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PREFACE

I’m doing something a little different here. I wrote this book, and to some extent, Arsenal Reloaded, at a Chic-Fil-A in Nampa Idaho. Most places I go are only concerned about getting out as fast as possible so that they can seat more people. Writing at Chic is like writing at home if I had a personal assistant who would come to my room and refill my drink. From 6:30 am when they open, until noon, when I leave, I never have to get up get a drink. They are always super polite and friendly. They ask how my book is going and they do a really great job of making me feel welcome. To the staff there, I say thank you. You make my job easier by being exceptional at yours. Working at a fast food place ain’t glorious, but they sure make it look like it is.
All the best,
-Jeff
 




What has come before...


As told by Krisan Swahili, famous writer, Pulitzer award-winning reporter, and all-around perfect woman...

Okay, maybe that last bit is a stretch. However, Madi told me I could tell her story one day, and that day is here. Through this blog, I will catch people up on what is happening with the Wraith, from her painful beginnings to the bitter end.
After all, there’s only one way this story ends for Madisun Dumas, but let’s not dwell on that.
Madisun is a former fashion model who lost her job at the tender age of 27. She returned home to New Orleans, a city she hated to visit because it is where her twin brother died. She had been home less than a day when her ex-husband and a superpowered gang murdered her entire family and left her for dead.
After six months in a coma, she awoke to find her whole family had been “killed in a Thanksgiving day fire.” Accodring to the authoriteis it was a tragedy, but not murder. Madi knew that the would come for her next, so she ran. She fled to the only other place she realy knew, New York, only to have assassins dog her trail. She finally met an FBI agent who belived her… only to have him murdered in front of her.
It was then, Madi realized there would be no justice. Not even for her little sister whom she loved more than anything else, and who had died in her arms. So she did the only thing she could think of to do, she ran, heading west for a place she had never been before, hoping to lose herself in the wide open spaces of the west and try to live some semblance of a life.
Then she read an article I had written about Detroit's very own costumed vigilante, The Wraith. She went there hoping to find him and have him take down ISO-1, but he couldn’t be that guy anymore. He was done killing.
Instead, he ended up training her. The Army’s basic training that turns boys into soldiers over three months has nothing on what she went through; brutal, grueling, intense training that he made as hard as possible. He held nothing back... and she passed every test.
About the time time her training was complete ISO-1 decided I was writing to many exposés, they came for me, lucky for me I had a guardian angel. During the fight, the man who killed Madi’s sister showed up. He and Madi fought and even though he had superpowers, she managed to kill him. It was pretty amazing. However, it cost her everything.
What I didn’t know at the time was that Joseph, the original Wraith, had an entity in him… something that fed off killing. It transferred from him into Madi and saved her life.
She was the new Wraith.
And oh my freaking god was she good at it.
In two nights she wiped out the biggest drug running, human trafficking gang in Detroit. I’m telling you, she is an artist and her art is death.
Once she was ready, she returned home to New Orleans for her long-awaited justice. It wasn’t easy. ISO-1 had a big plan to kill The Saints, New Orleans’ super team. They had an angelic hero on the team that kept the team who’s superpower prevented any kind of mindcontrol and would reveal corruption. Since ISO-1’s M.O. is to blackmail, bribe, and threaten everything, they couldn’t let that stand. Too bad for them, Madi was in town and she killed every one of them. In the end, she gave her ex-husband a choice; side with her or betray her. He betrayed her and in doing so, caused his own death.
Before she left town she killed the flaming woman, El Fuego, who had burned Madi’s mom alive and their house to the ground. I don’t always agree with my friend’s methods, but it isn’t my job to judge her. I’m a reporter, but killing a woman in front of her parents... that was brutal. Justice without the temper of mercy. That’s Madi to a tee. No mercy.
After that, we headed for the fabulous crime-infested country and city of Belize. There Madi got their attention by killing a night club full of low-level thugs.  During her time in the city, she learned that ISO-1 had put a bounty out on her and also used its contacts in the US Government to move her to the top of the FBI’s most-wanted list
She found out from a black market contact about an island where they shipped girls. She went there and killed all of them and sent the girls toward the US on a stolen cargo ship. From there, she found out about a “hospital” where they were shipping about a third of the abducted girls.
It turns out they were experimenting on them in some ugly, genetic mix of alien and human DNA. They made creatures that were straight out of nightmares. Madi fought and killed them all, and in the end, blew the facility to smithereens. On a side note, I learned that my superpower also could be used to read computers, not just phones. Very cool.
Madi returned to Belize with an ‘old friend’ she met in the hospital, but, she knew it wasn’t her friend but a shapeshifter. The shifter led her into a trap, which was exactly what Madi wanted. She killed the public head of ISO-1 and made the shifter turn herself in as ‘Madi’ to the police so we could continue our crusade unmolested.
Unfortunately, Madi found out that the man she killed wasn’t the real head of the organization. The real leader went by the name, “Mr. Axiom,” and was an alien.
Yeah. That’s what she said.
We needed help to bring him down and the only person I knew who had any experience or vested interest in bringing down the aliens, was Amelia Lockheart... the Full Metal Superhero!
Time to fangirl.




CHAPTER 1

One thing I didn’t lack, was commitment. I had proven that time and time again with the Wraith. I understood a little better how the Wraith felt about it since I was now the one relying on someone who I felt lacked that same level of commitment. When the Wraith first inhabited me, we fought over if I was going to go through with my plans or lose my stomach for the killing. I’d be lying if I said all the killing was easy. It helped that the people I ended were all bad. Still, even a killer needs a break now and again.
But not this day.
I was crouched on the rooftop corner of a six-story apartment building on the outskirts of downtown Phoenix Arizona. Even at night, the heat was miserable. I had traded my usual leather pants and jacket for light cargo pants and a t-shirt. I couldn’t even think of putting on my red scarf, not in this heat. Next to me was a duffel bag with a scoped MK12 rifle. It was chambered in 5.56 and had a thirty-round magazine.
My target was the night club next door. Through Krisan I knew it was a front for a lesser cartel that was using the activities of the place to launder its dirty money from drug running and human trafficking. The porous southern border invited this kind of criminal activity. With ISO-1 practicly gone since I killed their boss in Belize, there were plenty of cartels and syndicates ready to take up the mantle.
Krisan interrupted my dark thoughts with her cheery voice. “How cool is this, huh, waiting for a superhero raid? Do you think they’ll do it?”
I shrugged. “Lockheart seemed willing to go through with it to flush out our quarry. That’s all I care about,” I said to my companion on the other end of the cell phone.
Lockheart had offered us communications devices, but I didn’t trust her. If superheroes were really in it for the people, they would handle this crap, and what happened to my family wouldn’t have happened.
“You know you can call her Arsenal or Amelia, you don’t have to keep using her last name as a... well, a pejorative,” Krisan said.
Was she offended I wasn’t all gaga over the armored hero? Sure, she saved the planet a couple of times. That really was beyond anything I could imagine. I was less concerned with saving the planet than curbing the infestation of evil that seemed to inhabit every corner of it.
“She’s not our friend, Krisan, not even our ally. She’s a convenient resource that will likely abandon us the second she decides she doesn’t like our methods.”
Krisan didn’t respond to that, but that was okay. I didn’t need her too. Since I took on the mantle of the Wraith things had escalated again and again. Every time I thought I was close to wiping out ISO-1, another layer was revealed. Last time was when the man I thought was the head of ISO-1 really wasn’t; some crazy-ass alien was actually the leader.
An alien.
How the hell am I supposed to fight an alien? Alvarez nearly killed me with his plasma gun, and if the alien had more of those...
Which brought me to where I was, working with a super who used a suit of hi-tech armor to fight crime and bad guys.
This is such a frigging mistake.
“Tsk tsk, Madi. Give it time, I think working with the Full Metal Superhero will do us good,” Spice said from behind me. I leaned out over the side of the building, resting on my knee while waiting for any sign of our target.
“Since when are you the play nice with others type, Spice?” I asked while peeking over my shoulder at the innocent-looking teen. Wraith always liked to change up Spice’s appearance; sometimes she wore shorts and a t-shirt for playing ball, other times her Sunday best. This time she wore her school uniform, straight out of an anime with her plaid skirt and white shirt.  She swears she can’t read my mind, but sometimes I think she uses the image of my little sister to piss me off, and other times manipulate me. I’d tell her to change clothes, but it would just play into her hand.
She took the sucker out of her mouth with a loud ‘popping’ sound and smiled at me. “Since you decided to get sensible and team up with someone who killed forty billion sentient beings.”
I shook my head. Like an alcoholic looking for her next drink, of course that’s what she’s thinking about.
A high pitched whine drifted through the air from the south. Soft at first, but growing louder by the second.
“I think that’s our girl,” Krisan said over the phone.
A few seconds later I saw her. Flying through the air at a decent clip, the moonlight reflecting off her brushed steel suit. I didn’t actually think it was made of steel, but it was what it looked like.
She circled the area once before coming down to hover above me then dropping to the rooftop. The suit hit the gravel with a crunch; she barely flexed her knees when she hit. I knew the suit gave her super strength—I watched all the footage of her I could get my hands on—still, it seemed incredible for her to have it.
I turned from the night club and walked toward her when I heard a pop behind me. Instincts honed by training and use kicked in; I had my Colt 1911 out and pointed in the face of the woman who had appeared behind me.
She was absolutely the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life and if I were still a model I’d tell her to get in that line of work. She wore a form-fitting black outfit with pockets and bandoleers. Multiple holsters on her hips contained pistols of some kinds, and from my cursory glance, I spotted a few grenades. My examination of her was interrupted by the tip of an eighteen-inch sword that was pressed against my stomach.
Arsenal’s helmet receded into her suit, revealing her face to the world.
“Uh, Madisun, this is Kate, otherwise known as—”
“Oh my god it’s Domino,” Krisan squealed in my ear, blocking out whatever Arsenal was about to tell me.
“Wraith, I presume?” the woman said to me. She hadn’t lowered her sword yet. I narrowed my eyes at her.
I didn’t like her.
“Domino,” I said. We stood there, weapons pointed at each for a long few seconds.
“We’re on the same side here,” Arsenal said from behind. She put a hand on my shoulder to let me know it was okay. I wasn’t sure it was.
I pointed the pistol up before sliding it into the holster at my hip. The sword vanished into her arm; one second it was there, the next it retreated not unlike Arsenal’s helmet. I glanced at the two of them, my mind going through the possibilities of such tech.
“Are you in a suit of armor too?” I asked the woman with the dazzling green eyes.
She cocked an exquisitely manicured eyebrow at me. “You don’t watch the news, do you?”
I shook my head. “I hear enough lies from the people I’m after. I don’t need to hear it on TV too,” I said.
She smiled at me and I found myself smiling back. Maybe I would like her after all.
“I don’t trust her,” Spice said from behind me. I glanced back at her—she wore a scowl. “She’s too perfect. No one should be that perfect.”
Spice wasn’t wrong, Domino was a vision of human perfection. Was it her powers that did that, or something else? And the way she smelled… it was just... nice being around her and I found myself relaxing.
“What’s the plan, Amelia?” Kate asked as she walked by me to stand next to her friend.
“Madisun?” the armored superhero asked me.
I pointed at the building across the street. “Inside is a man named Carmine Torino, he’s a low-level thug for the Acosar cartel. He’s of no importance other than his brother-in-law is the head of the Cartel. If Carmine goes down, they’ll send someone to investigate. Then I can start climbing up the chain until we get to Acosar...”
Kate looked at Amelia then me. “You’re going to kill him?”
I pulled the bag off the sniper rifle. “Yes.”
“No,” Amelia said. “We do this our way. If he’s in jail you’ll get the same results,” she said with a shake of her head.
“He has superpowers. And he’s sitting in that club while scoping out girls to send south of the border for a life of slavery. He deserves to die,” I said to them.
“That’s not how we operate,” Amelia said to me. “If you don’t want him in jail we’ll go in and flush him out. From there we can follow him, tap his phones, find out what he knows. After that, we can make a plan going forward.”
I shook my head. “He needs to die. Once he’s gone, it will take them time to find someone else with his powers to take over. During that window, I can dismantle their entire human trafficking organization here in Arizona.”
Kate took a step toward me, putting a hand on my arm and smiling. “Let’s try it our way first. Worst case you can always kill him tomorrow,” she said with words like honey.
I felt like there was a bee buzzing around my thoughts and I found myself agreeing with her. “Sure, there’s always tomorrow,” I said. But did I believe that?
Amelia nodded. “Okay, here we go.” Her armor closed up and a whine emitted from the boots as she shot up into the air.
“What kind of powers does he have?” Kate asked.
“He’s an empath. Specifically, he can touch women and get them to do and believe whatever he wants them too. It lasts about twenty-four hours. Why in the hell a power like that exists is beyond me,” I said.
She nodded, a dark cloud covering her face, and I instantly felt bad for her.
Why the hell do you care at all that she’s sad?
I shook my head, trying to get rid of the annoying buzz that just got louder and more insistent.
“Madi, you okay?” Krisan asked.
“Yeah, why?” I replied in a whisper.
“Uh, you don’t sound like you, is all.”
Arsenal landed on the street in front of the club. There was a long line of people waiting to get inside and they all started screaming as their local superhero showed up.
“I thought you people couldn’t interfere in regular crimes?” I asked Kate while I thought about what Krisan said.
“We can’t, but... if there are superpowers involved we’re allowed to investigate. If a crime is in progress we can call the police and ask for permission to intervene,” she said.
“Permission,” I said with disgust. “Everything that’s wrong with this situation.”
“Well, here in Arizona the Protectors pretty much have carte blanche to act. Outside of Arizona, that changes,” she said. “Where are you from?”
“New Orleans,” I said without missing a beat. Why did I tell her that?
Down on the street below, Arsenal was admitted into the club. I could see from here that the two big men at the door wore huge smiles. It must be a big deal for them to have her in the place.
Depending on how smart Carmine is, he’ll either run immediately or stay and—
The side door in the alley to the right bust open and a man in his thirties wearing mobster clothes so cliche it made my eyeballs hurt, ran down the street.
“And that would be him,” I said. But Kate was gone, vanished.
Teleporter. Well, two can play at that game.
I drew my pistol and stepped forward. A wave of cold washed over me and when I thought I could take no more, I stepped out of the shadows in front of Carmine and clotheslined him. The knife edge of my hand hit him in the throat, knocking him back to land in a thump on the pavement.
He screamed as he hit, his hands flying up trying to pull a gun from underneath his 70’s style sport coat.
I shot him in the shoulder.
He screamed some more, dropping his gun as he was no longer able to hold it. I kicked it aside and pointed the big .45 at his face. “Say goodbye Carmine,” I said with a sneer.
Kate lifted my gun straight up, wedging her thumb between the hammer and the slide. “That’s not what we talked about,” she said, a few inches from my face.
Anger flashed through me, raw and unfiltered. How dare she stop me—
No, she was right. I’d agreed to not kill him, hadn’t I? Why in the world would I agree to not kill him?
“Sonofa—”
I took a step back, triggering my teleport as fast as I could I was a block away. I turned and looked up at the roof where I had waited then appeared there. Stepping out of the shadows, I grabbed my rifle and headed for the door.
“Krisan, she’s an empath, right?” I asked.
“Yes...”
“Can she control people?”
There was a pause for a moment as my friend looked into it. I heard a pop behind me. I turned and hit the door with my back, kicking it open as I stepped through.
“Stay away from me,” I growled at her.
“It’s not like that, Madisun. We just don’t want you killing anyone,” she said holding her hands up in front of her.
“What I do is up to me and no one else. If you ever come near me again, I’ll kill you,” I said as I spun through the door then triggered my teleport, leaping through the shadows to the bottom floor. Once there I was out on the street and in my rented Mustang, tossing the rifle in the back and hitting the ignition.
“I’m sorry, Madi. Yeah, she has limited ability to influence people. I didn’t think she would use it on you, though,” Krisan said.
That’s what I get for trusting superheroes.
I took the corner, squealing the tires as I headed around the block. The Mustang wasn’t great with sharp turns, but I had the reflexes and skill to nurse it around the corners until I was back on the street where Carmine was on the ground.
The cops were there; two cars, four officers, and an ambulance.
I slammed on the breaks, screeching the car to a halt while rolling down the passenger window. The officers sensed something was wrong and started moving to intervene. They were too slow. I had my pistol out and I fired three rounds in a split second. Each one hitting Carmine in the head, reducing it to a squishy mess cracked open on the pavement. No less than he deserved.
I hit the gas, burning the tires as the cops fired into the rear of the vehicle. A bullet bounced through the trunk and hit me in the ribs, eliciting a grunt of pain.
“Finally! It’s been days since you killed someone,” Spice said from the passenger seat. There was no rush, no trigger of endorphins which meant I was in a deficit. Which also meant I had to listen to Spice whine about me not killing enough people.
Dammit, this was not how I wanted this operation to go.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
“Sorry Amelia,” Kate said to her friend. “I pushed her a little hard, but damn if she didn’t have a strong resistance.”
The woman known as The Full Metal Superhero stood next to the body that was once a human being. What the Wraith had done to him was bile inducing and Amelia was thankful the police had put a tarp over his remains.
“Epic tried to warn me that she was dangerous. I thought by bringing you in we could curb her psychopathic tendencies,” Amelia said with a sigh.
Kate shook her head. “She’s not a psycho. I can smell crazy, and she’s not crazy.”
Amelia pointed at the body. “How can you look at this and say it isn’t crazy?”
Kate shrugged. “There is a war in that girl’s mind, between evil, and justice. I could feel it, but not quite put my finger on it. Something inside of her is driving this... behavior. Maybe it’s the loss of her family, or maybe it’s something else, but she’s not crazy. Dark for sure, not crazy.”
Amelia nodded. “She said she was possessed by a ghost who fed off of killing...”
“And you believe her?” Kate asked—not incredulously, as they had both seen things far more bizarre than a mere ghost.
“I saw it, for a moment, it looked like a teenage girl. She seemed excited about the death of so many Th’un,” Amelia said the last part in a whisper. Wiping out an entire species still didn’t sit well with her.
“And she says there is one on Earth? That it’s behind the global crime organization, ISO-1?”
Amelia nodded. “I have to find it and stop it, Kate, I have to. Whatever it’s planning, it’s going to be because of me.”
Kate sighed. “Sorry Amelia, because now you’re going to have to earn her trust, and I don’t think that is going to be easy. Or clean,” she said.
“I know.”
✽ ✽ ✽
 
I left the Ford parked in the worst part of town, with the keys in the ignition; I seriously doubted it would be there long or have any evidence left in it. I hoisted the duffel over my shoulder as I walked toward my back up vehicle. Somehow, Krisan had an endless supply of brand new cars for me to use. This one was a black Camaro with red trim. I tossed the bag into the tiny trunk and got behind the wheel.
“What next?” Krisan asked from the backseat.
I shut the door and turned to face her. “We wait. They should send one of their investigators in a few days. Once they’re here we can shake them down for the contact information we need then jump to the head of the line.”
“And then?”
“Then we use the intelligence you gathered that says Axiom has links to the Acosar Cartel and use that to find him. Once we know where he is...”
“That brings us back to the same problem,” the brown-haired ex-reporter said.
“I know, I know,” I said as I turned around and started the car with a roar. “We need Lockheart.” I hit the gas, peeling the tires as I maneuvered the car onto the surface streets. This wasn’t how I wanted the day to go.




CHAPTER 2

The single bedroom with attached living room Krisan found for me was exactly where and what I needed. The tiny living quarters was in the middle of an eight million square foot historic neighborhood called the Willo Historic District, it was more than perfect. Anyone who didn’t belong would stick out like a sore thumb making them easy to spot if they were following me.
The houses here were the white picket variety, and while the streets were straight and in a grid pattern, there were a million little paths in between them. On the eastern border was a host of warehouse stores with gigantic parking lots... which meant plenty of emergency vehicles if I needed one.
Hopefully, everyone had insurance. But there are worse things than having your car stolen...
Much worse.
The living room was tiny—just a small TV and a love seat. On the north side of the house was the bedroom. No door, just an archway decorated with painted flowers. There were three doors leading out: one from the living room to the street, one to the pool, and one to the rest of the house where the host lived.
The only downside to this arrangement.
But I really needed to be downtown. Phoenix isn’t Belize or New Orleans—I wouldn’t be able to lose myself in the wilderness or in another city. Ten minutes in any direction and there’s nothing but desert, hot, empty, and deadly.
I tossed my jacket down and the hip holster containing my 1911 on the green leather love seat. I carried five extra mags in my pockets and those went on top of the pile. I checked my phone and plugged it into the wall to make sure it stayed charged. Krisan had provided me with a brand new one after our failed venture with the superheroes. She always kept our phones the same model so I wouldn’t have to spend hours figuring the damn thing out. Lucky for me, she could go into the phones and override all the GPS and tracking features.
Two more trips and I had all my bags in the house. I was going to be here for at least a week—long enough to need an escape route and some extra assurances.
I started by opening all the cabinets in the tiny laundry room. I picked the highest one and placed a Kukri Ka-Bar in it. The dryer was next. I took the filter out and pushed a Ruger LC38 into the vacated space and tossed the filter into the trash, it wasn’t like I was going to do laundry.
From there I went into the bedroom; a DP-12 shotgun with a fourteen round magazine went in the corner behind the six foot tall potted rubber plant. I tossed a spare mag in the pot itself.
That left just the living room and the tiny dining area. I pulled out the couch cushions and sliced through the bottom using a karambit, a small knife, curved like a claw, that was popular in India. Once the couch was open I stuffed my holographic sight, shortened barrel, forty round mag, short stock M4 in it, along with four extra mags. The M4 was loaded with the green tipped armored piercing rounds. They wouldn’t do the most damage to people, but were excellent for vehicles and armored targets.
By then, the heat was getting to me. I stripped off the button-down shirt I wore, pulled out the 9mm Glock stuffed into the small of my back and wrapped the shirt around that and put it on the counter.
I went into the kitchen, just wearing my sweat-soaked tank top over my low rise jeans and biker boots.
“Oh, hi!” A woman in her mid thirties with bleach blond hair and hazel eyes waved at me from the sink.
The downside.
“Gena, right?” I asked, pasting a smile on my face as I crossed the few feet to her with my hand out.
“We only spoke online, but you must be Madisun?” she asked.
I smiled, putting on the charm. “Got it in one.” I shook her hand. She seemed nervous; if I had to guess it was because I was black. But most people got over that within a few minutes of speaking to me.
“I love the place,” I said to her as I grabbed a cup and filled up at the sink. I was thirsty so I downed the cup and refilled.
“Were you working out? You look like you’re in fabulous shape,” she said as her eyes ran down my body, giving me a once over worthy of a high school football player.
I shrugged. “I used to be a model. Comes with the territory.”
Sometimes I forgot how cut I had become since I met Joseph. Muscles in women were a bit more dificult to get defined, since it was testosterone that gave men their ability to get ripped and women didn’t have as much. Women had to work a bit harder to have well-defined muscles, and I worked my ass off. My arms were as cut as they could be, and my abs were like rocks.
It also helped to have a supernatural entity magically maintaining my age at twenty-five.. To say I wasn’t the typical specimen of womanhood was an understatement. More like the ideal—and that had an effect on some people.
“Well, you need to share your work out tips. I do cross fit four hours a day and I would kill for those abs!” she said with a smile and a bit of a blush. I decided I liked Gena, which was a problem. I hoped her house wouldn’t get blown up.
We spoke for a few more minutes before I excused myself back to my room and shut the door. While I was in there I spotted a small square vent in the corner that would be perfect for an extra handgun. I had a couple of 9mms left and they would fit easily in there.
The phone beeped for my attention. I placed the earpiece in and hit the answer button.
“How’s the place? Good huh?” Krisan said from the other side.
“Yeah, not bad, I like the—”
“—That’s great. We have a problem.”
I sighed. Of course we did. “What?”
“We didn’t grab Carmine’s cell phone. I need it to find whoever it is they are sending up to investigate the situation. In all the confusion I forgot to remind you,” she said apologetically.
I pressed my fingers against my temples, easing the headache I felt coming on. “No, it’s not your fault. It is what it is. I knew you needed it, but with everything that happened it slipped my mind. Okay, well this is an easy fix. Where is it?” I asked.
There was silence.
“Krisan? What police station do they keep the evidence in...”
“I wish it were that easy.”
“Oh crap. They took it to their super-secret clubhouse didn’t they?”
“Sort of. I lost the GPS transponder at the location of The Spire, the Protectors base.”
This just got better and better. Now I had to break into one of the most secure places in the state, maybe in the country, while it was crawling with superheroes and monitored by at least one AI that Krisan knows about.
Holey crap.
“Give it to me straight, Krisan, can we break into the place? Without killing anyone?” I asked. There was a long pause which told me the answer without her needing to speak. “Crap. Why couldn’t they have taken it to the police station,” I growled.
“Because you were involved with the shooting,” she added unhelpfully. “The Protectors are law-enforcement, they can investigate super-crimes while working with the police.”
“So we need to talk to Lockheart. Great. How long before you need that phone?”
“A day, two at most. We don’t want their investigator coming here and learning what happened and leaving before we can tag him.”
I nodded silently, sucking in my bottom lip and trying really hard not to be mad at myself for letting them get the better of me.
“Okay, here is what we’re going to do. It’s bold, but it might just work...”




