining wolfmen stopped their attacks.

One by one, they lay down on the bloody ground.

And goddamn it if they didn’t roll to me.

In a pack, when the other wolves do that, the alpha bites them gently on the throat or belly, establishing dominance. Adopting them into the pack.

I came to them and bit them. One by one.

You couldn’t, by any definition, call those bites gentle.

No, you couldn’t.

When it was over there were only five members of the pack.

Two of them were human.

Mike Sweeney and Antonio Jones looked at me. I lifted my head and howled.

And they howled with me.
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Joe Ledger and Malcolm Crow were in bad shape. 

We left Mike at the crime scene, but Antonio and I had to get them to the hospital, so we broke a lot of traffic laws doing it. We almost didn’t make it in time.

While they were still in the ER, a black helicopter landed in the parking lot and three men came into the hospital. Two were clearly military, in unmarked black BDUs and wires behind their ears. One was a tall, blond-haired guy with lots of muscles. One was a black man in his early forties who looked like he ate crocodiles, uncooked. The third guy, though, was in his sixties, wearing a very expensive suit. Tall, blocky, with dark hair shot through with gray. Even at night he wore tinted glasses. He exuded a kind of personal power I have never before encountered. I would not have wanted to match my alpha status against his. No, sir, I would not.

He introduced himself as Mr. Church. No badge, no ID.

He told me to wait for him, and he left the other two guys with me in the waiting room. Mike Sweeney was still at the crime scene. Antonio was in the waiting room with me.

The two military guys didn’t say a fucking word. They stood waiting. They exchanged a few looks. They studied me. One chewed gum, the other didn’t.

After twenty minutes their boss came out of the ER and motioned for his men and Antonio to leave. When the door was closed, Mr. Church sat down opposite me.

“Captain Ledger will survive,” he said.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “How is he?”

“He’s had worse,” said Church. No trace of sympathy in his voice. No trace of anything.

“He’s a good guy,” I said. “But this wasn’t his kind of fight.”

Church eyed me. “And was it your kind of fight?”

I said nothing.

Church nodded.

“What about Chief Crow?”

“He’ll have some challenging rehab, but they expect him to make a full recovery.”

“Guess we got lucky.”

“Apparently so.”

I chewed my lip for a moment. “Did you talk to Ledger?”

“Briefly. He’s been sedated.”

“Did he tell you what we found?”

“He did.”

“Tell me something, Mr. Church,” I said. “I know this isn’t my business and you can pull rank and tell me to go piss up a rope. I’m Joe Nobody to you.”

“Ask your question.”

“That science…the, um, super soldier stuff?”

“What about it?”

“What happens to it? I mean, from what Ledger said this is some kind of foreign terrorist thing.”

“Multinational,” agreed Church. “Funded covertly by North Korea.”

“Okay. But it was terrorist science. What happens to it? I mean, does our government take it and start making its own monsters? Is that how it works?”

He leaned back in his chair, fished a small packet of vanilla wafers from his coat pocket, tore it open, and offered me one. I passed. Never been a vanilla wafer fan. He took one and bit off a piece, chewed, and studied the remaining cookie for a long few seconds.

“What do you think we should do with it, Mr. Hunter? This is science that could put superior soldiers into battle against an enemy that is both relentless and determined to see America burn. That science could give us an edge. What do you think we should do with it?”

“Are you really asking or jerking me off here?”

“Asking.”

I crossed my legs and stretched my arms across the backs of the seats to either side of me. “I think you should burn it. I think you should destroy whatever’s in there. Burn it down and scatter the ashes. There are enough monsters in the world already.”

“Not all monsters are the enemy, Mr. Hunter.”

“Maybe not, but should we be in the business of making more?”

Church finished his cookie. He brushed a stray crumb from his tie, rewrapped the package, and put it into his coat pocket. Then he stood up.

“Wait,” I said, “is that it? You never answered my question.”

Church reached for the door handle, then paused. “Fifteen minutes ago, a Black Hawk helicopter fired four Hellfire missiles at a blockhouse in the state forest. The news reports will all say that this was done to destroy a rogue laboratory making weaponized anthrax.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“It’s a useful story. And it will explain why that building and all of its contents have been reduced to hot ash.” He opened the door but paused one more time. “The world has enough monsters already, Mr. Hunter.”

“Wait,” I said, rising to my feet. “What about this Limbus thing? They must have known about that lab and what was in it. You need to find them and find out how they know what they know. You need to find out who they are.”

His eyes glittered behind the tinted lenses.

He smiled faintly. “Thank you for your assistance in this matter.

And he went out.

An hour later Joe Ledger was medevaced out of there. I knew that if I tried to find him or Mr. Church, I’d find nothing but shadows.

Antonio was in the hall, and we walked together to the doors to the ER, then followed the gurney with Crow to his new room. We sat there all night. Crow’s wife came in, glared at us, and went in to be with her husband. Hours passed.

We didn’t say a word.

Not one fucking word.

The night seemed to last a million years.

In the morning, when Crow was awake, I said my goodbyes and left Pine Deep. All the way home I blasted music because I didn’t want to listen to my own thoughts. As I neared the bridge out of town, I saw a police cruiser parked by the side of the road. Mike Sweeney leaned against it, big arms folded. He had bandages on his arms, his throat, his face. They did not make him look weak or injured. 

He stared at me with eyes that burned like fire.

He nodded to me.

I nodded to him.

And I drove out of Pine Deep under a morning sky that was dark with clouds and offered nothing but the promise of coming rains.


Altar Boy

 

-1-

 

Saint John of Patmos Catholic Church

Pacific Beach, California

 

IT WAS A small church, which was good because he felt small. It was old, and that was also good because the young man felt old. Used up, spent, wasted, overdrawn, weathered, and past his sell-by date.

It was a Catholic church, and that was good. Not only because he was Catholic—or had been, once upon a time—but because the Catholics kept the doors open all day. Anyone could come in and sit. Anyone.

Even someone like him.

Even one of the damned.
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His name was Alexander Chismer, though everyone called him Toys.

He hated the nickname because it belonged to another man, to another life. But like a bad smell, the name stuck to him. He wore it without complaint. Toys complained about very little these days. It wasn’t that everything satisfied him or that he was too timid to speak his mind. No; it was that he felt he no longer had any right to complain. If he hated his nickname but other, better people wanted to use it, then that was fine. It was a small thread in the cloak of punishment that he wore. That’s how he saw it. Any unkind word, any unfortunate accident, any bit of physical damage that came his way was, in some overarching way, his due.

The damned don’t have the right to complain. Not about anything.

And Toys did believe that he was damned. His Catholicism, long absent from his life, had come flooding back with irresistible force, bringing with it all of the guilt, the weight of sins, the visions of the Pit, the certainty of his own fall into Hell. Things he had scoffed at only a few years ago, things he jeered and made jokes about, were now burning lights in his inner darkness. 

He preferred to be alone as often as possible. When he went to work, he spent most of his time in his office with the door shut. Most of the people who worked for him at FreeTech didn’t. They were happy in each other’s company and the whole building was alive with their chatter and laughter. To them he was a moody, eccentric, misanthropic loner who seldom smiled, though he never spoke harshly to anyone. Ever. 

If they only knew, he often thought. If they knew who they worked for, that happy crowd would transform into a mob of villagers with torches and pitchforks.

A few did know, of course, and an even smaller handful knew all of it.

Junie Flynn was aware. She was Toys’ partner in the FreeTech venture. He was the money, the logistics, the big-picture planning. Junie was the one who actually oversaw all of the projects. The company was built around the deliberate and specific repurposing of radical cutting-edge technologies obtained by the Department of Military Sciences. In short, the DMS took very nasty toys away from terrorist groups, teams of rogue scientists, and utter madmen and then gave the science to FreeTech. It was amazing how much of that deadly science could be realigned to do measurable good. FreeTech deployed teams all over the world to help with water purification, sustainable farming, renewable energy, education, health, and more. They did it very efficiently and they did it very quietly.

That was another part of Toys’ job—to keep his company out of the press and to let groups like Doctors Without Borders, Habitat for Humanity, and scores of others take the credit. It would actually have killed Toys if his name somehow wound up on a short list for a Nobel Prize. There was no amount of good he could accomplish that would wash his soul clean. He knew that with absolute certainty.

So he did his job and went home. On the way home, he often stopped at the church. Sometimes for mass. Sometimes to light candles for the souls of everyone that he had killed—directly or by enabling the actions of his former employers. Sometimes he sat in a quiet pew in the most remote corner of the church and wept. He never prayed for forgiveness, because he did not believe he deserved any and because he did not think God was that tolerant. He lived alone, except for a battered old stray cat he’d named Job. He did not have friends. He did not date. He ate alone and he lived his life and he waited for the day he would grow old and die. Toys was a young man, he was fit and healthy, and he understood that the purgatory of being alive was likely to last a long, long time.

So it was in that church, in that pew, on a random Tuesday on another of San Diego’s relentlessly sunny days, that he met the woman.
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She came and sat down in the next pew up and a little apart. Not next to him, but close enough so that her presence there had to draw his eye.

It did.

He looked at her, assessed her, instinctively ticked off the pertinent details, then looked away. She was in her early thirties. Very thin, very pale, with coal-black hair pulled back into a severe ponytail. Minimal makeup. Middle Eastern features. She looked vaguely familiar, but in the way someone does when they look a little bit like a famous person. A borrowed familiarity.

Toys did not react to her as a woman, merely as a person. She was pretty enough and fell into the category of the kind he used to go for. Women and men of the subgenre that had once been called heroin chic: borderline emaciated but actually filled with a raw and intense sexual energy. Like him. Or, like he had been, once upon a time. That was all past-tense now, and Toys hadn’t been with anyone in more than four years. Not that he couldn’t have found willing partners, but he was equally aware that he exuded a toxic vibe. Hands off. Or, maybe, unclean. People who began to make passes at him quickly changed their minds and moved off with looks of uncertain disapproval twisting their mouths. That was fine with him. The last thing on earth he wanted was a girlfriend or boyfriend, or even a fling. Living like a monk was more appropriate somehow.

He caught the woman looking at him. He glanced at her and then away, but the memory of dark eyes made him cut another look. This time she smiled. A small, sad little smile.

He nodded to her. She nodded back, her smile fragile. And again, there was the flicker of almost-but-not-quite recognition. He’d known so many people in so many places around the world, and he’d spent an enormous amount of time in the Middle East with his former employer, Sebastian Gault. This woman could not have been part of that crowd. Most of them were dead, and the rest were of a life Toys had stepped away from. They called themselves either warriors of God or freedom fighters; the rest of the world called them terrorists. The woman’s face touched an old memory, but not in a way that set off his alarm bells. 

Toys bent to read from his Bible. Something about someone doing something to someone else. He couldn’t concentrate though. He could feel the woman looking at him, but when he glanced up, she was focused on the pages of a hymnal. Toys tried to read more of the passage but realized that he’d repeated the same verses three times and still had no idea what they said. It was one of Paul’s epistles. Dense, pedantic stuff. 

“Can I ask you a question?”

He jerked in surprise to find that the woman was no longer sitting in the next pew but was now standing just a few feet away. He could smell her. Some kind of inexpensive perfume. Roses. And soap. She smelled clean. She wore floral shorts and the kind of sandals that were good for walking.

“Sorry, love, did I make too much noise or—?”

She smiled. “You’re English?”

He nodded.

“I was in England for a while. In college.”

“Oh.”

“I’ve seen you in here a few times.”

“Oh?” He had not noticed her before, though he had not been trying to notice anyone.

“I moved to San Diego a few months ago,” she said. “Got a place in Pacific Beach, near that restaurant. You know the one right on the boardwalk? World Famous? I see you in there almost every morning.” Her accent was definitely Middle Eastern. Iraqi, he thought, but with a heavy veneer of London English and generic TV American.

“Oh?” he said again, trying not to feed the conversation.

Undeterred, she came and sat down in his pew. He almost flinched, almost slid away from her.

Almost.
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Her name was Aayun. 

“It means ‘eyes,’” she said.

“I know,” said Toys.

She was surprised. “You speak Arabic?”

“A bit. Traveler’s Arabic. I don’t know much.” 

It was a lie, but it was enough. They were sitting at World Famous. It was the third time they’d talked since meeting in the church. Toys had tried very hard not to be interested, but she was interesting. Smart, filled with energy and life, but also a little sad. It was the sadness that drew him to her. He understood sadness in all of its many shapes and flavors. Their conversations were never personal, which seemed to be by mutual consent. She was as intensely private as he was, except for her desire to talk. So they talked. They talked about art and music, about movies and places they’d been. He was careful not to talk too much about his travels in Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, and other troubled places. She spoke of growing up in a small village near Baghdad, and of moving away with her family in the early days of the war. They did not talk politics. They did talk religion though, and it became clear that she was not a Catholic. He asked her why she’d been in the church.

Aayun blushed. “I…I followed you in.”

“Why?” 

She shrugged. “I don’t know why. I just did.”

Toys felt enormously uncomfortable about that, but he let it go. Aayun was interesting, articulate, amusing, and insightful. He could talk to her about things that had no connection at all to who and what he had been, or who and what he was now. She called him Alexander because she had no idea that the world called him Toys. One day she touched his hand at the table, and he didn’t pull away. It surprised him. And he liked it.

They met for meals and talked their way through food they barely ate and tea they consumed by the gallon. 

He had no intention of taking her to bed. They went to bed anyway.

It was a sultry night and he had brought her to the small ground-floor apartment on the grounds of the Catamaran Resort Hotel, where he lived. She was delighted as he showed her around. The resort was gorgeous, with sculptured gardens in which stands of green bamboo framed ponds of brightly colored koi. Parrots in lovely ornate cages chattered to one another, and ducks waddled in and out of a series of lazy streams that were also home to turtles and bullfrogs. Totem poles hand-carved in Bali seemed to encourage meditation in the gardens. And guests could wander beneath the cool canopy of leaves formed by over a hundred species of palm trees, with a thousand species of flowers and plants filling the air with a subtle olio of fragrances.

Toys’ apartment was the least ostentatious of the rooms, with the least enchanting view. That had always been fine with him. It was remote and it was quiet. The fact that he owned the hotel was something no one at the Catamaran knew, nor did he tell Aayun. The staff knew that he was a permanent resident—the only such person at the place—and they mutually assumed that he was a relative of the owners.

But Toys was related to no one. The staff at FreeTech knew he lived there, but Junie Flynn was the only one of them who knew he owned it. And that he owned large chunks of San Diego real estate. Not his own money, really, but close enough. 

The money had come to him along with a challenge to do some good with it. However, it was blood money, and Toys felt stained by it.

The British pharmaceutical magnate Sebastian Gault had been Toys’ employer as well as his best friend. It had been Gault who had pulled Toys out of the squalor of his younger life, seen the potential beneath the veneer of poverty and bad habits, provided him with the best education, and given him a chance to prove himself. Toys had risen to the challenge, becoming a fixer in his own right. When problems arose, Toys sorted them out. Sometimes that meant arranging a bribe, sometimes it meant cutting a throat. Toys had never been squeamish about it and soon had a reputation in certain circles as a ruthless, efficient, fiercely loyal enabler of Gault’s excesses. Even when that meant supporting Gault’s big-ticket play to manipulate the political and religious extremes of El Mujahid and his terrorist network. 

The plan was built around a weaponized disease pathogen called Seif al Din that had been designed by the brilliant scientist Amirah—who was also El Mujahid’s wife. Seif al Din had been engineered to be virtually 100 percent contagious, and it turned any infected person into a mindless engine of destructive rage. Zombies, or at least the real-world approximation. The plan had not been global destruction. No, Gault wanted to scare the superpowers, notably America, into shifting the bulk of their defense budgets away from mechanized warfare and into research and development for prophylactic drugs that would protect the population from the disease. Gault was well positioned within the pharmaceutical community, and although everyone in the industry would benefit, it was his own profits that were of primary concern. 

The problem was that El Mujahid and Amirah were never really under Gault’s thumb. They saw the pathogen as a weapon of God, something that would do what decades of terrorist attacks and suicide bombers had failed to do: tear down America. 

Toys had bullied Gault into trying to stop it. Together they had destroyed Amirah’s lab but nearly died in the process. 

Ultimately it was all too much for Toys. He was a murderer, but he did not want to become one of the Four Horsemen of the bloody apocalypse. His Catholic upbringing, so long abandoned, reemerged and he realized that he was an irredeemable sinner with Hell as his only destination. 

He had hoped to fade into obscurity and live out his years as a nothing, doing no more harm. But Mr. Church, head of the black ops group that destroyed the Seif al Din program, found him and made him an astounding offer. He gave Toys access to the vast fortune Church had recovered from numbered accounts connected to various terrorist groups, and Church challenged Toys to use some of that money to do good in the world. 

Why Church had selected him, of all people, for that role was beyond Toys. He was evil. He was a mass murderer, an enabler of horrors, a lost soul. He was damned and doomed.

But he took the challenge, even though it meant often interacting with Joe Ledger and feeling the acid burn of the man’s contempt. Ledger was Junie Flynn’s lover, so there were complications at every turn. Toys found no forgiveness there, and he understood that he deserved none. Not a drop. A sinner with so many black marks against his soul was not allowed the right to despise the devils who tormented him in Hell. 

And yet…

Every day, he felt that he was failing. Every day he could feel the darkness inside calling to him, pulling at him, silencing the voices of his better angels. And over and over again that malicious bitch Fate shoved him in the direction of new violence, new killings, new crimes. New sins.

All of this bubbled like a witches’ brew in Toys’ mind as he strolled with Aayun through the gardens. It was still there when they returned to his rooms and sat on lawn chairs with cold beers and watched the hummingbirds. His scruffy cat, Job, came and stared at Aayun for a long time. She tried to pet him, but the cat walked away. 

“He’s not a very social animal,” said Toys.

“Are you?” she asked. Her eyes were large and beautiful, and they awakened something in him that Toys had long since thought dead. Not just passion, but a desire to feel passion. To allow it.

“I…I need to say something,” he found himself saying.

She set her bottle down and swung her legs over so she sat sideways on the chair, facing him. “What?” she asked, her voice smoky and soft.

“I’m damaged goods.”

Aayun smiled. “Who isn’t?”

He saw it in her eyes. Pain, old and worn like calluses into the soft flesh of her life. He had no idea what species of pain it was, or why it had come to her. He assumed it had something to do with the wars that followed 9/11. He didn’t ask though. The pain was there and it was hers, and he could understand it without having to know a single detail. As she, clearly, understood him.

There was no more conversation for a long time. He stood up and she rose with him. They kissed beneath the fires of a dying sun. The kiss was tentative at first. Careful, as if each was afraid of breaking the other. That moment held in sweetness and then everything became incredibly intense.

They tore buttons and fabric on the way inside to his narrow bed. When she was naked, he could see that she was beautifully made but far too thin. It did not matter. She was so alive. They kissed with volcanic heat. There was a kind of tenderness between them, if layered beneath need and urgency and fumbling of a kind that happens when things are so new, or so newly intense; the hands tremble and the body shudders and the blood roars.

He came too quickly because it had been so long. It didn’t matter. She came a heartbeat later. And half an hour later they both climbed the long hill together, sweating, crying out, gasping, and as one they plunged over the edge.

When there was no more for either of them to give, when they were spent and languid, and exhausted, he held her in his arms and buried his face in her hair and tried not to weep.

But when he heard her first small sobs, he lost all control. They clung together like drowning people.
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Dawn was still hours away when she leaned close and kissed his cheek, then whispered softly into his ear.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He swam upward through lingering dreams toward the surface and wakefulness. He wanted to tell her that it was all okay, that there was never going to be any reason for either of them to say that they were sorry. For anything.

Then he felt the sting on the side of his neck. A little bee sting. 

He tried to say something, anything, but even “ouch” was beyond him. Once more he seemed to fall off a cliff, but now he fell down, down, down into a bottomless black hole.
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Nowhere

He woke naked, bound to a wooden chair by duct tape, sick and terrified.

“You’re awake,” she said.

Toys forced his eyelids up. It took effort. The darkness wanted to pull him back down, to keep him. He almost let it take him.

Almost.

Instead, he looked at her.

Aayun sat on the edge of a metal equipment case. The last time he had seen her she was naked. Now she wore a white lab coat over jeans and a t-shirt. Her hair was loose around her shoulders. No makeup. No smile.

“What the bloody hell are you playing at?” he mumbled, his voice thick, his lips rubbery. “And what the hell did you do to me?”

“It’s a synthetic compound developed by the Iranian military. A ketamine base with some other elements. Very fast-acting. They use it for abductions when they want no noise, no fuss.”

He nodded, accepting and absorbing that. He licked his dry lips and sucked enough spit from his cheeks to allow himself to swallow. It helped, but only a little.

“Why?”

Aayun shrugged. “You don’t know? Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

“Sorry, but no. Why would I understand anything about something like this? You drugged me and brought me…where?” The room was a concrete box, big and dark, with bare walls but crowded with packing crates of all sizes. The stencils on the closest crates indicated that they were machine parts from Canada. “Am I still in America?”

“Maybe you’re in the last place you’ll ever be, Toys,” she said.

Toys. 

There it was. She knew who he was, and suddenly the fragile construction of their chance meeting cracked and fell to the ground, leaving behind a lot of possibilities. All of them were ugly.

He straightened and reappraised her, and as he did the chair to which he was bound creaked. The tape held him fast to it, with his hands behind the back slat and his ankles tight to the front legs.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Who do you think I am?”

“A wicked bitch who needs her throat cut. But that’s just my wishful thinking.”

She got up and walked over to him, smiled, and then slapped him across the face. She did it forehand and backhand. Hard blows that tore his lips and rattled his head. She knew how to hit and how to hurt. 

Then, still smiling, she went back to her seat. “Try again.”

He spat blood onto the floor between them. “Is Aayun even your real name?”

Her dark eyes glittered with strange light. “Yes. Does it ring any bells? It should.” 

Toys thought about it. Over the years he’d met a lot of people, and a fair number were from the Middle East. Sebastian Gault and Hugo Vox both had extensive dealings throughout that part of the world. How many women named Aayun had he known? One? But she was an old woman and probably dead. How many had he known of? That took more thought, and he could only come up with two. One was the young wife of an antiquities broker in Cairo. He’d seen her only briefly once, and this woman was the wrong physical type. Who was the other? He had to fish for it. A niece of someone? No…a younger sister. Seen only once in a family photo but spoken of often. The sister of…

He froze and felt the blood drain from his face. Aayun was watching him and she nodded when she saw that he remembered.

“You’re her sister?” he said.

“Yes,” she said.

And then all of the memories that had tugged at him whenever he’d looked at Aayun clicked into place. If he had seen her somewhere other than a Catholic church, if they’d met under any circumstance that might have tied her more firmly to her family, then he might have understood sooner. Now he felt like a fool, and very possibly a suicidally stupid one.

“You’re Amirah’s sister,” he breathed.

“Yes,” she said again.

“Dear God…”

“I’ve looked for you for such a long time, Toys,” she said. “First I chased rumors, and twice I thought you were dead. People have been saying that you went soft. That you found God. That you lost your nerve.”

“Is that what people say?” 

“They do. People have been looking closely at you. You used to be a careful person, but now you’ve become predictable, even clumsy. You live at that resort, you eat in the same diner every day. You go for long walks on the beach. You go to church nearly every day. You make no ripples. So…yes, the people who file reports on you say that you’ve lost your nerve, that you’ve become weak. That you’re no one.”

She paused, but Toys said nothing. 

“So I had to come and see for myself. I had to know for sure.”

“Know what?” asked Toys.

Aayun smiled. “I had to see for myself if you were broken.”

“Oh?”

“I had to see if you’ve really become some kind of altar boy. And if so, why?”

His heart was pounding now. “What have you learned, Aayun?”

Aayun said, “I don’t really know, and that’s my dilemma. You could be broken, but you could also be licking your wounds and lying low until you figure out your next move. After all, you’ve had bad luck in picking patrons. Gault failed you. Twice, by my count. And Hugo Vox outlived his relevance.”

“Doesn’t say much for my effing judgment though, does it?” muttered Toys.

“Oh, if we’re to talk about judgment, let’s start with why you killed my sister.”

He spat more blood. “Your sister was insane.”

“She was brilliant.”

“She was a classic example of the mad scientist, sweetie, let’s face it. She created an actual doomsday weapon.”

“It was because she believed in—”

“Stop,” he said. “Just stop. You can effing kill me if you like but please don’t subject me to a lecture on the virtues of Dr. Amirah Malaki. She and Sebastian made quite the pair. He was a self-absorbed narcissist with delusions of economic grandeur, and she was a brilliant back-stabbing soulless witch. And let’s add El Mujahid to that mix. He let his wife whore herself to Sebastian in order to fool him into thinking they were a team.”

“Sex is a very useful weapon,” Aayun said flatly. “It makes men unbelievably stupid.”

“Okay, touché, love, but it doesn’t whitewash anyone involved. We’re all whores of one kind or another. Amirah fucked Sebastian stupid, and he believed that she was his ally. The Seif al Din pathogen was only ever supposed to be used as a scare tactic, as part of the biggest extortion gambit the world has ever seen. But your sister and her husband actually tried to release it and start a global pandemic. They would have killed everyone. You do grasp that, don’t you? Seif al Din could not be stopped once it was out. And don’t give me that claptrap about them wanting to use it to preserve their twisted version of Islam. They would have killed billions of Muslims with it.”

“They wanted to save the faithful and—”

“Bullshit. They turned themselves into fucking zombies! Sure, they were smarter and could speak, unlike the rest of the infected, but they were still effing zombies. Think about that, Aayun. They perverted their own bodies and were willing to destroy the whole world. Do you think Allah would have approved? ’Cause I bloody well don’t.”

Aayun shook her head. “I don’t care about that. I’m not a Muslim. Not anymore. I don’t believe in that any more than I believe in your idiot who got nailed to a tree with a promise of salvation on his lips, which, I should point out, was a failed promise. Has anyone ever been saved by Christianity? Or Islam? Or anything? No.”

“So this is what? Revenge?”

The smile on Aayun’s face changed. Twisted. Became darker and stranger. 

“Of a sort,” she said softly. 

Aayun got up and walked a few yards away, stopping in front of a packing case that was about the size and shape of an old-fashioned phone booth. A crowbar stood against it and she picked it up, weighed it thoughtfully in her hands, and then fitted the crow’s foot into the gap between the front of the box and the closest side.

“What are you doing?” Toys asked quickly.

“Oh, you’ll see,” she said between grunts of effort. The green wood squealed as she pried the box open.

“Aayun,” he called, and he hated the sound of fear in his own voice. “Aayun, whatever you’re doing…don’t. Come back. Let’s talk this through.”

She paused in her work and looked at him over her shoulder. Her face was flushed with effort. “You are a murderer, Toys. My sister killed a lot of people, but you’re right… She was actually insane. She was always insane. I think God drove her mad, or at least the twisted vision of God that she always clung to. Her and El Mujahid. That was no loving God. They worshipped a monster. They believed in fatwa and jihad and all of that bullshit. They thought they were still fighting the Crusaders to protect the Holy Land. No matter what any of us tried to tell her, she would never listen. It was ‘Allah wills this’ and ‘Allah wills that.’ And I’ve seen people like her all over the world. I’ve traveled, Toys. I didn’t lie about that. I actually went looking for God, for hope, for something to believe in, but no matter where I looked all I found was lies, propaganda, false hopes, and more insanity.” 

She gave another pull and the wood cracked a little, but the lid did not come off. She repositioned her crowbar. 

“Maybe you weren’t looking in the right places,” said Toys. His heart was still hammering but it hurt. Not physically, but for her. 

Aayun shook her head. “Oh, please. Spare me the proselytizing. I was never the audience for that kind of thing. Not even at home. Not even when I pretended to be a good and dutiful little Muslim and went to the mosque and pretended to pray. I wanted to be, but God kept disappointing me. I was hoping that you were haunting the church as some kind of dodge, some kind of protective coloration, but you’re not. You actually believe. You actually think you’re going to be saved.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t think that at all.”

“What…you don’t believe in God?”

“No, darling, I don’t believe I’ll be saved. If you know so much about me then you know that I’m beyond redemption.”

“I thought Jesus was all about cleansing sins.”

“Surely there’s a limit, and I can say without fear of contradiction that I’m well over the mark.”

She studied him and he saw something flicker in her eyes. It looked like sadness, like the kind of raw emotion he’d seen in her before. But it was there and gone.

“Do you know what I’ve been doing all this time?” she asked.

“Other than following me? No.”

“Oh, I mean what I’ve been doing my whole life. Since before you even met my sister.”

“What…ah…field of study?”

The sadness in her face shifted, darkened. “I followed in my sister’s footsteps.”

“Oh God…”

“There’s no real name for the field. Amirah was pioneering new ground. She called it ‘transformative biology,’ but that was for lack of something else to call it.” Aayun paused and shrugged. “As good a name as any, I suppose.”

She gave the crowbar another fierce pull and the front of the packing case leaned outward, seemed to pause for a moment, and then fell with a crash. 

The case was filled with madness.
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Toys had to fight back the scream that rose to his mouth.

Inside the crate was a cylinder of heavy reinforced glass seated in a metal base upon which was a computer control pad. Wires and thick cables snaked up to the lid and hoses dangled down inside. The lights on the control panel glowed in vibrant shades of red and green. A monitor beeped softly.

