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  The Story So Far

  When it was founded in the 1960s the top-secret Vigilant Lock program had a clear mandate: to identify, hunt, and exterminate agents of the courts of hell. Demonic activity was on the rise as the courts staked their territory from coast to coast, and Vigilant’s objective was to push back their borders and reclaim America for humanity.

  Mandates change. So do battlefields.

  The discovery of the Network, a techno-occult mafia operating on dozens if not hundreds of parallel Earths, changed the face of the war forever. Vigilant’s undercover agents were no longer fighting on a single front. Now they faced the threat of a vast and teeming cosmos, entire worlds writhing with nightmares.

  But humanity—especially when its back is up against the wall—has a way of winning now and then. Like one night at an abandoned zoo in upstate New York, when the “Wisdom’s Grave Incident” reached its violent crescendo. One of the Network’s immortal masters, the entity known as the King of Rust, was blasted out of liminal space, forced into a crash landing, and terminated by operatives on the ground. On that same night, Adam—the voice of the alien kings and the Network’s mastermind—was dragged into a dimensional portal just before it slammed shut forever.

  The result was chaos. The Network fractured, a hydra with its body dead but its heads still alive and biting in all directions. The religious cults, criminal syndicates, and monsters that once made up the rank and file are scrambling for power, no longer united, but more dangerous than ever before. Their clashes are brushfires erupting all across the face of the nation, and Vigilant is racing to put out the flames.

  Another casualty of Wisdom’s Grave was Talon Worldwide, a technology giant and military-industrial keystone. Ezra Talon, the company’s patriarch, had built his fortune on blueprints from an advanced parallel Earth. The borrowed tech and Ezra’s genius gave birth to the Golden Saint: a suit of powered armor at the peak of science and sorcery, imbued with the ability to jump between alternate realities. The suit, along with the thief who hijacked it, was believed to have been destroyed at the Battle of Vandemere.

  But the knowledge it would take to build a copy—or an entire army of copies, battle suits with the power to invade countless parallel worlds—is still out there, and everyone wants it. A new arms race, and a new cold war, has just begun.
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  Cicadas trilled in the steamy sunset. The DeLand, Florida, Amtrak depot had been built at the turn of the century, a postage-stamp station for a postage-stamp town, not much more than a tiny waiting room and a long brick-red awning to keep the rain away. No rain yet, but it was threatening, rumbling on a horizon turned the color of smoke and gold.

  A trickle of gritty sweat ran along Harmony Black’s spine, drawing a damp finger down the back of her salmon-colored dress shirt. Her necktie was a darker shade of red, like the stark slash of a blood trail. A wind rippled through the wild persimmons, making the fronds of the palmetto trees sway, but it didn’t offer much relief from the heat. She checked her watch. Five more minutes.

  Passengers were lining up along the platform. The tracks nestled in a bed of gravel. Vintage, like the peeling paint and the rustic wood overhang. Harmony imagined cargo trains laden with coconuts and bananas, chugging toward some far equator. She reached up and gently tapped the microbead nestled in her left ear.

  “Range check,” she murmured under her breath.

  No response from her partner. Jessie Temple had boarded the train back in Tampa, running advanced recon. Must not be close enough yet. The support team had a better transmitter. April Cassidy’s lilting Irish brogue drifted into Harmony’s inner ear.

  “We’re showing the train is operating on schedule. Kevin is giving the drone its final preflight tune-up. Once he gets it airborne, he’ll move on an intercept course. We should have eyes on you by the time you reach the stop at Jacksonville.”

  “Beach Cell?” Harmony asked.

  “Their team is mustering at the extraction point in Savannah. They’ll be ready to receive our guest.”

  Harmony moved farther down the platform, away from a family—all five of them wearing Mickey Mouse ears and sweat-damp souvenir T-shirts—that had invaded her comfort bubble. She took out her phone and put it to her ear with the dark screen turned away from the other passengers so it wouldn’t look like she was talking to herself.

  Only a handful of travelers were getting on at this stop. The tourists; a hungry-looking young couple who were sharing a cigarette, passing it back and forth; and a Catholic nun. The nun caught Harmony’s eye. She was old-school. Full formal habit, with a pasty complexion almost as white as the peak of her wimple. She wore dark glasses, which stood out until Harmony noticed the white-tipped cane in her hand, rapping lightly against the concrete as it guided the blind woman along the platform’s edge.

  “—testing, one two three.” Jessie’s voice rode in over the earpiece on a crashing wave of static.

  “Loud and clear,” Harmony said. “How’s it look?”

  “Looks like it’s been four hours of crushing boredom. Why does anyone take the train? Explain this to me.”

  “It’s romantic?”

  “I’m sitting in coach,” Jessie said. “It is not romantic. Anyway, I’ve been doing casual sweeps, everything’s green. No problems from the other passengers. Weirdest thing I’ve seen is a nun.”

  “A nun?” Harmony shot another look at the blind woman, down on the opposite end of the platform.

  “Sitting up front in the lead car. Like, an OG nun with the outfit and the rosary and everything. If I see a ruler or an acoustic guitar, I’m leaving.”

  Harmony’s gut twinged. It was a listen-to-me, don’t-let-this-slide feeling.

  “April,” she said, “I need you to check event listings for every stop on this route. Start with the big ones, Washington, DC, and New York, then work your way down. Look for religious events, Catholic rallies or marches, convent reunions—any reason a group of nuns would be getting on at different stops along the way. It’s probably nothing, but—”

  “On it,” April said.

  Harmony could see the train now. The 92 Silver Star snaked from the shadows, a dirty gleaming steel serpent against the dark. A distant whistle blew. Harmony checked her mission gear with light finger taps against the tailored sides of her blazer; she was hungry for comfort. Her calfskin shoulder holster, and the hard bulge of her Sig Sauer pistol, offered her a little. On the other side of her jacket, a thin and hard metal disk rode in a custom-sewn inner pocket.

  If things went right tonight, she wouldn’t need the gun. If they went wrong, well…she was already planning to commit multiple violent assaults and a kidnapping before sunrise. Murder was just one more sin on the scoreboard.

  *     *     *

  “Our target’s name is Bran MacDermott,” Harmony had said, standing at the head of the crowded, cramped briefing room. The stifling air, down beneath the streets of Bethesda, smelled like burned coffee and stale Danishes. “Formerly a senior executive at Talon Worldwide, a heartbeat from the throne. We believe he was the lead engineer on the Golden Saint project, and the only living person who can recreate it from scratch.”

  “We found him hiding out in Miami,” Jessie chimed in. “Pentagon found him first. They offered him a free ride: protection, WITSEC relocation, and a dump truck full of cash, in exchange for handing over everything he knows.”

  The scarlet dot of Harmony’s laser pointer traced across the briefing photo, lost in the wiry labyrinth of Bran’s ginger hair.

  “We’ve made an executive decision,” Harmony said. “Nobody gets that technology. Nobody but us.”

  One of the support team members, a grizzled shooter with a fresh-from-the-sandbox beard, flipped his hand in the air.

  “The Commercial Sponsors okay with that? Half of Vigilant’s funding is military.”

  Harmony nodded. “They’re fully on board. They know the kind of leaks we’re looking at, better than anyone. Hand the Golden Saint schematics over to the Pentagon and we might as well send them to Russia and China in a gift-wrapped box. To say nothing of what happens when Lockheed Martin and Boeing get in the ring. Once this genie escapes, it’s never going back in the bottle. We can’t let that happen.”

  Jessie clicked a button on the laptop. A fresh slide appeared on the screen, a trail of crimson tracing a winding track, south to north along the lush green of the East Coast.

  “MacDermott is being moved by train,” she said. “They’ve got security concerns about air travel. Agents from the US Marshals Service will be meeting him in Miami, boarding the Silver Star line, and escorting him to Washington, DC. Except he’s not going to make it to DC. Our mission is simple: board the train, neutralize his escort, remove him at the next stop—quietly—and take him into custody.”

  A veteran operative asked the obvious next question: “And if the snatch gets complicated?”

  “We want MacDermott alive and on our team,” Jessie said. “We’ve got a recruitment offer waiting for him. But if it comes down to it, he knows too much to be running loose. Termination is an option. One way or another, he’s not getting off that train in DC.”

  *     *     *

  The old tracks shuddered as the train rolled in, brakes squealing, pulling to a dead stop. Powered doors slid open along the steel serpent’s belly. Harmony watched a conductor rush up to help the blind nun, gently taking her shoulder and easing her toward the front compartment. Harmony’s own ticket had her sitting two cars back. The coach and business-class cars were up front, along with a dining car. Intel said their target would be farther back: the Marshals had rented a Viewliner roomette, snug seating for four with its own door and privacy drapes.

  Harmony settled into her seat toward the back of her assigned compartment. The pale blue fabric was worn, the window scuffed, but there was plenty of legroom. Nobody gave her lack of luggage a second glance; the Silver Star ran from Miami all the way up to New York with over fifty stops in between, and most passengers weren’t taking the full ride.

  The last stop, as far as she and her team were concerned, was in Savannah, Georgia. They were due into the station at 1:22 a.m., long after almost everyone on board would be sound asleep. Right now there was nothing to do but wait. The plan called for her and Jessie to make their move after 10:00 p.m., when the train shifted to quiet hours and dimmed all the lights. The fewer passengers and moving parts in play, the smoother this operation would go.

  *     *     *

  “I need tactical options,” she had told her team. “We’ve got to get these Marshals out of the way, and it’s not their fault they’re on the wrong side of the fight. How do we neutralize MacDermott’s minders without going for a lethal takedown?”

  Kevin wheeled over a cart. “I’m all over it. Occult-Tactical just sent up a prototype for field testing.”

  “This isn’t a field-testing kind of situation,” Jessie said. “We need a solution that works, or somebody’s going to get killed.”

  His solution lay nestled under a white sheet. They’d seen it before. A razor-edged disk of polished brass, about the size of a soup-can lid. A jagged seven-pointed star had been carefully etched across its face, surrounded by concentric rings of spidery runes.

  “The salvage you brought back from the Tampa operation paid off,” he said. “And it works, one hundred percent, I promise. In the lab, I mean. Apparently it wasn’t hard to reverse-engineer once they had a sample to work with.”

  Harmony and Jessie had been on the receiving end of these weapons more than once. Occult flashbangs, favored by demonic bounty hunters and operatives from the courts of hell. Instead of magnesium and potassium nitrate, they were powered by a drop of blood and a pulse of raw magic.

  “Toss a regular flashbang into a closet-sized compartment like a Viewliner,” he said, “at the very least you’ll blow out eardrums, start a fire, maybe even kill somebody. Use this puppy and they’ll just be in for twenty very confusing and painful seconds before the effects wears off. No long-term damage.”

  “Long enough to bag and tag ’em,” Jessie said. “Zip-tie and gag the Marshals, pull the privacy curtain, and nobody will know a thing until we’re long gone with the target. I like it. Harmony?”

  Harmony studied the brass disk. She could feel the spellwork trapped in the runes, pent-up and aching to erupt in a storm of light and sound.

  “Let’s do it,” she said.

  *     *     *

  Now there was nothing to do but ride, and wait for the moment to strike.

  As soon as the doors sealed shut and the conductor announced the next stop—Palatka, Florida, one hour away—a fresh distraction set Harmony’s nerves on edge. An old, tarnished Greek coin, drilled through and dangling from a delicate silver chain, rode against her collarbone. It was a family hand-me-down, passed from woman to woman, witch to witch. As far as she knew, it originated with her great-grandmother, who claimed it was the first coin ever paid to the Oracle of Delphi.

  Then again, according to family lore, great-grandma lied a lot. Harmony didn’t know where it came from, but she knew what it did: it reacted to the presence of extradimensional energy like a canary in a coal mine, sending up an early warning sign. And now it was fluttering against her sweat-kissed skin, bouncing on its chain.

  She stretched out her senses, carefully, psychic tendrils brushing over the sparse and mostly dozing passengers as she made her way up the train car. There was a bathroom at the far end, and she needed privacy to talk. She flipped on the light and sealed herself into the tiny compartment, not much bigger than an airplane lavatory.

  “We’ve got a problem,” she said. “My coin’s going off like crazy.”

  “Demons?” Kevin asked.

  She shook her head. “Demons don’t trigger it. Just parallel-world energy signatures, like those mermaids we ran into on the last op. Something’s here from someplace else.”

  “Could it be Bran himself?” Jessie asked, keeping her voice low. “He’s been elbows deep in interdimensional research for years now, messing around with gateways and jump drives. He’s probably more radioactive than Karen Silkwood.”

  “Who?” Kevin said.

  “Kevin, stop being young. That’s an order.”

  Harmony thought it over. She caught her reflection frowning in the scratched-up bathroom mirror.

  “Maybe,” she conceded. “It’s not like this is an exact science.”

  “I’ll keep an eye out for mermaids,” Jessie said.

  Harmony went back to her seat. Night swallowed the world outside the train windows, turning them into black mirrors. At 9:21 they rolled into Palatka. Nobody got on; a couple of people got off. Half an hour after that, the conductor’s bored voice echoed over a tinny speaker system.

  “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re about to commence our quiet hours, lasting from ten p.m. to seven a.m. Lights will be turned down, the food car will end service for the evening, and we do ask that you show consideration for your fellow passengers by dimming electronic devices and using noise-canceling headphones.”

  Then he rattled off a litany of overnight stops, from Jacksonville, Florida, to Southern Pines, North Carolina. The support team was already in Savannah, disguised as a medical team with a fake ambulance and very real sedatives for Bran MacDermott. All Harmony and Jessie had to do was deliver him without raising any alarms. Simple, easy, clean.

  “Harmony, I have an update on your nun situation,” April said.

  “Go.”

  “Looks like it’s not a coincidence. There’s a Roman Catholic convocation taking place in DC this weekend, and the Order of Carmelites are helping to organize it. I wouldn’t be surprised if you see a few more get on board before your final stop. If nothing else, it could be good luck.”

  “I better not see any rulers,” Jessie muttered.

  One less thing to worry about.

  A muggy rain came down. The first trickles, drawing blurry lines along the darkened glass, became a downpour as the train barreled north into the storm. The endless patter of droplets against the window lulled Harmony into a listless daze, balancing on the razor’s edge between drowsy and alert.

  They held radio silence for another twenty minutes before Kevin opened up comms again. “Drone’s airborne and tracking you. Looks good, quiet night out there. Rain’s bouncing me around a little, but this baby is surprisingly stable.”

  Harmony knew he’d been waiting for a chance to play with his new toy. Kevin’s old drone had been a Frankenstein tangle of parts grafted onto a consumer model he bought off Amazon during a Black Friday sale. The new one was the real deal, a gift from Vigilant’s covert sponsors. Like most of their gifts, it had magically fallen off a truck en route to Edwards Air Force Base, vanishing from the shipping manifest. It was an RQ-2A Pioneer, an unmanned plane the size of a compact car, with a hundred-mile range, enough fuel for five hours of operation, and a full onboard surveillance suite.

  “You break it, you buy it,” Harmony said.

  “Hey, I took the training course and practiced all week on the simulator for this. I’m following you with night vision on one monitor, thermographic imaging on another.”

  “Just make sure you follow anyone following us,” Jessie told him. “I want you scouting ahead, too. We aren’t the only people who want MacDermott’s big brain on our side, and we’ve got a ways to ride before Savannah. You see anything that looks hinky—big clusters of people waiting at the next station, anything blocking the tracks—I want to know about it.”

  The train whispered into Jacksonville. Last stop before Savannah, two hours away. As they started rolling again, Harmony needed to stretch her legs.

  “Jessie, I’m going to take a swing through the Viewliner cars. Want to get the lay of the land before we make our move.”

  “Roger that.”

  A narrow aisle cut between rows of private compartments, each with a door flanked by two tall windows. Most of them had the privacy curtains drawn. She could see electric lights burning around the edges here and there, the rest gone dark for the night.

  *     *     *

  Jessie glanced up as a passenger drifted along the aisle, gliding past her. Another nun, the hem of her long black habit swaying with her light footsteps. As she reached the front of the car, the seated nun rose, not a word between them, and joined her.

  A door rattled open as they headed into the dining car together. The closed dining car.

  Jessie got to her feet. Her finger brushed the microbead in her ear.

  “Harmony? Something’s up. Nuns on the move. Maybe they’re just looking for a place to talk without waking anybody up, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

  “I’m in the first private car. MacDermott’s room is up on the right, curtains drawn, all quiet.”

  “Do me a favor.” Jessie prowled in the nuns’ wake, making her way toward the connecting door with its dark glass window. “Check on them. Just…pop your head in, act a little drunk, and pretend you’ve got the wrong room or something.”

  *     *     *

  Harmony’s lips went tight. When their enemies wore disguises, it was to be less conspicuous. The armies of the night didn’t wear uniforms, and putting on outfits that stood out in a crowd was the opposite of good covert discipline. But she trusted her partner’s nose; if Jessie said the situation was wrong, it was wrong. They’d have to adapt.

  Adaptation in the field depended on good intel. She put a little stagger in her step, took hold of the handle to MacDermott’s cabin, and leaned into it like she was unsteady on her feet. She was planning her excuse, delivered in the ditzy drawl of a woman who had battled the boredom of her trip with a bottle of wine, as the unlatched door slid wide.

  A stocky man in a cheap suit slumped against the far bench seat. His body faced the door. His head faced the wall behind him. It had been spun around and snapped, the spear of his broken spine jutting out from the torn flesh of his neck. A second man was down on the floor with his arms fractured and folded behind him, his body wadded up like a crumpled piece of paper. Trickles of blood leaked from his ears, his nose, the corners of his bulging eyes. Trails still wet and glistening, pooling down around the purple bruised ruin of his crushed throat.

  MacDermott was missing.
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  “We know they didn’t bring him past us,” Jessie said. “If somebody grabbed MacDermott, they either took him off the train in Jacksonville—”

  “Or he’s still here,” Harmony’s voice said in her ear. “Farther back on the train. I’m on the move.”

  Jessie’s first instinct was to turn around and catch up with her partner. Instead, she kept walking, hauling open the door between cars, crossing a short span of rough metal flooring surrounded by a ribbed rubber caul. Then the next door beyond it.

  Two nuns had gone into the dining car together. Only one was still here. The other must have gone farther up, through the door marked Employee Access Only.

  The dining car was nothing to write home about. Most of it was taken up by a ring of countertop, behind it a microwave, rows of sliding refrigerator doors, a drink dispenser. A menu listed the offerings on hand, sandwiches and chips. The fixtures stood dark and silent now, under the pale moon glow of an LED night-light.

  The train rattled as it swayed into a curve. The storm outside hammered one long row of windows, painting the glass in greasy wet rivulets.

  The nun turned to face Jessie. She wore dark glasses, onyx against her pasty skin. Her voice roiled up from her chest, emerging as a wet hiss of condemnation.

  “You.”

  “Have we met?” Jessie tilted her head. “Afraid I don’t spend a lot of time in church.”

  The nun raised her curled fingers to her face. Her hands unfurled, her fingers unrolling, inhumanly long and boneless and sheathed in gloves of black satin. They wriggled like restless eels.

  Her fingers slid along her face, her lips, smearing away layers of makeup. She drew ragged furrows, revealing a cheek the color of a fish belly rotting under the summer sun. Her lips were black. Then she ripped off her sunglasses and threw them. They clattered along the narrow train car, bumping to a stop at Jessie’s feet.

  The nun’s eyes were empty pits, crusted with old and dried blood.

  She pointed an accusing finger at Jessie. Then she curled her lips back to expose a maw filled with curving and misshapen teeth, jutting in all directions from rotten gums.

  “You murdered our god,” she hissed.

  Jessie lightly tapped the bead in her ear.

  “Harmony? Watch yourself. The nuns…are actually nuns, just not the kind that loves Jesus.”

  “Meaning?” Harmony said.

  The nun reached up, took hold of the rosary around her neck, and tore it free. Lacquered beads fell loose, bouncing at her feet, cascading along the shivering steel floor. She twirled the thin silken rope in her fingertips, spinning it out to twice its original length. One more blur of a twist, and the end became a loop. A hangman’s knot.

  “The Sisters of the Noose just crashed our party,” Jessie said. She nodded at the woman at the far end of the car. “Thought you all died up at the Vandemere Zoo.”

  “Our purpose and our divine master died at Vandemere. But we have found a new purpose.”

  Jessie’s hips swayed, keeping her balance as the train hit another curve. Faster, this time. Too fast. They were speeding up.

  *     *     *

  The team’s mobile base, a C-130 cargo plane they’d rechristened the Imperator, sat parked on the airport tarmac just across the state line. In the belly of the plane, at a long console and a wall of screens outfitted with a surveillance and control suite, Kevin leaned into the drone controls and studied a world drawn in lines of lime-green light. A glance to the left confirmed what he was seeing, etched on the thermographic scan as a Halloween-orange blob, coming in hot. He adjusted the bulky cans of his headset and swung the speaker arm down.

  “Guys? You’ve got a helicopter headed your way on an intercept course. It’s flying way too low and way too fast.”

  “Armed?” Harmony asked, terse.

  Kevin squinted at the screen. “Doesn’t look like it, but it’s big. Not big enough for hauling cargo—Coast Guard, maybe?”

  Over to his left, April’s fingers rattled across her keyboard. Her bifocals reflected the streams of data from a pair of glowing monitors.

  “Hunter Army Airfield confirming a theft less than an hour ago,” April said. “It’s an HH-65 Dolphin, intended for search and rescue operations. Harmony, not to belabor the obvious, but we don’t have anything quite so mobile in the vicinity. If they get MacDermott on board that helicopter—”

  “They won’t,” she said.

  *     *     *

  Harmony threw open another connecting door. A second car of suites lay ahead, identical to the last. Identical except for the dead conductor in the middle of the corridor. He still wore the silk garrote that had smashed his windpipe to purple paste, dangling from the blood-clot remnants of his throat like a necktie.

  Harmony drew her pistol as she stepped over his corpse. She braced it in both hands, barrel aimed low, easing her way up the aisle.

  The car ended in a sliding set of double doors, opened with a push panel and fitted with long rectangular windows. On the other side she saw Bran, arms taut behind his back, wrists trapped in the grip of an eyeless and bloody-mouthed nun. A second sister had a crowbar. She wrenched it against the outside doors to open the speeding train to the night air.

  “Harmony,” Kevin’s voice warned in her ear, “that helo’s flying parallel to the train, matching speed. It just dropped an escape ladder. You need to get rid of it, now.”

  She jogged backward, turned, and ran, making her way back down the rows of curtained glass. Through the door on the other end was a stubby connector where two cars joined; no exit in this one, just steel struts and a rippled, rubbery caul that swayed as the train took another hard bend in the track. The metal flooring thrummed beneath her feet. The vibrations shuddered up through her legs, her spine, jarring her thoughts into a rapid-fire burst of details. Memories of their briefing, the map of the train, emergency alternatives—

  Harmony took hold of the rubber cowling’s edge, yanked back a set of snaps under the rim, and hauled it aside. It jolted, stiff in her hands, and a gust of muggy night wind hit her upturned face. Then the rain came pouring in, hot and hard, drenching her suit and pooling on the steel floor around her feet. The wash of the chopper rose up over the downpour. A searchlight shone down, capturing the unfurled escape ladder in a cone of diamond white.

  Harmony took hold of the cowling’s edge and leaned out, losing her breath in the roaring wind. Rain flooded her eyes and turned the world into an oily blur. She gritted her teeth, raised her pistol, and opened fire.

  The first shot ricocheted off the helicopter’s hull, kicking up sparks, the sound swallowed by the rotors and the fury of the storm. The second went wide, off into the darkness. She steadied herself, holding the cowling with a white-knuckled grip as she leaned farther off the edge of the speeding train, and took a deep breath.

  Her next two shots plowed into the cockpit window, fracturing it into a spiderweb. She didn’t know if she’d hit the pilot, but the helicopter suddenly veered left, away from the train, speeding off into the dark with the empty ladder trailing behind it like a crippled limb.

  *     *     *

  The floor of the dining car jolted under Jessie’s feet. They were definitely speeding up. She looked to the employees-only door at the far end, and to the sister standing in her way.

  “So what’s the plan?” Jessie asked. “Snatch MacDermott, derail the train? Big enough crash, it might be a long time before anybody notices his corpse isn’t on board.”

  “If ever.” The silken noose twirled in the woman’s black-nailed hands.

  “Who hired you?”

  The sister’s brow wrinkled, squeezing the ruins of her empty eye sockets.

  “No one.”

  Jessie put a hand on her hip. She shook her head.

  “From what I’m told,” she said, “you assholes come from a planet where they haven’t invented flushing toilets yet. Going straight for dimensional-gate technology is aiming a little high, don’t you think? I mean, I applaud your delusional overconfidence, but—”

  The sister charged at her, flying up the aisle with a nails-on-chalkboard screech. Exactly like Jessie wanted her to. She held her ground, measuring the distance between them, counting under her breath. Then she pivoted her hip and fired out a steel-piston kick, straight into her rib cage.

  An ordinary human would have been out of the fight. Jessie felt the woman’s ribs give, bending like they were made of rubbery cartilage instead of bone, yielding and sucking at her heel and then snapping back into place as Jessie staggered back, off-balance. The silken noose snapped through the air like a bullwhip. Jessie tried to block it with her forearm but it came down, snaring her elbow, yanking taut and hauling her in for the kill.

  Jessie leaned into the momentum. She barreled against the sister shoulder-first and knocked her off her feet, slamming her onto her back against the ribbed steel floor. Then she clasped her hands together, raised them high, and brought them down like a pile driver. The sister’s head snapped against the steel, spattering it with a gout of black blood.

  Panting, Jessie shrugged off the noose and got to her feet, leaving the motionless body behind.

  “Harmony. They’re commandeering the train. I’m headed up to the power car now, but I need you to cover MacDermott—”

  A blur hit her from behind, slamming her against the snack counter. The sister howled in her ear, one rubbery arm curling tight around Jessie’s throat.

  *     *     *

  Harmony did the math. Good chance the sisters were here on the same mission she was: capture Bran MacDermott or kill him. With their getaway ride out of action, the odds of Bran’s survival were getting slimmer by the second.

  She broke into a run. By the second footfall she’d gathered up all her nervousness, all her fears—she didn’t know if she could take on one of these monsters by herself, let alone two, let alone keep Bran from being killed in the crossfire—and locked them in a trunk in the back of her mind. No time for that. By the fourth footfall, halfway down the private car, hurdling over the dead conductor on the floor, she had a plan. By the sixth she’d slid the engraved brass disk from her inside pocket, razor edge nestled up against the tip of her index finger, and she was reaching out, calling to the currents of magic that swirled around her.

  She could feel them. Taste them, like spices on a desert wind. She hit the connecting door running, slapping the access panel with the butt of her gun. The tarnished steel rumbled aside and the sisters, one pinning Bran’s arms in a death grip, turned their eyeless faces her way. The exit behind them hung halfway open, the nightscape and the storm whipping past and the muggy air billowing in on a hot wet mist.

  Time slowed to a crawl. The edge of the disk tore into Harmony’s fingertip, drawing a line of fire. A bubble of scarlet welled up from her skin and dripped down, molasses-slow, across the engraved runes.

  She turned away, burying her face in the crook of her arm, and let the disk fly. It hit the floor and erupted, flooding the compartment with blinding white light and a car-crash cacophony, an orchestra with a thousand instruments playing random notes at the same time.

  Her training took over from there.

  Harmony’s gun hand snapped up. She had diamonds in her eyes and a waterfall roar in her ears, blotting out the world, but the first sister was standing at point-blank range. Harmony didn’t miss. She squeezed the trigger three times, executing a perfect Mozambique Drill: two shots to the body, one to the head, punching a hole between the creature’s empty eye sockets and out the other side as the crumpled slug rode on a plume of tar-black blood. The sister staggered back, lost her balance, and tumbled over the lip of the open doorway—out of the train and into the night, her body rolling along the scrub and swallowed by the storm.

  Her partner recovered fast, shoving Bran to the floor and freeing up her hands for the fight. Harmony dodged left as a silken cord whipped at her cheek. Then the sister’s black habit whirled and she lashed out with a kick, blindingly fast. Her heel cracked against Harmony’s hand, sending a lance of pain boiling up her arm and her pistol clattering to the floor of the speeding car, spinning inches from the open doorway.

  Harmony went for the gun. The sister was faster. She swept out her leg and suddenly Harmony was weightless, knocked off her feet. She slammed down onto her back, landing hard on the rough steel floor, her weapon out of reach.

  Not her only weapon. The sister straddled her and clamped black-nailed fingers around Harmony’s throat, squeezing like a steel vise. Harmony focused, dug deep, calling on the mnemonics and mental triggers she’d learned at her mother’s knee. Earth, air, water, fire, garb me in your raiment—

  The rest was a blur, blood thundering in her ears, her breath trapped under the creature’s cold fingers. Harmony’s body became a living engine, a siphon pulling raw magic from the air and transmuting it in the furnace of her chest, performing alien alchemy. She thrust one of her palms into the sister’s face and let the power loose.

  Blue-hot flame billowed from her outstretched arm and engulfed her attacker in a burning shroud. The sister screeched like a cat, falling backward, hands slapping at her habit and wimple as the fire washed over her. Harmony rolled to one side and snatched up her fallen gun. She sat up, bracing herself with her free hand, and pulled the trigger. The muzzle flared like a dying star, again and again, leaving spots in her eyes as a hail of bullets punched into the assassin’s burning chest.

  The sister pitched onto her face, plummeting to the steel floor. Flames licked along her motionless body and filled the compartment with the stench of roasting pork. A gray smoky haze clung to the air. Harmony coughed into her sleeve, holstering her weapon and scrambling to her feet. She shoved the body with her heel, rolling it toward the open door. One last push and the corpse folded through the gap, tumbling out into the storm.

  Bran was huddled in the corner with his knees drawn tight to his chest. He rocked himself back and forth, staring into space until Harmony snapped her fingers in front of his eyes.

  “Focus,” she said. “On your feet. It’s not safe here.”

  He seemed happy to have orders to follow. Good. She steered him back the way she’d come, one hand clamped on his shoulder. The noise of the fight had drawn a crowd: private compartment doors were open all along the car, heads popping out, all eyes on the crumpled body halfway along the aisle. A scream brought another conductor running. Harmony pulled her badge out and held it high.

  “Federal agent. All of you—back into your compartments, now.” She pointed to the conductor. “You, come with me. We’re headed up to the power car. Stay behind me.”

  “What—what about me?” Bran asked, stumbling over his own words.

  The next car was a coach-class compartment. People were awake now, looking in all directions, murmuring their confusion. She shoved Bran into the first open seat.

  “You stay put,” she told him. “Don’t move until I come back. Think happy thoughts.”

  She made it two steps before an explosion erupted in her gut, like an invisible hand had grabbed a fistful of her intestines and yanked before squeezing them tight. She had expected the fatigue, the pain—that was the eternal price of her magic, what her mother called the family curse. Not like this, though. This felt like the time she tore a muscle in her back: the same sensation of searing heat and spreading wetness under her skin, coasting on the kind of branding-iron agony that trapped her breath in lungs turned to iron cages.

  She must have made a sound. The conductor was staring at her. So was Bran, already half out of his seat.

  “You okay, lass?” he said. “You don’t look so good all of a sudden.”

  She flicked away a drop of sweat as it rolled down her clammy cheek. No time to worry about it. Whatever was wrong with her, it would keep. The mission came first. She forced herself into motion, turning her pain into propulsion, leading the charge to the front of the train.

  




  
  





3.


  
  Jessie’s last breath wheezed out between her clenched teeth. She threw an elbow into the gut of the sister clinging to her back as they charged across the engineer’s compartment together, one arm hooked tight around Jessie’s throat. She felt rubbery ribs crack under the impact. She’d shaken her off just long enough to escape the dining car, only to find the second creature hard at work in the front of the train.

  There was no room to move in the cramped compartment in the power car, not with the engineer’s dead body lying sprawled on the floor, tripping Jessie up as she fought to stay on her feet. A broken console spat yellow sparks and drizzles of acrid smoke, dancing on the incoming rain and howling wind from the shattered cockpit window. The second sister dangled limp on the sill, her body broken under Jessie’s fists before she went headfirst through the ruptured glass.

  The one clinging to her back was screaming something about sin and damnation, rivulets of drool leaking from her jagged maw and spattering Jessie’s neck. Jessie couldn’t hear her. All she could hear was the eager, hungry breath and winter purr of the voice that lived in her head. It gusted in on a cold breeze, kissed by the rain from the cockpit window.

  Let me out.

  No. Too dangerous. Too many civilians around. Jessie held a chain leash between her mental hands and yanked it tight. A ripple of angry frost shot up the psychic chain, biting into her palms.

  Let me OUT, the wolf demanded. I want to know what she tastes like.

  Then, sly now: And so do you.

  That gave her an idea. Jessie threw herself backward, hard, slamming the sister’s back against a row of steel lockers. The creature hissed with rage but didn’t let go. Her grip loosened on impact, just a little, just enough for Jessie to tuck her chin down and wriggle it under the crushing arm, stealing some breathing room. She gulped air until the spots in her eyes started to fade.

  Then she bit down.

  Jessie’s teeth sank into the sister’s forearm, through the black habit, tearing the tender flesh beneath. Bones cracked under her relentless crushing jaws and now the sister was shrieking in a higher pitch, fighting to escape instead of clinging on. A fist hammered the back of Jessie’s skull as she struggled against her, but Jessie held tight, even as filth-flecked blood splashed across her tongue like sewage water. It carried the foul tang of chemical waste.

  Spit it out spit it out, the wolf snapped in her ear, spectral teeth gnashing. Bad meat, tainted.

  Jessie had her fill. She let the shrieking creature go, spun around so they were standing face-to-face, and spat a mouthful of blood into her eyeless sockets. Then her fists became steel chisels, driving into the sister’s injured rib cage and aiming for precision strikes. The assassin staggered backward and lost her footing; she slammed against the sabotaged control console and then she was twitching, bucking, flopping like a hooked fish drowning in air as the electric current from a torn cable coursed through her body.

  She collapsed to the cabin floor, motionless. A thin gray plume of smoke wafted from the shreds of her habit.

  The door behind Jessie rattled open. She turned, fists clenched, bracing for another fight. Harmony held up her open hands.

  “It’s me. Are you safe?”

  A wolf tongue made of frost licked at Jessie’s earlobe. She took a deep breath and nodded back at the sparking console.

  “Yeah. Train’s fucked, though.”

  The conductor in Harmony’s wake leaned around her. His eyes went wide.

  “This is bad.”

  “No kidding,” Jessie told him. “Can’t we just pull the emergency brake?”

  He edged around her, taking a closer look. He cursed under his breath.

  “That’s the problem. Manual e-brakes went the way of the dodo a long time ago; it’s a lot safer to let the computer handle it. Any damage to the power car is supposed to initiate the brakes automatically.”

  “And yet,” Jessie said.

  He waved a frustrated hand at the damage.

  “They knew what they were doing. It looks like they just smashed it up, but this was careful, deliberate. They disengaged the safety protocols somehow, then wrecked the system so we can’t re-engage it. I can’t fix this.”

  Kevin’s voice crackled over Jessie’s earpiece. “Hey, I don’t want to rush you or anything, but I’m scouting ahead and you’ve got a curve in the track coming up in about…five minutes? And I don’t think it’s the kind of curve you can take at that speed. Just saying.”

  “We decouple the cars.” Harmony looked between Jessie and the conductor. “We can do that, right? Decouple the rest of the train and let it stop on its own?”

  He looked pained. “It’s…not that easy.”

  “But we can try.” Jessie grabbed him by the arm. “Show us.”

  He led them out of the front compartment, back through the dining car, where the storm pelted the long windows and drew trails on the glass. Lightning crackled in the distance, a flash-bulb eruption in the dark. The car lurched as the track shifted, almost rocking them off their feet.

  Past the next door, surrounded by steel and black rubber cowling in the compartment between cars, he crouched down and hauled back on a latch. A panel groaned as it rose on stiff hinges, pivoted and clanged down against the metal flooring. The naked guts of the train nestled beneath, glistening pistons and piping, wet from the storm and caked in dirt. The track whipped by in a roaring blur, close enough to touch.

  “Knuckle coupler,” the conductor said, pointing to a fat knot of interlocking clamps. “And this is the cut lever, here. Theoretically, you can pull back on the cut lever and manually decouple the cars.”

  Jessie crouched down beside him. “Theoretically?”

  He stared down at the track. The train gave another shudder, leaning to one side and jolting like a plane hitting rough weather.

  “Friction,” he said. “When the train is stopped, it works fine. Anybody could do it with a little elbow grease. But all that friction from the train’s momentum is pulling on the coupler. There’s no way I can move that thing. I’m not strong enough; nobody is.”

  Jessie shoved her sleeves back.

  “Let me give it a shot. Harmony, head back through the train and make sure everybody’s sitting down. Warn ’em to brace. This could get rough.”

  “On it.”

  “Harmony?”

  Their eyes met.

  “You brace too, hon.”

  Harmony vanished through the door. The conductor shook his head as Jessie’s hands clamped down on the cut lever.

  “You’re wasting your time. You’re not going to be able to move it.”

  “You’re not the boss of me,” Jessie said through gritted teeth. She pulled back, bracing one heel against the lip of the opening for leverage, putting her whole body into it.

  Her shoulders strained, her back going tight as a steel cord. The lever barely wiggled, like it was welded in place, rusted and frozen over.

  She closed her eyes, digging deep. The rattling roar of the tracks and the storm swirled around the pounding of her heartbeat, the rush of blood in her ears. Her muscles burned, lit gasoline in her veins, but the sheen of sweat prickling her skin turned to winter snow. Her old familiar companion curled around her, eager and awake.

  Let me out, the wolf told her.

  No.

  You need me, it said. Let me out.

  *     *     *

  In the belly of the Imperator, under stark electric light, Kevin leaned into the drone controls. The storm was tossing him around, making the optics jiggle and blur. On one screen, the world was a wash of night-vision green. On the other, the train was a serpent of fire, heat signatures barreling through the dark.

  April’s wheelchair coasted across the galley, rolling to a silent stop at Kevin’s shoulder. There was nothing either of them could do now, nothing but watch.

  “I’ve mobilized help,” April said. “Emergency services are on their way. I’ve told them to prepare for mass casualties.”

  “That’s not going to happen,” Kevin said.

  April held her silence.

  *     *     *

  Jessie’s body was on fire. Every inch, every muscle, every vein was a white-hot line of agony. Sweat drenched her clothes, and her upturned face was storm-wet, glistening. She let out a keening groan as her white-knuckled hands hauled back on the lever.

  The lever groaned, too, as it began to move.

  “How—” the conductor said. “How are you doing that?”

  “Get out,” Jessie rasped, spending the last of her breath. “Get out, right now.”

  He shook his head, blank. “Why?”

  Jessie opened her eyes.

  Her custom-crafted contact lenses, designed to tint her eyes a rich shade of ale brown, had faded to glass. Her true color shone from beneath: winter blue and glowing like radioactive sapphires. When she spoke again, it was with another woman’s voice.

  “Because,” she said, “if you don’t, I’m going to kill you. And she won’t be able to stop me.”

  *     *     *

  Harmony had run through the belly of the train, as fast as her aching stomach would let her, waking and warning the passengers. She staggered her way back to the front just in time to see the conductor emerge from the vestibule, pale and shaking.

  They fell into open seats together, gripping the armrests tight, as the train decoupled from the locomotive. Suddenly they were riding a coffin in free fall, hundreds of tons of steel sliding headless along the track, velocity and friction at war. The overhead lights died in a flicker, engulfing them in darkness with nothing but distant flashes of lightning to guide their way.

  *     *     *

  “Come on,” Kevin said under his breath. “Come on, baby. You can do this.”

  He watched as the power car continued its breakneck charge toward the curve. And broke free, the thermographic serpent of fire splitting into two pieces as the train decoupled. The rest was still moving, still careening toward the death curve, but losing speed fast.

  He just wasn’t sure if it was slowing down fast enough.

  The locomotive hit the curve and the thermals washed out in a blur of yellow and red, obliterating his screen. On the drone’s night-vision cam, green lines drew crumpled, rolling steel, the power car reduced to a burning disaster.

  He held his breath.

  The headless train advanced on the curve, slowing, slowing…and coasted to a shuddering stop. The overloaded thermal scan slowly returned, rebooting, showing him dozens of small blips moving inside the motionless cars. Alive.

  “Right then,” April said.

  She turned her chair, rolled back to her own console, and pulled on her headset.

  “Beach Cell, this is control. Your mission is go. EMS is en route to the crash site, so you should be able to blend in with the first responders. Prepare to receive your package for transport.”

  *     *     *

  The storm was tapering off, and new lights flooded the rural night sky. It was a borealis of red and blue strobes, washing off gnarled trees and scrub as a convoy of ambulances, fire trucks, and county sheriff cars rolled in across an open field. The passengers of the 92 Silver Star were wandering like zombies, shell-shocked, staring at the too-close ruin of the locomotive. Twenty feet ahead of where they’d coasted to a stop, the track was ruptured and bent into a claw, and the burning wreck of the power car spat gouts of roiling black smoke up into the overcast sky. A team of firefighters was already on the move, shouting commands as they unfurled hoses and rolled out rescue gear.

  Bran hustled with a purpose. He kept his head down, raindrops matting his curled, coppery hair, and tried to blend in with the crowd. He didn’t have a destination in mind, but away from here would do just fine. Deal’s still a deal, he thought. Just gotta hide, call the fellas in DC, tell ’em what happened, and sit tight for another pickup…

  A hand clamped down on his shoulder.

  “I thought I told you to stay put,” Harmony said.

  He forced a nervous smile. “I was lookin’ for you.”

  She angled him left, on a beeline toward triage. A long line of ambulances stood with their doors open wide, paramedics on the move and tending to the injured.

  “We need to get you checked out,” Harmony said.

  “Huh? I’m not hurt.”

  “I’m short on time, so I’ll give you two options,” she told him.

  Now he saw the particular ambulance she was steering him toward. His stomach sank. The men in back, waiting with a strapped gurney and an oxygen mask, weren’t paramedics. They wore the uniforms, sure, but their hard eyes said something different. They were in the business of dealing out injuries, not fixing them.

  “Option one, you don’t make a fuss, you get on board, and you enjoy a nice, peaceful ride to a secure location.”

  “What’s option two?” he asked. Then he turned and saw the look on her face.

  He took option one.

  Harmony didn’t ride along. She watched her agents bundle Bran on board, secure him, and close the ambulance doors. She tapped her earbud as the camouflaged van started to roll, emergency lights flashing.

  “Package on the move,” she said. “Any word from Jessie?”

  “Radio silence,” April replied. “She may not be able to speak at the moment. Or it just doesn’t want to.”

  Harmony took in the landscape, painted in colored strobes. The wolf would move away from the light, she thought, calculating. And she’ll be hungry. Jessie has enough control to keep her away from the civilians, but the wolf will need an outlet, something to vent her blood lust on.

  “Get me a list of local farms,” Harmony said. “Anything within half a mile of the crash site.”

  *     *     *

  Harmony went alone. This wasn’t a job for anyone else. Wet grass, black in the dark, squished under her shoes. She hopped a rustic wooden fence at the far edge of a farm, wheat rippling in the dark, animal pens just ahead. Then the coppery stench hit her, and she realized the grass wasn’t wet from the rain.

  The beam of her penlight roved across the first dead chicken, mangled, throat torn out. Chunks of half-chewed meat and scarlet feathers drew a jagged path toward the open mouth of the barn.

  It’s an invitation, she thought.

  
    No. It’s a lure.
  

  Jessie knows I’d come after her. What Jessie knows, the wolf knows.

  She stepped across the threshold, into the twilight gulf of the barn. A stray night wind whistled in at her back. A rusted chain jangled in the dark. The air was thick with the odors of cow manure, of offal, of fresh-spilled blood. Harmony killed her light and put it away, freeing up her hands.

  A bulky shadow lay motionless up ahead. A cow, maybe. Its spilled intestines drew a bluish gray labyrinth on the straw-littered floor. Or a mystic sigil, from a necromancer’s spell book. Harmony wasn’t in any condition for magic right now; she tried to summon her power, her own alien alchemy, but all she got was a fresh twinge of pain in her injured guts and a snapping, fizzled spark. She had to sit down, meditate, figure out what she’d done to herself on the train and how to fix it, but that could wait. Jessie came first.

  “You posed the body,” she called out, nodding at the dead cow. “I’m supposed to walk up and take a closer look. At which point you ambush me. Let’s not do that.”

  While she talked, she was studying the nooks and crannies. Empty stalls, equipment lockers, anyplace her partner—and the thing riding in the back of her head—might be hiding.

  She looked everywhere but up.

  A streak of shadow plunged down from the rafters, just behind her. Harmony caught the scent of blood, felt a rush of air, and then it was too late. One arm slithered around her chest, trapping her. A hand grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked her head back, forcing Harmony to bare her throat.

  Hot breath washed over her skin. Pearly teeth, too sharp to be human, rode teasingly light along her neck.

  Harmony took a deep breath to steady herself. Fear. The wolf fed on violence and fear. She had to starve her, to put her back to sleep. She kept her voice even, soft, soothing.

  “The mission is over,” she said. “You’ve done your job, and you’ve done it well. Now give Jessie back to me.”

  There was a mocking edge in the wolf’s voice. A melodramatic sigh.

  “Oh, you want Jessie?” The hand in her hair tugged a little harder. “Do you want Jessie?”

  Not good, Harmony thought, fighting to clamp down on a sudden spike of anxiety. The wolf had never done this before. Jessie’s constant passenger didn’t fight her, didn’t argue—the worst she had ever done was make sullen, growling noises before surrendering, fading to the back of her partner’s mind.

  “She’s not going to want you,” the voice purred in her ear. “Not once she learns the truth. None of them will. They’re all going to hate you, just like they hate me. They’re going to send you away.”

  Harmony swallowed. There was a stone in her throat now.

  “What do you mean?”

  “You’ve been keeping secrets. But I can smell what you really are. How long do you think you can hide it from the humans around you?”

  The wolf wanted to rattle her. And it was working. Harmony focused, pouring her willpower into her voice, using it like a gentle tether, an escape rope dangled out to her partner’s sleeping consciousness.

  “Your work is done,” Harmony said. “Rest now. Give Jessie back to me.”

  The fingers in her hair gave a spasmodic twitch. Harmony felt the psychic tug-of-war at her back, silver ghosts pulling at one another, trying to yank each other down as they both swam for the surface. Jessie was racing toward the sound of her voice.

  “Come back to me,” Harmony whispered.

  The fingers fell from her hair, letting her go. The arm around her shoulders went soft, faintly trembling.

  “I taste…meat,” Jessie murmured.

  “No humans. You kept it away from people.”

  “The train?”

  Harmony patted her arm. Then she gently disentangled herself, turning to face her. Jessie’s eyes had faded, her colored contacts back in place, her disguise fixed. In the shadows, the blood around her mouth was a blur of smeared paint.

  “No casualties, outside of the sisters’ victims. You saved the day.”

  Jessie reached for her in the dark. She squeezed Harmony’s hand.

  “We did,” she said. “What about Bran?”

  “Safe and sound, if shaken, and on his way to HQ.”

  “We should go have a cozy little chat with the man,” Jessie said.

  Bran MacDermott was already a high-value target. Now that they knew he’d been marked for capture or termination by a cult of assassins from another dimension, Harmony had questions on top of questions. And one way or another, he was going to provide the answers. She tapped her earbud.

  “April? It’s Harmony. We need an evac, on my coordinates. Two for pickup.”
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  “I swear to the Lord Almighty,” Bran said, rapping his knuckles on the table between them, “I don’t know those birds. Never seen ’em before. I think I’d remember something like that. Running into a pack of nuns with rubber bones and no bleedin’ eyeballs is the sort of experience that sticks with you.”

  It was almost four in the morning by the time Harmony and Jessie made it back to headquarters. They’d decided to let their guest stew a little and crashed for a few hours of fitful sleep on bunk beds in the staffroom. Vigilant Lock’s new base of operations—a warren of tunnels and carved-out rooms beneath an unassuming insurance company—was still a work in progress. Walls of bare cinder blocks, pallets of construction supplies choking every hallway, and the droning whine of power tools revved up bright and early. Not that you could tell the time underground without a clock. They called it the Basement.

  Functionality was the top priority here, as they got their operations up and running. Comfort and style came dead last. The new interview room wasn’t much more than a walk-in closet with a card table and some folding chairs, and a windowless door with a sturdy lock. The smell of sawdust clung to the humid air.

  “But you don’t deny your role in Ezra Talon’s operations,” Harmony said. She glanced down at her legal pad, a wall of carefully penned notes. “You spearheaded the Golden Saint program. Not to mention the interdimensional gateway projects at—well, Pyramid Lake in Nevada and the Coastland Galleria in Muscatine, Iowa, are the two we know about. Both sites have been decommissioned since. Were there others?”

  He shook his head. “We only had three test sites. A, B, and Site C was in the basement of corporate HQ. That’s where we worked on the Saint. And the last time I saw it, it was gettin’ hijacked by a couple of psycho former employees. Who had just gotten done, might I add, going all Lizzie Borden on my boss. And one of them was in no way, shape, or form human anymore. I wasn’t exactly in a position to stop ’em. They poofed out with the armor, and that was that.”

  “At which point you decided to go on an extended vacation in Miami,” Jessie said.

  “You got a better idea? After the old man got the hatchet, and I mean that literally, the situation at Talon Worldwide was crazier than a sack of greased-up rabid weasels. Nobody was in charge, nobody knew anything—and for those of us who did know anything, jetting felt like the smartest move. I raided the petty cash box, paid my whole team a bonus, and told ’em all to go to ground. Then I did the same.”

  Harmony checked her pad, methodically working her way down the list of questions.

  “Have you had contact with anyone related to Talon’s operations since?”

  “I’ve been holing up with my cousin Razz,” he said. “Razz can’t figure out how to make the clock on his microwave stop blinking. I’ve been keeping things strictly low-tech lately. Life’s safer that way.”

  “Have you had direct contact, at any time, with the inhabitants of any neighboring parallel world?”

  Bran snorted. “Before last night? Not unless they came over here, and they were good at hidin’ it. I operated the portals and built the gear for Talon Worldwide. Recon wasn’t my bag. Good reason, too. Most of our first-contact teams never came back, and some that did came back with their brains broken or important pieces mixed up and rearranged like human jigsaw puzzles. Not for me, thanks. I’m happy being a lab rat.”

  Harmony and Jessie shared a glance.

  “That sort of thing,” Jessie said, “doesn’t have to stop now. Not if you don’t want it to.”

  Bran’s bushy eyebrows wrinkled.

  “You got my attention,” he said.

  Harmony rested her hands on the table, lacing her fingers.

  “Our organization has a mandate to fend off any and all supernatural threats to the citizens of the United States. Which now includes threats from parallel worlds.”

  “We’re starting an interdimensional science wing,” Jessie added. “We want you heading up the task force. You’d have your own lab, funding, a small team for starters. I’ll tell you up front that it’s less than what Talon provided you, probably a lot less, but you’ll have oversight of your own projects as long as you also meet our mission goals.”

  He contemplated that. They gave him a moment. Bran tilted his head, suspicious now, as something occurred to him.

  “This is the sort of offer a man ain’t allowed to refuse, isn’t it?”

  It was. On the other hand, Harmony knew how coercion bred resentment. Better all around if Bran wanted to join up. For now she could give him the illusion of choice.

  “You’re free to leave right now if you feel like it,” she told him. “But.”

  He stirred a little in his chair, but he didn’t stand. He squinted at her like he was trying to read something in her eyes.

  “But?”

  “The Sisters of the Noose want you, Dr. MacDermott. You say you don’t know why, and I believe you. But that doesn’t change the fact that they want you, they’re out there, and they’re not likely to give up and go home—if they even can go home.”

  Jessie nodded, catching Harmony’s wave and riding it alongside her.

  “So you can hit the road and take your chances all on your lonesome,” she said, “or you can sign on the dotted line and enjoy all the perks of membership. Like around-the-clock armed protection and a laboratory off the grid.”

  “I’ve still got an offer from the Pentagon,” he said, cagey. “They’re promising to put some big money on the table.”

  “Sure. They were going to protect you, too. How did that work out?”

  He sank back in his chair. Harmony studied him. Not his facial expression—she wasn’t good at that—but what she knew about him. They almost had him on the hook, but he was holding out for something, a better reason than simple security. For some men, money was the only incentive they needed. Not him, though. If that was his motivation, he could have stayed on in the wake of his boss’s death and tried to snatch power in the vacuum, coasting upward on his credentials. Instead, he ran, and he only took the Pentagon offer because he was too scared not to.

  She had memorized his dossier. Ghostly pages riffled under the fingers of her mind, hard type glowing like rays of sapphire. And there it was.

  “You know what they want from you.”

  He eyed her, questioning, silent.

  “They want weapons,” Harmony said.

  He gave her a tiny shrug. “Guess so. I mean, it’s the Pentagon, innit?”

  “You didn’t equip the Golden Saint armor for battle because Ezra Talon wanted to start conquering other worlds. That was never his agenda, or yours. I’m thinking you saw those first-contact teams die, and die badly. That stuck with you. You wanted to keep the next wave of explorers safe, to build something that could stand up to whatever a hostile world might throw at them.”

  He shifted in his chair.

  “That was the idea, yeah,” he said.

  “You said it yourself,” Harmony pointed out. “You’re a lab rat. You do science. Research. Broadening the horizons of what little we understand about the multiverse. Not likely a priority item on the Pentagon’s list, especially once a new arms race begins—and it will begin if it hasn’t already started, you know this—but that’s exactly what we need from you.”

  She held his gaze, steady, silent for a moment to let her words sink in deep.

  “Do you want to spend the rest of your life building weapons?” she asked. “Or do you want to spend it building knowledge?”

  He thought about that. He slouched in his chair, sliding low, and puffed out his bottom lip while he weighed his options. Two futures ahead of him. Finally, he spoke up.

  “I get to choose my own team?”

  “If they pass our vetting process,” Jessie said. “As Vigilant’s acting director, I get the final say on all new hires.”

  He leaned across the table and offered her his hand.

  “Sounds like a deal, my new friend. Let’s hope this ends better than my last gig.”

  *     *     *

  They called April down to give him the grand tour, such as it was, and set up his credentials with the security staff. Harmony and Jessie walked side by side down the corridor, skirting around construction workers as they lugged a sawhorse in the other direction.

  “Remind me,” Jessie said, “gotta do something nice for Kevin later, make sure he knows he’s appreciated.”

  Harmony didn’t follow. “Why?”

  “C’mon. He’s been our tech guy forever. Now he’s going to feel like he’s got competition.”

  She shook her head. “We’ve brought in lots of technical support. What about the engineers in Skunkworks?”

  “They work under him. That’s Kevin’s jurisdiction, his little fiefdom. Our new acquisition is going to have his own lab and his own team. I don’t want those two butting heads over territory on day one.”

  “I don’t see why they would. They’re totally different branches. Different disciplines. There’s no logical reason for them to be competitive with each other.”

  Jessie gave her a sidelong look.

  “This…” Harmony said, trying not to feel crestfallen. “This isn’t a logic thing, is it?”

  “It is not. Don’t sweat it. Keeping the boys from fighting is my job.” She reached over and gave Harmony’s shoulder a little squeeze. “Change of subject. What solid intel do we have on the Sisters of the Noose? What you said in that debriefing was true: they want MacDermott. I want to know why.”

  “We don’t have much, only what we gleaned from Hedy and her people before they went into hiding after the Wisdom’s Grave incident. The sisters are a death cult. Trained assassins with magically-altered physiognomy, worshipers of the King of Rust—”

  “Former king,” Jessie said, drawing an X in the air with her fingertip.

  “Well, that’s the problem. What happens to the followers of a dead god?”

  “Imagine it puts a damper on the Sunday socials,” Jessie said.

  “Either they found a new calling on their own or a new master, possibly another element inside the Network. The evidence on hand points to option two.”

  “How do you figure?”

  “Two things,” Harmony said. “From what we gathered, the Sisters of the Noose originated on a parallel world with technology comparable to our Italian renaissance. Yet they knew how to sabotage a modern Amtrak locomotive in a way that not only avoided triggering the emergency brakes but made it impossible to restore them. That’s precision work. Technical.”

  “Somebody had to teach them how,” Jessie said.

  “Exactly. And then there’s the stolen HH-65. Either they learned how to fly a helicopter—and not just fly one, but to carry out a pinpoint rescue operation in the middle of a storm while flying parallel to a speeding train—or that wasn’t one of their people on the stick.”