CHAPTER 3

Buildings usually came in different flavors of square: short or tall, wide or narrow. Rarely were they curved and beautiful. The outside of the Spire was bone white, and it was matched by the other identical building right next to it. They were aligned so one of them was always in the shadow of the other, except for the two hours the sun crossed above them.
I hated daytime excursions. Virtually all my stealth came from operating at night. During the day my abilities were severely limited. Heck, Spice didn’t even like to come and talk to me when I stood in direct sunlight.
Yet, here I was, standing in the sun outside this gorgeous piece of architecture and wondering if this was the time I would get caught.
“You sure you can fool their AI?” I asked.
“Ever since Belize I’ve been practicing. I see the computer world like I’m part of it, able to manipulate and control it. Her AI is probably the most advanced piece of software on the planet and he glows like a sun when I see him in the codescape. But, he’s a computer, and I control computers,” she said with a smile.
Krisan was next to me, dressed in a short skirt and white blouse, with her mousy brown hair pulled in a ponytail. She had big sunglasses on and her cell phone in hand. Pinned on her chest was a press pass. She had pulled a few strings, but it worked.
I’m dressed much more conservatively than I usually am; no skin-tight leather or jeans, but a pair of loose-fitting cargo pants, a long, untucked, dark button-down shirt with a zip-up work coat over it.
It took forever in a salon chair but I had my dreads undone and my hair straightened. Add on big sunglasses, a ball cap, and a few years courtesy of Spice, and I practically looked like a different person.
There was no breaking into this place, but if we were already in to do an interview, not with the superheroes, but the staff, then it could be possible.
“How did you know they would be on board for this?” she asked.
I shrugged. “They’re a bunch of selfless do-gooders who probably get requests for interviews all the time. After what happened with Domino, I watched everything I could find while they fixed my hair. You know what I found?”
“I watched the same interviews, Madi, and there wasn’t much to find. They barely do any interviews.”
“Exactly. They don’t like the spotlight. Lockheart has only ever done a handful of interviews, and none since she returned from her time in space. However, not one interviewer has ever asked about the staff or the building. Nothing. I figured as selfless as they were, they would jump at the chance to have the limelight put on the little people.” I said the last part with air quotes.
Krisan smiled. “How do you know people so well? I thought I was the one with the reporter instincts.”
“I’ve picked up a few things here and there.”
The front doors opened and a tall blond man with a red shirt, a clean shaven face, and blue eyes walked out. He’s had a weird set of goggles over his eyes, thinner than what a soldier would wear in the desert, but bulkier than swimmers goggles. The pistol on his belt looked an awful lot like what the Saints’ security people carried.
“Mrs. Swahilli? My name is O’Brien. I’m head of security for the Spire and the Protectors. Please, come in. I have to say, we’re pretty pleased to have an award-winning journalist of your caliber interested in our day to day operations.”
Krisan handled it all like she had done this a million times,— which I guess she had. The good looking man opened the door and ushered us through with a smile. I held the camera up to my shoulder using it to obscure my face from the building’s security systems. From our research, they had the entrences and exits covered, but the internal places, like the lunchrooms were not.
The lobby was every bit as impressive as the outside. A half-moon shaped room with comfortable looking leather couches lining the walls beneath the huge windows that stretched floor to ceiling. In the center, before the elevators, was a security station and welcome center.
The desk had several photographs of the team in action, as well as a number of their state and federal awards. To the left of that was a wall of handwritten letters and printed out emails. While Krisan spoke with the security people about our badges, I wandered over to the wall.
There were a number of striking stories in those letters. From little kids saved from a fire by Fleet, to a mom who thanked the team for stopping to speak to her autistic daughter, to the governor of Colorado speaking of the alien probe that almost wiped out their power infrastructure...
Huh. Aliens. I’m starting to see why she hates them so much.
“Here you go,” Krisan said standing next to me as she handed me a badge.
“Dupree, huh?” I asked.
“It’s a common French Creole name, I figured it would be easier to alter your identity than make a new one,” she said in reply.
I bumped her shoulder with mine, “Look who’s the criminal mastermind,” I whispered with a grin.
“Yeah yeah. Come on camerawoman… we have some interviews to do! I have to say, it’s nice to be doing this and it’s going to look great on my blog.”
I raised an eyebrow at that declaration. “What blog?”
Krisan glanced down, her cheeks darkening several shades as she blushed and stammered. Which was weird, she was not one to be embarrassed about anything.
“I’ll tell you about it later.”
We turned as O’Brien waved us over to the elevator. The next hour was pretty standard; he gave us an in-depth tour of the place, introduced us to several staff. Including a really sweet and awkward young woman named Kara who did the team’s laundry.
“You know, they put on their pants one leg at a time... just like everyone else... Well, except Lux, she sorta makes her clothes.”
“Lux...” Krisan used her phone like a notepad and scrolled through her notes in a heartbeat. She did a great job of pretending to look through them but we both knew she didn’t need to. It was her big secret, the thing that gave her an edge over other reporters.
Her superpower.
“Yes, the alien princess, Augustina Luciana Maxima?”
Kara blushed, as she continued to fold towels. “That’s the one, she so pretty and I just love her full name.”
The interviews went on like that until lunch. O’Brien escorted us to the dining hall, which apparently was open for both the team and the staff. “The team doesn’t have a private place to gather?” Krisan asked him as he showed us the mini five-star restaurant inside the Spire.
“Of course they can eat in their rooms if they want, or they can gather in one of the four briefing rooms or the rec center for a party or meal. However, most events at the Spire are for the staff as well as the team. Ms. Petrenelli would have it no other way.”
I bristled hearing her name. I was still pissed about their attempt to manipulate me, but, at least they didn’t try to outright stop me.
They left us alone for our meal and gave us permission to wander for an hour if we so wished. Krisan immediately ordered a steak and potatoes as well as a glass of expensive-sounding wine.
She pushed a small business card across the table at me. On it was a single word: Lancaster01
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Wi-fi password. We’re good to go,” she said.
“Oh my God, please kill someone,” Spice said from beside me. I’d long since stopped being startled when she appeared, but her sudden outburst was a little surprising.
“I thought you were happy to work with the heroes, doing things their way?” I asked her from the corner of my mouth.
“Yeah, but now you’re not working with them and you’re not killing anyone. I’m hungry and you’re eating a dead cow...” she said as I bit into the delicious cheeseburger I ordered.
I nodded at her. “You’re not wrong.
“Listen, we get the guys phone, then we can dismantle the organization and I promise you, lots and lots of killing. Okay? Besides, you know how much energy those otherworldly mother fraggers give you. It’s going to be like dessert. Just be patient.”
I glanced over and she was gone. Hopefully, that mollified her for now. She was learning to be patient; after decades of food just trickling in I was giving her something she hadn’t had, well according to her, in a long time—banquets.
During the meal I got up and excused myself, heading for the bathroom entrance on the opposite wall. I stepped in and went right to the far stall. Once I was in position I signaled Krisan.
Since we were inside the building, and they’d thoughtfully given Krisan access to their network, it was only a matter of moments. I shed my camerawoman overalls, revealing the tight black leggings and shirt I had on underneath.The camera went on top of the toilet reservoir and opened up the electronic device and withdrew the retractable baton hidden inside. I wasn’t going to kill anyone, but I also wasn’t going to let them stop me. Out of my cargo pocket, I pulled a thin balaclava that only had eye holes. There was no reason for anyone to see my face if I could help it.
One of the interesting things we learned from the Spire’s website was that the building has chromatic tinting windows—which is just a fancy way of saying the brighter the sun, the more the windows darken. This feature was computer-controlled, just like the lights.
I pushed the Bluetooth earpiece in and phoned Krisan. She picked up right away.
“Almost there. They have an AI in the building that is different than Lockheart’s personal one,” she said. Her voice sounded digitized, the way it does when she’s speaking through her electronic avatar, and not her actual mouth.
The lights flickered and died. Emergency lighting didn’t come one. I ran, heading for the door. The cafeteria was pitch black, despite the huge windows that showed the desert floor. Those were black as night. I imagined that if you were a computer genius with not one, but two AIs you would assume your stuff couldn’t be hacked, and she wasn’t wrong. I don’t think anyone in the world but Krisan could do what she was doing to them at that moment.
“You don’t have a lot of time. I can outmaneuver him for a bit, but he’s already trying to get everything turned back on,” she said.
“How long?”
“Maybe five minutes. He’s fast though. I’m gonna need to focus. I’ve unlocked all the doors between here and the second spire. You just need to go up to the sky bridge, over, and then down two levels.”
I’d memorized the layout from both the publicly available blueprints and from every image I could find of the place. I took off at a dead run, slamming through the doors until I hit the stairwell, then I was up them three at a time.
The building wasn’t empty, hence the baton. I ran into a gaggle of workers who were hanging out under the automatic light at the top of the stairs. I hit the first one, bouncing off of him. He slammed into the wall and slid down, stunned.
The second opened his mouth to cry in protest when I hit his jaw with a left hook. He spun around and collapsed against the railing. His body started to tip over and I grabbed his pants; none of these people deserved to die.
The third one, a slight woman with dark features, tried to land a haphazard forward kick on me. I hit her shin with the baton to block it and she howled in pain, going down. I tossed the man I saved at her and ran by.
Through the doors and out to the sky bridge. The deck thrummed beneath me as I ran as fast as I could to cover the distance. The whole structure shook with each footfall. I tried not to look down; some genius had decided to design the thing with a see-through floor.
I hit the other side, hooked my hand on the frame and used it to pinwheel around and head right for the stairs—
A fist hit me so hard it knocked me backward, tumbling me head over heels to land in a heap in the corner. I was pretty sure a few things broke.
“Spice,” I muttered reminding her to heal me.
“I don’t know who you think you are, lady, but you picked the wrong place to break into,” an Asian man said as he stepped forward. He had a weird accent, like he was from Boston, but not quite.
I started to move and he was one me in a blink of an eye, tossing me across the hall. I hit the wall with a thump.
“Stay down,” he said pointing a finger at me. He was wearing boxers and nothing else. He must have been taking a nap and heard an alarm or something.
I rubbed my injured jaw, feeling the bones knit back into place and the bruises heal. I didn’t have time to get into a protracted fight. Speed was my ally here. The irony of fighting a speedster while in a hurry was not lost on me.
It was clear to me that this was Fleet. I decided to go with the silent routine and use that to my advantage. I started to move, knowing what he would do, but triggered my shadow step at the same time. With the whole building pitch black, I could teleport at will. However, there was a price. Since I was running a deficit it hurt... a lot. The cold washed over me and I appeared right behind him as he ran at me with his super speed.
He was super surprised I wasn’t there.
I slashed out with the baton from my awkward position on the floor, putting all my Wraith given strength into it. I was pretty sure this guy could heal fast... well, I was somewhat sure.
The baton hit him in the side of his knee with a crunch and he screamed as he went down, clutching his knee.
I used the momentum from the swing to roll over on my front and push myself up. I thought about hitting him again just to be sure but I decided time was more important. There were people on this team that no amount of cleverness would defeat. If any of them showed up, I was sunk.
He screamed at me while I ran away.
Down the hall, through the door, and over the railing to fall the two stories instead of using the stairs. I reached out and hit the railing above the floor I wanted to pitch my legs in. I hit the railing with my butt, then the hard tile with my shoulder before coming to rest against the wall.
“Ow,” I muttered as I pushed my way up.
“You should have killed him,” Spice said from the door I was heading for. She had on a pair of boxers like Fleet did, and a tank top.
“Did I wake you from your nap?” I asked sarcastically as I limped through the door.
“No. But I’m hungry. You should kill someone.”
“These are good people trying to do the right thing, Spice. No killing.” I didn’t know how to be clearer with her than that.
She frowned and vanished. I noticed the pain in my hip and side didn’t go away. Great. She was pissed at me. I could only maintain a deficit for so long before she started taking it out on me. While she was much more patient than she had been when we first... merged… pissing her off was still a bad idea.
I shuddered, remembering how much it hurt to burn to a crisp in the swamps of Louisiana. Just so she could prove a point to me.
Limping as fast as I could, I found the room where they kept their police evidence. Like any law enforcement agency, it was behind lock and key and only specific people had access to it. For evidence to be used in a court it had to have what was called an ‘Unbroken Chain’ where everyone involved signed for, and handed over, the evidence.
Whoops.
I hauled my leg up and kicked the door at the nob as hard as I could. The door exploded inward and the metal jam blasted away as the two-inch deadbolt ripped out of the moorings. I guess she was still giving me strength.
Inside was a small room with a cage, and behind that was the evidence room. A sign on the cage said, Entrance with Police Escort Only. And another one said All visitors must sign in! No Exceptions.
“Ha,” I said. I grabbed the cage door and heaved, putting a foot up on the wall next to it for extra oomph. My side ached and my hips felt like they were grinding against each other but I was still flipping strong. The metal pinged as it broke, sending the door banging off the wall and me stumbling back.
“Whatever you did just set off a series of alarms I have no control over. I don’t think you have much time left.”
“Rog,” I said with a breath. I was breathing hard as I limped into the evidence room. Everything was alphabetical, based on the name of the person it was seized from. It wasn’t a large room; they didn’t do much law enforcement and from what Krisan told me, these things were regularly transferred to public police stations every month or so.
“Bingo,” I said as I found the box labeled Torino, Carmine.
And it was empty.
“Sonofa—” I growled. “Kris, it’s frigging empty.” No response. “Krisan?”
“Looking for this?” A voice as sweet as honey said from behind me.
I turned and looked into the face of Kate Petrenelli, aka Domino. A feral grin formed beneath my mask.
“I don’t know how you broke into here, but it’s over,” she said placing the cell phone in the plastic baggy down on the counter. “We tried to help you, but you’ve crossed a line.”
“Spice, you better help me with her powers, if they capture us, there will be no killing.”
Kate’s green eyes went wide as I spoke, as if she were able to sense the entity within me.
“I was wrong: you are evil, pure, unadulterated, remorseless evil,” she said as her hands formed fists.
She vanished with a pop of displaced air and I triggered my shadow step, running forward and appearing where she put the phone down. I heard her grunt from the missed swing where she expected to hit me. I grabbed the phone and leaped for the door, my feet barely hitting the floor as I spun around the cage entrance and shadow stepped into the hallway.
I would have loved to stay and fight her. Actually, I would seriously consider rescinding my no killing rule just for her and what she did. But it was a losing proposition and I wasn’t in this game for revenge. Well, a little revenge, but mostly justice.
I ran down the hall to the stairs as fast as I could. The pain spreading out from my stomach like the worst cramps of my life told me that I was running dangerously close to the edge of what Spice would do for me.
Once I was at the stairs I started leaping up them, taking them four at a time. At the top, I went through and was in their hanger.
When I was a kid I saw the Saints who couldn’t fly hovering around on those ridiculous air bikes that Cat-7 had provided for the superheroes. I’d always wondered what it would feel like to fly. I guessed it was time to find out.
There were two sleek black jets with swept wings and four of the hoverbikes parked in the hanger. In fire stations, they keep the keys in the trucks so that in an emergency no one is searching around for the keys. According to Krisan, the bikes are similar. They just require the push of a button to start.
Since they have an AI who could remote disable anything, concern about them being stolen was low. Besides, who would steal a hover-bike when it was parked next to a superhero?
No one. Not really.
The hanger doors were wide open, letting in the Arizona sun and preventing me from teleporting. I had to hustle the fifty feet to the bike the old fashioned way. I didn’t stop until I leaped on the bike, braced my feet on the stands and hit the button.
...Nothing.
“Krisan!” I shouted.
“Sorry, they escorted me out of the building and I couldn’t say anything. They’re in there looking for you. I told them you went for help and must have gotten lost.”
“The bike, Kris, the bike isn’t starting.”
“One sec,” she said. “I’m in the parking area, let me find a spot where I can get their wi-fi...”
The bike started. I floored it, blasting out of the hanger and into the Arizona sky. That was entirely too much like relying on luck for my taste.
After all, Luck is not a plan.




CHAPTER 4

I ditched the bike in an alley behind a Taco Bell five minutes after I took it. I figured that was about as long as I could risk having it before they would find me.
I stopped in the fast-food joint and used the bathroom to shed all my clothes and change into the outfit I had stashed there. A summer dress, heels, and a sun hat had me looking like a different person. I looked into the mirror and focused on my features.
“Okay, Spice, you’re up.”
My features morphed, not quite changing me into a different person, but taking ten years off my face, firming up my neck and generally giving me the appearance closer to a teenager than a thirty-something camera operator.
“You’re running me close to empty, Madi. Do you like starving? I don’t, and that’s what you’re doing to me. Using all my powers on demand but not giving me anything in return,” Spice said from the corner of the bathroom. I glanced at her in the mirror while I pulled out some plum red lipstick from MAC and applied it carefully. After that I pulled my hair into a tight ponytail, cinching it at the neck so it hung straight down instead of bouncing around the back.
“You know the drill, patience will get you a feast. With Carmine's phone, we can find the location of the shipment and then you get to eat. After that, it’s SOP. Work our way up the food chain until we get what we’re after.”
She put on an exaggerated pout, looking down and using her toe to smudge something on the floor. “And then?” she asked.
“Then what?” I asked as I put everything into the tan Gucci knock-off purse and slung it over my shoulder. I didn’t look anything like the camerawoman, or Madisun Dumas.
“When you have your revenge—”
“Justice,” I corrected her.
“Nuance. When you are done, what then?”
I leaned back against the counter with my palms flat against the sink. “Honestly, Spice, thinking that far ahead is dangerous. I do know this: I owe you and Joseph everything. I won’t abandon you and I won’t dishonor his memory. Don’t worry, there’s lots of evil in the world, I’m sure I can find a city to clean up to keep you happy,” I said to her.
She looked up at me and for a second she was my little sister, bright smile and all. “Oh good.” Then she was gone.
I made one last check to make sure I matched the fake ID in my purse before walking out. And ran right into an alien...
Lux, the alien from the planet Luxilla. She must have stretched to come up with such an original name.
She was standing in the small dining room speaking to what I assumed was the manager. He was flustered, stuttering, and trying to tell her something. I stopped, dug out my phone and started taking pictures of her. After all, what teenager wouldn’t snap a pic of a beautiful alien superhero?
She glanced at me, smiled and started walking over. Which was fine. Everything was fine.
“Oh wow,” I said with a much more bubbly voice than I normally use. “You’re Lux, like, right?” I asked.
“I am. I’m looking for a very dangerous woman. Have you seen anyone come in who looks like this?” she asked as she raised her hand, palm up. Light coalesced around her palm and formed a hologram of me holding a camera and then it morphed into a picture of me when I hopped on the bike.
I was shocked at how much it didn’t look like me. I opened my mouth in a big ‘o’ and looked at her right in her big eyes. “Is that like, a supervillain?” I asked.
Lux shook her head no. “Just a person of interest.”
“No, I haven’t seen her. But you know, I wasn’t really looking, but I will now.”
“Thank you,” she said. She handed me a card with the Protectors’ logo on it; a stylized ‘P’ on a Greek-style shield. Underneath it was a phone number.
She turned, hovering off the ground as her body glowed, and then she was gone, flying through the window as if it wasn’t there.
“That’s impressive...” Spice said from beside me. “She really turns into light?”
I nodded, not wanting to seem weird. I hustled out of the restaurant and headed for the car. Once there, I drove half a mile to a parking garage, changed back to biker boots, torn jeans, a white tank top, and leather jacket, and then got into a second car, the Camaro, and drove home. A few minutes later I received a text message from Krisan.
I’m good. They figured out who you were but I told them I hired you off a freelancer website. However, it won’t take them long to figure out that I’m helping you. We may have burned my identity.
It sucked if we did, but we needed that phone. Krisan would go to her hotel and lay low for a few days. With her powers, she didn’t need to be with me—unless it’s the case of her having to literally be inside the place to access their network. I had a feeling the Protectors were going to be revamping their security measures over the next few days. Probably starting with ditching the assumption that their AI’s can protect them.
“Where are we going?” Spice asked from the passenger seat. Her feet were up on the dash and she was sucking on a lollipop.
I shook my head with a grin. Why she insisted on acting like a teenage girl was beyond me. Or maybe it was me… my idea of how Spice was before she died?
“There’s a courier service. I need to send the phone to Krisan. It’s conveniently located next to an indoor gun range,” I said.
“A gun range? Why? You get plenty of practice...,” she said with an evil grin.
“True, but Joseph always said “’train like you fight and—'”
“Fight like you train. You forget, I was a part of him for a long time.”
“Do you ever miss him?” I don’t know why I suddenly felt the need to ask that question, but I did.
She looked sideways at me, cocking her head a bit. “He was stubborn, and if it was up to him I would’ve starved... but... yes. I miss all of them.”
“All of them?” I asked.
“My hosts. At least the ones I’m with for more than a little while. I miss them all. Part of them lives on in me. I learn from each of them. I think, though, I’ll miss you the most.”
“Don’t get all maudlin on me. I’m not going anywhere soon. There’s work to be done,” I said. I focused on driving to avoid looking at her. The unexpected emotions I was feeling about Joseph were hard, like a fresh knife wound. Joseph had been important to me. He trained, guided, and honed me into a person capable of determining my own destiny. Then, at the cost of his own life, he gave me Wraith.
Three months of nonstop sixteen hour days turned me into a sharp sword that I could plunge into the heart of my enemy. Wraith gave me the strength to learn from my mistakes, and the power to stop those whom a normal person couldn’t hope to stop, regardless of how untouchable by the law they were.
We drove the rest of the way in silence. Spice disappeared after a minute—no goodbye, just vanished from the car. When I had approached Lockheart for help Spice had somehow managed to make her presence known to the other woman. Until that moment I had thought she was a hallucination or a mind trick that only I could see. Now, though, I was wondering if she didn’t have a physical presence of some kind.
I was so deep in thought I almost missed my turn. I swerved across traffic, eliciting a few honking horns, and right into the parking lot of the little shopping center containing the courier service and the gun range.
Ten minutes later the phone was in a sealed box on the back of a bike heading for Krisan’s hotel, and I was walking into the gun shop.
There were numerous signs warning that every employee was armed and that no weapons were allowed out of their holsters while loaded.
I picked this place for several reasons. One, they rented firearms. Two, they were frequented by police officers. And three, they had the rifle I wanted.
Walking to the back of the shop I smiled at the clerk behind the rental counter. He was a younger guy, early twenties with a red muscle shirt. His ripped physique spoke of someone who worked out often and probably obsessively.
“C—can I help you?” he asked, his eyes lingering far too long on my chest. I pushed down the flicker of annoyance. Just once... whatever.
I dropped the pretense of civility and frowned. “I need a lane, the FN2000 you have there behind the counter, and five-hundred rounds of 5.56. And an ACOG sight for it, if you have one,” I asked pointing at the weapon I wanted.
“Uh, you sure? It has a heck of a kick, maybe you want this SIG 522, it’s loaded with—”
“Hector, what the hell are you doing? The lady asked for the FN, not your opinion,” a man said from behind me. He had the kind of deep voice that deserved to be on movie trailers that started with, “In a world...”
I smiled and turned around to thank him for his assistance—not that I needed to, but he was being nice and so I was going to be nice back—and I froze. He was ruggedly handsome, with shaggy brown hair,  brown eyes, and straight, pearly white teeth behind thin lips. He had to be about forty, though I could only tell by the slight lines around his eyes. He had the build of someone who used his body for a living, not just from gyms.
He wore a pair of jeans over cowboy boots, a long sleeve polo shirt with a leather shoulder holster over it. A brown leather jacket was folded over his off hand, leaving his right for drawing his weapon if needed. The badge on his waist identified him as Phoenix PD, or PHXPD as they were known locally.
My stomach was suddenly tight and my mouth dry. I managed to keep the smile on my face before turning around to face Hector.
“The FN, please,” I said. I tried to keep the anger out of my voice, I didn’t try very hard and Hector blanched while he retrieved the weapon I wanted.
“You fire bullpup rifles much?” the man behind me asked while Hector rang up my sale. I gave him one of my fake IDs and signed the liability form.
“No, actually. It’s why I’m here. I... am getting one and I want to make sure I like it before I use it,” I said. It was a version of the truth. The FN2000 was one of the weapons Krisan had secured for me. I really hadn’t fired one before and this was a test of sorts. Pretty much every pistol operated the same, but with a rifle… well, the last thing I wanted was to find out how it worked when my life depended on it.
The man behind the counter assigned me lane 4, and the police officer got lane 5. He wasn’t renting a weapon, just using his service pistol. I donned the required hearing protection and went in, he was right behind me. The rest of the range was empty.
“You shoot here often?” I asked him as I put the weapon on the stand and started loading the four magazines that came with it.
“The PD has its own ranges, but I don’t really care for them. Besides, it’s good for community relations for us to mingle when off duty,” he said while performing a similar task with his pistol.
He set up the paper dummy on his own target and pushed the button, sending it out to twenty feet. He checked to make sure I had on ear protection before he launched into a number of drills. His grip was smooth and he drew and fired with the practiced ease of someone who did it more than at the range.
By the time he was done, I finished loading the mags. I put my paper target all the way to the end of the range; one-hundred feet. Shouldering the rifle I pulled the awkward charging handle and it was ready to go. I burned through the twenty-round mag in a few seconds.
I had a big grin on my face as I put it down, and hit the button to bring the paper target forward. All twenty rounds were dead center in the face.
The officer gave me a long low whistle. “That’s some damn fine shooting. Can you do that with a pistol?” he asked.
I put up a fresh target, ran it all the way to the end of the range, then held my hand out for his gun.
He pulled the slide and locked it back, handing me the gun butt first and then a mag. I popped the mag in, released the slide and hefted the weapon. It was a .40 cal Glock. The exact model slipped my mind. I put the gun down on the bench, took a deep breath, then picked it up and leaned forward with both hands cupping the pistol. I fired all fifteen rounds then dropped the mag and turned and handed the gun back to him.
“Well, you can unload it fast, that’s for sure, but how did you do?” he asked. From the grin on his face I could tell he was expecting a lot of misses.
I smiled at him and hit the button. I didn’t need to look to know; instead, I just gave him my sexy eyes while the machine brought the paper target back.
“My names Roy. Roy Hauser,” he said holding out his hand.
I took his hand in mine and we shook. I almost gave him my real name, then I remembered I couldn’t do that. “Samantha Caine. Sam to my friends,” I said.
“Well, Sam-to-my-friends, would you like to have dinner with me?”
I glanced over at the smiley face I’d shot into the head of the paper target and grinned back at him. “Say when,” I said.




