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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Ten years ago... 
 
      
 
   Madisun hustled through the crowd, dodging errant backpacks and grabby hands as she pushed her way to the front of the line. This was her shot. She was already accepted to St. John’s in New York, but that wouldn’t be her career. 
 
    This would. 
 
    This was New York’s fashion week, the annual event where agencies showed off new fashions to the press and the general public. 
 
    She was dressed to kill, in a deep-cut sweater that also curved around her waist to show off her low-rise skinny jeans. 
 
    Somewhere behind the crowd, her new boyfriend cheered her on. Occasionally, she heard Henry’s deep voice ring out in encouragement. 
 
    If there was one thing Madi knew about, it was makeup and fashion. 
 
    On the other side of the barrier were four of the fashion world’s top agents. Any one of them could kick start her career; all she needed to do was impress them. She wasn’t the only tall, good looking girl here, though. Hundreds lined the rope and every one of them was as pretty as the next—but a model wasn’t just pretty. 
 
    Madi shoved her way between an overweight Latina who never had a chance and a white girl who was stupid amounts of hot. 
 
    As the first agent, an older man with a coy smile, came down the row all the girls cheered and jostled each other competing for his attention. 
 
    For a second, the whole thing turned her stomach. He walked by without even a look in her direction, instead picking a tall Asian girl a dozen feet closer to the entrance. 
 
    She fumed on the inside but kept her smile, lifting her chin and trying to project confidence. 
 
    The next one walked by, and then the third, both picking other girls to go in with them. Come on, girl, don’t give up. 
 
    The fourth agent looked every bit the part; tall, wearing a sleek dress, and cradling a small dog in her purse as she walked down the line. Her crystal blue eyes scanned the crowd and for a second locked on to Madi’s—then they passed her by, and she pulled the stupid hot girl next to her out of the line and went in. Disappointment flooded through her, but she wouldn’t let this stop her. She was going to be on that red carpet one day. One day she would be the first choice. 
 
      
 
    Now. 
 
      
 
    The red carpet stretched out in front of me, bringing back a hundred memories of such carpets and crowds from my time as a model. 
 
    The Jaguar wasn’t the largest club in Belize, but it certainly had flair. The red carpet leading to the entrance looked like a Jaguar’s tongue running into the large open maw of the creature. Giant fangs stretched down from the ceiling to form the frame of the doors that the waiting crowd had to walk through. 
 
    To one side, behind the ropes, a crowd was waiting, buzzing with anticipation, not only to get into the club but also for who they might see. 
 
    The club itself was on the shore of San Pedro, on the thinnest part of the island—barely seven hundred feet from shore to shore and less than half that from the ferry that brought guests here by the truckloads. Half the clubbers were tourists from various countries, hoping to get in on some local action. The other half was a mix of locals and ex-pats. 
 
    I strode past those waiting in line; I knew what to wear to get in places like this, and I wasn’t going to waste my time. I wore a sleek, low—cut red dress that went all the way down to my ankles. A slit on the left side opened a vent to my thigh, and my five-inch heels completed the effect. I had worn this to a lot of openings and it always had the desired effect. 
 
    As I approached the entrance the bouncer didn’t even hesitate—he smiled and opened the door for me and I placed a twenty in his hand as I passed. That simple gesture was what separated the wheat from the chaff; the chaff were just happy to get in, but the wheat knew what to do and could afford to do it when the time came. 
 
    I stopped for a second, shaking my head at how fast that attitude of superiority returned even when it wasn’t something I believed anymore. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t expect that to work. Madi, you just walked right up and he let you in?” Krisan was on the other end of the Bluetooth earpiece I wore. It would take a close inspection to see it, and even if someone did, they would think it just was a hearing aid. 
 
    The gold clutch I carried held my phone, along with a small twenty-five caliber pistol. An all but useless weapon against any serious threat, but if I was searched it would be a completely expected loadout; nothing suspicious at all. 
 
    House music beat down from the massive speaker setup, drowning out all but the most determined conversation. I didn’t mind the noise, though. It reminded me of a simpler time. 
 
    “Are you in the system yet?” I asked my partner. Krisan was in our rented van parked a half block away, using her superpowers to hack the club’s CCTV. The fact that she had powers still blew me away. She could hijack phone signals and travel along them, reading text messages, email, contacts… the list went on. If a phone could contact it, then she could follow it. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s slightly different—a little claustrophobic, if that makes any sense. I’ve got eyes on you and everyone else in the club.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, it doesn’t.” As far as I knew, there was no way to stop her and no way to detect her. She just went in and out like a ghost. 
 
    “Regardless, I’m in,” she said. 
 
    Show time. I headed for the back of the club—the section with real jaguar fur seats and booths. It was meant for the really rich and famous; it even had a separate entrance and bouncer. The way his eyes shined in the dark, I was going to assume he had superpowers… or he used reflective eye drops. 
 
    “Nyet,” he said holding out a hand to stop me. It took me a second to realize he was Russian. 
 
    I looked down at his hand, then up, bringing my sexiest smile. “Are you sure,” I said, pressing in against his hand. 
 
    He pushed against his ear, probably receiving orders from on high. “Go in,” in he said with a smile, lowering his hand so I could pass. I ran my fingers across his chest as I walked by. 
 
    “I’m in,” I said as I walked back to the largest table. Before I killed Vaas he had told me the name of his boss and where to find him. After two weeks in Belize, I had his schedule down, along with who he traveled with. This was the best time to hit him. 
 
    I passed the five empty tables that acted as a buffer on my way to the booth and came face to face with Victor Grey, the controller for North America’s ISO-1 operations. Despite the club atmosphere and the hotties on either side of him, poor Victor didn’t look happy. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine why. He didn’t know who I was or what I was doing there… he couldn’t. 
 
    “Madi, there’s something going on. CCTV just picked up four trucks rolling into the back of the club like the fire brigade.” 
 
    Little alarms went off in my head as I approached the table. I kept my best smile up as I stopped, leaning over to give him a generous look. The idea was to keep him distracted until it was too late. 
 
    And it was too late, for one of us. Well, not only him if those trucks were loaded with reinforcements. 
 
    I didn’t hear them so much as feel the vibration in my feet as a couple of dozen soldiers rushed into the club behind me. 
 
    “I think it might be a trap,” Krisan said in my ear. “You should get out of there.” 
 
    I dropped the facade of the sexy-clubber and unleashed my Wraith persona; I knew how it looked. My eyes glowed slightly as the blue light shined inside them. An air of coldness wrapped around me, almost as if the shadows themselves were my ally. Of course, they were. 
 
    “Surrender, and at least we’ll let you die with some dignity. Not a lot mind you, but some,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “Funny,” I said, “I was about to say the same thing.” 
 
    “Dumas, you’re outnumbered and outgunned, and we know who you are. What do you hope to accomplish? You’ve had a good run, you’ve gotten lucky, but your luck has run out. It’s time to end this.” 
 
    Inwardly, I swore. How did they find out who I was? I supposed it was just a matter of time, but I would have liked it if it had taken more. 
 
    A short, harsh laugh emerged from me as my Wraith voice took over. “You think I’m lucky?” Worry flashed across his face. The men behind me closed in as if they knew something was about to happen. 
 
    “Let me tell you, Vic... luck is not a plan.” 
 
    Krisan triggered the flashbangs we’d hidden throughout the club a few days earlier. One-hundred and seventy-decibel grenades detonated in sequence one after another over six seconds. The club exploded in a whiteout of magnesium and the blast of sound. All they would hear from that point forward was a dull roar followed by a loud ringing. 
 
    Of course, I planned for the moment, shutting my eyes just as things exploded. I relied on my Wraith powers to fix my hearing. 
 
    I reached down and pulled off my shoe then leaped onto the table, rushing across it to slide the last foot and slam into Victor with my shin pressed up against his neck. He also had superpowers, but I  was ready for them. 
 
    Joseph always said, “Know your enemy as you know yourself.” Well, Sun Tzu said it first, but Joseph liked to quote The Art of War. I had never even heard of it until he made me memorize it. 
 
    The heel on my shoe came off easy enough, and in the blink of an eye, I had a loop of piano wire around his throat. 
 
    A wall of force slammed into me like a Mack truck. Victor’s telekinetic power topped an F4 level—he could lift ten-thousand pounds with it, more if he exerted himself. 
 
    I flew back and smashed into the crowd of soldiers behind me with a grunt, but held onto my shoe and its six feet of wire. 
 
    The force of the blow yanked Victor over the table. He managed to slip one hand under the wire, trying to lodge more fingers under it and desperately attempting to keep it from cutting him further. He got lucky; that was the only reason it hadn’t decapitated him instantly. 
 
    He looked up at me, blood trickling out of his nose as he gasped for a breath that would never come. I gave him a long second as I stared coldly into his eyes. 
 
    “You people should know when you’re beaten.” I yanked on the cord with all my super powered strength. The piano wire finished the job, lopping off his head in an instant. 
 
    I heard someone vomit. Another person screamed, and the music came to a scratching halt. I kicked off the other shoe, ripped my dress off at the thigh so I could move, and turned to the two-dozen men and woman behind me, some of whom undoubtedly had superpowers. 
 
    However, there’s a reason opening a fight with shock and awe gives an advantage. They were stunned… 
 
    I wasn’t. 
 
    I didn’t wait for them to recover. I launched into a flurry of blows on the first one, driving him back before I spun into a kick that sent him flying into the club’s speakers. 
 
    There was no rush of power from the two deaths; I had weeks of deficit to make up. I don’t know how exactly it works and Spice was tight-lipped about the whole thing. Essentially though, she will let me use the powers almost always, but if I don’t kill, the powers grow weaker and weaker. 
 
    A blow caught me in the back and I stumbled forward and turned it into a full-on run at the wall where I leaped up, scrambling into a backflip, teleporting as I did so. I stepped out of the shadows, landing in a crouch, and kicked the back of the legs of the man who punched me, grabbing his neck and accelerating his fall to cave his head in. 
 
    Pain lanced through my side. I looked down and pulled a large throwing knife out of my ribs. I didn’t have time to see where it came from. 
 
    A screech filled the air and I leaped straight up. Red beams of death shot below me, vaporizing the poor man I had just killed and blowing a hole through the speaker-wall. 
 
    I landed, rolled, and spun, trying to find the source of the laser beams. 
 
    “Two o’clock, two o’clock,” Krisan yelled through our commlink. With her access to the CCTV, I had to trust she knew where I should look. 
 
    There she was, a petite girl with a white shirt and suit jacket. She held a pair of sunglasses in one hand as she searched for me. 
 
    I ran at her, punching the knife thrower in the gut as he prepared another blade. He folded and I used him as a fulcrum, spinning and letting him fly like a shot put right at the girl with the laser eyes. 
 
    Shiny Eyes the bouncer stepped in front of me, but now his whole body sparkled. I ducked a blow from him and let loose with a full power uppercut. 
 
    That was stupid. 
 
    My hand shattered hitting his jaw. I grunted from the pain, stepping back and holding my wrecked hand. Breaking bones hurt like hell, and it was never easy. Especially when I was unprepared for it. 
 
    I spared a second to look at him more closely. At first, I thought it was invulnerability, but the sparkling extended ever so slightly around his body. 
 
    Forcefield. 
 
    He swung at me and my pause cost me. When the blow clipped my jaw it was more than a forcefield but not quite super strength—more like I was repelled. The field flung me through the air to crash into the wall fifteen feet above the reserved seating. 
 
    The good news was my hand didn’t hurt anymore. The bad news was I thought he broke my collar bone. I groaned as I hit the Jaguar fur seating. 
 
    Wow, it really is soft. Poor Jaguars. 
 
    Laser Eyes screamed, which tipped me off that she was about to use her powers. I climbed to my feet just as the beams hit the wall next to me and headed my way, burning a line through the paint. I took off running, pretending to stumble so she would follow with her lasers. 
 
    Which she totally did, right through a group of her fellow soldiers. 
 
    “Those don’t count,” Spice said, appearing next to me as I ran for Shiny Eyes. 
 
    More people screamed as Laser Eyes cut them in half until I slid under her beams as they raced by and they impacted Shiny Eyes instead. I figured they would bounce off him, or at the very least, knock him down, instead, they reflected right back at her. 
 
    Then the lasers were gone—along with the upper half of Laser Eyes torso. 
 
    Shiny Eyes charged me, his force field sparkling in the semi-darkness. “I have an idea,” I told Spice as I turned and broke into a run for the bar. I hopped up, slid across the cherry wood top on my bare thigh, then fell to the other side. A quick glance showed me where the rum was. I grabbed a bottle of Stroh 160 in each hand and popped back up. Shiny Eyes slammed both fists down on the top of the bar, shattering the top all the way down to the floor, opening a path for himself. 
 
    I threw both bottles at his feet then grabbed the lighter from the corner—almost all high-end bars have one for the flaming drinks. He looked at me, confused for a second, then fear filled his eyes as they went wide. 
 
    “Order up,” I said, kneeling down and lighting the pool of high-proof alcohol on fire. 
 
    There is almost always a way around superpowers. Sure, his forcefield protected him from physical harm—it might even protect him from the heat—but he still had to breathe. Once the fire was raging, I grabbed another bottle and hit his upraised arm. The bottle shattered, splashing the rum all over him and the flames from the floor leaped up, traveling across his force field in an instant. He started screaming, waving his arms around and running in a circle trying to put out the flames. 
 
    “They used to teach stop, drop, and roll, in school,” Krisan said in my ear. 
 
    “I think everyone’s forgotten the basics,” I replied. 
 
    It was time to go. I’d taken out everyone with powers, plus over half the soldiers; there was no need to push it. Victor Grey was a lifeless corpse, and that was what I wanted. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 2 
 
   Hector Alvarez wasn’t used to sweating. He wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of threats. As the second in command and the public face of ISO-1, he was all but untouchable. Untouchable to everyone but the true person in charge of the world’s largest criminal organization: Mr. Axiom. 
 
    He scared him more than anyone in his whole life. And now the line on his desk phone was blinking, the line that only blinked when he called. 
 
    “Alvarez,” he said, pressing the speakerphone button. 
 
    Silence wafted through the phone like a palpable weight. Hector waited, resisting the urge to ask who it was. 
 
    “Who was it?” His boss’s voice rolled through the phone like a rock slide, pressing against him, forcing honesty from him. 
 
    “A black American woman named Madisun Dumas, sir,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of her...” 
 
    “Uh, well, sir, she just appeared on our radar. Our contacts in the American justice department clued us in to who she was. We managed to link her to our failures in Detroit and then New Orleans. I guess our man there gave up our location and now she’s here to finish her crusade against us for allegedly killing her family.” 
 
    More silence. Sweat trickled down his neck while he waited. Mr. Axiom had power Alvarez could only dream of. When he showed up a few years before and offered to share that power with him, of course, he jumped at the chance... but now... now he wished to God he’d never agreed to let the man in. 
 
    “Why have you let this threat grow? She could endanger our entire operation here. I like Central America, Alvarez, I don’t want to move again. Deal with her.” 
 
    “Yes sir, we are. I’m mobilizing several of our assets...” 
 
    The grumble from the other end of the line interrupted him. “I’m looking at your underlings’ actions right now. She killed the Regulators? Killed Grey right here in Belize? And your strategy is to throw more people at her to kill?” 
 
    Alvarez coughed, the pressure on his head was immense. His sweat now dripped down his face and neck, pooling uncomfortably under the collar of his expensive suit. 
 
    “Do you... you have a suggestion sir?” he managed to ask through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Yes. Let someone else deal with it. Use our resources in the American media. Point at her for the deaths of anyone and everyone we can. And put a bounty on her head. Five million should do. Between law enforcement and the bounty hunters, she’ll either be too busy to meddle with us or she’ll be dead. Either way, you can refocus on your real job. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Alvarez said. At that moment he would have done or said anything to get off the call. The line clicked dead and he collapsed into his chair. He hadn’t even realized he was standing. The release of pressure was almost euphoric. 
 
    After a moment he slapped the call button on his phone. A young woman sauntered in, no more than twenty-three but dressed like a professional. “Si, sir?” 
 
    “Call the Maestro. Tell him I need to speak with him right away. Comprendí?” 
 
    “Si!” She turned without another word, exiting as fast as she entered. Alvarez leaned back, allowing himself to relax for a moment. It was going to take some work, but he probably could redirect their political assets in DC to go after Dumas. And having her here in Belize actually made the bounty hunter aspect easier. With all the ex-pats here running from someone, there were always predators waiting to pounce. He smiled for the first time in days. 
 
    Si, this would work out nicely. Maybe then I can get back to working on a way out from under Mr. Axiom. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 3
  
 
      
 
   The mirror wasn’t kind to me that morning. It was grim to think of things this way, but I hadn’t killed enough people the night before to make up the deficit from the time it took to get from New Orleans to Belize. Especially since my little trick with the Laser Eyes didn’t give me any credit. Because of that, Spice wasn’t healing me like she normally would. 
 
    “Ow! Watch it,” I said to Krisan as she stitched up a particularly painful gash on my arm. 
 
    “I thought you had regeneration powers?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It isn’t as cut and dried as all that. They have... a mind of their own sometimes. There are rules to making them work and you know me—” 
 
    “You’re fantastic at following rules,” she said with a wry grin. 
 
    “Says the reporter with secret superpowers,” I gave her a knowing stare. 
 
    She shrugged it off. “I use them justly. You know what they say, ‘in the Kingdom of the sighted, the blind man is king.’” 
 
    “What? No, that’s not how that goes. That’s the opposite of what that means,” I told her. 
 
    She stabbed me with the needle, shrugging as if it were an accident. “You say tomato, I say car.” 
 
    I winced. “You were picked on in high school, weren’t you?” I asked with enough humor in my voice so she knew I wasn’t serious. 
 
    “When you can read everyone’s text messages just by touching their phone, you don’t have rivals for long,” she said with a sweet smile. 
 
    “Remind me not to make you a foe,” I said. 
 
    “All done,” she declared. She poured more hydrogen peroxide on the wound and slapped a bandage on it. “You should try dodging next time.” 
 
    “It was a really big knife,” I said by way of explanation. 
 
    Her phone buzzed at that moment and she put it to her ear, standing up and walking away while she spoke in hushed tones to whoever was on the other end. 
 
    When I was sure she was out of earshot, I turned my head to look at Spice, who had silently witnessed the whole exchange. 
 
    “There has to be a way for me to tell where I’m at with the whole Kill/Power ratio?” 
 
    She shrugged. “What do you want? A HUD? All I can tell you is when you’re even. Be thankful. I never let Joseph use his powers when he was behind on the bill. Heck, I never let anyone before you.” 
 
    That revelation surprised me. I looked at her for a second, formulating what I wanted to ask next. 
 
    “How many?” I asked finally. 
 
    “How many what?” she returned sweetly. For just a moment, she really was Spice. The little brat used to turn questions around on me when she knew perfectly well what I meant. It brought a grin to my face, even if it was followed by a wave of sadness. 
 
    Miss you, little sis. 
 
    “You know what I mean. How many ‘hosts’ before me?” 
 
    She frowned, shaking her head. “That’s an ugly word. You’re not a host, you’re a partner. Dare I say, ‘friend.’ We have a common understanding—” 
 
    “You’re dodging the question.” 
 
    “See, you know me so well, it’s like it was meant to be. Here, take this...” 
 
    A wave of euphoria rolled over me, forcing a grunt from me as my wounds mended and my body rejoiced at the flush of pleasure. When I managed to pull myself together Spice was gone. 
 
    Clever girl. 
 
    “Uh, Madi, we have a problem,” Krisan said from across the room. I stood up, pulling off the bandage and wiping away the stitches at the same time. I felt great; better than great. There was a spring in my step, and I could take on the world. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked her. 
 
    She cocked her head at me for a second. “You look different than you did a second ago... what happened?” 
 
    “I told you, my powers have a mind of their own. They kicked in and...” I twirled to show her all the wounds were healed. She put her fingers through the hole in my dress where I’d failed to move out of the way in time and had a series of significant wounds. Nothing but smooth black skin. 
 
    “Wow. I’ve seen you heal from some pretty extreme harm, Madi. Has it occurred to you that you can’t die?” 
 
    “What?” Half a dozen biology classes came to mind. Aging was just the cells dying as they replicated. If I looked eighteen it was because, biologically speaking, I was eighteen. Could Spice keep me this age forever? Killing for hundreds of years at her whim? It was certainly worth thinking about. 
 
    But not right now. I shook my head. There were at least a thousand people who needed to die before that was even an issue. Just thinking about all that killing made something inside me stir, something dark and... unpleasant. I pushed it aside when Krisan held her phone up for me to see. 
 
    “Uh oh,” I said. 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” She turned on the TV and cast her phone to it. The little warehouse on the docks we had purchased (with stolen money and under a nom de guerre, of course), had everything we could need: all my gear, the van and the Hellcat she bought me, along with the all the guns and ammo. 
 
    I’d taken the time to spray paint all the windows black to keep unwanted eyes out. The only other thing I modified was the AC. Corrugated metal walls absorbed heat like an oven. Having an industrial AC kept the temp down. 
 
    The flat screen TV against the wall sprang to life, showing us the image from her phone. It wasn’t the best picture of me ever, but it wasn’t the worst. I think I was nineteen at the time? It’s from my public portfolio, one of my first modeling gigs. I wore skin-tight jeans and a tube top. My hair was a little crazy, but that was almost ten years ago. Hairstyles change. 
 
    “Can you turn it up?” I asked her. She complied. 
 
    Pictured here at nineteen, twenty-seven-year-old Madisun Dumas is wanted in connection with multiple homicides in Detroit, New York, and New Orleans. She is considered armed and extremely dangerous. 
 
    Pictures of me and that poor FBI agent who tried to help me in DC pop up next. They show us sitting together, then fast forward to me taking his gun... they cut it in such a way that even I thought I shot him. Then some sketchy footage from Detroit and home, of course. 
 
    Her doctors have informed law enforcement that she may have suffered a break from reality. 
 
    The news footage switched to a very official looking man in a lab coat. 
 
    “When her family was killed, Madisun created this other persona, one who could deal with the harsh reality of her situation. When she woke up from her coma, she believed that some secret organization had taken over the government and it was her divine duty to kill them all,” he said with a shake of his head. He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “It’s truly sad what has happened to her, she needs help.” 
 
    More footage of me followed. In one clip I was in a room, screaming about something, and I really did look crazy. Watching myself scream and beg to kill people was disturbing, to say the least, especially since I had no memory of ever doing or saying anything like that. Hell, I had sliced someone’s head off just the night before and that didn’t cause me a moment of lost sleep… not that I’d tried to since then. 
 
    “That’s not you,” Spice said from beside me. “Look at her; it’s blurry, the footage is cell phone, not CCTV, and she doesn’t move like you.” 
 
    She was right, it wasn’t me. “That’s some kind of shapeshifter. They must have brought her in to sell the story,” I said. 
 
    “It’s worse than that. Wait for it,” Krisan said. I looked over to Spice, but she was gone again. I wished I could make her appear and answer questions. 
 
    Madisun Dumas is now number one on the FBI Metahuman most wanted list. She is most commonly seen wearing a red scarf around her face and often dresses in leather jackets. She goes by the name Wraith. There is a reward of one million dollars for any information leading to her arrest. Call the FBI Metahuman Task Force hotline at— 
 
    I waved at the TV, ignoring the rest. 
 
    “Well, it was bound to happen sooner or later. I can only hide who I am for so long. I knew that. I think at this point, they’re still going to be afraid of me,” I said with a grin. Krisan was still looking at her phone, not paying attention to what I was saying. “Hello, Kris?” 
 
    “Sorry, that’s not the worst of it. I have contacts all over the world—underground journalist, bloggers, people who are really good at getting information that people don’t want them to have— They put a bounty out on you Madi.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, we just saw that—” 
 
    She cut me off with a wave of her hand. “No, not the Metahuman Task Force; ISO-1. ISO-1 put a five-million-dollar bounty on you and they know you’re in Belize. There’s already a large population of bounty hunters in the area, but five million? That will bring in every assassin in the world. We have to leave.” She switched screens on her phone and waved it in front of me. 
 
    I let out a whistle. “Five million? I’d almost turn myself in for that much.” 
 
    She rushed past me, picking up things here and there and stuffing them into a bag. I don’t think anything she picked up was even hers. 
 
    “Kris,” I said, trying to get her attention. 
 
    “We can find a boat and sail out of here before nightfall. They’ll never even know. We can let things cool off and then come back and—” 
 
    “Kris,” I said louder. 
 
    She stopped and looked at me. “Why aren’t you packing your things?” 
 
    “Because I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    She looked at me, then the TV, and then back to me. “But they know who you are. They know where you are. You’re about to have a hundred bounty hunters crawling in your underpants trying to kill you.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means,” I said with a half grin. “Listen, it’s about to get more dangerous, and you should go. But I’m not leaving until they’re all dead. If I have to kill a hundred extra people, well then, so be it.” My fists clenched on their own as I spoke. “But nothing—not a bounty, not the FBI, nothing—is going to stop me from killing every one of these bastards. Every last one, Kris. That’s the game. You can be in or out, I won’t object if you want to leave, God knows it’s only going to get more dangerous.” 
 
    She nodded and put down the bag of random objects. “Well, if you’re staying, I’m staying. I think.” 
 
    I smiled. I was glad. It was good to have a friend. However... 
 
    “Good, but you should go somewhere else. They don’t know about you. If we can smuggle you into a nice hotel you can do your thing as long as our phones are connected? Right?” I punctuated it by holding up my phone. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, all I need is a laptop and a cappuccino machine and I’m good to—” 
 
    My phone exploded as a bullet tore through it, then me, knocking me back into the rack of guns I was planning on using. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 4 
 
   Idon’t know what kind of round hit me, but it knocked me back into a gun rack, which then fell on me, slamming me face first into the cold concrete floor. 
 
    Then the gunfire started in earnest. Dark painted glass exploded inward, letting the sunlight in. Holes appeared in the aluminum walls as a number of fully automatic weapons went to town on our hideout. I groaned inwardly as dozens of rounds peppered my Hellcat before the tires exploded. 
 
    “Kris?” I called out for her. 
 
    “I’m here,” she yelled back. 
 
    “Use the escape hatch. I’m right behind you.” 
 
    Like I told that idiot in the club, luck isn’t a plan. Of course, I had a plan for if this place was compromised. The entire reason I chose it was because a drainage grate in the center of the room led to a tunnel that exited a half mile away. I had a car, money, and a few extra guns stashed there in case of an event like this. I had to admit, though, I didn’t expect to use it quite that soon. 
 
    I heard the grate open and I caught a glimpse of Krisan’s brown hair as she leaped down. A moment later the front door burst in. Three guys, covered head to toe in black tactical gear, charged in shooting in all directions. 
 
    “Time to power up,” I said to Spice. Despite her not manifesting, I knew she could hear me. I pulled myself out from under the rack and scrambled across the floor to the green case resting on top of the small table. Bullets flew around me as I ran for it. 
 
    “There!” one of them shouted. 
 
    They saw me. 
 
    I grunted as several rounds slammed into my thighs. It didn’t hurt as much as it should have—in fact, it hardly hurt at all. I slid to a stop beside the table, kicked the legs out and let the case fall on me. It opened and the Walther Q5 Match fell out. I thought it was a little garish, but Krisan did the research and assured me it was one of the best pistols in the world. The blue trigger was as light as a butterfly’s kiss. 
 
    I caught the gun and the magazine, slamming it home as I rolled over. More bullets blast through the table. With all the windows broken, it was too light for me to teleport; I just had to do it the old-fashioned way. The one thing I couldn’t do was let them see which way Krisan went, or even let them know I had a partner. They might have known my identity, but I didn’t have to hand her to them 
 
    I snapped off three quick shots at the first guy. The gun handled just as well as Krisan claimed and the bullets flew home in a tight pattern in the center of his chest, knocking him back into his friend, but not penetrating his vest. 
 
    Automatic fire continued to pepper the building from the outside; cans flew up as bullets hit them, the TV exploded behind me, everything was getting shot up. If I had to guess, there was more than one team operating and they didn’t care if they killed each other trying to get me. 
 
    These guys were pissing me off. 
 
    I ran at the one I shot, firing at his friends to keep them off balance as I crossed the distance. I dropped at the last second and swept his legs out from under him. He hit the ground with a grunt, and I slammed the butt of the pistol against his throat with a satisfying crack. He wouldn’t die right away, but he didn’t have long. 
 
    Using him as a shield, I rolled over and dragged him into a sandbag position. His body shook as his friends unloaded at me with ferocious abandon. Well… clearly, they weren’t good friends. I fired back four more shots, taking the second one’s legs out from under him. There are only so many places you can wear armor. 
 
    I rolled to the side, put my legs under me and leaped, covering the fifteen feet in an instant and landing on the chest of the one I shot in the legs. I forced my barrel under his vest and fired twice. 
 
    The rack of a slide made me look up; the third one had a shotgun pointed right at me. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    The blast caught me center mass, flinging me back ten feet to slam into the ground. It hurt to breathe and the sound I made trying to inhale made me want to puke. 
 
    “You supers are all the same. You think powers give you an edge? Nah darlin’, they take it away from you,” he said. His accent told me New Zealand or Australia—I wasn’t a hundred percent clear on the difference. “I reckon your time is up.” He pumped the shotgun again and pressed the barrel against my head. 
 
    Despite the hole in my chest, my inability to breathe, and the fact that my legs didn’t seem to want to work, I wasn’t in much pain. I had to guess that was Spice’s doing. My arms worked fine, too. In a flash, I grabbed the shotgun and yanked it forward. He came with it since he was attached via a sling. The blast was deafening but it missed my head. He landed on top of me and I put my arm around his neck and twisted. He screamed for a second before it snapped. 
 
    I ran my hands through his pockets until I found his cell phone. “Anytime you want to heal me,” I said as I rolled over. My chest was a bloody mess and I was still having a hard time drawing breath. There were more guys; the bullets kept coming, hitting everything above than three feet high in the room. I had managed to keep my gun, tucking it into the waistband at the small of my back. The yoga pants I wore were tight enough to hold it in place. 
 