  “Could be anybody, which puts us nowhere,” Jessie said. “Great. Okay, so we keep MacDermott safe underground for the time being and put our ears to the street. I’m thinking lunch. Tacos?”

  Harmony glanced down at her phone.

  “Rain check? I’ve got an appointment across town, doing my flotation-therapy thing.”

  “I know your secret, Harmony.”

  The wolf’s voice came back to her on a spike of frozen panic: You’ve been keeping secrets.

  “I don’t—I mean, what—what do you mean?”

  Jessie grinned and leaned close.

  “Sneaking off at all hours, lying in dark coffins?” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “You’re a vampire.”

  Harmony’s tension broke on a nervous laugh.

  “It’s not a coffin,” she said. “It’s a saltwater flotation tank. And vampires aren’t real.”

  “That’s exactly what a vampire would say.”

  *     *     *

  She didn’t go to therapy. Not today.

  The pain from her misfired magic on the train had faded to the ghost of an ache, there but distant. She still didn’t know what had gone wrong, if she had called to her power too deeply, too fast, or if the mutant assassin had some sort of supernatural defenses. All she knew was that the ripped-muscle sensation was still there, a psychic wound, and while it festered it fed her ever-growing hunger.

  I need to see you, she’d texted that morning.

  Romeo didn’t keep her waiting, but he didn’t tell her what she wanted to hear.

  This isn’t good for you, he wrote back.

  Not being able to WORK isn’t good for me.

  Agents learned to adapt in the field. The best-planned mission could go sideways at any moment. Like the hostage-rescue operation that brought Harmony face-to-face with the incarnate demon who called herself Nadine. Nadine had gotten the jump on her. She invaded Harmony’s body and her magic, violating her from the inside out before she slipped away. She left a present behind: a gnawing addiction that shut Harmony down entirely when it grew too much to endure.

  She’d found her solution: Romeo, a demon-blooded gigolo with the talent of an incubus. Romeo could make the hunger go away, for a while. He could ease the pangs, get her mission-ready, keep her functional.

  You know what happens if we don’t stop doing this, Romeo texted back.

  She knew. She’d gotten a graphic explanation from one of Nadine’s rivals. Humans were never meant to mainline that kind of energy. If she didn’t stop feeding, her addiction would eventually kill her.

  And if she did stop, she’d lose her magic, she’d be worthless in the field, and innocent people would die. In Harmony’s eyes, it wasn’t even a contest.

  A second text pinged in: I don’t want you to get hurt.

  She squeezed the phone until her knuckles turned white.

  “Stop acting like I matter,” she whispered. “I. Don’t. Matter.”

  You know I need this. I can’t work otherwise. There’s no other way.

  Come clean, he replied. If your friends are really your friends, and it sounds like they are, they’ll understand. Come clean and tell them the truth. You need help.

  The voice of the wolf, its growling taunt, was still fresh in her ears: They’re all going to hate you. They’ll send you away.

  Either we meet, or I find someone else who will, she typed. Your choice.

  His surrender came with an address: a motel on the sketchy side of Silver Spring. She drove across town, feeling her fingertips itch as she turned the wheel, pulling onto a long and barren street lined with gas stations and strip malls. Most of the shops were vacant, dust in the windows and for-lease signs so old the phone numbers had faded to black smears of ink. The motel was just up ahead on the right, a couple of old beaters rusting away in the otherwise empty parking lot.

  She almost flicked her turn signal. Then she didn’t.

  The street was wrong.

  A party-supply van was sitting in the lot of the strip mall across the street, in front of a boarded-up vape shop. Another van sat curbside, this one with a utility logo; a lineman was up on a wooden pole, checking a power box. Nothing unusual.

  Except both vans were the exact same make and model—Ford Transits, new ones, and only the livery was different. Like someone had bought a batch of common vehicles that could be swapped out and quickly re-camouflaged for any operation. Harmony knew this because her organization did the exact same thing. Still, could have been pure coincidence.

  Then she zeroed in on the lineman. His gloved hands were buried in the guts of an open utility box, but his eyes were on the motel. He watched the facade like a hawk, and he wasn’t the only one. Harmony drove past the motel, not even slowing down, making like she was on her way elsewhere. At the gas station on the corner, a silver pickup—another Ford—was parked at the air-and-vacuum pump. A young man, eyes shrouded behind sunglasses, crouched and pretended to fill the back tire. The tire’s cap was still on. His partner sat behind the wheel and watched the motel from his carefully tilted rearview mirror.

  It was a surveillance op. Didn’t mean it had anything to do with her; the motel looked like fertile ground for any number of seedy enterprises. The watchers could be undercover vice, DEA, ATF, no shortage of possibilities. Wrong place, wrong time. Then a darker possibility occurred to her. She snatched up her phone from the center console.

  “Harmony?” Romeo said. “You almost here? You’re never late—”

  “Listen to me. I think Nadine might be onto us. Somebody’s got eyes on the motel.”

  “Whoa. Whoa. I did not sign up for that kind of trouble. Are you sure? I mean, I don’t talk about my clients, you know that. If she found out about you and me, she didn’t hear it from me, and I gotta figure she didn’t hear it from you.”

  “Not sure,” Harmony said, “but she knows what she did to me. Not hard to guess I’d go looking for somebody to relieve my hunger. Maybe she’s had her people combing lists of…people who do what you do for a living, hoping they’ll get lucky and catch me paying a visit. No telling how long they’ve been watching you.”

  Romeo cursed under his breath, his voice tight. “I gotta get out of here—”

  “No.” The gears of Harmony’s mind were spinning, hunting for a plan of attack. She had gotten him into this mess. She had to get him out of it. “Don’t leave. That’ll look suspicious. Do you have anyone on your client list who might come out on short notice? Like, if you called her and said you had an unexpected opening?”

  “Yeah, maybe. Probably. One of my regulars, her birthday is coming up. I could offer her a discount.”

  “Call her, right now. Your watchers see a client show up, they see her leave with a smile on her face and you right behind her, all’s well with the world.”

  “What if they’re expecting you to show?” Romeo said.

  “Even better. That means that wherever they’re getting their intel from, their source isn’t trustworthy. Nadine will have a lot of hard questions to ask them.”

  She didn’t mention that Nadine had a fondness for torturing and mutilating people who broke her trust. Or just mildly irritated her. She needed Romeo calm right now.

  “I will protect you,” Harmony said. “Let’s take this one step at a time. Call your client, bring her over, act like everything is perfectly normal. Text me tonight and let me know you’re okay. We’ll decide on our next move from there. From a distance, obviously. We can’t be seen together until we figure out what’s really going on here.”

  “What are you going to do?” he asked.

  “Like I said. I’ll keep you safe. You can count on that.”

  “No,” he said. “I mean about…”

  Her addiction. It was a bleak, tight thing in her belly, a hard dead-soil kind of thing. A farm at the end of a famine harvest, and the winter months rolling in fast.

  “I’ll be fine,” she said.

  Her phone trilled in her ear.

  “I’ve got another call coming in,” she said. “I have to take this. Just play it cool and act like nothing is wrong. If those are Nadine’s people outside the motel, you’re not the person they want.”

  And if somebody tipped them off somehow, she thought, and they’re expecting me to show, they won’t hurt you until and unless I do. Smarter move to keep you in play and let them dangle you as bait for me. Best way I can keep you safe is by staying as far away as possible.

  She broke the connection with a tap of her fingertip and jumped to the incoming call.

  “Black.”

  “Hey,” Jessie said, “sorry, I know you wanted the afternoon off, but I need you to come back to headquarters ASAP.”

  “What’s going on?”

  “You know how we’ve been tracking Nadine’s financials? They just bore fruit. Looks like we’ve got a mission, and time is not on our side. We’re getting briefed, getting equipped, and then we’re going airborne.”

  




  
  





5.


  
  Vigilant’s new briefing room had been a top priority. The rest of the underground warrens got folding chairs and card tables for the time being; the briefing room was appointed with a sleek curve of smoked glass that veered out on the ends, like a Greek omega, ringed with high-backed chairs in black leather. A quartet of disks set into the ceiling cast down an icy blue glow. The curve of the dark walls echoed the conference table’s bend.

  “—I mean, I fully approve of bringing MacDermott on board,” Kevin was saying to Jessie, leaning against the arm of his chair and pitching his voice low. “I’ve read his thesis from MIT. The dude is beyond qualified. He’s a great catch—”

  “But,” Jessie said.

  “Money for a new branch has to come from somewhere, right? If Skunkworks is paying for him and his lab, he ought to be under my authority. That just makes sense. Am I wrong?”

  Jessie rolled her neck. It made faint crackling sounds.

  “I am not reducing your budget, Kevin. Your budget—which last I checked is like twenty bucks, some chewing gum, and a stack of anime comics—is secure.”

  “Um, it’s called manga.”

  She gave him the side-eye. “What is?”

  “Japanese comics. Anime is animation.”

  “Oh my God, I don’t care.”

  April had a mischievous twinkle in her eye. On the other side of the table, she rolled up to fill the empty spot on Harmony’s right.

  “Remember the old days?” she asked Harmony. “When we thought being in charge of Vigilant would make our lives so much easier?”

  “I try not to think about it,” Harmony said.

  Linder was the fifth and final arrival. The door closed at the slim man’s back like an airlock, sealing out the world with a faint hiss. Under the pale blue lights, his bland face and anonymous gray wool suit took on a funeral pallor. He’d won a second chance for his past treason, but not forgiveness; he managed Vigilant’s communications from the periphery, inside the family but not a part of it, a lonely corpse.

  Then again, Harmony reflected, he seemed to like it that way.

  “I think we’re ready,” he said, getting straight to business as he circled the room. “Dr. Cassidy, would you like to begin?”

  She raised a slender laser pointer and aimed it at the back wall. With a click of a button, the curve erupted with light. The LED screens built into the walls came to life and blossomed with windows, graphs, boxes joined by neon lines. It was an evidence board for the twenty-first century. Harmony fought herself, battling an involuntary, sudden flinch at Nadine’s smiling photograph.

  Under the table, out of sight from the others, April’s hand brushed against hers. One gentle, reassuring pat—a touch that said I know, it’s all right, I see you—and then it was gone.

  “The operation to compromise Nadine’s accountant, and secure access to her financial records, was a remarkable opportunity.” Spreadsheet pages caught on the tip of the emerald beam from April’s laser pointer. Points of light dragged the pages across the wall, reorganizing them and drawing lines between dollar amounts. “A forensic investigation has given us not only new insight into Nadine’s investments but her entire support apparatus.”

  Linder didn’t sit down. He stood at the head of the room like a schoolteacher and unfurled his own pointer, directing their attention to the wall at his side.

  “An apparatus,” he said, “called the House of Dead Roses. It’s Nadine’s personal project, unrelated to any of the courts of hell—though, we can surmise, carried out with the knowledge and approval of her prince.”

  Crime-scene photos spread under his pointer’s tip. Black-and-white, bullet-riddled corpses, a headless body slumped in a dentist’s chair.

  “The House of Dead Roses offers murder, sabotage, extortion, and targeted chaos to the highest bidder. Nadine recruits demonic and human assets. Her daughter, Nyx, is her top operative.”

  “More like a wrecking ball with teeth,” Jessie muttered.

  April’s pointer drew a circle around a surveillance photo: a suburban street and a shabby little florist’s shop with a green awning that read Harvest Bloom.

  “Nadine is heavily invested in several business franchises,” she said, “like Harvest Bloom, which she uses to launder her dirty money. I believe several such locations are safe houses for her agents, but we haven’t identified which ones to move on yet.”

  Jessie shook her head. “We’re not moving on any of them until we wring those financials dry. Can’t risk her finding out how much we know and rolling up her operations overnight. When we hit Nadine, I want to come down like the hammer of God: we strike all her safe houses, all her assets, everything she’s got and everyone allied with her, all on the same night. We’ve never had an opportunity like this. It’s too important to risk losing it.”

  “Which brings us to the trouble at hand,” Linder replied. “There’s a developing situation, and we only have a small window of time to act on it.”

  A blood-red line rolled along the LED wall, tracing a jagged path across the globe. Bank to bank, Los Angeles to Berlin, routing numbers spinning and locking into place like the tumblers of a vault.

  “The accountant’s files noted several sporadic five-figure payments to an overseas account,” Linder said. “I called on some old friends in the alphabet agencies who owed me a favor, and their signals intelligence found a hit on the other end. We’ve had the recipient—who we believe to be a ranking agent in the House of Dead Roses—under remote surveillance ever since.”

  The face on the screen, his candid photograph snapped through a long-range lens as he sauntered through a Bangladesh marketplace, looked more like a new wave rocker than a demonic assassin. He was razor-thin, with full, pouting lips and a shock of ice-white hair. He wore bronze-rimmed glasses, their lenses long, narrow rectangles tinted poison green.

  Even from this distance, Harmony couldn’t miss the dead, sociopath stare in his eyes. His glasses were windows into an empty soul.

  “Meet Erich Hausler, aka the Basilisk.”

  Kevin tilted his head. “Like…are we talking Harry Potter basilisk or D&D basilisk? Kind of a weird alias, either way.”

  “Little older than that,” Harmony said. “Pliny the Elder wrote about basilisks, back in the first century. Chaucer mentioned them in TheCanterbury Tales, and Leonardo da Vinci talked about them in his Bestiary as if they were real animals.”

  Jessie idly pointed her finger across the table. “And Harmony knows this off the top of her head, to absolutely no one’s surprise.”

  “They all agreed on one thing,” Harmony said, staring at the photograph. “They’re so venomous that just looking one directly in the eyes is enough to kill a man on the spot. To meet a basilisk’s gaze is to die. Da Vinci characterized them as creatures of pure cruelty, who withered the land and left corpses wherever they walked.”

  “Not far off,” April said.

  She clicked her pointer. A flurry of pages riffled on the wall and fell into line: grainy copies of a military service record. Several of the pages were stamped CONFIDENTIEL UE, the European Union’s signifier for restricted material.

  “Hausler’s family hails from East Berlin. His father was a highly placed operative in the Stasi in the ’80s, prior to the German reunification. An interrogator—a professional torturer, to be blunt—and he took his trade home with him. By all accounts we could muster, any empathy in young Erich’s heart had been thoroughly beaten out of him before he turned twelve. There are indications that, by then, the senior Hausler was regularly bringing his son to work with him. One can only imagine what he saw there. Or what he was made to do.”

  “When he came of age,” Linder added, “he followed in his father’s footsteps. He joined the Militärischer Abschirmdienst—German Military Counterintelligence—to build his resume. Then he took his skills to the private sector.”

  A new page joined the dossier on the wall. The letterhead was branded with the swooping wings of a Brutalist eagle, its hard-edged lines inked in jet black.

  “He was recruited by Black Eagle Company, a legally-registered PMC. They mostly provide corporate security services, guarding oil fields and executives in hotspots around the globe. This is where he earned his nom de plume.”

  A black-and-white photograph. Harmony had seen too much death, up close and in living color, to flinch at the carnage. Corpses littered a pockmarked street, smoke rising from shattered windows. She instinctively imagined the smell, like rotting meat festering under a hot summer sun.

  “Black Eagle was retained to protect a gas pipeline project underway in Thailand,” Linder said. “The workers had been facing harassment and protests from the locals, seeing as the pipeline was going to carve straight through their village. The subsequent massacre was publicly blamed on terrorists from the South Thailand insurgency, but a whistleblower inside the company tried to go public with what he saw that day.”

  “It was a patrol gone wrong,” April said. “Hausler was in command. They met pushback from the locals, nothing violent, but something set him off. According to the witness, a teenage boy had a rock in his hand. He wouldn’t stop staring at Hausler, presumably trying to intimidate him.”

  “Did he throw it?” Harmony asked.

  April shook her head. “It wasn’t the rock. It was the staring. Hausler, according to the internal company dossier, has a violent aversion to prolonged eye contact—possibly relating to his abusive childhood, but I’d need more information to build a comprehensive profile. He gunned the boy down, along with two other youths who were standing near him. That sparked a riot and, well…”

  She gestured to the photograph.

  “A week after he took his concerns to the top, the witness went missing. All of Hausler’s other men held to their story—that one of the locals brandished a rifle and they defended themselves—perhaps fearing they’d all go up on charges if they told the truth. Hausler got away with it, and his reputation as the Basilisk was set in stone. We believe Nadine recruited him not long after that.”

  “No empathy, no hesitation,” Harmony murmured. “He’s the kind of killer she likes to work with.”

  A brace of crime scene reports joined the dossier on the wall. A chalk outline in a café in Madrid, a facedown corpse surrounded by tape on the floor of a Brooklyn barbershop. Linder drew laser lines between the dead bodies and the routing numbers.

  “Once we tied the payments to the man, we traced his movements and tied the man to the bullets. Two contract killings in the last year. Nadine paints the target, and the Basilisk executes. Despite being a pure-blooded human with no supernatural ability that we’re aware of, he’s become one of her most valued players.”

  “We’re going to Berlin?” Kevin said.

  “He’s coming here,” Linder replied.

  A brochure opened on the right-hand wall of the briefing room. Vibrant and bright, a blast of sunshine and tropical cocktails against all the stark and colorless death on display. The header, in a ’90s sci-fi font, read TechTopia.

  “We traced a fresh payment from Nadine to Hausler. Fifty thousand dollars. His standard fee for a kill. He immediately made flight reservations. His destination is Las Vegas, Nevada, and he’s booked at the same hotel that’s about to host the annual TechTopia conference.”

  “Been there,” Kevin said. “Once. Not worth it. It’s a technology convention aimed at Silicon Valley frat bros. Seminars, panel talks, but the big emphasis is on playing to the media and showing off next year’s consumer gadgets.”

  “And after-hours networking,” Linder said. His pointer dragged out a second brochure page, a schedule laid out under a shining cartoon moon. “TechTopia After Dark is the real draw for most of the attendees. Cultivated ‘experiences’—parasailing, race-car driving, gastromolecular cocktail parties—held by invitation only, where the elite can wheel and deal away from the eyes of the press.”

  “Tried to get in,” Kevin said. He winced at the memory. “Failed badly. Turns out the people who run a tech convention are really good at security. I know, shocking, right?”

  The neon tip of Linder’s pointer slid down the schedule. The conference started bright and early the next morning, running two days and two nights.

  “All evidence indicates that the Basilisk is planning to kill one of the conference attendees,” Linder said. “But we don’t know who. Your mission is to identify the target and prevent the assassination, without revealing what we know about Nadine’s finances.”

  Kevin held up a tentative hand.

  “Why not loop in another agency? We could have immigration grab him at the airport.”

  “He’s not wanted for any crimes and he’s traveling on a legitimate passport,” Linder said. “And a professional of his caliber is going to source his weapons locally instead of trying to smuggle them on a commercial flight. No legal authority can touch him. He won’t give them a reason to.”

  Harmony saw the hidden snare. “We can’t touch him either. If we snatch him off the street, Nadine will know she’s been compromised. She’ll burn her entire trail, just like she did the last time we got close to her. We’ll have to go subtle. We figure out who he’s after, then come up with a plausible reason to conceal his target. Hausler goes home empty-handed, Nadine has no idea what really went wrong, and our operation against her is still in play.”

  Jessie’s lips were pursed in a bloodless line. She’d been quiet for a while now. She pushed her chair back.

  “I need a minute,” she said.

  The briefing-room door hissed shut at her back.

  Harmony knew what her partner was thinking. She glanced over, meeting April’s steady gaze.

  “Go,” April told her.

  Jessie was pacing in the hall outside. Waiting for her, just like Harmony knew she would.

  *     *     *

  “There’s one smart move here,” Jessie said.

  Harmony was a tactician. She saw it on the table in her mind, clear as a checkmate maneuver. She said it, so Jessie didn’t have to.

  “Don’t interfere.”

  “If we intervene,” Jessie said, pacing, “if we tip our hand, leave a trail, show the slightest hint of involvement, Nadine will know. We make one mistake, one tiny slip-up, and she’ll go to ground. And everything we’ve been working for, the best opportunity we’ve ever had to take an incarnate demon off the board, goes down in flames. So, yeah. The smartest thing we can do right now is to stick our fingers in our ears and let a man die.”

  “You’re the acting director,” Harmony said. “If you say we stay home and sit this one out, that’s that.”

  She watched Jessie’s anxious pacing slow to a standstill.

  “But is that what you want to do?” Harmony asked. She already knew the answer. They wouldn’t be standing out here, alone together, if it was, Jessie stared off down the empty corridor, hard lights shining across cold slabs of drywall. Her gaze was fixed on something a mile away. Or a couple of decades, give or take.

  “You know how I was raised. My father taught me that there were two kinds of people: family, and meat.”

  “You’re not like your father.”

  Jessie turned and gave her a wan, faded smile.

  “You know better than that,” she said. “The only difference between me and my parents is that I learned rules. Rules to live in the world, rules to pass for human. That, and I found something—I found people—worth fighting for. But there’s this divide, and there always will be. I know, I mean, instinctively I know that most people would have this…knee-jerk reaction here. That they’d want to protect a stranger from being assassinated, on principle. They’d have this voice in their head, an angel on their shoulder, telling them to get involved.”

  She spread her open hands.

  “I don’t care, Harmony. I can’t care. I don’t know how, and that’s the honest truth. All I can see, looking at this op, is how much we stand to lose if it goes wrong. We can save one life, sure—what’s that worth, balanced against the number of people Nadine will hurt and kill if she slips away from us again? It’s a numbers game. Risk management.”

  Harmony walked up to her. She stood face-to-face, close enough to feel the warmth from Jessie’s breath.

  “What do you need from me?” she asked.

  “I need you to be my angel,” Jessie said. “Tell me what the right thing to do is here.”

  “The strategically correct thing, or—”

  “The right thing,” Jessie said.

  Harmony had to think about that herself. Then how to word it in a way her partner would understand.

  “What we do is…unique,” she said. “There’s no overlap, no sister agency to pick up the slack. No one else is out there, facing down the dark and defending the people who can’t defend themselves. If we don’t show up, nobody takes our place.”

  Jessie nodded, silent, listening.

  “No Vigilant agent has ever retired. We die in the field. Maybe someday that’ll change, but right now every single recruit joins up knowing, understanding, that they’re probably going to go down fighting.”

  “Crazy,” Jessie said.

  “Sure. But here we are. Because we all know that what we do here is that important. Now, maybe the best thing we can accomplish on this mission is save a single life. If we decide that one civilian life doesn’t matter, where do we draw the line? Two lives? Three? Do we stop showing up for anything short of a massacre?”

  She put her hand on Jessie’s shoulder.

  “Vigilant Lock is like SWAT: we roll heavy and we come down hard on the bad guys, but we are a life-saving organization. That’s our purpose. If we’re not willing to take the field and put our necks on the line to protect one life, just one, then what is this all for?”

  Jessie met Harmony’s eyes. Still weighing her options.

  “One other thing to consider,” Harmony said. “We know that Nadine has a major operation of her own underway.”

  “The escrow transfer.”

  While they were on their last mission, down in Tampa, April had found a mystery buried in Nadine’s financials. A recent transfer of five million dollars—more liquid capital than they thought the demoness even had—to an escrow account in the Cayman Islands. What Nadine got in return for her money was still a mystery.

  “If this assassination is related to whatever Nadine has brewing,” Harmony said, “it could be our chance to uncover the truth. Could be our only chance before we’re too late to stop it. So there’s two reasons: one ethical, one pragmatic. Does that help?”

  Jessie reached up to her shoulder. She put her hand over Harmony’s and squeezed.

  The briefing-room doors hissed open. Jessie led the charge back into the room. She didn’t bother sitting down.

  “Kevin, get down to Skunkworks and Occult-Tactical and put together a mission loadout for me and Harmony. Heavy on stealth, this is an infiltration op. April, call Aselia and have her file a flight plan. I want to be wheels-up in two hours.”

  Her fingertips rested on the smooth, dark glass of the conference table.

  “We’re going to Las Vegas.”
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  The Imperator took to the Maryland skies, boiling up through soup-thick clouds and shuddering on a wave of turbulent air. They were racing the Basilisk. Intelligence placed Erich Hausler on a Lufthansa jetliner, flying first class from Berlin to McCarran International. Once the C-130 rose above the slop and hit cruising altitude, Aselia Boulanger left her copilot at the yoke and joined the team in the cargo plane’s cavernous belly.

  “Hausler’s got a big head start on us,” she drawled, “but we’ve got less ground to cover. Reckon we ought to put in at McCarran a good hour before he does, if the weather holds, and customs will slow him down some too. I’m linin’ up your ground transport right now.”

  “A rental car is fine,” Harmony said. “We’re going in under civilian cover this time.”

  There was something impish in Aselia’s eyes. “We can start with a rental, yeah.”

  “Meaning?”

  “Remember I promised me and Marco were whipping up a long-term solution, something you could really rely on?” She held up her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “We’re just shy of making it happen. No promises it’ll be ready by the time you’re done in Vegas, but it’ll be prepped and humming for your next time out.”

  Harmony tried to show some enthusiasm. Marco, Aselia’s partner in crime, had a predilection for “tinkering” with any machinery he could get his hands on. Sometimes his wrench produced miracles. Sometimes explosions. He seemed happy either way.

  Aselia swung a black plastic case down on the far edge of the command console. The bank of screens along the wall were a constant feed of data, transmissions from Vigilant’s other field teams and from Linder’s nest at HQ. Neon cherry dots marked flashpoints on a wire-frame map, slow-moving lines tracing operative movements. Jessie kept one eye on the world as she moved to stand at Aselia’s shoulder.

  The case’s hasps flipped open under the pilot’s fingertips. A pair of matte-black firearms nestled in a bed of foam, alongside a row of fully loaded magazines.

  “Briefing said you wanted to keep this op low-key, that right?”

  “Ideally,” Jessie said. “We ID the target, get ’em out of there in one piece with a plausible excuse for why they had to leave early, and send the Basilisk home empty-handed.”

  Aselia arched an eyebrow. “You’re really going to let this guy walk?”

  “Oh, I’d love to take him out, but we can’t risk tipping off Nadine.”

  “Accidents do happen,” Aselia said. “Fatal ones, sometimes.”

  “I like the way you think. If we can make it happen—safely—we will. But gunplay will only blow our cover. If the bullets start flying out there, something’s gone seriously wrong.”

  Aselia lifted one of the pistols from the case. It was small enough to nestle comfortably in her outstretched hand.

  “And so I bring you a stealth solution. The Sig Nitron Compact. Designed for concealed carry, chambered for nine-millimeter. Slim profile, weighs less than two pounds, so comfortable you’ll forget you’re wearing it.”

  Any weapon, Harmony knew, was concealable in the right environment. She had walked around in broad daylight in the middle of a crowd once, comfortably toting an assault shotgun inside a flower box. She’d also had to infiltrate a medical facility so secure that pens and paper clips were impossible contraband.

  April was a step ahead of her, fingertips rattling her keyboard, bringing up the answer to the question Harmony was about to ask. The main screen above her head went blank, then lit up with a sprawling hotel ground-floor schematic.

  “This year’s TechTopia conference is taking place at the Metropolitan hotel and resort. It’s on the Strip, with easy access to taxi and monorail transport. The hotel itself, like most, has a full security staff and extensive camera coverage in all public areas.”

  “But they’re looking for cheaters and pickpockets,” Kevin added, “not guns. No metal detectors, so as long as you keep your gear out of sight, you’re fine. There are some big names showing up—Elon Musk is the keynote speaker this year—and most of those guys are bringing their own security details. Hotel management’s probably just assuming that anyone who looks like a bodyguard is strapped. They’re not going to say anything as long as everybody’s polite about it. One exception, though.”

  He dragged his cursor across the screen. With a click, one large gallery on the north side of the resort lit up along with a spaghetti-bowl string of corridors and back offices.

  “The Coppola Ballroom’s been chosen as the staging ground for tech demos and media scrums. In other words, all the big names are showing off their biggest toys right here, along with all the prototypes that’ll be on sale by next Christmas. Security’s going to be tight. Expect con staff to be stationed at every door, checking credentials and hand-wanding everybody going in and out.”

  Harmony leaned in, craning her neck as she studied the floor plan. She committed it to memory in pieces, translating corridors to mnemonics and letters, a host of little tradecraft tricks.

  “What about the halls behind it?” she asked.

  “Backstage. Everything highlighted is employees-only. Now, this stretch”—Kevin cast a chunk of hallways in a deeper shade of orange—“this area is on total lockdown, twenty-four hours a day. Casino vault, counting rooms, all of it sealed up tighter than Fort Knox. Every station in every room’s got a panic button that’ll bring armed police response, and you won’t get anywhere near it without being challenged by on-site security.”

  “We shouldn’t need to,” Jessie said.

  She passed Harmony the second pistol. Harmony spun it in her grip, aimed at the metal flooring with her finger riding parallel to the trigger, and squinted down the sights. She nodded her approval. As she slipped it under her blazer, a twinge of pain shot up her arm. She fought to keep her face a frozen mask.

  Her last mission had sent her to the hospital. It nearly sent her to the morgue. She’d landed in the ER with her arms shredded by a madman’s whip and a borderline-lethal dose of neurotoxin boiling in her veins. It took her a week to get any semblance of movement back and any reprieve from the tingling, aching numbness under her stitched-up skin. Then three months of physical therapy before Jessie would sign off on letting her back into the field.

  Her last range evaluation put her at ninety-eight percent recovery. Ninety-eight percent of her old self, with a host of new scars to join the collection that painted her body like the hull of a battle tank. Back in the academy at Quantico, with an FBI badge in her starry eyes and no idea what the future had in store for her, Harmony had been the best shot in her class. Ninety-eight percent still made her faster, more accurate, more deadly than most people who carried a gun for a living.

  But she wasn’t perfect. And with Romeo out of reach, her stomach going cold with hunger and her magic unpredictable, she needed to be perfect.

  Aselia handed out a pair of stubby titanium sound suppressors and divvied up the magazines. “I’ve loaded your mags with subsonic ammunition. Combine those with the cans, you won’t go waking up the whole hotel when you pull the trigger. Don’t worry about stopping power, either: the Nitron Compact punches above its weight class. I wouldn’t send you out there with any gear I wouldn’t carry myself.”

  “On that note,” Kevin said, rising from his seat by the console, “I come bearing gifts.”

  He rolled over a standing cart draped in white cloth. The first of his offerings was right in front: a new and gleaming brass disk, twin to the one Harmony had used on the train job. The more she looked at it, though, she caught subtle differences: same twilight gleam in her third eye, hinting at the pent-up magic it contained, restless and aching to burst free, but the actual disk looked a hair thicker, blunter than the last version.

  “Demonic bounty-hunter flashbang version two,” he said, carefully lifting it from the cloth and handing it to Harmony. “Occult-Tactical revised the design a little for safer handling. Only one quarter of the edge is razor-sharp now. Lot harder to cut yourself by accident, but other than that it works the same way.”

  “They only sent us one?” Jessie asked him.

  “Hey, you know how much these things cost to make? A few more tests and we can talk about mass production and getting them into the standard loadout for all our field teams. It’s got to be totally optimized first, though, and, well…you’re the designated guinea pigs.”

  “Perks of leadership,” April added.

  His next offering was a fat, stubby pen with a glossy aluminum shell. As he reached for it, Aselia cleared her throat. Loudly.

  “So, uh, the tactical pen prototype, from your mission in Tampa.” He gingerly picked it up, holding it like a bomb that might go off at any moment. “Skunkworks just finished version two. A little slimmer than the first version, a little less conspicuous—”

  “Does it still shoot planes?” Aselia asked.

  “No. I mean yes. I mean—” He took a deep breath. “It has the same ballistic payload as the original. A one-shot titanium spearhead which I would demonstrate, but—”

  Jessie plucked it from his fingers and made it disappear.

  “I’ll take good care of it,” she said.

  “Also, it writes now. Not a lot. There’s a tiny reservoir of ink, just enough to scribble a few lines if you have to prove it’s a real pen. As always, your feedback is appreciated. Moving on”—he shot a nervous glance at Aselia—“can we move on?”

  “Probably a good idea,” Harmony said.

  He pushed a pair of slim cases, clamshells in green plastic, to the front of the tray.

  “Okay, so, another iteration on an oldie but a goodie. Remember the eyeglasses you picked up way back during the Red Knight mission, with the built-in camera?”

  “Those came in handy,” Harmony said.

  “Allow me to present the new and improved…spyglasses.”

  “Yeah, no,” Jessie said. “We won’t be calling them that.”

  He opened both cases. The first pair of glasses looked like they came straight from a Ray-Ban shelf, counterfeit logo and all: classic Aviator shades, with golden frames and smoky lenses. The second pair was a set of prescription lenses for everyday wear, a little on the chunky side, framed in black plastic.

  “This pair is identical to a real pair of Aviators—on the outside—except for the tint.” Kevin handed Jessie the shades. “We went darker. Not just for the UV protection; the lenses should make for effective camouflage if you need to travel and don’t have time to put your contacts in. Harmony, in your case we wanted glasses that could be worn around the clock, for extended recon.”

  She tried them on. They were a little heavier on her nose than a real pair of glasses. She adjusted the unfamiliar weight, feeling the frames rub against her cheekbones, then looked to Jessie with a question in her eyes.

  “You look like an accountant,” Jessie said.

  Harmony wasn’t sure how to take that.

  “Well,” she said, “I do have a degree in forensic accounting—”

  “Kevin,” Jessie said, “I want you to do something for me before Skunkworks invents anything else we’re supposed to wear into the field.”

  “Yeah, boss?”

  “Hire a woman.”

  “I’ll make a note,” he said. “Now, tech-wise, we got rid of the old remote control. There’s a micro-trigger built into the earpiece, so it switches on and off automatically. If you’re wearing them, you’re live and streaming. Instead of recording still images and video to the glasses themselves, the embedded camera transmits directly to a dedicated monitor here on the Imperator. From there, I’ve got back doors patching me directly into NGI-IPS and Palantir.”

  “Facial recognition,” Harmony said.

  Kevin nodded. “Exactly. Just like we used to, but the whole process has been streamlined for speed. If there’s anybody you need a background on, just get a good look at ’em through the specs, and I can do the rest from right here.”

  “Useful.” Harmony slipped the glasses into her breast pocket. “What’s our insertion angle?”

  The last items on the cart were a pair of slim black vinyl folios, like sheaths for restaurant checks. Kevin passed hers over. She opened it up and leafed through the contents: the boarding pass for a commercial air flight into Vegas, dated yesterday; a scattering of artificially aged receipts; a frequent-shopper card for a sandwich shop in Seattle, with one punch left to get a free sub. Pocket litter, created to tell a story about the woman she was pretending to be. A business card, black text on eggshell white, gave her name as Sophie Mitchell, staff reporter for Seattle Tech Times. A Washington state driver’s license matched the name to Harmony’s photograph.

  “You’re going in as journalists,” he said. “I got you a couple of last-minute passes for the conference. You’ll need to pick up your press badges at the registration desk. Good news is, those badges pretty much give you the run of the place.”

  “Bad news?” Jessie asked.

  “They’re only good for the daytime track. TechTopia After Dark is strictly for the movers and shakers, and they don’t want the media around, so if you need access to any of those events you’ll have to figure something out.”

  “We usually do,” Jessie said. “How firm is this cover?”

  Kevin waggled his hand from side to side.

  “Seattle Tech Times is a local industry paper, ninety percent ads. Nobody’s going to recognize it, which is why we picked it. The numbers on your business cards are routed to a line we can answer from here. If anybody calls, me or April will pose as HR and confirm your employment. If they actually go to the trouble of looking up the paper’s number and calling directly, it’s a roll of the dice. We gave you the names of a couple of real employees, so there’s a chance you’ll still get vouched for.”

  “Or they could end up talking to one of ‘us,’” Jessie said, “and finding out that ‘we’ are currently sitting in a newsroom a thousand miles away.”

  Kevin crossed his arms. “Hey, bulletproof covers take time to construct. Considering we had two hours’ advance warning for this mission, I think we did pretty well. Getting you in is our problem. Not getting caught is yours.”

  “That’s fair,” Jessie said. “Good job. We’ll make it work.”
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  They had time to kill. Harmony found a perch on the far end of a row of jump seats, sitting alone with nested folders on her lap. Supplemental material from the briefing, hard copies providing the life and times—everything they could reconstruct on short notice, some of it just minutes before they went airborne—of Erich Hausler.

  In her mind’s eye, the pages became the glass walls of a labyrinth, etched in frosted words. She slowly wandered the corridors, getting lost in their twists and turns, studying the walls like an archaeologist in an Egyptian tomb. Key phrases, snatches of data, erupted in blue light and commanded her attention. The lights became a map, or a trail of string, leading her to the heart of the maze.

  She hadn’t noticed April had rolled alongside her seat, not until the older woman spoke up. “Thoughts?”

  Harmony blinked. The labyrinth shattered.

  “I was going to ask you,” Harmony said.

  “The best profile I can give you is…predictable, and hardly needs a psychology degree to ascertain.” Her graying brows furrowed behind her bifocals. “Or to put it another way, ‘ye shall know them by their fruits.’ The Basilisk is the product of calculated, relentless childhood abuse by a man who performed acts of torture for a living. We know from his actions that he’s a remorseless killer who uses violence as an expression of social dominance. If he feels cowed or threatened, especially in front of others, he will almost certainly lash out. This is not particularly helpful, I know.”

  “No, it might be. I keep coming back to this.”

  She shuffled through one of the folders, tugging out a thin sheaf of stapled documents. One of the last-minute additions to the file, courtesy of Vigilant’s data analysis section. The Basilisk’s only encounter with the law—the only one he ever faced consequences from, at least—came last year on a trip to Cologne. He’d visited a bar on the Rhine, drunk too much, and gotten in a brawl. The dustup had earned him a night in a cell and a hefty fine.

  “My German is rusty,” Harmony said, “but if I’m reading the arrest report right, I’m seeing something strange here.”

  April leaned in. “A detail out of place?”

  “A detail that isn’t there.” Harmony pointed halfway down the jail-intake form. “What do we know about the Dead Roses? Specifically, what do we know about their operatives?”

  “Well, we know the training regimen is brutal, often lethal. Nadine demands absolute obedience and absolute perfection from her servants. She’s also a sadist, above and beyond most of the demons we’ve encountered. Probably as a result, she rather gleefully adopted the Yakuza’s methods of requiring physical recompense for failure. It’s not uncommon for her agents to be missing finger joints or showing other signs of mutilation, a punishment for disappointing her. It’s the most common method of spotting them. A tattoo, like the ones the human servants of hell’s courts often receive, is the other.”

  Harmony’s short-cropped fingernail tapped the page.

  “This is the section for recording physical marks. Tattoos, notable injuries, anything that should go into the criminal database.” She met April’s gaze. “It mentions old, faded scars. Nothing else.”

  “We know that he’s had a fairly meteoric rise in the ranks. If he’s not showing the consequences of failing Nadine, it’s entirely possible that he hasn’t ever failed her.”

  Harmony shook her head. “No. That’s only an excuse, you know that. Nadine isn’t just a sadist, she’s a compulsive bully. Give her the opportunity to inflict pain on someone, to assert her dominance, and she can’t help herself. If she’s gotten this close to Hausler, close enough to trust him with her most important targets, it means they’ve spent time together. Intimate time.”

  “And by ‘intimate,’ you mean…”

  “She’s tortured him,” Harmony said. “For her, that’s intimacy. But he doesn’t have any marks, no signs of recent physical trauma, no mutilations.”

  Her finger drifted along the page as her voice went distant. She was back in the labyrinth, following the trail of the missing tattoo. The memory of Nadine’s voice chased her, rolling in on a gust of winter frost: I carved my initials inside of you, she whispered. That’s forever.

  April tilted her head. “What do you see in there?”

  “He’s a special project,” she said. “All his fresh scars are on the inside. Something you didn’t mention during the briefing—when Hausler was growing up, where was his mother?”

  “There isn’t much to go on,” April said. “Insofar as we can tell, she was out of the picture not long after Erich was born, though we haven’t been able to dig up a divorce or a death record yet. However the separation happened, his formative years were spent alone with his father.”

  “How would that affect him?” Harmony asked.

  April considered that for a moment.

  “It would largely depend on what happened to her, or what his father told him happened. He could have abandonment issues, anger, resentment. It would almost certainly affect his adult relationships with women, but I really couldn’t speculate further than that without studying him in closer detail. Do you think there’s something we can use there?”

  Harmony’s nails drummed the page.

  “Maybe. I keep thinking about Nyx.”

  “Nadine’s daughter. By adoption or blood, we still aren’t certain.”

  “One of the most dangerous threats we’ve ever faced in the field,” Harmony said. “When she attacked our convoy outside Chicago, Jessie and I wouldn’t have survived without help. She’s also…broken. I mean, she can pass for human, but I don’t think she’s capable of functioning like one. She was a special project, too. Nadine took her, carved away and burned and broke all the parts of her that she didn’t want, and filled those empty spaces with rage. Turned her into a living weapon. That’s what it takes to earn the top spot in the House of Dead Roses.”

  “All the evidence on hand indicates that Hausler is a pure-blooded human,” April said. “And his records don’t show any signs of magical talent. He’s an exceptionally skilled assassin, but nothing more than that.”

  Harmony stared at the pages on her lap until the type went blurry. The words became twisted iron bars, the wall of a cage between her and the truth.

  “You’re special to her,” she murmured. “Why are you special?”

  The cargo plane banked, angling for its final approach into Nevada. She’d have to get her answers in person.

  *     *     *

  “I checked with Lufthansa,” Aselia said. “Hausler’s plane touched down ten minutes ago. He’s got to make his way through customs, so you’ve still got a head start. I’ll bring your car around. You heading straight for the hotel?”

  Harmony and Jessie shared a glance. They had talked strategy on the way, hashing out a plan of attack.

  “We’re going to stick around for a little bit,” Jessie said. “Looks like the Basilisk works alone, but looks can lie. If he recruited help, or if Nadine sent some of her people to back him up, good chance they’ll pick him up here. And if he doesn’t go straight to the hotel, we want to be right on his tail the entire way. After all, he can’t bring weapons through customs. Whatever he’s planning to use for the kill, he’ll have to source it locally.”

  As the plane’s loading ramp made its slow, whirring descent, Aselia pursed her lips and frowned at the steel deck.

  “Not so easy. Departures is a no-standing zone. You hang out in one spot more than half a minute, the cops’ll move you along. You can drive laps around the airport all day, but if you’re on the far side when he leaves, he’ll be long gone by the time you circle around again.”

  “Only one exit out of customs, right?”

  “Sure,” Aselia said. “It’s a security funnel, spits you out on level zero.”

  “Harmony, go with Aselia, grab the car and circle around. I’m heading inside.”

  The ramp touched down. Dry, hot air washed in from the open tarmac, thick with the roar of engines. Jet-fuel fumes shimmered in the dying sunlight and painted the sky with a mirage.

  *     *     *

  Aselia worked fast; her contact at the rental stand was waiting for her, off to the side with a paper portfolio and a set of keys. No paperwork, no discussion—she paid him with a nod of respect. Aselia handed the keys off to Harmony. The squawk of a remote lock led her to a frost-white Elantra, the sedan gathering dust at the edge of the parking lot.

  Harmony negotiated her way into traffic. The roads surrounding the airport were a knot of spaghetti clogged with yellow taxis; she had to slide across lanes to stay on target, weaving and squeezing between bumpers. She circled around to departures. A minivan wedged itself across two lanes, its tail blocking traffic as the driver wrestled heavy suitcases into the back. Harmony took advantage of the lull, nestling up behind it and letting traffic jog around them both as she pretended to wait for an opening.

  She had her eyes on the strip of pavement outside the terminal. Travelers milled, some hunting for rides or familiar faces, craning necks to stare out across the sea of traffic. A trunk slammed; Harmony’s temporary roadblock was about to move along.

  “I’m going to have to circle the terminal,” she said. “Lot of congestion out here. It’s going to take me a few minutes to make my way back around. How’s it look inside?”

  *     *     *

  Jessie stood below a digital arrivals board. Out of the flow of the crowd, pretending to read the list of incoming flights as she murmured a response to the voice in her ear.

  “Nothing yet.” She took in the waiting families, all the expectant and hopeful faces. A row of livery drivers held up signs with the names of incoming passengers. “Are we sure he got on the flight?”

  Kevin patched himself in. “I’m showing he checked in. So either he’s on the plane, or it’s somebody with his ticket and a fake passport. Think he’d use a decoy?”

  “No reason to,” Jessie said. “He and Nadine have no idea we’re onto them. We play this right, things stay that way. Hold up, got movement.”

  A new batch of arrivals emerged from the security station, freshly released from confinement. The crowd went electric. Everybody was hungry out here. Wanting the relief of seeing a relative safe and sound or an absent lover’s smile. Jessie wanted a target.

  And there he was, at the tail of the pack, with a long-legged stride and a dirt-brown carry-on suitcase rolling at his side. The man traveled light. Erich Hausler wore his venom-green glasses and a cocky smile, looking like a tourist on holiday. Up close, his skin had an unhealthy texture to it, pink and marbled, like fatty meat.

  He strolled past her without a second glance. She fell into his wake. Hanging back, giving him distance.

  Down in the baggage gallery for domestic flights, loop after loop of conveyor belts fed a stream of suitcases to waiting arrivals. Hausler slipped between the crowds, making his way down the center aisle. If he turned right, he’d be on course for the taxi stand outside.

  “Harmony,” Jessie breathed. “You coming back around?”

  “Two minutes.”

  “He just veered left. He’s not getting a taxi. Somebody’s coming to pick him up.”

  She followed him through the automatic doors, beyond the wall of glass and out into the arid twilight. She felt naked without a suitcase for camouflage. He parked his at the curbside, waiting patiently, alternating glances between the traffic-choked boulevard and the screen of his phone.

  A sedan swung up to the curb. An import, bug-flecked and faded, one corner of the back bumper looking like chewed bubble gum. Jessie eased to one side, staying out of Hausler’s field of vision, and got a better angle on the back of the car.

  “Going to give you a number, Nevada plates,” she whispered. “I need to know who’s behind the wheel. Who they are, where they’ve been, who they work for.”

  “Ready,” Kevin said in her ear.

  Jessie read off the number. The driver popped the trunk and Hausler tossed his carry-on inside. He got into the car, sliding into the back seat.

  “Harmony? You close? Because our target is leaving.”

  




  
  





8.


  
  Two sharp blasts of a horn chased Harmony across the white lines. She wrenched the wheel hard, muscling into position.

  “On my way,” she said. Then she stomped the brakes as the truck in front of her jolted to a dead stop, miring her in a sea of scarlet lights. She turned in her seat, craning her neck, hunting for another opening. She hit the gas and threaded the needle, looping around the truck, and slipped through a vanishing gap before it could seal up tight.

  She didn’t have to pull up to the curb. Jessie ran out to meet her, sprinting between a sluggish pair of cars and throwing herself into the passenger seat. Harmony was moving before she could buckle her seatbelt, edging away from the strip of pavement and angling for the fast lane.

  “Up there,” Jessie said, pointing. “The Toyota. Red one with the chewed-up bumper.”

  She spotted it. Distant, pulling away but still in sight.

  Kevin’s voice broke over their earpieces. “Got some info on Hausler’s ride.”

  “Go,” Jessie said.

  “Car’s registered to one Brian Mahoney, a Vegas local. And not, unfortunately, an assassin’s secret henchman. He’s an Uber driver. Four-point-nine stars, not too shabby. The Basilisk apparently prefers ride-shares over taxis.”

  “Stay on him anyway,” Jessie said to Harmony, “just in case he’s not headed straight for the hotel.”

  Harmony’s lips were a tight and bloodless line. She was focused on more than the traffic as she jogged across lanes and kept a two-car wall between her and the Toyota for safety. It was easy to tail a car on the freeway; traffic was thick and they were all going in the same direction, nothing suspicious about that, nothing to make her stand out in the rearview mirror. When Hausler’s ride found an off-ramp, things would get dicier. Then they’d have nothing but the encroaching darkness for a shield.

  Darkness was in short supply in Las Vegas. Up in the distance, off to the right of the asphalt snarl, the skyline erupted in a hot white glow. The town was waking up, putting its pleasures on display, sending out a siren call.

  Jessie was eyeing her. “You okay?”

  “I don’t like Vegas.”

  “You’ve got some bad memories here, I get it.”

  “Not that,” Harmony said.

  She studied the distant glow, looking for words to turn her vague, floating sense of unease into something concrete. Up ahead, the Toyota flicked its turn signal and moved closer to the exit lanes. She followed the driver’s lead, closing the gap between them.

  “It’s fake,” she said. “It’s all a careful fake. Curated reality. There are no windows in the casinos and no clocks. Disassociation from time, that’s where it starts. Everything here is an illusion.”

  Now she knew what was gnawing at her.

  “Why is he taking an Uber?”

  Jessie shrugged. “He’s a neat freak? I mean, I’ve been in some sketchy cabs.”

  “He’s in town to commit a murder. It’s in his best interest to cover his trail, conceal his movements.”

  “He’s not working too hard at it,” Jessie said. “I mean, he flew in under his own name and with his real passport. Not like he can deny he was at the convention.”

  “Him and a thousand other people, and posing as a tourist under his own name is a lot safer than trying to cross international borders with a fake passport. The fine strokes though—his movements here in town, exactly where he’s been and when he was there—those are the details an investigator could use after the fact, to tie him to the crime if he makes a single slip. He’s a professional. He knows that.”

  “With you so far.”

  “He takes a taxi,” Harmony said, “he can pay cash. No record of the trip, he can make one stop or a dozen along the way if he has to. Ghost his way all across the city. Uber is tied to an app, a credit card, a ride log. He’s leaving a rock-solid digital trail and he doesn’t have to. It’s a pointless risk. So why is he doing it?”

  “Maybe he’s overconfident.”

  “No,” Harmony said. “He’s Nadine’s new favorite. That means he has too much to lose, and he knows that. Kevin?”

  “As always,” he said in their ears, “a step ahead and anticipating your every need.”

  April chimed in. “We’re both running background on Mr. Mahoney. No arrest record, clean work history. He has a high school diploma and spent one year at Loyola University before dropping out.”

  “Loyola?” Harmony said. “That’s in Chicago.”

  “Significance?” Jessie asked her.

  “Midwest. That’s Nadine’s court. Her prince’s territory. April, when did Mahoney move to Las Vegas?”

  Kevin found it first. “Looks like…earliest record we have is an apartment lease dated from seven years ago. He’s been here a while.”

  “He could be an agent, living under deep cover.”

  “Or,” Jessie said, “maybe he just wanted to get out of the Midwest. You used to live there. You should be able to relate. One word: snow.”

  The Toyota joined a parade of cars, all coasting down an off-ramp, aiming for the glow of the Vegas Strip. Harmony fell in right behind it.

  “Maybe,” she said.

  She didn’t worry about Mahoney or his passenger spotting the tail, especially not once they hit South Las Vegas Boulevard and traffic became a bumper-to-bumper glacier. Just like the freeway, everyone was headed in the same direction. One inch at a time now.

  The real world was long gone and the canyon of the Strip offered a fantasy to take its place. A recreation of the Eiffel Tower stood a stone’s throw from the spires of a medieval castle, while a sleek glass pyramid fired a pillar of light up into the desert night sky. Illusions. Harmony kept her gaze fixed on the car in front of her. She could see the Basilisk’s silhouette, the back of his head in shadow. Every now and then he’d wriggle a little in his seat, or his head would slightly bob like he was responding to the driver, but he never turned to look out the side window. Not once. The vast spectacle and the flashing lights and the neon had no power to enchant him.

  Harmony felt herself in the presence of a kindred spirit. She wondered if Nadine had put a hunger inside him, too. She wondered what he was hungry for.

  “Metropolitan’s up on the right,” Jessie said. “Want to head into the garage, find a place to park?”

  She pointed to twin glassy towers, like slabs of black mirror wrapped in glistening strings of chrome. Some casinos offered theme-park thrills; a few still went for old-world elegance. The Metropolitan’s brand was pure urban cool. Hip, reserved, and always on trend.

  “Staying on him just a little longer,” Harmony said. They inched their way past the garage ramp, leaving it behind.

  “He’s probably pulling into the valet lanes. Might want to get a little distance before he stops.”

  A taxi on their left had its signal on, trying to cut in. Harmony opened a gap. She used the cab as cover, joining a conga line of cars in the rounded driveway in front of the hotel. Red-vested bellhops were scrambling, grabbing suitcases and loading up rolling carts, all beneath a crescent-moon awning of polished chrome. Neon piping, hot white and blue, lit the driveway like it was high noon.

  Harmony sat stone-still behind the wheel. Focused. The Toyota’s trunk popped open as Hausler jumped out of the back seat, giving the driver a casual wave goodbye. He retrieved his luggage and Jessie whistled low.

  “What was that earlier, about illusions?” she said. “There’s a magic trick for you.”

  Jessie nodded at Hausler. He strode up the hotel walk alone, dragging his carry-on suitcase, and a new acquisition swung from a shoulder strap. The Toyota was already leaving.

  “What’s that?” Harmony asked.

  “One suitcase goes into the trunk. A suitcase and a laptop bag come out.” Jessie watched him disappear through the sliding doors. “You were right. Mahoney’s his handler. That, or supplying his mission gear. Find us someplace to park.”

  Harmony threw the sedan into drive. “What do you think is in the bag?”

  “Can’t wait to take a closer look. Kevin? Once Hausler checks in, can you find out his room number for us?”

  “That’s easy,” Kevin said. “Getting you inside is a lot harder. The Metropolitan upgraded their key-reader locks a few months ago. The old VingCard hack, which would have opened every door in the building, is obsolete now.”

  “What are our options?” Jessie asked. “Beyond kicking his door down, which he might take as a warning sign.”

  “I’ve got an RFID ripper here on the plane. I can meet up with you tonight, clone his room’s key card, and forge you a perfect copy. Only problem is…”

  “We need to steal his card first,” Harmony said.

  Jessie slumped in her seat. “And then we have to put it back exactly where we found it, before he notices it’s missing.”

  *     *     *

  The hotel’s ballrooms were named for directors. Coppola, Fellini, Hitchcock, Welles. TechTopia didn’t begin until the morning, but the signage was in full bloom, filling the wide, sleek corridors with stock art of microchips and ’90s-grade CGI. The bright-eyed optimism played off against the resort’s carefully cultivated sense of cool. The Metropolitan was aloof, pristine, two degrees too cold for perfect comfort. The walls in the conference wing alternated between sections of smoked glass—dark mirrors reflecting an infinity of corridors and the shadows who lived there—and panels of commissioned pop art. The art was loud, florid, all black and white with splashes of crimson for color.

  They reached conference registration just as it was closing for the night. A tired-eyed staffer looked up their names and forked over a couple of press badges, snug in plastic sheaths dangling from neon-green lanyards. Harmony and Jessie didn’t talk much; they were busy watching, listening, distilling the details of the hotel layout to the bare essentials. Staff positions, cameras, the shortest routes between any two points in case they had to move fast.

  And they were processing. Harmony had history in this town. Her last solo mission before partnering up with Jessie had kept her rooted here for over a year, living in a cheap motel and fighting occult fires all over the city. She knew her partner had bad memories of her own—shorter, harder, more recent ones. The last time they’d been to Vegas, it was on the trail of her own mother, a woman the world thought was dead.

  Althea Temple-Sinclair had been very much alive, armed, dangerous, and intent on staging a terrorist attack in the heart of the city. They shut down the plot and took out her partners, but she slipped loose in the aftermath. As they walked, side by side, Harmony gave Jessie a curious look.

  “Are you thinking about her?”

  She didn’t need to specify the her. Jessie’s lips tightened.

  “Bitch is out there somewhere,” she said. Her fingertip brushed her earlobe. “Kevin, you close?”

  His answer crackled over their microbeads. “En route with my gear, boss. There in twenty.”

  “Soon as you get here, I want you posted outside the Basilisk’s room. Surveillance only, don’t engage. The second he leaves—or if he has any company show up—I want to know about it.”

  “Think he will?” Harmony asked her. “He just got off a twenty-hour flight. I wouldn’t want to do anything but sleep.”

  April’s voice joined the open channel: “Sources indicate Nadine uses extreme sleep deprivation as part of the training regimen for her operatives. He won’t have a problem pushing through the jet lag.”

  Jessie set her jaw in a hard line. They emerged into the hotel lobby. It was swarming, swirling, new arrivals coming in by the busload and long lines snaking between black velvet ropes at the check-in desk.