The cylinder was filled with liquid, and inside the liquid, standing like a golem from some mad story, was a naked figure. A man.

A man Toys recognized.

His name was—or had been—Abdul Fazir. Like Amirah, he was a scientist, and a good one, specializing in virology and infectious diseases. He had helped Amirah modify Seif al Din to bring its level of communicability to near 100 percent. The last time Toys had seen Fazir was the day he and Sebastian had sabotaged the geothermal vents in Amirah’s lab beneath the sands in Iraq. Fazir had already been infected with the latest generation of the pathogen. Not the version that created the mindless and murderous living dead, but the strain that let the victims retain their personalities, even at the cost of their sanity and humanity. It was the strain that Amirah had used on herself and that had given El Mujahid the power to nearly kill Joe Ledger.

And now here Fazir was. Suspended in liquid but awake. Dead, but not dead. Living dead. Staring with milky eyes through the curved wall of glass at Toys.

“What have you done…?” he whispered.

Aayun bent and rested her forehead against the glass. Fazir’s hand moved and touched the inside of the cylinder. His fingers twitched as if caressing her hair. She spoke without looking at Toys. “He’s the last of my family,” she murmured. “Uncle Abdul…”

There must have been some kind of speaker attached to the tube, because when she mentioned his name the dead man smiled. His teeth were rotted to jagged green stumps and there was a look of dreadful, bottomless hunger in his eyes. His bloodless lips formed a single word.

Aayun.

He said it to her, but he was looking at Toys. Then his eyes shifted away and Toys turned to follow his gaze. At least half of the crates were of the same size and shape as the box in which Fazir’s cylinder stood. Toys’ mouth went dry. There were at least forty of them. Maybe more.

“No…” he breathed.

When he looked back at Fazir, the dead man was grinning at him. A tongue the color of an old mushroom lolled out from between those jagged teeth and licked the rubbery lips with great, slow relish.

“Aayun!” cried Toys. “Aayun, what is all this? Why did you bring them here? Why did you bring me here?”

She pushed off from the cylinder, walked back to him, and stood so close he could smell dried sweat and sex on her from last night. Aayun caressed his cheek with the backs of her fingers.

“I’m dying,” she said.

He gaped at her. “What…?”

“Yes. Cancer. I’ve had it for years. My hair just grew back from the last round of chemo and radiation. They thought they’d gotten it all, but it’s back. I can feel it growing inside me. Imagine what that feels like, Toys, to have something consuming you from the inside out. My uterus, my breasts. The doctors said that they could try radical surgeries, but what’s the point? It’ll come back. They said that I have a twenty percent chance of remission this time. Twenty.”

Despite everything, he felt tears burn in the corners of his eyes. She saw them too, and shook her head.

“Amirah wanted to transform the world, Toys,” said Aayun, leaning into the words, using the urgent tension in her body for emphasis. “She wanted to create a new kind of life using Generation Twelve of the Seif al Din pathogen. Transformation into a new state of existence. Not alive, not dead, but rather living death. A kind of immortality. Alive forever, but different, changed. Think about it, Toys. To never grow old, to never get sick again. To never die. It’s a wonderful thought.”

Toys shook his head. “You have it wrong. Amirah turned herself into a monster. She was going to kill most of the world and turn the survivors into monsters like her. Like Fazir. That was the price of immortality.”

“Yes,” agreed Aayun. “And if you’re alive, like you are, and healthy, like you are, with a future, like you have, it’s too high a price to pay. But think about it from where I stand. I’m dying. If I allow them to cut me open and scrape out my uterus and cut off my breasts, I’ll buy myself maybe another year. Maybe. Which means that in eighteen months I’ll be dead anyway. Dead forever. Dead and forgotten.”

“Oh, please…”

Aayun spread her arms wide. “If I embrace the transformation I’ll live forever.”

“As a monster!” he cried.

“So what?” she snapped. “You’re a monster. You’re a soulless monster, Toys, and you know it. You’re no better than Amirah. You enabled what she did. You share in every one of her crimes and you own so many more of your own. You’re a far greater monster than she ever was.”

“She wanted to kill the world.”

“She wanted to remake it.”

“No.”

“Yes!” said Aayun, pounding her thigh with a tight fist. “Not into the kind of world where someone like you would want to live. No. There wouldn’t be a place for monsters like you. For the damned.”

Toys closed his eyes.

“But it would be a world that would survive,” said Aayun softly, almost gently. “And that’s what I’m going to do. To finish her work, to ensure that her dream becomes the only enduring reality. I will build my lab right here. My uncle and the others I’ve already infected with his blood will provide me with all of the biological materials I need to perfect the pathogen, to bring it to Generation Thirteen, or higher. To remove some of the cognitive side effects, to create something that will help me bring about a wonderful new world. I mean…if God can’t or won’t save the world, if Jesus and Mohammad and all of those frauds can’t do it, then I will. Science is, after all, the only god whose existence can be proved.”

Toys shook his head. “Aayun, please, you can’t do this.”

“I’ve already started, Toys. It’s taken me years but everything I need is in these boxes. I’ll have the lab set up in a month and I’ll have a working Generation Thirteen within weeks. Amirah’s lab was destroyed, but all of her research was backed up onto the cloud. I have everything I need, and I have just enough time to do it before I’m too sick to work. And then…then I won’t be sick ever again. No one will. All disease will end for those who survive the Seif al Din release. No birth defects, no cancer, no Alzheimer’s, no anything. The world will be purified of all of that.”

He struggled against the duct tape, drawing shrieks of protest from the wooden chair. “Why tell me this, goddamn you? Why bring me here? Why not just cut my throat in bed? You could have, Aayun.”

She looked surprised. “What? No…you don’t understand, Toys. I don’t want you dead.”

“Then what, for fuck’s sake? Are you looking for a confessor? Sorry, sweetheart, but I’m no priest.”

“Not that either.”

“Well, I’m running out of ideas. If you wanted to gloat or if you want a cheerleader, sorry, I’m the wrong choice for those too.”

Aayun took his face in both hands. “No, you idiot,” she said fiercely. “I want you to join me.”

“What?”

“I want you to be one with me. To become immortal. Let’s leave everything behind. God, sin, damnation, redemption. You can’t go to Hell if you never ever die. I brought you here this way because I didn’t think you’d listen unless I made you. I wanted you to know that I was serious, that this is real, that I know what I’m doing. You’re like me, Toys—you’re damaged goods. You used up whatever this version of the world had to offer, so I’m offering something else. A new chance. A clean slate in a new world.”

He stared at her, his mouth wide. There was such earnestness in her face, such deep pleading in her eyes, such total need, that it froze the world for a long, long moment.

Toys leaned toward her as far as the tape would allow.

“God…” he whispered. “Yes.”

It came out so fierce, so hot.

“Yes…?” she asked, her voice small, tremulous. Uncertain and afraid. There was hope too, but it was tiny, fragile.

“Yes, yes, yes,” he said. “Please, yes. I…need this. More than anything else in the world I need this. To step back from the edge of the Pit. I…I…oh, please…yes.”

Tears sprang into her eyes and rolled down her thin cheeks and a strange, twisted, delighted laugh bubbled out of her. She showered his face with a hundred small kisses.

And then she was tearing at the duct tape, ripping it, sometimes bending to bite it. When he was free, she pulled him to her with surprising strength, kissing him, touching him. Her need burned furnace-hot, and Toys felt himself getting hard despite the eyes of the monster in the tube.

He stopped her as she shrugged off her lab coat. Toys took her face in his hands and kissed her long and deeply and sweetly.

“Aayun,” he murmured. “I want you to be happy.”

“I am now.”

“Shhh, listen,” he said, still holding her face so that she had to look at him. “I was so lost before I met you. So lost. You brought light into my life when I thought that kind of thing was fairy-tale bullshit. You’re real though. Talking with you over these last few weeks, making love with you last night…that’s made me feel more alive than anything has for years. I’ve been dead for so long. I just haven’t had the courage to lie down. I’ve been afraid of ending it all because of what I believe—what I know—is waiting for me. You, though, you made me realize why I need to be alive. To stay alive. To continue to live.”

“I—”

“I’m already a monster, Aayun,” he said.

And with a savage twist of his hands, he snapped her neck.

Inside the glass cylinder, Abdul Fazir screamed a long and silent scream.

Toys sat down on the wooden chair, leaned his forearms on his naked thighs, and stared at Aayun. He tried so hard to weep but could not.

For him the tears did not start until after the place was burning. 

Until after he walked the seven blocks from the warehouse Aayun had leased to use as her lab. 

Until after he was in his lonely pew in the most remote corner of the church. The tears started then. He put his face in his hands and wept.

And he lived for years and years and years.


Dog Days

 

Author’s note: This story takes place several weeks after the events in THE DRAGON FACTORY.
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WHEN YOU DO what I do, you know Death. You understand him, and his consorts, pain and loss.

These things are no longer abstractions. They aren’t rarities that intrude into your routine, like when Uncle Bob cashes it in at Sunny Acres on his ninety-third birthday, or when one of your drinking buddies strokes out on the eighth hole, two under par but all the wrong clubs in his bag.

No, when your job is war, when you are a killer, Death is a more frequent co-pilot than God.

Death is around you, he’s in you, he’s of you. Sometimes he’s your friend, the best friend you’ll ever have—when you’re down to the last bullet in your mag and you squeeze the trigger while running and he punches the bad guy’s ticket in what you’ll always believe was an impossible shot. Not impossible; it’s just that Death was your wingman that day. Tomorrow he might be going to war under a totally different flag. Death’s like that. He’s not fickle; he wants everyone on his side.

Every warrior has the same connection. Maybe there are gods and angels up there screwing with the fates of men and Death is the great cosmic bouncer. Maybe there are gods of war and Death is their angel. Maybe Death is more selective than we know, but if so, he has an agenda we’ll never understand. I know I don’t. I’ve killed bad men, but bad men have killed better men than me.

Who knows why Death favors one man over another on any given day? A lot of guys believe that Death—or someone—listens to prayers and follows rules. These guys wear talismans into battle. Crosses and hamsa hands, lucky socks and tattoos of saints drilled into their skin. Sometimes it helps. Sometimes that’s the only way we can identify the dead.

Every warrior strives to understand Death. They love him and they hate him in the same breath. In every breath. They try to know him, to know his mind.

Me?

Yeah, I know Death. But I don’t worship him and I don’t fear him.

He wants me, he can have me.

For me, it’s a jealousy thing. I envy the cold bastard.

Because he took her.

Her.

My love. Death took the only grace I had left in life.

Death took her and he owns her. She’s with him, down in that cold, dark palace in the dirt.

And it hurts so bad.

If I thought that a bullet—from my own gun or one I walked in front of—could buy my passage across the River Styx to her side, if I thought that, I’d ride the bullet all the way down.

But it doesn’t work like that.

The priests and the shrinks and your friends all tell you that it doesn’t work that way.

Death, you see, is also a jealous son of a bitch. He doesn’t share.

So—I keep living.

And I envy Death for the grace he has and the Grace I lost.
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They buried her in September.

By the end of that month, I was able to walk without a cane. My hair was growing back, the double vision was gone.

The shakes? Still had those. Nausea, acid stomach? Yeah.

“When was the last time you had a good night’s sleep?” asked Rudy Sanchez. Friend, shrink, drinking buddy, fellow mourner. He loved Grace too. Not in the same way. She was family to him. She was that and more to me. Every single day we can both see the hole in the world where she should be.

“Cowboy?” he prompted.

I shrugged. We were sitting on beach chairs in my dad’s backyard. Beers and illegal Cubans. Couple of steaks on a slow grill. Spanish music on the boombox.

“Out loud,” said Rudy. “In words.”

“I don’t know, man. I catch a few hours.”

“In a row?”

I shot him the finger which shut him up long enough for me to finish my beer. He turned the steaks while I got us fresh bottles. Yuengling for me, Anchor Steam for him. He accepted his bottle even though he wasn’t finished with the one resting on his stomach, and he arched an eyebrow over the opaque lenses of his sunglasses as I twisted the cap off of mine.

“How many is that?”

“Somewhere between not enough and fuck you,” I said.

He sighed.

The afternoon was burning its way toward twilight. It was weirdly hot for the first of October. The fourth straight day in the nineties, with humidity to match. If someone left the back door of Hell open it would be like this. We smoked our cigars and drank our beer and gazed with thousand-yard stares on the wreckage of our lives.

Well, of my life.

After a while I said, “I went in yesterday.”

“To the Warehouse?” 

“Yeah. I was hoping Church would be there. I wanted to tell him—you know—face to face.”

I could feel Rudy studying me but I didn’t look at him.

“Tell him what?” he asked.

“That I was done.”

“You’ve been saying that since Grace died, Joe.”

“It’s true.”

He tapped some ash onto the grass that curled around his flip-flops. “I know. You said that you can’t do this anymore, that you were ruined. That’s the word you used. ‘Ruined.’”

I said nothing.

“But you’re healing,” he said. “The doctors said that you would make a complete recovery—and before you jump all over me again, we both know that they were only talking about a physical recovery. They understand that emotional and psychological recovery will take longer.”

“‘Take longer’?” I echoed, loading it with the scorn it deserved.

“Yes, Joe. I know you think that this is something you won’t or can’t get past, but you will. Am I saying that you’ll heal completely and without scar tissue? No, and you know that I don’t think that. At the same time, you should try to address the fact that you seem to feel that you healing is somehow an insult to Grace’s memory. That it’s a disservice to her sacrifice.”

“It is.”

“It isn’t,” he insisted, his tone shifting from best friend to therapist in the way it does when he believes he’s right. He usually is right, but this time I couldn’t see how.

I sipped more beer and watched the last lonely fireflies burn themselves out above the line of carefully tended hedges. It was a quiet neighborhood. Before Rudy and I joined the Department of Military Sciences back in June, I really liked the quiet order of this place; but now it felt like it belonged to a different world. A better world than mine, no doubt, but definitely not where I belonged. For months now my life had been about weird science, doomsday plots, terrorism, gunplay, and death. While I’d been fighting the good fight, I never noticed that with every battle I fought, every life I took, I was being slowly evicted from the world I knew. Sure, I could come here and drink beer and even smoke a Cuban, but it was window dressing. It was play-acting someone who I wasn’t ever going to be again.

Rudy knew it too.

He’d warned me about it from the start. When Mr. Church had first hijacked me into the DMS, Rudy had warned me about the mark on the soul that violence always left. I hadn’t listened closely enough, hadn’t heard the full lesson. I’d thought he meant that whenever I used violence it would mark me; but that wasn’t the whole picture. Any violence around me, any violence I cared about, was going to gouge its gang sign into me too.

I cared about Grace, first as a friend, then as a lover.

And now I was so badly marked, so thoroughly mauled by everything that had happened, that I knew that I had become a stranger to the people who knew me. It was easiest for my dad to pretend he didn’t see it. He was running for mayor and he had the campaign to keep him busy. My brother was still a detective, and when he looked at me, I could see the natural cop wariness kick in at high gear. He knew I was different. He saw the bruises on my body, the pink surgical lines, and the bitter grief that I could not hide, and without ever saying so in words he told me to keep my horrors away from his family.

Did I blame him?

No way.

“Are you listening to anything I’m saying?” asked Rudy, and I realized that he had been talking for a couple of minutes and I hadn’t heard a word.

“No,” I said.

“Well, at least you didn’t sugarcoat that with a lie.” He turned to face me. “Anyway, I asked what happened when you went to the Warehouse yesterday.”

“The plan was to pack. I wanted to get my shit out of there and maybe see about resubmitting my application to the FBI.”

“Wouldn’t that be a big step down? I’m not talking about pay and benefits, but in utilizing your potential as a—”

“Screw that.”

“After the DMS, the FBI is likely to be less of a challenge.”

“Fine by me.”

“Even boring.”

“Boring sounds good.”

“No,” he said, “it doesn’t. You think it does because you’re still traumatized, but let’s be adults here, Joe—you’d never be able to work in something that mundane again.”

“The FBI is hardly mundane, Rude. Geez, they’re part of Homeland and—”

“—And they don’t do what we do. What you do.”

I didn’t reply to that. Instead I said, “When I got to the Warehouse, Church was out. He’s up in Brooklyn. But he left some stuff for me in my quarters. Two things. Two options. Against one wall was a stack of empty boxes so I could pack up my shit and leave.”

“And the other thing?”

“There was a file folder on the bed. An intelligence folder. Inside was a surveillance photo of a tall man taken two days ago at the Riviera Dei Fiori, on the Italian Riviera.”

“Oh? Who was the man in the photo?”

I drew on the cigar until the coal glowed hot and orange. “Conrad Veder,” I said.

Rudy gaped and spilled his beer down the front of his shirt.

“Dios mio!” he said, and uttered a string of low, vicious curses in gutter Spanish. 

“Yeah,” I said.

Conrad Veder.

The man who had murdered Grace.
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Later, when the sky was littered with stars and the cooler was filled with empties and melted ice, Rudy and I still sat in the beach chairs. We hadn’t spoken in nearly an hour. 

Finally, Rudy said, “You’re going after him.”

A statement, not a question.

I nodded.

“When?”

“I don’t know. Soon. I talked to our guys in Italy, the ones who obtained the surveillance photos, and Veder dropped off the radar again. Everyone’s looking for him and as soon as he’s spotted, they’ll get word to me right away.”

“Don’t bite my head off when I ask this, but what shape are you in to go after that man?”

I shrugged.

“Joe, Veder is one of the most highly skilled and dangerous assassins in the world. Even Mr. Church said that he was in a class by himself. A master of every kind of firearm, skilled in unarmed combat…”

“I don’t intend to challenge him to a duel, Rudy. I’m going to find him and kill him.”

Under most other circumstances Rudy would rise to the challenge in that kind of statement and we’d wrangle about murder versus self-defense, but not lately. He would never come out and say so, but he wanted Veder dead too.

“Are you taking the team? Top and Bunny would—”

“No. This is mine.”

“Is that wise?”

“I don’t care. This is going to be a hunt and it may take a long time. I can’t drag around a whole team when I’m sniffing out a trail.”

“So—is that why Mr. Church has been talking about your dog?”

“Dog? I don’t have a dog.”

“Mr. Church told me a couple of days ago that you were going to be training a military dog. Are you doing that to help you hunt this man?”

“Rudy, I don’t have a dog and I’m not planning on getting one. You must have misunderstood what Church was saying.”

But, as it turns out, I was the one who was wrong.

I did get a dog.
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“I don’t want a dog,” I said.

We were in the big training room at the Warehouse. The trainer looked from Rudy to Church. “I—”

“You could use a companion,” suggested Rudy.

“You need a partner,” advised Church.

“I don’t want a god damned—”

“You have a choice,” Church cut in. “You train with the dog and take him with you when we get a fresh lead on Veder, or you don’t train with him and I turn the lead over to Interpol and you can read about it in the paper.”

I started to tell him what he could do with that idea, but he interrupted me again.

“I’m sorry, Captain, for giving you the misapprehension that this was a debate. Enjoy your training.” With that he turned away. Over his shoulder he said, “Bonding is an important part of the training process. I’ll leave you to it.”

“Hey!” I yelled, but Church was already talking on his cell phone. Or pretending to.

The trainer, Zan Rosin, smiled hopefully up at me. “He’s a very nice dog,” she said. “He’s exceptionally smart and has already passed through standard and advanced training in search and rescue, bomb detection, bark and hold, high-speed disarm, cover and concealment…” Her words trickled down and stopped when she saw my expression.

I glowered down at her prodigy of a dog. A white Shepherd. Two hundred and five pounds, with brown eyes that were currently sizing me up the way Rudy sizes up a porterhouse steak.

“He’s very friendly,” she said.

The dog bared his teeth.

“Look,” said Rudy, “he’s smiling at you.”

The dog began to growl.

“Or not,” Rudy amended. “Call me later, Cowboy.” He did not actually run, but he walked away very fast.

The trainer and I watched him go, and then she looked up at me with a trembling smile. “His name is Ghost,” she said.

I gave her a withering stare. “I’m a cat person. I don’t even like dogs.”

Ghost continued to growl. Neither of us was trying to hide our true feelings.
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Conrad Veder dropped off the face of the earth. Interpol and the CIA were looking for him. Church had every resource the DMS could spare looking for him. Barrier, the British counterpart of the DMS, was looking for him. Nobody was able to find him.

I knew that Church wanted to get me back into the fold, to have me take over command of the Warehouse and resume my position as leader of Echo Team. But that wasn’t what I wanted.

The only thing Church got was me partnering with the dog.

It was no walk in the park though. Not for me, and not for the dog. I’m pretty sure the handler, Zan Rosin, began drinking her lunch by the end of the first week.

Training with Ghost was a weird experience for me. I really am a cat person. I have a middle-aged marmalade tabby named Cobbler who disliked dogs as much as I did. When I brought Ghost home for the first time, Cobbler and he failed to bond in a spectacular fashion. Furniture and crockery were destroyed. Neighbors almost called the cops.

Eventually they staked out which sections of my apartment belonged to each of them, and yes, pissing on territorial lines was involved, damn it. 

In training sessions, however, Ghost and I began to find a rhythm. Zan wasn’t joking when she said Ghost had been highly trained already. He was top of his class every time, which is why Church acquired him for me; and he was habituated to working with a human partner. Despite our lack of personal warmth, Ghost and I formed a useful two-member pack, with me as alpha and him taking and completing orders with precision.

And by the end of the third week, despite everything both of us could manage, we started to like each other.

Damn it.

At Church’s recommendation, I’d created a set of non-standard verbal commands and hand signs. Commands unique to Ghost and me. The more we worked on those, the more Ghost surprised me in that he seemed able to understand and retain a higher-than-normal number of them. This made Zan Rosin smile every time she visited our sessions.

“I told you he was an exceptional dog,” she said with a smug smile.

I debated telling Ghost to bite her on the ass but restrained myself.

We were working on one set of routines involving oblique-angle gun disarms when Rudy Sanchez came running out of a side door, waving at us. Ghost, who actually liked Rudy, suddenly spun and dropped into a fighting crouch between me and Rudy, teeth bared in a very real threat. Rudy skidded to a stop twenty feet away, face going pale, eyes goggling. Protecting the alpha of his pack. Nice.

“Whoa! Whoa, now!”

I said, “Ghost, flat.”

It was one of a special vocabulary of code words we’d used every day of the training.

Instantly Ghost’s body language changed. He stopped snarling, stood straight, wagged his tail, and pretended to be a charming house puppy that would never hurt a fly. Rudy stayed where he was, not buying any of that.

“What is it?” I asked. “I thought you knew better than to come running out here while I’m with the fur-monster.”

“Joe,” said Rudy urgently. “They found him.”

I didn’t have to ask who. There was no one else I wanted found.

Veder.

 

-6-

 

“What have we got?” I asked Church as I burst into the command center with Ghost and Rudy at my heels.

“CIA sent this five minutes ago,” said Church, nodding to the big plasma screen on the wall. There was a picture of a stooped old man buying coffee at a sidewalk café. He looked to be about eighty, with thick glasses and a white frizz of Einstein hair. 

I bent close and studied him. A good disguise can turn a rock star into another bland face in the crowd, even to a trained observer.

“That’s him,” I said.

Church nodded. 

“Dios mio,” murmured Rudy, and he touched his chest at the place where the crucifix rested against his skin under his shirt.

Behind Veder was a menu board printed in two versions of Danish, one I recognized and one I didn’t. Church pointed to the second language. “That’s Faroese. It’s a Nordic language spoken in the Faroe Islands in the Norwegian Sea. The islands are approximately halfway between Great Britain and Iceland.”

“That’s where he is?” I asked. “The Faroe Islands?”

“Yes. On Vágar, third largest of the islands.”

“When—?” I began, but Church cut me off.

“There’s a helo smoking on the deck. You’ll take my Learjet straight to Vágar Airport. Langley has a three-man CIA team keeping tabs on Veder. Go!”

Ghost and I ran. Three minutes later we were in the air.
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The CIA spook who met me at the tiny airport on Vágar looked like he was auditioning for the lead role in Death of a Salesman. Jowly face, beat-up old suit, scuffed shoes, and morose brown eyes. Not the kind of guy you’d look at and say: “Now there’s an international man of mystery.” 

He watched me give him the once-over and smiled faintly. “I left my dinner jacket in my Aston Martin. Dick Spurlock.”

“Joe Ledger.”

We shook hands. He had a rock-hard grip with shooter’s calluses. Like mine.

“You’re not with the Company,” he said, not pitching it as a question. 

“No.”

“Which alphabet are you with?”

I gave him a bland smile. “An off-the-radar one.”

He looked momentarily confused, then smiled. “Ah. Let me guess, it begins with a ‘D,’ ends with an ‘S,’ and rhymes with ‘don’t fucking ask.’”

“Something like that,” I said, laughing despite myself. I liked Spurlock, even if he was a CIA spook.

Spurlock glanced at Ghost, who was discreetly sniffing him with interest more appropriate to a hungry person reading a diner menu.

“Friendly dog?” asked the agent.

“Not so you’d notice.”

“Ah.”

We walked out of the small terminal building with the amiable pace of old friends. All for show. His car was parked outside, a five-year-old Toyota with plastic over the rear passenger window.

“Part of the act,” said Spurlock. “Nobody looks twice at a down-at-the-heels salesman.”

“That’s your cover?”

“Only recently,” he said as he opened the trunk for me to stow my bags. “My team’s been tracking shipments of computer technologies. I’m a mid-level salesman brokering old corporate hard drives for resale to smaller companies. We think that’s how a lot of bulk data is moving out of this part of the world, as supposedly wiped hard drives in second-hand computer systems. Guess that’s not very interesting to someone like you.”

I looked at him for a two-count and he glanced away and cleared his throat.

We got into the car and closed the doors. Ghost flopped down on the back seat.

“Okay,” I said, getting right to it, “where is he?”

“A hotel, a new one on the far side of the island. Five-story blockhouse style. Ugly but functional. Elevator in the lobby, interior stairs in the back, two exits. I have men front and back.”

Spurlock started the car and pulled into the flow of airport traffic. “He’s a smart, slippery bastard. One of my team acquired him when he came out of a bank two days ago. We weren’t sure it was him at first, but we managed to get a few photos and ran through a facial recognition program.” He cut me a hesitant sideways look. “We…um, we’re afraid that he made us even though we have four guys working him, trading off and keeping very low profile. Throughout the day he changed his clothes and disguise three times, and each time we nearly lost him. Guy’s a chameleon. First time he was a French businessman and then he was a tourist with cameras and some makeup so that he looked a little Asian. Then he switched to the old man outfit when he checked into his hotel.”

“He still there?”

“I called my team while you were clearing customs. No movement.”

“What about room service?”

Spurlock cut me another look, more appraising this time, and he nodded to himself. “Twice. Dinner and breakfast. Two different members of hotel staff each time, and we did full verification before and afterward. Veder didn’t knock anyone out and slip out the back in a waiter’s outfit.”

“Not like in the movies,” I said with a grin.

“No,” he agreed, “but I’ll bet that he won’t look like an old man when he does leave his room. Like I said, the guy’s a chameleon.”

We drove for a few minutes in silence as I digested the information. 

Eventually Spurlock spoke. “The woman who was killed. Courtland?”

“Major Grace Courtland,” I corrected, and he nodded. “What about her?”

“I never met her. Heard some stuff, of course. She was in all the papers after that whole Mengele thing came out. It was like something out of a Michael Crichton novel. Weird. The media painted her as the hero, the one who saved the day.”

I said nothing.

“Is that how it happened?”

“What are you saying?” I asked him, my voice cool.

“Hey, no offense, Joe,” he said quickly. “It’s just that I know how things work in our world. The person who gets the ink isn’t always the one who deserves the praise. I just wondered what her role really was.”

He was stopped at a light and I turned very slowly to face him. “Grace Courtland was the best woman, the best person I ever knew, and she died in the line of duty. If it wasn’t for her, people would be dying in the streets, governments would be blaming each other, and there would be missiles in the air. That is not a joke. You and I are alive because of her and anyone who says different is going to fall right off my Christmas card list, you dig? Anyone who speaks one word against her, or diminishes the value of what she did, will have a whole new set of problems to deal with, starting with a dramatic increase in their medical and dental bills. Am I making myself clear?”

Spurlock stared at me so long the light changed and the cars behind him began to honk. Then he nodded and drove on.

After a minute he said, “I wasn’t speaking ill of her. I was asking for the inside scoop. Agent to agent.”

I said nothing.

“Some of us are so far out of the loop, so far removed from the action, that nothing we do really matters a damn,” he continued. “You mostly never hear about an agent going down in the line of duty, and when you do, and that person makes the papers, you tend to think that there’s politics in that. That it’s some pencil-neck’s idea of spin control from something you’ll never be privy to and never understand. And it makes you feel that nothing you do matters a wet fart. It’s cynical, sure, but there it is.”

I said nothing.

“To know that one of ours, one of us, did something really big, really important… Well, hell, that makes everything else okay. All the years spent doing scutwork, all of the reports you write that you think no one ever reads, all the loneliness. I’m not saying this right,” he admitted and sighed. “It’s just nice to know that we actually won one, y’know?”

I took a long breath and let it out slowly.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

“So, no offense, man, okay?”

“None at all.”

“Well,” he said, “at least we have the bastard cornered. Time for a little bit of payback.”

We drove the rest of the way in silence.

