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    I’ve written enough books now I’m not sure who to thank anymore. Everyone. If you’re reading this, then it’s for you! 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER ONE


Anthony Ribissi smiled as he let the leather-wrapped steering wheel of his brand-new Dodge Hellcat slide through his fingers. The muscle car handled the narrow road leading up to Raker’s mansion with ease. He resisted the urge to gun the engine, preferring to show the car off with her smooth lines and the low growl of her big engine. The Hellcat was a special edition car; seven hundred and ninety-seven horsepower, European style racing suspension, and big Goodyear tires made her look and sound mean.  
 
    Just like Anthony himself.  
 
    The Hellcat was his reward for his promotion. Four years as an enforcer, another five as an assistant to a bookie, then up to second lieutenant of the docks. And now… now he was in charge of the docks. Sure, working for the Outfit wasn’t the easiest job in the world—but he could’ve been like his father, slogging away as a warehouse worker for thirty years before dying of a stroke in the July heat.  
 
    And his father never drove a Hellcat; he drove a lousy green station wagon broken tail lights.  
 
    Anthony parked the big car next to a pair of predictably black BMW’s. His Hellcat was bright yellow with two black lines right down the middle. The rims were black, showing off the bright red brake calipers behind them. Everything about the car screamed excess.  
 
    He hit the button to kill the engine then climbed out, leaving the windows down.. It was another long, hot November day in New Orleans. Despite the dying light to the west, the heat was enough to suffocate him. He walked past the drivers milling about outside smoking cigarettes and trading lies. There had to be twenty-five cars here: the biggest meeting of the New Orleans Outfit he’d heard of since last year. Every lieutenant was here or was represented here. It was his first meeting as a made man and he couldn’t be happier.  
 
    It was too bad it would be his last.  
 
    The man’s whose position he inherited had disappeared the week before, taking with him the payment intended to encourage the port authority look the other way. When a made man disappeared, the Outfit asked questions. When he disappeared with a hundred grand in cash and jewels, they knew the answer; he’d decided to strike out on his own. If they ever found him, it would be a long slow death as an example to others. Not something Anthony would ever do. No, he was in it for the long haul. He had plans.  
 
    Raker’s mansion held a lofty position on top of a small hill. Three stories tall and spread out over twenty-thousand square feet, it used to be a plantation; now it was home to the man in charge of Anthony’s division. It was a much bigger sounding job than it was. Anthony had met the man once before and was completely underwhelmed. If not for his superpowers, Raker he would never have held any position in the Outfit.  
 
    Anthony nodded at the tough looking security men who bracketed either side of the large double doors. He didn’t know what kind of compact SMGs they carried, but they were black, short barreled, and mean looking. He carried a silver-plated forty-five in a real Italian leather shoulder holster he’d bought that morning. It was uncomfortable as hell but he was determined to look the part.  
 
    Inside the mansion were twenty of New Orleans’ most powerful men. The lieutenants. Each division had a lieutenant in charge, the only people above them was the Vaas, his brother Peter, and Raker. Anthony had only met the scary as hell leader of ISO-1 in the city once, and that was enough. Each lieutenant with roughly forty soldiers.  
 
    Forty!  
 
    Anthony swelled with pride at the thought of his new position. He’d made it. No one could take it from him.  
 
    The brown oak double doors swung open revealing the two curved staircases on either side of the foyer. Standing in his bathrobe with a pair of bimbo’s hanging on his every word, was Raker. How the short, fat, balding man with a greasy smile and stubby fingers ever managed to snag two gorgeous model types was beyond Anthony’s imagination. Nothing about Raker spoke to any kind of worth. It had to be the money.  
 
    Raker smiled, “Tony, welcome. As this is your first meeting, I want to advise you to keep quiet and listen. No need to embarrass yourself on your first day!” The two girls giggled as if Raker had just said the funniest thing all day. He opened his mouth to say something sharp when he found himself nodding and agreeing with Raker. Tony made his way to the large conference room and heard the man chuckling behind him, greeting the next person to arrive.  
 
    What the hell was that all about? Tony didn’t like Raker, and now that he was ten feet from him he really wanted to go back and yell at the fat man for condescending to him like a child. Anthony wasn’t stupid, despite his chosen career. He suddenly realized Raker’s power; some form of mind control or emotional manipulation.  
 
    Son of a gun. Got to remember to stay away from him.  
 
    Some supers worked by pheromones; he’d read an interview with a hottie from Arizona who talked about how empathic powers worked and how a person should respond if they thought they were being controlled. Stay away was her number one advice and Anthony was going to take it. He would never get within twenty feet of the fat pervert again for as long as he lived. That was a promise.  
 
    The meeting room was really a giant living room, re-arranged with a massive oak table, plush high back chairs, and twice as many wooden chairs behind them. The lieutenants sat in the plush chairs and the numerous soldiers they each brought with them sat behind. Anthony clenched his jaw. He was here by himself. The others had all brought four or five enforcers with them. He suddenly felt quite exposed. He pulled down on his jacket, cracked his neck, and walked directly to the seat with his name draped on the back. Or, it should have been his name, instead it was his former boss. He scowled.  
 
    That’s the way it’s going to be then, all right. I’m gonna show these fools who they’re messing with. This will be a meeting they won’t soon forget! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I crouched in the top branch of the old oak tree in the center of the cul de sac style driveway. The sun was almost completely down and the anticipation tickled my throat and knotted up my stomach. I double checked the two Glock 17’s that I took off the mobster who had told me where to find this meeting. He didn’t need them anymore. I carried a black, three-foot-long straight bladed sword I’d picked up from a pawn shop the day before. The nylon wrapped handle had the company logo—a timber wolf—on it. Joseph hadn’t mentioned tactical swords in our training, but I figured if the Ghost had so much use for them, then maybe I could look into them. After all, blades are quiet. And scary. That’s the best part.  
 
    Get your mind in the game, Madi.  
 
    I also had my backup piece, two extra knives, and four mags for each pistol. Each gun had a bullet in the chamber and the silencer attached. No SMG this time. I wanted another Skorpion but that would take time. “Never use the same weapon twice,” Joseph had drilled into me. It made sense; if I carried the gun I used to kill mobsters in Detroit then they would know who it was if I were ever caught with it. The goal was for them to know fear, not me.  
 
    I smirked at that. The last month in New Orleans I had quietly struck fear in a number of hearts. By taking out key figures and disrupting shipments and other high-value targets I had orchestrated this meeting. Everything led to this. I took a deep breath and loosened my neck by cracking it from side to side. It was time to work for a living.  
 
    Work I really enjoyed.  
 
    The man who drove the shiny yellow muscle car walked in followed by another latecomer. After them, one of the security guards in the front turned and walked by the other who then closed the big double doors.  
 
    As if doors could keep me out. The building had three stories and at least a hundred windows. With the sun down, half the property was cast in shadow. First, I needed to take out the external threats—slowly, quietly, without alerting anyone inside to my presence… until it was too late. I drew my sword, turned on the tree limb and spied my first target; a lone security man walking the perimeter. I reached down inside me and triggered the shadow-step.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Anthony shook his head in disbelief at the information Raker was telling them. How had he not known any of this? Fourteen soldiers and two lieutenants missing (including his former boss) and over a million dollars of merchandise stolen, and this was the first he was hearing of it? Not dead, not run off. Simply disappeared. One minute they were there, the next they weren’t.  
 
    It was enough to give a grown man nightmares. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. All his plans of showing the men in this room what-was-what disappeared along with his courage. Now he was more concerned about staying alive. No one was supposed to threaten ISO-1 like this. It was one of the perks of working for a mafia-style organization. Protection. They owned the cops, the feds, judges—he’d even heard a rumor the governor was in their pocket.  
 
    And now this…  
 
    Unconsciously he slipped his hand into his jacket and fingered his brand new forty-five. He resisted the urge to pull it out and chamber a round.  
 
    “What are we going to do about this threat?” Kuss said from opposite Anthony. Kuss was a big man from Serbia—he still had his Slavic accent and he was in charge of the ‘exports’ of the female variety. The man had contacts in Eastern Europe and the Middle East that paid good money for young white women, and there was no shortage of those in New Orleans.  
 
    “Before we go any farther, I need a drink. Anyone else?” Raker asked. There was a general agreement to take a breather and the men around him broke out in murmurs, speaking to one another. Raker sent his two blondes to the kitchen, presumably to bring refreshments. Now that Anthony got a better look at them, they were identical twins, 
 
    Anthony scooted back from the table a little, steepling his hands in his lap. What could he do? The docks were untouched, maybe he could fortify— 
 
    Glass crashed above him. Anthony jerked back as it rained down on the table, followed by a headless body a second later. It thudded lifelessly against the table, splashing blood on half a dozen people.  
 
    Shock and confusion washed over everyone in the room. Slack-jawed wide-eyed mobsters stared in disbelief at what they were seeing. Then, as one, they broke into action. Weapons appeared and chairs were knocked over as twenty men moved for the door. All of them looking up toward the broken skylight three stories above.  
 
    “Calm down everyone,” Raker said. His voice had a commanding quality, and despite knowing he had superpowers Anthony found himself calming down. His muscles relaxed and— 
 
    The room was plunged into darkness with nothing but the streaming silver moonlight to see by. A burst of blue light flashed into existence behind Raker. He screamed for a half second before it turned into a sickening gurgle as his throat was cut from artery to artery, spraying blood. Anthony squealed like a girl as Raker’s body fell forward.  
 
    Standing behind him was a woman dressed in black leather with a red scarf around her nose and mouth. Her eyes flashed a deep blue, like twin suns. She flicked the sword off to the side, sending the remnant of Raker's blood flying away. Then she disappeared. She didn’t move, she vanished. A second later someone else screamed and then all hell broke loose.  
 
    Gunfire erupted around him as frightened thugs with firearms opened up in every direction. Kuss produced a fully automatic SMG from somewhere and started spraying where Raker had stood. He yelled over the din, trying to rally the group and pull them into a cohesive force.  
 
    Blue light burst above him and she landed on his gun, knocking it from his hands. Kuss was a trained warrior, the tattoos on his hands and arms spoke of a hundred fights. 
 
    Anthony pulled out his pistol and started backing away. Three men were shouldering the big double doors, but the heavy oak wasn’t budging. Something wet glinted on the floor under the doors, spreading out in a pool into the room— he had a sickening feeling it was blood.  
 
    His attention was drawn back to he fight on the table. She said nothing, no taunting, no banter, she just fought. Kuss swung at her; his six-foot frame was easily three hundred pounds and the woman was half that, at most. She took the blow on one arm before striking out, open palmed, against his chest. The blow lifted him up and flung him against the far wall with a crunch of breaking bone and bruised tissue.  
 
    Anthony fired. Or at least he tried too; he pulled the trigger but the safety was on and the hammer refused to budge. He swore as he looked down at the gun desperate to make the unfamiliar weapon work the way he needed it to. When he finally clicked the safety off, she was gone.  
 
    “Oh, screw this!” he said out loud as he turned and ran, desperate to find an exit that wasn’t obvious.  
 
    When he was a kid Anthony learned not to be afraid. His mother would drink, and when she wasn’t cheating on his father, she would beat Anthony with a tire iron for ruining her life. Anthony had conquered his fear the day he’d taken the tire iron to her.  
 
    As the carnage continued around him, he realized he had never known real fear.  
 
    Another scream ended in a wet gurgle behind him; he resisted the urge to look, trying to find another way out. The place was boarded up tight. There were four doors and each of them was locked.  
 
    The windows! 
 
    I addition to the skylight, the room had five big picture windows on two walls. He ran to the closest one, picking up and fumbling with a chair before throwing it at the glass. He wasn’t going to bother trying to open it.  
 
    The chair bounced off the glass, leaving Anthony staring in horror. He aimed the pistol and pulled the trigger. The explosion of sound was lost among the endless gunshots behind him. The glass spiderwebbed but didn’t break. He kept pulling the trigger until the slide locked back.  
 
    “Bulletproof glass? Are you freaking kidding me?” He threw the useless gun at the window and charged after it, kicking, punching, and pushing, trying to get the glass to give.  
 
    He grabbed a lamp and was about to bash it against the glass when he noticed the silence behind him. He gulped and slowly turned, holding the lamp above his head, ready to strike.  
 
    The room was empty except for the bloody, shot, stabbed, and decapitated bodies strewn about the floor and table. His heart pounded in his ears and he could barely draw breath as he formulated a plan. The wall where Kuss impacted had partially collapsed. He could maybe kick his way through the plaster and— 
 
    Light flashed in front of him and she was there, sword pointed at his chest, eyes burning with brilliant blue light that forced him to look away.  
 
    “Please don’t kill me!” he screamed dropping to his knees. “I’ll give you anything you want.” So many decisions in his life he regretted and every single one came back to him in that moment.  
 
    “Your keys,” she said. Her voice reverberated with an unnatural sound that no human could make. He fumbled out his keys throwing them at her feet. He didn’t dare look up, those eyes bored into his soul, shaking loose all the terrible things he’d done in his life. He held his hands up over his head in surrender.  
 
    “Please don’t kill me,” he said again in a whisper.  
 
    “Where’s the next shipment leaving from?” the voice crackled in his ears like it was next to him. He closed his eyes hard and thought. Shipment… shipment? 
 
    “There’s an arms deal going down tomorrow at two,” he said rattling off the address for the meet. He didn’t care. He didn’t care that the Outfit would kill him for betraying them, or that he was selling his principles—all he cared about was staying alive.  
 
    “Tell me, have you ever killed anyone?” 
 
    He shook his head no, as visions of the three teenage girls who wouldn’t go along with the program flashed in his head. The old man who owed money. The hooker who was used up… This monster couldn’t know he was lying, right? 
 
    She knelt down in front of him, reaching out and lifting his head for her to gaze in his eyes. “You’re a liar.” Then she rammed the sword through his throat. As he blacked out his mind screamed at him to act. The whole thing hurt a lot more than he thought it would and he died with those brilliant blue orbs gazing down at him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I cleaned the sword off on the last murderer’s jacket before leaning over and picking up his keys. Terrible human being, but he had good taste in cars. I twirled the keys before slipping them into my pocket and heading for the door. Reaching inside, I triggered my power, shadow stepping through the door to the shadows outside. I had bodies piled up against the two doors that weren’t locked. The only two people I hadn’t killed were the blonde’s walking around in bikinis. They were tied up and waiting for me with hoods on their heads. No need for them to see me. I don’t know if they were paid or what, but they were innocent—tonight anyway.  
 
    I clicked the keys popping open the trunk before lifting a girl in each hand and tossing them in one at a time.  
 
    My post-killing-spree high had me in full swing and I felt amazing. I closed the trunk; Later, I’d  find somewhere to drop them. I wanted to bask in my victory for a few more minutes.  
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER TWO

Krisan Swahili held her steaming hot coffee in one hand taking tepid sips every few seconds as she typed out her latest story for the Free Press. In the few months since Madisun left town, crime was down, gang activity was down, and the city was generally a happier place. It was giving the police enough breathing room to make some headway. Not that they would ever admit to anything other than their own diligence and budget increases as responsible.  
 
    Krisan knew the truth.  
 
    Despite only acting as the Wraith for a few days, Madi had made quite the impression on the local underworld. It had kept Krisan in articles for three months. But now, things were starting to quiet down and Krisan was feeling the buzz, the itch for something exciting.  
 
    Like people trying to kill me?  
 
    She shook her head and let out a giggle. With the last of her Starbucks gone, she tossed the cup into the wastebasket. “Two points,” she muttered as she closed out her article and sent it off to her editor. 
 
    The little office she occupied in the corner at the Free Press was cluttered with old magazines, half-read books, and notebooks with pages and pages of barely legible scrawls filling the inside. Sometimes she was in a hurry when she wrote.  
 
    Her phone beeped, alerting her to a breaking news story. She brought it up, eyes scanning across the message before she swiped it open.  
 
      
 
    Over one hundred dead, largest single gang-land slaying in New Orleans history. Police suspect rival gang.  
 
      
 
    The headline was next to useless. Everything was clickbait anymore, forcing her to read the actual articles. Lucky for her she could read faster than the average bear.  
 
    Oh Madi, you really went after them.  
 
    The vigilante had said as much when she left town. Still, part of Krisan had hoped the ex-model would find some peace. But no, she was in Louisiana raising hell.  
 
    It sounded like things in New Orleans were exciting… far more exciting than Detroit. She looked around her office one more time, wondering if she should double check to see if she had everything.  
 
    Why start now? 
 
    She grabbed her scarf, phone, and Walmart purse before walking out of the office to her editor. He wasn’t going to like what she had to say, but that never stopped her before.  
 
    “How’s my star reporter?” 
 
    Krisan grimaced. She’d won one Courage in Journalism award and all of a sudden she was a ‘star reporter.’ She waved her hand, brushing the compliment aside.  
 
    “Quitting,” she said matter-of-factually. 
 
     His face fell. She could envision the calculations going through his mind. Could he give her a raise? No. The DFP was on the verge of bankruptcy. Despite an uptick of traffic on their website, nothing short of a miracle could keep them from going out of business.  
 
    “But… but..” 
 
    “I’m sorry for the lack of notice, but, well not really. Have a nice day?” She turned and walked toward the elevator banks. The situation was already behind her and she was already looking forward.  
 
    It would take a few hours to close out her lease, pack up for the trip, and make arrangements for the stuff she couldn’t take with her.. She hated flying, trains, busses; really anything that didn’t involve her direct control. However, she would make an exception this time. Madi moved fast and if Krisan didn’t hurry, she’d miss the story.  
 
    Would it be cold there? She didn’t really give any thought to the organization that had already tried to kill her on multiple occasions, not to mention the time they tried to sell her into sexual slavery.  
 
    She was more worried about packing enough scarfs.  
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER THREE

Vaas cursed as he watched the news unfold on the obscenely large TV that decorated the far wall of the Presidential suite he occupied on the top floor of The Deck, his HQ here in New Orleans. He liked the place, liked the people, like the money and privilege. He didn’t like complications.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” he asked his aide.  
 
    “Russians, maybe?” 
 
    Vaas shook his head. In the two years since they moved into New Orleans, things had gone so well. They practically owned Louisiana, from the governor on down to the local police. He could pick up the phone and have any of his men freed from jail, and anyone else he wanted, jailed. It was a long way up from the kid who grew up on the mean streets of Mexico City.  
 
    He ran a hand over his shaved head; the quarter-inch stubble bristled against him as he tried to figure out who could have done this. Russians was a guess, but just a guess. Raker had powers, powers that kept him alive. Whoever killed him certainly knew that and was able to get around them. As for the rest of the men at the meeting? Well, they were all replaceable… in time. Raker though, he was their linchpin. His ability to control people was how they kept the more resistant elements in the city in line. They still had the blackmail on the people he controlled, so even if they did slip his bonds, they wouldn’t be going against ISO anytime soon.  
 
    Still… dammit.  
 
    “It’s not the Russians. It’s not their style,” Vaas said. The Vory, the Russian mafia, loved the big show; if it was them they would have already called to brag about it.  
 
    “Dude! who else would dare attack us?” His younger brother, Peter, was on the leather couch sipping a forty-ounce beer while cleaning his polished silver revolver for the nineteenth time. Vaas ignored him.  
 
    “If it wasn’t the Russians…” Manuel said, “Then it has to be the Italians.” 
 
    Vaas shook his head again. They’d broken the back of the Italian Mafia twenty years ago. No, this was someone new. Someone powerful. ISO-1 had spent the last three years building up their power base; they controlled people at every level of government. When the DMHA collapsed after the incident in Washington DC, it left the country ripe for takeover.  
 
    Not the megalomaniac kind; the get-rich-or-die-trying kind. And ISO had indeed gotten rich. The last numbers back from Mexico rivaled most third world countries GDP. More than enough money to control half of North America and intimidate the other half. There wasn’t a major criminal or legitimate organization on the planet they didn’t have their hooks into.  
 
    And they hadn’t seen this coming.  
 
    “How many guys you think they used to do this?” Manuel asked.  
 
    “At least a hundred,” Peter answered him.  
 
    The news reporter on the scene held his hand to his ear and blanched. Vaas grabbed the remote from the table and turned up the volume. The police had arrived before Vaas’ own people could, meaning the scene was going to be reported on. Still, he had a heads up from the local precinct that something had happened.  
 
    “This just in. It looks like… I have to warn viewers that what I am about to say is graphic, please if there are young children in the room or if you are sensitive to violence, don’t listen.”  
 
    “Come on, get to it,” Peter said, waving his gun around the room.  
 
    “Okay, I’m being given the go-ahead to talk about it now,” the reporter said. The man was dressed in a typical black suit, he was in his late thirties. They had set up in the cul-de-sac in front of Raker’s mansion with the front doors framed behind him. “The police are reporting at least thirty bodies within—” 
 
    Vaas missed what he said next because Peter started swearing at the TV. He marched over and cuffed his little brother in the back of the head. “Quiet.” 
 
    Peter ducked away but kept his mouth shut.  
 
    “—It’s unbelievable. I don’t think… they are saying the victims have all been decapitated. That the majority of the bodies are piled in a room where all the doors and windows were locked… The room is riddled with gunfire and explosions. This may be the worst atrocity New Orleans has ever seen—”  
 
    Vaas shut the TV off; he didn’t want to hear any more. His brother opened his mouth to speak and Vaas slapped him in the head with the remote. “Get out,” he yelled at Peter. Hurt but obedient, Peter jumped up and walked to the adjoining suite. 
 
    Once Peter was gone Vaas had a moment of silence to think.  
 
    “Decapitated…” Manuel said. “That’s… who would do that?” 
 
    Vaas shrugged, he had no idea. Whoever was behind it had to have an army with them. It certainly wasn’t the feds or the Saints. They wouldn’t kill everyone in the room… and lock the doors and decapitate them. The thought of what happened to those men sent a shiver through his spine.  
 
    “We might need some help here. Contact the Council, see if they have anyone they can spare.”  
 
    Manuel nodded. “I’m on it.” He left through the front door a moment later.  
 
    Vaas returned to his desk and pushed the volume control back up. He hated to listen to it, but he needed to know everything he could. Whatever organization was behind this had just declared war on the wrong people. No group could hide from ISO-1. He grinned. Maybe he would see to the execution of their leaders personally.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR

The Hellcat was every bit as fun to drive as it appeared. The engine roared when I applied even a little gas, the seat hugged me like glove, and the steering responded to my every touch. I had to say, I loved that car. The post killing high had worn off a few hours before, it didn’t leave me drained this time. Sometimes I’ll feel awesome afterword, sometimes like I ran a marathon. The unpredictability of how it affected me was a little frustrating.  
 
    “The only time it drains you is when you use your powers but don’t kill enough people to make up for it,” Sara said calmly from the passenger seat. I freaked out, slamming the brakes with both feet while twisting the wheel. The tires screamed as the car slid to a halt. I closed my eyes for a second and waited.  
 
    Please oh please go away.  
 
    She was gone when I opened them. That was the third time I had seen her since Joseph bequeathed me his powers. Was it a coincidence? Or was I losing my mind? I do miss her, every dang day. I miss all of them. I don’t know, maybe my conscious is playing tricks on me. After killing all those people I keep waiting for the guilt to set it in. But… it hasn’t. I have emotions, clearly, but I can’t muster any compassion for these animals.  
 
    My hands are shaking on the wheel and I flexed them a few times to regain some control. The car idled but I had I had to take a moment to keep my hands from shaking before I took off again. The engine rumbled as I slowly accelerated back down the quiet suburban road.  
 
    Having driven these streets a million times as a teen I could find my old home with my eyes closed. Despite being in the city for the last month while preparing for my war on ISO-1, I hadn’t returned home yet. Tomorrow, things would get real. I wanted to see the house, even if it was burned down, one more time.  
 
    The lane we lived on had a number of tall, shady trees lining the streets, blocking me from seeing the house as I drove down the street. I think the thing I looked forward to most was Mom’s garden. Even if the house was still sitting in it’s burned out state, the garden would be there. Who knew, maybe someone bought it and rebuilt it, then they maybe had saved the— 
 
    I slammed on the brakes, skidding the car to a halt and jumping out the second I had it in park. I ran to the empty lot; neatly bulldozed. Leveled, with no sign or trace that I had ever lived there. That Sara had ever lived there. No garden, no foundation, nothing. Not even the place Charles and I buried Stinky Pete, our cat who died when we were eight.  We’d cried and cried over that dumb cat’s little box. Dad was so mad when we came home with a gravestone we’d made at school. Of course, he hated that cat. 
 
    The dirt was compact.  I didn’t leave a trace as I walked across the lot. A crack of thunder sounded in the distance and rain began to fall. As if the world could feel my emotions.  
 
    The rain soaked me in seconds. I didn’t care. I pictured the last time I saw Sara’s smiling face—the way she made me laugh when talked on Skype. I walked over to where the door to the garage used to be, the spot we both died in and I fell to my knees, my head dropping to my chest.  
 
    The world hadn’t frozen, it hadn’t moved on, it simply erased them from existence. No house, no remains, nothing. As if we were never even alive. I don’t know how long I sat in the rain, frozen in my grief and anger.  
 
    It was long enough to start shivering. I took a deep breath and let it all out until I could stand. The water had saturated my leather jacket and soaked me to the bone. I stood up, shook off my hair and made my way back to the idling Hellcat. I was such an idiot. Not taking advantage of the time I had with them. I had dreaded every Thanksgiving, because of things that didn’t matter anymore. Charles’ death wrecked me. It wrecked our family. Sara could have healed it, if I had let her. In my pride and stubbornness, I refused to forgive Dad, Mom… even myself.  
 
    I sat down behind the wheel, shutting the door. Rain pelted the car, soothing me with its drumming sound. I may not be able to tell them I love them or ask for their forgiveness. But I can make the people who took them away pay.  
 
    I smiled at the thought. Oh they were going to pay, they just didn’t have enough to cover the bill.  
 
   



 

 CHAPTER FIVE


In Detroit I made a few mistakes, mostly because I was in love with my new-found ability to defend myself. Now, in New Orleans, I needed to even more care. The only thing some people feared was the unknown. I must remain a Wraith to keep them afraid. As a rumor, I was unstoppable.  
 
    Which is why I was at the docks five hours after I left my parents’ bulldozed lot. A cup of hot coffee bolstered by a couple of energy shots keeps me alert. I’ve spent the last month scouting out locations, routines, key personnel—everything I could learn about ISO-1. I had wandered the city as a homeless black woman. No one even batted an eye. With a pencil, a map, and a library card I was able to find virtually every location they had in the city. It was how I triggered their big meeting yesterday; I found and took out the dockyard lieutenant. He had been a fountain of intel. Now he’s sleeping with the fish. Fitting justice if you ask me.  
 
    The low warehouse I was atop had no protection from the elements, just a small two-foot-tall wall running along the roof edge, punctuated by drains spaced ten feet apart. I was using it as cover, just poking my eyes above to watch. The sun wasn’t up yet, but the activity down on the docks from the Russian-registered cargo ship was my target.  
 
    With the rain and wind, it was hard to see, but I didn’t want to risk binoculars; the glint off the glass could give me away and as unlikely as that was, I didn’t want to take the chance. The ISO-1 people are easy enough to spot; they’re all locals, milling about watching the Russians offload pallets of what I presumed were weapons. The last man I killed yesterday had said it was an arms deal.  
 
    Four semis were backed up with ubiquitous containers already loaded on the back. A forklift zoomed back and forth, loading in the pallets as fast as the crew unloaded them. I didn’t know a lot about docks, but was pretty sure that having the ship’s crew unload the cargo was usually a no-no.  
 
    I called upon a little bit of my power, enhancing my vision and sharpening my hearing as I scanned each person down there. They were tense, nervous, fingering their weapons and constantly swiveling their heads, watching for trouble.  
 
    I smiled at that. It was nice to know I was having an effect. Since I was going to be here for a while I had stopped at a Walmart and bought a hiking style rain poncho. It did a pretty good job of keeping me dry while I waited. I was still wet from earlier, but I could endure this. I’d gone through worse. 
 
    Much worse.  
 
    As the sun finally made its appearance the crew finished their loading. I counted over fifty pallets. Whatever ISO-1 was buying, they were buying a lot of it. When they were done, the Russians locked the trucks and dispatched the convoy: four semis and four black SUVs. The semis had Russians in them, the SUVs were loaded with locals. As each semi pulled out, an SUV moved out behind them. This was going to be tricky. The docks had several exits, but I was on the roof of the building next to the most used entrance. Sure enough, they came my way.  
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered as I stood up and started sprinting across the rain-soaked rooftop. Water splashed against my leather pants as I ran at full speed for the far side. Other than my senses, I hadn’t kicked in any of my other powers. What Sara said in the car had me thinking I shouldn’t use them as much, or as casually.  
 
    I timed it just right, leaping over the ledge and falling through the air as the last truck passed under me. I hit the corrugated metal with a bang, rolled and slid to a stop, grasping for a handhold to keep from flying off the far side.  
 
    “Ow,” I said as I pulled myself into a crouch. I knew the rear door was locked, and wouldn’t do me any good—not with the SUV babysitting them. However, I didn’t need a door. I crawled along to the front, staying as low as possible, not only to avoid being seen but also to keep from blowing off in the gusts of wind. Despite their design, the containers weren’t waterproof, just tough. Near the front, according to the library book I read, was the weakest part of the container.  
 
    Once I was there, I looked for any holes; nothing. That was okay. I brought my own hole maker: a one-handed five-pound sledge and a metal pike. I placed the tip on the bottom of the s-curve of metal and retrieved the sledge from my belt. I waited for us to pass under a bridge and when we did, swung with all my might. The loud bang the sledge produced a dent and the sound was hidden by the loud engine confined under the bridge. As dad always said, nothing worth having was easy.  
 
    Another bridge came up and I swung again, this time hard enough to punch a hole clean through. I carefully slipped the hammer back through the loop on my belt and the pike in my pocket. Leave no trace, just like a Boy Scout. Not that I was one.  
 