  “If he’s awake, we’re awake,” Jessie said. “Conference starts tomorrow and ends on Sunday night. By closing ceremonies, either we figure out Hausler’s game and find a way to stop him—without letting him and Nadine realize we were ever here, and without leaving a single footprint behind—or one of these people is going to die.”
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  They were in town to stop a killing. The hotel was making one. Harmony and Jessie stood at the edge of the casino floor, bathed in a cascade of flashing lights and the jangling trill of money pouring down a thousand open drains. Hostesses in little black dresses wound their way through the crowds, delivering drinks and keeping thirsty gamblers well lubricated. The heart of the Metropolitan was a windowless, trackless maze, every angle calculated to breed rash decisions and bad judgment.

  Not even the Basilisk was immune to that magic spell. Kevin had called down twenty minutes ago, warning them that Erich Hausler was on the move. He’d left his suite on the fifteenth floor looking refreshed, with a change of clothes and the same lime-tinted glasses, dressed like a tourist in a loud floral shirt and khakis. His shoes were made of alligator skin. He made his way downstairs, headed straight for the casino, and turned his cash into a stack of chips. They followed his lead. While Harmony kept an eye on him, Jessie slid over to an open cashier station.

  “What do you think?” Jessie asked, cradling a bright pile of blue and green chips in the cup of her palm. They trailed him, keeping a safe distance. His shirt was brash enough to be seen from the far side of the casino, with collar points that could cut a man.

  “About?”

  “His game. I’m betting he’s a poker guy.”

  Harmony frowned. She tried to answer the question. The flickering, coin-waterfall cacophony around them jolted her thoughts, fracturing her mind-words like glass, and the smell—a mélange of swirling cigarette smoke and pumped-in perfume—set her sinuses on edge.

  “He doesn’t like eye contact,” she finally said. “Besides, he’s not playing. He’s scouting. Watch.”

  He meandered across the casino floor, crossing jet-black carpet adorned with art-deco streaks of scarlet, but there was a method to it. He kept his chin up, eyes in a discerning squint, hunting through the sea of faces.

  “He’s not looking at the other players,” Jessie said, catching his movements. “Zero interest. He’s all about the casino staff. Hunting for somebody in particular.”

  A boisterous shout from one of the craps tables turned their heads. Somebody got lucky. So did he. Hausler zeroed in on the game, cutting through the crowd like a barracuda on a blood trail. The object of his eye was the dealer on the left side of the long table, a woman in her twenties with her brunette hair pulled into a loose, artfully messy ponytail. She wore the same uniform as the rest of the gaming staff: white silk blouse, black slacks, scarlet arm garters. She gave Hausler a pearly white smile; he responded with a polite nod and laid his stack of chips on the rail.

  “We figured he was here to kill one of the TechTopia attendees.” Harmony unfolded her glasses and slipped them on, pushing them up on the bridge of her nose. “What if he’s just using the conference as a cover? April, are you on the line?”

  “Always. And your glasses just started transmitting. I’ve got a crystal-clear video feed.”

  Harmony turned to the table, focusing her clear glass lenses—and the concealed camera nestled in the frame—on the dealer’s face.

  “This woman,” Harmony said. “Hausler was looking for her. Doesn’t mean she’s his target, but there has to be a reason.”

  “I’ll start running background,” April said.

  Kevin’s voice joined the feed: “Where do you want me? Still up on fifteen, in case somebody visits his room?”

  “For now, but be ready to move.” Jessie kept her distance from the table. She studied Hausler, watching as he leaned in to place a bet. “When he left his suite, did you catch where he stowed his key card?”

  “Sure thing, boss. Pants, right front pocket. He didn’t stick it in his wallet or anything. He kept it in that paper folio thing they give you at check-in.”

  Harmony asked a question with her eyes. Jessie rubbed her chin, squinting a little, like a pool player lining up a trick shot.

  “One good distraction, and I can lift it,” Jessie said. “Putting it back, that’s going to be harder. Kevin, once I get his key, how fast can you clone it?”

  “I can rip his card in less than a minute. Copying the data onto a blank takes a little longer, but you don’t need the original for that.”

  “Let’s hang back a little,” Jessie told Harmony. “I want to watch him a while. See if he has any tics, anything I can use. We’re only going to get one shot at this, and if there’s anywhere in the world I don’t want to get caught picking a man’s pocket, it’s the middle of a casino.”

  They watched him play. Hausler lost more than he won, but when he won, he raked it in. Craps was a loud game and he blended like a chameleon, cheering for the other players, groaning when the dice rolled sour. A hostess brought him a whiskey and Coke, and he tipped her with a five-dollar chip. As for the dealer, while her smiling face had lured him across the room, now he barely seemed to notice her at all.

  Harmony was watching his hands, and his stack of chips. The tumbling dice, translucent and cherry-red, became data points. Vectors, angles of probability and flow. Hausler’s towers of chips were colored lines on a bar graph as she worked the math of the casino floor.

  The math was wrong.

  “Preliminary background is in,” April said in their ears. “The dealer’s name is Mindy Landis. She’s been employed by the Metropolitan for seven months, and she was at the Monaco prior to that. Lifelong Vegas resident. No criminal history, no red flags in her credit beyond a slightly overdue electric bill. I’ll keep digging, but I’m not seeing any reason she’d draw the attention of a hired killer.”

  Jessie caught something in Harmony’s eyes.

  “What do you see?”

  She watched him play one more time. Hausler let out an exaggerated sigh, shoulders slumping as the dice broke bad on him. Now she was certain.

  “He’s cheating,” she said.

  The table was hot. Gamblers were standing two deep, waiting for an opening so they could get in on the action. That made it easy to sidle up and get a closer look. Harmony lowered her voice, leaning close to Jessie.

  “He’s betting on the pass line. Only the pass line. No taking the odds, no place numbers, nothing fancy. He’s losing more bets than he wins. That’s expected: the house has a mathematical edge on pass-line bets.”

  “When did you turn into a gambling pro?”

  Harmony had to smile. “Worked in this town for a year, remember? Now, look at his chips.”

  The cherry dice bounced along the felt. A natural eleven. The table erupted as the stickman raked them in, and Hausler added a fat little stack of chips to his growing towers.

  “He’s making bank,” Jessie said. “That’s, what, twice what he came to the table with?”

  “When he bets small, he loses. When he bets big, he wins. The losses are camouflage, so it’s not too obvious.”

  Jessie went up on her tiptoes to watch the game, easing a little closer to the table.

  “How’s he doing it?” she asked. “Rigged dice?”

  Harmony shook her head. The long table had a crew of four: a dealer on each end, the stickman, and a supervisor working the box. She watched the woman at the box collect the dice, check the faintly engraved numbers against the casino’s registry, and swap them out for a fresh set.

  “At a friendly back-room game? Maybe. At a casino on the Strip? Literally impossible. It’d be easier to rob the vault.”

  Intuition pulled her toward the dealer. Mindy was still smiling, graceful, but there was something else going on. She was gregarious with the other players, making quips, small talk, doing her part to keep the bubbly energy high and the chips flowing. With him, though, she reflected his professional detachment. They only interacted when the game demanded it. Otherwise, they were invisible to each other.

  “She’s trying really hard to not notice him,” Harmony murmured. “Too hard. She’s not his target. She’s his accomplice.”

  She took hold of her glasses with one hand, angling them downward. First at Mindy’s left hand. Mindy shot a look to one side, at a passing pit boss. Her index finger made a tiny waggling gesture.

  Hausler made a tiny bet.

  The dice changed hands. The pit boss was long gone, and now she was checking out the boxwoman, making sure her supervisor was paying attention to the other side of the table.

  “April, are you seeing this? Can you magnify the footage on your end?”

  The rest was a ballet. The clatter of the dice, the explosion at the table as they landed in a perfect seven, the graceful pass of Hausler’s hand over the rail as he palmed a pair of black chips from the edge of his tower. So deft you’d never see it if you didn’t know what to look for.

  “Hold up,” Jessie said as he collected his winnings. “I saw him bet that time. He only laid down a ten-dollar chip. How’d he just rake in over a hundred bucks?”

  April had seen it on the video feed. Her voice was bone-dry in their ears. “He’s past-posting.”

  “Which is?”

  “Oldest trick in the book,” Harmony said. “The dice aren’t rigged. He’s just waiting until he naturally wins a bet by chance; then he palms a couple of big chips, leans in when everybody’s distracted and cheering, and drops them onto the pass line. His new friend Mindy is supposed to catch that.”

  Jessie nodded, seeing it now. “She’s letting him get away with it.”

  “And she pays out based on the revised, bigger bet. He can’t lose because he already won. She’s watching the watchers, signaling him when it’s safe and warning him to hold back when her supervisor is paying attention. As long as they’re careful, they can keep this up all night.”

  “Still dangerous, though, right?”

  Harmony cast a glance skyward. Subtle black domes dotted the casino ceiling from end to end. A hundred invisible eyes, and no way to tell which one was watching at any given moment.

  “For her, not so much. She can pretend she just didn’t see him cheating. Maybe she gets reprimanded, worst case she’s fired, but they can’t prove she’s in on it. For him? Absolutely. That’s a felony with guaranteed prison time. You don’t mess with a casino’s livelihood, not in Nevada.”

  Jessie put a hand on her hip. “I don’t get it. Leaving aside the question of how these two know each other, Hausler’s in town to commit a murder. Why would he take a risk like this when Nadine’s paying him fifty grand just to pull the trigger on somebody?”

  Harmony parsed it out. She laid down the facts like playing cards in her mind’s eye. The information she knew, she played faceup. The unknown variables were facedown, tantalizing her with an answer just out of reach. Her spectral fingers played across the cards and she rearranged them into a winning hand. Now she could see it.

  “Mindy is a Roses agent,” she said.

  Jessie tilted her head. “The Uber driver, the dealer…Hausler’s got a whole little support network out here, doesn’t he?”

  “Nadine has the network. She plugged him into it. And she owes him more than fifty thousand dollars.”

  “How do you figure?”

  “That’s what he charges for a hit, but it doesn’t cover expenses. Take this contract, for instance: he had to arrange international airfare at the last second along with a hotel suite. That’s not cheap, and I don’t imagine he’s willing to pay for it out of pocket. Nadine needs to reimburse him and cover his per diem. Now, when it comes to money, what’s one thing we know about Nadine for certain?”

  “She’s a cheapskate,” Jessie said.

  “Bingo.” Harmony lifted her chin as the hitman’s tower of chips grew by another quarter inch. “That’s what this is. Nadine is paying him with the casino’s money.”

  Kevin’s voice crackled in their ears. “Sounds like we can call this a mission accomplished, then. I’ll take the recorded video from Harmony’s glasses and send an anonymous tip to casino security right now. The Basilisk gets busted, and the conference will probably be over by the time he sees a judge.”

  “Hold on to that footage for now,” Jessie said. “Two problems. One, we don’t know if Nadine has a backup assassin waiting in the wings, and she probably does. Two, nothing’s stopping Hausler from skipping out on bail, tracking his target back to wherever they call home, and pulling off the hit before he flees the country.”

  “And both problems tie back to the same issue,” Harmony said.

  Jessie nodded. “We don’t know who the target is. Once we figure that out—and hopefully figure out why Nadine wants them dead in the first place—then we can make some bold moves.”

  The gambler on Hausler’s right was squaring his chips, stacking them up. He scooped one off the top as a tip to the dealer.

  “And speaking of,” Jessie added.

  “Do you have an approach worked out?”

  “No, but half the casino wants to get in on this table’s action, and this could be my last and only chance at getting close to Hausler. And to that key in his pocket.” Jessie’s fingers brushed Harmony’s arm as she pulled away, angling for the about-to-open spot. “Let me get situated. I’ll try to work a little charm on him. When you see an opportunity, bring me a distraction. One that’ll keep him at the table. Remember, we have to steal the card, get it to Kevin, and then put it back again.”

  “So don’t spill a drink on him.”

  “Normally one of my favorite moves,” Jessie said, “but in this case, we need to be a little more subtle. You’ll come up with something.”

  Harmony wished she had her partner’s confidence. Picking a man’s pocket was one thing. Picking the pocket of a trained killer, twice, in the heart of a casino filled with cameras and security guards, was something else entirely. And if she got it wrong, Jessie would be the one leaving in handcuffs.

  I’ll come up with something, she told herself.
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  Charm was getting Jessie nowhere.

  Hausler was easy with the other men at the table. Laughing, cheering, flashing a lazy reptilian smile across the table as the dice tumbled and bounced and the chips flowed like the tide, in and out. To her, he was a wall; even when she won, making her money back on a lucky seven, he barely reacted.

  Harmony held back, studying the scene and hunting for an angle. Jessie needed more than a distraction. At one point, when the Basilisk’s cupped palm turned another tiny bet into a windfall of illicit riches, she reached out as if to congratulate him with a friendly shoulder pat.

  He flinched.

  Harmony tapped the microbead in her ear. Jessie couldn’t answer, but she could listen, and they needed expert help.

  “April? We’ve got a problem.”

  “I’m here,” April said.

  “Jessie’s working her moves on Hausler, but he’s icing her out. I don’t think he likes women.”

  They’d called Kevin down, told him to get ready to rip the key card. He jogged up to Harmony with the strap of a light backpack dangling on one shoulder. He looked breathless.

  “Sorry, huge crowd on the elevators, took me forever to get here. And if he’s into guys, I mean…I’d be willing to take one for the team and flirt a little, but I don’t know how to pick pockets. Jessie’s the only one of us who can do it.”

  “I don’t mean sexually,” Harmony said, watching Hausler’s body language. “I mean he doesn’t like women. At all. In any way. He’s not going to let her get close enough to make the dip.”

  “Go for the old spilled-drink routine?” Kevin suggested. “Jostle him hard enough, he won’t notice Jessie snatching his card.”

  Jessie joined the conversation. She couldn’t speak on the line, not with their target standing right next to her, but she made a move for Harmony’s benefit. Her hand fell lightly to the rail. It eased toward Hausler’s. And his hand, like it was being pushed by a magnetic bubble, slid away in the opposite direction until she stopped.

  “Negative,” Harmony said. “He’s not just ambivalent, he’s actively creeped out at the idea of her touching him. He might not notice if I give him a jostle, but he’s hyperaware right now. Maybe he always is. He’s a professional assassin. They tend to be detail-oriented people if they’re any good. And he’s good.”

  “We should abort the mission,” Kevin said.

  Over at the table, Jessie gave the fallen dice a slow, firm headshake. Harmony got her message, loud and clear.

  “She’s not backing down. Doctor?”

  “I’ve been thinking about our talk on the plane, and his dossier,” April said.

  “His mother. Either he never had one, or she wouldn’t—couldn’t—protect him from his father.”

  “Jessie,” April said, “shift tactics. Don’t try to seduce him; nurture him. Create an atmosphere of safety, of security. Harmony, can you join the game?”

  Harmony was on the move, making a beeline for the cashier’s station and digging out her cash. “Soon as I can. I’m picking up some chips now. What’s my approach?”

  “Play counterpoint. Make him uncomfortable, intimidate him.”

  “And push him into Jessie’s arms.”

  “Precisely,” April said. “No guarantees that it’ll work, but it’s our best angle. If nothing else, his reactions will help me to build a better profile.”

  Harmony moved up on the table. She waited, hovering close, until a spot opened up. Over on Hausler’s left, a few spaces down but still bracketing him between herself and her partner. Jessie was chatting with the dealer.

  “—one of those new Nintendo thingies. They’re, what, three hundred bucks or something?”

  That got a dismissive snort out of Hausler.

  “Video games.” His English was precise, college-educated and dressed in a crisp German accent. “At least in a casino you stand the chance to win something substantive.”

  “For my son,” she told him. “He turns eleven next week.”

  “You have a son.” His voice was carefully neutral and he stared down, speaking to the green felt. “So you…left him at home, and ran off to gamble in Las Vegas.”

  Jessie laughed. “Of course not. He’s asleep, up in our room. I put him to bed and then slipped out. I know this isn’t exactly Disney, but vacation options are a little limited when you work two jobs.”

  Her fingertip played across her small stack of chips.

  “Everything I do, I do for him,” she said. “That’s what I’m gambling for tonight. Birthday-present money. Probably a long shot, but I’ll do anything to see a smile on my little man’s face.”

  One of Hausler’s cheeks went tight, his lip curling with an uncertain twitch. He looked at her now, as if noticing her for the first time. Harmony saw her chance to step in.

  “So you get, what, a couple of hours of free time for yourself and spend the rest of your trip babysitting? In Vegas? Waste of a vacation. Should have left the kid with his father.”

  “He’s not in the picture,” Jessie shot back.

  The dice changed hands. Hausler was looking, pointedly, at Jessie’s fingers. Hunting for a ring. She turned her attention back to him and lowered her voice.

  “He drank. I didn’t care what he did to me, but…” She shook her head. “I wasn’t raising my boy in that house. We’re scraping to get by, but a mother does what she has to do.”

  “I think that’s highly admirable,” he replied. He paused a moment, then pointed to the felt. “You should wager on the pass line, as I do. Better odds than spreading your bets around the table like that.”

  April’s voice crackled over their earpieces. “Excellent. You have rapport. Test his space bubble, carefully. Harmony, turn your glasses toward them so I can see his reaction.”

  Jessie repeated her move from before, edging her fingers closer to his on the table’s rail.

  His hand didn’t budge. Not even when they were almost close enough to touch.

  “Good,” April said. “Harmony, your turn. You need to put emotional pressure on him. Ramp it up, then give him a shock—something that’ll open up a chance for Jessie to make her move.”

  Harmony had an idea. More of a Hail Mary than a concrete plan, but she saw her opening and took it.

  “Two jobs, though?” She glanced over at Jessie. “Let me guess, waitress and…waitress?”

  Jessie glowered back. “Nothing wrong with being a waitress. What do you do for a living?”

  Just like Harmony had hoped, her partner caught her tone and asked the exact question she needed her to. They worked in tandem, two players passing the ball with practiced rhythm as they ran it down the field together.

  “I’m an auditor,” Harmony said. “I’m with the Nevada Gaming Control Board.”

  She said it to Jessie, but her eyes were fixed on the dealer. Mindy, Hausler’s partner in crime, clenched her jaw until it started to shake. The color slowly drained from the young woman’s cheeks, rosy baby fat turning to pallid shades of white. On the other side of the table, Hausler caught her reaction. The anxiety was contagious. He stared down, up at the black security domes, looking in every direction but Harmony’s, like he needed an anchor for his gaze.

  “Oh, don’t worry,” Harmony said to the dealer, darkly playful. “I’m off duty. Besides, the Metropolitan always gets top marks. Don’t think we’ve ever had a problem here. Not like the Karnak. Now that place has issues.”

  Jessie perked up, feigning curiosity. “What’s wrong with the Karnak?”

  “Sloppy management. A few months ago, this professional cheater—his name was in the black book and everything—just waltzed right through the door. One of our undercovers caught him past-posting his bets at a roulette table. He would have walked away with twelve grand if we hadn’t stepped in.”

  “What happened to him?”

  “The cheater?” Harmony pretended to think about it. She watched Hausler’s left hand, holding her silence until she saw his fingers curl and scoop a chip into his palm. “Just got sentenced last week. Twenty-five years in prison. With good behavior he might be out in twelve.”

  Mindy was turning green now, like lunch meat left out to rot. Hausler compulsively squared his towers of chips, keeping one palmed for the drop. She signaled at him, a frantic finger wag to ward him off.

  “Word is,” Harmony casually added, “they’re taking a hard look at the staff over there. If anybody was knowingly helping him out, well…they’re going to wish for a sentence that light.”

  Kevin’s voice whispered in their earpieces. “Why is he still holding on to that chip he palmed? He’s not going to try to cheat again with Harmony standing right there, is he? Does he want to get caught?”

  He didn’t have a chance, not right away. His next bet was a loser. He ignored the desperate signals from his partner, still poised to make the drop and steal just a little more of the casino’s cash. April’s voice was clinical when she gave her assessment, watching his expression through Harmony’s glasses.

  “I suspect a degree of antisocial personality disorder is in play. Hausler is reckless, impulsive, and aggressive, with a very low regard for authority figures. He resents being told what to do or to follow society’s rules, and he lashes out in response without thinking about the consequences. In other words, he’s taking this risk because Harmony is here and watching. The danger, and feeling like he’s getting away with something—that’s pleasurable for him. Jessie, Kevin, get in position and get ready. Harmony? Drop the boom.”

  The dice tumbled, bounced off the mirrored walls of the table, and rolled to a stop. A natural eleven. The table erupted in cheers and shouts, everyone a winner, and Hausler made his move. He slowly leaned into the table, reaching toward the pass line, smooth and easy.

  Harmony shot out her hand and clamped down on his wrist.

  Her fingers curled tight. She stared dead into his eyes, neither of them blinking. She remembered the briefing, how Hausler had opened fire and started a massacre because a kid tried to stare him down. Now she held the Basilisk’s gaze like she was fishing with a shark on her line. She might reel him in, or he might turn around and come at her, jaws open wide.

  “Friendly word of advice,” Harmony said. “Maybe they run things differently in European casinos, but in America, you don’t reach across the table. Let the dealer do her job. It’s just good etiquette.”

  *     *     *

  Jessie made her move.

  Hausler was frozen where he stood, muscles taut, rigid with incandescent rage. Rage that was going to demand a violent outlet in about two seconds if Harmony didn’t let go of him, but for the moment his entire world was fixated on the woman in the suit and tie. Jessie’s fingers made a practiced dip, sliding into his hip pocket, rustling over stiff paper.

  She snaked out the hotel folio, its plastic treasure snug inside, and reached behind her. Kevin was already on the move, flowing with the tourist crowd. He snatched the folio without missing a beat and kept on walking.

  *     *     *

  “Do not touch me.”

  Hausler hissed his command between clenched teeth. The muscles of his neck stood out like steel cords, trembling with the strain. Harmony stood on a razor’s edge. She couldn’t see Jessie’s hands, not while she held the Basilisk’s deadly stare. Let go too soon, it might not be enough of a distraction. Hold on too long, and his fury might boil over and explode.

  She gripped his wrist for a long, slow three-count. Then she let go. He yanked his hand back like he’d been wasp-stung, clutching it tight against his chest, palmed chip still snug under his curled fingertip. His paltry bet sat on the felt, untouched, and the dealer slid it over with his winnings.

  Harmony dropped her gaze, looking to the table, de-escalating fast. She could still feel the heat of his stare boring into her. The commotion, brief as it was, drew the attention of a pit boss; the older man was talking to Mindy, conferring with the dealer in a low, concerned voice. Then he looked to the players.

  “Everything all right here, folks?”

  “Having a wonderful time,” Harmony said. “I was just complimenting your dealer’s skills. She’s a keeper.”

  Hausler reached across the table—pointedly, still glaring at her, asserting his dominion over the felt—and laid a single chip in front of Mindy.

  “For you,” he said, leaving the tip behind and gathering up his winnings from the rail. “I’m cashing out. A good night to you all.”

  Kevin’s voice gusted over the comm line. “Is he leaving? I just started the rip. Stall, stall.”
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  “I need forty more seconds,” Kevin said.

  Hausler wasn’t the only one leaving. Mindy swapped her space with a new dealer, one restless hand patting the man’s shoulder.

  “Time for me to go, everybody. You’re in good hands with Colin here. Don’t give him too hard of a time, okay?”

  Jessie and Harmony shared a glance. Harmony’s eyes darted left, passing on a message: she was going to follow Mindy. She and the Basilisk hadn’t finished playing their rigged game, and there was a chance she was about to report to Nadine.

  They couldn’t let that happen.

  Couldn’t let Hausler discover his missing key card, either. So Jessie trailed him, coming up from behind, counting paces and marking time as they neared the edge of the casino floor.

  “Twenty seconds,” Kevin said in her ear.

  “Hey,” Jessie said.

  Hausler turned. She kept her hands open and her body language soft, her gaze falling somewhere around his chin.

  “I don’t know what that was, but—”

  “Nothing,” he snapped. “It was nothing.”

  “I just…I wanted to thank you. For the betting advice. I started winning once I went for the pass line. I appreciate it.”

  He gathered himself up. Stoic now, reassured. His bottom lip jutted out a little as he gave her a curt nod.

  “Of course.” He paused, like he wasn’t sure what else to say. “You should be with your son. A devoted mother is…a valuable thing.”

  Kevin crossed the floor at his back. He dipped low, bending one knee, and the paper folio landed right behind Hausler’s alligator-skin shoe. Jessie held her breath, giving him a second to disappear down a corridor of flashing slot machines.

  “Hey, is that yours?” she said, pointing to the floor.

  He arched an eyebrow, dubious, one hand patting his hip pocket while the other scooped the folio off the jet-black carpet. He opened it up and checked the room number inked inside.

  “So it is,” he said. “Many thanks.”

  Jessie watched him leave. He had the card, but that didn’t mean he bought the story. Things didn’t magically jump from a man’s pocket to the floor. She figured he was probably walking backward through the last minute or so, trying to remember if he’d been rummaging in his pocket, sorting out how it might have happened. She pitched her voice low.

  “Harmony? Where you at?”

  “Lobby, on the dealer’s tail. She’s alone, moving fast, looking spooked.”

  “I’m coming to meet you. Kevin, follow Hausler. Most likely he’s either headed back up to his room or going straight to the check-in desk to get his card replaced, depending on how paranoid he is. Keep your distance, and if he gets on the elevator, don’t follow him inside. Just watch the numbers and tell me if it stops on his floor.”

  “On it, boss.”

  As she stalked out of the casino, Jessie’s hand brushed the hip of her blazer and felt the cold hard bend of the concealed pistol beneath. Aselia had been half-right on the plane: the Nitron Compact was light, comfortable—but in Hausler’s presence, she hadn’t forgotten she was carrying it. Not for one second.

  And in a couple of minutes, she might have to use it.

  *     *     *

  Mindy was angling for a staff door, one of the unmarked, decorative ink-red slabs set into the curve of pop-art-painted walls. The dealer shot a nervous glance over her shoulder.

  Then she turned and staggered to a sudden stop. Harmony stood square in her path.

  Mindy tried to make a save. She looked at the dark face of her phone, pretended to read a message, and wheeled around as if suddenly needing to be elsewhere. Then she stopped again. Jessie was right behind her, a wall in her new trajectory.

  “Hi,” Jessie said.

  “Oh, you’re that—that woman with the, uh, birthday shopping—”

  Jessie flipped open a leather folio and flashed her FBI credentials. She slapped it shut before Mindy could get a good look at her name.

  “I’ve got one of those, too,” Harmony said, moving up close behind her. “Want to see?”

  “I…I thought you said you were with the, um—”

  “We’re going to have a talk,” Jessie told her. “And believe me when I say that your future—your entire future, including whether you have one or not—depends on the choices you make in the next fifteen minutes. Let’s hope you make good ones.”

  *     *     *

  There were no dark places along the Vegas Strip, but there were quiet ones if you knew where to look. Quiet ones like the far edge of the Camelot’s parking lot, a short walk from the Metropolitan. It was all surface parking out here, dingy and worn-out in the shadow of the dirty white concrete castle, a theme park long past its prime. Mindy led them past rusting RVs and minivans with bug-flecked grilles and license plates from Wyoming and Texas. She held her silence until they were as alone as they could manage, walking like a woman on her way to the electric chair.

  Jessie had offered her fifteen minutes. They didn’t need half that long to figure out that Mindy was either a virtuoso actress or clueless and completely out of her depth. She cracked under a hard look, babbling out her criminal history with visions of a twenty-year prison stretch in her big, damp eyes.

  “It was only four times. I swear, it was only four times, maybe five, six tops, and it wasn’t that much money. I mean, okay, it was a lot once or twice, but the other times it wasn’t even that much money—”

  “Start at the beginning,” Harmony told her.

  Mindy wasn’t a Roses agent: she was an asset, and she had no idea that her little hustle was backed by the powers of hell. She never knew who she’d be feeding her casino’s chips to, when they’d show up at her table, or how much they’d walk away with. All she knew was that if a gambler bellied up to the rail and greeted her with the phrase, “I’m feeling lucky. I went to the botanical gardens today and the roses are in bloom,” it was her job to make sure they walked away a winner.

  “Roses,” Harmony said. “That doesn’t mean anything to you, does it?”

  It didn’t. She laid out the rest of the scheme.

  “It’s been a different person each time,” Mindy said. “And a different amount. They’d just play until they had…enough, I guess, and leave. I’ve got a phone number. I’m supposed to text when they show up, when they leave, and how much money they leave with.”

  Harmony looked to Jessie. “To make sure they only took their share. Whatever Nadine promised to pay them.”

  “Have you done it yet?” Jessie asked.

  Mindy shook her head. They watched, expectant, as she took out her phone and fumble-fingered her way through the text.

  “What usually happens next?” Harmony asked her.

  “Next is, well, my turn.” She pocketed the phone, her plump cheeks gone starch white under the harsh parking-lot lamplight. “I’m supposed to finish my shift and wait. The person I, um…helped sends me a message, usually later that same night, telling me where to meet them. We don’t talk. They just give me an envelope, and inside the envelope is my cut of what they won at my table. I get ten percent.”

  “And tonight? Has he contacted you yet?”

  “No. Not yet. It doesn’t always happen right away.”

  Jessie’s fingertip brushed her ear. “Kevin? What’s the word on Hausler?”

  “Upstairs, boss. He headed straight for the elevators. Looks like we got away with it.”

  “And we’ve got a working copy of his key?”

  “Working remains to be seen,” Kevin said. “We can’t exactly test it while he’s sitting in his room. But I just finished cloning the data onto a blank, and it should work. Hypothetically. With ninety-nine percent certainty.”

  “Good enough.” Jessie looked from the dealer, who was an inch shy of bursting into tears, back to Harmony. “He’s probably on the phone with Nadine as we speak, demanding the rest of his cash.”

  “Do you know who your handler is?” Harmony asked.

  Mindy responded with a blank stare.

  “The person you report to,” Harmony said. “Who got you into this in the first place? You had to have met them face-to-face, at least once.”

  The dealer’s gaze took a nosedive, landing on the dirty asphalt.

  “You wouldn’t believe me,” she said.

  “Try us,” Jessie told her.

  “Well…I mean, she never told me her name, but…” Mindy chewed her bottom lip for a second. “This is going to sound crazy, but I swear to God, she kind of looked like Taylor Swift. I was never going to help her—I mean, I’m not a criminal, okay? But I’m so underwater on my student loans and I don’t get enough hours at work to pay for everything, and she put her hand on my shoulder and told me it was going to be all right, that she had a way to help me, and it all made sense. And once I did it the first time and got away with it, all that money, I couldn’t stop.”

  “Stay put,” Jessie said.

  She and Harmony took a few steps back, leaning close and pitching their voices low while Mindy stewed.

  “She’s a guppy,” Jessie murmured. “I say we toss her back into the water.”

  “Sharks in the water, though. Hausler’s got to be furious right now.”

  “Not at her. She did just what Nadine told her.”

  “Doesn’t matter,” Harmony said. “Look at her. She’s losing it. If Hausler contacts her to meet and hand over her share like he’s supposed to, do you think there’s any chance she won’t crack and tell him everything? And if he tells Nadine that her girl got rousted by a pair of women with FBI badges and our descriptions…”

  Jessie eyed the dealer. She gave a sharp nod.

  “Right. No meeting for Mindy. She needs to vanish, at least until this mission’s a wrap. What do you think, call the locals, gin up a charge, and get her tossed in a holding cell? That’d keep her out of reach until the convention is over.”

  Harmony thought about it. “Word of an arrest could get back to Nadine. And if Nadine thinks Mindy has been compromised somehow, if she’s not trustworthy or useful anymore…I mean, I’m not saying she deserves a free pass here, a crime is a crime, but she doesn’t deserve to die for it. Besides, if we keep her in play, she might be useful down the line.”

  “Follow my lead,” Jessie said.

  They stepped back up to Mindy, flanking her close, pinning her where she stood.

  “However much trouble you think you’re in right now,” Jessie told her, “trust me: it’s about a thousand times worse than that.”

  “But,” added Harmony, playing the good-cop role, “there might be a way out of this for you. You could avoid prison time, maybe even keep your job.”

  “Maybe,” Jessie said, folding her arms and giving Mindy a withering glare.

  She clung to Harmony’s promise of hope like a drowning woman reaching for a life preserver. “What…what do I have to do? Anything. I’ll do anything you want.”

  “We’ll talk about that later. Right now, only one thing matters: there’s a good chance that gambler you ‘helped’ tonight isn’t going to contact you. But if he does, or if anyone does, you’re going to call me immediately.”

  Harmony handed over one of her business cards. Mindy held it in her trembling hands. She squinted at the cheap font.

  “Sophie Mitchell,” she read aloud. “Staff reporter, Seattle Tech Times?”

  “We’re undercover,” Harmony said. “Point is, you call that number, you’ll reach me or someone in my office.”

  Jessie moved closer, looming over her just long enough to snare her undivided attention.

  “You’re going to go home,” Jessie said. “Right now. When’s your next shift at work?”

  “T-tomorrow morning.”

  “Not anymore. Tomorrow morning you’re going to wake up with a nasty stomach flu. The kind that’ll keep you in bed for two, maybe three days.”

  “I…I can’t do that,” Mindy said. “It’s a big convention weekend. I could get written up if I call off like that. And conventions are where I make the best tips.”

  April’s voice came in over their earpieces. “Jessie? A picture is worth a thousand words. Sending something to your phone. It should help put her on the straight and narrow.”

  Jessie gave her phone a glance, then a grim nod.

  “You need to understand something,” she said. “The people you’re in bed with? They’re not ordinary criminals. Now, that gambler you met tonight, he didn’t get all his money, and he’s pissed. You screwed up, Mindy.”

  “But…” She gave Harmony a desperate look, her eyes begging for help. “But that wasn’t me. I mean, it wasn’t my fault.”

  “You screwed up, and he’s going to want to talk to you about it. Know what happens when he gets angry?”

  Jessie showed her the screen. And the photograph, from their briefing, taken in the aftermath of the Thai village massacre. Mindy tried to turn her head away. Jessie followed her with her hand, making her look at it: the bodies, the smoking wreckage, the fat black flies clustering on ruptured flesh.

  “He’s a war criminal, Mindy. That is the kind of bad guy you’re doing business with. And he will snuff you out without a second thought.”

  “I didn’t know,” was all she could manage to say. She closed her eyes so she could stop seeing the image on the screen. One tear trickled free, rolling down her cheek.

  “You have one way, and only one way, to survive now,” Harmony said. “We’ll protect you, but you have to cooperate. One hundred percent, okay? Just follow our instructions and we’ll get you through this.”

  “Go home,” Jessie told her. “We’ll be in touch.”
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  Kevin met them back at the hotel. They had a room on the twelfth floor. Two queen beds with scarlet paisley bedspreads, jet-black carpet, a photographic print of plump cherry lips next to the wide-screen TV. Not quite classy, not quite sleazy, and trying to have the best of both worlds.

  “We just got here and this op is already messier than I would have liked,” Jessie said as they walked in. “We figured Hausler was working alone. Instead, Nadine’s got a clown car full of operatives and assets out here.”

  Harmony flipped the deadbolt behind her. “Look at it this way: Mindy’s ours now. And the Uber driver? He can be ours, once we have the breathing room to dig in and go to work on him. Every time Hausler makes contact, he’s handing us resources we can flip against Nadine. And if we can’t flip them, we can always sell them.”

  Jessie was puzzled at first. Then she flashed a sly smile as she got the message.

  “Caitlin,” Jessie said.

  “Vegas is her prince’s territory. If we brought her attention to some deep-cover infernal agents who are living here without permission, I imagine she’d be grateful for the heads-up.”

  “I dig it. We have options.” She turned to Kevin. “I like having options. Give me more of them.”

  “Gotcha covered,” he said, brandishing a key card. The plastic was pure white, no hotel livery or advertising, just a plain and faceless rectangle. “I’m setting you up for what we call, in the hackersphere—”

  “That’s not a real word,” Jessie said.

  “—for what we call an ‘evil maid attack.’”

  “I’m not wearing a maid outfit,” Harmony said.

  “Aw.” Jessie gave her a sidelong glance. “You’d look cute. One of those little ones with all the ruffles? No?”

  “Anyway,” Kevin said. “An evil maid attack is a means of physically compromising a computer while the owner’s away. Such as, the sort of thing one could do to a laptop, if one happened to be a hotel maid with bad intentions. We don’t know for a fact that Hausler has one in his room, but considering you saw him take a laptop bag from his driver’s trunk, well…”

  “It could be the way Nadine is briefing him on the mission,” Harmony said.

  “Exactly. He picks up the briefing materials from his handler here on the ground, then gives it back on his ride to the airport when he’s done. That way he doesn’t pass through international customs with anything incriminating on him. That’s my theory, anyway.”

  “How does this work?” Jessie asked.

  He handed her the white plastic card.

  “This is the clone of his room key. Should get you inside, no problem. Once you’re in, locate the device. Slot this, then turn it on.”

  He offered Harmony a USB stick, slender and sheathed in ice-blue rubber. The cap was rough against her thumb, textured with tiny bumps.

  “It’s an icepick,” she said. “Like the one we used on Nadine’s accountant.”

  “Exactly. This version is a little more versatile, since we don’t know what he’s got or what kind of operating system he’s running. On the other hand, it’s also less powerful. We had years of data on Dima Chakroun, tons of personal information to fill a password-attack dictionary with. Hausler’s history is a lot sketchier, but I did my best.”

  “We’ll make it work,” Jessie said. “What happens next?”

  “Once you’re in, I’ll need you to manually connect to the hotel’s Wi-Fi. Give me a call, and I’ll set up a back door. Not only will I be able to grab anything on his rig, we can monitor any ongoing message traffic, on the off chance he’s using it to directly communicate with Nadine.” He shrugged, anxious now. “I mean, that’s assuming there is a laptop. The bag could have been filled with guns, for all I know, but now you’re geared up for the job either way.”

  “You did great,” Jessie told him. She checked her phone. “Message from April. She just checked in across the street, she’s calling it a night. And…Aselia and Marco are pulling an all-night engineering party, working on something at the hangar. They won’t say what, only that it won’t explode. Probably.”

  “Need anything else from me?” he asked.

  “I shouldn’t, but keep your phone on just in case. Also, I want the standard surveillance taps in place. Police band, area hospitals. If anything goes weird or deadly within ten miles of this hotel, I want to know about it. There’s a good chance Hausler’s going to make his move tomorrow, so be ready for anything.”

  Kevin snapped a salute. “On it. I’ll, uh, go get some rest.”

  “Yeah,” Jessie said as he turned to the door. “You’re certainly not going to go down to the casino and gamble with your new fake ID. You know, the one you had the Print Shop rush for you an hour before we took off?”

  He froze.

  “I am the acting director,” she said. “The person who has to sign off on all the special requests? That’s me. Hi.”

  “Uh…thank you?”

  “You’re welcome.” Jessie wriggled her fingers at him. “Bye now.”

  He backpedaled out of the room. Quickly.

  “That was nice of you,” Harmony said.

  “Eh, he turns twenty-one in what, nine months? Early birthday present. Besides, if I can’t contribute to someone’s moral delinquency in Las Vegas, where can I do it?” She took another look at her phone. “April routed the number on your business card straight to this line. If Mindy calls or texts, we’ll get it here right away.”

  “Do you think Hausler will contact her?”

  Jessie set her phone on the dresser. The dead screen of the television captured their silhouettes, ghosts in the dim light from a bedside lamp.

  “No telling,” Jessie said. “But Nadine can get a dozen Mindys in her pocket anytime she wants, and probably half of them would sign on before she uses her powers of persuasion. If she’s worried about her pet dealer coming under a police spotlight, her safest move is to cut the kid loose and never contact her again. Mindy doesn’t know anything. The only actual evidence she has is a number for a burner phone, and I guarantee it’s been bounced from here to Zurich and back again. That’s how she works. Nadine stays insulated; it’s her assets who end up twisting in the wind when things go wrong.”

  “She’ll have to find a way to get Hausler the rest of the money she owes him,” Harmony said.

  “Sure. She’ll tell him the check’s in the mail.” Jessie nodded at the door. “Nothing else we can do tonight, as long as our target’s holed up in his room. Want to go downstairs, get a drink, laugh at Kevin while he loses his paycheck?”

  Harmony pursed her lips. Looking to the door, back to Jessie, edging away from it a little. Deeper into the sanctuary of their room.

  “I’m a little peopled-out tonight,” she said.

  Jessie tilted her head, studying her now. “You okay?”

  “Just…all the noise, and smoke, and the flashing lights.” Harmony made a vague gesture at the side of her head. “It’s a lot. I’m sorry.”

  “Hey. None of that.”

  Jessie reached out. Her fingers brushed Harmony’s arm.

  “Everybody’s got their own way to recharge. Why don’t you crash? Chill out here, get some sleep. Going to be a busy day tomorrow. I’m going to head on down for a bit, soak up the atmosphere, and probably pay way too much money for a watered-down cocktail.”

  “Wake me if Mindy calls?”

  “Will do, but don’t get your hopes up. If nobody’s reached out to her by now, they probably aren’t going to. Might never again. I think the girl’s off the hook.”

  Harmony wanted to believe that. But Nadine never lets anyone off the hook, she thought as the door swung shut behind Jessie, leaving her in the lonely silence. She stripped off her jacket, her holster, her shoes, curling her toes on the thin carpet and drinking in the emptiness. With the cacophony of the casino gone, new sounds drifted in to replace it: the low humming of the air conditioner, the rumble of a room-service cart wheeling down the hall outside.

  She clicked off the light and lay down on the bedspread, somewhere between resting and ready. Exhaustion and hunger crept in, leaving the landscape of her mind barren and cold, cold as the desert dark.

  *     *     *

  It was still cold when the first rays of sun came shimmering over the red rock mountains in the distance. Dawn brought a call from Kevin. His automated surveillance of the city’s emergency lines had sent him a wake-up message as the right string of keywords landed like three black bars on a slot machine. Harmony and Jessie didn’t say a word on the way over, riding in grim silence to a two-floor apartment building a few blocks away from the casino. The address, and the name on the rental, told them all they needed to know.

  This wasn’t the Strip. They were backstage, a street lined with stucco apartment buildings painted aquamarine and bone-white, deco with big ovals and Spanish whorls that looked dated back in the ’70s when this was all new construction. Affordable housing for the bellhops and maids, the clerks and dealers who kept the machine running and made the magic happen. A police cordon blocked off a chunk of parking lot; Harmony and Jessie arrived just in time to see the yellow tape unfurl, marking off a wedge of broken asphalt and the open door, dressed in peeling blue paint, to apartment 8.

  A crowd had turned out for the show. A woman in a housecoat and curlers, a cigarette dangling from her lips, held up her phone to record the arrival of an ambulance. The bus pulled in next to a pair of parked cruisers. The lead on the scene was a plainclothes cop, a jowled bulldog who looked like he hadn’t had his morning coffee yet, and he turned his bleary gaze onto Jessie’s badge.

  “Temple and Black, FBI,” she said.

  “Cort,” he grunted. “Metro. What brings you ladies out to my lovely morning crime scene?”

  “We have business with the registered occupant,” Harmony said.

  “Yeah? Gonna have to conduct it with a séance.” He nodded to the open doorway. “I’m waiting for the crime-scene techs. Just holding the fort while my guys canvass for any witnesses. So far, no love.”

  “May we?” Harmony asked, looking to the door.

  “Like I said, waiting for the crime-scene techs.”

  “We knew the deceased,” Jessie told him. “We might have insights. Something that could help.”

  He gave her a long, granite-hard stare. Then he stepped aside.

  “Treat the scene like a stripper,” he said. “Look, but don’t touch.”

  Mindy Landis led a spare life. Her furniture was fresh from her college dorm, old books and a graduation cap nestled in plastic milk-carton cubbies, a futon doing double duty as a sofa. Early sunlight pushed around dusty paper window shades. On the kitchen threshold, the stench hit Harmony with a curled fist. It flooded the air, drenched it in a wash of dirty copper and rotten-meat soup.

  Mindy sat at a folding card table. Back straight, palms flat on the cheap plastic. She would have been staring straight ahead, toward the open doorway, if she still had a face.

  Something had bored a hole through her head, a hole the size of a baseball. In through the front, out the back, hollowing her out like a jack-o’-lantern. The window and wall at her back were a nightmare collage of the insides of her skull, a volcanic eruption of still-wet blood mingled with pulped bone and gray matter.

  The cop had followed them inside. “Shotgun. Big bore shotgun. That’s my theory. Perp walked in, took aim, blam. Kid never had a chance.”

  Harmony looked at her hands. “The table is empty.”

  “Huh?”

  She pointed to the plastic, the empty expanse marred by droplets of scarlet rain.

  “Why was she sitting here? Her futon, her TV, all of her things, they’re all in the other room. Only reason to sit here is to eat. No food. No place settings.” Harmony took a slow prowl around the table, careful not to step in the carnage. “She let him inside. He sat with her.”

  She looked to the chair opposite Mindy’s, watching it play out in her mind’s eye. Hausler. The dealer didn’t follow orders; maybe she was afraid to, or maybe the lure of easy money was just too hard to pass up. He contacted her. She invited him over and let her killer in, expecting her cut of the winnings. Harmony watched Hausler’s ghost, painted in luminous blue, slide back the chair on the other side of the table. Mindy sat down where she died, put her palms flat on the table, and waited, expectant.

  Hausler’s ghost swung up an assault shotgun, took aim, and—

  No. Rewind.

  No room to level a longarm at the table, and she would have seen him bring it into her home. She would have been scared. Nothing about her posture, her pose, said scared. She was all business when she died. Harmony played it again. Now he pulled back the folds of an overcoat, clothing he could wear in the cold of the desert night without standing out, and hefted a sawed-off shotgun. He pulled the trigger and—

  No. Rewind.

  Harmony looked to the curtain of gore behind the tunnel of Mindy’s skull. She had been running through a catalog of firearms in the back of her mind, carrying out ballistics tests. A few weapons were powerful enough to do this kind of damage.

  “And every one of them would leave something behind,” she murmured. “Shrapnel, fragments, some kind of trace. Impact would have been…more powerful than this. The glass of the window behind her isn’t even cracked. This wasn’t a shotgun.”

  The cop folded his arms, wearing his discomfort as he shifted from foot to foot.

  “Like I said,” he repeated, “waiting for the crime-scene techs.”

  “Did anyone hear a shot?” Jessie asked him.

  “Still making inquiries, but this isn’t the kind of place where anybody hears anything. Everyone goes deaf once the lights turn down.”

  “Was anything taken?”

  “Not that we can tell,” he said. “Her purse is by the front door. Wallet and car keys are still there. No cash in the wallet. No telling if she had any to start with, though, and her credit cards weren’t touched. Only thing we can’t find is a cell phone.”

  *     *     *

  Harmony was silent when they left the crime scene. Taciturn, staring dead ahead as they got back in the car. Jessie drove. Harmony didn’t speak until they pulled out of the parking lot; she had to compose the murder in her head, walk through it one more time, get all the details just right.

  “She never lets anyone off the hook.”

  Jessie glanced at her. “Nadine.”

  “Mindy’s cell phone. That’s what he came for. Hausler. I thought maybe he killed her because he was angry about not getting his money. We’ve seen his record; he’s murdered people for less than that. It wasn’t her fault, it was mine, but he’d need to vent his anger on somebody.”

  “But,” Jessie said.

  “After we threw a wrench in their scam, he would have called Nadine. Furious, demanding his money. All she’d know is that a gaming-board agent showed up at the table being run by her pet dealer and nearly caught them cheating. Like I said, she can get another Mindy. The girl was a disposable asset and potentially a liability. So she disposed of her. Mindy did business over that phone; Nadine told Hausler to take it when he left. Make sure there wasn’t any evidence.”

  “Last night, you didn’t think there’d be any evidence to find.”

  “Still don’t,” Harmony said. “Just some cryptic, maybe coded text messages from a burner phone half a world away. She wasn’t any kind of a real threat. But we know Nadine: when she thinks anybody’s closing in on her operations, she scours her trail and salts the earth. She didn’t have to kill Mindy…but she didn’t have a reason not to, either. Human life is meaningless to her.”

  “Fifty grand isn’t meaningless. Hausler doesn’t kill for cheap.”

  “He’s already in town, and she wasn’t any kind of a challenge. Or a threat. Maybe he gave her a discount. Maybe she convinced him he’d be covering his own tracks. Maybe she just asked nicely. They’ve got some kind of relationship. Not like her other agents. He’s close to her, maybe closer than her own daughter.” Harmony’s short-cropped fingernails drummed on the armrest. “I want him.”

  “Harmony—”

  “I was fine with letting Hausler go. ID his target, get them to safety, maintain our cover. I was fine with that. Before.”

  “We knew there could be some collateral damage,” Jessie said.

  Harmony still couldn’t see the end of her mental play-by-play. Couldn’t figure out what kind of weapon he’d used to murder the girl. But he’d done it. She let the Basilisk into her home, expecting an envelope full of cash, and he’d killed her. Then he went back to the hotel and got a good night’s sleep.

  “I want him,” she said. “There has to be a way to take him out without putting Nadine on high alert. An accident. Or pin it on one of her other enemies.”

  “If we can find a way,” Jessie conceded. “A safe way, that doesn’t risk the big picture.”

  They rolled up to a stoplight. Harmony felt Jessie staring at her, like she was trying to read something in Harmony’s eyes.

  “This wasn’t your fault,” Jessie said.

  “I chose the approach. A dozen ways I could have rattled his cage, and I picked the one that made Mindy a liability.”

  “You couldn’t have known.”

  “This is what Nadine does,” Harmony said. “She takes what she wants and ruins anything she can’t have.”

  Her drumming fingers fell silent.

  “I want to ruin something that belongs to her.”
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  TechTopia had begun.

  Registration lines snaked through the lobby and the ballrooms were buzzing, filling up for the first panel discussions of the day. Technocrats held court on the next generation of microprocessors, green energy, and the future of the electric car. And somewhere in the scrum, one of the hundreds of bright-eyed conventioneers had been marked for death.

  “No jetpacks,” Jessie murmured over the comm line as she eased down a wide corridor, blending with the morning crowd. “All these brainiacs and they can’t invent one single jetpack? I’m not asking for a lot here.”

  The team had split up, spreading out across the ground floor of the hotel. April rolled past Jessie, only a flicker of eye contact between them. Everyone was hunting for the Basilisk. The convention was only two days long. If their hunch was right, today he’d be scouting his target and planning the kill. And they’d be scouting him.

  “Got eyes on Hausler,” Kevin said. “He’s going into the Welles Ballroom. There’s a lecture starting in about three minutes.”

  Jessie changed course, hooking a U-turn and striding toward the closest elevators.

  “Stay on him. Most likely he’s tailing whoever he’s here to kill.”

  “I’ll join you,” April said.

  “Harmony, meet me up on fifteen,” Jessie said. “Let’s see what the Basilisk is hiding.”

  Kevin’s cloned key card worked without a hitch. One wave of the white plastic rectangle and the lock on Hausler’s door opened with a flash of green light and an obliging beep. Harmony took point. She opened the door slowly, just a crack, and knocked loud.

  “Housekeeping,” she called out.

  They waited a beat. Not a sound. Hausler didn’t have any company over. Harmony pushed the door open wider and stepped across the threshold. He had left the lights off and the window shades drawn down. She paused, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom.

  Jessie could see in the dark. She moved ahead of her partner, passing Harmony a pair of disposable latex gloves. Then she did a quick sweep for safety, checking the bathroom, making sure they were alone.

  “Maid service hasn’t come through yet,” Harmony said. “He made the bed.”

  Jessie poked her head out of the bathroom doorway. “Hmm?”

  She pointed to the pristine bed, the top sheet folded with a razor-sharp crease.

  “He’s staying in a hotel, and he made his own bed.”

  Jessie tugged her own gloves tight, blue latex snapping at her wrists as she walked over to the dresser. “He was military intelligence before he was a merc, right? Old habits die hard. Or maybe he’s just really neurotic. If he wasn’t evil, I’d say you two should date.”

  Harmony found the laptop bag propped neatly at the bottom of the closet. Jessie found Mindy’s cell phone. The proof of Hausler’s guilt had been stowed in the dresser with his underwear and socks, everything folded regulation-tight and stored in an orderly row.

  “Your theory checks out,” she said, showing Harmony the phone before carefully putting it back. “What’s in the bag?”

  Harmony laid it flat on the edge of the bed, unbuckling the canvas straps. If his handler had given him any weapons, he was carrying them downstairs; the bag held nothing but a slim notebook computer, a battery-powered mouse, and a charging cord.

  “Looks like we’re about to find out who his target is.” Jessie’s fingertip brushed her ear. “Kevin? We’ve got a notebook here. Gonna try your icepick and see if we can get in.”

  Radio silence, for a moment. Then: “Okay, April’s going to stay here and watch Hausler while I get into position. As soon as you’re inside, connect to the hotel Wi-Fi and let me know. I’ll handle the rest from my PC.”

  Harmony opened the notebook. She propped it up, slotted Kevin’s USB stick, and tapped the power button. The screen lit up in shades of tranquil blue. She expected an eruption of code, windows popping up as the icepick went to work. Instead…nothing. Just a password prompt, the cursor softly strobing as it waited for her answer.

  “Kevin? Problem. It’s not working.”

  “You have to give it time,” he said. “It’s running like six different dictionary patterns—”

  “No, I mean, it’s not working. At all. Nothing’s happening.”

  “Damn. I was worried about that. Like I said last night, I had no idea what kind of rig he’d have, so I had to make the icepick super generic. I’m sorry, I messed up.”

  “It’s okay,” Jessie said. “You did your best. We’re going to cover our tracks and get out of here.”

  Kevin’s voice lit up. “Wait! Wait, wait, I’ve got an idea. We can salvage this. Give me the make, model, color of the case, all the details you can. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

  Thirty passed. Kevin was holding his silence while he worked. April murmured a status update over the line.

  “The lecture is wrapping up,” she said. “And Hausler looks restless. Whatever you’re planning to do, I suggest doing it quickly.”

  Five minutes later, a quick knock sounded at the door. Jessie checked the peephole and opened it up, letting Kevin inside. He had a fat bag under his arm from the Galleria Promenade.

  “It’s over,” April said. “I’m tailing Hausler from a safe distance, but he’s making his way toward the elevator banks. Get out. Now.”

  The bag shredded down one side as Kevin tossed it on the mattress, ripping it open. His prize, nestled inside, was an identical twin to Hausler’s notebook.

  “We take his PC and leave this one behind. He’ll never know we were here.” He squinted, hunting in the gloom. “Power outlet. I need a power outlet.”

  Jessie pointed it out, while Harmony gave him a dubious eye.

  “How will that work?” Harmony said. “The second he turns it on, he’ll know it’s not his.”

  Kevin hooked the duplicate notebook up to the charging cord. He turned it on, pressing three fingers on the keyboard and holding them in place while the PC tried to boot up.

  “Interrupting BIOS, and…here we go.” Instead of tranquil blue, he was greeted with a flood of dense text. He typed in a flurry, issuing string after string of commands. “No, because next time he boots ‘his’ notebook, he’s going to discover a catastrophic hard drive failure. Only way he figures out the truth is with a full forensic analysis. Easier to just assume Nadine gave him a lemon. Computers break all the time. It happens.”

  “He’s getting on the elevator,” April warned them.

  Kevin hammered the keys, hunching over the screen. “Wait for it. Almost there. And…good! We’re good.”

  He ripped the power cord loose and Harmony’s gloved hands snatched up the notebook. She wiped it down with a wadded tissue, collapsed it, and shoved it in the laptop bag, putting it back in the closet while Kevin and Jessie gathered up the rest. Hausler’s real notebook landed in Kevin’s Galleria bag. They gave the room a fast look-over on their way out, shut the door behind them, and stripped off their gloves while they speed-walked along the silent corridor.

  The elevator chimed up ahead. They broke left, away from the doors, and found a bend in the corridor to hide behind. Jessie held up three fingers, a slow count. At zero, Kevin stuck his head out. Then he padded a little farther up the hall, taking a peek. He waved them over.

  “Just saw him go inside,” he said. He clutched the bag tight to his chest. “I’m going to take this baby back to my workbench on the plane. It might take me a few hours, but trust me: I can get it open.”

  “I know you can.” Jessie looked to her partner. “What do you think? Want to do a little groundwork in the meantime?”

  Harmony nodded. “We might be able to pick up some local chatter. It could help to find out if any of the attendees have the kind of enemies who want them dead.”

  “This is a convention for Silicon Valley tech bros,” Kevin said. “Good luck finding an attendee who doesn’t.”