The island was green and pretty, but I couldn’t care less. Despite the outward show of calm detachment I’d constructed, inside I was going batshit crazy. My head felt like it was full of bees, my gut was sick with greasy sludge. Ghost must have caught some of my nerves and whined quietly. I reached back to pet him, and he licked my fingers. It was the first time he’d ever done that and I found it oddly touching. 

At the hotel, Spurlock pulled around back and the three of us got out. The rear street was little more than an alley with dumpsters, a vagrant speaking in Dutch to the pigeons he was feeding, and a nondescript late-model sedan parked by the exit. As we passed the vagrant, Ghost barked at the pigeons, scaring them into flight. The vagrant cursed him and me even though I growled at Ghost to knock it off.

Luckily, I don’t speak Faroese, or Dutch for that matter. I’m pretty sure some of his remarks involved me and livestock.

We hurried past him and flanked the car.

Ghost started growling when we were still fifteen feet away, and it had nothing to do with pigeons. 

There was no agent behind the wheel.

There was only blood. Ghost sniffed at it and gave a short whuff. 

Spurlock and I pulled our guns and fanned them up and down the street.

The vagrant suddenly started screaming. Calling for the cops. Maybe calling for God Himself.

“Call your team,” I barked, but Spurlock was already speaking into his cuff-mic.

“Henderson! Reed!”

But Henderson and Reed weren’t answering, and I knew they never would.

As I approached the exit door, I felt Spurlock move up behind me. He had his gun in a two-hand shooter’s grip and his face was set and grim. Ghost was right behind him. Spurlock looked from the dog to the car to me to the door.

“You ready?” I asked.

He licked his lips and nodded.

I pulled the door and stepped back to let him go in first. This was his stakeout and he knew the building. The rear entrance was empty, nothing more than a service door and a short hallway that broke right to the kitchens and left to a set of stairs. 

“What floor?” I asked.

“Five.” He looked up the stairs. “You go, I’ll cover.”

I shook my head. “Better if Ghost and I hang back. You know the room, Ghost can watch our backs.”

Spurlock hesitated, then nodded. He drew a breath and headed quietly up the stairs. I wondered how scared he was, and how often he’d done this sort of thing. CIA field agents rarely have a James Bond moment; most don’t carry guns, and even fewer have used them.

Even so, he was well trained, moving on cat feet as he climbed the steps, positioning himself properly to check his corners and turns, keeping his gun up and out the way he should, and tracking line-of-sight with the mouth of the barrel. I followed in harmony, watching down the stairs even though Ghost was behind me, and checking the fire doors on each landing.

On the fifth floor, Spurlock covered the door and head-signaled me to go first, but I shook him off. His men knew him by sight, but I was a stranger with a gun. Last thing I needed was to walk into a friendly fire incident.

Spurlock snorted and went first. I don’t think my caution impressed him much. Maybe I wasn’t living up to the DMS super-spy image. He ran down the hallway, taking many small steps instead of large loping ones; it was a balancing trick to keep that natural jolts of running from spoiling aim. I was comforted to see that despite everything, Spurlock remembered all of his training. I’d met a few other CIA spooks who were far less competent.

I came up close behind him, with Ghost right at my heels.

“Which room?” I asked quietly.

“End of the hall.”

“Where’s your man?”

Spurlock made a face. “I don’t know. He should have been in the stairwell where he could watch the hall.”

“You have your team on a wire?”

He paused and then met my eyes. “No one’s answering.”

“Shit,” I said, and he nodded.

There was no real cover in the hall, and even the door frames to each of the guest rooms were only a couple of inches deep. So we had to use speed instead of stealth. We put our guns up and ran full-tilt down the hall. I signaled Ghost to stay two paces back and was gratified to see that he was following every one of the commands we’d rehearsed. Yeah, I’ll say it. Good dog.

“Kick it,” I said. There was no time to explain that I’d had arthroscopic surgery on my knee and ankle after the Jakoby thing. I was weeks away from being able to kick anything. Spurlock shot me another annoyed look, but he kicked the door.

Actually, he kicked the hell out of the door. He used the impetus of his run to launch into a flat-footed kick that struck the wood right beside the knob and ripped the lock out of the frame with a bang! and a spray of splinters. He landed in a tight crouch and pivoted on the balls of his feet, sweeping his pistol across the room; I skidded in behind him.

And froze.

Ghost jolted to a stop in the doorway. He stared into the room.

And gave a single, short bark.

I didn’t need him to tell me that all of our haste and caution had been a total waste.

The bodies of the three CIA agents told that story with grim eloquence.
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“Jesus Christ,” breathed Spurlock. His mouth sagged open and the hands holding his gun drooped slowly until the barrel was pointed uselessly at the blood-spattered carpet.

The room was an efficiency. A bedroom with a full-size bed, one overstuffed chair, a television on a chest of drawers, and a tiny bathroom. No wardrobe, nowhere to hide except inside the bathroom and I sent Ghost in to check. He made his whuffing sound and sat in the doorway. All clear.

I stood in the doorway and tried to read the scene. One agent was slumped in a chair, his hands bound with plastic cuffs, a gag tied tightly around his mouth and jaw. There were two black bullet holes above the bridge of his nose. The second agent lay on the floor ten feet inside the room. His hands were not tied and his gun was on the rug a yard from his open fingers. He had one bullet wound above his right eye, and a second in the back of his head. The third agent was right inside the door, bullet holes in his temple and the back of his skull.

In the bathroom doorway, Ghost growled low in his throat, alarmed by the smell of blood and cordite. Spurlock stood in the middle of the room, his pistol down at his side, face slack, eyes moving from one body to the next. He looked like he was a half-step from going into shock.

“Holster your weapon,” I said, and Spurlock jumped. When he hesitated, I snapped at him, “This party’s over and you’re not paying attention to your gun.”

He looked at his pistol as if he had no idea what it was, then he slid it into the quick-draw shoulder rig he wore under his grubby suit coat. I put mine away too.

“Check the room,” I said. “Check everything. Looks like Veder spotted the man in the hall, lured him here and took him prisoner. Maybe forced him to call the others, maybe kept him alive as a hostage. We’ll never know.” I moved over to the seated dead man and saw a faint peppering of black powder on the side of the dead man’s face and clothes. “Yeah,” I said, “the shooter crouched down here, behind the chair, and when the second agent came in, he took him with two shots.” 

“How do you know that?” asked Spurlock.

I pointed to the gunshot residue on the seated dead man and pointed my hand at an angle to approximate the line of fire. Then I crossed the room, clicked my tongue for Ghost to move, and stepped into the bathroom. 

“When the third agent entered the room, Veder took him in the temple from here. Then he finished it with one to the back of the head, turned and put two into the guy in the chair. Small entry wounds, no exits. Probably a .22, maybe with a sound suppressor.”

“Assassin’s gun of choice,” observed Spurlock.

“And Veder should know,” I said. “He’s supposed to be the best of the best.”

Spurlock gave me an enigmatic look. “You sound like you’re impressed.”

I shook my head. “No. Veder’s a rat bastard and I want to blow out his lights,” I said. “But you have to admit this was a professional job. If we had any doubts that this was Veder, we don’t now.” I looked at him. “Look…I’m sorry about your team. Really. I’ve lost a lot of people on my teams.”

He said nothing and his eyes had a totally dead look to them. As if all traces of life and humanity had drained away.

“Really…I’m sorry,” I said. “Were you close with these guys?”

Spurlock didn’t answer, and I felt like a total jackass.

I cleared my throat. “Okay. Let’s toss the room. This all happened between the time you left here to pick me up and now. That’s what? Forty minutes? Veder can’t have gotten far. Maybe he left in too much of a hurry. Maybe he left something we can use to track him.”

Spurlock nodded.

“You start looking,” I said, “and I’ll call it in.”

He lingered there for a moment longer, and then turned away and began searching the room.

I edged toward the door and removed my cell from my pocket. Church answered on the second ring. I explained what happened.

“That’s distressing news, Captain,” said Church. “I’ll arrange to have the airport closed and have our people do a thorough background check on passengers of all flights departing Vágar in the last hour.”

“Boats too. I think there’s a ferry.”

“I’ll handle all of that, Captain. I’ve been moving assets into the area since before you left US airspace. If Veder’s there, then he’s in a bottle and we will find him.”

“Yes, we damn well will,” I said, and I made sure to pitch my voice loud enough for Spurlock to hear. I wanted him to know that his people mattered too. This wasn’t just about my personal vengeance, though in truth—to me, anyway—Grace was all I could think of.

Then I pitched my voice lower. “Look, maybe you should call this in to Langley. Take Spurlock off the hook. He seems like a decent guy, and I’d hate to see him take the heat for a failed mission. It’s not his fault that Veder was too much, even for a four-man team.”

Church was silent for a moment. “Spurlock’s there with you? In earshot?”

“Almost,” I said, hoping he’d have the tact not to want to push this conversation any further. Spurlock was probably already wondering to what armpit of the planet his section chief was going to send him. Having an entire team cut out from under you while losing your quarry was not exactly a highway to promotion.

“Stay alert, Captain,” said Church, and disconnected.

I glanced at Spurlock, who was on his hands and knees, peering under the bed. Ghost was standing next to him, sniffing at the agent and the bed and the blood that seemed to be everywhere.

Spurlock shot me an irritated look.

“Would you please get your dog away from the crime scene,” he said coldly. “He’s not helping.”

“He’s trained for—”

“For what?” snapped Spurlock. “Forensic evidence collection?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Then put him in the bathroom before he screws up any chance we have of finding something useful.”

I nearly growled back at him, but I reined myself in. The guy had just lost three people he knew, maybe friends. If he wanted to bitch a little bit, I figured he more than earned the right. So, I clicked my tongue for Ghost. I pointed at the doorway and told him to sit. He did, but he contrived to give me a long-suffering look as if to say that idleness was a vast waste of his considerable talents. Or I could have been reading a bit too much into a dog’s expression. I was beginning to lose perspective on that.

Ghost watched us both with bottomless brown eyes.

“What did Mr. Church say?” asked Spurlock as he continued to fish under the bed.

“Huh?”

“Your boss? What did he say?”

“Oh…they’re closing the airport, cutting off the ferry. Checking manifests and such. The works. We’re putting a net over everything. We’ll find him.”

“Good.” Spurlock had his whole arm under the bed. “Tell me something, Joe.”

I began opening drawers in the dresser. The top one had two pairs of boxers and two pairs of socks. I checked them, but there was nothing.

“The woman Veder killed—Major Courtland—were you friends?”

I opened the second drawer and found a shaving kit. 

“Joe—?”

“Yes,” I said softly as I unzipped the kit. “She was a friend.”

“A close friend?”

There was no shaving stuff in the kit. Instead I found make-up. Hair dye, several sets of colored contact lenses, false teeth. A high-quality field kit.

“Yes,” I said. Very softly.

“I’m sorry.”

I nodded and placed the kit on the top of the dresser. In the third drawer I found a dozen passports, a thick wad of currency from five countries, and more make-up. False beards, mustaches, wigs, each in separate plastic bags. There were also two magazines loaded with .22 rounds.

“What’d you say?” I murmured distractedly.

“I said that I was sorry.”

I glanced at him.

Spurlock was no longer fishing under the bed. He knelt behind it, and he held a .22 pistol in his hand, the barrel extended by a Trinity sound suppressor.

“Truly sorry,” he said.

My mouth went totally dry.

“Veder,” I whispered.

“Veder,” he agreed.

And fired.

 

-9-

 

Three things happened all at once.

I threw myself sideways and the bullet punched a hole through the air so close that it seared a white-hot line across the outside of my ear.

Veder fired a second round.

And Ghost launched himself across the room. Immensely fast, deadly quiet; moving like a white missile from his spot by the door, crossing the small room in the space between the first and second shot, teeth bared as he leapt.

Veder—Jesus Christ, but Veder was fast.

He pivoted in place and whipped the barrel across Ghost’s face with terrible speed and power, catching the dog on the temple and tearing a yelp of pain from him. Ghost hit the floor and slid in the blood, but even as he landed his nails tore at the carpet for purchase. He scrabbled around and came right back at Veder, but again the killer was faster. Veder fired two quick shots even as he threw himself backward away from Ghost’s fangs. The first shot punched a hole through the drapes; the second clipped Ghost on the shoulder. With a second yelp, louder and sharper than the first, Ghost collapsed backward, blood splashing all over his white fur.

Veder swung around to take me with the next shot, but now I was in motion, driving toward him, leaping across the corner of the bed. I slammed into him with a flying tackle that knocked him off his knees and drove us both all the way to the far wall. The .22 went flying over my shoulder.

We crunched into the wall and I collapsed down on top of him. I was bigger and heavier, and I wanted to snap his bones under me, but Veder was packed with wiry muscles that he’d disguised under the frumpy businessman’s suit. He pivoted his hips and drove a two-knuckled punch up under my chin, rocking my head back against the wall. A second punch nearly crushed my windpipe, but I dropped my head, blocking the blow with my chin. Pain detonated along my gum line and I tasted blood in my mouth.

Veder threw himself backward, creating distance between us so he could use his feet. He was good. Really damn good. His first kick caught me on the left shoulder, numbing my arm; the second hit me square in the sternum and that slammed me backward into the wall again and drove a lot of air out of my lungs.

He tried a third kick, but the impact of the last one had shoved him away from me and he didn’t have the reach to do more than bruise my chest. I gulped in as much air as I could and kicked out with the point of my toe—not at his body, but at his kicking leg. The reinforced toe of my shoe crunched into his calf, mashing the muscle. I combined off of that, throwing my weight onto my hip and snapped kicks at his ribs, one, two, three, driving a grunt of pain from him.

Veder threw himself away from me and despite the pain he must have been feeling did a neat little backward roll and came out of it on fingers and toes. Then he launched at me. His face did not show a flicker of expression, but instead displayed only a dispassionate—or perhaps disconnected—calm and a professional determination. I’m not even sure I was an enemy so much as I was simply another problem to be solved.

He drove his shoulder into me, catching me mid-thigh and slamming me for a third time into the wall. But I was half-ready for that and as I hit, I dropped my upper body weight straight down, using it to put substantial power into a descending elbow smash which caught him between his shoulder blades. The blow flattened him to the floor, but when I bent over to try and seal the deal with a couple of kidney punches, he swept one leg backward and up in a scorpion kick, catching me right on the forehead.

I hit the wall for the fourth time and fireworks exploded inside my head.

Veder rolled onto his side and used his bent arm to sweep my legs out from under me. I crashed sideways to the ground and he scrambled atop me, pinning my arms to my sides with his thighs while he rained punches down on my face.

I could hear Ghost whimpering and snarling only a few feet away, but I couldn’t see him.

The only chance I had was to keep Veder’s iron-hard fists away from my eyes and nose, otherwise the pain and disorientation would lose me the fight, my life, and any chance I had at avenging Grace’s death.

So I buried my chin down and clamped my teeth onto the soft flesh inside his left thigh. I bit down with all of my rage and Conrad Veder screamed.

He also tried to stand up, to get away from my teeth, and I let him, not that I had much choice—his movement nearly tore half the teeth from my mouth. As he rose, I snapped my foot up and kicked him on the ass, and this time he was the one who hit the wall.

With a growl, I rolled sideways, clipping the inside of his right ankle. Veder toppled over and fell, and even as he was going down, I clawed my way along the inside of his trouser leg until my hip rested on his knee. That gave me the perfect angle and I punched him in the balls as hard as I could.

Veder screamed, a shriek that rose instantly to the ultrasonic.

Agony gave him power though, and he hooked his thumb into the corner of my mouth and tried to tear open my cheek. I had to roll with his pull in order to save my face, and that put me right in the path of his other hand. Two punches battered my temple and eye-socket, and my left eye went completely dark.

Then Veder squirmed out and kicked me away from him.

I covered my face with my arms, expecting another kick but too disoriented to stop it, but there was no blow. I turned in horror to see him crawling toward his fallen pistol. With a cry, I flung myself at him, but I was too far away and he snatched up the gun, turned, swinging the barrel toward me.

Then something blundered past me, white and red and snarling like a demon from Hell. 

Conrad Veder screamed again as Ghost leapt at him and clamped his jaws around the wrist holding the pistol. There was a muffled bang as the gun fired, but the bullet punched into the wall a foot away from me. Blood exploded from Veder’s wrist and he began pounding on Ghost with his left hand.

I staggered to my feet and half-fell across the room.

“Ghost!” I snapped. “Off!”

With a growl of mingled rage, pain, and frustration, Ghost wrenched himself away from Veder, his fur covered with blood and his eyes totally wild. The gun and the gun-hand were still clamped in his jaws.

Blood jetted from Veder’s wrist.

I grabbed him by the hair and hauled him to his feet, then kneed him in the groin, head-butted him, and chopped him across the throat so hard that it jolted my whole body.

There was a big, wet crunching sound in his throat, and Veder staggered away from me, his eyes wide with panic, the fingers of his one remaining hand scrabbling at the total red ruin of his throat. He shambled backward and tripped over the body of one of the dead men and almost fell out the window.

Almost.

I caught him.

I pulled him close and looked deep into his dying eyes. His mouth was trying to form a word. Not “help.” Not a plea for mercy. His bloody lips formed a word he had said earlier. And, somehow, here in his last moment, maybe he meant it.

“Sorry.”

I stared into his eyes, confused by the word. Disgusted by it.

Angered by it.

“Fuck you,” I said, and I spat in his face.

Then I shoved him out the window.

Even with a smashed throat he found a way to scream all the way down. 
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He missed the car by ten feet. 

I leaned out the window and gazed down on the sprawled body. Waiting for the pain in my head to stop. Waiting for my left eye to start working again. Waiting for sirens.

The eye cleared, but there were no sirens.

It was a back alley in a quiet town on a remote island. No one even noticed.

Ghost limped across the floor to me. He still had the hand in his mouth.

I told him to drop it, and I swear there was a look of disgust on his face when he did so. He whimpered softly and leaned against me.

The bullet had torn a furrow along his side, and—I found out later—notched the bone; but he would heal. He was young and strong, and he would heal. I tore up the sheets and bound his wounds.

Together we limped out of the room and down the back stairs to the alley.

Veder was dead. 

It felt weird to think that. To know it.

“Grace,” I said.

Ghost whimpered.

It took five minutes to load Veder into the trunk of the car. I was in pretty sorry shape. The keys were in the dead man’s pocket. Ghost crawled into the back seat, I got behind the wheel.

For a few minutes I did nothing but sit there with my forehead resting on the steering wheel, feeling the pain. Wondering what I would feel when the pain ended. Veder was dead.

Where was my purpose?

I started the car and we drove out of the town and into the country. I drove aimlessly, unsure of where I was going, unable to read the road signs. The only decisions I made were to steer away from other traffic.

Eventually we found ourselves on a deserted stretch of coastline. Rocky and bare, blasted by the winds and the sun. Bleak.

Perfect.

I dragged Veder’s body out of the trunk and kicked it over the edge of the hill. He rolled sixty yards down the slope, halfway to the smashing surf.

There was no shovel in the trunk, just a tire iron. It was enough. I’m not sure I remember digging the hole. I’m not sure why I started. It was probably stupid, pointless, but I did it anyway, working at it with the relentlessness of madness, chopping into the ground, tearing at the soil, throwing away rocks, repeating, repeating. A task assigned in Hell and completed with insane dedication.

When the hole was deep enough, I tumbled Veder into it. The gun and the gun-hand too. Then I covered it over with dirt and rocks and all of the tons of grief that filled my soul.

Maybe I stood over the grave for ten minutes. Maybe it was an hour. I really couldn’t say. I remember the sound of Ghost’s nails on the rocks as he limped down the slope to join me. We stood there, battered and bloody. He stared at me while I wept.

“Grace,” I said.

The wind blew off of the ocean and scoured the tears from my cheeks.

Veder was dead.

Every law enforcement agency in the world was looking for him. Church wanted him almost as badly as I had. Church would want to see the body.

I stood over the grave and then looked up and down the coastline. It was exactly the same in both directions. If I drove away, I’d never be able to find this place again.

Kind of the point.

I unzipped my pants and pissed on the grave.

Not exactly a marker, but a mark of a kind.

Ghost watched me, his intelligent eyes boring into mine.

I zipped up and turned away. Then I paused at a sound, and I turned to see Ghost pissing a hot stream onto the rocks.

He was a dog, there was no way he could understand why I’d done it. Contempt was not a trait that animals could grasp. Right? Besides, he hadn’t even known Grace. 

Even so, I smiled at him. At the member of my pack.

“Come on, partner,” I murmured.

Together, we climbed the long hill back to the car.
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“THEY’RE NOT CHEM-trails,” I said with the last fragment of patience. “They’re con-trails.”

We were in the briefing room and I was pretty close to throwing my cup of coffee at the smug little bastard who hosted the conspiracy theory radio show. Jim Peabody. He had a lean, oddly angular birdlike body and looked like an affronted egret. He had the kind of face you wanted to throw a coffee cup at. Even if you liked coffee as much as I do. It was very hot coffee and it would hurt. So, the struggle was real because I wanted him to shut the fuck up.

“Just listen to him, sugar,” said Joan Holliday, the head of our integrated sciences division. She looks like a six-foot-plus version of Dolly Parton. All the glam, glitter, curves, and sass of the singer, but thirty years younger and a shelf full of MDs and PhDs. She called everyone sugar. Or honeybunny. Or sweet-cheeks. 

“Why bother?” I demanded. “We’ve got some freaks threatening to release bioweapons in fifty countries. Fifty. Five-zero. We’re standing on the brink of the actual apocalypse. We are a couple of very bad days away from living in either a disease infested wasteland or a dystopia in which only those entitled assholes who can afford it are going to survive. That isn’t the plot of a summer blockbuster, it’s happening right now. So excuse the living fuck out of me if I’m not all that concerned about some crackpot belief trending with the tin-foil hat crowd.”

Peabody actually recoiled from me, then took a half step forward. “Colonel Ledger, if you’d just listen to—” 

“I’ve been listening,” I said. “And all I’m hearing is bullshit.”

“No, sir,” said Peabody officiously, “you’re hearing but not listening. You’re not paying attention.”

“‘Paying attention’?” I had to smile. “Do you want to know what I was doing when I got the call to come in for this briefing? I was hunting for a group of terrorists suspected of smuggling a bioweapon delivery system into Athens. Do you know how many people live in Athens? Do you know how many people we’re trying to keep alive in Athens? And Rome, and London, and Paris, and New York, and—?”

“Colonel…”

It was Mr. Church who’d spoken. A single word. Quiet, without emphasis. 

I stopped my rant. We all looked at him. Church is a big man, black and strong. Somewhere in his sixties, but that isn’t what made him the adult in the room. He was the adult in any room. You look at him and immediately want to check your fingernails to see if they’re clean. I’ve seen generals and heads of state react that way too.

“Every JSOC and private SpecOps team in the world is on the hunt for the bioterrorists. Our people, MHI, SEAL Team 666, Chess Team, Sigma Force… It’s doubtful there’s ever been a more concentrated hunt than what is currently ongoing. And, as valuable a field asset as you are, Colonel, cutting you out of that pack to deal with this is not likely to be the deciding factor in keeping the world on its hinges.”

Doc Holliday pretended to whisper, but said, “You got spanked.” And she said it in a little musical sing-song. I glared nuclear death at her.

“Okay, okay,” I said with bad grace, and turned back to Peabody—who, for the record, looks like a Peabody. A classic example of the type. “Chem-trails. Sure. Fine. Explain to me how that’s not a conspiracy theory.”

Peabody pushed his glasses up his nose and said, “Well, Colonel Ledger, understand that I would normally agree with you. In all circumstances. Contrails are actually condensation trails. Line-shaped cloud formations created by changes in air pressure as aircraft cruise at certain altitudes and under certain atmospheric conditions. Water vapor in the engine exhaust interacts with low ambient temperatures leaving lines of ice crystals. And some contrails are formed by changes in air pressure in wingtip vortices. Some disappear quickly and others can last for hours.”

“Thank you, Bill Nye,” I muttered. “Get to how that equals some kind of conspiracy.”

“Regular contrails are harmless,” said Peabody. “As you say, there are plenty of conspiracy theories about chemtrails. That nonsense got started after a 1996 air force report was published in which induced weather modification theories were discussed. Alarmists like William Thomas, Richard Finke, and Art Bell stoked the fires of the belief that some contrails were actually the release of ether chemicals or biological agents intended to accomplish a variety of goals. Mind control, pacification of the population for easier rule by the Illuminati, human population control, chemical warfare, and…well, the list goes on and on, into genetic seeding by reptilian aliens. Any notable outbreaks of disease, higher statistics of genetic disorders, cancers, and so on in given areas are then linked to these chemtrails.” 

I twirled my finger to indicate Doc Holliday, Church, and myself. “Choir,” I said. And then pointed to him. “Preacher.”

He flushed a little. “I had to establish certain things in order to tell you something that is actually happening.”

Very quietly I heard Mr. Church say, “Ah.”

Peabody had visual aids and sent images from his laptop to the big flatscreen in the conference room. The first image was a Google Maps satellite view of a stretch of nearly featureless desert. Endless sand dunes.

“This is Ténéré, a desert region in the south-central Sahara that stretches from northeastern Chad to western Sudan. 150,000 square miles of nothing. It is ostensibly owned by Niger and Chad, but sparsely populated and of little value to anyone. You can’t farm it and there is very little water. It is, for all intents and purposes, a dead land.” 

He clicked and a picture popped onto the screen, showing a pair of dark-skinned men dressed in white robes leading a string of starved-looking camels. 

“There’s a scattering of ethnic groups, but the area in question for us is used mostly by Toubou people, who are descended from the original Neolithic inhabitants of the Sahara region. They are genetically Ethiopians, and are regarded as a tough, nomadic, and noble people. Most of the Toubou are salt miners. They live at the very edge of poverty and starvation.”

Click.

“This is one of the Toubou salt camps,” he said. The image was that of several tents clustered in the lee of a vertical pillar of natural rock that stood up from the sand. A few pine trees leaned away from the sun’s fists and there were some handfuls of grass. “The oasis is called the Finger of God for obvious reasons. This photo was taken eleven days ago by a National Geographic photographer doing a story on nomad peoples.”

We waited, and I found myself becoming invested now. There were people in the mix and I had a bad feeling this was not going to be a story with a happy ending. In my job we don’t get to read a lot of those kinds of stories.

Click.

The next shot was of the same camp. Clearly days later. Had to be days, because even in the brutal heat of the Sahara bodies don’t bloat that much. They don’t warp and expand into grotesque parodies of the human form. Doc Holliday made a soft, gagging sound. I walked over to the screen and stood looking at it for a long time. 

Men and women. Children. Even the camels. 

All of them dead.

Sprawled in the sand. Covered in blowflies. Mouths thrown wide, but if with screams or prayers to an unheeding god there was no way to tell. Fingers knotted into fists on stilled breasts, or clutching handfuls of sand, or entwined with those of children. Reaching to each other for help, for support, or to make sure that when the darkness took them, they fell together.

None of us spoke.

Click.

The next image was of a plane flying high above, leaving a double-trail of silver-white vapor.

“That was taken by the Nat Geo reporter the same day the first oasis picture was taken,” said Peabody. “The other picture…well, that was forty-eight hours later.”

I turned.

“It doesn’t prove a connection,” I said.

“No, no…but…”

Click.

It was an aerial view of another oasis. A substantially bigger one, with many healthy palms, a big pen of goats, and a sophisticated building whose pitched roof was lined with solar panels. Several pickups and Jeeps were parked in the shade of an angled canopy, and beyond the house were several acres of land covered with sand-colored cloth tarps. But what caught my eye was what was behind the building. There, at the end of a short, flat stretch of hard-packed sand, was an aircraft. A small, tidy jet.

Sticking out from beneath its wings were large chemical tanks.

“That’s not proof,” I said.

“Show him the rest,” said Church.

Peabody nodded. “There are three other oases in the same area.”

Click.

The same jet, flying at a height of maybe four thousand feet, dragging white lines behind it.

Click.

Another camp. More tents. More trees. More bodies.

Click.

That jet again.

Click.

The third oasis. The third horror show.

Click.

Click.

Into the silence I said, “Tell me about the people who own that jet.”

 

-2-

 

Undisclosed Landing Zone

Ténéré

South Central Sahara

 

We had no idea what kind of tech our potential bad guys had. The days when a radar unit was some big obvious thing were long gone. Now that stuff was small, easily mounted on a Jeep or pickup. 

So we did a HALO jump to get in.

High altitude, low open. That’s three of us—Top, Bunny, and me—throwing ourselves out of a perfectly good airplane at thirty-thousand feet. Wearing goggles and breathing bottled air, and falling six fucking miles before we deployed our chutes. Yes, I was an Airborne Ranger in the army. Yes, I’ve done scores of combat jumps. No, I have never liked a single one of them. I have a good game face, especially in front of my men, but inside my nuts crawl up into my chest cavity before I’m out the door, and they do not descend until about half an hour after I’m on the ground.

We didn’t die, though, so…there’s that.

We gathered up our chutes and kicked sand over them. Bradley “Top” Sims is the oldest member of Havoc Team. Pushing fifty, but clearly made out of boiler plates and scrap iron. Dark brown skin, eyes that missed nothing, and a patchwork of earned scars all over his tough hide. Beside him was Harvey Rabbit—sadly, that’s his actual name. Everyone calls him Bunny. He’s six-and-a-half feet of Orange County white boy with a surfer tan and more muscles than anyone reasonably needs. They were my right and left hands. We’d joined Church’s little gang of science geeks and shooters together. I trusted them more than anyone else I knew.