    With the hole punched I got down on my belly and held my eye up to it, summoning my powers so I could see in the total darkness. The inside of the container appeared in the bizarre inverted light and shadow world I can see in when using my abilities. The shadows vanished, showing me enough space to fit my body. I reached into the back of my mind and triggered that place where the shadow step existed. Instantly I was laying on top of a shrink-wrapped pallet.  
 
    Despite my dark-vision, I couldn’t read the labeling; it, I needed light to differentiate the words from the shadow. That’s where the little LED light I carried came in handy. I clicked it on and pointed it at the pallets as I climbed to my knees. The light illuminated the entire inside of the container, showing me what I was kneeling on.  
 
    “Oh boy,” I said out loud.  
 
    Each of the pallets held hundreds of brown bricks printed with large, black lettering:  
 
      
 
    BLOCK, DEMOLITION, M4
(COMPOSITION C4) 
 
    LOT #XZ4498-998321-SW1138 
 
      
 
    “Well, crap.” 
 
    A quick search of the trailer told me the entire thing was filled with the explosive. I counted the number across and down, multiplied, and came up with 18,000 pounds of C-4. Good Lord. What did they want with that much explosive? They could level a football stadium with it. More than likely it was several years supply. They probably got a good deal on a black-market explosives and decided to stock up. Where do you even go to order such a thing? 
 
    Regardless, I wasn’t going to let them keep any of it. And since they were kind enough to provide me with the means of their own demise, I decided to take advantage. C4 requires both a shockwave and extreme heat, at the same time, in order to detonate. That meant I couldn’t just shoot it or light it on fire; I needed something with a big enough kick to detonate it. Something powerful… like a lightning bolt. I smiled as I thought of a plan. I don’t know the odds of a random bolt of lightning but I did know how much juice flows through power lines. If I could rig a detonator, something with a kick, like a grenade and send electricity through it at the same time… boom goes the dynamite. 
 
    Oh, this is going to be so much fun.  
 
   



 

 CHAPTER SIX


Sergeant First Class Bill Farrel waited patiently behind the semi-closed doors of the plain box van he and his team occupied. The three men behind him—and the one on a nearby rooftop—were all highly trained and decorated Army Rangers and Special Forces types… something he never was. No, Bill had spent his career in the Army Criminal Investigations Division, or CID as it was commonly known.  
 
    Today, the five-man special investigative unit was outfitted for urban operations. Police blue uniforms with exterior vests labeled “US ARMY” on the front and “CID FEDERAL AGENT” on the back. They also had badges on their belts and were trained to yell “federal agents” when they went in. In his experience civilians didn’t know what to do when a federal agent told them to get down. That was okay, though, since the people he was after weren’t really civilians.  
 
    “Yo, Bill, how long?” 
 
    In a normal unit, addressing him by his first name would be a big no-no. CID was a little different. He’d worked with these guys for years and they were a well-oiled machine.  
 
    “Fifteen mikes, Sandy,” he replied without looking. Sandoval was their super. There weren’t enough in the military for every unit to have one, but Bill’s unit was different; they were tasked with tracking and recovering stolen Army weapons, mostly explosives and other dangerous items. Today, they were after a Warrant Officer who was selling C4 to an unknown group.  
 
    It frustrated him no end that they were so blind on this one. He couldn’t trust local law-enforcement—not here in New Orleans anyway. There were plenty that were good, honest types, even here, but he didn’t know who they were. And he didn’t want ten pounds of C4 ending up in the hands of bad guys because he trusted the wrong person. Protocol demanded they notify the local cops when the CID operated inside city limits, and they would… the second after they left the van.  
 
    Besides Sandy, the other three were normal humans, highly trained and specialized. Rico was his comms expert. Right now, the brown-haired man had three drones silently hovering above the empty lot, each with powerful HD cameras using military grade optics recording everything they saw. Despite the rain and the wind, Rico held them in orbit and recording as much as they could.  
 
    Somewhere (to avoid compromising the position on the off chance their targets had telepaths or some other form of ESP Bill didn’t know where specifically) Felix covered them with his high-powered rifle. Felix was their only straight-up combat soldier. He was deadly with a hundred kinds of weapons Bill knew about, and far more he didn’t.  
 
    Finally, Zim, who slept with his feet up on the dash, snoozing as he almost always did before an op. Zim was their medic and operations officer. He knew all the rules and regulations, on top of his skill as a field medic.  
 
    With the exception of Sandy. He had gone through Basic training and AIT and completed all of four years in the Army when his powers manifested. Despite his relatively low level of training, he was incredibly useful.  
 
    “They’re arriving,” Rico said, sitting up as his general disinterested facade vanished, replaced by a high alert. Zim was next to him before Bill finished turning around. The three men huddled over the monitor, looking for whatever Rico saw.  
 
    “There,” Rico said, pointing at the center screen while adjusting the drone’s angle. The rain vanished for a second and four black SUVs rolled into the large lot, squished between two tall warehouses. The lot had once held storage silos but only the circular remnant of them remained; now it was large and open enough for exactly this kind of deal, but closed off from the street. Perfect for shady crap like this.  
 
    Eight men with SMGs, all dressed in black suits, spiled out of the SUVs. The leader was fairly obvious. He was a tall Latino man with a large silver revolver he kept twirling like he was in the wild west.  
 
    “Jackass,” Zim whispered.  
 
    Bill agreed.  
 
    “These are the buyers,” Rico said.  
 
    “What makes you think that?” Bill asked.  
 
    “Look,” he said as he switched the camera to thermal. The people outside the vehicles lit up in bright red and yellow splotches, as did the engines of the SUVs. However the interiors were cold. “Normally thermal can’t see through metal, but they left their windows down. Anyone inside would bleed heat outside. If they were the sellers, they wouldn’t leave the product behind.”  
 
    Bill nodded his agreement. He pointed at each monitor, counting the tangos. He swore under his breath. His five-man team couldn’t take down twenty guys, even with the element of surprise.  
 
    “I don’t like the odds. We’re going to wait until the other guys leave. As much as I would like to take them all down, we can use the video of the sellers and tag them with trackers to snatch them later. Right now, our priority is recovering the explosives, hu?” 
 
    They all gave the customary response back. Satisfied, Bill nodded and moved back to his position at the rear of the van. The drones were nice, but he wanted his own eyes on the scene.  
 
      
 
      
 
    <<<<>>>> 
 
    The trucks rumbled as they slowed down to turn. This signaled my time was up. I crawled back to the front, hoping my makeshift explosive detonator would do the trick once it was hit by electricity. I shut the penlight off and used the incoming moonlight to find the hole. Once there I pressed my eye up against the small hole and caught a glimpse of a dark ledge. Then I triggered my shadow step.  
 
    I don’t know if I will ever become accustomed to the feeling. It’s like my body dissolved, then I’m blasted with a rush of cold air—the coldest I’ve ever felt. Worse than the time I had to run out of the hotel in the middle of a New York winter wearing nothing but a nightie. Then I’m back and the feeling is gone before I can blink.  
 
    The cold wet air hit me in the face and I materialize in a rush of movement as I burst out of the shadows on the rooftop. I don’t know how it all worked, but it does. I could see in the dark, sense living creatures, move faster, hit harder, and recover from wounds that would kill anyone else. Not to mention I had incredible strength when I needed it. 
 
    The rain pouring down around me in sheets didn’t bother me at all; I could see the rooftop as if it were under a noonday sun. Yet, somehow, I still managed to almost miss the guy lying down in the far corner, pressed right up against the buttress, with a sniper rifle pointed at the gathering flock of black SUVs in the wide-open courtyard. 
 
    I froze, not wanting to alert him to my presence. He wore a poncho that covered everything but his military-style boots—the same kind Joseph wore all the time. Since he didn’t move he probably didn’t know I was there. I’m not surprised, considering the only reason I saw him was my enhanced vision. Even in the late afternoon it was dark as evening, with the angry black clouds disgorging a million gallons per minute.  
 
    Is he overwatch for the arms deal?  
 
    I moved closer, watching for any sign he heard me as I slipped my silenced pistol out of the hip holster it rested in.  
 
    “Bravo One-One, this is Whiskey. Vehicles are approaching the target area. I count four tractors with trailers; based on the impressions they’re making in the mud they are loaded down with the stolen package and then some.” 
 
    The response came from the headset the sniper wore. I couldn’t see the radio but the garbled answer made it clear this wasn’t an ISO-1 agent.  
 
    “Roger Whiskey-One, wait until the cargo changes hands then we follow the buyers and intercept the package. Romeo will have one of his drones tag the sellers and we’ll track them later.” 
 
    “Wilco,” came the sniper’s reply.  
 
    Clearly, they weren’t the bad guys. If I had to guess I’d say Army Intelligence? Maybe? I shrugged to myself. Joseph taught me a lot, but I only trained and studied with him for three months. There’s a whole lot more to learn than three months’ worth, even if my days and nights were packed with reading and fighting. I make a note for later—try and find out who these guys are. In the meantime, it leaves me with a problem. 
 
    I triggered my shadow step, vanishing in an instant and reappearing on the opposite rooftop beside a water tower. I dodged behind it immediately.  
 
    I don’t know how, but the sniper must have sensed me, he was turning around to look behind him and I had to go. Maybe it was a coincidence, or maybe the guy was just that good. Either way, it was a good reminder to take more care. The fewer people know I exist, the better. I also didn’t want to accidentally kill a good guy, which brought me to my next problem.  
 
    The detonator.  
 
    I rigged it using my cellphone and a thermite grenade I carry around for close encounters. It shouldn’t detonate without a phone call and a jolt of high-powered electricity. Shouldn’t… 
 
    I know what Joseph would say: “Luck, isn’t a plan.” I can practically hear his voice. If it does detonate and those Federal Agents are nearby, it will kill them as surely as the ISO people.  
 
    Dangit. Time for Plan B.  
 
    Step 1: get down there and disarm the explosive.  
 
    Step 2: kill all the bad guys. 
 
    I liked step 2.  
 
    With that sniper on overwatch and with only four pistols, two knives, and a sword to my name, it’s going to be tricky. I counted roughly thirty guys at the docks and another twenty here. More than I can take head-on, but not more than I can take.  
 
    I got down low and fast walked over to the far side, making sure to keep the two-foot-tall parapet between me and the sniper. I had to ditch my poncho, which meant having the rain soak me through, again. It was too loud, though; I couldn’t risk someone hearing it.  
 
    It took me all of ten seconds to find the leader of the buyers—a real conceited dirtbag twirling around a silver revolver. At least he’s out in the rain with his people and not in a warm, dry SUV while they all get soaked to the bone.  
 
    Maybe they can put that on his obituary.  
 
    He’s surrounded by his men; there isn’t any way to take him out first without giving up the element of surprise. If only I had a frag grenade, that would be something!  
 
    “Those two, right there,” Sara said, appearing beside me in the wind and rain without a drop on her. I didn’t shout but my whole body jerked to the side and I lost my balance and ended up in a puddle. She laughed, her voice like tinkling bells. God, how I missed that laugh.  
 
    “You could warn me before you do that, Spice,” I said to her. Ever since Joseph passed these powers on to me I’ve had visions of her. Each as real as the last. Each one freaking me out like nothing else in my life.  
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” She threw an impish smile at me then pointed again. I looked at where she pointed. Two men were walking the perimeter under the Army sniper’s perch. He had no way of knowing they were there. Perfect. I looked over at her to say ‘thank you,’ but she was gone.  
 
    I shook my head. Maybe I was losing my mind. Or maybe I was seeing a ghost? Stranger things have happened in this world. Still… freaked me out. I pulled myself out of the puddle and crouch-walked back the way I came until I was at the closest end of the warehouse. I hated operating during the day, but if I had too, this was the day to do it. The dark clouds belched rain and thundered lightning every few seconds. That made it easy enough to find a shadow the two men walking perimeter would pass through.  
 
    I readied myself. First, I pulled out the red scarf I used to disguise my identity. I wrapped it around my mouth and nose and tied it in a knot beneath my growing mess of dreadlocks. Then I pulled out both my tanto Ka-Bars.  
 
    Shadow step took me right behind them. I rammed the Ka-Bars up through their backs and into their lungs. They tried to call out, but their lungs collapsed along with them a second later. Whatever sounds they managed to make couldn’t be heard over the wind and rain.  
 
    I frowned. Nothing happened. No rush, no surge of power. Nothing.  
 
    Am I ever going to figure out how these powers work? 
 
    Regardless, I dragged them back behind a hunk of abandoned machinery leaning against the wall. With two down and the rest helping park the semis or watch the action, I had a first step. All I needed to do was figure out which semi had the explosives, teleport into it, disarm my detonator, and proceed to kill the other forty-odd guys here.  
 
    Easy.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you see that?” Rico asked to no one in particular. “What?” Master Sergeant Farrel replied as he leaned closer.  
 
    “Hold on,” Rico said as his hands flew over the controls, changing buttons and typing in commands faster than Bill could follow. One of the four drones hovering five-hundred feet above the area had caught a flash of light. Rico rewound the recording, played it then rewound it again. To conserve hard-drive space, the drones only collected an image every four seconds. As Rico played the frame forward it zoomed in on two men walking the perimeter below Felix’s OP. A blue light hit the men like a camera flash and the next frame they were gone. Nothing but empty ground and no sounds of alarm.  
 
    “Whiskey, we have a possible super on the field.” That got everyone’s attention. There were incredibly harsh penalties for people who used their powers in the commission of a crime, incredibly harsh. Even still, it was pretty common. One of the reasons he loved having Sandy on the team. “Switch to AP ammo, I say again, AP ammo.”  
 
    It was a practiced drill, popping out their mags and replacing them with the red striped ones. Armor piercing ammo wasn’t a hundred percent effective against the invulnerable types, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    “You wanna call in the Saints, boss?” Zim asked from the driver’s compartment.  
 
    Bill shook his head. “Not yet. If we can’t handle it, then yeah, maybe.” Bill had never worked with the Saints, but their leader was an ex-Airforce Colonel who went by the name Mach. Odds were they could trust them… maybe.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I bounced around the perimeter, jumping from shadow to shadow until I found the perfect position. I could see all four trucks as they backed up and parked the trailers side-by-side and opened each one for inspection.  
 
    It only took me a minute to figure out who was in charge of the sellers. He was tall, blond, and built like a tank. I sure hoped he wasn’t another invulnerable; I’d had enough trouble with the last one—and I was all out of thermite grenades.  
 
    He walked over and spoke to the local with the silver pistol, who was smart enough to put it away when the sellers arrived.  
 
    I supposed I could start a fight between them, get them shooting at each other… that would probably happen anyway. But first things first. I needed to disarm my bomb and make sure it didn’t accidentally kill the good guys.  
 
    I made a mental note to figure out how to avoid this in the future. I didn’t want to kill cops or federal agents, but at the same time, they were clearly not doing their job. How could I do mine and not risk bystanders? I wondered if that was one of the reasons Joseph quit.  Was the risk of killing innocents too high? 
 
    I re-focused on what I was doing; the last thing I needed was for some street-level thug to sneak up on me and finish my crusade before I’ve even started.  
 
    The first trailer opened with a bang as the big metal doors swung aside.  
 
    “Holy crap,” I said out loud, unable to contain myself. I thought the one trailer full of C4 was bad, this one had crate after crate of military ordinance. I didn’t know what an XM25 was but the big “EXPERIMENTAL” tag on the crate was enough to send a shiver down my spine. The next trailer held more traditional small arms: M4 Carbines, Sig P320s, and several stacks of grenades.  
 
    Awesome. What were they planning?  
 
    When the last guy at the meet told me about this deal I figured it would be street level at best. The C4 was a surprise, but this? This is frigging insane. What did the Russians do, raid the Redstone Arsenal? The Army guys must be crapping their pants; this is a whole lot of ordinance heading for a war. Just not one fought by the government.  
 
    The last trailer opened, showing the pallets loaded with C4. Perfect. I triggered my shadow step. A blast of arctic cold later and I was all the way in the front of the trailer. I sliced through the duct tape holding the cellphone to the thermite grenade and pocketed both. No need to leave it behind. It’s nice to know the Army is here; I can’t let ISO have all this crap any more than they can.  
 
    Now for the fun part.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bill let out a string of curses so foul it would make a Drill Sergeant blush. The three men in the van with him remained silent, fearing for their lives if they were to speak.  
 
    “What the actual eff, Rico,” he said in a whisper.  
 
    “I don’t know, Master Sergeant,” Rico said formally. There was a time for familiarity and time for the chain of command, and Rico didn’t want that chain wrapped around his neck. “Intel didn’t say anything about any of this. Just the ten pounds of missing C4…” 
 
    Bill stabbed a finger at the monitor. “Does that look like ten pounds of C4 to you?”  
 
    Rico shook his head. “No, Master Sergeant, it does not.”  
 
    Bill took a breath, trying to calm himself down. This was a crap show of the worst kind. There were millions of dollars of ordinance in those trailers and it was forcing their hand. It didn’t matter that they were outnumbered ten-to-one—there was no world in which he could return to his CO and explain how they let enough weapons to start a war go to these criminals.  
 
    “Gear up. Shoot to kill, no warning shots, no asking for surrender. We make one announcement of who we are, and we kill everyone who gets in our way. I know this is more than we signed on for but this is exactly what we’ve trained for. And Sandy?” 
 
    “Yes Sergeant?” 
 
    “Make sure you pay enough attention to give an accurate account of what went on here?” 
 
    “Yes Sergeant,” the invulnerable soldier said in a whisper. Bill didn’t envy the man; if this went south he would be the only one left alive.  
 
    “Rico, set them to full record and let’s get to it.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    I needed to pare down the field. There were too many, even for me . Also, instead of starting with the leader I was liking the idea of interrogating him. After getting so much info off a low-level nobody, I could only imagine what I would find out from someone in charge of something so clearly important to them.  
 
    The only thing to do was work the edges, come from the outside and work my way in, taking down as many as I could. I focused my vision, letting the shadows vanish until I found a spot. Triggering shadow step I was there, spinning around while pulling my pistols.  
 
    I was ten feet behind the farthest SUV. Three enforcers were huddling together, smoking instead of watching the entrance. The four SUVs of the buyers were parked in a semi-circle facing the trailers from a distance of thirty feet.  
 
    Their mistake.  
 
    I stepped out of the dark shadow caused by the wall, guns at shoulder level, and pulled the trigger. Silencers didn’t work like in the movies. ‘Silencer’ is more what the technical device is called according to the books Joseph had me study. What it really does, is suppress.  
 
    Since I was really trying to be unpredictable,  I was carrying two Smith and Wesson M&Ps chambered in forty cal that I picked up from some unfortunate drug dealers who no longer needed them. Loaded with subsonic ammo they were about as quiet as a brass gong. The advantage was that the sound only lasted for a second and didn’t travel nearly as far.  
 
    All three went down with barely a hiccup. I dropped the mags and reloaded, making sure I stayed topped off. I put the partially used mags in my coat pocket.  
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    I had to brace myself against the SUV as a wave of euphoria flooded my chest. The world sharpened into greater focus and I could see and hear everything. It was different than when I used the powers without killing a bad guy. More powerful I guess. I felt like I could do anything. I shook my head to clear the buzz and focus my thoughts. I had a plan and I needed to stick to it—despite the little voice inside of me telling me to jump up and start shooting.  
 
    I ducked around the right side of the SUV. There were two men with their backs to me.  
 
    Pop pop.  
 
    They fell, holes blasted in the back of their heads. I kept moving, ducking around the next truck as the euphoric wave hit me again, not as bad this time. My skin tightened and I could feel my body revving up.  
 
    Two more fell; I felt fantastic and on a roll. That little voice was now screaming at me to up the game.  
 
    Someone beat me to it.  
 
    “Federal Agents, down on the ground. This is your only warning!” His voice was loud enough that I heard him over the rain and the wind. If I had to guess, he was using a bullhorn.  
 
    Of course, I wasn’t about to surrender—not when there was so much killing that needed to be done. The crack of a high-powered rifle filled the air and I realized the agents weren’t really interested in anyone surrendering as the leader of the sellers went down in a mass of brain and blood, his skull split by a rifle round. 
 
    Then all hell broke loose. Automatic weapons fire erupted, accented by the much quieter ‘pop-pop’ of pistols—they only seemed loud when there weren’t rifles blowing holes in things.  
 
    A little part of me was sad or disappointed at not getting all the kills. I didn’t have time to contemplate that though; I needed to move and take down as many as I could. I leaped up on the SUV, walking forward both guns barking as I fired down into the crowd of gangsters who had all turned to the west to fire at the feds. Unlucky for them.  
 
    I took down one, then another, followed by a third in as many seconds before they realized they were taking fire from two directions. The Ukrainians (I assumed, since that was where the boat’s registry came from) were carrying AK12s with collapsible butt-stocks. It gave them the appearance of SMGs, but in reality they were combat rifles (there’s no such thing as an Assault Rifle; according to Joseph that’s just a term made up by people who don’t actually know anything about firearms). They opened up a few seconds later, half of them returning fire to the west, the other half firing on me. The rifles belched flame as the thirty round magazines emptied in less than two and a half seconds. 
 
    For me, the world slowed down. I moved to my left, running as I fired back at them. I hit the edge of the SUV, leaped, and continued firing as I flew through the air. Two more went down  as their heads jerked back as my bullets smashed between their eyes.   
 
    Then my luck ran out.  
 
    The Wraith powers allow me to regenerate, as far as I can tell, fr about anything. However, bullets frigging hurt so I wear an armored vest that will stop most pistol rounds. The 5.4 millimeter rounds tore through me like my vest was made of paper. The force knocked me sideways and I hit the ground with a crunch, rolling several times before coming to rest face down in the mud.  
 
    “Ow,” I said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bill had one hand on Sandy’s shoulder, walking behind him as he fired his M4 Carbine from the modified shouldered position. The rest of his team was spread out, taking cover and returning fire. Mostly to keep the focus on them and Sandy while Felix did his business.  
 
    “Super in the field. African-American woman. No costume but she’s wearing a red scarf— never mind, they got her,” Felix said over the radio.  
 
    “Keep firing. Rico, frag!” 
 
    “Frag out!” Rico yelled, pulling the pin on a grenade and hurling it toward the enemy. The explosion caught the majority of the huddled criminals off guard, sending several men through the air, screaming and flailing. 
 
    Within seconds the tractors belched to life, doing their best to escape. “Whiskey. Drivers,” Bill ordered. 
 
    The sniper didn’t acknowledge the order, simply following it. Bill heard the crack of his rifle above his own fully automatic one as the sniper went to work taking down the drivers. Just not fast enough. “Tango down,” he said before firing again. Tango was military shorthand for ‘target.’ The first truck crashed into the far wall. The second stalled, the third ran into the second one. But the fourth was getting away. It was the one with the C4 and they really needed to stop that one.  
 
    “Whiskey, kill it!” 
 
    “I’ve got no shot,” he replied calmly.  
 
    The exhaust system and several tires exploded as the sharpshooter tried to disable the vehicle. If there was one thing they had learned in their careers, the only sure way to stop a vehicle was take out the driver.  
 
    “Sandy, go to work. Everyone else, fire on that truck!” 
 
    Sandy ran in ahead, screaming and hollering to draw fire as he engaged the tangos at close range. The rest of the team leaped up, firing their weapons dry. Bullets ripped apart the semi as the big tires spun in the mud trying to for traction. In the end, despite the volume of fire they couldn’t stop it.  
 
    “Rico, get back to the van and put a drone on it!” Bill yelled. He turned and pulled the trigger as the man with the silver revolver darted out from behind a SUV, running for the empty building behind them. He twisted, keeping his sites over the man and firing; the slide locked back and his weapon clicked empty. 
 
    The man stopped short, his hands flying up, expecting to die. When he didn’t, he smiled. “I guess it’s not your lucky day,” the man said. The silver revolver clicked as he pulled the hammer back, aiming it directly at Bill’s chest. The hammer fell and the gun exploded the bullet out the barrel. Bill closed his eyes as the bullet hit him dead center. From ten feet away the .500 round hit like a mule, sending him flying backward to land in the mud and hit his head on the dirt.  
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid!  
 
    Dying in the line was one thing, but dying from this idiot? Just like he feared, the shock from the impact numbed his limbs and made him cough as he tried to breathe. His vest had stopped the round, but at the cost of a collapsed lung. His M4 was attached to him via a sling, but it was hopelessly tangled. He tried to get his hands to work and draw the Sig Sauer on his hip, then he heard a hammer click back. Bill’s eyes had cleared enough to could see the barrel a mere foot from his face.  
 
    The smiling man behind it grinned as he pulled the trigger.  
 
    Mud and dirt exploded beside his head. The gunshot deafened him, but his eyes were just fine. The African-American woman with the red scarf wrapped around her face kicked the revolver-man in the chest, sending him flying through the air to crash against the side of an SUV, denting the door and shattering the window. She stopped for a second, glancing down at Bill, her eyes glowing like they had blue LEDs installed behind them.  
 
    She vanished in a burst of light, reappearing inside the SUV. She grabbed the leader’s  hair and dragged him, one-handed, through the broken window then started the black vehicle and floored it. Mud splashed behind her as she tore through the remaining vehicles. Two gangsters tried to stop her but she pulled the e-brake, sending the SUV into a sideswipe, slamming them with five-thousand pounds of steel and glass; they weren’t getting up.  
 
    “I’ve got a shot on her,” Felix said over the radio. Bill shook his head, trying to wrap his mind around what he’d just seen. She had saved his life, and it all happened so fast he couldn’t even be sure what he saw.  
 
    “Negative. We don’t know who she is. I thought you said they got her?” Bill asked. 
 
    “They did, but like you said, she’s a super. Who knows what her powers are?” Whiskey replied.  
 
    She had saved him though… and looked damn good doing it.  
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER SEVEN

“Wake up,” I said to the tied-up man. I punctuated with a bucket of ice and water dumped over his head. He screamed awake, struggling against his bonds. It was no use; I knew what I was doing. His wrists and ankles were tied to the metal chair, which in turn was bolted to the floor. Even if he could dislocate his thumbs he’d never get out of those ropes. Of course, no matter what he did, he was not getting out.  
 
    He stopped screaming for a moment and looked around, trying to free his hands. I’d left his clothes on, but took all his stuff: wallet, phone, knives, and the RFID tracker he hid in his boot. Sophisticated tech for a gangster.  
 
    “What do you want?” he asked finally as his eyes cleared. I didn’t say anything. I crouched on the floor, my scarf still covering my face, and pulled out my knives, one by one, setting them on the ground in front of me. Then my guns, same thing. “Is that s-supposed to intimidate me?” 
 
    He can’t see my grin. His bluff would have been more successful without the stutter. “Tell me Peter,” I said a I laid the last of my ordinance on the ground, “How many women have you killed in your life?” 
 
    I was riding high on my Wraith powers and I feel the lies in his words.  
 
    “None,” he spit out. 
 
    “Liar,” I said. Without another word, I pick up the first knife and jam it hard into his thigh, carefully avoiding the artery that would cause him to bleed out. He screamed. I know how painful it is. 
 
    “You crazy bitch!” he yelled. 
 
    “Wrong answer.” My voice had the eerie Wraith effect, giving it a reverberation that no human could hope to create. I pulled the knife out and stabbed his other thigh.  
 
    “Five. Only five,” he screamed out. I felt something when people lied to me, a certain surety that they were lying Another mystery of my Wraith powers I needed to unwind. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Peter. Peter Mando,” he said.  
 
    Truth. I nodded. Standing up I walked a full circle around him, leaving the Ka-Bar protruding from his leg while he whimpered.  
 
    “Who are you in ISO-1?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    Lie. I rushed past him, grabbed the next knife off the floor and raised it above my head, pausing for a second to give him the chance to change his mind.  
 
    “Second! I’m the Second here in New Orleans. I run the day to day crap,” he said in a hurry, tripping over his words as he spoke.  
 
    I nodded and lowered the knife. “I’m going to ask you questions and you are going to answer them. Remember,” I said leaning in so close the blue light of my eyes reflected off of his, “I’ll know if you’re lying.” 
 
    “Why should I tell you anything,” he sobbed. “You’re just going to kill me anyway.” 
 
    I knelt down in front of him, making sure he could see my eyes as I pulled my mask down. “You’re right, Peter, I am going to kill you. You’ve murdered, tortured, maimed, and destroyed lives for your own petty selfish ambitions. Justice is a scale, and the only currency you have to pay with… is your life. The question you need to ask yourself is, do you want to do one good thing before you die and help me protect other innocents from the merciless hands of your employers? Or do you want your last moments to be filled with agony? It is entirely up to you.”  
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out the transponder he had hidden in his boot. His eyes went wide and his whole body started to shake.  
 
    “Please,” he begged.  
 
    “I’m sure that’s what all your victims said. Shall we begin?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two hours later I pulled out of the abandoned parking lot in the Dodge Hellcat, leaving the building burning behind me. I had left all the clothes I was wearing—plus the guns, knives, everything that had come into contact with my body—behind, covered in gasoline and lit by the Thermite grenade. I wore the identical spare clothes I carried in my trunk. I liked to think of it as my costume. 
 
    I couldn’t let myself become attached to things if I was going to succeed in my mission. I also didn’t want anyone using forensics to track something back to me. Even if they did manage to find me, or identify me, they could never prove I had anything to do with the deaths in Detroit or here. There simply wasn’t any physical evidence linking me to any crimes, and that was the way it was going to stay. 
 
    The streets of New Orleans were heating up as the day went on and the storm passed. I zoned out, driving on autopilot while traffic filled the streets. I absently turned on the radio and listened to music, drumming my hands on the steering wheel. Despite my car’s gorgeous exterior it virtually disappeared in the crowd of modern sports cars and SUVs on the road. Not that I minded at all. The slow drive west on Interstate 10 heading for Kenner provided me with a much-needed opportunity to think, plan, and let my mind wander.  
 