    A few seconds later my wounds began to close, the worst ones first—the sucking chest wound—followed by the holes in my thighs. After ten more seconds, I was whole again. 
 
    The shooting stopped. I imagined it was so the shooters could reload—I had a window. Leaping up, I ran for the locker on the far side of the room. Dodging debris and jumping over shattered crates it took me a few seconds to get there. I flung it open, grabbed my go-bag and strapped it over my shoulder. Once it was secure, I hit the switch on the self-destruct and ran for the sewer entrance. 
 
    More bullets peppered the building as I slid to a stop next to the grate. They were too late, though. I yanked the grate up and leaped in, closing it behind me as I fell the ten feet to the tunnel floor. I took a second to catch my breath, then I ran for it. 
 
    The rumble of the explosion caught up with me thirty seconds later, as the C4 I left in the warehouse turned it to rubble. The overpressure shock wave caught up with me, but it was barely enough to muss my hair. By the time I reached the end of the tunnel, I could hear sirens in the distance. 
 
    “I was starting to worry,” Krisan said from the nondescript black sedan we had parked here. It wasn’t new, it wasn’t old—just another Honda on the road. 
 
    “Worry? About me?” I tossed the bag on the hood and pulled off the bloody rags that were the remains of my shirt, then my Under Armour. The trunk had a change of clothes and some baby wipes. I probably needed a lot more than just baby wipes, but it would have to do for the moment. 
 
    “You look like you crawled inside a tauntaun,” she said. 
 
    I stopped and had to think for a second about what she meant. “Funny,” I replied as I pulled on my new Under Armour. It was blue with the silver logo on the back. Over that, I threw on a white button-down shirt before strapping on my clip holster to hold my Walther in place in the small of my back. It’s a large pistol with a five-inch barrel; not ideal for concealed carry, but right then I needed the accuracy more than stealth. I tossed my go-bag in the trunk and slammed the lid. 
 
    I got in the driver’s seat and headed for downtown. 
 
    “What next?” 
 
    “Take this,” I said tossing her the phone. She flinched away, letting it fall on the floor while crinkling her nose in distaste. 
 
    “It’s covered in blood.” 
 
    “Mistress of the obvious. Open the glove box,” I said with a nod. She opened it and pulled out the cheap box of purple latex gloves. Once she had them on her hands, albeit in a funny way where they didn’t quite fit, she picked up the phone. She still treated it like it was a snake trying to bite her. I let her be. Not everyone was as comfortable with the killing and the blood as I was. I still didn’t know how I could do all the things I had to do and not lose sleep over it. 
 
    “You’re special,” Spice said from the back seat. She wore a tank top that said: “Trust me, this won’t hurt a bit.” She looked, sounded, and acted every bit the Spice I knew... and it hurt my heart the same every time. 
 
    “I’m not special, Spice. Special people—” 
 
    “Feel special? No Madi, they don’t. They just make everyone else feel it. Trust me, what you can do doesn’t come along all that often. Joseph couldn’t achieve what you have, and he was a hardened soldier. You are special.” 
 
    I shook my head. The crazy ghost impersonating my little sister thought I was special. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    “You’re weird,” Krisan said suddenly. 
 
    “What?” I was shocked those words would come out of her mouth. 
 
    “You talk to yourself, but only like half the conversation. Why do you do that?” 
 
    I looked in the mirror, Spice smiled back, sweet and innocent. “It doesn’t matter,” I said to Krisan. “Let’s get you settled and then I need to go hunting.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Hunting? Can’t you just go buy food like a normal person—oh. Right.” Her cheeks turned a delightful shade of red. “I’ll just dig into this phone and find you some targets, but… uh… about our stuff...” 
 
    “We’re going to have to start over. I didn’t think they would find us that fast, but it’s a small country. Maybe next time we just stay mobile, some kind in of box van or something.” I thought of that old show my dad used to watch late at night. They had an awesome van. Maybe something cool—bulletproof and bomb proof. 
 
    It would need to be a lot of ‘things-proof’ for it to work. Something to think about. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mexico City 
 
   Mr. Van Lo, as he liked to be called, walked out of his office in a hurry. As the manager of the largest bank in Mexico city he had to keep his schedule varied, his routine unpredictable. Being a banker in Mexico City was a lot like what he imagined a sheriff’s life would be like in the old west. Gunslingers and bad elements always coming around, wanting a piece of the pie. 
 
    In his case, the ‘pie’ was access to the biggest bank vault south of the United States. Not that he alone had access; nothing was that simple. It required three keys, of which he only had one. Still, they didn’t bring him in all the way from Vietnam to take chances; he had a reputation as one of the most secure, trusted bankers in the world. In the five years he had run The Bank of Mexico City, corruption had dropped to almost nil. No employees skimming the till, no assistant managers helping the place get robbed, nothing. 
 
    He was quite proud of that accomplishment. 
 
    He left the building at eleven-forty-five—a full fifteen minutes earlier than the day before. He immediately crossed the street, turned left instead of right, and walked two blocks in the opposite direction that he actually wanted to go. 
 
    While the downtown core of Mexico City was relatively safe, it wasn’t safe enough for him to drop his guard, even for an instant! 
 
    He entered the Cafe, ordered a black coffee, and waited while he pretended to look at his phone. What he was really doing was watching out for anyone following him. The same car twice, the same face, the same clothes, anything that would set off his alarm. 
 
    The barista called the fake name he gave her. He collected his coffee and walked back toward the men’s room. Instead of going in, he ducked out the service entrance in the back and headed toward the bank and his true destination. 
 
    Five minutes of brisk walking and looking over his shoulder and he entered the building that housed his goal. 
 
    Vanessa. 
 
    He was married, of course, with two terrific children in private school. He loved his wife, or at least he thought he did. However, in his carefully controlled, completely plotted out life, nothing really made him feel alive. 
 
    Until he had met her. 
 
    Vanessa was everything his wife wasn’t. She wasn’t interested in his money, or job, or family name. She liked him for him. It didn’t hurt that he was in his forties, as was his wife, and Vanessa was young and hot. 
 
    He had only knocked on the door once when it flung open and she jumped into his arms, her dark hair flying wildly about as she kissed him long and hard. He held her butt as she wrapped her legs around him and he carried her into the apartment. 
 
    They broke their kiss and he smiled. “I’ve missed you,” he said in his broken English. Spanish was just too hard for him to learn, but he knew a little English and so did she, the rest... well they didn’t need words for the rest. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, baby. Kiss me one more time.” His hands roamed her body. 
 
    Something strange happened at that moment. Her soft, delightful skin turned hard, and her lips that were like kissing clouds went cold. 
 
    Mr. Van Lo, the man with the perfect job and family, who took no risks with his finances but was more than happy to step out on his wife, opened his eyes to see himself staring back at him. 
 
    This vision of him still wore Vanessa’s clothes, but everything else... was him. 
 
    “What?” he said. He was too stunned to move, even though part of his brain screamed at him to run. 
 
    “You brought this on yourself. If you were faithful to your wife, this wouldn’t have happened,” his doppelganger said. 
 
    Questions flooded through him, but not fast enough. The image of him brought a blade out and sliced him cleanly across the neck. 
 
    Mr. Van Lo collapsed in an instant, his blood racing out of him. As darkness clouded his vision, he realized his murderer was right. He wished he could see his wife and kids one more time. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The woman known as Vanessa, now Mr. Van Lo, retreated to the bedroom, leaving the banker to die while she sorted through her clothes. Van Lo did a good job of staying unpredictable, but after weeks of watching him, she knew two things: he liked attention from young women, and he owned three suits. 
 
    The hardest part of the operation, besides spending time with the banker, had been having copies of his suits flown in from Vietnam. They were well made and unique looking. There was simply no way for a local tailor to copy it, let alone as exactly as she would need. Instead, she waited for him to fall asleep and copied the information from the label. Then it was a simple matter to contact the suit maker in Vietnam and have him make her three identical suits. 
 
    Her cover was simple; if he found out she would just tell him they were a gift. But he hadn’t, and the suits had arrived that morning, meaning she no longer had to pretend to be ‘Vanessa’ and could go about finishing the job she was hired to do. 
 
    Since she touched him, many times, she was able to use her powers to their fullest extent, copying him down to the DNA. No test on Earth, or anywhere else, could tell them apart. She pulled on his suit and examined herself in the mirror. 
 
    She never liked copying men, preferring to target women for her identities, but she liked money; this job paid well. Before leaving she transferred everything out of his pockets and into the exact same place in her suit along with his socks and shoes. 
 
    She left the building as Mr. Van Lo. 
 
    With her powers, she could duplicate anyone just by looking at them. If she touched them her image was the perfect replication of her target. If she had prolonged contact, even her DNA matched. She still needed to hear their voice in order for her powers to fully work. The more they spoke, the better. Her powers let her duplicate speech patterns, mannerisms, even small tics. 
 
    What it didn’t do, was give her any knowledge of the target; their mind, or what they thought about things. For that, she had to study them carefully. She disliked rushing— it left her having to guess how her targets would act. 
 
    Mr. Van Lo’s doppelganger entered the bank one hour and thirty minutes after he left. The two security guards nodded to him and, as usual, he smiled back and greeted them by name: Fernando and Riley. Part of Van Lo’s strategy for reducing corruption had been putting a name to every face. While a hardened criminal would have no problem betraying him, an average person would be less tempted if they knew him, liked him even. Which, of course, was what led to her hiring. Her employers had tried to corrupt his staff and weren’t able too. 
 
    It really was too bad he was unfaithful to his wife. Overall, he seemed like a decent fellow. 
 
    In the back of the bank—behind the bulletproof glass, the key card security, and the biometric lock—was his office. He sat down and turned on the computer, which of course was password protected. The image of Van Lo pulled out a cell phone that never belonged to the man and dialed the only number stored on it. 
 
    “Go for Cypher,” the voice on the other end answered. 
 
    “I’m in,” she said. 
 
    “Mimic, is that you?” 
 
    She let out a sigh, which of course sounded like a man. “Yes, you moron, it’s me. Now do your thing,” she said in her normal voice. 
 
    “Right. Plug it in.” 
 
    She pulled the USB cable out of her pocket and plugged the phone into the computer. Cypher hung up the call but used the phone to connect his computer to the bank’s and went to work on his magic. 
 
    Like the shapeshifter's powers, Cypher’s were quite useful. There was no computer system he couldn’t hack, no firewall he couldn’t bypass. It was like he was a living computer. 
 
    “I’m in,” he said over the speakerphone. The blue screen with the generic logo vanished and his desktop appeared. Cypher immediately began copying all the files to his location. That wasn’t required for the job, but Mimic believed in being thorough. 
 
    “You find it yet?” she asked. 
 
    “Still looking. I need five minutes.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Be careful.” 
 
    A knock on the office door made her heart leap. She turned off the monitor, made sure she still looked like Van Lo and said, “Come in.” 
 
    A dark-haired man with a complexion that almost matched, entered the room. His steely eyes scanned the office for threats as he took the seat opposite Van Lo. 
 
    “Yes?” Van Lo asked. 
 
    He returned her stare, now more of a puzzled look. “You called me, sir. You said it was urgent that we meet after you returned from lunch.” 
 
    Mimic pulled out Van Lo’s phone and thumbed through the calendar. Nothing. 
 
    “Right. I just wanted to tell you that you’re doing a fantastic job. Keep up the good work,” she said as Van Lo. 
 
    The man cocked his head to the side as if he were trying to look past Van Lo. “Are you feeling all right sir?” 
 
    She nodded. This wasn’t going well. She’d spent a week following Van Lo around, preparing for this job. She knew the bank and the employees better than anyone, how did she not know who this man was? 
 
    “Yes, just... a stomach bug or something.” 
 
    The man nodded, pressed his hands against his knees and stood up. He was tall—at least six-four—which made him eight inches taller than Van Lo and ten inches taller than Mimic in her normal state. 
 
    He eyeballed the phone connected to the computer, and then the one in Van Lo’s hand. 
 
    Idiot. Amateur. Moron! She yelled at herself. 
 
    He reached into his jacket, where she saw a pistol the size of her head holstered. She didn’t wait for him to draw it but leaped straight up, using her enhanced strength to carry her over the desk and kick him in the arm. It was like kicking steel. 
 
    She flipped back over, her shape morphing to her normal appearance. Short hair, thin, narrow eyes, and not nearly as tall. 
 
    “What are you?” the man asked as he took a step back to clear the gun from his holster. She didn’t answer. She only needed to buy a few more seconds. To confuse him, she focused for a second, her body melting and liquefying as it reshaped to take his appearance. Copying another person just by looking at them never gave an exact duplication, but it was enough to do the job. 
 
    A look of horror spread on his face—it was her moment to strike. She spun around, grabbed the chair and continued to turn, throwing it at him and using her momentum to run for the door. She flung it open and ran right past Mr. Van Lo’s assistant. The assistant screamed behind her as the man with a gun ran past. 
 
    Mimic ran behind the tellers, touched an overweight girl, and then ran for the office area. The bank was huge; it wasn’t a branch but a headquarters. She dodged into the break room, ran out the other side, and took a hard right for the employee bathrooms. 
 
    By the time her pursuer hit the break room she was in the girl's bathroom, closing the stall and stripping the copy of Van Lo’s suit off as she morphed into Marta. Once naked, she climbed up onto the toilet, pushed open the vent above it, tossed in the bundled suit, and pulled herself up. She closed the vent behind her, pushed the clothes to the side and headed back toward the office Mr. Van Lo occupied. 
 
    Mimic found the package she’d stashed there weeks before just in case anything went wrong. A bag with a change of clothes, extra shoes, and a bottle of cheap perfume. Marta had terrible taste in clothes, but Mimic had duped her weeks before just in case this sort of thing happened. She’d chosen Marta because she worked the same days as Van Lo. Since her powers only let her mimic the last person she touched, it was a backup plan that paid off. 
 
    Once the clothes were on, she shimmied her way to the vent overlooking Van Lo’s office. She regretted not finding someone skinnier; though Marta was short, her wideness got Mimic stuck twice while she navigated the small ducts. 
 
    At least the building was old and designed long before high-efficiency cooling made large ducts unnecessary. She found the vent, pushed it open, and let herself tumble out, grabbing the edge and flipping around to land on top of the desk. Thankfully, her strength and agility didn’t rely on whatever form she duped. 
 
    She picked up the phone. “Cypher, you done yet?” 
 
    “Uh, almost... There. Done. Unplug.” 
 
    “Took you long enough.” 
 
    She reached down and pulled the cable, then turned the computer off and walked for the door. She was ten feet past the assistant when the man with the large gun came running back, pushing everyone out of the way as he headed for the office. 
 
    Mimic was outside while he was still searching the office. She touched a stranger on the arm as she passed by. Ten seconds later she was a different person. Then another, and another, always careful to match her duplicate to the clothes she wore until she was back in her little apartment. She opened the closet door, reached down and touched the bound and gagged Vanessa, who’s eyes went impossibly wide as Mimic transformed into her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, love. I’ll have the police here shortly to untie you,” she told the real Vanessa with a smile. “I just need your ID and passport. Once I’m safely in Ireland, I’ll call and let them know where to find you.” She blew the girl a kiss, closed the closet door, and walked out. She had no intention of going to Ireland, but misinformation was a must in her line of work. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
   Imade sure Krisan entered the Princess Hotel and Casino before I turned the car back into traffic. The less time I stayed in any one area, the less likely someone would spot me. 
 
    “A bounty, huh. How does that even work?” I mused out loud. 
 
    “It’s a black-market thing,” Spice said from the passenger seat. She was dressed as before, her feet up on the crook of the rolled down window, the seat reclined like she was any teenage girl enjoying the warm sun. 
 
    “I don’t really know a lot about that. It’s different in every city, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “I don’t know how it works down here, but more than likely there is a broker who has contacts and he puts the word out. The thing with the FBI was just them making sure you couldn’t return to the US. They want you, Madi, in a bad way.” 
 
    I nodded. “So it would seem.” 
 
    We drove the next few blocks in silence. Spice didn’t usually stay unless she had something to say, but now she actually looked like she was enjoying herself. 
 
    “Is there something else?” I asked. 
 
    “One thing. You’re caught up, finally. So don’t go using your powers until you have someone to kill. Trust me, it’s exhausting for both of us and I can only suppress the effects on you for so long. I don’t have an infinite reserve of power I can lend you. It will start having negative consequences soon.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like Joseph,” she said. I glanced over at her to ask more but she was gone. Typical. I looked in the mirror; the same girl I was at eighteen looked back. It’s was so weird, seeing myself that way. I had just turned twenty-seven when I started this, I know that isn’t a ripe-old-age, but... I had looked more mature. Wraith made it so I could pass as a high school girl and I wasn’t sure I liked that. 
 
    “Spice, can you age me a little, maybe to twenty-five?” I knew I was hot at eighteen, but still, there was something about me at... a wave of dizziness hit, causing me to swerve into the other lane. A cacophony of horns and insults followed as I regained control a moment later. 
 
    I looked back up at the mirror. The woman I remembered looked back—still hot, if I do say so myself—but a woman, not a kid. I smiled. “Thanks, Spice.” 
 
    Should I even call her that? She took Sara’s form to gain my trust, to play on my emotions. She’s certainly not above letting me take a beat down, like in the swamp back home. But... still... since then I’ve had a sense of understanding from her. She knew I was committed to this path. And since all she seems to care about is killing… well… it’s not like I lack people to kill. 
 
    A stark thought ran through me. If I ever died and she had to go to someone else, what would stop her from just finding a serial killer? That kind of power in the hands of evil would be a nightmare. 
 
    It was another thing to file away for a different day. I had bigger things to worry about. ISO-1 had five more top leaders in the city, each one in charge of a different section of the planet. Each one responsible for countless crimes against people. Individuals like me, whose lives were ruined by the actions of an evil whose only goal was more evil. That had to stop. 
 
    My phone rang, startling me. I hit the button on the dash to activate the speaker. 
 
    “I’m all set up,” Krisan’s voice came to me. It was a comfort to me, having her along. Even with Spice to talk to, the journey was lonely. 
 
    “Awesome. Okay. Look into those phones and find a broker or a contact—someone who is in charge of the hits. Maybe I can take them out or get them to hold the bounty long enough for me to do what I came here to do.” 
 
    “One second…  looking,” she said. 
 
    Then I noticed the black van shadowing me. It changed lanes the last time I did. The trick to spotting a tail—and to losing it—isn’t just to drive fast, but also to drive stupid. 
 
    I slowed down to ten miles under the speed limit. When a right turn came up I put on my turn signal, started to turn, then pulled a hard left in a lazy U-turn. Traffic honked but it wasn’t dangerous, just stupid. I drove back the way I had come and the van turned right. I watched them pull a hasty U-turn and come back on the road. 
 
    I turned into a side road, floored it down the to the stop sign, pulled a hard left, floored it again, another left, and less than a minute later I was back on the road where I spotted the tail, and heading in my original direction. They were still trying to figure out which way I went after my first left turn. 
 
    Good times. 
 
    “You back?” I asked Krisan. 
 
    “It looks like the broker is a man named Ricardo Gonzalo. I’m trying to dig you up an address right now.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to scout it out. Once it’s dark and I can use all my powers, I’ll strike.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 7 
 
   I’ve hung out on my fair share of marinas. They’re usually populated with expensive boats the owners only use once in a very great while; Marina Del Mar doesn’t look any different: other than the armed security patrolling the docks and the not one, but two drones patrolling the sky—probably with night vision cameras. 
 
    O to the marina bought a cheap pair of binoculars to scope the situation out. The particular boat I was looking for was on a pier all by itself. I’d spent the night on more expensive boats, but not by much. Fifty feet long, and all the amenities that came with a diesel-powered yacht. The yacht itself was a party in full swing. From what I could tell, Ricardo was quite the party guy. I counted at least thirty people swilling expensive alcohol and pretending to dance. 
 
    There was too much light. The marina had floodlights and lamp posts nearly everywhere. That wouldn’t do… but like most public areas, the electric lines weren’t exactly hidden. 
 
    I eased out of the car. The door closed with a barely audible click. Keeping to the shadows as much as possible I made my way to the pole that held the lines that led from the marina to the city’s power grid. I had a very small block of c4; I slapped it on the pole about four feet up from the ground, set the timer for one minute, and hit the button. 
 
    Since it can be shaped to do just about everything from cutting metal to blowing a tire, C4 is a useful tool. In this case, it would bring the pole down and the wires with it. 
 
    I found a dark shadow to hide in two hundred feet away; I didn’t have to wait long. The ‘bang’ of the explosive lit up the night. Chunks of wood sprayed the area followed by sparks leaping through the night as the pole toppled, bringing the power lines down in a crackle of discharging electricity. The flood and stall lights went out immediately. All the boat lights went out as well. I’m always underwhelmed by C4. It really wasn’t as impressive as they show in the movies. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    People celebrating on Ricardo’s boat four-hundred feet away panicked for a second, then I heard a strong voice reassure them everything was fine, saying something about the city’s unreliable power grid. A second later their onboard lights and music returned and the guest settled down, though it looked like a few decided to leave. 
 
    Dang. Backup generator. 
 
    Several of the larger boat’s lights returned as they also had their own power source. 
 
    I took a moment to focus and found a smaller, empty, shadowed boat five down from the target. I stood in a deep shadow and the weird thing happened to my vision where the shadows become light and the light becomes shadows and I could see in the dark. 
 
    I triggered my shadow step. A rush of cold and a second later I was on the boat. It rocked from my sudden appearance and I took a second to let it calm down before I moved on. I took things slowly because I didn’t want to get in a firefight, not with all those innocent people hanging around. Well, if they were his guests they probably weren’t innocent, but they weren’t my problem, not right then. 
 
    In a few minutes, I had made my way onto the boat directly opposite theirs. I could see into the windows of the yacht, and with my enhanced vision I could tell which staterooms were empty. I chose one and vanished. 
 
    I had spent the night in five-star hotels that were less luxurious than the room I appeared in. Whomever this guy was, money wasn’t an issue. Too bad he couldn’t take it with him. 
 
    Then I waited. It was already after midnight; the party wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later the music died down and guests started departing. With my enhanced senses, I heard Ricardo say goodbye to each guest by their first name. Either the guy had a lot of good friends or he had some kind of photographic memory. 
 
    My phone vibrated silently. I pulled it out to see what Krisan wanted—she was the only person who had the number. 
 
    Status? 
 
    Hurry up and wait. Standby. 
 
    It was a joke Joseph had told me many times. Half this life was rushing to position, only to wait for hours for the ideal moment. My plan was simple; either force Ricardo to put a hold on the bounty, or take his phone and have Krisan withdraw it, pretending to be him. 
 
    I decided that I needed a backup plan, so I pulled another small block of C4 from my go-bag, spent a minute shaping it into a wedge, and attached a cell detonator to it. Placing it under the bed would not only hide it, but would help direct the energy downward.  All I would have to do was text a number—or I could have Krisan do it. 
 
    Thumping from the other side of the wall told me people were coming downstairs. That meant the party was over... or just getting started. 
 
    I moved silently to the door and pressed my ear up against it. Even with my enhanced hearing, it still paid to be thorough. 
 
    “Thank you, Jorge. Tell the crew to clean up tomorrow—they can have the rest of the night off.” 
 
    “Si, señor. I’ll inform them.” 
 
    The cabin boy left, thumping his way back up the stairs. Ricardo walked past the door I was hiding behind, down the hall to the end and opened another door before I couldn’t hear him anymore. 
 
    I waited a good thirty seconds for anyone else; when I didn’t hear a sound, I proceeded carefully, moving as quiet as a shadow across a field. The hall was empty. Little night lights lined the floor, casting a pale glow on me. 
 
    I slipped out, moving as silent as a shadow down the carpeted floor toward the door at the end of the hall where I heard Ricardo go. I drew the Walther, pushing the barrel back a quarter inch to arm it. There was already a round in the chamber. There was something refreshing about a pure combat gun, no safety, no mechanism to keep me from using it in a hurry, just squeeze the trigger and bang. 
 
    At the door, I stopped to listen again. I could hear movement inside; the toilet flushed, then walking, followed by the squeak of the bed. 
 
    I carefully tried the handle; it wasn’t locked. I waited some more, making sure to keep one eye on the way I came so no one could sneak up behind me. When I heard him go back into the bathroom, I opened the door an inch, enough to see the far side of the room. A shadow step later and I was on the other side of his bed, crouching down behind an opulent nightstand. 
 
    He came back in, walked past the bed to the nightstand and I made my move. 
 
    I pressed the barrel against the back of his head and he froze, his hands going up, fast enough to keep me happy, but not so fast I thought he would try anything. 
 
    “Whoever you are, you must be very good to get past my security. Would you like a job?” 
 
    I chuckled. Ballsy. 
 
    “No, Mr. Gonzalo. I want you to pull the bounty ISO-1 placed on me. Since he needed to know who I was, I wasn’t “wraithed-up.” No red scarf, no glowing eyes, no scary voice. I debated this internally and decided that if he didn’t cooperate, him knowing who I was would be the least of his problems. 
 
    “Ms. Dumas, I presume?” 
 
    I stayed silent. Just because I wasn’t going full-on Wraith, didn’t mean I couldn’t intimidate him. I had no problem letting the silence stretch out; I knew it had to make him nervous. “I would very much like to help you, I really would. But once the fee is paid, it’s out of my hands.” 
 
    Ricardo was an older gentleman, maybe in his fifties, with a little silver speckled is his hair. He certainly had the suave look down: Gold rings,  a single silver necklace, nice clothes, and a trimmed goatee. 
 
    “Where is your cell phone?” I asked him. If I couldn’t do it one way... 
 
    “I don’t have one,” he said with a smile in his voice. “Technology is unreliable.” 
 
    I ground my teeth together. That wasn’t part of the plan. No cell phone, no contact list to steal. “How do you put the word out, then?” I asked him. 
 
    “I’m happy to cooperate with you. May I sit down? Standing with my back to you isn’t doing my heart any favors.” 
 
    I pulled the gun back, holstering it as I stepped away from him. With my powers, I could have it back out in a flash and drill him… or anyone else who came through the door. 
 
    He walked back over to his bed and sat down, leaning against the headboard then bringing his legs up and crossing them at the ankle like he was getting ready for a good night’s sleep. 
 
    “These days everything is on the Internet, yes? Not me, though. I send actual letters. Hand written with my seal on them. Then they are sent to drop boxes all over the world and from there the word goes out. So you see, I cannot simply rescind the hit on you.” 
 
    That didn’t make any sense. “Why would you have a system you can’t stop?” 
 
    “I deal with criminals, Ms. Dumas. How many of my clients do you think would change their mind about ordering an assassination?” he asked with a smile. “Really, in twenty-five years I’ve never had anyone change their mind. This system is set up so it can’t be faked and can’t be undone; once the process is initiated, it carries on to its natural conclusion.” 
 
    Truth. 
 
    Whatever it was about the Wraith that let me know when someone was lying, it worked then. I growled, brushing my fingers against the butt of my pistol, warring with myself whether I should just off the guy or not. 
 
    “Do you work for ISO-1?” I asked him. 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” Truth. 
 
    “Give me a reason not to kill you?” I asked him. 
 
    His eyes went wide. “When they put the bounty out on you, they didn’t say why... I assumed you crossed them in some way, but now... you’re the person who has sent their organization into such disarray, aren’t you?” 
 
    There was something admirable about this man that didn’t line up with his job. Here he was, perfectly happy to have a conversation with me when I could kill him at any moment. I leaned against the far bulkhead, crossing my arms under my chest and scrutinizing him, deciding how much I could tell him in an effort to get more information. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He laughed, which I didn’t expect. “No wonder it took them so long to figure out it was you! They would never expect such actions from a mere fashion model,” he said. I shrugged; me either. “Now that I know who you are, I have good news for you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “What?” 
 
    “I would very much like to help you on your quest,” he said. Truth. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Then lift the bounty.” 
 
    He sighed. “As I explained, I cannot. But...” he raised a hand to hold off my comeback. “I can provide you with something even better.” 
 
    I pushed off the wall and stalked to the foot of his bed. Every muscle twitched with anticipation of some kind of trap. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    He smiled, putting his behind his head and leaning back. “The truth.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
   Ishook my head. I didn’t know what game this man was playing, but I knew how to win it. “You mean the truth about how ISO-1 is a drug running, human trafficking international gang that wants what all gangs with power want... more power? You mean that truth?” 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s a version of the truth. Up until two years ago, it was the whole truth. Now, there is more. Would my telling you this truth keep me alive, or would you end up killing me anyway? If it’s all the same to you, I would prefer to live,” he said with his charismatic smile. 
 
    I moved my hand away from the holstered pistol. “I guess it depends on if you really are telling me the truth or not. Bear in mind, I can always tell, so please, go on.” 
 
    He nodded, taking a moment to think about his next words. 
 
    “Two years ago ISO-1 changed leadership, from Hector Alvarez, the man who brought several disparate gangs together,  to a new leader. A man known only as Mr. Axiom. He has superpowers, as you may have guessed, as do many in ISO-1.” 
 
    I shifted slightly. Far too many people in this stupid gang had superpowers. That was, of course, their trademark. Using powers while committing crimes brought severe punishment in most countries, the US included. For the most part, it kept people in check. However, there are always bad people. There is no law that can stop evil from being evil. 
 
    “Go on,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Mr. Axiom has spread the influence of ISO-1 far beyond what it was, and he’s done so in a short amount of time. If you ever wondered why you never heard of them before a few years ago, this is why. He can... compel people to tell him the truth. And when they promise him something... they have to deliver it. Don’t ask me how it works,” he said, holding up his hand to forestall my questions. “I don’t know. Just that if a person agrees to do something for him, even if they are lying, they are forced to do it. He’s turned undercover police, covert operatives, anyone and everyone that has gone after him. He is power.” 
 