The equipment had landed a few hundred yards away, and we jogged over and uncrated three sound-suppressed dirt bikes. Very high-end stuff. Not as fast as regular motorcycles, their speed topping out at forty, but the engines purred like kittens. The cases were sand-colored and with the easterly wind blowing they’d be covered and invisible in a few hours. There were no markings of any kind on any of the gear we brought. No badges or rank insignias on our clothing. We were ghosts.

Top glanced at me, then up at the sky in the direction from which we’d come, then down at the blowing sand. “World’s going to shit and we’re a long damn way from the fight,” he said. 

It was true enough. The bioterrorists had already begun limited releases on towns in Europe, Asia, and North America. A weaponized version of the Shanghai flu in Duoyishu, a village in southwest China’s Yunnan Province. A super-strain of tuberculosis in Otranto, Puglia. And a dreadfully hardy strain of Yersinia pestis in a Navajo village in New Mexico. Right now the death toll was low. Comparatively low, anyway. Seven hundred infected, with seventeen deaths. No one was actually encouraged by those numbers. None of us believed that the death toll was going to stay low.

The threats about these attacks had been coming in via anonymous snail mail, social media posts from dummy accounts, and emails sent from internet cafes and fake profiles. The first one we knew about was nine months ago, and it wasn’t taken seriously—except in retrospect. It was directed at the government of India, and was filled with political and quasi-religious histrionics. All about how the current world is corrupt and that overpopulation is proof of a deliberate desire to pollute and destroy the world. The viewpoint of the group amounts to the belief that humanity has become a kind of thinking virus on the skin of the living Earth. What was once a symbiotic relationship, back when humanity could be counted in the tens of thousands, has been thrown out of balance by industrialism and overpopulation. They consider themselves to be the voices of reason. 

Their “reasonable” suggestions, sent via email to the heads of state of the fifty most populous countries, was for them to initiate a lottery to pick ninety percent of their populations and systematically euthanize them. Failure to do so would result in the group launching a program of bioweapon releases. How they planned to do that, and where they would get these bioweapons, was something we were working on figuring out.

The limited releases were incentives. Kicks in the ass.

That’s why everyone with a gun was out hunting these freaks.

All we had for the group was a name—Silentium. Latin for “silence,” which didn’t tell us much. However, from the rhetoric in their messages it was pretty clear they were some kind of millenarian cult. Their rants were all about how mankind was corrupt and how a new age was going to dawn after the manufactured cleansing program. There were going to be seven years of violence, struggle, and death before the population is whittled down to a number in harmony with the Earth. 

Funny how these groups present a model of a societal golden ideal that is any rational person’s concept of a dystopia. 

And the three of us seemed to be a long damn way from that fight. Church said this was worth doing, and I had to take him at his word. But it felt like we were throwing punches at the wrong chins out here. Top and Bunny and I shared a long look, each of us knowing what was in the others’ hearts.

“Let’s get it done,” I said, “so we can go back to the war.”

The target was twenty-nine miles south by east from the LZ. We saddled up without a word and were gone.
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As we drove, we each reviewed the intel. Details were sent to the left lenses of our Google Scout glasses, a proprietary bit of tech designed for Mr. Church by one of his friends in the industry. 

Our destination was called the Lab. Nice and generic. Whoever owned it was doing a pretty damn good job of hiding behind fake identities and shell corporations. Had to be some money in play for them to swing that. Had to be some sophistication too. Our computer team, headed by Bug, usually brushed aside most obfuscation, but these people were tricky bastards. Bug chopped through the underbrush all the way back to a nonspecific startup company in South Africa. There were no computer records of any kind to explain what they had startup to do. And the identities of the key players were nearly perfectly hidden, as Bug explained to us via radio as we drove.

“We tracked down two of the people involved,” he said. “Bongani Jiba, a woman from the Xhosa tribe, and Thabo Mahao, a man from the Sotho people. Jiba graduated from the University of Cape Town. Top of her class. Mahao earned a PhD in engineering from Stellenbosch University, having gone through school on a series of scholarships. Both of them are brilliant. Mahao’s family were carpet merchants and the Jiba family were bakers. No known political connections.”

“Anything suggesting they might be with this Silentium cult?”

“Nope. Not a whiff of that. No religious affiliation of any weight. No criminal records. And no clear connection between them.”

“Two black twenty-somethings with advanced degrees from white-dominated schools,” mused Top. “Could have been radicalized on campus.”

“Yeah, maybe,” said Bunny, “but radicalized to do what? The Toubou were black too. And poor as balls. What’s the win in killing them?”

“To be determined,” I said. “What else do you have, Bug?”

“Nothing. The facility you guys are heading to is on a patch of ground leased by the government of Chad to the dummy corporation. We can track some money exchanges, but it’s from the government side. Cash deposits, so that’s a dead end. All of the equipment must have been trucked in by private companies, or they did it themselves, because there’s no record.”

“What about the plane?”

“It’s a ONE Aviation Eclipse 550,” said Bug. “A light commercial jet. Cheap. About three mil. Top speed of four-thirty. Fifteen hundred mile range, crew of one or two, with room for up to five passengers. Weighs thirty-six hundred empty and has a max takeoff weight of six thousand.”

“Doesn’t leave a lot for payload,” said Bunny, “’specially if they’re carrying full tanks of liquid. Water’s eight pounds a gallon, and those look like fifty-five gallon drums under the wings. That’s another nine hundred pounds.”

“So,” said Top, “figure a pilot and a tech, plus the payload. Everything else stripped out.”

“Sounds right,” I said. “Bug, can we pin down who might have bought it?”

“Working on that. They only made thirty-three of them before they stopped production in 2017. I have someone running down ownership. Not a successful model though, and a lot of them have gone to second or third owners. Get me some numbers off the engine house or tail and I’ll get you some names.”

“Roger that.”

The photos of the oases and the compound where the jet was parked were taken by Buzz Clark, a seasoned photo-journalist whose articles on African tribal cultures had won him three Pulitzers over the twenty-five years of his career. He was a pragmatic guy, by all accounts, and wasn’t the type to merely be a witness to events but instead took some action when there was a need. Clark was discreet about it though, because he didn’t want to lose credibility with local contacts. That said, when warlords in Somalia were hijacking shipments of vaccines for a TB outbreak, he made a call. When he caught wind of a sex trafficking ring smuggling tween girls out of Malawi, he sent an email. He was standup. A lot of reporters won’t for fear of ending a story they want to follow.  

Clark contacted a buddy in the WHO, who contacted someone who contacted Peabody, who—despite my personal and totally unfounded dislike of him—contacted Church. Clark was nobody’s idea of a ranting conspiracy theorist, so we all took him more seriously than we would virtually anyone else. 

Since then, though, Clark had gone off the radar. He was supposed to be our man on the ground, but he hadn’t responded to the last few attempts to reach him. None of us felt good about that.

The three of us drove on and reached the oasis called the Finger of God. A bunch of buzzards took reluctant flight, circling high above us as we parked and dismounted. We stopped upwind from the oasis and unpacked the backpack Bunny wore. In it were two lightweight hazmat suits, which Top and I pulled on. Bunny took a roll of duct tape and sealed our wrists and ankles. Then Top removed other items from the pack, including a BAMS unit, and handed it to me. He took a biological sample collection kit, and together we moved off, leaving Bunny behind to guard our backs. 

As we approached the bodies, I switched the BAMS unit on and began waving it around. The device was a bio-aerosol mass spectrometer. It had a vacuum function that drew in ambient air and hit it with continuous wave lasers to fluoresce individual particles. Key molecules like bacillus spores, dangerous viruses, and certain vegetative cells were identified and assigned color codes. Most of the BAMS units on either the commercial or government markets were unreliable because they could only detect dangerous particles in high density. This version had been designed by Dr. William Hu, the former head of the DMS Integrated Sciences Division, and then seriously upgraded by Doc Holliday. If everything was copacetic, the little lights would stay a comforting green. 

They were green until I got to about four feet from the body of an adult woman and then the lights all flashed red.

“Fuck me,” I said.

Top stood next to me as I passed the unit over the body in order to capture as much of whatever was triggering the BAMS sensors. It was uplinked to a satellite and sent data to Doc Holliday all the way the hell back in Greece. I heard her gasp as if she stood between me and Top.

“Outlaw,” she said, using my combat call sign, “discharge the filter and load a new one, then do a new scan.” I did. Doc said, “Boys, this don’t make any goldarn sense at all. I don’t know whether to scratch my watch or wind my butt.”

“Talk to me, Doc,” I said. “Not feeling real comfy out here. Do you know what this thing is?”

“Well, I know what the sensors say it is, boys, but that don’t make a lick of sense,” complained Doc. “It’s reading as better than ninety percent sure this is coccidioidomycosis. Shorthand is cocci or Valley Fever.”

“We’re not in a valley, are we?” asked Top.

“Even if you were,” she said, “you’re not in the right valley. The other name for this is California Fever.”

Top and I exchanged a look.

“Say again?” I said.

“Cocci is a mammalian fungal disease found in southwestern areas in the US and northern Mexico. It has no damn reason at all to be killing people in the Sahara.”

“Then why are we looking at about forty dead people?”

“Because someone is out there playing mad scientist,” she said. 

“Going out on a limb here,” said Bunny slowly, “but am I the only one wondering if somehow we stepped into a big steaming pile of that millenarian bullshit out here?”

“How?” asked Top. “Those Silentium fucknuts are all about overpopulation and these folks here are the exact opposite of that. Ain’t many of them at all.”

“You’re right, Pappy,” said Doc, using his callsign. “The Toubou are at cultural subsistence-level population growth, especially that far into the sand.”

“But someone killed them with a disease from the States,” said Bunny. “What the actual fuck’s that about if it’s not connected?”

“You got me, sweet-cheeks.” She paused. “Listen, whether or not it’s connected is only part of the problem, and not the biggest part. The fact that these people are dead at all makes my ass itch, because cocci is rarely fatal.”

“Looks pretty fucking fatal from where I’m standing,” I growled.

“Well, no shit,” she said in her mock pleasant voice. Doc always sounded like she was asking for a cucumber sandwich at a church social, but that was all show. Inside she was as hard as any of us, and smarter than all of us. “Okay, the Cliff’s Notes version of the science is that cocci develops in certain ecological niches where you have hot summers and mild winters, and where there’s very little annual rainfall. It’s generally found in alkaline sandy soil. Not in pure-sand deserts where there is no rain worth talking about, because the fungus grows in the periods of wet weather, then dries out and is spread by arid winds. It’s called ‘grow and blow.’”

“We’re in an oasis,” said Top. “There’s got to be water under the sand here and where the other deaths occurred.”

“Sure,” she said, “but not enough to do this. The growing cycle is wrong, and the location is mighty damn wrong. Also…the infection cycle is way too fast. Infection of cocci requires time, and generally an already compromised immune system. It might—might—explain this quicker and more pervasive infection rate if every single one of the nomads in those three groups were already HIV positive. But that’s unlikely because these groups don’t have a lot of physical contact with urban centers in that part of Africa where HIV is rampant. Maybe five percent of people exposed to cocci contract it, and of that group less than five percent fail to recover. None of the known infected die this fast. No, no, no. This isn’t Mother Nature being a bitch. This is some true mad scientist bullshit here.”

I glanced up at the sky as if I could see the jet and its contrails, but all I saw were buzzards circling, waiting for us to leave.

“Doc,” I said, “put some people on this cocci stuff. Find out where samples can be obtained, and work out a scenario for how it might have been weaponized. Whether this is connected to the Silentium threat or not, if we can source this stuff then we may have our first real lead.”

“Oh, honeybunny,” she said sweetly, “I’m already driving in that lane and calls are being made. Now get me some samples, and then go shoot some bad guys. I think we’ll all feel better if you do.”

Top opened the sample kit and we got to work. It did not take long, but it was an ugly task that left us feeling sick and stained and embarrassed to be part of the same species of biped as whoever did this. I glanced at Top, who was taking tissue samples from a little child. Unlike Bunny and I, Top was a parent. He’d already lost one child to war. He knew the pain of that. Just as he knew the fear. I could see a fever brightness in his eyes as he worked, and wondered how deep inside the heads of that child’s parents he’d gone. They all died together, but had the parents watched their little one sicken and die before the disease took them too? Or had the kid cried out to them for help, for answers, for protection as he crawled to where they lay? In either case it was an abomination. 

Top caught me watching him and for a moment we stared at each other, saying nothing. Saying everything that needed to be said.

We walked out to where Bunny waited with a pressure-can of disinfectant. We stripped out of the hazmat suits, stuffed them in a bag, and emptied the rest of the germ killer into it before burying it. The BAMS unit and samples were wrapped in plastic and sealed with tape. I took a transport drone from the saddlebag of my bike, assembled it quickly, fitted the samples into its undercarriage, and launched it. Our support team would track its transponder and do a pick up while we continued the mission.

We got onto our bikes and left. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the vultures dropping down again. The temptation to shoot at them was strong, but no matter how unsavory their appetites or grisly their meals, they were not the villains of this piece.
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As the miles burned away, I thought about the faces of the Toubou people who lay rotting in the sun. Innocent folks, going about a way of life that probably hadn’t changed substantially in five or six thousand years. Good folks. Hard working, uncomplicated, innocent of the cultural guile and corruption that was rife in the industrial parts of the world. Snuffed out.

Why?

As an experiment for some new kind of bioweapon? That was our leading theory, if this was the Silentium madmen. Had the Toubou lived on mineral-rich lands or good grazing pastures there would be a different motivation. At least then you could build a plausible—if inexcusable—set of motives based on simple greed. But out here, in the vastness of the Sahara? The killers had to go out of their way to target them, which meant that it was a calculated evil or a specific cultural madness. A cult psychosis, like the Heaven’s Gate group who committed mass suicide in San Diego in 1997, and the Peoples Temple nearly twenty years before them in Jonestown. Millenarian groups dated back hundreds of years, and not all of them are corrupt or completely insane. My lover, Junie Flynn, believes in what early twentieth century psychic leader Edgar Cayce called inevitable “Earth changes,” and there is a very real Earth change movement within the post-hippie, post-New Age spiritual community. They’re very gentle people. Historians, however, lump them in with the more radical millenarianists like the jackasses who wanted to kill most of the world.

If Jiba and Mahaou and whoever else was at the Lab were part of that group, and if they were responsible for these murders, then the isolation of this place would come back to bite them hard. There were no witnesses out here. There was no one they could call for help. Not in time. Not once Top and Bunny and I came for them. 

And they could scream as loud as they wanted, but in the end they would give us the answers we wanted. My friends and I are good men, but we are not nice ones.

Not in places like this.

“TOC to Outlaw,” came the call in my ear. TOC was the tactical operations center, where Church, Doc, and Bug were gathered to oversee this op. I raised my fist and we all slowed to a stop at the foot of a large dune, our bikes purring quietly.

“Go for Outlaw,” I responded. 

“We’re tracking two vehicles inbound toward the target,” said Bug. 

“What do we know?”

“Two Humvees, both with civilian paint jobs. Older models, probably bought from military sell-offs. No visible armament. We don’t have thermal scans, so no intel on number of occupants. ETA to target is twenty-five minutes.”

Beside me Top cursed. That was going to be close to when we would arrive.

“What’s the call?” I asked, and Church answered.

“The play is yours, Outlaw. If you ID them as hostiles we can have a drone there in forty minutes.”

“Copy that.” I glanced at my guys and they each nodded. “We’re going in. Soft approach, observe and assess.”

“Very well,” he said and ended the call. “Proceed with caution.”

Bunny looked into the distance, toward where the vehicles would be coming. “More of their team, maybe? Or bringing fuel for the bird?”

“Or coming to pick up the cocci bioweapon now that it’s been proved,” suggested Top. I nodded, because that sounded reasonable.

“Let’s go find out,” I said. 

We headed out, pushing the bikes to their limit.
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As we drove we sent a drone ahead to surveil the landscapes, and the feed was sent to the Scout goggles and to the TOC. 

“Hey,” said Doc’s voice, “what are those flat areas you just passed?”

I tapped the goggles to replay that portion of the video and saw what she meant. Way off to our left there were several areas that I first took for wind-smoothed sand, but when I zoomed it was clear that they were huge areas of ground covered with sand-colored tarps. Huge tarps too. Maybe a quarter acre each, and we passed ten or twelve of them. No idea if there were others out of the drone’s camera range.

“No idea,” I said. “Not sure we have the time to check them either. Racing the clock here.”

“Whatever it is,” said Doc, “I don’t like it. Looks like camouflage for something, but whatever it is, it’s flat. No sign of structures or vehicles under the tarps. Check it on your way back.”

“I’ll add it to my to-do list,” I said, and kept driving. The Lab was ahead and we’d gained some advantage over the approaching Humvees. We kept going and then stopped two miles from the target. 

Our approach vector had been picked so that the wind blew toward us, thereby carrying a good deal of the muffled engine noises away behind us. Even so, it was worth hiking the last bit to guarantee that no one heard us approach. The vehicles were still a few minutes out, but we had to move fast. The sun was rolling off the edge of the world, which gave us the shroud of twilight. The desert is dry and there isn’t much moisture in the air to refract the fading sun’s glow. It gets dark very fast.

Lights came on inside the Lab, but there were no perimeter spotlights. That was strange and it sent some minor alarm bells ringing in my head. Mass murderers and terrorists—if that’s what these people were—generally went the extra mile in overall security. 

I tapped Bunny’s shoulder. “Let’s get some birds in the air.”

He unzipped Top’s backpack and they quickly unwrapped and activated a pair of eagle owl drones. They weren’t exactly the right species for the Sahara, but it was night and they were close enough. Besides, we didn’t think we were creeping up on a lair of evil ornithologists. Top and Bunny each tossed a drone into the air, and the little machines deployed their wings, flapped vigorously, and rose into the darkening sky. I pulled back the flap that camouflaged the small computer strapped to my forearm and brought up the feeds from both birds. The screen split into two and gave me high-def camera feeds, thermal scans, and scans for electronics as the drones soared over the building. 

On the first pass the thermals told us that there were eight people inside. No idea who they were, but they were all grouped in one room. Electronics heat signatures suggested there were machines in there, and one of them was both hot and cold. A fridge. Then the drones circled and searched for the security set-up, hunting for listening devices, infrared triggers, motion sensors, and other security systems.

Bunny leaned close and studied the display. “Well,” he said sourly, “they got the whole package, don’t they?”

“Yup.”

And they did. The whole compound was wired six ways from Sunday, and all of it was networked through a very sophisticated computer system. I tapped my coms unit.

“Bug, you getting this?”

“Yeah.”

“Talk to me.”

“It’s a pretty sweet set up. Absolute cutting edge. Very expensive. Looks like the computers are protected by a 128-bit cyclical random numerical coder. That’s top of the line.”

“And…?”

“And we’re in,” he said simply. “Top of the line isn’t ‘us’ now, is it?”

I heard Top laughing quietly.

Rogue Team International had the MindReader computer, which is arguably the world’s most sophisticated super-intrusion software system. It’s how we’ve been able to stay a couple of steps ahead of the bad guys—and some of our allies—even though we’re a relatively small group. RTI works because we can spook our way into virtually any computer system, steal data, learn secrets, clone intel, and then sneak out again with no trace. MindReader rewrites the target system’s security software, including time codes, to eliminate all traces of its presence. The next best systems—owned by the NSA, China, and Russia—could sneak in, but they left footprints, scars to mark where they’d been. Nobody ever knows that MindReader was there. It makes our system the most dangerous in the world, which is why Mr. Church doesn’t share it with anyone. That’s a very deep line in the sand. His level of trust for other governments is nonexistent.

Bug said, “I own the security cameras and recorded a two minute loop. You can stroll right up any time you want. No alarms.”

“Remind me to give you a big sloppy kiss.”

“Please don’t,” he said. 

We did not stroll up. We ran, quick and light, guns up and out. First thing we did was circle the building, looking for sentries. There were none, which was odd. Even with a couple of hundred thousand dollars’ worth of security gadgets it was an oddly complacent attitude. In the back we checked the jet. The motor was cold, but that didn’t mean much. I took our remaining BAMS unit and swept the mouth of the under-wing tanks. The green light wavered then turned orange. 

“Doc…?” I asked very quietly. 

“You’re weirding me out again, Outlaw,” she said. “Whatever’s in those tanks isn’t cocci. It’s some kind of chemical compound that isn’t ringing any bells as biohazardous. We’ll need samples for analysis.”

“Can’t do that now.”

“Outlaw,” called Top via the coms unit, soft and urgent. I turned to see that he had moved to a space to the left of the airstrip. I ran over while Bunny watched the building. He had an FN SCAR-L assault rifle with a sound suppressor in his hands and a drum-fed Atchisson Assault shotgun slung on his back. 

I closed on Top and saw that there was another of the big dun-colored tarps stretching away into the gloom. Top had one corner of it up and raised it further as I knelt beside him.

Beneath the tarp was grass. Not sure what kind, but it was green and vibrant. Stiff stalks of it. 

We looked at each other. 

“What in the wide blue fuck?” I murmured.

Before he could even venture an answer there was a flash way off to our right. The vehicles were coming. Miles out, but coming fast.

We rose and turned and ran toward the house. 

If we had time we’d pick the lock, go in quietly, listen and learn. That ship had sailed. Bunny, Top, and I all pulled flash-bangs, picked windows where the drone thermals told us the inhabitants were in groups. We threw.

The grenades flashed and banged.

And we stormed in.
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We kicked in the doors and rushed through a lobby and a kitchen and into a big room that had to be a kind of rec room or lounge.

All eight of the inhabitants of the Lab were rolling around on the floor, hands pressed to their ears, eyes squeezed shut, screaming in pain and confusion. I saw the Xhosa woman, Bongani Jiba, and the Sotho guy, Thabo Mahao, right off. They were the only two black people. The other six were a mix of Asian faces—one Japanese, one mixed, and a variety of whites, one of whom had a distinctly French nose. They were all about the same age—mid-to-late twenties. All dressed in casual clothes, jeans, t-shirts. White lab coats were hug on hooks or draped over chairs. Only one of them had a gun—a small-frame .9mm in a Kydex belt holster. The plastic grips were a happy powder blue color. There were no visible back up magazines, and the woman who wore it hadn’t reached for the weapon. I know a lot of cops and soldiers who would have found a way to draw their gun even during the pain of a flash-bang. 

Bunny took the pistol away and then gave cover and Top and I searched everyone else. No guns. The only weapon—if you could call it that—was a Swiss Army knife. The one with the spoon. No locking blades.

Top cut me a look and I shook my head. 

I knelt by Mahao because he was closest. I grabbed his shirt—his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle fucking t-shirt—and pulled him roughly to a sitting position. He was fighting through the pain to try and see me, to make sense of what was happening. I put the barrel of my Sig Sauer against the bridge of his nose.

“Thabo Mahao,” I said, “listen to me. Tell me what this place is and what you’re doing here. Lie to me and I will kill you.”

He stared at me as if I’d stepped through a hole in the dimension. His mouth worked and took on about forty different word shapes before he managed to force out a reply.

“Who…who are you…?” he gasped.

I tapped him with the gun. Hard. “That’s not an answer to my question. Answer right now or I’ll shoot you and ask someone else.”

“This is our field lab,” Mahao said quickly, his voice almost a yelp. 

“For developing bioweapons?” I prompted, mindful of the cars on their way here.

Mahao’s face took on the strangest expression. It’s the kind of look someone gives you if you ask the weirdest or stupidest question ever. He said, “Bio…? Wait…what?”

On the floor near him, Jiba was waving her hand back and forth as if trying to chase my words out of the air. “No…no…” she kept saying. “Are you crazy people? Bioweapons? Us? Are you mad?”
Despite being in pain and clearly terrified, Mahao gave me a crooked half smile. “Oh my god,” he said, “you think we’re them!”

As crazy as it sounds, he laughed. So did Jiba.

“No,” she said, her streaming eyes going wide. “That’s crazy. Them? You think we’re them? You think we’re those people who are trying to kill the world?”

“A lot of Toubou families are dead around here,” I said. “Your jet’s been spotted spraying something. Tell me what we’re supposed to think.”

Several of the people gasped, and two cried out in horror. Not at me, or even at our guns. They were reacting to my words.

“The Toubou…” breathed Mahao. “No…god…no. How did they die?”

I glanced at Top, who gave me a small shake of his head. Not a negation, but of confusion. So I said, “Coccidioidomycosis.”

Mahao stared at me in even deeper confusion and more profound horror. “Cocci? Here? Where?”

“Finger of God,” I said, and told him the other locations as well.

Mahao seemed to ignore my gun. He touched my chest. And, for some reason, I let him. “Tell me what happened.”

In my ear I heard Bug. “Incoming vehicles ETA two minutes.”

Bunny moved to the door, unslinging his shotgun. I gave Mahao twenty seconds of it. He was shaking his head the whole time.

“No, we weren’t spraying the oases. Near there, sure, but not there. God, we would never hurt those people. They’re good people.”

“And what kind of people are you?” asked Top. “What are you doing with that jet? What are you spraying? And what’s with that grass under the tarp?”

He actually smiled. “The people—whoever they are—are trying to kill the world because it’s overpopulated. That’s what the news says. But us—just a bunch of us—we’re trying to feed the world.”

“What?”

“You said something about grass? You saw it out back or at one of the test fields? That’s not grass.”

“Looked like it to me,” said Top.

“It’s not. It’s something much better. Something we’ve bioengineered to grow even here in the desert. Something that is going to change the world. Something that will stop all those wars over natural resources.”

“Tick-tock, boss,” said Bunny.

“What are you talking about?” I demanded. “What is it you’re growing out here?”

There was such a light as I’ve never seen in anyone’s eyes. Radiant, luminous, maybe even a little mad, but at the same time…there was a purity about it. A joy.

“It’s wheat,” he said. “We’re growing wheat.”

I stared at him. “In the fucking desert?”

“Yes,” he said calmly. “In the fucking desert.”

Jiba said, “And soon in every desert.”

Mahao said, “Deserts make up one third of the Earth’s total land mass. We can turn that into millions of square miles of croplands. We can feed everyone. Everyone. And all that green will drink up billions of tons of carbon dioxide and exhale oxygen. This project…we came up with it in college. All of us. Friends who saw that the world was in trouble. Our parents and their parents broke the world, soiled it, raided the larders. We decided to try and fix it.”

“We are going to fix it,” said one of the others. The Japanese man. “We cashed in our trust funds and raised money every way we could, then came out here to work. Away from our folks. And away from corporations who would try and stop us because abundance isn’t financially useful to them. It will force the big banks and the multinational conglomerates to rebuild the global economy. That will take time, and while they’re doing that, we’ll provide the information on how to do this to everyone. Open source. Free to everyone.”

“They don’t want us to succeed,” said Jiba. “The corporations and other people. We’ve been hacked more times than I can count. All nine of us had to buy fake IDs and go off the grid. We don’t want this stolen, and we don’t want to get hurt trying to finish this project.”

“Nine?” I said. “Who’s missing?”

“Gunter,” said Mahao. “He’s our resource guy. He went to N’Djamena, to the capital, to get some bulk materials we ordered. Seeds and a special chemical we need for the fertilizer. He was supposed to be back this morning, but he’s late.”

“Does he drive a Humvee?” I asked.

“No, why?”

“Do you know anyone who drives Humvees? Anyone you’re expecting to arrive tonight?”

“Here? God, no,” said Jiba, looking alarmed. “Gunter took a pickup truck. He’d never bring anyone else out here. We have a rule. Only the nine of us even know where this place is.”

“Shit,” said Bunny.

“Why?” asked Mahao.

Before I could answer, lights flashed through the window as the first of the Humvees swung onto the property outside the Lab.

I hurried to the window, and my heart sank. Men were scrambling out of the two Humvees. A lot of them. They were dressed in black, with body armor and weapons. Two of them dragged out a man who wasn’t dressed for combat. He was a chubby blond guy wearing only boxers and a bloody undershirt. Had to be Gunter, and suddenly the whole story began falling into place for me. Gunter goes to Chad’s capital, N’Djamena, to pick up chemicals and seeds. Either he said something to the wrong person, or our bad guys had people paying attention to anything out of the ordinary because they were conducting their own science experiments out here. I’m not good enough at math to figure the odds on how the Silentium goons wound up testing their cocci bioweapon in the same part of the goddamn Sahara as these earnest kids with their Lab. Million to one? People have bought scratch-off lottery tickets and become millionaires with worse odds. 

From the damage I could see on Gunter’s face it was clear they’d worked him over. The kid was a scientist, not a soldier. He wasn’t hardened to endure torture, and though idealism is often a sword it is not a shield. They broke him, and I can only imagine how the Silentium cultists reacted to the news that a group of young nerds was cooking up something that would make a total joke of their entire argument. With a super-abundance of food, overpopulation became a completely different thing. With deserts being turned to arable farmland, eight billion people weren’t as firmly cheek-to-jowl. There was no substance, then, to a belief that enforced population reduction was necessary. The Silentium was about to become pointless.

And so they forced Gunter to betray his friends, and the cult sent a bunch of goons out here to kill everyone and burn it all down.

So…want to hear some more funky math? Work in these variables…

What if we’d gotten here an hour earlier or an hour later? 