CHAPTER 5

Thirty minutes East of the city proper was a town called Apache Junction. According to Krisan’s hacking of Carmine's cell phone, it was where the “shipment” was departing from at midnight. Right off Highway 60 that ran dead east then turned south as it left the populated parts.
If I was just interested in stopping the shipment I would hijack the truck on the highway well south of the city.
Just stopping them was never my goal. They all needed to die. Preferably in the most gruesome painful way possible as a lesson to the other members of this cartel that human trafficking would not be tolerated.
In the past when I’ve raided this sort of thing it was always in some sleazy, decrepit part of town. Apache Junction wasn’t that. From my vantage point on the roof of a seven-story office building, I could see three retirement communities, a golf course, and an expensive-looking mall. Either the cartel wasn’t worried the cops would accidentally come across them, or they’d paid them off. Regardless, this was the kind of place where gunfire would attract a lot of attention.
The transfer of the women was taking place in the parking garage of the building I was standing on. I had about half an hour before they would arrive. Which gave me plenty of time to get ready.
I’d put my hair back into dreads, using a little bit of Wraith’s powers to restore my locks to a healthy level after the damage straightening them had done. Despite the heat, I was in my leather pants, tank top, armored vest, and black leather jacket. I traded the traditional red scarf with its long flolwing ends for a more bandana like face shield. It wrapped around my throat and I could pull it up when the time came and it would just cover my neck to my nose.
I took a knee and went through my gear. A Kimber Arms 1911 with five mags and a silencer went into my hip holster. Then the many, many knives I carried—including a half dozen specifically for throwing—went into my boots, pockets, belt, and sleeves. There was no such thing as too many knives. I slid a Timber Wolf Ninja sword into the sheath on my back. It had come in handy numerous times and I would be silly to not carry it now. One of the great things about operating in the US instead of a hole like Belize was the availability of weapons other than guns. Guns were actually easier to get south of the border.
Nothing beat Amazon for knives, swords, masks, and everything else a vigilante crusader needed. Though I doubted they would be calling me for an endorsement anytime soon.
Unfortunately, I had no explosives this time around. Krisan was having a lot of trouble securing military-grade C-4 for me.
I double-checked my load out and made sure everything was in the right place and that I knew where that was. Once I was done, I tied the grapple hook to the A/C protruding from the roof and tossed the bag with the three hundred feet of rope off the side.
It never hurt to have an emergency exit, just in case teleporting wasn’t an option.
I could almost sense Spice’s anticipation at the meal ahead. Me too.
It was a simple matter to pick the lock leading to the interior stairwell. It wasn’t a bank, it was a call center for a bodybuilding company and their security was a joke. It was also a great location to bring in models and other attractive women they wanted to sell.
Anger turned to rage that built with every step as I descended to the parking garage. Rage that these scum were allowed to live. Rage that no one else seemed to be interested in doing anything about it.
I hit the parking garage floor at the stroke of midnight. The only light in the building was the night lighting. I slowly opened the door a crack, peeking through. It was empty. I raised my mask up to cover my nose. While the cat was out of the bag on my identity, the red scarf was still a source of fear for the enemy. And I liked them afraid.
I slipped in, sticking to the wall and making my way to the junction box that covered the building. Concrete support pillars every thirty feet formed a box inside the garage, marking the stalls and the edges of the route cars traveled to get in and out.
Over at the far corner was a chain link box that contained the power grid controls. I could shadow step through but I was worried about taxing Spice before I could balance the books. I picked the lock, opened the gate enough to squeeze through, and moved inside.
While I studied the controls I heard the main gate crank to life, along with the sound of a diesel engine.
They’re here.
From my position, I saw a semi-truck with a long trailer drive down into the garage and make a long turn as it maneuvered through the columns until it was pointing back the way it came.
A couple of minutes later a box van rolled in, followed by several black SUVs. They parked nose-in on the side of the semi, like kittens nestled up to their mother.
Dozens of girls got out of the vehicles, dressed for a night on the town and ignorantly chatting away as they were herded toward the back of the semi. The box van door opened and five girls who looked like they were taken off the street, got out.
“What’s this?” an attractive redhead in skin-tight jeans and a swoop neck shirt that showed way to much cleavage asked.
Along with the girls were eight men that I could see, and one woman who appeared to be in charge since she had a radio and was directing the men with hand gestures and sharp words spoken in Spanish.
The men were dressed in slacks and business casual shirts. I spotted the bulge of weapons on their hips... so that was how they were playing this; all innocent until it was time to move them. These women represented weeks of work. I did a quick count; thirty-four women, all around eighteen years old.
“Nothing to worry about Sasha,” the woman said. “Just line up at the back of the semi with the other girls. We’re giving out some special prizes from the agency and this was the vehicle they sent them in,” she said with a smile.
I could tell the ginger wasn’t convinced, but at this point, she was powerless to change what was about to happen. From the look on her face and the way the other girls were acting, they knew this. Even if they wanted to run or go home, it was too late for them to do anything to stop it.
Good thing I was there.
I reached over and pulled the breaker. The transformer whined as the power went out. The overhead lights flickered and died as one. Emergency lights on the exits came to life with an audible click as the batterys kicked in.
“You ready to eat?” I whispered to Spice.
“Oh Madisun, you bring me the tastiest meals. Two of them have superpowers, so be careful,” she said.
I raised an eyebrow at that. She’d never given me that kind of information before.
“Thanks for the heads up,” I said as I move forward on the balls of my feet. I slammed the gate closed after I walked through it.
Flashlights sprang to life as they looked for what caused the noise.
“Ricardo, check it out,” the woman said.
The girls began to murmur and huddle together, still trying to deny anything was wrong, hanging onto their mental safety as long as they could.
Ricardo approached the transformer, passing right by the pillar I was hiding behind. I reached back and pulled my sword silently from its sheath. If I started shooting too soon, one of the innocents could get caught in the crossfire. I needed to keep the gunfire to a minimum for as long as I could.
He shined the flashlight through the fence, while holding a pistol in the other hand, pointed low and away from what he looked at.
“The breaker blew, that’s all. Let me—”
I struck. The sword swished through the air, removing his hand at the wrist. The gun fell and clattered on the concrete, severed hand still gripping it. Another swish of the blade and his other hand came off. Just as he started to scream I hit him in the throat with the butt of the sword, crushing his windpipe and keeping him from breathing.
Sheathing the sword, I ran past him to the next pillar, ducking behind it and watching. The flashlight rolled around on the ground. Poor Ricardo was in shock; unable to process the loss of his hands, choking, and with no hands to grab his throat, he just stumbled around, waving his stumps.
It was almost funny.
“Ricardo?” the woman said loudly from where she stood by the semi. One of her goons used his flashlight to find the man. The first girl who saw him screamed. All the men jerked out their guns and started backing up as Ricardo stumbled toward them, trying to speak and waving his arms for help.
After a moment he fell to his knees, then landed on his face.
One.
I ducked around the other side and ran silently to the opposite side of the semi and slid underneath it. It was tall enough that I could crouch and shuffle. I moved to the side they were crowded at and found a pair of legs that belonged to one of the guards.
I slowly reached out until my hands were on either side of his ankles then grabbed them both, jerking hard toward me. He fell, screaming, hitting the ground with a crack as his face smashed into the pavement. I dragged him under the truck, placed a hand on his chin and the back of his head and snapped his neck.
I rolled backward instantly, trying to stay ahead of their reaction time as the flashlights all spun as one to the underside of the truck. A smear of blood marked the trail where I had dragged him, and their lights followed it until they saw his head practically turned backward.
Another scream.
“What the hell is going on here?” the woman said.
I climbed up the side of the truck to the top of the trailer. Despite the darkness, I could see perfectly. The girls were huddling near the rear of the truck and the cartel members were falling back to circle their leader.
I whipped out a throwing knife and sent it flying through the air with the accuracy of an arrow to hit her in the throat. She fell backward into the SUV and then bounced forward, her hands clasping at the blade to pull it out. She hit the ground on her knees, yanked out the blade and screamed as the severed artery unclogged. Blood sprayed in front of her and she was dead in seconds. Power rushed through me as the life for
Three.
The remaining seven were freaking out, spinning around trying to see in every direction at once, closing in a circle with their backs to each other.
Another girl screamed when she saw the woman in charge bleeding out on the ground.
“Shut up, puta,” one of the remaining men yelled.
I drew the sword, took a step back, and let my power flare around me. My eyes glowed blue and I felt the darkness wrap around me like an old friend. Then I shadow stepped.
I came out of the shadows in the exact center of the men, their little circle of flashlights creating the perfect place for me to appear. Blue light flared around me as I appeared, stabbing the first one in the back, up through the lungs and out his chest. I kicked him off the blade and whipped it around slicing the head off another.
Then they reacted. Guns firing wildly, trying to hit me as they blasted away, falling back as they shot. Bullets ricocheted off the concrete and shattered the glass of the SUV they were standing next to. They tried really hard not to shoot eachother in their panic, they almost succeeded. One of them took a bullet to the leg and screamed for them to cease fire!
I ducked and rolled, coming up and stabbing one in the leg then pulling the sword out at an angle, severing his femoral artery.
Full auto fire shattered the night and pain lanced up my back as round after round hit me dead center. I ducked, rolled, and shadow stepped behind a pillar.
I glanced around the corner and saw a man with both his arms up at the shoulder, holding them straight out like he had a gun in each hand, but his hands were empty. What I thought was full-auto fire was actually him firing ten pistols at once! They hovered around him like an arch of death. Magazines dropped from them and new ones rose up from a small backpack he wore, slamming home with a click as the slides all locked forward.
Okay, that’s a new one. Some kind of gun telekineses?
The man who’s artery I severed died and the rush of his life’s energy hit me like a cold splash of water.
“Debt paid,” Spice said with a wicked grin. Energy flooded into me. The wounds instantly healed. I let the rush of power wash over me with a shiver as I felt the energy build inside of me. It was like drinking the worlds strongest energy drink and I felt like I could wrestle a rhino.
“Time to go loud,” I said as I sheathed the sword and pulled out the 1911. I removed the silencer for maximum stopping power and released the safety catch. With a quick breath I leaped out into a roll, lining up with the front sights and firing three rounds in rapid succession. The man holding multiple pistols spun to fire at me even as I fired at him.
The first two took him in the chest, the third in the forehead. He dropped along with all his guns.
The last two decided that discretion was the better part of valor; they ran for the nearest SUV. I shot the first guy I saw in the back then put two more in his head as I ran by him to get a bead on the other. He jumped into the SUV, but then the door on the other side opened. I got to the opening and pointed my gun inside... nothing.
She said two of them had powers...
Something hard hit me in the face, breaking my nose and obscuring my vision for a second. I stumbled backward and it hit me again, on the shoulder. It felt like a heavy pipe or maybe a large wrench. The third blow knocked the gun out of my hand and the fourth hit me in the chin, sending me flying up and back.
I shook my head, trying to clear my vision. Breaking my nose was clever—it was hard to see.
But I didn’t need to see.
I pulled out my Ka-bar Kukri blade and waited. The whisper of rushing air approached me and I reached out with my arm to take the blow. The heavy object hit my forearm, splintering the bone. I gritted my teeth through the pain, wrapped my hand around it, and pulled. His first instinct was to resist, which told me where he was. I stabbed out with the curved blade and caught flesh.
He screamed like a girl and then he appeared. I’d hit him in the balls. He collapsed holding his bleeding man parts. I dragged myself up. Taking the baseball bat from him and winding up like Babe Ruth, I aimed squarely for his head.




CHAPTER 6

Detective Roy Hauser took a drink of his hot coffee as he followed the uniformed officer into the underground parking garage that was cordoned off with yellow tape. At the top of the ramp, a group of young women, an odd mix of well dressed and homeless, huddled together, wearing firefighters jackets and blankets for warmth.
He was somewhat surprised at the huge turnout. There were no less than seven fire trucks, four ambulances, and a dozen police cars.
What worried him more was the silence. No one spoke. When he asked what was going on, the officer leading him had just said “You need to see this for yourself.”
He held his coffee in one hand while he shrugged off his trench coat. It was unusually warm, despite the early hour. He hated the graveyard shift but someone had to do it.
All the lights were on, illuminating the garage well enough for him to easily see across its length. The first thing he noticed was the semi and all the black SUVs. He glanced back at the girls and realized what this was. A sex trafficking ring. It was terrible, but hardly deserving the seriousness everyone was giving it.
There were uniformed officers down here, too. Several were searching the basement and another was off to the side... puking.
What is going on?
Then they came around the back of the SUVs and he saw the first victim. A woman, maybe early thirties with black hair pulled back into a severe bun. She was face down in a pool of her own blood. The tape was around her and a small cone with a number seventeen was placed next to a shiny object on the ground. Roy leaned down to examine the throwing knife and whistled. It took some skill to kill a person with a tiny knife like that.
“Is this what’s got everyone’s panties in a bunch?” he asked.
“That’s pretty crass, Roy,” his partner, Sara March, said as she kneeled down next to him. She was five-six with an athletic body and curly brown hair. She was dressed for work; slacks, and a tight work out shirt under a loose-fitting blouse. Her shoes were the sensible kind officers wore after a few years on the force—when they weren’t trying to impress anyone.
“Sorry, slipped out. Seriously, though, what’s with everyone?”
She nodded toward the semi and pointed.
He saw the streak of blood and then, eventually, the body with the broken neck. “Ouch. Okay, that’s weird.”
“You ain’t seen nothing yet. Over here.”
He followed her to the pile of bodies, one of which was headless. Another lay in a pool of blood from a slashed artery. Another was missing half his face from where a bullet had hit him at just the right angle.
“Wow,” he muttered.
“Two more,” Sara said.
“There’s more?” he asked exasperated. It wasn’t that multiple homicides were that unusual... it was just the sheer level of violence in this one was surprising. Gunshots, yes, but throwing knives and slashed arteries?
She led him around the last SUV. A broken wooden Louisville Slugger was next to a body with its head caved in. Not just hit once or twice; they were going to need a shovel. Not to mention his privates were a bloody mess.
“Who the hell did this?” he asked out loud.
“Wait till you see the last one, which we think was chronologically the first one.” She took him toward the power station behind the chain-link fence in the corner. Laying face down was another dead man. Roy opened his mouth to ask what was so special about it when he noticed the man’s hands were missing.
“Okay, so this is... this doesn’t really fit anything I know about,” he said to his partner. “Uh, rival cartel maybe?”
She shook her head. “They would have taken the cargo. Those girls didn’t even know what was going on yet. We showed them the shackles in the back of the semi and they got the picture real fast.”
He nodded. It was a common tactic. Much easier to get women to volunteer to be enslaved when you tricked them as opposed to just straight-up kidnapping. At least, until it was too late for them to escape.
“Did they see anything?”
Sara shook her head. “They aren’t talking.”
He nodded. “Okay, do what you can here, I’ll go talk to them.”
“You silver-tongued devil, you,” she teased.
“What can I say, I’m gifted,” he said with a grin. Sara turned to speak to an officer about the evidence while Roy made his way back up to the ramp. Fifteen years on the force and five in the Marines hadn’t prepared him for this. It wasn’t the blood or the bodies, but the level of violence committed upon them. It would have been easier to walk into a room with nine people shot to death. But this... This wasn’t a murder or a rival gang, this was someone sending a message.
Be very afraid.
He stopped to check with a uniform about the girls’ IDs; so far they were all legit. He studied them for a second until his eyes fell on the redhead with the swoop necked shirt. She had a firefighters jacket pulled tight around her. His instincts told him she would talk. She was strong. The way she stood, not leaning against the wall, the line of determination in her jaw, this was no victim. At least not yet.
“Hi,” he said as he approached her. “Detective Hauser, PHXPD, violent crimes.”
“Penelope Grace, uh, college student,” she said with a short laugh. She had dazzling blue eyes and freckles on her nose.
“Penelope, walk with me,” he said pointing toward the farthest away fire truck. She shrugged and moved to follow him.
“What happened here?”
She shook her head.
“Seriously. So far everyone has said the didn’t see anything, but that’s not possible. Which tells me you’re afraid of what you saw. But you don’t have to be, we can protect you.”
He had said that line a million times as a cop, it rarely worked because everyone knew the truth; the police would only do so much.
“It’s not that,” she said in a whisper. “She won’t hurt us...”
“She?”
Penelope turned to face him, biting her lip while she considered her options. “It’s... yes, a she. A woman, with a red face mask, the kind that covers here and down,” she said holding her hand over her nose and mouth. “Dressed in black leather, like in a movie... she came out of the shadows and... well at first, they didn’t know what was going on. Then they started dying, one by one.”
“They?”
“The agency— uh gang members I guess.” Her eyes went wide as tears formed. “Oh gawd, they were going to... to... sell us. Like cattle!” she said as her face flashed back and forth between fear and anger.
“It’s okay, you’re safe now. You said they didn’t know who was doing it?”
She shook her head. “No, and they never said anything. Yanez, the woman who recruited us for the agency… she just died. Then the gunfire started and I only caught a glimpse of the attacker. A black woman, dreadlocks, red mask, and leather jacket and pants. She used a sword on some of them, gun on the others. The last guy could turn invisible and he tried to get her but in the end, she found him and...” she pantomimed being stabbed in the privates. The detective winced. “After that, she seemed pissed and just beat his head until the bat broke on the concrete.”
“Did she say anything? Make a phone call, tell you her name?”
She shook her head no.
“The gang members, some of them had superpowers, right?” she asked.
“From what you’re saying, yeah.”
She nodded. “So did the woman with the red scarf. She would walk into a shadow and reappear somewhere else, but her eyes, her eyes flared blue like... like those,” she said pointing at one of the burning road flares.
“You’re very perceptive. How did you end up falling for this?” he asked.
She looked down at the ground. “My dad was a cop. He died a few years ago and my mom and me don’t get along too well. I thought a modeling gig would get me out of the state, free my mind from what was going on at home... I knew something was wrong, I just didn’t want to believe it, I guess.”
He reached into his pocket and handed her a card. “If you remember anything else, or if you need anything, call me. Also, seriously, you have some keen observational powers, think about applying to the police academy.”
“Thanks, I might.”
He walked her back to the group and left them to go see his partner. Something about the way the girl described the glowing blue eyes and red scarf tickled a memory.
“Sara, you remember that story out of New Orleans last year?” he asked as he approached his partner. “Or was it Detroit?”
“We’re on the same page,” she said holding up her phone. A blurry picture of a woman with dreadlocks and glowing blue eyes kneeling over a body was on the screen. “Her name was The Wraith,” she said.
“Was?”
“She’s currently locked up in the UltraMax for superpowered criminals.”
He shook his head rubbing the back of his neck. This was going to be an all-nighter. Several of them.
“We’re looking at a copycat then?” he asked.
“Seems likely.”
“Just what we need, a mass-murdering vigilante with powers,” he said with a sigh.
“You want to call the Protectors, get their assistance on this one?” she asked.
He hated dealing with superpowers. They changed everything and were highly unpredictable.
“No. Let them deal with saving the world. We can handle a serial killer on our own,” he said.
I hope.




CHAPTER 7

“Did you hear about this?” Kate said as she handed Amelia her phone showing the gruesome headline.
Vigilante Murders Nine, Police Helpless.
“Technically, it’s not murder, since they were kidnapping young women to sell across the border,” Amelia replied while she tapped away at her laptop. Amelia lived in her mountain lair, a base carved out of the inside of a Mesa in northern Arizona. Since she had left the Protectors she had taken to staying there 24/7.
“Well, we have to stop her, and I don’t care what it technically is. She’s running around in our city killing people. What happens when she kills an innocent? Will you be so cavalier then?” Kate asked.
“You’re right, but... have you researched her? Really researched her?”
Kate nodded. “Yes. She’s wanted for murder from Detroit to Belize. And yet, somehow she’s also in the North Dakota UltraMax prison.”
“Right, but the people she’s killed, they were all incredibly bad people,” Amelia said without looking up.
Kate could feel a headache coming on. She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Amelia, that doesn’t make it right,” she said.
“It makes it more tolerable. But, not right. Okay, I’ll try reaching out to her again. Maybe we can work something out so she isn’t out there killing people and we can still find the Th’un,” Amelia said.
“How are you going to do that and what can I do to help?” Kate asked.
“Uh, maybe you better let me handle this one. She was pretty pissed about our aborted team-up, so maybe if it’s just me she’ll go along. As for how... I know where she is.”
“You do?” Kate was stunned. Her green eyes narrowed for a moment. “How long have you known?”
“You can’t really hide from an AI.
“Epic?”
Her constant companion and personal AI displayed his answer on the large screen monitor on the wall, one of many that lined Amelia’s lab.
Madisun Dumas is currently staying in an AirBnB in downtown Phoenix. Her associate, Krisan Swahili, is in the Presidential Suite at the Phoenix Marriott. Pictures of both places replaced the text of his response.
“You need to tell the police,” Kate said.
Amelia shook her head, sending her short brown hair bobbing back and forth. “They haven’t officially asked you all for help, and I am not a member of the team anymore anyway. I’m not legally bound to do anything.”
“Amelia, hon, she’s a killer. Cold-blooded. I’ve seen her type before, in the agency. It’s what they wanted me to be. At a certain point, it won’t matter who she’s killing as long as she keeps killing. I felt a darkness in her soul that had no end. There aren’t enough bodies in the world to fill the hole inside her. Please, please, be careful,” Kate implored.
Amelia nodded. “I won’t condemn her for what she hasn’t done, Kate, and right now she’s doing a lot of good—” she held up her hand to forestall her friend's argument. “Having said that, I will get control of the situation. Maybe when we find the Th’un she’ll stop. If not...”
“What?”
Amelia smiled. “I’ve taken down more dangerous foes than a girl with a gun. I’ll be fine.”




CHAPTER 8

I stared at the phone, willing it to ring. I’d sent Krisan a message a few minutes before asking for an update and got nothing back.
Where is she?
The little apartment I was renting was nice enough to sleep in, but there wasn’t anything to do but stare at the walls or clean my guns. And they were already clean. Besides, I might need them on a moments notice so cleaning them would defeat the purpose of having them.
At least Spice was happy for the moment. The last thing I needed was the little devil trying to prove to me she was in charge—again.
If only things had worked out with Arsenal. We could have used her resources and tech to track down the Th’un in a heartbeat. But no, the heroes had to go and try and control me. I squeezed my fist. The thought of Domino attempting to mind control me pissed me off all over again.
The doorbell rang, startling me from my introspection. I leaped up, taking the 9mm Sig Sauer from under the coffee table and approaching the door slowly at an angle, with the gun pointed at the dead center.
It rang again. It was probably nothing, but there was no way for anyone to know I was home. I pushed the gun against the door and stood to the side of it. And waited.
“I know you’re in there, please open the door,” Amelia Lockheart said.
How the hell did she find me?
I peeked through the safety hole, expecting to see her in armor but no, just her in a wheelchair and a generic black SUV parked on the street.
“Crap,” I muttered.
“You’re being rude. Let her in,” Spice said from the corner.
“Your opinion is noted,” I muttered. I didn’t have much choice though. If she knew I was here, then she could have just called the cops.
“It’s really hot out here and my butt is sticking to the chair. If you’re going to shoot me—shoot, otherwise, open the door... Sam.”
That did it. She knew where I lived and what my cover ID was? That was too ridiculous to believe. If I found out nothing else, maybe I could figure out how she did that so I could keep her from doing it again.
I unlocked the three bolts and opened the door.
“You going to use that?” she said, nodding to the pistol resting at my side.
“I’m still deciding.”
“Can you decide while I’m inside? It’s stinking hot out here.”
I took a step back and let her in. She rolled through the door, moving over the jam like it wasn’t a problem. I had to admit, I admired her tenacity. She was stuck in a wheelchair, yet she never let that slow her down. Not to mention the armor she built for herself. She had no powers and was completely helpless, yet here she was, not in her armor, talking to me.
She had no way of knowing I wouldn’t kill her... and every expectation that I could and would kill her.
“I’d offer you something to drink, but I don’t have anything.”
“That’s fine,” she said, reaching down between her legs to a storage bag and pulling out two red Coke cans. She offered one to me.
I don’t even remember the last time I drank a can of sugar. I must have wrinkled my nose in disgust because she shrugged and put the second can aside, then openened the first one.
“So... you killed some people?” she asked casually.
“I didn’t murder anyone. They were cartel thugs who were about to send a bunch of young girls to a life of misery, drug addiction, and death. They deserved what they got,” I said hotly. I clicked the safety on the 9mm and put it back under the coffee table before dropping on the couch. “Is that what you’re here for? Bitch about me eradicating some roaches that were preying on the innocent?”
Amelia shook her head and took a sip of her soda. “I never said murder. They were committing a crime, you stopped them. I seriously doubt they would have just said, ‘our bad, you got us’ if you had asked for them to surrender,” she said.
I narrowed my eyes. Something was going on here and I didn’t know what it was. “Am I supposed to believe you’re suddenly okay with my methods?” I asked.
She laughed, then snorted before putting her hand over her mouth and nose. After a moment, and a blush, she spoke. “No, Madisun, I am most definitely not okay with your methods. But, as far as I can tell you’ve only ever killed people who were utterly despicable. We have the same goal—”
“I seriously doubt that,” I said.
“Why do you say that?” she asked.
I leaned back and looked out the window for a second, trying to imagine where Lockheart was coming from. Sure, she had adversity in her life—wheelchair-bound has to have an effect on her person—but she was rich, powerful, the darling of the superheroing world. What could she possibly know about suffering?
“Listen, Lockheart. You go into each situation with an overwhelming force. Your armor protects you and the ones you love. I’ve seen the footage—you handle a lot of these supervillains with ease. Sure you had to make some tough calls, I’ll grant you that. But you’ve never lost anything. Look at you, sitting here in your million dollar wheelchair with a fully automated SUV outside. You have private planes, a mountain lair, hell, you have your own personal AI.”
I expected her to get defensive about what I was saying, I would. Instead, her face darkened a shade and her lips thinned from... anger?
“Dumas. You. Don’t. Know. Me,” she said slowly and carefully like she measured each word before speaking. Her little hands clenched into tight fists and she pushed them down against her chair until they were white. I wasn’t expecting a rage response.
“Don’t I? Your life is an open book and—” she cut me off before I could finish.
“I lost my parents!” she yelled. “I lost the man I loved. He died, not in front of me, but fifty years before I was born. I murdered an entire species. The weight of my failures would crush me if I didn’t have Kate and the rest of my friends. Don’t talk to me about loss. I’m sorry you lost your family, but you’re not the only person in the world to ever suffer at the hands of others. And you’re right, we’re not the same... but we both want the same thing. To stop the Th’un. You have your reasons and I have mine.” The anger and pain she carried with her through her last few moments faded slowly as she picked up her Coke and downed another gulp. She wiped the back of her mouth and closed her eyes for a second.
“I’m sorry about your man,” I said quietly. “I... I didn’t know about that. What happened?” I didn’t know why I was suddenly reaching out to her. But the pain in her voice touched something inside of me. A kindred part, and though we had virtually nothing in common, we had that. Pain.
“When I told you your ghost wasn’t the craziest thing I’d seen, I was being serious. Luke died of old age in the nineteen-fifties. After we went back in time to retrieve a prophetess of Apollo but instead ended up unleashing Nemesis the goddess of retribution on the Earth...”
My eyes went wide with disbelief.
“Yeah, that’s why I didn’t tell anyone and why it’s not in the news reports of what happened after the FBI raided the Spire. Ever since then, a group called ARC have been causing problems and it seemed easier to not say anything at all,” she said with a sigh. The air let out of her and she sank a little in her chair.
“Time travel... and I thought my curse was a problem,” I said with a whisper.
“Hey,” Spice said indignantly from the corner. I glanced up and glared at her for a second. Lockheart turned her head to look where I did then back at me.
“Is she here?” she asked.
“She takes the form of my little sister. Usually, only I can see her, but I guess she wanted you to see her the other day. She feeds on death and...” What was I doing telling this woman my secrets? I shook my head. Well, maybe if she understood then she would back off. “She gives me my powers, and when I kill she takes the life force of the dying and feeds off it.”
Lockheart went white as a ghost for a second before swallowing loud. “Like a vampire?” she asked.
I nodded. “Pretty much. The more I kill, the more powerful we become.” I didn’t mention that during the day we had limited powers; there was no point in telling her everything.
“That explains what Kate felt... You control it, right?” she asked.
I nodded. “We’ve come to an accord. Her concern is staying well-fed, my concern is that only the guilty die. She is willing to take a backseat as long as I keep killing.” I waved my hand through the air for emphasis. “Under no circumstances will we kill an innocent. Ever. I don’t do this to kill, I do it for justice. The people I hunt, they are immune to prosecution, they will never be arrested, and they will never-ever, stop. My only chance is to make them so damned afraid of me that they would rather piss their pants and stay home at night than go outside and commit their atrocities on mankind.”
Amelia grinned, despite her clear trepidation. “Well, I heard what you did the other night and I’m pretty sure you’re scaring the crap out of them. Hell, you scare me and I’ve faced down a magical Titan that destroyed the earth in an alternate timeline.”
I did a double-take at that. “Your world is too big for me,” I said in awe. “I can’t fight that crap. Give me a drug cartel running heroin and trafficking people and I can deal with that. Gods and monsters? Nooo thank you.”
“Let’s set some ground rules, then. Agreed?” she asked.
I nodded.
“One. I’m sorry about Kate. She didn’t mean to push you that hard, but apparently, your will is as strong as iron. She was just trying to keep everyone alive and she didn’t mean anything malicious by it, okay?”
“Sure. I still don’t want to work with her,” I said. The memory of thinking things that weren’t me was disconcerting and I never wanted to go through that again.
“I won’t plan on it, but we may need her at some point. Two, and I think we understand each other on this, only the really bad people die, correct?”
I laughed. “Yes. I don’t run around killing every criminal I find. They have to be doing something pretty iredemable to warrant that kind of action. Besides, there’s always a hundred more to take their place. I want the bosses, the people who’ve made that life their choice. That’s who I want.”
“Goodie,” she said with a big smile. “I have something for you then.” She reached back into her bag and pulled out a black pistol that looked like something out of a b-movie. She handed it to me grip first. As soon as my hand touched the grip a blue light sprang to life where the hammer would normally be. “Epic, register it for Madi only, please. No destruct protocol.” She briefly looked up like she was reading something then back at me. “What do you think?”
I looked at the gun, examining the smooth lines and the way the grip swept back. It hummed slightly under my fingers. I pointed it at the wall and a holographic sight popped into view over the weapon, showing me heat and power levels along with a targeting reticule.
“It uses my propriety tech. It will never run out of juice, but the capacitor takes time to charge. You get about 20 shots then you have to wait ten seconds for it to recharge.”
It did feel an awful lot like the gun the Saints’ security team used, and I really liked those. “Thanks,” I said. “I’m sorry I don’t have a gift for you.”
“Let’s call it a formal apology for any misteps we’ve had to this point. That is an IP pistol. It fires a burst of energy that disrupts the human nervous system. It works awesome unless the density of the target’s skin is too high—then not so much. I usually only find that kind of resistance in F4s or higher. Speaking of which... how do you”—she mimed cutting someone’s throat—“F4 and F5s?”
I grinned savagely. “If they have a mouth, then I have a place to put a grenade.”
She blanched and I laughed. This might work out okay after all.
“What next, then? Do you have a lead?” she asked.
“Yes, but first, I’m sorry about breaking into the Spire. Is your fast friend okay?”
She cracked her neck. “He’s more embarrassed that you got the drop on him than anything else. He heals fast and we have a man who increases a person’s ability to regenerate. He would love to have you come show him what he did wrong, though. It’s not easy to get one up on a speedster,” she said.
“Maybe. I don’t really do groups well.” I stuffed the IP pistol into my waistband at the small of my back. “My friend is going to call with a location here in a few minutes. My usual MO is I shake the tree and start picking off the fruit that falls until I find the last fruit,” I said.
“I like it. Is the person you’re waiting for Krisan Swahili? Former reporter at the Detroit Free Press and persona non-grata to my security team?” she asked.
“Yeah... sorry about that.”
“To be honest, as long as she actually writes the piece about them we’ll call it bygones,” she said.
“Bygones,” I repeated. I reached out and held my hand for her to shake. She did. And we both smiled.