    I grinned, letting him know that I didn’t care. “Ricardo, I didn’t get here because I’m a girl scout. In the last 24 hours alone I’ve killed tougher and deadlier people than someone who can compel the truth. If this is all you have, then I’m afraid it isn’t enough.” I pulled my pistol. 
 
    “It isn’t. Please. Wait. I can’t tell you where he’s located, we have the same goal, Ms. Dumas. I want ISO-1 stopped as much as you do.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that. Or did they kill your entire family on Thanksgiving and leave you for dead?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, but what they do... I’m sure you’re aware of their human trafficking?” 
 
    “I’ve stopped a fair share of it,” I said. 
 
    “What you aren’t aware of is that two out of every five people trafficked disappear once they hit the port. They don’t turn up dead. They aren’t sold to brothels or Eastern Europe. They simply disappear.” Truth. 
 
    Now that was interesting. “Go on?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happens to them, but my people tell me that ships arrive weekly with between five hundred and a thousand women and girls, but only two-thirds of them are sold. Where are the rest? Unless they are burying the bodies deep in the rain forest, they have to be going somewhere?” 
 
    “And what? Murder is okay for you but you draw the line at human trafficking?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I told you, even if you lie to him, he makes you do the things you promised to do. I was an INTERPOL agent, sent here to bring down ISO-1. When I moved up to take over this part of the black market, I didn’t realize I would be forced to do so for him. I don’t know if he knew I was INTERPOL when he made me the offer, but since then... I have to do this job to the best of my ability—I have no choice. That doesn’t mean I can’t point you in the right direction.” 
 
    Truth. And Wow. That sucked.  I really had no idea what to say. “I’m sorry,” was all that I ended up with. 
 
    “So you see, Ms. Dumas, I’ve lost everything too,” he said, turning his eyes down. He was clearly in pain over the things he had done under the coercion of Mr. Axiom. 
 
    “Tell me what I need to know?” I asked. 
 
    “Rodrigo Alvarez—yes, the same Alvarez, it’s his cousin. He’s in charge of the trafficking network. All roads lead to Belize. Then the packages are sent out to the rest of the world. He may know what happens to the ones who don’t leave, or he may not. But it is the place to start.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, I’ll find him and—” I felt it before I heard it. A vibration, followed by running footsteps on the deck then down the stairs and right toward our door. I cocked my head to the side. “You’ve been stalling me?” 
 
    He nodded. “We all do what we have to do, it doesn’t mean what I said wasn’t true.” Truth. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I drew the gun and put three rounds through the door, nailing the guy on the other side right in the chest. I ran at the door, kicking it hard, knocking it off the hinges and onto the already fallen body. The small hall was filled with black-suited thugs wielding pistols, frozen into inaction for just a second—they weren’t expecting me to come to them. 
 
    Their malaise ended. I was ready for it. I leaped forward, sliding under the first bullet and kicking the lead guy in the crotch. He folded and I opened fire; two in him, two in the next guy. 
 
    I kicked him off me into the crowd, knocking down several of them as they tried to get off a clean shot. I leaped up, shouldering the next one as I shot him and the two behind him. 
 
    I slapped a hand aside as it went for my head, ducked down and put a round in the last guy as he tried to reach for me. 
 
    Then it hit, the rush, the euphoria as strength poured into me. 
 
    “I hope you’re happy,” I said to Spice, even though she wasn’t there. The hall was littered with bodies. I could hear more coming down the pier, but I didn’t want a prolonged firefight. 
 
    It was time to go. 
 
    The cell phone beeped as I pressed the send button. Two seconds later a deafening bang blew the door off its hinges and the entire boat shuddered. I heard more men holler outside as they were thrown off their feet and into the water from the sudden tilt of the boat. 
 
    I ran for it, charging up the stairs, firing as I went, leaping from body to body. The last guy in line at the very top had grabbed the railing. I put my last two rounds in him and shouldered his twitching body aside. 
 
    That’s when the automatic fire started; this wasn’t just a backup security team, it was a frigging army. The pier was filled with grunts in tactical gear carrying FNARs, powerful battle rifles that fired a .308 round. Big enough for the wound to hurt like hell, and healing from them would take time I didn’t have. 
 
    As I turned for the opposite side and ran, I slammed a new mag home and fired blindly behind me. The rush of energy told me I scored at least one hit. Then I was off the boat, sailing through the black to splash into the cold water of the bay. 
 
    I surfaced for one second, took a long breath, and dove down as far as I could go, turning sharply to the left. No need to make it easy. 
 
    They kept peppering the water directly away from the boat as if I had swum in a straight line. 
 
    To my surprise, I was able to hold my breath for almost five minutes while swimming. I wasn’t even that good of a swimmer. 
 
    When I finally came up I was soaked, cold, exhausted, and gasping for breath. I was also easily half-a-mile away from the yacht. 
 
    “Awesome,” I muttered to myself. “I’ve got to remember that one.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    
    CHAPTER 9 
 
   It only took me an hour to make my way back to the car with all the extra people around, sneak in and head out. I needed to reorient my plans and I did that best while doing something else. I headed for the low rent area and found a seedy motel. I tossed a hundred on the desk and received a key. No paperwork, no check-in, just a key. 
 
    The room was rundown like I expected, but the shower worked and that was all I needed. A nice, long, hot shower to think. 
 
    I hated the human trafficking that ISO-1 seemed to make their bread and butter on. After all, why waste time with drugs when kidnapping and sex trafficking could make so much more? 
 
    Bastards. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to clear my mind. Anger would get me killed. I needed to be cold, dispassionate, focused. 
 
    I turned off the shower, wrapped myself in a towel and dialed Krisan. 
 
    “Hello?” she asked in a semi-sleepy voice. 
 
    “It’s me. I need everything you can find on Rodrigo Alvarez. He’s the head of the trafficking ring for ISO-1 and my new target.” 
 
    “Give me an hour and I’ll have it.” 
 
    She hung up the phone. I didn’t have anything to do while I waited. I contemplated cleaning my pistol, but Joseph always said never take your gun apart in the middle of an operation. Since I didn’t have a backup piece at the moment, I settled for reloading the spent magazine. 
 
    Sure enough, an hour of watching Spanish language TV later, the phone beeped. 
 
    “Go for Madi,” I said. 
 
    “Aren’t we all tactical,” Krisan said mockingly. 
 
    “You have something for me, Kris?” I asked, a little annoyed. I didn’t like being made fun of. I took this stuff seriously. I know she didn’t, but I did. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to rile you up. I know how much this stuff means to you. I’ll do better,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged it off. It really was a dumb thing to get upset about. “Don’t sweat it, I’m just tired. What did you find?” 
 
    She let out a giggle. “So much. He’s a real playboy. If you imagine the lifestyle of a gangster who is also a social butterfly, you would get Rodrigo Alvarez. He goes to parties, clubs, concerts, you name it. His cover is an international modeling agency, ‘Once Upon a Dream,’ and he plays it to the hilt as the head of the agency.” 
 
    Once Upon... I wanted to throw up. I’d almost taken a job with them a few years back. “One sec.” I put the phone down to my side and held my head up as I took a few deep breaths. 
 
    It could have been me. My mind reeled at the thought. How many girls I knew signed with them and vanished? How many had come into his organization thinking their ship had sailed only to have it turn into a nightmare? 
 
    Once I could speak again, think again, I picked the phone up. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said. My voice was thick and my breath came in gasps. 
 
    “You okay, hon?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I won’t ever be okay. Just, tell me what you have.” 
 
    “Right. So party boy lives on his own private island in what’s called ‘The Drowned Cays.’ He has a mansion, private dock, airstrip, the whole bit. It looks like the shipments come in on Fridays and depart on Monday. Weekends are just one big party for him. I don’t see anything on anyone’s phone about alternate shipments, though. You’ll have to get me his phone for that.” 
 
    Krisan has the most useful power in the world for gathering intelligence. Read peoples email, text messages, contact list? All just by calling them or touching their phone? Awesome. 
 
    “I think I can manage that. Okay, I have to get ready.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “It’s Friday. I’ve got a party to crash.” 
 
    

  

  
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    
Eight years ago... 
 
      
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    adisun, you coming out with us?” Neve asked her roommate. 
 
      
 
    “Not tonight. You have fun though. Wait, where are you going?” 
 
    Her friend, a knockout with flowing red hair and brilliant blue eyes, was destined for stardom. Madi knew it, the agency knew it, everyone knew it. 
 
    Neve smiled. “You know I signed with Once Upon a Dream. They’re taking all the girls who signed out on the town before we leave for Belize.” 
 
    Madi sighed. She’d almost signed with them, but she hated flying. Hated it. And their contract was exclusively non-US, which meant a lot of flying. Even the short flight back home to New Orleans was almost too much. 
 
    “No, go ahead, have fun. I’m going to see if I can’t drum up some work for the rest of the month.” 
 
    Neve gave her a sympathetic look. “You’ll get there Madi. You’ve got skillz, babe,” she said with a laugh. Madi waved goodbye as Neve left the room. 
 
    Skills indeed. 
 
    In the last month she had managed to find two editorial gigs, which was good, but it wasn’t going to keep her employed. She’d assumed that when an agency hired her they would take care of finding the jobs. They did, sometimes;  most of the time she had to hustle and find them herself. 
 
    Lucky for her the guy who ran the job board liked her and allowed her to access it on weekends. She had to go out on dates with him here and there, but he really was a nice guy and didn’t try anything untoward. 
 
    I think he just likes telling his friends he’s dating a model. 
 
    Madi had made it clear that after the disaster of her short-lived marriage she wasn’t interested in any kind of relationship. Nothing that would distract her from the goal at hand; success. 
 
    She shut the laptop in frustration. There wasn’t anything. Maybe in the morning she could look again. It was late, and unless she wanted to have bags under her eyes it was time to hit the sack. 
 
    When she woke up the next morning she took a minute to stretch nice and long, but something was off. Her room was empty. Or, empty of Neve’s things. She picked up the phone and called down to security. 
 
    “My roommate’s things are all gone. Is she coming back?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. She and a few other girls left for Belize early this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” She hung up the phone and stared at the wall. Her disappointment at not getting to say goodbye to her friend was overshadowed by the feeling she’d made a huge mistake not signing with Once Upon a Dream. What if that was her shot and she blew it? 
 
    “Well,” she said to herself, “time will tell.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 11 
 
   Mimic passed through the airport like any other young woman on vacation. She left as an elderly woman with silver-blue hair, and got out of the taxi as a teenage girl. All with similar height and weight so she wouldn’t have to stop and change clothes. 
 
    It was... uncomfortable for her to maintain the same visage for too long. She liked the feeling of her body reforming around her as she shifted. Sometimes she would just walk through crowds brushing people’s hands and changing every few seconds. The change itself didn’t take long—usually a few seconds, but longer if she was significantly changing height. 
 
    The cab dropped her off at a fancy high-rise that stretched up high into the bright sun. She wasn’t a fan of the heat; she’d just left Mexico and while it was cooler here, it wasn’t much. 
 
    In the building, she entered the downstairs restroom. She opened the handicap stall and locked the door behind her. The handbag she carried with her had two things; a change of clothes and vial of preserved DNA. She pressed her finger into the vial and transformed into a tall redhead with bright green eyes. After she put on the skinny jeans and tank top from her handbag, she found the elevator that went to the penthouse. There was a guard, of course. He smiled as she walked up to him. 
 
    “Private elevator, señorita, move along,” he said with a serious tone. 
 
    Mimic smiled back as she walked up. “I’m expected,” she said. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow but reached in his coat and triggered his radio. She couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation but she could guess how it went. 
 
    “He wants proof,” the guard said. 
 
    Mimic, maintaining her smile, reached out and touched the man's chin. Two seconds later he was staring into a mirror image of himself, albeit with the body of a slender model wearing skinny jeans and a too small tank top. She slipped her hand into the bag she carried and touched the redhead’s DNA to morph back. After ten years of doing what she did, she’d lost her Irish accent and forgotten what she had looked like when her powers manifested. But this was a nod to her heritage. 
 
    “Good enough?” she said slyly. 
 
    He nodded. “Good enough.” The elevator dinged open and he stepped aside, waving her in. “Have a nice day, señorita.” 
 
    She nodded, entered the elevator, and waited. The door shut and the box lifted up. There were no buttons on the inside—not even the standard fire button. Anyone in this lift was at the absolute mercy of the man upstairs. 
 
    She would be lying if she said that didn’t make her nervous. She’d seen a movie once where the elevator opened up into a pool of sharks, and she moved to the back and placed her feet as close to the edge as she could. She didn’t feel like having that happen to her. 
 
    The doors opened without incident into a massive suite. Sunlight flashed through bay windows overlooking the ocean. A large sunken living room held a white leather couch. Off to the side, there was a big mahogany table. At the far end of the room was a plush bed and comforter, not too far away from a hot tub. Clearly whoever lived here loved an open floor plan. 
 
    All that open space sent a shiver up her spine. There was nowhere to hide. No cover. No place to duck behind. If anyone came into this room by force, they’d be cut to ribbons if security was waiting for them. 
 
    “Nice room,” she said, walking toward the only visible man there. 
 
    “Thank you,” Hector Alvarez said. “Drink?” 
 
    She nodded. Poison and drugs weren’t an issue for her. For whatever reason, her body could assimilate almost any substance in a few seconds. She took the drink and sipped the expensive champagne while she waited. 
 
    “You can look like anyone?” he asked out of the blue. 
 
    Since they were paying her a hundred thousand just to have this meeting, she humored him by reaching out and touching his arm; she looked like him, again in skinny jeans and a tank top. It made him chuckle and she switched back. 
 
    “How long can you maintain a form?” he asked. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at the question. Normally she didn’t like divulging her secrets to anyone; especially someone who could use it against her. So she lied. 
 
    “Twelve hours,” she said with a straight face. It was a lie, but he didn’t need to know that. She could do it forever if she wanted, it just didn’t feel good after twelve hours. Plus she didn’t want clients thinking they could blackmail her or buy her to permanently replace someone they lost. 
 
    “Interesting,” he replied. “I have a job for you.” 
 
    “Is it like the last one you hired me for? Because standing around in a room ranting about killing people is easy money.” 
 
    He smiled. “No. Sadly this one is dangerous. Though it does involve that woman. Are you interested?” 
 
    Mimic thought about it for a moment, letting her gaze wander out onto the ocean. She hadn’t known at the time who she was mimicking, but now everyone knew who Madisun Dumas was. Perhaps the most dangerous woman on the planet to criminals like ISO-1. 
 
    “Double my usual fee,” she said. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Dammit. I should have said triple. 
 
    “Who am I mimicking?” she asked with a sigh. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
   Like most small islands, it had no name. Why bother when they can be bought and sold? This one had a beautiful, tastefully subdued mansion on it. Only two stories—more like a resort than a place to live. Considering some of the storms that rolled through here, I wasn’t surprised. Far easier to rebuild a place like this than an actual mansion. 
 
    My little Zodiac putted slowly through the wind-roughened waters as I made my way to the lee side of the island, letting the breeze blow over me as I ran the rubber raft up on the sandy shore. I had a completely black outfit on; cargo pants, combat boots, a tough long sleeve shirt. My hair was in dreads and tied back into a tight ponytail that blew in the strong wind. 
 
    The only exception to my all black was the red scarf I had pulled up over my mouth and nose; I wasn’t coming to the party as Madi, but the Wraith. I felt Spice’s anticipation. I hated it when she did that. It made me feel like a vampire. I checked the time; I had an hour until the boat arrived. An hour to clear the field. 
 
    Krisan wasn’t able to find out how many men were on the island, but it had to be at least a dozen. 
 
    Good thing I had come armed for bear: two pistols, a rifle, grenades, knives—everything I would need to kill everyone here and find out where they were taking the girls they kidnapped. 
 
    I turned the little boat around, gunned the engine and let it run out to the sea; I would find another way back. 
 
    This side of the mansion had several decks, and several windows with lights shining inside. The house itself had palm trees and rock gardens surrounding it along with a couple of pools. 
 
    I made my way up to where the palm trees were and ducked down behind a large decorative rock formation to conduct a last-second equipment check— 
 
    Subdued music wafted over the breeze. I heard laughing, tingling of glasses, and what sounded like dancing. 
 
    Crap. I’m late. 
 
    I checked the time again. Our info had to be wrong. The ‘shipment’ was already here and I couldn’t go in—guns blazing—without risking innocent lives. One of the reasons I was here was to save these girls, not get them killed. 
 
    I scanned the two-story building again looking for a window that didn’t have a light on. The moon wasn’t out, lending a fairly dark shade to the night. The other side of the house was lit up; this side, not so much. 
 
    I located a small, vertical window that had no light. Focusing on it, I took a step forward…. and appeared in a bathroom a second later, stepping out of the shadows on to the expensive tile floor. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    On the left was a pair of sinks set in a marble countertop with golden faucets. On the right was a walk in shower with see-through glass walls. 
 
    I moved to the door and pressed my ear up against it. There was a party going on—I hadn’t heard it because of the wind. From what I could tell, the house was half-moon shaped and they had a deck that was guarded from the majority of the wind. 
 
    My cell phone vibrated. 
 
    I just found out they have two shipments this week. One is for the modeling agency, the other is from Mexico. The models may already be there. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. Here I was dressed to kill, literally, and there was a house full of women who thought they were about to become big-time international models. 
 
    I heard steps outside the door. Heavy steps—too heavy for a woman. The Ka-bar came out of its sheath easy enough and I held it with the point up. As soon as the sound passed the door, I flung it open, wrapped one arm around the big man’s neck, and drove the point of the blade through his back and into his lungs. 
 
    I yanked him back into the bathroom, threw him into the shower with a twist, then stabbed him one more time to make sure he died quietly. 
 
    The rush of power filled me with a euphoria that never got old. I just wished it wasn’t tied to killing. I took a second to clean off the blade before shoving it back in its sheath. 
 
    He had a phone, thank goodness. I dialed Krisan on it. 
 
    “Yes?” she answered hesitantly. 
 
    “It’s me. Do what you can with this phone.” 
 
    “On it. Just toss it somewhere and leave the line connected. I’ll hang up when I’m done. Where are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Second-floor bathroom.” 
 
    I opened the bottom drawer under the marble countertop and placed the phone under several towels. Odds were that even if they came in here they wouldn’t be worried about a phone so much as the blood-soaked floor and dead body. 
 
    I went back to the door and cracked it open. The balcony area was completely visible from the floor below. If the house extended around the large open area it would be a ballroom. Instead, it was more like an amphitheater. About thirty girls. They all look like model wannabees and none of them were looking coerced—which meant the next shipment arriving in an hour would be those who were kidnapped. 
 
    In the few seconds I had the door open, I spotted a dozen or more armed guards. 
 
    “Come on. Just go out there and start shooting them. I promise you won’t hit any of your ‘innocent’ bystanders,” Spice said from behind me. The eagerness in her voice for me to start killing was disturbing coming from my little sister. 
 
    “Will you let me handle this, please?” I asked her without looking back. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m hungry and your liver is looking tasty,” she said. 
 
    I spun around to ask her what the heck she was talking about but she was gone. 
 
    That’s great. All I need is for her to start acting psycho. More psycho. 
 
    I checked my phone when it buzzed. 
 
    I have an idea. Wait one  -Krisan. 
 
    Whatever she did, I didn’t have to wait long. A half minute later there was a knock on the door. I slipped behind it as it opened. 
 
    “Manuel?” a man called out as he walked in. I brought the base of my blade down on his head. He collapsed in a heap. With one hand on his chin an the other on the top of his head, I twisted. If it wasn’t for my Wraith given strength, I’d never have been able to snap a neck fast enough to actually kill someone—maybe just paralyze them. But he died right after the snap. 
 
    I heaved him up and threw in the shower with his friend. Just as I was feeling the rush, the door opened again. I shot backward, driving my heel into the man’s gut, then twisted and spun unbelievably fast, bringing my other foot around and kicking him in the head. He slammed against the wall, dazed but alive… Until I stuck my knife through his throat into his brain. 
 
    I dragged him over and threw him on the other two. This was getting ridiculous. I cleaned the blade in a rush, worried that someone else would come in. I had three full grown dead men in the shower; I wasn’t sure how many more I could fit. 
 
    I ran back behind the door when it opened again and reached for the back of a head and realized it was a woman, not a guard. She started to scream and I clamped my hand around her mouth, dragged her in and shut the door. 
 
    While I pushed her up against the far wall I let my eyes flare up and my voice change. With my mask on it was pretty scary. She thought so too. 
 
    She had a long green dress on with a slit up the thigh and a scooped neck. She wasn’t more than nineteen from the way her eyes looked; no older than Neve when she came down here. 
 
    I slammed her against the wall for emphasis and held one hand over her mouth while I put the knife away. 
 
    “Listen carefully. Do not scream.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “This place isn’t what you think. It isn’t a modeling business and Alvarez isn’t an agent. They’re human traffickers and this time next week you will be in the middle east or eastern Europe as a hooker or in some sheik’s harem.” 
 
    She shook her head, eyes wide with fear and disbelief. No one ever believed bad things could happen to them. 
 
    “No, this is legit. My agency in New York sent me to this guy—” 
 
    I clasped my hand over her mouth. “Why does a modeling agency need armed guards.” I pushed her head to the side so she could see the dead guards and the semi-automatic weapons they were carrying. 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t have wasted time trying to convince her, but it was important that she didn’t think I was just some random serial killer, I was there to save them. 
 
    “Just don’t hurt me,” she said, her eyes wide with fear. It was too much for her mind. I got that. 
 
    “Sit. Don’t make a noise and don’t make me knock you out. Concussions suck,” I said to her in my most commanding voice. 
 
    “She’s going to get you killed,” Spice said. Her tone wasn’t a happy one. She stood over the shaking girl with a look like glee. 
 
    “You worry about me, not her,” I whispered as I went back to the door. My phone buzzed again. 
 
    Incoming. 
 
    The door opened and I shot a fist out, catching the man unawares in the nose. The soft tissue flattened and the cartilage shattered on impact. I grabbed his tie and pulled him as I smashed my knee into his gut. He folded over with a groan and I shut the door behind him before I fell on his back, flattening him to the ground and driving my knife into his lungs while holding his mouth shut. He struggled for a moment, then died. 
 
    I looked up at the girl; she was white as a sheet. Then she fainted. It was probably for the best. 
 
    I dragged him to the shower as the euphoria hit. It was more subdued this time—like I was becoming used to it. I tossed him in and then decided; while it would probably scar her for life, the safest place she could be was behind the wall of bodies in the shower. 
 
    They know something is wrong. They’re rounding up the girls and switching to radio instead of their phones. I won’t be able to give you a heads up. 
 
    Roger, I typed back. 
 
    “Okay, Madi, time to work for a living.” I made sure my mask was in place and I took a second to look in the mirror. 
 
    Damn if I wasn’t a scary mother fragger. I shouldered my rifle, took a deep breath and kicked the door open. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    
  
 
   Someone screamed and it wasn’t a woman, Rodrigo realized, it was a man. Why would a man scream? 
 
    He decided he didn’t want to stay to find out. He pushed one of his men toward the courtyard and ran for his office. The girls were all freaking out as his men herded them toward the outside holding area, cleverly disguised as a dance floor with a cage motif. 
 
    The boat with the captives would arrive in less than an hour and he would have twenty more guys to back him up; he just needed to hold on till then. 
 
    He ducked instinctively as automatic gunfire lit up the night. None of his men had automatics. It couldn’t be the Dumas woman? Could it? 
 
    He pushed past a dark-haired girl, ignoring her cry as she fell to the dirt. At the end of the far wall he slipped his key in the nondescript wooden door, leaped through, and slammed it closed behind him. Lights turned on and he hit the big red button in the center console. 
 
    Sheet metal slid down over the door and the only window. Magnetic locks slammed it all home. The monitors lit up, showing him a near-complete view of the island in full HD color. Now he had it all. 
 
    He sat back in his chair, put his feet up and waited. When the boat arrived, it would be over for her... if this was even her. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    I was in an elevated position looking over the amphitheater and trying to take out guards as they became visible.  The half-moon shaped building surrounded the amphitheater and there were wide staircases at either end leading up here. One charged up the stairs and I tossed him over my shoulder when as he tried to take my M4 rifle away from me. He landed in a heap as I spun and fired several rounds into him. More bullets bounced off the rails and the wall behind me. 
 
    They were driving the girls to the dance floor but I could tell from looking that it was just a big cage. 
 
    The guards were taking turns peppering me with fire while others tried to reach the stairs. The railing was only twelve feet up... 
 
    I leaped over the side just as another one opened fire. A line of pain blazed a trail down my side but I ignored it. I rolled as I hit the ground, coming up and firing as I moved. Another one fell, then another. I was down to just four if my count was right. 
 
    I had to be careful, though, because anyone one of them... 
 
    The punch caught me off guard and sent me sailing through the air to crash into the house. The frame shook from the impact and I was pretty sure I had multiple broken bones. They were already knitting, but it still hurt like hell. 
 
    I tried to stand but he was on me in a second, his hand clamped around the barrel of my rifle shattering it like a dry noodle. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would show up,” I said to him. He yanked the remains of the rifle from me, I didn’t have it clipped on and it was useless to me at that point so I just let it go; Super strength almost always meant invulnerability to bullets. 
 
    He grabbed me by the coat, jerked me up in the air and slammed me down onto the stone amphitheater floor. It cracked like glass under the force and I grunted from the pain as ribs broke. I let out my breath as I hit so my lungs wouldn’t collapse. 
 
    He didn’t let go and he didn’t give me long to regain myself. I grabbed his wrist, wrapped my legs around his arm and tried to dislodge him. He slammed me into the ground again; this time I saw stars. I had to do something fast or it was going to be a short fight. 
 
    Amped up as I was, I was strong, but this guy was an order of magnitude stronger. My bones and tissue were already healing, but they were still damaged. I tried punching him in the mouth when he lifted me up the next time; no good. 
 
    If at first you don’t succeed... I stuck my hand into my pocket and wrapped it around the high explosive grenade. I hit the ground again at his feet. He dropped, putting a knee on my chest and cracking more bones as he did. 
 
    “They want you alive, but they said nothing about how many pieces. How about I rip your arms and legs off and watch you flounder around like a dead fish?” 
 
    He had his face right in front mine and I could smell his cigarette breath. 
 
    “If you want to impress a girl, try a breath mint.” I pushed open the safety with my thumb and pressed down on the electronic detonator. Since he was on top of me, pinning my torso with his knee, it was easy enough to stuff the grenade down his pants. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I teleported away just before it exploded. It wouldn’t likely kill him, but soft tissue was soft tissue, even if it could take a hit from a tank, it still moved. The shockwave would hurt. I stepped out of the shadows behind a tree, turned and observed the effect. He dropped to a knee and mewled like a kicked puppy. Oh good. 
 
    “How are you going to finish him off?” Spice asked me from behind. 
 
    “The old fashioned way.” 
 
    I pulled a brick of C4 out of my pocket and thumbed the detonator. I couldn’t help but saunter up to him. I grabbed the back of his head and yanked, opening his mouth I stuffed the C4 in, hard. Then I kicked him in the side of the head with all my Wraith-given strength. 
 
    I didn’t stick around to watch; another shadow step and I was on the other side of the compound when the boom happened. The screams of the women told me all I needed to know. 
 
    “Any more guards?” I asked Spice. 
 
    She shrugged. “No more than three, maybe, though I don’t know where.” 
 
    Three more plus Alvarez? 
 
    I pulled my pistol and shot one in the face as he came around the side of the building. The girls screamed as the remaining two guards grabbed them and used them as shields. I drew my second pistol and raised both slowly, letting my eyes burn. The first one opened his mouth to speak and I pulled the triggers. Bullets exploded out of each barrel and through their foreheads. 
 
    Now just Alvarez. 
 
    The girls were a huddled mass of tears and crying as I approached. I ignored the headless torso in the center of the amphitheater. My injuries were almost completely healed at this point. I cracked my neck and came to a stop. 
 
    “Look around,” I said in my scary Wraith voice. 
 
    It took a second, but they complied 
 
    “This is a cage. Those are guards. You are not here to be models, you are here to be slaves.” 
 
    “But... but... we met other models who told us this was a good deal, lot’s of money, easy job...” 
 
    I shook my head. “People do all kinds of bad things for money—and for freedom. Don’t go anywhere. Just stay right here. There’s a boat coming in an hour with more cargo. Once I have it cleared I’ll send you all on your way back to the states.” 
 
    I didn’t know if they believed me, but at least they stayed put. I turned and surveyed the area, again looking for any sign of Alvarez. My neck hurt, still, and my ribs were tender so I pulled off my scarf to make it easier to breathe. No one ever talked about how hard it was to breathe through a mask. It seemed like the kind of thing that would come up. 
 
    I turned to the girls one more time. “Anyone see where Alvarez went?” 
 
    To my surprise, a young black girl with long straight hair pointed at a wooden door at the end of the half moon shaped house. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I walked toward it. He probably was ready for me, but it didn’t matter. I only needed him to talk; I didn’t need him to live. 
 
    The door itself wasn’t anything to write home about. I pulled it open and the real door underneath brought a whistle out of me. Some kind of reinforced metal. I knocked on it and the way my knuckle hit made me think it was thick. 
 
    “Alvarez?” I called out. “I’m pretty sure you can hear me.” 
 
    I waited a moment to see if he would engage... when he didn’t I went on. 
 
    “I’m the Wraith. Look around the island. All your men are dead. I killed your men in Detroit, in New Orleans, in the club the other night, and now, here on this island... You think a little metal door is going to protect you?” 
 
    A speaker system clicked and I heard his voice distorted by electronics. “What do you want?” 
 
    I smiled; not the pleasant kind. I looked up, scanning the underside of the gutters until I found the camera pointed at me. “Your head on a pike. But I’ll settle for knowing where you’re taking the girls you don’t ship to the middle east.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Have it your way then.” I hauled my foot up and kicked the door as hard as I could. I’d killed a lot of people in the last hour, I had the strength, speed, and regeneration that came with it. The building shook but the door didn’t budge. 
 
    “That’s hardened steel, rated to withstand an F4. You’re not getting in,” he said over the speaker. 
 