  *     *     *

  They split up and mingled. Well, Jessie mingled, sliding into knots of con-goers in the halls and striking up casual conversation. Harmony mostly watched, ghosting her way through the hotel’s corridors and taking in a thousand details at once. Body language, postures. Faces, she wasn’t so good at, but she parsed the voices all around her on a hunt for clues.

  Some bodies spoke louder than others. Like the one coming in from the poolside doors, her bronzed and wet skin clad in a string-bikini top and an emerald flower-print sarong that tied at one hip. Her eyes locked onto Harmony like a heat-seeking missile. Harmony met her halfway across the lobby floor.

  “Coraline,” Harmony said.

  “Well, well,” she purred. “This is a surprise.”

  “Somehow I doubt that.”

  Coraline pretended to look hurt. “Would I ever deceive you?”

  “Well, let’s think about that,” Harmony said. “When we met in Tampa, you seduced my partner, and then you and your brother tried to drug us and take us prisoner.”

  “Sometimes introductions get off to a rocky start, and then blossom into beautiful friendships down the line. Speaking of your partner, is she around?”

  “Maybe.”

  “Then maybe,” Coraline said, hooking one arm around Harmony’s waist and pulling her along with her, “I have intel to share. Word from the boss, as promised, and I don’t think you’ll be disappointed. Let’s go find her.”

  *     *     *

  Ethan found her first. Coraline’s brother did a double take when he saw Jessie’s face in the crowd. She didn’t slow her stride, but one hand eased toward the flap of her blazer, and the deadly cargo she carried underneath.

  By unspoken agreement, they both sidestepped out of the flow of traffic, coming face-to-face beside a table piled with flyers and convention schedules. The demon-blooded operative looked the same as the first time they’d met: buttoned down tight, thick glasses, only missing the pocket protector to complete his nerdy ensemble. Jessie’s gaze lifted to his hair, and the brand-new shock of skunk-tail white that ran in a streak along one side of his scalp.

  “Ethan. What’s the matter, couldn’t afford the whole bottle of hair dye?”

  His nose wrinkled. He looked past Jessie, over her shoulder, hunting for someone.

  “Oh, that?” Now he gave her a withering stare. “Thank your partner for me. You know, I gave our intelligence section hell after we faced off in Tampa. They told me you were the monster on the team.”

  Jessie gave him a little headshake. Her brow furrowed.

  “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”

  He looked into her eyes, probing. Then his look of distaste became a tiny, sly smile.

  “You have no idea,” he said. “Do you?”

  “No idea about what?”

  “When you were…with my sister—”

  “Oh, I was with your sister,” Jessie said.

  “Did Harmony happen to tell you what happened between us? All the details?”

  “Told me you tried to roofie her drink, she caught you, and then she kicked your ass. Oh, and then you ran away like a little bitch. Was there anything else? Did I miss something?”

  The corner of his mouth curled in a snarl. His hand rose up and his fingers ruffled through the skunk-tail streak in his hair.

  “Only the truth,” he said. “You should ask her for the whole story next time. Your partner isn’t who you think she is.”

  They had company. Harmony and Coraline came down the hall, making a beeline for them. Ethan got one look at Harmony and suddenly had somewhere else to be.

  “You can take over from here,” he said to Coraline.

  “I usually do,” she said. Then, to his retreating back: “Dickbag.”

  Jessie felt herself off-balance, stumbling. It was a rare sensation. Not one she liked. She gave Harmony a once-over, worried—a free-floating, general cloud of anxiety that couldn’t settle on anyone or anything in particular—and then forced herself to focus on the job at hand. Whatever Ethan was playing at, it would keep for later. She took a deep breath and locked eyes with Coraline.

  “Hey.”

  “Hey yourself,” Coraline said.

  Harmony looked shaken, too. She watched Ethan go, her eyes on his skunk tail, before tearing her gaze away.

  “Coraline says she has information from Ariel.”

  “You didn’t come all this way just to chat with us”—Jessie looked Coraline up and down—“or to get that tan, not that I’m complaining.”

  “Nor could you have known that we’d be here,” Harmony added.

  Coraline held up her hands in surrender. “Lucky accident, and that’s the truth. Dickbag and I are here on business. Court business. I spotted Harmony here by the pool and called the boss for instructions. She’s a micro-manager.”

  “I got that impression,” Jessie said. “I’m hoping those instructions weren’t ‘try to kidnap them.’ For the second time in a row.”

  “You’d love it and you know it. But no. She had info for you, as promised, and she wanted me to touch base. See, our business here might be your business, too.”
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  Coraline wanted to go back to the swimming pool.

  “I’m not dressed for hotel air-conditioning,” she said. “Besides, if I have to deal with overgrown frat boys staring at my tits all weekend, I’m at least going to finish working on my tan at the same time.”

  “You’re not exactly dressed for covert operations,” Harmony said, standing on Jessie’s other side as they walked.

  Coraline shot her a look. “Says the chick wearing a suit and tie in the middle of a tourist resort. Real subtle, Mr. Bond.”

  “Just so you’re aware,” April said, her voice soft over their earpieces, “I’m maintaining watch from a safe distance. As far as we know, Ariel and her cohort don’t know the identities of anyone in Vigilant Lock, save for the two of you, and it’s a good idea to keep it that way. They’re allies of convenience; don’t trust them. And don’t trust Coraline in particular.”

  Harmony picked up the firmness in her voice, at the end. That warning was meant for Jessie.

  The smoked-glass doors whisked open and the heat boiled in. Sweat prickled on Harmony’s skin, like the air was so dry it demanded her body yield up whatever moisture it could give, a sacrifice to forgotten desert gods. She cupped a hand over her brow and squinted into the brutal white sunlight. The back lot of the Metropolitan, ringed by towering fencework on two sides, was a water wonderland. They didn’t have a single pool but a network of them, sprawling lagoons joined by canals, concrete footbridges offering a path above swimmers’ heads as they splashed through the clean, crisp water.

  Coraline led the way to a poolside bar. The architect had gone for a vaguely Asian style, a pagoda of cherry and black lacquer with stools that curved like the caress of a hand. They took three spots on the far end, and Coraline waved a casual hand at the bartender.

  “Strawberry daiquiri for me,” she said, then looked to Jessie and Harmony. “Get whatever you want. Ariel is paying for it. I mean, her credit card is.”

  “I’ll have what she’s having,” Jessie told the bartender.

  “Bottled water, please,” Harmony said.

  Coraline rolled her eyes. “Right. Delicate mortal constitution. Have to stay hydrated. Jessie, you ever get a little tired of being teamed up with a human?”

  Low at her side, under the bar, Jessie found Harmony’s hand. She gave her a quick squeeze, a heartbeat of reassurance, then fell away.

  “Not even once,” Jessie said. “And I’m going to need you to do me a favor, and show my partner some respect.”

  Coraline’s eyebrows lifted. “Touchy. Okay. Mea culpa. Moving on. My people might be the smallest of the infernal courts, but we are Wall Street. Nobody can follow the money like we can.”

  She set her phone on the bar so they could see it. She held her silence until the bartender brought their drinks over.

  “And where’d the money lead you?” Jessie asked.

  “In the case of Nadine’s mysterious escrow payment, someplace that might surprise you.”

  She tapped her screen and brought up a balance sheet. Harmony leaned closer, craning her neck to read a string of deposits and routing numbers. Big-number payouts, all of them seven digits.

  “We still don’t know who owns the escrow account in the Caymans,” Coraline said, “or what the cash is for, but we were able to identify a number of inbound payments from other sources. Nadine’s not the only villain kicking cash into the kitty. Over twenty people, that we know of, have sent at least a million dollars each to the same escrow holder.”

  Jessie whistled. “That’s bank. Any idea who these people are?”

  “Well, that’s the fun part. We were only able to pin down six of them. The rest are faceless numbers on a spreadsheet. So far, anyway. But those six? All of them fabulously wealthy, all of them heavily invested in computing and electronics…”

  Jessie filled in the blank. “And all six of them bought tickets for TechTopia.”

  “I know the occult underground likes to say otherwise, but coincidences do happen. This is a hot convention, and them coming here might have zip to do with the escrow account. That said, Ariel says she’s seen patterns like this before.”

  So had Harmony, in her days of forensic accounting for the Bureau.

  “It’s an auction,” Harmony said. “Everyone puts their maximum bid, up front, into the escrow account, so if they win the auctioneer knows they’re good for it and the transfer can happen right on the spot. Everybody else gets their money back when the auction is over.”

  Coraline raised her daiquiri in salute. “A system that keeps everyone honest. Good to have in place when you’re dealing with a roomful of very dishonest people. And a big splashy convention is a great cover for a secret auction: everybody has a valid reason to be here, and nobody suspects anything funny is going on under the covers.”

  “What do you know?” Jessie asked.

  “I know this is a damn good daiquiri. Beyond that, we’re still sniffing. But here’s the thing. Whatever is being auctioned off, it’s a big-ticket item, probably something beyond top secret, and we want it on general principle. So do you. So we’ll probably have to fight for it. But in the meantime, neither of us wants Nadine to have it.”

  “Damn straight,” Jessie said. “So. Team up?”

  “You read my mind.”

  Harmony took a pull from her bottle of water. Ice cold, cutting through the arid heat. Her blouse clung to her skin, trapped in a sheen of sweat. She was thinking.

  “Vegas belongs to the Court of Jade Tears,” she mused. She looked to Coraline. “These other six bidders—any connections to the infernal courts?”

  “Not that we could find, and one’s a New Yorker, so we’d know if he was connected. The only confirmed demon in the mix is Nadine herself.”

  “The item in question might not be supernatural,” Harmony said. “Some sort of…black-market tech, maybe. All the same, hard to make a big move in this city without the Jade Tears knowing about it. And if they don’t, the mob does. Nobody’s running a private auction in this town without paying for the privilege, not if they’re smart.”

  Coraline tilted her head. “I thought the Mafia got run out of Vegas decades ago.”

  “They did. There’s a new set moving in, a loose coalition of gangs headed up by some occult-underground celebrities.”

  “Including your boy Daniel Faust—” Jessie said.

  Harmony curled her lip. “He’s not my boy.”

  “—and what he knows, his girlfriend knows. Think Caitlin would have something for us?”

  “See, we can’t talk to Caitlin’s people.” Coraline leaned dangerously close. Her fingertips slowly walked along the bend of Jessie’s arm. “Not directly, not right now. They’re still a little mad about that whole ‘creating Vigilant Lock as a deniable weapon to use against them’ thing. I hate people who hold grudges. But you, on the other hand…”

  “I’ll be right back,” Harmony said. “Going to make a quick phone call.”

  *     *     *

  One phone call turned into four. The glass doors whisked open and Harmony emerged from the hotel lobby, returning to the dry, pounding heat of the pool deck. Jessie and Coraline were still at the bar, shoulder-to-shoulder now, Coraline murmuring low as her finger traced the rim of Jessie’s cocktail glass.

  “Am I interrupting something?” Harmony asked.

  Coraline smirked. “In ten more minutes you would have been.”

  “There’s a situation. Not connected to our present situation, I don’t think. But something is up, and it’s big.”

  Jessie perked up. “What did Caitlin say?”

  “Nothing,” Harmony said, “because nobody’s answering the number she gave us. Normally there’s an answering service. It’s not picking up, at all. Then I tried the number we have for Faust.”

  “I figure he’d pick up just to yell at you about his car,” Jessie said.

  “My thought too. Went straight to voicemail, and his voicemail box is full.”

  “Weird.”

  “It gets weirder,” Harmony said. “I played a hunch and called up SAC Brannon at the Nevada Bureau office. They keep a standing watch on a whole list of people with suspected mob ties, and over the last two days, half of them have gone dark. You remember the Blood Eagles MC? They operate out of that auto-body shop on the edge of town?”

  “Sure,” Jessie said. “Swell guys.”

  “The New Commission uses them for muscle. One of Brannon’s confidential informants saw a full convoy of bikers in Blood Eagles livery leaving Vegas yesterday morning.”

  Jessie’s eyes narrowed. “Leaving as in ‘running away,’ or leaving as in ‘on their way to fuck somebody up’?”

  “From the arsenal they were packing? Column B. The Vegas mob has some kind of major operation underway, and Caitlin and her court are involved.”

  “The timing is…convenient,” Coraline said. “Not that I’m going to complain about not running into any Jade Tears agents while I’m in town. Considering I’m technically not supposed to be here.”

  “But that means our best sources of local info are AWOL,” Jessie said.

  “I want to take a ride over to Fremont Street,” Harmony said. “The Tiger’s Garden is the local occult-underground hot spot. Somebody there should know something.”

  Coraline finished her daiquiri. She licked her lips and slid from the cherry-red curve of her stool, her fingertips trailing along Jessie’s shoulder.

  “And I should find my brother before he does something stupid. I mean, more stupid than usual. Let me know if you dig up anything juicy, and I’ll do the same.” She gave Jessie a lingering look. “You know where to find me.”

  Jessie watched her leave. Harmony did too, though not in the same way. Her mind was miles away, piecing through the tangle of conversation and honing in on something Coraline said. No. Something she didn’t say.

  “She never asked, did she?”

  Jessie turned, jolted from her thoughts. “Hmm?”

  “While I was on the phone, I’m assuming you two weren’t talking about our mission.”

  “I may have mixed business with pleasure.”

  “We know why she and Ethan are here,” Harmony said. “Tracing the transfers, tying the escrow deposits to people attending the conference, theorizing that this is the auction site, it all holds together.”

  “Sure.”

  “But we didn’t know about any of that, not until she filled us in. Put yourself in her shoes: the first question she should have asked, the first thing on her mind, should have been why are we here in Vegas?”

  “But she didn’t ask,” Jessie said.

  “Because she already knows. Which tells me a few things. One, she’s not sharing all of her intel—”

  “We knew that,” Jessie said. “Or at least it’s a safe assumption. They’re demons. They’re going to take every advantage they can get.”

  “Two, if she knows we’re here to stop the Basilisk, and she and Ethan got here by following the auction trail, there’s a very good chance his target is connected to said auction.”

  “One of the people who made an escrow deposit?” Jessie said.

  “It holds. They checked into the bidders, found out Nadine took out a hit on the guy, and here we all are.” Harmony thought back to Coraline’s phone, the list of deposits and routing numbers. “If the auction theory holds, Nadine’s on the guest list, and she plays to win. The escrow deposits are the key. If you deposited a million dollars, that’s the most you can bid.”

  “And she put up five mil,” Jessie said.

  “So what if she found out somebody deposited more than she did? Somebody with even deeper pockets, who’s getting ready to beat her top bid. Best way to win is to make sure he never arrives at the auction. This is all conjecture, just a working theory, but I think it’s worth following.”

  “I think you’re onto something.” Jessie left a tip on the bar. She turned, her expression shifting in a way Harmony couldn’t read. Something different in the way she was looking at her. “Wanted to ask you a question.”

  Harmony tilted her head. “What’s that?”

  “Before you came over, I was talking to Ethan.”

  In a flash, Harmony was back in Tampa, teeth gritted and muscles burning, grappling for a broken glass with the man who had charmed his way into her hotel room. He’d shown his true nature, coming at her with runny egg-yolk eyes and bulging veins, so fast she didn’t have time to call to her magic.

  Not her normal magic, anyway.

  She had thought about Romeo, complaining that he was tired after their sessions, that more and more it felt like she was…draining him. So she put her hands on Ethan and pulled. She still wasn’t sure how she did it. She only knew that it hurt him, hurt him enough to make him howl, make him run, and left her brimming with power and strength.

  She wasn’t hungry for a week after that.

  “What did he—” Harmony stumbled over her words, forcing what she hoped was a casual smile. “What did he say?”

  “He mentioned you.”

  “He’s lying.”

  Jessie blinked. “I didn’t tell you what he said.”

  “It doesn’t matter. He’s—you said yourself, just a minute ago, they’re demons. They’re going to take advantage. Try to turn us against each other. Especially him.”

  Jessie put her hand on Harmony’s shoulder.

  She held her there, pinning her in her gaze. Silent for a moment, and then her voice was a wave of steely cool.

  “But that’s never gonna happen,” Jessie said. “Never could. You know that, right?”

  *     *     *

  Harmony took the car. The Tiger’s Garden was for trained magicians only, and the toxic energy coursing through Jessie’s veins—and the dark passenger riding in the back of her head—didn’t qualify her for the title. The Garden kept its own guest list, and people who weren’t on it couldn’t even find the door to get inside.

  That was fine. Jessie had something else to take care of.

  She met up with April on the edge of the casino floor. She made a point of taking out her microbead and switching it off. Radio silence.

  “Nobody else needs to know,” she said.

  April followed her lead. She waited in silence as Jessie composed her thoughts.

  “You know I hate pulling rank.”

  “Those uncomfortable with the mantle of leadership,” April said, “are often the best-suited to wearing it.”

  “So, you read Harmony’s report on that Tampa op.”

  “Of course.”

  “She said she grappled with Ethan, he came at her with a wine bottle, she disarmed him and smacked him around a little. Did her aikido thing.”

  April nodded, listening.

  “She’s lying,” Jessie said.

  April pushed her bifocals up on her nose. She held her silence.

  “Something happened in that room,” Jessie said. “Something she doesn’t want us to know about. And I can’t go to the source because I don’t trust Ethan farther than I can throw him. But something’s off with her.”

  “Something has been off with her since her encounter with Nadine at the Bast Club.” April sat back in her wheelchair, fingers steepled on her lap. “I interpreted it as emotional distress, her denial about what happened, her refusal to confront it. I think I may have been wrong. Or at least not entirely correct, not seeing the whole picture.”

  “What’s your take?”

  “I don’t know. Yet. You’re certain she’s lying to you?”

  “Hundred percent,” Jessie said. “I could smell it on her. Look, Harmony’s my ride-or-die. If another agent was keeping secrets, altering their reports, I’d start looking for the payoff, figuring they’d been compromised. Not her. You and I both know there’s only one reason she’d ever lie to my face.”

  April nodded. She had a profile on every member of Vigilant Lock, and in this case, only one answer fit.

  “She’s ashamed of something. Deeply ashamed, and too afraid to talk about it.”

  “And that just pisses me off.” Jessie’s lips became a tight, bloodless line. “Whatever she’s carrying on her back, she needs help, and we are going to help her. Whether she likes it or not.”

  “What’s the strategy?” April asked.

  “We can’t intervene until we know what Harmony’s hiding. I need you to run background on her. Deep background. Treat her like a hostile. I want to know everything she’s done since we came back from that operation, everybody she’s talked to, everywhere she’s been. Dig into her financial records.”

  “Are you…concerned about how she’ll react if she finds out you invaded her privacy?”

  “I’m concerned about my best friend carrying a secret so heavy she can’t share the weight.” Jessie paused. “I’ll worry about the consequences after we get to the bottom of this.”
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  The Tiger’s Garden kept its secrets. Harmony returned after an hour of fruitless wandering; for whatever reason, it refused to open its doors to her.

  “Even the magic buildings are leaving town,” Jessie said. “While you were out, we got eyes back on Hausler. April’s on him as we speak. Kevin’s at the plane, working on cracking his laptop, but no luck so far.”

  “Are we any closer to figuring out who he’s tailing?”

  “April isn’t sure he is tailing anyone. He might just be killing time, waiting for his target to show up. Or for his window of opportunity, if he’s already planned every step of the kill.”

  Harmony frowned. “If my theory is right and he’s after the top bidder, he has to make his move before the auction. That could be tonight.”

  Jessie checked the time. Then she unfurled a glossy convention brochure with a flick of her wrist. A bright cartoon sun on one side of the schedule became a bright crescent moon on the other side, daylight fading to a canopy of vibrant stars.

  “TechTopia After Dark,” Jessie said. “Where the elite meet to mingle, party, wheel and deal. If Hausler’s target is a high roller, he’ll be there. Could be our best chance to find out who he’s after and plant ourselves in harm’s way.”

  “What’s scheduled for tonight?”

  “It starts with an ‘authentic exotic driving experience,’” Jessie read from the brochure, “followed by a cocktail party on the top deck of the Flamenco Hotel.”

  “Authentic,” Harmony echoed, dubious.

  “’Participants will drive legendary exotics, including the Lamborghini Huracán S and the Ferrari 488 Spider, through the twisting canyons of Red Rock National Park. An insurance deposit is required.’” Jessie looked up from the brochure. “Accidents can happen.”

  “Our press badges won’t get us in the door. The After Dark events are invitation only.”

  “We’ll just have to be charming,” Jessie said. “The millionaire set won’t start queuing up for another hour at least. How about we make our way over there and scope it out? I’ve been in the market for a new set of wheels.”

  *     *     *

  The billboard atop the long, low roof of Vegas Exotic Motorsport offered a promise of performative excess, with twin supercars powering down a canyon and poised to explode from the artwork. The wall of glass out front looked in on what could have been an auto dealership, pristine white and framed in track lighting, but the cars posed on ivory pedestals looked like mutant creations from a science-fiction movie: sleek, razor-sharp, and rigged with ground-effect lights to paint the road in neon.

  That was the public face. Harmony wanted to see the flip side. So she pulled their rental car down a service road, sized just right for delivery trucks, easing between the motorsport complex and the gray stone sidewall of a highway on-ramp. Around back, a high chain-link fence topped with barbed wire drew a ring around the maintenance garages.

  “Keep driving,” Jessie said. “Make like you’re a lost tourist.”

  Harmony saw why: a couple of mechanics were out back, shooting the breeze in grease-stained overalls, and they were both giving her—and their car—a hard eye. They didn’t want anyone poking around. Understandable, considering they had a few million dollars’ worth of imported steel on the lot, but security wasn’t a mechanic’s job.

  She kept following the access road. Past the fencing, down a wide alley framed in sun-bleached concrete, and out around the back of a strip mall. She found a spot to pull over and a patch of shade to leave the car in.

  They doubled back on foot.

  Along the service road, north of the fenced lot, the bulky corroded box of a dumpster offered a little cover by the alley wall. They crouched down behind it and watched the pair of mechanics hanging out, taking too long for a smoke break now, keeping a casual watch over their territory. Jessie’s fingertip brushed against her ear.

  “Team? We’re in position at the motorsport complex. No red flags I can pin down, but I’ve got a hinky feeling about this place.”

  “The last seminar for the day just ended,” April replied. “Hausler is leaving. Then again, so is everyone else.”

  “Let him go, and head on back to the Imperator. We might need drone support, and I want Kevin to stay focused on cracking Hausler’s notebook. That might be our best and only lead on figuring out who his target is. Speaking of—”

  “Working on it,” Kevin said, terse.

  Harmony touched her sleeve. “Jessie.”

  Jessie followed her partner’s line of sight, saw what she was seeing. Then she pulled her Aviators on, the concealed camera firing a feed of live video to the plane.

  “Cancel that,” she said. “Kevin, retask. Need you to run some suspects through facial recognition.”

  She heard the sound of a chair’s casters rumbling, rolling on a metal floor, as Kevin changed workstations.

  “Whatcha got, boss?”

  She angled the lenses, sweeping a new arrival from his greasy, tousled hair to his oil-spattered boots as he emerged from one of the rear bay doors. She paused, pointedly, on his left hand. His pinky, and two joints of his ring finger, had been amputated.

  Then she captured the man on his left, bracing the lenses with one hand to keep them still. He reached up, idly scratching the back of his neck. His sleeve pulled back to expose the spidery black lines of a tattoo. They were too far away to make out the fine details, but it was about the size of a silver dollar, coiled and intricate.

  “On their own,” Jessie said, “coincidences. People who work with machinery have accidents sometimes. And anybody can get a tattoo. But you add those together, and throw in some ‘mechanics’ who are obviously on security detail, throwing the stink-eye at anyone who gets close…”

  Harmony squinted across the distance. “Either they’ve replaced the real staff, or this is a front for the House of Dead Roses.”

  “April, once you’re on the plane, run background on this place and see if any familiar names pop up in Nadine’s accounting ledger.” Jessie shook her head. “Why cars? In the Midwest they use flower shops for fronts and dead drops. Low profile, the kind of place you pass every day without looking twice.”

  “My guess?” Harmony said. “Money. Big-ticket inventory, selling ‘experiences’ instead of product, I can think of a dozen ways to launder dirty money through this place, and eleven of them would sail right under the IRS’s radar. Not to mention the opportunities for insurance fraud. But you couldn’t plop down a front like this in flyover country. You need the perfect combination of tourism, convention trade, and adventurers with deep pockets to make it work. Out here, it blends, just like those flower shops. Part of the landscape.”

  “If you ever turned to the dark side,” Jessie said, “you would be one scary individual.”

  They kept watch after that. Kevin only found a single hit on the FBI’s Interstate Photo System: one of the mechanics, the one with the missing digits, had done a stint at Eisenberg Correctional a few years back.

  “Armed robbery and assault with a deadly weapon,” he told them. “Lawyer negotiated a plea deal and got him three years, two served with good behavior. Funny thing is, his rap sheet doesn’t list any hand mutilations in the distinguishing-marks section.”

  Harmony fixed her gaze on the men in the distance. One was making a slow, lazy patrol around the lot. She edged back an inch, crouched in the shadow of the rusted trash bin. A faint odor of rot hung in the dry, simmering air.

  “Prison wasn’t enough of a punishment,” she murmured. “Not for failing Nadine. That was his price, to earn his way back into her graces.”

  A truck was coming. It was built squat and wide, with a food truck window on one side—the steel slats down and sealed tight—and Saguaro Catering branded on the other. A sentry jogged over, opened up the gate, and waved the truck inside. The back of the truck rattled open and a woman in a long chef’s coat jumped down, assistants following in her wake as she went over something on a clipboard with one of the mechanics.

  “What do you think?” Jessie said.

  Harmony held her silence for a moment while she studied the scene. The mechanic signed off on the invoice, scrawling a signature across the bottom and handing the pen back, then pointed to the open bay doors. The white-jacketed assistants gathered up armloads of cardboard boxes and lugged them inside.

  “Legitimate,” she decided. “Reception party for the high rollers.”

  “Good opportunity for Hausler to get his guy. A little rat poison on the canapés would do the trick, and the Roses can make any incriminating security camera footage disappear.”

  Harmony furrowed her brow. Walking through the possibilities, a hundred ways to kill or die.

  “Not here,” she said. “He won’t do it here.”

  “Why not? It’d be easy.”

  “It’d draw attention. Heat. Nadine’s using this place to launder money and turn a side profit. Probably more money passes through here than any of her fronts in the Midwest, maybe all of them put together.”

  “I don’t know. Ever try to buy roses on Valentine’s Day?” Jessie rubbed her thumb across her fingertips. “Expensive.”

  “This place is valuable to her. Long-term valuable, nothing she wants to risk. And we know how she is about money. The last thing Nadine wants is a dead body on the premises. That would bring police attention. Worse, it’d bring media attention. No, these people might be helping Hausler set his target up for the kill, but they won’t do it here.”

  “Out on the road, then?”

  “Lots of things can go wrong on the open road.”

  Jessie jerked her thumb over her shoulder, back the way they’d came.

  “Then we have a problem,” she said, “because they’re going to be driving souped-up cars that cost more than our annual budget, and we’ve got a Hyundai.”

  A yawn broke across the comm line, loud and languid, followed by Aselia’s voice.

  “Hey, sorry, I was nappin’ in the cockpit.”

  “Heard you pulled an all-nighter,” Jessie said.

  “That we did. I’m heading over right now with a little something-something for y’all. Be there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

  A new arrival trundled down the access road. It was a boat of an old Buick, more rust than paint, and it stopped dead when one of the mechanics waved him off. The Buick sat there, idling at a safe distance.

  “The caterers,” Harmony said. “They’re making the car hold back until all of them are inside.”

  “Don’t want ’em to see who’s driving it?” Jessie adjusted her Aviators, angling for a good view.

  “Or what it’s carrying.”

  Her prediction panned out. Once the chef’s assistants had hauled the last box of supplies inside, the sentry on watch gave the Buick a wave. The rust bucket rattled on a groaning suspension as it curved around the barbed-wire fence, barely squeezing through the open gate. It found a spot to park next to the catering truck. The driver got out. He was squat, scarred, one ear nothing but a nub of scar tissue. He wore a sweat-stained tank top and a silver-dollar-sized tattoo emblazoned on his left wrist. He popped the trunk and hauled up the lid.

  “Kevin?” Jessie said. “You getting this?”

  Two of the mechanics hoisted their prize from the trunk. It looked like someone had built an oversized slinky out of dull copper and connected it from end to end. The coil was mounted to a plywood board, clamped against a glossy battery pack that sat snug in a nest of colored wires.

  “Oh wow,” Kevin breathed. “Track it with the glasses. Hold on, I’m trying to grab a still frame from your feed and magnify it as much as I can without losing too much detail.”

  He didn’t have long. The mechanics carried the contraption inside and out of sight. The Buick’s driver slammed the trunk shut and got back behind the wheel, his errand done.

  “What are we looking at?” Harmony said. “A bomb?”

  He kept them on the line, waiting in silence, while he studied the images.

  “Good news is, it’s not a bomb.”

  “What’s the bad news?” Jessie asked.

  “If I’m right,” Kevin said, “that’s a small, very crude but very functional, scratch-built EMP device.”

  Jessie stared at the bay doors and the darkness beyond.

  “Electromagnetic pulse,” she said. “So that…fries electronics when you set it off, right?”

  “Right. Now, if you were to mount one of those puppies on the undercarriage of a car and set it off in mid-drive, well…modern vehicles depend on a whole suite of onboard electronics to keep things running. Double that when you get into high-end exotics. Computers regulate the fuel line, provide diagnostics—”

  “Bottom-line it for me,” Jessie said.

  “The whole car would just shut off at once. Dead engine. Maybe you’d lose brakes, maybe not. You’d definitely lose power steering.”

  “That could cause a crash,” Harmony speculated.

  “Maybe,” Kevin said, “but a good driver might be able to wrestle it over to the side of the road and just kinda sputter to a stop. Even if they crashed, no guarantee it’d be fatal. If you want to kill somebody behind the wheel, using an EMP is a real dice toss. And if they did crash, cops would find the EMP in the wreckage, same as they’d find the remnants of a bomb. Safer to just wire up some plastic explosives. Quicker, cleaner, and you’re guaranteed to get the job done.”

  Harmony and Jessie shared a glance. That was all it took to fall into step.

  “We had it wrong,” Jessie said.

  “Nadine didn’t order a hit,” Harmony said. “Hausler’s not here to kill anyone. This is a kidnapping.”

  *     *     *

  Sunset brought a dirty, muddy sheen to the Vegas sky. The fading light took on hues of battered brass and soot-tinged gold as Harmony and Jessie relocated, circling back around the motorsport complex and finding a perch on the opposite side of the highway. From here, they could watch through the plate-glass walls of the showroom, seeing a reception party in full swing.

  “Champagne,” Jessie muttered. “Seriously? These guys are about to get behind the wheels of six-figure sports cars, and they’re drinking first?”

  “Hence the insurance deposit,” Harmony said.”

  She was watching the Basilisk, his eyes hard and cold behind the rectangle lenses of his venom-green glasses. He stood off to the back, cradling a champagne flute but not sipping a drop, using it like a prop as he watched the party swirl around him.

  A canyon road in the desert dark, a carefully timed engine shutdown, the perfect opportunity to snatch an unwary target and make them disappear. Considering this place was a front for the Dead Roses, they might not even report it; just send a tow truck to pick up the empty car once the snatch was over, and play innocent when the missing-person investigators came by in a week or two. It would be easy to lay a false trail and send the authorities on a wild goose chase.

  “I don’t want to rush anybody,” Jessie said over the comm line, “but we really need to know who Hausler’s target is. They’re going to roll out any minute now.”

  “Kevin’s on it,” April replied. “In the meantime, I’m getting the Pioneer airborne, so you have drone support. Also, Aselia is five minutes from your position.”

  “What exactly is she bringing with her?” Jessie asked.

  Five minutes later, they got their answer.

  “Oh no,” Harmony said.

  “Oh yes.” Jessie broke into a grin. “Hell yes.”

  Their new vehicle had arrived. The coupe was long and low and razor-sharp, a ton and a half of pure Detroit steel dressed in paint so black it swallowed the dying sunlight. It boiled from the gathering dark, vintage chrome gleaming, dragging the shadows with it. The engine, a full-size hemi, gave off a crackling hum as it pulled to the side of the road.

  The driver-side window was tinted the color of a smoky midnight. It hissed down and Aselia leaned out, looking sly.

  “Heard you ladies need to catch a fast-moving convoy.”
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  “This,” Harmony said, “is Daniel Faust’s car.”

  Aselia killed the Barracuda’s engine and stepped out of the car. She rapped her knuckles on the hood.

  “No, this is a car that belonged to a dead federal prisoner, and I snapped it up for a song at the property auction.”

  “You have no idea,” Harmony said, “how many times I’ve told him we don’t have his stupid car.”

  “Sorry to make a liar out of ya.”

  “To be fair,” Jessie said, “if he didn’t want to lose it, he shouldn’t have gotten arrested and faked his own death. Rules are rules.”

  “See?” Aselia pointed to Jessie. “She gets it.”

  “I’m guessing you did more than give it a tune-up and an oil change,” Jessie said.

  “And me and Marco aren’t nearly done. Given my druthers, I’d have kept this project under wraps for another month or two. But you need a fast set of wheels here and now, so…here we are. First, the essentials.”

  Aselia gestured to the windshield.

  “You’ve got LTA ballistic glass, and the body’s been reinforced with B5-rated protection. Means somebody can open up on this baby with an AK-47 set for full-tilt rock and roll, and you’ll be sitting pretty. Now, that’s assuming standard munitions, mind you.”

  “What about armor-piercing rounds?” Harmony asked.

  “That’s why they’re called armor-piercing rounds. It’s a compromise: more armor means more weight, more drag on the engine. You’ve got a hemi under the hood, but it can’t work miracles. B5 is a perfect trade-off between protection and mobility. Needless to say, got you kitted out with run-flat tires, too.”

  Harmony crouched, studying the front tire. Aselia had taken aesthetics into account: while every inch of the Plymouth looked vintage, up close Harmony could see how the fine details, from the hubcaps to the snub-nosed grille, were modern reproductions.

  “I don’t gotta tell you this baby is built for straight lines,” Aselia said. “And we stripped as much weight as we could, but not as much as the new armor added. You’re gonna feel some oversteer on the curves. Take it slow, roll with it, learn how she handles before you get bold with her. Now let me show you the internals.”

  She beckoned them over to the open driver-side door. The center of the console was a Frankenstein tangle of exposed wiring, a couple of glossy red buttons dangling unmoored from the guts of a dead radio.

  “Don’t touch any of that,” she said. “Like I said, we got a lot of work left, and we prioritized armor over the flashy stuff. This is a master build in progress.”

  “Tell me Marco didn’t install an ejector seat,” Harmony said.

  Aselia considered her response with care.

  “Those dangling buttons?” she said. “Just…don’t touch them. Pretend they’re not there. Now, I am sending you out with a little something extra. Back home, we call that lagniappe. See this button at the base of the gearshift knob?”

  “I really want to circle back to the ejector-seat issue,” Harmony said.

  “This button right here is fully functional. I ran tests on the track all morning. Activates your smokescreen.”

  “Get out,” Jessie said.

  Aselia stood tall and beamed, proud of her handiwork.

  “Just some high-school science and a little applied know-how. The button triggers a spray of diesel fuel from a small secondary tank, angled at the exhaust pipe. Diesel plus hot metal equals a big, nasty cloud of smoke that looks like an engine fire. Now over here—”

  The rattle of a garage door cut her short. Across the road, the bays in front of the complex were opening up—three of them in mechanical unison, painting the dark asphalt with long rectangles of light. Headlights ignited and throaty engines growled to life.

  “—and that’s your cue.” The keys sailed in a gleaming arc and Jessie snatched them out of the air. “Good luck out there. I’ll take a taxi back.”

  Jessie was already sliding behind the wheel. Harmony hovered on the passenger side, torn.

  “Wait, was there something else you were going to warn us about?”

  “Just don’t touch anything that looks strange to you. I mean, that’s good advice for life in general. You’ll be fine.”

  One after another, the convoy of exotic cars rolled out and snaked right along the boulevard. It was an auto show in motion, a procession of imported dreams in a candy-dish rainbow of colors. Wedges of hazard orange, sleek bulbous curves of sea-foam green, glossy slashes of black carbon fiber. Ground-effect lights painted the street in arcs of neon.

  Jessie fired up the Barracuda’s engine. Harmony jumped in beside her; the door swung shut, firm as a coffin lid. Then she fell back in her seat, pressed against the vintage black leather by velocity as her partner hit the gas. Jessie leaned into the wheel, hauling the car around, the Barracuda lurching on its shocks. She hooked a hard U-turn and fell in behind the convoy.

  “We’re on the road,” she said over the comm line, “following the pack on their way out of town, headed for Red Rocks. Hausler won’t make his move until they’re away from the city and away from any witnesses. So we have just about that long to figure out who he’s after, which car’s been rigged with the EMP, and formulate a plan of attack. Talk to me.”

  “The Pioneer is in the air,” April said. “I’m closing in on your position now.”

  “Good,” Jessie said. “I want you scouting ahead of the pack. If this is a snatch, the Basilisk isn’t going to try and grab this guy on his own. He’ll want a whole crew to make sure it goes down smooth, and they’re probably staging an ambush as we speak. Kevin?”

  “I’m—I’m almost inside Hausler’s notebook,” he said, his voice tight. “I swear I am. All my usual password cracks just bounced off this thing. I had to open the physical shell and hook probes up to the motherboard and now I’m rooting around—”

  “Don’t need excuses or explanations, hon. Just results. I know the job’s hard. If it was easy, I wouldn’t need you. Now tell me about this EMP: how far can Hausler be when he triggers it? Assuming he’s got a team ready to grab his target, could he have stayed back at the party?”

  This he could do. Kevin jumped on the question like a terrier with a chew toy.

  “The blast has to be very small, very focused. The whole point is to separate his target from the other drivers, so the last thing he wants is to wipe out any of the other cars. The trigger will be on a shielded frequency, to avoid some random transmission setting it off ahead of schedule. Timing is everything. No. Hausler has to be in the convoy. He’s got the detonator on him. He’ll get as close as he can and set it off at the right moment.”

  “If it’s a short-range transmission,” Harmony said, “and we can figure out which car he’s driving, we could run interference. Think you can get between him and the target?”

  Jessie took hold of the gearshift and stepped on the gas.

  The Vegas skyline flooded their rearview mirror with soft, fading light, and mountains of rust-red stone rose up in the distance. The road ahead was a ribbon winding into inky darkness, lit by a parade of rainbow neon streaks. The Barracuda didn’t announce its presence on the highway with a splash of color, just two stark and bone-white headlights, carving through the night as the engine thrummed.

  “Got it,” Kevin said, “I’m in, I’m in. And vindicated.”

  “Briefing materials?” Harmony asked.

  “Exactly. Convention schedules, maps of the hotel…and I’ve got a name. Geordie Tynes.”

  Harmony shook her head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

  Jessie answered with silence, her eyes fixed on the road.

  “There’s a picture, too,” Kevin said. “Hold on, sending it to your phone.”

  It pinged over a second later. Harmony didn’t recognize him. He was in his thirties, freckled, with an uneven-toothed smile and curly blond hair. It was some sort of staged photograph in front of a flat maroon wall, like a headshot for a corporate website.

  “Any idea who he is?”

  “No,” Kevin said, “but I’ll start digging. Let you know as soon as I have something.”

  Harmony stared into the darkness. She fanned out all the pieces they’d assembled, all the clues. They had all fit so tightly when they thought the Basilisk was in town to commit a murder for hire. An abduction changed the shape of the pieces. Motives that clicked became square pegs in round holes.

  “Nadine has a motive to murder a rival high bidder,” she said to Jessie. “Whatever’s being sold at this secret auction, she wants it. Wants it bad enough to gamble five million dollars on it. Why go to all this trouble just to take him alive? And why not take him after the auction, so she can steal whatever they’re fighting over?”

  The Barracuda accelerated. Jessie shifted lanes, closing in.

  Then they were winding through a canyon of rusty stone, the muscle car swaying into a sickle-blade bend. The convoy’s engines howled in heat, like coffee cans full of broken glass. The lead car, a flamingo-pink Ferrari, guided the pack and kept the pace. Jessie overtook the last ride in the line, pausing just long enough for Harmony to squint through the tinted-glass window and check out the driver.

  “It’s not Hausler or Tynes,” she said. “Keep going.”

  The third car in line was a Lamborghini Huracán; it was geometric, forged with hard-angled triangles painted in the golden-orange tones of a tequila sunrise. Harmony scoped out the driver and slid low in her seat.

  “Hausler,” she said.

  Jessie leaned into the wheel. The Barracuda didn’t belong in the convoy, a party crasher who stood out from the crowd, but this was a public road. Another driver took her acceleration as a challenge: a lime-green Bugatti gave a mocking double-beep of the horn as it swerved and shot past her. She shifted lanes again and got in front of Hausler’s Huracán.

  “Did he make you?” Jessie asked, breaking her focused silence.

  “No, he was looking straight ahead, didn’t see either of our faces.”

  And he wouldn’t, as long as she stayed ahead of him; they’d be shadows in the dark.

  “I have something on the ground,” April said, “two miles ahead of you: an ambulance and a tow truck.”

  “On the move?” Jessie said.

  “No. Both vehicles are pulled off to the side of the road.”

  Jessie glanced at her partner. “That’s the ambush crew. Hausler takes out his target’s ride with the EMP, they swoop in to grab him. It’s about to go down.”

  Behind them, Hausler drifted over the flickering yellow lines, aiming to overtake her. Jessie slid left and blocked him. She took her foot off the gas, coasting slower, carefully separating him from the pack.

  Hausler jogged right. Jessie hauled the wheel, leaning into the sway and matching his move. Now he knew she was doing it on purpose. He was a phantom in the rearview, just a stony jaw and the hard venom rectangles of his glasses. He slammed the heel of his hand on his steering wheel, a horn-bleat echoing off the boulder-lined path.

  They overshot the ambulance—some private company logo with an emerald caduceus, probably fake or stolen—and the tow truck at the roadside. Both vehicles flashed their lights on cue and rolled out, a pair of pursuit predators trailing in the convoy’s wake.

  “What’s the plan?” Harmony said. She checked the load in her Nitron Compact. Hopefully she wouldn’t need the gun, but she wanted to be ready.

  Jessie’s gaze flicked between the road ahead and the road behind, anticipating Hausler’s next move. He juked left, then veered right, slamming on the gas. She didn’t fall for the feint; the Barracuda’s engine roared as she poured on a burst of speed and swerved to stay in front of him.

  “Hold his ass back and pin him.” The convoy slipped farther ahead on the winding canyon road, taillights scarlet in the dark. “Eventually his backup team won’t be able to keep up, even if he can. They aren’t exactly driving high-performance vehicles. He’ll have to abort the mission.”

  “He’ll know someone interfered.”

  “He’ll know some random asshole saw a parade of rich dudes in jazzed-up cars and decided to play with him. He’ll wonder if his op was compromised, but it’s more likely I just wanted to prove a Plymouth beats a Lambo any day of the week. Which it does. Then we go back to the hotel, find this Geordie Tynes guy, and snatch him ourselves. We’ll gin up some reason why he had to go home early.”

  “Bad luck for the Basilisk.”

  “He’s still got all ten fingers,” Jessie said. “He can lose one or two.”

  Another hard bend was dead ahead, coming up fast. The rest of the convoy had already vanished around the giant rocks. Jessie held the wheel tight, anticipating Hausler’s next move; she figured he’d try to take her on the inside curve.

  Instead, as she looked into the rearview mirror, one cool hand reached for his glasses. The rectangles of tinted glass slid down on his nose. From this distance, in this light, Jessie couldn’t see his eyes.

  A second later, she couldn’t see anything at all.

  Her vision became a blurry oil-paint smear surging on a wave of nausea, her stomach turning, lurching as her muscles turned to cold slack rubber. Jessie slumped against the wheel. The Barracuda fishtailed, tires screeching, and veered the wrong way into the turn: straight toward the rocks.
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  Harmony lunged for the steering wheel. Jessie’s body slumped against her, one heavy arm flailing in her face as Harmony shoved the wheel and wrenched it around. The Barracuda spun out and its squealing tires drew long black streaks on the pavement, leaving a haze of acrid gray smoke behind. The car lurched, front tires thumping on the furrow at the side of the road. Jessie slid in the driver’s seat. Her heel hit the brakes and the car jolted to a hard, shuddering stop.

  The sunrise-orange Huracán rocketed past them, laying on speed as Hausler closed in on his target.

  “Jessie,” Harmony said, patting her partner’s cheek. Her skin was cold, clammy, glistening with sweat. “Jessie. Can you hear me?”

  She stirred, slow—then clamped her hands over her mouth, looking like she was about to throw up. She took steady, deep breaths through her nose until the moment passed.

  “I’m okay,” she croaked. “I think. Damn it.”

  She sat up, steadied herself, and reached for the gearshift.

  “What just happened?” Harmony said.

  “The Basilisk happened.” Jessie threw the Barracuda into first gear and got back on the road. “He didn’t just get his nickname from killing a kid who stared him down. He’s got tricks up his sleeve.”

  “Jessie? Harmony?” April’s voice echoed in their ears. “What’s going on?”

  Jessie curled her bottom lip and stepped on the gas.

  “What’s going on is that our intel was shit. Hausler’s a magician and he damn near just killed us. Why didn’t we know about this?”

  “It should have been in his profile. I’ll talk to Linder—”

  “Yeah. Talk to him. And let him know I’m going to be talking to him as soon as we get back. We just lost the damn target, and we can probably scrub this entire mission.”

  “Not yet,” Harmony said.

  Not yet.

  Jessie gritted her teeth and leaned into the wheel. The Barracuda barreled through the dark and rocked into a long, hard bend in the canyon. Her eyes shone in the shadows, radioactive blue leaking out from behind her tinted contacts.

  “Jessie,” Harmony said, hesitant.

  “Don’t. Don’t try to calm me down.” Her hands flexed on the wheel, gripping it tight. “I need this anger. I need this anger to get shit done.”

  “I know,” Harmony said. “But if we want to salvage this situation and keep Tynes out of Nadine’s hands—not to mention figure out why she wants him in the first place—we might have to go loud. That’s a risk.”

  Jessie shot her a look. “You got my back?”

  “Always.”

  “Then let’s get real fucking loud.”

  *     *     *

  The 488 Spider hadn’t been Geordie’s first choice of cars, but now that he was behind the wheel, he had no complaints. The Ferrari handled like a dream, like he was skating on glass, hugging the sway of the road as he coasted inches above the pavement. He hurtled down a long straightaway at terminal velocity, in absolute control of the machine.

  Then a sound echoed from the undercarriage, the hollow crump of a tin can being crushed, and the machine died. The headlights winked out, the neon wonderland of the dashboard flickered and went dark, and the steering wheel shuddered in his grip.

  “Oh no,” he said, heart lurching. “Come on, come on, oh no, come on—”

  He stomped the brakes, feeling the Ferrari shake in a death spasm as he steered it toward the side of the road. He jolted in his seat, safety harness yanking tight across his chest. The car gave one last spurt of life, one last spit of static from the engine, then fell silent and still.

  “Well,” he said. “That happened.”

  He clicked the harness and let it slide back. Then he reached for his cell phone. No bars out here. Typical. He swung open the door and stepped out, stretching his legs and zipping up his windbreaker. It was cold in the red rocks, under the shimmering canopy of stars, and a gust of wind howled down the canyon road.

  This is fine, he thought. This is perfectly fine.

  It really was. The dude in the Huracán had been right behind him—he had to have seen his engine die, and he’d tell the others what happened. Worst-case scenario, once they got back to Vegas they’d realize they were a man down. They’d send help back for him. This kind of thing probably happened all the time.

  Headlights dazzled him. A tow truck was rolling in, pulling over to the roadside. Behind the truck was some kind of van—he couldn’t make out the details with the halogens blazing in his eyes. Geordie cupped a hand over his brow and squinted.

  The tow-truck door opened. A shape stepped out, tall and lumbering. Geordie gave the driver a wave.

  “Hey, buddy,” he called out. “Boy, am I glad to see you.”

  *     *     *

  Jessie killed the headlights.

  The Barracuda closed in on their target. Tynes’s 488 was straight ahead, dead on the side of the road, and a man matching the photograph stood pinned in the high beams of a tow truck. The phony ambulance was just behind. The ambulance’s back doors swung wide, and as they coasted in, leaning on the brakes, Harmony saw a “paramedic” pull a shabby lab coat over his shoulder holster. Another was prepping a syringe, giving the barrel an experimental flick.

  Jessie veered in, tires screeching as she slammed the parking brake. They flung their doors open at the same time. Harmony jumped out, drawing her Nitron in one smooth motion, and brought it up to fire. The syringe fell to the floor of the ambulance, bouncing, dribbling a sedative trail. The phony medic was fast on the draw; he brandished a snub-nose revolver as his eyes went runny-egg yellow and his face blistered with a web of blue veins.

  Harmony shot him twice. Both rounds punched into his chest and sent him staggering, spitting blood like poisonous tar. Her third shot went high, crumpling steel. His partner whirled, drawing his gun and opening fire. She ducked behind the Barracuda’s door. Bullets sparked off the armored steel, leaving jagged scratches along the paint.

  Jessie was a murderous blur in the dark, loping past her, a shadow along a jagged boulder.

  The tow-truck driver joined the fight. Now there were two shooters with their sights on Harmony, and the surviving medic ran to the left. They were trying to bracket her, to flush her out of cover. She didn’t give them the chance. The medic circled around and she lurched out of cover, sprinting, firing on the run. Her rounds drew a line of potholes in the side of the ambulance while his shots became hornets in the dark, whistling all around her and plowing dusty eruptions in the rust-red rocks.

  She hit him in the shoulder. His shots went wild as his gun hand jerked, spasming on a gout of black blood. Her last bullet ripped through his throat and he crumpled to the pavement. Harmony popped the empty magazine, reaching for her backup, reloading on the move. Not fast enough. The gaunt, lumbering specter of the tow-truck driver loomed up on her left, a sawed-off shotgun in his grip as he locked her in his sights.

  Jessie hit him from the side. She was a blur and she brought him down like a bobcat. The shotgun went off, a lightning-flash and a roar, and one of the ambulance tires exploded. Jessie grabbed him by the hair. She straddled his chest, yanked his head up, and then slammed it down against the pavement. And again. And again, smashing his skull against the rough cold pavement until it shattered like an eggshell, sending a wash of ink-dark blood spilling across an arc of halogen light.

  The driver gave one last kick, then fell still.

  Everything went silent. Everything but the long, low moan of the wind, coursing in through the canyon.

  Jessie got off the dead cambion, still gasping for breath. Harmony holstered her pistol. Tynes was standing on the roadside next to his stranded Ferrari, eyes wide, his jaw dangling. Harmony knew what happened next would be crucial. Once Hausler found out his snatch crew was dead, there’d be no denying the truth: somebody knew about his plans ahead of time, somebody who took lethal action to stop him.

  They had to find the perfect spin. Someone else to blame it on, some explanation that wouldn’t lead Nadine to the truth. Something that would leave her thinking that her financial secrets were still secure, and that there was no reason for her to burn her trail again.

  “Are, uh…” Geordie Tynes gaped at her, stumbling over his words. “Uh…are you two on my side?”

  Then there was the mystery at hand. Nadine looking to kill a rival made sense. Snatching him after the auction, when he had the item they were wrestling over and she could pluck it from his hands, that made sense too. Grabbing him before the auction didn’t fit at all. Harmony had two seconds to put it all together.

  Clarity. She found the missing piece and she heard it click at the heart of the puzzle.

  “That depends on you,” she told him.

  She stepped forward, sharing a quick glance with Jessie. Follow my lead. Jessie gave her a subtle nod and fell in at her side.

  “We came to deliver a message. To ask a question, really. My partner and I work for the New Commission.”

  Harmony swept her hand across the lonely canyon road.

  “Tell us something,” she said. “Did you really think you could hold a secret, multi-million-dollar auction, right in the heart of Las Vegas, without asking permission from Daniel Faust? Because he told us to track you down and find out.”
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  “I figure our invitation must have gotten lost in the mail.” Jessie eyed Tynes like he was a prime cut of steak. “After all, I know you didn’t intentionally disrespect the crew that runs this town.”

  The crew that was conveniently out of town. They didn’t know what had caused Faust and his extended family to pack up and vanish, but it meant nobody was in a position to call their bluff or poke a hole in their improvised story.

  Tynes edged backward. His hip bumped the door of the Ferrari. His fingers brushed the handle, a move of fumbling desperation, until he realized the dead racer wasn’t going to take him anywhere. There was nowhere to run.

  “I tried. I swear to God, I tried. I went through the channels, all right? Asked people who know people. Everybody told me they got nothing but radio silence.”

  Harmony believed him. If they couldn’t find Vegas’s preeminent criminal syndicate—or, for that matter, any delegates from the city’s infernal court—there was no reason to expect Tynes could. As far as they knew, he wasn’t a local either.

  “So you just…went ahead and did it anyway,” Harmony said.

  “There was time pressure. Okay? TechTopia is the perfect cover, considering my clientele, and I can’t exactly wait until next year’s con rolls around. You know what I’m offering. This is the hottest deal around and everybody wants in on the action.”

  They didn’t know. They also couldn’t ask. Their new cover hinged on the lie that they already had the inside scoop. For a heartbeat Harmony considered telling the truth and laying all their cards on the table, but without knowing the whole situation, that could blow up in their faces. Geordie Tynes was the mastermind behind an auction that had everyone from the criminal underworld to the servants of hell putting up cash. Just because he’d fallen in Nadine’s crosshairs didn’t make him an innocent victim.

  They needed to keep their cover intact, learn the rest of the story, and then decide who their real target was.

  “Can…can we get out of here?” Tynes asked, staring at the broken, mutilated body of the tow-truck driver. “Please?”

  They took him back to the hotel.

  “So about those invitations,” Jessie said, putting the razor’s edge of a threat in her voice.

  “Hey, I’m grateful for the save. I really am. But the rules are the rules. Look, the auction’s late tomorrow night, after close of ceremonies and the convention wrap-up. You’ve got until then. Everyone was supposed to have their escrow payments in by last week, but for you? For you, I’ll hold the door. Second I see your transfer come through, you’ll be more than welcome.”

  “Remind me,” Harmony said, “what’s the minimum buy-in?”

  “One million,” Tynes told her.

  One million dollars, just to get in the door. Not an option. They had the Caymans account number, thanks to Nadine’s financial records, but there was no chance Vigilant’s government sponsors would put that kind of cash on the line. They’d have to find another way. Jessie was a step ahead of her, already hunting for another angle.

  “You know, clearly you’ve got a security problem,” she said. “You should consider a partnership with us. Protection is something we do around here.”

  He hooked a nervous finger around the collar of his shirt.

  “I don’t have a security problem. I mean, the goods don’t. They’re protected. I just figured nobody would come after me, directly. Guess that was kind of a miscalculation.”

  “Guess it was,” Jessie said.

  He clammed up after that. They left him in the valet drive of the Metropolitan. They didn’t say a word until they were back on the road, merging with the endless, glacial traffic on the Strip.

  “How did you know?” Jessie asked.

  “I didn’t. It was a calculated gamble. But I know Nadine; she hates paying for anything. Hausler’s loyal to her, and even he demands money up front.”

  “The five million,” Jessie said, following. “She didn’t mind ponying up the cash because she never intended to spend a dollar of it.”

  Harmony nodded. “After the auction, all the losing bidders get their money back. She bought in so she could get the intel she needed—where the auction was going to be and who was organizing it. Then she sent in the Basilisk. She snatches Tynes, persuades or tortures him into giving up whatever ‘the goods’ are, the auction is canceled, and the escrow account’s holder refunds her five million dollars.”

  Harmony looked out the window, taking in the neon chaos of the Strip, the spangled glow of an Eiffel Tower studded with LED rhinestones.

  “He’s not a criminal,” she added. “Or at least not an experienced one. He has something criminals and demons want, something they want bad enough to spend millions to get their hands on it, but he doesn’t know how to move in their world.”

  “How do you figure?”

  “You saw his reaction. He arranged security for ‘the goods,’ sure, but it honestly didn’t occur to him that any of the bad guys he’s rubbing shoulders with would grab him and squeeze him until he pops.”

  “Amateur hour,” Jessie said.