What if that Nat Geo journalist hadn’t taken photos of a jet spraying something and tied it to inexplicable deaths…and had just enough of a conspiracy theory twitch that he thought he ought to tell someone about it?

What if the person he told dismissed it?

What if the story had not been told to the right person?

What if, what if, what if?

What if Top, Bunny, and I were not here?

I glanced at Top and Bunny. They nodded at me. 

Here are some more numbers. There were twelve Silentium shooters and three of us. 

Those odds?

Well, I like those odds.
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The Lab

Ténéré

South Central Sahara

 

They swarmed the building.

Three of them kicked in the back door and entered fast, the barrels of their Kalashnikov’s leading the way. They walked right past Bunny, who rose up from behind the big dining table. He opened up on them with the shotgun, firing .12 gauge buckshot from ten feet and cutting them in half.

Another group burst in through the front door. I don’t know if they ever saw the grenade that Top threw. He timed it right though, because it arced down between the lead guy and two on his rear flanks and detonated in the air. It blew parts of them out onto the driveway.

I had four come in through the shattered side windows of the rec room. They had to know something was up because the glass was already broken, but they came anyway. The Lab crew were in a storeroom, hopefully barricading the door.

I’d pulled the fridge out and turned it into a shooting blind. As they climbed into the room, Bunny’s shotgun and Top’s grenade went off at almost the same moment. The shooters turned left and right. I was in the middle. Their guns were pointing the wrong way. Mine was not.

I hosed them with armor-piercing rounds. I emptied an entire magazine into them. You burn through a mag pretty fast. The tungsten core cartridges didn’t give a wet shit about Kevlar body armor. Not generally, and not at that range. 

Then I was up and moving, hurling a flash bang out of the window because I didn’t want to kill Gunter. I went out the window, tucked, rolled, and came up with my rifle, but damn it if one of the Silentium assholes wasn’t down on the deck. The other shooter was. How the last man evaded the flash-bang is something I’ll never know. He was three feet in front of me and tried to shoot me in the face, but he wasn’t set for it. He fired a heartbeat too soon and the world seemed to explode inside my head. His own accidental version of a flash and bang. But I was already moving, bringing my gun up to try and stitch him from balls to brains. He swung at my gun with his own, which was not the brightest move in the world. He managed to knock my gun away, but the swing moved his barrel too far so when he fired again he missed. Again.

Then we were chest to chest, our long guns too clumsy for that kind of fight.

In movies these fight scenes go on and on. Not in combat. You either end the bad guy or you get ended yourself. 

I released my rifle and struck him in the throat with the open Y formed between the stiffened index finger and thumb. Before he could even react I kicked his knee and blew it apart. He dropped and I clubbed him down to the dirt with a piledriver punch between his shoulder blades. Even through the body armor I could feel bones break. My rifle had slewed around on its strap, so I drew my sidearm and shot him in the back of his right shoulder and the back of his left thigh. Then I pivoted toward the other shooter, who was trying to get to his feet while shaking off the effects of the flash-bang. I had a clear head shot, but I needed to ask some questions. So, for the same reason I didn’t kill the guy I’d just shot, I didn’t kill this asshole either.

He was nine feet away and I’m a good shot. I shot him in that gap between the protective thigh pads and the hard-plastic kneecap. Aim center of the leg and you explode the base of each femur. Which I damn well did.

Top and Bunny came running around the building and into the driveway.

But our slice of the war with the Silentium was over.

Almost.

We took the weapons away from the two screaming men. 

We even put field dressings around their wounds. Didn’t want them to bleed out. This was in no way a kindness.

Bunny took Gunter into the building, and he kept the Lab crew away from the windows. Top and I dragged the surviving cultists around behind the lead Humvee. We used our knives to cut away their body armor. I heard the TV go on. Some kind of science fiction movie with loud dinosaur roars. The volume went all the way up. Bunny understood.

The wounded men were terrified. They were in agony. They cursed at us. They spat at us.

I knelt in front of the one I’d shot first. He was a white guy. Big and tough. His face was running with greasy sweat and his eyes were jumping with pain.

“Silentium,” I said. 

I saw what that word did to his eyes. They widened. They shifted away. And I knew I was right.

“Do you speak English?” I asked mildly.

“Go…fuck yourself…” he growled. His accent was pure New Jersey. Fair enough. 

“This is going to make it easy,” I said. “I’ve got a whole bunch of questions, and I bet you know a whole bunch of really useful stuff. Names. Locations. Timetables. Stuff like that.”

I think I was grinning. Not sure. 

He wasn’t. Top wasn’t. And I doubted anyone inside the Lab or at the TOC was grinning. I probably was.

“We’re doing…this…” he gasped, fighting the pain, “to…save the world.”

I patted his cheek.

“Who gives a fuck?” I said. I drew my Wilson Tactical Combat Rapid Response knife from my pocket and with the flick of my wrist snapped the blade into place. That blade is only three and a half inches long. Length is relative though. Scalpels are much shorter. It’s all about how something is used.

“Names,” I repeated. “Locations. And timetables.”

He shook his head.

People think they’re tough. They think they are able to endure. Gunter hadn’t been able to resist them. This guy knew that. Why, I wondered, did he think he’d be able to resist me?

But…

He told us everything he knew. Every last bit. Who was running Silentium. Where the next strikes were planned. How they got the bioweapons. My friend there was very willing to talk. So, as it turned out, was his friend, who told the same stuff to Top.

As I said, we are good men, but we are not nice ones.

Nice ones don’t save the world.

Nice ones can’t.
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Phoenix House

Omfori Island, Greece

 

We sat in the mess hall back at Phoenix House, watching the news.

The lead story on every network was the dismantling of Silentium. It was, according to Jake and Wolf and Anderson and Sean and Rachel, a joint effort on the part of governments that set aside politics and fought for the common good. Sure. That’s a good version of the story to tell. It’ll be great when someone makes a movie. A feel good story.

What’s that old saying? When the legend becomes fact, print the legend. Sure. In the news, the only monsters were the millenarian cultists who wanted to destroy lives in order to create a version of the world they wanted. They were the monsters of the piece.

Top, Bunny, and I were not mentioned at all. 

And that, I suppose, is how we all sleep at night.


All the Devils Are Here

A Joe Ledger/Lizzie Corbett Adventure
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Darvaza Gas Crater

Karakum Desert, Turkmenistan

 

“LOOK AT THE spiders,” said the guide.

The American diplomat, James Mercer, did not look up. He stood staring out over the rim of the fiery pit.

“It’s been burning for over forty years,” Mercer murmured, but the guide did not react. Both men were caught up in their own thoughts, as if they were in different movies playing at the same time. 

The guide, a thin young man named Çariýar, stood on a piece of rock and kept turning in a slow circle, looking down. “Look at them, sir,” he said in a mixture of fear and fascination. “There are so many spiders…”

“Everyone thinks this was an accident,” said Mercer. “A mistake made by employees of a drilling company.” He smiled, his eyes completely unfocused as if he wasn’t really seeing the tongues of flame licking at the sky.

The hole had a diameter of seventy meters and plunged to a depth of twenty meters. Big, deep, ablaze. The stink of methane filled the air and soft columns of gray coiled upward like snakes coupling in an eternal and erotic dance. It fascinated the diplomat, riveting him to the spot.

There was no one else at the site. Tourists did visit the pit, drawn by the lurid news stories or YouTube videos of the place known as the Gate of Hell or the Door to Hell. Turkmenistan did not see a lot of tourist dollars, and so encouraged the visitors. Today was an off day though. Cold and cloudy, with a biting wind out of the northeast. The young guide shivered in his anorak, and the diplomat—a senior assistant to the American ambassador—wore a heavy coat, hat, and gloves. He, however, was sweating. Not from the heat, which was considerable, but from blood pressure that had risen steadily since coming here.

A third man, the embassy driver, sat in the car with the heat on and the radio tuned to a station featuring dutar and tanbur music. The late and very great musician, Abdurahim Hamidov, was currently working his way through a classic tune and the driver was lost in the melodies. He was not paying attention at all. He did not see the spiders and could not have cared less about a big pit of fire that was the result of a bunch of stupid decisions made by natural gas miners years before he was born. 

The wind blew past the car and past the two men near the pit, on into the deeper desert.

The diplomat had a bulky briefcase with him. More of a small suitcase, really. Heavy with the burden of what was inside. It took real effort for Mercer to turn away from the flames. They were so beautiful and they spoke such lovely things to him, the smoky wind whispering in a language that Çariýar could never hope to understand. But Mercer managed to wrest his attention from the flames and down to the briefcase, which stood a few feet away. He felt a catch in his throat when he thought about what he was here to do. The honor of it was nearly too much to accept. To be chosen for this—for this—was incredible. It was the kind of thing the people in his group dreamed of, prayed for, ached for with every fiber of their being. There were older members, more important members, people of staggering importance, and yet this task had fallen to him. This undertaking. This gift.

He lowered himself to his knees and carefully placed the case on its side. His fingers trembled so badly that it took five tries to spin the dials of the locks. The click was so soft that he knew only he heard it. He took a breath and then opened the case to reveal the book.

The book.

Good god, how beautiful. He mouthed the words but did not say anything aloud. It was bound with heavy wood covers wrapped in skin. There was no writing on the cover, no title or author given. Instead, it was engraved with spiders of every kind, including some Mercer had only seen in dreams. Vast, ponderous monsters with three legs instead of eight. Most, though, were kinds he knew well; like the kind that held the guide in such horrified awe. Jumping spiders and orb weavers and cellar spiders and wolf spiders. Beautiful animals. Perfect in their clever cruelty and wise in endless patience.

Mercer bent and kissed the book, making sure first that Çariýar and the driver were not looking. The kiss lingered and to him it was like kissing the thigh of a beautiful woman. Warm and yielding, as if the skin was alive. He felt himself grow hard. Ending that kiss was so difficult. It hurt him, but this was not his to linger over and he knew it. After all, they were watching. They were waiting.

He took off his gloves and then removed a small sheathed knife from his coat pocket. It was not much larger than a steak knife, and the silver metal with its razor edge had been properly blessed and seasoned, tasting only the blood of infants before now. He murmured a prayer in a language not spoken in this place in thousands of years. Then he gripped the handle in his left hand and drew the blade across his right palm, making three long cuts that formed a bloody star. Then he switched the knife to his right and repeated the action on his left hand. He placed the knife carefully in the open lid of the case and pressed both hands to the front cover of the book. He winced as the book drank his blood. 

It took a lot but not too much because he had so much work still to do.

Mercer opened the book to a page marked with a lock of hair he had cut that morning from his little daughter’s scalp. She would not need the hair any longer. A small part of his mind idly wondered if they had found the bodies yet. Daughter and wife, maid and cook. They were there to be found. He didn’t care when or by whom. 

Then he shook the thought from his mind and concentrated on his sacred task. The page was written in a dead language, but it wasn’t dead to him. It was so completely and thoroughly alive. Each word burned in his mind, flooding him with love and hope and purpose. Tears ran down his cheeks and his mouth curled upward in a smile of the purest joy.

The next action took the greatest effort and actually caused him pain despite being absolutely necessary. It felt like sacrilege as he took the corner of the exposed page and tore it from the book. The page did not cry out, but Mercer did. A guttural gasp of agony as real as if he had cut off his own hand.

“Bless me,” he said. “Forgive me.”

The torn edge of the page glowed as if somehow fire burned in its fibers. The page was not consumed though, and he rose with it in his hand. He did not forget to take the knife too.

Çariýar was still staring in fascination at the dozens of spiders that wandered out of the desert and crawled along the edge of the pit. Some scuttled over the edge and fell; others attached webs and lowered themselves into the hellish heat.

“I don’t understand,” said the young guide for maybe the tenth time. “Mr. Mercer, you should really see this.”

“I can see it,” said Mercer. Çariýar jumped and turned, surprised that the diplomat was there, and that he’d come up so silently. It took the young man a moment longer to register all of the things about Mercer that were wrong. 

The spiders that climbed up the older man’s clothes, inside trouser cuffs, and beneath his coat. One crawled across Mercer’s smiling face. That smile was wrong too. The guide frowned at the torn book page and the small knife, unable to process all of these strange things at once. Worse still was the blood that was so bright it seemed to scream. Mercer’s hands were soaked with it, and there were spatters on the man’s brown topcoat and shoes. 

“Mr. Mercer, sir,” gasped Çariýar, “have you cut yourself?”

“Yes,” said Mercer. “I have. Here. Take this.”

He reached out quickly, slapping the page against Çariýar’s chest and, before the guide could properly react, pinned it there by driving the knife to the hilt in the young man’s chest. The angle of thrust was something Mercer had practiced for years and despite his trembling hands, he did it exactly right. The blade punched between ribs and muscle and into Çariýar’s heart.

“I love you for this,” said Mercer as the guide coughed once and dropped to his knees. Çariýar looked at him with a confusion that was profound, and then his eyes rolled up and he fell sideways, one arm flopping over the edge of the pit. Several spiders immediately crawled over him and raced to the ends of his fingers, stood for a moment, and then dropped off into the fires below.

Mercer let out a ragged sigh that was nearly orgasmic. Then he turned and walked quickly over to the car, approaching from what he determined was the blind side, and circled around to the driver’s side, effectively positioning the car between him and the corpse, drawing attention his way. He reached beneath his coat for the second weapon he’d brought with him. It was a small automatic, a Glock 42, with six rounds single-stacked into the magazine. As soon as the driver began rolling down the window, Mercer emptied the magazine into the man’s face. It was very loud and very messy, and the body flopped back with very little of the head left intact. 

“I love you for this,” Mercer told him. He dropped the pistol, went over to the briefcase and removed the book, giving it a loving kiss and a covetous lick before walking over to the pit. 

No one was left to see him step over the edge and drop into the mouth of Hell.

 

-2-

 

Over Turkish Airspace

 

I am not a very nice guy. That’s not my job. They don’t call me when they want to make people happy.

Same goes for the two guys sharing the ride with me—First Sergeant Bradley “Top” Sims and Master Sergeant Harvey “Bunny” Rabbit. Like me, they were ex-US military. Like me, they didn’t work for anyone in the US of A anymore. Like me, they weren’t all that nice.

We’re good guys, but “nice” isn’t a job requirement. For what we do. All three of us were big men, though Bunny abused that privilege and towered over us at six and a half feet. Top was an even six and I was six-two. Bunny could bench press both of us and have some room for one or both of the Dakotas. Big moose of a kid from Orange County. Sandy blond hair, blue eyes, a surfer’s lazy smile, and a good heart, unless you get between him and his mission objective.

Top was the old man of the team, clocking in somewhere north of forty and lying about it. He wasn’t slowing down much that I could see, and the only evidence of all those hard years was the network of scar tissue—old and new—patterned across his dark brown skin.

My girlfriend likes to tell people I look like the guy who played Captain America in the Marvel movies. I don’t. He looks like a pretty nice guy and I seriously doubt he’s ever drawn blood with bullets, blades, or hands. I have. Sure, I’m a blond-haired, blue-eyed, all-American boy from Baltimore, but when people look me in the eye their gaze tends to shift away. The ones who don’t are either bad guys making poor life choices, or fellow soldiers who have walked through the valley of the shadow.

We were on my private jet crossing Turkish airspace on the way to Turkmenistan. I’ve been all over the world—all three of us have, separately and together—but none of us had been there. And we didn’t know why we were going there.

There was a soft bing-bong and the pilot’s voice said, “Captain Ledger, the big man is on line.”

Bunny reached over to the high-def screen mounted on the wall. The cabin was sound-proof and we all had cold beers.

A face filled the screen. Church is a big, blocky man with dark hair going gray. He wears tinted glasses because he prefers not to have people read him—and eyes are a common “tell.” His suits are more expensive than my car and he wears black silk gloves to hide severe frostbite damage from a previous case.

Once upon a time Church was some kind of high-level field operator. A shooter and a spy. I don’t know all the details, but from what I’ve been able to piece together he was a true and legendary badass. He scares the people who scare me. So, even guys like us sit like schoolboys and pay attention.

“Gentlemen,” Church said, “are you familiar with this?”

The screen split so that a new image appeared, showing a large, round hole clearly blazing with fire.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s a bathroom selfie of me after Rudy made that chili with ghost peppers.”

A beat. Church said nothing. The weight of his disapproval was crushing. Bunny stifled a grin and Top gave me a slow, sad shake of his head. I am nominally the boss, but Top’s usually the adult in any given room.

“No,” I said contritely, “I don’t know what it is. Other than a burning hole, what is it?”

“It’s called the Gates of Hell.”

“Sounds right,” said Bunny.

“It’s also known as the Door to Hell,” said Church. “The official name is the Darvaza Gas Crater. It’s located near the village of Derweze in the Karakum Desert of Turkmenistan, roughly two hundred and sixty kilometers north of the capital city of Ashgabat. This pit is what’s left of a natural gas field that collapsed into an underground cavern. The collapse released clouds of methane. The team of geologists apparently believed that the methane could easily be burned off, and so they ignited it in hopes of reclaiming the natural gas deposit. That was one of a number of strikingly ill-considered decisions and the pit has been burning continuously since 1971. It shows no sign of burning out anytime soon.”

“Well now, that’s a level of stupid all its own, isn’t it?” said Top sourly.

“It creates a challenge to sympathy,” admitted Church.

“All that said, why am I looking at…this? What do you want me to do with a giant fire pit? Shoot it? Try and piss in it to put it out?”

Church reached out of shot and returned with a cookie. He always had a tray of cookies, mostly vanilla wafers. Once in a while he’ll add some Oreos or, if he’s in a particularly jocular mood, animal crackers. He bit a piece of the wafer, chewed it, studied me. Then he picked up his narrative without actually answering my question. “The site draws a fair number of tourists each year and has become something of a bucket-list item for world travelers.”

“It’s not on my bucket list,” Bunny said.

I nodded. “And you still haven’t told me why we’re going there.”

“Three days ago, a key American diplomat, James Mercer, went missing at the site,” said Church. “He is ostensibly the senior aide to the ambassador but is actually with the Agency. His brief is to track illegal shipments of technology and other items passing through that region.”

Top held up a hand. “Don’t mean to be contrary, but are we working missing persons cases now? Can’t the CIA mind its own missing sheep?”

“The situation is much more complicated than that, First Sergeant,” said Church. “Two bodies were discovered yesterday at the rim of the crater.” He explained about the murders of a local guide and the diplomat’s driver. “The embassy’s security team was able to take ownership of the scene thanks to a little Agency bullying. They did a quick forensics workup on the knife used to stab the guide and the handgun used on the driver. Both had clear fingerprints, and both sets match those of James Mercer. And Mercer’s blood was all over the handles of each weapon, so it’s clear he was injured as well. There is no sign of a struggle in either case. Just clean kills.”

“Um…” began Bunny, then shook his head. “Nope, got nothing.”

“Have local police been involved in a search?” asked Top.

“Yes. And the military police—theirs and ours. Bug and his computer team have done deep searches on Mercer. None of his credit cards have been used and facial recognition hasn’t picked him up on airport cameras. There are no traffic cams in Turkmenistan, and very few CCTV cams, so Bug is limited there. It seems clear, though, that Mercer has either gone to ground somewhere or—”

“Or maybe jumped into the fire pit?” Bunny suggested, and Church nodded.

“If he’s toast,” I said, “they don’t need us there. So, you’re thinking he’s in a bolt hole or safe house somewhere?”

“We have to accept that as a possibility.”

“Does the Agency think their man’s been turned?” I asked.

“Unknown. I’ve pulled some strings to have the case taken away from them.”

“Why?”

“Because of this.” A new image flashed onto the screen. It was of a large page that had been torn from a book. There was one ragged edge and a slit in the middle. Blood mostly obscured the page, thickest near the slit. Church explained that the page had been pinned to the dead guide’s chest with the knife.

We all leaned forward to study the page. I’m really good with languages, but it looked like chicken scratches.

“What language is that?” asked Bunny. “It’s all Greek to me.”

“It’s not Greek, Farm Boy,” said Top.

“I know that. It’s just an expression.”

“The language is part of the reason I asked for this case,” said Church quietly. “It is an extremely rare subdialect of Sumerian. An attempt by later writers to modify cuneiform.”

“Really,” said Bunny again, “I got nothing.”

“The page is believed to have come from this book,” said Church, and another image filled the screen. A very large book lay in a niche in a stone wall, its covers secured with heavy chains and ancient padlocks that looked to have been welded permanently shut. “The book was part of a private collection overseen by Islamic and Eastern Orthodox clerics. A very special kind of shared conservancy, and it’s a stewardship that dates back centuries.”

I felt my heart go cold and sink to a lower and darker place in my chest. Top and Bunny came to point like hunting dogs, but not happy ones.

I said, “You’re going to tell me that this is one of those books, aren’t you?”

Church did not smile. He didn’t actually move.

“The Unlearnable Truths,” whispered Top in a hollow voice. “Fuck me…”

We logged a lot of silent miles before any of us spoke. The Unlearnable Truths was like a hex to us. They were books belonging to a very specific list of works that have been deemed “dangerous.” There was a larger list, the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, also known as the Pauline Index, named for Pope Paul IV back in 1559. Most of the titles on the Index were merely heretical or viewed as contrary to the politics and agenda of the Catholic Church. However, there was a second, shorter list that was never shared with the public. Word leaked out, of course, but secrets are like that. This second list became known as the Unlearnable Truths. Many of the titles on that list were individually known to the public, but once leaked there was a pretty effective campaign by church spin doctors to make people think they were entirely fictional. Books like the Necronomicon, which is widely believed to have been created by the pulp fiction writer H. P. Lovecraft and is part of 20th century horror fiction history. Except it wasn’t. That book, and many others, are real.

Now, whether these books are literally dangerous was an open question for a while. They’re supposed to be books of magic. Yup, actual black magic. Couple of years ago I’d have laughed at anyone who said that magic was a real thing. Not so much anymore, though I don’t believe much in the supernatural. What’s changed is that I’ve come to believe that a lot of what people called magic is actually some aspects of a science we haven’t really begun to understand. Junie calls it the “larger world.” I call it Freaksville.

When we went up against a group using the Unlearnable Truths, very bad things happened. People I cared about died. And some stuff happened that hurt all of us. Top, Bunny, and me. Hurt us bad. Nearly destroyed us, leaving scars on body and soul and mind.

“I’ve called in an expert to advise,” said Church, bringing me back to the moment. “Dr. Elizabeth Corbett, formerly of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale.”

“Corbett? I’ve heard that name,” I said. “Wasn’t she the one that found the Templar treasure a couple of years ago?”

“A large part of the treasure, yes,” said Church. “She’s a rare book scholar of some note and an expert on ancient languages. She was in Syria working with a team to acquire and preserve artifacts targeted by ISIL. She’ll meet you at the airport.”

“Does she know about the Unlearnable Truths?” asked Top.

Church sliced off a thin sliver of a smile. “Yes,” he said, and disconnected the call.
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Ashgabat International Airport

Near Ashgabat, Turkmenistan

 

She was standing there at the bottom of the stair-car as we deplaned. Thirty-something, bookish, medium height, with lots of frizzy ash-blond hair that framed a pretty face. Big glasses, bright blue eyes, and firm chin. If you didn’t look closely, and if you were the kind of lout prone to sexist and belittling assumptions, you might call her a nerd girl. And she probably was nerdish, but so what? So was Junie. So, in fact, was I at times. But as she stepped forward to offer her hand, I saw past the scholarly disguise of ubiquitous khakis, button shirt and many-pocketed vest, Hogwarts wristwatch, and New Age jewelry, and saw deep intellect in those eyes. It radiated like heat. Not just knowledge but the promise of wit and insight.

And Church trusted her, so that spoke volumes.

“Captain Ledg—” she began but cut herself off and flushed. In a whisper she asked, “Sorry, should I use some kind of code name?”

I grinned and shook her hand, which was thin and strong. “I don’t think this is a combat callsign kind of gig. Joe Ledger, pleased to meet you.”

“Lizzie Corbett,” she said, giving me a final pump before letting go.

I introduced Top and Bunny, and she gave Top a longer and more lingering appraisal than she did Bunny. He has that effect on some people. He’s no Idris Elba, but he’s not a cave troll either. The women who take particular notice of him tend to be more educated and more complex than the surfer gals who drool over Bunny. I noticed that Top dialed up the wattage on his smile. Not a lot, but it was there.

“I have a car,” she said. “We can go directly to the site.” She glanced past me to where the flight crew were unloading several metal cases. “Luggage?”

“Toys,” I said.

Ten minutes later, we were driving toward the Door to Hell.

Lizzie drove fast but not well. While the miles rolled past, she talked.

“Mr. Church said that you guys know about the Unlearnable Truths,” she said, “so we don’t have to cover that ground. I have to ask, though…do you believe in what they are?”

Bunny said, “We’ve seen some shit. Far as I’m concerned, I’m keeping an open mind.”

“And a loaded gun,” added Top.

“Hooah,” Bunny agreed.

Lizzie studied them for a moment in the rearview mirror.

“You have a problem with that?” asked Top.

“Not as much as you’d think,” said Lizzie. “I’ve seen some stuff too.”

I smiled. “You were going to say ‘shit,’ weren’t you?”

She gave me a small grin. “I won’t ask what you’ve seen because I assume it’s classified.”

“That’s complicated,” I said. “It was classified while we were working for Uncle Sam. We don’t do that anymore. We’re building a new outfit. Unaffiliated and international.”

“So I heard. Very hush hush. Very Mission: Impossible but without the politics.”

“Close enough.”

Cars whizzed by. Apparently fast and reckless driving was the standard here in Turkmenistan. Fun. Wish I had a bottle of Jack Daniels and a sippy straw.

“The book,” I prodded.

“The book,” she said, nodding. “The book itself has no actual title, though it’s informally known to certain scholars as the Book of Uttu, named for the Sumerian goddess of weaving, who is often depicted as a spider. The text on that page matches some on file.”

“Wait,” said Bunny, leaning forward between the front seats, “I thought it was, like…bad…to even open those books. Isn’t that why those monks kept them locked up? The picture Mr. Church showed us was of that book chained up, and it didn’t look like anyone’s opened it since the tenth century.”

“Close,” said Lizzie, jerking the wheel to avoid a goat standing in the middle of the road playing chicken with high-speed traffic. “That photo was taken four years ago, when the book was rescued from a temple overrun by ISIL. The monks were killed and many of the artifacts destroyed or sold to the black market. A Turkish black marketer named Ohan has a deal with some ISIL leaders to discreetly obtain and sell certain items, with the profits going back to fund ISIL’s activities.”

“Ohan’s not doing that shit no more,” said Top.

She turned to glance back at him. “How can you be sure?”

He grinned, showing a lot of teeth. “Reliable sources.”

Lizzie thought about that, shrugged. “No great loss to humanity. He was a slimeball. Anyway, he sold the book before—whatever happened to him happened—and it went through several other hands. The photo of the book chained and sealed was taken by Ohan and used during his sales process. One of the people who had the book briefly, an Iranian, removed the chains and opened the book. He was a scholar of Sumerian and Babylonian history and had very noble intentions. He scanned the pages and put them on a scholarly site, accessible only to select experts. His plan was to form an international team of language experts to decrypt and translate the text.” She paused and chewed her lip for a moment. “That’s where I came into this. One of my…friends…contacted me after translating a partial chapter. He knew that I was more comfortable with a variation of Sumerian used by Mesopotamian priests. My friend could read their entries, which were written in the margins as warnings to anyone who attempted to translate the original text.”

“I do not like where this is going,” said Bunny.

“No,” she agreed. “Reading the warnings in straight translation is moderately easy for an expert, but they are heavily couched in metaphor and symbology specific to their sect of the priest class. You have to get into their heads and know a lot about their culture and practices to understand the importance of the warning, which means it was written only for others of their sect to ever read.”

“You’re taking the long way around the point, Doc,” I said.

“No,” she said, “I’m not. It’s important to know this, because there have been historical references to a lineage of those priests. I once saw a record that covered most of eighteen hundred years, and there’s one in London that lists an unbroken lineage going back to the Akkadian Empire, which was founded in 2350 BCE, and that list referenced an even older one that goes back to the founding of the Sumerian culture. If all of that is true—and I have reason to believe it is—then the priests tasked with guarding that book have been at it for nearly forty-four hundred years and, if I’m correct, possibly as far back as the Sumerian proto-literate period. We’re talking six thousand years ago. Who knows how much farther back it went before the development of cuneiform?”

“And what does all that mean?” asked Bunny.

“It means that people have dedicated their lives to keep the information in that book secret and have kept it sealed since the dawn of civilization,” said Lizzie. “And Mr. Church had someone named Bug—who I assume is your computer guy?”

“Yeah,” I said, grinning.

“Bug did a deep background on James Mercer. He is not European but actually Iranian. Not a spy or anything, just in terms of heritage. The Iranian branch surname is Mehregan, and variations of that name go way back, to versions established well before the rise of Islam. Thousands of years before, actually. So, Mercer’s family is very, very old. His branch has been in America for only three generations, but there is an ancestor of James Mercer mentioned in the Epic of Gilgamesh, which is the first known major piece of writing.”

“So…what’s Mercer’s connection to the book?” asked Top.

“The last known sale of the Book of Uttu was by a third party working on behalf of James Mercer. Mind you, this is stuff I’ve found out with help from some of my own contacts, but Bug was able to verify it. James Mercer purchased the book, but what I don’t know is whether he opened it out of curiosity or opened it because he was following some other agenda.”