    I let my eyes flare a little as I looked at the camera. “Is that what you think?” 
 
    He had a point, though. Hardened steel rated for someone stronger than me, despite my kills. I don’t think I could lift a car. Maybe punch through regular steel... but I have the problem all super-strong people have; I have the strength but I don’t have the mass. I’ll just move myself before I move the door. Then an idea hit me. 
 
    I turned away from the door and walked back to the girls. “How did you all get here?” 
 
    The girl who helped me before pointed away from the house, opposite the direction I had come onto the island. 
 
    “Thanks. Stay here, stay down and don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    I walked away as the idea turned into a full-fledged plan. Sure enough, the island had its own dock and Alvarez his own boat. Maybe forty feet long, but sleek. No upper story, just the one level and a below decks probably. Designed more for speed than to go out and party on. 
 
    I picked up speed, jogging down the dock and vaulted onto the boat with one hand on the railing. I made my way to the bridge and looked around. The controls looked like a standard car, except the throttle was more like an airplane’s. I just had no idea how to start it. There were a lot of electronics; maybe it was like a car and needed key-fob to start... 
 
    I pulled out my phone and dialed Krisan. 
 
    “Go for Krisan,” she said with a grin in her voice. 
 
    “Funny,” I said, still speaking in my scary Wraith way. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I know. But consider it an apology. I’ll try and be an operations person.” 
 
    “Operator,” I said. 
 
    “No, I’m pretty sure it’s operations.” 
 
    I shook my head, forming a grin of my own. That crazy girl could lighten any mood. “Can you hijack electronics that aren’t phones?” 
 
    She was silent while she thought about it. “I... I don’t know. I never really tried. What did you have in mind?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   Rodrigo checked all the cameras again. Where had she gone? Despite what he told her, he actually wasn’t sure the door would hold against her. It was rated to handle an F4... in theory… but his cousin was unclear on exactly what her powers were. They knew from the footage they had that she was fast, strong, and deadly with weapons. 
 
    And she’d killed Torrez. He rotated the amphitheater camera to show Torrez’ body. A headless mess that had once been human. 
 
    Damn her. I’d liked that man. 
 
    The two of them went way back. Torrez was an idiot, always solving problems with his powers and not his brain. When Rodrigo had started climbing up the ranks, he’d taken the overpowered lug with him. After all, an F4 strength and invulnerability was always an asset. 
 
    She’d killed him in less time than it took to eat a donut. Just... unbelievable. 
 
    That, more than anything else, had him worried. He knew the true power of ISO-1. In a few short years, they had infiltrated federal and local governments, taken over law enforcement, and pacified whole countries. 
 
    Yet... here was this woman. An ex-model, of all the irony, taking them apart like cotton candy. Thanks to her. the shipment today was likely the last one from the states—and it wasn’t even a full load. And now other superheroes were getting involved, disrupting their business. 
 
    There best asset had been how invisible they were… that no one knew about them. That ship had sailed as this woman tore them to pieces. 
 
    “What the f—” he didn’t have time to finish the word. 
 
    The island was small enough that no part of the house was more than fifty feet from the water. The forty foot, high-speed, custom yacht hit the beach going close to seventy knots. It slid right up and crashed into the house, blasting through the wall and sheering his safe room in half before coming to rest embedded in the other side. 
 
    Wood, plaster, and steel crashed around him, along with a shower of sparks as his monitors exploded from the impact. 
 
    He huddled in the corner, afraid to move, hoping against hope that the impact had killed her as well. 
 
    Then the back of the yacht shifted. Broken pieces of hull fell away and there she was, standing up, cracking her neck, wrapping the infamous red scarf around her mouth as she walked toward him, her eyes like a demon’s with blue fire. 
 
    “Now, let’s talk about where you’re sending those girls.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
   Capitan Garnez of the light freighter Ramera stood on the bridge overseeing the operation. The ship itself was sixty feet long. They had eighteen cargo containers on board. The inner six contained the real cargo, the rest was maize from Mexico they would sell as a bonus. 
 
    “No contact, señor. Nothing.” 
 
    “You try your cell?” he asked his radio operator. 
 
    “Si, but we’re still out of range of any towers. You want me to fetch the sat-phone from the locker?” 
 
    Garnez shook his head. He had to keep the damn thing locked up or his crew would use it to call home—and not only did his missions require secrecy... it cost a lot of money to use the thing. 
 
    “No, they’re probably just busy with the party,” he said with a smile. A party his crew was certainly looking forward too. 
 
    They were half a mile out and he could see the lights on the beach exactly where they were supposed to be. Using binoculars, he scanned the beach and didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Twenty-seven runs in the last two years and not once had there been any sign of a problem. ISO-1 owned every level of law-enforcement and government from here to Texas. 
 
    The only thing different about this run was that he was short almost twenty-girls from the US. No one had told him why; they just hadn’t shown up. It was the first time anything like that had happened. Garnez just chalked it up to bad luck. 
 
    A quarter mile out and he buried himself in the business of docking the ship. It was big enough that coming up to a small dock wasn’t the easiest thing in the world, but he was an experienced ship handler and he had done this run many, many times. 
 
    “Let’s bring her in,” he told his helm as he stood up. What could they possibly have to worry about? 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    I watched from the rooftop, my enhanced vision filling in the darkness with light as bright as in the noon sun. To my surprise, the ship filled my vision as if I were looking at it through a pair of binoculars. 
 
    “This is new,” I murmured. 
 
    “You collected a lot of energy tonight. It won’t last though. The abilities you gain from this much killing are the ones that go away first as you expend your power,” Spice said from beside me. She had her legs over the edge of the roof, swinging them carefree with a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “I take it that zoom-vision is not something you can grant me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Regeneration, teleporting, strength, and speed are easier to give you when you’re low energy than the more fine-tuned enhancements. And I can’t ‘give’ them to you for very long without you killing. It hurts me—which is why you age. A girl’s got to eat.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re like a vampire,” I said jokingly. 
 
    “Where do you think the legend came from?” she said and vanished. I was left with my mouth open. No. No way, she was just messing with me. Even if my powers all seemed to line up with vampire legends, there was no way. Those stories are hundreds, if not thousands, of years old. Whatever Spice is, she’s just another kind of superpower... right? 
 
    I shook my head again. She was just being her enigmatic self. There were other things demanding my attention, so I shuffled those thoughts to the back and tagged them for later. 
 
    The freighter was slowing down to a crawl as it pulled up to the dock. I needed to make sure they were one-hundred percent docked before I acted. I had no idea how to park a beast like that and I doubted Krisan could just Google it and tell me. 
 
    Speaking of her, my phone vibrated. 
 
    “Go for Wraith,” I said in my scary voice. 
 
    “That gives me the creeps. It’s like your voice is peering into my soul.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, letting my powers drop for the moment. The world turned dark as my eyes adjusted to normalcy. For a second I was a normal girl on a rooftop, letting the wind blow my hair around as I stared out at the ocean. 
 
    “I’m getting a lot of activity on the cell phones I have access too. I think they may be aware that something is wrong on the island. There’s a lot of activity at the docks in the city and more people heading that way,” she said. “In about an hour they are going to flood your location with backup.” 
 
    Great. How am I going to get all these women out of here? 
 
    I glanced down at the ruined yacht and shrugged. That could have worked. Now it’s the freighter or nothing. I’ll just have to make it work. Once I have them out, I can focus on the next part. Before Alvarez died, he told me about a secret facility inside the Crooked Tree wildlife reserve. A place where girls went and none ever returned. 
 
    I blinked a couple of times to refocus. The ship was almost docked. 
 
    “I need a boat, Kris. Something light and fast that can go up river through the jungle.” 
 
    “Jungle? Where we going?” 
 
    “We aren’t going anywhere, I am. I’ll tell you later. I’ve got to finish up here before those reinforcements show up,” I told her. 
 
    “I’ll get working on finding you a boat then,” she said before hanging up. 
 
    It was nice having a partner. Someone I could rely on. Not having to do everything myself was pretty good too. What the heck did I know about buying or renting boats? 
 
    I waited patiently for another ten minutes as they finished their docking procedure. When the gangplank came down and the crew started tying her off, I made my move. 
 
    I leaped off the roof, landed in a roll, popped up, and ran down the beach toward the little dock. It was the same one the yacht had used. 
 
    One of the crew must have heard me coming; he turned and I shot him in the head. I shadow stepped up to the main deck, landing in a crouch on the metal hull next to a startled crewman. I spun, bringing my foot around to hit him in the back of the knees and sending him sprawling backward. I followed it up by driving the knife edge of my had into his exposed throat. 
 
    I didn’t have time to wait. There had to be twenty people on board, and they all had to go. I ran like hell down the side of the deck, jumping over equipment and ropes. It was vaguely unsettling since I had only been on a ship like this once before. Strange machines and signs were everywhere, and I didn’t know what any of them meant. Of course, I didn’t have to. 
 
    I ran into another man coming up from below decks. I latched onto his chest, spun around and dragged him with me, building up momentum until I let him go. He sailed right into a metal crossbar, landing with a crack as his back broke and his head slammed into the deck. I kicked him in the throat as I ran by for good measure. 
 
    They were on to me then. A klaxon lit up the air, whining its warning. All the lights on the ship turned on one by one, lighting up the whole area. I took one last shadow step before it was too bright, landing on the flying bridge at the back of the ship. 
 
    Six men held stations in the large room full of tall screens and workstations. I flung the door open, pulling a pistol in my other hand as I did so. The helmsman looked at me and opened his mouth to say something; I shot him between the eyes. 
 
    The bang of the pistol in the enclosed space was deafening. The remaining five turned to face me and I fired in rapid succession, taking out men and windows until there were six bodies on the floor and my slide was locked back. 
 
    I made my way into the room and made sure they were all dead as I reloaded. A heavy metal weight slammed me in the back, knocking me forward. 
 
    Sloppy, Madi. Check those corners. 
 
    I stumbled forward, I turned brought up an arm just in time to block his next blow as the fire extinguisher came down on me again. I groaned as my forearm snapped. He lifted it up to hit me again and I shot forward and snapped my foot into his groin. He grunted, stepping back and letting the extinguisher fall to the floor. 
 
    “In the back is a dick move.” I picked up the extinguisher, raised it with my working hand and brought it down on his head. He slammed into the deck and I hit him one more time for good measure. 
 
    I had to take a second to steady myself as the euphoria hit me. My arm healed almost instantly, and I felt that rush of endorphins. 
 
    “Okay, okay, where to,” I muttered. That was seven? There had to be more. I went over to the front of the bridge with its angled windows and looked down on the deck. I took a second to reload while I did it. When the slide slammed home I was ready to go. 
 
    The remaining crew were on the main deck armed with shotguns, pipes, and whatever they could find. 
 
    The deck was twenty feet below and I could only see the aft section. There could be more below, hidden in the stack of cargo containers. I guessed I would find out. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    
    CHAPTER 16
  
 
   Cary Ann stifled another sob as she waited in the dark. It was hot—so hot—she’d felt like she would die if she didn’t get a drink of water soon. Her clothes were stuck to her skin with days old sweat. Fourteen other girls were huddled in the container with her—none were from the US. When they had first loaded in her in, she’d seen five other cargo containers with lines of girls and women formed up and forced in at gun and Tazer point. 
 
    They made a point of executing one of the girls the first night. Just to let them know that they were valuable enough kidnap, but they didn’t need all of them. 
 
    She had never felt such fear in her life. It shamed her that she went along—she knew it shouldn’t—but they made them all walk past the dead girl as a point… to teach them the price of disobedience. 
 
    Cary Ann jumped when the engines on the ship went full reverse, vibrating the hull and causing such a racket she could barely hear herself think. She’d spent the last three days trying desperately to avoid thinking about what was next. The first day they were in here some of the girls told stories of drug addiction, forced prostitution, and other horrors. 
 
    She wasn’t a religious girl—had she been she probably wouldn’t have traveled to Cabo San Lucas for a weekend of drinking and partying. Now she regretted all of it. 
 
    After a few minutes the engine died, and Carrie Ann was forced to come to terms with what was about to happen. 
 
    She had only one option left. She knelt down and prayed. Once upon a time, she had prayed every night. After her parents split, she had prayed and prayed for God to bring them back together. When he didn’t, she decided he wasn’t real. She bowed her head and prayed with a fervor that would have made a preacher envious. 
 
    “Lord, please, please, save us from this. I will do whatever you want. I’ll never drink again, I’ll listen to my parents, even when their suggestions are stupid. I’ll go to church, I’ll be the best person I can be, please, God, don’t let this happen.” 
 
    She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but she couldn’t help it. Terror unlike anything she ever imagined filled her, blocking out even the terrible thirst. 
 
    The door to the container screeched as the pull bar outside was pushed aside. 
 
    Please God, save me. 
 
    The door opened, shining light through and outlining a woman in black with a red scarf around her nose and mouth. Her eyes, though, glowed with a blue fire that both relieved and terrified Cary Ann. 
 
    “Everyone out. The crew is dead and you’re safe, but you won’t be for long if we don’t hurry.” 
 
    No one moved, not even an inch. Cary Ann decided to stand, slowly rising to her feet. “Are you an angel?” she asked. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? 
 
    “If I am, I’m the angel of death. Get moving,” the woman said in a voice that sounded like a mix of heavy metal and hell. It sent a chill down her spine and almost made her step forward. She looked down to the floor where she had just prayed and decided it wasn’t a coincidence. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 17 
 
   From the back deck of the cargo ship I watched the island fade away. We managed to get everyone loaded up and the ship moving within thirty minutes. According to Krisan, we had about ten minutes to spare. With any luck, the rest of ISO-1 wouldn’t even know the ship ever arrived. 
 
    “Ma’am?” a sweet young voice said from behind me. I turned. It was the blonde who thought I was an angel. I still had my mask up and decided to take it down to speak to her. I let my Wraith voice and glowing eyes fade and addressed her as me. 
 
    “What?” I asked tersely. I felt bad for the girls, but they needed to do the rest of this journey without me. 
 
    She looked away for a moment, took a sip of bottled water and then turned back to me. “I just... I wanted to say thank you.” 
 
    I didn’t know why this was uncomfortable. I felt like crawling out of my skin. 
 
    You’ve gotten so used to killing, it’s become what you’re all about. 
 
    I decided to force myself to stand up and stretch before smiling at her. “I would say it was nothing, but it was actually really friggin hard.” 
 
    She nodded, not finding the humor in my statement. “Will we make it out of here?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Probably? If you stay to the course my friend provided the ship should take you to the US. By tomorrow night all you have to do is use the radio to call the Coast Guard and you’ll be back home in a few days,” I told her. 
 
    I looked back out to the sea. Moments like these were becoming fewer and fewer. Moments where I could just... relax. The weight of my family’s death wasn’t on me and I could just be me for a few minutes. 
 
    She stood there beside me, not speaking, just looking out at the ocean. With the cool night air blowing her hair about we could almost have been friends on a cruise ship, out for a stroll under the stars. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “When they ask you that, tell them I’m the Wraith. Nothing more, nothing less,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The less people know about me, the better.” 
 
    She shook her head. “What you’ve done, you deserve a reward, recognition, something...” 
 
    I shook my head. “Honey, the only reward waiting for me is prison. As for recognition, when you get back to the states check the FBI’s most wanted list. I think I’m number one.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide and her mouth opened like she wanted to protest. “But... but... you’re a hero. You saved us. All of us. Even the girls who didn’t know. Some of them didn’t believe you until you brought them on board and they saw us. They still thought they were there for a modeling job or something stupid like that.” 
 
    I wanted to argue with her; modeling wasn’t stupid. But it wasn’t my job to change people’s opinions on anything. 
 
    It was my job to kill bad guys. 
 
    My phone vibrated. 
 
    Boat is ready. Water taxi will pick you up in five minutes, starboard side. It will drop you off in Ladyville where I rented a boat for you. -Krisan 
 
    Everything good? I typed. 
 
    Yeah. Eating room service and catching up on my Telenovela. Marie is about to marry a man her family doesn’t approve of! 
 
    I didn’t even bother responding, just stuffed the phone back in my pocket. 
 
    “Good luck...” I realized I didn’t know her name. 
 
    “Cary. Cary Ann,” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    I looked down at it for a moment like it was a snake then took it, remembering for a second, what it was like to be a normal person. 
 
    “Don’t forget,” I said. “Just the Wraith.” 
 
    “I might add the angel of death part,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I liked that. “Do it. It couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    I gave her a nod and went to the starboard side. I was a little under gunned, having lost my rifle, one grenade, and my C4, but I was sure I could make it work. Whatever was going on, it was time I shed some light on it. Or bullets. Yeah, bullets might be easier. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
   Istill had hours before the sun would come up, which was nice considering my powers worked best when there was no light. Shadows could work, but darkness was best. 
 
    The boat Krisan rented was a larger version of my abandoned Zodiac. Two Honda ten horsepower engines outfitted for river use. I could sleep on the thing if I wanted to, but it wouldn’t be comfortable in the least bit. 
 
    At least it had a seat to drive in and a windshield of sorts that made it easier to navigate. I didn’t need lights, of course, since I could see better in the dark than a bat. 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Spice asked me from the back seat. There were four seats total; two at the controls and two by the engine. I presumed for fishing or sightseeing. 
 
    “Scout the area out, see what their defenses are like, if they have any, figure out how to dismantle them, sneak in, kill the bad people,” I said over my shoulder. 
 
    “I like the killing part,” she replied. “Can’t you just jump to that?” 
 
    I let out a short, sharp laugh. “No. That’s not a plan. More like suicide. You want me to die?” 
 
    When she didn’t respond right away I looked over my shoulder to see if she was still there. 
 
    She was. 
 
    With a shrug, she said, “I’m thinking it over.” Then she smiled and I hoped she was joking. 
 
    “Riiight.” I shook my head. “Listen, Spice, you know the deal. You give me powers, I kill people. Don’t go thinking that means I kill anyone and everyone. Bad people only. It’s not like there aren’t enough of those floating around to keep you fed—or whatever it is you do—for the next thousand years.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at how quick I burn through energy. The power I grant you is a fraction of what I once had.” For a second, her eyes blazed, not blue like mine, but red, like a fire. “I could burn a man down with a thought.” Then the fire was gone and she seemed... diminished. “Those were the days,” she said with longing. If anyone else could see her, she would look like a bored teen with her feet up on the side of the boat relaxing... in the middle of the night in anaconda infested waters. 
 
    “You need to tell me about that someday,” I said, turning back to focus on the river. The last thing I needed to do was crash into a log or another boat. 
 
    “Give it a decade or two. I have a feeling you and I are going to be together for a very, very long time.” 
 
    Then she was gone—like she was never there. I wondered about that. Was she a hallucination? If she was, how did she know things that I didn’t know? If she was in my head, how come she didn’t know my thoughts? 
 
    So many questions, so few answers. 
 
    The facility was still two hours away. I let the roar of the engines and the splash of the water dull my thoughts and drove. Maybe I would need a better plan when I got there, but my brain needed a rest, even if my body didn’t. 
 
    The muddy water seeped far into the banks, past the massive trees whose roots dug deep into the rain forest floor. The water of the river disappeared, flowing under and through the trees. 
 
    It was quite a sight, and with my Wraith vision it was even better. I could see the life present everywhere. It was almost blinding. 
 
    Finally, my GPS beeped to let me know I was there. The little boat slowed and rocked as its wake caught up with it. I let it drift over to the south side of the river and touch the bank. 
 
    I tied the small line off to the nearest branch; hopefully, it would be here when I got back... I hated using that word, but sometimes hope was all I had. 
 
    I hopped off and made my way through the thick jungle. Sweat beaded under my clothes and dripped off my brow. Even at night, it was still unbearably hot and humid. Eighty-five degrees at least. 
 
    I pulled my scarf off and wrapped it around my forehead to keep my eyes clear. From the coordinates Alvarez gave me, the facility they were shipping the girls to wasn’t far from the river. They used boats to transport the women up here because no one would notice another boat. Plus the jungle grew so fast it would cover up any signs of disturbance within a day or two. 
 
    The jungle floor itself was wet and muddy; I had to be careful where I stepped, especially since I didn’t want to trigger any alarms or booby traps. I took a second to make sure my boots were securely tied on and the Velcro strap was tight. 
 
    I set a location in my phone so I would know where I’d parked the boat. The last thing I wanted was to come out of this place and have to walk back to town. Fifty miles in the jungle wasn’t nearly as easy as it sounded... and it didn’t sound easy at all. 
 
    Once I was ready, I made my way toward the marked location. Phones sure made everything easier, from GPS to communications. Even out in the jungle, I still had a signal. 
 
    I moved slowly, keeping my eyes and brain alert as I pushed through the overgrown foliage. The heat cause sweat to drip down, flowing on the crevices and valleys of my skin, pooling wherever it could. 
 
    After an hour of pushing through, I had to stop for a minute to take a drink from my water bottle. This was ridiculous. I guess if Alvarez somehow managed to lie to me, then he really pulled one over, because if I was lost, this would be the death of me. 
 
    “Somethings wrong,” Spice said from behind me. I jumped a little as she manifested. I glanced back at her; she was in far more serious clothes than before. She looked like a little soldier on patrol in jungle fatigues. 
 
    “What do you know?” I asked her in a whisper. 
 
    She shook her head... Was that fear in her eyes? 
 
    “Madi, turn back. Right now, please.” 
 
    Shock rolled through me. The Wraith, the little psycho who was always urging me to kill, wanted me to turn back from the killing? 
 
    In a blink, I had my pistol out, loaded and ready as I backed up. If Spice was freaking out then— 
 
    The fist came from nowhere. I didn’t see it or feel it until it shattered my jaw in a blow that sent me spinning through the jungle. The ear-splitting roar that followed was impossible to miss. 
 
    “Get up!” Spice yelled. 
 
    My hands grasped handfuls of dirt as I tried to force my arms to work. The ground shook as something landed beside me. Its enormous foot hit me in the ribs and I felt every single one of them break as I flew through the air then slammed into a tree and to the ground. 
 
    I coughed up a gallon of blood as I pulled myself up the wet tree. The thud of something heavy rushed toward me. The jungle parted, but my vision was so fuzzy from the blow I couldn’t make out anything more than a giant gorilla-like form as it struck me. 
 
    Then I couldn’t see anything at all as it slammed its massive fist against my face. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    
     “A 
 
   
 
    m I dead?” I wondered out loud. It was dark—pitch black to be exact. I couldn’t feel, hear, or see anything. Even when I spoke, I only heard the words in my head. 
 
    A feeble light approached me in the vast darkness. It coalesced and then Spice was there with me. Wherever there was. 
 
    “You’re not dead, but you may soon wish you were.” 
 
    I laughed. “You do remember the swamp, right? I can take whatever this is.” 
 
    She wasn’t laughing or smiling. She simply shook her head, her hair, dreadlocks to match my own, shook around her shoulders. 
 
    “No Madi, you can’t.” 
 
    That’s when the pain started. 
 
    I screamed, the world coming into sharp focus in an instant of mind-shattering pain. I was in a room, no—a lab—strapped down to a metal bench with my arms and legs spread out as far as the would go. Metal straps held my neck, waist, wrists, and ankles so tight the circulation had stopped long before I was regained consciousness. 
 
    The source of the pain was a laser on an articulating arm, burning through my right side, vaporizing skin and tissue while it cut part of my ribs away. Then it stopped to move to a different angle, and I sucked in huge gulps of breath. 
 
    Three men in lab coats, masks, and goggles stood in front of machines as they worked. A fourth figure, a woman, supervised the operation. I blinked several times but the monitors displayed a language I didn’t know, nor could I even guess at what it was. The computers themselves didn’t look like anything I had ever seen, in real life or otherwise. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked between gasps. 
 
    They didn’t respond. The laser arm whined for a moment and I knew what was coming. Red light lit up my side again as it drilled into me. The scream that came out of me was unreal. I couldn’t breathe through the pain; it was like someone reached into me and pulled my insides out. 
 
    “I’m sorry Madi. I’m doing everything I can to limit the pain, but burns are really hard to heal. They take twice as much power and time to fix. I can’t start until I know they’re done, or we could run out of power and then you would die— and I can’t let that happen, not here,” Spice said. 
 
    She was next to me, one cool hand on my forehead helped, a little. She certainly looked concerned. 
 
    “What... do... you mean, not here?” I grunted through the pain, trying to hyperventilate myself to deal with it. 
 
    “You’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    The laser shut off. I gasped, letting out all my air and starting over. The articulating arm whirred as it moved to another location over my left arm. 
 
    “Spice?” I said. My heart was slamming inside my chest. I struggled against the restraints, but they didn’t budge. I reached down in me and tried to teleport, but nothing. The bright overhead lights looked almost like sun lamps, which would mean no shadows to step out from or into. 
 
    I thrashed against the restraints. 
 
    “Madi, calm down and try and think through the fear. No matter what happens here, if you live, you will be okay,” she said. 
 
    “If I liv—” I was interrupted by the laser firing again and my words turned into a scream as the beam cut through my arm. 
 
    Thankfully, I passed out. My last thought wasn’t If I would wake up, or even what would happen to Spice, but how the hell I was going to kill these bastards with one arm. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
   Ifully expected to wake up screaming in more agony, and was pleasantly surprised when I jerked awake and slammed into the padded wall behind me. It took a second for my eyes to clear but when they did, I was no longer in the horror room, but a legit padded cell. 
 
    The walls were covered in thick white fabric that bulged from the padding underneath. The only space in the entire room that wasn’t padded was the small recessed window on the cell door. I couldn’t tell where the light came from, but the whole room was lit up like the sun. Not a single patch of shadow or darkness. 
 
    As for me, I was wearing a straight jacket; all white with buckles and belts strapped around me, holding my one arm in place behind my back. 
 
    My one arm. 
 
    Panic flooded through me. They’d cut off my arm. MY ARM! I leaped to my feet, stumbling toward the door. I had bare feet and what felt like cotton pajamas on. I hit the door with my shoulder, trying to force it. 
 
    Dizziness washed over me and I slid down the door. I felt weak. Helpless. Like I felt when my family was killed. Like when I woke up from my coma. 
 
    “Spice?” I mumbled through a dry mouth. Now that the surge of adrenaline passed, it was obvious they had pumped me full of drugs. It was hard to stand, so I didn’t. I just slumped against the floor, trying to think through the fog. 
 
    “I’m sorry Madi. If I thought you could stop them I would have let you, but you couldn’t, not then,” Spice said. 
 
    I nodded, not really understanding anything she was saying because everything felt so far away. 
 
    So very far away. 
 
    “When?” I managed to ask. 
 
    “When what?” 
 
    “When will you let me stop them?” 
 
    She shrugged. “The only reason you’re still alive is they think you have superpowers. I think they want to know what you have, what you can do, so they can try and replicate it,” she said. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” I was no expert, but I did remember two things from school about superpowers. One, it was against international law to experiment on people for the purpose of imbuing them with powers. And two... while it had worked a few times after World War Two, the vast majority of the attempts ended in death for the subjects. 
 
    I shook my head trying to clear it. “Can you get rid of these drugs?” I asked her. 
 
    “Sorry, no. The only way you’re going to get out of this is if, when the moment comes, I give you everything I have, every bit of stored power plus some I don’t have. Even that might not be enough.” 
 
    I nodded, still not understanding. Everything was too fuzzy, too indistinct. 
 
    “Rest, Madi. If there is a chance in hell, I’ll make it happen. If there isn’t, I’ll do my best to keep you from suffering,” she said. Listening to her was like hearing a train through a tunnel far, far away. 
 
    Then everything went black again. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    
     “G 
 
   
 
    et her up,” a rough voice said. Even rougher hands grabbed my neck and pulled me up. I opened my eyes, partially blinded by the light as I went from total sleep to wide awake in a second. 
 
    Four men, big men with crew cut hair and overdeveloped muscles, surrounded me. They weren’t wearing uniforms, but their white military-style clothing smacked of them. The one holding me, a big African brother, grinned when he saw my eyes had opened. 
 
    “Too bad she didn’t have powers after all. I would have had some fun with this one,” he said to his comrades as if I weren’t even there. 
 
    “It’s weird, right? All that death and destruction she caused and no powers, not a one,” the one on my left said. 
 
    “Hey, they say take her to holding, we take her to holding. I don’t know what they’re going to do with a one-armed test subject, but the quicker we get her there, the quicker we get to lunch. Let’s go.” 
 
    They shoved me toward the door and they weren’t gentle about it. Each man had to weight close to three hundred pounds of solid muscle. A normal person, even a well-trained combatant, wouldn’t stand a chance, even with the element of surprise. 
 
    What do they mean, no powers? 
 
    They shoved me out into the hall, two behind me, two in front. When I didn’t walk fast enough, they shoved a stick into my back. Pain burned through me like fire, lighting up my nerves and causing me to drop to one knee. 
 
    “You like that? Then take your time, otherwise...” he shoved it against my back again. I gritted my teeth, refusing to scream on command, even though it hurt almost as bad as that damned laser. 
 
    I struggled to my feet, trying to keep up with the two in front of me. Despite my training, the fear of that pain lent strength to my legs. 
 
    Doors lined the hall every ten feet, each one with a small window and nothing else. I guessed feeding their prisoners wasn’t high on their priority list, especially since my own stomach growled from how empty it was. 
 
    “Where are we?” I managed to ask. 
 
    The stick hit me again. I stumbled as the pain struck, but it wasn’t as bad as before. It actually... helped. My head cleared a little, the fuzz went away and I was able to think—as if the pain had burned the drugs out of my system. 
 
    “Shut your pie hole. You do as you’re told and maybe you get out of this with your life,” the one behind me said. 
 
    Somehow, I didn’t believe him. We reached an elevator and they shoved me against the wall while we waited. The doors opened and they pushed me inside. I stumbled to the back wall and face planted on it. The metal box was like every other elevator I’d ever been in. 
 
    They crowded inside with me. The four of them could barely fit as the doors closed. 
 