    If I believed Peter, and I did, then his older brother, Vaas, was the head of ISO-1 in New Orleans. He was also the man who gave the orders to murder my family. No matter what happened from this point forward, two people had to die; My ex-husband Henry, and Vaas Mando.  
 
    I hadn’t thought much about my ex-husband since I returned—I’d been trying to avoid thinking about him, honestly. I can’t believe I ever loved such a dirtbag, let alone slept with him. I shuddered just thinking about it.  
 
    I pushed that aside for the moment. Henry was on the list but he was far down it, and he could wait. The only person he was likely to hurt in the meantime was me. ISO, on the other hand, was going to hurt a lot more people and every hour I delayed stopping them. I had more death and destruction on my mind. 
 
    It’s a good thing you feel like a million bucks.  
 
    My post-killing high hadn’t worn off yet; I was only heading back to my little apartment above the Peruvian restaurant for food, a shower, and some fresh weapons. After that I would be back on the streets. Part of my strategy was to hit them hard and fast. Keep them off balance and not give them time to formulate a plan.  
 
    My place was in Kenner, an odd little neighborhood that really flourished in the last few years. The trademark Cajun flavor of the city gave way to Hispanic culture here. Not just from Mexico, but from a dozen countries south of the border. My place was  nestled in between a twenty-four-hour pharmacy and a bait shop.  
 
    I parked the expensive car in the narrow alley in the back. The apartment had alley access and I didn’t ever have to go through the restaurant if I didn’t want too. The food always smelled amazing though, and I was hungry. Tonight, I decided a quick bite was in order before the rest of the evening’s work.  
 
    The metal back door was cracked open, leaking the aroma of fried foods that aroused my senses and sent my stomach into revolt. I love fried chicken as much as the next southerner, but there was certainly something special about A Taste of Peru.  
 
    As soon as I stepped into the kitchen I knew something was wrong. It was dinnertime—this place was usually packed at dinner. There were pots boiling over on the stove and meat frying without any supervision. I picked this place for a very specific reason; I should have thought about the possibility of crime in the neighborhood.  
 
    Fine. You want to cost me dinner? I’ll take it out of your hides.  
 
    I went into stealth mode, instantly moving against the wall to avoid the little window in the door to the dining room. Once there I peeked out to see what the situation was.  
 
    Alessandro was held at gunpoint by two thugs with red bandannas wrapped around their heads like this was a 1980’s action movie. His wife, Jahaira, was pushed face down on a table while the apparent leader of this little band held a knife to her throat and threatened them. I didn’t see any customers; they must have scared them off along with the other two employees. But there would be no local authorities riding to the rescue. This was clearly a shakedown. Local gangs wanting their “protection” money.  
 
    They would have gotten away with it too if I wasn’t here. I took one more glance to make sure there weren’t any hidden surprises, then went with my plan. I grabbed a bottle of beer out of the fridge, pulled the tab, took a long swig, dumped some on my clothes, then pushed my way into the main room, swaying a little as I drank the last of the beer.  
 
    I froze about ten feet from Alessandro. His eyes pleaded with me to run. 
 
    “Who’s this? I thought you said no one else was here old man?” 
 
    Old? The dude’s barely fifty and his wife could still pass for her thirties. Punks. 
 
    I had to remind myself I couldn’t kill them. It was a weird thing to have to do, especially since a part of me was noticeably disappointed about it… which was really… disturbing. I know I tend to have a very clinical view of this. Bad people do bad things and they deserve to have bad things happen to them in turn. I could wait for fate or karma to take care of it, but I’m an impatient person by nature.   
 
    “She’s nobody, our tenant, she isn’t part of this, let her go.” 
 
    The man holding Jahaira laughed and pushed her down on the floor. He took two steps and slammed his fist into Alessandro’s stomach causing the kind man to collapse. I breathed a sigh of relief that he wasn’t stabbed. I put the beer down on the nearest table as I passed, heading right for the leader. As I expected, they saw no threat in the sudden appearance of a drunk black girl.  
 
    “Okay honey, if you’re real good we’ll trea—”  
 
    You know, I had this big plan about convincing them I was harmless and then taking them when their defenses were down. But this… 
 
    “Frag it,” I said. I hopped up and shot my booted foot out with blinding speed. The heel caught him in the chin, snapping his jaw shut with a spurt of blood as his teeth severed his tongue. I followed through by spinning and switching legs to kick number two right in the chest. He flew through the air and slammed into the pillar dividing the dining room. The final guy shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened.  
 
    That was okay, I didn’t need him to. I leaped forward and brought my fist down on his jaw, spinning him around and knocking him out with one blow. I’d like to say it was my technique, but no, it was my Wraith strength.  
 
    Even as they fell, one right after another, the first hitting the ground a second before the third, my blood screamed out at me to finish them, kill them now before they became a problem. I found myself picking up the discarded knife and kneeling down on the leader’s chest, pushing the five-dollar discount blade against his throat.  
 
    Blood and broken teeth leaked out of his mouth as he tried to speak. I had the blade an eighth of an inch into his throat before I stopped myself. As much as I wanted to, I had a plan and killing him would mean having to find a new place to live. And this felt wrong. 
 
    “It isn’t,” Sara said from beside me. She knelt in one of her school uniforms, her finger tracing the path along the scumbag’s throat. “Cut here. He’ll be dead and you’ll feel great.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t want to kill him just yet, Spice. And when did you get so bloodthirsty?” I asked her.  
 
    “He might as well be one of the men who killed me Madi. You remember that don’t you?” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them, she was gone.  
 
    “Don’t kill me,” the gang member said.  
 
    I looked at the knife I held and saw how close I was to killing him—as if he wasn’t a person. I didn’t feel bad. Not at all. I could snuff his life and move on to the other two as smooth and easy as the beer went down.  
 
    What’s wrong with me? 
 
    I leaned down real close to him and whispered, “If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you and everyone you care about. Do you understand?” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes going scary wide as a primal fear he’d never felt before invaded him. I knew that fear well; after all, I was the one causing it.  
 
    “Good. Now get out.” I climbed off him, kicking his stomach as I did, and walked over to Jahaira. “You okay?” I asked as I helped her up. Neither one of the Peruvian immigrants spoke as the three gang members shuffled out.  
 
    Once they were gone a wave of relief fell over Jahaira. 
 
    “You just made it so much worse for us,” Alessandro said. His wife slapped him so fast I didn’t even register the movement.  
 
    “They would have hurt me,” she said.  
 
    He hugged her close and looked up at me. His pride was hurt; he couldn’t protect his family. I got it. I know the feeling.  
 
    “They won’t be back. I promise. At least, not looking for you. Now, any chance I can get some Ceviche?” 
 
     After several bowls and more beer than I should have consumed, I made my way upstairs. My original plan was still on my mind but with each step my legs grew heavy and my eyes shut for longer and longer periods.  
 
    “You should have killed them. If you had, this wouldn’t be happening,” Spice said from the top of the stairs.  
 
    I was so deliriously tired I couldn’t tell if she was real or a figment of my imagination. 
 
    “I’m real. Only you can see or hear me though,” she said.  
 
    “How did you know what I was thinking?” 
 
    She laughed. It sounded just like my Spice. Sara had an infectious laugh. She was dead though—this couldn’t be her. Could it? 
 
    “I can’t read your mind, but it’s an obvious question to ask. Let me help you,” she said as she bounced down the stairs and slipped under my arm. I could feel her, smell her, hear her, and see her. She was also strong, far stronger than Spice was in real life.  
 
    As a model I never weighed more than a hundred and twenty-five pounds. I stayed rail thin for the job. Since I’d met Joseph, I’d packed on almost forty pounds, all muscle. Even with the Wraith superpowers I needed the muscle memory, the reactions, the endurance that muscle brought. Besides, while I could shadow step whenever I wanted and see in the dark to some degree, the strength and speed only seemed to come after the rush of killing someone.  
 
    We made it to my room, and I managed to get the key I the door on the third try. Once open, she guided me into the bed and I collapsed in a heap. With an effort I rolled over and looked up at her. “You going to be here when I wake up?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said. Then I blacked out.  
 
   



 

 CHAPTER EIGHT

“You okay, boss?” Zim  asked as Bill sat on the end of the ambulance with an oxygen mask on his face. He was stripped down to the waist so the EMT could tape ribs. Thankfully, the rain had finally stopped and now it was a balmy sixty-five as the sun went down. His ribs ached like a son of a gun, but other than that he was okay.  
 
    “Yeah, any idea who that was?” 
 
    Zim shook his head. “I checked the database; no record of her from what I could tell. Rico’s going over the footage right now, seeing if he can isolate her face. Between the red mask and the glowing eyes though…” 
 
    Bill nodded. The government database of superpowered people was woefully inadequate from a law enforcement perspective. The only time anyone made it into the files was when they were arrested or volunteered to register.  
 
    “She’s an operator, whoever she is. I don’t care what powers she has, nobody moves like that by accident,” he said. Zim nodded, letting his boss talk without interrupting, knowing he was just working things out. “Probably a Navy Seal or Army Spec-force… something like that. Start there. She couldn’t be more than twenty-five, so start with the dropouts or the people who didn’t complete for medical reason and go from there.  
 
    “On it,” Zim said as he headed back for their van.  
 
    Whoever she was, she had killed at least twenty armed and dangerous gang members and arms dealers tonight. She also saved Bill’s life. Instead of an ambulance he would be in a coroners van.   
 
    “Sergeant Farrell?” a woman with a sweet soprano called out to him.  
 
    “Master Sergeant,” he said automatically. He liked to make sure civilians knew who was in charge, and if she were local law he didn’t want a jurisdictional pissing match. When he looked up, though, he realized she wasn’t a cop. If he had to guess, the attractive woman with the brown hair and green eyes was a reporter.  
 
    Great. 
 
    “Master Sergeant, I’m Krisan Swahili. I’m covering stories of vigilante activity in the area. What did you see tonight?” she asked. Her eyes had the quality of an intelligent woman—one who knew how to ask a question.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. Swahili. I’m not at liberty to discuss ongoing operations.”  
 
    She smiled. “Of course. I’m not so much interested in what you are doing here, Master Sergeant—” 
 
    “Call me Bill,” he interrupted with a wave of his hand. She wasn’t aggressive, angry, or entitled; she was far more likely to have a civil conversation and he was too tired to turn this into an argument about security clearance.  
 
    “Bill,” she said with a smile. He liked her smile. Shaking his head, he ran one hand over his face and through his crew cut. Bill was easily a decade older than her and he felt his age at the moment. But damn if she wasn’t attractive. “Can you tell me if you saw… how should I put this, anything strange? Unusual?” 
 
    That piqued his interest more than her very pretty face. He thought for a moment, trying to decide what he could and could not say. After all, the vigilante, whoever she was, wasn’t part of his operation. No opsec would be violated by talking about her. She did save his life though, which made him want to protect her.  
 
    “I’m pretty good with people, Bill, and I can tell you’re warring with what to share. Let me make it easy for you; how about I tell you what I know, then you can tell me?” 
 
    He nodded. Damn, he liked this woman.  
 
    She smiled. “Great. There was some kind of arms buy here tonight. Since you’re here, I’m guessing it was Army surplus— don’t worry, I have no intention of putting that in my story, or you and your men. Like I said I’m here for another reason.”  
 
    He nodded again.  
 
    “One of the factions was likely part of ISO-1?”  
 
    He cocked his head to the side. This woman should be working for Army Intelligence.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” she said with a smile. “The other side was probably Russian or Ukrainian. Sometime during the buy a woman appeared. Maybe she was here before and you didn’t notice, but either way, she started killing them,” she nodded over her shoulder to the line of bodies in black bags that looked like something out of a plane crash. “When it was all said and done, she vanished into thin air. Is that about right?” 
 
    “Close. She took someone with her. I think it was the leader of the ISO faction. We’re not sure since that isn’t why we were here. She also saved my life.” 
 
    Her eyebrow shot up and she smiled even bigger. “Oh good. Tell me, Bill, was our friend black with dreadlocks and a red scarf?” 
 
    “That’s the one. You know who she is, don’t you?” 
 
    Krisan nodded. “Tell you what, Army boy, you buy me a drink, and maybe dinner, and we can compare notes.” 
 
    Bill liked the sound of that.  
 
   



 

 CHAPTER NINE

Vaas stormed through the room, his eyes searching for something to smash. The TV was the unfortunate target. He pulled it down from the wall and slammed it into the ground. The screen cracked and he stomped on it, over and over until it was in a hundred pieces.  
 
    “Feel better?” Manuel asked from behind him.  
 
    “Yes.” Ignoring the mess he had made, he went to his desk, opened the drawer and pulled out his secure cellphone. Only a handful of people had the number, including his high-level contacts—like the new District Attorney ISO had helped elect. He stared at the phone for a moment before dialing the DA.  
 
    Several rings later, Henry Williams, the city’s newest DA, answered. “I’m in the middle of something, call me—”  
 
    “I will talk to you now, puta. I own you, and don’t think for one second you have any say in this.” Normally, Vaas would have handled the man more delicately but today he was too furious. If Henry wanted to play power games, he would show the man what was what.  
 
    Several seconds of silence passed before Vaas heard Henry speak. “Yes, Mr. Mayor, I’ll get right back to you, sorry.” The phone on the other side clicked and Henry spoke to Vaas.  
 
    “You know you don’t have to threaten me; I’m on board with you guys. If you go down, I go down, and I don’t want that.” 
 
    Vaas ignored the man’s complaint. If he didn’t like it, tough. “Who was behind the raid and why didn’t you warn us about it,” he demanded. Vaas certainly wasn’t in the mood for this nonsense.  
 
    “I didn’t warn you because I didn’t know about it. The Army sent in a covert CID team. Technically they can do whatever they want but they’re supposed to contact us when operating in the city.” 
 
    Instead of appeasing him the information enraged him farther. “The Army? I lost good men on that raid. Shot dead in cold blood. That doesn’t sound like law enforcement. Was the Army behind what happened at the mansion?” 
 
    “No, of course not. It—”  
 
    “Shut up. If you want to stay in your cushy little position with your money, power, influence, and women, then you better start doing your job. We elected you. We can always find someone else.” Vaas slammed the cell phone down on the desk.  
 
    “Army, huh?” Manual said. “Don’t we have people in the Army who should have warned us about this?” 
 
    “How do you think we got our hands on that much C4? Of course we have people. Time to make some calls. I’ll talk to our point woman in the Army, you contact the council. Enough is enough. I want the Regulators up here.” 
 
    Manuel froze, his hand inches from his cell phone. “Uh, you sure man? That may not be the best move.” 
 
    Vaas waved his hand, dismissing the concern. “We’re up against something we haven’t seen before. This isn’t no Army cops or feds, this is more. It’s a rival gang and they are going to learn that we are the top dog here. Scour the streets; I want to know everyone and everything moving. Talk to the small gangs first. They tend to have their ears to the ground… What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Manuel nodded, turned and was on his cell phone before he was out the door.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN

Peter was a fountain of information. He didn’t know what ISO wanted with the explosives but he did have details on virtually every other operation in the city and a couple south of the border. There were two main parts to any of their operations: the drug smuggling into the US, and human trafficking out. According to Peter, and I believed him thanks to my uncanny powers, the drugs came in twice a month. They tried to pick days that weren’t obvious. This month it was the day before Thanksgiving. I guessed the thinking was everyone would be looking forward to the holiday and not paying attention.  
 
    Since they had succeeded in eluding authorities so far, I had to say they were probably right. But I wasn’t the authorities, was I? The tiny town of Jean Lafitte, population 2000, lies forty minutes south and west of New Orleans. Despite its relative proximity to the Big Easy, it’s like stepping into an old movie. White plantation style houses, narrow streets, vintage cars. Their only claim to fame is the rich guy who lived there, John Baptist, and his private airfield. Now Mr. Baptist was currently was in the middle east, checking up on the progress of his film empire.  
 
    I would be investigating Mr. Baptist in the future. But at the time I was more interested in his private airfield. Of course, it wasn’t really an airfield; just a deep man-made lake, sitting on his thirty acres of private fenced-in property, patrolled by armed guards, dogs, and hi-tech security.  
 
    ISO-1 had their tricks. According to Peter, this one was to bring the drugs in via legitimate freighters then have their people raid the freighters during the night to “steal” the drugs and deliver them via skiff to the waiting seaplane, which would take off for a day cruise and fishing. It was clever and the authorities hadn’t caught on yet—or were turning a blind eye.  
 
    I sure wished people would do more of their illegal stuff during the night. These daytime meets were killing me. I guess that’s why Joseph trained me so hard; I couldn’t always rely on my powers. If I only had them, then I would have to wait for night to strike. As it was… well, I still struck at night when I had a choice. 
 
    I drove through the sleepy town with my windows up, listening to local talk radio. There’s a gentleman who does the crime beat and I hoped to find out who those guys were yesterday at the buy. Other than Army… of course.  
 
    “Welcome to AM 670, WYMYND, New Orleans, I’m your host, Carter Paul. Today we have a special, last minute guest. She showed up at our door an hour ago, and considering some of the awards she’s won for her crime coverage in Detroit, I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    No freaking way.  
 
    “Welcome Krisan Swahili, former star reporter of the Detroit Free Press, recently gone independent.” 
 
    I was dazed. Why would Krisan follow me here? I shook my head as I turned down the secondary road that led to where I wanted to go. The reception became a little spotty and I missed some of what she said.  
 
    “Well, to be honest,” I heard her soprano and I still couldn’t believe it was her. “I wasn’t making the kind of impact in Detroit I wanted to make. I looked around at the US and decided New Orleans had much more to offer,” she said in response to a question I hadn’t heard.  
 
    “Is that because of the rampant corruption and crime here in the city?” Carter Paul asked.  
 
    “Partially, though from what I can tell. Nawlins seems like a nice city.” I groan as she made the touristy mistake of using the fake nickname the city has. No one in New Orleans called it ‘Nawlins.’  
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m investigating a nationwide crime syndicate—” 
 
    I slammed on the breaks, skidding in the dirt before turning up the volume. Don’t say it, don’t say it, please don’t say it! 
 
    “Wow, nationwide? Have I heard of them?” 
 
    Don’t say it. I screamed in my head.  
 
    “They’re called ISO-1. I followed them here from Detroit but I have accounts of their operations in New York, Arizona, Texas, California—pretty much any place with a port of entry. They tried to set up shop in Detroit but a mysterious vigilante known as the Wraith shut them down.” 
 
    I slammed my hand into the horn, letting it honk for a good long twenty seconds as I seethed in frustration and, yeah, a little anger. “Krisan, how could you?” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and looked up the number of the station, dialing it immediately. As soon as the operator picked up, I spoke. “I need to speak to Krisan Swahili, on air, immediately. It’s an emergency.” I needed to get her to shut up before she painted an even bigger target on her back.  
 
    “I’m sorry, you can’t just call in and…” 
 
    I switched to my Wraith voice, letting the reverberation really echo. “Tell her, it’s the Wraith from Detroit.” 
 
    The operator went silent for a moment then asked me to hold. I turned down my radio to keep the feedback to a minimum.  
 
    “You’re on the air with—” 
 
    “Tell me, Ms. Swahili, aren’t you worried that your blabbing the news of your investigation on the frigging radio might, MIGHT, jeopardize your life and the lives of other people who maybe don’t want your supposed criminal organization knowing about their existence?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment and I hoped to God she got the message. Maybe if I got her off the air fast enough, they would miss it.  
 
    “Well, I hadn’t, but I felt the need to get the story out there about this evil organization was important. Blow the lid on everything they’ve done, all the people they’ve killed… The people fought back in Detroit and look at it, we’re better off after they left.” 
 
    I had checked; crime was way down but that wouldn’t last. Without repeated applications of killing the bad people, more would move in. This, though. It’s just like her. She doesn’t think about anyone else, just her own ideals… not that I was much different, but I tried really hard not to put anyone else in danger through my actions.  
 
    “That’s very noble of you. I hope it doesn’t get you killed. You can’t always have a guardian angel.” I pressed the end button hard, wishing I could slam the phone down on the dash or something.  
 
    I sat there for ten minutes calming down. I was so mad at her I wanted to scream, and did, twice. After that passed, I did some deep breathing exercises and refocused my mind. What’s done is done. She can’t undo it, and neither can I. But I was still going to have to find her and put a talking to her.  
 
    After a few more minutes I started the car and moved out, resisting the urge to gun the engine. These big cars were great in a straight line, but if I lost control there wouldn’t be any saving it. I’d watched enough fail videos of people losing traction and driving their car right into to a wall; I knew better.  
 
    The only hills in the area were artificial, made by Baptist when he bought the land. I supposed it was a way of keeping his activities private. Backroads went by his land at several places but all of those had heavier security: cameras, guards, dogs. No. I was going to have to park far away and hoof it in if I wanted to infiltrate unnoticed.  
 
    I drove for another half hour, keeping track of the time. I had three more until the plane was scheduled to arrive, putting it at late afternoon. Two miles away I found the perfect place to hide the car—a small copse of trees next to a little spring with a few picnic tables and a once green, run down gazebo. Perfect.  
 
    I parked, popped the trunk and loaded out. There was enough open land here that I could pass unnoticed if I needed to. I pulled off my leather jacket and strapped on a new bulletproof vest then a tactical vest over that. In each of the pouches I loaded four magazines for the MOLOT Vepr 12 tactical, magazine fed, semi-automatic shotgun I had secured. Over the vest I shrugged on an olive drab Army surplus jacket. With the shotgun slung on my back and the generic black baseball cap on my head I would look like a hunter… from a distance. On my thighs I strapped on an HK P30L with a weight compensator instead of a silencer (I didn’t think there was any going quiet about this one). Four extra 15-round mags for that as well. I stuffed two frag grenades in my side pockets and a the oh-so-handy thermite grenade on the inside pocket. Two ka-bar tactical knives and my sword and I was set.  
 
    I closed the trunk, beeped the car shut and stashed the keys under a rock twenty feet away then jogged off. Flat out I could almost do a four-minute mile; loaded down with gear and running cautiously I covered the whole distance in twenty minutes. By the time I arrived at a point more than three miles from the road I was sweaty and breathing hard in the afternoon heat, but that was okay. Soon I wouldn’t feel any of it.  
 
    I used a tree to climb up and over the fence, careful not to touch any of the metal; there were several kinds of security wire that could detect a person’s touch. The fence stretched up almost fifteen feet. They’d trimmed the limbs on the tree so that none of them reached over the fence. I just had to go higher than I normally would have to clear it. I leaped, arcing over the fence and letting my shotgun fall one way as I hit the ground with a grunt, rolled, and came up to a knee, pistol out and clearing the area.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. Sometimes my paranoia got the better of me. I slid the pistol home, retrieved the shotgun and took off. As I ran, I unfolded the scarf and wrapped it around my neck so I could easily pull it up if engaged. I really don’t want them putting a name to my face; I’d be a whole lot less scary if they knew who I was.  
 
    The trip from the fence to the landing area, aka the lake, wasn’t as fast. While I was pretty sure they didn’t have a lot of cameras on this part of the property, I wasn’t positive. I moved carefully, avoiding obvious sight lines and problematic areas where I couldn’t tell if there were cameras or not.  
 
    When I reached the edge of the lake I hunkered down behind a fallen log, scanning the far side for movement. The house in the distance was huge: seven stories, parapets, towers, it looked like something out of Downton Abbey—minus the armed security patrolling the balconies. Where do they find all these people, Bad-Guys-R-Us? 
 
    I kicked in my enhanced vision, bringing the far side into crystal clarity. It was almost as if I was there. I had to move my head slowly as even a small movement would blur my vision, like looking through a telescope. An aluminum dock stretched thirty feet into the water; two armed men were standing on it. One had a pair of binoculars and looked like he was searching the far side of the lake. He wasn’t looking at me, but he would soon. Which was unfortunate considering the complete lack of concealment along the lake. Besides the debris washed up on the shore that I hid behind, there wasn’t a whole lot. Some tall grass fifteen feet back, and a few scattered trees. The only thing that hid my approach was the built-up bank of the lake.  
 
    If I tried to circle the lake on the shore I’d be spotted in seconds. Same for swimming it; the water was calm enough that a fish splashing caused a noticeable ripple.  
 
    A loud rumbling reached my ears. I snapped out of my vision enhancement and waited, listening for a second… yeah, that was the seaplane. Flying a few hundred feet off the deck it cruised by right overhead. The main body looked like a boat, two wings protruded out with pontoons coming down. Each wing had a prop engine that roared in the air.  
 
    Well, whatever I was going to do, I needed to do it now.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    
I couldn’t run or swim, and without a dark shadow teleporting was out. That left me with falling back and waiting.  
 
    No. Not going to do that. However…  
 
    I watched as the plane circled again, probably making sure the water was safe. I imagined that hitting debris while landing could be devastating. Perhaps enough to delay their departure and focus everyone’s attention elsewhere while a certain Wraith made her way to the dock, using the seaplane as cover while she moved through the water.  
 
    I liked that plan. It was just hot enough that a little dip in the water was called for.  
 
    I had two different rounds for my semi-auto shotgun: traditional buckshot and jacketed hyper velocity sabot rounds. I only had the one mag of the sabot because it wasn’t as useful; great for taking out the guy behind the guy, but not as effective  a man-stopper as the buckshot. Even if they were wearing a vest it would still knock them down long enough for me to finish them off.  
 
    The plane circled one more time before coming down to land. In my experience, planes were loudest when they took off and when they landed; I just had to wait. I loaded in the sabot rounds, racked one in, and rested the barrel against the side of the log to minimize visibility.  
 
    The plane turned, heading for the water coming in from the right and passing perpendicular to my location. It wasn’t the best angle, but I could make it work. The plane was going maybe a hundred miles an hour as it came in. Regardless of the target’s speed, it didn’t really change how far I needed to lead it. I was only going to have one shot at this… literally and figuratively.  
 
    I looked down the sights, controlling my breathing to a nice steady, predictable rhythm. The engines roared as the plane goosed the power and I held my breath at the same instant. When the target passed in front of my sights I adjusted and squeezed the trigger, letting my breath out in a silent count of five. On three the shotgun banged.  
 
    The plane bucked and the engine spewed fire and oil as it hit the water in the same instant. The pilot did a fantastic job of keeping control and brought it to a slow crawl toward the docks. The left side engine shuddered to a stop and the other one took over, limping the plane to a halt. 
 
    I crouched low as I moved down the bank into the water, slow enough that I didn’t draw anyone’s eye, but fast enough that they would have to be extremely lucky to see me.  
 
    Swimming slowly over long distances can be tricky, but I trained for this. Rolling on to my back I let my natural buoyancy carry me while I fluttered my arms under the water to keep me moving in the right direction. The danger zone was the first few minutes it took for me to angle the seaplane between me and the mass of armed guards. After that, it was worrying about the noise. Lucky for me, I’m pretty quiet.  
 
    As I approached, I could hear a mass of voices all talking at once. From what I could make out, the pilots spoke only Spanish. The two others—a man with a creepy voice and one with a accent that sounded German, but wasn’t—argued with the pilots.  
 
    “Listen, I’m telling you that is a gunshot hole, comprendo?” the not-quite German fellow said. I didn’t catch what the response was but it I could tell they were arguing. Good. I slipped under the water and made my way by touch underneath the plane until I was under the docks.  
 
    Unlike a wooden dock, aluminum doesn’t have random holes to look through; it is also very predictable. I noticed that with the plane tethered to it, the slats tended to pull then contract. If I was careful, I could look through and see what I was up against.  
 
    I almost wished I hadn’t.  
 
    From my reading I learned all about how so-called supervillains are rated. There is no killing potential difference between an F1, the lowest form of super, and F2. Those ratings are for people who have benign powers. See through walls, walk on water, that sort of thing. The powers themselves didn’t increase their potential for mass slaughter. Once you got into the F3 range though, there was a definite uptick of killing power. A man who could lift two thousand pounds could run through a mall punching holes in people and killing dozens before he could be stopped.  
 
    That same man with super-speed could kill hundreds. Add invulnerability and that number shoots into the thousands. One of the things that makes ISO-1 unusual is their use of super-powered enforcers. Most people who have powers and commit crimes earn themselves a  ticket to the North Dakota UltraMax Prison. Anything violent and they only checked in, never out. On top of all the other criminals we have to jail, the government couldn’t afford to make minimum and maximum security prisons for individuals with powers—or at least that is what Dad always said.  
 
    It always seemed harsh to me… not anymore. Of course, the irony here was that if I were ever caught I would end up in the same place. At least I wouldn’t get bored.  
 
    I had never heard of the three people standing on the dock, but the fact that they had superpowers wasn’t in question. From what I could see, one of them had black feathery wings to go along with his obsidian black skin. He’d make an African look pale in comparison. The other man wore ripped a leather jacket and chains and hadn’t shaved in the last decade. The last was a petite girl with pale blonde hair and pale blue eyes. She wore a tasteful but skimpy outfit, almost like a Catholic School Girl’s uniform but with more knives.  
 
    Then it hit me why the accent sounded German… it was Russian. It took one of them saying do svidaniya, for me to get it. Okay, so these bad boys and girl were superpowered enforcers, probably brought in to deal with me. Damn if ISO doesn’t respond quickly. I’ve only seriously screwed up their operations in the last few days and they already brought in a response team.  
 
    I moved closer to shore, where I could put my feet on the muddy ground under the water. Once there I slipped the shotgun off my back, careful to hold the sling so it wouldn’t make any noise. I didn’t want to take a chance with these people. They looked dangerous and there was no point in risking a confrontation with unknowns.  
 
    I moved the butt up to my shoulder, brought the sights up and leveled the barrel to where I thought they were. I still had the high-velocity sabot rounds loaded, which was excellent, since I needed to take out all three at the same time.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I slowly let it out as I squeezed the trigger— 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    The shotgun roared in my hands, kicking me in the shoulder as it sent the twelve-gauge sabot round out the barrel with 3,800 foot-pounds of energy. The aluminum might as well not have existed for all the protection it offered. The winged man took the round in the chest, blasting through him like paper and into the girl behind him.  
 