  “Exactly. Anyone who spends five minutes in the underworld knows you protect yourself first. The most secure password on Earth is useless if somebody can get it out of you with a pair of pliers. Whoever Geordie Tynes is, and whatever he’s holding, he’s swimming way out of his depth. He’s going to drown if we don’t keep him safe.”

  “You know,” Jessie said, “I’ve got a pair of pliers too.”

  She let that sink in. Harmony weighed their options. They rode in silence for a while, already knowing where they were headed by silent accord: back to Vegas Exotic Motorsport.

  “I think we need to play things delicate, for now,” Harmony said, putting the stress on for now. “Too many players, too many moving pieces. Let’s get them all lined up and figure out exactly what we’re dealing with before we go for the blunt-force approach.”

  The motorsport complex was just up ahead. The Barracuda prowled down the access road, headlights out, blending with the shadows.

  *     *     *

  A shrill, short ping echoed across the empty lot behind the complex as tin snips sheared through a strand of barbed wire. Jessie ducked low, careful as the taut strands whipped aside and then fell limp, their tension cut.

  She crouched, cupped her hands, and gave Harmony a boost. Her partner clambered up and over the fence. Jessie followed her, jumping up, barely touching the cold metal as she gracefully landed in the dirt on the other side.

  They figured Hausler would be in one of two places. Either he’d be at the hotel rooftop party with the rest of the high rollers, keeping his cover intact, or he’d be back here, amid the vipers’ nest of Dead Roses agents, as he tried to sort out what had gone wrong.

  Low voices drifted from the crack of a casement window, opened to let some fresh air into the underbelly of the garage. Harmony and Jessie moved in a low crouch, edging toward the rectangle of light.

  “…this is screwed up,” muttered a man’s voice. “This is all kinds of screwed up. This guy comes in here, starts giving orders, blames us for his plan going off the rails—”

  “All you gotta know is that he’s Nadine’s new favorite. So, yeah. He can do anything he damn well wants and you know it.”

  Four of the mechanics were down in the basement. Two paced, fretting at each other, and a third leaned against the cinder-block wall with his arms folded and his gaze a mile away. The fourth was tied to a folding chair, wrists leashed behind his back, one eye bruised over and fresh blood oozing from a cut on his lip.

  “Come on,” the bound man wheezed. “You gotta let me go before he comes back. You gotta believe me—”

  One of the mechanics shook his head. “Who were you on the phone with, man? Hausler asked you a question, and I have to be honest, between the way you wiped your call log and how you clammed up when he started beating on you, I got suspicions now too.”

  “Don’t be like that,” the first one shot back. “Lonnie’s worked with us for years. This Hausler guy just showed up yesterday. Show some goddamn loyalty.”

  “Sure. Be happy to, just as soon as Lonnie here tells us who he was on the goddamn phone with.”

  A door squealed open. Harmony and Jessie ducked lower, bellies to the dirt, as the Basilisk stepped into view. He hovered over the bound man, making tut-tut sounds with his tongue.

  “I made a few calls of my own,” he said. “The first was to our beloved mistress.”

  Lonnie nodded at him, fast, desperate and clinging to hope.

  “See? She told you I was loyal, right? She told you.”

  “That she did. She said you were a faithful servant. Always loyal.”

  But he didn’t move to untie him. He just stood over the beaten man, watching him.

  “And then I made a few more calls. Inquiries. About you. You see, I’ve cultivated my own modest network of informants in useful places.”

  Hausler reached down and took hold of his chin. He turned the man’s face from side to side, studying his bruises like he was a work of art.

  “And they say that you work for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. You’re an undercover informant. A rat, in the local parlance.”

  Lonnie tried to pull his face away. Hausler’s fingers tightened, holding his jaw in a death grip.

  “That’s…that’s crazy. Guys, tell him. Tell him that’s crazy. Why would I do that? Why would…I mean, look, even if that’s true, and it’s not, why would the ATF have anything to do with snatching some guy from a tech conference? Why would I blow my own cover by getting in your way?”

  “I’m not sure that you did,” Hausler mused. “In fact, I suspect you had nothing to do with it, but your haste to report in led to your unfortunate exposure. I made one more call to Nadine after that and shared what I learned.”

  He raised his free hand, reaching for his glasses.

  “She says that when you arrive in hell, the two of you are going to have a very long conversation. The kind that lasts forever.”

  “Come on, don’t do this—”

  Hausler pulled his glasses off.

  The mechanic froze, transfixed and motionless, his last word dying on his parted lips. Then he started to tremble. Slow at first, then shaking like he was having a seizure with all of his bones locked into place. A shrill steam-whistle sound escaped his throat, growing louder, higher pitched by the second—

  His head erupted in a storm of raspberry-red gore and shattered bone. It was as if a pile driver had slammed through his face, boring a hole and blasting out the other side, washing the cinder-block wall at his back in a geyser of blood. Chunks of gristle and matted hair slowly slid down the wet blocks as his corpse slumped to one side.

  Hausler put his glasses back on. He turned to the survivors and pointed to the dead man.

  “I shouldn’t have had to do this for you. Clean up your operation and get your house in order, before Nadine comes and takes matters into her own hands. I’m trying to help you people. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a cocktail party to attend.”
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  The Barracuda sat parked on the airport’s black tarmac, at the lip of the rented hangar. Inside, electric light streamed from the open belly of the Imperator, ramp down and the video wall crackling with data. Kevin had their target’s photograph up on the main screen.

  “Geordie Tynes. Here in town—officially, that is—repping his start-up company, Eon Technologies. They’re on the hunt for angel investors, and Geordie came to TechTopia to show off a prototype and stir up some good press.”

  “And then there’s his real reason,” Harmony said, “using the conference as cover to hold a secret auction. He stands to make millions. There’s some start-up capital right there.”

  April sat back in her wheelchair, her chin resting on her curled knuckles as she studied the screen.

  “That may be his actual motivation. Whatever he’s looking to divest himself of, it’s something the underworld—criminal and infernal alike—is interested in. And I agree with your assessment; the man is no criminal mastermind. This could be Tynes trying to go straight and turn an illegal asset into a legal one. Cutting ties to his past and building a new future.”

  “What’s the prototype?” Jessie asked.

  “Pretty damn cool, actually,” Kevin said. “If it really works.”

  He sat at the console, rattling off commands. An article from a tech site popped up on one of the smaller screens, showing Tynes’s stock photograph along with a small frameless television screen. The television was bent in a model’s hands, holding a clear image even as the screen buckled like it was about to fold in half.

  “Flexible LED displays?” Harmony’s brow furrowed. “Those already exist. Never understood why I’d want to bend something I’m trying to watch, but if I wanted to, I could get one tomorrow.”

  “Not like this. Tynes calls it the CrystalFlex. He says he’s invented a completely malleable multipurpose LED display. Completely, as in you can fold it, crumple it up, make origami out of it, and it still works. And it’s super light. You could literally buy a hundred-and-twenty-inch TV, roll it up like a carpet, take it over to a buddy’s house, and unpack it when you get there. It’ll spring back to its original, flat form no matter how many times you fold it, good as new. Oh, and it’s got 4K resolution.”

  “That sounds vaguely impossible,” Jessie said.

  “You’re not the first to say so.” Kevin clicked his mouse. Another article sprang up beside the first. Fools and Their Money: Eon Asks for Big Bucks, Offers Little Proof. “Nobody’s actually seen the CrystalFlex prototype outside of very controlled and limited demonstrations. Tomorrow is the first time it’s going to be shown off to the general public, and a lot of people think it’s a hoax. That’s not the really interesting part, though.”

  The TechTopia website blossomed on another screen. Puff pieces, ladled out by PR departments, but he magnified Tynes’s bio and highlighted two crucial lines. “Before setting out on his new venture, Geordie Tynes spent his early career working at the right hand of the legendary engineer Ezra Talon. Tynes served as Talon Worldwide’s Department of Research and Development…”

  “Call HQ,” Jessie said. “Right now. I want Bran MacDermott on the line. Get him out of bed if you have to. If these two worked together, I want to know what he knows.”

  April rolled over to the console and put her headphones on. While she patched in a call, Kevin gestured to the Basilisk’s computer. It sat to one side of his keyboard, plugged into the console with a USB cable.

  “Meanwhile, I went through the rest of the briefing files. Nadine sent along profiles of the guys Hausler was supposed to hook up with for the mission, plus their mug shots. Literally mug shots, in a few cases. Any of these faces look familiar?”

  Photographs lit up the screen, and Harmony studied their faces. They looked familiar, all right. She’d gunned down two of them a couple of hours ago, and Jessie had pulverized the third at the side of a desert road. She recognized a few of the others from the garage, including the one who had suffered the full wrath of the Basilisk’s stare.

  “That one,” Jessie pointed at the dead man’s picture. “That bugs me.”

  “Considering that could have happened to you?” Harmony asked.

  “Besides that. Sounds like Hausler’s intel was sound. Nadine had a mole in her organization. And it wasn’t one of ours. Why is ATF looking into the House of Dead Roses?”

  “They run guns and explosives. That’s ATF’s turf. Could be they’re investigating Nadine’s operation as a criminal inquiry, and they don’t realize there’s anything otherworldly going on.”

  “Maybe,” Jessie said.

  “But you don’t buy that.”

  “Could be that the guy’s handler was ATF the same way you and me are FBI. We aren’t the only operators who report to a higher power.”

  “You’re thinking about Bette,” Harmony said.

  Jessie gave a little nod, eyes fixed on the bank of screens.

  They’d crossed paths with Bette Novak back during the Red Knight mission. She said she was a master sergeant with the National Air and Space Intelligence Center, a rank she was too young to have earned, and she made a full-bird colonel snap to attention with a word. Vigilant Lock wasn’t the only shadow chamber buried deep beneath the marble halls of Washington, DC. Bette worked for another; they had no idea how far her reach actually stretched, or how many of the alphabet agencies she had a hand in.

  “Here’s the best part,” Kevin said. “Nadine left him a note. He burned it after reading, like a good little spy, but I was able to reconstruct the deleted file.”

  A few key taps brought a text file up on the screen. No flourishes, no frills, just stark type in a hard Courier font.

  
    Your objective is the live capture of Geordie Tynes, and the retrieval of the Item. Use any local assets and requisition any supplies you require. Obviously, you are NOT to secure the Item by bidding on it. I want it, I want Tynes, and I want my money back.
  

  
    If he built one, he can build more. For me. Once he’s brought into custody, your first priority is determining his potential, what he’s capable of, and what he can do for me once provided with a laboratory and resources. Your second priority is learning the location of Wayfarer Site D. Your third priority is breaking him. Call me when the work is complete.
  

  
    I expect to find, upon my arrival, a thoroughly tamed specialist who is not only prepared but eager to serve me with his life. If he holds out under duress, call me and I’ll finish the job myself. But you won’t make me do that, will you? Don’t prove to me that you’re worthy of my love, darling Erich. Prove it to yourself. Earn my love.
  

  “I think I just threw up in my mouth a little,” Jessie muttered.

  “Yeah,” Kevin said. “Whatever Hausler and Nadine have going on, it’s pretty twisted. So Nadine wants whatever he’s auctioning off, but she wants Geordie too. And she wants it all for free, because of course she does.”

  “The milk and the cow,” Harmony said. She studied the lines, reading them again and again, like she might find some invisible clues hiding between the crisp black letters. “Why? Why him, and what’s this ‘Site D’ she’s asking about?”

  “Might have an answer momentarily.” April cupped a hand over one of her headset’s heavy cans and nodded upward. “I’ve got Dr. MacDermott on the line. Putting him up on the main screen now.”

  Bran was bleary-eyed, freshly rousted from his cot, his ginger hair in an unkempt tangle. He stared at the camera, head cocked like a confused dog.

  “Do you people not sleep?” he said.

  “Not on a mission.” Harmony clasped her hands behind her back, standing at parade rest. “We need information about one of your former colleagues. Anything you can tell us might be vital to our success here.”

  They walked him through what they’d learned so far. Bran grunted a few questions, occasionally asking Harmony to repeat herself. Sometimes more than once. All the while, he screwed up his face tighter and tighter. Then he delivered his verdict.

  “Well, it’s bollocks, isn’t it?”

  Now it was Harmony’s turn to be confused. “What is?”

  “All of it.” Bran barked an incredulous laugh. “He’s full of shite, is what he is. Whoever this Tynes fella is, he never worked for Talon Worldwide.”

  “You sure?” Jessie said.

  “Okay, for one thing, I was Ezra’s right-hand man. Me. And we didn’t have any singular ‘Department of Research and Development,’ not by any such name. Look, the answer’s clear as glass: Geordie Tynes is a con artist. CrystalFlex is a crock. It’s an impossible invention designed to suck cash out of investors’ wallets. He’ll siphon ‘development funds’ for years before riding off into the sunset. I’ve seen it happen before, plenty of times. You just watch, next month he’ll be lookin’ for money on Kickstarter. Probably make a fortune, too.”

  “Any idea why he’d claim to be a Talon alumnus?” Harmony asked.

  “Sure. Because he’s a con artist. When Talon went down, it went down in flames. Executives bailing left and right, creditors snapping up assets and resources, labs filled with equipment going on walkabout because nobody was minding the shop. Total chaos, right?” Bran spread his open hands. “If you were a hoaxer who needed to puff up your background, could you think of a better company to claim on your resume? No tech reporter is going to spend more than ten minutes trying to unravel that knot of worms and check up on your story.”

  “And Nadine’s other target?” April asked. “This ‘Wayfarer Site D’?”

  Bran’s bluster faded. He had a trace of doubt in his eyes now, and he took a moment to think before he spoke again.

  “That’s harder to explain. Each of the old man’s projects had a code name. ‘Wayfarer’ was my bailiwick.”

  “Interdimensional research,” Harmony said. “Portals between worlds, and the Golden Saint project.”

  He nodded. “Now, how this Nadine bird learned about it, that I couldn’t tell you. Considering all the madness that went down in the end, there’re probably a hundred ways that word could have leaked out. Your guess is as good as mine.”

  “And…Site D?” Harmony asked.

  “Ain’t no such animal. Like I told you during my surprise job interview, Wayfarer had three experimental test sites. All of which are lost and gone now, but there was never even a plan for setting up a Site D.”

  “You’re certain?”

  Bran looked mortally wounded.

  “Lass, it was my project. Ezra was always in control, always with his hand in—not that I minded, the man was brilliant—but Wayfarer was my baby to raise. I’m telling you, there was no Site D.”

  They let him get back to sleep. The video screen died in a wink of static, plunging to black.

  “When you were children,” April said, wheeling her chair around to face the others, “did you ever play the game of telephone?”

  Kevin thought about it. “Isn’t that where all the kids line up and whisper something into each other’s ears, all the way down the line, to see how it changes by the time it reaches the end?”

  “It’s an educational way to learn how information travels. And mutates. I think we’re agreed, there are any number of ways Nadine could have heard about Talon’s interdimensional research. She could have also heard that they maintained multiple testing sites.”

  “Sure,” Jessie said. “The one commonality of the occult underground is that nobody can keep a goddamn secret. For somebody as connected as Nadine, I’d be more surprised if she hadn’t heard anything.”

  April propped her elbows on the arms of her chair, steepling her fingers in front of her face.

  “What if, by mutation or outright deceit—like someone selling her false information—Nadine became convinced that there was an as-yet-undiscovered Wayfarer site? One presumably laden with powerful technology and priceless research.”

  Harmony connected the dots. “She’d go after the man who could tell her where to find it.”

  Jessie put her hands on her hips. She looked up to the bank of screens, and the publicity photo showing Geordie Tynes’s boyish, almost-shy smile.

  “And this colossally unlucky hustler picked the worst possible fake resume for himself.” She looked to Harmony. “She won’t believe he made it all up. She’ll feed him to a meat grinder, toes first.”

  “He’ll be lucky if that’s all she does to him. And while I’m almost tempted to let him lie in the bed he made for himself, he doesn’t deserve to die like that. Also, there’s still the auction to consider.”

  “If CrystalFlex is fake,” Kevin said, “and his entire bio is fake, what are the odds that this ‘Item’ he’s auctioning off isn’t fake, too? Grifters gonna grift.”

  “We don’t know that,” Harmony said.

  “So we investigate,” Jessie said. “We find out the facts. Then we decide on the right play.”

  She stifled a yawn behind her hand. It was contagious, spreading to Kevin and then to April like a wave of raw lethargy.

  “Yeah,” Jessie said, “that’s the buzzer. Hausler’s not going to pull anything else tonight, and Tynes is lying low. Let’s all grab a few hours of shut-eye while we still can.”

  *     *     *

  “Jessie,” April said. “Just…one thing.”

  Jessie read her tone. She waved Harmony toward the ramp.

  “G’head, I’ll meet you at the car. Be there in a second.”

  She walked at April’s side. They left Kevin at the console, lost in the screens, and moved to the far side of the plane. April pitched her voice low. She kept an eye over her shoulder as she spoke.

  “I looked into Harmony’s movements over the last few weeks.”

  “What did you find?”

  “The day we left, she told you that she had an appointment for flotation therapy, correct?”

  Jessie nodded. “That’s right.”

  “The owner is a friend of mine. I’m the one who recommended Harmony try it in the first place. I gave her a discreet call. Harmony wasn’t there.”

  “Where was she?”

  “I’m still trying to find that out,” April said, “but she definitely lied about her whereabouts. And that wasn’t the first time. I checked two other dates over the last month, when she had to abruptly leave in the middle of the afternoon. She only had one appointment.”

  “She’s using her floats as cover.”

  “That’s right.”

  Jessie took a long, hard look at the ramp of the plane, and the spill of electric light on the black tarmac. Harmony stood at the edge of the light, shadowed and alone.

  “Keep digging,” she said.
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  Jessie tapped out a text on her way down the ramp. She wasn’t sure if she’d get an answer, but she needed to do something. She felt restless, pent-up, caged. She hated feeling caged.

  And she hated feeling like Harmony was sitting lost beside her, silent as they rolled toward the Strip, wandering in some maze of thought. She knew that sometimes her partner dove down into those intellectual deeps on purpose; that was where she found the stray clues, the missing pieces, leaping to the truth. And sometimes she wandered the labyrinth in her brain because whatever made her the way she was decided she didn’t have a choice.

  Her best friend was keeping secrets, hurting, and Jessie couldn’t help her. Couldn’t reach her. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. By the time they pulled onto South Las Vegas Boulevard, gliding through the neon canyon, her thoughts had turned murky, sultry, violent. She flirted with the idea of pinning Harmony down and making her confess. Jessie banished the notion. She knew herself well enough to recognize the frustration talking. And behind the frustration lurked her old familiar friend, pacing in the cage she’d built for it in the back of her mind.

  She wanted to hurt someone tonight. She needed an outlet. The wolf would only wait for so long before it stopped asking for relief and started taking it.

  “He’s like me,” Harmony said, apropos of nothing.

  “Who?”

  “Hausler.”

  Jessie let out an uneasy laugh. “Pretty sure he is nothing like you.”

  “Not in terms of his personality. I’ve been walking back through everything we saw tonight, trying to figure out how our intel analysts could miss something so huge.”

  “Yeah, not warning us that he’s a magician was a pretty massive screw-up.”

  “I don’t think it was a screw-up,” Harmony said. “He just doesn’t fit any of the indicators they look for when they’re building a target profile. The vast majority of mages are trained, either formally or informally. They may show some random spark of wild magic, early in their youth, but actually doing anything with that spark requires an education. Our analysts look for occult-underground contacts, ritual practice, associations with known teachers.”

  “Sure. Plenty of mages get schooled by their parents, but actually passing down full-bore magical powers by blood isn’t a thing, usually. The exception is…well, you.”

  “Exactly,” Harmony said. “I’m an outlier. My mother taught me mnemonics to control and focus my powers, but when I’m working with the elements, I don’t need a book of spells or elaborate rituals to do what I do. I just…do it, intuitively. So I was thinking, if I were an unknown subject, would our analysts realize what I’m capable of? We need to revise our profiling methods.”

  “You think Hausler inherited his death gaze,” Jessie said.

  “I think his fashion style is more than an affectation. And I think that if we go back and look at pictures of his parents, either his mother or his father will be wearing tinted glasses in every single photograph.”

  “Could explain what took his mother out of the picture.”

  “And why his father took young Erich to work with him at Stasi headquarters. It was more than cruelty or trying to mold him in his image. He had to teach him how to control his abilities.”

  They rolled into the Metropolitan’s parking garage, easing between pillars festooned with black-and-white pop art and carefully stylized faux graffiti. Jessie hunted deep for a parking spot, a far corner away from casual eyes.

  “Now I wonder if he shares my weakness, too.”

  Jessie gave her half a smile. “He actually enjoys accounting?”

  “Funny. No. When a normal practitioner works with magic, they might get tired after, feel weak for a while, but that’s the only price their body pays if they know how to do it right.”

  “But you get cramps,” Jessie said. “Bad ones. We’ve never encountered another magician who experiences that.”

  “If he’s like me, he could be at his weakest right after he uses his power. We might be able to take advantage of that.”

  “Maybe,” Jessie said, “but I’d rather we make sure he doesn’t get to use it on anybody. Ever again. One way or another, we’re going to find a way to take the Basilisk off the board while keeping Nadine in the dark. I know the plan was to leave him in play, to protect our ongoing op against her, but now that we know what he’s capable of—”

  “He’s too dangerous,” Harmony said.

  “The only way he’s leaving Vegas is in a body bag. We just have to find someone else to pin it on, something to throw the scent off when Nadine comes sniffing around.”

  Her phone buzzed. The answer to her text came in, and it included a room number.

  “I’ll see you later,” she said. “I need to work out a little. Blow off some steam.”

  Harmony’s brow furrowed. “I’m pretty sure the hotel gym is closed for the night.”

  “Not that kind of workout.”

  *     *     *

  Coraline was waiting for her. She answered the door of her suite in a robe, black satin with lace trim, just short enough to be dangerous.

  “I didn’t know if you’d get in touch,” she said.

  “Sure you did,” Jessie said. “Just like I knew you’d say yes.”

  Coraline took her by the hand and led her inside. The door swung shut at her back.

  “I meant after Tampa. Obviously you’d text tonight. You can’t stay away from me.”

  “Must be your perfume,” Jessie said.

  It hung in the air, a musky aroma that made her think of forests, of wet peat, of predators and prey.

  “Wore it just for you,” Coraline replied.

  She had a king bed, scarlet sheets. Room service had brought up a bottle of champagne and a pair of flutes. From the ice in the bucket, Jessie guessed it had arrived a couple of minutes before she did.

  “Your brother around?”

  Coraline laughed. “You don’t honestly think I share a room with my brother. Please.”

  “Didn’t know what kind of a budget you folks are working with.”

  “Lavish,” Coraline said. “Jealous?”

  “We do all right for ourselves.”

  “You’re sharing a room with your partner. I bet you had to fly coach, didn’t you? Cramped in the back of the plane, with a toddler kicking the back of your seat the whole way to Vegas.”

  Jessie wore a private smile.

  The champagne cork burst free with a hollow pop and a jet of bubbly foam. Coraline poured for both of them. She offered Jessie a flute.

  “A toast. Unless you think I poisoned it.”

  “Nah.” Their flutes clinked, a sound like a crystal chime. “Makes more sense for us—you and me, our people and your people—to play nice for the time being. We’ve got mutual enemies and mutual problems. Eventually this little alliance might go sour, but…eventually’s eventually. I’m a live-for-today kind of girl.”

  Coraline eyed Jessie over her glass. “Your partner doesn’t like that, does she? Our alliance. I see the way she looks at me.”

  “She’s getting used to the idea. She has a…somewhat more hard-set notion of right and wrong than I ever have. Not a big fan of compromise, though she’s getting used to it. But that’s nothing to do with you.”

  “Oh?”

  “I think that’s more of a you-and-me problem,” Jessie said.

  “Oh?” Coraline grinned at her. “Is she…is she jealous?”

  “No. And we can stop talking about Harmony now. I mean, I came to give you my undivided attention. Unless you don’t want it…”

  Coraline tossed back a swig of champagne. She was still grinning, her lips moist from the bubbly.

  “Oh, I want it.”

  Her fingers trailed along the lace of her satin robe. She tugged the fold back, just a bit, to show off what she had on underneath. Jessie’s eyebrow lifted at a slash of glistening red leather.

  “You wear that for me too, or just the perfume?”

  “I found the most adorable little specialty shop this afternoon,” Coraline told her, drifting across the suite. She leaned over and rummaged in a dresser drawer. “You really can get anything you want in Vegas. When I saw this, I just had to have it.”

  She showed Jessie her prize. It was a cat-o’-nine-tails, knotted thongs of whipcord joined to a tooled leather handle, like a relic from an old pirate ship. Jessie whistled.

  “Most people can’t play with something like this,” Coraline said. “Their poor human constitutions just can’t take it. But most people aren’t like you and me.”

  On the surface, Jessie read her loud and clear. She meant their shared ability to weather a storm and heal fast, their shared affection for violence behind closed doors. But Coraline’s eyes spoke to something deeper, a current of desperate truth hiding behind the seductress act.

  Jessie wondered how long she’d been lonely.

  “It’s nice,” Jessie said, “finding someone who’s just like you, when you feel different from everybody else.”

  Coraline’s cambion blood rose to her defense, as if it sensed a crack in her emotional wall, racing to seal it. Her eyes flooded with mustard-yellow ink, blotting out her irises, and a butterfly pattern of blue veins rose beneath her skin in a living, pulsing tattoo.

  “Let’s play,” she said.

  Jessie put down her champagne flute.

  “One important question,” she said. “Which one of us gets to hold the whip?”

  “I was thinking about that,” Coraline replied. “I mean, we need to decide this in a fair and equitable manner.”

  “Agreed.”

  “So how about this,” Coraline said, flashing a wicked smile. “How about you come over here and try to take it from me? And then we’ll just have to see what happens.”

  *     *     *

  The need for sleep brought Harmony to her room. Hunger drove her back out again. It was too quiet in the room, too dark, too much empty cold stillness to do anything but lie in an unfamiliar bed and feel. The need for energy was gnawing at her now, and she knew this stage of the disease all too well.

  Next came the part where she’d call to her magic, in some moment of crisis, and it just wouldn’t come. Like trying to start a car with a dying battery, cranking the ignition and getting nothing but sparks.

  She stepped off the elevators, down in the hotel lobby. Vegas didn’t sleep; the noise and lights hit her in a violent wave, like she’d just walked into the middle of an all-night party. Harmony felt herself shrinking, throwing up mental walls against the onslaught of stimulation. She wasn’t sure why she’d come down here. Wasn’t sure what she expected to find.

  She saw Ethan on the edge of the casino floor, dressed casual in an ivory cotton shirt that matched the skunk-tail streak in his hair. He had a plastic cup filled with chips; he’d been lucky tonight. He saw her and froze.

  I can take him.

  The alien thought rode in on a mental flash. She watched herself hurtle toward him, put her hands on his skull, and pull. She watched him wither, his blood turning to dust in his veins and his bones crumbling like powdered eggshells as she drank him dry. No more hunger. Satiation. Satisfaction.

  She stopped dead in her tracks, jarred by the mental invasion. That wasn’t her. She didn’t do things like that. Harmony wasn’t opposed to violence, even killing, if it was done in the name of protecting the innocent. That was her job. But she had just seen herself, felt herself, draining Ethan’s life away for the sheer pleasure of it.

  That wasn’t her.

  He must have seen something in her expression. He took a half step back, recoiling. He’s afraid of me, she thought. He’s actually afraid of me.

  He buried the fear-flicker deep, under a flood of revulsion. He walked past her, fast and stiff and clutching his chip cup close to his chest, on his way to anywhere but here.

  “Stay the hell away from me,” he hissed. “You fucking freak.”

  The casino floor curled like a scorpion’s tail, and Harmony found a small, secluded lounge at the tip. The dark was a welcome escape from the flashing lights and electronic trill, and it wasn’t too crowded. No escape from the pumped-in chemical perfume—she assumed it was supposed to be soothing, but to her it smelled like the fake orange odor of a kitchen-cleaning spray—but she figured she’d replace it with another scent.

  Harmony reached for the cocktail menu. She didn’t drink on duty, but there wasn’t anything else to do tonight and nobody cared what she did anyway. She just needed some solace, somehow, somewhere.
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  Morning brought hard sunlight and regret. Harmony stood at the back of the elevator, shoulders pressed to the cool onyx wall, and gave herself until they reached the ground floor to wake up. Hopefully the Ibuprofen would kick in by then.

  Jessie stood beside her, looking like a cat with a saucer of cream. She’d been smiling all morning. Now she gave Harmony the side-eye, curious.

  “Are you…oh, wow, you are. You’re hungover.”

  “I’m fine.”

  “You’ve totally got a hangover. I can smell it.” Jessie tapped the side of her nose. “Science.”

  “Did you have fun with Coraline last night?”

  Jessie put a hand on her hip and a scandalized look on her face. She turned, incredulous.

  “Harmony, did you just use my very own patented changing-the-subject deflection method? On me?”

  “You mean the thing you just did to avoid answering the question?”

  Jessie turned back to the front of the elevator car, watching the numbers count down.

  “Look at you,” she said. “I’m proud. This is a proud moment for me.”

  They emerged into the lobby. They put their earbuds in, glasses on. April and Kevin were already at their stations on the Imperator. Kevin ran a quick audio/video test, verifying that they were transmitting, while April brought the photo-recognition suite online. Once they were all connected, Jessie handed down the plan of attack.

  “Okay, team. The auction is tonight. And seeing as not even the power of positive thinking is going to give us a million bucks for the buy-in, we need to find another way to crash that party and figure out if this ‘Item’ everybody wants is real or a con job. That, and take out Hausler without alerting Nadine to the fact that we’re onto her. Oh, and if we have time, maybe keep Geordie Tynes from getting tortured to death for information he doesn’t have about an experimental site that doesn’t exist. Everybody get all that?”

  “Reasonable to think more of the auction attendees—the ones who don’t care about the convention—will arrive today,” April said. “I’m standing ready to process your camera feeds and see if any notorious faces appear. That might open up a way into the auction.”

  “Excellent,” Jessie said. “Kevin, I want you running background on Tynes. We know he wasn’t with Talon Worldwide, but he came from somewhere. The more we learn about the real man behind the puffed-up resume, the more we have to work with.”

  “On it, boss.”

  “If we split up, we can cover more ground,” Harmony said. “How about I take the hotel check-in, and you can watch the convention’s late-registration desk?”

  “Good call. If you see Hausler, fade back and give me a shout.”

  The Basilisk wasn’t showing his face. That didn’t mean she didn’t have plenty to look at. As Harmony casually strolled the cool tile of the lobby floor, the concealed camera in her glasses focused in on anyone who looked out of place: people who were too rich for this hotel, or dressed for anything but a vacation in the desert.

  “Good catch,” April said in her ear as she zeroed in on a dour middle-aged man. He had thousand-dollar shoes and nothing but a briefcase for luggage. “He’s an attorney with ties to certain East-Coast crime families. Probably here as a proxy bidder.”

  Another couple of suspect faces came up empty. A fourth was a wanted man, with warrants in three states for a string of armored-car robberies and jewel heists.

  “Nice,” Jessie said in her ear. “Make a note: after the auction’s over, we’ll send the local cops an anonymous tip. They can pick the guy up and get the credit for the collar.”

  A metallic thrum against her collarbone put a jitter in Harmony’s step. She recovered, kept moving, trying to keep things natural as she scanned the growing lines at the check-in counter.

  “Jessie,” she murmured, “might need backup down here.”

  “What’s up? Hausler?”

  “No.” Her finger tapped her salmon-pink necktie. The Delphic coin, dangling from the thin silver chain around her neck, fluttered like a butterfly’s wings. “My coin’s acting up. Extradimensional energy.”

  “Sisters of the Noose? I mean, they already tried to kidnap Bran. Maybe they heard another Talon Worldwide big shot was on the premises and decided to settle for Geordie instead.”

  Harmony went hunting. She had an edge: the sisters were ferocious killers, but their mutilations made them obvious. She could rule out anyone not wearing dark glasses, anyone showing normal, ungloved hands.

  “That’d be just his luck,” Harmony said, “but no…hold up, it’s getting stronger.”

  She used the metallic flutter to home in on the source, playing hot-or-cold as she wandered the lobby like a lost tourist. There were four clerks working the check-in desk, four lines. She found the source of the energy at the front of the leftmost line, standing there without a care in the world.

  She was in her thirties, with her cinnamon hair worn in an undercut. It was long and wavy on top, buzzed down to the scalp on the sides. Athletic, with a runner’s build, dressed in street-casual clothes that could double as workout gear. She toted a suitcase at her side. The size was off; roll-on luggage was more or less standardized, thanks to airline rules, and her aluminum-sided suitcase was a few inches too short, a few too wide.

  “Like someone tried to create Earth luggage from somebody’s secondhand description and didn’t quite nail it,” she breathed.

  “What’s that?” Jessie asked.

  “Spotted our alien.” Harmony found a spot a safe distance away. She took her glasses off and pretended to polish them, keeping the frames fixed on the new arrival’s face. “April, you getting this?”

  “Running her through facial recognition, not that I anticipate a hit.”

  “I’m on my way to you now,” Jessie said. “Stay on her. When she leaves, tail her. I’ll catch up.”

  The clerk gave the woman a room key and a complimentary bottle of water. She turned, suitcase rolling at her side as she angled toward the elevators. Harmony waited for her to pass, pretending to look at something on her phone, and silently fell into her wake.

  Then a figure from the past stepped out in front of her and brought her pursuit to a dead stop.

  “Agent Black. Fancy seeing you here.”

  The blond woman was slight, young, with a personal style that made Harmony think of Tinkerbell. That was when she was happy. Right now she was projecting a wall of iron authority in Harmony’s face. And she didn’t look happy at all.

  “Master Sergeant Novak,” Harmony said. “It’s been a long time. Haven’t seen you since the Red Knight incident. Did you fly in for the convention?”

  “Bette is there?” Kevin said in her ear. “April, patch Harmony’s feed over to my screen.”

  Bette Novak took a step forward, closing the distance between them.

  “I took the train,” she said. “How about you? Been on any interesting train rides lately?”

  “Sounds like you already know the answer.”

  “Bran MacDermott was my op,” Bette told her.

  “Then you should be glad that Jessie and I were on the scene. We saved his life.”

  “And then you snatched him. He’s Pentagon property, Black. I want him.”

  “Last I checked,” Harmony said, “people get to choose their employers. It’s part of living in a free country.”

  Bette let out a little snort. “With the secrets that man has in his brain? Uh-uh. He’s been drafted. He’s too important to have a choice.”

  “He’s safer with us. Come on, Bette. You’re really going to hand him over to Lockheed and Boeing? You might as well give Russia and China their very own suits of interdimensional power armor. We’re trying to stop a new arms race before it starts.”

  Bette leaned closer. She dropped her voice to a graveyard whisper.

  “And how do you know it hasn’t already started?”

  Harmony tilted her head, uncertain now. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

  “Ezra Talon’s death kicked off a feeding frenzy. Assets, data, human intelligence—it all went into the piranha tank. And some of it’s been popping up in extremely shady places all around the globe. I’m just trying to win us an edge before the situation escalates. Because it is going to escalate.”

  Harmony didn’t need to guess why Bette was here.

  “Did you make Geordie Tynes the same offer you gave to Bran?”

  Bette didn’t answer her. Harmony couldn’t read any secrets in the hard, calculated stone of her face, but she didn’t need to. The silence was the clue.

  “No,” Harmony said. “You didn’t, did you? You came to check him out. But you learned the same thing we did.”

  “He’s a fraud,” Bette said.

  “And yet,” Harmony said. “You’re still here. He never worked for Talon, you don’t want to recruit him…but you’re still here. I’m going to offer a show of good faith: you’re here for the auction.”

  “How is that a show of good faith?”

  “Because if I was wrong, and you had no idea what I was talking about, right now I’d be giving you that intel for free.”

  Bette considered that. She offered up a shrug.

  “Fair. Here’s one in kind. Have you wandered over by the Coppola Ballroom yet?”

  Harmony pictured the floor plan. “That’s the big room for tech demos, right?”

  “That’s right. I just came from there. Tynes’s CrystalFlex system is on display.”

  “I assume it doesn’t live up to the promise.”

  Bette’s lips parted. She didn’t answer right away. Her tongue played across the bottoms of her teeth.

  “You should go check it out.” She started to turn, then paused. “And, Agent Black? This conversation isn’t over. We will be having a longer and more productive discussion about Dr. MacDermott. Soon.”

  Harmony let her leave. Her fingertip brushed her ear.

  “You get all that?”

  “I’ll meet you in the ballroom,” Jessie said.

  “While you’re on the move,” Kevin said, “I’ve got the preliminary dossier on the real Geordie Tynes. The man behind the self-made myth.”

  “I thought you were just being thirsty for Bette,” Jessie said.

  “I can multitask.”

  “Did you find anything we can use?” Harmony asked.

  “What’s there isn’t what’s striking,” Kevin said. “More like what’s not there.”

  *     *     *

  Kevin sat at his command console in the belly of the Imperator, his sweat-flecked face framed in the wash of two plastic fans. They stood clamped to the edges of the metal desk, aimed with mathematical precision, but they still couldn’t do much to battle the waves of arid heat that shimmered in from the open cargo ramp. Every once in a while there’d be a faint breeze, a promise of cool relief, and then it would shatter under the merciless sun.

  “Seriously. Can we not get air-conditioning?”

  Aselia and Marco were lugging a crate in, lashing it to the rough metal flooring with olive nylon straps. The big, frog-faced mechanic gave him a toothy grin. Aselia just rolled her eyes.

  “This plane was built to haul military cargo, kid. Comfort isn’t in the design specs.”

  April rolled over and handed him a fresh bottle of water.

  “Stay hydrated,” she said and cracked her own. It went to join the three others at her workstation, all empties. Kevin pulled his headphones on.

  “Right, so, while working in these inhumane conditions, I pulled together Tynes’s history. Ready? Here it is: he doesn’t have one.”

  Jessie’s voice crackled over the headphones. “Say again?”

  “His papers, down to his birth certificate, are fakes. Excellent, top-quality fakes, but still. Fake. There’s not only no record of Geordie Tynes ever working for Talon Worldwide, there’s no record of him working anywhere. And he claims to have an advanced engineering degree from MIT, but good luck finding him in any photographs or tracking down any friends who knew him during the years he was supposedly earning it. His entire academic record is a forgery.”

  “How far back can you track his real movements?” Harmony asked.

  “Three months, tops,” Kevin said. “Before that, he’s a ghost. You want my best guess? Look at what we know. He’s criminal-adjacent with this auction deal, but he’s not a criminal. He doesn’t have the moves to survive in the underworld. He came out of nowhere, like at some point his past was scrubbed clean by professionals. He’s got ID, including a social security number and driver’s license, which are almost bulletproof. To get paper like that, you’ve got to pay a world-class forger or…”

  Harmony knew.

  “He was in the Witness Protection Program,” she said.

  “That’s my guess. He got his hands on something juicy, went into WITSEC, and now he’s sticking his head out of his hole, looking to cash in.”

  “Here’s another angle,” Jessie said. “Everything ties back to Talon. The Sisters of the Noose trying to grab Bran, Tynes pretending to be a Talon rep, Nadine’s all hot to find a lost Talon lab site and she thinks Tynes can lead her there…what are the odds that he doesn’t have a history because he really, honestly doesn’t have one—on our Earth?”

  “My coin gives false positives sometimes,” Harmony said. “I mean, it’s fiddly. Glitchy. But I rode right next to him all the way back to the hotel last night. Nothing, not a peep.”

  Jessie’s frustrated sigh washed over the line.

  “And yet we do have a visitor from a parallel Earth walking around the Metropolitan. April, I assume facial recognition came up empty?”

  April was hunched over her keyboard, eyes sharp behind her bifocals as she sifted streams of data from one screen to another. Parsing and paring down.

  “It did, as expected. I have something else for you, though. We don’t need to clog up the shared channel. I’ll text you the details.”

  *     *     *

  A bustling line stretched down the heart of the corridor outside the hotel’s main ballrooms. Everybody was waiting to get into the Coppola. The air was electric, buzzing, people showing each other their phones and comparing notes. TechTopia’s organizers had promised an electronic wonderland today, with hands-on access to next year’s hottest gear. Harmony stood in line with her ears perked, listening for any mention of Tynes or the CrystalFlex and watching for the woman with the cinnamon undercut.

  “Hey,” Jessie said, jogging over to her. “Go on ahead without me. I just heard from Coraline. She might have some info we can use, and she wants a private meet-up.”

  Harmony frowned. “Is that safe?”

  Jessie turned and lightly hip-bumped her.

  “Safe’s no fun. Anyway, I’m reachable if you need me. It’s not that kind of meet-up. See if Tynes’s miracle invention checks out and we’ll circle back after.”

  *     *     *

  She didn’t go to Coraline. As far as Jessie knew, she was still in bed, sleeping off last night’s entertainment. It was just a—a lie, she told herself, preempting the inevitable justification.

  She went down to one of the hotel bars, all but barren right now. Then she found a spot of relative privacy, deactivated her microbead, and called April’s private cell number. April picked up on the second ring.

  “I know what Harmony has been up to. And I know why.”

  April’s voice sent a cold waterfall spilling down Jessie’s spine. Her words were professionally, carefully neutral, the cool tones of a woman who was exploding with feelings but had learned to keep them locked down, especially when she was delivering a prognosis.

  “Talk to me,” Jessie said.

  “Sending you some documents. I had a few hunches. I was able to look at Harmony’s financial records and travel data and…correlate those hunches.”

  “We knew something was wrong with her,” Jessie said.

  April didn’t respond. She let the data do the talking.

  Ten minutes later, Jessie was patched into HQ. She had the leader of Beach Cell on the line; the team was enjoying some downtime, on training and maneuvers between missions.

  “Need you to handle a problem for me,” Jessie told him. “I need it quick. I need it discreet.”

  “Should I get the team together, set up a briefing?”

  “No,” she said. “Just you. Not one word about it, not even to your teammates. This is a personal-favor sort of deal, and I’ll pay you back in kind. I need this taken care of today.”
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  Harmony spread her arms wide at the ballroom door, presenting her press pass for inspection and her body to a hand wand operated by a bored-looking security guard. She had left her pistol upstairs, secure in the room safe. She didn’t like going anywhere without it, but at least everyone was equally disarmed beyond the doors. And she still had her magic.

  For now, she thought.

  He handed her laminated pass back and waved her through. The world beyond the doors was half a glimpse into the future, half toyland, and laid out like a furniture-store showroom. Winding paths, carefully built between walls of booths and display kiosks, created a funnel to keep the wide-eyed conventioneers moving from wonder to wonder. Screens boasting graphics so real they looked like live recordings bumped up against a miniature track where a smiling model demonstrated a next-generation Segway scooter.

  To Harmony it was a confusion of lights and noise, nothing that would make her better at her job, nothing to help her crack this case. Then her coin began to flutter, adding to the cacophony. She heard the cinnamon-haired woman before she saw her, just around the next corner in the booth-lined trail.

  “Anything?”

  “No,” said the woman walking with her, tall and thin with ice-white hair. Her clothes were like her companion’s suitcase: just slightly off, with ’80s shoulder pads and ’70s stitching, passable but nothing you’d find on a modern store’s racks.

  They paused by a booth hawking smart-home appliances. Harmony eased up behind them, silent and curious.

  “And this is next year’s technology?” the tall woman asked in a low voice. Her accent was vaguely European, maybe German.

  “Mm-hmm,” her companion murmured. Her head turned to track one of the demonstrators. She was interested in the men, not the gadgets.

  “These people are primitives. How did you stand living here as long as you did?”

  “Focus. Let’s find Kiyana and see if she’s had any luck.”

  Kiyana, Harmony gathered, was the bright-eyed, dark-complexioned woman they rallied with beyond the next serpentine bend in the path. Her hot-pink tracksuit was passable attire almost anywhere but the middle of a desert. Harmony’s gaze drifted to the phone in her hand. It wasn’t a phone. The case looked like an old BlackBerry, vintage tech, but she held it like a Geiger counter, making slow and subtle sweeps across the crowd.

  She glanced up. Eye contact. Something must have twigged Kiyana’s senses, told her she was being watched. Harmony looked away and kept walking. In her peripheral vision, she saw the device pointing her way. Probing for something.

  “Our alien has friends,” Harmony breathed. “One of them just caught me on their tail.”

  “I’m on my way,” Jessie said in her ear.

  “Not here. I’m going to slip out before they get suspicious.”

  “Eggslut?”

  Harmony blinked. “Excuse me?”

  “It’s a restaurant. Everything has eggs in it. Very hip, very on-trend.”

  “I’ll meet you there,” Harmony said. “Under protest.”

  “Noted.”

  A thick knot of spectators was blocking her way out. A crowd for a single booth, and a forest of arms held up phones to film the action. Geordie Tynes wasn’t lying low; he held court behind a table draped in the black-and-gold logo of Eon Technologies, while a model in a sports bra and leggings played magician’s assistant. More the other way around: while he laid down the patter, she was doing the trick. It was a good trick.

  “—and as you’ll see, our CrystalFlex technology is more than vibrant, offering a display exceeding any resolution on the market today. It’s more than featherlight, with an onboard power source offering twelve hours of video playback on a full charge.”

  The model held a paper-thin television in her outstretched hands, her pearly smile glinting over the rim. It was the size of a knight’s shield, but she held it like it couldn’t have weighed more than a couple of pounds. The display was powered on, playing the latest Marvel blockbuster. Superheroes warred across the screen in vivid, rich color.

  The model bent the screen, flexing it in her hands—then she folded it in half. It made a plastic snapping noise. Some of the onlookers groaned, assuming she’d just broken the only demo model. She compounded the mistake by rolling it up, tight as a yoga mat.

  Then she let go. The screen unrolled itself, flipping back into shape, perfectly good as new. The crowd fell into an awed hush. More phones went up; people who were jaded a moment ago were scrambling to record the rest of the show.

  “Kevin,” Harmony murmured, “are you watching the feed from my glasses?”

  “Uh, yeah,” he said, his voice distant.

  “You’re the tech guy. Is it just me, or is this more than one generation ahead of anything on the market right now?”

  “I’m a little busy picking my jaw up off the floor. More than one generation. This is some Star Trek business. Assuming it’s real.”

  “I’m looking right at it,” she said.

  “You know as well as I do—probably better than I do, considering your magic thing—that seeing isn’t believing. Notice how far back they’re standing from the table, and how he’s not letting anyone but his helper lay a finger on the demo model.”

  “You think it’s some kind of optical illusion?”

  “I think that’s a more reasonable answer than ‘one guy who faked his entire background made massive leaps in two or three engineering disciplines at once,’” Kevin said. “Like I said last night, Tynes is a grifter, and grifters gonna grift. I know a guy, he’s massively into stage magic. I’m going to send him some of this footage and see if he knows a way it could have been faked.”

  “Send it to Occult-Tactical, too,” Harmony said. “I don’t sense anything magical here, but I want their input.”

  “On it.”

  “CrystalFlex is the shape of the future,” Geordie said. He had a showman’s flare and struck a pose for the cameras as his assistant folded the screen into an origami swan. “And the shape of your future…is anything you desire.”

  With two quick raps of her knuckles, the screen unfolded. The origami folds unmade themselves, unfurling like a flag, as the display model returned to its original, perfect rectangular shape. Iron Man came in for a thunderous superhero landing on the screen, a timed and rehearsed bit of flair that got hoots from the audience and a smattering of applause.

  The three women were on Harmony’s right. She saw Kiyana lift her phone-scanner, sweep it across Geordie and his assistant, and give a little disappointed headshake to the others. Then she noticed Harmony. She stood there, staring intently in the corner of her vision, as if daring Harmony to look back at her.

  Her cue to leave. She slipped through a thin spot in the crowd and out the ballroom doors on the far side of the showroom, leaving toyland behind. She went back to her room to get her gun. Then she went to find her partner.

  *     *     *

  “Are you sure you’re all right?”

  “It’s nothing,” Jessie said. “Just dealing with a personal thing.”

  They sat at a wood-grain table under the warm lights of the restaurant, at a second-floor promenade overlooking the casino. Big brass letters spelled out Eggslut against soft beechwood. Jessie had a gaucho sandwich, steak and egg and chimichurri sauce, wrapped in a brown paper wrapper to keep the messy concoction from spilling all over her plate. Harmony ordered a Fairfax: scrambled eggs, chives, and cheddar cheese on a brioche bun, topped with a sriracha glaze that added a lick of tangy heat to every gooey bite.

  “You usually can’t wait to tell me about your personal things,” Harmony said. She paused, trying to read her partner’s face. “Is this about Coraline? I know you said you were keeping it casual, but if she hurt you—”

  Jessie held up her hand. Her fingers glistened with sauce. “Seriously. It’s fine. Let’s stay focused. What’s your take on Tynes?”

  “I want to see what Kevin’s magic-buff friend has to say. That demonstration looked pretty real to me, but he’s right: it’s a lot more likely that it was some kind of really good stage effect and Tynes is trying to boost his profile so he can swindle some big investors.”

  “Boosting his profile while there’s a hit man gunning for him and Nadine wants to torture him for information he doesn’t have. I know what you said back at HQ, about our purpose and saving lives and all that jazz. But I’m starting to think we’re seeing natural selection at work. The wilderness is not kind to the sick, the weak, or the dumbasses.”

  “I’m more concerned about our three…” Harmony’s voice trailed off as the Delphic coin began to bounce on its chain. “Jessie, how many restaurants does this hotel have?”

  She thought about it, eyes skyward. “Ones that are open for lunch? Two. And a food court.”

  Could have been a coincidence, then. Everybody had to eat. But here the strangers were, taking a table halfway across the restaurant. Harmony gave Jessie a subtle nod, drawing her attention.

  “The one with the cinnamon undercut, and her friends.”

  “All three of ’em from places elsewhere?” Jessie asked.

  “The coin isn’t a fine-tuned instrument,” Harmony said, sheepish. “It’s…kind of janky, to be honest. They don’t look like locals, though.”

  They ate in silence after that, focused on the women and their conversation. Harmony couldn’t hear a thing in the low, shimmering din all around them, but Jessie’s ears were tuned to frequencies a regular human couldn’t perceive.

  “The one with white hair, the one with cheekbones that could cut glass? Her name’s Ines. The one with the cinnamon undercut is Tricia. Ines called her ‘captain’ and Tricia kicked her under the table.”

  Harmony leaned closer, huddled over her plate as she chewed a mouthful of warm cheese and scrambled egg. “What are they talking about?”

  “They’re looking for somebody,” Jessie said, keeping her voice low. “Reading between the lines, sounds like they’re going to be in big trouble if they go home empty-handed.”

  Kiyana was staring again; Harmony felt the heat from her steady, unblinking gaze. Jessie finished the last bite of her sandwich, crumpled up the brown paper wrapper, and wiped her fingers on a napkin.

  “Time for us to go,” she said. “Right now.”

  On their way out, daring a split-second glance, Harmony saw the problem. The women had stopped talking with their mouths and started using their hands. They were flicking lightning-fast gestures at one another, some kind of sign language, all three of them sitting silent and grim.

  “They knew I was listening,” Jessie said once they were outside the restaurant. “I don’t know how, but they clocked me. That hand jive wasn’t ASL. Looked more like military code.”

  They walked fast, angling for the elevators at the end of the promenade.

  “What do you want to do?” Harmony asked.

  Jessie thumped the call button. “Get back to the room. Let’s get some privacy, regroup, and figure out a new strategy. Lot of moving pieces in play and I don’t like that we haven’t seen a trace of Hausler since last night. His target is standing out in public, practically daring him to make a move, so what’s he up to?”

  The elevator opened on an empty cage. The mirrored onyx walls turned their reflections into endless phantoms as they stepped inside. Jessie hit the button for the thirtieth floor.

  The door rumbled, closing up. The hotel corridor slid away, banished behind the polished steel, until only a sliver remained.

  A slender, pale hand shot through the gap. The door bumped against it, then rolled back open again.

  “Sorry,” Ines said. “Excuse us. Room for three more?”

  *     *     *

  Harmony’s shoulders tensed under her blazer as Kiyana followed Ines into the elevator cage. Kivana moved to the back, standing right behind her, close enough for Harmony to feel her breath on the back of her neck. Ines did the same to Jessie. Tricia was the last one on; she turned her back on them, standing between Harmony and Jessie and the only way out.

  The door glided shut, sealing them in. Harmony broke the silence as the cage began to climb.

  “You didn’t press a button.”

  Tricia looked back at her, with a faintly amused smile and the eyes of a bird of prey.

  “Oh,” Tricia said. “We must be going where you’re going.”

  A thin black baton dropped from her sleeve. It crackled, bristling with an electric tempest, as Tricia spun and lunged at Harmony’s face. Harmony juked left, falling back a step as the baton shot past her cheek, and fell into Kiyana. An arm coiled around her throat from behind, clamping tight. Ines’s baton swung down like a cop’s truncheon, but Jessie was already moving, whirling, meeting her with a pair of piston-hard punches that sent Ines falling back against the mirrored wall of the cage. Onyx glass cracked against her shoulders and the baton tumbled from her grip, spinning free across the floor.

  Harmony leaned into Kiyana’s momentum, shifting her leverage for an aikido throw. Kiyana’s shoes rattled the mirror as she ran up the wall of the cage, flipping over Harmony’s head like an acrobat and landing in a crouch. Then she leaped up on one foot, lashing out with a graceful kick. Harmony braced her forearms in front of her. Pain rocketed to her shoulders as they took the brunt of the hit.

  “Supernatural contact,” Ines gasped, staring wide-eyed at Jessie as she got her footing back. “Pattern six!”

  Harmony made a grab for Kiyana, but she was already out of reach, abandoning her first target to team up on Jessie. Tricia kept her busy, sidestepping as she jabbed at Harmony with the electric-wreathed tip of her baton. Separating us, Harmony realized as she bumped the corner of the cage. She waited for Tricia to lunge and then ducked in and under her baton, grabbed her wrist, and spun the woman around, locking up her arm while the weapon hissed and sparked.

  Kiyana swept up the fallen baton and fired herself at Jessie in one smooth motion. Ines jumped on Jessie’s back, clinging to her like a spider, trying to pin her for her partner. Jessie grunted through gritted teeth and threw her elbow into Ines’s ribs. The tip of the baton dug into the meat of Jessie’s leg and fired. She went into a seizure, spasming as her muscles lost control, and fell into Ines. Jessie was still swinging, growling, a storm of chaos with fists.

  “Again,” Ines snapped. “Jolt her again!”

  Tricia twisted in Harmony’s grip, spinning out of her joint lock and reversing it. She fought like a tactician, every move measured and made with purpose. So did Harmony. She anticipated the reversal, saw it coming—and drove her heel into the back of Tricia’s knee, knocking her to the floor of the cramped cage and straight into Kiyana. Kiyana’s next lunge with the baton went wide and Jessie let loose with a brick-knuckled right cross, smashing across her face and tearing open a cut just above her left eye.

  Harmony got her gun out. She grabbed Tricia by the hair, yanked her head back, and put the muzzle to her temple. At the same moment, Ines bent her hand back, farther than she should have been able to without snapping her own wrist. Bloodless flesh split like the flap of an envelope as a titanium blade—long and gleaming and honed to a deadly edge—snaked from her wrist. She pressed the edge of the blade to Jessie’s throat.

  Everyone froze. They faced each other from the corners of the cage, each one holding their hostage in a death grip while Kiyana sat dazed on the floor and wiped a trickle of blood from her eye.

  “Let’s not,” Harmony panted, “do anything we can’t take back.”

  “Who are you people?” Tricia demanded.

  “Immigration,” Jessie said. “We need to see a valid passport from your parallel Earth of origin, and we may have to inspect your luggage.”

  Kiyana’s bloody hand fell to her side. “You’re…lawbringers?”

  Jessie was a statue with Ines’s wrist blade pressed firm against her neck. Her eyes flicked downward.

  “Inside breast pocket,” she said.

  Kiyana shoved herself to her feet and reached inside Jessie’s blazer. She fished out a slim black leather folio. Then she opened it and turned it so her partners could see the FBI credentials and badge inside.

  “You’re lawbringers,” Tricia said. “Then you have to help us.”

  Jessie arched an eyebrow. “Considering your girl has a freaky-ass knife to my throat at the moment, you’re going to have to back that up.”

  “Ines. Heel.”

  The blade made a slithering sound as it whisked back inside Ines’s wrist, and the flap of skin sealed itself up. Her wrist bones crackled. She let Jessie go, and Harmony did the same, stepping back from Tricia as she holstered her gun. Tricia turned to face her.