    We went down; I could tell from the way my stomach felt. They ignored me, the four of them suddenly going silent as eight eyeballs looked at the floor indicator above the door. 
 
    Ah, the power of social pressure. I blinked a couple of times and looked up at the ceiling. Unlike my room, I could see where the light was coming from. A pair of fluorescent bulbs behind a Plexiglas shield. 
 
    “Spice?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought I told you to shut it,” the one with the pain-stick said. He turned around and jammed the thing into my stomach. I didn’t fight it, I just dropped to the floor, then pushed off the back wall, inching forward like a worm. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked from the corner. It was a step in the right direction. Maybe she would trust me... one day. I nodded. 
 
    “Okay, it’s yours. If this doesn’t work... it was nice knowing you.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. The pain-stick man pushed it into my back again. I growled as it fired through me. He put his boot on my head and pushed. I managed to put my knees under me, then one foot. 
 
    Another huge fist hit my back and I grunted. They started the beating in earnest. 
 
    I stumbled to the side and slammed my good shoulder into one, he grunted and fell on top of me. Which was what I wanted. Before he could get up, I crouched low, then with all my granted strength, I pushed up. 
 
    The sudden surge of power was phenomenal; it was like Spice knew what I was planning and waited for that moment to give me everything. 
 
    All the pain, discomfort, sluggishness, everything vanished. I lifted us both up through the air and three-hundred pounds of flesh crashed into the plexiglass shield, crushing it like a bug and smashing the two lights to little bits of powder. 
 
    Darkness descended on the lift and I smiled like the predator I was. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
   Power flared through me and for a brief second blue light lit up the interior of the lift as Wraith returned with a vengeance. I hit the floor and ducked to the side, letting the man hit the grating in full force. I kicked out, slamming the emergency stop button with my foot. 
 
    A ringing bell drowned out their shouts of surprise. I focused on that place within and stepped through the shadows to the other side of the small lift. My straight jacket didn’t come with me. 
 
    I stepped out of the shadows on the other side of the lift. Leaping up and kicking off the wall into a spin, I wrapped one leg around the second man’s throat, hooking my shin with my other leg to secure it in place. With my only arm, I grabbed the light fixture and did my best to secure myself while I jerked my leg like a vise around his neck. 
 
    He struggled for a second, but then his neck cracked and his airway collapsed. I let him fall but hung on to the ceiling. He hit the deck with a thump. I could see perfectly, the dark shaft lit up like a parade. The two remaining on their feet had their pain-sticks out and were waiving them where I had been. When they accidentally hit the guy I used to break the lights he screamed in agony. 
 
    I dropped down, kicked the one on the ground in the head, spun, and slammed my heel as hard as I could into the one on the lefts groin. He dropped like a sack, holding his privates and howling like a monkey. The last one turned and jammed him with the pain-stick, thinking it was me. 
 
    Red emergency lighting kicked in and my last foe could see again. He leaped back against the wall, eyes wide with shock as his friend fell to the ground, mewling like a baby from both sources of pain. 
 
    He looked down to the man I killed, his head practically twisted backward. 
 
    “How?” he asked as I closed in on him. 
 
    He jammed the stick at me and I batted it aside, spinning to close in on him, bringing my elbow around to connect with his temple. He gasped as he fell sideways. I grabbed his wrist; using my body for leverage I turned until his arm snapped at the elbow. He screamed and let go of the pain-stick as the bone splintered. 
 
    I took the stick, flipped it into the air and held it like a dagger. 
 
    “No, please!” he pleaded. 
 
    “That’s what they all say,” I said as I jammed it down into his eye, smashing through his brain in the process. His body twitched as he fell, lifeless. It only took me a second to snap the necks of the other two and finish them off as well. 
 
    Their deaths registered and power swelled through me. I shook my head, my locks flying freely about my face. 
 
    “How come I felt that? I would have thought I’d be in a deficit right now?” I asked Spice as I went about searching them. 
 
    “I held back almost everything when they captured you. I figured torture and death were pretty much it—I didn’t want to waste power healing you if they were just going to keep cutting you up,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “Nice,” I said with some heavily implied sarcasm. Searching them with only one arm wasn’t easy. My brain still hadn’t caught up to what happened, and I was purposely pushing down the implications. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your arm, Madi. But... it isn’t necessarily permanent,” Spice said. She had told me she couldn’t read my mind, but I guess it didn’t take a telepath to figure out what I was thinking. 
 
    “Yeah, how’s that?” I asked as I pulled a wad of keys from the first guy I killed. The cotton pants I wore didn’t have any pockets, just drawstrings. The shirt they had me in wasn’t much better… I’d barely call it a shirt as much as fabric wrapped around me to keep my bits covered. I stuffed the keys inside my shirt and grabbed one of the pain-sticks. 
 
    “When you’re ready, and if we have enough power, I can regenerate it... but it’s going to hurt like hell and take everything we have. You won’t be able to stay conscious for it.” 
 
    I nodded. “So right now is a no-go?” 
 
    “Yes, clearly.” 
 
    I stuck the pain-stick in my mouth, jumped up and pulled the remains of the light fixture down with my free hand. It crashed to the floor. Behind it was a small emergency hatch. 
 
    The lift shook as it started moving down again. It could only be because whoever controlled this place thought something was wrong. And they were right. 
 
    “No time like the present,” I mumbled around the stick. I leaped up again, knocking the hatch open and grabbing the lip with my only hand. It took considerable effort and I grunted and groaned the whole way, pulling myself up with one arm. 
 
    “Damn,” I said, spitting the pain-stick out on the roof and resting my chin on the lip for a second. I grunted again and pushed, bringing my whole body up and rolling over to land on my back, breathing hard and heavy. 
 
    If I was at full power that would have been easy, but with my strength only enhanced enough for me to survive, it was hard. I didn’t have time to rest, though. I got my feet under me, grabbed the pain-stick and put it back in my mouth, then stepped off the lift as it passed the door of another floor. It looked like it was heading all the way to the bottom. 
 
    Each floor had a ladder that led to the nearest door, they also had ventilation shafts. These weren’t particularly big, but then again, I was fairly thin, even with the addition of all that muscle Joseph worked into me. I stepped onto the service ladder and made my way to the middle of the next floor where the vent entrance was. 
 
    I kicked the grate in, holding onto the ladder to keep from falling. It wasn’t very wide, and if I had two arms, I might not have made it. 
 
    The ding of the lift stopping echoed up the shaft; I was out of time. I kneeled down and stuffed myself in, head first, wiggling and stretching and pushing myself along the sides with my knees and shoulder blades until I was fully in. 
 
    I stopped to rest for a moment, letting myself breathe and think instead of blindly reacting. 
 
    “Spice?” 
 
    “Yes?” She was ahead of me, laying in the shaft facing me, with her head in hands. 
 
    “Do we have enough energy to regenerate now?” 
 
    She blinked a couple of times before answering. “Yes... but not here. You barely fit—if you had two arms, you wouldn’t.” 
 
    I sighed, “I know that. I just needed to know. Now, out of my way,” I said as I continued my inching down the shaft. 
 
    Hours passed, or maybe it was just minutes that felt like hours, but I pushed and pulled myself through that shaft like a champion worm. I was covered in sweat, grime, and dirt as I moved away from the elevator. 
 
    “You think they’ll find me in here?” I asked my ghostly companion. 
 
    “Eventually. Every place has protocols for escapees. Even if they don’t immediately think to check these tiny air shafts, someone will eventually.” 
 
    I needed to find a place to hide so she could fix my arm. Escaping with just the one arm might be possible; it just didn’t feel likely. 
 
    “How long?” I asked. 
 
    “To fix your arm? An hour or two. But like I said, you won’t be conscious... There’s no point in me re-growing it if they’re just going to find you again and kill you. If they capture you a second time, there will be no escape.” 
 
    Thanks to Spice they thought I didn’t have powers, which was a neat trick I needed to ask her about sometime. That wouldn’t work a second time; there was just no way a literally unarmed person—man or woman— could have taken out those four goons. 
 
    After what felt like forever, I found a vent facing down. The room below was pitch black, but with enhanced vision I had no problem making it out. It was a bathroom: four toilets beneath me and a line of sinks in front of those. I was about to push through the vent when I heard the door open. 
 
    “One sec, I’ll get to those forms when I’m done,” a woman said. She walked in, just barely out of my view. The lights popped on a second later and I heard water run. I had to wait, but that was okay. 
 
    She turned and opened the stall directly below me. All I could see was her shapely figure and the top of her red hair. She closed the stall, cracked her neck and looked up while she prepared to lower her panties... 
 
    I know she felt surprise to see me looking down at her from the vent, but it sure as hell didn’t match mine. 
 
    “Neve?” I asked in a whisper. Her inaction lasted only a second, she opened her mouth to scream and I moved. 
 
    I headbutted the vent, crashing through it, landing on top of her in a heap. We crashed to the hard floor in a tangle of arms and legs in the tight space. She punched at me as she tried to stand. 
 
    I grabbed her head and lightly slammed it against the toilet a couple of times and she stopped struggling. 
 
    “Dammit,” I whispered as I pulled free of the mess. Once I had my feet under me, I turned her over. 
 
    Yep. It was her. I hadn’t seen her in eight years. She was just a year older than me, but she didn’t look it. Her skin and hair still had the look of a much younger woman—not that knocking on thirty made her old, but damn… she hadn’t aged a day since I saw her last. 
 
    What the hell was I supposed to do? Kill someone I knew? I shook my head. Whatever I did, I was going to need to hurry it up. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
   Ilifted her up as best I could and placed her on the toilet. She had said something before entering the restroom and I didn’t need someone coming in looking for her and seeing her on the floor. 
 
    Nothing. I clamped my hand over her mouth and slapped her gently until her eyes fluttered. My own flared bright blue as I looked at her. I didn’t have my scarf, but I certainly didn’t need it to hide who I was. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked in my scary voice. 
 
    She shook her head and tried to speak. I moved my hand but left one finger on her lips. “You know who I am?” She nodded. “Then you know what will happen if you cry for help. Answer honestly and I will let you live.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you, I can’t answer any of your questions. So if you’re going to kill me, just kill me. There are worse things than death.” Truth. She gulped at that realization. 
 
    That took me by surprise. I stepped back, kneeling down until we were eye level and I let my powers fade so it was just me. Older, with different hair, but me. 
 
    “Madi?” she asked in a whisper. Water welled in her eyes and I swore she was about to cry. My own vision going dim had nothing to do with that. 
 
    “Yes, Neve, it’s me. What happened to you? Why are you here?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, putting her hands on her face. “Oh Madi, I can’t tell you. Really. If I do... they’ll know.” 
 
    I double checked the bathroom for signs of surveillance—nothing. No cameras or obvious microphones. 
 
    “Neve, there’s no one here but you and me. No one is going to know.” 
 
    She shook her head again, pulling up her hair and turning her head as far to the left as she could. On the back of her neck, just above her shoulders, was a piece of gray metal, shiny but burnished. In the center was a green gem of some kind, not an emerald, pulsing with a dim light. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    She turned back to me. “Guess—because if I say, they will know and then... then… Madi, I won’t be me anymore. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded, my mind racing through the possibilities. Mind control? 
 
    “I met some models who were destined for this place. They said other women had told them what a great deal the agency was, is this how they do it? Mind control?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that. Please stop asking me questions. Once they know I’m in violation—” she clamped her hand over her mouth. “I can’t say anything!” Truth. 
 
    “You need to kill her,” Spice said from the top of the stall. She was sitting pressed up against the space between the top of the stall and the ceiling, with her legs dangling over the side. “If you don’t, they’ll find you through her.” 
 
    I tried my best to ignore serial killer Jiminy Cricket. 
 
    “Can you tell me what level this is?” I asked her. I was thinking fast now, questions that maybe her coworkers could ask her would be okay. 
 
    “Processing. It’s where the new shipments come in and are stamped.” She pulled down the top of her shirt to show me the weird tattoo that looked like it was inked in metallic paint that was running out. I could only make out half of it. 
 
    “Neve, I’m so sorry. All these years, you’ve had to work for them?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, this is... recent. It was worse before, Madi. I’m glad you didn’t take the job… it wasn’t what any of us thought... the things they made us do—” she stopped, putting her hands over her eyes. Her shoulders shook silently for a second. 
 
    I needed to get out of here and back on track. “I have an idea, hon. Tell me about this level. Is there a break room? Holding cell? That sort of thing?” 
 
    She nodded. “The shipments come in, we take all their things—clothes, jewelry, whatever—and catalog it. Then they go into the exam room. If they are found acceptable to the process they move on to the automated stations. If not... they go downstairs for special purposes. I... no one comes back from there.” 
 
    I nodded. I got the feeling I knew what ‘special purposes’ was. I thought I had enough info. 
 
    “Listen, I’m going to get out of here, and I promise you I won’t be leaving without you,” I said reaching up and holding the side of her head. “I promise, I won’t leave you behind.” 
 
    She nodded. “I hope you make it, Madi, I really do. But don’t come back for me. I’m never leaving this place. It’s my fate.” 
 
    “We make our own fate. Also, I’m really sorry about this.” 
 
    Her eyebrow raised up but before she could ask, I slammed the back of her head against the tile wall. Knocking someone out was more of an art than brute force. Too much pressure and they died, not enough and it just hurt. 
 
    Her eyes rolled up and she slumped down. She looked every inch the office professional. So normal that I would never suspect anything untoward if it wasn’t for where I was. I stripped her jacket and shoes, wrapped the suit coat around me and slipped on her heels. 
 
    I took a moment to run some water over my face and hair. I would never pass for a worker up close, but from afar it might buy me a moment. 
 
    “You really should just kill her. She’s hiding something,” Spice said from behind me. 
 
    She had no reflection in the mirror, forcing me to turn around and face her. “She’s a friend.” 
 
    The predatory grin that spread out on my little sister’s face looked completely alien on her. “Madi, you’re going to learn, and soon, you have no friends.” 
 
    “Not even you?” 
 
    “Especially not me.” 
 
    Well that didn’t freak me out at all. I did my best to ignore her and headed for the door. If this was like a doctor’s office or something like that, odds were good I could find an empty room and let Spice do her thing. Someplace they would ever expect to look. 
 
    I ducked out of the bathroom, turned left and made a beeline down the white corridor. I saw a reception desk like a nurse’s station in a hospital ahead of me; there were three people leaning over it talking. Two of them looked like the men I already killed. Past them was an exit but I would never make that far. The hall had doors every few feet; I tried one at random and it opened. 
 
    I slipped inside and closed the door gently behind me. The room looked like every hospital I’d ever seen: a single bed with medical equipment, and a patient asleep with electrodes and other gear hooked up to her. The girl in the bed looked innocent enough. Just asleep. 
 
    “No, don’t even think about it,” Spice said from the corner. 
 
    “Why not? It’s perfect!” I checked the rest of the room; there was a camera above the door. I pushed it up to face the ceiling. On the left side of the room was a small bathroom. No TV’s, no phones, nothing else. 
 
    “Because if they find you, we’re both dead. I can’t leap into one of these automatons.” 
 
    I gave her a questioning look. I had learned more about my companion in the last forty-eight hours than all the time before. However, there was more pressing business. The bathroom was empty. It held a shower, a sink, and a toilet. 
 
    “Can you modify my bio output to match hers?” I asked as I moved to the bed. She had a thing on her finger, some IVs and a few electrodes on her forehead. I gently turned her head and saw the bandage on her neck. 
 
    “Yes,” Spice said. She folded her arms over her chest and pouted. “This is a bad idea.” 
 
    “We just need a little time. We both know I can’t get us out of here with one arm.” 
 
    “Fine, but you better hurry. They’re bound to notice the camera’s moved, eventually.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
   Mimic rubbed the back of her head, it hurt... bad. It took all she had not to vomit as she stood up. None of this made sense to her, but Alvarez was paying her nearly a million dollars to help that crazy woman, and she would. 
 
    Cypher was already in their computer systems, tracking her and faking the output from the neck implant all these people had to wear. With his help she picked the right moment to meet Dumas, now she just had to screw up the computer systems and make sure there was enough confusion for the killer to escape. 
 
    She stood up. The woman had taken her jacket and shoes, but she straightened her clothes as best she could and walked out of the bathroom to flag down a guard. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked her. 
 
    All the guards here were large, aggressive, and scary. If it wasn’t for her own enhanced strength and agility, she’d be far more nervous than she was infiltrating this place. 
 
    “The intruder attacked me in the woman’s bathroom. She’s heading downstairs… she said she was trying to get out through the underground garage.” 
 
    He nodded and cocked his head to the side to relay the info to his dispatcher. Once he gave her the go-ahead, she walked past him to the terminal down the hall. The two other women there looked terrified and didn’t take their eyes off their screens as they worked. What kind of horror show is this place? 
 
    Alvarez had given her the dummy implant to wear and the picture of the model to mimic, along with a recording of her voice. How he had all that was beyond her. What she had told Dumas was the truth, the women sent downstairs never came back. Whatever his organization was doing here, wasn’t exactly on the side of the angels. Of course, she was an assassin and thief, so what did she care... 
 
    She had a job to do; help Madisun Dumas escape, befriend her, and find out how to apply pressure to her to help Alvarez bring down some other threat he faced. Something he couldn’t handle himself and for some reason needed the help of a one-armed woman. The same woman he had framed for murder. She shook her head; none of it made sense to her, except the money. Money made everything simple. 
 
    Mimic had to admit Madisun was good. She had escaped her captors to this point, and she hadn’t needed any help doing it. But now… now she would. 
 
    Mimic, or Neve as she was currently known, sat back down at her workstation. She turned the computer on—something far more advanced than anything she had ever seen before—and plugged in the USB device Cypher had made for her. He was in the system and this was the signal. The effect was instant and obvious: lights all over the hall—and presumably the rest of the base—flickered. The cameras went haywire, spinning in place as they replayed the random minutes from the previous day over and over again. 
 
    She smiled. Security would go nuts trying to figure out how they’d missed a hacker infiltrating their system. 
 
    Cypher was far more than just a hacker. They’d never dislodge him without doing a system-wide restore. That should give her target enough time to escape. Along with herself. 
 
    Mimic looked sideways to make sure she wasn’t being observed then froze. The two girls working the station were twitching—as if they were going haywire just like the lights. Little bits of froth dripped from their lips as they lost all control of their faculties. 
 
    “Oh crap,” she muttered. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
   Iwas dreaming, the same dream I’d had every night since my family was slaughtered. 
 
    I used to dream of things I wanted, places to visit, goals and aspirations. Since my family was taken away, I dreamed of that night, over and over again. How helpless I felt as each piece of my life was destroyed. Each second chance lost. 
 
    Mom burned alive. Dad’s throat cut. Spice... 
 
    I missed my mother, and I regretted losing out on the opportunity to mend the hurt with my father. But Spice? That one hurt the most. And not because the sword that killed her passed through me first. 
 
    I loved my little sister, more than anyone else in my whole life. When Charles died I was lost. Lost and alone. Then along came Sara. She changed our family, healed it somewhat. Even when Dad and I were fighting, we could still ooh and ah over our little Spice. 
 
    In my dream we’re all together, arguing over Thanksgiving like a normal family. Nothing happens. No El Fuego burning mom, no Ghost killing dad, nothing… yet. 
 
    Then it happens. Mom is eating her turkey when her body starts smoking. At first it’s just her hair, but then it comes out of her mouth. I gasped in horror and tried to tell her something was wrong. 
 
    She just smiled as her skin cracked and peeled. 
 
    “It’s fine honey. This is how it was supposed to be.” 
 
    I leaped from the table, grabbed a pitcher, and threw the water on her. It acted like gasoline and she burst into flames. 
 
    I watched, as helpless as when it had happened the first time. 
 
    I looked to Dad, but his head was tilted back in his chair, blood streamed from his mouth and nose. 
 
    Spice! 
 
    I ran for her, desperate to get to her before she died too. No matter how hard I ran, or how fast, the room never moved. I couldn’t reach her. 
 
    Then a sword exploded from her chest and she died, again, for the thousandth time. 
 
    I had no power here, and no help. I looked up at the sword wielder expecting to see Ghost but instead... I saw myself. I killed Spice. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
   Waking up from a nightmare was never fun. I jerked up, my brain scrambling, trying to remember where the hell I was. I fumbled and rolled, falling out of the hospital bed to land on the cold tile floor with a thud. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to clear the fog, and reached for the bed rail with both hands to pull myself up—I froze, looking up at my hands. Plural. 
 
    It all came back in a rush. I hadn’t killed Spice, Ghost had. And later on, I killed him, just like I killed El Fuego and everyone else in New Orleans who had anything to do with her death. 
 
    Stumbling backward I hit the wall and used it for balance. My head spun and my vision blurred. Then the pain set in and everything hurt like I had fallen six stories onto a concrete floor covered in Legos. 
 
    “What...” I was so damn thirsty I couldn’t form words. I ran for the bathroom, turned on the faucet and drank. I leaned down so water poured over my face and hair, wetting my cloth shirt and spilling on the floor, but I continued to drink until I literally couldn’t swallow another mouthful. 
 
    “I’m not a magician—I can’t do magic,” Spice said from her cross-legged position on the bed. “I overcharged your bodies own regenerative abilities and unlocked the potential of your cells. You’re DNA did the rest, but yeah, it leaves you hurting and thirsty. Let’s not lose any more limbs for a while. I can’t do this very often.” 
 
    She was so matter-of-fact, so calm about the whole thing, I couldn’t help but wonder how many lost limbs she had healed over the centuries. 
 
    We didn’t have time for that, though. As everything cleared up, I could hear the alarms wailing in the background. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked her as I used a towel to dry my face. I checked on the girl in the bathtub where I had bound her with bedsheets; she was twitching and spasming like she had electric current running through her. 
 
    “I have no idea. A few seconds after you passed out the alarm went off and she started seizing. I don’t think it’s a good thing.” 
 
    I needed to find Neve, find a way out, and rescue as many of the girls as I could. I padded over to the door and opened it an inch. The lights were off, only emergency lighting filled the hall. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    I stuck my head out and made sure that both ways were clear. A familiar coppery scent filled the air… blood. I ducked out and right, jogging down the hall with my fists clenched, ready for anything. 
 
    Anything but what I found. 
 
    I came to a full stop, my hand covering my mouth involuntarily as I looked up the mess of blood, flesh, and bone that used to be two human beings. There was blood everywhere. The girls looked as if they had lost a fight with a blender. Parts of them were strewn about the floor and ceiling. 
 
    I turned my back on it for a second, trying to come to grips with the savagery of it all. 
 
    “We need to go,” Spice said from beside me. She was holding onto my side and peeking around like a scared little girl, which was so unlike her. 
 
    “Of course we do, but first we need to—” 
 
    She shook her head. “No ‘firsts,’ we need to go now.” Then she vanished. That didn’t bode well. The immortal ghost who gave me superpowers and fed on death was afraid of something. Great. 
 
    I need a weapon. The pain-stick I had borrowed from the guards was better than nothing, but probably wasn’t going to be much help, considering the state of affairs in front of me. 
 
    I moved on, only briefly inspecting them to make sure they weren’t Neve. Whatever had done this was brutal. 
 
    The hall led to a pair of large metal fire doors. From what I could tell they required a security pass to open. However, the small booth on this side of the door was bathed in blood and the doors themselves were peeled back from the other side like a banana. 
 
    “Uh, if you were at full strength, could we do this?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, so I assumed it was a no. I checked the booth as carefully as I could. I wasn’t squeamish—not after the things I had done to humans—but this... this was different. This was just awful. 
 
    The remains of the guard had no weapons I could find. I really wished I had a gun or something. Maybe a rocket launcher. 
 
    A loud growl echoed from back the way I came, and it sent the little hairs on the back of my neck standing up. Something deep in my psyche told me to run. RUN! 
 
    Joseph had drilled that into me a hundred times: reacting from fear or panic almost always lead to disaster. I would remain in control of my mind and body and I would use that control to defeat whatever life threw at me. 
 
    “For the love of God, Madi, run!” Spice cried from beside me. 
 
    Then again, running was usually a good option. 
 
    I took off out of the booth, bare feet slipping on the blood for a second before I found traction and ran. 
 
    A few seconds later I heard it. Something hard scrambling on the tile, a heavy panting followed by that low, reverberating growl. 
 
    What in the hell were they doing here? The biggest problem I faced at that moment was a lack of awareness; I had no idea what halls led where, or how to get out of the building. 
 
    I turned a blind corner, stumbled over the remains of one of the big men, and kept running. The wall next to him had dents in it where his fists had hit. Even his super powers hadn’t helped him. I ran my fingers over the chunks of sliced metal next to the body. Kneeling down I focused hard on it for a second. 
 
    Claw marks? 
 
    That growl echoed down the hall again and I started moving. I didn’t want to meet whatever it was. 
 
    I found a station with working computers and ducked around behind them, trying to ignore the half-eaten body spread over the far wall. 
 
    The chair under the desk moved and I jerked back, pain-stick up. 
 
    “Madi?” Neve asked from under the desk. “Oh thank God,” she said crawling out. Her clothes were shredded and she was covered in blood, but she appeared unhurt. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her as I helped her out from under. “What happened?” I asked her. 
 
    She looked around, weighing her responses from what I could tell. “I don’t know.” Lie. 
 
    I took a step back, Spice’s warning not to trust anyone fresh in my mind. 
 
    “Do better,” I said. 
 
    The growl grew closer. I picked up the faint clack of hard claws against tile. 
 
    “I don’t… I was just doing my job.” Truth. “And then everything went to hell.” Truth. “I’m telling you, I have no idea why—” Lie. 
 
    This was strange, but I didn’t have time to sort it out; I would just need to keep an eye or two on her. 
 
    “Fine. How do we get out of here?” I asked her. 
 
    “There’s an underground garage they use for bringing in the shipments. We could also try for the roof and the helipad.” She glanced down the hall the way I had come. Palatable fear rolled off her in waves. Whatever she wasn’t telling me, she truly was afraid. 
 
    If I knew how to fly a chopper I would say get to the chopper. But the garage would have to do. “Do you have access to the elevators?” 
 
    “They’re locked down.” 
 
    “Stairwells?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded and pointed opposite the way I’d come. 
 
    “Why didn’t you run for it?” I asked her as I made a quick search of the area. No weapons. 
 
    “I— I’m too scared,” she said, her eyes cast down. Truth. 
 
    I grabbed her hand and squeezed. “The only true enemy is fear. Come on, let’s go.” I pulled her along behind me. Holding her hand may have seemed like a comforting gesture, but in truth, I wanted to know where she was at all times. 
 
    It only took a minute to find the stairs, but my relief was short lived when I hit the push bar and the door didn’t open. Like many stairwell entrances, the door was metal, with a small window in it. I pressed my face against the glass and saw the problem; someone had jammed an extinguisher into the handle. There was something else holding it shut but I didn’t have the angle to see it. 
 
    It was dark enough with the emergency lighting that I could teleport, but did I have the strength? 
 
    If I kicked the door or rammed it with my shoulder it would alert our pursuer. No; I only had one option here. 
 
    “Spice, please grant me the strength or we’re going to end up something’s after-dinner snack.” 
 
    “Who’s Spice?” Neve asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Listen, I have superpowers. I can teleport over short distances. I’m going to go through that door and unblock it, and then you can follow, okay?” 
 
    She shook her head ferociously. “Don’t leave me!” I clamped my hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself. You want to be eaten?” 
 
    “No,” she said in a whisper. Her lower lip trembled. 
 
    Was I that far gone? Of course, I felt fear, even now with whatever was chasing us drawing closer but... was her response a normal human response? If she was normal, what was I? 
 
    “Good girl. I won’t be but a second.” I turned and faced the door. I had to see where I was going, at least a little. I focused on the other side of the window, reached into my mind where the darkness resided and pressed. 
 
    Oh God did it hurt. I stepped through and collapsed against the metal staircase, banging my cheek on the lip of the stairwell. My head bounced off and I tasted blood as I rolled on my back. 
 
    Stomach cramps hit me and I gasped, doubling over in pain. Through the haze of pain, I saw what blocked the door—besides the ubiquitous red extinguisher: half a man leaned against the door, torn to shreds, mouth open in a gasp of fear. 
 
    “Oh shi—” The roar of a beast from the other side of the door cut off my curse. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
   The roar faded, replaced by Neve’s scream. I didn’t have time for pain even if It had plenty of time for me. I grabbed the dead man’s arm and yanked him off the door and tossed him down the stairs. It was much harder than it should have been. He was heavy, and I felt it. Come to think of it, my cheek hadn’t healed—it still hurt like I broke it. 
 
    “Spice?” I muttered as I yanked on the fire extinguisher. 
 
    “I told you, it took almost everything I had to regenerate your arm. Leave her and run!” 
 
    I shook my head no. I wouldn’t do that. The pressurized cylinder finally came loose. The door flung open and Neve ran past, not even bothering to stop and say ‘thank you’ as she charged down the stairwell. I slammed the door shut just as something huge and heavy hit it. The frame held but the impact knocked me back to the stairs. 
 
    I scrambled forward and jammed the metal extinguisher into the handle to prevent the door from opening. 
 
    It hit the door again and the metal groaned in protest. It wasn’t going to hold. Curiosity, though, and the need to know my enemy, got the better of me and I stepped to the side to look through the little window. 
 
    A blast of hot air fogged it up; whatever was on the other side was looking at me too. All I could make out was a snout and a pair of large yellow eyes. 
 
    Time to run. 
 
    I followed Neve down the stairs, taking them two at a time and panting the whole way. Good thing for me, with or without powers I was in grade ‘A’ shape. This was a good moment to remind myself to continue working out. Regardless of how much power Spice gave me, it was almost always temporary. 
 
    Three flights down I heard the door give, exploding inward and clanging against the stairs. 
 
    I grabbed Neve as she turned one more downward stair. If we stayed here, we would never make it to the garage. I shouldered this level’s door and pulled her after me. It shut behind us with a click. 
 
    There were no lights here. None. Not even emergency lighting. Seeing in the dark was one of the few things Spice could give me regardless of our power level. 
 