“What agenda?” I asked.

Lizzie drove for almost a mile before she answered. The clouds were thick and gray over the desert, but it didn’t feel like rain. Just dreary and sad. Maybe ominous too, but I wasn’t trying to spook myself out. Lizzie was doing a pretty good job of that.

“If there is a group trying to protect something,” she said, “it kind of suggests that they are trying to protect it from something else.”

“Yeah,” said Bunny, “but the stuff on that Pauline Index is mostly supposed to be naughty shit. Stuff the Church doesn’t want people to know. Like the fact that they’ve edited most women out of old biblical stories, and that maybe we should all stop feeling guilty and enjoy getting laid.”

Lizzie grinned. “Well phrased. Some of it is that, actually…and I may quote you on my next paper. But that doesn’t account for the Unlearnable Truths. Those books are flat-out dangerous. They aren’t banned because they promote free and independent thinking, sexual equality, and general tolerance. They’re books of very dark magic.” She paused. “If you believe in that sort of thing.”

“Keeping an open mind,” Top reminded her.

“Me too,” she said, though she did not elaborate. “ISIL killed the clerics guarding the book. Ohan sold it, a scholar bought it and began scanning it, and then James Mercer bought it. Not sure how he found out about it, though I suspect he had informants in the right places throughout various church groups and all through academia. He bought it, and I think he brought it to the Door to Hell. He killed two people and used a sacred knife to pin a key page to the body of someone he forced into the role of a sacrificial victim.”

“To what end?” I asked.

We passed a sign that said Darvaza Gas Crater in Turkmen. Beneath, in spray paint, was Door to Hell. A small weather-stained sign was hung in front of the words, partly obscuring them. CLOSED.

“Remember I said that the title of the book was incorrect? It’s called the Book of Uttu, but that was a guess because the cover is decorated with stylized spiders. However, the book is not about Uttu. Not really. Uttu, though a Sumerian goddess, was a benign figure. The goddess of weaving and of dry goods. In the translated pages, there is only a passing reference to her and instead another name is used. And that’s what troubles me so deeply. The name mentioned over and over again is Atlach-Nacha.”

“Who?” we all asked at the same time.

“Atlach-Nacha is a gigantic spider god with a humanlike face. In the stories, it comes from another planet and has become trapped here on Earth, forced to live in caves beneath a fictional mountain range in an equally fictional Arctic kingdom. Neither place is real.”

“You lost me on that,” said Top.

She held up a hand. “Getting there. Bear with me. In the story, Atlach-Nacha is trying to reconnect with her home. Not through physical space but via a spiritual pathway. Call it an interdimensional gateway for convenience sake. She is trying to spin a web of some kind that will connect Earth with her world. And—just to make this all even less sane—that connection will exist in a dream world, and once formed will allow her armies to come out of dreams and into our waking world.”

“So…” said Bunny slowly, “whoever cooked that up was smoking serious crack.”

“This is sounding familiar to me,” I said. “Dream worlds. Do you mean the Dreamlands? As in the fictional place from the Lovecraft stories?”

“Yes,” she said, as she pulled off the main road onto a side lane that curved around toward the massive firepit. “Though in the case of Atlach-Nacha, the story was written by August Derleth, one of Lovecraft’s friends. Lovecraft allowed and even encouraged his friends to write stories using the gods, monsters, and locations he came up with. He encouraged them to create their own and expand it. After a while it was like people were filing field reports from other worlds. They call it Lovecraftian fiction or Cthulhu Mythos. And thousands of writers contribute to it all the time. Even Stephen King has done Lovecraft stories.”

“Yeah,” I said softly.

“When I spoke with Mr. Church,” continued Lizzie, “he told me about a theory that you all played with, that the pulp fiction movement of the twenties and thirties, as well as the surrealist movement of the same era, might have had less to do with imagination and more to do with people having visions of other worlds.”

“Other dimensions,” I suggested. “And yeah. That was a theory, and it explained some elements of our case. It explained how things like the Necronomicon and other Unlearnable Truths wound up in Weird Tales Magazine. It explained some of the images from Salvador Dali and others.”

“If so,” she said, pulling to a stop one hundred feet from the edge of the pit, “then that’s something that may have been happening for hundreds, maybe thousands of years. People having genuine visions of other worlds, other dimensions, and writing them down as stories or religious visions.”

We started to get out, but she stopped us.

“There’s another way to look at it too,” she said. “If there are creatures from other worlds trapped here, and if they have somehow managed to invade the minds of certain people and fill their dreams with visions, surely it suggests a purpose. An agenda.”

We looked at her.

“Mr. Church told me that one of your cases dealt with a young man, a genius really, who found some kind of mathematical code in the Unlearnable Truths and used it to build and program a machine to take him to one of those worlds. That he was from there, or at least a descendant of people or beings from there. Church said that other people you’ve met may share the same connection to other worlds.”

Top cleared his throat, and Bunny looked away.

“It’s possible,” I said.

“So, if that young man used information to open a doorway to go home,” said Lizzie slowly, “is it really so far outside the realm of possibility that someone else might want to open a door to let someone or something come into our world?”

Bunny closed his eyes. “Well…holy shit.”

We got out of the car. The first of our equipment we unpacked was the guns.
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There were six US marines standing watch over the site. They eyed us warily and a sergeant came over to meet us, giving my team a thorough up-and-down appraisal. We were not wearing uniforms or insignia of any kind.

“This is a restricted area,” he said. He was a lantern-jawed guy who could have come from Central Casting. His parents might as well have enrolled him in the Corps as soon as he was born.

“Your boss told you we were coming,” said Top.

The sergeant’s eyes narrowed, and I knew he wanted to ask for identification but had no doubt been told not to.

“I’m Mr. Red,” I said, then nodded to Top. “He’s Mr. White. The big guy is Mr. Blue. The lady is Dr. Corbett.” I read the sergeant’s name tag. “And you’re Brock.”

No one shook hands.

I looked past Sergeant Brock to where the car sat inside a circle of traffic cones. Guess they didn’t use crime scene tape here. More cones were set in a couple of places closer to the edge of the pit.

“Walk us through the scene,” I suggested.

Brock nodded and did so.

“The forensics team has been all over everything,” he said. “They left the car and other stuff in place for you but transported the bodies. Oh, and they took the murder weapons. So there’s not actually a lot to see.”

I made no comment.

The car was pretty much what I expected. Blood and broken safety glass on the seats, bullet holes from where Mercer’s rounds went through the driver. Small flags pinned to spots where rounds had been removed for ballistics.

“Window’s rolled down,” observed Bunny. “He didn’t know what was going to happen.”

“He had a Glock 26 in a shoulder rig,” said Brock, “but there was no indication he’d attempted to draw it.”

“Driver was American?” asked Top.

“Of Turkmeni extraction,” agreed Brock. “Guess that’s why he got the gig. Spoke the language.”

We stepped away from the car and he led us over to a heavy-duty briefcase that lay open on the ground.

“He’d have brought the book in that,” said Lizzie.

There was a blood smear inside and spatter all around. Before I was a special operator I was a detective in Baltimore and had worked enough murder cases to be able to read a scene pretty well, but before I could explain what I was seeing, Lizzie spoke up.

“Mercer probably used a ritual knife to cut himself,” she said. Brock shot her a look, but I held up a hand to encourage her to continue. “It would be appropriate to the kind of ritual he was attempting. Historically accurate. It’s a sign of humility and commitment. Blood of the faithful. That smear inside the case is probably where he set the knife down afterward, while he opened the book and selected the page to tear out.”

“Pardon me, miss,” began Brock, “but how do you know all that?”

Top, who squatted down beside Lizzie, swiveled his head around and gave the sergeant a long, silent stare. The sergeant looked briefly contrite and straightened, clamping his mouth shut.

Lizzie gave him a brief, almost apologetic smile, then scowled down at the case. “Once Mercer tore out the page he would have needed to make his sacrifice. He took the page and the knife and would need a good spot to…” She looked over her shoulder for a likely spot. Brock cleared his throat and pointed to a small cluster of traffic cones near the edge. Lizzie added, “That’s where he sacrificed the guide.”

I saw Brock’s lips silently repeat that word. Sacrificed. He was going to have a lot of unanswered questions. As an NCO, he was probably used to some level of that.

“Hey,” said Bunny, who was scanning the area, “look at that.”

We all turned to follow where he was pointing. A line of spiders was running toward the edge of the pit.

“Yeah,” said Brock, “that happens. Spiders are always coming here. No one knows why. Maybe it’s the methane smell or something.”

“Or something,” Lizzie said quietly.

She met my eyes. I nodded, though a chill rippled up my spine, like someone walked over my grave.

Spiders. Shit.

We straightened and followed the spiders to the edge of the pit and looked into the mouth of Hell.

It was twenty meters deep—not a single mass of flame but rather patches of it, as if fire was burning through the skin of the Earth to exposed burning wounds. It looked like cancer and it stank of shit.

“Door to Hell don’t really cover it,” said Top quietly.

Bunny came up beside him. “More like the ass of Hell.”

Sergeant Brock cleared his throat again. “A lot of people have been all over this site, but I was one of the first Americans to arrive after we got the call. There’s something maybe you should see.”

We followed him a dozen yards along the curving lip of the crater and then stopped as he squatted down and pointed. At first all I saw was a cluster of spiders a bit heavier than elsewhere on the rim; and at least a dozen different kinds. But that wasn’t what he was pointing at.

Although partly obscured by scuff marks from what I presumed were police and forensics people, there was a line of footprints that led from the pit to this spot. I got up and backtracked, then walked the scene quickly to verify what Brock found.

“Those are Mercer’s prints,” I said. “Same prints go over to the car and back, go to where the guide was killed and back, and then from the briefcase to the edge.”

“Yeah,” said Bunny, “but I don’t see any prints coming back from the edge.”

“That’s ’cause he didn’t come back, Farm Boy,” said Top. He got down nearly into a push-up position and peered at the print closest to the edge. “See here? This one’s a little deeper, right at the sole. Like he pushed off right there.”

“Pushed off?” echoed Lizzie. “But that would mean…”

The last print was right at the edge. There was only one direction to go, and that was down.

Top got up and dusted his hands off. He cut me a look. “Probe, Cap’n?”

“Do it,” I said.

Bunny went over to one of our equipment boxes, opened it, and came back with what looked like a pigeon made from plastic. In his other hand, he held a small controller.

“Surveillance drone,” Bunny explained when Lizzie and Brock looked expectantly at him. “Specially made for scouting combat environments. Durable, covered in flame-retardant and heat-resistant polymers. You can send one into a burning building and get good video feeds from up to a mile.”

Bunny pressed a button on the pigeon, then handed it to Top, who held it ready over the edge. Then Bunny powered on the controller and gave a nod. Top hurled the pigeon high into the air and it immediately deployed its wings, flapped around until its internal gyroscopes and guidance was synched, and then dove into the smoke.

“Nice,” said Brock. “Haven’t seen that model.”

“And you’re not seeing it now,” I told him. He nodded.

“If Mr. Mercer jumped down there,” said Lizzie, “what do you expect to find except charred bones?”

“Don’t know,” I said. “If we find bones, then this investigation shifts lanes and goes looking for answers elsewhere. If not, then we reassess what we know of Mercer.”

She nodded, accepting that.

While the drone flew, Bunny frowned at the small video display on the control unit. “Lot of smoke. Shifting through the spectrum to see what I can see.”

A few seconds later…

“Wait, I think I see something.”

Then…

“Holy fucking shit,” cried Bunny. “Guys!”

We ran back to him. Bunny held the control device up and we crowded around to see the image. Top, Lizzie, and Me. Brock stood to one side, unsure if he was invited but also clearly alarmed at Bunny’s tone.

On the screen the picture was hazy because of the smoke, but we could still make out what it was. It’s just that it made no sense.

It’s just that it was impossible.

It’s just that it sent a thrill though me that was not revulsion at seeing a burned body, or any other normal emotion. What I felt was an absolutely ice-cold knife of real terror stab its way straight through my heart. Lizzie grabbed my wrist in a hand gone icy; her grip was vise-hard. Top made a sound that was part gasp and part cry of strict denial.

James Mercer was down there. He was at the bottom of the burning pit. His clothes had all burned away. His flesh was cracked and splotched with brick red and charcoal black. His hair was gone. 

But he was alive.

He knelt, naked and cooked alive, holding the big book out in front of him, reading from it even though blood and pus leaked steaming from his eyes. His cock was erect, and the skin bubbled with blisters that swelled and popped.

Spiders—tens of thousands of them—crawled all over his body, and swarmed around him, and scaled the side of the pit. And before Mercer, as if opened like a wound in the world, was a cleft. A kind of doorway. Light poured through it, brighter than the fires that flickered around him.

Through the speaker on the monitor we could hear the rustling of the spiders, the crackle of flames, the hiss of smoke and steam, and the constant, droning, inexorable mumble of James Mercer reading his prayers from the ancient book. The light from the cleft bathed Mercer in a hellish glow, and it showed us what all those spiders were doing down there.

They were eating the dirt—clawing at the living rock, dragging tiny bits of it away on either side of that obscene cleft. I stared at it on the screen and felt as if the whole world was tilting under my feet. Mercer, driven to madness, kept alive through some means that could not make sense in any way, not in the wildest, warped reinterpretation of reality as I knew it. And the spiders. Milling with constant energy. Tiny creatures trying to tear open a wall of solid rock. For those small monsters it was a labor assigned in the deepest pit of insanity, and the spiders worked with tireless diligence to widen the crack.

No.

They worked—as Mercer worked with the prayers his cracked lips recited—to open a door.

But…to where?
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“What’s the plan, boss?” asked Bunny. His voice was full of cracks. “Cause if you don’t have one I have a suggestion.”

“Does it involve dropping a big fucking bomb right over there?” asked Top, pointing. “Because I’m all over that idea.”

“No!” cried Lizzie. “You can’t.”

“Why the hell not?” I demanded. “Right now it seems both poetic justice and good common sense to hit this whole area with a whole bunch of Hellfire missiles. I’m pretty sure—foreign soil or not—I can arrange that in under fifteen minutes. One, maybe two phone calls and it’s done.”

“No,” she insisted, her face going from flushed to deathly pale, “if you do that you’ll kill us all.”

“We’d actually drive away first,” said Top, forcing a smile onto his face despite the fear in his eyes.

“You don’t understand,” she said, “if you blow up the pit, if you destroy that book, then you let it out.”

“Let what out?” asked Bunny. “No, don’t tell me, because I probably don’t want to know.”

She pointed to the pit. “Mercer tore off one page of the book and look what happened. That page, that small bit of damage to the book, did something down there. It opened a door. You can see it on the monitor clear as day.” She looked from Top to Bunny to me, her eyes wild. “Why do you think this book was guarded for all these centuries? For millennia? These books aren’t bullshit church politics or contrary doctrinal points of view. These are books of power. Real power. The darkest power you can imagine.”

We said nothing.

“If you’ve dealt with the Unlearnable Truths before, then you have to know how dangerous they are. How dangerous this book could be.”

“Wait…could be?” I bellowed. “You don’t even know if we can safely destroy it or not? Is that what you’re telling me?”

Brock and his marines, drawn by our raised voices, began hurrying over, but Top stepped to intercept them, arms wide, shaking his head. Brock slowed and gave us all an uncertain look. He retreated with great reluctance.

I leaned closed to Lizzie and lowered my voice. “You don’t know?”

“No, Captain, I don’t,” she snapped, moving so close I could smell the fear in her sweat. “And because I don’t know, I can’t let you go off half-cocked and just bomb the hell out of the pit. We need to recover that book. We need to seal that—rift, or doorway, or whatever it is. We need to stop whatever Mercer is doing. Maybe then I can figure out how to seal the book again. Or, maybe I’ll find out that we can destroy it. But I’m telling you right now that your plan has a lot more ways to go wrong than mine.”

“You don’t actually have a plan,” I snarled.

Again she pointed to the pit. “Sure I do. You need to go down there and get the book.”

Bunny said, “Fuck me.”

I closed my eyes.

“Jesus H. Christ,” I said.
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Bunny brought the pigeon drone up and landed it on the rim, where it squatted, steam rising from it. We all ran for the car.

The equipment Church recommended we bring included Dragon fire-suits. The company makes a line of body armor for combat in virtually every possible circumstance, from deep Antarctic winter to cities on fire. The fire-suits were ultra-high-tech, costing over a million dollars per set. Lizzie and Brock watched as we stripped to our underwear and began pulling them on.

The fire-suits are similar to the Hammer suits we wore when going into biological hot zones. They were flexible and durable, perfect for agile movement and physical combat. The skin of the suits was made from a blend of synthetic carbon fibers mixed with spider silk. That irony was not lost on me, by the way. But, fuck it. The suits could stop an ordinary bullet shy of armor-piercing rounds; and the network of air distribution tubes allowed us to regulate temperature.

“Will those things be enough?” asked Lizzie, clearly skeptical of suits that fit like gloves instead of the bulkier garments worn by firefighters or volcanologists.

“That’s what it says in the catalog,” said Top as he buddy-checked Bunny’s seals. The answer did little to reassure Lizzie.

Brock asked, “If you have another one of those, I’d be happy to—”

“Thanks,” I said, “but no. We brought enough for us. But, thanks.”

He nodded and then lowered his voice. “Look, Mr. Red…I couldn’t help but overhear a lot of this stuff and I know it’s above my paygrade and all, but if something happens and you need some muscle or an extra shooter, then I’m here. I didn’t get an embassy posting because I don’t know which end of a gun goes bang. Three tours in Afghanistan, one in Iraq. Been to a lot of loud parties. I don’t want to just sit up here and play with my dick the whole time.”

I smiled at him. “I appreciate that, Sergeant, but we really do have only these three rigs. If you want to help though, watch over Dr. Corbett. She’s important and I need her safe. If things go south, get her the hell out of here and call the number she’ll provide. Talk to my boss. His name is Church. Whatever he says to do, you do it. Can you do that?”

“Yes, sir, I can,” he said.

I started to lift my helmet to put it on, then paused. “Tell you what, Sergeant,” I said, nodding to the pit. “We have two cases of weapons and loaded magazines. Lots of fun toys. If you see anything come over the edge of that fucking hole that isn’t one of us, kill it.”

His eyes turned cold and he gave me a nod. “Yes, sir…I can do that too.”

He turned and walked over to his men. I saw them immediately begin checking their weapons. Bunny, who was a former Marine Recon, nodded approval.

“Semper fi,” he said quietly and then put his helmet on. He opened a canvas gear bag and began taking out long guns. His weapon of choice is a drum-fed combat shotgun that he lovingly calls “Honey Boom-Boom.”

Top had another of our cases open and was removing rappelling gear.

Lizzie touched my arm. “Joe,” she said, “is there any way that drone of yours could get close enough for me to see the book?”

“Maybe. Why, though?”

“If I could see what he’s reading then maybe I can understand what he’s trying to accomplish.”

“Does that matter?”

“Yes. The page he took out first was a kind of spell,” she said. “It’s intended to both summon Atlach-Nacha and also begin something described as a ‘ritual of opening.’ I think we’ve seen what that looks like. But he went down there, and he’s clearly in some kind of trance. And he’s done something that is preventing him from being consumed completely by the heat. Call it magic or weird science or whatever you want, but he’s been down there for days now. Whatever spell or ritual he’s performing must be very complex. If I know what it is, then maybe I can figure out the best way to stop it.”

“How about I put three rounds into the back of his head,” I suggested. “Wouldn’t that stop it?”

“I actually don’t know if that would work anymore.”

I stared at her, waiting for the punch line, but she wasn’t joking.

Beside me, Top said, “Well fuck me blind and move the furniture.”

To Lizzie I said, “Have you ever worked a drone?”

“Sure. My group works in areas where ISIL could be hiding anywhere, so I use them all the time to assess a site.” She named a few commercial and professional models she’d used.

I picked up the controller for the pigeon drone. “This is a lot like those.”

She was quick and was able to launch and manipulate the drone with ease. 

“If that one burns out,” said Bunny, “there’s two more in the case.”

I said, “Lizzie, we’re all wearing earbuds. There’s a microphone on the controller. See? Right there. Leave it turned on. The speaker’s good, so you’ll be able to hear us too. If you can get eyes on that book and read what Mercer is reading, let us know.” I raised my forearm to show small flexible-panel computer screens. “You can send the video feeds to us on these. But we won’t be watching those feeds unless it’s something important. We’re probably going to be busy. So, pick your moment.”

“I understand,” said Lizzie. “I promise not to distract you.”

“You’re not a distraction,” said Top, and she actually blushed. Bunny rolled his eyes so hard I’m surprised he didn’t bruise his brain. Then, in a more serious tone, Top said, “Let us know when we can end that evil motherfucker down there, feel me?”

Lizzie nodded. “God…be careful. Please.”

Top gave her a grin. “It’s all good. Just another day on the job.”

We put our helmets on, grabbed our guns, and walked over to the edge of the pit. Brock and two of his men helped anchor us for the rappelling maneuver. I adjusted my suit’s environmental controls one more time, cut looks at Top and Bunny, then nodded to Lizzie.

“Good luck,” she told us, and again her eyes lingered on Top’s.

Bunny turned to Top. “‘Just another day on the job’? Seriously? That’s the worst pickup line in like…ever.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“I can actually hear you,” said Lizzie.

Bunny blew a kiss at Top, who shot him the finger.

And then we were over the edge.
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No mission ever goes off without a hitch. Not in my experience.

You try to make it otherwise. You gather as much intel as possible, you plan, you train, you theorize to predict variables, you allow for things to change as the mission unfolds. You even stay mentally flexible in case of mission creep—which is when an operation changes substantially in nature while you’re in situ.

But things always go a little wrong.

Sometimes the situation twists in your favor. Or, so I’ve heard. My luck doesn’t tend that way.

Sometimes thing change and you can easily roll with it. You call in back up, or throw some extra ordnance downrange, or otherwise deal with shit.

And sometimes nothing is what it seems.

Case in point…
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We went down into the pit.

Twenty meters is nothing when rappelling. You drop down on a rope, kicking off from the wall every few meters to slow the rate of fall and keep yourself from gathering enough momentum to slam into anything. The walls of the pit were sloped, so we also had to shove off to keep dropping. Fires burned all around us. Even with the cooling system in the suits, I could feel the heat.

How the hell could Mercer still be alive down here?

My mind rebelled at the thought of actual magic. This had to be some kind of science. But…what kind?

Over the last few years, I’d run into all kinds of things. Genetically engineered assassins designed to approximate vampires. Lycanthropic super soldiers. Transgenic soldiers amped up with ape DNA. The God Machines built with science that came to its designer from dreams of other worlds. Doorways into other dimensions opened using mathematics from the Unlearnable Truths. So, yeah, I’ve had to expand my mind or go crazy. Maybe it’s fair to say that because I’ve been forced to expand my mind I’ve gone crazier. A case can be made for that. And yet in each case there was science behind it. Every single time. Weird science, to be sure. Radical, possibly alien, certainly beyond my understanding, but science nonetheless. If there was something that fit the literal definition of supernatural, then I haven’t hit it so far.

But how could science explain a man with no protective garments surviving for days in an actual inferno? How could anything make sense of that?

We dropped and dropped.

I looked down at the floor of the pit and saw something else that made no fucking sense at all.

The floor of the pit seemed to be…receding?

“Boss?” called Bunny, his voice crystal clear through the high-tech earbuds we all wore. “Are you seeing this?”

We paused, toes touching the slope.

“Cap’n,” growled Top, “either I’m losing my shit or that floor is dropping.”

We watched, looking for signs of structural collapse, for cracks in the ground, for sudden releases of trapped gas, for the tumble of boulders and debris. All of that should have been happening if the pit floor was falling inward.

That’s not what we saw.

It’s just that the floor was farther away, as if the pit itself had been somehow stretched. 

“I can’t be seeing what I’m seeing,” said Bunny.

“Keep your shit wired tight, Farm Boy,” snapped Top. “If that’s what’s there, then that’s what’s there. So nut up and deal with it.”

Bold words. Probably as much for himself as for Bunny. Meant for me too.

I checked the line, making quick calculations. “We’re going to have to hit the slope twenty feet above the bottom and walk down.”

“What if it keeps…um…getting deeper?” asked Bunny.

“Then we figure it out on the fly,” I said.

“Hooah,” said Top, and after a moment Bunny said it too. “Hooah” was the Ranger catch-all phrase for anything from “yes, sir” to “fuck you,” and right now both seemed applicable.

We kept dropping.

The floor receded more and more.

“Fuck this,” I bellowed and hit hard on the slope, unclipped and ran into the pull of gravity. I heard thumps and curses behind me as the others did too. The slope was steep, and gravity wanted to kill us, but we ran into its pull, angling our bodies for balance and to slough off the acceleration. For a wild moment I thought we would keep running and running until we reached Hell itself. The actual Hell. The devil and his demons and all of that biblical bullshit.

This was close enough.

Goddamn, it was close enough.

And then the floor was there. Hard and rocky and real. It was stable too. I don’t know how the bottom got deeper, but whatever it was seemed to have stopped. It was ordinary ground under my feet. I wanted to kiss it.

Bunny and Top came running down to where I was, and then stopped, trembling, panting—more from fear than the exertion.

Top unslung his weapon, a Heckler & Koch MP7 with a forty-round magazine, and he had a Milkor MGL 40mm six-shot grenade launcher slung over his shoulder. He had not come to screw around. Bunny had his shotgun in his big hands and was sweeping the barrel around the perimeter.

He froze, looking behind me, and I whirled, drawing my Sig Sauer fast and bringing it up in a two-handed grip. Top turned too, and we realized that the pit floor wasn’t the only thing that had gone off its rails.

“What the?” was all Bunny could manage.

The drone descended and hovered about his shoulder.

“Lizzie,” I said hoarsely, “are you seeing this too?”

Her answer was an inarticulate croak.

We were all seeing it.

I don’t know where we were, but it wasn’t the same pit we dropped into. It couldn’t be. Even with the ropes still dangling above us and the drone having followed us here.

We stood on a flat space of ground that was much wider than the opening of the pit above. No idea how that was possible, but it wasn’t the weirdest or worst thing about this moment. James Mercer, naked and burned but alive, knelt a dozen paces away, the Book of Uttu in his hands, his blind eyes clicking back and forth across the pages as his lips read words aloud in a dead language. Beyond him was the wall we’d seen in the drone’s camera, with the obscene vertical slit from which poured an unnatural and lurid red light. There were the legions of spiders gnawing at the opening.

All of that was what we expected to find. Kind of.

But not the rest.

Not the dozens of people down there. Thirty or forty of them, dressed in robes of white and red and gray. Robes set with jewels and metals I could not identify. Men with muscular, bare arms and long plated beards, like priests from some old temple carvings. Except they were very real and they held tools—axes and sledgehammers. All of them had swords and knives in leather scabbards at their hips.

They all stood in attitudes of surprise, frozen in their act of attacking the wall.

Even that wasn’t the worst.

Far from it. Give me enough whiskey and I could work out some logic to them being down here. That, at least, was close enough to sanity for me to postulate something I could force myself to accept.

But the spiders? No. Not them.

And I’m not talking about the thousands of small ones that had survived the hellish heat to climb down here from above.

There were other spiders here.

Big ones.

Strange ones.

Some the size of rats. Some the size of dogs. A few as big as wild boars. Massive, bloated monsters that quivered on hairy legs.

And the others.

Ponderous and improbable abominations with speckled red and black bodies that stood not on eight legs, but on three. Tripodal spiders with too many eyes and mandibles that snapped and clacked and dripped with steaming drool.

I knew for sure—without the slightest doubt, without needing to lie to myself—that nothing like them had ever before walked on this green Earth. I had no idea where they were from, or how Mercer had conjured them into this place, but they didn’t belong in this world.

I heard a sound, a high-pitched whimper, and prayed that it wasn’t coming from my own throat. Though it probably was.

In my ear, I heard Lizzie’s hushed and horrified voice. “Joe…is this real? Am I seeing it?”

“You tell me,” I said quickly. “You’re the expert.”

“Not…god, not in this,” she gasped. But a moment later she said, “Those men, they’re dressed like Sumerians. It’s like they stepped right out of a bas-relief carving from one of the ancient temples.”

“Those fucking spiders, Doc,” asked Bunny nervously, “you got anything on them? What are they?”

“I don’t…I don’t know.”

The spiders and the armed men stared at us, surprised for a heartbeat—and that was all it was—by our presence. Of aliens in their sacred place.

Then, with a ululating howl that tore the air, they all swarmed toward us.
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I generally like to know who the hell I’m fighting. I’m a long damn way from the concept of “kill ’em all and let God sort it out.”

Most of the time.

This wasn’t one of those times.
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The priest—and I had to accept that it’s what he was—closest to me raised an adze and swung it at my head. I shot him in the face. Twice. Because I really meant it.

The back of his head exploded and showered the priests behind him with red-blue and gray brains.

Top shouted, “They can bleed.”

Bunny yelled back, “Fuck ’em.”

The priests swarmed toward us, and as they did so they ran to put themselves between us and Mercer. Two of them swung their weapons in the air, and through the pall of smoke I saw that they were aiming at the drone, but Lizzie steered it sharply away.