  “We’re hunting a fugitive from our world,” Tricia explained. “A terrorist. He has murdered over forty people, he may be planning to do it again, and we have every reason to believe that he’s here, somewhere in this hotel.”
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  There was a lounge at the top of the casino tower. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the desert and the mountains beyond, the afternoon sky simmering in a yellow, dusty haze. They’d just opened the doors, and a janitor was working the cherry-and-black carpet with a vacuum cleaner on a fat extension cord. They found a curled booth to share in the back of the room, a long leather bench circling around a table of mirrored jet.

  Jessie put in an order for drinks. She came back from the bar with a ziplock bag filled with crushed ice and passed it over to Kiyana.

  “For your eye,” she said. “No hard feelings.”

  Kiyana tilted her head back and pressed the ice to her swelling cut. “Hell of a punch. Haven’t taken a hit like that since I had to shamble with a Fiver who’d been amped up with a juice-wire subdermal net.”

  “And I’m going to nod politely and pretend I understood that,” Jessie said. She slid into the far bend of the booth.

  Tricia sat next to Harmony. She’d been hanging on her every word.

  “We knew there was some sort of organization like yours,” Tricia said. “This…Vigilant Lock? But we had no way to contact you. Otherwise we would have asked for your help as soon as we arrived on your Earth.”

  “Which was around two hours ago,” Kiyana added. “So essentially we did. In a roundabout way.”

  “And you said you were involved in the attack on the King of Rust?” Harmony asked. “We were there when his ship crash-landed.”

  Ines had been dour, frowning since she limped off the elevator, but the memory raised a grim smile. “We were the reason it crash-landed.”

  “So we’ve technically already worked together,” Kiyana said.

  Tricia’s fist thumped her opposite shoulder, a ritual gesture.

  “We represent Valkyrie Squad One,” she said. “An elite operations group, in the service of the Overlord.”

  “Overlord?” Jessie arched a dubious eyebrow. “I’m going to guess wherever you people call home, it’s not a democracy.”

  Ines snorted. “And you think you live in one? The difference between our Earths isn’t politics, it’s honesty.”

  “And the murder of innocents,” Tricia added, “is a crime on both. That’s why we’re here.”

  She held her explanation as the waitress came by, bringing a tray of glasses rimmed in salt and a big plastic pitcher filled with a frothy green cocktail.

  “I don’t know if you have margaritas where you come from,” Jessie said as she reached for the pitcher, “but this is a solid ‘welcome to Earth’ kind of drink.”

  She poured the glasses and passed them across the table. Once the waitress had gone out of sight—and out of earshot—Tricia spoke up again.

  “Some years ago, a traitor planted a bomb in the Overlord’s throne hall. He set it off when the room was filled with people. Dozens were killed in the blast. The Overlord survived, albeit at the cost of an arm.”

  “Our lady, our squad’s leader,” Ines said, “did not.”

  Harmony got the impression from her tone that she was more concerned about that one death than all the others combined. She didn’t challenge her on it.

  “We caught the traitor,” Kiyana said. “Well, we thought.”

  “Got the wrong guy?” Jessie asked.

  “Right guy, but we always thought he was working alone. Last month, lawbringers swept up a black-market dealer. To save his skin, he gave up proof of an accomplice. Dr. Pelleton Greer, a trusted executive at TAG.”

  Harmony tilted her head. “TAG?”

  “Talon Armaments Group,” Tricia said. “Our world’s equivalent of your Talon Worldwide. Tactical research, advanced armaments—TAG is the backbone of our military-industrial complex.”

  “I’m assuming the name isn’t a coincidence,” Harmony said.

  “Not at all. The companies were founded by two different incarnations of Ezra Talon. Except I understand yours is recently deceased, and ours…”

  Tricia shared a glance with her squadmates. Kiyana’s bubbly outlook faded a moment, and they exchanged a subtle nod. Ines made a hnn noise deep in her throat.

  “And yours?” Harmony asked.

  “And ours was the traitor in question,” Tricia said. “Greer aided his attempted coup. Greer saw us coming—I think someone warned him. Rather than accept his punishment with honor and dignity, he stole a Valkyrie hardsuit—a scout-pattern model, lightly armed and armored but equipped for interdimensional travel—and tried to escape across the wheel of worlds. He had been gone for at least three months by the time we began our pursuit.”

  “Hell of a head start,” Jessie said. “And you’re sure he’s here?”

  Kiyana set her phone device on the table. “We’ve been tracking him with this. The suit’s engines leak a trail of radiation, the same radiation emissions that erupt when cross-world energies rub against each other.”

  Harmony sat up straighter. “Radiation?”

  “Harmless.” Kiyana turned the device toward herself and pressed a button. It let out a stream of metallic clicks until she shut it off. “See? Only problem is, the trail’s gone cold.”

  “Not the only problem,” Tricia said. “Before he left, he visited a shadow clinic, highly underground, highly illegal. We know he received radical plastic surgery, so we can’t identify him by his photograph or his fingerprints. He also bought some extensive implant work.”

  Jessie lifted her margarita glass and nodded at Ines’s wrist. “Like RoboCop over here?”

  Ines looked to Tricia. “What did she just call me?”

  “It’s a kino,” Tricia explained. “A movie, they call it here. And to answer your question, his augmentations were an experimental suite, designed to hide him from detection. Illegal occult technology.”

  Kiyana gave her gadget a forlorn tap. “We think he’s able to muffle his presence and hide from our instruments. The energy emissions from people and clothing fade fast after a portal jump. The readings we’ve been tracking were probably coming off his suit’s engine. That takes longer to cool down, and now that it finally did, he’s invisible unless he powers it up again.”

  “So he could be anyone,” Harmony said.

  Not just anyone. There was one obvious choice. One man who had been born three months ago, who claimed to work for a different Ezra Talon. One man who showed up with science-fiction technology and was arranging an auction for something even more valuable, under cover of darkness. Jessie had been the first to consider that “Geordie Tynes” was a refugee from another world, but Harmony had brushed off the idea because her coin didn’t react to his presence.

  If he found a way to fool their machines, she reasoned, no reason the same effect wouldn’t fool my coin. One’s scientific, one’s magic, but they’re both sniffing for the same energy.

  She looked across the table. Jessie was thinking the same thing. Harmony sent a warning with her eyes, and Jessie responded with an almost-imperceptible nod.

  If they took this story at face value, the right choice was clear: give up Geordie’s name and bring him to justice. But what did they really know? They only had the word of a trio of violent hunters who proudly worked for someone called “the Overlord,” which didn’t evoke images of a peaceful, just society. There was every chance that they were sitting with the villains of this story, and that Geordie was some kind of freedom fighter, on the right side of the war.

  Before they committed, one way or another, they had to know more.

  “Have you checked the attendees’ backgrounds?” Harmony asked. “Or the presenters’ at least?”

  Tricia shook her head. “Not yet. That’s our next step. We were hoping we’d be able to sniff him out the easy way, but it looks like it’s time for some serious legwork.”

  And once they’d done that, Geordie would stick out like a sore thumb. He must not have expected anyone from his homeworld would track him this far; otherwise, he never would have gone with the story about working for Talon. His hours were numbered. Harmony pushed her line of questioning a little further.

  “Why do you think he might be here, at a tech convention? Your world sounds a little more advanced than ours.”

  Kiyana sipped her margarita. Her eyebrows lifted in approval.

  “Ooh. This is good. And yes, a…bit more advanced. Which is exactly why we think he’s here.”

  “He knows we’ll never stop hunting him,” Ines said. “There is no forgiveness, not for what he’s done. We will hunt him across a thousand worlds if we must.”

  “He needs money,” Kiyana said.

  “Resources,” Tricia said. “Anything that can help him burrow a few more feet underground. We think he’s here with the intent of selling technology from our world.”

  Harmony didn’t dare mention the CrystalFlex; that would just shine a spotlight on their target. She edged around the subject.

  “So, on the show floor, did you…happen to see anything that stood out?”

  “Hardly,” Ines said.

  “That’s the problem.” Tricia reached for her glass. “It’s all everyday stuff to us, or even behind the curve. Imagine if you went back to, say…your 1950s, and brought a laptop computer with you. It would look like magic to those people, even though it’s a common and abundant tool today.”

  “That’s how you appear to us,” Ines said. “But more primitive.”

  Tricia shot her a play nice look. Then she turned back to Harmony.

  “We can only assume he’ll be on the premises until the end of the convention. If he escapes, there’s no telling how much damage he could do, or how many more people he could hurt. Can we count on your assistance?”

  She was tempted to lie, to offer an easy yes. But this was a chance to get a better feel for their new visitors and their intentions.

  “If he’s done what you say he’s done,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “then of course he has to be tried and convicted for it.”

  “He was tried in absentia,” Tricia said. “He’s already been convicted. Look, all we’re asking you to do, if you find him before we do, is to hand him over for extradition. It’s no different from any other foreign criminal being captured on your nation’s soil. Your government does it as a matter of routine policy.”

  “When we have a standing treaty in place,” Harmony said.

  “And I’d say we should put one in place, but time isn’t on our side here. Kiyana, give her your spare injector and a tracker.”

  Kiyana slid her hand across the table, pushing a slim, thin plastic rectangle along the smooth onyx glass. It had a simple, dark screen and a power button, the device sheathed in utilitarian gray.

  “In all likelihood, he’ll keep his suit offline. He knows about the emissions, and he knows we can track him. Just in case, though? If you see this light up, move fast.”

  Her second offering was a stubby metal tube. It came to a tapered point on one end and bore a jewel-shaped stud on the other.

  “Manhunter sedative,” Kiyana explained. “Press the tip to exposed skin or thin clothing, push the button, he’ll be out cold for six hours. Toss a bag over his head and bring him to us. Easy, simple, done.”

  “We’re in room 1104,” Ines added.

  Harmony’s fingers curled over the tube. The metal had a cold, clammy sheen to it.

  “I want to be diplomatic about this,” Tricia said.

  She let the rest hang, unspoken, until Harmony met her steady gaze.

  “You need to understand the importance of this target, beyond his crimes.”

  “We’re listening,” Harmony said.

  “Our squadron leader, who died in the blast. She was killed shielding the Overlord with her body. She died to protect her.”

  Tricia leaned closer, lowering her head, delivering her words like a judge handing down a death sentence.

  “She was the Overlord’s wife.”

  “Going back without the traitor isn’t an option.” Kiyana’s friendly facade slid away like she was taking off a mask, revealing the ice beneath. “And if he slips away—especially if someone could have helped us and lets him slip away, or chooses to harbor him—there are going to be consequences.”

  “Consequences,” Jessie echoed, staring her down.

  “International incidents can be messy things,” Tricia said. “Violent, explosive, messy things. Let’s come together in the spirit of friendship instead.”
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  “The smart move,” Jessie said, “is to snatch Geordie and squeeze him until he talks.”

  They were back in their hotel room. Jessie was pacing, restless, a caged wolf walking the glossy dark carpet. Harmony sat perched on the lip of her bed, balancing at a cliff’s edge.

  “Doesn’t mean we’ll get the truth out of him.”

  Jessie’s nose twitched.

  “I’ll get the truth,” she said. “His ass has an expiration date. The second Tricia and her crew start digging into the presenter bios, they’ll know he’s their guy.”

  Harmony reasoned through it. She tried to put herself in Tricia’s boots. Balancing their hatred of the man with their mission and judging the most likely outcome.

  “They might not grab him. Not right away.”

  “Why wouldn’t they?”

  “They find out about him, they’ll find out about the auction,” Harmony said. “We can assume CrystalFlex isn’t something he invented. He just brought a common TV set over from his homeworld. He can’t mass-produce it here, but he doesn’t have to. Kevin was right all along: he’s a con artist and he’s looking for investors to milk.”

  “Get them to pony up start-up capital for a production plant, then run with the cash. It’s a good scam.”

  Harmony nodded. “Stands to reason that the Item, whatever it is, is more of the same. But something bigger, more exclusive, more dangerous. Something he can’t show off in public.”

  “Which says it’s either so advanced he can’t even pretend it’s the product of anyone from this planet—”

  “Or it’s illegal,” Harmony said. “A weapon, maybe.”

  Jessie stopped pacing. She sat down on the other bed, facing Harmony. “Tricia’s not going back without it. She can’t leave some mystery box from her homeworld floating around out here, capable of who knows what, landing in the hands of who knows who. It’s safer for her to hold off, wait until the auction, get eyes on both targets, and then make her move.”

  “Tynes told us that he has private security keeping watch over the Item,” Harmony said. “Grab him, interrogate him, he might give it up. But he also knows the Basilisk is after him now. If he’s smart, he’s instructed his security to keep the Item safe, insulated, to use it as a bargaining chip if he goes missing. Or if it’s a weapon…he might be looking to inflict some damage on his way out. Maybe they’ve been ordered to set it off.”

  “Not the first time he’s inflicted mass casualties to get at one person, if we can believe Tricia.” Jessie stared down at her shoes. Then she lifted her gaze, eyeing Harmony. “Do we believe her?”

  She had to think about that.

  She kept coming back to voices. Bearings. The operators of “Valkyrie Squad One” were composed, professional, and cool—except when it came to the victims of the bombing. No. Victim.

  “Their ‘lady,’ their old leader, the Overlord’s wife…I think they genuinely loved her,” Harmony said. “There was real pain there. They’re highly motivated and they won’t stand down. This is personal to them.”

  “Doesn’t mean she didn’t have it coming. I don’t feel like we’re on the side of the angels here.”

  “No. But it doesn’t mean Tynes is, either. The real question is whether Tricia can back up her ‘international incident’ threat if we decide not to hand him over.” Harmony drummed her fingers against her curled leg. “We need an expert opinion.”

  “Who? MacDermott? Bran’s our interdimensional science guy, but he never mentioned anything like this in his debriefing. This is outside his wheelhouse.”

  “We’ve got another option, if they’ll come out of hiding and help us. It’s a long shot, but I think it’s worth a try.” Harmony’s fingertip brushed her earpiece. “Kevin? I need you to do something for me. I want to take out a personal ad.”

  “Uh, while I applaud you getting back into the dating pool,” Kevin said, “is now really the appropriate time?”

  “I want this blanketed across multiple websites, as many as you can manage to place within the next hour. Dating sites, Internet forums with an emphasis on the occult, and ornithology forums.”

  “Wait…ornithology? Bird science?”

  “It’s a pet theory, something I’ve been researching in my off hours, tracking a few weird blips here and there. I think it’s how they’re sending coded messages and coordinating across long distances.”

  “How who is?”

  He took down the ad as she composed it, waited while she tweaked it here and there. Once she was finally done, he read it back to her.

  “‘You: a spiritual-minded seeker and a missionary. Me: a government employee with a keen interest in owls. We last parted on a stroll through a zoo in upstate New York after a ride in my private plane. Desperately seeking a date for this weekend, to clear up the shadows in between us.’”

  “Perfect,” Harmony said. “Attach it to a throwaway email address and post it. Everywhere.”

  Jessie had been watching from her cross-legged perch on the other bed. Head tilted, quietly marveling.

  “You know,” she said, “you’re going to net a lot of weirdos with that ad.”

  Harmony held up a finger. “I only need one specific weirdo.”

  Jessie’s phone buzzed. She glanced down. Her lips went tight and she flicked her fingertip across the screen, banishing a message to the ether before Harmony could see it.

  “I have to run out for a minute,” Jessie said.

  “Coraline?”

  “Yeah.” Jessie pocketed her phone and slid off the bed, rising to her feet. “Won’t take long.”

  “Jessie…” Harmony’s voice trailed off.

  Jessie paused, already halfway to the door.

  “I know…I know something is going on with you. And if there’s anything I can do. Anything.”

  “Everything’s going to be okay,” Jessie said. She had a distant, determined look in her eyes. Mingling with something wistful, something sad. “It’s going to be okay. Real soon. I promise.”

  *     *     *

  Harmony felt time slipping out from underneath her.

  Her phone said it was 1:56 p.m. The last TechTopia conference ended at seven. Then the After Dark track picked up, with a gourmet meal and a gastromolecular cocktail party for the convention celebrities.

  Then, the auction. If the after-hours festivities end on schedule, she thought, and add in some time for everyone to travel to where the auction’s being held, figure it kicks off a little after midnight.

  Which gave them ten hours to figure out where it was being held and finesse a way inside, without the mandatory million-dollar buy-in. And then acquire the Item—or at least keep it out of enemy hands—while deciding if they should save Geordie’s life or not.

  He could be holding the auction anywhere, but using the hotel made the most sense. The attendees were already staying here, there were conference rooms and rentals readily available once TechTopia packed up, and you couldn’t ask for a more secure staging ground than the inside of a casino.

  Inside. That gave her an idea.

  The lobby’s glass doors whisking open and blasting her with the simmering roil of a furnace as she stepped out into the blinding sunlight. She circled the valet drive, leaving the beaten path for a bleached walkway that curled around the side of the hotel. The stubby gray box of a security camera kept a casual eye on the winding path; she ducked under it and walked with a purpose.

  No uniformed security worked this stretch of the property. Unless deliveries were coming or going, there wasn’t anything to steal. Occasional employees-only doors were set flush with the white stucco, barred by reinforced steel and key readers. No way inside. Simple neglect was enough to keep the tourists away: a few cigarette butts littering the pavement, patches of overgrown weeds in beds of sunbaked dirt. Anyone looking for a good time would know, instinctively, to turn around and head back to the party.

  Harmony was hunting for an angle. She found it around a rolling, wavelike bend in the hotel’s outer shell. The footpath dead-ended at a broad arc of black asphalt, yellow lines marking truck lanes along the Metropolitan’s loading docks. Big bay doors, their steel shutters clad in eggshell paint, offered a point of entry to the backstage tangle of the casino floor. Of course, anything that broke the image of effortless cool and glamor had to be banished from sight; the architects had engineered a high embankment wall that circled the delivery lot on three sides, cutting it off from casual view.

  Harmony doubled back and clambered up onto the embankment. At its peak, she had a perch some fifteen feet above the asphalt, a perfect vantage looking down on the bay doors. Doors that were sealed now, silent under the watch of more cameras, but the map in her mind’s eye lined two of them up with the hotel’s ballrooms.

  TechTopia ends its main programming track in five hours, she thought. If Tynes is using the hotel for the auction, he won’t be cramming the bidders into his suite. He’ll rent one of the ballrooms. When his security brings the Item in, this is the safest, easiest way to do it. Right up to the loading door, through the back halls, and onto the auction floor.

  She and Jessie didn’t have to defeat the hotel’s security or get into the auction itself. They had a perfect ambush in the making, right here.

  Her phone vibrated against her hip. The caller ID said Romeo.

  “Hey,” she said. “Where are you? Are you safe?”

  “For now, yeah. I think. I’m pretty sure. I had somebody following me, not sure if they were Nadine’s people or what, but I grabbed my stuff and booked it out of town. Got a ticket on the first flight out of Dulles. Don’t worry about it, you know me, I get around. Nice thing about my chosen vocation is that I can make money just about anywhere.”

  “Where did you end up?”

  Romeo laughed. “Believe it or not, Vegas, baby. It was that or Topeka, Kansas, and y’know, while I can make money just about anywhere, some destinations are more conducive than others. I’m kinda surprised I didn’t end up out here a long time ago.”

  “Can we meet?”

  He didn’t answer for a second.

  “Wait,” he said. “Where are you?”

  “Same place. On a mission, but…I need to see you.”

  She curled her open hand. Fingers beckoning, calling to the elemental winds. She could feel their energies against her fingertips, prickling like pins. But they danced around her, stubborn now, like the cold hunger in her chest had frozen over and left her with nothing but a core of ice.

  “Is that a good idea? I mean, did you think about what I said at all?”

  “I don’t have time to argue right now. I’ll pay double your rate.”

  He sighed. “I’m not talking about money. Hon, this is not good for you, okay? Listen. I like you. I mean, I know I say that to all the girls, being hospitable’s part of my job, but I really like you. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

  Harmony took a deep breath. Trying to steady herself, but she felt like a ship in a storm. Buffeted by icy winds on all sides and her mast couldn’t stand tall.

  “I have…something big tonight,” she said. “And people are counting on me. They need me to be at my full strength. I can’t let them down. I can’t. Okay? So please. Just one more time.”

  “It’s always going to be just one more time.”

  “Don’t do this to me,” she whispered. “Please. Just one more time.”

  He was silent, long enough that she thought he might have hung up on her. Then he gave in.

  “I’m at the Karnak. Room 917.”

  *     *     *

  They called it an inclinator. An elevator that rose up and sideways, coasting along the skin of a pyramid made from polished black glass. Harmony tried to stop from bouncing on her toes. She bit her bottom lip, watching the numbers climb. In an hour she’d be fine again. In an hour she’d be strong, in her full stride, ready to take on the world.

  The corridor was done up in Egyptian kitsch, gold-and-brown wallpaper lined with hieroglyphs and scarabs. Big brass numbers marked the door for Romeo’s room. She knocked, louder than she meant to, her hand too anxious to control.

  He opened up. Romeo looked like he belonged in Vegas, from his flower-print lounge lizard shirt to his polished Italian loafers. He had a strange look on his face, hesitant, more nervous than she was, but he stood aside and welcomed her in.

  “Hey,” he said. “Um, I gotta tell you something.”

  She looked at him, a question in her eyes, as he shut the door and tugged the deadbolt. Then he took her by the hand. He had a suite; he led her past the untouched bed, through an open door, and into a small sitting room.

  “You probably won’t believe me,” he said, “but I’m real sorry about this.”

  Jessie was waiting, arms folded, standing silhouetted by the afternoon light from the slanted wall of glass. April wasn’t far, her chair turned to face a sun-drenched nook where Kevin was sitting, perched on the edge of an Arabic divan.

  “Hey there,” Jessie said.
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  Harmony didn’t say anything.

  She couldn’t. Her lungs were trapped behind the iron cage of her ribs, squeezed so tight they couldn’t move, and her throat had forgotten how to breathe. Her mind scrambled for a denial, something to cling to, but every lie slipped out from under her fingertips and left her plunging in free fall. There was no point. They knew everything. The people she’d been lying to, her friends, her family, knew everything, and they were all looking at her and she was standing there stripped of her last defenses.

  She couldn’t speak, so Romeo filled the silence for her. His head bowed, shoulders hunched in, wearing his treason.

  “I…I didn’t lie exactly. I really did cut and run. Ended up in Reno. Figured it’d be easier to hide in Reno.” His laugh was a tiny, empty sound, filling the space between breaths. “Then this guy showed up at my motel room and told me how wrong I was. Harmony…I did this for you, okay? You gotta believe me. I did this for you.”

  Jessie held up a wad of green, curled between her fingertips.

  “You can leave now,” she told him.

  He took the money. Then he took his leave. Harmony heard the suite door glide shut, clicking as he disappeared.

  Maybe it was only a few seconds of silence. It felt like an hour. Then Jessie spoke again.

  “You could have told us.”

  Harmony found her voice. It trembled, threatening to slide out from under her like everything else.

  “No. I couldn’t have.”

  “You could have told me.”

  Harmony’s hands clenched at her sides. Tears stung her eyes and she fought them back with everything she had.

  “Tell you what?” she said. “That I’m a fucking junkie?”

  “I didn’t use that word,” Jessie said.

  “You don’t have to. I see the way you’re looking at me.”

  “Harmony.” April’s voice cut across the frigid room. “What happened to you is not your fault. Nadine did this to you.”

  “But I have to live with the consequences.” Harmony’s hand shook, waving at herself, taking in the wreckage. “This is me. This is what I am now. I am worthless—”

  “Don’t you dare,” Jessie said.

  “I am worthless in the field if I don’t have my magic, and the only way to keep it is to feed my addiction.”

  She couldn’t hold back anymore. The tears rolled down, stinging her cheeks, the room becoming a salt-sting blur as her words tumbled free.

  “This job is everything I am, it’s who I am, and without it I don’t have any reason to even be alive. Nadine took that from me. She took that away, and the only way I can get it back, for a little while, is to feed.”

  “And it’s killing you,” Kevin said.

  “It’s killing me either way, don’t you get that? At least this way I’m making my own choices. I’m a walking liability out there. The only reason I was even chosen for Vigilant Lock was because of my magic—”

  April had a folder on her lap. Thick, meaty with glossy paper and file photos, sealed tight with a knot of twine. She lifted it and tossed it onto the coffee table. It landed on the polished glass with a thump.

  “Not true,” she said.

  Harmony didn’t follow.

  “I spoke to Linder,” April said. “He doesn’t know about…this.”

  “We’re keeping it in the family,” Jessie said.

  “But he was able to provide me with some valuable information. Our former masters destroyed the lion’s share of Vigilant’s paperwork, as a matter of policy, but when it came to personnel…he kept backups. Do you know what this is?”

  Harmony sniffled. She wiped the back of her hand across her nose and it came away sticky with snot. One more petty humiliation, on top of all the rest.

  “No,” she said.

  “It’s your selection file. When Vigilant needed a new recruit, he chose you from a short list of twenty potentials. Everything he used to make his determination is here. Your educational background, your training at Quantico, your Bureau track record. Do you know what’s not in here, Harmony?”

  She shook her head, mute.

  “Anything about your magical abilities,” April said. “He didn’t know.”

  “He…he did, though. It was the first thing he brought up when he recruited me—”

  “That was after,” Kevin said. “He picked you, ordered a deep dive on your background to see if you had any skeletons in your closet, and then he found out what you could really do. Total coincidence. Sure, it made you even more valuable as a recruit, but it’s not like magic is a requirement for membership. Case you haven’t noticed, two of the four people in this room don’t have any.”

  “Then…why?”

  Jessie unfolded her arms and pushed herself away from the wall. She closed the distance between them and reached out, putting her hands on Harmony’s.

  “Babe. That ring of bank robbers on the West Coast, who nobody could catch? You caught them. When the brass in Chicago wouldn’t even admit they had a serial killer on their hands, you tracked down the Gage Park Strangler yourself. In your off-hours, after work. You know, I poke fun, but that big brain of yours scares me sometimes. You see things, make connections, that nobody else does. Or can. That’s why Linder wanted you.”

  “But, I mean…”

  Harmony started to pull away. Jessie held her hands tight. She wouldn’t let go. Harmony had her head down, chin tucked in, squirming like a fish on a line.

  “The things we fight, if I don’t have my magic…”

  Jessie’s laugh was gentle, bordering on incredulous. She looked to April and Kevin.

  “As if my girlfriend isn’t goddamn Annie Oakley with steel in her hand.” She turned back to Harmony. “You forget how many gunfights I’ve seen you in? Top shot in your class at the academy and you haven’t slowed down one bit. But you’re missing the important thing here.”

  Harmony tried to answer. The words caught in her throat.

  Jessie let go of her hands. Then she took Harmony’s shoulders and pulled her in close. Holding her tight, her lips to Harmony’s ear.

  “I don’t need your magic. I need you. You’re my best friend, and nothing could ever change that. I love you, and nothing could ever change that. You’ve seen me in some of the darkest moments of my life. You saw me through them. And you never looked away, not once. Now I’m returning the favor. We’re going to get you through this. Whatever it takes, whatever you need, we’re going to get you through it.”

  Harmony had nothing left in her now, no secrets, no lies, nothing but pent-up tears, and she let them out onto Jessie’s shoulder. Jessie beckoned across the room.

  “C’mon,” she said softly. “Get in here.”

  April rolled across the carpet, her hand resting on Harmony’s arm, while Kevin joined the group embrace from her other side. Lending their quiet strength, their support, keeping her on her feet.

  *     *     *

  After, sitting on the Arabian-styled divan with a box of tissues in her lap and an open bottle of water in front of her, Harmony found her voice again. It was easier to talk now, with everything out in the open.

  She felt lighter. She hadn’t realized how much weight she’d been dragging around, the iron chains heavier with every fresh deception. She was free now. Not from the gnawing hunger, the constant aching pangs, and not from her deepest fears, but at least she was free of the lies.

  That was something.

  Jessie listened to her story with sympathy. Kevin, curiosity. April took notes. When Harmony told the real story about her night in Tampa, fending off Ethan’s attack, she walked her back through the events twice before letting her move on.

  “And when you saw him on the casino floor,” April said, “you felt like you could…drain him, if you wanted to?”

  Harmony’s fingers flexed on her knees. Her face ached. Her cheeks still felt damp, even though the storm of tears had passed, and her eyes stung in the aftermath. She blew her nose into a crumpled tissue.

  “It was just a feeling,” she said.

  Jessie tilted her head at April. “What’s up?”

  “A curious anomaly,” April said. “We know that the touch of a succubus or incubus can deliver a psychic neurotoxin, with variable potency. A half blood like Romeo, for instance, uses his innate power to…enhance the pleasure of his clients.”

  “And Nadine turns people into brainwashed slaves,” Jessie said. “What about it?”

  “It’s a one-sided process. The succubus gives; her prey do not take. Harmony, what you did to Ethan…it shouldn’t be possible. Had you ever had an experience or a sensation like that before Nadine attacked you?”

  “Never,” Harmony said. “You know what I do, my family…thing. I feel the elements all around me, I draw them through my body, and I focus them. The idea of fire becomes real fire, the breeze becomes a shield.”

  “And you used the same technique on Ethan?”

  Harmony’s brow furrowed. “I…think so? I mean, it was intuitive. Instinct.”

  “Shouldn’t be possible,” April murmured. She glanced to Jessie. “It’s opposed to natural law.”

  Jessie lifted an eyebrow. “In case you haven’t noticed, that defines ninety-nine percent of the things we investigate. And me.”

  “No, meaning—” April paused, looking for a parallel. “Imagine a snake whose bite inflicts a crippling venom.”

  “Okay,” Jessie said.

  “Now imagine if that venom gave you the power to turn around and kill not only that snake but every member of its species, with a touch of your hand.”

  “They’d go extinct,” Kevin said.

  “Overnight,” April replied. “Nadine didn’t just give Harmony an addiction. She gave her a weapon against her own kind. That’s not how succubus energy works at all.”

  “And yet,” Jessie said, gesturing to her partner.

  “And yet.” April leaned back in her chair. “We need to know more.”

  “I know someone we could ask,” Harmony said, “considering where we are, but Caitlin’s gone underground.”

  “In the meantime, I would like your permission to conduct a full medical screening.”

  Harmony shrugged. “Considering how many times I’ve been wounded in the field, it’s not like we don’t already have a mountain of records. I was in the hospital for weeks after we came back from our last op. If there was anything unusual to find, somebody would have found it by now.”

  “That would depend on who’s looking, and what they’re looking for. I’d like to provide a blood, hair, urine, and tissue sample to Occult-Tactical. I don’t know if we’ll find any physiological explanation for what’s happening to you, but it certainly can’t hurt to inquire.”

  Harmony couldn’t argue with that. She shucked off her jacket and plucked at the cuff of her shirt, getting ready to roll up her sleeve.

  “And once you’re done peeing in a cup,” Jessie said, “we’ve got a job to finish.”

  “You’re not—” Harmony felt her throat squeeze shut. She took a deep breath, willing it to open up again, to give her a voice. “You’re not pulling me off active duty?”

  “I don’t know,” Jessie said, pretending to think it over. “Let’s run a quick field-readiness test. You got your shit together?”

  “I…think so? I mean, as much as I usually do.”

  “Good enough. You got your steel?”

  Harmony glanced down at the Nitron Compact, sitting snug in her shoulder holster. She nodded.

  “Is it loaded?” Jessie asked.

  “Always.”

  Jessie rose to her feet.

  “Well then. I guess you’re officially field-ready. We’ve got a bad guy to take down, another bad guy to maybe save, and an interdimensional diplomatic incident to stop before it has a chance to pop off. You know, just a regular day at the office.”
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  A rough scatter of pebbles dug into Harmony’s belly, heated to tiny burning coals by the setting sun. She and Jessie were side by side, lying flat at the edge of the raised embankment wall, looking down over the hotel’s loading docks. Harmony had a bandage on her arm and a faint ache from the needle. April had packed a vial of her blood, and a little of everything else she could take, into a sealed kit for delivery to headquarters.

  The sun was falling now. Soon the desert night cold would roll in with the dark, and the neon would erupt like a constellation of stars. For now, they waited. And watched.

  They had arrived just in time to say goodbye to toyland. The exhibitors were packing up, all the cargo doors open and under the eagle-eyed watch of uniformed security guards. Tour buses and black vans thronged the yellow-painted lanes outside. Roadies hustled with crates, broken-down booths, and furled canvas banners and lugged them to the roadside.

  “Obligatory question,” Jessie said. “You okay?”

  Harmony had to think about it.

  “I’m not sure what ‘okay’ feels like,” she said. “Not sure I’ve ever had a baseline. I know that I feel…lighter now. Less afraid. But that doesn’t make this—whatever this is—go away.”

  Jessie nodded, quiet. Answer accepted.

  “April’s right,” Harmony said. “When Nadine attacked me, she knew she’d be leaving me with an addiction. It’s what she does. She even taunted me about it the next time we crossed paths. Gave me her hotel room key, so I could come and feed from her if I wanted to.”

  Jessie muttered a curse under her breath. Harmony watched the anthill of movement below, the slow and steady procession of vans on their way out of town, loaded up with the remnants from two long days in the desert. Her mind was a thousand miles away, walking through the past, challenging the facts and testing theories.

  She turned to face her partner.

  “She never would have done it if she thought—if she thought there was even the remotest possibility that I’d evolve an ability I could use against her. April’s right. No predator species in the world hands its prey a weapon. Not one that survives.”

  Evolve. That felt like the right word for it. What she’d done to Ethan was just another facet of her elemental control, an extension of her art. Maybe she’d always had the ability inside her, waiting to be unlocked.

  “And unless word of what happened to Ethan got back to Nadine somehow,” she added, “she doesn’t know I can do it.”

  “We also don’t know what it can do to you,” Jessie reminded her. “Magicians who go down the addiction spiral usually end up as burnout cases. Just because you can siphon demonic energy by force instead of asking nicely for it, that doesn’t mean the end result is any different. Let the nerds in Occult-Tactical do their thing. They’ll come up with some tests, controlled tests we can run under safe conditions.”

  They lay flush against the pebble-littered ground peering out over the embankment, watching the end of the procession. The last tour bus, sides emblazoned with custom vinyl advertising the latest in computer graphics cards, trundled away from the loading dock. Bay doors rattled down one by one, sealing with hollow, rippling clangs.

  Jessie’s shoulder rubbed against Harmony’s.

  “Hey,” she said. “We’ll figure it out.”

  The painted yellow lines stood empty. TechTopia was over for another year. According to the schedule, the high rollers would all be out front right now, piling into a bus for their ride to the cocktail party. And a couple of hours after that, the elite few would gather for the auction. The Basilisk hadn’t shown his face all day; whatever he was planning, he’d have to make his move tonight or risk losing his target.

  He was Nadine’s pet. He would die before disappointing her. Harmony knew this.

  That thought drew her down a darker avenue, one she didn’t want to contemplate, but the facts didn’t care about her reservations. Honesty demanded introspection.

  “I’m concerned,” she finally said, giving her fear a voice, “about side-effects.”

  “That’s why we’re going to take it slow and smart,” Jessie said. “Run some tests, little experiments, figure out what this is doing to your body.”

  “Not my body.”

  Harmony tapped a blunt fingernail against the side of her head.

  “When I saw Ethan down on the casino floor,” she said, “I felt…it was more than hunger. It was this sense of…of anger, of hostility—”

  “Man tried to slip you a roofie down in Tampa, and then he tried to choke you out. I think your feelings are justified. Even his own sister says he deserves to get his ass kicked, and she’s not wrong.”

  “I’m concerned that having this energy in my system, that it’s—”

  Harmony frowned into the gathering dark, hunting for the right words. The sun had just shimmered down behind the Vegas skyline, drawing long and thick shadows across the empty loading bay.

  “Messing with your head?” Jessie asked.

  “Seeing Hausler makes me think of Nadine, and…can I say something that might be emotional?”

  “I wish you would,” Jessie said. “And I wish you didn’t think you have to ask permission.”

  “I don’t want to stop Nadine,” Harmony said.

  There it was. Half of it. She couldn’t stop there, even though everything in her—professionalism, training, propriety—was trying to put the brakes on. Jessie waited, patient at her side, until she said the rest.

  “I want to hurt her.”

  Jessie’s lips parted. She didn’t answer right away. Her tongue ran across her teeth like she was tasting the dry air.

  “Harmony, can I propose an angle you might not have contemplated?”

  Harmony gave her a nod.

  “You’re thinking these feelings are the by-product of demonic energy in your veins. Right?”

  Another nod, silent.

  “Has it occurred to you,” Jessie said, “that maybe this is just you, giving yourself permission to have feelings?”

  “I have feelings,” Harmony said, her gaze dropping to the gulf of the empty bay.

  “I know. Believe me, I know. Just like I know you do everything you possibly can, once the mission briefing comes down and that necktie goes on, to bottle ’em up and bury that bottle deep. You think emotions are a weakness.”

  Harmony’s lips pursed. “I think I’m at my best when I can give clear, logical analysis. That’s not the same thing. Not exactly.”

  “Look, I’m nobody to advise anyone on good mental health. That’s April’s job. And I am nothing but emotions. Tell you what I know for certain, though: there’s nothing wrong with feeling what you’re feeling. Anger is a gift. Anger gets shit done.”

  They had incoming. A single truck rolling in from the far end of the service road, headlights ignited against the growing dark. Harmony felt the muscles of her partner’s arm tense against her.

  “Tell you one other thing,” Jessie said, her voice going deadly soft. “What you said back at HQ, about Vigilant being a lifesaving organization? You weren’t wrong, and that’s all noble and good.”

  “But,” Harmony said, hearing the unspoken word.

  The truck was a rental, a boxy U-Haul caked in road dust. It shuddered to a stop, then let out a string of shrill beeps as it slid into reverse, backing up to one of the bay doors. Harmony’s mind-map put it close to the Coppola Ballroom.

  “But my approach to this job is pretty simple, when you get down to it,” Jessie murmured. “I’m good at murder. My mom and dad made sure of that. And there are a lot of evil fuckers in this world who need killing. Anger at what they do, the people they hurt, that’s fuel for the tank. That’s motivation. Don’t bury it, and never apologize for it.”

  The headlights flickered and died with the truck’s engine. They could see the shadows of two figures in the front seat.

  “Speaking of,” Harmony said. She shifted, one hand slipping under her jacket and curling around the grip of her gun.

  “Hold back a sec. If we had the idea of staging an ambush here, good odds that Hausler has the exact same plan. Let’s give him a chance to make the first move. If we’re lucky, we mop up this entire mess right here and now.”

  “And Tynes?”

  “We try to take him alive. Worst-case scenario, we hand his body over to Tricia and her pals and defuse that powder keg before it ignites.” Jessie nodded down at the truck. “Here we go. Let’s see what kind of ‘security’ he managed to hire for this gig. I’m guessing he rounded up some local rent-a-thugs, nothing we can’t handle.”

  Geordie Tynes—or whatever his real name was—slid out from behind the wheel and touched down on the black asphalt. Then the opposite door swung open and his passenger followed suit.

  “Or,” Jessie said.

  Harmony’s coin fluttered on its chain.

  Even from a distance, there was no mistaking the flowing and funeral-gray habit, the layers of shimmering veils over his passenger’s face. Or her inhumanly long fingers, gloved in dark silk, that wriggled at her sides like boneless eels as she half walked, half drifted around the side of the rental truck.

  The back door of the U-Haul rattled up on worn-out tracks and disgorged the rest of the truck’s passengers. They flooded out like a contagion, a sickness aimed to attack and infect the world around them. Harmony lay perfectly still, the pistol frozen in her hand, and counted veils. Eight in all.

  “The Sisters of the Noose are working for Tynes,” Jessie whispered. “He was behind the attack on the train.”

  The math was a maze. Harmony thought the sisters had been wiped out at the battle of Vandemere Zoo. Some had clearly escaped or just hadn’t shown up for the fight. Four or five more died trying to snatch Bran from the Silver Star line.

  “There can’t be this many,” she whispered back. “Thirteen sisters in all, between the ones here and the ones we fought on the train. That’s more than the number that showed up at Vandemere.”

  “Maybe they didn’t get the memo.”

  “The memo that the King of Rust, the creature they literally worshiped as a god, was under attack? No. They were all there that night, and no chance more than one or two of them could have gotten away.”

  Harmony kept her gaze fixed on the scene below. Under Tynes’s instruction, the silent sisters were lugging chunky boxes from the back of the truck, their serpentine fingers coiled like ropes around black plastic handles.

  “They’re making more,” Harmony said. “They’re reproducing.”
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  Jessie shifted at Harmony’s side, shoulders tight, like she was getting ready to pounce from the embankment wall.

  “Leaving aside the question of how these freaks hooked up with Tynes,” she whispered, “or how they’re growing their ranks, why did he send them after Bran MacDermott?”

  “To support his cover? He’s basically claiming that he did Bran’s job at Talon Worldwide. If Bran popped up and challenged his story, that’d make it a lot harder for Tynes to fleece his new investors. Could ruin his entire scam.”

  Jessie’s head gave a little shake, almost a twitch. Her nostrils flared in the dark, catching a scent on the bone-dry wind.

  “Then why not just kill him? They wanted to take him alive. If Tricia and her crew are right, Tynes is some kind of super-scientist from an Earth about forty or fifty years ahead of our technology. MacDermott is a genius, but what can he do that Tynes can’t?”

  Harmony didn’t have an answer for that. Only a suspicion. Her fingertip brushed the microbead in her ear.

  “April? Kevin? Need you to do some quick digging. We’ve got a database of former Talon Worldwide employees, right?”

  “Sort of,” Kevin replied. “Their records are a total mess. What are you looking for?”

  “When the Sisters of the Noose went after Dr. MacDermott, we treated it like an isolated incident. We didn’t check to see if he was really the first ex-employee in their sights. I want you to go back through the employee records and see if any of them are currently registered as missing persons.”

  “Or dead,” Jessie added. “If they didn’t have whatever info the sisters are looking for, they wouldn’t keep ’em alive. Look for any records of suspicious deaths. They might have posed the deaths as accidents, to cover their tracks, but we know how the sisters kill: they’ve got a thing for garrotes and strangulation.”

  The line went silent as April and Kevin went to work. Down below, a uniformed security guard opened the loading bay door. Harmony couldn’t hear him from their perch, but she couldn’t miss how he backed away hard, shoulders thumping against the cinder-block wall. Tynes drew his attention away from the knot of veiled women and toward the wad of cash curled around his fingertip. He paid the guard and gave him a pat on the back.

  Then the unloading continued, a procession of boxes and standing lights for some kind of display. The sisters glided in and out, gray and graceful like silent movies come to life.

  “So what do you think?” Jessie whispered. “You take four, I take four?”

  Harmony stared at her. Jessie gave a shrug and a nervous smile.

  “Kidding. Even I don’t like these odds. What do we have to work with?”

  “Full magazine and one flashbang,” Harmony said.

  “And I’ve got a gadget-pen.” Jessie’s eyes softly glowed in the dark, their natural aquamarine shimmering behind her tinted contacts. “Not enough fire for this particular fight. I’d like to take one of these things alive, if we can manage it. See if the boys can figure out what makes them tick, and cook up a countermeasure if we run into ’em again down the road. But not right now. I want to get into that auction and see if we can swing the odds more in our favor before the shooting starts.”

  “We can still make the buy-in,” Harmony said. “We just need to find a spare million dollars lying around.”

  Before Jessie could answer, Kevin’s voice broke in over the line.

  “Okay, so, yeah. We’ve got some anomalies here.”

  “Go,” Jessie said.

  “One former employee dead in a car crash last month. Blip in the autopsy: the coroner wrote that the fatal injury, a broken neck, was not consistent with the angle and speed of impact.”

  “Like they were killed elsewhere and the body was staged after the fact. And a car crash can hide a lot of injuries from a rough interrogation. Good. What else?”

  “One employee currently missing, whereabouts unknown,” April said, “and one deceased of… autoerotic asphyxiation, or so says the official record. MacDermott confirms that all three were attached to Project Wayfarer, Talon’s interdimensional research wing. Though mostly tangential: one was a file clerk, and another a low-level administrative assistant.”

  “I’m thinking about that buy-in,” Jessie murmured.

  Harmony asked a question with her eyes.

  “This is a high-tech operation,” Jessie said. “Vetting the potential bidders in advance, running the auction through an escrow account to keep everyone honest, it’s all digital. Figure they’re not just going to have a bouncer at the door with a list of names on a clipboard. If it was that easy, somebody—like us, for instance—could just walk up with a fake ID and waltz on in.”

  “You’re thinking there has to be some kind of admittance key. Probably not a literal key, but…something that can’t be faked.”

  Jessie nodded. “But we didn’t find anything like that when we tossed Hausler’s hotel room.”

  “Maybe a custom phone app?” Harmony guessed.

  “That’s one possibility. Here’s another: we didn’t find his golden ticket because he doesn’t have it. We know that Nadine only gave up that five mil buy-in because she fully intends to get every penny back, refunded in full after the auction. The buy-in was her means to get all the details, the when and how and where. Details she then passed to her boy Hausler, so he could set up an abduction and a heist.”

  Harmony thought about the deleted note from Nadine, scavenged from the digital detritus of his briefing files.

  “He’s not supposed to bid at the auction,” she said. “She explicitly ordered him not to.”

  “In all caps,” Jessie said.

  “Whatever attendees are supposed to present as their proof of admission, if he doesn’t have it, it’s because Nadine decided he doesn’t need it.”

  “Which means somebody else has it,” Jessie said. “Kevin? You still got the file on that Uber driver who took Hausler from the airport to the hotel?”

  “Sure, boss. What’s up?”

  “We know he’s a Dead Roses agent, and we know he gave Hausler the laptop with the briefing files. So he’s in the loop. Maybe he’s even Hausler’s direct handler. I want to take a closer look at the guy.”

  “Not to interrupt,” April cut in, “but you’ll want to hear this. Harmony, in addition to a number of very eccentric—and in some cases, disturbingly graphic—responses, your personal ad just bore fruit. An email from one Ms. Janine Bromowitz, of the New York Public Library System.”

  “What did she say?” Harmony asked.

  “And I quote: ‘Thank you for your inquiry. Due to call volume, we are currently dealing with cosmic catastrophes in order of planetary scale. Not going to lie, yours is pretty heckin’ bad. Stay put, sit tight, and a representative of the Office of God will be with you directly.’”

  *     *     *

  They couldn’t afford to sit tight, not with the clock ticking and the auction only a few hours away. Jessie went out on her own, hunting down the Basilisk’s driver and maybe handler, while Harmony paced in their hotel room and waited for the call.

  She didn’t wait long. Soon a velvet-jacketed host was whisking her across the floor of Fox Key, a supper club in the bowels of the resort. The architects had gone for a baroque wine-cellar vibe, the walls lined with artificially aged casks. Glimmering bottles in a rainbow of colored glass formed mosaic patterns along racks of gilded wood, an oil-slick rainbow under the carefully dimmed chandeliers.

  Harmony’s dining companion was a woman in her forties, sharp eyes set into a heart-shaped face, her dark hair showing the first faint streaks of gray. Harmony hadn’t seen her since the Battle of Vandemere, when her coven went head-to-head with the Sisters of the Noose before saving the lives of a Vigilant fire team. After that they’d vanished, fading into the underbelly of America, searching for their place in a strange new world—and, Harmony suspected, to rebuild.

  “Hedy. I didn’t know if you’d come.”

  Hedy primly flicked open a cloth napkin and laid it on her lap. The thick black cotton matched her vintage dress.

  “Once I heard from Janine? Of course I came.”

  “You didn’t have to go into hiding,” Harmony said. “We could have helped you—you and your…people—”

  “Coven. The word is ‘coven.’ And while I’m not ungrateful, the benevolence of strangers comes all too often with invisible strings attached. And fishhooks at the ends of those strings. We’re better off tending to our own hearth.”

  The waiter came by. For a minute, they pretended to be normal. Hedy pointed to the cheese board on the menu.

  “This looks delicious. Can you recommend a good wine to accompany the spread?”

  He offered up a mid-priced Sangiovese. She asked him to bring three glasses.

  “You’re settling in,” Harmony observed.

  Hedy cracked the faintest ghost of a smile. “I fake it. Asking for a wine suggestion hides the fact that I don’t know what any of these words mean. I mean, we had wine and cheese on my world, but everything had different names, different flavors.”

  “You had Sisters of the Noose on your world, too.”

  The smile vanished. “Tell me everything.”

  Harmony brought her up to speed, pausing when the waiter returned with their glasses. The third was placed at the empty chair to their side, waiting for the last arrival.

  “I will not spoil your appetite by describing how the sisters reproduce,” Hedy told her, “save to say that it involves taking an innocent human and ritually…spoiling them.”

  “Spoiling,” Harmony echoed.

  Hedy lifted her glass. The wine glinted, raspberry-red, under the chandelier light.

  “They prefer infants,” she said. “But given the speed with which they’ve replenished their numbers, they’re rushing the job. Flawed offspring. Still deadly.”

  “How many could they potentially create?”

  “Back home, their cult always topped out around twenty or so. I’m not sure if that’s tradition or some kind of biological or magical limitation. The point is, no matter how many losses they suffer, they can bounce back to full strength so long as a single sister lives. They have to be wiped out. Utterly. No survivors.”

  Harmony couldn’t miss the strained edge in her voice.

  “You lost people,” she said.

  “Over half of my coven, over the course of a long and bloody feud. Half. Witches I raised and trained from childhood.” Hedy stared down at her glass, the small bow of her lips tight. “I was foolish enough to hope we’d seen the last of them. That’s what hope buys you.”

  Harmony looked to the door as a new arrival appeared, ushered over by the host. Janine Bromowitz had dressed for the Vegas nightlife in sneakers, casual jeans, and a sweater featuring a kitten batting a ball of yarn. She hefted a thick, metal-sided briefcase in one hand and carried a stack of binders, looking like they were going to slip loose and scatter in all directions at any moment, under her opposite arm.

  “Woof,” she said, dropping her binders on the table and pulling back a chair. “I am underdressed for this place. Then again, it’s Vegas. Nobody dresses up here anymore. There’s a guy over there in flip-flops. I mean, I’m all about being comfy, but come on.”

  Thinking about her email, Harmony couldn’t resist asking: “So. ‘Representative of the Office of God’?”

  Janine dropped into her chair and reached for the closest wineglass.

  “I’m a librarian,” she said. “All librarians work for God.”

  Harmony couldn’t argue with that.

  “That said, I’m in the middle of a career transition. Sort of a lateral shift. Wasn’t planned so much as ‘just happened.’ I’m mostly working as the Owl’s personal assistant these days and wow, did you ever catch us at a bad time. We’ve got people putting out fires all over the multiverse, and I mean that both metaphorically and literally.”

  “We appreciate any help you can offer,” Harmony said.

  The waiter came back around, laying out a cheese board and a trio of small plates. Janine didn’t hesitate, layering a buttery cracker with slices of aged Gouda.

  “And I appreciate this cheese plate. This is the closest I’m going to get to an actual dinner tonight. Yesterday I had a packet of airplane peanuts and a cup of noodles, so this is an upgrade. No complaints. Honestly, I’m living my best life right now. Okay, so. I come bearing the Word of the Owl. And the Owl says you need to be very, very careful with this Geordie Tynes situation.”

  “I just need to know who the good guys are and who the bad guys are,” Harmony said.

  Janine gave her a pained look while she chewed.

  “I think you’re about to be enlightened,” Hedy murmured.

  Janine washed the cracker down with a swig of wine. Then another.

  “Okay, yeah, sorry, no. There are no good guys in this situation. I’ve met the Overlord. Once. She’s a massive bitch. Very into the whole ‘taking what’s hers by fire and blood’ thing, and ‘what’s hers’ is whatever she decides is hers at any given moment. Imagine Regina George from Mean Girls, but with a nuclear arsenal and an army of giant robots.”

  Hedy squinted. “Imagine who from what?”

  “So Tynes is innocent.”

  Janine wagged her finger, then reached for another cracker. “Nope. He’s a mad bomber who helped Ezra Talon to straight-up massacre a room packed with people. Allegedly.”

  “Allegedly? That doesn’t sound like you’re entirely certain.”

  “I’ll tell you what I am certain about: you’ve got to hand him over to the Valkyries. Dead or alive, you have to give him up.”

  “What about due process?” Harmony asked. “Tricia said they put Tynes on trial and convicted him without him even being there. If there’s any chance he could be innocent, I can’t just let them execute the man. That’s not right.”

  “Oh, they’re going to do way worse than execute him.” Janine paused. “I probably shouldn’t have said that part out loud. Anyway. Let me bottom-line this for you. The Kings of Man are in full-on panic mode after their brother died at Vandemere. And when they panic, mass casualties follow.”

  “I thought they were all scattered across the wheel of worlds,” Hedy said. “Marooned.”

  “They are, mostly, much to the woe of the people living on the planets they crashed on. We’re trying to head off half a dozen global cataclysms at once.”

  Harmony tilted her head. “Mostly?”

  “The King of Worms is missing. We know where he crash-landed. And he’s not there anymore. He found a way to travel again, somehow, which means it’s only a matter of time before the other kings figure out the trick.”

  “And this has what to do with Geordie Tynes?”

  “The Overlord has access to a very large, very advanced military, along with dimensional-jump technology.”

  Janine tipped back her glass, locking eyes with Harmony, leaving the rest unspoken.

  “This is political,” Harmony said.

  “Everything’s political.”

  “You want me to give up Tynes—whether he’s guilty or not—so that the Overlord will play nice and keep sharing her toys.”

  “All I’m saying is, there are bigger issues in play than one man’s fate. A lot more than that is at stake here. Access to the Overlord’s arsenal could decide the fate of millions, if not billions, of innocent lives.”

  Put that way, the equation was simple. Clear and clean. Harmony knew she’d give her own life to save that many others, without question or hesitation.

  But that was her life, and her choice. If Tynes was innocent, they were asking her to take his choice away from him. It was easy to trade one life for countless others, in theory. Easy until you were the one holding the executioner’s ax.

  Harmony shifted tracks. “Tricia suggested that if we hold out on her, there could be…a diplomatic incident. Is she bluffing?”

  “You don’t want to find out the hard way,” Janine said. “Let me put it this way: she could teleport a single operative in full Valkyrie armor into the middle of the House of Representatives. Fifteen seconds later, we wouldn’t have a House. One day of coordinated and layered precision attacks could reduce this entire planet to flaming chaos.”

  “But would she?”

  Hedy had been quiet, thoughtful as she sipped her wine. Now she spoke up.

  “You’re asking the wrong question.”

  “What’s the right one?” Harmony said.

  “Your hesitation, it’s based on your principles, yes? You’re chafing at the idea of sending a possibly innocent man to face torture and death.”

  “That’s right.”

  “The question you must ask,” Hedy said, “is how much those principles of yours are worth. You aren’t just playing dice with one man’s fate: the fate of this entire world, not to mention countless others, may hinge on the decisions you make tonight.”

  “It sucks,” Janine chimed in. “I’m not going to pretend for one second that this situation doesn’t suck. But we’re playing politics on the cosmic scale here, and the butterfly effect is real. Little choices have big, big consequences. And you’re in the hot seat. Sorry about that.”

  Worries and fears aside, all she could answer with was her determination.

  “We’ll find a way,” Harmony said. “We’ll fix all of this. Somehow.”

  “By the way,” Janine added, “Marie sends her regards.”

  Harmony perked up. “Oh? Is she in town?”

  “Out of the country. And the planet. Last I saw her, she was saddling up to go fight a dragon.”

  “An actual…”

  “An actual, no-kidding, armor-scaled, flying fuck-you dragon. Breathing fire and everything.” Janine nodded back over her shoulder. “The King of Lament is breeding a nest of the things in what used to be Detroit, in one of the worlds next door. She’s clearing ’em out before they become a problem.”

  “So she’s happy,” Harmony said.

  “You know Marie. Anyway, she asked me to pass something along.”

  “What’s that?”

  “She said that she knows, when it comes down to it, that you’ll do the right thing.”

  Harmony and Marie Reinhart weren’t friends. They hadn’t known each other long enough to claim that status. She liked to think they would have been, given enough time. More importantly, in their brief moments together she’d gotten a sense of the woman’s character.

  There was a message, just for her, concealed in those simple words. Maybe not the one Marie’s dark lover intended Harmony to hear. But it was the one she needed to hear, and contemplate, on her march toward her final decision.
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  It took Kevin twenty minutes to worm his way through a side door into the Uber app, track down Brian Mahoney’s driver account, and identify his current ride. Jessie raced ahead, stashed the Barracuda, and stood out on a busy roadside, waiting with her phone in hand.