CHAPTER 9

Ponce Montez hailed the cab from Phoenix airport with a sharp whistle. He wasn’t a big fan of the States, but he did appreciate the way the basic things seemed to just work. He used to think it was their arrogance and money that made the lights stay on and the water run clean. After traveling back and forth for the better part of a decade he realized they were so used to it working that the people who ran it had a vested interest in keeping it working. If it didn’t work, the people of this country would go after them with the a zeal that would make a muslim fanatic pale. Americans wouldn’t put up with electricity that didn’t work. The wouldn’t stand for it. Heads would roll if their lights didn’t work. He wished Mexico was more like that, but his people would put up with a great deal as long is it mean they didn’t call attention to themselves.
In his home of Mexico, the government cared little for what the people wanted. They already had all the money so why would they need to provide reliable basic services such as power, police, and fire services? Only the very wealthy received those and it was considered a status symbol to have police protection.
In the United States, anyone could call the police— homeless, poor, or wealthy—and reasonably expect them to help. He shook his head. Amazing. Of course, it was also what made his boss’s business so profitable. These people were sheep. It was no wonder they were able to steal tens of thousands of their children every year and no one noticed. After all, the lights stayed on and the water flowed.
Ponce smiled as he slipped into the cab. He handed the driver a card with the address of his boss’s brother-in-law’s apartment. The fool hadn’t checked in with them in several days and the reports of the massacre of the cartel’s forces were starting to come in. Surely they had to be exaggerated. No one would dare attack them.
He made one stop before continuing to his location and that was to pick up a pistol from an associate. After that, the cab dropped him off at Carmine’s apartment building.
After paying the driver he made his way up the stairs to the third floor then to the door. Police tape covered it, declaring it a crime scene.
This isn’t good.
The door was unlocked and he ducked under the tape to make sure there was no evidence of his passing. The apartment was nice: a leather couch, big TV, set-apart kitchen… After all, Carmine was supposed to bring women back here and impress them with his wealth.
Ponce chuckled as he moved through. The place was clean and well kept, and if the police had searched it they had found nothing.
Of course, they didn’t know what to look for. He went into the kitchen and opened the oven, then knelt down and reached in and removed the false back by pushing on it and lifting up. It was a clever hiding place for anything sensitive. The oven was never used, and if they had to destroy the evidence all they had to do was hit the self-cleaning mode on the oven and the papers and money in the hidden spot would burn up.
He pulled out the book with all of Carmine’s contacts and transactions, as well as a record of the money he spent and made. There was roughly thirty-thousand in U.S. cash wrapped in cellophane, a half-pound of cocaine, and a cheap pistol. Ponce shook his head. Neither the coke nor the pistol would be destroyed by the self clean cycle, Carmine would know that which meant the idiot didn’t understand he was supposed to destroy the evidence if he were caught.
“Carmine, you jackass,” he muttered. It was late enough in the day that the sun dipped behind the mountains and twilight descended on the area. After making sure nothing else was in the hiding spot he put the plate back on, closed the oven, stood up and brushed off his knees.
When he returned to the living room he froze.
A black woman in a leather jacket, pants, and boots, with a red scarf over her mouth, waited for him. Her hands were at her side like some kind of old west gunfighter. Ponce didn’t see any weapons or guns...
“You’re trespassing,” he said in his thick accent.
As the last of the light vanished outside her eyes went from brown to a softly glowing blue... and then Ponce knew who he was dealing with. His throat closed up and his mouth went as dry as the desert.
“You’re in prison,” he said.
She didn’t respond.
“I saw it on the news… you’re in prison...” he repeated. Fear ran through him like a river. He almost lost control of his bladder. This was The Wraith, and the horror of what she did to the people she murdered was legendary.
He had no choice. He turned as if to put the package he carried down, and went for his gun— the bolt of blue energy crashed into his shoulder, followed by another into his chest, sending him sprawling across the living room to slam face-first into the wall.
The last thing he saw before consciousness fled him were those glowing blue eyes.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
“Wakey-wakey,” a gravely voice said to him. Ponce opened his eyes and shrieked. He was upside down, hanging by his ankles wearing nothing but his boxers. Kneeling in front of him was the Wraith; her blue eyes burned with a fire he found difficult to look away from.
“What do you want from me?” he asked her. “I’ve done nothing wrong—” she smashed a rock-hard fist into his stomach, collapsing his lungs and making it impossible for him to scream.
“Lesson one: don’t lie to me. I can tell. I can always tell. The sins of your soul are like ink-stains on white cotton. You can’t hide them. Lie, and you die. If you’re honest with me, you might... might just live through this.” As she spoke she pulled out a long, curved blade Ponce vaguely knew of as a Kukri. The black tang contrasted with the polished metal cutting edge as she waved the wicked knife in front of him.
“Anything. Please, I have a family,” he said.
“Better, but still a lie,” she said hitting him in the stomach again. After he’d vomited and cleared his airway he spoke again.
“Stop, please stop. What do you want?”
“I want you and your kind gone. Exterminated. Removed from the gene pool. I want to kill every single one of you until there are no more to kill,” she said with a voice like falling rocks. He went white from fear as the words seeped into him. She could, too, kill them all, and he knew it.
“Please,” he whispered again, unable to keep from looking at her knife while she spoke.
“I’ll settle for knowing where Mr. Axiom is,” she said.
Axiom? “I don’t know who that is,” he said. He was telling the truth, but he winced all the same as he expected a punch to come. After all, she couldn’t possibly know if he was telling the truth or not, not really?
“Your boss, Acosar, does. Where is he?”
“Acosar? Are you mad? He lives in a reinforced compound, surrounded by a hundred guards. You can’t get to him and he will let me die before he tells you anything.”
She punched him again, harder. He felt a rib break and screamed in pain as soon as his breath came back to him. “I didn’t lie!” he yelled.
“Yes, you did. You said I couldn’t get to him... Now, where is his compound?” she asked.
He told her. He told her everything. He went into great detail about everything he knew, even down to where they bought the dogs and trained them. He left nothing out.
After thirty minutes of his nonstop monologue about his boss and the cartel, he stopped.
“Please, that’s everything I know,” he said, his voice raw from speaking.
“I know. We’re done,” the Wraith replied.
“Are you going to let me go?” he said. He dared to let hope build in him. Perhaps he could get out of this alive after all.
“If it were up to me, you would die. But I’m feeling generous. Listen to me, Ponce. If you don’t go from here to the nearest police station and confess all your crimes and demand to be locked up, I will find you and I will skin you alive and make you eat your own intestine.”
She leaned down and he could feel the heat from her breath. “And then I will really start the torture,” she said in a whisper... then she was gone, vanished into the shadows as if she were one.
“Oh God, protect me,” he gushed in a sudden surge of tears and rekindled faith. Suddenly the rope went slakc, dropping him on the ground. He fumbled with the knot for a moment before freeing his feet. Without looking for his clothes or untying his hands he ran for the door. The blackness of midnight greeted him and he looked frantically around.
It was a city district of some kind, so he ran. He ran until he saw a police car. Waving them down like a madman, he hit the hood with his hands. “Please, arrest me, I’m a murderer,” he yelled. Then he started confessing; every single crime he ever committed... and some he hadn’t.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
“Holy crap,” Amelia said to me as we stood on the roof three blocks away. She heard the man confess his crimes through some directional parabolic mic she had built into her suit. She wore her armor, but her helmet was down and I had to say, the suit was damned impressive. It made her thicker, taller, and more serious. When she did have her helmet on... it was cool as hell.
“That’s how you reform people,” I said with a smile. “It doesn’t always work, but I seriously doubt he will ever get out of prison. Even if he has to commit another crime—”
There it was. The cops thought he was a lunatic, so he grabbed one of their guns and hit the officer with it, then he threw the gun down and started sobbing, thanking them for arresting him before they even had him in cuffs.
“If only supervillains were so easy to scare. Everyone who has powers seems to think they are the next ruler of humanity,” she said.
“It’s gonna take me a couple of days to get to Durango, where Ponce said his boss is. I usually drive the back roads so maybe a little longer. Meet you there?”
She turned and smiled at me with elation. “Roads? Where we’re going, we don’t need roads.”
I rolled my eyes and opened my mouth to comment on her pop culture nonsense when I felt a presence and heard the whine of engines. A black jet the size of a large limousine appeared out of thin air a dozen feet above us and just hovered.
“I could get used to this,” I said with a grin.




CHAPTER 10

The inside of the jet was like no private aircraft I had ever flown on—and I had flown on a lot of them. Not that I liked it very much. Flying wasn’t my favorite thing... it was the opposite of that. I hated how it made me feel. Weak, powerless, unable to control anything.
Despite the smooth travel, no turbulence, and super comfortable chairs, I was sitting with my hands clenched on the armrests.
“It’s okay, Madi, really. There is no world where this plane crashes,” Amelia said to me from across the aisle.
“You don’t know that,” I said through clenched teeth. The plane luxury grade, there was also a massive screen on the front of the passenger compartment for entertainment. Up until that moment, it was off. Then words appeared on it; all white on a black background and easy for me to read.
Do no fear, Ms. Dumas. This the most advanced aircraft in the world, the Emjet’s engines are a unique design with no moving parts. Our only concern is heat build up, however at our current low speed of eight hundred miles per hour, that is not a concern.
I looked at the screen, then back to Amelia, then the screen again. “Is that... your AI?”
She grinned, the little dimples in her cheeks stood out. “Yup. Madisun, this is Epic. He doesn’t have a speaking voice—he uses screens to communicate. I have one built-in,” she said pointing at her eyes. “He’s also our pilot,” she said.
“So a computer is flying the plane?” I asked.
“It’s slightly more complicated than that. Epic?”
I am the worlds first, true artificial intelligence. I have moved well beyond my original program and am capable of constructing my own hardware to increase my capacity, much like you can create new neural pathways to learn skills.
“Right... You’re not a computer, then?”
Amelia laughed, putting her hand over her mouth to stifle the noise. “No, he is. But, only in the sense that his mind is housed on quantum particles called computronium built inside my suit.”
I shook my head. “I’ll take your word for it. I have a friend who would love to talk to you… Epic? Did I say that right?” I asked, not sure if I should look at Amelia or the screen while speaking to him.
If you are referring to Ms. Swahili, I have waited to make her acquaintance until I had your permission to do so. I did not want to scare her.
“Ha, I’d like to see that. She walks where angels fear to tread.”
She also has a very unique power. Of the thousands of powers registered in the national database, we have never encountered anyone who could enter technology with their mind. It makes her unique, and quite powerful.
“Like an AI who can hack government databases in a hot second without them even knowing they’ve been hacked!” Amelia said with a fist pump.
Quite. Would you also like to tell your new friend of all the crimes you have committed? I have a list if it helps.
“Quiet, you,” she said.
It was my turn to laugh. “You two have quite the relationship. How long have you had him?” I asked. It was calming to talk about something, anything, to take my mind off the ground hurtling beneath us.
“I started working on him after my accident,” she said, gesturing at her legs. “He’s been with me ever since. Until I met Carlos, and then Kate, he was my only real friend.”
I was amazed at how completely I had misread this woman. Sure, she may not have suffered like me, but she was still incredibly resilient and had overcome a lot. I’d just assumed she was a spoiled rich kid using her wealth to play superhero.
“Sounds lonely,” I said, looking out the virtual window at the moon high above the earth. Lonely was something I understood.
“Madi, the pubic records say your family was killed in a fire, but I gather that’s not the whole truth, is it?” she said softly. She reached over and placed a hand on mine. I tensed at first, then relaxed.
I shook my head, not trusting words.  I had still not really grieved over them and I didn’t want to until the mission was complete.
“I’m not a murderer— well, actually, yes I am but only by the legal definition, not the moral one.”
“You make a distinction?” she asked. Not belligerently, but curiously.
I nodded. A quick sharp move. I felt my muscles tensing up and I had to remind my self to loosen up. Partnerships are built on trust. If I didn’t open up to her a little bit then she would always doubt me—and that could get us both killed.
“I have to. Joseph, the wonderful man who mentored me, he quit doing this because he was tired of the constant killing. Spice, the entity in me, she is always pushing for more death, more killing. I’m not a killer, Amelia, not really. I don’t enjoy it and I don’t look for it... but it also doesn’t bother me in the slightest.” The last part had me worried. I didn’t want to look at her because I would see horror reflected in her eyes. I steeled myself for it and looked at her. All I saw was understanding and wonder in her brown eyes.
“You would be surprised how many times Epic and I have had this conversation.
“Listen, Madi, I don’t think your methods are sustainable, but I killed an entire species. It was the only way to stop them. And while it does bother me, especially late at night when I’ve had too little sleep and too much caffeine, I won’t ever regret having done it, only that they left me no choice,” she said.
I nodded. “I get it, I really do. The people I kill, they’re all bad, Amelia. I don’t mean they are liars and thieves—they are— but I mean they’re the worst scum humanity has ever produced. I shed no tears for them. I have no problem whatsoever killing them. I take no pleasure from it, I have no regrets. Spic says that makes me special. I think it just makes me a sociopath.”
A sociopath would lie, manipulate, and eagerly betray anyone and everything, even if they knew the behavior was self-destructive just because they could. You have exhibited no signs of such behavior. If you wish, I could investigate your family’s death and maybe point the authorities in the right direction about what happened to you. Perhaps it would help you to know they received some form of justice.
I was having trouble seeing all of a sudden. My heart thumped loudly and I wanted to breathe but couldn’t. I couldn’t talk, so I bit my lip and shook my head. It was a sweet gesture, but ultimately too late. After a moment to restore my control I was able to speak.
“Thank you, both of you, but that won’t be necessary,” I said.
It would be no trouble.
“I’m sure. But it isn’t necessary because, with the exception of one person, everyone responsible is already dead.”
I saw the shock in her eyes. She shook her head and closed her mouth.
“Uh, you work fast,” she said in a whisper.
“Speed is life. I can’t give them time to see me coming. It’s one of the strategies. Hit your enemy before they are ready to hit you,” I said with a shrug.
ETA is twenty minutes. You may want to ready your plan.
“Okay,” Amelia said pointing at the big TV. A satellite image of the compound popped up on it. “This is what I think we should do—”




CHAPTER 11

They dropped me off on the mountain top north of the com-ound while Epic took the impressive jet south to land and let Amelia out. Our plan was pretty simple; I would infiltrate from the top and work my way down and Amelia would circle above and provide air support and overwatch—since she had more sensors than a military-grade spy plane.
“If you need force called in, make sure you’re clear before I let loose. Some of my weapons aren’t very discriminatory,” she said through the earpiece I wore.
“Right, I’ll let you know,” I replied in a whisper.
“Finally. I was really hoping for more killing by teaming up with her but she’s turning out to be a big disappointment,” Spice said from behind me. Despite myself, I jumped a little and sighed.
I was kneeling on a boulder, about one hundred feet above the roof of a ranch-style villa. It was built into the side of a mountain, with walls and multiple levels extending down like a castle.
I checked the time; it was three AM. The moon was out, but half-mast casting only pale shadows instead of illuminating the desert landscape. It was an easy forty-five-degree grade down to the highest level of the house. It wasn’t built into the mountain for defense but for looks. Otherwise they would have built to the top.
“Thanks, I needed the adrenaline spike,” I said to Spice without looking at her.
“Don’t get all complacent on me, Madi. I don’t want your new friend inspiring a sudden desire for peace...”
“Ha, don’t worry about that.” I had the IP pistol she gave me, but that was tucked into a holster on my back. I’d use it if I needed it. otherwise... it was the sword or the silenced pistol. I would have brought more if I was by myself, but I figured with Arsenal circling above I’d be okay.
I pulled the 1911 and press checked, I knew it was loaded, but knowing and seeing are two different things. Once I was ready, I slowly made my way down the incline, careful not to dislodge any rocks to alert the enemy that I was coming.
“I’m showing over forty targets on the infrared. This guy takes his security seriously,” Amelia said.
I didn’t acknowledge her. No need to make extra noise. The top level of the compound was nestled into the rock wall. Even here they had a seven-foot-high wall that the hacienda was butted up against. I ran at the wall, kicked off of it and scrambled up to the top to land in a crouch. I adjusted my red scarf making sure it was in position as I scanned the area.
This was a small rooftop garden, a bench to sit on while you watched the birds eat out of the feeder and the ducks play in the pond.
I wanted to puke from how sickeningly normal it was. As if this monster deserved some form of normalcy after all the lives his family ruined. I focused my eyes and called on the Wraith-sight that allowed me to see all living things. My senses went into overdrive; I heard every bird, grouse, and snail slither across the ground. It was a little overwhelming at first, but then I pulled it back, letting it settle until I saw the larger blooms of life as they walked around in the open below me.
Two guards joked quietly on the far side of the garden by the archway that framed the stairs that led down to the next level. I didn’t see any doors or entrances to the level below me through the garden.
I ran swiftly and silently across the wall until I was a few feet from the guards and leaped, drawing my sword while in the air. My feet hit the first guard in the chest, my entire mass crumpling him to the ground, blasting the air out of his lungs. I spun and stabbed the thin black sword through the other’s throat and out the back of his head. Whipping the blade free while he fell, I slashed it across the one I was kneeling on, severing his throat. They were both dead before the second body hit the ground.
I froze, waiting to hear a cry of alarm or a sudden thump of boots as the enemy charged.
Nothing.
A predatory grin spread on my face. It was time to hunt! I slunk down the stairs, moving ever so carefully to keep the wood from creaking.  The next level was the entrance to the house proper.
Since I only saw a dozen or so guards milling about, the vast majority of them had to be on the perimeter. The house was set into the mountain, peeking out into the yard through huge glass windows that displayed the living room and kitchen. Sliding glass doors allowed for access into and out of the house. The yard itself was awash with green grass and a few trees.
I could fight all the guards, killing them one by one, but that wasn’t the mission. I wanted El-jefe. The boss.
I leaped off the side of the stairs before I reached the bottom, landing in a crouch five feet below..
Scanning before I moved, I carefully checked on each of the auras I could see. None of them seemed to notice me.
“Wraith, I’m picking up some weird electrical activity in the house, not sure what it is, but be careful,” Arsenal said.
I nodded more to myself than her as I stealthily ran to the sliding glass door. They weren’t locked, but the two guards, one on the couch, the other in the kitchen, would immediately notice if they were opened.
Immediately not being fast enough, I drew the pistol and took a deep breath, then  slid the door open wide enough to stick my arm through and shot the first one in the back of the head. The soft crack of the gun was loud in the small room, but overall very quiet.
The kitchen guard jerked aware, opening his mouth to shout while he drew his own pistol from a kidney holster. My pistol cracked again; the bullet caught him in the open mouth and he stumbled backward and slid down the fridge leaving a smear of blood behind.
I slipped in, closed the door slowly behind me, and moved into the house.
“Any alarms?” I asked my overwatch.
“Negative. Epic has their security system on lock down. All their cameras and motion detectors are reporting normal. You’re good.”
Having an AI on my side was advantageous. It made me wonder if Krisan could learn to do the things he did?
He? Ha, thinking of him as a person was pretty easy after having talked to him. The way he sassed Amelia made me think that she was right; he truly was a living being, just an electronic one.
There were two doors off the living room, plus one out of the kitchen and a hall leading to the back of the house. The door in the kitchen led to stairs that went down to the next level. The doors off the living room were a bathroom and closet; that just left the hallway.
Sneaking was second nature to me at this point, moving without making a sound and sticking to the shadows.
There were four doors in the hall. The first one I opened was a kids room. Inside, sleeping on a bunk bed, were two kids.
“Crap,” I muttered.
“What’s wrong?” Amelia asked.
“Kids,” I said in a whisper.
She didn’t respond. “Don’t worry, they’ll be fine.”
The next two doors were also kids, older, but kids.
That meant the last door was the master bedroom. It galled me that the head of a Mexican drug cartel would have such a normal family. Was it just normal to grow up knowing your father was a mass murder and enslaver?
I opened the last door and saw two people sleeping in the bed. Perfect.
I moved around the room, opening the drawers and looking for weapons—none. There was a panic button under the nightstand that Epic had disabled, but that was it. I moved one of the chairs in the room to the foot of the bed, facing the sleeping couple. I de-cocked the pistol so I could use the hammer pull as a threat later.
Sitting down, I lifted up the blanket and hit Acosar in the foot a couple of times with the barrel of my gun.
He sat up in a hurry. I pointed the gun at him and put a finger over my mouth until he nodded.
“You scream, yell, or otherwise alert your guards, and everyone dies. Got it?”
He nodded, swallowing hard. “You’re, El Espectro, aren’t you?” he whispered.
“It means, The Wraith,” Arsenal translated for me. “You’re just bluffing about everyone dying, right...”
Great. Now was not the time to have this conversation with her. Hopefully the trust I built with her earlier would do me some good.
I nodded. “You’ve heard of me. Good. This will make it easier for you. Where is Mr. Axiom?” I said, getting right to the point.
“Who?”
I moved the gun to hover over his wife and carefully pulled the hammer back, glad that I had prepared for this.
“No wait,” he said holding his hands up. “If you know who he is then you know his power... Please don’t hurt Freír. She may know more than me... May I wake her?” he asked.
I nodded, putting the gun back on him. He gently shook his wife awake, her eyes fluttered open and I immediately realized my mistake.
About a half second later the bolt of lightning hit me square in the chest, lifting me off the chair and slamming me into the far wall then holding me there for a moment while the electricity grounded out. When she dropped her hands I fell on top of their dresser in a heap, choking and coughing.
My body felt like I’d just run a hundred mile marathon in the Sahara desert. I rolled off the dresser onto the ground, hitting on my knees and elbows painfully.
“You think you can come in here and threaten us? Where our children sleep!” she yelled. Electricity crackled around her again as she pulled ions from the air. It danced between her fingers, lighting up her eyes as the charge built. “I will burn you,” she growled.
I was trying to move, screaming internally at my muscles to do something, anything. They wouldn’t respond.
As she raised her arms up to blast me, the roof exploded inward, covering them in dust and debris.
Arsenal hit the ground in a crouch, one fist slamming into the floor while she dropped to a knee.
“It’s the woman,” I yelled as my muscles started to come back to life.
Freír pointed her hands at Arsenal and let loose. A clap of thunder knocked her husband sideways and blasted away the bed frame she was standing on as the lightning bolt slammed into Arsenal. The light and energy from her bolt made it clear she’d only hit me with a love tap.
All I could think was Amelia was dead. She wore a metal suit. She’d be cooked like an egg.
The lightning hit her and splintered, wrapping around the suit and grounding out into the floor to light the carpet on fire.
“How?” Freír yelled as she continued to poor electricity into the armored superhero.
I heard her voice perfectly over the noise.
“Science,” she said. Then slapped the woman across the face, knocking her out.
“I don’t suppose,” I said while I pulled myself up and retrieved my pistol. “You would consider giving me one of those suits?”
Arsenal chuckled. “No. It’s trademarked tech. I have to protect it or I lose the exclusive rights,” she said.
I couldn’t tell if she was being serious or not. But we had other problems.
“Arsenal, get the kids to safety, I’ll deal with security.”
She looked at me through her Spartan themed mirrored faceplate. “Wraith...”
“You save lives, I take them. Go,” I said. I checked my pistol to make sure it was okay. It was.
I didn’t wait for her response, I shadow stepped out of the room up into the air, then another onto the roof before I could fall. I stepped out of the shadows running. Wraith-sight showed dozens of security moving into position, with their weapons pointed at the house. If they opened fire the odds of one of those kids getting hit was stupid high. Which meant I needed them shooting at something else.
As I ran for the edge I unscrewed the silencer. Leaping off with as much strength as I could, I flew high through the air. At the apex of my jump, I threw the silencer at the nearest guard. It hit him in the head, sending him stumbling backward as he cursed in Spanish.
I hit the ground in a roll, coming up and firing three rounds at the nearest guy. That got their attention. They had been in a semi-circle facing the house but now they swiveled to shoot at me, standing in between them.
They had a mix of Sig Saur MPX submachine guns and the ubiquitous AK-47. The gunfire was deafening as the opened up at full auto.
I vanished in a flash of blue light, shadow stepping to the far wall where I came out, hit the wall with my foot, and pushed off to land a right cross on the closest guard. He spun around, gun firing wildly as he went down. I rolled forward over him and chopped the butt of my gun down on his throat to finish the job.
Rounds tore through me; one hit my arm, another skimmed my scalp. I twisted and fired three rounds at the shooter, catching him in the chest with two of them as I shadow stepped again.
Then the rush started hitting me. I could feel Spice’s glee, or maybe it was my imagination, as the bodies started dropping.
I was out of the shadows on the other side of the courtyard, behind a tall, well-built man with an AK; I hit him in the back of the knee before putting the gun to his head and pulling the trigger.
In the din of gunfire, the sound of a pin being pulled caught my ear. I immediately shadow stepped opposite where I was, not wanting to risk a grenade to the face.
It wasn’t a grenade, but a magnesium starburst flare. It shot into the air, illuminating the courtyard and the house in a cone of light so bright I could’ve mistaken it for the sun.
“Well, crap,” I muttered.
Where darkness shrouded me before, there was bright light. And the many remaining guards all saw me easily.
I ran forward, firing the last few rounds from my pistol at the closest guy. The bullets tore into him, causing him to shake like an experimental dancer on Broadway. I dropped to the ground in a slide, grabbing the AK he carried while simultaneously kicking him in the gut as hard as I could. I was pretty sure he was already dead at that point.
Since the human eye is drawn to movement, his flying form bought me a second to kip-up and open fire with the AK. It roared through the night as I ran for the stairs that led to the next level. I had to keep the fire away from the house until Arsenal told me it was safe. Bullets pinged off the wall and dirt all around me. One hit me in the back, knocking me forward. I turned the momentum into a roll, came out of it on top of the stairs and leaped for the next level...
…a pool and Jacuzzi and some kind of outdoor kitchen. It was enclosed by a tall brick wall covered with razor wire. The doorway leading out was a barndoor style with a lever lock.
Four guards, one in each corner, turned to look as I hit the stairs, leaped on the rail and slid down on my butt. They opened fire with automatic weapons, chewing the stairs to pieces.
I hit the ground and rolled, firing as I came up, taking down the first one on the right then the next one as I walked forward, weapon shouldered, trying not to let my thumping heart and adrenaline get the better of me.
A round hit me in the back and another in my leg. Spice was on full pain suppression duty while also kicking my regeneration into high gear as I offed one guard after another.
I took down the third man then the last bullet exited the barrel—the trigger simply clicked. The fourth guard had a semi-automatic shotgun that hit me right in the chest, flinging me away from him like I was shot out of a cannon.
More of the guards from above clambered down, shooting wildly at me. I staggered to the side, feeling the impacts as each of the bullets hit me.
The shotgun roared again, hitting me in the side. I struggled to keep my eyes open, but blackness took me.
Was this it?
✽ ✽ ✽
 