    Evidently the dude in leather was the one who spoke, because he was already diving off the dock as I fired. Wing-man and the girl went down without a cry; they didn’t have time to feel the pain before they died.  
 
    Then it hit me. Like a tidal wave, greater than ever before. A rush like no other. My very being was alive with power. Leather and chains hit the water and came up instantly with a pair of machine pistols firing in my directions. With the sun high in the sky and no real shadows to speak of, I was stuck moving in the regular way. Several rounds impacted my back, hitting me like baseballs as they slammed into my vest. I let the force carry me forward and I used it to dive in the water and put some distance between me and him.  
 
    When I surfaced on the other side of the seaplane I headed for the beach, slogging out of the water as fast as I could, shedding weight by the second as my clothes and boots dumped water in a pool around me. I had the shotgun up to my shoulder and was already zeroing in on a target; it wasn’t Leatherman but one of the private security forces. I pulled the trigger and he went down like a sack of potatoes underneath a splash of crimson paint.  
 
    My senses were alive with powers despite the daylight and I heard the ligament of a finger pulling on a trigger. I dove forward as a hail of bullets sprayed the air above me. Without looking, I rolled to my side and over my shoulders, spun around and fired. Somehow, don’t ask me how, Leather had acquired some kind of defensive riot shield; it was all metal with a peephole in it. The sabot round was powerful but it wasn’t armor piercing; it deflected off the shield, shedding the energy on the barrier and knocking him back a foot. I decided to play with that.  
 
    I fired again, moving steadily forward with each shot. The rounds banged against him like a hammer as he tried to return fire without falling down. He ditched the machine pistol, then another gun, a large silver revolver with only five cylinders appeared in his hand. Well, dang it all if that isn’t a useful power.  
 
    The gun bucked, sending a .500 Smith and Wesson round tearing through my vest without stopping. Normally such a wound would end it for me but I was jazzed on the power of having killed those two supers and the normal—it was like I was supercharged. I didn’t recall it happening so intensely after I killed the super-powered Russian in Detroit, but at the time I was so far in the exhaustion hole it might have just been what kept me awake for twenty-four hours while I traveled.  
 
    I spun as the round hit me, extending the shotgun out and firing it with one hand. The last round went right through his shield viewport, shattering the bullet resistant glass and punching a hole the size of my fist through his head.  
 
    The ground came up fast, despite the power flooding through me; I had taken a massive wound and I needed a second to recover.  
 
    If the rest of the thugs in the place would give it to me.   
 
    Bullets rained down around me as time caught up. I army crawled over to the shield, flipping it over and using it to stop the slugs. They were firing a variety of small arms, from 9mm to .556. If my shotgun couldn’t hole this shield, nothing they had would. But it wouldn’t take them long to flank me, so I had to move. I rolled to my feet, lifted the shield up and slammed the base into the ground, setting it solid. I spun around for a second, putting a round through the pilot who was trying to hide behind the seaplane’s door. It protected him about as much as the aluminum dock did. 
 
    I swung back around and using the top as a swivel, placed the shotgun barrel on it and started firing. In seconds the slide locked back as I expended the last round on the guy way up on the balcony. It was then or never. I charged up the slight hill to the mansion— a hundred yards and I crossed it like it was one-hundred feet! Bullets punched into the ground behind me as they tried to keep up with my sprint. I dropped the mag, caught the ten-round box and slid it into my pocket, then grabbed a fresh mag of buckshot and slammed that home. The slide crashed forward, jamming a round into the chamber. I was ready.  
 
    The doors that led to the dock were large, wooden, and ornate. I hit them like a mule. The wood shattered, flinging both doors open and slamming them into the walls. I already had the shotgun barking as I moved in. Ten men, all with snub-nosed submachine guns opened fire on me. I should have dodged, but I was too fired up with energy. It felt an awful lot like a runner’s high, but a hundred times better. The bullets that did hit me were like bee stings; painful, but nothing more than an annoyance. From left to right I fired, one, two, three, four, five times.  
 
    A lucky round caught the shotgun action and blasted it out of my hands. Okay, I was doing this old school then—well, old school for me. I leaped sideways, whipping out my HK P30L and firing from the hip as I moved. The first two rounds took number six and seven, then the slide locked back on eight as I missed the first couple of times and had to stop to adjust.  
 
    By that time nine and ten were out of ammo. Mags dropped to the ground as they scrambled to reload.  
 
    “Really?” I asked in my Wraith voice. I slid the pistol home and took out a knife. This was the kind of stupid that needed a lesson.  
 
    I would have said “one they would never forget,” but they weren’t going to live to remember it.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    The last man fell to the ground, his throat cut from ear to ear. Now I just needed to find out if there were any more. Before moving on I wiped the blade off on his jacket and slid it back home in its sheath. My own jacket was a shredded mess and since I was going to burn this whole place to the ground, I shrugged it off and tossed it on the floor.  
 
    I recovered my shotgun and checked it over; a bullet had lodged in the action and the weapon was ruined. Great. Like Joseph always said, luck isn’t a plan.  
 
    This is why I brought backup guns. The shotgun was for big threats like those supers outside anyway; I didn’t need it for dealing with the low-lifes.  
 
    I waited another minute for my wounds to fully heal. It was an incredibly odd experience… watching bullets fall out of your body then seeing the holes close by themselves.  
 
    The power ebbed, leaving me a tad dizzy as I started clearing the rest of the place. It never worked as well during the day as it did at night, but even still, I had just killed a lot of people and though the high was over I could feel the strength in my body.  
 
    Two more popped up as I moved upstairs; they had small UZI-type machine pistols firing off rounds in vast quantities. I fired back exactly two, catching them both between the eyes. They fell dead on the spot as I reached the top of the stairs.  
 
    I closed my eyes for a second, calming my beating heart and listening for any more threats. I heard two things at that moment: somewhere on this floor in front of me were at least ten crying, hysterical women who were not prepared for this—they were the cargo ISO was moving out of the country. The other was a low rumble, like a subsonic noise as something big and fast disturbed the air.  
 
    “Oh crud,” I said out loud. Every kid who grew up in New Orleans knew the sound of Mach, the leader of the Saints. Even with his massive speed he’d gotten here awful fast. The call must have gone out the second I started shooting.  
 
    The last time I heard that sound close-up was the day Charles died. Not that the Saints killed him—Charles adored the Saints. He even swore he would be one someday. No, Charles died because he was a twelve-year-old kid running toward the sound of fighting when he should have been running away. But he wanted to catch a glimpse of Mach, or one of the others.  
 
    Fantastic. Now I have to deal with the guy who couldn’t save my brother. 
 
    The rumbling grew in my ears but before it washed out everything else I determined there were no more guards in the house. On the property for sure, but not in the house. No one who saw me was still alive.  
 
    Now I just had to get out of here before Mach— 
 
    The skylight above me exploded; I threw up one hand to shield my eyes and drew the pistol with my other. Mach landed in front of me in all his muscular glory, wearing his trademark white suit with red and blue trim reminiscent of his time as a USAF pilot. His hair had a lot of gray in it these days and he had a scruffy five o’clock shadow that was more gray than brown—like his head.  
 
    He glanced down at the two bodies, then at me and my gun. “That won’t do you any good. Toss it over the railing,” he pointed as he spoke, “and lie face down on the carpet.”  
 
    I wasn’t ever stupid. Not as a model, not when on the run, and not in training to be the Wraith. I had hoped not to confront the Saints while I was here but it seemed someone anticipated this little move of mine and called them in. I guess they figured taking me out was worth losing shipment of drugs and girls. Good thing I’m smarter than them.  
 
    “I don’t suppose I could convince you I am the good guy here?” I asked as I tossed the gun. It landed next to the discarded shotgun by what I hoped looked like a coincidence.  
 
    “We can wait for the proper authorities to sort that out. I’m here because you have… do I know you?” 
 
    Crap.  
 
    I was sure my eyes were still glowing, and with my scarf over my face and nose he shouldn’t be able to see who I am… but he was also really sharp. He was a WW3 combat ace back in the sixties, after all, even if he didn’t look much older than sixty himself.  
 
    I carefully turned my body so my left side was away from him, then reached into my jacket and pulled the thermite grenade. Mach was an F5; I wasn’t sure if the thermite would even hurt him. But then again, it wasn’t for him.  
 
    “I don’t know anyone in this city, not anymore,” I said with my Wraith voice. He raised an eyebrow at that. I glanced past his shoulder and shouted, “Now!” 
 
    He looked around only for a second—he was good—but it was long enough. I leaped off the balcony and landed next to my weapons, popping the thermite and dropping it in between the two guns before I ran for the broken door. The air rumbled around me as he kicked in his powers, swooping after me. Just as he reached the ground level the thermite exploded in his face.  
 
    Smoke, fire, and heat erupted around the spot. The carpet instantly caught on fire. Mach turned up, sliding across the ceiling as he crashed past me into the backyard, rolling in the dirt several times.  
 
    He recovered faster than I expected; a hand whipped out and wrapped around my ankle like a vise grip. He jerked me back so hard I thought my leg had popped out of its socket.  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere. Your little smoke show can’t hurt me,” he said. Now he sounded a little perturbed. What did it take to get this guy angry? 
 
    “I didn’t think it could hurt you,” I said.  
 
    “Then why did you do it?” 
 
    “Because the owner of this mansion is a drug lord and human trafficker. He doesn’t deserve it,” I said in my creepy Wraith voice. “Also, there are ten innocent women locked in the conference room on the second floor. They were scheduled to ship out to the middle east this morning.”  
 
    A gout of flame leaped out of the first-floor window as the fire spread from room to room with incredible speed. In moments the entire place would be up in flames.  
 
    “You’re bluffing.” 
 
    “It’s me or them, and we all know how you feel about letting bystanders die,” I shouldn’t have said that last part—it was mean. But it did the trick. He took off like a tornado. I was up and running before he was ten feet away. The late afternoon sun was casting long shadows on the house and trees. All I needed was to reach one and I would be gone. Hopefully, the rest of the Saints were far behind and I could avoid tangling with the whole team.  
 
    I hit the dock, running hard when the rumble hit me. He was coming. That was okay. I climbed up the seaplane, spun and fell backward on the East side of the vehicle. He was ten feet from me when I shadow stepped. I re-appeared on the far bank, falling backward out of the shadow of a large pine, one of the few trees on the bank. I hit the ground, rolled, got my feet under me, and ran until I found the next shadow.  
 
    Ten minutes later I was driving back along the dirt road, heading west away from the mansion. Nothing I wore made it with me; I made a complete change of clothes, not to mention ditching my red scarf. It would take me a couple of hours to drive the long way back to New Orleans but it would also put me as far away from Mach and the memories as possible. In the moment I had suppressed them, but seeing his face, hearing his voice, had brought it all back like it was yesterday.  
 
    Then I heard it—a low rumble coming toward me. I slammed on the brakes just in time as Mach hit the road in front of me. It was dark enough now that I could escape easily, but I wasn’t using my powers at the moment. No glowing eyes, no crazy voice, and no disguise. Of course, I also didn’t have anything illegal on me. 
 
    “Step out of the car,” he said, hovering a foot off the ground.  
 
    I opened the door and pulled myself up, standing with one foot on the dirt and one in the car. “Can I help you?” I asked with a calm I certainly didn’t feel.  
 
    His eyes narrowed at me. “You’re under arrest for multiple homicides. Put your hands up.”  
 
    I looked around, acting as if he were talking to someone else. I didn’t put my hands up, instead, I grinned. “Prove it.” 
 
    That annoyed him. He opened his mouth, then shut it. “You were there, I fought you. Then you vanished, I know it was you. There is no point in denying it…” 
 
    “I think there’s a great point in denying it. Again, prove it.” 
 
    His eyes went wide for a moment and recognition dawned on him.  
 
    Crap.  
 
    “Your Charles Dumas’ twin sister,” he said in a whisper.  
 
    It wasn’t his fault, I know that, but the way he said Charles name pissed me off. I stepped out and slammed the door shut. “And what if I am?” 
 
    All kinds of things clicked together for him at that moment. Despite not having any evidence that I was the one who killed all those people at the mansion, he could make my life hell. All he had to do was haul me into the police. Even if they couldn’t prove it was me, and they probably couldn’t, my secret would be out there.  
 
    “I’m sorry about your family, Ms. Dumas. It was a tragic—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare say accident,” I practically yelled at him. Breath flooded through me and my powers itched to kick in. Somewhere in the back of my mind, they willed me to kill him to protect my secret. It was a fleeting thought and I was shocked that I had it.  
 
    He shook his head. “I suspected it wasn’t… and after you woke up and disappeared I pretty much figured it was ISO-1.” 
 
    I don’t know what was more shocking, that he wasn’t arguing with me, or that he knew about ISO-1.  
 
    “You knew? Or suspected at least, and you didn’t do anything?” 
 
    He looked away; a man that honorable doesn’t where shame well. “I’ll look the other way… this time. I understand the need for revenge is powerful, but it’s also consuming. Don’t let it consume you.” He jetted up into the air, the rumbling shockwave of his passage rolled down the valley in his wake.  
 
    “It’s not revenge,” I said. “It’s justice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN
  
 
    Bill followed his CO, Major Quinton, out of the New Orleans Mayor’s office. No one in that room left happy. “You’ve really caused a stir here, Bill, I hope you know that,” the Major said without looking at him. They reached the elevator and pressed the button. The doors opened a moment later and they rode the box down in silence.  
 
    “In my experience, Sir, when an OP receives this kind of resistance, it’s time to push harder, not back off.” 
 
    They exited the elevator on the first floor. Bill’s squad, all in plain clothes, fell in behind them as they walked for the exit. Quinton was a stand-up officer in Bill’s opinion. He’d served under him several years now and he respected the man—something very few officers ever deserved.  
 
    The limo with the Army plates waited at the foot of the steps leading up to city hall. “Mine too,” he said finally. “Give ‘em hell.” He opened the door to the limo, took his seat, and was about to close the door when he paused. “Bill, watch your six,” he said.  
 
    “Affirmative, Sir.” Bill snapped to attention and shot the officer a textbook salute that would have made a drill sergeant envious.  
 
    After the limo departed his squad closed ranks around him. “What’s the word, sir?” Rico asked.  
 
    “The word, gentlemen, is ‘’give ‘em hell.’ And that’s exactly what we are going to do.” Before he could give the rest of his orders he noticed the short brunette in the plain clothes and sneakers. Krisan wore a pair of sunglasses that still had the tag attached to them. She wasn’t trying to hide, but she also wasn’t seeking him out. Was she there to see him or someone else? “Rico, get the van ready. I don’t know where we're going next, but with the CO’s blessing, it could be anywhere. And Sandy?” 
 
    “Yes Sergeant?” Sandy replied.  
 
    “I know your sister is getting married, and I’ll do everything to get you there, but if we’re dealing with supers, we’re going to need you.” 
 
    “Charlie Mike, Master Sarge.”  
 
    “Good man. Go be about it, gentlemen. I see someone I need to talk to.”  
 
    Felix smiled—likely because the combat veteran didn’t miss anything. “Sure you do,” he said as they split up. Bill smirked. He liked his squad; they were a well-oiled machine, each with his own specialty and mission, and they trained hard to get where they were. CID was more than happy to give him free rein with them, especially with his track record. Now that they were talking about tons of C4 as opposed to ten pounds, no mere Mayor could get the Major to order Bill to back off.  
 
    “Fancy meeting you here,” Krisan said from behind him. Bill blinked; she had just been leaning against the bus stop fifty feet away. 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think it was an accident.” After the drink and dinner they’d shared the night before, he was ready to move their relationship, such as it was, forward. But there was something elusive about the woman, something mysterious, and it made her all the more desirable.  
 
    “There are no accidents,” she said. Krisan cradled her phone in one hand while she spoke; it sent a red flag up on Bills radar.  
 
    “You’re not recording this, are you?” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, feigning pain. “You wound me, sir. Of course not. Like I told you I’m not interested in CID business— if you are CID,” she added teasing him.  
 
    “Okay, then. Are you here on personal business?” He took a step forward, closing the distance between them, forcing her to look up at him. He was significantly taller than her and only inches apart she had to crane her neck up.  
 
    She placed a hand flat on his chest in a clear “no” signal, but because of the physical contact, it wasn’t a definitive no. “Not at the moment, but that could change,” she said coyly. “I have some information for you, and I thought we could make a trade?” 
 
    “I like the sound of that. Coffee?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “You read my mind.” 
 
    He took her hand, noticing that she didn’t resist the casual touch, and made his way with her in tow to the coffee stand at the end of the block.  
 
    Once they had ordered and received their drinks, she wandered over to a bench with a view of the small park next to city hall.  
 
    “How in the name of God can you drink that much sugar and stay so thin and pretty?” he asked. He hadn’t meant to blurt it out, but she caught him by surprise when she ordered caramel, sugar, whipped cream, and more sugar in her coffee.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you eat, only how much you eat, at least for me. This is pretty much my diet—this and bagels,” she said sweetly as she licked the whipped cream off the edge of the plastic cup.  
 
    “Color me impressed. Now, what was this about a trade?” 
 
    She sucked down half her coffee before continuing. “Look at this.” She held up her phone playing a live video feed of a burning mansion somewhere southwest of the city proper.  
 
    “Expensive house. You would think they’d have fire suppression,” Bill said. 
 
    She nodded. “They probably did, but it doesn’t do much against a fire started by a thermite grenade, does it?” 
 
    He frowned, furrowing his eyebrows together he checked the feed. It was indeed live on YouTube. “That’s a live broadcast. How do you know what started it?”  
 
    She took the phone away, cradling it with her off hand. Bill wasn’t sure, but he swore he could see her fingers moving as she spoke. “The mansion belonged to one John Baptist. A very rich man who is currently in Europe. He’ll go on TV tonight and deny any knowledge of wrongdoing. That is, once the police release details on the drugs and the identities of the bodies—including three on FBI’s top twenty wanted supers list.” 
 
    Bill put his coffee down and stared at her for a good minute. “You’ve been in town all of two days. How do you know any of this?” he asked.  
 
    She smiled and gulped down the rest of her coffee, unconcerned about how hot it was. “A good reporter doesn’t give up her sources. So, now that we’ve established that I know what I’m talking about, how about that deal?” 
 
    He slowly nodded. “Okay, spill.” 
 
    “Tomorrow is Black Friday. While everyone is trampling each other to save five dollars on an overpriced toaster, five state-of-the-art skiffs with AMG electric motors will pull into Eloi Bay where another five very heavy-duty pickup trucks will offload the cargo of hundred-dollar bills and drive them to a bank in Downtown New Orleans. This entire operation will take less than two hours. It happens twice a month. Dirty money goes out, clean money comes in.” 
 
    Bill couldn’t believe his ears. “How? How in the world could you possibly know all of this?” 
 
    “Are you good at your job, Master Sergeant Farrel?” she asked sweetly.  
 
    “Yes,” he replied automatically.  
 
    “So am I. Can you explain, in twenty words or less, why you are good at your job?” 
 
    He thought about it for a long, silent minute. “Okay. Point taken. What do you want in exchange?” 
 
    “Nothing amazing. I want to go with you, and I want access to the super-secret hi-tech drones you use to record all the action.”  
 
    He opened his mouth to ask her how she knew about those, then immediately closed his lips tight. “You really should work for Army Intelligence,” he said.  
 
    She shook her head. “Regular pay and three squares aren’t for me. Besides,” she said with a wink, “someone would expect to tell me what to do. And let’s be honest; I’m not great with ‘no’ or ‘stop’.” She placed her hand on his leg. “How about you?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    
Vaas stumbled backward into his plush hotel chair; his mind registered what he was seeing, but his intellect couldn’t believe it. How had someone burned down Baptist’s mansion, killed all the men, and allowed the cops to seize the drug shipment, outing Baptist as part of ISO in the process, they also killed all three Regulators.  
 
    “I thought Azael was an F3 invulnerable type—bullets shouldn’t have hurt him,” Miguel said quietly.  
 
    Vaas nodded dumbly. More than that, Azael, Riot, and String were the top three enforcers for ISO… in the whole world. There was no hiding this. When word got back to the council… and I don’t even know who or what is doing this to us. 
 
    “Any word from the street on who’s behind this?” he asked.  
 
    Miguel shook his head. “Nothing, hombre. Which is something.” 
 
    “Explain?” 
 
    Miguel walked over to the bar and poured himself a tequila. Vaas noted that his chief lieutenant seemed supremely calm. Of course, it wasn’t his neck on the line, was it? 
 
    After he downed the shot he turned and leaned against the bar. “Normally the smaller gangs are all too eager to talk to us. Tell us all kinds of stuff in the hope that we’ll take out a rival— you know, gang politics.” 
 
    Vaas was indeed familiar with it. After all, that was how he and Peter grew up. “And?” 
 
    “They’re not saying anything to anyone. Not a word. We had to go in and bust up some south side enforcers just to find out what was going on. There’s a new player in town. No one is saying who, but it’s not the feds or a rival gang—they seem to kill without mercy.  Whoever they are, they’ve got the street gangs terrified of their own shadows.” 
 
    “At least that is something. We need to set a trap. Has Peter returned from wherever he ran off too after the C4 buy went south?” 
 
    Miguel shook his head. “No. I checked his usual safe houses, women, and a few bars—nothing. He’s probably lying low until he thinks it safe to return. He’ll turn up in a bar or brothel here in the next week.” 
 
    It did sound like the man. Sometimes Vaas wondered if he’d made the right decision for his little brother. Maybe he could have sent him off to school or the military; anything to keep him out of this life. The thought of his little brother in the army made him chuckle. Peter was such a screw up he wouldn’t have lasted five minutes in the army.  
 
    “What do you want to do about tomorrow?” Miguel asked.  
 
    “Bring everyone in, every gang that will work with us, everyone who can be here by noon. Bring them all in. One-million dollars to whoever finds or stops the person or people responsible. Two-million if they bring them to me alive. No matter what, Miguel, that shipment from Belize has got to come through. If it doesn’t…” Vaas unconsciously rubbed his throat. Losing drugs and merchandise was one thing… but losing laundered cash would get him killed.  
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    “Don’t be on it, get it done. Or we’re both of us dead men.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    
I was up early after a good night’s sleep. Concern about Mach and everything else had faded when I returned to my little apartment. A box of food, fresh clothes (including a new red scarf), and a handwritten thank you note from Jahaira had greeted me.  
 
    As a model I had hated Black Friday. All the clothing outlets were scraping together every single ad they could to maximize their profits, which meant lower than usual wages that time of year. After all, there was always a younger, prettier model who would work for “exposure” just to get her foot in the door… regardless of who it hurt.  
 
    I was one such model, once. I glanced at the mirror. It boggled my mind. Why did Joseph look so much older than he actually was, yet I look like I did at eighteen? Flawless skin, no lines, no sign of aging? Joseph had the bearing of an old man; he was fit and tough for his sixties, but he was old. Then to find out he wasn’t… what did these powers do to him?” 
 
    “Joseph was tired of the killing. It’s why he stopped. You won’t stop, right Madi?” Spice asked me from the passenger seat of the Hellcat as I drove in the pre-dawn hours toward my next destination, Eloi bay.  
 
    This time I barely jerked the wheel from the sudden intrusion. I glanced at her. She was every inch my sister, the spitting image of Sara from the last time I saw her… but she wasn’t. Sara wasn’t cruel, or bloodthirsty. I stayed silent for a moment, chewing on these thoughts.  
 
    “I don’t like being ignored, Madisun.” 
 
    “I’m not ignoring you, just formulating my thoughts. Are you my sister?” I asked point blank. I wanted to know what was going on. Was I crazy? Or was it something else.  
 
    She shrugged. “Sure.”  
 
    I shook my head. I had to focus for a second as I passed a box van on the two-lane highway. Lucky for me the Hellcat had enough power to pass a hundred such vans. After I was back in my lane I spoke. “That’s not an answer.” I wasn’t going to look at her this time. “What are you, really?” But I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    She smiled, so much like Spice it hurt. But now that I knew it wasn’t her I could sense something behind the smile—a malice Sara never had. 
 
    “Does it matter? I’m here, I’m real. I could be anything or anyone, but Sara is why you do this so Sara is who I am. As long as you remember why you do this, and who hurt you, everything will be fine.” 
 
    My spine shivered at the implied threat. “Why did Joseph age like that? If he stopped using the powers…” 
 
    “I don’t like this conversation. I liked you much better when you were willing to do anything to kill the people who hurt you. Get back there, Madisun. You’ll be much happier if you do.” 
 
    I wasn’t angry when I made the decisions I made; scared for sure, but not angry. I wanted justice for my family, and I was willing to do whatever it took to get it. I still was. “I’m not wavering if that is what you mean. Justice will come for the people who killed my family. Not blind rage, but justice.” Suddenly I sensed a satisfaction, an agreement from Sara—but there was more. I cocked my head to the side trying to pin it down.  
 
    “For now, yes,” she said. When I looked over, she was gone… again. I hated that she pulled that trick.  
 
    My next step required some extra work on my part. My stash of guns was running low; I was down to a brand-new Beretta 9mm Storm. Not my favorite caliber but it would do in a pinch. I had five mags for that, plus my knives and sword. And two pounds of C4 I took from the shipment the other day. No silencers, no shotguns, no rifles. Whatever I did after this would need to involve finding some new hardware. My plan was to blow up all the money, less my cut, of course. Maybe this time I could hang around long enough to scavenge some goodies. Or maybe just take enough money that it won’t matter.  
 
    The rain started a few minutes later and I smiled as I turned on the wipers. Rain and clouds meant darkness; I liked the dark. My prey wouldn’t. Not that they would live to fear it in the future.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nice car,” Zim commented from the front seat. Krisan looked up to see the muscle car speed by them. A smile slowly spread on her lips. She knew who that was, even if no one else did. If they knew the truth about how she got her information they’d probably throw her in jail. But after six years as a reporter in Detroit she was tired of using her abilities to maintain the status quo. Because the status wasn’t quo.  
 
    She reached up and touched Master Sergeant Farrel on the shoulder. “What do I do with this?” she asked, holding up a bulletproof vest.  
 
    “You wear it…” 
 
    She sighed. “Clearly. But how, you dork?” 
 
    He smiled. “Sorry. Used to dealing with idiot Privates—” 
 
    “Hey,” Sandy said from his position at the rear door. With Krisan along there wasn’t an extra seat. As the only guy invulnerable to physical harm, he didn’t need a seatbelt. 
 
    Present company included, of course,” Bill said with a smirk at the Private.  
 
    “Join the Army, they said, see the world, they said. Instead, it’s, ‘Sandy, stand there and get shot at. Sandy, stand there and let them hit you. Sandy, go there and jump in the volcano.’”  
 
    “Really?” Krisan asked her mind perking up at the thought.  
 
    “No, to the volcano, yes to everything else,” Bill said.  
 
    “I could, though, theoretically,” Sandy replied.  
 
    “Private, how many times do I have to explain your powers to you,” Sergeant Zim said. “You are invulnerable to physical harm. You still need to breathe, eat, piss, and bathe. Bullets and knives can’t hurt you, sure. But you can still drown, suffocate, be poisoned… the list goes on. It’s what makes you invaluable to us and useless to everyone else.” 
 
    “Right, yeah, it’s a lot to remember,” Sandy said.  
 
    “Just remember to do what you are told, Sandy,” Bill said. He’d softened his tone and the invulnerable soldier looked properly appeased.  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!”  
 
    Krisan typed away on her phone, chronicling the conversation and little bits of info she picked up. She didn’t need to record conversations; she had a photographic memory for them, she literally saw words in the air. She used it in conjunction with her other abilities to record anything of pertinence. Sure, she couldn’t write a story about the special CID unit right then. But someday?  
 
    Bill turned his attention back to her and pulled the Velcro on the vest, showing her how it went on around her torso. “The trauma plate will stop anything short of a battle rifle, so don’t go thinking you are Sandy here. You stay in the rear and watch the feed. You won’t have access to comms, just video and external audio.” 
 
    “I’d really like to be able to warn you if I see something,” she said.  
 
    He shook his head. “No way. The risk of you distracting us at a crucial moment is too great.”  
 
    “Hopedale, two minutes,” Zim said from the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Wake up Felix,” Rico said from behind the passenger seat. The medium-build man with the perpetual five o’clock shadow and the dangerous demeanor stirred instantly alert. He didn’t miss a beat, unbuckling and loading up as he moved to the back of the van. He gave Krisan a nod as he passed her.  
 
    From what she could tell, he was their sniper—the only pure combat person on the team. They were all outfitted in digicamos for swamps and jungles. Their tactical gear, backpacks, even their weapons blended in together. On the street, they would stand out like a sore thumb but she imagined that in a swamp or jungle they’d be practically invisible.  
 
    “Why are we stopping here?” she asked.  
 
    “Airboat. We don’t know the trail they’re taking to get to the spot you told us about, so we have to go the old-fashioned way. Besides, this hunk of junk,” he said hitting the side of the van, “would get stuck in two minutes flat. Don’t worry, old Zim can drive anything made by man… or otherwise,” Zim said.  
 
    Bill shot him a look. Krisan had seen that look from many a superior. It was the “shut up” look.  
 
    “You were involved in the Th’un invasion?” she asked innocently.  
 
    “Zim talks too much,” Bill answered. “He also has an overactive imagination.” 
 
    Krisan nodded. “I’ll drop it, for now. But I want to hear that story at some point.”  
 
    “Not going to happen,” Bill replied.  
 
    “Now Master Sergeant Farrel, you know how I feel about ‘no.’” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    
Absent access to camo, I opted for all black and my usual red scarf—which right then was around my neck. Thankfully, I had the foresight to order some mesh ones, silk in the swamp would be a nightmare. The one I wore at the moment was moisture wicking and easy to breathe through, almost as if it were made for me.  
 
    I parked the Hellcat in a little town called Hopedale, thirty miles northwest of where I was heading. Most people could only get into this part of the swamp via air boat or helicopter. I wasn’t most people.  
 