  “Can’t guarantee he picks up the fare,” Kevin said, “but you’re literally half a block away from his drop-off, a straight shot up the street. That’s too sweet to pass up, if we time it just right.”

  “Say when,” Jessie replied.

  She’d installed the app, tying it to a throwaway email address. Kevin would be going in after the fact and scrubbing all records of the pickup, just in case Mr. Mahoney had to go missing. She waited, a cold night wind ruffling her blazer, watching the traffic go by.

  “Now,” he said in her ear.

  She tapped the button to request a driver. Ten seconds later, a smiling face and a license-plate number pinged on her screen. Her ride was on its way.

  A red Toyota with a chewed-up back bumper, the same one they’d tailed from the airport, swung up to the curb. Jessie got in the back seat, right behind the driver. The car had been professionally cleaned, vacuumed with a white-glove touch, and smelled vaguely of spearmint. Mahoney was all practiced courtesy and easy charm.

  “Let’s see,” he said, glancing at his phone. “You’re headed for the T-Mobile Arena, that right?”

  “I thought about it,” Jessie said, “but I decided on a change in destination.”

  He winced. “Oh, uh, that…I mean, the way the app works, they really don’t like us messing with that once an address has been chosen. What you can do is cancel your request, then put in a new one—”

  The muzzle of Jessie’s gun pressed hard against the back of his skull. He stopped talking.

  “Your place,” Jessie said. “Drive.”

  *     *     *

  Most tourists never saw far beyond the Vegas Strip, their eyes dazzled by the glitz and flash. Beyond the neon, out past the second-sun glow, Las Vegas was a city of suburbs. They sprawled out across the conquered desert sands, every homestead a planted flag of conquest, proof of man’s victory over the elements. Ranch houses lined winding roads and cul-de-sacs, baking by day, buttoned up tight after nightfall, adorned with artfully pruned cacti and rock-garden lawns.

  “I don’t have any cash,” Mahoney said. “I mean, you see my car, right? If I had any cash, I would have fixed my back bumper months ago.”

  His hands flexed, squeezing his tension into the steering wheel. The pinky finger of his right hand was missing a joint, swallowed into a mat of white scar tissue. Jessie kept her pistol steady.

  “This isn’t a robbery,” she told him. “But that does raise a good question. Why do you do it?”

  “Drive an Uber? I—I mean, the pay sucks, but I can choose my own hours. It’s real flexible—”

  “I’m going to go ahead and tell you a few of the many things I know about you. That’ll save both of us some time and suffering. That way, you don’t have to tell me your life story, and you don’t have to lie to me. If you try to pull a fast one, that’s where the suffering part comes in. Because I know a lot more than you think, and I will catch you in a lie. We clear?”

  He swallowed, hard. His head bobbed, thumping the back of his skull against the muzzle of her gun.

  “Good,” she said. “You’re an operative for the House of Dead Roses. You’re the welcome wagon. When Nadine has an outsider coming to town on business, it’s your job to arrange their travel, pick them up and drop them off, deliver their gear, and make sure they have whatever they need to get the job done.”

  She didn’t know any of that, not for certain, but she delivered her lines with confidence. If he denied it, she’d know the truth—whether she had guessed wrong or he was lying—from the tone of his voice and the smell of fear on his sweat.

  There it was now. A faint, sickly-sweet musk, rising from his pores as he stared at his own tombstone. The wolf in the back of Jessie’s mind wagged her winter-gray tail and licked her chops, eager for a feast.

  Mahoney didn’t answer her. She took that as a yes on all counts.

  “As the local handler, you’ve been fully apprised of the situation. You know that the Basilisk is in town to snatch Geordie Tynes and the object he’s auctioning off—”

  “I don’t know what it is,” he blurted. “I swear, that wasn’t part of my briefing.”

  Direct hit. One denial—which she believed—and in the process he’d just confirmed everything else at once.

  “That’s okay,” she lied. “It was part of mine.”

  “Who are you?”

  “The woman who decides whether you live to see tomorrow or not. You have something I need. See, Nadine had to buy into the auction to find out all the nitty-gritty, the where and when. But she never planned to spend a dime. She does not want the Basilisk setting foot in that auction hall. So when Tynes arrived in Vegas, met with the bidders’ representatives—like you—and passed out the all-access badges for the big show, she told you to keep it out of the briefing materials.”

  Still riding on speculation, but she’d done all right so far. She drove the point home with a slow, teasing circle from the muzzle of her gun, reminding him that she was one feather-light squeeze away from painting his brains across the windshield.

  She smelled the shift in the bouquet of his fear. That fine line between terror and defensive desperation.

  “I can’t—I mean, what I’m saying is—”

  “Let me cut you off right there,” Jessie said. “You’re looking for a way out. A way out that doesn’t involve giving me exactly what I want and doing exactly what I tell you. There isn’t one. I promise you that.”

  He stopped at a red light. No cross traffic, nobody on the road this deep in suburbia. Just a single dangling circle of scarlet above a barren intersection. He slumped back in his seat.

  “Go ahead,” he said. “Do it. Pull the trigger.”

  “You really don’t want to test me.”

  “Not a test. Do you know what Nadine will do to me if I betray her? You literally can’t imagine it. We are talking eternal consequences. She’ll make an example out of me for the next agent who takes my place. I know because she showed me what happened to the guy I replaced. I still have nightmares about it.”

  He wasn’t wrong. She had to give him something. Hope. A reason to live. She put together her plan on the fly, but pretty soon it started to feel like she could actually pull it off.

  “You’re going to be fine,” she said. “I’ll tell you why. You didn’t give it to me.”

  “I…didn’t?”

  “No, see, this is what really went down: Hausler went rogue.”

  “He did?”

  “Mm-hmm. Kicked your door in, pinned you down, took his glasses off, and forced one of your eyelids open. Said he’d pop your brain like a ripe watermelon if you didn’t hand it over.”

  “And…when did this happen?”

  Jessie glanced at the dashboard clock.

  “About two hours from now,” she said. “At which point you’re going to call Nadine, immediately, and report how you were brutally assaulted.”

  “And what happens when she catches up with Hausler, and he says I’m full of it?”

  “She won’t,” Jessie said. “Because around the same time you’re calling Nadine, he’s going to disappear forever, leaving behind an inexplicable and tragic mystery. I know your boss is a hard-ass, but even she isn’t going to hold you responsible for getting jacked by the Basilisk. Most people don’t punch in his weight class.”

  He drove another block. Then he pulled into the empty driveway of a one-story ranch, its front windows shrouded by curtains, halfway down a sleepy street. He let out a puff of frustrated breath as he put the car in park. The engine gave off little rattling clicks as it cooled.

  “This is my grandmother’s house, all right? Don’t freak her out.”

  “You sure she’s home?”

  “She’s always home. She’s an invalid. Just…put the gun away and be cool. I’ll give you what you want.”

  She didn’t put it away, but she did keep it tucked close to her hip, carefully out of sight. She followed him up the walk, scraggly yellow weeds poking from gaps between the paving stones. His key jangled in the lock.

  Faint lamplight shone in one corner of the living room, next to a rocking chair. The woman in the chair couldn’t have been a day under ninety, a sleeping prune bundled up tight under a massive knitted afghan. The house smelled like potpourri. A squat television, complete with rabbit ears, stood on a hutch beside a carefully poised and dusted row of Hummel figurines.

  “Like I said,” he muttered.

  The old woman stirred. “Brian? Is that you, honey?”

  “Right here, Grandma. Brought a friend with me. We’re just stopping in to grab something from my room. Go back to sleep. Sorry I woke you.”

  She squinted hard at Jessie, then at her grandson.

  “Keep it open at least a foot, young man. No girls in your room with the door closed.”

  He sighed. “Yes, Grandma.”

  His bedroom was a tiny box with ’70s wood paneling, shag carpet, and a single bed. The place seemed perpetually stuck somewhere in an arrested adolescence, down to the high school soccer and swim team trophies cluttering his dresser. She half expected to see race cars on his bedsheets, or maybe rocket ships.

  “So you didn’t answer my original question,” Jessie said.

  “Which was?”

  “Why?” She took in the cramped room with a wave of her free hand, the other keeping her pistol trained and level on his chest. “Nadine isn’t paying your bills. You’re living with family and drowning in debt. Why take the risk of hooking up with the Roses? Looks to me like you’re sticking your neck out for nothing.”

  His answer had a well-rehearsed cadence. “Nadine isn’t paying my bills, she’s paving my way.”

  “That sounds more like a slogan than a reason. What’s it supposed to mean?”

  “It means Prince Malphas is on his way out. Everybody knows it but him and his faithful, and their numbers are shrinking by the day. Soon enough, Nadine is going to be Princess Nadine, undisputed ruler of the entire Midwest here on Earth and her own sovereign territory down in hell.”

  “Meet the new boss, same as the old boss?”

  “Hardly,” he said. A cloud of yellow ink billowed out from behind his irises, tinting the whites of his eyes. “Malphas thinks half bloods like me are an abomination. He led a pogrom, declared open season on my kind. I live out west because I can’t survive in my own hometown. Thanks to him. Nadine doesn’t think that way. Anyone who can serve her ambitions—human, cambion, demons—anyone, is welcome in the House of Dead Roses. This isn’t about money. It’s about being part of something bigger than me. It’s a calling.”

  Great. A fanatic. Nothing Jessie hated more than dealing with fanatics. Keeping a crisis from boiling over depended, more often than not, on everyone involved having a healthy instinct for their own survival. True believers were bad at that.

  “You sure about your standing?” she asked him. “I’ve run into more than a few cambion working for the Roses. And every time I do? They’re nothing but cannon fodder. You’re disposable. Nadine uses you to catch bullets for the operatives she really cares about, like Hausler.”

  He walked past her, wearing a humorless smile. “You know what happens to cannon fodder who survive battles and win? They get promoted. When you’ve got nothing, any shot at having something, being somebody, looks pretty damn good. Even a slim one.”

  He stood at the dresser and gestured to the middle drawer. Then he looked to the gun in her hand.

  “It’s in here. I need to reach in and get it. That okay?”

  “As long as you don’t reach for anything you shouldn’t reach for,” Jessie told him. “Give me what I want, and you live. Make me put you down, and…well, I’m not leaving any witnesses behind.”

  Jessie wasn’t about to murder a defenseless old woman—nothing to be gained from it—but he didn’t know that. And from the flash of fear in his eyes, he believed her. Good. That would keep him docile until the job was done.

  The dresser drawer squeaked as he tugged it open. He kept one hand empty, holding it high for her, and the other reached inside, out of sight.

  Then she heard the click of a recessed switch, and all the lights went out.

  Jessie could see in the dark. Her night vision flooded in, painting the world in streaks of black and white, but the surprise bought him half a second. Half a second was enough time to spin around, swing his arm up, and point the stubby barrel of a machine pistol straight at her.
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  Jessie threw herself across the room as Mahoney squeezed the trigger, and the gun, a MAC-10 with an extended clip, fired a blinding three-round burst. The machine pistol’s clacking was a madman’s hand slamming the keys of a typewriter, banging out an obituary. Bullets chewed into the wall, spitting shards of old wood paneling across the scraggly carpet.

  He tracked her and fired off another burst. She ducked low, rounds slicing the air just above her head. No time to return fire. She needed distance. She darted around the corner, out into the living room, aiming to put herself between Mahoney and his grandmother. He wouldn’t risk hitting her, and the house was too small, too cluttered to chance it.

  The old woman let out a window-rattling screech as her bulging eyes, in the shaded tones of Jessie’s night vision, became balls of black tar. Spittle flew in a wet, slimy arc and she launched herself to her feet, throwing aside the afghan and shouldering the shotgun she had been nestling on her lap. Jessie dodged left. The shotgun roared and a row of Hummel figurines exploded in a storm of shattered porcelain.

  Jessie returned fire, hammering the trigger, drawing a line of bloody craters from the old woman’s face down to her gut. Jessie’s empty pistol hit the carpet before the corpse did. She was already turning, bracing for the next attack, as Mahoney charged from his bedroom. He led with his gun hand. Jessie clamped down on his wrist, lunged in, and slammed his forearm against the wooden doorframe.

  His arm snapped with a gunshot crack. Broken bone ripped through flesh and fabric, glistening as it jutted out through his torn sleeve. He started to shriek. Jessie’s hand locked around his throat.

  She squeezed until his scream became a shrill whisper. Until his entire body started to shake, his shattered arm doing a useless spasmodic jig, and blood welled up under her fingertips. Then his throat buckled and collapsed inward, crushed in her hand.

  She let go and let his body fall to the floor at her feet. Jessie was already moving, snatching up her empty pistol, holstering it. She pulled back the curtains at the front window and peered out into the dark. She saw lights flickering on, up and down the block, while dogs barked and rattled backyard fences. Some good citizen would be dialing 911 and reporting shots fired.

  The police would be here in ten minutes. That gave her six to toss the place and four to vanish. She could flash her FBI credentials, but they’d keep her here all night with questions, and the clock was running out fast.

  She started in Mahoney’s bedroom, with the gimmicked dresser drawer. He’d kept more than his gun there. This was his operational stash: a scattering of fake IDs, USB sticks in a rainbow of plastic, three passports, a bundle of small bills. She took the money and the data sticks. And the treasure she found at the bottom of the drawer.

  Sirens were wailing in the distance, coming in hot, while she wiped down any surface she might have touched. Then she left through the kitchen door, sprinting across the yard and hurdling the fence, getting lost in the suburban dark.

  *     *     *

  Back behind the wheel, back on the road, Jessie reported in.

  “Kevin, April, got a special request. Need you to find a formal-wear place that’s open late.”

  It was surprisingly easy. April found a twenty-four-hour rental outlet right next to a twenty-four-hour marriage chapel.

  “Only in Vegas.” Jessie flicked her turn signal. “On my way. Harmony, meet me there.”

  “And why are we dressing up?” Harmony asked, suspicious.

  Jessie glanced to the passenger seat and the invitation—thick card stock, stamped golden foil, and calligraphy over a carefully etched bar code—she’d taken from the dead handler’s stash.

  “Because I have an invitation for ‘the Esteemed Lady Najidanere or her designated representative, along with a plus one’ to attend a midnight auction in the main ballroom of the Metropolitan.”

  “Still might not get you inside,” April mused. “Didn’t one of the sisters on the train recognize you?”

  “It took her a second. And most of these chicks are new recruits. They weren’t at Vandemere when it all went down. I think we can make it work.”

  “We have more than an invitation,” Harmony said over the line. Her voice had gone soft, thoughtful now, as the implication dawned on her.

  Jessie felt a feral grin rising to her lips. She couldn’t help herself.

  “It was so generous of Nadine to put five million bucks into an escrow account just for this auction,” she said. “I mean, she thought she was going to get it all back, but…”

  “We should spend it for her,” Harmony said.

  “You read my mind, partner. Get over here and help me pick out a dress. According to the invitation, Tynes decided to make this a formal event. Black tie required.”

  *     *     *

  The glass doors of the hotel lobby, turned to walls of jet in the dark, whisked open with a smooth mechanical hum. Harmony and Jessie stepped inside, standing arm in arm, the electric overheads offering a momentary spotlight as they crossed the Italian marble floor.

  An evening gown, emerald satin adorned with serpentine folds of fabric, hugged Jessie’s curves dangerously tight. The skirt was just long enough to conceal the holster strapped to her inner thigh. The sculpted folds, with the hint of a ruffle, wound down from the bend of a plunging neckline and slithered around her hips, drawing a trail for the eye. At her side, Harmony was channeling Marlene Dietrich in a full tuxedo: black tails and cummerbund, crisp bow tie, a folded silk handkerchief in her breast pocket.

  “You know,” Jessie said, “they gave us a coupon for that twenty-four-hour marriage chapel.”

  Harmony arched a groomed eyebrow. “What about Coraline?”

  “You look better in a tux. Besides, imagine having Ethan as your brother-in-law.”

  “I’d rather not. Shall we?”

  Earlier in the day, the corridor leading to the ballrooms had been a swirl of endless buzz. Now the convention posters were down, the tables of swag packed up and gone, and a couple of nervous-looking hotel staffers stood at the mouth of the hallway. Harmony could guess what the problem was: they didn’t know what was going on, they didn’t know who any of these new arrivals were, and they didn’t want to be here. And if they got a close look at the auction “security,” she thought, their brains are working overtime trying to cook up a rational explanation.

  One moved to block their path. Before he could ask, Jessie flashed their invitation. He shot an uneasy look over his shoulder.

  “There’s a second security line outside the ballroom door,” he said. “Please keep your invitation out so they can scan the barcode.”

  The lineup was twenty people deep, men wearing thousand-dollar jackets, ladies in Prada and pearls. Harmony and Jessie slid in at the end, drinking in the soft din of conversation as they inched along toward the moment of truth. Up ahead, two of the sisters held a frosty watch over the corridor. One clutched a scanner in her eel-like fingers, scrutinizing every new arrival from beneath her shroud and layered veils.

  “What if they recognize us?” Harmony murmured.

  “You still have that magic flashbang?” Jessie replied, her lips barely moving.

  “Inside breast pocket.”

  “Use it. Then we run like hell. But if it comes down to that, this mission is blown. Keep your fingers crossed.”

  She crossed her fingers. And held her breath. It was their turn, and as they stepped up to the open doorway, one of the sisters flowed like water to block their path. Squirming satin-sheathed fingers reached for their invitation.

  There was a long moment of silence. Harmony couldn’t see the eyeless horror beneath the veils, but she could feel the creature studying her, looking through her.

  “And you are?” the sister hissed. Her veils rippled on a puff of breath.

  This mission had started out simple. A killer, a target, a one-night job. The plan was to slip in, run interference to save a stranger’s life, and slip back out without anyone ever knowing they were there. Every move had been in service of the big picture, the need to keep Nadine in the dark while they set her up for the kill.

  But missions changed, and plans had a way of shattering against the hard surface of reality. Vegas was a minefield of moving threats, the “innocent victim” might be more dangerous than the assassin, and a mystery box from another world was up for grabs. There were a thousand ways things could go wrong tonight. But if everything went exactly right, they were about to spend five million dollars of Nadine’s money. This wasn’t the setup for the kill. This was the kill.

  No chance of hiding it from her, so they might as well go big. Harmony knew exactly how to answer the sister’s question. She drew herself up, shoulders back, chin high, and fluffed her blond bangs with a flick of her fingers.

  “Who am I?” Harmony replied. “Such insolence. I am the Lady Najidanere, and you should feel honored to bask in my presence.”

  The scanner let out a soft beep as it pulsed over the invitation’s barcode. The sister passed it back, along with a white plastic placard on a stick. Black vinyl letters marked Harmony’s bidder number, 027. Then, silent as a stone, she drifted aside to let them in.

  Jessie clutched Harmony’s arm. Her lips pursed, fighting to keep herself from laughing. “You could have just said we were Nadine’s reps, you know.”

  “I know. But if we actually pull this off, she’s going to hear about it. And she’ll probably comb through witnesses until she finds somebody who can identify us.”

  “Yeah,” Jessie sighed. “That whole ‘don’t let her know we’re on her tail’ plan is pretty much done for.”

  “But if we win the auction, well, we don’t even know if she can afford to lose five million. Ariel didn’t think she even had that much cash to throw around.”

  “Right. Which…still doesn’t explain why you’re pretending to be Nadine.”

  “Because that’ll get back to her, too.” Harmony wore a rare and mischievous glint in her eye. “And it’s really going to piss her off.”

  “Remember how I said you’d be scary if you ever went to the dark side? Nah, forget that. I like this Harmony.”

  She straightened her bow tie. “It’s the tux.”

  The Coppola Ballroom had been a maze of booths last time they visited. Now it was an empty plain, the floor cleared for free-range grazing between knots of conversation. Tables along one wall offered refreshments, pitchers of water, open bottles of champagne. Strictly self-serve. Tynes was keeping the hotel staff at arm’s length and the sisters apparently wouldn’t deign to play hostess. The back of the room sported a long, low stage, standing lights in place, their ice-blue beams fixed on nothing at all.

  Harmony’s eyes narrowed as they made their way across the plush carpet, golden diamonds on a field of jet black. Maybe seventy or eighty attendees had arrived, barely enough of a crowd to fill the cavernous ballroom, and the faces she recognized made up a murderer’s row of wanted posters.

  “Six o’clock,” Jessie murmured. “Isn’t that guy a sicario for Los Zetas?”

  “Talking to a known associate of the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers. Think they’re extending their operations south of the border?”

  “Making a note for follow-up,” April said over their earpieces.

  Jessie nodded. “Good. Kevin? You close by?”

  “I’m wherever you want me to be, boss.”

  “I want you stationed in the hotel lobby. Grab Harmony’s glasses from the Barracuda’s glove compartment and casually—very casually, don’t stick your neck out—see if you can get video on anybody coming and going from the hallway outside the ballroom. Looks like most of these creeps are garden-variety criminals, not Vigilant targets, but maybe we can pass on a few quiet tips after the auction and help the locals round up some bad guys.”

  Harmony gave Jessie’s arm a nudge and nodded across the room.

  “Not just bad guys, huh?” Jessie said.

  “Jury’s still out on that one,” Harmony replied.

  Bette Novak had made the buy-in. Our tax dollars at work, Harmony thought. Her little green dress, artfully cut into petal curves at the hem, drove home the Tinkerbell aesthetic. Her escort was no Peter Pan: he was a slab of muscle in an off-the-rack suit that couldn’t hide the bulge of his shoulder holster.

  Bette wasn’t the only familiar face in the crowd. Harmony felt her before she saw her, something in her reptile brain screeching a fight-or-flight warning and drawing a cold wet claw down her spine. Jessie’s arm clamped tight around hers, squeezing painfully tight. She heard her partner’s breath escape like the rustle of leaves in a forest deadfall.

  Jessie’s mother was here.
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  The crowd parted like a wave for Althea Temple-Sinclair. Her dreadlocks swayed as she walked, a broad-shouldered wall of furnace heat and barely contained fury. The woman was a bomb on two legs, and she loomed over Jessie and Harmony as she closed in on them. She took her time, her inhumanly turquoise gaze sliding from one woman to the other and back again in silence. It finally settled on Jessie’s face.

  “Baby girl,” was all she said.

  Jessie replied with a dead-eyed stare. Harmony felt the air go thick between them, mother and daughter grappling in a psychic tug of war. She broke the silence herself.

  “There was a dress code,” Harmony said.

  And Althea had ignored it. She wore a ribbed olive sweater and cargo pants tucked into polished boots. Professional gear for a working mercenary on the go. Her nostrils flared as she took Harmony in.

  “Kinda hoped Jessie would wise up, get herself a better class of partner. That’s okay. Won’t matter soon enough.”

  “What do you mean by that?”

  Althea didn’t answer her. She dismissed Harmony with a roll of her eyes, then nodded at Jessie. “See you’re wearing those colored contacts now. Must be custom jobs, to hide your real shine. You ashamed of who you are?”

  “Nah,” Jessie said. “Just ashamed of where I came from.”

  “I better hear a little respect in your tone pretty damn quick, baby girl. You’re talking to the woman who made you.”

  “I’m talking to the monster who made me.”

  Althea’s lips curled in a smug smile. “You say that like you ain’t one too.”

  “Oh, I know exactly what I am. And what I’m not. Like, for instance, I’m not a piece of shit serial killer who tortures and mutilates hitchhikers for kicks.”

  Her smile vanished. “That was your father.”

  “You helped.” Jessie’s arm uncoiled from Harmony’s. She took a step closer, glaring up at Althea. “I’ve still got the photographs.”

  Harmony felt the temperature rising. In the corner of her eye, one of the sisters had stopped her silent drift across the room, turning her veil to watch the altercation. Harmony wasn’t sure who would take the first swing, Jessie or her mother, but she knew a fight would get all three of them tossed out before the auction would even begin.

  “There’s a million-dollar buy-in,” she said, trying to shift Althea’s attention. “Mercenary work doesn’t pay that much. You’re here representing somebody. Who hired you?”

  “For me to know, you to find out.” Althea brushed her off and turned back to Jessie. “You know, you are coming home, baby girl. We’re gonna get your head right, put you back on track, make you the woman you were always meant to be—”

  “She doesn’t want to be with you,” Harmony said.

  She blurted it out. She’d been trying to cool the situation down, not make it worse, but she felt Jessie standing tense as a steel coil at her side and trapped and she had to let her friend know she wasn’t alone, so she just blurted it out. And now, with the full force of Althea’s glare fixed upon her, Harmony squared her footing and faced it head-on.

  “She doesn’t want,” she repeated, “to be with you. She said no. So leave her alone.”

  “Oh.” Althea’s voice was deadly soft. “But she wants to be with you. Is that right?”

  “She can make her own choices.”

  “You corrupted her,” Althea said. “You weren’t the only one. Whole pack of humans doing a number on my little girl’s head, twisting her around, confusing her. But you were the worst of ’em all. And you’re going to pay for that.”

  “I’m not afraid of you,” Harmony said. It wasn’t the truth, but she kept her chin high when she said it.

  Althea’s laugh was melodic. She savored the moment.

  “You will be. Because I’m going to keep you alive and screaming while I eat you one slow bite at a time.”

  Jessie stood between them.

  She moved fast, getting in her mother’s way, standing almost toe to toe.

  “New rule,” Jessie said. “You don’t talk to my partner. Ever. If you think you’ve got something to say, you say it to me.”

  “Oh, you and me, we’ll be talking all right. At length. Soon.”

  “One other thing.” Jessie put her hands on her hips and leaned closer. “In case you’re not keeping up on current events? The King of Rust crash-landed in New York after we toppled his phony throne. Then we killed his ass. Stone dead. Next time you talk to the King of Wolves…tell him that he’s next.”

  Althea took a step back.

  “Real soon,” she said. She pointed two fingers to her eyes, then to Jessie’s. Then she turned and walked away.

  Jessie stood there, silent, watching her go. A tiny tremor ran down from her shoulders, all the way to her clenched fists. Harmony put a hand on her arm.

  “You okay?” she said.

  “Yeah,” Jessie said, though she didn’t sound like she meant it. She gestured to the opposite side of the room. “Hey. Looks like Coraline and Ethan made the buy-in.”

  Ethan had opted for a two-tone tux with silver trim, somewhere between a peacock and a car salesman. Coraline was pure peacock, lush and robed in lavish blues and greens. She spotted them coming and quirked a smile.

  “You can head on home,” Coraline said to Jessie. “Or just wait for me up in my room. This won’t take long.”

  “That’s some bold confidence I hear.”

  “That’s the invisible hand of the market you hear,” Ethan said. He kept his eyes on Jessie but moved, orbiting around his sister, to stand as far from Harmony as he could.

  “We still don’t know what this mystery auction entails,” Coraline explained, “but Ariel wants to be in lead-dog position. She put down a…very, very generous escrow deposit. We’re the Court of Windswept Razors. Money is our superpower. It’s like we always say to our rivals: try being less poor.”

  Ethan wrinkled his nose. “Speaking of, how did you people scrape up a million dollars for the buy-in?”

  “We didn’t,” Harmony said. She held up their invitation, so they could read the name in gold leaf. “We scraped together five.”

  Coraline blurted out a laugh. “You didn’t.”

  Jessie waved a hand toward Harmony in a regal gesture. “Behold, Nadine herself. I hope you’re trembling with an appropriate level of terror.”

  “We can still beat that bid,” Ethan said.

  “But are you sure you want to?” Harmony asked him.

  He leaned back a little, eyes narrow, uncertain.

  “Why would we not want to win?”

  “Because there’s more than one kind of winning,” Harmony said. “Whatever Tynes is auctioning off, it’s something big, something bad, something he couldn’t showcase in public like he did with the CrystalFlex. We know he’s trying to round up investors to fleece. Whatever this thing is, safe to assume it’s far from legal.”

  “This is going to shock you,” Coraline said, deadpan, “but my brother and I? We’re demons. We’ve been known to occasionally break the law.”

  “The kind of thing that could draw attention,” Jessie said, catching Harmony’s drift. “You folks are already in the doghouse with the Midwest and West Coast courts. Run off with some exotic, one-of-a-kind prize and you’ll be putting a brand-new target on your backs.”

  Coraline tapped a fingertip against her pursed lips. “Maybe. Could be. Too soon to say. Depends on what the item in question actually is.”

  “On the other hand, how about a sure thing?” Harmony said.

  “Listening.”

  Harmony turned the invitation in her hand. “The auction is automated. Bids are already in, sitting in escrow, waiting to be released. In other words, if I win? Nadine loses five million dollars, and there is nothing she can do about it.”

  “She doesn’t even get the prize,” Jessie added. “Whatever Tynes is auctioning, we buy it with Nadine’s money.”

  “Ariel didn’t even think she had five million in liquid capital.” Coraline glanced to her brother. “If she’s counting on getting that money back, and using it to fund her day-to-day operations…this could break her. At the very least she’ll have to sell the lion’s share of her assets just to stay solvent.”

  Ethan’s gaze went distant, somewhere up around the ballroom chandelier, as he thought it through.

  “I hate to say this, but…I like it.” He frowned. “One problem. Even if we step aside, that’s no guarantee you’ll take the high bid.”

  Coraline’s hand dipped into her purse. She took her phone out, waving Harmony and Jessie closer. A few taps brought up the spreadsheets she’d shown them at the poolside bar. Her nail jabbed at a couple of deposit entries.

  “See this? Five million is on the high end, but not the top of the mountain by any means. One escrow deposit is for seven, and here’s one for ten. Looks like…four bidders, besides Ethan and I, can beat your top offer if they’re sufficiently impressed by whatever Tynes has to offer.”

  Harmony fell into the numbers, reading them like ancient glyphs on the wall of a tomb. They could hope that all four of them bailed out early, deciding that the prize of the night wasn’t worth that much money. But they couldn’t trust to hope. If they didn’t win the auction, Nadine would get every penny of her investment back. Then she turned a corner and found an idea right in front of her.

  “These four bidders,” she said. “Can you find out who they are? Names, anything we can use to identify them?”

  Coraline gave a tiny shrug. “Maybe. One of them we’re fairly certain of. If I call Ariel, she might be able to dig up the others. No promises, but we can try.”

  Harmony took a step back. Her fingertip brushed the microbead in her ear.

  “Kevin? Tell me you’ve got your laptop with you.”

  “You say that like I don’t take it everywhere.”

  She glanced up. Coraline put her phone to her ear, dialing Ariel.

  “I need you to coordinate with April. We’re going to send you some names, information to dig up. You’ll have to move fast.”

  “No problem. What do you need?”

  “We’ve got competition here, and we want them gone,” Harmony said. “So we’re going to give them some compelling reasons to go home.”
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  The house lights dimmed.

  The swirl of conversation fell into a hush. All eyes turned to the standing lights at the back of the room. A service door opened, and Geordie Tynes—dressed in a silver tuxedo, arms raised high—took the stage.

  “Ladies, gentlemen,” he said, “I can’t thank you all enough for being here tonight. Now, I’ve tried my best to keep the goodies under wraps, but some of you—”

  He wagged his finger, and a low current of laughter spread across the crowd.

  “—some of you already know exactly what you’re going to be bidding on tonight. Which is why you suddenly called your accountants and told them to double the deposit.”

  More laughter. He drank it in, then moved to the side of the stage, to the edge of the pale sapphire light.

  “What I’m here to offer is a true, one-of-a-kind item. A unique asset, ‘removed’ from the Talon Worldwide laboratories in the wake of the company’s catastrophic decline. As you know, I was in a perfect position to obtain it.”

  “Keeping to his cover story,” Jessie murmured in Harmony’s ear. “Easier than convincing these people it’s a relic from a parallel Earth.”

  “And now, my gain could be your gain. Feast your eyes on this.”

  A standing projector erupted with three shafts of light. Red, green, blue, spinning hypnotically toward the heart of the stage. The shafts went thin, colors blending, lines stretching and bending into a wire-frame grid as a hologram blossomed to life.

  “I give to you…the Valkyrie.”

  A suit of armor stood upon the stage, shimmering and bathed in rainbow light. It was slender, narrow-shouldered, and painted the color of wet mud after a spring rain, with a domed helmet that sported a jet visor slit for an eyepiece. The hologram turned slowly, giving the audience a look at the bulky backpack, the reinforced plating and ports at the base of the boots—and the twin nozzles mounted beneath the suit’s arms, jutting out like cannons.

  “The scout armor?” Jessie whispered. “The suit he stole to jump to our world in the first place? That’s his only ticket out of here—why would he sell it?”

  “It’s brilliant,” Harmony breathed.

  Jessie asked a question with her eyes.

  “He knows that people from his homeworld can track him, following the engine’s energy trail,” Harmony said. “That armor is a weight around his neck, just waiting to drag him down. It’s a liability. But if he pawns it off on somebody else…”

  “He makes millions. And the poor schmuck who buys it is going to get pounced on by Tricia and her crew as soon as they power it up. But then he’s still stranded here. He might be rich, but he’s cornered like a rat.”

  Harmony shook her head. “He works for his world’s version of Talon Worldwide, at the top of the ladder. Good chance he can cobble together whatever he needs to build a new portal engine. And if he can’t…”

  “Bran MacDermott can,” Jessie whispered. “That’s it. That’s why he was sending the sisters to interrogate and kidnap ex-Talon employees.”

  “He’s used to working with technology and materials that don’t exist on our world yet. We’re too far behind the curve. For him, it’s probably like trying to build a cutting-edge computer with vacuum tubes. But he knows Bran and his team succeeded before. They can do it again.”

  Tynes was reading off the suit’s specs, holding the crowd in the palm of his hand. The hologram animated, taking a silent step forward and thrusting out a curled fist. The nozzle mounted beneath its arm spat a gout of slow-motion muzzle flare.

  “—recoilless anti-material rifles,” he said, “fed by an internal, heavily shielded ammunition pack. If there’s something you want to destroy, be it the door of a bank vault, an armored convoy, a rival who made the mistake of crossing you—”

  He paused for another wave of polite laughter.

  “—rest assured, the Valkyrie can destroy it. And when it comes to making your getaway, you’ll be doing it in style. Onboard propulsion jets have a top speed of one hundred and ninety miles per hour, with a maximum cruising altitude of fifteen thousand feet. You can travel up to two hundred miles on a single charge.”

  Charged with what? Harmony thought, staring at the rippling hologram. Whatever powered this thing, she doubted it was compatible with anything on their Earth. Of course, that was part of the scam. Tynes planned to be long gone by the time the suit’s new owner realized they’d been handed stolen merchandise, or that enforcers from another world were hot on its trail.

  “The hull is reinforced against any conventional civilian or police weapons,” Tynes said. “Armor-piercing rounds? Not this armor.”

  “And this is a scout model,” Jessie murmured. “Stripped down for speed. What do you think the big ones can do?”

  Harmony didn’t plan on finding out. And she didn’t plan on letting anyone in this room get their hands on that suit. A motivated killer could still do some serious damage before Tricia and her squad caught up to them, not to mention the potential fallout if the suit’s new owner decided not to surrender peacefully. The last thing they wanted was a battle between armored titans in the heart of the Vegas Strip.

  They had to win this auction.

  An Asian man at the front of the crowd cupped his hands to his mouth and called out, “You’re showing us pretty pictures. This is a lot of money to spend on blind faith. Where’s the real thing?”

  “Kept safe at an off-site location,” Tynes replied. “The winning bidder will accompany me and my security team to the location, where they’ll be free to inspect the armor to their heart’s content. If you like what you see—and you will, I promise you—we’ll finalize the transfer then and there. You can fly this baby home tonight.”

  A couple of bidders smelled snake oil, dropping out on the spot. As they shuffled away, leaving the ballroom behind, Tynes opened the floor.

  “Let’s start with a criminally low opening bid,” he said. “Can I have…a quarter of a million dollars? Anyone?”

  A sea of white laminated plaques rose into the air as one. Everyone left was in.

  “Good news,” Coraline said. “The one with the turban, who just walked? That was our seven-million bidder.”

  Harmony watched him vanish. “One high roller down, three to go. Do we have details on the others?”

  “Ariel’s on it.” She glanced down at her phone. “Coming in now.”

  “Good. Let’s get to work.”

  *     *     *

  “Seven hundred and eighty thousand dollars,” Tynes called out. “Can I—you, sir.”

  Information flowed through the ballroom, crackling with invisible energy. Ariel found their targets, passed them through Coraline, and Jessie kept bidding while Harmony called the shots.

  “José Rafael Oleastro,” Harmony murmured. “Our Los Zetas rep. Last thing we need is a cartel getting their hands on this thing, and his bosses put six million dollars in escrow. Find me an angle.”

  April and Kevin coordinated between the lobby and the plane, linking their screens and working together to generate a free-flowing dossier.

  “He’s got warrants…eh, not in Nevada. South of the border,” Kevin said. “Sic immigration on him?”

  “Auction’ll be over by then, and we can’t bring law enforcement in here. These people will scatter like roaches. We need a long-distance threat.”

  “Family,” April said. “He has a brother living in LA.”

  “Criminal record?”

  “Long but petty. No known gang affiliations, nothing more serious on his rap sheet than a stolen case of beer.”

  Harmony frowned. “José’s keeping his brother out of the family business?”

  “You know what I’m thinking,” April said.

  “He’s protective. Brother’s his weak spot. Stick the knife in, and give it a twist.”

  *     *     *

  “Spoofing the Imperator’s outgoing line,” Kevin said. “And…done. You’re good to go. On caller ID, it’ll look like you’re at Los Angeles Community Hospital.”

  April sat at the command console, adjusting her headphones, and hit the button for an outgoing call. It rang five times, then went to voicemail. She tried again. And again. On the third call, Oleastro picked up. He whispered on the line, terse, Tynes shouting out numbers in the background.

  “What’s this? I can’t talk. I’m busy here.”

  “Mr. Oleastro?” April said. “Is this Hector Oleastro’s brother?”

  “Yeah? What? Who is this?”

  “Sir, this is Dr. Cassidy, from the ER at LA Community Hospital. Your brother was just brought in for surgery, and your number was listed as his emergency contact.”

  She heard fast footsteps, heavy breathing as he hustled to the far edge of the ballroom.

  “What? What’s up with Hector? He okay?”

  “He’ll be fine. He sustained multiple gunshot wounds, but we were able to stabilize him. That said, apparently he was injured as part of…some sort of gang initiation? There are police officers here, and they’re prepared to arrest him as soon as he regains consciousness. I would strongly suggest you find some legal counsel for him, as quickly as possible—”

  *     *     *

  Harmony watched Oleastro hang up his phone. He turned on his heel and steamed toward the ballroom door, head down and his fists clenched, abandoning his bidder plaque on the carpet.

  “Two down,” she breathed. “Two to go. Good job.”

  Tynes raised his hands high, standing beside the hologram armor. “One million dollars! We just got serious, folks.”

  And some bidders were seriously done. A few shuffled out, already at their limit, while others hung back to watch the auction unfold. More than three-quarters of the room was still in the fight, and Jessie joined the rest as they lifted their placards up for the next bid. Bette Novak trailed the pack on their way out; she locked eyes with Harmony in passing, a razor-edged glare.

  A text flashed across Harmony’s phone, a message from Ariel: Oleh Yanukovych. Photo attached. A brigadier in the Odessa Mafia. Seven point five million buy-in. Word is his bosses were tipped off ahead of schedule, and the track-suit crowd has all kinds of nasty uses for that armor in mind.

  Harmony glanced at the photo, then over to her left. He was standing ten feet away, a scar-cheeked thug in a tailored suit. She fired the photo over to April and Kevin, then lightly touched her ear.

  “Next target. Use my credentials to access the FBI database and pull all records on ongoing Russian organized-crime investigations in New York. I guarantee Yanukovych has an active file.”

  “Are we going after his family?” Kevin asked.

  “The capital-F kind,” Harmony whispered. “Brigadiers are crew chiefs, trusted soldiers who run their own operations. Check his file and tell me if the Bureau is running any kind of surveillance on him.”

  *     *     *

  “Dude owns property,” Kevin mused, scrolling through a dense file that had been scanned—sloppily, with blurring and the ghost of a coffee-mug stain—from a paper original. “Yeah. Here. There’s a massage parlor in Brooklyn. The feds are keeping an eye on it. They know his crew is running a brothel in the basement, but they’re just waiting for a meatier charge to slap ’em with before they make a bust.”

  “Send me the details.”

  Kevin sat at the end of a bench in the lobby. More of a long black cube, covered in soft, fuzzy fabric. He distinctly felt like he wasn’t cool enough to be sitting there, and the looks he was getting from the late-night check-in clerk drove the insecurity home. He crossed one leg, adjusted his laptop, ran his fingers through his hair, and tried to look hip.

  “What’s the nearest police station to that massage parlor?”

  April was quicker on the draw this time. “The seventy-first precinct, on Empire Boulevard.”

  “Great,” Harmony said, getting some distance and hustling toward the far edge of the room. “Need you to spoof my line, so my caller ID looks like it’s coming from inside the precinct house.”

  Kevin’s fingers rattled the keyboard. “Easy peasy, done and done.”

  He glanced up, and suddenly things weren’t so easy.

  Bette Novak emerged from the side hallway, trailing a small crowd of dejected former bidders. She saw him from across the room and made a beeline straight toward him.

  *     *     *

  The Pink Aphrodite didn’t get many calls from police stations. Harmony wasn’t surprised that it took them a while to pick up. She stayed on the line, hovering at the far edge of the ballroom as she listened to the droning, endless ring. Then a short, uncertain pause as someone picked up on the other end.

  “Aphrodite,” he said. “We’re closed.”

  Harmony could do a passable Russian accent. Barely passable. She quickly breathed in and out, hyperventilating, making herself sound breathless as she whispered into the phone.

  “This is Zoya. Where is Oleh? Is he there?”

  “What? No, he’s—he’s on a business trip, out of state. Very important. Who are you?”

  “No time. Listen. You have to clear out. Get everyone out, and warn Oleh right away. The NYPD are on their way. They’re going to raid you, and they’ll be there in ten minutes. You must get out, right now!”

  She hung up on him. Then she circled back around the ballroom, coming up on the target, and waited for the fireworks.

  She heard the phone buzzing in his pocket. Like a mosquito, over and over again, until he couldn’t ignore it any longer. He answered only to be hit with a muffled stream of rapid-fire Ukranian before he could get a word out. His face turned to a mask of stone. He barely made it to the ballroom door before he started barking orders to the hapless flunky on the other end of the line.

  “Three down,” Harmony said. “One to go.”
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  “Kevin,” Bette said. He barely had time to snap his laptop’s lid shut and get to his feet before she pulled him into a warm hug. Too warm, too close, and she held him at arm’s length when she finally let go.

  “Uh, hey, Bette.”

  He shifted from foot to foot, warring with his anxiety. Just be cool, he commanded himself. You can do this.

  “When was the last time we saw each other? Oregon? I was hoping you’d be here. I saw Harmony earlier today. Did she tell you?”

  “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I was hoping to see you too.”

  Bette gave him an impish smile. She reached up and tapped invisible frames at the side of her face.

  “I see you and Harmony wear the exact same kind of glasses. What a coincidence.”

  Now he was tongue-tied, fumbling for an explanation. She saved him the trouble.

  “Let me guess,” she said, dropping her voice low. “Latest generation of wearable surveillance? Don’t worry, I can keep a secret.”

  “I, uh, call them ‘spyglasses.’”

  She beamed at him. “Oh, that’s clever. I like that. Hey, are you busy? Can you take a little time off?”

  “I…suppose I can manage that.”

  He wasn’t sure of that, not even a little bit, but instinct told him to follow the flow. Her fingertips were warm, firm against his arm.

  “I think we should catch up. Over in the bar? Tell you what: I just have to take care of something real quick, but I’ll be right back. I want to hear all about what you’ve been up to.”

  “Sure,” Kevin said. “I have a fake ID. I mean, I have a completely…real ID, like real people get when they turn twenty-one. Which I am. I mean, twenty-four. I’m twenty-four and very real.”

  Her finger bopped the tip of his nose.

  “You stay right here,” she told him. “Of course, I’m going to need you to take those glasses off once we get comfortable. Maybe a few other things, too.”

  She gave him a wink, turned, and slowly sashayed toward the lobby doors.

  *     *     *

  “Three million five,” Tynes called out over the dwindling crowd. “Do I hear three million six?”

  Fewer and fewer placards were going up with every call, but plenty were still in the game. Including Jessie. Harmony was trading rapid-fire texts with Ariel. Someone in the room, one last high roller, had a twelve-million-dollar bankroll to play with. If they wanted the Valkyrie, it was theirs for the taking.

  That is, unless they could force the high bidder out of the fight. The problem was, the mystery competitor’s account was bulletproof. I’ve got nothing, Ariel texted. No way to link the deposit with a real name or a face. You’ll have to figure it out from there.

  The bidding rose to four million. A few more bids and it would all be over. Harmony paced, frantic, hunting for a clue. More competitors dropped out in a mass of frustrated sighs. Only six remained. As the contenders clustered toward the front, Tynes finally got a clear look at Jessie. His eyebrows lifted in surprise. After all, as far as he knew, they—or the Vegas mobsters they were pretending to be—hadn’t made a buy-in. All the same, she had a valid bid number, and he wasn’t about to stop the show.

  “Guys?” Kevin said on the comm line. “Problem. You might want to think about clearing out, pronto.”

  “Negative on that,” Jessie replied. “Why, what’s wrong?”

  “Bette just found me in the lobby and pulled the single cringiest attempt at seduction I have ever witnessed, let alone been the target of.”

  “Bette Novak came on to you?” Harmony asked.

  “And you said no?” Jessie added.

  “Hey, look, yes. I’m twenty, I don’t have a girlfriend, and I’m pretty much horny at all times—”

  “We are aware,” Jessie said.

  “—but I do my thinking with my big head. And my big head says Bette is full of crap. She’s trying to keep me here while she, and I quote, ‘takes care of something’ outside.”

  “Get out,” Harmony said. “Now.”

  “Yeah, duh, I’m already packed up and moving. I think I can use the east concourse and slip out through the parking garage.”

  Harmony checked the map in her mind. Behind her, the bidding climbed to $4.3 million. Another bidder dropped.

  “Pool area,” she said. “Harder to pin you down if she’s got anyone posted on watch. Go out through the pool, circle left. There’s a walkway that leads around the side of the hotel. You’ll have to hop an employee gate. Stay low and move fast.”

  “On it. What about you? If she’s about to pull something nasty, you’re standing in, like, the last place you want to be—”

  “We’ll make it work,” Harmony said.

  Another bid, another white placard fell in a defeated hand. Harmony’s pulse raced as she circled the room, studying the body language of the remaining bidders, trying to judge the commitment in their postures. This one was strained, an inch from the edge of her bankroll. That one had already given up on his dream of victory, shoulders slumped, and was just going through the motions.

  Then she saw Althea.

  She was a tower of quiet, rugged confidence. No stress, no feelings at all beyond an air of casual boredom, as if she was waiting for the inevitable.

  “It’s Althea,” she breathed. “She’s the high roller.”

  “Are you sure?” April said.

  “Positive,” Harmony said, her mind racing through the logic. “When we had her in custody, she didn’t escape. She was freed. Someone wanted her on their payroll and they were willing to attack us, and kill half a dozen men, to get her. She has a laundry list of shady contacts, domestic and foreign, from her days with the Glass Predator program. People around the world with deep, deep pockets.”

  “And if you were going to drop twelve million bucks on a sketchy auction,” Jessie murmured, “Althea is exactly the kind of big gun you’d send to protect your investment.”

  Harmony made a long, slow circle around the back of the room. She had an idea. Maybe a suicidal one, but they were thirty seconds from hitting the five-million-dollar bid and reckless plans were the only kind she had left.

  She reached into her breast pocket and drew out the gift Tricia’s lieutenant had given her. The hypo, loaded with enough sedative to put their target in a coma for six hours straight.

  Of course, that was for Tynes, not a special-forces killer with the toxic blood of an alien god in her veins. Jessie could laugh off most sedatives and down a fifth of tequila before she got woozy. Her mother was twice her size and had twice her experience.

  Harmony’s thumb rested over the trigger stud. No other choice. She came up behind Althea, cutting through the thinning crowd, going in for the kill.

  Althea smelled her coming. She whirled around, faster than she looked, and glared down at her.

  “And what do you think you’re—”

  Harmony jabbed her in the belly with the injector and pressed the stud.

  Althea stared at her.

  “That…stung,” she said.

  “Oh,” Harmony replied.

  Althea cracked her knuckles.

  “I’m going to twist you apart. One limb at a time. Starting with your—”

  Althea blinked. Then she wavered on her feet. Her eyes went distant, the glowing turquoise muffled as she squinted at something Harmony couldn’t see. She took a lurching step to one side, then the other, slowly making her way to the snack tables. Bottles of champagne rattled as her hip slapped the table’s rim. Then her knee buckled and she hit the carpet, clinging to the tablecloth to hold herself upright. People were watching, whispering, curious.

  “Some people,” Harmony said, making a quick retreat, “really can’t hold their liquor.”

  Tynes held up five fingers. Jessie held up her bidder’s plaque. She was the last woman standing.

  “Five million dollars,” Tynes declared. “Can I get five-point-one? Anyone? Anyone at all?”

  *     *     *

  Kevin shivered in the cold night wind, clutching his laptop bag close to his chest and huddling in the shadows at the edge of the valet drive.

  “Guys? I’m out front and reiterating my suggestion that you leave right now.”

  “Kevin, go,” Harmony hissed in his ear. “It’s not safe.”

  “Neither is the convoy I’m looking directly at.”

  They’d rolled in at the same time, five cars deep. All black SUVs with government plates and tinted windows. They blocked the valet lane, the last in line clicking its emergency flashers on, strobing scarlet light across the drive as all the doors opened at once. They disgorged their cargo, grim-faced men with cheap suits and bulges on their hips. Bette waited at the lobby entrance, arms crossed, her expression sour.

  “You know how it looks when we get ready to roll up on the bad guys in force?” Kevin said. “Like, when Jessie calls out our front-line assault teams? This is that. But not us. You really need to clear out.”

  *     *     *

  Jessie craned her neck. She passed the placard to Harmony, keeping it high.

  “Ethan and Coraline are on the other side of the room. I’ve got to warn them. Get close to Tynes and stay on him, no matter what. I’ll be right back.”

  Tynes drew out the moment, all but begging for more bidders to join the fray, even suggesting some of the losers pool their money to get back in the game. Looking at five million dollars and you still want more, Harmony thought. It wasn’t a reason to hand him over to his homeworld, knowing he’d be tortured and killed without so much as a real trial, but her hopes of his innocence faded by the minute. Eventually, he had no choice but to concede.

  “And sold, to bidder oh-two-seven, for five million!”

  Harmony stepped up to the lip of the stage, followed by a sprinkling of light applause. Tynes looked down at her, uncertain, still not sure how or why she was there. She showed him her invitation.

  “I’m afraid I wasn’t entirely honest about who I worked for,” she told him. “We had to be sure we could trust you first.”

  “Of course, I understand. Hey, a winner’s a winner, and money spends just the same, no matter where it comes from.”

  “My thoughts exactly,” Harmony said.

  The ballroom doors blasted open under the weight of a steel-toed boot. Men flooded the room with their guns drawn, clearing the funnel and moving with SWAT-trained precision. Bette strode in behind them, holding a badge high.

  “FBI,” she shouted. “I want everyone down on their knees, hands where I can see them. Do it now.”

  




  
  





33.


  
  The room erupted in chaos. The hologram flickered and died as the overhead lights pulsed. A few of the guests raced for the doorway, others dropping to their knees and lacing their fingers behind their heads in sullen resignation. One runner went down, clotheslined by an arm, squirming as he clutched his throat. Another got caught, spun around, and slammed against the zigzag wallpaper with a gun to his head.

  Tynes ran in the opposite direction. He broke for the service door behind the stage, the way he’d come in, brandishing a key card. Harmony was right on his heels.

  “Oh, hell no,” Jessie was hissing in her ear. “This creepy bitch does not get to play FBI agent. That’s our cover.”

  “I’m on Tynes,” Harmony gasped, darting around the standing lights. The door was swinging shut and she scrambled to catch it before it could lock again. “Can you reach me?”

  “Not without getting shot. Me and Coraline are pinned down by the exit, and Bette’s staring right at me.”

  It was all on her, then. She grabbed the edge of the door with her fingertips before it could shut, hauled it back, and launched herself into the access corridor beyond. She was backstage, in the warren of corridors built strictly for hotel staff and showrunners. No glamor and glitz, just beige walls and pea-soup lines marking a path through the labyrinth. Plain black placards hung at every intersection, pointing arrows in three directions. Security. Lobby. Loading Bay One.

  That way. Tynes had already vanished and the echo of desperate footfalls could be coming from anywhere, but she knew he’d have one direction in mind: out. The loading bay was the fastest way out of the building from here. She turned left and sprinted hard, her tuxedo tails flaring behind her as she leaned into the run.

  *     *     *

  Coraline knelt at Jessie’s side. Ethan was behind them, grumbling.

  “I thought you were the fake FBI,” Coraline said out one side of her mouth.

  “No, we’re real FBI, but we use fake assignments to cover our real—you know what? Not the time to go into this.”

  “So who does she really work for?”

  Jessie’s eyes narrowed to slits. She watched Bette stomp across the ballroom carpet. She’d already sent a team to inspect the back door and dispatched a runner to get an access key from the staff. A pack of guests were still on their feet, in the troopers’ faces, getting red-cheeked as they shouted demands for their lawyers.

  And where are the sisters? she thought. Not a single veil in the room, like they’d all vanished on cue. That mystery would keep. She felt the tension growing and she drank it in. One of the bidders by the door had his hands up, open palms but holding them half an inch from a trooper’s chest, a heartbeat from giving him a shove.

  “She’s got the badge, but she doesn’t know shit about securing a room or clamping down on a crowd’s restless energy. And wherever her boys got trained, it wasn’t at Quantico or any halfway-decent police academy,” Jessie murmured. “Someone’s about to do something stupid, it’s going to spill over like a barroom brawl, and it’s going to get seriously violent in here.”

  The tip of Coraline’s tongue played across her lips. “We like violence.”

  “Yeah, but wouldn’t you rather get out of here? I’ve got things to do tonight.”

  “Got a plan?”

  Jessie made sure no one was looking her way. Her open hand slid down, fingers curling, dipping into the slender rectangle of her purse. They came out holding a pen.

  “It’s almost a brawl, but we’re not quite there yet,” Jessie replied. “Just needs a little encouragement. Get ready to move.”

  Coraline glanced over her shoulder. Ethan was still sulking.

  “You hear that, dickbag? Jessie is about to rescue us.”

  Jessie slid the clip back on the gimmicked pen. It wobbled under her thumb. Over by the door, the shouts were getting louder, Bette’s men struggling to keep order as the captive guests smelled their weakness. A couple of kneeling men unhooked their fingers and stood up again, moving to join the growing mob. Bette was over by the back door, focused on chasing Tynes instead of controlling the crowd.

  Jessie aimed. It was a long shot, all the way across the room without sights to guide her. She trusted her instincts.

  The ballistic pen let out a crump of compressed air and the titanium-steel tip streaked across the room, a spearhead aimed for the cluster of champagne bottles. It punched into the belly of a sealed bottle and it erupted, showering the table in foam and broken glass.

  “Gun,” Jessie shouted and ducked low.

  The mob hit the wall of troopers in a frenzy, all fists and feet, and a real gun went off a second later, a single shot muffled under a pile of flesh. Then a dull steel cylinder arced through the air, bouncing along the carpet, spinning as it spat clouds of ice-white tear gas. Bette tried to rally from the back side of the room, shouting for order, but the second squad couldn’t open fire without hitting their own men and the room was flooding with stinging mist, blotting out the riot.

  “Now’s good,” Jessie said.

  She took a deep breath and held it as the gas extended its tendrils toward her. A second canister banked off a wall, leaving a dent, erupting to feed the blinding fog. She launched to her feet, feeling Ethan and Coraline right behind her, and rocketed toward the ballroom doors. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, tears stinging her eyes. Someone tried to stand in her path; she didn’t know if it was one of Bette’s men or a bidder, but a roundhouse punch got him out of the way. Two more men were tangling right by the door, grappling each other. She bulled into them shoulder-first, sending them tumbling, and fought her way out into the corridor. The mist chased her, billowing out on the shouts and strangled grunts of an all-out brawl.