    I leaped forward, jumping over a body and heading down the hall. This wasn’t a prisoner level, everything was marked and well laid out. 
 
    I hit the desk and saw the mess behind it. A man in a white uniform, his arms and legs missing and the rest of him was torn open like a pinata. 
 
    However, what was left of him wore a uniform—an actual security uniform. I glanced at the sign on the desk, sitting there as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Security and Armory-No Unauthorized Personnel Beyond this Point. 
 
    I knelt down and searched the remains. A security card on his belt might prove useful. I snatched it. Finally, a turn of luck. I grinned at Neve then remembered she couldn’t see me. 
 
    I went back to guide her. “This way,” I said as I pulled her along. 
 
    “I can’t see anything!” she protested. She stumbled trying to keep up with me. I made another turn, following the sign to the armory. I know I was always saying “luck isn’t a plan” but at this point, I really was hoping for a turn of luck. I needed something bigger than a pain-stick, or even my pistol, to take out whatever was behind us. 
 
    The sound of metal ripping apart and crashing into metal echoed down the hall. It was here. 
 
    Then I found it; the armory door. Locked, of course. I slid the card through the reader but the power was off; it didn’t open. 
 
    I took another look at the door; secure, all metal, no exterior handle. This was a big pile of nope. I didn’t have time or the material to blow it open, and I certainly didn’t have the strength to kick it down. 
 
    “Keep moving,” I told Neve. It certainly would have made things easier if I could have gotten in, but with that thing on our six I didn’t have time to stop and ponder how to make that happen. 
 
    The sound of claws scrambling on tile made me run faster. We took another turn and I saw a supply closet that might just do the trick. I ran for it, pulling Neve along, sliding to a stop and yanking the door open. 
 
    Cleaning supplies and other essentials like toilet paper lined the shelves. I pushed Neve in all the way to the back and closed the door. I put a finger to her mouth to make sure she knew to stay quiet as I worked. I took a roll of toilet paper and wiped as much sweat off me as I could, then her, then opened the door and tossed the roll down the hall the way we had been going. 
 
    With the door was shut, I grabbed a second roll, unwound it, and pushed it into the crack at the bottom. Once I had most of it blocked I pulled the industrial bleach bottle off the shelf and dumped it out on the pile of toilet paper. I grabbed some of it and ran it along the square door frame until it was covered. 
 
    Then I heard the creature coming around the corner sniffing like a dog and growling twice as loud. I backed up and put an arm around Neve and one hand over her mouth. She didn’t protest but I could feel her body shaking. She was well and truly terrified. 
 
    The click-clack of its claws echoed down the hall as it moved slowly by. It stopped for a moment outside the door... if what I did was going to work, I would know in a few moments; either it would move on, or it would eat us. 
 
    I wasn’t so much afraid as pissed off. What in the hell were they doing here? How were they creating these monsters and what were they doing with the poor girls that disappeared? 
 
    “If it eats you, I’m going to make sure to say ‘I told you so’ the entire time,” Spice said from the far corner. 
 
    I glared at her for a moment then turned my attention back to the door. The thing was running a claw down the side of the door sniffing around it. 
 
    It coughed, making Neve jump but I shook her to hold her still. After a second it moved on down the hall. When I couldn’t hear the click-clack of its claws any more I let out the breath I’d held and let go of Neve. 
 
    “Is it gone?” she whispered. 
 
    “For now,” I said. I moved to the door and very quietly opened it. The hall was empty. I reached back and pulled her with me as I headed back the way we came. I had no idea how big the floors were, but it wouldn’t take long for that thing to come back and look for us. 
 
    Once we were back in the stairwell, I cautiously closed it, making sure to keep things quiet. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” I asked her in a whisper when the door was shut. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know.” Truth. “I’ve never seen one before today.” Truth. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. How could she have worked here for two years and not known about those things? 
 
    “What, in the hell, is going on here?” I asked. She shrugged again. Either she was brainwashed, or she truly didn’t know. 
 
    I took her hand and headed down the stairs. Maybe if we could find the garage, we could do something about the captives. 
 
    “Where do they hold the girls they bring in?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. Truth. 
 
    I let out a sigh of exasperation. “What do you know about this place?” 
 
    She shrugged again. “I wasn’t told anything about this place.” Lie. 
 
    I was going to have to table the conversation for now until I had more time to interrogate her. 
 
    We finally hit the floor marked with the vehicle icon. There were two doors: one into the facility and the other to the garage. I knelt down next to the garage door, opened it an inch and looked inside. 
 
    It wasn’t the largest underground garage I’d ever seen, but it was close. How the hell did they build this out in the jungle? 
 
    There were a few dozen strange looking vehicles with boxy back ends, a couple of standard Armored Personnel Carriers, and a few 4x4 style Jeeps with heavy armor. 
 
    I slipped through the door, keeping it as closed as I could as we passed. It shut behind us with a barely audible click. I froze for a moment, waiting to hear or see anything. Nothing. 
 
    Once I was sure, I led her to the armored 4X4 and tried the door. It opened. 
 
    “Thank God for small favors,” I whispered to her. “Get in.” She did, without hesitation. A search of the interior revealed two things: first, there was a rack for weapons in between the front seats, but no weapons. Second, there were no keys. 
 
    “Neve, you need to stay here while I go find the keys.” 
 
    I expected her to argue, but she just nodded. I closed the door quietly behind me and padded back to the main entrance. I knew there were at least two of those things on the loose, maybe more. Without weapons or power, fleeing was the expedient choice. 
 
    Still, it pained me to think of leaving innocent people behind. Once inside, I went to the inner facility door and tried the bar. It pushed open and I peeked inside. I froze for a moment, not even breathing as I listened for any sound. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Somewhere on this level, there had to be a box with keys in it. I was going to find it. 
 
    I stepped inside, careful with the noise of the door. The last thing I needed was to make a rookie mistake and alert whatever these things were by slamming a door by accident. 
 
    Once inside, I made my way to the reception desk. Every level, so far, had these security desks as the first thing. Past them were varied hallways of different configurations, but always with a desk like this to start. 
 
    Like the other levels, there were dismembered bodies behind it. Whatever happened here, happened fast. They didn’t even have time to react. 
 
    I ran behind the desk and knelt down, doing a quick search for keys—nothing. 
 
    The computer blinked at me. This one was on; the others hadn’t functioned when I checked them. I hit a few buttons and it asked me for a password. 
 
    Useless. 
 
    Unless? I could grab Neve and use her password, but... no it wasn’t worth the time. That thing hunting us wouldn’t take long to find the right floor, especially if everyone else was dead. I couldn’t believe one creature killed everyone in this facility in the two hours I was healing. How the hell had it even gotten loose? 
 
    The map on the wall behind the desk showed the fire exits and a rough layout of the floor. There were about a dozen doors, along with a repair facility in the back. Bingo. If that was where they repaired vehicles, then they would likely also have the keys there. 
 
    I ran toward my target, padding down the hall on my toes, trading a little bit of stealth for speed. Down the hall, past more bodies, a mix of the large security men and women. What remains were left had those white implants on their necks, which was just weird. 
 
    What the hell were they doing here? 
 
    I made it to the garage door; it was torn open like a tin can. Peeking inside I scanned the dark room looking for life, and oh boy I found it. 
 
    Breathing echoed in the room like something out of a bear cave. It was much hotter in there than the hallway; I could feel the heat pouring out. 
 
    Fantastic. So much for one monster. 
 
    I took another look. At the far end, about fifty feet in, was a mass of creatures, currently sleeping—maybe—but certainly not moving. It was impossible to tell how many there were—maybe six or seven. Plus the other one that had been chasing me. Eight so far. 
 
    Eight of these… Damn. 
 
    I took a moment to slow my heart rate and steady myself. When I was as quiet as I could be, I crossed the threshold, making sure each footfall was like a butterfly landing on a soap bubble, just the way Joseph taught me. 
 
    Like most repair garages, there was a cage at the far end where equipment was stored—and hopefully keys as well. 
 
    The snoring creatures were ridiculously loud as I made my way across the thirty feet to the cage. At least I was on the opposite end from them. Who the hell thought making these things was a good idea? Might as well give great white sharks a pair of legs and let them breathe air! 
 
    The heavy musk was thick enough to choke on. I breathed slowly, in through my nose and out through my mouth, trying to avoid holding my breath. I knew I could be silent when I wanted, a shadow even. But it was one thing to move without alerting a person, but a beast? They had a whole other level of senses. 
 
    The cage ran half the length of the far wall, stopping at a door. The rest of the wall was taken up by an admin office with a small window that faced the garage. If I had to guess, that was where people came to check out vehicles. 
 
    For a secret base in the rain forest, this place was well maintained and organized. 
 
    I reached the gate that led into the cage, it was partially open. I moved it, an inch at a time until I could slip through, and stepped over the severed hand that had kept the door from closing all the way. 
 
    I held my breath for a moment. Inside was a slaughterhouse. Half a dozen people had crowded into here for protection but didn’t get the door closed in time. 
 
    I tried not to think about what I was stepping on while I searched for the keys. In the admin room, I spotted a metal box on the wall; perfect. 
 
    I opened it up and there were two dozen keys hanging from the board. Each was labeled and bar-coded, but I had no idea which one started the jeep; I’d have to take them all. 
 
    A coat hanging on the wall presented an opportunity. I took it down and quietly took each key off the board one at a time and put them in the coat. 
 
    Once I had all the keys, I rolled it up, tying it like a package with its sleeves. I jiggled it a little and no sound came out. 
 
    I turned and scanned the room one more time to make sure I hadn’t missed— 
 
    Lucky lucky. 
 
    A Spas-12 shotgun leaned against one of the three desks in the room. I hadn’t seen it when I entered because it was partially shielded by the chair. I walked softly to it, placed the key bag on the desk and picked up the lethal weapon. It had a five-round tube. There was no real way to check if there was a shell in the chamber without pumping it, and that was a no-go. Far too loud. 
 
    I slung the strap over my head with the barrel pointed down. The gun hung diagonally on my back. I picked up the keys and headed for the door that led from the office to the cage. Once through, I picked my way carefully through the mess to the cage door. I was sweating hard in the heat and my muscles were starting to ache from the prolonged exertion of silent but speedy movement, but so far, so good 
 
    I shifted the bag to the other hand and headed for the main door... when a howl the split the air and echoed through the outside room. It must have found me. 
 
    The snoring stopped instantly, replaced by growls and yawns. 
 
    “Screw it,” I said as I broke into a run for the door. Predators always chase running prey, but it wasn’t like they were just going to ignore me if I stood still! 
 
    I grab the jagged lip of the door as I ran past, pinwheeling around it and down the hall opposite the way I had come in. If the other beast was on this level, I didn’t want to run into it. 
 
    Howling, followed by the scraping of claws on concrete and tile, told me they were following me. 
 
    I envisioned the fire escape map in my head and saw a route back to the front desk. I leaped just in time to miss an overturned water cooler and ran right into an open office that looked like a scene from a war movie. Dead bodies everywhere, half eaten, with blood all over the place. 
 
    “Spice,” I said as I ran by, ignoring the scene. 
 
    “What?” she asked appearing next to me and running. 
 
    “What the hell are these things?” 
 
    She shrugged. I took another corner, dodged a fallen planter and bee-lined it for the door. 
 
    “Other than if you get eaten we’re both dead, I have no idea. I’d call them werewolves but they don’t look like the ones I’ve seen.” 
 
    That stunned me. Werewolves were real? 
 
    I saw the door I was aiming for; it was torn off its hinges but it led to the garage and the armored jeep. 
 
    I passed the desk and the world went sideways. The blow sent me sprawling, my makeshift bag of keys flew from my hands into the wall. I hit the ground and rolled to a stop. 
 
    Clawed hands grabbed my calf, sinking to the bone. I clenched my teeth from the pain. My instinct was to go for the shotgun, but right now it clung on to me with the strap.  The monster threw me and I crashed through the ceiling tiles in a shower of white powder, to fall to the floor twenty feet away, landing painfully on the shotgun. I grunted, rolled and had my feet under me. For the first time, I could fully make out the beast coming toward me. 
 
    And oh God how I wished I couldn’t. 
 
    It was hideous. Nine feet tall hunched over, I could tell that it had once been human. Its legs and arms were distinctly human, overly muscled and coiled to attack, even if its hands ended in claws. The head though—the head was a thing of nightmares. Large floppy ears hung on either side, framing a misshapen snout full of serrated teeth and an obscenely long tongue. Its whole body was covered in dark black hair or fur, I wasn’t sure what the difference was. A thick mane came down from its head and ran the length of its body. 
 
    It walked hunched over on its knuckles like an ape, not a dog. Whatever genetic nightmare these things were, they couldn’t be allowed to live. 
 
    I unslung the shotgun from my back, racked the slide and shouldered the weapon. Aiming for its face, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    At the last possible second, like it knew exactly where I was going to shoot, it dodged. I ended up blowing a hole in the wall instead of its head. 
 
    It charged me. For something so big it was incredibly fast, crossing the thirty feet in one bound and slamming into me. 
 
    I didn’t have my powers, but I wasn’t helpless. I backpedaled and jammed the gun against its neck as it toppled me over. “Dodge this,” I said as I pulled the trigger. The shotgun blast was deafening. Lucky for me I hadn’t pressed it too hard or I wouldn’t have a shotgun. The pellets bounced off its hide, ricocheting around; some hit me and I winced from the pain. 
 
    Bulletproof? You got to be kidding me. 
 
    The only way for it to be indestructible like that would be if it had superpowers, but I’d never heard of anything like this before. 
 
    I grunted as it backhanded me. It opened its mouth wide and brought its serrated teeth down on my shoulder. I screamed then—no amount of self-control would stop that from hurting. 
 
    It didn’t let go, but started tossing its head back and forth, slamming me into walls and the floor, trying to batter me to death before it began feeding. 
 
    It was all I could do to hold onto the shotgun as it death-rolled me. It stopped for a second to see if I would struggle more. Pain burned through me, running down my whole body. I managed to keep my head clear long enough to jam the barrel into its ear canal and pull the trigger before it could resume shaking me to death. 
 
    The blast changed its mind. Chunks of flesh and blood sprayed the far wall and it fell dead. 
 
    “Oh thank—” 
 
    Whatever it was, it had the life force of ten people. The euphoria hit me like a truck. Strength surged through me and I pushed it’s snout off of me, freeing my shoulder. The wounds healed instantly and I felt like a million bucks. 
 
    “Wow,” Spice said from against the wall she was leaning on. “That was something else. Forget what I said about running; let’s kill the rest of these things.” 
 
    “I would agree with you, but somehow I don’t think they’re going to sit still while I shoot them in the ear canal with a 12-gauge shotgun. Besides, I only have three rounds left.” 
 
    We looked at each other for a second, our eyes lighting up as we both had an idea at the same time. 
 
    “The armory!” we said in unison. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
      
 
    
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
   Iran for the door and triggered my shadow step, passing right by the mass of fangs and claws as they came around the corner between where I dropped the last one and the stairs. I hit the steps and hauled butt three at a time under the red emergency lighting. By the time they noticed I was gone, I was kicking in the remains of the door that led to the floor the armory was on. 
 
    I heard them, though, scrambling up the stairs. The stairwell door was trashed; there was no point in trying to secure it. I ran down the hall to the locked armory door and slid to a halt. 
 
    “How strong am I?” I asked Spice. 
 
    She smiled at me and gestured for me to kick the door in. There is an art to kicking in doors; hit the wrong place and you break your foot, not the door. Or maybe your foot goes right through the door. 
 
    The best place is where the door and the jam connect—usually just above waist level. I hauled my foot up and kicked with all my might. The impact blasted the door open, tearing off part of the jam that held the security bar in place. 
 
    It made a helluva racket. I ran inside and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    The room had four racks, each with a different kind of firearm. Pistols, shotguns, , submachine guns, more Spas-12s, and one with five full-sized rifles. I didn’t have time to stop and see what kind they were. 
 
    However, the best part lay nestled in the corner. My clothes, boots, pistol, and mask. I pulled my pants on and decided to skip a shirt and go with a tactical vest instead. And then my mask. It felt good to wrap the red scarf over my mouth and nose. At times it felt a part of me—as if I weren’t truly The Wraith until I wore it. Blue light flared in the room as my eyes glowed and I was me again. Last, but not least, was my cell phone. It had half a charge and no signal, but as soon as it did I could let Krisan know where I was and get some help un-fragging this mess. 
 
    Ditching my current shotgun, I grabbed a new one and loaded it then found a bandoleer of shells and put that on. 
 
    I dug a little further in the back and found several crates of stun sticks, a pistol that looked a lot like the ones The Saints used for their security, and a box of grenades. Several of those went in my pockets. 
 
    Hallelujah. 
 
    “You’re out of time,” Spice said from the door where she played lookout. 
 
    I ran to the door, pulled the pin on the high-explosive baseball, and lobbed it down the hall without looking. 
 
    “Listen, these things have to come from somewhere, right? From what I can tell so far—” the explosion ripped through the hall, sending debris in either direction, right behind the shock wave. 
 
    “—the more restricted floors are up. We need to go up. Thoughts?” 
 
    “Don’t get eaten. Oh, and kill more of these things!” A shudder ran through me as she licked her lips right before vanishing. It was a stark reminder that while she looked like Spice, she was most definitely not my Sara. 
 
    I leaned out to look at the carnage the grenade wrought. The roof had partially collapsed, dumping an HVAC tube into the hall and filling the small area with debris. 
 
    Two of the wolves struggled, wrapped up in electrical wires as they strained to get through. I pulled the pin on two more grenades but held the spoon in place. 
 
    “This is a terrible idea,” I said aloud to myself. 
 
    I ran right at them, screaming at the top of my lungs. I was fast, and I stood in front of them in an instant. They both opened their mouths to roar. I leaped, dunking the grenades at the same time while triggering my shadow step. 
 
    We were on my turf now. Powers? check. Darkness? check. Plenty of things to kill? Check-check! 
 
    I was on the stairwell, taking five steps at a time when the twin explosions echoed behind me and the double euphoria hit. Whatever these things were, it really was like killing ten normal people. 
 
    Each level I passed had the same door leading to a cookie-cutter security desk and white halls; all of them but the last one. It was a massive vault-like door that looked like they designed it to withstand a nuclear blast. And it was wide open. 
 
    I pulled the shotgun and extended the folding stock to shoulder it as I moved in. I could see perfectly despite the near total blackness. Once past the giant door, there was an airlock; this door was more human-sized, and it was open too. I stepped through into some kind of decontamination chamber; just like the other two, both doors were wide open. I peeked through the first one—the elevators were a dozen feet away, beyond a security desk. 
 
    It was getting easier to ignore all the dead bodies but still... the other door led to a hall. I sniffed the air, smelling the heavy scent of musk, not unlike the repair facility. 
 
    Every door was open; each one was a cell, solid metal, with a tiny slit in the door for food. The walls were covered with scratches and blood. Cracked, gnawed-on bones littered the floors of the cells. There were ten rooms but only eight of them had the hallmarks of occupancy. 
 
    I wished to God those bones were animal bones, but I didn’t think they were. The only door not open had a handle that turned like an old style gate—as if this door needed an extra layer of security. 
 
    Maybe nobody was stupid enough to release the hounds by accident, but this door needed more security? I grabbed the latch, pulled up then shoved it to the side. The heavy door slid open and I pushed it all the way until it banged against the wall. 
 
    They didn’t know I could see them; they were absolutely quiet. I counted twelve women, lined up against the back wall, holding perfectly still. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said in a whisper. 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    “My name is Madisun. I’m here to get you out,” I said a little louder. I pulled down my mask in an effort to be less scary. 
 
    “Shh, they’ll hear you,” a woman in the middle said. 
 
    They had to be terrified, not to move or make noise. I know I would have been. 
 
    “Really, it’s okay. I’ve killed three of them already. I can take the rest, but if you want to get out of here, you need to come with me right now.” 
 
    “You killed them?” the same girl asked. 
 
    “Which ones?” Another asked. 
 
    That was not the response I expected. “Does it matter?” I asked. 
 
    She burst into silent tears holding her face. I was so confused. I walked to where the first woman was and made sure they were free to move around. 
 
    “Listen, you seem like you’re in charge. We need to move and I mean right now.” I could give them the full “Wraith” treatment, and I would if they didn’t start moving, but I wanted them to cooperate, not be too scared to listen. 
 
    She nodded. “I knew they lied to us,” she said. “There was no coming back.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to question her about what the hell she was talking about. 
 
    “My name is Sheila,” she said with a sad sigh. “I’ll get them to listen.” 
 
    While she worked on her friends, I ran back out to the main door to see if the beasts had figured out where I had gone yet. 
 
    I checked the big door leading to the stairwell; unfortunately, even if I could close it there was no way to lock it. It was a fail-safe, which was the exact opposite of how a door like this should operate. I heard growling from downstairs. 
 
    My time was up. 
 
    I ran back to the girls and waved them forward. “They are in the stairwell,” I said pointing at the door to the elevators. “We’re going to go down the elevator shafts.” I led them past the cells and through the decontamination area into the lobby. More choked sobs came from them as they passed the remains of their friends. I shut the inner door and used the bloody chair to hold it closed. To their credit, they didn’t make a sound at seeing the guard’s ripped up remains. 
 
    Once the door behind us was shut, I ran to the lift. I wedged my fingers into the center and pulled the doors apart. It was hardly a strain. 
 
    “Damn,” someone whispered. “She’s strong.” 
 
    Once the outer doors were parted I took a shotgun shell and wedged it in the bottom to hold it open. 
 
    Inside, a ladder extended down the length of the shaft, with a small lip to step off at each floor. 
 
    “Sheila,” I whispered. She appeared beside me a few seconds later. “I have a friend in an armored vehicle downstairs. She’s waiting for me to return. I want you to have the girls go down the ladder and wait for me on the top of the elevator. I’ll come down last and make sure everything is clear behind us.” 
 
    She nodded, worry fluttered across her face. “Your friend… was she bit?” she asked. 
 
    Now it was my turn to worry. “Uh, no, I don’t think so, why?” 
 
    “It’s how they transmit the changes, like a bad zombie movie. When I first arrived they were trying to make superpowers manifest, injecting us with drug cocktails, killing us...,” her voice choked up for a second and I put my hand on her shoulder. I couldn’t imagine the kind of fear they were living with. “When that didn’t work they started tinkering with genetics. About a month ago was when they created these things,” she said looking back the way we had come. 
 
    “They were feeding us to them. But one of the girls managed to escape after she got bit... within an hour she turned into one of them. It was Misty’s sister; that’s why she was so upset when you said you killed one of them. Of the eight beasts, only one of them is the original. Once the doctors knew how that worked they dangled us in cages like a rack of meat, trying to get a bite.” 
 
    “All of you?” I asked. 
 
    She pulled up her shirt revealing a large bite mark. “I’m immune. They were keeping me for study, trying to figure out why I hadn’t turned. Everyone else was for turning… or for food.” 
 
    I nodded. Oh crap, crap, crap! 
 
    “Okay, get the girls in line and moving down. I’m going to check our six.” I tried not to seem stressed as I ran back to look through the door I’d barricaded. I pulled my mask up to help muffle my voice. I needed to speak to Spice. 
 
    “Spice?” I whispered. 
 
    She appeared next to me, which in itself was weird. She usually only answered when she wanted too. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked her, nodding toward the lift. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Her indifference infuriated me. “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    If I could choke the life out of her, I would have. “Am I going to turn into one of those things?” I asked with exasperation. 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe. You’ll certainly kill a lot more people as one of them, won’t you?” 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief. It’s what she would want; a ravenous beast to take life indiscriminately. Killing for sport and fun, feeding her the whole time. One delicious soul after another with no concern for innocent lives. 
 
    “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not,” I said. 
 
    “Madi, all I care about is that you don’t die and you keep killing. Beyond that... I said not to trust anyone.” Then she vanished. 
 
    I checked my shoulder; the wound was gone, as if it were never there. Which was great. Maybe whatever they infected me with was already cured. Regardless, I couldn’t help but break out in a worried sweat. 
 
    I’m fine. Better than fine. She’s just yanking my chain... right? 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
   It took longer than I would have liked to get the girls down the shaft. They were tired, scared, and malnourished. Some of them could only go a few rungs at a time before they had to stop and rest. 
 
    I waited opposite the door with my back to the wall, shotgun shouldered and pointed at the makeshift barricade holding the lab door shut. I didn’t know how stealthy these things could be, but I had my senses dialed up to eleven. 
 
    Even so, I almost missed the slow and steady scraping of claws on tile. I leaped up just as the door exploded inward. Whatever intelligence these things had must have led it to shuffle quietly, like it was stalking prey. 
 
    This prey had fangs. I fired off two rounds right at it while I dodged to the right. It came straight for me. I ducked and rolled and it slammed its big head right into the wall where I had stood a moment before. 
 
    I came up in time to see another one, a female from the shape of her upper body, follow through the door, it went for the open shaft where the last girl was just stepping on the ladder. 
 
    “No you don’t,” I yelled as I ran after it. I grabbed a handful of tawny hair behind her head and pulled. The beast jerked her head up but kept going, pulling me forward as her back claws scraped the tiled floor for purchase. I slammed one foot into the wall next to the elevator door and heaved. She snapped her mouth shut two inches from the frightened ex-prisoner. The girl didn’t even scream. 
 
    My muscles bulged and my whole body ached as I pulled her back from the door. I shifted my hands, leaned, then lifted her up. She twisted, making her hard to hold. I lunged forward and tossed her at the other one still recovering from head-butting the wall. 
 
    She collided with the other wolf in a jumble of arms, legs, and claws. They snapped at each other for a moment while they tried to stand. I took that opportunity to toss a grenade at them and ducked inside the shaft as six and a half ounces of explosives detonated and sent its steel body out in a shower of death. The pressure slammed my ears but it wasn’t anything my current power level couldn’t handle. 
 
    I pulled out the shell that held the doors open and let them close. A clawed hand grabbed them just as they would have shut—it was my tawny friend. I punched her in the nose, which made her snap back in surprise and bought me a second to whip the shotgun around and stuff it in her mouth. 
 
    Click-Boom! 
 
    Her body jerked back as the force of the blast pushed her. She shook her head once, then collapsed, taking one last breath before dying. Invulnerable on the outside, not so much on the inside. 
 
    I slammed the doors shut before the other one could get to it. Strength flooded through me as Spice’s own powers grew from feeding on the dead wolf-thing. 
 
    I still had girls on the ladder below me. About half of them were down—the rest were making their way far too slowly. 
 
    Then I heard the growls. More than one from the other side of the door. One at a time I had no doubt I could take them. Maybe even two, as long as I kept killing them. But if I got bit... there was no assurance that Spice would heal me from whatever infection they spread with their saliva. At the same time, I couldn’t really let any of these things live, nor could I let the building stand. I had to level this place to the foundation. 
 
    Somehow. 
 
    I jumped to the other side of the shaft opposite the door, hanging on to the lip above with one hand and the shotgun in the other. Any second and they were— 
 
    A clawed fist the size of my head punched through the doors, grabbed a handful of metal and rubber and pulled, ripping it right out in a cacophony of screeching metal. 
 
    I switched the shotgun to semi-auto, braced the stalk against the inside of my elbow, and fired. The boom of the gun deafened me in the tiny area as I fired round after round until the gun clicked empty. 
 
    He shook his head, snorting from the blast and pawing at his face. No time like the present! 
 
    I threw the shotgun at him and leaped after it with all my strength, flying like a bullet, right at the not-wolf, slamming my shoulder into his gut and barreling him over. We slid into the far wall with a dull thud. Before he could shake himself free, I yanked another grenade from my pouch, pulled the pin, and shoved it down his throat. He gagged as my fist disappeared into his mouth. I let go and kicked off his chest, flinging myself in a backward flip. 
 
    His torso exploded in a shower of gore. 
 
    A clawed hand grabbed a handful of my hair and swung me around, slamming me into the far wall. Ribs cracked and one of my lungs collapsed. I didn’t have time for pain, though. A giant foot with claws longer than my fingers came down on my torso. I heard the tile crack under me from the force. With the power Spice loaned me, I could regenerate almost as fast as I was wounded, but it still hurt like hell. 
 
    He lowered his upper body, muscles rippling across his furry torso, and opened his maw to chomp my head—which was what I needed him to do. I triggered the shadow step and vanished from under him. He stumbled forward as I came out of the shadows above him and fell to land on his back. I wrapped one arm around his neck, and grabbed my wrist and pulled, snapping his head up in a choke hold. He was tough, but right now I was as strong as I could be. I hooked my legs around his waist so he couldn’t buck me off. His head snapped up and threw himself backward, slamming us both into the wall. 
 
    The building shook and bones broke in my shoulders, but I held on. He slammed me again, but without as much strength. I could feel his heart pounding through my chest, his massive lungs expanding trying to gather life-giving air. I pulled harder. He may have been bulletproof, but he still had to breathe. 
 
    He stumbled forward, slowly stepping toward the wall and lamely slamming me one last time before he fell to his knees. 
 
    He struggled, realizing he should claw at my hands, but it was too late. Razer sharp bone sliced through my forearm but he didn’t have any strength left. We fell forward on his chest and he shuddered. When no rush hit me, I pulled my Walther, stuck it in his ear and emptied the magazine. 
 
    A few seconds later the wash of power flooded through me. My aches vanished along with my wounds. 
 
    Thank God for small favors. 
 
    I pulled myself up, breathing hard as I ran for the lift. The doors were hopelessly ruined. I leaned over the edge and watched the last girl step off the ladder onto the crowded roof of the elevator many floors below. 
 
    Swinging out, I grabbed the ladder sides, braced my feet against the poles, and slid down. I clenched my teeth as friction burned off the top layers of skin on my hands. Hitting the lift with a thump, I went down to one knee to absorb the energy of the impact. It took a few seconds of me shaking my hands out before they healed. The shaking didn’t speed things up but it made me feel better. 
 