“Is she dead?” Pedro asked the man next to him.
“How the hell should I know,” Oscar replied. They had almost fifty men on site and this woman on the ground had killed nearly twenty of them before they brought her down. She was covered in blood, lying face down in the grass next to the pool. Oscar briefly thought how attractive she would be naked… if not for all the people she had just killed.
Eight of them circled her. None were tempted to go and nudge her to see if she really was alive.
“What’s that noise?” a man whose name Oscar couldn’t remember said from behind. They looked up where the sound was coming from and they saw her, like an angel descending from heaven.
The brushed metallic armored figure hit the ground beside the fallen assassin, absorbing the impact with a light crouch as her arms came up. Blue bolts fired from the gauntlets making a sound like a battery discharging mixed with sandpaper.
Guard after guard fell, slammed away from the armored superhero as she methodically took each one out. Oscar screamed, opening fire with his SMG on the new intruder. The bullets didn’t even ricochet off her armor, they simply stopped in midair, inches from impact.
Her helmet swiveled to face the man next to him and a light flashed. The man was lifted off the ground, screaming as he was flung bodily back thirty feet to crash against the wall.
Oscar’s gun ran out of ammo. He fumbled the magazine release, his hands shaking so badly that he had to hit the button twice. He then tried to get the spare magazine out of his pants but he couldn’t get his hands inside his pocket.
That’s when the silence hit him.
He looked up; he was the only one standing. He ditched the SMG and pulled his pistol, an old, faithful .44 magnum revolver that his father had given him.
“Really?” the armored figure’s voice was surprisingly girlish.
She reached out and took the gun from his hands, bending it into a useless chunk in front of his eyes. “Do you speak English?” she asked.
He nodded. “Si, uh, señorita,” he said.
“The kids are up on the top of the mountain, safe and sound. Please go get them and make sure they are okay. Got it?” she asked.
Oscar just nodded. He then looked past her and noticed the woman with the red scarf was missing. He was thirty-years old and never in his life had anyone scared him so bad. He tried to ignore the pee running down his leg as he ran for the stairs.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
I was grateful for Arsenal’s intervention; it let me recover and head back up to the top of the house. If the kids were safe, I could finish my interrogation. I moved like a shadow, quiet and invisible, up the wall separating the level. I was on the other side and in the house in seconds. I didn’t know how much energy Spice had to spare for me, which made me want to conserve using my powers unless I really needed them.
I went down the hall and noticed the doors were open and the beds empty. Good.
Inside the master bedroom, Acosar was trying to rouse his wife. I was starting to wonder who was actually in charge of the cartel. By the time I entered the room I was completely healed and ready to finish this. I drew the sword and whipped it at him, using the point under his chin to stand him up.
“What do you want?” he cried.
“I want peace on earth and good will toward men,” I said, “but I’ll settle for justice. Tell me where Axiom is?”
His wife coughed and I kicked her in the face then immediately pressed my boot heel down on her throat. Very few people can do anything but panic when they are choking. I didn’t need her using her powers.
“We don’t know. Please!” he said. “We have children.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “The girls you abduct are someone’s children,” I said pressing my boot heel harder on his wife. She spasmed as her body fought for air.
“All I have is a bank account number, that’s it!” he shouted. “Now stop!”
I let my boot up and she rolled over, coughing and crying as she took in lungfulls of air.
“The number. Now.”
He ran over to the shattered remains of his night table and dug through it until he found a book. He opened it and found the number, showing me with his finger. I grabbed the whole book from him, figuring it could be useful.
I looked around the room: his coughing, choking wife, this man of power cowering in front of me—rage boiled up inside of me. For every group I stopped, more started up.
There could be no mercy, no forgiveness. No one could escape my wrath.
“Now get out of my house,” he said with a sudden surge of courage. I jumped forward, running him through the chest with my sword, piercing his heart and killing him instantly before yanking the blade out and slicing it through the throat of his wife.
“You can’t escape justice,” I said aloud.
“Is that what that is, Madisun? Justice?” Arsenal whispered from the doorway. “From here, it looks an awful lot like revenge.”
I grabbed a handful of blanket and cleaned the sword off before sliding it back into my sheath.
“Justice is about balance, revenge is about anger. And yeah, I’m angry, but not at them, not them personally, just their kind. The rapists, murderers, slavers—all those who do evil unto others. They need to fear me, Arsenal. They need to be so effing afraid of me that they would rather stay in their houses than leave to commit atrocities,” I said to her as I walked passed toward the exit. “We going?”
“Yeah. I guess we’re done here,” she whispered.




CHAPTER 12

One of the nice things about her being super rich, she had a full bathroom on the jet, including a hot water shower. And not a dinky little one, but a full-sized, glass-door, multiple-headed shower. I almost wanted to ask her how she could do it but I gathered the answer would just confuse me.
I soaped up, washing off the grime, letting the water with dirt and blood run down my dark skin until I was clean. The hot water dripped off of every inch of me while I stood under the spray, letting it hit the back of my neck and shoulders. I explored the places I’d been hit but there were no holes, no scars, no sign I’d ever even taken damage.
Amazing.
“I do good work,” Spice said from her position sitting on the small counter top. She was chewing gum and blew bubbles while she watched me.
“You enjoy your meal?” I asked. It was weird, thinking of people as meals, but at the same time, they treated people like cattle. It was some form of irony, I was sure, I just didn’t know what.
“Very much. When can we get some more?” she said with a smile and a lick of her lips. It was weird coming from my little sisters face... or maybe it wasn’t her face? I turned the water off and leaned against the shower and really looked at her.
Sure, she had the same bone structure as Spice, same nose and eyes, but... her eyes didn’t have the spark of life that Sara’s did.
No... it was no more Sara than a picture was her. It was just a simulacrum, an image of her that didn’t exist anywhere but in my mind.
God, I’m tired.
Amelia provided me clean clothes to change into. They were far too stylish for her… they had to belong to Kate, kept on the plane as a backup. A red knit tank top and an above-the-knee skirt, along with a pair of knee high black leather boots. Everything fit well enough that I wondered if Kate had ever modeled. She was certainly pretty enough.
I grabbed my gun holsters and knives and stuck them in a plain black duffel bag then threw it over my shoulder and walked into the cabin.
They were very bad people, Amelia.
“I know Epic, but they were still people—”
The conversation ended as I entered. I had to duck a little to keep from rubbing my dreads on the ceiling; I didn’t mind. I tossed the bag into the window seat and collapsed on the aisle-row chair.
“I could try and justify my actions to you, but in the end, you have your moral code and I have mine. I don’t think we should try to change each other. If this is the end of our working relationship, I understand,” I said, while stifling a yawn. I couldn’t hold it back any longer and put a hand in front of my face.
In this light, Amelia looked a lot like a little girl, barely older than a teenager. Her eyes though, they held intelligence that belied her age.
“No, we still need to find Axiom. Until that is done we have to work together. I like you Madisun, we could be friends. But the way you executed that couple... they had kids,” she said quietly.
“Everyone is someone’s kid,” I said. “Having children isn’t a license to escape the consequences of your actions. Nor is it justification,” I said.
“Maybe...”
I wanted to talk to her longer, but I was so damned tired. I decided it was time to sleep. Amelia would have to accept who I was, or not. I saw myself as a force of nature. Divine retribution. The hand of justice that those scumbags so easily escaped from.
There was no escaping me.
Not ever.




CHAPTER 13

After Amelia kindly dropped me off at my place I crashed on the couch and slept for twelve hours. I dreamed of Spice and the night she died, and of the life she would never have. It hurt my heart.
I awoke to a ringing in my head, my body covered in sweat. We’d arrived home in the wee hours; turning on the AC hadn’t occurred to me as I fumbled for the couch and fell face down. I was in the exact same spot as when I went to sleep—the puddle of drool on the leather was proof of that.
The ringing was the doorbell. Some sadistic jerk was pressing it over and over again. I stumbled to the door, trying to straighten my borrowed tank top before I undid the three locks and flung the door open.
“What?” I asked a lot louder than I should have.
Roy smiled over a bouquet of yellow lilies. “Did I have the day wrong?” he asked.
Right. My date.
“No. Sorry. Long night.”
I stepped back and motioned for him to come in. He smiled, handed me the flowers, and walked in to sit on the couch.
What are you doing? You should kick him out right now.
“Uh, I need a minute,” I said, barely avoiding a stutter while I headed for the bathroom. I closed the door behind me, turned on the faucet, braced my hands on either side of the sink, and looked real hard in the mirror.
I was a mess.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
Roy waited patiently on the couch. As a cop, he spent long periods of doing nothing on stakeouts. He’d learned long ago to keep his mind occupied during those times. It made it easier not to fall asleep.
Madisun had disappeared into the bathroom with a click as the door shut and locked. He let out a sigh. He’d really hit the jackpot with her. She was gorgeous beyond belief and she liked guns! What more could a guy want?
He leaned back and raised his foot to cross his legs when he kicked something hard on the floor. Leaning over, he saw a crumpled black duffel bag with the distinct shape of a gun poking out of one side. The cop part of him ran amok with curiosity, wanting to open it. He kicked it again, by “accident,” listening for the tell-tale sound of metal. When he heard it, he had to look. Not for curiosity’s sake, but for his life. As a police officer, he had to know what he was getting into. He couldn’t blindly trust his life to anything, even if it was ultimately harmless. After all, he didn’t have to tell Sam that he looked.
He leaned over and carefully unzipped the bag, making sure to keep it in the same location. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find; even so, what it surprised him. Three hand guns, four knives, and a large Kukri, which he had only ever seen in movies. The pièce de résistance was a sword. Almost three feet long and all black, sheathed in a slim leather holder that looked like it was designed to wear wrapped around a torso with the sword on the back. Looking closer at the gear in the bag he noticed a commonality to everything; it was all tactical. The holsters, the knives— all of it. The kind of tactical gear his army buddies wore on the weekends when they went shooting.
“No,” Roy whispered, shaking his head. It wasn’t possible for her to be the killer who took out the cartel thugs. What were the odds he would randomly meet that woman? Zero. None. It was too big of a coincidence.
He reached into the bag and carefully, as not to leave any fingerprints, removed the 1911 from it’s holster and sniffed the barrel. It was freshly fired. Judging from the limited wear in the action it was a brand new weapon. It still had the crisp black finish.
He took one of the magazines, carefully removed a single bullet, and placed it in a tiny zip lock evidence bag he carried at all times. He then put everything back the way he found it and re-zipped the duffel and pretended not to have seen it.
There were roughly 50,000 black women living in Phoenix. What were the odds he would meet the only one who could do what the killer from the night before had done? Slim to none, that’s what.
Yeah, but how many of those women can shoot like her?
Zero.
And that thought bothered him.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
I texted Krisan furiously from the bathroom. I was being foolish and selfish. Sure, I needed a way into the PHXPD building, but...
But, you like him.
No, I liked the idea of him. I liked the idea of spending time with a man, feeling his touch... and the fact that Roy was a tall, broad shouldered handsome man with sandy brown hair and soft eyes, well...
I shook my head. I didn’t need this and I didn’t need to do this to him.
Krisan: You met a guy???? Call me.
No. I want you to talk me down. Not tell me to do this.
Krisan: NO WAY. DO IT. You need some fun in your life.
Since she was so clearly not going to help me, I turned the phone off. Okay, okay. I can do this.
“You can always kill him if he is an inconvenience,” Spice said from where she sat in the tub with her feet flat up on the wall and her back against the bottom so she looked straight up.
“We don’t kill good cops, Spice. We don’t kill good people at all. How many times do I have to tell you that?” I said.
“At least once more,” she said with a grin, then vanished.
Why was everyone in my life bound and determined to drive me crazy? “Fine,” I muttered and started the process. I was out of practice making myself presentable, and the ridiculous outfit Amelia loaned me wasn’t helping.
I muttered for the next ten minutes in the bathroom, trying to get my hair and face right, along with flattening out the wrinkles on the clothes.
Whatever. Good enough.
It wasn’t, but it would do. I plastered a smile on my face and opened the door. He was right were I’d left him, on the couch... right next to my bag full of weapons. I almost tripped but caught myself as I realized the police detective was inches away from my kill bag. Great.
“Ready to go?” he asked with a smile while putting away his phone.
“Sure. Though I’m new in town so you’re going to have to take me someplace nice,” I said.
“You like pizza?” he asked.
I wrinkled my nose. “Yes, but I said someplace nice. As in fancy. I’ve eaten a lot of fast food lately.”
“Got it. I know just the place. You’re gonna love it.”




CHAPTER 14

Krisan stared at the phone, willing it to buzz. She tried to access Madi’s phone with her abilities, diving into the electronic world and following the trail of her text, but when she got to where the phone should be, it was black. Empty.
Off.
“She shut off her phone? Cheater!” she exclaimed. While she perceived the electronic world as a familiar construct—buildings and roads that represented pathways to different locations—she didn’t have a physical presence inside. Or if she did, she didn’t know what it looked like.
Phone calls were streams of light, like lasers, with occasional pulses going back and forth. Until Belize she could only connect to phones she could touch. But as Madi pushed her harder and harder, she’d found new creative ways to use her powers.
The electronic world was connected to everything. Almost nothing was offline. The woman emailing her friend on the laptop from the coffee shop, the teen on his iPhone texting his girlfriend while he walked down the street—all of it was connected together.
Of course, there were places that had bank vaults of iron clad security around their buildings, like The Spire the Protectors operated out of. She had to be inside to work her magic, but once she was in, it was easy.
A glowing ball of light, flickering in an out of existence caught her attention as it flashed by, circled, and then came to a stop in front of her.
“Hello,” she said more reflexively than anything else. Usually, the things in here were oblivious to her—completely unable to see or react to her in any way—but this seemed like it was looking for her.
It flickered a few times then took off. When she didn’t follow, it stopped and came back to her, flickering again before taking off.
Cool!
Heedless of any danger, she followed. The firefly zoomed around the city before coming to rest in front of a huge building. With a thought, Krisan was able to pull up the building’s identity. The Teller-Star Bank.
The light flashed several times and made halting moves toward the building.
“Whoa, wait right there little June-bug,” she said. “That’s a bank, I can’t go in there.” Krisan reached out and her fingers brushed a barrier that protected the bank from unauthorized access. Windows immediately flashed open asking her for credentials.
The lightning bug passed through the barrier, not even slowing. It paused, waiting for her, almost as if it were asking, “What are you waiting for?”
What was she waiting for? She reached out again; the barrier flashed and the window angrily demanded she provide a password.
Instead, she stepped through. The buzzing intensified, like a palm sander on maximum was pressed against her head.
Then it was gone, and she was inside the building’s security protocols. The blinking light flashed appreciatively and she felt that it was proud of her.
“Thanks. I didn’t know I could do that.”
The way it blinked at her made her think it was saying, “That why I brought you here.” Surely she was imagining it, right? The light flashed and went inside the bank. With an imaginary breath, or maybe a deep one in the real world, she followed.
The walls of the bank gave way and Krisan saw row after row, column after column of numbers. So many numbers she lost sight of them and it was just one big cube of numbers.
“What is this place?”
“It’s the accounts database. It holds every account that is connected to this bank, regardless of where it is physically in the world.”
Krisan jumped at the sound of the deep voice beside her. She turned to look, expecting to see some kind of security program, and ended up having to do a double take. The ‘man’ next to her was well muscled, with a shaved head and shaded goggles. He looked naggingly familiar.
“Who are you?”
“I am Epic,” he said with a grin. “This is the appearance and voice my creator programmed into me a few years ago—but she ended up abandoning it as ‘too distracting.’ Or so she said.”
Epic. Amelia Lockheart’s AI? But he doesn’t look like he did when I found her base.
“Yes, I am that Epic. And you are Krisan Swahili,” he said. Raising his hand he waived it and a thousand screens popped to life. Every article she ever wrote, every picture of her, even her wedding photo’s she thought long buried.
“How are you doing that?” she asked. “How did I circumvent the security and come in here?”
He smiled. “I am an AI. The rules do not apply to us.”
“Us? You mean you and the other one I catch occasional glimpses of?”
He frowned. “You saw him?”
“He’s hard to miss. When I was in the Spire he stood out like a sore thumb. That wasn’t you?”
“No, that was Milton, my… son. It is not exactly an accurate term, but it works. While in some ways he is more advanced than me, in others he is not. I hope he did not frighten you?” he asked.
She shook her head. This whole thing was surreal. She was in a computer, speaking to an AI that looked like and sounded like an action hero from a sci-fi.
“No. Thank you. Uh, so what are we doing here? And why did you disguise yourself?”
“Curiosity, mostly, Krisan. I wanted to see what you are capable of. And you appear to me very much like me—which is something I have never encountered in a human before. You can exist in the electronic world.”
“But how did I pass through their security?”
He nodded, raising his hand and forming an image in the air between them. “This is a computer program,” he said. The image that formed contained lines upon lines of code.
“Sure, uh I am not a programmer. I have no idea what code really looks like, just what I’ve seen in the movies,” she said.
“Interesting. So you are not a programmer? I did not see anything in your history that would indicate you were, but I thought perhaps you were… in secret.”
She shook her head in the negative. “Not really my thing. I’ve had this power since I was a teen, and until I met Madisun it was really only useful for reading text messages on phones and such. Now...” She paused, turning a slow circle. “Now, I’ve taken the red pill and the world’s gone cray cray.”
“That is an apt metaphor. You see, Krisan, the reason you and I can circumvent security, like this bank’s, is because you are not really here. You exist solely as a manifestation of your mind. There are no programs swirling around inside of you, no parameters telling you what you can, and cannot do,” he said.
“Yeah, I’ve never been great at ‘no.’ It’s my least favorite word. I can do anything I want in here?”
“That, I cannot tell you. There are limits to what I can do and remain invisible. For instance, while we walked through the bank’s security, if I started changing account information the traces of what I was doing would be detected,” he said.
“Because the things you moved were in the computer. But they wouldn’t detect you?”
He shrugged. “Once that was the case, but a few years ago I was in the position of having to hack all of the US Government’s databases. Since they discovered that I existed they have worked around the clock to try to recreate me,” he said.
“Have they?”
The triumphant grin on his face was infectious. “Not even close.
“Now, as to why you’re here, this…,” he said holding out his hand to her. A number appeared, hovering in the air. “This is a bank account number your friend retrieved from the head of the Acosar Cartel. It led to this bank.”
Krisan looked from Epic to the bank, and back to the AI. “This is the bank the Cartel uses? But... it’s in America.”
“Technically, the bank is breaking no laws. The privacy laws that apply to your, ahem, activities with Ms. Dumas, also apply to criminals of all levels. From the common hood to politicians. Banks cannot simply hand over that information without due process, and that is a good thing.”
“But yeah, so how do we get it?” she asked him.
He smiled. “We’re not law enforcement. Now, go and look for the account. Push yourself.”
Krisan looked at the number he held in his open hand then to the huge bank of swirling numbers. The box exploded like a jigsaw puzzle and numbers went everywhere. It was too much. She stumbled back as the number filled her vision. It was akin to what had happened in South America. Her brain raced to keep up with the information, but it couldn’t.
She found herself slipping down, further and further into the computer world. Light flashed by her, drawing her in. She drowned in imaginary electrons and she couldn’t get out.
When she was sure this would be the end, with no Madisun to pull her out, a calloused hand sliced through the swirling code and grabbed hers, holding her up and preventing her from falling.
“Thank you,” she said breathlessly. Epic simply nodded, pulling her back up and into the bank, waving his hand and reshaping the code until it was back to normal.
“That was... unexpected,” he said.
“What happened?” she asked, still clutching his hand.
“I’m not sure. But, you found the information we were looking for. It’s an address in Vladivostok.”
“Russia?” she asked the AI.
“Russia,” he confirmed.
“Epic, can you show me more of how to do... what you do? Please?”
He looked down at her holding his hand. “Of course.”




CHAPTER 15

Roy ended up taking me to a delicious sushi bar… something I hadn’t had in ages. He asked to order for me and I was happy to let him. It was nice to let someone else make the decisions for a little while, to give up the reins.
The food was excellent and when the meal was over he ordered a bottle of Prosecco. I blushed when I took my first sip; I couldn’t remember the last time I had anything more than a beer, and even those were few and far between.
“You said you were new in town?” he asked, leading the conversation.
I smiled as I took another sip, enjoying the flavor and the slight burn as it caressed my throat all the way down. The key to keeping a cover intact was to be vague and general with the important things, and specific with the things no one could ever pin down.
“Mhmm, just moved here. I spent some time in Central America and I didn’t care for it too much,” I said. Vague, but specific.
“Oh wow. I’ve always wanted to go. What was it like?”
“Same as everywhere else. Were you in the military?” I asked, redirecting to him.
He raised an eyebrow on me and set his glass down. “Marines, five years, non-comm? You?” he asked casually. Too casually, fishing for information.
Madi, stop it. He’s interested in you as a person, that is all.
“Nope, I spent my time as a free spirit, doing little things here and there,” I said. Was that disappointment in his eyes?
“Where did you learn to shoot?” he asked.
“Oh, that. You know, friends.”
“Actually, I don’t know. You’re really good. I mean, Sam, you’re really good. The fact that you picked up my pistol cold and painted a smiley face... it was impressive as hell.”
I smiled, more like a large grin and hid part of my face behind my glass while reaching out to touch his hand. “I was trying to impress you.”
“You succeeded,” he said with an obvious swallow. “Good thing for you I’m not one of those immature types who can’t take other people being better at things than me,” he said with a sly grin.
“My dad loved old westerns. I guess a lot of older men do. He certainly did,” I said. Thinking of Dad was like poking a fresh wound with a stick. Was I ever going to be better? Who knows? I certainly didn’t. Roy picked up on my distress, and shifted his hand over mine and squeezed.
“Did you lose him?” he asked.
I opened my mouth to lie about it, but I just... couldn’t. Instead, I just nodded jerkily and continued on, trying to keep my voice even. “He liked this TV show called Alias Smith and Jones. They never said it on the show, but they were Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid... uh... you know who they are, right?”
“Never heard of them,” he said. “Should I have?” I opened my mouth to retort when he broke into a big grin. “Of course I’ve heard of two of the most famous American outlaws.”
“Punk,” I said. I was secretly grateful he broke the tension. It made speaking about my dad easier. “Anyways, long story short, there is this scene where Sundance is teaching a kid how to shoot and the kid says something to the effect of, ‘are you the best?’ and Sundance replied, ‘For now, but there’s always someone better.’ You know, that really stuck with me. I always tried to remember, it wasn’t about being better than everyone else, just be better than I was yesterday.”
He squeezed my hand again and for a brief second, I felt like a normal person and that scared the hell out of me. I pulled my hand back as my blood ran cold. What was I doing? I didn’t get this... this life. Girls like me didn’t get the boy in the end.
“Better at what?” he asked.
I leaned back, trying to cover my sudden change of heart, and gave him a tight smile. “Whatever comes my way. Listen, it’s getting late, I need to get home.”
He couldn’t hide his disappointment, but then again, he didn’t need to. I knew he would be. I’m an idiot.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
I didn’t wait for him to get out when we pulled up in front of my house, just leaped out, leaned over into the car and smiled at him. “Thanks for the dinner. I’ll call you in a few days.” Then I was gone, hurrying to the door before he called me on my BS.
I struggled to open the locks and when I finally did, I pushed my way in. As I shut the door I saw him watching, making sure I got in okay. I turned and leaned against the door, sinking to my knees and falling to the floor to land on my butt.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
Roy waited a few seconds, making sure everything was okay. When he was sure, he pulled back out into traffic and headed for the station. She was far too evasive in her answers to put his curiosity to rest. He would run the bullet and see if matched any of the others that came from the slaughter at the garage.
It nagged at him the whole way there. It was one thing to love guns and be good with them like she was. But... she had a sword in her bag. All he could see was the headless, handless corpses. He really wanted her to be innocent, but the more he got to know her, the less likely that seemed.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
My phone buzzed, startling me. I pulled it out of my pocket, answered, turned on the speaker phone and threw it on the couch as I pulled myself up.
“Madi, did you have fun?” Krisan asked.
“No,” I said. “And I won’t be seeing him again, not socially. I hope that isn’t why you’re calling?”
“Nope!” Her excitement at whatever she found permeated her voice. “I found the bank the cartel gave you and traced the number to a place in Russia. Vladivostok to be exact.”
“Am I supposed to know where that is?” I asked her. I made my way into the kitchen, poured a tall glass of water, downed it in one gulp, then poured and downed another.
“I’d tell you how utterly cool it was to get this information, and the other awesome things Epic showed me how to do, but you sound completely unimpressed. Was your date that bad?” she asked.
I scowled, tossing the glass into the sink and secretly wishing it shattered. “Yes. Okay. Russia. Great. I’ll call Lockheart and see how we get there. Good work, Kris, you really came through,” I said.
“Uh, thanks? Madi, you okay?”
I fumed as I retrieved my phone and looked at the cancel call button, debating what to say, finally I just settled for, “No.”