Bunny and Top fell back a few steps to give the attackers a long run. It wasn’t because the priests were particularly hard to kill—they had no armor, no advanced weapons—but because there were so damn many of them. If we were all in the belly of a Black Hawk helicopter, hunkered down behind a minigun, then maybe this would be a quick fight. This was a different kind of fight. We had the best weapons and we had enough ammunition, but there was no guarantee at all that we had enough time to kill our way to Mercer and that damn book. Now the sheer number of people we needed to kill exceeded the time it would take to do that.

Which was bad enough. And then the spiders stopped chewing at the wall and attacked. The little ones moved like a black carpet across the ashy floor, swarming through and around the feet of the priests, climbing over the bodies that fell as Bunny fired blast after blast of his shotgun and Top burned through one magazine after another with his rifle.

I pivoted and fired over the carpet at the first of the big spiders, hitting it with three clean shots. Pieces of its carapace blew off and green muck vomited from the wounds, but the three heavy legs propelled it forward. It screeched, though; the sound was eerily like that of a child in pain. As it barreled toward me, I lowered my gun and aimed at the cluster of blazing eyes and fired again. Once, twice, three times, blowing those eyes apart but not stopping it. Not even slowing it. It was the fourth shot that hit something vital. The creature suddenly canted forward and collapsed, its momentum and weight sending it into a clumsy, broken tumble.

I tried to replay that last shot to identify exactly what I’d hit because two more of the brutes came at me. I backpedaled and fired until the slide locked back. The last bullet killed another and it fell clumsily and the third tripped over it. By the time the beast clambered back up, I had a new magazine swapped in and shot it from three feet away. Two bullets and it fell. Maybe the first killed it. I’ll never know.

More of them were coming and the pit was filled with the thunder of gunfire and the horrific cry of the monsters. I holstered my sidearm and swung the MP7 from my back, switched the selector switch to semi auto, and began firing in short, controlled bursts. Top was still hosing the priests, but I needed more precision to kill the spiders. Four of them were circling the priests to try and get behind my guys. I whirled and fired.

The creatures died. The priests died.

And we kept losing ground because we were trying to use buckets to stop a tsunami.

“Cap’n,” huffed Top as he fired, pivoted, fired, “I can get Mercer from here. I have the grenade launcher. I can blow that asshole all the way into orbit.”

“No,” cried Lizzie. “Not while he’s holding the book. Not until I can see what he’s reading.”

I shot a spider in the head and needed two bursts to knock it down. “Lizzie,” I yelled, “how do we end this?”

The drone flew over my head and over the heads of the throng of priests. They swatted at it, but she kept it moving, dipping and swooping and dodging.

“Shit,” she hissed. “I can’t get a clear image.”

“Listen to me,” shouted Bunny. “There’s a green button on the lower left. It’s a Steadicam feature. Hit that and then hold the blue button to take high-speed high-def pics. Oh…shit…”

I saw him turn and kick a priest in the groin and then chop him across the face with the stock of his shotgun, then wheel right and fire three times at the men behind him. The shotgun was loaded with double-ought buckshot that tore ragged red holes and set priests screaming away as they clutched stumps of arms or tried to plug gaping wounds in their stomachs or chests. It was a dreadful thing, though, to see that most of them somehow managed to fight past the immediate reaction of pain and fear, and stagger forward again. Christ. Even knowing they were dying they kept attacking. I heard Top and Bunny both make sick sounds because it was immediately clear to all of us that wounding our enemies was not going to be enough. We had to kill them all. They were either fanatics or they were insane. Or both.

And killing requires a lot more precision—and often more ammunition—than wounding. It takes a fragment of each second to aim with precision, and we didn’t have that time to waste.

Nevertheless, Top roared, “Center mass, goddamn it.”

“I am shooting center mass, old man,” complained Bunny. Then he saved the rest of his breath for fighting.
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Lizzie Corbett knelt in the ash at the edge of the pit, holding the drone controls in both hands. She followed Bunny’s instructions and fired the high-def camera over and over, playing with both optical and digital zoom functions. Images popped onto the screen and she froze one, discarded it because it was still too blurry, repeated the process. Again and again.

And then, on the tenth try, the image of the page popped up as clear and readable as if she held the book in her own hands.

She bent over it, eyes inches from the screen, lips moving as she worked. When doing translations, it helped her to mouth the words as she read them. It somehow made them more real.

The process of interpretation and translation was something that would normally take days or weeks, even for someone who knew the language and understood quite a bit about the culture. What confused the process was that the writing on the page was not all in a single language. There were blocks of text that were in Sumerian, but the style of the translation suggested that the translator was Akkadian. Other sections were in Latin and some short phrases, scribbled in the margins, were written in Arabic, Amharic, Tigrinya, and Hebrew. She fumbled her way through it, digging deep for the right words and meanings.

She stumbled through it, feeling the terrible burden of seconds burning off as Joe Ledger and his men fought for their lives down in the pit. The sounds of their battle rose with the smoke, though it was oddly distorted, as if their battle was a mile or more away.

Sergeant Brock leaned over the rim, coughing and using his hand to fan away the noxious fumes. He held a pistol in his other hand, and the other marines stood nearby, all of them looking as helpless and impotent as Lizzie felt.

“I can’t see a fucking thing,” complained Brock. “I mean…I should be able to, but I can’t.”

Lizzie hit a section of the text that suddenly jumped out at her. She yelled into the microphone. “Joe, Top…they’re trying to open a gate down there.”

“No shit,” growled Bunny’s voice. “It’s already half open.

“Can you see what’s inside?”

“Red light,” said Top. “Can’t see more than that.”

“Listen to me,” she said urgently, “I thought that this was an attempt to invoke an ancient goddess, Uttu or Atlach-Nacha. But it’s not. Everything on that page is about numbers. It’s not a spell…it’s a series of mathematical formulae.”

“The fuck…?” said Bunny.

“I think I know what this might be, but I need to know what’s on the other side of the gateway. If it’s a cavern with glowing moss, then we have to handle it one way. If that’s all it is, then I think I know how to destroy the book. If it’s somewhere else, then we need to get the book and bring it up here. But I have to know one way or the other. We need to know. Can you get closer to the opening?”

“Not a chance,” said Ledger. “We’re falling back…”

“No! You have to tell me what you can see through the gateway.”

There was a heavy rattle of gunfire, screams, shouts, and curses. Through it all, Ledger managed to spit out some words. “Use the…fucking…drone…”

Lizzie wanted to smack herself upside the head. Of course!

She took the controls again and went to work.
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I saw the drone go sweeping overhead, moving in a straight line toward the cleft, which seemed to be swelling as more of the intense red light pushed through from the other side.

And I realized what I was seeing. This wasn’t just the priests and spiders trying to break through from the pit—something over there, on the other side of the wall, was fighting to get out. To break free.

To come here.

I shifted to my left to get a better view, but had to shoot my way there, killing a priest and three more of the tripodal spiders. Smaller spiders were climbing all over me, and I could hear them scratching at the fabric of my Dragon suit. The material would stop a bullet, but, like most fabric body armor, it wouldn’t necessarily stop a blade. Or a claw.

I paused to slap at the little bastards, squashing several and brushing dozens to the ground, but they immediately swarmed back up my legs. Top and Bunny were likewise covered with the little monsters. 

A big one—much bigger than the others, nearly as large as a baby elephant—came scuttling toward me, with two priests flanking it. I switched to full auto and burned through the rest of my magazine to cut them down. As I swapped in a new one I crabbed sideways to try and get a better look at the cleft. The light was blinding, making it difficult to see anything clearly, but I thought I saw shadows. Small and large. There were more of the tripodal spiders, but also larger shapes. And stranger ones, but none that I could identify. They crowded the entrance and I knew that if they broke through, we were lost. Me and my guys. Maybe more than that.

Maybe the world.

Every fiber of who I was and all of my instincts told me that was not an exaggeration.

Top and Bunny had backed all the way to where we’d first come down the slope. There was nowhere else to go. I was separated from them by a running sea of spiders. No matter how many of the little freaks I killed, there were always more. Were they somehow squeezing through the cleft? Or had Mercer conjured them from some nightmare reality? I didn’t know and wasn’t sure I wanted that answer.

The priests tried to swat the drone out of the air. They jumped up and swung their weapons at it, but Lizzie was sharp. Damn, she was sharp. The pigeon wings flapped, and the little machine tilted and dipped and swooped and even though the axes and mauls and waving arms came close, they could not tear it down.

The opening was still narrow though. A few inches, though the spill of light created the illusion of it being larger.

“The drone won’t fit,” I warned.

“I know,” she snapped. “I’m going to try something.”

The drone accelerated, the wings becoming blurs as it shot forward toward the wall. A priest climbed onto the shoulders of two others and leapt at it, trying to grab it and pull the machine down.

He missed, but only just.

The drone smashed into the wall.

No. It smashed into the cleft. The head buried itself into the narrow opening and lodged there. The wings snapped and the body sagged down.

“Shit,” cried Bunny, but I understood what Lizzie was trying to do. She needed to see what was on the other side. The cameras were in the drone’s small head.

I heard a sound though. From Lizzie.

She cried out as if in physical pain.

At the same time, Bunny glanced up, probably to judge how far above them the ends of our rappelling ropes were, and I saw him stagger. Actually stagger, as if someone had hit him. His knees began to buckle and he had to visibly fight to keep standing.

“Jesus Fucking Christ on the cross,” he breathed.

I looked up too.

I wanted to scream.

No, I wanted to lay down my weapons and sit down and cry. And let the monsters get me, because there was no reason to keep fighting. The world was broken. Everything was broken.

Above us should have been the slopes of the pit. Above us should have been the ropes and the smoke rising into the air over the Turkmenistan desert. Above us should have been the world.

That’s not what Bunny saw. It’s not what I saw.

Above us there was darkness.

Above us there were stars.

It was like looking up from the surface of the Moon.

The sky was gone. And the world was gone and where in Heaven or Hell were we?

“Joe,” came Lizzie’s voice. “Look at your computer screen.”

“Not now,” I said, firing and firing.

“Joe…you have to see this.”

I backpedaled and took a grenade from my belt. “Frag out!” I bellowed and rolled it like a bocce ball beneath the closest of the giant spiders; then I spun, crouched, and covered my head with my arms. The blast, even muffled, was like thunder, and I was splashed with green ichor. I cut a look to see that everything in the blast radius was dead and it gave me a few seconds to check the screen.

If I thought it was going to be as bad as seeing the stars above us on a clear afternoon, I was wrong.

It was worse.

So much worse.

The computer screens we wore were small, but they were ultra-high-definition and the colors were accurate to an incredible degree. I gaped down at the image fed to me from Lizzie. The image of what the drone was seeing through the cleft.

There were thousands upon thousands of figures on the other side of that wall. But it was not a cave or cavern over there. It was not anything on Earth at all.

Through the proxy of the drone’s video camera eyes, I looked onto the landscape of another world. I saw vast stretches of sandy, rocky ground and towering mountains. It was all painted a lurid red. Sand and rocks and blowing grit. All red.

Filling much of that landscape was an army.

It was the only way to describe it. An army. An invasion force. Countless thousands of them. I saw hundreds of the three-legged spiders, some of them as small as the ones I’d been killing, but most many times bigger. Bigger than full grown bison. And people. If they were people. Bipedal, with round, erect heads and large eyes in dark sockets; their bodies fitted out with armor like exoskeletons, as if their limbs were unable to support themselves. They marched forward like slaves being forced into battle.

Behind them were other creatures and it was instantly clear that they were the masters of these combat slaves. They rode in devices like a kind of chariot, with flat bases and lots of mechanical arms sticking out in all direction, whose nature or function I could not begin to guess. These chariots moved nimbly on mechanical legs. Three legs.

Worse still were the things that towered above them.

Monsters made of glittering metal that stood a hundred feet tall and walked on three titanic legs, many flexible metal tentacles whipping with furious agitation in the air. Behind each, bolted to its body, was a massive steel net, and with each step jets of green gas erupted from its joints. Each tripod had a clear dome and inside I could see the masters of this ungodly army. They were hideous, with octopoidal bodies, and massive heads with bulging eyes and v-shaped beaks. Smaller tentacles framed their mouths, twitching and obscene.

My mind felt like it was cracking, breaking apart, and taking the last of my sanity with it. I knew these things. These metal monsters. I’d read about them as a kid, saw them in movies. They weren’t real. They were the creations of a British science fiction writer from more than a century ago. They were fiction.

Except that they weren’t.

And I immediately understood why this was real. How it could be real.

Just like H. P. Lovecraft and August Derleth writing about Elder Gods, the Great Old Ones, and other cosmic horrors, H. G. Wells had not created the Martians in his novel War of the Worlds from whole cloth, but had seen these horrors in dreams or visions. He had glimpsed the terrors of another world and knew, on some conscious or subconscious level, that these creatures coveted our blue world and had, in literal point of fact, drawn their plans against us.

Here was proof.

Right here, in this pit. Monsters from that world had already slipped through. These spiders. And in a flash of terrible insight, I realized that perhaps the spider goddess Atlach-Nacha was very real. Maybe she was one of those monsters who had come through a similar crack thousands of years ago and had become trapped here. She, and the mad priests who worshipped her, had labored all these millennia to help her open the door, so that her masters could come through with their armies and their fighting machines to make war on humanity. To conquer and own this world and leave their own dying world.

I had no proof of that, but I believed it. I knew it.

And I had to stop it.

Somehow.

Jesus Christ.

Somehow.
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Lizzie Corbett had seen some very strange things in her life. Most of them over the last few years, since discovering a vast portion of the lost treasure of the Knights Templar and then being recruited into the Library of the Ten Gurus. That group, run by Sikhs, fought a bizarre war on two fronts. The public face of their group worked with the United Nations and UNESCO to preserve artifacts, religious items, and books that were targeted for destruction by extremist groups like ISIL.

The other arm, which was smaller and much less passive in important ways, worked to reclaim books like the Unlearnable Truths. To take them away from whomever had them and make sure they were protected and properly locked away. She had not shared this part of her life with Joe, Top, and Bunny. Only Mr. Church knew about it, and he had provided funding and material support for the Library’s work.

It had been Church who brought her into this matter, and who had warned her that the Book of Uttu might not be what it seemed. She did not know how Church acquired this information, but her Sikh friends knew of him and said that he could be trusted. Church had told her she could trust Joe Ledger and his team, and she did.

Church had warned her that this matter could be dangerous, but even he did not seem to know how dangerous. How could he? That awful book had held its secrets for so long. The priests and imams who had protected it had kept the world safe from its potential.

And now it was all falling apart.

The Sikhs were too far away. Church was too far away. Joe and his men were at the bottom of an impossible pit. Maybe not even truly on this Earth, or in this dimension. She couldn’t even start to understand it all. How could she? How could anyone?

All Lizzie had to work with was her knowledge of books like this—and with what was written on the two pages she had photographed with the drone. There was so much there, written in a dozen different hands, in half a dozen languages. And the text itself was conflicted, confusing. It was a mathematical formula written as a conjuring spell. It must have been meaningless to the priests who recorded it. Though maybe not. The Sumerians were known for an exceptional mathematical brilliance, for having developed high math skills with no recognizable backtrail of development. As if the knowledge sprang suddenly into being within a generation or two. Scholars and historians had puzzled over it for years, but now Lizzie thought she understood. It was Atlach-Nacha. Somehow that creature was no mere spider, not even a monstrous alien spider. She—it—was sentient and intelligent and somehow able to communicate to those ancient Sumerians. She had taught them advanced math, and engineering, and other skills. But then something happened to break that process. Atlach-Nacha had become lost, trapped in the earth. Possibly some natural disaster, or the actions of another culture. Perhaps sanity prevailed within the group of priests and there was a rebellion in order to save their world. Lizzie did not know how that happened, or why. Probably no one would ever know because there was no record of it at all. The Sumerians went into decline and the planned invasion was forestalled. The knowledge had been recorded in a book, and that book hidden away and guarded fiercely for thousands of years.

Until now. Until ISIL and Ohan and Mercer.

Until an act of murder cracked open the world and the invading army mustered, ready to complete an invasion eight thousand years in the making.

The gunfire and explosions from below were continuous. There was no sign of the battle slacking, but Lizzie knew there was only one way for it to end. Joe, Top, and Bunny would run out of ammunition, and then they would be overwhelmed. Then Mercer and the priests would finish their ritual to open this world to the horrors of another.

Lizzie read over the page again and again looking for some clue, some hint. Some hope.

Then, suddenly, she turned to Sergeant Brock.

“How much rope do you have?”

“What?”

“Rope. How much? Can you reach them?”

He looked at the three lines that went down into the nothing below.

“They’re too short.”

Lizzie shook her head. “Pull them up.”

Brock gaped. “What?”

“Pull them up, Sergeant. Do it now.”
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I got caught in a deadly pinch when I reached for another magazine and found that there were none left. Three priests rushed at me, two swinging pick-axes and one with a sledgehammer. 

There was no time to draw the Sig Sauer. None.

I faded left, ducking in and under one pick-axe, and chopped upward with my forearm. Even insane ancient Sumerian priests have balls, and I hit his real damn hard. He let loose with a whistling shriek that hit the ultrasonic. I straightened fast and took the pick-axe from his hands, shouldered him into the sledgehammer guy, and swung the axe at the third priest. The spike of the big tool punched a big wet hole in his solar plexus. I let go as he fell, taking his pick-axe away, following it with a ballet pirouette, and slammed the spike into the crotch of the sledgehammer priest. He sat down and fell back, screaming something in a language I didn’t know. Maybe calling on his god. Maybe calling for his mother. I didn’t give much of a fuck.

I moved to the priest I’d clubbed in the nuts and he looked up as I came at him. He had no time at all to block the kick to his throat.

I drew my pistol and fired at two more of them, killing one with a single shot through the face and knocking another down with a sucking chest wound.

In my ear, Lizzie was yelling at me. “Get the book, Joe. We need it.”

“Get it and do fucking what with it?”

The answer hit me across the shoulders and I slapped it away, thinking it was a snake. It wasn’t. It was one of the rappelling lines. I looked up and saw that far above me it was knotted to a second line. And, I presume, the third far above that. Smart lady, that Lizzie Corbett.

A moment later something thumped down hard behind me and I spun. It was a big canvas equipment bag. My equipment bag. I fired six shots at some spiders and then rushed to it, tore it open and nearly wept.

Fifteen magazines for the MP7s. Grenades. More magazines for sidearms.

I don’t know if that was Lizzie’s idea or Brock’s, but one of those two was going to get a big wet kiss.

“Echo Team,” I bellowed. “Ammunition. On me.”

Bunny and Top shot looks at me, saw the bag and the dangling rope. They understood. They began sliding along the wall, firing with renewed frenzy. Top’s MP7 was slung, probably empty, and he was using the grenade launcher. There were dead bodies everywhere. Dozens of them. It was a slaughterhouse. It was what we call a target-rich environment, except that usually doesn’t mean that the shooters were likely to lose.

But now we had a chance. I laid down covering fire with my MP7 and lobbed a few grenades as party favors. They ran. We all reloaded and stuffed the magazines into our pouches.

The priests and the spiders kept coming.

There were still so many of them.

I picked up the empty bag and pointed to Mercer. “We need to secure the book and send it up on the rope. All other considerations secondary, hooah?”

“Hooah,” they said.

“Grenades,” I said. “Blow these fuckers up. Buy me time.”

Bunny and Top stood their ground, and as Top fired, Bunny hurled one fragmentation grenade after the other. They set a pattern, tossing the grenades just over the front rank so that the priests and spiders in front shielded them from the shrapnel. It was a rinse and repeat method, but we knew it couldn’t last. It just had to last long enough.

I threw a pair of grenades underhand at the killers and monsters between me and Mercer, making sure not to over-throw. Lizzie didn’t say that I could kill Mercer. Which sucked, because I really, really wanted to.

The pit was filled with lightning and thunder as the grenades detonated. Cracks appeared in the walls. Even worse, the cleft was widening—either from the concussions, or the spell, or the diligence of the spiders in this world and the aliens in the next. It was madness down there. Total madness.

I don’t know how long it took me to kill my way to where Mercer knelt. Ten seconds? Ten years?

Time was meaningless. Hope was a nail hammered into the center of my chest. Hate filled my head with thorns. I was deafened and screaming at the top of my lungs.

As the spiders and priests died, I saw Mercer again. With all of the violence and madness around him, he had not moved. Never even looked up, as if he existed in a space apart from this hell hole.

I switched from grenades to knife, not wanting to risk accidentally shooting the prick. There were four priests between me and Mercer, and they tried to form a protective wall.

They tried.

They had big weapons. My knife is a Wilson Rapid Response folding knife with a three and a half inch blade. They should have won, at least in the way they would have calculated the odds. But the math works best for who wants it more. They were fanatics, but I’m actually crazy.

Batshit, monster-in-the-dark crazy.

They tried to keep me from saving my world. They tried hard.

I cut them to pieces.

As the last one fell away, his hands clamped to what was left of his throat, I stepped up to Mercer. He knelt there, his skin steaming with heat like a roasting pig. His dick was still fully erect as if in the throes of the most intense and existential of sexual encounters. I was very tempted to use my knife on him, because this son of a bitch deserved it. But not yet.

Instead, I put my knife in my belt pouch and reached for the book.

Yes. I thought it would be that easy.

Fuck.
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Touching the book was like touching a live electrical power cord. Not a little one, but a big one. The shock was so intense that my hands clamped onto the covers and I suddenly felt as if I was on fire. My body went totally rigid except for my hair, which stood straight as needles from arms and scalp. The pain was off the scale. There’s pain, and then there’s agony, and then there’s a level that is so big, so comprehensive that you can almost stand back from it and watch. Like seeing your house burn down and take everything you own with it. You’re aware of the pain, but it seems somehow unreal.

That kind of pain.

I don’t think I screamed. Pretty sure I couldn’t at that point. Nor could I move. All that was left for me was to experience it. And to feel myself die.

They say your life flashes before your eyes. That’s not true. I’ve been out on the very edge too many times, so I know.

What happened—at least to me—is that I saw the things I haven’t done, the life I had yet to live and would not get to live. I saw my lover, Junie Flynn, running through a dying world as monstrous fighting machines burned the city around her with heat weapons. I saw my brother, Sean, and his family, tangled in the big baskets on the back of one of those tripods, caught like trout and devalued to nothing more than food. I saw my friends and allies, and my fellow soldiers, fighting a losing war against an unbeatable army. Wave after wave of jets and helicopters going after the legions of fighting machines, and then falling like spent fireworks from the sky. I saw the green earth become choked by red weeds, in which the last free people suffered and starved and died.

I saw that.

It was all going to come to pass because of me. Because I’d failed in this task. To take a book away from a man who was not even able to resist.

Because I was not strong enough to do even that.

I wanted to scream. To beg for mercy from everyone who I’d failed. To cry out to Junie and my brother, and all of them.

The heat burned me, and I knew I was dying. 

Except…

Maybe it was the Dragon suit that saved me.

Maybe it was that I saw a smile form on Mercer’s face, blossoming like a flower of hate in a blighted field. Maybe it was that. A last insult. The sting of mockery, the gloat of triumph.

I don’t know what it was. I’ll probably never know.

But my hands became mine again. Mine to use, mine to choose. Mine to move.

My thumbs lifted first. And then each finger in a slow—bitterly slow—choreography of obedience.

And then I was falling. Free of the book. Not free of the pain though. That came with me as I collapsed. I dropped to my knees. The world was full of thunder and I could feel something warm leaking from my nose and ears. Blood, probably. I coughed and could taste it in my mouth as well.

Mercer turned his head slowly, focusing his blind eyes on me. “Your world will fall.”

“F-fuck you,” I gasped. I coughed again and spat more blood into the hood of the Dragon suit. It painted the visor with viscous red, partly obscuring him. All I could see was that smile.

“Joe?” 

The voice was in my ear and for a moment I could not tell if it was Junie or my dead mother or…

“Lizzie?” I whispered.

“Joe,” she said, “listen to me.”

“I…” But really, that was all I could manage.

“Joe,” said Lizzie as if from a million miles away, “all we need is the book. Do you understand?”

I mumbled something. Not even sure if they were actual words.

“We just need the book, Joe. Can you hear me?”

“B-b-book…” My vision was dimming. The world was turning red as the edges of the cleft began to crumble. Mercer’s smile became a laugh.

“Joe,” yelled Lizzie, “we don’t need Mercer.”

She shouted those words. Over and over again. Trying to reach me. Forcing me to understand.

I spat again. The visor was totally blocked now.

My hands, swollen and burned and nearly useless, rose as if from their own accord. Finding my hood. Finding the seals. Fumbling their way through. Tearing the hood off.

The air was so hot. Like an oven. Like Hell.

But I could see.

And I could see James Mercer’s fucking smile. That smug, superior, malicious, evil goddamn smile. I wanted to wipe it off his face.

One hand dropped to my lap.

The other dropped to my waist. To the pouch. I could feel the hardness of the folded knife there.

I think maybe I smiled too.

Mercer stopped smiling when I cut his lips from his face.
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They pulled me away from him.

Top and Bunny.

What was left of Mercer—what I had left of him—slumped down in red ruin. And as he fell it was as if time caught up with him all at once. His skin immediately caught fire and burned, the fats and oils sizzling and popping and steaming away as he withered to a blackened husk.

I shook free of the hands of my friends and saw that Top had the canvas bag the ammunition had come in. I tore it from his hands and pushed him away from the book, which had fallen to the ground.

“Don’t touch it,” I wheezed. “Don’t.”

I wasn’t able to do the job though, so Bunny took the bag from me and used it like oven mitts to nudge the book inside. Then he zipped it up.

When I looked around I saw that the priests were dead. All of them. While I’d fought with the power of the book and with the evil of James Mercer, they had been doing awful work in the cavern. How many dead were there? I don’t know. Fifty? A hundred?

The last of the big spiders had retreated and were tearing at the cleft, which was now twice as wide as before.

“We need to get this to Lizzie,” I said, trying to stand. They caught me, and we staggered together to the dangling rope. Top took the bag and tied the handles to the rope and shouted for Lizzie to take it up.

The rope shivered and trembled, and then the slack went taut and the Book of Uttu began to rise. We three turned and faced the cleft. With palsied hands, we reloaded and stumbled across the death pit, firing at the spiders. Firing through the cleft. Waging war against the invaders for as long as we could. The pit got hotter and hotter, making it hard for me to breath without my hood.

Then I heard Lizzie yelling.

“I have it. Get out of there. Joe, Top, Bunny…get out.”

“How?” asked Bunny bleakly, but then he turned and looked behind us. “Guys…guys. Look!”

We turned.

The rope was back. But instead of one, there were three. And fires burned more fiercely all around us. Fires that had not been there before. The mounds of priests were already starting to burn.

The wall of the pit had changed, and when I looked up there were no longer stars above us. Instead, through the gas and smoke, I saw the cloudy afternoon sky of Turkmenistan. The walls were no longer impossibly high. Up there, twenty meters above us, I could see Lizzie and Brock and a bunch of US Marines. And above them two Black Hawk helicopters.

I looked at Top and Bunny. We all glanced at the cleft and then at the ropes.

“Fuck this,” I said, and we ran for the ropes.
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As it turned out, sealing the book was a process. A bastard of one, but Lizzie said she could do it. We lay sprawled at the edge of the pit. Burned, sweaty, half deaf, scared, watching her work. Not understanding a single damn thing of what she did. Trusting that she knew what she was doing.

Then she looked up, flushed and sweaty, with blue eyes as bright as a summer sky. She glanced at the helicopters and down at me.

“Do they have some kind of missiles or rockets or something?”

The Black Hawks had ESSS systems, which are stubby wings loaded with things that go boom. I grinned. “Yeah. They have all of that. Sixteen Hellfire missiles each. How many do you need?”

She chewed her lip for a second. “All of it?” she asked.

I made a call and then we started running away from the pit.

In the brief pause between my order and the execution, Lizzie said, “Hellfire?”

“Yeah,” said Top.

“Seems weirdly poetic.”

“Yeah,” he said.

And hellfire it was.
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The helos hit the pit with all thirty-two missiles.

Then four choppers from the Turkmeni army came and threw in their own party favors. Four hours later—when we were all at a safe distance—a CIA black ops bird flew over and dropped a fuel-air bomb. Nothing survives that. The pressure wave kills anything organic and the fire cleans it all up. It’s the most powerful non-nuclear weapon in existence.

They’ve since done ground-penetrating radar. There’s nothing down there. Nothing moving. Nothing alive.

We survived our wounds. Time will tell if we would survive the memories, and the knowledge that there is an army waiting for us somewhere. Is it actually Mars? I don’t know. Certainly not the Mars we know. But I’ve learned that there are many worlds, and many versions of each world.

That army is out there somewhere. Now we know it.

And…now we’re ready.

I hope we’re ready.

ISIL is still out there destroying sanctuaries and churches and sacred places where things like the Unlearnable Truths have been stored and protected. We got lucky with this, but Lizzie said that there are many more of those books out there. A lot of them are in lands torn by war. In Iraq and Iran, in Syria. Elsewhere. Even in America. The Library of the Ten Gurus is searching. So are we. So are select friends. 

We need to find those other books first.

We need to.

We need to.

Bonus Story

 


Mr. Church’s Day Off

by Ray Porter

 

THE MAN WHO called himself Mr. Church opened his eyes.

The blackout curtains let in a rumor of daylight around the edges of the bedroom window. He was alone, which meant he’d slept longer than he had planned to. Lilith had apparently risen and dressed and left on her errands without making a sound. He wondered if he should be concerned that he’d slept through that.