    “You’re her, aren’t you?” A girl with short brown hair asked me. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Wraith. I’m from Detroit... it was all rumor and hearsay... but the red scarf—that stuck with everyone,” a young black girl said. I stared at her for a second. She wasn’t much older than I was when I went into modeling. I shook my head to break the reverie. 
 
    I nodded. Kneeling down I grabbed the lock on the roof hatch and yanked it off, sending pieces skittering. “I’d prefer if you keep your descriptions of me vague. Black woman, red scarf, killed a lot of things dead,” I said. It sounded funny, but it wasn’t a joke. The world already knew who Madisun Dumas was; I needed to remind them who the Wraith was—in the scariest way possible. Blue light flashed off of their faces as my eyes flared with the energy inside me. 
 
    They nodded almost in concert. Good enough. 
 
    I leaped down into the elevator; it wasn’t the one I had escaped from. Pistol out, I went to the door, pressed my fingers into the seam and pulled. It took a second but I got them open. Using my shoulder, I held them in place and waved for the girls to come down. Sheila was the first down and she came to stand next to me. 
 
    “Listen. That door right there,” I pointed past the desk toward the garage entrance, “go right for it. Don’t stop. There are a half dozen armored vehicles. Pick the closest one that will fit all of you and get in. They’re unlocked.” 
 
    She nodded and started waving for the girls to come down. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve got to find the keys,” I said, looking down the opposite hall. “And kill the rest of these things. And burn the building to the ground.” 
 
    She looked shocked at my calm revelations. “You really are a superhero,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t,” I said pointing at her, “say that. Heroes have rules. My only rule is ‘kill the bad guys dead.’” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, you’re a hero to us.” 
 
    I smiled, though she couldn’t see it through my scarf. “Good enough for me.” 
 
    I bolted down the hall to where I left the makeshift bag of keys, relieved to see they were still there. I scooped them up and tied them to my waist as securely as I could before moving to the back of the level. The halls were quiet and I wondered where the rest of the beasts had gone. 
 
    “Probably hunting you,” Spice said from behind. She blew a bubble from the gum she chewed and let it pop. 
 
    “Ha-frickin-ha. I didn’t get bit, just so you know,” I told her as I moved to where I thought the basement entrance should be. 
 
    “Never say never,” she replied. 
 
    “If you don’t have anything useful to add, can you leave me alone? This isn’t exactly a walk in the park.” 
 
    “Clearly, you’ve never been to Singapore.” 
 
    I turned to say something scathing but she was gone. I hustled as fast as I dared, keeping silent as I moved. I found the maintenance entrance a few minutes later, nestled between the repair facility and a large bathroom. The door opened with minimal effort and I descended the stairs into the darkness. If there was a furnace of some kind, or a power generator, or anything I could set to overload, that would help me destroy this place. 
 
    The problem was the maze of pipes and passages. I could really use Krisan. I checked the phone; still no signal... but... if I could find the main communications panel for the building, maybe I could hotwire the phone’s antenna? 
 
    All I needed to do was go into a maze of blind corners with ravenous werewolves hunting me. Oh, I almost forgot; only one entrance. 
 
    Yeah, I was home free. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
   One dark corner after another played havoc with my nerves. Any second a giant beast could reach out and end me; there was no safe place and it made my adrenaline pump like a water fountain on a hot day. 
 
    “C’mon Madisun, get it together,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    A sigh from behind spun me around and to one a knee, pistol aimed… right at Spice’s face. I dropped the gun down to my side and breathed out my anxiety and annoyance. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled coyly at me. “I know where the communications panel is.” 
 
    I perked right up. “Tell me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I want something first.” 
 
    My head jerked back in surprise as I pursed my lips. “What could you want that you don’t already have?” 
 
    “You kill too fast, Madi. You don’t let me feel it. I want you to kill something slowly, painfully, to let me really savor it.” 
 
    Even at her creepiest she had never been this scary. My heart hurt hearing those words come out of my little sister's mouth. 
 
    “I thought we settled this. We do things my way. I’m not into torturing someone before killing—” 
 
    “Sure you are. You did it in New Orleans and it was glorious. You can do it again.” 
 
    I turned away from her, hating that she was right. I had done it, and it had left a bad taste in my mouth. I’d justified it with Intel I’d gained from it, but really, it was wrong; I don’t care how evil the person was. 
 
    “You need to drop this whole mantle of moral righteousness. You’re a murderer, Madi. Embrace it.” 
 
    “No. You might think the path I’m on will turn me into the killer you want me to be, but it won’t. It can’t. If it does, I’m no better than the people I put down. You’re going to have to just be satisfied with the deaths I serve you. I’m certainly not going to start carving people—” 
 
    The fist came out of a side tunnel I had missed. It was a pathetically weak blow, glancing off my jaw. However, the woman followed it up with a pain-stick to my abdomen. 
 
    She drove me to the ground, the stick making a snapping noise like a Tazer as it dropped. My knees stung from the impact. It was her—the woman who’d callously overseen my torture. 
 
    “Get out here,” she screamed over her shoulder. Two men, older than her, in fact, older than anyone I’d seen so far, came out with a rope. 
 
    It was hard to breathe with the excruciating pain rolling through my stomach. Every muscle clenched in agony as her friends slipped the rope around my neck, threw the other end over a pipe and pulled. 
 
    They jerked me up to my toes. Out of reflex I dropped my pistol and reached for the rope around my throat, trying to slip a finger under it. It wasn’t very thick—more like a silk climbing rope. I scratched at my neck and kicked out with my feet, trying to free myself. 
 
    “Are you sure we should kill her? What if we used her to escape?” a man with an Asian accent asked from behind. 
 
    A cruel smile spread on the woman’s face. “She’s the enemy. It was after she escaped that everything went to hell. We may have lost all our research but if we kill her then at least we have something to show for it.” 
 
    Between the pain-stick she jammed into me and the rope around my throat choking me out, it was hard to think. 
 
    I’d learned enough, though; none of these people were innocent. Shadow stepping was second nature to me. I vanished from one spot and stepped out twenty feet down the hall. 
 
    I dropped to a knee, rubbing my throat as I desperately inhaled as much air as I could. 
 
    The two men holding me up fell backward, crashing into the concrete in a jumble as they no longer had a weight to counterbalance them. 
 
    “What? Where did she go?” the woman asked in a shriek. 
 
    I faced them, powers flaring to life, lighting up the dark hall in a blue nimbus as I marched toward her. “I’m right here.” 
 
    She turned and jabbed the pain-stick at me like a knife. I batted it aside, then slapped her across the face. She went down like a chump, crumpling to the ground. 
 
    Walking past her, I kneeled down and retrieved my pistol and aimed it. 
 
    “No! she made us—” 
 
    “I don’t care.” I fired three rounds into him, then another three into his friend. 
 
    “You murderer,” she gasped from behind me. I watched as she scrambled for the pain-stick. I stepped past her and kicked it away in one swift motion. The damage from their impromptu lynching had already healed and I knelt in front of her, resting the pistol on my thigh. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked in my supernatural Wraith voice. 
 
    She glared up at me. Almost willing me to kill her. “I’m not telling you—” 
 
    My hand flew through the air, slapping her across the face. She tumbled to the side landing on her back and sobbing from the pain. 
 
    They had come out of a side hall and I wanted to check it out. I was fairly certain she wasn’t going anywhere; just in case, though, I popped her in the knee. The bullet broke her knee cap and she screamed as she held the wound, trying to stem the flow of blood. 
 
    “Oh quit your whining. You won’t bleed out for at least an hour.” 
 
    Ignoring her sobs, I walked through the doorway they’d come through. Inside was a panic-room of sorts. Working computers, monitors, food, the whole shebang. Including a satellite cell phone. Excellent. I’d get to that momentarily. 
 
    A notebook with the words “Emergency Procedures” hung next to the door. I perused it quickly before looking around further. 
 
    “What happened here?” I asked. “How did your beasts get loose?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you anything?” she spat out between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Doc, you’re asking the wrong questions. What you need to ask yourself is, ‘would you rather I killed you, or have one of your creations eat you alive,’” I said over my shoulder as I tried to find some shred of information as to what the hell they were doing here. 
 
    She gasped, her breathing jumping into overdrive. “No, you wouldn’t do that. You wouldn’t! You’re one of those heroes, you have rules.” 
 
    I laughed. “Ask your two friends there about my rules,” I said as I tossed the book aside. I turned to face her, walking right up and kneeling next to her and placing my gun against her temple. 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” she insisted without looking at her two dead subordinates. 
 
    “What? Leave you to die the way you left all your victims? Doc, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. They’re hunting me, so I’m sure they will be down here soon enough.” 
 
    “Don’t kill me, please!” Her face crumbled and I had her. She would do anything to live. She was a coward at heart. “My work is too important, please!” Truth. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see Spice leaning against the wall. She shrugged when our eyes met. 
 
    “What are you people doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “Trying to save the human race. Don’t you get it? This is important work!” Tears flowed down her face as she spoke, stopping to wince every she moved too much. 
 
    “Uh-huh. You’re saving people by kidnapping innocent women and experimenting on them. Please tell me more about your humanitarian efforts,” I said with sarcasm so thick it could be gravy in Canada. 
 
    “You’re as blind as you are stupid. One life doesn’t matter when we’re talking about the extinction of the human race! Everyone you know, dead. All your family, dead—” 
 
    I jammed the gun against her eye hard enough to make her scream. “They’re already dead; your precious organization killed them. You can’t walk all over people and kill, kidnap, and threaten whoever you want without consequences. And that’s what I am—the consequence.” 
 
    She sniffed, her shoulders shaking in silent sobs. “It’s important,” she muttered again. 
 
    I sighed. As much as I wanted to just plug her and finish this, I needed to know what they were doing here. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I said. I stood up and took a second to make sure there were no beasts coming my way. I stretched my senses as far as I could and heard nothing. Good. 
 
    I went back in the room and picked up the satellite phone, it worked just like a normal cell. I dialed Krisan’s number from memory and waited for her to pick up. 
 
    “Hello?” she said carefully. 
 
    “Go for Wraith,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh my God, Madi! Where have you been! I’ve been going nuts trying to find you.” 
 
    It was nice to know she cared. 
 
    “How long?” I asked. 
 
    “Two days. You don’t know?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Can you do your thing with… one sec.” I walked briskly back to the doc who had decided to cowgirl up and try for the pain-stick. I popped her in the other knee. Her screams echoed down the hall long after the gunshot faded. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Krisan asked. 
 
    “Making a point. Do your thing with this phone and see what you can find. I’m in some kind of genetics lab. I need to burn this place to the ground. ‘Kay?” 
 
    She paused for a second. The line hadn’t died—I could still hear her breathing. “Kris?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said in a whisper. “I’m on it... Madi? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Never better,” I said before placing the phone down next to the computer station in the room. She’s linked via Bluetooth before; wi-fi should be a cakewalk. 
 
    “Now,” I said turning back to the crying doctor. “Where were we?” 
 
    “Please,” she sobbed, “please!” 
 
    “I bet that is what every single girl you murdered said, right before you fed them to those beasts. Now, be succinct—you don’t have many joints left for me to shoot. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Either because of the pain or shock, she slumped, her spirit broken. “I’m a Doctor of genetics. We’re trying to make a better human, one who can survive the coming calamity,” she said. Her body started to shake as shock set in. 
 
    “Calamity?” 
 
    She looked up at me. “Yes, you fool. The human race is doomed. We’re all going to die now—my work with alien DNA was all the hope we had.” 
 
    Alien DNA? I let out a laugh, unable to hide my incredulity. “What? You mean those things that attacked a few years ago? I’ve heard people say that was nothing more than an elaborate hoax. Are you saying they were real?” 
 
    She nodded as best she could. “The Th’un... they came to strip mine our world, but that idiot girl...” her eyes closed. 
 
    “Doc,” I said tapping her temple with the gun. “What does this have to do with killing these girls?” 
 
    “Making... better... people...” 
 
    And I thought ISO-1 was the worst? At least they were in it for the money. This whack-job experimented on innocent people trying to give them superpowers, turn them into monsters? All for some imagined catastrophe? 
 
    I stood up, deciding that enough was enough. I kept my promise. My last round finished the job. 
 
    “Kris? You there?” I asked as I picked up the Sat phone. 
 
    “Yeah, my God Madi, this place... I found the video of what they did to you, to the other women... oh God.” The phone on her end fell and I heard her run to the bathroom and retch. 
 
    I couldn’t blame her. They weren’t even sure who I was and they cut off my arm to find out if I had superpowers. They fed those poor, terrified girls to monsters just to see what would happen. 
 
    I was all out of sympathy. 
 
    “Thank you,” Spice said from the behind me. I turned around to see what she meant. She was standing over the doctor. “I should have had more faith in you.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about, now?” 
 
    She smiled down at the body of the doctor. “You didn’t even ask me for anything.” 
 
    My blood ran cold as I realized what she meant. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
   Distantly I heard Krisan calling my name. She was far away, and the horror show that was me was right here. I told her I wouldn’t do it. I told her that I wasn’t a monster, not her puppet... 
 
    Then I went and tortured the doctor to death. Slowly, painfully, just the way Spice asked me too. 
 
    “Madi! For the love of… tell me you’re okay! I’m freaking out over here,” Krisan yelled from the other side of the phone. 
 
    I looked down at the sat phone I held. Distantly it registered. Krisan was my friend, my ally. Spice once suggested I kill her. Would I? I looked back to the doctor’s corpse then to the phone... can she make me do things or... or... am I really the monster I pretend I’m not? 
 
    The moment of doubt passed and I reasserted myself, my commitment. The doctor worked for ISO-1. She was a terrible human being who deserved every second of pain, if not more. I did the world a favor. Spice is just... she’s messing with me is all. 
 
    I think. 
 
    “Kris? Sorry, I was... distracted. Tell me what you got.” I can hear her hyperventilating on the other end and it takes her a second to slow her breathing down to the point where she can talk. 
 
    “I can see that I’m going to need to lay off coffee when I’m around you. God. Like I need a panic attack every five minutes!” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s me, a caffeine replacement. Now, what have you found?” 
 
    “I did a cursory dive and pulled some footage. Their computer system is a mess. How did you know I would be able to access it like a phone?” she asked. 
 
    “Lucky guess. Can you go back in, pull out whatever is available?” 
 
    “Sure, just hang tight for a second... I’m going—” mid-sentence her voice changed from Krisan to a computer-generated version of it in the room’s speaker system. “—this is so weird. I can see their computers, files, emails, it’s like I’m physically in the system,” she said over the PA. 
 
    She went silent for a moment. Then the computers in the room flashed to life, lock screens vanished and she was in. 
 
    “Oh my God, I just walked through their security, Madi. WALKED! It’s like it wasn’t even there. If I can do this with these highly encrypted files, imagine what— oh, hello? What are you doing...” the PA went dead. No static, no sound, just nothing. 
 
    “Krisan?” I said into the phone. The line was still connected, I could hear her breathing. “Kris?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to freak out. I paced the room, waiting for her to respond. When she didn’t I went to the computers and hit a few buttons. I was never very good with them. These were custom made with an operating system I didn’t recognize. Certainly not Windows. 
 
    All I could do was wait. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long. Growling echoed down the hall from the way I’d come. 
 
    Frag. They found me. Had to happen sooner or later. 
 
    “Listen, Kris, I don’t know if you can hear me,” I said into the sat phone but I’m about to have company. I don’t think disconnecting will hurt you but I’m going to do it.” 
 
    I hung up the phone. The computer systems screen went red then died and all the power shut off. 
 
    The bad news was no more grenades. Just my pistol to deal with this. And my powers—couldn’t forget them. 
 
    The rope. 
 
    I slipped out the door and snatched up the smooth silk rope they tried to strangle me with. It was a good ten feet long. I ran my fingers over it, expanding the loop to accommodate the beast’s much wider neck. 
 
    All the dead bodies would hide my scent, even with its superior sense of smell. It wasn’t hard to find a handhold in the maze of pipes above and pull up into them. I hooked each foot over a pipe and used my elbows to keep me up there so I was hanging parallel with the floor and six feet up. If not for the Wraith power, I’d strain to stay up there. As it was, I could bench press a bull; keeping myself suspended was nearly effortless. 
 
    I heard the scraping of its claws, followed by the sharp snort of it breathing. Then, I saw it; dark brown fur with streaks of black on it’s back. It was half again as big as any of the others I’d seen. Muscles rippled up and down it like water. I started to doubt choking it out would be an option, even with the rope. 
 
    The crunch of breaking bones told me it was now or never as it began feeding. It would be the most vulnerable for the few minutes it ate. I just didn’t want to think about what it was feeding on. 
 
    I wanted to move, but a sliver of fear kept me frozen in place. What if I just waited? It would move on... or finish its meal and then come looking for me once I was the only thing to smell. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Time to work for a living. 
 
    I dropped. Hitting its back square on I looped the rope around its neck in one smooth motion. I did the same thing to it that they did to me, except I held on. The beast went nuts, bucking and jumping as I pulled the rope tight. 
 
    I knew I wouldn’t be able to hang on long, and tied a knot to keep it choking him. He flung himself backward, smashing me into a pair of steam pipes. 
 
    Three hundred degree water vapor sprayed out engulfing me. I screamed and he let out a guttural roar of agony as the hot water flash fried us. 
 
    I ducked, rolling on my shoulder in an attempt to get away from the pain. I managed to come out on the other side of him. Standing up, I shuffled to the wall and leaned against it, gritting my teeth as I waited for the pain to pass. Skin sluffed off me like dirty water. I had to bang my head against the brick to think through the pain. At least for the moment, the steam separated us. 
 
    My hands healed first. I pulled the pistol out and backed up. I had room to move down here and— 
 
    Standing up on his hind legs, he raked long claws down his neck, slicing his skin and the rope in one smooth move. Strands of rope fell uselessly to the ground and his skin healed almost as fast as the rope fell. 
 
    He roared and charged through the steam, shaking loose his own peeling skin like a dog shedding water after a rainstorm. 
 
    “I’m in so much trouble.” I fired into his open mouth as he advanced and it just pissed him off. The slide locked back. Out of bullets. 
 
    “Come on then,” I yelled. When he charged forward I shadow stepped behind him and his head slammed into the concrete wall where I had stood—it shook from the impact. 
 
    I ran. It would take him a few seconds to recover and I needed a plan. And running wasn’t a plan. Each of these beasts had powers, strength, speed, invulnerability, but not all of them were exactly the same. This one regenerated—fast from what I could tell. 
 
    A terrible plan formed in my mind. “Spice?” I yelled out as I took a corner. I heard him charging after me; he’d recovered much faster than I figured he would.  She didn’t respond but I knew she could hear me. “You better fragging heal me!” I said as I ran. 
 
    It was a crappy plan, but it was all I had. The pipes that ran along the ceiling were labeled: water, hot water, and gas. Not to mention the PVC conduit with the electrical cables in it. 
 
    I made it back to the little safe room, carefully navigating the floor, making sure I didn’t slip on the blood. I grabbed the door frame and flung myself inside. The computer system had rebooted, but all the lights were still off. Which was good for me. 
 
    They had a big heavy door for their safe room. It took a second for me to get it moving, but once I did, it swung shut with relative ease. 
 
    And not a second too soon. 
 
    He hit it like a bulldozer, knocking me back from the impact. Little cracks formed on the concrete walls that held the door in place. The sat-phone was where I left it. I hit re-dial and heard it ring between the blows the beast rained down on the door. It wouldn’t hold much longer. 
 
    “Go for me,” Kris said. She sounded dazed, confused, and unsure. 
 
    “Krisan, I need you to get back in the system and keep the power from turning off.” 
 
    “Madi, they have some kind of virus, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It’s why their security failed and why the creatures were let loose. But it’s not just a virus, it spoke to me, knew me... I can’t go back in there.” 
 
    The safe room door groaned and bent as he hit it with his shoulder. “Kris, I need the power to stay on or I’m dead. I don’t care what HAL 9000 said to you. Get it done.” I tossed the phone aside and braced myself. 
 
    The door exploded from its moorings. I had a split second to make the step, moving between shadows just before the door would have crushed me. 
 
    It was ready for me. As I appeared behind him a clawed hand snapped out and grabbed me by the neck. Razor sharp talons cut through my skin and sunk deep into my shoulders. He shook me like a rag doll and threw me against the far wall by the door. Which was pretty much where I wanted to go anyway. 
 
    I went limp as I hit the wall, sliding down to land in a crumpled heap, spitting up a pint of blood in the process. He huffed, lumbering toward me, a low growl reverberating from his snout. 
 
    “You’re one strong bastard,” I said as I pulled my self up. “I wonder, can you hear me? Is there a human left in there to reach? Or is it all beast?” 
 
    I was stalling, giving Krisan as much time as I could for her to bypass the electrical grid. A building like this had to be all digital, with controls and safeguards. No power company to regulate the grid. Of course, I had no idea how they got their power, but it would have to be enough. 
 
    He stopped, looking at me with huge blue eyes as if he understood what I was saying. 
 
    That was my cue. I leaped up, grabbed the PVC pipe with one hand and crushing the housing holding the bundles of cables. At the same time, I swung up with my foot and kicked the gas pipe with all my strength. The PVC pipe with the wiring broke free from the ceiling, depositing me on my butt. The gas line remained intact. 
 
    “Oh sh—” 
 
    He was on me in a heartbeat. Five-inch claws ripped into me, slicing through the equipment vest and my skin with equal ease. Seven feet up I could see the exposed electrical cable, sparking, waiting for me. 
 
    I kicked out at him, slamming my foot into his nuts. I probably couldn’t hurt him normally, but with my enhanced strength he felt it and stumbled back a few steps. I pushed off and stood, holding my stomach with one hand as it healed. 
 
    My power was waning, I felt it. Despite all the deaths, I was running into the limit of what I could do. 
 
    I reached up and yanked the cables down, pulling them free and ripping them apart in a shower of sparks. The light show made him back up and re-evaluate his prey. He went low, growling and trying to decide if he could get me in a leap. 
 
    I let the cables dangle, took a deep breath, and waited. If he took it slow, he would have me, but if he rushed... 
 
    I charged forward a half step, trying to provoke him. It worked; he skipped back then charged head-on. I leaped up, grabbed the gas pipe with both hands... and pulled for all I was worth. 
 
    Metal pinged as it broke free from the concrete housing. I screamed as he jabbed his claws into my back like skewers and pulled me down. It took everything I had to hold onto the pipe. His strength and my resolve tore it completely free and pressurized natural gas poured into the hallway... until it hit the spark from the exposed electrical cables. 
 
    This is why those metal pipes were so damn thick! 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
   First came the pain. Lots and lots of pain. Then came the coughing. Followed by orange light so bright it hurt my head... no, that wasn’t right. The large piece of, concrete resting on my head caused that. 
 
    I tried to breathe, to suck in enough air to carry on, but there wasn’t any and I passed out. 
 
    My first thought upon waking a second time was to call out, but I clamped my jaw shut before I gave away my position. It wasn’t like I was in a public building. Anyone who heard me wouldn’t be here to help. 
 
    I struggled, straining against the block on my back. I managed to get my hands under me and push up like I was working out back in Detroit. I roared as every muscle strained, my body tensed from the exertion. My arms quivered, fighting for every inch. 
 
    “Come on, Madi, you can do it,” I heard Spice say. She spoke from far away, I wasn’t sure where, but I couldn’t spare the energy to look for her. 
 
    My arms hit full extension. I brought one leg up and rested the load on it for a second while I changed position to push up from under it, my hands flat against the concrete, and I heaved. I clenched my jaw so hard I felt like my teeth were going to break. 
 
    Another guttural roar escaped my lips as I managed to stand and then shove the block off me. It fell in a mighty crash of debris and dust that washed over me, obscuring my vision for a moment. It wasn’t that it was dark—the area was filled with smoke and dust. Even with my perfect night vision, I couldn’t see. 
 
    I dropped to one knee, taking a moment to rest and catch what little breath I could. I felt all over myself looking for wounds the way Joseph had taught me to after a battle. In the heat of things, adrenaline was great, but it could also hide life-threatening injuries. 
 
    While my clothes and vest were in tatters, burned, and crispy, I was fine. Not a scratch on me... 
 
    “Well,” I said out loud for Spice’s benefit, “I guess we know who can regenerate faster.” 
 
    “Was there any doubt?” she replied from the shadows. 
 
    “Yeah, there was. ‘Misses I hope you get bit!’” I yelled back. 
 
    “I just said those things to motivate you, that’s all.” 
 
    She walked through the smoke as if it didn’t bother her, which it didn’t, because she was a figment of my imagination… or something. 
 
    A cool breeze shifted the smoke and dust and for a moment I could see where I was. Whatever happened after the explosion, it decimated this part of the building. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I dragged myself over a pile of concrete and steel. Then I saw him. 
 
    He was barely recognizable; all his skin was burned to a cinder and I could see parts of his skeleton where the fire burned hottest. Smoke still rose from his flesh. I held my breath for a good long minute, half expecting him to start moving... but he didn’t. 
 
    I look down at myself, with my burned and shredded clothes, and briefly wonder if I looked like him until Spice regenerated me. A shudder ran through me at the image. I didn’t need that in my head. 
 
    When I was sure the beast was dead I moved on, trying to scramble up piles of rubble and find my way out of this mess. 
 
    “Hello?” It was Sheila, the girl with the bite mark. “Uh... Wraith?” She sounded far away. 
 
    I debated for a moment if I should say anything. Letting people think I was dead was almost always a good plan. But she might need my help. 
 
    “Sheila?” 
 
    She sighed in relief. “Over here.” 
 
    I followed her voice through the darkness until I found a massive hole leading up into the car garage. I was so turned around from the maze-like corridors, that it must have turned back and run under the garage. One of the smaller armored cars had fallen down into the sub-basement when the floor collapsed and I climbed up on it and stretched for the lip of the hole. Sheila was there, on her stomach, stretching to reach me. For some reason, I trusted her and leaped up to grab her hand. With a strength no one that size should possess, she pulled me up. 
 
    Once out, I dropped to a knee for a breather. Half the garage roof had collapsed, including where Neve was waiting for me. 
 
    Neve? 
 
    Then I see my friend—sitting on the back of a different armored vehicle along with the dozen girls I rescued. 
 
    “When we came in, she spotted us and waved us over to this larger APC. She’d hot-wired it and was waiting for you to come back. She’s a good friend to have stayed. I’m not sure I could have, knowing what was back there,” Sheila said with a jerk of her head to the building. 
 
    I took a moment to examine the main complex. The part of the wall that led to the research facility was completely caved in. The only reason this part of the garage survived was that it wasn’t under the building, just an extension out into the jungle from the bottom floor. 
 
    What hadn’t collapsed was on fire. Short of a nuke there really wasn’t anything else I could do to destroy this place, and staying would only guarantee capture. I was out of weapons and exhausted beyond measure. It was time to go. 
 
    “We should talk,” I said to Sheila as she turned to go back to the others. I put a hand out to her wrist, not holding her, just a touch. 
 
    “I... I know. I’ve known for a while now.” She looked down, crossing her hands under her chest and hugging herself. “I think I’m what they wanted. Maybe not a person resistant to their changes, but a person who wouldn’t turn into the beast but still had the powers of one. I can feel it...” she looked away toward the others. “Inside me. Like a well of rage and hunger, screaming to get out. But...” 
 
    “You can control it?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Maybe forever, maybe not.” 
 
    “Wherever you go from here,” I said to her, “make sure it is far from people. Until you know you can.” 
 
    “I... I thought you would kill me once you knew,” she said. Tears filled her eyes but didn’t fall. “I don’t want to be one of those ravenous creatures. I want to be me. I want to go home to El Paso and just live my life.” 
 
    I knew the feeling. I reached out and pulled her to me, wrapping my arms around her in the most comforting gesture as I could manage. “It will be okay. I promise.” Maybe I wasn’t quite the cold-blooded killer Spice wanted me to be. After all, empathy came naturally to me, even before I lost my family. 
 
    I held her for a good thirty seconds before we broke and walked to the APC. Neve looked around nervously, as if more of those things could jump out any second and take her. 
 
    “Can we go?” she asked. 
 
    “Hi to you too,” I replied. 
 
    She smiled, somewhat. “Yeah, sorry. Uh, can we go? Please?” 
 
    I let out a laugh. “Thanks for waiting.” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure.” Then she looked away. 
 
    “Okay, okay, let’s go. There’s a road not too far away. We can make it there, head north a little, then I can get you all on your way home.” I said with a smile. “Well… as soon as I can find a cell phone.” 
 
    We loaded all the girls in the back. The front wasn’t really a separate compartment, just elevated from the passenger section. Two seats allowed for a driver and gunner for the turret. 
 
    I scrounged through the cargo compartment until I found a coat, then climbed up into the gunner’s seat. “Neve, just head West. When you hit the road turn North.” 
 
    She gave me a thumbs up as she fired up the diesel-powered vehicle. It took a few minutes to navigate out of the half-collapsed garage, but once we did, there was a hidden road through the jungle that led in the direction we wanted to go. 
 
    Within thirty minutes we were on a regular dirt road heading north. The sound of the tires on the mud, combined with my own exhaustion, lulled me to sleep within minutes. 
 
    “Madisun?” Neve said. My eyes snapped open and I leaped up, ready to fight. I was in the gunner seat, not in any immediate danger. We were parked outside a trading post that was part of a small town. It wasn’t the kind of town one would find on a map. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked while failing to stave off a yawn. 
 
    “I’ve got you the phone you wanted. I also managed to sell some things that were in the back. The girls are in that little cantina there getting some food.” She handed me a package wrapped in brown paper. “Clothes,” she said offhandedly. 
 
    I nodded to her. “Wow. You’re full of surprises.” She gave me a subdued smile before ducking back outside. 
 
    The phone was the standard kind purchasable at a million airports worldwide. I dialed Krisan’s number and started stripping off the remains of my burned out clothes, tossing them in the back. The coat hid me from view while I tore open the brown package. Inside was a pair of jeans and a white tank top, along with a long-sleeve button-up shirt. The sizes looked spot on. 
 
    “Hello?” Krisan said with caution in her voice. 
 