    I also knew the secret route the specially modified four-wheel drive trucks ISO used would be taking. I needed to hoof it but I could make it there in time, especially since the sun wasn’t up yet, I could just teleport and bingo bango. I already carried everything I was taking.  
 
    A change of clothes, a gallon of gas, and a plastic bag waited in the trunk for me to dispose of any evidence when I returned. 
 
    I wanted to make sure no one saw me, so I took off in a jog, heading for the darkest part of the swamp. Signs abounded warning of alligators and not to proceed on foot. Gators were a fact of life in Louisiana, like bears were in Alaska. However, I can see in the dark, teleport, and regenerate from gunshots; this won’t be a problem.  
 
    Once I was shielded from what little light there was I stopped and crouched down. Reaching inside me I triggered my powers; allowing me to see in the dark and pick my target for shadow step… except nothing happened. What the frell? 
 
    I tried again. Nothing. This isn’t freaking funny. 
 
    I tried again. Still nothing.  
 
    I checked my cell phone, I had two hours to travel ten miles in order to intercept the trucks on their secret road. Another hour after that the boats would arrive with all the clean money. According to Peter, anyway. So far, everything he had told me before he died panned out one-hundred percent.  
 
    None of that helped me, of course, since my powers were refusing to work. Did it have to do with the conversation I had with Spice? Are they even powers? I shook my head, trying one more time to access them.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “Okay, fine. I didn’t go through hell with Joseph just to give up the moment my powers were on the fritz.” I took off running, right past the warning signs and into the swamp. I had a map on my phone telling me exactly where to go, even if there wasn’t a clear path. On even ground, I could cover ten miles in fifty minutes. Double that for the swamp and I would still make it with a whole ten minutes to spare.  
 
    Despite the cloud cover and occasional torrential downpours, the temp hit seventy as the sun rose above the trees. I was drenched in sweat and feeling my muscles in a way I hadn’t in a while.  
 
    A quick check of the time told me I was on schedule; I just had to keep pushing myself. Having lived half my life with the threat of alligator attacks, I appreciated the signs of their passage—slightly disturbed water, sudden movement—and how to avoid the places they were likely to attack. Including soft, sandy beaches exactly like the one stretching out in front of me.  
 
    “You really going to make me do this, Spice?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Not that I expected her too. The river here was a hundred feet across. I didn’t see any gators, but that didn’t mean anything with the muddy water. The shores were lined with trees, leaves, and logs. Nothing stretched over the water; it was swim or run upstream and hope I found a better crossing.  
 
    The way the river bent and how the road ran through the swamp meant that if I had to go up or downstream I would move away from my intended target; I didn’t have the time for that. The best bet would be to swim across as fast as humanly possible and hope for luck.  
 
    Luck isn’t a plan.  
 
    “Shut up. It’s all I have right now.” I ran forward into the water up to my thighs before I dove in and swam my heart out. I hoped that being early morning meant the gators were still sleeping off the night before—they tended to be active the most after dusk. 
 
    No such luck.  
 
    I felt it before I heard it, a rush of water hitting me from behind. I rolled over on my back drawing my sword just in the nick of time as a massive gator bore down on me. I kicked at it with my feet, hitting the open maw as it tried to swallow me whole. I managed to push off it and escape the snapping jaws but it was back on me in a heartbeat. I jabbed the blade into the roof of his mouth as he attacked again. If he felt anything, he didn’t show it; he just recoiled, taking my sword with him. At least he wouldn’t be able to close his mouth for a while.  
 
    I turned and swam faster. Each second I was in the water I imagined those teeth rending me limb from limb. That is the stuff of my nightmares. I reached the opposite shore and dragged my weary limbs up the beach until I was a good twenty feet from the water. I stopped and leaned against a tree to catch my breath.  
 
    “Okay, okay, lesson learned. I won’t stop anytime soon,” I said. I shouldn’t have expected a response. Whatever was pulling my strings didn’t seem the talkative type. “Great,” I muttered. “A finicky spirit controls my powers. What next? Am I going to turn in to a werewolf?”  
 
    A few more deep breaths and I was ready to go again. This was tiring, for sure, but I had trained for this before I knew I would have powers and this didn’t change the situation. If anything, it just meant I had to plan better and outwit the bastards.  
 
    By the time I reached the road, I was wet, exhausted, and raw from the cloths rubbing up against my thighs. This really sucked but I was in too deep now; there was no turning back.  
 
    I walked along the road for a few minutes, catching my breath, looking for the right kind of tree. The rain picked up again and the mud road became more of a mud river as the it intensified. Typical New Orleans weather; if you don’t like it, wait five minutes, it will change.  
 
    The tree I was looking for would be an old one with a multitude of branches, some even going over the road. SI passed several that nearly fit the bill but I needed one with enough mass and with low enough branches that I could leap from it to the truck with little problem.  
 
    I still hadn’t found the right one when I heard the rumble of a diesel engine behind me.  
 
    They’re here. 
 
    I spotted one that would have to do. The lowest limb was fifteen feet up. It wouldn’t be a problem if my powers were working, but as it was… I had a hard fall coming. I ran over to the tree, lodging my foot in the knotty side and hoisted myself up. Hand-over-hand I climbed until I was lying horizontally on the lowest limb, my own limbs wrapped around the branch to minimize my silhouette.  
 
    The first truck rounded the corner a few seconds later. No running lights or headlights to give away its position; nothing other than the noisy diesel engine. Special air intake pipes ran up the sides of the trucks and stretched up above the cabs; if I had to guess, I would say they were outfitted for fording.  They were all massive GMC pickups, painted a flat black, with tinted windshields and hard shells over the cargo boxes. They looked almost twice as big as a normal truck. I didn’t know a lot about cars, but with tires that big these things could make short work of the swamp. The first one passed under me, then the second, and the third… I waited for the last one. It sucked because if I missed I was hosed. But I had no other choice.  
 
    As the last truck was about to pass under me, I let go. I hit the cab top with a thump, rolling back along the hard shell, grinding my ribs into the vent dome as I passed by. I scrambled for a hold and managed to dig my fingers into the same vent that I was pretty sure broke a rib. 
 
    I swore under my breath, trying not to give away my position as I rolled back on to the center line of the hard shell. Hopefully, they hadn’t seen me. They had to have heard me, but in the swamp I bet they got a lot of critters falling onto the top of the trucks from the trees. Just not one hundred and sixty-pound vigilantes. In any case, the truck didn’t pull over. 
 
    Grinding my teeth together to help me deal with the pain, I crawled forward with as much stealth as I could. I would have loved to have a sword right now, but thanks to that gator I was down to one gun and some knives. More than enough.  
 
    Now, if I were building a truck to drive through the swamp to pick up hundreds of millions in cash, I’d make sure the dang thing was armored like a tank. Which meant I couldn’t just shoot through the window; I had to get them to open the door.  
 
    Easy enough. 
 
    Wind and rain continued to pelt us as we moved on. For me, this was awesome, it reduced visibility to almost nothing and made them slow down to stay on the road. I seated myself on of the cab, bracing for balance with one hand on the hard shell and a foot against the rooftop antenna; then I started banging on it with my foot.  
 
    The truck slid to a halt so fast I almost came flying off. I had to admit, I didn’t think they would respond that quickly.  
 
    “What the hell,” I heard the driver yell as the door opened. He stuck his head out to look and I blew it off. I instantly rolled over and down, hanging from my waist and viewing the cabin upside down. The second guy had barely cleared his holster; as he brought the gun up I fired first.  
 
    He slumped over, screaming, and I fired twice more to make sure he didn’t die slowly. 
 
    As gracefully as I could, I fell off the truck into the mud. With my free hand I pulled the driver out and dumped him on the road then I climbed in, opened the passenger door, unbuckled the other one, and shoved him out with my foot.  
 
    “Fransisco, why did you stop?” 
 
    “Ah crap.” I muttered. They had GPS. Of course they did, Madi.  
 
    I hit the gas, plunging the beast of a truck forward into the mud while trying to steer and close the door at the same time. Once those were accomplished I pulled on my seatbelt and picked up the handheld radio. “Sorry,” I muttered as indistinctly as possible.  
 
    “Were on a time table here—don’t stop again.” 
 
    Once the threat of discovery had passed I took a second to do an inventory. The passenger had a nice M4 carbine in a rifle holder, along with five mags of 5.56. He had also dropped his Glock 17 when he fell. The glove box had a roll of masking tape and two packs of Camels. Who the hell smoked anymore? I stuffed the gun into my back waistband and the tape into my jacket pocket. I looked back at the cargo hold and almost slammed on the brakes right there.  
 
    I didn’t know about the rest of the cargo, but the window was obscured by shrink-wrapped hundred-dollar bills.  
 
    I smiled, cold and predatory like. “Dolla-dolla-dolla bills,” I sang to myself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    
The airboat was loud; too loud. She had to plug her ears with both hands, and no one offered her hearing protection. It forced her to leave her cell tucked away in the waterproof pocket of her twenty-dollar jacket where it would do her no good.  
 
    She took the time to study every aspect of these men. They were operators through and through. Unlike some of her colleagues, she hadn’t embedded with the military in any of the recent wars. There was always a conflict somewhere; a seemingly endless amount of man’s inhumanity to man in which the US could get involved.  
 
    The last such war was in Russia; after the Th’un invasion they had seen the worst of the aftermath. Not only had their two primary energy plants suffered total catastrophe, most of their army was destroyed when the alien probes attacked, leaving them wide open for attack. Everyone from England to China took advantage; while it wasn’t an official war, the US found themselves in the unenviable position of trying to save Russia from total disaster.  
 
    However, Krisan wasn’t as interested in foreign affairs or politics as other journalists. In the grand scheme, those meant next to nothing in the lives of actual people. Crime, on the other hand—crime impacted their daily lives. That was why she followed the stories she did. Why she was determined to follow The Wraith wherever she went. There would always be a meaningful story just behind her vengeful friend.  
 
    The roar of the fan cut out suddenly and the boat settled into the water; the forward momentum ended so fast Krisan had to grab the side rail to keep from falling off her seat.  
 
    “We’re here, boss,” Zim said as he turned the boat to hit a small muddy berm.  
 
    “Rico, drones up, five mikes,” Bill ordered.  
 
    Krisan had traveled with highly skilled men before, usually swat or other types of police; they didn’t hold a candle to Bill’s team. Wordlessly, Rico broke out the boxes with the hi-tech drones and began assembling them. The quiet one, Felix, opened up long boxes and handed out M4 rifles to the rest of the crew, who immediately pulled the slides back to check their loads.  
 
    In less than five minutes Rico had four drones silently floating in the air, relaying images back to his handheld controller and another monitor in the boat. Everyone else was loaded for bear.  
 
    “Krisan,” Bill said, turning to her with his serious face. “Don’t leave the boat, don’t make any noise. If we’re not back in four hours, call the police. Understood?” 
 
    She nodded. “Be safe,” she replied.  
 
    He smiled. “Safe is not part of the job.”  
 
    As if they had telepathic communications the five-man team moved out, trudging silently through the swamp to their destination a mile away. Once they were out of sight, she watched their progress on the monitor and whipped out her cell phone to commit all her notes to the Internet.  
 
    She looked up from her phone for a moment when she sensed movement but it was only an alligator swimming slowly along the surface, searching for prey. Please don’t let that be me this morning.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    
The trucks turned around an old gnarled tree and into a small clearing. Eloi Bay was a mess of swamp water and old trees. “Logs” moved in the water—clearly gators looking to eat. Whoever picked this place to exchange money was spot on; no one in their right mind would come here.  
 
    I followed the lead of the three trucks in front of me as they turned around and backed up to the water’s edge. I parked my truck in the same line perpendicular to the beach and last in the row. No one else exited their vehicles so I didn’t.  
 
    What happened next surprised the hell out of me. 
 
    The lead truck disgorged an occupant; a tall, fat, man with greenish hair and skin, and—I’m not joking—wearing a neon-blue tracksuit. He walked right to the edge of the swamp… and then into the water. No fear of the gators whatsoever. Has to be a super. 
 
    I was right. Once he was waist deep in the water, he raised his hands to his chest and pushed out his hands to the horizon. 
 
     The water solidified…  
 
    At first, I thought it was frozen, but no, it was just solid, like a dock. The rest of the little bay filled in with ocean water and in a few seconds it was clear of gators, debris, and as clean and clear as a Caribbean inlet.  
 
    Swamp control? That was a strange power.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine how long it took them to find someone who could do that. Then again, they probably had no problem recruiting him. It wasn’t like the superhero teams would clamor for a guy who could control swamps.  
 
    I checked my phone; ten minutes. Swamp-boy changed as he continued to work. Vines and wood circled him, growing on his body until I couldn’t see him anymore—just a giant swamp thing standing in the water. It was almost as if he were absorbing all the crap in the water onto his body.  
 
    I pulled out my Storm, loaded a fresh mag, and racked the slide. The pistol had a neat trigger system and it took me a minute to familiarize myself with it when I first picked it up. Joseph always said you were only as good as the equipment you carried; I made sure I knew how to work the action backward and forward. 
 
    I really needed to create some kind of armory. Mine was dangerously low but I had no idea how to buy black market weapons or who to buy them from—all I had were the people I took down and whatever weapons they had stashed around. After this I was pretty much out. It was certainly something I needed to look into.  
 
    Ten minutes later the dock was fully formed. It looked just like a regular dock stretching out fifty feet into the blue sea bay—except it was made of solid water. The leader of this little team walked out to the end of it, pulled out a flare gun, fired it once into the air, then waited. Swamp-boy finished his work and trundled over to the beach and sat down. He still looked like him but fifteen feet tall and half that wide, made of swamp stuff. He moved pretty slow, I hoped  I wouldn’t have to deal with him.  
 
    Over the sounds of the swamp I heard the roar of high-performance engines. It was time. I pulled the C4 from my coat pocket and went to work. I attached my homemade detonator and set the timer for twenty minutes. After I was sure it was operating I opened the cargo window, pulled out a knife and cut a hole in the plastic wrap. From there it was easy enough to dig out fifty grand in dirty money, stuff the bomb in, pile the money on top of it, and then use a few strips of masking tape to hold the whole thing together. I didn’t know if I would have the time later, so I counted out almost a hundred grand in hundreds and stuffed $50k in each cargo pocket. It made my jacket a little heavy but I was running low on funds. Besides, I didn’t think they were going to miss it.  
 
    Once the boats rounded the peak, I made my move. I had the M4 around my back, and with the three mags that came in my pockets—which were starting to fill up to the point of being cumbersome. I eased open the door, slipped out onto the ground, then shut the door as quietly as I could—which was pretty quiet. I figured the C4, especially with the explosion compressed by the cash, should be more than enough to take out my truck and the one next to it.  
 
    I made it to the berm that marked the tree line and slid to the ground, rolling over as I did and unslinging the rifle. I put the collapsible buttstock to my shoulder, charged a round and scanned the horizon.  
 
    I didn’t know what the thing pretending to be Sara really was, but I had trained for this. ISO only cares about money and power, not people; I cared about my family. I wanted to make amends with them. I wanted to be daddy’s little girl again, the way I had been before Charles died. I had waited too long, and they stole that chance from me. They stole the wonderful life Spice had ahead of her. They stole Mom’s chocolate chip cookie recipe. The way she made everything better just by giving me a hug and smiling. If money was all they loved, then I was going to take it all from them.  
 
    I did some mental math; it wasn’t my strong suit, but assuming a stack of hundreds five feet tall, twenty-two wide, and eleven long…  
 
    Oh hell. One-point-three billion? BILLION.  
 
    Times two. I grinned so wide I thought my face was going to split. They can consider this a down payment on what they owe—which is everything that have. I reached down to my neck and pulled up my scarf over my nose and waited, my eyes free to look around. I had to time my attack perfectly; I just hoped I set the timer right. I wanted to catch them in the middle of the job. Too soon and the boats would take off. Too late and I wouldn’t get all of it. And I wanted all of it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bill raised his hand in the standard Army closed fist halt signal. Instantly, the five-man squad hunkered down, each member turning a different way than the man in front of him as they scanned all sides for an ambush.  
 
    “Felix, you hear that?” 
 
    The spec-ops soldier nodded. “High-speed boats. Prop kind—but in the swamp? They wouldn’t get a hundred feet before the blades were fouled.”  
 
    Bill shrugged. Regardless, it was what they heard. “Rico, drones ahead.” He jumped up and moved out, signaling his men to follow. With a horizontal wave of his hand he signaled them to spread out. They did so instantly, each one separating by twenty feet, moving forward a step at a time with their weapons shouldered. This is what they trained for, what they lived for. No worry about civilian targets or collateral damage. Taking out targets with no fear of hitting the wrong thing was the ideal situation for troops.  
 
    Each man was more than just training and weapons; they had grenades, state-of-the-art communications gear, special armor piercing ammo only available to them, and hi-tech glasses that allowed them to check their six with a glance.  
 
    “Boss, three hundred meters. I’m going to cut left and find an overwatch position,” Felix said in his ear.  
 
    “Roger. Go.”  
 
    Bill strained to hear his sniper depart but only picked up on the growing roar of engines and the sound of swamp life. That man is a damn ghost, I’m glad he’s on our side.  
 
    They regrouped a hundred meters from the target, a small inlet called Eloi Bay. What Bill expected and what was there were two completely different things. Having spent a good part of his life in the south, he knew what was before him couldn’t exist in nature. A brilliant blue inlet with water as clear as a Caribbean cruise commercial. The rain had let up, but the sky was still covered in dark, angry clouds. And the inlet looked like it belonged on a different continent entirely.  
 
    “That’s not something you see every day,” Zim said.  
 
    “Check the moving tree,” Felix broke in on the comms. Bill took a knee next to a large gnarled tree and brought up his 1.5x ACOG scope. Sure enough, sitting on the edge of the bay with his feet in the water was some kind of swamp elemental. Great. I’m glad we loaded for bear.  
 
     “What’s the word?” Rico asked.  
 
    “We wait. I want it all—not just the dirty money, but the clean money too. Once we have them, we can figure out where our C4 is, not to mention winning about two million points with the Coast Guard for doing their job,” Bill said.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    I forced my breathing to slow down. Waiting was always nerve-wracking.  The boats appeared on the horizon and slowed down as they approached the artificial dock. Clearly, they had done this before since they didn’t hesitate to drive them right to the dock where they pulled to a stop, two on either side. There were four boats, three men on each boat, all armed with either pistols or SMGs. That was okay, I could handle eighteen armed combatants. Probably.  
 
    “This would be a lot easier with powers, Spice.” 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “When this is over, we’re going to have a come to Jesus moment, and I don’t think you’re going to like the way it goes.”  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Whatever.  
 
    I made sure my rifle was ready. I had great sight lines on the boats and the trucks. I made a mental note of who had the keys to the boats. The drivers were only armed with pistols, while the guards had some kind of AK47 variant with folding stocks. I’m sure they thought they were badass for carrying the world’s most prolific rifle. I would take range over brute force, especially since I determined the rules of this engagement.  
 
    Once the boats were docked, Swamp-boy stood up and yawned, making a great show of laziness. He made his way to the first truck. The leader of the party keyed in a security code then pulled the tailgate down and the cargo cover up. Swamp-boy reached forward; vines, twigs, and living branches grew out of his hand and wrapped around the money. With no more effort than I would use to take a beer out of the fridge, he pulled the stack of money out of the truck.  
 
    Impressive.  
 
    He walked with great ground shaking stomps, his wide feet looking more like tree trunks at this point, and put the first pallet of money down on the dock. He then turned back and unloaded the second truck, stacking the cash on top of the first pile. I smiled evilly, this was perfect.  
 
    When he put down the fourth pallet, I checked the time; three minutes on the dot. The two men in charge exchanged a few words and typed in some information on funky looking cell phones. I needed to add binoculars to my list of carrying equipment. I also made a mental note to grab one of the phones. They were larger than normal cell phones, with red cases and noticeable antenna. Sat phones maybe? 
 
    After a few minutes they shook hands. Swamp-boy moved to unload the first boat, reaching in with his prehensile vines and lifting the pallet of money out of the cargo section to set it down neatly, and separately, next to the existing cargo.  
 
    I checked the timer; twenty seconds. I took a bead on the leader of the boats, hovering my iron sights over his chest as I breathed in deeply, then let it out slowly, counting silently along with the detonator. At one second before the detonation I fired. I timed it so well that the rifle shot and the explosion happened almost simultaneously.  
 
    The pallet of cash exploded outward, engulfing the other four pallets in a wave of force. The shockwave knocked the closest men off their feet and the nearest pallets of cash blasted apart like confetti popper on Mardi Gras.  
 
    Boat-leader caught the round right where I wanted him to, in the chest. He fell backward and I followed up with a second shot, making sure he would never get up again. Since I knew the explosion was coming I didn’t flinch, just acted. I switched angle to the other leader, hovered my sights over him for a half second, and fired while he was still trying to stand up. He spun around as the bullet struck. I put a follow-up into him as well. Burning cash fell from the sky and the water filled up with hundred-dollar bills. It was a good day’s work.  
 
    Then the real gunfire started. From the beach on the right four camouflaged men with black-striped faces came out of the woods moving in a tactical crouch, sweeping their guns back and forth, firing at a near full-auto rate.  
 
    With the Army team on the scene I decided just to go for one of the phones and get out. They had it well in hand. I rolled over and was considering my best plan for exfil when I heard the noise. More boats.  
 
    I flopped over and peeked my head up; not a boat, an old WW2 style landing craft. It hit the far side of the beach, running up onto the sand a good twenty feet. The front opened and fifty guys with SMGs, shotguns, rifles, and blades came rushing out, shooting at the army team.  
 
    Then the supers arrived, and things escalated quickly.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN

This was all my fault. The only reason they had an ambush waiting was me. The Army team walked right into a trap meant for me. I punched the ground next to me in frustration. The smart play would be to run. Let them take out the Army guys and think they were behind the whole thing. Then I could attack with impunity and not risk outing myself.  
 
    That would be the smart thing… but not the right one.  
 
    I rolled onto my knees and shouldered the rifle. I had them flanked as they ran toward the Army team, who had all taken cover except for one surfer looking dude who just walked down the middle of the beach. It took me a second but then I realized bullets were ricocheting off him. That was good. I popped off an entire mag, taking out a half dozen guys as they charged forward.  
 
    Several saw me and turned their guns my way. Then the high-powered bark of a sniper rifle echoed over the small arms fire and another ISO went down with a spray of pink mist where his head used to be.  
 
    Nice.  
 
    I jumped up, running for the trucks and for cover. The beach exploded around me in a hail of gunfire, kicking up dirt and sand. I slid feet first behind a truck, falling to my side as I came to a halt, firing my rifle the entire time. The slide locked back, and I hit the release, dropping the twenty round magazine while I fished out the replacement. It took a second, but I slammed it home. The force of the reload unlocked the slide and it jammed a round into the chamber for me.  
 
    I had a second to catch my breath and scan the beach for the two super-powered enforcers who showed up with the landing craft. One was engulfed in flame, burning like a walking bonfire, tossing fireballs at the Army team. The other, a girl who couldn’t have seen more birthdays than I had, ran off the ship and leaped into the air. She turned into a ball of green gas with a weird face as she filled the air and moved sedately toward the Army team. She wasn’t fast but I had a feeling whatever gas she turned into was deadly. Fire guy first 
 
    A punk with a sawed-off shotgun whirled around the truck and pointed the 12-gauge at me with a smile like he had won first prize at the state fair. “I’m gonna be rich!” 
 
    I kicked out, connecting with the barrel and sending it flying upward as he pulled the trigger. The boom was deafening. Buckshot hit above my head so close some of it landed in my hair. I kip-upped while he stumbled backward trying to recover from the unexpected recoil. I sidestepped him as he brought the gun back down and knife handed his throat, grabbing the shotgun as I pulled my hand back. He wasn’t ready and the gun came out of his hands easily. I continued my momentum and spun, bringing my booted foot against the side of his head in a roundhouse that would have shattered wood. He flew sideways, instantly unconscious. I dropped the shotgun, brought up the M4, and fired once into his chest before moving on.  
 
    Anyone who came armed to this fight, came to kill. They didn’t deserve my sympathy. I just wished he wasn’t so damn young. I lost track of Bonfire as he moved behind one of the remaining piles of cash. Gaseous was halfway to the Army team and I had a guess they didn’t know how to deal with her. Like I do.  
 
    Something nagged at the back of my mind… like I was forgetting something. Then it hit me—a tree trunk slammed into my side. Ribs cracked and pain raced through me as I flew through the air like a tossed ball. Only my reflexes saved me as I hit the ground, rolling with the momentum to bleed off as much of the energy of the fall as I could.  
 
    I looked up groggily, grasping for the M4, but it was gone. Swamp-boy had an entire pickup truck above his head as he marched toward me. He was thirty feet away and from the way he struggled, I guessed that the truck was at the limit of his strength.  
 
    How the hell could I fight a living tree… I scrambled backward, trying to put my feet under me but nothing was working the way I wanted it to. All I could think about was how I would die here, and that my mission was done. Finished. Over. Like me. Everything I worked so hard for gone up in flames… Oh.  
 
    I pulled the Beretta Storm out, cocked it, took a heartbeat to aim, and fired. Three rounds, one right after the other, hit the gas tank under the truck, two on the bottom and one on the side to vent air. Gasoline poured down onto the living tree in heaps. He took two more steps before he noticed it.  
 
    The problem is, gasoline won’t ignite by shooting it. Maybe if I had tracer bullets burning with magnesium. I was just hoping he didn’t know that.  
 
    “Back off or I light it up,” I said over the cacophony of gunshots on the beach. He paused for a second, looking up at the truck spilling the flammable gas on him, then at me.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    The high-powered rifle barked again, and a military grade tracer slammed into the back of Swamp-boy, the gasoline pouring down on him ignited immediately and he screamed, dropping the truck on his own head and folding like a card house.  
 
    I made a mental note to thank that sniper at a later date. The truck didn’t explode but it did burst into flames. I had a feeling the super was still alive, just knocked senseless—but he wouldn’t be out for long.  
 
    The regular shooters were dug in, expecting a rival gang, not the US military. The Army guys were dishing out the hurt. The only problem for them was that Gaseous had reached their invulnerable guy and was encircling him. From the way he dug at his eyes and throat I could tell she was killing him.  
 
    He was only twenty feet from the blown-up cash that was slowly turning into a blaze, sped up by the fact that Bonfire was next to it tossing fireballs and laughing maniacally as he did his best to burn the soldiers and anyone else who got in his way… except Gaseous. He carefully avoided hitting anywhere near her, just keeping the other three pinned while the ambush crept closer, trying to flank the Army team or dig in behind cover and outwait them.  
 
    I glanced back at the burning truck, then toward the dock and how close Bonfire was to the solid water construction.  
 
    That gave me a really bright idea. I ran toward the landing craft, my feet pounding the sand as hard as I could, while I made sure there wasn’t anyone behind me. Halfway to the water I turned hard and ran right for Bonfire.  
 
    Everything Swamp-boy had done, suddenly vanished. The solid water dock splashed to the ground like a dropped fishbowl. A four-foot tall wave hit Bonfire with a sizzle as his flames were instantly extinguished by the overwhelming wave of water. I splashed through it, running as hard as I could as the water hit me. I ended up having to jump run to get through it.  
 
    As the water receded, steam rose up off of Bonfire. I could shoot him now but that would defeat the purpose. Instead I leaped at the last second, connecting with his lower back and slamming him forward—not as hard as I could have. I didn’t want to knock him down, just push him forward.  
 
    A bullet hit my arm and I grunted in pain as it bounced off my humerus. My right arm went instantly numb, causing me to drop the Beretta Storm. That was okay, though; I could do this one-handed. Gritting my teeth, I continued my assault, throwing punch after punch at the Asian man who had appeared under all that flame. He wasn’t used to hand-to-hand and I wasn’t trying to hurt him, just maneuver him.  
 
    After ten seconds of this, he smiled and held his hands out like they were torches.  
 
    “Now you burn,” he said.  
 
    “Close,” I replied. I did a forward snap kick with such speed he didn’t have time to react. My foot caught him in the chest, sending him back the final four steps just as he ignited his hands… while surrounded by gaseous vapor. I’ll take Fuel Air Bomb for the win, Alex. 
 
    Of course, I was standing ten feet away from them when she went off.  
 
    No one’s perfect.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    
Krisan tried to make out the chaotic mess that was the footage from the drones. She could tell there was gunfire, then the other ship just showed up out of nowhere and crashed into the beach and what seemed like hundreds of people jumped off and joined the fray. She chewed her lower lip in worry. Bill and his men were only here because she had told them about it. If they died here it would be her fault. Hers.  
 
    That thought didn’t sit well with her. She liked to believe everyone was a product of their own choices. Bill and his men had made theirs and she could no more be responsible for those than she could for Madi’s.  
 
    The feed was in black and white and ended when a massive white light lit up. With all the cloud cover the afternoon was on the dark side of things, but the giant fireball rising into the sky two miles distant was unmistakable. The feeds didn’t come back on after that.  
 
    She stood up and walked toward the edge of the boat, almost ready to step out and go after them… Then what? You’re a reporter not an action hero.  
 
      
 
    She resorted to doing what she always did when she worried—like she had done the entire night she waited for a husband who would never come home again—she paced. The boat wasn’t large enough for her to pace far, but she managed.  
 
    After fifteen minutes she’d worked up the courage to go after them, damn the consequences. Just as she stepped off the boat, five, no, six silent figures stepped out of the underbrush. Only five were walking.  
 
    Their resident super, Sandy, was half-naked and covered in suit, but he also carried a woman in his arms, the remains of a red scarf hung around her neck. Most of the front of her body was burned beyond recognition.  
 
    “Oh Madi, what did you do?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I trust we understand each other now?” Sara asked from beside me. Everything hurt so much I wanted to cry, but I had no eyelids to do so. Instead I just moaned. Krisan was with me, dabbing my face with a wet cloth, her own tears rolling down her face.  
 