In his past (and unfortunately too often his present), sleeping through sounds or even a change in air pressure from movement could mean sleeping forever. Sleep without end, amen.

So, was it a lapse in vigilance? Or knowing after so much time and so many ops when he could allow the sentinel in his head to take a night off?

A night off. A whole night off...

An entire weekend off actually. As much as a person like him could ever be “off”.

The light stealing in around the draperies changed. Grew brighter momentarily and accompanied by the muted rumble of a diesel truck passing slowly in the narrow street outside. He rose and walked barefoot to the large window. Force of habit prevented him throwing the drapes aside like some ingenue in a romance novel or even to stand directly in front of the window. But he peered out the gap between the casement and the large, heavy drapes.

Bright sunlight glinted off the large truck as it carefully wove its way down the narrow old street. Threading the needle between a mixture of clapped out Peugots and gleaming BMWs with the occasional badly parked van, the truck had obviously done this before.

Church glanced across to the bakery where a young man in a long apron stepped out to quickly steal a cigarette away from the open door and out of sight of his boss. Passable tradecraft.

Turning from the window and smiling slightly, he made his way to the toilet. Then the shower, then the dresser. He put on old, comfortable clothes. Casually elegant but most importantly nondescript. He had no plans beyond a cup of coffee and maybe a pastry across the street.

It was Saturday in the 18th arrondissement, and the sun smiled on Montmartre.

 

*****

 

The coffee was good. The pastries were otherworldly. Later, when Lilith asked, Church would only admit to the croissant. The Madeleine would not be mentioned.

Stepping out of the bakery he savored the deliciousness of not knowing where he was going, no plans. He decided finally to turn right, as he was on the right bank, and just started strolling.

Paris on a warm Saturday morning on a quiet, small side street was very different. The larger boulevards would be filling up with tourists soon and the main attractions of the city would be unmanageable by ten o’clock. Church still saw intrepid souls from all over the world in small clusters walking through this area. Speaking in hushed tones as if the street told them to. A mix of languages and cultures all seeming to agree to preserve the peace here.

Once, Church heard an American family—their voices like an unwanted trombone solo during Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater. A teenage daughter, no doubt filled with the expertise of four semesters of French class in Wisconsin, was clearly on a mission. They marched on, ignoring the Martyrium of St. Denis as they passed. The place where the Jesuit order began went unnoticed by them. He smiled. That was alright. Paris was for them too, whatever they found.

As he walked, Church found his memories of this city thicker and more crowded than outside that castle they turned into an art museum. Layers of faces, of voices. Ghosts of music and conversation along with the echoes of screams and last breaths. All at once. Louder outside some buildings especially.

He had been walking for some time now. It was time, he supposed, to consider lunch. He glanced at his watch only to realize he had left it on the dresser back where they were staying.

Church realized that he’d forgotten his watch.

He actually forgot his watch.

And then he did something which no one who worked for him would ever believe, which caused the Algerian man selling selfie sticks outside the Metro station to startle and stare at him.

Mr. Church laughed.

 

*****

 

Leaving the Metro station at Cardinal Lemoine, he found himself on very familiar ground. Memories, terrible and delicious, swarmed him. He knew the 5th very well indeed.

Why had he come this way? Surely there were other parts of the city. Why did his feet bring him here? Wandering over the same old ground, even on a day off? But for a man such as he, there was --sadly-- no place in this city that was unfamiliar. He had been lost in this place many times, but he always knew where he was.

So, he strolled in the general direction of the river and found himself at a little place on the Boulevard St. Germain. Taking a table outside, he was handed a menu which was not needed. The Poulet Basquiase was his favorite and he asked for that in his unaccented French.

Afterwards, he let his feet take over and found himself headed vaguely west-ish. Savoring everything including the utter lack of anything to do. Oddly, his phone hadn’t chirped once. Church checked to see it was on. Then he checked to make sure his other phone was on. The “work phone”. Both were indeed functioning but no messages, no calls, nothing. Apparently, the world had a day off too.

He smiled briefly at that.

He knew more or less where he was heading but was still surprised by the sight of it. Like he was every time. The Panthéon. He remembered once a long time ago, a friend with far too much wine in his bloodstream trying to call it “the secular Holy Sepulcher” and dissolving in laughter. But that’s what it was. And he knew this place and the tombs inside. Victor Hugo rested therein. And Madame Curie—her tomb lined with lead (among other things) because her corpse was radioactive (among other things). He smiled at the layers of knowledge surrounding that.

In fact, several of the graves inside were not what they appear. But he was among a very few people who knew such things. Like the places in the catacombs long unseen by anyone. And best they remain that way for reasons that would not play well on the evening news. Sleep without end, amen.

But the heaviness of that knowledge was not for today. Not right now. There were places everywhere that were best left forgotten or hidden in plain sight and he knew most of them.

These were not peaceful thoughts.

Church decided, before heading home, to make one more stop on the way. It was a fine day still and hours spent walking in this city went by quickly.

He was here, it would be almost rude to not once again countenance M. Eiffel’s folly. As both a middle finger to his contemporaries and a hermetic gnomon, one had to admit it was effective.

Church knew the best spot to see it. As he walked onto the area, he saw a young couple leaning against the rail for a photo with the tower in the background. Maybe they knew, maybe they didn’t. This young Jewish Orthodox couple were positioned in precisely the spot where Adolf Hitler stood for his picture so long ago. He hoped they did not know that. Then wondered if they did and were there for some special reason, perhaps a ceremony of memory.

He heard Ledger’s voice in his mind say, “The War is the War”. And he answered under his breath “Yes. But some wars do get won.”

Seeing the old black and white photograph in his mind superimposed by this young couple gently reminded him why he stayed in the fight.

He found a Metro stop close to where he was staying. It was getting late and there was a dinner planned. Church feared very few things. Disappointing Lilith was one of them. She had come to mean so much to him. Other women who had graced his life found his strangeness, his drive, his dedication to fighting the war to be too much. They fled, often in anger or fear, leaving hard words behind. After the birth of his daughter, Circe, and the subsequent death of his wife, Church had decided to seal his heart inside a vacuum chamber and to never let light or rain or air touch it. But then Lilith came into his life, and that protective casing cracked apart. After so many losses, Church did not want to lose her.

Not her.

No.

He caught a train at the last minute. In the crowded carriage, everyone seemed to be fixated on their phones with a look in their eyes. It was a look he knew well. That feeling that they were connected despite their obvious disconnection with life swirling around them. For many, the screen was less of a draw than it was an excuse not to see, to feel, to relate.

The train rattled along the rails as the sun edge toward the west.

Emerging from the station his “work phone” suddenly lit up with messages. Then the ringing started. A very specific ring. And just like that, the light changed. 

His day off was over.

He put the phone to his ear and said, “Yes Mr. President, I’m here...”


The Joe Ledger Series in Reading Order

 

 

The JOE LEDGER series (novels and short stories, so far) in chronological order. (including the DEAD OF NIGHT, ROT & RUIN, BROKEN LANDS and V-WARS series)

 

 

COUNTDOWN 

Short story teaser: “I didn’t plan to kill anyone. I wasn’t totally against the idea, either. Sometimes things just fall that way, and either you roll with it or it rolls over you. Letting the bad guys win isn’t how I roll.” Meet Joe Ledger, Baltimore PD, attached to a Homeland task force… who’s about to get a serious promotion.

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

PATIENT ZERO 

NOVEL #1 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2009

When you have to kill the same terrorist twice in one week there’s either something wrong with your world or something wrong with your skills... and there’s nothing wrong with Joe Ledger’s skills. And that’s both a good, and a bad thing. It’s good because he’s a Baltimore detective that has just been secretly recruited by the government to lead a new taskforce created to deal with the problems that Homeland Security can’t handle. This rapid response group is called the Department of Military Sciences or the DMS for short. It’s bad because his first mission is to help stop a group of terrorists from releasing a dreadful bio-weapon that can turn ordinary people into zombies. The fate of the world hangs in the balance

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Blackstone

 

ZERO TOLERANCE

Short Story

This sequel to PATIENT ZERO brings Joe Ledger back into action, hunting for zombies in the deadly mountains of Afghanistan. 

Available in print in THE LIVING DEAD 2 edited by John Joseph Adams

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

DEEP, DARK

Short Story

In an underground bioweapons lab a team of scientists working to develop super soldiers instead create something that is far deadlier and infinitely stranger. Joe Ledger and Echo Team must hunt –and be hunted—deep down in the dark.

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

MATERIAL WITNESS

Short Story 

A stand-alone short story that takes place in the early days of Joe Ledger’s service in the Department of Military Sciences, a top secret division of Homeland Security. Joe Ledger and the DMS must protect a Pine Deep resident spook and author who is in over his head with the wrong people and may know more than he is letting on.

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

THE DRAGON FACTORY

NOVEL #2 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2010

Joe and the DMS go up against two competing groups of geneticists. One side is creating exotic transgenic monsters and genetically enhanced mercenary armies; the other is using 21st century technology to continue the Nazi Master Race program begun by Josef Mengele. Both sides want to see the DMS destroyed, and they’ve drawn first blood. Neither side is prepared for Joe Ledger as he leads Echo Team to war under a black flag. 

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Blackstone 

 

DOG DAYS

Short Story 

Joe Ledger returns in this tale that follows the tragic conclusion of THE DRAGON FACTORY. In the wake of a devastating personal loss, Joe Ledger and his new canine partner, Ghost, go hunting for the world’s deadliest assassin.

Available on audio from Blackstone, read by Ray Porter 

*** It is included in print in the new mass-market paperback edition of THE DRAGON FACTORY.

 

CHANGELING

Short Story 

Joe Ledger teams with a mysterious British agent named Felicity to investigate a dangerous bioweapons factory.

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

THE KING OF PLAGUES

NOVEL #3 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2011

Saturday 09:11 Hours: A blast rocks a London hospital and thousands are dead or injured… 10:09 Hours: Joe Ledger arrives on scene to investigate. The horror is unlike anything he has ever seen. Compelled by grief and rage, Joe rejoins the DMS and within hours is attacked by a hit-team of assassins and sent on a suicide mission into a viral hot zone during an Ebola outbreak. Soon Joe Ledger and the Department of Military Sciences begin tearing down the veils of deception to uncover a vast and powerful secret society using weaponized versions of the Ten Plagues of Egypt to destabilize world economies and profit from the resulting chaos. Millions will die unless Joe Ledger meets the this powerful new enemy on their own terms as he fights terror with terror.

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Blackstone

 

ASSASSIN’S CODE

NOVEL #4 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2012

When Joe Ledger and Echo Team rescue a group of American college kids held hostage in Iran, the Iranian government then asks them to help find six nuclear bombs planted in the Mideast oil fields. These stolen WMDs will lead Joe and Echo Team into hidden vaults of forbidden knowledge, mass-murder, betrayal, and a brotherhood of genetically-engineered killers with a thirst for blood. Accompanied by the beautiful assassin called Violin, Joe follows a series of clues to find the Book of Shadows, which contains a horrifying truth that threatens to shatter his entire worldview. They say the truth will set you free… Not this time. The secrets of the Assassin’s Code will set the world ablaze.

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

A FOOTNOTE IN THE BLACK BUDGET

Short Story

Joe Ledger, Top and Bunny go to the bottom of the world all the way to the Mountains of Madness in this crossover with H. P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos. 

***This story is included in the anthology THE MADNESS OF CTHULHU (VOLUME TWO), edited by S.T. Joshi

 

MAD SCIENCE

Short Story

Joe Ledger and Violin go after a kill-squad of Red Knights in this sequel to ASSASSIN’S CODE.

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

BORROWED POWER

Short Story 

A story told in two parts: A young Mr. Church teams with Lilith to hunt monsters in the sewers beneath Paris; and when that ancient evil rises again, Joe Ledger and Violin close in for the kill.

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

EXTINCTION MACHINE

NOVEL #5 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2013

The President of the United States vanishes from the White House for five hours. Next morning he is found, apparently safe and sound. Except that he claims that during the night he was abducted by aliens. A top-secret prototype stealth fighter is destroyed during a test flight. Witnesses on the ground say that it was shot down by a craft that immediately vanished at impossible speeds. North Korea’s ultra top-secret weapons research lab is destroyed by a volcano –in an area where there has not been an eruption for forty millions years. All over the world reports of UFOs are increasing at an alarming rate. Key military personnel, politicians and scientists begin disappearing. And in a remote fossil dig in China dinosaur hunters have found something that is definitely not of this earth. Joe Ledger and the Department of Military Sciences rush headlong into the heat of the world’s strangest and deadliest arms race, because the global race to recover and retro-engineer alien technologies has just hit a snag. Someone—or something--wants that technology back. 

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

CODE ZERO

NOVEL #6 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2014

A direct sequel to PATIENT ZERO. A rogue scientist within the DMS takes the Seif al Din pathogen (and dozens of other deadly and exotic weapons) and begins selling them to the highest bidders. Bizarre science-based terrorist attacks tear the nation apart –and at the heart of it are new outbreaks of the zombie plague that first brought Joe Ledger into the DMS. Joe and his crew team up with Arklight (from ASSASSIN’S CODE) in a running battle that leaves a trail of bodies from Los Angeles to the steps of the White House.

 

THREE GUYS WALK INTO A BAR

Novella

Joe Ledger teams with Malcolm Crow and Mike Sweeney (from the Pine Deep Trilogy) and P.I. Sam Hunter to tackle a team experimenting with genetically-engineered werewolves. 

This story is included in the anthology, LIMBUS II, available from JournalStone Publishing

 

 

ARTIFACT

Short Story

Joe Ledger goes after an enigmatic device that could hold the key to permanent sustainable energy –or could become the most dangerous weapon on earth. 

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

THE HANDYMAN GETS OUT

Short Story

Joe Ledger is naked and unarmed and has to escape a high-security facility armed with whatever he can find. Expect Joe to get cranky.

** This story is included in the short story collection JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS, available in print from JournalStone and on audio by Blackstone, read by Ray Porter

 

PREDATOR ONE

NOVEL #7 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2015

A terrorist organization uses hijacked drones to launch a wave of terror across America. Joe Ledger and his team square off against a deadly old enemy.

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

KILL SWITCH

NOVEL #8 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2016

Joe and the DMS are torn apart by a conspiracy that strikes to the heart of the global intelligence community. ISIL teams are using directed-energy weapons to crash airplanes and darken American cities, spies are using brutal mind-control on Joe’s most trusted agents, and Joe encounters a monstrous evil greater than anything he’s fought before. 

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

DOGS OF WAR

NOVEL #9 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2017

Dogs of War: Robots are no longer science fiction. Autonomous, programmed to react like animals: fast, relentless, deadly. From microscopic nanobots to massive self-guided aircraft. This technology is here, it’s assessable, and it’s dangerous. What’s even scarier is that almost anyone can get their hands on it. A freelance terrorist uses the latest generation of robot dogs to deliver WMDs into cities across America. Sophisticated military weapons systems turn on their human masters. A technological apocalypse is coming and we may be too late to stop it. Joe Ledger and a newly rebuilt Department of Military Sciences square off against this new and terrible threat. Dogs of War pits Joe against a merciless new enemy and an army of techno-terrorists in a race to prevent a global destruction. Let loose the Dogs of War.

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

DEEP SILENCE

NOVEL #10 of the 10-volume Joe Ledger DMS (Department of Military Sciences) Series

Published in 2018

Terrorists have created a weapon that can induce earthquakes and cause dormant volcanoes to erupt. One terrifying side-effect of the weapon is that prior to the devastation, the vibrations drive ordinary people to suicide and violence. A wave of madness begins sweeping the country beginning with a mass shooting in Congress. Joe Ledger and his team go on a wild hunt to stop the terrorists and uncover the global super-power secretly funding them. At every step the stakes increase as it becomes clear that the end-game of this campaign of terror is igniting the Yellowstone caldera, the super-volcano that could destroy America. Deep Silence pits Joe Ledger against terrorists with bleeding-edge science weapons, an international conspiracy, ancient technologies from Atlantis and Lemuria, and an escalating threat that could crack open the entire Earth.

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

ATOLL

Short Story

Something very strange is happening on the Pacific atoll of Palmyra. Everyone who goes in –scientists or military—vanish without a trace. Joe, Top and Bunny are sent in to investigate and encounter something not of this world.

** This story was published in the anthology JOE LEDGER: UNSTOPPABLE; Griffin, 2017.

 

ALL THE DEVILS ARE HERE

Novella 

Joe Ledger teams with rare books expert Lizzie Corbett to stop a madman from opening a gateway to a hell dimension.

** This story was published in the anthology HELLHOLE: An Anthology of Subterranean Terror, edited by Lee Murray

 

TWILIGHT FALLS

Short Story

Joe, Top and Bunny go deep into the Sahara to hunt for a team of terrorists prepping a deadly bioweapon.

** This story was published in the anthology FANTASTIC HOPE, edited by Laurell K. Hamilton and William McCaskey

 

RAGE

Novel #11 / #1 of JOE LEDGER: ROGUE TEAM INTERNATIONAL

A small island off the coast of Korea is torn apart by a bioweapon that drives everyone—men, women, and children—insane with murderous rage. The people behind the attack want Korea reunified or destroyed. No middle ground. No mercy. Soon Japan, China, and the United States  are pushed to the brink of war, while terrorists threaten to release the rage bioweapon in a way of pure destructive slaughter. Joe Ledger leads his newly formed band of international troubleshooters in their first mission to stop the terror cell, fighting alongside agents from North and South Korea. With the lives of billions at stake, Ledger is willing to bring his own brand of terror to this frightening new war.

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

RELENTLESS 

Novel #12 / #2 of JOE LEDGER: ROGUE TEAM INTERNATIONAL

JOE LEDGER’s world has been torn apart. The people closest to him have been savagely murdered and Ledger is on the hunt for the killers. His already fragile psyche has cracked apart, allowing a dangerous darkness to overwhelm him. His hunt takes him deep into the world of the deadly black market weapons sales, and standing in his way are a new generation of private military contractors. These mercenaries have been enhanced with cutting-edge cybernetics and chemical enhancements, transforming them into real-world super soldiers. Stronger, faster, harder to hurt, and fitted with built-in weapons. They are beyond anything Joe has ever faced. But he is not the Joe Ledger they expected to fight. He is defined by the Darkness now. The attempt to destroy him―to break him―has backfired. Instead his enemies have turned him into a far more fearsome weapon. Everyone is out for blood.

Available in trade paperback and eBook from St. Martin’s Griffin and on audio from Macmillan

 

DISCORD

Novel #13 / #3 of JOE LEDGER: ROGUE TEAM INTERNATIONAL

2022 -Date and other info to be announced

 

JOE LEDGER: UNSTOPPABLE

Co-edited by Bryan Thomas Schmidt and Jonathan Maberry

Anthology / Published by St. Martin’s Griffin in 2017.

This is the first collection of all-original stories of Joe Ledger and the DMS written by some of today’s top authors of thrillers, science fiction, mystery and horror.

Stories include:

The Honey Pot by Steve Alten

Confusion by Nicholas Steven

Target Acquired by Christopher Golden and Tim Lebbon

Vacation by Scott Sigler

Banshee by James A. Moore

Red Dirt by Mira Grant

Black Water by Weston Ochse

Instinct by Bryan Thomas Schmidt and G.P. Charles

No Guns at the Bar by Aaron Rosenberg

Strange Harvest by Jon McGoran

No Business at All by Javier Grillo-Marxuach

Ganbatte by Keith R.A. DeCandido

White Flame on Sunday by James Ray Tuck

Wet Tuesday by David Farland

Prince of Peace by Jeremy Robinson

Rookie by Joe McKinney

Three Times by Jennifer Campbell-Hicks

Psych Eval by Larry Correia

Crash Course by Dana Fredsti

Atoll by Jonathan Maberry

 

JOE LEDGER: THE MISSING FILES

(Audio only)

Short Story Collection / Audible Exclusive, 2011

Countdown

Deep Dark

Dog Days

Material Witness

Zero Tolerance

 

JOE LEDGER: SPECIAL OPS

Short Story Collection

Published by JournalStone, 2014

Countdown

Zero Tolerance

Deep Dark

Material Witness

Changeling

Mad Science

Artifact

The Handyman Gets Outa

Borrowed Power

Inside the DMS (character profiles)

Joe Ledger Reading Chronology

Interview with Ray Porter

 

JOE LEDGER: SECRET MISSIONS

Short Story Collection

Published by JournalStone, 2021

A Footnote in the Black Budget

A Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight

Alive Day

Wet Works—A V-Wars Story

Atoll

Three Guys Walk into a Bar: A Sam Hunter story featuring Joe Ledger

Mantis by Jonathan Maberry and Marie Whittaker

Altar Boy 

Dog Days

All the Devils Are Here

The Joe Ledger Series in Reading Order

 

 

Also….JOE LEDGER makes cameo appearances in…

 

THE DEAD OF NIGHT SERIES

NOTE: Joe Ledger appears in this series as of book #3

 

DEAD OF NIGHT

Novel; published in 2011 / DEAD OF NIGHT Book #1

 

FALL OF NIGHT 

Novel; published in 2014 / DEAD OF NIGHT Book #2

NOTE: Sam Imura of Echo Team co-stars

 

LONE GUNMAN

Short Story featuring Sam Imura

Direct sequel to FALL OF NIGHT

Published in NIGHTS OF THE LIVING DEAD, an anthology co-edited by Jonthan Maberry and George A. Romero

St. Martins Griffin, 2017

 

NOT THIS WAR, NOT MY WORLD

Short story featuring Sam Imura

Direct sequel to “Lone Gunman” and FALL OF NIGHT

Published in WASTELANDS: THE NEW APOCALYPSE, an anthology co-edited by John Joseph Adams

Titan Books, June 2019

 

DARK OF NIGHT

Novella; published in 2016 / DEAD OF NIGHT Book #3

In the weeks following the zombie apocalypse, Joe Ledger encounters Stebbins County Police Officer Dez Fox and the band of children she’s trying to protect, as well as Rachael Elle, a cosplayer who now leads her own group of ‘heroes’ fighting to survive. 

Co-written by Rachael Lavin for JournalStone Publishing. Available on audio from Blackstone, read by Ray Porter.

 

STILL OF NIGHT 

Collection; November 9, 2018 / DEAD OF NIGHT Book #4 

Includes the original story “Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight”; the reprint story “Fat Girl with a Knife”; and the original novel “Still of Night” (Co-written by Rachael Lavin) 

JournalStone Publishing. Available on audio from Blackstone, read by Ray Porter.

 

 

THE ROT AND RUIN SERIES

NOTE: Joe Ledger is mentioned in the first books but becomes a series regular by book #3. Set approximately 14 years after the events of DEAD OF NIGHT

 

ROT & RUIN

Book #1 of the ROT & RUIN series / Published in 2010

Fifteen-year-old Benny Imura and his friends live in the small fenced-in town of Mountainside fourteen years after a zombie apocalypse. The dead rose, we fell. Benny begins to learn the trade of zombie hunting from his older brother, Tom…and then goes outside the fence to learn the realities of this new and twisted world of the dead.

Available in hardcover, paperback and eBook from Simon & Schuster; and on audio from Recorded Books.

 

DUST & DECAY

Book #2 of the ROT & RUIN series / Published in 2011

Benny, Nix, Chong and Lilah the Lost Girl accompany Tom on a journey far beyond the fences of Mountainside to unlock the secrets of a world that might not be as dead as they all thought. And on the way they discover a lingering evil close to home.

Available in hardcover, paperback and eBook from Simon & Schuster; and on audio from Recorded Books.

 

WARRIOR SMART

Book 2.5 of the ROT & RUIN series / Graphic Novel, published in 2015

Benny, Nix, Chong and Lilah encounter Farmer John, who runs a huge farm deep in the Rot & Ruin, and who has a terrible and desperate plan for reclaiming the world from the living dead. Art by Tony Vargas / Covers by Alex Ronald / Colors by Oliver Lee Acre / Lettered by Robbie Robbins

From IDW Publishing

 

FLESH & BONE

Book #3 of the ROT & RUIN series / Published in 2012

Reeling from the devastation of Dust & Decay, Benny Imura and his friends plunge deep into the zombie-infested wastelands of the great Rot & Ruin. But the Ruin is far more dangerous than any of them can imagine. Fierce animals hunt them. They come face to face with a death cult. And then there’s the zombies—swarms of them coming from the east, devouring everything in their paths. And these zoms are different. Faster, smarter, and infinitely more dangerous. Has the zombie plague mutated, or is there something far more sinister behind this new invasion of the living dead?

Available in hardcover, paperback and eBook from Simon & Schuster; and on audio from Recorded Books.

 

FIRE & ASH

Book #4 of the ROT & RUIN series / Published in 2013

In the gripping conclusion to the action-packed “standard bearer” (Booklist) of zombie series, the threat of death is given new life. Benny Imura and his friends have found the jet and Sanctuary—but neither is what they expected. Instead of a refuge, Sanctuary is a hospice, and the soldiers who flew the plane seem to be little more than bureaucrats who have given up hope for civilization’s future. With Chong hovering between life and death, clinging to his humanity by a thread, Benny makes a startling discovery: A scientist may have discovered a cure for the zombie plague. Desperate to save Chong, Benny and his friends mount a search and rescue mission. But they’re not the only ones on the hunt. The reapers are after the cure too, and they want to use it turn all the zombies into superfast shock troops—and wipe humanity off the face of the earth.

Available in hardcover, paperback and eBook from Simon & Schuster; and on audio from Recorded Books.

 

BITS & PIECES

Book #5 of the ROT & RUIN series / Published in 2015

A collection of short stories and novellas

Bits & Pieces fills in the gaps about what we know about First Night, surviving the plague, and traveling the land of Rot & Ruin. Eleven all-new short stories from Nix’s journal and eleven previously published stories, including “Dead & Gone” and “Tooth & Nail,” are now together and in print for the first time, along with the first-ever script for the Rot & Ruin comic books.

Available in hardcover and eBook from Simon & Schuster 

 

BROKEN LANDS

Book #1 of the BROKEN LANDS series; Book #6 of the ROT & RUIN series

Ever since her mother’s death, Gabriella “Gutsy” Gomez has spent her days flying under the radar. But when her mother’s undead body is returned to her doorstep from the grave and Gutsy witnesses a pack of ravagers digging up Los Muertos—her mother’s name for the undead—she realizes that life finds you no matter how hard you try to hide from it.

Meanwhile, Benny Imura and his gang set out on a journey to finish what Captain Joe Ledger started: they’re going to find a cure. After what they went through in the Rot and Ruin, they think they’ve seen it all, but as they venture into new and unexplored territory, they soon learn that the zombies they fought before were nothing compared to what they’ll face in the wild beyond the peace and safety of their fortified town

Published by Simon & Schuster, 2018

Available in hardcover, paperback and eBook from Simon & Schuster; and on audio from Recorded Books.

 

LOST ROADS

Book #2 of the BROKEN LANDS series; Book #7 of the ROT & RUIN series

Gabriella “Gutsy” Gomez lost her mother, and now she’s losing her home.

Gutsy and her friends, along with Benny and his crew, have just survived a massive attack on New Alamo by the Night Army—a mix of mindless shambling los muertos and sentient half-zombie ravagers. She’s also reeling from the revelation that the residents of her town were the lab rats of the biological testing facility linked to creating the most dangerous zom, the Raggedy Man, who controls all of the living dead. And the first raid was only a test. The real Night Army is coming, and this time, it’ll be a handful of survivors against seven billion zombies.

Published by Simon & Schuster, 2020

Available in hardcover, paperback and eBook from Simon & Schuster; and on audio from Recorded Books.

 

 

THE V-WARS SERIES

 

ALL OF US MONSTERS (V-Wars, issues #6-8)

Comic Book

Joe Ledger makes a cameo in a three-issue arc in the upcoming V-WARS comic from IDW. He’ll join Luther Swann and V-8 in a battle against vampire super soldiers. 

Now collected as V-Wars Vol II graphic novel from IDW

 

WET WORKS

Short Story

Joe Ledger and Violin are drawn into the vampire wars that have rocked the world.

** This story is included in the shared-world anthology V-WARS: SHOCKWAVES, published by IDW.
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JONATHAN MABERRY is a New York Times bestselling author, 5-time Bram Stoker Award winner, 3-time Scribe Award winner, Inkpot Award winner, and comic book writer. His vampire apocalypse book series, V-WARS, was a Netflix original series. He writes in multiple genres including suspense, thriller, horror, science fiction, fantasy, and action; for adults, teens and middle grade. His novels include the Joe Ledger thriller series, Bewilderness, Ink, Glimpse, the Pine Deep Trilogy, the Rot & Ruin series, the Dead of Night series, Mars One, Ghostwalkers: A Deadlands Novel, Kagen the Damned, and many others. He is the editor of many anthologies including The X-Files, Aliens: Bug Hunt, Don’t Turn Out the Lights, Aliens vs Predator: Ultimate Prey, Hardboiled Horror, Nights of the Living Dead (co-edited with George A. Romero), and others. His comics include Black Panther: DoomWar, Captain America, Pandemica, Highway to Hell, The Punisher and Bad Blood. He is a board member of the Horror Writers Association, president of the International Association of Media Tie-in Writers, and the editor of Weird Tales Magazine. Visit him online at http://www.jonathanmaberry.com.
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