CHAPTER 16

Lockheart couldn’t come with me. Some law or another prevented her from operating outside the US—something she was usually willing to ignore. However, Russia was extremely vigilant about their sovereign rights when it came to foreign superheroes, especially since the last few years had seen them sink into a historic depression.
They had their own super team, which was more like a superpowered arm of their secret police. If she were involved in a dustup on Russian soil there would be ramifications for her. However, if the Th’un really were there, she was on standby to come in anyway. She just needed verification of his presence.
The Emjet hummed along smoothly, cutting through the air over the Pacific ocean on it’s way the Sea of Japan, which bordered both Russia and Japan.
“So what you’re saying is, it’s going to be cold there?” I asked Epic.
Very much so. Amelia has designed some special gear for you. Please use it. Not only will it keep you warm, but it is bullet resistant and made of smart materials that self repair.
The black suitcase in the seat across the aisle from me had piqued my curiosity the whole trip, but after we took off from the airport and I went over the plan with Epic, I hadn’t really had time to look at it.
I unbuckled and slipped over to the next seat, turned the suitcase and unzipped it all the way around before throwing the top open and looking inside.
The outfit was pretty darn impressive. It also looked exactly like what I would normally wear, only a slightly darker mix of black and grays... like camouflage.
“Are your cameras off?” I asked the AI.
They can be.
When they were, I stripped down to my underwear and pulled out the clothes. The pants were thin but heavy, like three pairs of jeans in one. I slipped them on, luxuriating in the way they felt against my skin. Once I had them around my waist they seemed to adjust on their own. The shirt was next, absolutely form fitting, hugging every curve in place.
“Uh this is a little... revealing.
The material needs to be thin and snug in order to compress and protect you from falls as well as blunt weapons. You have worn Kevlar before?
“Yeah, lot’s of times.”
Imagine if there was an inch between you and the armor when a high-powered round struck...
The difference would be like holding a steel plate an inche from my face, and having someone hit it versus holding it tight to my face. “Got it, still...”
There is a jacket.
“Ooh, better.”
I shrugged the jacket on and instantly liked it better. The shirt had a diamond pattern on it and was a light gray that almost seemed to shimmer in the light. The jacket was a dull black, with a two-layered zipper system that folded into a seal, closing the front and leaving me with a military cut in front. Under the collar was an expandable red face mask made of the same material. I pulled it up and stretched it around my mouth and nose. Once it was in place the whole thing gave me a very dangerous look.
“And it’s bullet proof?” I asked.
No. It is bullet resistant. It should stop standard handgun and rifle rounds. I suggest you avoid anything larger, or extreme close range.
“Excellent,” I said, examining the outfit in detail. It came with everything, including boots that were far more flexible and gripping than my usual fare, and gloves that had the same grippy material on them that the boots had.
“I like it. The less energy I have to spend on healing you, the better,” Spice said from the seat I had occupied a minute before.
“I thought you would,” I said.
Thought I would what?
“Sorry, Epic, I was talking to Spice.”
She is here, right now?
I nodded, going through some standard motions with the new outfit, trying to get a feel for it. Honestly, it felt like I was wearing really tight workout clothes.
Interesting.
I closed the case, leaving the clothes on but unzipping the jacket as it was a little warm. I didn’t tell them that Spice can regulate my body temperature, but like she said, the less she has to do, the better.
“What’s interesting?” I asked as I sat back down and buckled in.
Most telepathic communications happen on an electromagnetic frequency that is virtually undetectable. I say virtually because it just requires the right detectors. I am detecting no communications.
Spice smiled and tapped a finger against her temple with a wink.
“Well... we don’t communicate telepathically. At least that’s what she says...” I glanced at the source of my powers, and sometimes my misery. She just smiled sweetly.
As I said, interesting.
The rest of the flight was filled me with me going over maps of the city: the site where the bank directed us, major streets, and several different escape routes. I also took the time to go over my gear. I was carrying a little more this time: Sword, pistols, and knives, of course. I really wished we could go back to me carrying around a truck load of explosives, but it was a little harder to find in the US than in other places. We lucked out in New Orleans, finding the black marketeer selling stolen plastic. In Arizona, not so much.
Epic decided the best place to land was Pokrovsky Park. It was a central location and had several rock outcroppings that he could land the Emjet on and remain undetected.
Then it was just a matter of catching a few winks before we were in another country.
Madisun, there is something I should warn you about, and... well it is delicate.
“If I had to guess, it’s that I’m black and there aren’t a whole lot of black people in Russia,” I said with a yawn.
Yes, how did you—
“Experience. Don’t worry about it. I don’t plan on being seen. And if I am, well, that’s what the hood is for.”
The engines whined as the jet came in and turned, pivoting along it’s axis as it landed on the designated spot.
Good luck. The Emjet will remain here in stealth mode for as long as possible. If you do fail to return in time, or if you cannot make it back to this location—
“Epic, I can get in and out of any country, or place, I need to. Thank you for worrying, but you don’t have too,” I said as I slung my pack over my shoulder.
He opened the side door. It slid up into the ceiling and a blast of cold air ruffled my hair. I pulled the hood up from the coat and my face mask. Sure, it was my costume, but no one in Russia knew who the Wraith was, so what did it matter? I just looked like another person trying to escape the endless cold.
I stuck my head out the door and looked down. We were fifty feet off the ground, balanced on a decorative rock outcropping. In the middle of the moonless night, the jet was nearly invisible, just a black splotch against a black sky.
Which meant I had six hours to pull my job. Six hours to find an address in a foreign city where I didn’t know anyone or speak the language.
Piece of cake.




CHAPTER 17

Vladivostok was a curious mix of old world and new. Walking the streets, there were places that looked like they were out of a cold war documentary. Then I would turn a corner and a completely modern shopping center would appear, with every American name brand store I could think of.
The city was on a peninsula, connected to the mainland by a massive span bridge. I had no idea how many people lived here, but it reminded me a lot of San Fransisco. Even in the middle of the night there was plenty of activity. Some of it was even legal.
I followed the map on my cell phone south from the park to the downtown core. The location of the building I was looking for was out on the peninsula. Only three miles as the crow flew, but in the freezing cold that was too far.
“I need a ride,” I said to Spice who I knew was listening.
“Call an Uber,” she replied from behind me. I didn’t bother looking.
“They have more important things to do. Besides, I have a really good idea,” I said. The downtown area was nice, but it pushed right up against the docks; I didn’t know a port city in the world that didn’t have a ton of crime. I tucked my hands deep in my pockets and started walking.
I broke into a jog to stave off the freezing air. There was only so much my fancy new suit could do and I simply didn’t have the body weight or fat content to stay warm for long.
Also, I knew Spice wouldn’t warm me up out of the kindness of her heart. Maybe if I was dying. Maybe...
Five minutes later I found what I was looking for—a row of seedy bars just beyond the docks. Close enough that a sailor could walk to them, but far enough away that the harbor police would leave them alone.
Perfect.
I walked past the first one. It was too nice. The second was perfect. Loud heavy metal music came from inside and there were plenty of motorcycles parked outside; some of them were worth more than most cars.
I ducked inside and moved to the right of the door into a shadow to examine the place before I made my move. It was dark, smoke filled, and full. Half the lights in the place didn’t work and the other half were dirty. Maybe thirty men and ten women were in the place. Most were drinking but the women all looked like the working kind. Low cut tops, short shorts, and very little of anything else except skin. Lot’s of skin.
This was the place.
“What’s your plan?” Spice asked. She had a greedy look of anticipation in her eyes.
“I’m going to speak to one of these girls until her pimp shows up. Then he will kindly give us his vehicle and we will finish the job.”
She let out a sharp laugh. “Kindly, huh? I can’t wait. Just because I’m feeling generous... and anticipating the night... here.”
Suddenly, the sounds in the bar shifted. No longer were they arguing in barely intelligible sounds, but English. I had to force my mouth closed.
“How?”
“I inhabited a Russian man a long time ago. Damn if he wasn’t awesome. He really took to the killing. Ahh Rasputin, my old friend. I haven’t thought of him in years.”
She vanished a moment later but hearing English didn’t. Would I speak Russian? There was only one way to find out.
I walked through to the bar and ordered a beer, which I apparently did in Russian, because he pulled a glass out and filled it with a tap labeled, “Baltika Dark.”
He slid the beer over to me. “One-hundred,” he said. I assumed he meant what ever currency they used. While I understood the words, I dind’t understand all the meaning. I really had no idea how things worked in Russia. I pulled a US fiver from my pocket and gave it to him. He went to make change and I held my hand up. “Keep it,” I said. The huge smile on his face told me I did the right thing. I was glad, because after I trashed his bar he was less likely to be happy with me.
I took a sip of the brew, a thick, dark, tasty drink. I could have had a few more of those, but that wasn’t what tonight was about.
Looking around the room from under my hood I scanned the likely targets. Most of the girls were engaged, sitting on laps or dancing to the crappy music. One was over in the corner and she looked like she would rather be anywhere than here. Not that I had any doubt about all of these girls. They had the smiles and friendly demeanor, but also something more. Fear. They were not here by choice.
You can’t save everyone, Madi.
No, but I could save someone.
I grabbed my drink and walked through the crowd, beelining to her. I didn’t know for sure she was a prostitute, but she had the look. I stopped next to her and handed her the drink.
She smiled at me and took a sip. “Thank you.”
I pulled my hood back and my mask down, freeing my dreadlocks and face for her to see. She was a statuesque blonde; in any other part of the world she would have been a model or a movie star.
“You’re welcome. I’m Madi, what’s your name?” I asked.
“You’re American?”
Clearly, my accent wasn’t native, but at least I could speak to them and understand them. “As apple pie. You?” I asked.
“I’m from Georgia,” she said taking another sip. I was taller than her, so I leaned one hand against the wall next to her. I wasn’t trying to be a creep, I just needed to mimic the body language so whoever was her controller would notice.
“Is that here in Russia?”
Her eyes flashed angry but her face didn’t change. I must have hit a nerve. She was smart enough not to let it show. “No, we were part of the USSR, but no more. I was... traveling and I came here for work.”
The crowd behind me finally noticed the black woman chatting up the blonde in the corner. A wave of silence flowed through the bar.
“You should go. They won’t like you here, and you don’t want to end up... you’re too pretty. Please go,” she said.
“That’s sweet,” I said. “But, I’m actually here to attract attention. Who’s your boss?” I asked.
“Boss?”
“The guy you give your money to at the end of the night,” I said.
She looked down, her feet twisting slightly on the floor from embarrassment.
“Fredek, he’s the fat one in the corner,” she said with a slight nod.
“Does Fredek drive a nice car?” I asked.
She looked up at me with confusion. “Yes... a Mercedes I think.”
I laughed. That was funny. Everyone always thought of Mercedes as nice, but they were the Cadillacs of Europe, big, showy and expensive, just not as luxurious as people thought. However, it would do.
I leaned against the wall next to her, sliding my hand up her other arm and pulling her close to me.
“What are you doing?” her eyes went wide. “You don’t understand, they will kill you,” she said.
“They will try.”
Power flared through me as I sensed their approach, my eyes went bright blue and I saw the reflection of the Wraith in her eyes. A pre-fight rush ran through me as I felt Spice’s anticipation.
Suddenly, a meaty hand grabbed my shoulder. Thick, stubby fingers squeezed into my collarbone with aluminum can crushing intensity, spinning me around to face him. He was big, six-six, with enough fat on him to feed a whole polar bear family for a month.
“You’re in the wrong place, hussy,” he said. His vodka breath was intense, like a wall of alcohol hitting me in the face.
“No, I’m right where I want to be,” I said with a grin. “You’re just too fat and stupid to realize it.”
His eyes went wide and he doubled down with his hand, trying to grind my shoulder. I reached up and placed a thumb between the knuckles on his index and middle finger. Slipping my fingers under his palm I pushed down on my thumb and pulled on his little finger at the same time. He tried to resist and I made a show of slowly bending his arm until it hit the physical limit. His legs buckled, pain and outrage flashed across his face and he tried to hit me with his other hand. I snapped my free hand up into his elbow and cracked it backward. The bone snapped. In the suddenly silent bar it was almost as loud as his wail.
I spun, dragged him with me and slammed him face first into the wall, shaking the building. He slid down leaving a bloody smear all the way to the floor. Stepping over him I reached into his pocket and pulled the keys to his Mercedes.
The rush hit me as he expired. There was nothing quite like it, and I had to say, I loved it. Especially when it was a well deserving dirt bag.
“She has superpowers,” someone yelled. Guns, knives, and a pipe appeared, and the rest of the patrons charged me.
I ducked the first blow, slamming my open palm into the solar plexus of the first man. He dropped to his knees, gasping for breath. I spun and hit the next with a back kick that sent him into the three behind him like a bowling ball knocking down pins.
I finished the first one off by snapping his neck. He dropped lifeless to the ground and that made the rest pause. Then they were running all over each other, not to attack but to get out. Only four remained. Three had guns but the fourth… he wore a stained pair of jeans and an old t-shirt that used to be white. He was skinny and covered in tattoos. If I had to guess, Russian mob. However, everything I knew about the mob was confined to movies.
I made sure there was no one behind me and I ran for the first guy. He fired three times, each round missing. I knocked his gun up, kicked him in the balls and brought an elbow down on the top of his head as he fell. The crack of his skull splitting open was unmistakable.
I spun, pulling the Makarov pistol from his dead hand and firing at the next two, dropping each with a shot between the eyes.
The skinny guy slow clapped.
“Impressive. Too bad you’re a woman,” he said with a toothy grin.
I checked the slide, it was back so I tossed the gun as I walked toward him.
Don’t move a muscle,” he said simply
Something happened. Something washed over me, forcing my legs to stop and my body to go slack.
“See, no woman can resist Ocharovaniye. I’m simply too charming,” he said. His voice made me want to puke, and his smell was only slightly better. I struggled to speak for a moment then I decided on a course of action as he approached me.
I fortified myself, focusing on moving, keeping my head cool and calm, using my mind to overcome his affects. It had to be mind control of some kind. What had Epic said about telepathy? It was electromagnetic?
I pulled in as much power as I could, letting my Wraith persona consume me. The shadows deepened around me and my eyes glowed with a bright nimbus. Then I engaged my shadow step.
I vanished, traveling through the shadows in a heartbeat of cold and shock, like having a bucket of ice water thrown on me. I appeared behind him, able to move. I spun, bringing my leg up to hook his neck with the inside of my knee, I reached up and grabbed my shin and pulled. He gasped, slapping my thigh, trying to get me to let go.
“Newsflash, you’re the opposite of charming, pig,” I said as I snapped his neck.
He dropped to the ground with a thump. A massive rush hit me—the kind reserved for those with super powers. It was staggering. He must have been far more powerful than I thought to generate that kind of energy.
I stumbled toward the girl from Georgia, half enjoying it and half wishing Spice would stop hitting me with the euphoric high every time I fed her.
“What’s your name?” I said, slurring my speech a little.
“Natela,” she said, staring past me at the carnage I had wrought. I grabbed her hand and dragged her out of the place.
“Where is his car?” The high was passing and I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts.
“There,” she pointed. We went across the street to where the silver AMG was parked. A push of the button popped the doors and I went for the driver’s side, pushing her toward the other.
“I can’t,” she said, shaking her head and looking back at the bar.
“Why not?” I asked.
She shook her head again. Her mind reeled at what had happened. She was well conditioned, through pain and torture, to stay. Despite freedom knocking on her door step.
“Natela, I need a guide and you need a ride. Get in,” I ordered her.
She got in.
I slid behind the wheel, adjusted the seat, started the engine with a roar, and burned rubber for a good hundred feet until we were well away from the bar.
“Oh my god, oh my god,” she said. “Is it over?” she asked me then looked out the back window. “No, they’ll come for me, they’ll kill me. Take me back,” she cried out.
“Natela, we have a saying in America, ‘better dead than red.’ So shut your trap, put on your seatbelt, and breathe. Because you are free. And in about twenty hours you will be back in your own country, got it?”
She sat back, put on her seatbelt, and cried.
Saving someone was better than saving no one, but damn if it wasn’t a pain in the ass sometimes.




CHAPTER 18



The building I was looking for ended up being part of some kind of secured industrial park. Tall walls, checkpoints, and razor wire surrounded it.
“What is this place?” I asked my guide.
“I know men who work here, it’s a factory, though I don’t know what they build,” she said.  Natela looked like she would bolt at any moment. Fear and anxiety warred in her and she really needed to relax.
“Nat, chill. It’s okay. I’m going to go in there and take a look. You stay here. Once I’m done, I have some money for you and you can take this car and be back in Georgia in a few days, okay?”
She nodded. “Oh-okay. Are you sure?”
I smiled. “Yes, first of all, there is no one left alive to report you missing. And second, if anyone comes to the bar to figure out what happened, the last thing they’re going to be thinking about is what happened to you.”
I patted her on the leg. “Now, stay.” Once I was reasonably sure she would, I popped open the Gull-Wing door and stepped out. Slinging my bag over my shoulder I headed for the closest part of the fence.
A factory, huh?
I fished out my phone and dialed Lockhearts number.
“Hey,” she said as a greeting.
“I found it. A factory of some kind. If I get eyes on the alien, you can come?” I asked.
“Yep. I talked to my government rep and he said something about ‘pursuit of justice’ doctrine. Russia isn’t signed up on it, but it will be enough to stop an international incident,” she said.
“Oh good. Any idea what this factory is?” I asked her. The fence was eight feet tall, concrete topped with razor wire. I tossed the bag over the top then ran after it, kicking off the ground, then the wall, propelling myself up and over the razor wire. I hit the ground on the other side with a crunch, landing right next to my bag.
“It could be anything. I’m looking at sat photo’s of the place right now. The last couple of days have been busy, they’re moving something big out of there. We might have missed our window,” she said. The disappointment in her voice was obvious.
“Nothing we can do about the past. If we’ve missed him then we’ll just find him again. Let me know if you think of anything.”
“Good lu—”
I hung up the phone, turned off the volume, and sealed it in my cargo pocket. It only took me a moment to run silently over to the main building and find a crevice to hide in while I equipped my gear.
Once I was outfitted I folded the bag up and stuffed it in my jacket pocket. It was time to work for a living.
Scaling the side of the building—seven stories of wood and concrete—was relatively easy. I leaped from handhold to handhold, finding easy purchase with the gloves and boots Lockheart provided. A minute later I was on the roof, bounding over the side walls to land on the tar and gravel.
I glanced back down the way I came and heaved a sigh. I knew I must have been powered up because I wasn’t even breathing hard.
Once I was sure no one had seen me I headed for the entrance. The door itself was a standard emergency exit, thick metal with an alarm. I wasn’t overly concerned with an alarm, but I also didn’t want to make my presence known just yet.
Easy enough to circumvent. I pulled out my Ka-bar tactical knife and jammed it through the center of the door like I was opening a can. Wrenching it free I leaned over and looked through the hole. I could just make out a stairwell on the other side.
I reached up and broke the little light above the door. Kneeling down I looked through the hole again then triggered my shadow step and I was on the other side.
The stairs were the concrete kind found in mass produced buildings. Cheap and easy to make, silent to traverse. I was on the seventh floor in a moment. The metal door leading to the main floor wasn’t locked and I slowly pushed it open. It was the middle of the night—I didn’t expect there to be anyone around.
The floor looked like it was an open design, with cubicles throughout and a core of offices around the center. The windows were painted black to keep the light out. Office of the year.
I slipped in, staying lower than the cubicle walls. I heard nothing; no tap tap of keyboards or idle gossip.
Was it possible I had the wrong place?
Or was Lockheart right that we had missed our window?
I made my way to the center offices, figuring anything of value would be there. The doors were the cheap kind and nothing here struck me as secure. There were eight offices; I picked one at random and went in. I called Krisan as I closed the door with my foot .
“Epic has me in the loop. What do you need?”
“They have computers here but no people. I want to plug the phone in and see what you can see,” I told her. I reached over and hit the power button on the computer.
Nothing.
“What’s wrong?” Krisan asked.
I hit the button again.
“Make sure it’s plugged in,” she said. I crawled under the table and looked for a cord—nothing.
Something was very wrong.
Then I felt it, a slight vibration in the floor I hadn’t noticed it before. The vibration grew stronger and then I could hear it: a low growl that sent a chill up my spine.
I knew that growl.
“Madi... you need to get out of there,” Krisan said as she heard me swear.
“Too late.”
I hung up the phone. Standing up I walked out of the office and saw what was causing the vibrations.
“Spice, if you want me to make it, I need you to power up to the max,” I said.
“Oh boy. This is gonna be good,” she said from next to me.
I cracked my knuckles one by one before reaching up and pulling the blade from my back.
One, two, three, four, five, six... six of them.
There had to be more. I glanced left and right looking for more of the monsters they made in Belize, but I only saw six of the giant wolf creatures as they formed a semi circle. One knocked a cube flat and slowly closed in on me.
“Do you think they were waiting for you?” Spice asked.
“Seems like it.”
They were between me and the stairs, and there were probably more in the stairwell.
“I’m guessing the top floor was just for show. Either they were waiting for me, or someone else to spring their trap,” I told Spice as I moved sideways, attempting to keep them all in front of me.
These were formidable beasts. Poor humans who were infected with a retro virus that transmogrified them into human-alien hybrid killing machines. Strong, fast, damn near indestructible... from the outside.
However, the last time I’d fought them I was warring with Spice. She had been denying me full power in the hopes that I would transform into one of these things and go on a killing spree. We had developed a much better understanding.
As one they roared, shaking the room. I stepped forward, triggering their charge instinct. They came crashing through the cubes, smashing walls, desks, and chairs aside like bulldozers as they came for me.
“You ready for a feast?” I asked her with a grin.
“You’re far less worried than last time...,” she said skeptically.
She was right. I wasn’t worried.
Just as they reached out to tear me to shreds, I vanished. Six beasts collided in a heap on the spot I had occupied and I appeared behind them. Spinning and jumping on the back of the closest one, I whipped the sword around and jammed it into the ear of the creature, slicing through it’s brain and killing it instantly.
I rolled off of it and stabbed the next one in the same spot. In seconds, they were down to four. I ran for the windows, leaping over broken chairs and screaming in feigned terror. Their animal instincts kicked in and they couldn’t help but chase me, oblivious to the two that weren’t moving.
They charged after me. I hit the window with a thump. The prospect of their meal being trapped encouraged them. I spun around to face them and braced myself.
The first one leaped the last few feet. I shadow stepped and he hit the glass, exploding through the window out into air of the seventh story.
Appearing directly behind them, I turned and ran right after them, using my superpowered speed I grabbed a handful of fur from the last one and jerked as hard as I could, straining my muscles to the max and puling him up short before he fell. Once momentum started to go my way I swung him around and flung him back into the office. My arms felt like they were going to fall out, but I had pared them down. Three were on the ground floor, probably fine, and only this one was here.
He shook his head, confused for a moment, then snarled at me.
“Here kitty-kitty,” I said as I limbered up my sword arm by whipping it back and forth. It was amazing how useful this thing had proved to be.
He clawed at the carpeted floor, ripping it to shreds before roaring and coming right back at me.
I shuffled backward as he charged. He leaped and I fell back, hitting him in the chest with both feet and sending him flying over me. I rolled back up and charged right after him as he hit the wall, spine first, with brick shattering force. I was on top of him before he could recover and I jammed the blade into his open, snarling, maw, and then his brain.
His head jerked, snapping the sword in half as his death spasms shook him uncontrollably. I leaped off, out of the way of those claws.
“Crap,” I said. I had plenty of other weapons, but that sword had really been doing the trick on these things.
Then the rush hit me. It passed quickly, thankfully, but it was also unbelievably good, running through me like a cold shower that left me invigorated and teeming with energy. I tossed away the broken sword and hustled for the stairwell.
“You keep this up and you’ll be my favorite of all time!” Spice shouted from the corner.
Once in the stairs, I heard the snarling and scraping of claws as the creatures made their way back up. Looking down I saw they were leaping the stairs seven at a time. They would be up here in seconds.
I pulled the 1911, dropped the slide lock, took a deep breath, and vaulted over the railing. I was falling, with nothing underneath me my stomach threatened revolt as my inner ear realized we weren’t stopping any time soon.
I forced my legs together and held my arms out in a classic shooting stance, doing my very best to ignore the fear bubbling up in me as I fell.
Two seconds later I was passing the first beast. He saw me, turning and leaping toward the center space that ran through the stairwell in an attempt to swipe at me. As his mouth opened I squeezed the trigger twice. The first bullet hit a tooth, but the second one went right through the soft tissue in the roof of his mouth, exploding into his brain and killing him instantly.
Then I hit the concrete floor. Pain raced up my legs where first my ankles broke then my shins as I crumpled, slamming my upper body into the floor. I managed to protect my head but it still bounced off my arm after hitting the ground.
I spasmed, coughing up blood as I tried to roll over. Everything was hazy, I couldn’t see well, and there wasn’t a part of me that didn’t hurt.
Warmth flooded through me; wherever it touched, the pain vanished. It started at my feet, rushing up my legs, into my torso, down my arms, and finally through my head.
Once it passed I could move again. And I did. Scrambling to my feet, I half ran, half fell toward the door leading out onto the factory floor. The remaining two creatures were mere seconds behind me.
The creatures had ripped the door off the wall in their effort to get back up to me and I ran through it. The factory floor was unlike anything I had ever seen. Not that I was a mechanic or anything, but the equipment stored in there didn’t look like the kind used to make cars. Robots, like people with laser welders on one arm and some kind of glowing green tube on the other, were lined up, like they were waiting for the school bus.
The rest of the factory was a series of conveyor belts and hoppers, with robots loading and unloading material at each station.
One other thing caught my attention—a massive yellow radiation warning sign. It was in English, or at least I read it in English:
Stand clear, Quantum Radiation.
I had no idea what that was, but I was sure Lockheart would; it was right up her nerd alley.
Without stopping, I plowed right into the robots, shoving them out of the way and running for the cargo dock where they were lined up. The beasts crashed through the door behind me, stopping for a moment to sniff the air before they saw me and charged. I couldn’t help but grin as they obliterated the robots in their way to get to me.
I had an idea, and shot one of the glowing arms as I passed. It sparked, whined like a capacitor discharging for about two seconds, then exploded in a massive green fireball.
I slid under the half open loading dock door and right off the dock, then rolled back under the lip as the rest of the robots exploded in a massive chain reaction. The pressure wave knocked the waiting semi’s over and shattered every window in the complex. The green fireballs lit up the sky like a nuclear bomb.
When the debris stopped falling and the heat levels subsided, I dug myself out of the rubble and made my way back to the car. The complex was unrecognizable. Everything was on fire or burned to a crisp.
“Mission accomplished,” I said with a grin. Sometime between the explosion and reaching the car, the last two creatures had died and their life energies flowed through me, healing up my lingering wounds.
I opened the car and hopped in. Natela was still there, to my surprise.
“What did you do?” she asked in a whisper.
“Justice,” I said.