    “No,” I said to Spice. She sat on the side of the boat letting one hand trail through the water, completely ignoring Krisan.  
 
    “I’m the only reason you’re still alive. I’m keeping your heart beating and the blood flowing through your veins. I can keep you in this state forever if I want,” she said, her hand snapping out of the water and pointing at me. The darkness on her face wasn’t my Spice—not even close.  
 
    Then it clicked. I wasn’t crazy. Joseph had left me a message and he had tried to warn me, to tell me on a hundred little occasions. He wasn’t the Wraith, this thing was, whatever it was. It was where the powers came from, and it needed something. But what?  
 
    Death? No… killing. The act of killing powers it.  
 
    Why does it need me, then?  
 
    Madi you do it because you have a long, long list of people who need killing. Joseph stopped, and so instead of feeding on his killing the Wraith fed on him.  
 
    “Listen, Spice,” I said through cracked lips. I badly needed a drink.  
 
    “Spice? Madi, it’s me, Krisan, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I’m not talking to you. One sec. Listen, Spice, I’ll make you a deal—” 
 
    “No. No deals. Joseph said the same thing but he grew tired of all the death. He lacked commitment,” she said.  
 
    If she could control me then she would, but she can’t. She’s a passenger.  
 
    “I have a lot of people that need killing. I can either do it my way, or I can strap on fifty pounds of C4, find the largest group of ISO around, and blow us all to hell. How’s that for commitment?” I asked.  
 
    “Madisun, you’re talking nonsense. Try to be quiet. We’re almost back in town and we can get you to a hospital,” Krisan said.  
 
    Spice’s eyes went wide and she examined me… really looked into my soul. “You would, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “It’s my way or the graveyard—your choice,” I said. But she was already gone.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I opened my eyes again I was curled up in the arms of the blond soldier who I had saved. He held me tight like a protective coat as he lay me down in the van. Strength returned to me along with awareness. Burned skin shed, bones mended, and I felt a rush as all the death and destruction I had wrought flooded through me. In the time it took me to sit-up, I was fully healed. Embarrassingly not as dressed as before the explosion, but my army jacket survived enough to cover me.  
 
    “Thank you… I have to go,” I said, even as the knowledge that these people knew who I was and that I should deal with them flooded through me. There was no going back as long as they lived. Stop it. I don’t know what influence you have over me, but we kill who I say we kill, and no one else. 
 
    “No,” he said with a shake of his head. “You saved me—saved all of us today. We owe you our thanks,” he said.  
 
    I shrugged. “You’re not one of the bad guys.” 
 
    “Madi?” Krisan said from behind as she climbed into the truck. I turned to her and glared. Of course she was here. I really did like the reporter, and I was grateful for her help in Detroit, but here…  
 
    Sliding past the invulnerable soldier, I dropped out of the van and looked around for my car. We were parked in the same town and I really needed to go before they asked too many questions.  
 
    A tall, square-jawed soldier of about forty came around the side of the van right behind Krisan. 
 
    “Madi, wait, these men are friends. They can help you,” Krisan said.  
 
    Now that I was out of the vehicle I could see all five men, including the sniper who had saved my life. I nodded to him. “Good shot,” I said.  
 
    “Clever idea,” he replied.  
 
    “Madi? I’m Master Sergeant Bill Farrel, US ARMY Criminal Investigations, Special Operations. I think we’re after the same thing,” Bill said. 
 
    “Oh, we are?” I asked raising an eyebrow. “They murdered your family and killed your little sister right in front of you while stabbing you through the heart?”  I asked. I wanted to stay calm, but my emotions were getting the better of me. I didn’t want help, didn’t need help, and I certainly didn’t want Federal Agents who were susceptible to ISO-1’s corruption knowing anything about me.  
 
    Master Sergeant Farrel shook his head. “No ma’am, and for what it’s worth, I’m awful sorry about that,” he said with a whisper. The rest of his team took their hats off and bowed their heads in a show of respect. I had to admit, that wasn’t quite what I expected. A lifetime of movies and TV shows had led me very astray about military men. Maybe I could… 
 
    That poor agent in New York wanted to do the right thing too, and they shot him through the heart for it.  
 
    “I appreciate that Sergeant, and thank you,” I said to the young man with the blond hair.  
 
    “Sandy,” he said touching his chest. 
 
    “Rico,” the dark-haired Hispanic man said.  
 
    “Zim,” the other nodded. He was taller than the rest, incredibly fit, with an angular face.  
 
    “Felix,” the sniper added. He didn’t move a muscle more than he needed too. The Wraith practically drooled in my mind. Now that I knew what she was, sort of, I could feel her more—distinguish her thoughts and desires from mine. Felix was a killer, like me. I could tell and so could she.  
 
    “Listen, it’s not that I don’t appreciate you saving my life, but you have no idea what you’re up against. There isn’t anyone they can’t corrupt; no government official they can’t blackmail, no law enforcement agency they can’t infiltrate. My only weapon is that they have no idea who I am, or even what I am. As long they’re afraid of me I can bring them down. The second they know who I am… that all ends.” 
 
    “You’re the Wraith,” Rico said. Was that awe in his voice?” 
 
    I nodded tightly. “Not the first one, but yes.” 
 
    He looked to the other men in the unit, meeting their eyes for a second. “She’s the real deal Bill,” he finally said.  
 
    “You think I need you to tell me that? I watched her operate, Rico…” he turned to me and smiled. “You would have made a helluva soldier, ma’am. If we can support you in any way, or if you find our missing C4, please let us know. I assume you can contact Ms. Swahili if you need to?” he asked.  
 
    A glance at her told me I could.  
 
    “Great. She can get a hold of me. Listen, all I care about, and all I’m authorized to bring in, is the missing C4. I came here looking for ten pounds of the stuff only to find out there’s a whole lot more to this than meets the eye.” 
 
    “You’re short about seventeen thousand nine-hundred and ninety— strike that—nine-hundred and eighty-four pounds. I used some to blow the money up.” 
 
    “I figured that’s what did it. Nice job. The Coast Guard is moving in right now, seizing everything that’s left. Listen,” he said looking away for a second.  
 
    For a heartbeat they were all looking the other way. The overcast sky wasn’t bright to begin with and when a shadow moved across the sun I acted, shadow-stepping behind a dumpster a hundred feet away. I froze in place, waiting to see if they saw me. Focusing on my hearing I listened to them.  
 
    “Where the hell did she just go?” Sergeant Farrel asked. 
 
    “She does that,” Krisan replied.  
 
    “She didn’t move,” Felix said. “I would have heard her move. She just vanished.” 
 
    Confident they couldn’t see me, I moved out. Trotting around the closed restaurant they had parked in front of, I knew where I was in a few minutes and made my way the half mile to where I’d parked the Hellcat. It was exactly as I left it. I popped the trunk, sat down semi-inside the spacious cargo area and quickly changed my clothes, putting all the old things in the plastic bag I had for this purpose. Before I tucked the jacket away, I pulled out the cash. Thankfully it had survived my impromptu fuel-air-bomb. Everything I had on me, minus the cash, went into the bag and the bag into the dumpster. No one was ever going to find it.  
 
    Next I wanted a shower. And I needed to go shopping.  I only knew one man who had the answers for me, and it was long past2 time we had a sit-down. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    
Henry Williams closed the door behind him, activating the magnetic lock and checking to see if the security system had gone off since he left the house that morning. The “All-Secure” light flashed.  
 
    That little bit of normalcy comforted him. ISO—The Outfit, or Syndicate, or whatever they were calling themselves these days—were losing their minds. As if Henry had any control over the Army! Federal Agents could pretty much do as they pleased.  
 
    He tossed his leather bag with the files from the Imago case on his chair before going to his fridge. 
 
    I need a beer. Maybe more.  
 
    The lights responded to his motion in the kitchen, flickering to life as he opened the fridge. He was puzzled that the six-pack of Abita Amber, a famous local brew, was down to three. He’d just bought it last night and he was sure he hadn’t opened any.  
 
    Then the lights flickered out and the house plunged into darkness.  
 
    His mind raced as a thousand possibilities ran through him then settled on the most likely one; an ISO assassin was here to kill him. ISO was supposed to provide a certain level of protection for him, but not against themselves. Oddly, he heard the sound of a bottle cap popping and he knew there was someone right behind him. Slowly, carefully, he raised his hands up to shoulder level and turned around, shuffling his feet like a kid at a school dance.  
 
    Henry had never really felt fear in his life. Other than the one mistake he was caught making, caught, and he suspected set up, by ISO-1 so they could make him do their bidding. Even last year when they shared their plans to execute the DA and his family, he hadn’t felt fear. More like a modicum of loyalty. Not that he liked Madi, but Alex was a mentor of his. He’d taken him in when the wench Madisun left him for her precious modeling career. 
 
    But now… standing in the pitch-black, staring down a pair of glowing blue eyes— it was all he could do not to pee himself.  
 
    “W—wh—what do you want?” he finally managed to ask. Anger flared up in him, not at his attacker, but at himself for his helplessness.  
 
    As the seconds ticked by and those glowing eyes looked at him, sweat began to trickle down his spine and his heart thudded in his ears. Facing his imminent death, or so he thought, Henry felt no remorse for the people he helped kill—only a sense of righteous indignation over the injustice of someone killing him before he’d made his fortune and lived the life of decadence he so badly craved. It just wasn’t fair.  
 
    The mysterious figure surged closer, pressing him up against the fridge while the cold steel of a blade trapped his throat.  
 
    “You’re going to answer some questions for me.”  
 
    Henry thought maybe it was a woman, but no human could have a voice like that, let alone a human woman. Her voice echoed around the room, coming from a hundred different directions. A chill ran down his spine.  
 
    When he didn’t answer and the blade pressed harder he peed himself.  
 
    Suddenly she stepped back and the blade was gone, leaving him cold and standing in a puddle.  
 
    “Don’t move, not an inch,” she said. “Where does ISO-1 keep their armory?” 
 
    He was frozen in fear. Frozen. He wanted to tell her to go to hell, like a hero in a movie. He wished he responded that way. However, Henry had never truly experienced anything difficult in his life. Now, faced with physical harm, even death, he wanted nothing more than to say whatever he needed to say to live.  
 
    But his mouth was frozen shut.  
 
    She didn’t wait long. When he didn’t answer the knife was back. Henry couldn’t take those eyes peering into his soul one second longer.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he finally managed to drag out of himself.  
 
    “That’s not the answer I wanted. I hope you don’t mind typing one handed?” 
 
    His eyes flew open as she grabbed his wrist in her unbelievably strong hands and slammed his hand down on the cutting board, pressing the blade against the top of his wrist. He tried to pull away but he was either weak from fear or simply not strong enough—she didn’t so much as budge.  
 
    “Wait,” he shouted. “Just wait.” 
 
    “You have five seconds to tell me something useful.”  
 
    His mind raced, self-preservation warring with his common sense. Maybe he could spin this in his favor. He started talking and couldn’t stop.  
 
    “ISO uses me to go after their competition. Right now, we’re making a case against Israel Imago. He’s a suspected importer of weapons from the middle east to sell on the black market.  He would have something you could buy, I’m sure.”  
 
    The blade she held slashed his forearm in a shallow cut that bled profusely. He screamed even though it wasn’t exactly dangerous. Henry dropped to the floor, clutching his wounded arm, shame and humiliation washing over him along with the pain. When he managed to open his eyes, the lights were on, the fridge beeped at him to close the door, and three empty bottles of beer were sitting neatly side-by-side on the kitchen island.   
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I drove away from Henry’s house with a smile. I truly hated that man, but the idea of killing him didn’t sit well with me. Maybe it would eventually. Maybe. As easily as all of this death came to me, it was still a bit distasteful to contemplate killing someone I had been intimate with. Even if it was a lifetime ago.  
 
    It does feel like forever, like someone else's life, not mine.  
 
    I was tired. My eyes drooped as I drove toward home. It was Friday night; I had gone full throttle since Wednesday, and even with my Wraith fueled powers I needed sleep and food. But there was something else I needed to do first.  
 
    I pressed the button on the dash to activate my phone, then called Krisan’s number. I hoped she hadn’t changed it since she left Detroit.  
 
    “Madi?” her voice came through the car speakers. To say I was surprised she knew it was me would be an understatement. I bit back the urge to ask her how and just went right to my question.  
 
    “Can you find out where my family is buried?” I asked.  
 
    There was a moment of silence on her end. The connection was so quiet I briefly wondered if she had hung up.  
 
    “I know where they are. It was the first thing I did after I arrived. Can I text the address to this number?” 
 
    “Yes. And thank you.” 
 
    “Madi, listen, I need to talk to you. Just you and me,” she said.  
 
    I thought about it for a long second. I was still kind of mad at her for going on the radio and endangering us, and for dragging the Army team in. At the end of the day, though, she was my only real ally. I wanted to do this… crusade… on my own. I wanted to avenge my family and all the families who had suffered under the thumb of the unrighteous… but I was so tired.  
 
    “Meet me at the graveyard. It should be secure, assuming no one knows who I really am?” It was more of a rhetorical question, but also a reminder to her that my secret was important.  
 
    “I haven’t told anyone. I’ll see you in 20.” 
 
    I hung up the phone. A few seconds later the address came in.  
 
      
 
    >>>>Dumas Family Tomb. St. Louis #1, West Side, Row 7<<<< 
 
      
 
    The ten minutes it took me to drive there passed in a blur. I’d lived in this city half my life and for the first time in a long time, I drove the speed limit. Stopping longer than normal, driving out of my way to avoid traffic. Despite my desperate need to rest, I went as slow as humanly possible—until I was inevitably at my family’s final destination.  
 
    I parked the car and sat in silence for a few minutes. Friday nights in the city were always loud and boisterous, even in a cemetery, but for just a few minutes it was like the world respected my need for privacy.  
 
    Since the moment I woke up in the hospital I had put all my emotions—all my feelings about what had happened—in a box labeled “DO NOT OPEN, EVER.” I was afraid. Afraid that once I opened the box I would lose whatever it was that drove me to seek justice, vengeance, on their behalf.  
 
    I took a few deep breaths and opened the car door, stepping out into the warm night. I was here, it was real. I needed to say goodbye to them. I needed to know, in my heart, they were gone. Maybe I could put my grief off forever, but unless I saw their graves, their deaths would always be… fake… to me.  
 
    I wandered through the cemetery, more ambling than searching, heading for the west side. Tombs dating back to the seventeen hundreds were alongside crypts built in the last few years. It was a stark contradiction.  
 
    “You’re not the first person to lose someone,” Sara said from my side. I knew, intellectually, that she wasn’t Sara. But I didn’t care. She sounded like her, acted like her (for the most part), and even smelled like her.  
 
    “I know. At the same time, other people’s pain doesn’t make mine easier.” 
 
    She walked silently next to me, wearing an outfit I had seen Sara in a hundred times. Jeans, a tank top, slip-on shoes, and her fluffy blue coat. Her hair was different though; she wore it straight, like I used to wear mine.  
 
    “I know a lot about pain,” she said quietly. “A lot.” 
 
    I glanced over at her. “What are you, exactly?” 
 
    She smiled. “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy,” she said.  
 
    I smirked. That was about as cryptic as it got.  
 
    “It’s from Shake—”  
 
    “I know. I’ve read a book or two.” 
 
    We walked some more. Having her next to me, not inside me, helped somehow.  
 
    “Why?” I asked finally. “Why are you helping me? Why do you care?” 
 
    “It always comes down to that, doesn’t it? The truth is something you’re not ready to hear… yet. But you will be, one day, if you live long enough. I’m old Madi, older than you can imagine. In all my long life I have rarely met a soul so willing to do anything to achieve vengeance.”  
 
    I hadn’t ever known myself before… not really. Eight years as a model and I thought I was happy; in truth I was more or less surviving. Maybe that was why I never made it past the point I did—my heart wasn’t really in it. Why did it take the murder of my family for me to find the one thing I was truly great at? 
 
    “I can tell you this, though, Madi. If you stay alive, and keep your commitment, you will find all the answers you’re looking for. You’re an artist Madi, but instead of a drawing or singing your art is death. Don’t ever stop painting.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply but she was gone… and I found myself in front of the Dumas Family Tomb.  
 
    Alex, Nadia, Charles, Sara. 
 
    Everyone in my life was dead. Everyone who ever loved me, gone. I dropped to my knees, hands hitting the pavement and I just… collapsed. I wanted them back so bad I could taste it. I’d never be able to tell Dad I was sorry. Sorry about Charles… about us… I’d never tell my Mom how much I loved her. Never hold Sara again, see her grow up, marry a good man, have wonderful children.  
 
    It was all gone, taken, and there wasn’t anything I could ever do that would change that. I knew that a normal person would take that grief and work through it—realize there was nothing they could do to change it, nothing that could ever be done.  
 
    I wasn’t normal, though, was I? For whatever reason—luck, fate, destiny—I had found the Wraith and she had found me. I seized upon the spark inside of me, the spark of vengeance. I blew on it until it was a roaring fire burning within me.  
 
    And I laughed.  
 
    Yes, my family would never be alive again. Nothing I did would change that.  But you know what? How could I know until I tried? Maybe… maybe if I killed every last one of those bastards, then maybe things would change. Or maybe I would just keep killing bad people until I was dead—or there were no more bad people left to kill.  
 
    Sounded like a plan to me.  
 
    “Madi?” Krisan asked from a shadow a few plots away.  
 
    “Over here,” I said. My Wraith voice came out of my mouth and I realized there was a soft blue nimbus of light around me. Energy flowed through me a kind I had never felt before. A connection, a sympathy. We were in sync, she and I. We were the Wraith.  
 
    We were Vengeance.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    
Krisan stepped out of the shadows, stopping when she saw the light surrounding me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked.  
 
    I nodded. I closed my eyes for a second and let that power flow through me, then let it go. The light vanished and my voice returned to normal.  
 
    “Yes. I was coming to terms with something.” I reached up and put my hand next to Sara’s. One day my name would be here, and then I could finally rest.  
 
    “I want to work with you,” she said without preamble. Which was just like her.  
 
    “Sure,” I replied. “I’ll call you if I need anything—” 
 
    “No, I want to come with you.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Krisan, I don’t think that’s such a good idea. I mean, you’re clever and stuff, but you have a tendency to rely on luck way too much. I’m not sure you would be much help in a fight.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, then she smiled, and finally it turned into a laugh of her own. “Oh no, Madi, you misunderstand. I want to help you with everything else. You know, the mundane stuff. Intelligence gathering, supplies, vehicles, where to live, that sort of thing,” she said.  
 
    That was an intriguing idea. I pulled myself up, dusting off my pants before leaning against the tomb. 
 
    “I can’t always protect you, Krisan. This would be risky for you. What do you get out of it?” 
 
    She looked away for a second then back at me. I could see the wheels turning, I just had no idea what she was going to say.  
 
    “I want to write about what you do. I want to tell your story.” 
 
    “No,” I said. I put my hand up to cut off her complaint. “This doesn’t work as well if people know there is a me. It only works if they think there is some mysterious force against them. Once they know I’m a person, they will know who I am—and then I will just be another thing in their way. A person who can be ignored or destroyed.” One of the things Joseph taught me was this principle. He’d regretted adopting a persona. If had been able to do it again he would have struck from the shadows. That was how true fear happened.  
 
    “I think you’re missing the point. Let me try to put it a different way. I’m a writer, Madi, I’m a good writer. Not just news, either. I can write fiction; I can spin a tale about you that will strike fear into the hearts of everyone. Sure, I’ll tell the truth, but I’ll give it scope. Just the thought that you are going after them will leave people in a cold sweat. You won’t be a person or a symbol, you’ll be a legend. You’ll be the story people tell their children at night to keep them on the straight and narrow.” 
 
    She certainly was impassioned—and she had a point. Sure, the not knowing was fearsome, but how much more good could I do just by having people afraid I was in their city? If I could make enough bad people afraid enough… maybe I could save a few lives.  
 
    Hell, if I saved just one it would be worth it.  
 
    “Let’s say for a second I’m willing to consider this; how can you help me? I don’t need a secretary, and you’re not experienced in the criminal underworld. I need weapons, safe houses, vehicles—how can you get me any of that?” I asked.  
 
    Now it was her turn to smile. She pulled out it her phone and held it in her hand for a long moment with her eyes closed.  
 
    My phone buzzed. I pulled it out and checked the message.  
 
     
 
    >>>>Not everyone with superpowers wears a costume and has a codename.<<<< 
 
      
 
    I stared at the phone. Then back at her. She hadn’t moved. Then back to the phone.  
 
      
 
    >>>>I can access my phone and any other phone it has access to, with my mind. I travel through the electronic aether as easily as you travel through the shadows. I’m also one hell of a negotiator.<<<< 
 
      
 
    “You cheater,” I said with a smile. “Is that how you get all your scoops?” 
 
    She opened her eyes, her smile matching my own as she put her phone away. “It’s not cheating, I have to be close to the phone if I want to access it. I can send you messages and read your phone if I’m within a hundred feet, but unless someone is using their phone around me, or I’m touching it, I can’t just find it and read it. I have to do the legwork, just like every other reporter. I just have an added advantage. So, what do you say? Can I be your girl in the chair?” 
 
    “That depends…” 
 
    “On what?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Are you willing to work for no pay and less benefits?” 
 
    She laughed. “Are you kidding me? I’m a reporter, I don’t think I’ve ever had benefits. As for pay, well, I’ll take a cut of whatever you get off the bad guys.” 
 
    “Alright then, welcome aboard.” 
 
    “Like I told you before, I’m not really great with no,” she reminded me.  
 
    I laughed. When I first met her, she had asked if she could tell my story and I had said no… and here I was agreeing to let her tell my story.  
 
    “I guess you are a good negotiator.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    
Vaas leaned his forehead against the cool glass of the hotel room overlooking the city. From here he could see for miles. Normally it was a view he loved; now it meant nothing to him. Billions. With a B. That was how much money he had lost. Despite his best efforts. No one could fault him for the safeguards he had put in place, but the money was still lost. Not just the last two week’s profits, but the previous two weeks returns as well. Along with the boats, trucks, men, and their hidden meeting spot.  
 
    There was no hiding it, either. Even if he could somehow manage to square the books, it was all over the news. The Coast Guard was calling it the biggest win in US history.  
 
    Fifteen years. Fifteen years of struggling to the top and this was what it all came down to. Some faceless entity ripping apart his organization and there wasn’t anything he could do to stop it. He’d sent 50 armed combatants to the beach, three with superpowers, not to mention the eight pro’s on the boats, and almost all of them were dead. Was he fighting a damn army? 
 
    “Vaas,” Miguel said quietly from the doorway.  
 
    “Not now,” he replied. He tapped the barrel of his Desert Eagle .357 against his leg, debating whether he should just shoot himself now and save the Council the trouble. They would be sending someone; when words got back to Belize they would replace him immediately.  
 
    Well good luck with that. It’s not like I’m incompetent. Whoever is doing this to us holds all the cards.  
 
    On the eve of his greatest victory he had experienced his greatest defeat.  
 
    “Is the C4 in place?” he asked. At least if everything else went to hell he could still finish his job.  
 
    “Yeah, but that’s not what I wanted to tell you—” 
 
    “Go away Miguel, I’m contemplating the lack of our future.” Vaas shook his pistol in the air as he spoke to emphasize exactly what he meant.  
 
    “Boss, I think I know where the people who are doing this are staying.” 
 
    That got Vaas’s attention. He spun around, looking at his lieutenant and waiting.  
 
    “I’ve had the boys shaking down the streets. Like I said earlier, no one’s talking. So I told them to ask harder.”  
 
    Vaas smiled; he knew what that meant. “And?” 
 
    “A couple of nights ago the Fieros were shaking down a restaurant in Kenner, a Peruvian joint.” 
 
    “Peruvian? No…” 
 
    Miguel nodded. “The very same one. They said they ran into a black woman who beat three of them to a pulp in a half second then threw them out,” Miguel said.  
 
    “Do you believe them?” 
 
    Miguel nodded. “It took three hours to convince them to talk. They were more terrified of her than us. At least until the end,” he said with a smile.  
 
    Vaas ran his hand over his scalp. Could it be just one person doing all this damage? It didn’t seem possible. He knew about Detroit and the crap-show up there. It had cost him one of his best assassins. The other, El Fuego, was in Columbia at the moment, dealing with a few problems. How was it then, that whoever was killing his men and taking apart his organization just happened to be staying in the apartment above that crazy flaming wench’s parents restaurant? 
 
    “Did you call Columbia?” 
 
    “Yes, first thing. El Fuego is down there; she’s alive and in contact with our local people. Whoever this is, they’ve done their homework.”  
 
    Vaas smiled. For the first time this week he felt like he had the upper hand. This was how it was supposed to be, the law of the jungle, only the strong survive. He hadn’t dragged Peter up from the streets of Mexico City on luck.  
 
    “Okay, make sure the truck is primed, I want it going off at midnight exactly. That gives us—” he checked his phone “—four hours to make sure the Saints and this person are gone forever. Task everyone you can, everyone who’s left, and get them to that restaurant. We’re going to set a trap, and this time we will win.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

On our way home from the cemetery I reached into my pocket and handed Krisan fifty grand in hundred-dollar bills. “I have a name and location for an arms dealer out of the middle east. He competes with ISO-1. I had planned on just killing him and taking all his stuff, but at the moment I have my hands full. When we get back to where I’m staying let’s get some food, then I’ll give you a list of all the weapons and gear I need.” 
 
    Her eyes went big at the stack of hundreds she took from me. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “You know all that money I blew up on the beach?”  
 
    Krisan nodded.  
 
    “I took some first. I’ve taken guns, money, this car,” I said with a smile. “Just about everything I need. But I’m running out of weapons. I don’t have any guns right now—just a couple of knives.”  
 
    “What happens to it all?” 
 
    “I destroy it. One of the things Joseph, the original Wraith, taught me was to never leave a trace. If I use the same guns or wear the same clothes then get caught, all of this could be attached to me. It would put a face to the justice, and I want to stay enigmatic.” 
 
    “But the—” she waved her hands in front of her face, “—scarf you wear?” 
 
    I shrugged. “After we escaped the coffee shop back in Detroit it grew on me. I like it, so it’s my one thing, I guess.” 
 
    “If we’re going to build your legend, you’ll need a costume…” 
 
    “Nooo. Just no. Bulletproof vests and leather jackets will have to do. I’m not putting on tights,” I told her, glancing at her as I spoke. “And don’t give me that ‘I’m not great with no’ line. No.” 
 
    She smirked. “We’ll see. Is this you?” 
 
    Kenner on a Friday night was furiously busy. Couples were out celebrating, music played from half a dozen different restaurants and pubs, cars filled the streets; it was chaos. Infective chaos. I slowed down, letting the growl of the engine fill the air as I turned the last corner to the Peruvian restaurant I was temporarily calling home.  
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Sara said from the back seat. She leaned forward, nodding toward the eatery. The lights were low; if it weren’t for the open sign I would have missed it  
 
    “Thanks,” I said out loud.  
 
    “For what?” Krisan asked.  
 
    “Not you. Scrunch down in the seat, I don’t want anyone seeing you.” Instead, she leaned forward, trying to look out the sides of the windshield. “Are you deaf? Get down.” I pushed her head down and she took the hint. Once I parked, I pulled out my phone and called hers. She answered without putting it to her ear. I slipped the Bluetooth earpiece into mine and tested the connection. She gave me a thumbs up.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Better safe than sorry, though. Stay here. Don’t get out. Keep the doors locked. Understand?”  
 
    “Sure,” she said.  
 
    “This isn’t a game, Krisan. I heal, you don’t. Do not get out of this car.” 
 
    With a little more conviction, she nodded. “I’ll stay put. Promise.”  
 
    I opened the door, resisting the urge to check my knives. I just had two; the one on my hip and one in my boot. I’d love a gun about now, but if I need one, I’m just going to have to take it.  
 
    With my cell in my left hand, I opened the door and stepped in, immediately tossing the phone into the trash bin. The Bluetooth was good for thirty feet or so. But if I was searched they’d shut the phone off and that would interfere with my plans to ambush them.  
 
    “That’s a lot of phones,” Krisan said.  
 
    “Focus on addresses; I want to know where each one belongs.”  
 
    “Can you give me five minutes?” she asked.  
 
    “I’ll try,” I whispered as the door shut behind me.  
 
    The lights came up, disrupting my vision. Two sets of strong hands grabbed either arm and a right cross caught me in the jaw, snapping my head to the side. If I were a normal person I’d have dropped like a stone from that. So I feigned it, letting my body fall; the men beside me lifted me up.  
 
    “Wake up,” a man said as he slapped me across the face. Not hard enough to damage me, but hard enough to hurt.  
 
    He was in his thirties, with a shaved head and the brown skin of an immigrant from across the southern border. His accent said Mexico but it was hard to tell sometimes.  
 
    I groaned and he slapped me again. I snapped my eyes open and glared at him. I held my powers back, not wanting to manifest anything—yet.  
 
    “Is this her?” he asked someone as he stepped back from me. I opened my eyes and saw who.  
 
    Alessandro. I so wasn’t surprised. His wife was kind, but he was too much like his daughter; uncaring and selfish. Of course he betrayed me.  
 
    “Yes. She is the one,” he said. “Can I go?” 
 
    The man with the shaved head, who, based on his appearance was probably Vaas, Peter’s older brother, nodded. Alessandro gave an awkward bow before turning and walking up the little stairs behind the dining room.  
 
    “Do you know who I am?” he asked me.  
 
    I let out a sigh, trying to play into the idea and build the notion in their minds that they had me. I wasn’t struggling or acting smug. Even though I felt that way on the inside. “No,” I lied.  
 
    “Good. So you are not all-knowing. Look here boys, we were afraid of this hombra?” Nervous laughter betrayed their true feelings. They were still afraid. “Tell me who helped you?”  
 
    I shook my head no. His predictable response was to rapid punch me in the stomach three times. The man was strong, I’d give him that. The third punch broke something inside and I let myself scream. The men holding me let go and I dropped to my knees holding my ribs.  
 