  She stumbled and ran, angling for the lobby. Tapped her earbud, tried to talk, but her first breath turned into a hoarse, ragged cough. Her face was wet, sticky. She hit the wall, almost falling off her feet. The world was a blinding red haze. Eyes, she thought, need something for my eyes. She let out a hacking wheeze into the crook of her arm and kept moving. Wherever Harmony was, at least for a few minutes, she was on her own.

  *     *     *

  “Tynes,” Harmony shouted.

  She’d picked up his trail. He was dead ahead of her, gasping for breath as he sprinted through the long, dark shadows of an empty loading bay, a fleeing silhouette between tall metal racks. Her hunch was right: he was headed straight for the truck doors. He only stopped when he hit a wall of corrugated steel.

  “C-c’mon,” he wheezed, bending over double with his hands on his knees. “Help me get this open. We can still do this deal.”

  Harmony was in better shape. Her legs and chest were burning, but she slowed to a practiced walk and steadied her breath, flowing with her heartbeat as she stepped around him. The fat panel on the wall was self-explanatory. She punched the green plastic button, and the big bay door let out a grinding sputter as the chain track overhead rattled to life.

  “Where’s your security team?” she said.

  “I don’t know,” he coughed, red-faced, and made a vague wave behind them. “Who was that woman?”

  Good question, Harmony thought. “Didn’t you recognize her? She was one of your bidders.”

  “I…I don’t know. I mean, I vetted everyone. I was careful. I thought I was careful. Let’s just get clear. I’ll take you to the suit, and we can wrap this up. Deal?”

  Harmony’s mind raced faster than her pulse, putting together if-then-and sequences five layers deep. They were in the realm of pure improvisation now. Her decisions, from minute to minute, would mean the difference between disaster and a win.

  One decision in particular. Geordie Tynes was bound for freedom or the slaughterhouse. Her call.

  The door rumbled upward, letting in the cold night wind and the neon stars. She heard voices from the asphalt lot.

  “—we’re going to go in the back way. You three are on crowd control. Cow them with the shotguns. Don’t open fire if you don’t absolutely have to. We want to keep this quiet. You two are responsible for—”

  The Basilisk stood in front of a trio of rusted-out cars, surrounded by five gunmen. Harmony recognized some of the faces from the motorsport complex, others from Hausler’s briefing files. They all turned at once.

  “And to think,” Hausler said, “that before tonight, I didn’t believe in Santa Claus.”

  Harmony thought about going for her gun. In response, five muzzles rose at once, trained on her from twelve feet away. She held perfectly still.

  Rough hands grabbed her arms. They drag-walked her and Tynes over to the middle car, the big vintage Buick that had delivered the EMP. Another one of Hausler’s men groped her, his hand wandering over her ass before squeezing its way upward and finding her shoulder holster. He plucked the pistol free and jammed it into his belt. Hausler looked her up and down, his eyes reptilian slits behind his tinted glasses. He recognized her from the craps table.

  “Well. It appears the Nevada Gaming Control Board takes its duties seriously.”

  “We go the extra mile.”

  “I don’t know who you really work for, but I’m going to take great pleasure in finding out.” He nodded to the car and turned. “Toss them in the trunk. Let’s go. We’re behind schedule as it is.”

  *     *     *

  The Buick was an old showboat, with a trunk big enough for two. Harmony and Tynes lay side by side, curled on their arms in the dark. Harmony was working on tactics. Tactics kept the fear at bay. Tynes was hyperventilating, already lost to terror.

  “Listen to me,” Harmony said. She fumbled for his hand in the dark, found his wrist, gave it a sharp squeeze. “Listen. We are going to get through this, but I need you to focus.”

  “Harmony?” April said in her ear, her voice laden with static. “You’re breaking up. What’s happening?”

  “Hausler. He’s taking us somewhere. Feels like we’re still on local roads. Bumpy, low speed, lots of turns. What’s Jessie’s status?”

  “Splashing milk in her eyes,” Kevin said. “And I’m on the move. A bunch of cops—real cops, I think—and EMTs just showed up, and they’re in a shouting match with a couple of Bette’s guys in the lobby. It’s a mess.”

  “Keep moving, stay safe.”

  Tynes’s shadow squinted at her. “Who are you talking to?”

  “Friends,” she told him. “Check your phone. Do you have any reception?”

  He wriggled, bumping against her, squirming to dig into his hip pocket. Harmony took a mental inventory. They’d found her gun, but Hausler’s cambion thug was too focused on copping a feel to give her a serious pat-down. The polished brass disk of her magical flashbang still rode inside the breast pocket of her tuxedo jacket. Easy enough to find, if they searched her again at their destination.

  She carefully tugged it loose, keeping her fingertips clear of the razored edge. Then she reached behind her—wincing as the car thumped over a pothole and sent a jarring shock of pain along her arm—and slid it beneath the snug folds of her cummerbund. The fall of her jacket’s tails hid it from sight.

  Geordie’s phone lit up in the dark, glowing under their faces like a campfire.

  “Two bars,” he said. “Yeah, yeah, who do I call? 911, right? 911. They’ll help us.”

  “I’ve got a better idea,” she said.

  He looked dubious. “Better than the authorities?”

  “Help is already on the way. Most likely, these people are taking us to Vegas Exotic Motorsport. That’s their safe house in this city, and they don’t know that we already know about it. It’s also the first place my partner is going to look for us. What we need to do right now is stall. Buy us time, give them a reason to keep us alive.”

  “And I can do that…with my phone?”

  “They like to take hostages,” Harmony said. “Two can play that game. We’re going to take a hostage of our own.”
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  Jessie leaned into a turn, neon flaring across the Barracuda’s windshield as she barreled through an intersection under a strong yellow light. The muscle car rocked, swaying hard, threatening to fishtail as she poured on speed. Vegas never slept, but after one in the morning you could find room for acceleration. She wove down a two-lane road, slipping between cars, passing, snapping back into her lane.

  She had company. A hunter in the rearview, mirroring her moves. Ford SUV, tinted windows, government plates. Jessie flicked her turn signal to make a left, pretending she didn’t see it prowling up on her. Then she cruised into the next intersection, wrenched the wheel hard, and went right.

  The SUV’s tire hit the curb, almost jumping it, as the driver scrambled to keep on her. Its bumper roared up, closing the gap. This wasn’t a subtle tail anymore. It was a pursuit. Which means right now, she thought, he’s on the radio, and all of Bette’s buddies are triangulating my position and moving to box me in. Have to shut this down, fast.

  They were coming up on the next block. Four-way intersection, thick traffic on all sides, light holding red. At this speed they’d hit it in ten seconds. Jessie held firm on the gas and tightened her grip on the wheel.

  Eight seconds. Four, the SUV creeping closer, and the cross-street traffic dead ahead throwing up a wall of moving steel. Jessie’s jaw went rigid. She counted, measuring seconds against speed, knowing she only had one chance to get this right.

  The Barracuda’s nose jetted over the white line as the signal flicked from red to green. A few last stragglers were still in the intersection and she wrenched the wheel, spinning, hooking between moving cars like threading the eye of a needle. Halfway through the intersection her fist slammed down on the button at the base of the gearshift. A spray of fuel hissed onto the exhaust pipe and Aselia’s invention fired a gout of thick smoke, blanketing the intersection in choking fumes. Horns blared, tires screamed, and the lumbering shadow of the SUV spun out behind her as it sideswiped a delivery van. The crunch of metal on metal echoed like a revolver’s hammer coming down, blasting the Barracuda free and sending it thundering along the avenue.

  She took the first on-ramp and pointed the car east. Jessie knew exactly where her partner would be waiting for her. Harmony just had to hold out—and stay alive—until she got there.

  *     *     *

  Swaying in the trunk, jolting with every pothole and sag in the road, Harmony and Tynes worked fast. He completed his part of the job and passed her the phone; she finished at the last second, fingers frantically tapping the screen, just before his reception died. Not just the phone. A faint hiss flooded Harmony’s ear as her communication link cut out. The Buick turned hard and shuddered to a rough stop.

  “Jammer.” She slipped the microbead loose and tucked it into her breast pocket. “Doesn’t matter. We’re going to be fine.”

  “I don’t feel fine,” he said.

  “Just follow my lead.”

  She was confident. She had a plan.

  A plan that shattered the moment the lid of the trunk opened and she realized she had no idea where they’d been taken. Hausler’s thugs grabbed her arm, hauling her out and setting her on her feet. They were in the back of an industrial park, offices and rentals all buttoned down for the night, the caravan parked under the pale glow of a single flickering parking-lot streetlight.

  “This isn’t their safe house,” Tynes murmured as they stood him up next to her. “It’s mine.”

  Harmony could see the lights of the Strip in the far distance. She could navigate by them, true as the sun and the stars. Reckoning by distance and direction, they were at least eight miles from the motorsport complex. In the wrong direction.

  Jessie wasn’t coming. Not unless Harmony found a way to reach her.

  *     *     *

  “She’s not here.”

  The Barracuda prowled through an empty parking lot, swaying to follow the narrow access road. The lot out back was barren and silent. Jessie took a deep breath, pushing down a rising surge of panic.

  “Somebody talk to me,” she said. “Because I need ideas and I need intel, now. The second the Basilisk figures out who Harmony is, he’s either going to kill her or he’s going to call in Nadine. She’s playing for time, and she’s not going to have a whole lot of it.”

  “I’m digging into the briefing documents,” Kevin said, “checking everybody in the files. Their finances, their investments…if we can tie the owners of the motorsport facility to any other property in Vegas, that might point us to a second safe house.”

  A trilling sound jarred her attention. Her purse sat on the passenger seat, next to the energy-detection gadget that Tricia and her people had given them. Silent, as expected. She fished her phone out, pulling over and throwing the car into park. Jessie put the phone to her ear.

  “Talk to me,” Tricia said, “about the commotion in the ballroom.”

  “We’re investigating as we speak,” she said, weighing what cards to show and which to hold back. “We know your target was involved—”

  “But you don’t have him.”

  “We’re investigating,” Jessie said, “as we speak.”

  “I apologize if I come across as demanding, but I’m under pressure to produce results.”

  “So you’re pressuring me. Piss rolls downhill. I get it.”

  “I hope you do,” Tricia said. “Because if he escapes on your watch? It’ll be more like napalm.”

  *     *     *

  They walked Harmony and Tynes into the last office on the left. It was a short-term rental, no signs on the windows, and the last occupant had abandoned the place in mid-breakdown. A few cubicle walls, beige canvas shields, still stood scattered across a floor littered with detritus. Crumpled receipts, twists of plastic and painter’s tape. The overhead lights clicked on, turning the wall of windows into onyx mirrors, blotting out the parking lot and the city beyond.

  A couple of Hausler’s thugs hauled over folding chairs, sitting their hostages down side by side, a few feet apart. They roped their wrists in leashes of thick, scratchy twine, tying them tight. Harmony winced and flexed her fingers; she could feel her circulation cutting off.

  “We knew you wouldn’t bring the goods to the auction,” Hausler told Tynes. “Considering the…less-than-stellar members of society you’d invited, that would be like dangling raw beef over a pool of piranha. Safer to bring the winning bidder to the goods.”

  Tynes swallowed, hard, fighting to put on a brave face.

  “That was the idea,” he said.

  “I followed you,” Hausler said. “All day. And when you came here, to collect your silly fripperies, your lights and projectors for the auction, all I had to do was wait for you to leave with your…escorts. You should have left more than a pair of guardians behind. Whatever those veiled creatures are—and I assure you, that’s just one of the many, many questions you’ll be answering tonight—they put up a lively fight. But they do bleed, and die, like all living things.”

  He gave Harmony a long, cold stare, his eyes hungry behind the green-tinted frames of his glasses.

  “Everyone bleeds,” he said. “And everyone dies.”

  “Some of us sooner than others,” Harmony replied.

  “My thoughts exactly.”

  “Like you,” she said, “once Nadine finds out how colossally you failed her.”

  Hausler tilted his head. “I have the Valkyrie armor, I have Tynes, and…well, I have no idea who or what you are, but I’m sure you’re worth something to somebody. Why would you call that a failure?”

  “Sorry. That armor is mine. I was the top bidder tonight.”

  His lips twisted in a wry smile.

  “You seem to misunderstand the situation,” he said.

  “Do I?”

  Harmony nodded down at her tuxedo jacket.

  “Inside pocket,” she said. “Something you should see.”

  He eyed her, keeping his distance, then nodded to one of his thugs. The Basilisk’s revulsion toward women—with the exception of Nadine—still held. He didn’t want to touch her. The gunman pulled back Harmony’s jacket, tugged out the thick rectangle of pasteboard and gold leaf, and handed it to his boss.

  Hausler’s smile died as he read the name on the invitation.

  “The transfer was authorized to the escrow account’s manager five minutes ago,” Harmony said. “Nadine just lost five million dollars. Or, I should say, you just lost her five million dollars.”

  He began to pace. The invitation crumpled in his hand and he grimaced, shaking his head, wrestling with panic.

  “No. No, no—” Hausler snatched the gun, a thick-barreled revolver, from the hand of the nearest thug. He charged in and pressed the muzzle to Geordie’s skull, forcing his head back. “Cancel the transfer. Cancel it right now.”

  “I can’t,” he squeaked. “I swear, I can’t! It’s a security precaution for, well, situations like this. The authorization can’t be reversed.”

  Hausler went back to pacing, the revolver swinging in his hand as he scrambled for ideas.

  “I have to call her,” he said. He snapped his fingers at one of his men. “Get my phone. I have to get ahead of this. I have to tell her before she finds out from her accountant. It’ll be easier if she hears it from me.”

  “Sir?” one of the cambion asked. “You want me to power down the cell jammer?”

  “No. I’ll take it outside.”

  Harmony’s stomach clenched. If he got Nadine on the phone, he’d tell her about his bonus hostage—and the second he described her, or sent over a photograph, it was all over. She had to stop him. Her mind was a fishing spear, diving back through time, through the mission and their briefing, through everything she knew about the Basilisk.

  “You can’t do that,” Harmony said.

  He eyed her. “Oh? And why not?”

  One of the cambion was standing by, holding out a phone. She’d have one chance, just one, to convince Hausler not to take it.

  “I mean, you can tell her that you lost her money,” Harmony said. “You’re not some disposable thug, like her other servants.”

  Hausler’s men had spread out, the five shooters taking up casual stances around the mostly empty office floor, two of them keeping an eye on the opaque windows and the parking lot beyond. She made sure to lock eyes with one of the men she recognized from the motorsport complex as she said it. A little resentment in the ranks could only work in her favor. Then she looked back to Hausler.

  “You’re special to her,” Harmony said.

  She waited until a smile reached his lips, a sense of confidence building. Then she brought her heel down.

  “…but she’ll be so disappointed in you.”

  Hausler’s head twitched. A little spasm that rippled down to his shoulders. She had him on the line, his insecurities exposed like a pulsing vein. She just had to keep him there. She was right: he and Nadine had a special relationship. Nadine had found his wounds, too, and dug her psychic fingers in tight. That was her talent. And now Harmony was going to use it against both of them.

  “All her faith in you, all her trust.” She shook her head. “Maybe Nadine expected too much. But she sees you as the son she never had. And a mother always expects the best from her son, doesn’t she?”

  Hausler’s jaw worked like he was chewing on something. His gaze darted left, right, trying to escape Harmony’s words as they piled down upon him.

  “All her hopes, all her dreams…and you just couldn’t live up to them. She’ll be crushed. You’re going to break her heart, Erich.”

  “I don’t…” His hand, frozen in mid-reach for the phone, fell to his side. “I don’t know what to…”

  “You can bring her a problem,” Harmony said, “or you can bring her a solution. You’re in a bind, but if you can fix it—all on your own, without her help—she never even has to know. She’ll be so proud of you.”

  She offered him a sliver of hope. He pounced on it, waving the phone away. He went back to pacing, grabbing at straws, anything that might work. He wheeled around, focused back on Tynes.

  “So…the money is in your account, yes? You’ll transfer it to Nadine. It’ll look like the refund she’s expecting.”

  “I can’t—” Tynes shrank under the barrel of the gun. “Yet! I can’t yet. I mean, I don’t have it yet. The authorization’s been sent, but the money is going to sit in escrow until the banks open. It’s, what, almost two in the morning? The bank is in George Town, on Grand Cayman. They’re two hours ahead of us. So, five—five more hours. In five hours, the money will reach my account, and then I can authorize a return transfer.”

  “Well,” Harmony added, “he could. Normally.”

  Hausler peered at her. “Meaning?”

  “She, uh…” Tyne’s shoulders slumped. “She took my phone when I was done with the escrow transfer.”

  “I changed his password,” Harmony said. “And his security questions. He’s locked out of his own account.”
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  Hausler was back on the edge of panic, exactly where Harmony wanted him.

  “Doesn’t—doesn’t matter,” he said, sounding like he was trying to convince himself. “Passwords can be reset. We’ll have him call his bank, talk to a manager—”

  “His bank? Oh, so, nine our time, Caymans are two hours ahead, so that’s two hours of Nadine wondering where her money is. What are you going to tell her when she calls to find out why the refund didn’t go through first thing in the morning?” Harmony shook her head. “No, you need to do this fast. Perfect timing. You need the password, and I want to live through this. So let’s negotiate, and we can both get what we want.”

  There was an art, and a risk, to applying pressure. Just the right amount could make a man desperate, eager to reach for any chance of relief—like giving her an outside line or some other way to send a signal to Jessie. Too much pressure, and desperation could turn to recklessness. Or naked fury.

  Hausler didn’t answer her. He stomped across the barren office floor, disappearing into a back room.

  He came back with a toolbox.

  It clattered as it hit the ground. He flipped the old, rusted hasps, hinges squealing, and dug through a clutter of tools. Pliers, hammers, a screwdriver. He looked to his men and pointed at Harmony.

  “Get her goddamn shoes off.”

  Harmony fought, kicking, as two of the cambion took hold of her legs. They wrenched her shoes off, then her socks, leaving her feet bare and holding her ankles tight.

  The Basilisk loomed, a ball-peen hammer dangling in his grip. He crouched down in front of her.

  “You’re right,” he said. “Time is not our friend. I’ll offer you one chance. Give me the password.”

  That password was the only thing keeping her alive now. She braced herself, trying one last gambit.

  “You think you were the only person keeping tabs on him?” Harmony asked, nodding at Tynes. “We had this place staked out hours ago. My backup is on the way as we speak.”

  “Then we’ll have to work quickly,” he said, raising his hand high.

  The hammer lashed down. Harmony’s big toe broke under the stainless-steel head, bones fracturing to jagged chunks, the skin bursting under the nail bed and spattering blood across the office carpet. She thrashed in the chair, head whipping from side to side as she screamed through gritted teeth.

  Hausler was talking to her. She couldn’t hear him, his voice muffled under waves of agony, burying her at the bottom of a lake of fire. A hand slapped her cheek, rough, snapping her back into focus.

  “The password,” he said. “Hey. You with me? The password.”

  Stay alive, she ordered herself. That was the first commandment. Silence meant survival. She gave him nothing but silence.

  “As you wish,” he said.

  Her tear-glazed eyes caught a flash of light glinting off metal. Her second toe shattered under the hammer. Her stomach heaved, bile surging in her throat and flecking her lips as she bucked against her ropes, the pain reducing her to frantic animal noises. The agony pushed her to the brink of unconsciousness, the world fading in and out on waves of gray, each return bringing a fresh surge of fire with it.

  Hausler stood up. He grimaced at her, his hair tousled and his brow glistening with sweat, and tossed the hammer back into the toolbox. It landed with a clatter.

  “Ten minutes,” he said. “I’m going to give you ten minutes. To reconsider.”

  He turned to leave, then paused, crouching by the toolbox. Too far away, her eyes too blurry to track him. He picked up a fresh tool and waved it in front of her. It was a pair of needle-nosed pliers.

  “When I return? If I don’t find you in a more cooperative mood? We start with your fingernails.”

  One of his thugs followed him as he stalked to the back offices. “Sir, should we—”

  “Watch them,” he snapped. “Leave me alone. I need to think.”

  Harmony sagged in her seat, head bowed, sinking into the waves of pain. Her mind took her away. Back to her training at Quantico. They’d had a guest speaker one afternoon, a SERE instructor from the Air Force. FBI agents generally didn’t need to worry about resisting interrogation or survival under harsh conditions, but armed militias were on the rise, and that increased the risks of running into suspects who had been SERE-hardened. The brass wanted the new crop of recruits to be versed in the basic concepts.

  “The first thing you need to forget,” he’d told the classroom, “is the idea of ‘resisting’ enhanced interrogation. We all want to think we’d turn into Rambo under torture, but human biology means none of us are superheroes. We all have a breaking point. All of us. Accept that and focus on what you can do.”

  The recruit on Harmony’s left raised his hand. The instructor acknowledged him with a nod.

  “Give them false information?”

  “If, and only if, you can make it pay with results,” the instructor said. “Otherwise, your odds of survival decrease sharply. Keep this in mind: if a captor is keeping you alive, you may feel like they hold all the power, but this is still a negotiation. Your objective is to take control of the narrative. Get into your captor’s head. Figure out what they want, and use that to keep yourself valuable until an opportunity for escape presents itself.”

  Tynes’s voice broke her concentration.

  “You okay?” he whispered.

  Harmony glanced over, bleary-eyed. She took a look around the room. Hausler’s men were scattered, barely watching them, three of them in a knot of soft conversation. All of them armed. Nothing she could do to fight them, especially with her wrists tied behind her back, but she could talk to Tynes without drawing too much attention.

  “I’m sorry,” he told her. “About…all of this. I didn’t want this.”

  Her foot throbbed in waves, a tooth-rattling ache that roiled up her leg, all the way to her hip. That was all right. She could use the pain. It would help her focus. She had ten minutes—eight now, maybe—to come up with a plan. The gears of her mind turned, teeth catching, rotating the room like a hologram diorama as she studied every angle.

  “The Valkyrie armor,” she said. “Is it here?”

  “If they didn’t move it, yeah.” He jerked his head toward the back of the office, wrists twisting helplessly against his ropes. “There’s a little basement, just a bare cellar with a fuse box. Seemed like a safe place to stash it.”

  “How heavy is it?”

  Tynes puffed air between his pursed lips. “Real heavy. I mean, you’re supposed to wear it, not carry it around. I couldn’t have moved it without my—my helpers—”

  “The Sisters of the Noose,” Harmony said.

  She read the surprise on his face. She needed more from him, and with the minutes draining away she couldn’t let him waste her time with denials. She thought back to their meeting with Tricia and her squad.

  “Yes,” she said. “I know who they are. Just like I know your real name. You’re Dr. Pelleton Greer, lead scientist at Talon Armaments Group. You were, anyway.”

  “Are—are you—” He squirmed in his ropes like he was trying to edge away from her.

  “Not from your world. But I’ve met some people who are. I need to know something. And I need the truth. A lot—more than you know—is riding on this, so I need the truth.”

  “Ask me,” he said.

  “Did you do it?”

  He shrank, becoming smaller as his head fell and his shoulders tucked in. She didn’t have to specify the it. She knew she wouldn’t have to.

  “Ezra’s brilliant,” he said, his voice soft, “but explosives were never his forte. He asked me to build the bomb. I didn’t know what he’d do.”

  “A man asks you to build a bomb for him, and you don’t ask—”

  “No, I mean, I knew. I knew he was going to assassinate the Overlord.” He leaned his head back. His eyes closed, squeezed shut against the overhead lights. “I didn’t know the ruthless bastard would set it off when the entire high council and the Overlord’s wife would be in the goddamn room. I agreed to one casualty. One. A tyrant, who needed to be put down for the good of the people. I never would have cooperated if I knew what Ezra was really planning.”

  “He killed everyone in the room except his target.”

  “I thought my trail was clean. I spent years walking on eggshells, looking over my shoulder, hunting for any clue that might connect me to the bombing. I missed one. One tiny grain. That was all it took.”

  “So you stole the suit,” Harmony said, “came here, and realized you didn’t have the materials to build another dimensional gate. Our tech isn’t advanced enough and the tools you’re used to don’t exist here yet. So you recruited the sisters—”

  “No.” Tynes screwed up his face, bitter now. “They found me, when I was laying my cover story down. I did too good a job, I guess. I’m not their boss. I’m practically their hostage.”

  “What do they want?”

  “They want to go home,” he said. “Their planet is a primitive backwater. There, they’re unstoppable. Living nightmares who haunt the wild spaces. Figments of legend. Here, they can barely move in public. They demanded a portal home, and I need a way off this planet too—the suit doesn’t have enough fuel for a second jump—so it was a natural partnership. I told them what I needed: members of Project Wayfarer, scientists who could fill in the gaps in my knowledge and teach me how to make do with local resources. I didn’t think they’d go on a rampage.”

  “Sounds like nothing is your fault,” Harmony said.

  He fell silent for a moment. She counted down the seconds, feeling her time running out as he gathered his thoughts.

  “My intentions were good,” he said.

  “We have a saying, on this world, about good intentions.”

  “I’ve done some bad things. I know that. I’ve hurt people. Stolen things.” He looked at her. “You’re…you’re some kind of lawbringer, aren’t you?”

  “Something like that,” Harmony said.

  “Then arrest me. Lock me up. Whatever your Earth’s justice says I deserve, I won’t fight it. I’ll take my punishment. Just don’t give me to them.”

  “The Valkyries? They want you back. They’re being pretty adamant about it. After you fled, they tried and convicted you for the bombing.”

  “Then kill me,” he said.

  She blinked.

  “You want me to kill you,” she said, “to stop them from killing you.”

  “When I talk about Ezra in the present tense, that isn’t a mistake.”

  Harmony tilted her head. One of the cambion walked between their chairs, making a lazy patrol, and she held her whisper until he passed them by.

  “I thought the bombing was years ago. Talon is still alive?”

  “He’s still alive.”

  Then he told her what had been done to Ezra. The twelve endless hours in a surgical suite with no anesthetic. The mirrored cell with the electrified floor. The one lidless eye he’d been allowed to keep, to stare at what they had made of him.

  “He’s on life support,” Tynes said in a rasping whisper, “for the sole purpose of keeping him alive and suffering. Forever. And that’s what’s going to happen to me, if you let them take me back. So I am asking you, I am begging you. If it comes down to it…put a bullet in my head first. Kill me. Please.”

  A door slammed in the back of the office. The Basilisk was coming back.

  “I’ve got an idea,” Harmony said, “but you need to play along. And trust me. Can you do that?”

  He nodded his assent. She hoped he meant it. Harmony was about to make her last throw of the dice, and this gamble was all or nothing.
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  “You bastard,” Harmony suddenly roared, wrenching in her chair like she wanted to rip Tynes’s throat out. He recoiled in shock as two of the cambion rushed over, grabbing her by the shoulders and holding her still.

  Hausler stared at her, bemused. “What’s all this now?”

  “Tell him,” Harmony snapped. Tynes looked at her, blank, his confusion genuine. “Go on. Tell him all about it. You were happy to brag about tricking him, a minute ago.”

  “Tell me what?” Hausler said. He folded his arms and turned to Tynes, expectant.

  “I tried to help him,” Harmony said. “And he sat there, just sat there and watched while you tortured me. And all the while, he was planning on screwing you over.”

  “I…I really don’t understand,” Tynes stammered.

  “Like hell you don’t.” She turned to Hausler. “The suit. There’s a fail-safe. And he wasn’t going to tell you about it.”

  “Fail-safe? Tell me.” Harmony opened her mouth and he held up a finger. “No. Not you. Him. Speak.”

  Harmony held her breath. She needed Tynes to roll with her, to sense what she was driving at and play along. He ducked his head, barely able to look their captor in the eye as he searched for something to say.

  “There’s a…there’s an automatic return mechanism,” he said. “If it’s not disabled, then once the suit’s sensory suite is fully activated, it opens a dimensional rift and snaps back to its point of origin.”

  “With nobody on board,” Harmony said. “And you get nothing for all your trouble. He knew, all along, and he didn’t say a damn thing while you were working me over.”

  Hausler’s lips pursed, squeezing tight.

  “And I disable this mechanism how exactly?”

  Tynes flicked a desperate glance at Harmony. She spoke up, fast.

  “He has to power on the reactor and flush the coolant system from the main circuit board. That’s what he told me, anyway.”

  She had no idea if the suit had a coolant system that could be manually flushed. But that was fine: she knew Hausler had no idea how it worked either. Tynes was the only man in the room who could prove her wrong. Hausler studied Tynes, reading his expression.

  “Do you need…special tools for this? Equipment?”

  Tynes shook his head. “I can do it all from an access panel on the backpack. Just need a screwdriver.”

  Hausler crouched down, scooping a flathead screwdriver from the toolbox. He held it up, balancing it between his fingertips.

  “If you’re playing games with me, I’m going to find something else to do with this instrument. You won’t enjoy it.” He waved, turning toward the back of the office. “Boys. Let’s go. Help me bring the armor upstairs.”

  One of the cambion groaned. “Why can’t we just bring him downstairs?”

  Hausler shot him a withering glare. “Because his veiled friends are, no doubt, on their way back here at this very moment. We are deactivating the fail-safe, we are obtaining his bank-account password, and we are making our exit. Would you like to move a five-hundred-pound suit of armor from the basement to the parking lot all at once, or would you like to bring it halfway, then take a rest break while he fixes it for us? Think about it.”

  Harmony waited until the last of them vanished from sight. She heard them tromping down the back stairs. She took a deep breath, held it, and reached for the disk of the flashbang she’d stashed in her cummerbund.

  Her fingers caught on the edge. She tugged it, clenching tight, careful now.

  “What are we going to do?” Tynes whispered, edging toward panic.

  “You’re going to power it on, and then you’re going to stall for time. They have no idea how the armor works, so just fiddle with the circuit boards and try to look busy.”

  “Okay,” he said, “what are you going to do?”

  She turned the disk between her thumb and forefinger, hunting for the razored arc. She found it, the sharp edge glancing against her skin, and adjusted her grip. Then she started sawing, slow back and forth slashes at the rough rope binding her wrists.

  “I’m going to get us out of here.”

  He looked down at her bare feet. She tried not to. She could see the damage in the corner of her eye, the purple mottled flesh in a bed of matted, blood-wet carpet, and seeing it made the pain worse.

  “Can you even walk?” he asked.

  “With enough motivation, all things are possible,” she said. “Trust me.”

  Heavy thumps and gasps of exertion marked the return of the Basilisk and his men. They hauled the mud-brown armor into the heart of the room, one breathless foot at a time. It dangled by stout chains from a steel gantry, the standing rack designed to keep the suit upright and ready for deployment.

  One of the cambion walked behind their chairs. Quickly, Harmony lifted her wrists and brought them in, bunching up the fabric of her tuxedo jacket to conceal the disk. He didn’t give her a second glance as he sliced through Tynes’s ropes with a folding pocketknife. Then he hauled Tynes out of his chair and gave him a shove.

  Hausler offered him the screwdriver. “Get to work. Quickly.”

  All eyes were on the engineer, and the armor. And away from Harmony. She went back to work behind their backs, sawing at the rope as quickly as she dared. She kept a firm grip on the disk; dropping it now meant a death sentence. Harmony was halfway through the rope, hempen strands fraying and sliding apart, giving her wrists more room to breathe. Not free yet.

  A panel on one side of the bulky backpack swung loose, screws dropping into Tynes’s palm. He passed the screwdriver back to Hausler.

  “It’s about to make some noise, okay? So don’t…don’t shoot me. It’s supposed to make noise.”

  “No tricks,” Hausler reminded him.

  Tynes tapped in a code on an internal pad. There was a string of electronic bleeps—and then the armor began to hum. It was a low, rumbling wave that rippled through the floor, caressing the bare soles of Harmony’s feet, as the armor’s visor lit up in a scrolling cascade of neon-green numbers.

  *     *     *

  Jessie was driving, aimless, waiting for April and Kevin to find something she could use. Anything.

  Then the corner of her vision erupted in light. The energy scanner on the passenger seat ignited, flaring to life with a long crackling string of Geiger-counter clicks. The scanner drew an arrow, pointing due south.

  Jessie cackled, slapping her palm against the steering wheel. Then she hooked a hard U-turn, tires screeching in the middle of the street, and stomped on the gas.

  “That’s my girl!”

  “What happened?” Kevin asked over the comm line.

  “What happened is Harmony figured out how to send me an SOS. Only downside is Tricia and her posse just got the same message. April, tell Aselia and Marco to start their preflight checks. Kevin, if you’re not back at the hangar yet, get there. I’m gonna grab Harmony and Tynes, plus the armor if we can manage it, and then we’re getting the hell out of Vegas.”

  *     *     *

  “Are you not finished yet?” Hausler asked, fixing Tynes with a dead-eyed stare.

  “It’s…this is a precision job, all right? Do you want me to risk a coolant malfunction? Please, just let me finish this.”

  One of the cambion was over by the windows lining one side of the office. The overhead lights and the darkness outside the glass turned them into black mirrors, capturing the reflections of everyone in the room. He leaned close, cupping his hands around his face to see clearly.

  “Sir? Problem.”

  “Speak,” Hausler replied.

  He pointed. Harmony squinted, her vision straining to pierce the dark, but she couldn’t miss the apparitions flitting outside the glass. The sisters were here. Darting from car to car, shadow to shadow, the silent assassins appraising the situation. And coming up with a plan of attack, she thought.

  Another strand of rope frayed, split, and let go under the razor edge of the disk. Almost there.

  “So be it,” Hausler said. “Check your weapons and prepare. As I said: they can bleed, and they can die. We’ll shoot our way out.”

  The last twist of rough hemp sliced apart. Harmony snatched at it with her free hand, catching the severed rope before it could hit the floor. Over by the armor, Tynes gave her a questioning look.

  Hausler caught it. He glanced back and forth between them, his frown deepening.

  “Just need a little more time,” Tynes said, forcing an awkward smile as he echoed Harmony’s thoughts.

  Hausler’s hand clamped around Tynes’s throat.

  He threw him down. Tynes hit the floor on his back and Hausler’s foot stomped down, square into his ribs. Tynes coughed, gasping for air, squirming like a pinned bug under his boot.

  “Which is your dominant hand?” Hausler asked, utterly casual.

  “W-why—”

  “Because I need you able to work. I’d hate to remove the fingernails from the wrong hand.” Hausler showed him the screwdriver. “I told you what would happen if you played games with me.”

  They needed time. Time for backup to get here, time to get a tactical advantage. Hausler had five armed men with him. Harmony had two broken toes and an empty holster. Didn’t matter. She couldn’t stall any longer. She cradled the disk of the flashbang behind her back, under the folds of her tuxedo jacket, and flexed her aching wrists. She had a scrap of a plan. Before she could pull it off—and probably die in the process—she needed Hausler close. Harmony summoned his full attention with a single word.

  “Weakling.”

  He had been crouching down, reaching for Tynes’s wrist. He froze, slowly turning his head like he wasn’t sure he’d heard her right.

  She stared him down.

  Hausler stood up straight. He stepped off Tynes’s chest, leaving him on the floor at his back.

  “Don’t look at me like that,” he whispered.

  She held contact with her eyes, steady and cool. She didn’t blink.

  “Stop looking at me.”

  “Does it remind you of your father?” she asked. “He never let you forget what you were, did he? He never let you forget how much you disgusted him. You saw it there, clear as day, every time you met his gaze.”

  Hausler’s bottom lip twitched, jutting out. His cheeks went taut. Closer, Harmony thought. Come on, need you just a little closer. His profile, his history, his behavior—it had all given her a hunch, and now was her best chance to play it.

  “Of course, how could he look at you with anything but revulsion?” Harmony said. “Your mother was the love of his life. And you murdered her. Oh, you didn’t mean to do it. You were born with the power. You were a child, you couldn’t control it. But you murdered her.”

  One hand slowly rose, reaching for his tinted glasses.

  “Uh, sir?” The cambion at the far edge of the room waved a hand, trying to get his attention. His face was still pressed to the onyx glass. With the light inside and the darkness of the parking lot, the wall of windows had become a gallery of mirrors. Hausler’s reflection stalked toward Harmony’s.

  “Do you want to see? Do you really want to see what kind of power I have?”

  “I already do,” Harmony said. “The power to be a loathsome little disappointment. You always have been. You always will be. And you know it.”

  He moved into striking distance, standing over her, his hand shaking as he took hold of his glasses. Flecks of spittle rained from his lips as he answered her.

  “I’ll show you.”

  The cambion by the farthest window was still trying to get his attention. Louder now. “Sir? You really have to take a look at this—”

  He turned away, just for a second.

  The pane of glass exploded. A nightmare in funeral gray leaped through the window in a shower of razor-edged shards, twirling a silken noose in her gloved hands. She hit the thug from behind, lassoed his throat, and brought him down, his spine snapping like a broomstick under her knee. Hausler ripped his glasses off. Harmony’s stomach roiled as a wave of nausea washed over her, hot and sticky and flooding her nostrils with the stench of roadkill on a desert highway. A pressure bloomed in her sinuses, flares of tearing pain, building fast.

  Gunfire, all around her. The first sister was halfway across the floor, dragging the dead thug behind her like a trophy, and another was already clambering in through the gap. The shouts and the muzzle flash all faded into a roaring void as the Basilisk’s gaze swallowed her whole.
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  Harmony had a plan.

  Her mind was lost, her brain boiling as the pressure in her skull grew to a screaming torrent, but her hands carried out the work. Her fingertip slid across the razored arc of the disk behind her back, slicing her skin open, feeding the trapped spell with a trickle of blood.

  Then she unclenched her hand and let the disk fall.

  It hit the floor and unleashed a clap of thunder, blanketing the room in white light and blotting out her vision. Hausler’s power ripped away, freeing her frozen muscles, the pressure draining in a flood. Harmony launched herself from her chair, grabbing for his arm, finding his wrist and trapping it in her grip. She spun him around, twisted his arm behind his back, and kicked the back of his knee with her good foot, driving him down.

  A bell chimed in her ears, high and piercing and endless, as color returned to the world. She could see again. And so could Hausler.

  She’d turned him to face the onyx wall of glass. The overhead lights, the darkness beyond, had turned the row of panes into a string of perfect mirrors. And when the Basilisk’s vision returned, he found himself staring into his own eyes.

  Harmony kept her face turned away, her grip firm on Hausler’s arm. He shook, paralyzed, trapped in a feedback loop from himself to himself, his power rebounding and feeding itself in a cyclone torrent. His quaking jaw fell open, a rasping hiss struggling to escape his frozen lungs.

  Then his head erupted. Chunks of shattered skull and torn scalp hit Harmony’s chest with the force of a heavyweight punch. A tidal wave of hot, steaming blood and gray jelly splashed across her face, flecks of gristle catching in her hair. Erich Hausler’s corpse slumped in her arms, blood guttering from the ragged stump of his neck. She dropped him to the carpet.

  *     *     *

  The Barracuda rocked on its tires as it barreled into the industrial park, headlights cutting hot white streaks through the dark. Jessie heard gunfire over the engine’s roar, saw the pops of muzzle flare beyond the wall of half-broken glass. And dead ahead, more sisters swarming in, their tattered gowns swaying, darting through the shadows of the parking lot like a murder of crows.

  She needed to clear a path.

  Jessie stomped the brakes and spun the wheel. The Barracuda lurched in a barely controlled spin, fishtailing, tires screeching and leaving long black streaks on the pavement as it went into a slide. Two of the creatures sprinting across the lot didn’t clear the way fast enough: one went under the tires, the car bouncing on its reinforced suspension, and the other hit the hood. She rolled over the curve of hot steel and off the other side, tumbling across the pavement, landing in a broken pile of rags and bone.

  More rushed the car. Jessie drew her gun.

  *     *     *

  Harmony caught a glimpse of herself in the glass. Gore-drenched and wild-eyed, now she looked like a nightmare too, standing at the heart of a swirling battle. One of the cambion was sprinting past her, distracted by the explosion, and another had just given a dead sister both barrels of his shotgun. He saw the Basilisk die and he fumbled for shells, reloading with shaky hands.

  The closest thug brought his pistol up. Instead of going for the gun, Harmony went for his face. Her left hand shot out, fingers clamping down over his eyes and mashing into his cheek.

  She pulled.

  And drank, sucking down his energy, his demonic blood, his life as he began to shriek into her palm. His power filled the bellows of Harmony’s chest and her instincts transformed it, converting it with alien alchemy as she raised her open right palm and pointed it toward the shotgunner. The magic passed through her, hand to hand, element to element, bursting loose in a torrent of blue fire. The inferno washed across the room, sending the thug with the shotgun diving for cover as the fire splashed across the office wall.

  It spread fast, flames devouring old paint and drywall, licking at the ceiling panels and flooding the room with smoke. Overhead lights popped and died in a shower of sparks. Harmony took deep breaths, her pupils expanding, drunk with the energy coursing through her veins.

  She looked to the cambion. He was dead. A shriveled husk in her hand, aged centuries in the space of a moment. She shoved the mummified corpse away and looked for Tynes in the chaos.

  A horn blared outside. More gunshots. Jessie. She took a step and nearly fell, fresh agony flaring from her shattered toes. Tynes was beside her. Close, snaking his arm around her waist. She held his shoulder and hobbled with him, limping fast to the exit, the swirling smoke turning them into wraiths.

  Jessie stood beside the open car door, using it for cover while she snapped off shots into the dark. More bodies littered the asphalt, pinned in the blazing headlights. She saw them coming and raced around to open the door on the other side. She took hold of Harmony, lifting her like she was light as a kitten, easing her onto the bench seat in back.

  Two more gunshots, two slamming doors, and Harmony held on tight as the engine roared. The Barracuda lurched, spun at the edge of the lot, and jetted for the open road, leaving the burning building, the smoke, and the carnage in its taillights.

  Jessie looked at Harmony in the rearview mirror. Tynes sat in the passenger seat, head down, hands clenched tight in his lap.

  “Is that—” Jessie said, staring at the blood.

  “Mostly Hausler,” Harmony said.

  The rush of stolen power fled her like the tail end of a cocaine high. Then came the crash. The roller-coaster dive and the breath-stealing pain as her guts twisted into knots, muscles cramping, leaving her a shuddering mess. She squeezed her eyes shut and counted the seconds until she could speak again.

  “The Basilisk’s dead,” she said. “Mission’s done.”

  Almost.

  She took out her phone. Her fingers left rusty smears on the case. She dialed the Metropolitan and asked for room 1104. Kiyana answered.

  “Where are you? I’m handling mission support from here. Tricia and Ines are on the move. We picked up emissions from the stolen armor—”

  “Yeah,” Harmony said, “you’ll find it at the tail end of an office park. Move fast. Building’s on fire and there are still a few stragglers fighting it out over the scraps.”

  “And our target?”

  From where Harmony was lying, she could see the side of Tynes’s face. He wore his terror like a mask.

  “He escaped,” Harmony said. “Stole a car. He’s headed westbound. We’re chasing him down.”

  “But you can catch him.”

  It was a statement, not a question.

  “We’ll do our best,” Harmony said. “At least you’ll get your stolen armor back. That’s something, right?”

  Kiyana fell silent. Harmony breathed in the empty spaces, waiting for her body to stop waging war on itself.

  “Can we speak?” Kiyana finally asked. “Off the record?”

  “Of course.”

  “I understand that you may feel certain…reservations about helping us. Our ways are different from yours. Harsher. I’d tell you why, if we had time for a history lesson, but we don’t. The point is, you might not see this as justice. And I understand that. I really do. I don’t always agree with the orders I’m given.”

  Harmony listened in silence.

  “You need to focus on the big picture,” Kiyana said. “If you lose his trail, Tricia is going to wonder if you maybe lost it on purpose. If you were too soft-hearted to take him.”

  “That’s my problem,” Harmony said.

  “No. That’s your planet’s problem. Do you think she was bluffing? She wasn’t.”

  “Are you honestly telling me that the Overlord would go to war over this? With my entire world? Because we lost a fugitive?”

  “I don’t know,” Kiyana said. “Your entire world? Probably not. But there will be reprisals. I can promise you that. People will suffer. Innocent people. You don’t want that, and I don’t want that either. So please, for all of our sakes, do your best tonight. Track him down, and bring him down. Dead or alive.”

  Harmony hung up the phone.
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  The Imperator was ready to fly.

  Pre-flight was done, electric light blazing from the open belly of the plane. The Barracuda rolled across the black tarmac, angling in to park at the lip of the hangar. Tynes leaned forward in his seat, eyes wide with hope as he gazed up at the plane.

  “Thank you,” he said, the words gusting on a breath he’d been holding for too long. “Oh God, thank you. Just…take me anywhere. Anywhere away from here. I’ll disappear, I promise. I swear you’ll never see me again. Nobody will.”

  Jessie helped Harmony ease from the back seat. Her bare, raw feet met the tarmac with a shock of freezing cold.

  The pain kept her sharp.

  Geordie Tynes stood beside her, looking from her to the cargo ramp. “So…where are we going? I mean, like I said, not picky, anywhere not here is great, just curious—”

  He kept babbling. It washed off her, lost in the spaces between her thoughts.

  She was back at headquarters, back when it all started, standing out in the hall with Jessie and trying to talk her into taking the mission. “If we’re not willing to take the field and put our necks on the line to protect one life, just one, then what is this all for?”

  Geordie was staring at her. Wonder in his eyes. He touched her arm.

  “You saved me,” he said.

  Marie Reinhart had sent her a message. She said she knew, when it came down to the moment of truth, that Harmony would do the right thing. What was the right thing? Usually that was an easy question to answer. The right thing made you feel good about yourself, made you proud, made it easier to look yourself in the mirror the next morning.

  But sometimes it wasn’t so easy.

  Sometimes the right thing was to make a hard choice so that no one else had to. To do the most good for the most people. To offer up the kind of sacrifice that would make that bathroom mirror a lonely, barren place.

  She looked to Jessie. She didn’t have to say a word. Her partner understood. Then she turned to Geordie.

  “Maryland,” Harmony said. “We’re going to Maryland.”

  He beamed at her, face flushed with relief.

  “Help me?” she said, gesturing to her mangled foot. “Have to get our luggage out of the trunk.”

  *     *     *

  Jessie walked up the cargo ramp alone.

  Kevin rose from his console, confused. “Where’s Harmony? Isn’t she with you?”

  April wheeled her chair around. She tilted her head, studying Jessie, silent. Jessie replied with a nod.

  “She has to take care of something,” Jessie said.

  They heard a single, sharp pop from the tarmac. Like a bulb breaking, a light snuffed out. Then a rolling echo, and silence.

  *     *     *

  “We wanted him alive,” Tricia said.

  She arrived with her Valkyries in tow, the three women standing on the freezing tarmac, facing off with Jessie and Harmony.

  And between them, down on the black asphalt, was the body of Geordie Tynes. A crater between his eyes and a Nitron Compact clutched in his bloodless hand.

  “He pulled a gun on me,” Harmony said. “I didn’t have a choice.”

  “The Overlord,” Tricia murmured as she stared down at the body, “had plans for him.”

  Jessie took a step forward. She’d taken her contacts out. Her eyes blazed, glowing like radioactive sapphires.

  “Hey. You said ‘dead or alive.’ And we delivered. Now I want your word: no reprisals, no blowback, no trouble from you or yours.”

  Tricia curled her arm. Her fist thumped against her opposite shoulder.

  “My word is my bond. The terrorist is dead. Justice is satisfied. Your world has nothing to fear from us.” She looked to Harmony. “You couldn’t have just wounded him?”

  Harmony stared down at Tynes. His eyes were open. He looked…placid.

  “I had to protect my people,” she said.

  *     *     *

  The Valkyries bagged their trophy and left. Jessie tossed the car keys to Aselia. She and Harmony sat on the row of jump seats, watching Aselia and Marco roll the Barracuda up into the cargo bay and lash it down for travel. April had gone to hunt down a first-aid kit.

  “How’s the foot?” Jessie asked.

  Harmony slumped, rolling her head back, her eyes closed. She was a horror-show phantasm, still covered in the Basilisk’s spattered remains, but she couldn’t feel it anymore. Couldn’t care.

  “I was five,” she said. “It was a year before my dad died. We had a dog. Pacer. A terrier. Bouncy, yippy thing. Used to pounce all over me. Loved that dog.”

  Jessie listened, sitting at her side.

  “Pacer ran into something in the woods. We never knew what, something…rabid. It chewed him up but he didn’t die. He was making these…squealing sounds, so much pain. The nearest animal hospital was more than an hour away.”

  “What happened?” Jessie asked.

  Harmony opened her eyes.

  “Dad took his service pistol and…” Harmony’s fingers became a gun. The gun fired. “Had to do it. He couldn’t be saved, not with his wounds. Pacer was going to die. The only question was how much he was going to suffer first. The only thing my father could do, the only right thing to do, was to minimize the pain.”

  Jessie’s hand rested on Harmony’s knee.

  “Let’s go home,” Jessie said.
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  Linder’s office at Vigilant headquarters was as low-profile and anonymous as the man himself. Beige drawers, filled with row after row of identical beige folders, a default screensaver on his budget-priced monitor. It could have been any middle manager’s office, anywhere in America. This one just happened to be buried underground, with a door kept under video surveillance and an armed guard stationed outside.

  This is where he keeps the secrets, April thought, rolling her chair inside. She glanced from cabinet to cabinet, wondering how many mysteries were buried in those faceless, number-labeled folders. Folders like the thick one on her lap. She tossed it onto his desk, where it landed with an unceremonious thump.

  “Harmony’s recruitment file,” she said. “Thank you. It came at a very important time, and it did the job it needed to.”

  Vigilant’s handler gave her a respectful nod. “My pleasure. How is she? Functional?”

  “Mission-functional? No. Not until her foot heals. Not much you can do for broken toes but stay off them.”

  “Give her some analysis work,” he grunted. “That’ll keep her mind busy.”

  “Agreed. Wouldn’t want her to get distracted by things she shouldn’t see.”

  Linder glanced up from his paperwork, suddenly uncertain.

  “Like her original medical file.” April nodded at the folder. “The one from her Bureau-mandated examination. Funny thing about that.”

  “Funny?” he said.

  “Mm-hmm. You see, most people don’t magically change blood types as they grow older. But when Harmony made her latest visit to the hospital, she was O-negative. According to the FBI, she’s B-positive.”

  She rolled an inch closer to the desk.

  “An odd phenomenon. Unless, of course, someone methodically faked her original records and test results, replacing her real medical information with another agent’s file.”

  He leaned back in his ergonomic chair. He folded his hands and studied her like they had just sat down to play poker.

  “What do you know?” he asked.

  “Occult-Tactical and my own medical staff ran a full analysis. Blood, tissue, hair. DNA. I don’t need to tell you what we found.”

  “Then you know exactly why I buried her real medical reports,” Linder said, “and kept burying them. Back when we were a front for the courts of hell, can you imagine what Vigilant’s masters would have done if they knew the truth? They would have dissected her alive just to see what made her tick.”

  “And now?”

  He gave a defeated shrug.

  “I was building up to it. I didn’t know how she’d take the truth, if she could handle it.”

  “So you kept it buried. You had no right.”

  “I was trying to do what was best for everyone involved,” Linder said.

  April stared at him over the rims of her bifocals.

  “I believe you,” she said. “And that’s why I’m going to stay quiet about this.”

  “About…” His voice trailed off as he gestured to the file folder.

  “Oh no. I’m going to tell Harmony everything. She deserves the truth. I’m just going to keep quiet about your involvement. Because she’s not the one you need to worry about. If Jessie ever learns that you knew the truth about Harmony and hid it from her, for all of these years?”

  April propped her elbows on the arms of her chair, leaning in.

  “She’ll kill you,” April said. “Jessie will kill you for this. And I won’t be able to stop her.”

  She took hold of her wheels and turned her back to him, angling toward the doorway.

  “No one needs to know,” she said. “And you owe me now. Don’t forget.”

  *     *     *

  Harmony leaned into her crutch, hobbling along as she navigated the labyrinth of the Basement. Her wounds hadn’t healed, that would take time, but her vision was clear. She wanted to get back to work.

  April rounded the bend up ahead and rolled toward her. More grim than usual.

  “Harmony. Do you have a moment? Can we speak?”

  “Of course. What’s on your mind?”

  “Not here,” April said. “My office. Please.”

  Kevin barreled up the hall from the other direction, breathless. He clutched a sheaf of rolled up papers, waving them over his shoulder.

  “There you are,” he said. “We need an intercom system down here, like, yesterday. Jessie’s looking for you. All hands, conference room, right now.”

  There was more to his tone than exhaustion. Harmony caught the thin edge of panic, and frowned.

  “What’s going on?”

  “Nadine.”

  The roll-up had begun. The conference table was a semicircle of smoky glass and Jessie stood at its heart, directing action on video feeds all along the curved walls. As the door whispered shut behind them, Harmony looked from screen to screen: drones and security cameras were capturing live footage from seven states. U-Haul trucks sat parked outside of flower shops, and furtive men were hauling boxloads of evidence out while sentinels watched the street.

  One of the shops was already burning.

  “Nadine found out,” Harmony guessed.

  “She may not know what happened to the Basilisk yet,” Jessie said, “but she knows she just lost a fortune and her operations have been compromised. I’ve got eyes on Dima Chakroun; the accountant got a call twenty minutes ago from a number connected to Nadine. Then she stood up in the middle of a fancy dinner party, mumbled an excuse, and ran like hell.”

  April crossed her arms. The images all around them played out in the reflections from her upturned glasses.

  “Nadine is burning her trail,” April said. “As we expected. It’s a shame we didn’t get to take out her entire apparatus, but I think we can still chalk this up as a victory.”

  “I’m not ready to call it a day just yet,” Jessie said.

  Harmony looked her way. “What’s the plan?”

  “I’ve identified the highest-value targets in three states – the highest-value targets that haven’t been stripped and washed clean with a Molotov yet – and I’ve already dispatched our field teams. They’ve got orders to hit hard, secure whatever they can, and lay an ambush for Nadine’s operatives.”

  Kevin raised a hand. “Boss? We’ve got one more field team, right here.”

  “And we’ve got something special on our to-do list. Nadine can’t handle everything through proxies, especially when it comes to dismantling her investments. She’s going to have to stick her head out. Especially if we give her a juicy reason to. Maybe…five million reasons?”

  “You want to set a trap,” Harmony said. She had to smile.

  “Ever since the sixties, in every incarnation of Vigilant Lock, there’s only one thing our organization has never accomplished. We’ve never bagged an incarnate demon. Now, the occult underground is starting to notice us. They know we’re out here, regulating, and they’re starting to get worried.”

  Jessie raised her hands, taking in the screens all around her, and flashed a wolfish grin.

  “I want to do more than worry them,” she said. “I want to scare the hell out of them. So we’re going to set a snare for Nadine, and then we’re going to take her out.”

  “You’d better not be thinking of putting me on the sidelines,” Harmony said.

  “Not in a million years.”

  Jessie leaned over and pressed a recessed button at the table’s far edge. One by one the screens flickered and winked out, the walls going dark.

  “I already sent word to Aselia and she’s prepping the plane for takeoff, so grab your gear and get ready,” Jessie said. “We’re wheels-up in one hour. We’re hunting the biggest of big game tonight, and we’re not coming home without a trophy.”
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Afterword


  
  I’m writing this afterword from something of a difficult point in time. No need to get into it; if you’re reading this right after the book came out, you’re in it with me. If you’re reading it at some future date, hopefully you’re in a much brighter place. But it’s had me thinking, a lot, about the role of artists during turbulent times. Ultimately, I’m an entertainer. My contributions will never be as noteworthy as a medic on the front lines, but people need a mental escape on rough days; that’s part of staying healthy, too.

  If this book (or any of my others) helped you to get away from it all for a while, even for a few hours, I’ll consider that a job properly done. Thank you for sharing the time with me. And for sharing it with my team, without whom my work wouldn’t be possible! Special thanks to my always-on-point editor, Kira Rubenthaler; ace cover designer James T. Egan; my fabulous audiobook narrator Susannah Jones; and the support of my assistant Morgan Blake. I’d also like to thank the staff at the Cosmopolitan in Las Vegas, the always-knowledgeable folks at the Battlefield Vegas shooting range, and a special shout-out to the crew of Amtrak’s 92 Silver Star line. (Train aficionados may have noted a couple of deliberate mistakes during the opening scene; this was a courtesy to the crew, who were happy to show me around when I rode the line, but understandably weren’t keen on me writing a how-to guide for derailing their train.)

  Want to know what’s coming next? Head over to http://www.craigschaeferbooks.com/mailing-list/ and hop onto my mailing list. Emails go out to announce new releases, zero spam. Want to reach out? You can find me on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/CraigSchaeferBooks, on Twitter at @craig_schaefer, or just drop me an email at craig@craigschaeferbooks.com.
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