    “Hey. It’s me.” 
 
    “Oh thank God. What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later, promise. Right now I need transport for thirteen girls to the USA.” I slipped the jeans on, trying to hold the phone with my neck while I did so. 
 
    “I see where you are. One sec. I think I can get a bus there in a few hours. Should I head for the airport?” she asked. 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “Oh right, you don’t know... Madi, you’re the most wanted woman on the planet right now. The news is all over a hospital you blew up, pulling out body after body. They’re saying you were arrested and taken to a private medical facility for mental evaluation. You escaped, murdered the staff, and blew up a hospital full of sick people.” 
 
    I clicked the phone over to speaker and placed it on the central console before rubbing my hands up and down my face. What next? What could they possibly do next? I won’t stop until they are all dead, but who else am I going to have to fight along the way if everyone thinks I’m the villain? 
 
    “Madi?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m here,” I replied with a long, deep sigh. “Just thinking about my options. And ‘no’ to the airport. I’m not done here. Clearly, more people need to die.” 
 
    I slipped the tank-top on, followed by the over shirt. Krisan stayed silent for a moment. I imagined she was thinking over what I had said. It gave me time to roll up the sleeves. 
 
    “I’m with you Madi, but... we don’t have very much money. No weapons or other equipment, and unless shapeshifting is a power you haven’t told me about, everyone from Chile to Canada is looking for you. What are you going to do?” 
 
    It was a good question. “I have an idea or two,” I said looking out the window to where Neve leaned against the APC. “First things first, I need to get back to Belize City.” 
 
    “It’s an eight-hour drive or a fifteen-hour bus ride. When should I expect you?” 
 
    I glanced at the clock on the phone. “I’m gonna sell this thing for whatever I can get and head back via car. I’ll call you when we’re closer.” 
 
    “Okay, Madi?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Be careful,” she said before disconnecting. 
 
    She said that like I’m usually not. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
      
 
   It wasn’t difficult to sell the APC to a couple of disreputable types. Especially since we only asked for pennies on the dollar. I’m sure the previous owners would be appalled at the tiny sum I received for it. It was worth it for me. 
 
    By the time the charter bus arrived, I had secured one heavily used thirty-year-old Toyota pickup and enough gas to get me back to the city—along with an old machete he had in his garage. The blade edge was long since useless, but I didn’t need it to be sharp. 
 
    I wanted to be surprised when Neve asked to come back with me. I wanted to be wrong about her, but my suspicious mind wouldn’t allow me to be. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes. I have... people in Belize I need to check on. Once I know they’re safe, I can move on.” Lie. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as I placed a hand on her shoulder. “It will be good to have the company,” I said, lying just as easily as she did. I figured it was too convenient for a friend of mine to show up in some secret hospital eight years after I saw her last. It was good to know, and like Charles beloved old cartoon always said, knowing was half the battle. If I played this right, she could deliver me to the person I was looking for. 
 
    We waved at the bus as it pulled out of town. The charter would head north to Cancun where the girls would board a boat and head for the twelve-mile limit. Once there, they could call the US Coast Guard for rescue. 
 
    I smiled, thinking about how ISO-1 was going to deal with the bad press. Multiple groups of trafficked women rescued by the USCG in the same week? 
 
    Patting Neve on the shoulder I gestured to the truck. “Let’s get rolling. I just slept, so you get some rest while I drive the first half. You can have the second half?” 
 
    She tried, and failed, to hide her surprise. “Uh, okay? Sounds good.” We piled in and headed south on the dirt road. It didn’t take long for Neve to fall asleep. My fine-tuned senses told me she really was asleep, not faking it. Her heart rate slowed, muscles relaxed, and she slumped against the door. 
 
    Spice appeared in the bed of the truck, with her back to the rear window just behind me and her feet up on the side. 
 
    “You figure it out yet?” she asked. 
 
    “Lot’s of things,” I replied. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    I nodded. “You really weren’t worried about those things biting me, but you were worried about them killing me,” I said. 
 
    “I hate to start over. It’s a pain, literally, to find someone willing to kill. You really are special,” she said. I adjusted the rear-view mirror so I could partially see her face. 
 
    “So you keep saying. I have a different theory,” I said. 
 
    “Hypothesis, you have a hypothesis. Don’t you have a degree from a fancy school?” she asked with a smirk. 
 
    “If I were speaking to a scientist about science you would be correct, but to a layperson the words are practically interchangeable. Do you want to hear my hypothesis then?” She was just acting pedantic because she feared I knew the truth. Which I did. 
 
    “Go for it.” She shifted around in the bed to look at me via the mirror. “Just remember, Madisun Dumas, you need me a lot more than I need you.” 
 
    That sent a shiver down my spine. There was an implicit threat in her words, one I didn’t like. Spice was greedy, never happy with the kills I gave her and always wanting more. It didn’t make for a sustainable relationship. I had to make her behave. No more leaving me hanging without powers as punishment. No more tricking me into giving her what she wanted. 
 
    “You’re right, I do need you,” I said. She smiled at that declaration. 
 
    “Good, I’m glad we understand—” 
 
    “I don’t think you quite understand, my greedy little friend,” I said interrupting her. “After the incident in the swamp, I thought you understood my level of commitment.” Her eyes narrowed at me. She was angry; I could feel it. Like a buzz. “I get it, though. You’re sustained by life force, right? Just like the vampire you claim to be. If you can’t take someone else's, you’ll take mine, am I right?”
She nodded slowly. “Like I did with Joseph, but you already knew this. I don’t see—” 
 
    “Wait for it. And don’t bother with your disappearing trick, I know you can still hear me, even if you can’t read my mind.” Was that fear I saw on her face? “I told you back in the swamp, I’m ready to do what it takes to get this done, but I’m not going to become like ISO to do it.” 
 
    “Ha! You’re already a better killer than anyone in ISO-1 could ever dream of being. Madi, do you even know how many lives you’ve taken?” 
 
    The question surprised me, because I didn’t. I’d stopped counting after the first dozen, it hadn’t seemed important. I wish I had, for no other reason than to answer her. 
 
    “No, I don’t, and the number doesn’t matter to me. It’s the people. I’m telling you this Spice so you understand where we can go and what we can do. I will not kill an innocent person. Not one. The moment I do that I’m no better than ISO-1 or any other evil person out there. My crusade is worth only my life. Mine. No one else’s.” 
 
    “No one else’s but the people you deem bad,” she said with a smirk. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That won’t always be good enough, Madisun.” Her using my full name was a dead giveaway that she was angry. “The more you kill, the more power I gain. I like power. I like living. Imagine yourself in my place; decades, sometimes centuries, of living off bread and water, and here comes a banquet... but you’re told you can only have a spoonful at a time.” 
 
    That sounded awful. I could imagine how hard that would be. “I hear what you’re saying, Sara, but you have to understand something about me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I know your weakness now.” 
 
    A chill swept through the car. My breath came out in a fog and the windows clouded from the sudden condensation. 
 
    “Measure your next words, Madisun Dumas, they could be the last you speak to me.” 
 
    The situation had turned serious in a heartbeat. I thought about pulling over but decided the best thing I could do was stay calm, and not let her get to me. 
 
    “You need a human, Sara. You need to inhabit a human. Otherwise, why care if the beast devoured me? Not only that, you need the human to accept you willingly. Like I did... even if I didn’t quite understand the situation.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide and the cold vanished in the jungle heat. New beads of sweat dripped down my forehead as the temperature returned. 
 
    “You are clever. Too clever,” she finally said after several seconds of silence. “While you have a piece of the puzzle, you don’t have it all.” A wicked smile blossomed on her face. “Nor do I think you ever will. I am far older than you, with the knowledge of a thousand lifetimes at my disposal. What makes you think you can even begin to outsmart me? Don’t ever, not for one second, think you are more clever than I.” She had a sense of grim satisfaction on her face—as if she expected me to capitulate. 
 
    “You don’t understand me at all, Spice,” I said softly. 
 
    Her resolve wavered for a moment, as if that wasn’t the response she expected. 
 
    “I don’t understand?” 
 
    “You keep fighting me,” I said to her. “You keep finding ways to punish me or try and trap me. I want what you want. You can live forever, and as long as I keep killing, I can too,” I wasn’t a hundred percent sure about that, but I was pretty sure. Close enough? 
 
    “You keep resisting me,” she replied. “One day you’ll grow tired of the killing. You’ll see me as the enemy and then it’s Joseph all over again. I’ve played this out a hundred times. From Norwegian raiders to London purists. Every time, eventually the killing turns sour and they blame me for their problems. You will too.” 
 
    I spent a moment making sure Neve was still asleep before I replied. “Spice, you have such a vast knowledge of human history, but no knowledge of humanity. How is that?” 
 
    Now it was her turn to look perplexed. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “All those people you inhabited, all those killers. What were they before you inhabited them?” 
 
    For a moment I could see the wheels turn in her head. “They were killers, that’s why I chose them. Cold blooded, methodical, they did exactly what I wanted them to do,” she said. 
 
    “And that was your problem. You chose people who killed because they were driven to, or were raised as killers, or were simply broken. Joseph grew tired of the killing because he didn’t know who to kill anymore. He went after cogs. But long before you came along, he was a soldier and he fought in two wars. He’d had his fill of killing then.” 
 
    “What are you saying? That you, an ex-model turned punisher of the guilty, aren’t ever going to lose your taste for the killing? I don’t believe you Madisun, and you don’t either.” 
 
    I smiled. She wasn’t wrong, but she wasn’t right either. 
 
    “Let me put it this way. What if I gave you that banquet you spoke of, every day for a hundred years? Would that satisfy you?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t see you have much choice in the matter.” 
 
    Here it came. Would it work? I shook my head and made a tsk sound. “You forget who you are speaking to, Spice. Unlike those other people, I chose this. When I told you I’d strap on C4 and blow myself to hell before I let you turn me into something I wasn’t, I was serious. And you knew I was. What I didn’t realize when I made that threat, was you would survive that—hang around maybe as a ghost until you found the right person.” 
 
    Real fear filled her eyes. I was right. Bingo. 
 
    “If you keep screwing with me I know exactly how to end this. I’ll finish my crusade; I’ll use your gifts, I’ll kill and I’ll kill until the Earth runs red with the blood I’ve shed. Then I’ll get on a boat all by myself, drive out to the middle of the ocean, put on a pressurized suit and a few hundred pounds of weight, and jump in. By the time I die, I will be hundreds of miles away from the nearest person. Sure, you’ll get the banquette now and again before then, but after? Nothing but cold and darkness. Can you survive that? Maybe. Do you want to?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, only glared at me through the mirror. 
 
    “Or,” I said holding up my hand. “We can work together. You can help me be a better killer. Maybe you get your slow kill every once in a while. The doctor back there certainly convinced me there are people who need it. But I stay me. I kill when I say we kill. I will make up in quantity what you want in occasional quality. Maybe fifty years from now I decide I’m done,” I said with a shrug. “It’s not like people are going to stop being evil. I’ll find someone, a person like me. With your help, we’ll turn them into the killer you need and you can move on. Doesn’t that sound better?” 
 
    It was a tense standoff. I was worried she’d say no, keep fighting me, withholding my powers when I needed them, all in an effort to train me to be her puppet. I was no one’s puppet, and I wouldn’t ever be. 
 
    Her eyes flashed blue and a lazy smile spread slowly across her face. “Why Madisun Dumas, you sneaky little bitch. When I said you were special, I had no idea.” 
 
    Then she was gone and I was alone with my thoughts. Had I just made another deal with the devil? Did it matter? As long as I was the only one who paid the price, then I didn’t care what it took. The bill would come due, but at least it was all on me. 
 
    I hoped. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
   For the first time in a long, long time, I slept without the nightmare. No dying family, no holding Spice in my arms as the light went out of her eyes. 
 
    This dream was far different. I was married, living in a suburb somewhere. An indistinct family and house flowed around me as I cooked breakfast, attended school meetings, and lived a normal life. 
 
    The pickup jostled me awake. I wiped my face to free it of the sleep and my fingers came away wet. I’d cried while sleeping? That was new. Were they tears for something I would never have? 
 
    Dying sunlight cast deep shadows on the streets around us as I blinked myself to full alertness. 
 
    “You okay?” Neve asked as she parked the truck and pulled the hand-break. 
 
    “Yeah, just a bad dream,” I said. 
 
    “They call those nightmares,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “No. This was a dream, just a bad one.” I opened the door and climbed out to deflect any more questions. That life wasn’t for me—it may have never been, but definitely not now. One day I would surrender the Wraith to someone else. If I had to guess, that would be the day I died. After all, Joseph wasn’t around anymore, was he? 
 
    We’d come to a stop next to an expensive high-rise in the middle of the city. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s where my people are. I need to check on them, then I can leave the city.” Lies and truth. 
 
    “Awesome,” I said with a yawn. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You... you want to come up with me?” she asked, surprise plain on her face. 
 
    “I didn’t rescue you from that hell-hole just to see you killed by a mugger in the city that ranks 4th in the world for murders per capita.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. Thanks.” She walked to the door. 
 
    I moved around behind the truck as she opened her door. As fast, and as silent, as I could, I picked up the old machete and slid it, blade up, under the back of my shirt, tucking the handle into the waistband of my jeans. With my long torso, the button-up shirt, and the army-style coat I pilfered from the APC, it would take a metal detector to spot it. 
 
    I followed her into the high-rise. The bottom floor had a lobby, business offices, and the like. A bank of elevators carried residents up to their floors. We walked past those to a private elevator in the back. It was labeled as the penthouse, which made sense. Neve seemed uncomfortable as we approached the guard. 
 
    “Senorita Neve? How good of you to come home,” he said. Lie. 
 
    “Thank you, Ruben, it’s nice to see you again,” she said. “This is my friend Madisun. She will be joining me upstairs for a little bit.” 
 
    He bowed to us both. “Of course.” The elevator opened on its own and we got in. I smiled at the man as I walked by; his face was all smiles and happy, but his eyes... they spoke of something darker. I made a mental note to visit him on my way out. 
 
    The lift dinged for the penthouse. Fifty-floors above the ground the doors opened onto a luxury apartment suitable for a King. A huge mahogany table dominated one side, a sunken living room with a white leather couch on the other. Huge bay windows looked out over the ocean and revealed the sinking sun. 
 
    Lights flickered on overhead, replacing the sun as it dropped below the horizon. Two large men, one on either side of the lift doors, stood like statues as we walked past. A cursory glance didn’t reveal any weapons, which likely meant superpowers. 
 
    For all the good it would do them. 
 
    Over in the sunken living room was, I expected, my prize. The man in charge. 
 
    He was older, good looking, and in decent shape. Another man, much smaller and more afraid was with him. He clutched his briefcase like a suit of armor. 
 
    “Neve, so good to—” 
 
    “Please,” I said waving my hand, cutting off the man in charge. “Let’s get to the point where you tell me why you had a shapeshifter impersonate my friend, just so you could bring me here... to what? Kill me?” I asked with a smirk. “Cause that isn’t going to end the way you think it is.” 
 
    Neve turned to look at me, horror plain on her face. “You knew? And you still came?” 
 
    I laughed, pointing at the man in the fancy suit. “If I had to guess, he’s the head of ISO-1. If you knew me at all, you’d know he’s who I’m after. Why do the work when you can make your enemies do it for you?” 
 
    “Quite. Well then,” the man said. “Ms. Dumas, My name is Hector Alvarez. And we are not the enemies you think we are.” He smiled like he was a man with all the answers and no questions. I glanced past him to the window. I needed a few more minutes anyway so I nodded for him to continue. While he spoke, I walked over to the nearest wall, admiring the painting on it. 
 
    “My organization didn’t use to operate in the US. We were much more subtle in our methods as well. We expanded slowly, carefully, only resorting to violence when we had too.” 
 
    “Really? That doesn’t sound like your current structure at all,” I said with an exaggerated grin. 
 
    “Violence,” he replied, “is a most useful tool. Like all tools, it has its time and place. Our current leadership is a blunt instrument, not unlike yourself.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    The first crack in his facade appeared and I could see the anger behind him. “Let me make it perfectly clear, Ms. Dumas. You are only here because I allowed you to be. And for no other reason. I sent Mimic into that facility to help you escape. If not for her, you would be dead.” 
 
    “I wondered about that. Do you know what they were doing there?” I asked him. 
 
    “Of course. I’m involved in every aspect of this organization, regardless of whether I want to be or not.” Truth. 
 
    That surprised me. I motioned for him to continue while I examined the walls, running my hands along the smooth paint, feeling for the buzz of electricity. 
 
    “Two years ago my organization was taken over by an outside entity. He has power I’ve never dreamed of, and unfortunately, I fell into his trap.” 
 
    “Mr. Axiom, I presume?” I said as I walked away from him. The two guards at the elevator never took their eyes off me. They were well trained for sure. If Alvarez was like the rest of his operation, they would be invulnerable types. 
 
    “How did you know that?” He looked to Neve who shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know what you two are talking about,” she said. “I’ve done my part; I’d really like to get paid and leave.” She held out her hand for her money. 
 
    The little man next to Alvarez stepped forward but froze when his boss glared at him. 
 
    “No one leaves until we’re done,” he said. Neve, or Mimic I guess, shrunk back out of the way. She had every right to be afraid. That made her smarter than her boss. 
 
    I stopped where my hands felt the buzz intensify behind the wall. I’d found what I was looking for. Keeping my back to it, I walked to the middle of the room and turned to face Alvarez. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve killed a lot of people, but until you kill him you will never avenge your family. I wish to give you the information you need to find him and execute him. Once you’ve killed him, your vengeance will be complete.” 
 
    That was the problem with everyone. They thought I was on a mission of vengeance. Vengeance would have ended with the people who actually killed my family. But justice... justice extends to everyone involved. It’s a fine distinction, one I didn’t feel the need to point out at that very moment. 
 
    “Who’s that?” I asked, nodding at the man next to him. 
 
    “He’s my lie detector. He always knows who is telling the truth and who is lying. So you see, Ms. Dumas, if you want out of here alive, you must agree to my terms with integrity.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the grin that spread on my face. “Who exactly is this Mr. Axiom?” 
 
    Alvarez’ grin of confidence vanished. “Not who, what. I’m sure you’re aware of the alien invasion a few years ago?” 
 
    I laughed. “Right. Your scientist told me you were splicing human and alien DNA. I guess she wasn’t lying. You know, a lot of people thought that was some kind of global cover-up for something else. You’re telling me this Mr. Axiom is one of the aliens?” 
 
    When that whole thing went down I was busy working. By the time it was over, It had been easy to believe it was some kind of hoax or government cover-up. I mean, superheroes were battling crazy things all the time, from sea monsters to giant robots. I guess it’s not a big stretch to aliens, but it wasn’t like they had troops occupying cities. Just some ships—and those could have belonged to anyone. 
 
    Then again… I’m powered by a centuries-old ghost who claimed to be the genesis of the vampire myth… 
 
    “From what I have pieced together, he was the commander of the invading forces. Now he’s here, using my organization as a power base. I want him dead and gone. In return, I will give you everything I have on him. And when it’s over I promise to withdraw from the United States.” He turned to his companion and motioned for him to move forward. 
 
    I held up my hand. “I have a counteroffer.” The sun had finally slipped beyond the horizon, leaving the city in the dark. Overhead lights shined down on us, illuminating every square inch of the room. 
 
    “There is no counteroffer. It’s this, or you die, here and now,” he said confidently. 
 
    I shook my head and let a sly smile slip over my lips. “First,” I said, “I kill your little friend. Then the two guards,” I pointed at them. “Then you. If Mimic has less blood on her hands than you do, she might live. Now tell me, am I speaking the truth?” I asked, shifting to point at the little man. 
 
    Despite Alvarez’ facade of confidence, he looked to his human lie detector. 
 
    While I spoke the little man’s face grew in horror, but when I asked if I was telling the truth, he sighed with relief. “No, she’s lying,” he said with confidence. 
 
    “Nice bluff, Ms. Dumas. But we both know—” 
 
    I reached behind me and pulled out the machete. “Silly me, I forgot step one. Kill the power.” 
 
    The little man screamed as the truth of my words hit him. I hauled the machete back and threw it with all my might at the spot on the wall. It slammed home, the tip sinking right into the power conduit behind the drywall. The metal blade shorted out the main conduit that all the power in this part of the apartment flowed through. 
 
    Including the lights. 
 
    “Kill her,” Alvarez barked. 
 
    I leaped forward, running toward my target. I could see fine, but they would need a moment to recover. The lights outside kept the room from pitch blackness, but it wasn’t enough to offset the sudden darkness. 
 
    The Human lie detector held up his briefcase like a shield and cried out as I slammed into him. We tumbled backward into the couch and I punched his throat, ending his feeble protest. I rolled forward over the back of the couch, spun, and brought my elbow down on his forehead. The stiff back of the couch acted as a counterpoint and the force of my blow broke his neck in half. 
 
    Yes, I’d placed a heavy wager on this. I was out of power; killing him would give me some much-needed juice. I just couldn’t act until I knew I could do it with my hands. 
 
    Light flared around me as the blue nimbus took hold, shining through my eyes and turning the room into my playground. I shadow stepped past Alvarez, behind one of his guards. Invulnerable was a tricky thing. Like most powers, it had its weakness. 
 
    I grabbed his arm from behind, stepped back and jerked him with all my considerable might. He screamed in surprise as he was lifted up. It took three spins for the momentum I wanted, then I unleashed him like a discuss right at the elevator door. 
 
    Aluminum crumpled like paper as he impacted, blasting right through the doors into the elevator shaft. I heard him scream the whole way down. 
 
    I ducked and rolled as the other guard swung at me, then spun around to face him and planted my foot in his chest and heaved. The force of the kick threw me backward; he didn’t move. 
 
    Okay, tougher than your friend. 
 
    I lost track of Mimic as she disappeared into a room concealed by the large wall. 
 
    A surge of power flooded through me when the other guard finally hit the bottom floor. I shadow stepped over to the wooden table, ax-kicked one of the chairs and picked up two arm-length clubs as weapons. 
 
    The remaining guard laughed as he charged in. He wasn’t slow. His fists struck out in rapid-fire precision. I didn’t use the clubs to block them so much as diverting them from hitting me as I backed toward the large bay window. 
 
    “You can’t keep this up forever, senorita,” he said. “I only need to hit you once.” He leaped into a series of kicks, sweeps, and punches. It took all my enhanced reflexes to stay one step ahead of him. 
 
    Until I didn’t. 
 
    He reversed in mid-swing, twisting his hips and bringing up his back foot in a powerful kick that caught me square in the stomach. The blow sent me flying and glass shattered as I passed through the bay window and plummeted to my death. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
      
 
   The woman was unbelievably fast. Even with all his intel, Hector hadn’t accounted for her level of skill, confidence, and sheer power. But he had brought in his very best men for the job. 
 
    He glanced down at poor Atwood. He would be a loss, for sure. But it would be worth it for the burr in his side to go away. It would have worked out better if the stubborn woman had just gone along with his plans. Then she would have lived a few days longer. 
 
    “Is she gone?” Alvarez asked his man. 
 
    His last remaining guard, a truly gifted martial artist and F4 invulnerable, the only one they had left in the organization, leaned out, keeping on hand on the window frame while he watched. 
 
    “I can’t really see—” 
 
    Then she hit him from above. Alvarez felt the impact as the frame the man clutched gave way. He screamed as he fell from the window. 
 
    She landed in a crouch, eyes flaring blue as his last guard fell hundreds of feet. He’d probably survive—but he was down there and she was up here. 
 
    “You can’t kill me,” he said with more confidence than he felt. 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. She no longer sounded like the flippant young woman who had entered his trap, but something far more dangerous. Her voice sent a shiver down his spine and true fear through him. Something he hadn’t felt since he was a child. 
 
    “Do you seriously think an un-powered man could run the world’s largest criminal organization?” 
 
    She stopped advancing for a moment. He’d bought himself a few seconds. He used that time to lean over the couch toward his special weapon, a gift from Mr. Axiom. 
 
    Her eyes flickered at his movement and she was on him. It didn’t matter, she was too late. He grabbed the hi-tech pistol and fired. A line of green light reached out, striking her in the ribs. She screamed as the chemical laser burned right through her. 
 
    To his horror, it didn’t stop her. She slammed her makeshift club against his jaw. Pain blossomed across his face as he fell back. 
 
    She threw herself back in surprise as his power reciprocated the blow against her. As if she’d hit herself. 
 
    “You see, anything you do to me, you do to yourself. You will die long before me.” 
 
    In the past when his opponents realized the futility of their engagement, they surrendered—or sent others to do their bidding. And reflecting attacks back at his enemies wasn’t his only power; he absorbed some of each blow, healing him more and more as the fight went on. The more powerful the attack, the more power he had. The last time an assassin had shot him in the head the assassin had taken the full force of the blow while he merely had a headache for a few hours. 
 
    Still, he would feel better if she spoke. Her talkative veneer had vanished and now she was the silent assassin, cold and unyielding. The fear he had felt as a child was nothing to the mind-numbing, heart-stopping terror he felt in that moment. 
 
    She moved. He fired again; the laser burned through her leg as she vanished into the shadows. One of her clubs wrapped around his throat, she slammed the other one into his gut. He felt the punch. Hard enough to make him exhale the air in his lungs. 
 
    She’s insane. If I felt that blow then it had to cripple her. 
 
    The force of her own blow, reflected back at her, was enough to drag them both down to the ground. She wrapped her legs around his upper thighs, like vises, keeping him from kicking the floor with any kind of strength. 
 
    Her other hand snaked inside his grip and seized the hand that held his laser pistol. He struggled and fought as she pulled the pistol toward him. With her arm inside his, he was trying to push the gun out while she pulled. 
 
    Her strength was unreal. Hector roared in anger, bucking his body, desperately trying to hit her and keep her from pulling the barrel any closer. He slammed his free elbow into her ribs as hard as he could but she didn’t flinch. 
 
    Inch by inch, the barrel of the alien weapon swung around until it was firmly placed under his chin. 
 
    “I wonder,” she said in his ear. “You still think I can’t kill you?” 
 
    Her finger pushed down on his and the weapon discharged. The last thing Hector Alvarez thought as the chemical laser burned through him, was... “It isn’t fair.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
   I was tired. When I started this crusade the idea of taking a vacation hadn’t occurred to me, but it was looking really good right then. 
 
    Krisan slept next to me in her uncomfortable airline seat as the plane slowly banked in for its final approach. 
 
    The seat in front of me was occupied by Spice, who leaned back over the headrest to stare at me. 
 
    “You know, if I had a physical body, I think I would love you,” she said. 
 
    “Great. I’m glad you like me now,” I replied stifling a yawn. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m just saying. You’re a killing machine of epic proportions.” 
 
    I glanced over at Krisan’s snoring form, wishing for the tenth time that I could sleep. 
 
    “How about you do something useful and tell me if this will work?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Probably?” 
 
    I ignored her for a moment and pulled out my phone for the hundredth time to watch the announcement. 
 
    I hadn’t killed Mimic; instead, I asked her for a favor. She had saved my life, sort of, and I needed her help. In exchange for me not killing her, she turned herself in at the US embassy in Mexico city... as me. I waited a few days to make sure the warrants were removed and no one was looking for me anymore. Our deal was simple. As long as she was in prison pretending to be me, she would live. If not... 
 
    For her, it was an easy deal. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, we will be coming in for our landing in a few minutes. Please put all trays in the upright position—” I tuned him out and nudged Kris. 
 
    “Wakey-wakey,” I said. 
 
    She snorted to alertness. “What? We there?” she asked. 
 
    “Just about.” I looked out the window. The plane was low enough that the red Arizona desert stretched out for miles beneath us. “You sure about this?” I asked her. 
 
    “If the head of ISO-1 really is an alien,” Krisan said before yawning. “then yes. We need help figuring out what they were doing in the jungle. I have a good portion of their notes and tapes, but I’m no scientist. Really, Madisun, I know you aren’t into the whole superhero thing, but she saved the world. How do you not know who she is?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve had my own problems if you haven’t noticed. What’s her name again?” 
 
    Krisan laughed and pulled up a web page on her phone to show me. 
 
    “Amelia Lockheart. She’s the Full Metal Superhero, and if you want to know about the Th’un and what they are doing, she’s the one to talk to.” 
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    Now go read all 7 (soon to be 8) Full Metal Superhero books!!! 
 
    Just kidding! 
 
    If you have, great. Thank you! But if you haven’t, never fear. Madi and Amelia are crossing over. To paraphrase Tony Stark from Iron Man 2, “What is the point in having two superhero series if they aren’t going to cross over?” 
 
    Wraith 4 will see Madi and Amelia join forces to find out what is going on With the Th’un on Earth (If you haven’t read Arsenal, I hope I’ve dropped enough info for you to feel like you know who the Th’un are). 
 
    In FMS 9 (Out in the Fall) Madi will return the favor and help Amelia with a problem she’s having (shh spoilers). 
 
    Do I want you to read The Full Metal Superhero? YES. Do you have to? No. I’m hoping everyone enjoys this crossover and I can do it again next year. 
 
    As always, a BIG THANK YOU to you, my readers. Without you, none of this would be possible. 
 
    If you like the book please leave a review, they can be helpful to other readers trying to decide if the series is for them. If you have a friend who loves the Punisher, Batman, or John Wick, send ‘em my way. 
 
    All the best, 
 
    -Jeffery 
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    You can find Jeffery and his books in the following places: 
 
    Arsenal The Full Metal Superhero 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07NLDJ2TF 
 
    Mailing List: https://goo.gl/LJdYDn 
 
    Website: www.jefferyhhaskell.com 
 
    Facebook Fan Page: www.facebook.com/jefferyhhaskell 
 
    Amazon-Author-Page:https://www.amazon.com/Jeffery-H.-Haskell/e/B01I2W55SO 
 
    Email:jefferyhhaskell@gmail.com
  
 
    I love talking to fans and I love talking superheroes. Please come by and drop me a line! All my superhero books are series, so be on the look out for the next one! Welcome to the Full Metal Superverse! 
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