    “Hang in there, just a few more minutes. Do you want me to call Bill?” Krisan asked over the phone.  
 
    “No,” I gasped between breaths.  
 
    “You are stubborn, but everyone has a limit. Even tough girls who think they’re as strong as men.” He brought his foot up and kicked me in the side of the face. The blow snapped me around, sending me into the ground face first. I used my shoulder to hit but I still ended up seeing stars and tasting blood.  
 
    Sara stood behind Vaas as he walked over to me. “I’m sorry I ever doubted your commitment,” she said. Her voice was full of anticipation. Well, she wasn’t wrong.  
 
    “Get up,” he said, grabbing my dreads and pulling me to my knees. I winced for real; it hurt. “You’re going to tell me who helped you. How did you know about the mansion? Who told you about the money exchange? How did you know the Regulators were coming in yesterday? How did you kill them?” he asked, spittle flying in my face while his questions turned into a shout. He didn’t wait for me to answer, just started rabbit punching me in the gut with one hand while he held me up with the other.  
 
    “Madisun?” Krisan called, her voice crackling in my ear from her fear.  
 
    “I’ll talk,” I said. “Just don’t hit me again.” I let a few tears roll down my face, deserving a damn Oscar for the performance. He let go of my head and I fell to my knees, clutching my aching ribs. 
 
    “That’s more like it. Now who?” he asked again.  
 
    I took a breath and waited for a heartbeat.  
 
    “Madisun, you have to get out of there. They’re planning on blowing up the Saints HQ with all the C4 you found. It’s going down right now!”  
 
    Oh crap.  
 
    The Saints HQ was a massive dome in the center of the city. It was built to withstand a bomb—but not one placed on the inside.  
 
    “The Saints?” I asked.  
 
    “What?” Vaas said, leaning close to me. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You’re planning on blowing up the Saints? Are you insane? Not even ISO could get away with something that brazen,” I said.  
 
    His eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”  
 
    He was close enough and I was tired of the act. I put one hand down on the ground and braced myself. “Your brother told me a lot before I burned him alive.”  
 
    His eyes went wide, and I struck. I hit him like a linebacker, slamming my shoulder in his chest and lifting him high in the air before I let him go. He flew right into the power box on the wall of the old building. It shattered and exploded as circuits were interrupted suddenly, plunging the restaurant into darkness. Sadly, the electricity didn’t kill him, he simply slumped against the wall, dazed.  
 
    Normally I’d kill everyone here, but them blowing up the Saints HQ was slightly more pressing than this. I shadow stepped to the nearest man, letting my light shine as kicked him in the back of the knees and snapped his neck like a twig. Power flowed through me as he died. I picked up his body, took one step forward and swung him like a shot-put and let him go, flying toward the picture window with the restaurant’s logo on it.  
 
    The glass exploded in a million pieces as the body flew through it. I ran at the next guy, dropping into a slide and catching his gut on my boot. He folded over my foot and I divested him of his phone and firearm. A ubiquitous Glock 17. At least it was a forty-five. I shot him twice, threw the body behind me with a jerk of my knees, then kip-upped. 
 
    Sometimes even I forget how fast I can move. They were still processing what had happened to Vaas, the fastest of them drawing their guns as I watched. I sprinted for the window as the bullets started flying after me. I dove out , hitting the concrete with my shoulder, rolling and then back on my feet, running for the Hellcat. I leaped, sliding over the hood to get to the other side. I was in the driver’s seat an instant later, the engine roaring to life as I jammed down the button.  
 
    “They’re still alive?” Krisan asked from where she was huddled on the passenger floor.  
 
    “For now,” I said. I threw the car into reverse and gunned it. The tires squealed as I spun the wheel, kicking it into a J-turn, slammed it in drive, and floored it. The big rear tires screamed in protest as they spun for a second before finding grip. It was like riding a rocket; the car flew down the street. Even with my enhanced reflexes, it was hard to control.  
 
    I checked the rear-view mirror, only to see several vehicles spring to life and follow me out onto the main street a few seconds later.  
 
    “You boys want to race, let’s race,” I said.  
 
    “That’s the spirit, Madi,” Sara said, cheering from the backseat.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
  
 
    “Madi?” Krisan asked. I ignored her for the moment, focusing on the road. The Hellcat was awesomely fast, but nimble it wasn’t. I slammed on the breaks, locking the wheels and causing the ABS to kick in to avoid sliding as a Smart car pulled out in front of me, heedless of their insignificant size.  
 
    “Madi?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re bleeding. Were you shot?” 
 
    I looked down and sure enough, blood dripped from a wound in my shoulder. In all the excitement I hadn’t felt it. Within a second the wound closed and the blood stopped. “I’m fine.”  
 
    I don’t heal instantly, but I do heal. Could I survive a shot to the head? Maybe. I sure didn’t want to find out.  
 
    I floored it past the Smart car, clipping their mirror and sending them flying off the road in a flurry of honking horns. A moment later the rear window exploded and the sound of automatic gunfire reached me a half second after the bullets.  
 
    Man, what I wouldn’t have given for a grenade right about then. I reached back with my borrowed Glock and put two rounds in the radiator of the expensive BMW SUV. My thinking was that if I fired back maybe they would back off a little. I couldn’t really take my attention off the road long enough to aim properly.  
 
    Or could I? 
 
    I took another corner in a shroud of smoking tires as I pressed the accelerator all the way to the floor. When you punch the gas while you’re turning, it causes a spin; don’t do it unless that is the goal. I did a one-eighty before coming to a stop. I leaned out the window and held the gun on the spot where I thought they would come into sight. Sure enough, a few seconds later the SUV smoked her tires as the back end lost some grip taking the corner faster than they should have. I lined up the sights with the driver, using my Wraith vision to nullify the shadows. With my amped reflexes time slowed to a crawl. The windshield drifted over my sights, I saw the passenger, then the center seat followed by the driver. That’s when I squeezed the trigger, twice.  
 
    The first round caught the driver in the chest, the second in the throat. He instantly let go of the wheel. In response, the back end broke loose and swung around even farther until it hit the curb, which made the whole vehicle flip up into the air and roll into the corner coffee shop.  
 
    Oops.  
 
    I only felt the surge of a single death, which I guess made me feel better? At least no one in the coffee shop died. I tucked the gun between my thigh and the seat, threw the car into reverse and repeated my j-turn from earlier. Once I was facing the right way I floored it, leaving a trail of melted rubber for a hundred feet down the road. I was in third gear in five seconds.  
 
    “Drive fast much?” Krisan asked from the floorboard.  
 
    “Nope. Never really drove much before, to be honest.” I glided around the much slower traffic, sliding from side to side in my seat, hitting the molded leather with my butt each time.  
 
    “I change my mind; I don’t want to go with you,” she said, clutching the chair and pressing herself against the underside of the dash.  
 
    “You’re welcome to jump out whenever you want,” I told her in reply. Her response was lost in a cacophony of horns blasting me from every side as I drove right through a red light, leaving screeching tires and cursing drivers behind. I’m sure they would understand if they knew the reason.  
 
    The clock on the dash told me I had just under four hours to infiltrate the Saints HQ, find the bomb, and defuse it. The HQ was huge, so every second counted. I just hope they counted enough.  
 
    “Do they have a way to remote detonate it?” I asked Krisan.  
 
    “No. The Saints HQ is shielded from electronic signals. Nothing in or out. It will have to be by timer—it’s the only way.”  
 
    If they wanted to kill all the Saints this would be the way to do it. Detonate a massive bomb, collapse the building they’re in, kill some in the explosion, show the world that ISO was above the law. Well, maybe they were. But they weren’t above me.  
 
    “Call Bill. Tell him to get his team down there. I have a feeling ISO is going to make an all-out assault to stop us. We’re going to need help.” 
 
    I ducked instinctively and a round slammed into the windshield, spider webbing the vehicles glass. I slammed on the breaks and turned hard left, sending the car into a slide in the same direction I was going. I focused my vision on the next SUV that chased after us. The tinted windows diminished, and I saw through to the darkened interior. I didn’t stop to think, I just acted. Triggering my shadow step I vanished from the Hellcat and re-appeared on the center console of the SUV. My legs were in the back and my torso was in the front. I slipped my hand under the drivers arm and pulled his piece, a .357 revolver, and shot him in the ribs before I looked back to the Hellcat and shadow stepped again.  
 
    Krisan was screaming when I appeared. Without a driver to fight the slide the car went into a three-sixty spin. I hit the gas and torqued the wheel in the direction of the slide and I was out, shooting forward in my initial direction. The SUV behind me drove off the road and slammed into a telephone pole. Apparently, the passengers hadn’t worn their seat belts. The rush of power in my blood told me they hadn’t lived to learn their lesson. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again! Oh my God you’re going to get me killed.”  
 
    “I told you this was dangerous,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “I thought you were talking about the villains, not you!” 
 
    One of the things I loved about the car was how loud it was. Also how tight the interior was. Even without my seatbelt on the seat gripped me like a overzealous boyfriend. Which was great, because the next turn almost slid me into the passenger seat. Krisan screamed the entire time as the tires fought for grip. I spun the wheel, alternating the break and gas, then dropping it down a gear before flooring it. The car found its groove and shot around the ninety-degree turn like it was on rails.  
 
    “See,” I said to her. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” She shook her head, one hand clamped over her mouth like she was literally holding in the vomit. I wrinkled my nose. “Don’t you dare puke in my car.” 
 
    Yes, I was having a lot of fun. When had I lost my mind? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
  
 
    “That’s a gate,” Krisan said as she pulled her seatbelt on. When no one shot at us anymore she’d finally come off the floorboard for the remainder of the trip. 
 
    “You’re very observant; you should be a reporter or something,” I said to her as I pulled my own seatbelt on with one hand and clicked it into place.  
 
    “Then why are you speeding up?” 
 
    “Because I don’t think they’re going to let me in if I ask nicely. Hang on!” 
 
    The engine roared as I shifted up floored it, hitting almost a hundred. I needed to close the distance to the gate without giving the armed guards time to react. At the same time, hitting the gate at a hundred would probably kill Krisan. Thirty feet from the impact I slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel hard over.  
 
    Alarms wailed on the gatehouse as the four-thousand-pound car slammed sideways into the traffic gate. I didn’t know how fast we were going but it was fast enough to deploy the airbags and roll the car three times.  
 
    We came down on the tires and inside the compound. The Dome had an exterior wall that left a fifty-foot safe-zone between it and the dome itself. Between the wall, the gate, and the armed guards, no one could get to the dome without going through a checkpoint—or at least crashing through it.  
 
    I had my belt off in a second. “Come on, they’ll be on us in a second.”  
 
    Krisan didn’t answer. She looked at me with a dazed expression. Right. I rolled the car and she doesn’t have my abilities. However, with all the airbags and safety systems in modern cars it took more than a simple rollover to cause any real injuries. I reached over, took the seatbelt in my hand, and pulled. The metal broke with a ping. I pulled her out and started running for the dome, carrying her. 
 
    All the lights were pointed at the perimeter, leaving me plenty of places to hide, but I was going to need her help for this. There was no way I could search the whole facility, and with her power to tap into phones she should be able to guide me.  
 
    I heard shouting behind us but no gunfire— yet. All the shadows and darkness melted away as my powers kicked in. There was a loading bay off to our right, with one of those folded aluminum doors. Right in front of us was an emergency exit style door with no outside handle. That worked for me.  
 
    I slid to a stop in front of the door, dropped a dazed Krisan on her butt, lifted up my foot and kicked with all my might. The wall shook as the door blasted off its hinges, banging against the inside of the hallway and knocking a poor security guard down and out.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to Krisan and held out my hand. Clearly, she was waking up as she reached out and took it. I hefted her up and moved as fast as I could with her in tow. I wasn’t so much worried about the guards as I was the other inhabitants of the dome. I seriously doubted ISO had left much to chance. If I had to guess, the bomb was not only rigged on a timer but had some sort of trip circuit and two or three different fail-safes.  
 
    “Tell me about the Saints,” I said as we moved down the hall to the stairwell.  
 
    “Uh, the leader’s name is Mach; he’s strong, invulnerable, can fly, that sort of thing. Seraph is their second-in-command. She’s the one you need to worry about. She’s why they are incorruptible. Her aura prevents any kind of external influence on a person’s mind. She has wings and can wield melee weapons made of light. I think she’s pretty strong and tough too.”  
 
    I tried the stairwell door; it required a security card but had glass in a little window like a school. I punched my fist through it, grabbed the push bar and opened the door from the other side.  
 
    “Uh… you’re bleeding,” Krisan said as I pulled her through the door with my bloody hand.  
 
    “Broken too, at least three knuckles.” Strangely, it didn’t really hurt. I was aware of the pain but it was almost as if it were a distant awareness, like a headache that hadn’t quite started yet. The bones popped as they mended themselves and the tears in my skin knitted together until my hand was just covered in blood.  
 
    “That’s so cool,” Krisan said as I pulled her down the stairs.  
 
    “Take out your phone. See what you can find nearby while I look for a place to stash you.” 
 
    She nodded, pulling out her phone and trying not to trip while she took the stairs three at a time. By the fourth floor down she was breathing hard and we had to stop.  
 
    “Who else?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh, there’s Triage, who can regenerate himself and others, Burn, a fire elemental, and Bull, a beast-kin—you can guess what kind.” 
 
    “Minotaur?” I asked. She nodded. “Cool.” 
 
    “He’s one of the few that works for the good guys. Uh, what’s your plan for dealing with them?”  
 
    I opened the door onto sublevel four, checked both ways, and dragged Krisan down the hallway to the first door. It was locked, for the moment. I didn’t want to leave any trace of my passage so I knelt down and pulled out the lock picks Joseph taught me how to use. In a few seconds I had the door open and us inside. I closed it quietly behind us, locked the door, and left the lights off in the room.  
 
    Looking around I could see a bed, dresser, closet and a footlocker. Staff room then, I guessed. “You should be safe here for a little while. Get on your phone and see what you can see.” 
 
    “No signals in or out. Only secure, verified cell phones can access the towers.” 
 
    Dang, I hadn’t thought of that.  
 
    I walked over to the military-style footlocker, pulled the lock off it like it was made of paper and opened the top. Sure enough, boots, belts, vests, and yes, a pair of orange security radios. Perfect! 
 
    I tossed one to her and checked the channels. The pre-set they were on was probably security’s, but when I tried to access it the radio beeped.  
 
    “Passcode,” Krisan said.  
 
    Figured. I turned it to another channel, it let us use it. “Channel two. Let me know when you have something.”  
 
    She nodded. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, two-tons of C4 isn’t easy to hide. I’m guessing it’s in the parking garage, so that is where I’m going unless you tell me different.”  
 
    “Okay, uh, good luck.” She wrapped her arms around me in a surprise hug. I froze for a second, but then hugged her back. For a heartbeat it was like I had a normal life and a friend. Then reality crashed back into me.  
 
    “Stay out of sight. If they find you, just tell them I kidnapped you.” 
 
    “You did,” she said with a smile. “I asked you to let me go and you said no.” 
 
    “You really are a reporter the way you bend the truth,” I said as I closed the door behind me.  I hoped that wasn’t the last time I ever saw her, but if I were being honest with myself…
  
 
    *** 
 
    
Bill swore as he looked at the text from Krisan.  
 
      
 
    >>>>Your C4 is at Saints HQ in the form of a bomb, courtesy of ISO-1. Please help<<<< 
 
      
 
    He hurriedly typed his reply, his fat fingers misspelling every other word, but he didn’t stop to fix it, hoping that she would understand anyway.  
 
      
 
    >>>> Don’t go there let is hassle it… handle it<<<< 
 
      
 
    When she didn’t respond he swore again. “Rico, wake everyone up. We need to go in five.”  
 
    His second jumped to his feet, kicking the bunks of the three other squad members who were all sacked out after the afternoons intense fighting.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Zim asked, rubbing his tired face as he stood.  
 
    “Krisan and our other friend found the C4,” he replied as he jogged over to where he stored his kit and started pulling on his combat gear.  
 
    “Great,” Zim replied. “Let’s go get it.” 
 
    Bill pulled the tactical vest around his chest, sealing it up before loading it down with ammo. “It’s in the form of a two-ton bomb somewhere at Saints HQ,” he said without looking at his men.  
 
    “Oh,” Zim said. “That sucks.” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly. Call the Saints military attaché. See if you can let them know we’re coming. Also, tell them Krisan and The Wraith are friendlies trying to help.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them, but I don’t think they’ll listen,” Zim said as he rushed over to the secure sat-phone they used for all their communications.  
 
    Ten minutes later they were loaded for bear and in the van rushing toward downtown New Orleans on a Friday night. They didn’t have lights or sirens, so they were stuck with traffic, which was bumper to bumper.  
 
    “Dammit,” Bill said checking his watch. She’d texted fifteen minutes earlier and they were still two miles out. He opened the door and stood up on the seat to try and see what the hold up was. Some kind of traffic accident. There were flashing blue lights and a fire truck a half mile away.  
 
    “Zim,” he said without looking at the driver. “Can you get around this mess?” 
 
    “If this were Baghdad, sure. Here? Not without hurting or killing a civvy.”  
 
    That’s what he thought.  
 
    Two miles, full gear; running would be faster.  
 
    “Rico, take the controls, follow when you can. Whiskey One-One, run your butts off. Felix, you have permission to go as fast as you want.” 
 
    The spec-ops soldier didn’t smile, per se, but Bill had known the man for years. He was high-speed-low-drag—he always felt like everyone was holding him back. Before Bill finished the thought, Felix was out the side door and running flat out with his sniper rifle over his shoulder.  
 
    “Zim, Sandy, let’s hoof it.”  
 
    They took off, beating the street in their military boots. Other than their tactical vests that said Federal Agents on the back, they didn’t have any exterior identifiers; they looked like three heavily armed men running down the street in downtown New Orleans, on a Friday night.  
 
    What could possibly go wrong. Bill knew the second he thought it he shouldn’t have. Jinxing himself was certainly high on his list of things not to do before a firefight.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    
Vaas eyed the scene from a nearby building. He wasn’t going to move any closer than half a mile—the distance his bomb maker assured him would be safe. Him, Miguel, and a few of his less expendable men were there; everyone else he sent in an all-out assault on the Saints HQ to stop the wench who… who murdered his brother… from disarming the bomb and ruining their last shot at redemption.  
 
    “Are you sure there’s no way to trigger it now, Miguel?” 
 
    His right-hand man shook his head. “Because of Seraph’s powers we’ve never gotten a person in the inside. They have state-of-the-art jamming and signal security. Don’t worry though, the timer is the best money can buy. It’s also rigged to go off if they try to move it. If they sound their evacuation signal it will go off. Unless they have a demolition expert in there, they have no hope of disarming it. In…” he looked down to check his phone… “in just over three hours the Saints will be no more. Along with half the city’s cops, which is a bonus.”  
 
    Vaas nodded. It was. He didn’t care about the men he had sent to their deaths. They didn’t know there was a bomb; just that ISO was making its move and no one could be allowed to stop them.  
 
    He rubbed his shoulder where it stung from the way she tossed him into the electrical panel. Not that he would ever tell anyone it hurt, or how badly she scared him. He’d dealt with powered people before, but ISO always had the upper hand. People were so easy to blackmail or buy that he had never worried about it. And if they were too honest, well, everyone could die. There were very few superheroes who were all but unkillable: The Protector, that armored woman in Arizona, maybe a couple of others… 
 
    Most could die from a bullet or poison or fire… but it rarely came to that. Most often it was easier for them just to look the other way when ISO moved  in. And they had… until Detroit. And now, here.  
 
    He clenched his fist in frustration. He wanted to scream. All his hard work, all the time he spent building this little empire. Now his brother was dead, all his plans were falling apart, and nothing he did made it better. His mother would be so ashamed of him if she knew he let Peter die.  
 
    This woman, this avenging ghost, simply refused to die. It was like she was possessed. When they moved into Detroit they had run up against a man who called himself, ‘The Wraith’ and it had gone badly, or so Vaas had heard; very few ISO people made it out of the city. The Ghost had been one of the lucky few, until he’d gone back the second time. 
 
    He was sure the Wraith in Detroit was a man; but here was this woman raising hell, and they didn’t even know who she was. If they had her name they could go after her family or threaten her friends. Maybe she was the Wraith reborn, reincarnated to come and punish Vaas for his sins.  
 
    Madre Dios.  
 
    Even if everything went well tonight, and that was a big if, odds were heavy that the council would remove him in the next few days. And the Outfit had only one retirement plan.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    
This place was a maze of corridors and dead ends. Every time I thought I had the right way, it would turn away and lead into a maintenance area. I was getting nowhere, and running out of time. Sooner or later the Saints would lock the building down and start a floor-by-floor search. When they did that, I was done.  
 
    I needed some intel—the lay of the land.  
 
    “This way,” Sara said from behind me. I spun around, surprised to hear her voice.  
 
    “You’re talking to me again?” 
 
    She shrugged. “You’re not completely hopeless Madisun, just mostly. Follow this hall, take the first left then the second door on the right. It’s a security substation. You better hurry; you don’t have much time.” 
 
    I took off running. I didn’t know what she meant but I suspected. Every second that ticked by, my arms grew heavier and my body ached. Like I had run a marathon or something. The more I used my powers the more I understood them. I gained some kind of energy from killing. The Wraith fed on that energy, sharing it with me. When energized I was stronger, faster, able to heal, see in the dark, hear better, and of course, shadow step. When I hadn’t killed anyone in a while, these powers didn’t seem as reliable. As if the energy in me was diverted. Then when I did use them, it took a while—as in a few deaths—for them to work right.  
 
    I stopped in front of the door she had pointed out to me and pushed my ear up to it. Someone was in there—I couldn’t quite make out who. Well, time to find out. I stepped back and kicked the door open. The metal door slammed against the wall as it pivoted on its hinges and I ran in, heading for the first person I saw.  
 
    He was out of his chair in an instant, but not quite fast enough. I kicked his swivel chair, sending him flopping back down into it. Then I stepped forward and punched him in the throat. His hands flew up to his neck reflexively. I dropped down, punched him twice in the solar plexus then landed an uppercut on his chin as he doubled over.  He collapsed to the floor, moaning.  
 
    Monitors, keyboards and other electronic wizardry dominated the wall. It took me a minute, but I was able to pull up a map of the base and— 
 
    “Madi, come in?” 
 
    I pulled the radio off my belt and held it to my mouth. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I found the truck. It’s a delivery vehicle parked in sub garage three.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, stopping my progress for a second to focus on the conversation.  
 
    “Positive. I tapped into the driver’s cell just as he was leaving. And Madi, the minimum safe distance is five-hundred feet… we don’t have a lot of time.”  
 
    “Understood. You did good. Try and make your way out of here, Krisan, you won’t be any more use to me here. Find your Army friends and let them know.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked.  
 
    I turned the radio off. I wasn’t leaving. There was no way I was going to let that bomb go off. Either I disarmed it, or I went with it.  
 
    “I don’t like your course of action. We can’t die—not yet,” Sara said from behind me.  
 
    “Spice,” I replied without looking at her. “I need you to trust me the way I trust you. I don’t have a death wish any more than you do.” 
 
    When she didn’t reply I assumed she’d pulled her vanishing trick. “Bingo,” I said to myself. Sub garage three was directly under the center of the dome. It was used for delivery of essential equipment.  
 
    Great.  
 
    “No time like the present.” I took the guard’s weapon; a plastic pistol with a glowing mag. I had never seen anything like it before. I looked for a logo but all I found was the manufacturer stamp. MarsTech Global IPP-12. I had no idea what any of that meant—I’d never heard of the company or the pistol. I stuffed it in my belt and took off running. There was a stairwell not far from here; I could go up one level, run across the hallway there, and back down and into the garage.  
 
    Two minutes later I was pounding down the stairs when the building shook. For a second, I was worried the bomb had gone off, but no, it was something else. Then the sound of gunfire reached me. ISO was assaulting the building—probably in hopes of stopping me. With any luck, Sergeant Farrel’s team would arrive soon and help the police deal with the gang bangers. I had other business to attend to.  
 
    Running was starting to wear on me as I crashed through the last door to the garage. I stopped and bent over, hand on knees, trying to catch my breath. I love having these powers and I love making the people who killed my family pay… but this was exhausting.  
 
    “Madisun Dumas, get down on the floor and put your hands behind your back,” Mach said from thirty feet away.  
 
    Oh fantastic.  
 
    The sub-garage was almost empty, and not particularly big. Maybe a hundred feet from end to end and thirty feet wide. A series of bay doors lined the right wall where delivery vehicles would back up and offload their supplies. If I recalled correctly, the Dome was also an emergency shelter and back-up national guard armory. This time of night on a Friday they didn’t have any deliveries. Just the one lone tractor trailer, parked along the left wall waiting to be backed up and offloaded.  
 
    Except it had two tons of C4 in it.  
 
    “Listen. That truck,” I said pointing at the vehicle, “is full of C4 and it’s going to detonate in a little under two—”  
 
    “We know,” Mach said. He wasn’t alone. Seraph stepped out from behind him through a portal of light, followed by Burn. She looked like an angel, with her white robes, pale blonde hair, skin and bright blue eyes. Burn was like other elementals I had heard of; living fire. Heat rolled off him in waves as he moved apart from his team. Maybe he didn’t want to hurt them, but more likely he was going to go for the flank.   
 
    Oh snap.  
 
    I glanced around, looking for Sara, thinking maybe she could help, but she was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    I stood up a little taller. “You remembered me?” I asked him.  
 
    A couple of his team glanced at him.  
 
    “Yes. I’m sorry about your brother, I truly am. But killing us isn’t the answer,” he said.  
 
    Wait, kill them? I cocked my head to the side a bit confused. “Mach, I never blamed you for what happened to Charles. It was his own fault. I’m not here to kill anyone, just defuse the bomb.” 
 
    I took a step to the left when Bull came out from a far door. He was seven feet tall with a sculpted muscular body. His dark skin was barely distinguishable from the fur on his bullhead. He snorted when he saw me, stomping one hoofed foot on the ground like he was going to charge.  
 
    “It’s no use lying to us,” Seraph said. Her eyes glowed with a golden quality as she spoke, light shimmered off her skin and it was hard to look away from her.  
 
    “Don’t let her touch you,” Spice said suddenly from right behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and she was hiding behind me.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “She can hurt me, Madi, bad. Don’t let her,” she said before vanishing.  
 
    I looked back at the team and Seraph’s face turned into a mask of shock, then rage. “She’s evil, Mach, possessed by a demon. We have to stop her!” The Angel stepped forward and a shield of light and matching sword appeared in a burst of light.  
 
    “Whoa, just stop, I’m not here to hurt any of you. I’m trying to save—” 
 
    Bull apparently took his orders from Seraph because before I could finish, he charged right at me.  
 
    “Son of a—” I had no time before he hit me with his thick skull.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    
Bill fired off his M4 at the two men whose backs were to him. It wasn’t hard to tell they weren’t cops; police didn’t use modified submachine guns to spray crowds. The first one went down silently but the second let out a scream and required a second shot.  
 
    The street was chaos. He slammed into the wheel of the pickup truck the two men had hid behind. He didn’t know if they were alive or dead; right now it just mattered that they weren’t moving. He dropped the mag from his rifle and slid a new one home.  
 
    “Felix. Sitrep?” 
 
    “Is bad a good answer?” Sandy asked over the radio.  
 
    It was bad. How could Bill have been so blind to an organization that could field a small army in downtown New Orleans? Last year was the first time he’d even heard about ISO-1. Now they were sieging the Saints’ HQ in New Orleans. Sieging!  
 
    “I count five-zero-tangos split into multiple groups. Small arms, and some RPGs. Basically, it looks like St. Petersburg last year during the war,” Felix said. 
 
    “Geez man, that’s not reassuring at all. Rico almost died there,” Sandy said.  
 
    “Cut the chatter,” Bill ordered. Step one, they needed to regroup. The Dome took up four square blocks; the nearby streets ran parallel to each side in an almost perfect square. They were on the Westside, along with the majority of the assailants. A plan formed in his mind; he’d already called the police and with any luck they would respond soon.  
 
    ‘Luck wasn’t a plan,’ as his old Drill Sergeant used to say.  
 
    “Felix, weapons hot. Make sure you’re not shooting the good guys,” he ordered.  
 
    “I’m insulted you think I would.”  
 
    Bill shrugged off the comeback. “Sandy, run down the street and see what kind of trouble you can stir up. Zim, follow and support.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Zim asked.  
 
    “Something stupid,” he cut off his comms. It was now or never. He jumped up shouldering his rifle as he did so, and moved around the corner of the truck. The street was alive with fire. The staccato gunfire of the gang and something else—some kind of discharging energy weapon punctuated by bright flashes of blue light.  
 
    Bill rushed to the twelve-foot concrete wall that surrounded the Dome just past the sidewalk. The wall itself wouldn’t stop a person but the concertina wire on top as well as the electrified bits would. Ducking into a low crouch he ran as fast as he could. There was a side entrance a hundred meters down; if he could get to it, get inside, he might be able to speak to someone in there and find a way to help the Wraith. There were a lot of ifs in that plan.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY
  
 
    My problem was that I didn’t want to kill any of these people. They were the good guys, maybe not from the same side of the tracks as me, but they did good things.  
 
    Apparently, they had no such compunction for me. Bull’s charge slammed into me, sending me flying sideways. I felt a rib crack when he hit and another when I smacked the concrete wall hard enough to leave a bloody streak down with my face.  
 
    “She doesn’t seem so tough,” he snorted. Not only did he look like a bull, he sounded and acted like one. He was also frigging strong. I wobbled to my feet. Holding myself up with one hand against the wall I reached into my pocket and retrieved my scarf.  
 
    When in Rome.  
 
    “If I have to beat the tar out of every one of you to save your lives,” I said as I wrapped the scarf around my face. “Then I will.” My eyes flashed blue and my voice took on the reverberation that only comes when I use my Wraith voice. I had to say, it was pretty cool.  
 