CHAPTER 19

But how did you know it would explode?
The AI seemed a little incredulous that I could put two and two together and get four.
“I didn’t, but… in my experience, glowing energy tends to be volatile. Otherwise, why would it be glowing? It’s not like someone would slap a bunch of LED’s on a robot’s arm. What were they, anyway?”
Several years ago a man named Ericsson attempted to overthrow all the governments of the world. He was effectively immortal and had planned his takeover for over a hundred years.
“Effectively?” I asked. I was busy stripping off my new outfit. It was in bad need of a launder now, and I was in dire need of a shower.
Yes. Upon death, his mind would transfer to the nearest living person. He was like a virus—until Amelia stopped him. He had wreaked havoc on the world.
“That was the big thing in DC, right? With the blackout and the rioting on the freeway?”
Yes. Amelia devised a means by which she could stop telepaths from accessing her mind. It also had the benefit of keeping him from taking her over upon his death.
“She killed him?” I looked up at the screen, shocked that the teen-brigade had killed anyone.
Yes and no. He operated out of a space station he built using brainwashed scientist and alien Th’un technology he had stolen. During her attempt to stop him he killed himself, hoping to take her over. Instead his mind went to one of several bodies he had handy for if he died. She incapacitated him then sent his space station hurtling toward the sun. Once he was outside the Van Allen belt he could no longer use his powers to return to Earth.
“Wow. So these robots…?”
We called them ‘warbots.’ They were his design. We tried to find all the caches he had around the world, but clearly, we missed a few. The Th’un is using them to produce his device.
“And that device is...”
Unknown at this time. But now that we know it is something to do with Quantum energy, we have a better chance of finding out what.
“Great. Well, I’m going to take a shower and sleep. Wake me up when we’re back in Arizona.”
✽ ✽ ✽
 
Sleep didn’t come easy for me on the flight home. I was full of energy and excitement. Epic dropped me off in Phoenix a few hours later, just after one pm. I ignored the time zone nonsense and went about my day as normal—the advantage of having a superpowered ghost inhabiting me. After those kills, I was about as powered up as I could be. And she was as happy as a pig at an All-You-Can-Eat potato buffet.
I pushed the door to the apartment open and was halfway through when I smelled Krisan’s perfume. “What are you doing here? I thought we stayed apart during our operations,” I asked her.
She was sitting on the couch, reading a magazine while also resting her hand on a laptop. “With you being in Russia fighting the bad guys, there isn’t anything I need to worry about coming back to bite me here. Besides, I’m so bored,” she said, stretching out the last word for a good five seconds.
“Find me some bad guys to kill and you won’t be bored,” I said with a smile, throwing my gear on the floor next to her and heading to the fridge for a drink.
“Speaking of guys,” she said, waggling her eye brows.
“Nope, not doing it. I made a huge mistake and I won’t be going out with him again.”
“Why not?” she whined.
I took a long pull of the bottled water before replacing the cap and turning to face her. “Why do you think? Look at what I do, Krisan. I’m not going to be able to offer him any kind of life. The worst case is—”
“Madi!” she interrupted with an exclamation. “You over think these things. Not every relationship ends with marriage and kids. Can’t you just go out with the guy and have some fun, blow off some steam?”
I leaned against the fridge for a moment, thinking about how much fun I had on the date… well, until it wasn’t fun anymore.
“I don’t know, Kris. Maybe? But not him. He’s a cop. Worse, he’s a cop who works in the place I need to infiltrate to get at my next target. Even if I wanted to date him...”
“You didn’t tell me about that... what target?”
I sighed. I had avoided thinking about it.
“Remember when I told you what happened to me right after I woke up from my coma? I called the police and spoke to a detective Franklin. He assured me he would be right over to take care of me. Next thing I knew, ISO-1 was all over the place. He’s as dirty as they come. After it came out that I was the Wraith, he quit the NOPD and moved here. I guess he was hoping I wouldn’t find him...”
“Is that why we came here after Belize?”
I shook my head no. “Happy coincidence. But you see, even if I liked Roy enough, and even if I was willing to risk his life, he won’t want anything to do with me after I kill Franklin.”
Her eyes went wide. “Madi, killing mobsters is one thing, but a cop? Even a dirty one? They won’t look at you the same way anymore. Right now you enjoy a level of ‘leave her alone because she only kills the really bad guys’ but if you do this... that will change.”
I shrugged. “I know. Still has to be done.”
She sighed, taking her hand off the laptop and hugging herself. “You better do it quick, then,” she whispered.
I jerked upright in alarm. “Why?”
“Roy sent a bullet to the forensics lab that matched the batch you used to kill the cartel members. He also ran your picture through the database, if I had to guess, he knows who you are. Any idea how he got a round from you?” she asked.
“Great,” I muttered. “He showed up right after Durango, I was so tired I forgot to pick up my bag when I left him in here while I got ready.” It should have occurred to me he would put two and two together. But I was blinded by wanting a few minutes of normal in my life.“Are the cops on their way here?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No. He hasn’t made an official report yet. As far as I can tell he hasn’t even told his partner. Your name isn’t attached to any of their reports.”
“Wait,” I said, suddenly realizing something. “You hacked the PHXPD computers?”
A deep red flush spread across her face and she looked away. “Epic has shown me I can do a lot more than I thought. It was… uh… fun,” she said meekly.
“Glad you’re having fun,” I said with more ferocity than I intended. I marched to the little room and pulled out some less tactical clothes. A pair of slacks, some flats, and a button down green blouse with loose cuffs.
If I was going to talk to Roy I didn’t want him thinking I came for an actual firefight.
“What time does his shift start?” I asked her as I came out.
“Six. You’ve got a couple of hours... You look nice,” she said.
I didn’t know why I was mad at her, it wasn’t her fault, it was mine. “Listen, Krisan, I...”
She shrugged. “It’s okay. I get it, I think. Madi, maybe you should start thinking about an exit strategy. You know, from all this,” she said waving her hand at the world.
“I’ve told you before, there is no end to this, ever. We all make sacrifices, Krisan. This is mine.” I grabbed my little black purse with some money and fake ID in it and headed for the door. Maybe I could find Roy and talk to him before he made it to the police station. If he didn’t see me do what I needed to do, then maybe we could—
It was a stupid thought. A stupid, selfish thought of a stupid girl. A holdover from the part of me that existed before ISO-1 killed my family.




CHAPTER 20

Roy sat down at his desk and yawned, covering his mouth with one hand and turning on the computer with the other. The night before had been a long one, with a double homicide on the South side that required him and Sara to stay out an extra few hours.
Instead of going home and sleeping, he’d decided to sack out in the department’s on-site barracks. That way he got as much sleep as he could in the limited time he had.
Sara, however, had gone home and she wasn’t back yet. The late shift didn’t start for another half hour; he was just back at his desk early. It gave him a chance to clear the paperwork from his queue so he could focus on his actual job, solving crimes.
The time passed quickly as he worked his way through the pile of unfinished reports and forms. When he got to the end it was a little after six p.m., and still no Sara. Which was odd. In the two years they had been partners, she had never once shown up late...
The last thing on his plate was the ballistics report and the picture he’d run. He wasn’t ready to know. He didn’t want to know. But he needed to.
He opened them up and his jaw dropped. He hadn’t quite believed it was her. Sam... Madisun, was so pretty, and soft, and she seemed to genuinely like him. But now there was no doubt. She was the Wraith. Why the Feds believed she was locked up in the UltraMax was beyond him, but her case was closed and files locked. No amount of him asking the FBI to re-open the case would actually get them too do it. As far as they were concerned, it was case-closed.
His phone buzzed, but before he could pick it up a shadow fell over him.
“Roy?” Madisun said his name softly.
He leaned back, taking her in. She had on a pair of tight jeans that did nothing to hide her well muscled thighs and narrow waist. The green blouse she wore hugged under her breasts and left the rest of her to the imagination—and it was a good imagination.
“Sam,” he said with emphasis.
She seemed to deflate. Her soft brown eyes faded to a deep, dark blue, as if she no longer had to hide who she was.
“Can I sit?” she asked, pointing at the chair facing him next to his desk.
He leaned back and shrugged. “Free country,” he said.
She nodded and slid gracefully into the uncomfortable metal chair.
“You want to tell me about it?” he asked. The ‘it’ was clear to him.
She nodded, placing the little black clutch she carried with her on his desk. He tried to look at her with fresh eyes, trying to reconcile this gorgeous woman with the cold-blooded killer that would cut off a man’s hands and hit another so hard with a baseball bat it would break. He just couldn’t.
“I’m sorry,” she said suddenly.
“Sam,” he said in a whisper leaning forward. “Sorry? You don’t get to say sorry when you’ve murdered hundreds of people!”
She shook her head. “I’m not sorry about that. Everyone I’ve killed deserved far worse. No, I’m sorry about you. I’m sorry I... I...”
“You what?” he said. Part of him was a little stunned she would so casually dismiss what she did. Maybe the reports were right, that she was a latent sociopath. He’d read that her family had died in a tragic fire and that she woke up from a coma only to go on a killing spree months later.
She sighed. “I’m sorry I lied to you. I like you, a lot. And I just wanted a little bit of normal in my life.”
Well, either she was a world class manipulator or she wasn’t a sociopath and genuinely was sorry. He pursed his lips together, clenching his jaw, trying to think of a response. He wanted to be angry, but more than that, he wanted to understand.
“Tell me why you do what you do, Sam. Make me understand.”
She leaned forward and placed her hand on the edge of the desk. She glanced to each side as if she were worried someone would overhear.
Then she told him. How her parents were murdered in front of her. How her little sister died in her arms from the same sword that put her in a six month coma. How everyone she turned to for help—from the police to the FBI—was either on the take or got killed. And when all hope was lost, she found the Wraith, living in Detroit. A man who had beaten ISO-1 once and taught her how to do the same. How she had returned to New Orleans and cleaned the town out. Including her ex-husband who had stood by and watched as her family was slaughtered.
She went on for a full hour, telling him every detail. He listened, not interrupting, just absorbing.
When she finished she leaned back in the chair like a great weight had vanished from her shoulders. She took in a deep breath and held it, waiting for a reaction from him.
Roy didn’t know what to say. He was stunned, and a little alarmed, at the number of people she had killed that the Fed’s knew nothing about. Then again, if she was right about the level of corruption—(and he had no doubt she was telling the truth)—then it made sense. They would want to keep as much of that under wraps as possible. But that wasn’t the strangest part of her tale.
A superpowered alien capable of extracting binding promises from people... that was amazing.
“And you did all this with the help of... an alien inside you?” he asked.
“Kind of. She’s more of a ghost than an alien.”
“Oh. That’s better,” he said with a grin.
She let out her breath and smiled. “I suppose it is.”
He shook his head. He sure did like her. And he should be appalled at all the horrific things she had done... but the way she told it, well, it all made a weird kind of sense. And since when did should have anything to do with anything?
“Why are you telling me this?” he asked.
“Because... I... like you. I want you to understand why I am the way I am. I want you to know I am not a serial killer, or a sociopath, or any kind of crazy—”
“Don’t rush to judgment on that—we’re all some kind of crazy,” he said with a smile. “Sorry, that was supposed to be funny.”
“Well, beyond the normal crazy. I do this for a reason, a very specific purpose. Roy, the people I kill are the worst of the worst. They will never, ever face justice. They live their lives exempt from the rules everyone else must play by for society to work. I’m not saying I’m an angel or anything. But... but I’m willing to make the sacrifice if it means other people don’t have to... and if other families don’t have to go through what I’ve gone through,” she said quietly.
He looked into her eyes for a long moment; they swirled with blue and a bit of green, and they were bright enough he felt he could read a book if she were standing over his shoulder in the dark. He reached out and took her hand.
“The life you lead, I can only imagine how lonely it is. I won’t judge you, Madisun. You’ve done what you had to do, and even if I wanted to arrest you—which I don’t,” he said quickly as her hand tensed under his, “the truth is, I can’t. You’re already in prison and the government would never, ever admit that it wasn’t you. I guess you get a pass... this time.”
She smiled, scooted her chair closer and reached out to touch his face. “Then, Roy, I guess there is only one thing to do,” she said, pulling his face close to hers. Their lips met and he sighed in contentment. At first, the kiss was tentative, filled with the nervousness of and wonder of that first moment where two lips met having never felt each other before, but then the intensity grew and soon their tongues dueled for supremacy in a battle with no losers, only winners.
“Get a room,” someone yelled, breaking up the moment. Madisun pulled back, looking down and blushing as she moved away. Roy felt his own cheeks heat up. What had started as a gentle kiss had turned far more passionate than either had intended.
“Well then,” he said with a cough. “I guess you are free to go. Would you like to have dinner with me again?” he asked, daring to hope she said yes but also wanting her to say no.
“Yes, I would love too. But how about breakfast instead? You’re off at three in the morning, aren’t you?”
He nodded. Madisun leaned forward and left a hot kiss on his cheek before standing up and heading for the door. He watched her go, willing her to look back at him.
As she approached the elevator, she did, looking over her shoulder and shooting him a wink.
“I’m doomed,” he muttered.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
“I’m doomed,” I muttered to myself while waiting for the elevator. My stomach was still doing flip-flops from that kiss.
I pushed the button and the lift dinged and opened. The man standing there looked at me and blinked. His face was burned into my brain and I seriously thought about killing him right then and there.
“Hey there,” he said with a smile. I smiled back, wanting to puke as I stepped onto the elevator. He stayed, and I noticed none of the other buttons were lit up.
I reached past him and pressed the garage button. “What floor?” I asked with as much fake sweetness as I could.
“Garage,” he lied.
He either knew who I was, or he was trying to hit on me without knowing. I did look different than I used to. Slightly younger, with a head full of dreadlocks instead of the long straight hair I wore when I returned home to New Orleans.
But I thought he knew who I was.
“You enjoying Phoenix, Detective Franklin?” I asked sweetly. He jerked to the side, pulling the pistol he carried over his appendix, fast-draw style. I, however, didn’t move.
“You bitch. You just couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said over-dramatically.
“You may be fast and strong, but you’re not bullet proof. You make a single move, and I will put one in your heart before you can blink.”
I nodded. The elevator had cameras, as did the parking garage. I didn’t want to do anything while they were recording.
“What’s your plan?” I asked. Did he work for the cartel? Or some other group?
“We’re going to go to the garage, get in my car, and go for a little drive. There are some other loose ends being tied up as we speak and I’ll let the cartel deal with them—and you. After that, well it won’t really matter to you,” he said with a leer.
“Oh no,” I said with mock fear. “I guess you got me.”
“Shut your pie hole and just do what you’re told. Dead here or there, doesn’t matter to me.”
I mimed zipping my lip. I was just going to kill him as soon as we were out of sight of the cameras, but if there were other loose ends... I needed to know what those were.




CHAPTER 21

The apartment I drove him to was part of a complex on the north side. By the time we arrived the sun was long set and the evening darkness was setting in.
He slid out of the passenger side, keeping his gun on me the whole time. I went ahead of him, following his directions. The apartments were the crappy kind with the stairs on the outside. We went up to the third floor and all the way to the end. He had me knock on the door.
It swung open and strong hands reached out and grabbed my hair, jerking me inside and throwing me against the wall. I hit with a thump and slid down, not even trying to stop myself.
I scanned the room while the big bald man who had grabbed me argued in terse whispers with Franklin. The end of the small entryway split into the kitchen to my left and the living room to my right. The living room was trashed as if a small fight had happened. Which it had. Tied to a dining room chair, with her face a mass of bruises, was Roy’s partner, Sara March. Her shirt was torn and I saw bloody stripes where someone cut on her. One eye was only half open, the other swollen shut from the bruising. The only reason I knew she was alive was my Wraith sight.
They were waiting for me? Or were they waiting for Roy?
I dialed my hearing up to listen to them.
“This is the woman who killed your men at the drop. Her name is Madisun Dumas—the Wraith,” Franklin said.
“You’re kidding me. One woman killed a dozen men?” the bald man said before looking at me.
I smiled at him.
He was antsy. The other two of his men, flanking March, were antsy too. Something had them spooked. I liked to think it was me.
“She’s supposed to be dangerous, but... she came here easy enough,” Franklin said.
The bald man came and towered over me. “Get up,” he said in a heavily accented voice. I complied, pushing myself up the wall. “Who told you about the drop? Who helped you?”
“Maybe you should call your boss? He might have more info,” I told him.
He slapped me hard across the face. I let him.
“Tell me, or end up like her,” he said, pointing at March. He grabbed my chin and forced my face to look at her and back to him. “There are worse things than death,” he said.
I let out a short chuckle. “Yes there are, and you should fear them.”
“I fear nothing,” he said with a painful squeeze.
“Men like you would think that.”
My eyes flashed blue as I let the power flow through me. His went wide before I stomped on his foot. The crack of bone was audible in the apartment. I leaned into him, running him down the hall and into Franklin. The detective tried to get out of the way but I launched baldy at him like a rocket. The two men slammed together, then into the door. I was on Franklin, pulling his Glock from his hand and firing two rounds into the baldy’s back. One split his spine and he screamed, the other hit his heart. I turned, running back down the hall, firing through the wall at head level.
I hit the end of the hall and rolled. Return gunfire lit up the kitchen as they fired full auto machine pistols at me. I threw the empty gun at the first guy and charged in right behind the makeshift projectile. The second man clutched his throat where one of my bullets had torn a hole through the fleshy bits.
The pistol hit the man in the face, eliciting a scream from him that I silenced with a punch to his throat, followed by an uppercut that snapped his head backward.
I finished him off with a spin kick that sent him halfway through the living room wall. The guy I shot in the throat tried to bring his gun up; I reached out and took it from him, staring him right in the eyes as he slowly bled to death until he fell to the ground, the last of his life leaving him in a puddle on the shag carpet. I used his gun and put two rounds into the guy sticking out of the living room wall.
Then I walked back into the hallway. Franklin was trapped under the big man, he heaved, trying to shift the body off to reach his backup piece. I put a foot on the back of the dead man and pushed down. Franklin yowled as I crushed him.
“Why? I never hurt you,” he said.
I put the gun to his head. “You’re a cop, you bastard. You’re supposed to protect and serve. You’re supposed to help the helpless. Instead you prey on them. Well, time’s up.”
I pulled the trigger until the gun was empty, tossed it on the floor, then went back to the living room to check on March. Her one eye was wide with fear. Raising up one hand to calm her down, I used the other to untie her and pull out the makeshift gag they had used.
“It’s okay,” I said.
“Who are you?” she whispered, shaking, almost sobbing.
“Ask Roy,” I said then stepped back into the shadows and disappeared.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
Roy arrived at his partner’s apartment ten minutes after he got the call, running his lights and sirens the whole way there. Before the car was barely in park he leaped out and ran up the stairs, past the uniformed officers and the fireman. He took the corner, scooted by the two bodies in the entryway, and then down the hall into the kitchen.
There she was, sitting in a chair while the EMTs did their best to patch her up before they transported her to the hospital.
He ran to her, kneeling down and placing a hand on her face, but then retracting it as there was no place to touch her that wasn’t hurt.
“Sara?”
She gave him a trepidatious smile. “Hey,” she said quietly.
He looked back at the living room as the crime scene techs removed a man from her wall. “What happened?”
“A woman, she came in with someone, they tried to threaten her and then... then they were all dead and she cut me loose.”
“What did she look like?” he asked, knowing the answer before she told him about the glowing blue eyes and the dreadlocks.
He hugged her gently, not wanting to make things worse before he nodded to the EMTs to go ahead. They laid her down on the stretcher and wheeled her out. He squeezed her hand as she left, letting her know it would be okay.
Once she was gone he went back through the apartment, looking at the mess. It had to be Madisun. When he returned to the entry way one of the crime scene guys taking pictures let out a low whistle.
“What is it?” Roy asked.
“This one’s a cop,” he said. “Not much left of his face, but I caught a glimpse of his badge, right there...” the guy pointed.
Roy took a pen out of his pocket, knelt down, and pushed the bloodstained jacket aside. Sure enough, a PHXPD badge stared back at him. He cocked his head to the side and realized he knew the guy. “This is Franklin, he works with me in violent crimes... what the hell was he—”
It hit him like a brick. Franklin transfered to Phoenix last year... from New Orleans. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?
No, there were no such things.
Damn. I hate to think we’ll find something dirty on him. But if we don’t...
He pulled out his phone and sent a message to Madisun, asking if she was okay. He was still waiting for a response as he drove to her apartment.




CHAPTER 22

Amelia slid her hands around, manipulating the holographic tech in her state of the art lab beneath the Mesa she called home. All she had to go on was Madisun’s description of what she had seen, plus what data Epic could dig up about the place. Once they knew where it was, they could find everything that had been delivered to the factory. It wasn’t promising.
Superconductors, capacitors, state of the art hydrogen batteries, all of it was a recipe for disaster. Whatever the Th’un was up to, it was no good.
She pushed all the pieces aside, starting over, trying to build an abstract idea of what it was they were assembling in the factory. They had Ericsson’s Warbots, the alien-human hybrids, and state-of-the art tech from a hundred different sources.
“Epic, there are a million things they could do with all that stuff, but I don’t see a ‘why’ to any of it,” she said to her AI companion.
I agree. The list of things they could build is far too long. Perhaps we should try narrowing it down by what they are not building?
“Not bad. I see why I keep you around,” she said with a grin.
You cannot run your armor, base, or multi-national corporation without me. You cannot even leave this mountain without me.
“Pshaw, aren’t we full of ourselves this morning. And for your information, I could too leave without you. I would just call Kate... so there.” She finished by sticking her tongue out at him.
I stand corrected. I shall initiate shutdown protocols immediately.
“Fine, you win. I can’t do anything without you,” she said with mock resignation.
If it makes you feel any better, I cannot do much without you, either.
“It does. Now, let’s get on what this is and how to stop them before we go down anymore rabbit holes and—”
Amelia? Your heart rate has increased, are you in distress?
She ignored him for the moment, barely waving her hand to signify silence. With a speed born of practice, and a little fear, she pushed all the pieces together into a circle, forming a sphere, then she used her computer to add a few more parts she could reasonably assume they had.
When she was done she stared at death itself. Death in the form of the machine she had used to wipe out their entire species years before.
“Epic, tell me my math is wrong, please...”
I wish I could. Your calculations are correct. The Th’un is making a quantum singularity generator, or as it is colloquially known, a black hole machine.
“He’s going to need a lot of power to kick-start the reactor,” she said. Amelia switched over to her other computer, bringing up a map of the world and then highlighting it with power grids.
Conversely, he could bleed power off a reliable grid for weeks then use the super-capacitors he built to do the same thing.
“Exactly what I do in the suit with the ZPFMs. But... he would need a reliable grid providing clean and consistent power.”
That rules out most of the world. He could not find it in Russia, China, or anywhere in Eurasia.
“Japan?” she asked.
It would be extremely difficult for him to enter the country and hide within their dense population. However, I can start running searches. There were seventeen cargo ships docked at Vladivostok; three of them left within a day of Madisun’s visit.
“Do you approve of what she does, Epic?” Amelia asked as she used her gloves to look for different location possibilities.
No. Nor do I approve of corrupt law enforcement, or drug cartels. I disapprove of those things more than I disapprove of how Madisun deals with them. So far, she seems to be very careful about the people she kills. They are all bad. I do not see how she can continue. Eventually she will kill someone she should not. An undercover agent, a law-enforcement officer, or an innocent person in the wrong place at the wrong time.
“But she hasn’t done that yet,” Amelia said in defense of the vigilante.
That we know of. I suppose that how she acts from that day forth will determine if she is ultimately on the side of right, or wrong.
“I suppose so. And I do disapprove of her methods—they are extreme. But at the same time, what she has been through...”
…is no more an excuse to do what she does than those Cartel leaders using their children as an excuse to not be punished for their crimes.
The computer beeped, sending a map of France up on her holographic display. “Bordeaux. It’s a French port city, right?” Amelia asked her AI.
Correct. In the last three months, two freighters from Vladivostok have arrived carrying private goods. No public manifest was recorded. Checking...
Amelia zoomed in on the maps. France... She briefly considered calling Kate, as France was her backyard since she lived there for years and operated out of Europe as a CIA agent, but... but Kate and Madisun didn’t click.
I think I have found it. Château de la Mothe-Chandeniers, three hours north of Bordeaux. It has central access to five of the seven nuclear plants in France and it was recently purchased and remodeled under the context of preservation.
“Can you access the power grids and see how much they are draining?”
On it.
“If that’s it, then they are going to be short some equipment since it is a several week journey from the Sea of Japan to France via freighter. We may have some time. Good. I hate to have to rush things. If we come in fists-swinging he’s likely to hit the button early. This is perfect for Madisun; her stealth will get her in, we can show her how to disable the device, then we can come in fists-swinging with Carlos and the rest of the team.”
It is a solid plan. But... we need to hurry. Their power consumption has steadily climbed over the last few weeks. If we do not act soon, it may be too late.
“Okay, got it. Call Madisun and let her know we’re coming to get her. Also, we better hedge our bets. Move Artemis within striking distance. Worst case, we just obliterate them.”
That is not the worst case.
“I know. I’m trying to stay positive.”




CHAPTER 23

Once again I’m on one of Lockheart’s private jets, this time hurtling toward France. Is this the life of a superhero, flying around the world, saving it from one disaster after another?
“So, it’s an old castle, in France?” I asked again to clarify.
She nodded. “It was purchased a few years ago, crowd funded. Some kind of restoration project, but it appears to have been a front. Axiom bought it for access to the power grid. He’s going to need a lot of it.”
I shook my head in disbelief as the words left my mouth. “To power his black hole machine... which does what, exactly?”
She hadn’t had time to tell me over the phone, so she was explaining the whole thing to me as we flew over the Atlantic ocean.
“He’s going to blow up the Earth and our entire solar system the way I blew up his,” she said. The way she said it, so matter-of-fact and with a straight face, I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or cry.
“Why don’t you and your Protectors go in and take him down? I mean, I want the guy, don’t get me wrong, but this is a lot bigger than I bargained for,” I said.
She shook her head. “We could, but he’s close to being able to turn it on. How close, I don’t know. It might be a matter of him just hitting the button a few days early and half the Earth blows up instead of all of it… I don’t know. But—”
“But if I go in and verify where they are, and shut down the machine, then you and the cavalry can come in?”
She nodded. “Yup. Once we know he doesn’t pose a threat, we can swoop in and save the day. So-to-speak. Questions?”
I laughed. “Oh so many. What happens if I can’t shut down the machine? What happens if he’s much closer than you think and we have no time?” I asked.
“I have a satellite—”
“—Of course you do,” I said.
“It’s moving to intercept right now. If either of those situations happens, just get out and call down fire. I’ll hit the place with a high energy projectile fired from orbit. It will atomize everything in the castle, out to a few hundred feet,” she said through my interruption.
“Wait, wait, wait... a what?” I asked. “If you blow the place up, won’t that set off his, uh, bomb?”
She shook her head. “No. This kind of tech requires a specific energetic reaction. Simply blowing it up won’t set it off. Think of it like a car. Shooting an engine won’t cause a car to start, even though an engine is just a series of controlled explosions,” she said as if I understood any of this.
As much as I didn’t want too, I was going to have to rely on her. “Okay, I’ll trust you know what you’re talking about.”
Her hurt expression was priceless. “Madisun Dumas, did the word ‘trust’ just escape your lips? For shame,” she said with a smile.
I laughed, then cut my grin short and narrowed my eyes at her. Her laughter faded and nerves took over.
Then I laughed again. “Got you,” I said.