    “You think a little blue glow is going to scare us hellspawn?” Seraph asked.  
 
    That was just mean.  
 
    “Careful,” Mach warned his team, “she’s clever.”  
 
    “Clever doesn’t count for crap. What’s she going to do to me, punch me?” Burn asked. He moved forward slowly, letting me regain my strength. Bull approached from the side and Seraph backed them both up. Mach, strangely, held back. I wondered if he believed me but was waiting to see how I handled the situation.  
 
    I pulled out the Glock and pointed it at Burn. Only three rounds left. 
 
    “Bullets can’t hurt me. My body is made of living flame. You should know who you’re trying to kill,” he said. His face was an eerie replica of a human face, just made from leaping flame.  
 
    “It’s not for you,” I said. I aimed up and pulled the trigger. He had a moment of confusion before the sprinkler head above him exploded. Alarms rang and the fire suppression system kicked in, dumping hundreds of gallons of water on the parking garage.  
 
    It also had the added benefit of switching the lights to emergency mode as the power was cut to avoid more damage. I ran forward, throwing the gun in Bull’s face as he charged at me again. I don’t think it hurt him but the gun made him flinch, which gave me time to push off the wall and leap over Burn’s kneeling, screaming form as I head right for Seraph.  
 
    She charged forward, putting her shield in front of her like a ram and laying the sword on top like a spear. I really didn’t know anything about sword fighting other than the pointy end goes in the other guy. 
 
    We headed right for each other. Her smiling face betrayed her overconfidence. I think most people with powers were the same. It’s like they get this tremendous gift then forget how to do anything without it. I can thank Joseph for helping me avoid that particular pitfall.  
 
    At the last second, I threw my self backward, letting my feet slide on the wet pavement. I hit the concrete hard but managed to keep my head from bouncing off the floor.  
 
    I whipped out the plastic pistol and fired up at her chest as I slid under the shield, taking out her leg and sending her flailing toward me. I slammed one foot in her gut and fired the gun into her chest at point blank range. The pistol had no recoil, but it made a sound like a battery discharging with sandpaper rubbing together at the same time. I heaved her over, sending her flying with her own momentum. Thankfully, it didn’t kill her. She face-planted on the concrete. With the crack I heard from her nose, I wasn’t sure how beautiful she was going to be anymore. However, the pistol did the trick. I rolled over and got to me feet, taking a second to smile at her body as she twitched.  
 
    Bull came in at me, keeping me from enjoying my victory. He swung one meaty fist. For a minotaur that was seven feet tall he was stupid fast. I ducked, shot him twice with the cool gun, and rolled backward.  
 
    I was dismayed to find the gun had no effect on him. The blue energy danced around his skin before dissipating.  
 
    “They don’t work against invulnerable types,” he said with a chortle. I’d call it a laugh, but I don’t think his voice was capable of that kind of noise.  
 
    “Spice, I could really use some power right now,” I said under my breath as I backed out of reach of another punch from him.  
 
    “Then you’ll have to kill one of them. We’ve spent all the power we accumulated earlier,” she said from behind Bull. “Good job taking out the witch. Maybe kill her? The world could do without her kind.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill any of them, Spice.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s up to you.” 
 
    I made a mental note to research some of this later. Seraph thought I was some kind of demon, and Spice really didn’t like her. Bull jabbed at me again, I batted his fist aside and kicked out. It was like hitting a brick wall.  
 
    “My name’s Bull, not Spice. Are you crazy or something?” 
 
    I ignored him, spun, and tried for his knee. I might as well have tried to chop down a tree with my foot.  He laughed and swung again at me. I wracked my brain for information about the Beast-kin. Their powers manifested differently than the other supers, sure, but they were essentially the same.  
 
    Nothing could hurt them… but I knew that wasn’t true. Invulnerable was just a name we applied to really tough people. Stop a bullet with your chest and you were invulnerable. That didn’t mean a train wouldn’t kill the same person.  
 
    I stopped and stood up straight. “I give up,” I said raising my hands slowly.  
 
    He opened his mouth, too stunned to speak. I snapped the gun forward and shot him in his big fat mouth. Instead of dissipating against his skin, the blue energy funneled down his throat. Blue light flashed out of his nostrils and he choked, stumbling backward and holding his throat as his insides spasmed uncontrollably.  
 
    The only one left was Mach. I spun to face him, and he was on me in a second, his thick strong hand wrapped around my throat and his other on my wrist as he flew us against the far wall. He slammed me hard enough to knock the wind out of me.  
 
    Unfortunately, I was all out of tricks. I decided I’d try the truth one more time.  
 
    “Mach, listen to me. I didn’t set the bomb, ISO-1 did. They bought stolen C4 from Ukrainians and planted it here to make a statement.” 
 
    He leaned close to me. He was older than the last time I saw him. Maybe he’d aged or maybe he was tired.  
 
    “That’s a stupid plan. A bomb wouldn’t kill me. It might have hurt Bull, but Regenerator and Burn would be fine. The only person it would have a chance to kill…” His eyes went wide, and he looked over at Seraph’s unconscious form.  
 
    “It would do two things,” I said to him. “It would show the world they weren’t afraid of you, and it would kill the one person who keeps your team free from outside influence.” 
 
    I guessed from the way he looked, that maybe he got it.  
 
    He stepped back and let me go. “I thought you were telling the truth. When you didn’t kill anyone, I figured I was right. I truly am sorry about your brother,” he said his head bowing as he spoke. “Not a day goes by I don’t think about it.” 
 
    I slid down the wall, regaining my feet. I looked at him for a long moment. Mach was tall, built like a weightlifter, and had served the city for over a decade. Charles died fifteen years before. Why would he be concerned about it still? 
 
    “Mach, it really was an accident. I’m being honest when I say I don’t blame you. It doesn’t matter anyway… he would have died with the rest of my family.” I hadn’t realized that until I said it out loud, and when I did, a wave of grief hit me like a fist. I shook it off, not wanting to feel it just then. Not while there was still work to do.  
 
    “We can talk about this later. That bomb needs to be disarmed. Can you see to your teammates while I go try to save the day?” 
 
    He looked at the truck and then me. “How did you learn all these things?” 
 
    I shrugged. “YouTube.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    
Bill reached the bottom of the stairwell that led to the sub garage—where he believed the Wraith to be. After all, that was where security said the Saints team was. He had two security people in tow, along with Krisan who he’d run into on his way in.  
 
    “Hurry,” she said from the rear.  
 
    As strong as the Wraith was, there was no way she could fight her way past the Saints. They were a solid team with some incredibly powerful members.  
 
    Bill braced himself for what was beyond the ubiquitous green door with the silver push bar.  
 
    Please Lord, let me be in time.  
 
    He pushed through the door, yelling while he did. “Federal agent, stand down!”  
 
    Then he froze. Krisan broke out in nervous laughter behind him. The two security people froze, jaws open at the sight. Bill should have known. He’d seen what the woman was capable of, but still… 
 
    Damn.  
 
    Bull, Burn, and Seraph were all down. Unconscious from what he could tell. Mach stood next to the trailer with the bomb in it, while Wraith inspected the door. Bill checked his watch; they had a little over an hour. Which sounded like a lot of time, but not when dealing with a bomb.  
 
    “Madi!” Krisan squealed as she ran by, heedless of any danger or the inch of water from the discharged sprinklers. 
 
    So that’s her name.  
 
    Bill filed it away for future reference. He seriously doubted he could talk her into joining his team, but maybe she wouldn’t mind helping them out now and again.  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    
I had just determined that the door was rigged to blow if opened and was working on my options when Krisan rushed in—screaming my real name—before wrapping me in a bear hug and burying her face in my shoulder.  
 
    “Nice to see you too,” I told her as I returned the hug.  
 
    “When I heard they thought you were the bomber I… I…” 
 
    I smiled and squeezed her tight. “It’s okay. I’m okay. Mach and I go back a ways, so we’re cool.” 
 
    She gave me another hug and backed up. “So how come you haven’t disarmed it yet?” she asked with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, I see how it is. ‘Madi, take care of all the crime in Detroit. Madi, stop ISO from destroying New Orleans, Made, disarm all the bombs,’” I said and stuck my tongue out at her.  
 
    “Uh, ladies… Bomb?” Bill asked as he put his M4 down next to the truck. I glanced past him and saw the two security team members he brought with him run to the downed Saints to try and revive them.  
 
    “We got time. Uh, Mach? This is going to sound weird, but I don’t think you can convince Seraph that I’m one of the good guys, so please, don’t let her touch me.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “That makes two of us. Just please, trust me for now?” He thought about it for a moment then nodded. He walked over to the man trying to revive her and had a private word with him.  
 
    “What’s the plan,” Bill asked.  
 
    “The doors are rigged to blow the bomb if we open them. We’re going to need to cut through the roof and try and disarm it once we're inside,” I told him.  
 
    Krisan gave me a look. “Why don’t you just pop in there the way you do?” she asked.  
 
    “I can’t right now my… my abilities have limitations I’d rather not get into while surrounded by law enforcement, Krisan.” I put enough ice in my voice I hope she took my meaning. For such a smart woman she was sometimes oblivious.  
 
    “I can help with that,” Mach said walking up behind me. He lifted off the ground, wind blowing around him, sending the ends of my scarf snapping around. I reached up and pulled the silky material off my face and let it hang around my neck. I supposed there was no point in protecting my identity. 
 
    He landed on the roof of the tractor and knelt down.  
 
    “Not a big hole, just something I can look through,” I said. Anyone can make a bomb, it isn’t that hard. A highly skilled individual, though, can make a bomb that can’t be defused. I was worried that was what we were dealing with. From all the books Joseph had me read, Emergency Ordinance Disposal usually just blew up bombs with shaped charges or transported them somewhere they could be detonated without hurting anyone. But since the doors were rigged, I had to assume that whoever set this up knew what they were doing.  
 
    I grabbed the lever on the back of the door and hauled myself up, using the door mechanism as handholds until I scrambled over the top. Mach held out a hand and I grabbed it, pulling myself the rest of the way. “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    Once I was up there, he reached down with two fingers and jammed them through the metal. For him it was like pushing through butter. The Wraith made me strong, but not like his ridiculous level of strength. I shook off my awe and knelt down on all fours to press my face to the hole. The shadows inside the trailer faded until I could see almost normally.  
 
    “Well,” I said while looking through the hole, “it’s a bomb.” 
 
    “Can you disarm it?” Bill asked from below.  
 
    I closed my eyes for a second, trying to remember everything I had read about EOD. I looked again. The C4 had hundreds, if not thousands, of wires running through it. Any attempt to cut away the C4 would likely result in contact with one of the wires—which would mean boom.  
 
    All the detonators were pushed deep into the bricks themselves, which meant trying to pull them out would also result in boom. I directed Mach to punch another hole in the roof, closer to the middle. He did. I looked through that one and found the control systems. It was a simple circuit board attached to an MP3 player of some kind and what looked like a mic and an accelerometer. Clever.  
 
    I stood up and went through a dozen scenarios; all of them ended with boom.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mach asked.  
 
    “Whoever made this is pretty skilled. If we try to open the doors, sound the evacuation alarm, cut away the C4, or try to move it, the whole thing goes off. I can see the circuit board, but there are also wires I don’t recognize. He could also have it attached to a motion detector, which would mean even going in there to disarm it would result in boom.” Think, Madi. Think! 
 
    “We need to try something,” Mach said.  
 
    “We can’t rely on luck; luck isn’t a plan. We need to know it will work,” I told him. I looked around the room for something…something to inspire me. Something… something… outside the box! “Mach, I have a plan. I need Burn up here, but not Seraph, okay?” 
 
    He turned and lifted off, wind blowing out from him like a helicopter taking off. A few seconds later her returned with Burn, who looked like this was the last place he wanted to be. Fire swirled in the shape of a man—even his clothes were molded out of flame. It was eerie as hell looking at living flame. 
 
    “Sorry about earlier,” I told him. 
 
    He shook his head, running his hands through the flame that was his hair. “It was a good lesson in overconfidence, to be honest. I’m glad you were telling the truth.” 
 
    I wanted to shake his hand if I could have done it without melting my skin. “This is going to sound crazy, but it will work.” 
 
    “What will work?” Mach asked.  
 
    I walked over to the section of the trailer that was above the detonator. “Burn, I assume you can raise your external temperature slowly, right?” 
 
    “I have pretty good control. I can boil water or melt steel. I mean, I can’t go up a degree at a time, but leaps in ten or fifteen degrees is doable,” Burn said.  
 
    “Good. Okay, I need you to slowly raise the temperature inside the trailer until it’s two-thousand degrees,” I said pointing at the hole. I looked up to get confirmation from him that he could do it, but the two men were just staring at me like I was insane.  
 
    “There’s a bomb in there,” Mach said as if I didn’t know.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “A bomb I can’t disarm.” 
 
    “Your plan is to blow it up then?” Burn asked. “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?” 
 
    I shook my head. How to explain to them all the books I read on ordinance disposal, all the hours and hours of videos Joseph made me watch, not to mention the hands on?  
 
    “C4 is very stable; it requires a detonator. Something that explodes at greater than 1.5 megajoules—or 1400 meters per second. Fire or heat alone won’t do it; you could shoot it and it wouldn’t go off. But if one of us so much as sticks a pinkie inside that trailer, this place will look like a crater on the moon.” I checked the time on my phone. An hour to go. This wasn’t going to leave us an option for a plan B.  
 
    Air swirled around me and Seraph landed next to Mach. Her sandaled feet clanged on the roof as she stalked forward. Blood covered her; from her nose in a trail down her chin, neck, and the front of her white robe.  
 
    “You are the spawn of the devil. You’re here to destroy us.” She snapped out her hand and a whip made of light materialized. I was torn about what to do. If I shot her again it would hurt my chances of them listening to me—and a lot of innocent people would die. At the same time, Spice was terrified of her.  
 
    “I don’t know what your beef with me is, princess, but I don’t know you from Adam. Heat destabilizes electronics. Copper melts at two thousand degrees. Once that happens the detonator will be useless. So, all you have to do is—” 
 
    She whipped her hand out and the line of light wrapped around me burning my skin where it touched. I screamed as a pain unlike anything I’d ever felt burned me. Then she pulled. My vision blurred and I could feel her rending my soul in two. 
 
    “Seraph, stop!” Mach ordered her.  
 
    “B—Burn, only… you… can disarm… bomb,” I said through clenched teeth. I was crying, and I don’t cry easy. My knees hit the metal roof and she pulled again. I didn’t move, but something inside me did. Sara was next to me, screaming as she was pulled from me, the whip of light encircled us both.  
 
    It was too much, seeing her in pain, seeing her dying again. I couldn’t do it. I’d see everyone in this building blown to hell before I went through that again. I slammed my foot down and I stood, trying to focus through the pain and burning the whip caused. Mach yelled at Seraph to let me go. Burn moved to the hole, putting his palm over it as he heated up. Good man.  
 
    Through an effort of extreme will I forced my hand to grasp the hi-tech pistol tucked into my waistband. My fingers were numb; I barely felt the thing as I pulled it out.  
 
    She raised her other hand and a sword of light materialized in.  
 
    “Madi, please,” Spice called from beside me. We were almost completely separate now. She writhed on the ground, only barely connected to me. Seraph ran forward with the sword high above her head.  
 
    Oh no, not again. No! 
 
    I threw myself over Spice, firing the IPP as I fell. The blade struck me dead center in the chest and my world exploded. I hit the metal trailer, rolled and fell off the side only to slam into the concrete. I rolled over with a chuckle. Blackness encroached on me but this time, this time, I saved her.  
 
    I saved you Spice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
  
 
    Midnight came. Vaas was sitting in his leather chair, safely hidden in the hotel they owned. The huge picture windows overlooking the city gave him one of the best possible views.  
 
    The assault on the Dome had utterly failed. Most of the men he sent were captured and killed. His one hope was that the building would still explode. He’d paid good money for a detonator that couldn’t be defused. Once set, it would explode… no matter what.  
 
    The clock on his phone ticked over.  
 
      
 
    12:01 
 
      
 
    No explosion. No mushroom clouds. No screaming. No fire trucks. And no dead heroes.  
 
    How?  
 
    How on Earth did one woman dismantle the most powerful criminal organization in the history of New Orleans in a matter of three days? She’d killed nearly all of his subordinates, seemingly with ease. She knew where everything was. It didn’t matter how secret he thought a place was, she knew. She showed up at the lieutenants meeting, the mansion on the outskirts of the city, the swamp where they exchanged dirty money for clean. Hell, she’d blown it all up.  
 
    And now, at the moment when he should be celebrating, he held a heavy revolver in his hand and contemplated eating it. The Council in Belize would not accept this kind of failure. The only reason they hadn’t killed him already was that the whole thing came down so fast that no one had time to issue the order.  
 
    More time passed; with each minute his hope faded further. Hope that the timer had just delayed, or that maybe his clock was off, or… No, she’d won. Again. Somehow. He hefted the gun in his hand, feeling the weight. Regardless of whether it was by the hand of an assassin or his own, he’d join Peter soon. Somehow, he knew they wouldn’t like their destination.  
 
    The door to the suite swung silently open and soft footsteps made their way to the desk. “Miguel, I told you I didn’t want to be disturbed.” Something heavy and wet slammed down on his desk. He jumped up and spun around, his mouth open. Miguel’s dead eyes stared back at him from his severed head. The remains of the blood leaked out over the desk, soaking the papers in the viscous liquid.  
 
    He looked up, slowly, as if moving suddenly would cause her to strike like a snake.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked.  
 
    She reached up and pulled the red scarf down from her nose, revealing full lips on an impossibly pretty face. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen. How? 
 
    “Peter told me you ordered the hit on my father, Alexander Dumas. You also murdered my Mother, Nadia, and my little sister, Sara. Yes?” 
 
    Vaas shook his head. This was Madisun Dumas? Henry had assured him she was a worthless piece of trash who wasn’t a threat in any way. They wouldn’t have even bothered with her if she hadn’t called the police. After that they only kept trying because it pissed them off how she managed to slip through their fingers. He thought for sure she’d gone underground, moved to Canada or someplace ISO hadn’t extended their influence yet… then it clicked.  
 
    “It was you in Detroit. Ghost… you killed the Ghost?” 
 
    “Stabbed him through the chest with a combat knife, the way he killed my sister. Now I’m here to kill you Vaas, for what you did to my family.” 
 
    He nodded. He deserved this; he realized that now. She was his divine retribution. All the stories his mother told him as a child about avenging angels… that was what she was. She was the angel of death.  
 
    “Before you die, Vaas, you have a chance to do one good thing in your life. Tell me where the people are who pull your strings.” Vaas shivered as she spoke. The gun in his hand all but forgotten. She was unstoppable. There was nothing that could save him now. He dropped the gun on the desk with a thump and turned around to face the window. He leaned his head against the glass, enjoying the view one last time.  
 
    “Belize City,” Vaas said. “The heads of ISO live in Belize.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and waited. He didn’t have to wait long.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
  
 
    Saturday morning dawned and Henry rolled over in his bed as the sun came through the big window in his expensive house. The silk sheets rolled off him like water. Sadly, he was alone this morning. He hadn’t gone out; instead he was glued to the TV, watching the drama at the Dome unfold.  
 
    His phone rang and rang all night. The police even sent a uniform over to knock on his door but he pretended not to be home. The farther away he was from this mess the better. Let them think he was out on the town… gone for the weekend. It wasn’t unusual for that to happen.  
 
    ISO hadn’t told him about their operation to blow up the Saints HQ. If they had, he would have told them they were insane. Or at least he would have thought about telling them that.  
 
    After he dressed himself, he made coffee and walked to his office, holding the steaming mug while he read the headlines on his phone. He walked into his office on autopilot, heading for his large leather power chair—and froze.  
 
    The chair swiveled around. Henry dropped his coffee and phone, taking a step back as the steaming hot mug hit the floor. She looked just like the other night, eyes glowing impossibly blue, even in the morning light. She still wore the red scarf around her mouth and nose, obscuring her identity.  
 
    Only t large silver revolver cradled in her lap was new.  
 
    “I told you what you wanted,” he pleaded. “Please don’t kill me.” He resisted the urge to drop to his knees and beg. He was a coward—he knew that now—but he wanted to die with some shred of dignity… if he had to die.  
 
    “Relax Henry,” she said in her eerie voice that bounced around the room, sending his hair standing on end. “I’m not going to kill you.” She stood up, waving him toward the chair as she circled the desk opposite him. When he reached it he sat down.  
 
    She picked his phone up. With her thumb she scanned through it, looking at something he couldn’t see. Then she shut it down and tossed it to him. He caught it, placing it on the desk as it restarted.  
 
    “If you’re not here to kill me, then what are you doing? I don’t have anything else.” Now that she’d stated her intentions, he grew a bit of a spine, puffing up as is if somehow because she said she wouldn’t kill him, she couldn’t. 
 
    Maybe she won’t off a DA? If she’s a “good guy” then that has to count for something.  
 
    “Don’t get up uppity,” she said. She shook her head, letting her hair fall down around her shoulders as she pulled it out of the dreadlock ponytail she kept it in. Then she pulled the scarf down and the light in her eyes dimmed. He knew who she was the moment the blue faded. Once upon a time he’d thought she was the prettiest woman who ever lived. But… she looked as young and pretty as the day they met. Over a year had passed since he saw her last, but she looked better than when they were married in college. Then the shock hit him.  
 
    Madisun is the person who dismantled ISO almost overnight? 
 
    “I bet you’re wondering how, right? How I survived when my family didn’t? It’s a long story, but right now I just have one question for you. Did you know they were going to kill Sara?” 
 
    “Madi—” 
 
    Annoyance flickered across her face. “Don’t call me that, you don’t have the right. Don’t say my name again or I’ll show you the meaning of pain.” 
 
    He nodded, the blood draining from his face as she spoke. It was Madi, his ex-wife, but it wasn’t.  
 
    “Now, answer my question. Did you know they would kill Spice?” 
 
    Had he known? He racked his brain trying to remember the conversation with Vaas. They were going to kill Alex and Nadia unless he could get his mentor to back off from the investigation… but he only had a few minutes to convince him to do so… 
 
    “No, I swear. I didn’t even know either of you were there. I thought she was at a friend’s house. I tried to get you to leave, remember? I tried—I swear I didn’t want this to happen. They’re forcing me. I don’t have a choice, I’m a victim here. You have to believe me!” Henry hated the way he sounded almost as much as he hated the woman in front of him. How had she done this, humiliating him again? It was bad enough she left him after only six months of marriage, but now, here she was making him beg and whimper for his life.  
 
    “Okay Henry, I believe you.” She put the gun away by tucking it in her waistband at her lower back. “I’m glad you didn’t know. I haven’t finished my work here. I still haven’t figured out who the head of ISO-1 is here in the city. When I do, I’m going to kill them dead.” 
 
    Henry nodded. “That’s great, M… uh that’s great. If I can help, let me know. I’m the DA. I can control the police, direct investigations, you name it,” he said. This was starting to turn around. Maybe this whole debacle would turn out well for him after all.  
 
    “Thanks, Henry. I appreciate that. It’s really important they not know who I am, okay? Don’t tell anyone we’ve met. Can I trust you?” 
 
    He nodded emphatically. “Yes, of course. I promise. I don’t even have their number; they call me when they want something.”  
 
    She smiled. “I’m glad you weren’t a part of it. Goodbye Henry, I don’t think we’ll meet again.” She turned and walked out the door.  
 
    Henry leaped up and ran after her, calling her name, but by the time he got to the door she was gone. He searched the house: every room, every closet, the basement, everywhere. She was gone.  
 
    When he got back to his office he sat down in his expensive chair and ran a hand over his head. He was sweating, whether from the fear or the exertion he didn’t know. What he did know was this was his shot. He could get ISO off his back for good and be a partner instead of a servant. This was perfect. That stupid wench bought everything he said, hook line and sinker.  
 
    He retrieved his phone; it had finished powering up a while ago. It unlocked with a touch of his finger and he opened his contacts and found Vaas’s private number. It was listed as “Hotel Concierge” so if anyone looked through his contacts, they wouldn’t find it. He leaned back in the chair, hit the call and speaker button and tossed the phone on his desk.   
 
    This was it. Time for Henry to shine. Visions of yachts and fancy cars filled his head.  
 
    The phone rang through the speaker. Then another phone rang behind him. Puzzled he turned the chair around to see what was making the noise.  
 
    Sitting on the trophy mantle behind him, with all his high school and college sports trophies, was a small box. He recognized the box; he’d given Madi her wedding ring in an elaborate box just like that one. It was the size of a shoe box and he’d made her dig through it to find the ring.  
 
    He lifted the lid off the box and stood-up to look inside. A phone covered in blood lay on top of four brown bricks. Both phones rang a fourth time.  
 
    Bricks of… oh no! 
 
    He spun around to cancel the call— 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I wanted to feel something… maybe sorry? As his house exploded I wasn’t sorry at all. He lied to me through the whole conversation. The only thing he said that was the truth was that he really did try and get me and Spice to leave. Watching his house burn didn’t make me feel better, but it certainly didn’t make me feel worse.  
 
    “You should have just killed him yourself,” Spice said from the passenger seat. “Then we could have enjoyed the meal.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” I said as I started the car. At least Henry drove an Audi; it wasn’t as loud or boisterous as the Hellcat, but it handled nicely and was worth a pretty penny.  
 
    “Now what?” Spice asked.  
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I told you, I can’t read your mind.”  
 
    “I have one more loose end to tie up.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later I parked in Kenner next to the restaurant I had stayed at. I ducked out of the car, careful to avoid being seen, and made my way through the outside entrance to my little apartment. I had some clothes there I wanted and I needed to talk to the owners before I left.  
 
    All my things were dumped on the bed; it looked like they had gone through my stuff after I left.  
 
    Figures.  
 
    I hadn’t left anything of value, just clothes. Clothes I liked, though. I stuffed everything back into my suitcase, closed it and headed out down to the restaurant. Alessandro’s loud angry voice echoed up the stairs. After the damage to the building I imagined they wouldn’t be opening again anytime soon. That was part of the reason I was here. They may have betrayed me, but I wanted to give them a gift before I did what I had to do.  
 
    Their argument went silent as I came down the stairs. Alessandro went white as a sheet when I walked into the room. I smiled, trying to reassure them. “It’s okay, really. I’m sorry I put you through that.” 
 
    “Put us through…?” Jahaira asked. “We betrayed you. You saved us and that was how we repaid you.” It was obvious she’d spent the night crying. I gave her a small sad smile.  
 
    “I’m sorry about the damage to the restaurant. I have this for you, if you want it.” I pulled out a stack of hundred dollar bills. Twenty-thousand in total. Her eyes went wide as she took the money. His narrowed.  
 
    “What is the catch?” he asked. She slugged him in the shoulder as soon as he spoke.  
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. “No catch, I just wanted to say how sorry I was.” 
 
    She looked confused. “Sorry for what?” she asked.  
 
    The little bell rang on the front door as it opened and a woman walked in. “Mama, Papa, I’m back from Columbia!”  
 
    I stepped back behind the pillar that separated the dining room.  
 
    Jahaira turned to her daughter. “Bonita! Come her and meet the nice woman who rented your room while you were gone.” 
 
    I winced at her referring to me as a ‘nice person’ since she was about to hate me. The woman I knew as El Fuego came around the corner. The last time I had seen her she’d set my Mom on fire, followed by my house.  
 
    It took her a second to recognize me. Her eyes went wide, and she took a step back. She was probably trying to use her powers, but I wasn’t the same helpless person as last year.  
 
    I whipped out Vaas’s silver revolver—a .500 magnum that was far too large to be practical—and pulled the trigger. The bullet shattered her face, knocking her backward over a table. I stepped forward, fired the remaining four rounds into her body, tossed the gun on the bloody mess that used to be a human being, and walked out the front door.  
 
    I felt bad for Jahaira; she was a nice lady.  
 
    So was my Mom.  
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE
  
 
    “Where too next?” Krisan asked as I got out of the car at the warehouse where she asked me to meet her.  
 
    “Belize City; time to deal with the rest of ISO. For good.”  
 
    She smiled as she rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet. As always, she had her phone in one hand. Now I knew why.  
 
    “Then I have something you’ll want to see. I have to say, I’m pretty proud of this. I didn’t know how exciting it would be to buy black market weapons!” 
 
    Dealing with scum to buy weapons wasn’t the best idea, but at the same time, I needed weapons to fight the really evil folks. As crimes went, I put murder and rape as the worst. Arms dealing was something that could wait until I was finished with ISO.  
 
    I followed Krisan through the door. She turned the lights on, which I didn’t need but she did, and yelled. “Ta-da!” 
 
    I whistled. She had outdone herself. I looked over at her and smiled. “When you said you wanted to help, I had no idea.” 
 
    “Did I do good?” she asked.  
 
    I walked into the room full of weapons: from sniper rifles to pistols, boxes and boxes of ammo, mannequins with armor on them—everything I would ever need to fight my one-woman war against organized crime.  
 
    In the back of the room, painted a deep red that looked far more subdued than the car could handle, was a Dodge Hellcat.  
 
    “You really liked that car, so I got you another.”  
 
    I was going to ask how she pulled this off, considering I only had eighty thousand to my name, but I decided against it. The less I knew the better.  
 
    I let out a whistle as I looked around at the seemingly endless array of weapons. A phrase from one of the history books Joseph made me read popped in my head, and it felt right.  
 
    "Igitur qui desiderat pacem, praeparet bellum,” I said.  
 
    Krisan laughed and waved at the weapons. “I don’t think this is what the Roman general meant when he said that.”  
 
    I shook my head. “This is exactly what he meant. If you want peace, prepare for war. War is upon us, it has been for years. Now it’s time we start winning it.”  
 
    I picked up a Skorpion just like the one I used in Detroit and pulled the slide back.  
 
    Yeah, this will do nicely. Time to put the fear of God in these people. 
 
    UNTIL NEXT TIME… 
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