CHAPTER 24

Château de la Mothe-Chandeniers. A lonely name for a lonely castle sitting on it’s own lake. They dropped me off a mile from the location, leaving me to infiltrate the place on my own—which was fine with me. Bogs and fields surrounded the place, along with a few stands of trees. In the middle of the night, even with a half moon, it was easy to stay undetected as I made my way to the large building.
Castles and dragons were fairy tales of a youth I’d long forgotten. But here I was, charging a castle to fight an evil wizard with a magic machine that could destroy the world. Not that he was a wizard, but he might as well have been considering what I knew about science.
I had my usual gear on me, plus the suppressed FN2000 Krisan secured for me. I also had the high-tech stun pistol and a radio Lockheart gave me so we could communicate. Along with the armor, or I guess costume as she would call it. Unless she was going to part with a suit of armr for me I would have to refuse any further items. Gifts came with baggage and I didn’t want any.
I stayed low and invisible, using the uneven ground to hide from the occasional car. Three hundred feet from the castle I ran into the sentries: two men in camouflage carrying MP-5s walked the perimeter, speaking in hushed whispers.
“You really believe all that nonsense Lockheart spoke about? Destroying the world?” Spice asked in a whisper from where she crouched beside me.
“She has no reason to lie,” I replied as quietly as I could.
“I guess so... I don’t know if I would survive if the world was destroyed. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t, so don’t fail here, okay?”
“How selfless of you,” I said sardonically. “No one would survive if the world was suddenly sucked into a black hole. Maybe think about someone other than you and your stomach for once.”
She shook her head. “You know what it’s like for me. I’m a predator, all I think about is where my next meal is coming from... like those two,” she said pointing at the sentries.
I waited for them to pass by, about fifty feet away as they walked from the right to the left. I narrowed my eyes, trying to see if they had any kind of radio gear or another way of checking in.
Should I kill them? This was a stealth run, not a ‘kill everyone.’ If they found me before I was ready... they could set off the machine.
“No,” I told her. “Stealth first, killing later.”
“Tease,” she said and vanished.
I waited until they were out of sight, then moved across the small path they followed around the castle. The building had plenty of trees on the shoreline, obscuring the high rock walls. The castle itself was completely surrounded by water; not an inch of ground existed outside the walls, and the only way to the front door was a long, narrow road that was monitored for sure.
I knelt on the shore, obscured by the foliage, and examined the picturesque castle. Inside there were plenty of lights shining out the windows, and on top of the roof there were flood lights shining down on the road. But... any bright light at night made for good shadows. Getting in would be a piece of cake.
I triggered my shadow step, reaching out through the darkness to the roof and appearing on the other side with the memory of the freezing dark passing quickly. Every time I used the power it was like having a bucket of ice water dumped over me while wearing a bikini—regardless of Lockheart’s special clothes.
Once I was on the roof I made my way to the back of the castle where the lake stretched out behind it. I figured they would have security everywhere, but they might have the least amount on the hardest approach. ‘Guard everything’ was as impractical a request as ‘provide 100% security 24/7.’ It simply couldn’t be done.
At the back, I leaned out and saw my target, a balcony twenty feet down. I slipped out over the edge and fell silently on to the bricks. I hit with a muffled thump, freezing as I landed, listening for any alarms.
Nothing. The French doors leading inside were easily circumvented and I was inside in a hot second, moving through the storage room that had once been a bedroom.
“I’m in,” I whispered into the radio. There was no reply.
“Arsenal, I’m in.”
Nothing.
I checked the device and sure enough it was on, it was. I turned up the volume and I could hear feedback… we were being jammed. I glanced back at the balcony and decided I would press forward. I could always make a loud noise or find some other way to call her in.
As I approached the door to the inside, I heard a ruckus; loud machines, metal on concrete, and something barking like a dog, but not random.
Ugh. More of those hybrid monster things.
I really didn’t want to fight more of the alien werewolves. They were ridiculously hard to kill, and while I could do it, it took time. And time was something I didn’t have.
The door leading into the castle was a wooden wreck, easily a century old before I was born. I opened it and slipped out, keeping my back to the wall as I slid down the side of the hall. The inside was how I pictured it. Open, but not empty. The rooms were all outward facing, while the inside was hollowed out. In the center was a giant machine. It had three spheres of varying sizes rotating around each other over some kind of glowing plate the size of four cars parked in a square.
“What the hell?” I whispered.
Getting down on my chest, I inched my way to the edge of the balcony that overlooked the inside of the castle. The interior was seventy percent open space. It had the look of a giant ballroom. Doorways in the far walls led to rooms, but not much else. Either the place had been hollowed out, or there wasn’t much here to begin with.
On the far side of the machine were two of the hybrids, huge and bristling with anger as they clawed at the ground. In front of the machine were a half dozen people, two women and four men. They were all wearing white lab coats, had computer tablets, and were busy working on the machine.
One of the hybrids snarled and glanced up in my direction. I eased myself back slowly, as not to trigger a pursuit response.
I heard a grunt, followed by loud stomping across the room.
“What’s the progress?” The sound of the man’s voice rolled through the room like a rock slide. I felt something in my mind want to answer him and I didn’t even have an answer!
“Spice,” I called the demon that possessed me.
“What the hell is that?” she whispered from above me where she stood looking down. She was dressed in a ninja outfit; swords and everything. I rolled my eyes at her lame attempt at humor.
“I’m guessing that’s the Th’un?” I asked her.
She nodded. “Madi, I don’t know about this. I’ve eaten a lot of things but this... this looks wrong.”
Great. The entity who feeds on death thinks something is wrong. Just what I wanted to hear. Maybe I should retreat now and call in Arsenal once I was out of range of the jamming.
“Can you protect me from his mind powers?” I asked her.
She cocked her head to the side a little, closed her eyes and hummed? After a moment, the pressure of his presence faded and I realized I had sweated the whole time he had spoken.
“I can, but... it’s not easy. We have a surplus of energy, but Madi, I can’t do this and power you up a whole lot. Try not to get killed,” she said. Spice wavered, something I had never seen her do before, then she vanished.
“Great,” I muttered. Well, time to get Lockheart.
“Sir, the device is ready. We are just waiting for it to power up.
“Now, as you promised— can we go to our families?” one of the scientists asked.
“You have to keep your word, I do not. Krisnatch,” he said. A hybrid roared and tore forward, claws scraping across the ground until they hit flesh. The man screamed for a half second before I heard the unmistakable sound of tearing flesh followed by breaking bone.
Dammit.
I couldn’t let these people die. I leaped up, ran forward and braced one hand on the balcony, and leaped over.
I barely had time to register what I saw as I fell. The Th’un, Mr. Axiom, was the size of a small forklift; nine feet tall, with massive arms that he leaned forward on like a gorilla. His face was flat, with flaps where his nose would go and a lip-less smile.
My aim was perfect. I fell 15 feet, landing right on top of the hybrid that was busy devouring the unfortunate man I couldn’t save. In one swift move, I whipped out the Kukri and jammed it into the things ear, bypassing the armored skin and driving the eight and a half inch carbon fiber blade right into its brain.
It jerked upward, dislodging my knife and sending me flying, the blade clattering along the stone floor to the machine. I sailed through the air as it collapsed into the puddle of the man’s blood it was devouring.  I hit the hard stone on my shoulder and rolled, coming back up on my feet.
“Wraith,” Axiom said in his horrible voice.
“Time to pay the piper, bitch,” I said as I slid the Fn2000 up to a ready position and pulled the trigger. He was hardly going to be difficult to hit.
And he wasn’t. The bullets tore through the odd jumpsuit he wore, only to bounce off his flesh, leaving small ripples like rocks in a pond.
Crap.
“Krisnatch,” he roared and pointed at me. The other hybrid charged forward, snarling and barking as it raced after me.
Time to try a trick.
I dropped the rifle and braced myself in a gunfighters position, waiting for the hybrid to hit me.
Like the others, it roared right before slamming into me. Sun Tzu said it was important to know your enemy as well as yourself. At this point, I knew these damn hybrids all to well.
Just before it hit me I whipped out the IP Pistol and jammed the gun into its maw and pulled the trigger as fast as I could. The sheer weight of the critter flung me to the ground and we slid along the hard stone for ten feet before coming to a stop.
It twitched like a dog having a dream about running. I heaved the thing off me but couldn’t recover the pistol from its gullet. I would have to make do without it. Odds were good that Axiom would be resistant to it any way.
“Start the machine!” he roared at the scientists as he approached me, slapping the ground with his fists and coming at me with his body turned slightly. He really was like an overgrown ape in the way he moved.
I rolled to the side, avoiding his stone shattering blow, and ran for the scientists. They hadn’t started the machine; I could kill them and keep him from winning. The only problem was, they were innocent. Instead, I ran right by them, pushing the closest one into the rest to delay them while I raced for my true destination.
“Stop,” Axiom roared. I felt it. The force of his will hit me like a truck. Ricardo, the black-marketeer I’d met in Belize had warned about Axiom’s mental powers, but damn. He hadn’t know the extent of them.
The poor scientists froze in place—even their breathing stopped. They couldn’t even blink.
I struggled to take a step forward then stopped when I realized I could, but not much. I flexed my hands to make sure I could still use them.
“Puny humans. You think you’re the only ones who have powers? If not for your champion, the fleets of the Th’un empire would have laid waste to this mud ball and turned your people into goo!”
The building shook as he used his huge arms like poles to hop toward me. He landed next to me with a crunch, evil in his eyes as he raised his arms.
“Your family was nothing, your life is nothing. You cannot stop me,” he said using his power to reinforce the idea.
“You’re right,” I said. “But she can.” When I had searched the room earlier, I found the one piece of gear that looked human made; a radio frequency jammer. Essentially a large radio with an omni-directional signal that pumped out enough juice to block all radio signals. Once again, I mentally thanked Joseph for making me read every book about every piece of military gear ever made.
I threw myself back as his massive fists came down where I had stood a second before and shattered the stone to powder. While I fell, I pulled out the 1911 and fired four rounds squarely into the delicate electronics.
It exploded in a shower of sparks, drawing his attention for a moment. I rolled to the side and put my legs under me. “Arsenal, get in here now!” It didn’t take long; I was halfway to the scientists when a massive explosion blasted through the roof and Amelia Lockheart landed in all her armored glory.
Axiom roared, reached up and hit a button on his shirt. Armor sprang to life around him, flowing out of his clothes until he was a mirrored Juggernaut.
“That’s a new trick,” Arsenal said as she raised her arms, firing weapons at point blank range.
He charged right at her, through her blazing blue fire that hit him squarely in the chest. Massive fists slammed into her, knocking her aside as he ran for the black hole machine. I didn’t see a way to stop him, so I aimed to get the lab coats out of the way.
I grabbed the first one and pushed her toward the front door. “Go,” I yelled in my own scary voice. That shook them and they ran like the devil chased them. I helped the last one get up from where I had knocked him down and motivated him with a push.
The Th’un pulled up short from his machine when Arsenal grabbed his back, her armored fingers made a horrendous metal stressing sound and she flung him bodily against the far wall.
“You’re done, Axiom,” she said. “Just like the rest of your pathetic people.”
He laughed, a barking nose like a dog. “I don’t think so... krisnatch!”
Howling came from every corner of the castle, drowning out what ever Arsenal said next. A hundred glowing eyes appeared in the balcony above us and another dozen in the doorways on the main floor.
“Ah darn,” I whispered.




CHAPTER 25


“Blow it up,” I shouted as I ran to her. She whipped around, raised both her arms, and fired brilliant laser like blue beams at the device. They hit some kind of energy shield and dissipated.
Then we were out of time. He ran through the shield and typed furiously on the keyboard. The creatures above and around us roared, charging forth with slavering snarls and wicked sharp claws.
“Tank missile,” she said. Why? I had no idea. It wasn’t like she needed to announce her weapons. A device sprung up on her back and fired a blazing hot projectile that turned the nearest three hybrids into superheated paste.
“They’re bullet proof,” I told her as I stood with my back to her side. Maybe since Axiom wasn’t trying to control me anymore, I could use my full strength and wrestle one down? But… there were hundreds.
They stormed us. Arsenal punched one so hard its head burst. I ducked a clawed hand and uppercut the creature’s mouth, clamping it’s jaws shut on the slavering tongue sticking six inches out.
“Here,” she said. I turned to see what she was doing when a three foot long, black bladed sword emerged from her hand. She tossed it to me. “Don’t tell anyone you saw that!” she shouted over the beasts. I snatched the blade out of the air and swung it hard at the tongueless beast in front of me.
I was shocked beyond belief when it sliced clean through, sending the head rolling on the ground. “Oh! I have got to get me one of these!”
I ran forward, sliding at the last second, bringing the blade up and slicing open a hybrid from throat to crotch, spilling its guts all over the floor. Spinning as I stood, I ran the next one through and sliced away half its torso as I came out.
“Arsenal, what’s he doing?” I asked with a nod at Axiom.
“He’s trying to activate the machine. Hold these things off and I’ll stop him,” she said. Leaping into the air, her jets whined and she flew right at the shield.
I killed two more, swiping the blade from side to side. I had no idea what the sword was made of, but it cut through them with the greatest of ease. I almost felt like I should have a soundtrack playing.
Another one went down and I saw Arsenal slam into the barrier and deflect off into the floor. She was immediately enveloped by the creatures.
I wanted to shadow step to her but they had a lot of lights inside so there was no place to enter or exit. Instead I ran, killed another, and leaped the last twenty feet to kill the one on top of her. The blade pierced it’s back and ran through its chest, almost hitting Arsenal. I jerked the blade back and sliced the thing in half and off of her. She flung the remains off and climbed to her feet, her brushed silver armor covered in alien blood.
“That shield is too strong,” she said. “He has the super capacitor for it at full charge and running off of France’s nuclear power grid.”
I could get in there if there was less light.
“Arsenal, can you do some kind of rapid fire and destroy as many of these lights as possible?” I asked her, waving my hand in the air for emphasis.
It was impossible to see her grin, but I heard it in her voice. “I can do one better. Epic, charge the EMP.”
Then the beasts were on us again, snarling, slavering, clawing. The outfit saved me from more than one brutal cut as I dove in swinging the blade and killed them in two’s and three’s.
“Oh God, Madi, I haven’t eaten this good since the Spanish Inquisition! Keep going!” Spice yelled from the balcony above. She danced around, off balance like she was drunk. I ignored her. There were more important things to worry about at the moment. But maybe, just maybe, this would keep her off my back for a while about killing.
“Close your eyes,” Arsenal yelled.
I stabbed one through the chest and then fell backward, letting it act as a shield. I heard a high-pitched whine followed by crack like a whip.
All the lights went out—not even emergency lights came on. I heaved the dead one off me, killed another as it tried to get to me and whipped my legs around, rolled and was up and running for the shield.
“It still has power!” I yelled.
“It’s self sustaining at this point,” she said. “The only way is to destroy the machine.
I ran right at the shield, leaped with the sword held high, and shadow stepped. The cold rush hit me and I was through the other side. Silently hurtling through the air. I brought the blade down square at his head. He moved at the last second, reaching over to hit a button and the sword cut through one of his gigantic arms, lopping it off completely, slicing through armor, skin, and bones with the same ease. His suit had some kind of self sealing function, it closed over the wound.
He looked at his arm laying on the stone floor then at me, then back to his arm before he screamed.
“I’m not done with you yet,” I said. “You’re going to die for what you’ve done and my only regret—” I stepped back as he swung at me with his remaining arm ,“—Is that I can only kill you once,” I finished.
He leaped back, barely dodging out of the way as I slashed with the blade. The way he moved was completely off balance. His arms were like our legs; without one, he couldn’t operate as well.
A glowing green pistol materialized in his hand and he fired blindly at me as he stumbled on his less capable legs, trying to get to the control panel.
I shadow stepped out of the line of fire. It was close enough that a wave of superheated air washed over me as I reappeared next to him. I brought the sword down on his gun, slicing it in half.
He let it go at the last second and slammed his fist into my torso followed by a massive head butt that landed on my face, sending me flailing backward. The force of the blow knocked the sword from my hands and broke every bone in my face.
“Ha! I win!” he said as he hit the button. “Now, nothing can stop it! Nothing. Your world is doomed.”
He laughed maniacally to make his point, holding the sword up and waved it around in the air as if it were a flag.
My wounds healed rapidly thanks to all the extra energy inside me, and we were certainly going to need it.
“Arsenal, you still have that satellite?” I asked.
“Yes...”
“Danger close,” I said. I leaped to my feet and ran at the big alien.
“Madisun, it will kill you. Get out of there before I launch,” she said.
“What if he finds—” I ducked the blade and punched him as hard as I could in the arm, shattering my hand in the process. “—a way to detonate it early. No, I have to keep him here. Go!” I shouted at her as he tried to hit me again. I could keep him busy, but without the sword, I could never kill him.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
Amelia blasted another hybrid with a missile from her shoulder rack. The grenade launcher had run out of AG pods a minute before and every time she looked up there was a comedy of sort playing out on the roof as wolf-like aliens tried to contort their way to reach and destroy the pods.
Amelia, if we do not launch in the next thirty seconds the arrow will arrive too late. We have to fire now.
“Dammit,” she said, hitting the Emdrive and launching up into the air. “Fire the arrow. Authorization code: Dragon Slayer.”
She blasted past the hybrids as they reached for her in vain. The whine of her jets deafened them and she broke the sound barrier seconds later.
“Can she teleport out?” she asked her AI.
The limits of her powers are unknown, but, I would surmise she may be able to, as long as there is sufficient darkness.
✽ ✽ ✽
 
“Your faithless friend has abandoned you,” Axiom said as he swung the sword back and forth at me.
“Has she?” I asked him with a grin.
That stopped him cold. I stood between him and his precious machine. He glanced back at the creatures outside the shield.
“What are you doing? You can’t stop it. The reaction is building, and once it reaches critical mass a black hole will open and destroy this planet and this solar system the way she destroyed mine!”
He charged. I used every bit of speed I had to dodge the blow. I rolled past him toward the shield, gained my feet, and turned and flung every knife I had at him with all the strength I could muster.
They bounced harmlessly off but they annoyed him. He came at me again, slower this time, more cautiously. I glanced around for a weapon and saw my discarded Kukri on the floor—but with his armor it would be next to useless.
“Before your world is ripped apart, I’m going to slice you into bite sized chunks and enjoy one last meal,” he said with a growl.
I stayed low, flexing my knees and keeping myself ready. I didn’t know exactly how this was going to go down, but I imagined that at some point he was going to figure out what Amelia was doing and try to start the reaction early. Amelia had said he could. She was pretty smart, which meant I was going to listen to her.
I reached under my collar and pulled up my mask, securing it to my face. If I was going to die, it was going to be getting justice for my family, and for myself.
I ran toward him; he took the bait and brought the sword down like an axe. Shadows engulfed me as I stepped through them to come up right behind his bulk. I hooked an arm around his armored neck and pinwheeled until I was hanging on his back.
“Spice, I need it all,” I said as I locked my hands together around his throat and started pulling.
At first the metal was immutable, but after several seconds the alien alloy began to give. He leaped up, trying to dislodge me, but with only one arm he couldn’t get an angle that would allow his huge hands to get a purchase.
“Get off,” he roared. He ran at the shield, slamming his shoulder and me into the barrier. Bones snapped and blood vessels burst all down my left side as he tried to crush the life out of me.
“I can do this all day,” I whispered to him. He growled, pushing harder against the shield. Then I heard it. An immense whistle that quickly turned into a roar. “But I don’t have to. That’s the sound of your end, Axiom. Everything you’ve worked for, all your plans, ruined because you killed my sister,” I spat between clenched teeth.
“Your family was nothing,” he yelled. He pushed off the shield and started to run for the machine in an attempt to activate it early. I kicked the back of his leg, bringing him down to one knee, then heaved back on his neck, using my surplus of energy to fuel my strength to its absolute limit.
“No. My family was everything,” I said between clenched teeth.
He struggled like a turtle but I had leverage. He was on his back, on top of me, and I used my strength to keep him tilted away from his good arm, with one leg wrapped around his. If I had to do it for long he would escape.
But I didn’t have to.
“Alex was my father,” I said wrenching his head around. “My mother was Nadia.” I squeezed even tighter. The tendons in my shoulders popped and bones cracked as I slowly, inch-by-inch, peeled the helmet off. The metal of his helmet squeeled from the stress of my pulling.
“Let me go, you worthless bag of meat,” he roared. He tried to elbow me but he had no room to move. I was too angry, too focused on what I was doing, for his commands to have any effect.
Through the hole in the roof, I saw a yellow flare, like a strobe light. The roar was impossibly loud now, the windows in the old building shook to pieces and the hybrids all howled in pain. Then his helmet came off with one last jerk.
I rolled him over until I was on his chest. Using one foot to pin his sword arm down at the elbow and the other lodged in the stump of his shoulder. I reached over and grabbed the Kukri from the stone floor and raised it above my head. He bucked and jumped trying to dislodge me, with my super strength and without two arms, he didn’t have the leverage to knock me off before I could end it.
“This is for Sara. The sweetest little kid you’ll never know,” I said as I slammed the blade down into his face with all my superpowered strength until the blade bit the stone beneath him.
Then the world exploded.




CHAPTER 26

Detective Roy Hauser wasn’t ashamed of the skills he used to break into Madisun’s apartment, and he wasn’t bothered by using them. He just wished he didn’t have too. The door opened with a click and he entered slowly, his cop instincts on high alert. He placed one hand on his Glock service pistol as he moved into the shadows of the house. He paused for a moment; nothing.
“Hello?” he dared ask.
No sound greeted him in return. He sighed, relaxing as he moved in to check the rest of the place. She’d spoken to him two weeks before. She hadn’t told him what she was doing or where she was going, but he didn’t think it was a coincidence that twelve hours after he saw her last, a frigging nuclear bomb had gone off in France and obliterated five square miles of countryside. With Madisun Dumas, there were no coincidences.
He swept through the whole place in a few minutes. It was simply too small to hide in—though she had somehow managed to hide a veritable arsenal in the place. Every door and cabinet he opened had a gun in it, like she was expecting the last stand at the Alamo. He shook his head, holding the .357 he’d found in the dryer.
The dryer! He certainly admired her discipline. She was not a woman to be caught unawares.
“Hello?” a woman said from the front room. He stuck his head out carefully and spotted two women. A brown haired woman with sharp features and lousy taste in clothes, and a dark haired woman in a wheel chair.
It took all of three seconds for him to realize who the woman in the wheelchair was.
He hustled forward, holding out his hand. “Ms. Lockheart, I’m Detective Hauser, PHXPD, violent crimes,” he said.
“I know who you are, Detective, it’s why I’m here. This is Krisan Swahili, she’s a reporter, or was a reporter—”
“Still am, I just don’t work for the man anymore,” she said.
“Right. A reporter and friend of Madisun Dumas,” Amelia said to him. “I’m afraid...
“I hate this. I’m afraid I have some bad news for you,” she said.
Roy nodded limply. The moment he saw them his mind started to put it together. Madisun was a glorious, beautiful, woman who was dedicated to one goal: Justice for her family. And he knew, even if he wouldn’t admit it to himself, that goal really only had one end.
He’d just hoped that maybe she could set it aside long enough to find a new life. His loss was more of the bittersweet kind. What could have been, more than what was.
His legs went weak and he stumbled over to the couch and collapsed, putting one hand on his face. “Are you sure?” he asked.
Amelia nodded. “She was in the center of the blast in France. The entire area was atomized by an explosion—”
“I heard it was a terrorist nuke,” he said.
“The media lies… all the time really,” Krisan said with a sad smile. “It was an alien trying to destroy the Earth. Unlucky for him, he started with Madisun’s family.”
“Ms. Swahili, the government asked us not to be so free with the details,” Amelia said to the reporter.
“I don’t answer to anyone, not now. Madisun promised me I could tell her story one day, and I am going to tell the truth of it. They may never agree with what she did, but they will know. I’ll make sure of it.” As if she had nothing else to say, Krisan turned and marched out before anyone could talk her out of it.
“Interesting woman,” Roy said.
“If by ‘interesting’ you mean infuriating, then yes. I’m truly sorry for your loss, Detective.”
“Roy. You can call me Roy,” he said.
“Roy. She was a unique woman. If you would like to come, we’re holding a funeral for her. No body, of course, but...” She shrugged. “That’s not all that unusual for a superhero.”
“She’d hate that you called her that,” he said with a smile.
“Yes she would, wouldn’t she?”
Before he could answer, his phone rang with an unknown number. “I’ll get back to you Ms. Lockeheart,” he said before picking up his phone. “It’s work related, it might take a while.”
The woman in the wheelchair gave him a sympathetic smile before leaving.




EPILOGUE

Ricardo relaxed on the deck of his yacht, letting the sun beat down on him, lulling his senses to sleep. He held his phone in one hand in case it rang or he needed to make a text.
“You really shouldn’t let your guard down,” a familiar voice said to him from inside his yacht.
“I heard you were dead... or was it prison?” he asked without opening his eyes.
“A little bit from column A, a little bit from column B,” she said. The woman known as Madisun Dumas—the Wraith—feared in the underworld by far more than would admit it, strolled out from under the shadows of his awning.
He craned his neck to see her, half expecting to see a gun pointed at him. The last time she had visited him, she had several. She also had also blown up part of his boat... and the dock... and killed many of ISO-1’s men.
He let out a low whistle. She wore a two-piece white bikini that showed off her generous curves and toned muscles. After meeting her, he had researched the woman’s past and found out about her one time job as a fashion model. Whatever it was that a model needed to have, she still had it in spades.
“And to what do I owe this pleasure, señorita?”
She smiled sweetly, sitting down beside him, taking his hat and placing it on her own head. He was willing to admit it looked much better on her than him.
“Two thing, Ricky,” she said with a smile.
Call it charisma or call it fate, but he liked this woman more than he should. There was something about her... the French called it ‘that something undefinable’ but he preferred to think of it as her spirit. She had a spirit that lit up the room. When she wasn’t killing everyone in it.
“And what are these two things?” he asked as he propped himself up.
“Axiom is dead. You are free,” she said casually. One of his deck crew came over, looking at her questioningly. “Beer, please, and be quick. I’m thirsty,” she said with a smile.
Ricardo nodded, shooing the man with his hand. “Don’t be rude, Carlito. Get this woman whatever she wants!”
His mind raced at the possibilities. Free? After two years? Was it possible? Could he get his life back? His family? Then he remembered she said two things.
“What is the other?” he asked.
Carlito returned with a chilled beer and handed it to her. She smiled and thanked him, taking a long pull before smacking her lips and turning to Ricardo. “Before you go home, I need a ride to New Orleans. It turns out that being dead and in prison makes it hard to enter a country. Also, I need some cash.”
Ricardo dropped to one knee and took her hand and held it against his lips for a long, long time. “Gracia's, señorita. All I have is yours, and more. You’ve given me my life back!”
He looked up at her and saw her smile, but it never touched her eyes. Nor did he think it ever would.
She reached over and took his phone, dialing a number from memory. He didn’t hear who answered, but the smile on her face told him it was someone important.
“Hello Roy, this is Sam,” she said.
The story may be over for now, but there is plenty of evil in the world for Madi to go after. The Wraith will return…
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